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ABSTRACT 
 

Sixteenth-century artists, patrons, and antiquarians sought to glorify Rome by 

reviving the ancient past. While much scholarly attention has focused on classical 

antiquity’s rebirth in the Renaissance, further study of the complex early modern 

“memory” of ancient Egypt both as Rome’s powerful ancient ancestor and as a foreign 

and pagan “other,” is warranted. This dissertation will illuminate how Egyptian imagery 

in Cinquecento portrayals of Roman space served to identify the city and symbolize 

Rome’s far-reaching authority. Reconstructions of Roman all’antica environments in the 

form of landscape paintings, city views, domestic decoration, garden design, and urban 

plans will be examined for the multi-temporal viewing experience they provided, and for 

their messages of identity, inheritance, virtue, and power. Artworks and designs by 

Raphael and his workshop artists as well as the Late Renaissance artist and antiquarian 

Pirro Ligorio will be analyzed for their symbolism, style, patronage, and iconography, as 

well as for their relationship to Renaissance concepts of memory, topographic 

symbolism, urbanism, and phenomenology. The examples discussed in this dissertation 

elucidate the various ways that the Renaissance memory of Egypt, manifested in different 

artistic styles and materials, was adapted to meet the needs of various artists, patrons, and 

audiences, all while evoking the physical space of Rome, its antiquity, and its eternal 

spiritual and political supremacy. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Egypt and the Sixteenth-Century Revival of Rome 
 

After the medieval decline of Rome and the loss of religious and political clout 

caused by the Great Schism (1378–1417), the once vibrant city was left with a crumbling 

infrastructure and a dwindling population.1 In the sixteenth century, increasing tensions 

between the Catholic Church and the Protestant sects further threatened Rome’s 

supremacy.2 Cinquecento intellectuals, patrons, and artists initiated the resurrection of the 

city’s physical, political, and spiritual magnificence by calling upon Rome’s historical 

power as proof of its contemporary hegemony. While the city’s renewal through a 

revitalization of its classical past has been well studied, the impact of ancient Egypt on 

Rome’s revival has not been thoroughly considered.3 Attending to this lacuna, this 

 
1 See Elizabeth McCahill, Reviving the Eternal City: Rome and the Papal Court, 

1420–1447 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2013). 
 
2 On Rome in the sixteenth century see, for example, see Marcia B. Hall, ed., 

Rome: Artistic Centers of the Italian Renaissance (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2005); Hall, After Raphael: Painting in Central Italy in the Sixteenth Century 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999); Peter Burke, The Italian Renaissance: 
Culture and Society in Italy (Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999); Charles 
Stinger, The Renaissance in Rome (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1998); 
Ingrid Rowland, The Culture of the High Renaissance: Ancients and Moderns in 
Sixteenth–Century Rome (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 

 
3 A notable and influential exception is Brian Curran. See for example Curran, 

The Egyptian Renaissance: The Afterlife of Ancient Egypt in Early Modern Italy 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007). On the revival of Rome through its ancient 
past see for example, Aby Warburg, The Renewal of Pagan Antiquity, ed. Kurt W. 
Forster and David Britt, trans. David Britt (1932; Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute 
for the History of Art and the Humanities, 1999); Jean Seznec, The Survival of the Pagan 
Gods: The Mythological Tradition and Its Place in Renaissance Humanism and Art, 
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dissertation argues that sixteenth-century artists utilized Rome’s multifaceted memory of 

ancient Egypt in their reconstructed all’antica Roman spaces as emblems of the physical 

locus of Rome, embodiments of the spirit of antiquity, and as symbols of Rome’s eternal 

and boundless right to rule.4  

Egyptian obelisks, pyramids, lions, and sphinxes were prominently featured in 

Cinquecento Rome’s urban programs, sculpture collections, landscape paintings and 

other pictorial backgrounds, city portraits, architectural designs, and in the decoration of 

palaces, villas and gardens. Reviving the culture of the past in the conditions of the 

present, these carefully crafted environments provided the viewer an experience of a 

 
trans. Barbara F. Sessions (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1953); Erwin 
Panofsky, Renaissance and Renascences in Western Art (New York: Harper & Row, 
1960); Ernst Gombrich, “The Style all’antica: Imitation and Assimilation,” in Norm and 
Form: Studies in the Art of the Renaissance 1 (London: Phaidon, 1966), 122–28; 
Gombrich, “From the Revival of Letters to the Reform of the Arts” (1967), in The 
Heritage of Apelles: Studies in the Art of the Renaissance (Oxford: Phaidon, 1976) 3, 93–
110; James Ackerman, "The Planning of Renaissance Rome, 1450–1580," in Rome in the 
Renaissance: The City and the Myth, ed. P.A. Ramsey (Binghamton, NY: Center for 
Medieval & Early Renaissance Studies, 1982); Philip Jacks, The Antiquarian and the 
Myth of Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993); and Charles Stinger, 
Renaissance in Rome, 1998; Luba Freeman, The Revival of the Olympian Gods in 
Renaissance Art (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). For an overview of the 
Renaissance relationship with antiquity see Kathleen Christian, “Antiquities,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to the Italian Renaissance, ed. Michael Wyatt (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014), 40–58. On Rome’s urban programs see for example, 
Christoph Frommel, “Papal Policy: The Planning of Rome During the Renaissance,” 
Journal of Interdisciplinary History 17, no. 1 (July 1986): 39–65; Rabun M. Taylor, 
Katherine Rinne, Spiro Kostof, Rome: An Urban History from Antiquity to the Present 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016).  

 
4 Virgil’s Jupiter gifted Rome’s right to rule to Aeneas. “For the Romans I set 

neither bounds nor periods of empire; I assign them no limit of things nor of time,” 
Virgil, Aeneid I, 278. Translated in Kathleen Christian, “Landscapes of Ruin and the 
Imagination in the Antiquarian Gardens of Renaissance Rome,” in Gardens and 
Imagination: Cultural History and Agency, ed. Michel Conan (Washington, D.C.: 
Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 2008), 123.  
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multi-temporal Rome in which communion with, and inspiration from, the ancients was 

possible.5 Whether physical or imaginative, these spaces allowed sixteenth-century 

viewers to appropriate and benefit from Egypt’s virtues and exotic quality, while 

distancing themselves from its perceived vices.  

Egyptian Renaissance Historiography 
 

Among the most significant contributions to scholarship on the Renaissance 

Egyptian revival are the efforts of Brian Curran, who considered the complexities of 

Egyptian, Greek, and Roman histories and their reception in the Renaissance with 

virtuosic deftness.6 His research laid solid and probing foundations for the study of Egypt 

 
5 See, for example, Christian, “Landscapes of Ruin,” 120.  
 
6 Period designations for early modern eras are troublesome for their various 

associations with historical events, stylistic qualities, and accumulations of later scholarly 
biases. With their problematic qualities in mind, this study uses terms such as 
“Renaissance,” “High Renaissance,” “Late Renaissance,” “Counter Reformation,” and 
“early modern,” in addition to more neutral labels such as “sixteenth century,” and 
“Cinquecento.” The term “Renaissance” is used throughout this dissertation to refer to 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries in Italy, particularly in contexts of the artistic, 
cultural, and intellectual efforts to revive antiquity. “High Renaissance” specifically 
refers to the late fifteenth and early sixteenth century, and is often used to indicate the 
time frame of intense artistic and cultural development by artists such as Raphael and 
Michelangelo, for wealthy and artistic–minded patrons like Julius II and Leo X. For 
events after the “High Renaissance,” and to indicate the period c. 1520 to 1600, I use the 
term “Late Renaissance” to indicate the changing artistic and cultural environment of 
Rome from c.1520 to 1600. This chronological framework is admittedly ahistorical, as 
contemporaries like Giorgio Vasari saw no break in the culture of the Renaissance. The 
term “Late Renaissance” provides a convenient and somewhat neutral label for a diverse 
period that witnessed numerous stylistic incarnations, as well as religious and political 
conflicts. It begins with the death of Raphael (1520) and Pope Leo X (1521), a central 
artist and patron (respectively) of the Renaissance Egyptian revival, and it ends roughly 
with the onset of the Baroque (c.1600), just before the career of Jesuit scholar Athanasius 
Kircher (1602–1680) whose studies represent the beginnings of modern Egyptology. The 
label “Counter Reformation” is variously defined in scholarship and is contested as a 
period designation. I use the term in reference to the Catholic Church’s efforts toward 
reform, both of its own impetus as well as in response to Protestant criticism, as well as 
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in Renaissance Italy. Most notable is Curran’s 2007 publication, The Egyptian 

Renaissance: The Afterlife of Ancient Egypt in Early Modern Italy.7 Curran’s text 

retraced the survival and transmission of Egyptian memory from antiquity through the 

High Renaissance. His examples of Renaissance Egyptian-themed imagery range in form 

and function, however, they are unified as products of the early modern desire to 

appropriate ancient Egypt’s power and wisdom.  

 
its various efforts to bolster the spiritual and political authority of the Church in Rome 
during the sixteenth century. This dissertation also uses the term “early modern” to refer 
to the period encompassing advancements in information technology (the development 
and spread of printing, for example), an artistic and intellectual revival and adaptation of 
antiquity, the shifting spiritual environment of the Protestant and Counter Reformation, 
the social and economic shift away from the feudal system, and the expansion of the 
known world (and their cultures) for Europeans through exploration. While scholars often 
use this term to refer to the period beginning with the Renaissance and ending around the 
French and Industrial Revolutions (late eighteenth–early nineteenth centuries), this 
dissertation uses the label within the shorter chronological framework of the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries. 
 
For problems of periodization for the sixteenth century see, for example, W. P. 
Friederich, “Late Renaissance, Baroque, or Counter–Reformation?” The Journal of 
English and Germanic Philology 46 (1947): 132–143; Eric Cochrane, ed., The Late 
Italian Renaissance: 1525–1630 (London: MacMillan, 1970); Hall, After Raphael, 1999; 
David Franklin, Painting in Renaissance Florence, 1500–1550: “Spirit, Beauty, 
Perfection” (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001); Jill Burke, Rethinking the High 
Renaissance: The Culture of the Visual Arts in in Early Sixteenth Century Rome 
(Burlington: Ashgate, 2012). For the historiography of the Counter Reformation and 
debate over an accurate terminology see, for example, Domenico Sella, Italy in the 
Seventeenth Century (London: Longman, 1997); Robert Bireley, The Refashioning of 
Catholicism: 1450–1700; a Reassessment of the Counter Reformation (Washington, DC: 
Catholic University of America Press, 1999); John O’Malley, Trent and all That: 
Renaming Catholicism in the Early Modern Era (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2000); Mary Laven, “Encountering the Counter–Reformation,” Renaissance Quarterly 59 
(2006): 706–720. On the term “early modern,” and its associated problems see, for 
example, Wolfgang Reinhard, “The Idea of Early Modern History,” in Companion to 
Historiography, ed. Michael Bentley (London: Routledge, 1997), 268–279; Jennifer 
Summit and David Wallace, “Rethinking Periodization,” Journal of Medieval and Early 
Modern Studies 37, no.3 (2007): 447–451. 
 

7 Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 2007. 
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Many of Curran’s artistic examples were noted in the works of previous scholars; 

however, the Egyptian Renaissance author contributed careful analyses, contextual 

studies, and thoughtful insights for many of these, advancing the scholarly conversation 

on Egypt in the Renaissance. Curran discussed the early humanists’ rediscovery of 

obelisks and hieroglyphics, the artistic translation of hieroglyphs, the creations of 

genealogies for patrons such as Alexander VI and Pompeo Colonna linking them to 

Egyptian gods; and the papal reception of Egypt’s antiquity in the High Renaissance. In 

regard to the latter, most relevant to the current study are the numerous projects planned 

and commissioned by Pope Leo X (r. 1513–1521) often with the antiquarian and artistic 

efforts of Raphael (1483–1520) and his workshop artists.8 Curran’s discussion of the 

Egyptian page in the Colonna Missal is a sensitive examination of Egyptian materials, 

iconography, and genealogical and mythological lore. For each of his case studies, the 

individual needs of the patron were unique, proving that the revival of ancient Egypt in 

the Renaissance was widespread, and adaptable to a variety of contexts. 

This study is particularly indebted to Curran’s treatment of Raphael and Leo X. In 

both his Egyptian Renaissance and “Sphinx in the City,” the author discussed Leo X’s 

commissions for the renovations and reinstallations of Egyptian and Egyptianizing lions 

and sphinxes throughout the city, and the plans for re-erecting the San Rocco obelisk in 

Piazza del Popolo.9 Curran also researched the Egyptianizing designs Raphael and his 

 
8 Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 189–225. 
 
9 Curran, “The Sphinx in the City: Egyptian Memories and Urban Spaces in 

Renaissance Rome (and Viterbo),” in Artistic Exchange and Cultural Translation in the 
Italian Renaissance City, ed. Stephen J. Campbell and Stephen J. Milner (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004), 294–326. 
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workshop created for the Vatican Palace. Curran’s investigations showed how the 

memory of Egypt was used to symbolize and aggrandize the Medici pope, particularly in 

the reuse and adaptations of ancient Egyptian leonine creatures, and to contribute 

imperializing associations to Leo X’s sacred office.   

Adding to Curran’s study of Leo X’s patronage of Egyptian-themed programs, 

this dissertation uncovers how the Egyptian and Egyptianizing sculptures and frescoes of 

the pope’s urban and decorative programs evoked a multitemporal experience of Roman 

space and contributed to the sixteenth-century revival of Roman glory. Building on 

Curran’s analysis of Raphael’s plans for the San Rocco obelisk, the ancient lions and 

sphinxes of Rome, and the Egyptianizing sphinxes of the Vatican’s Loggetta of Cardinal 

Bibbiena, this dissertation considers how, in conjunction with Roman traditions of spatial 

memory, Rome’s Egyptian imagery contributed to the creation of meaning and 

connections across the city, and through time. This study also analyzes the Loggetta 

sphinxes with more depth than has been done before, examining concepts of 

iconography, style, symbolism, and historical examples of the leonine hybrids visible in 

Rome to uncover how these syncretic creatures embodied and evoked Roman space and 

culture.  

Although Curran noted the Egyptian quality of Raphael’s Rome in the Sala di 

Costantino’s Vision of Constantine, this dissertation is the first thorough investigation of 

the fresco’s Egyptian imagery and its significant compositional emphasis. Considering 

the room’s overall decorative and symbolic program, the Vision’s topographic 

symbolism, and Roman traditions of spatial memory, this study uncovers the role of the 

frescoed obelisks and pyramids in representing Roman space, for creating an imaginative 
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experience of the ancient city, making ancient virtue accessible to the sixteenth-century 

viewer, and preserving the memory of lost antiquity. Moving beyond the scope of 

Curran’s work, as will be discussed further below, this study investigates the Late 

Renaissance Egyptian revival by analyzing the Egyptian-themed writings and artworks of 

artist-antiquarian Pirro Ligorio (c. 1510–1583), illustrating the adaptability of Egypt’s 

memory and its lasting significance in Cinquecento visual culture.  

This dissertation also builds on the groundbreaking work of earlier studies that 

resurrected the Renaissance passion for ancient Egypt. Much scholarly attention has been 

focused on the rediscovery of the study and reception of hieroglyphics and on the Corpus 

Hermetica and its impact on Christianity. These subjects were particularly strengthened 

by Karl Giehlow’s 1915 Hieroglyphenkunde and Frances Yates’ 1964 Giordano Bruno 

and the Hermetic Tradition, both of which contributed greatly on the Renaissance 

reception and adaptation of the memory of ancient Egypt.10 Karl Dannenfeldt’s 1948 

dissertation and articles offered a variety of information on the Renaissance rediscovery 

of ancient Egypt. In addition to discussing the medieval and Renaissance construction of 

Egypt as a source of sacred wisdom and early modern reception of hieroglyphs as part of 

the emblematic culture, Dannenfeldt also discussed Egyptian antiquities in Renaissance 

 
10 Giehlow, “Die Hieroglyphenkunde des Humanismus in der Allegorie der 

Renaissance,” Jarbuch der Kunsthistorischen Sammlungen des Allerhöchsten 
Kaiserbauses (1915), XXXII, 1–218; Giehlow, The Humanist Interpretation of 
Hieroglyphs in the Allegorical Studies of the Renaissance, ed. and trans. Robin Raybould 
(Leiden: Brill, 2015). See below for more on hieroglyphs in the Renaissance.  
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Italy, early modern travelers to Egypt, and the import and trade of ancient Egyptian 

artifacts to Europe, which included mummies for medicinal treatments.11 

Although this dissertation is not directly concerned with the Renaissance 

rediscovery of Egyptian hieroglyphs, the scholarly work focused on this topic has 

provided an important foundation for the understanding of Renaissance symbolic culture. 

Scholars such as Erik Iversen (1961) and Rudolf Wittkower (1972) argued that the 

quattrocento humanist interpretation of Egyptian hieroglyphs as a coded, symbolic 

language fueled the allegorical culture of the period.12 Wittkower explained that in the 

fifteenth century, just as humanists reconciled the wisdom and truths of the ancients with 

Christianity, hieroglyphs were combined with Renaissance allegory and symbolism, 

creating a complex, erudite visual language that spoke of the essence of things, 

comprehensible to those initiated.13 For Iversen, the Renaissance concept of Egyptian 

 
11 Karl H. Dannenfeldt, “Late Renaissance Interest in the Ancient Orient,” (Ph.D. 

diss., The University of Chicago, 1948), 59–81; Dannenfeldt, “The Renaissance and the 
Pre–Classical Civilizations,” in Journal of the History of Ideas 13, no. 4 (1952): 435–
449; Dannenfeldt, “Egypt and Egyptian Antiquities in the Renaissance,” in Studies in the 
Renaissance 6 (1959): 7–27. See also Sergio Donadoni, “Egypt Over the Centuries,” in 
Egypt from Myth to Egyptology, ed. Sergio Donadoni, Silvio Curto, and Anna Maria 
Donadoni Roveri (Milan: Fabbri, 1990), 59–72.  
 

12 Erik Iversen, The Myth of Egypt and Its Hieroglyphs in European Tradition 
(Copenhagen: Gad, 1961,) 57–87; Rudolf Wittkower, “Hieroglyphs in the Early 
Renaissance,” in Developments in the Early Renaissance, ed. Bernard S. Levy (Albany, 
NY: State University of New York Press, 1972), reprinted in Wittkower, Allegory and the 
Migration of Symbols (Bolder, Co.: Westview Press, 1977), 113–28. See also Wittkower, 
Selected lectures of Rudolf Wittkower: The Impact of Non–European Civilizations on the 
Art of the West, ed. Donald Martin Reynolds (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1989), 36–59. 
 

13 Wittkower, Allegory and the Migration of Symbols, 113–28. 
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hieroglyphs and the visual arts were even more interconnected, as both were a kind of 

“sacred allegorical writing.”14 He continued, 

After theology and next to philosophy art was the highest and most sublime 
medium for the materialization of the divine realm of the soul and of the 
ideas themselves, and as such it was subject to the laws governing the 
relations between matter and idea. Mystical insight into the ideal nature of 
things was necessary for the artist to create it, and the same insight was 
necessary for the contemplative spectator in order to solve the enigma of 
the work, and read its secret message.15 

 
In other words, through symbols and allegory, artists could provide the way to the true 

nature of things, and the viewer, through contemplation, would be provided access to that 

knowledge. As a result, Cinquecento viewers were encouraged by the symbolic 

atmosphere to accept not only an image’s overt meaning, but also consider the possibility 

of, and indeed expect, a multiplicity of underlying messages. This is an important point 

that will be applied to the examples of Renaissance reconstructions of all’antica space 

discussed in the chapters that follow, as viewers were likely to interpret the Egyptian 

imagery found there with consideration of their Egyptian and Roman associations, as 

well as more subtle or specific messages. 

Also essential for understanding the impact of Egyptian antiquity on Rome’s early 

modern culture are the scholarly explorations into Rome’s Egyptian and Egyptianizing 

monuments. The majority of these investigations focus on the city’s obelisks.16 For 

 
14 Iversen, Myth of Egypt, 79. 

 
15 Iversen, Myth of Egypt, 79. 

 
16 The catalog, commentaries, and appendices of Anne Roullet’s 1972 Egyptian 

and Egyptianizing Sculptures and Monuments of Imperial Rome (Leiden: Brill), and the 
Census of Antique Works of Art and Architecture Known in the Renaissance database 
have been invaluable references for investigating the Egyptian and Egyptianizing 
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example, publications by Cesare D’Onofrio (1965), Erik Iversen (1968) and Brian 

Curran, Anthony Grafton, Pamela O. Long, and Benjamin Weiss (2009) traced the 

histories of Rome’s obelisks, and are foundational to this study’s reconstruction of the 

ancient locations of Rome’s obelisks, and their Renaissance rediscoveries.17 However, a 

large gap exists in the study of Rome’s obelisks, as those publications dealing with the 

early modern period are primarily focused on the re-erection of obelisks under Sixtus V 

(r. 1585–1590). Very little discussion examines earlier Cinquecento reception of Rome’s 

obelisks, save for concise mentions of archaeological discoveries. The primary exception 

to this is Curran’s brief treatment of Bramante’s proposal to move St. Peter’s tomb and 

the façade of St. Peter’s Basilica to align with the Vatican Obelisk, and his analysis of 

Raphael’s unrealized plan to erect the San Rocco obelisk in Piazza del Popolo.18  

In a 1956 essay Nikolaus Pevsner and Susan Lang spearheaded a focused 

approach on the artistic reception of ancient Egypt in the Renaissance.19 The authors 

 
antiquities (including obelisks, but also other sculpture) known in sixteenth–century 
Rome, their inclusion in antiquities collections, as well as examples of related 
Renaissance Egyptianizing artworks. CENSUS, Census of Antique Works of Art and 
Architecture Known in the Renaissance (website), Humboldt–Universität zu Berlin and 
Berlin–Brandenburgische Akademie der Wissenschaften, http://www.census.de/. 
 

17 Cesare D’Onofrio, Gli Obelischi di Roma: Storia e urbanistica di una città 
dall’età antica al XX secolo (Rome: Romana Società Editrice, 1992); Erik Iversen, 
Obelisks in Exile, vol. 1, The Obelisks of Rome (Copenhagen: GAD, 1968); Brian Curran, 
Anthony Grafton, Pamela O. Long, and Benjamin Weiss, eds., Obelisk: A History 
(Cambridge, MA: Burndy Library, 2009). See also, Jeffrey Collins, “Obelisks as Artifacts 
in Early Modern Rome: Collecting the Ultimate Antiques,” Ricerche di Storia dell’arte 
72, 49–68. 

 
18 Curran et al, Obelisk, 85–101. Chapter Two of this dissertation will discuss 

Raphael’s plan for the San Rocco obelisk.  
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retraced the Egyptian revival through the rediscovery of texts, hieroglyphs, and ancient 

materials, and in their section on the quattro and Cinquecento, the authors discussed 

examples of Renaissance Egyptianizing imagery. This included the pyramid background 

of Lorenzo Ghiberti’s (c. 1378–1455) Drunkenness of Noah panel of the Florence 

Baptistry Doors (1425–52), Pinturicchio’s (1454–1513) Egyptianizing decoration for the 

Borgia papal apartments in the Vatican (1493–95), and Raphael’s Telamoni in the 

Vatican’s Stanza dell’Incendio.  

More recent scholarship on the Renaissance revival of Egyptian antiquity has 

built upon the work of Pevsner and Lang. This includes James Stevens Curl’s 1994 

publication, which argued that the influence of Egypt in western European civilization 

had been previously underestimated in scholarship.20 He discussed the revival of Egypt 

for its impact on religion and through the rediscovery of ancient monuments. Curl 

 
19 Nikolaus Pevsner and Susan Lang, “The Egyptian Revival,” Architectural 

Review 119 (1956): 242–254; reprinted in Nikolaus Pevsner, Studies in Art, Architecture, 
and Design (London: Thames & Hudson, 1968), 212–235. For more discussions of 
artistic reception of Egyptian antiquity in the early modern period see, for example, 
Ingrid Rowland on Pinturicchio’s Sala dei Santi in Rowland, Culture of the High 
Renaissance, 42–67; Bertrand Jaeger, “L’Egitto Antico alla corte dei Gonzaga,” in 
L’Egitto fuori dell’Egitto: Dalla riscoperta all’Egittologia, ed. Cristiana Morigi Govi, 
Silvio Curto, and Sergio Pernigotti (Bologna: CLUEB, 1991), 233–53; Helen 
Whitehouse, “Towards a Kind of Egyptology: The Graphic Documentation of Ancient 
Egypt, 1587–1666,” in Documentary Culture: Florence and Rome from Grand–Duke 
Ferdinand I to Pope Alexander VII; Papers from a Colloquium held at the Villa Spelman, 
Florence, 1990, ed. Elizabeth Cropper, Giovanna Perini, Francesco Solinas (Bologna: 
Nuova Alfa Editoriale, 1992), 63–79. 
 

20 James Stevens Curl, Egyptomania: The Egyptian Revival; A Recurring Theme 
in the History of Taste (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1994); revised as The 
Egyptian Revival: Ancient Egypt as the Inspiration for Design Motifs in the West (New 
York: Routledge, 2005). See also Curl’s “Egypt in Rome— An Introductory Essay I: Isis, 
Obelisks, and the Isaeum Campense,” Interdisciplinary Science Reviews 25, no. 1 (2000): 
53–64; and “Egypt in Rome— An Introductory Essay II: The Villa Adriana and the 
Beginnings of Egyptology,” Interdisciplinary Science Reviews 25, no. 2 (2000): 123–135. 
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described examples of Egyptian imagery in artist drawings and in creative 

reinterpretations of Egyptian and Egyptianizing antiquities in Renaissance artwork.  

Despite the invaluable contributions of the studies noted above, scholarship has 

repeatedly diminished or dismissed the significance of the memory of Egypt in 

Renaissance visual culture. For example, pervading the field is the tendency to treat 

Egyptianizing artwork as merely documents recording the impact of the Egyptian revival 

on Christianity, evidence of the rediscovery of hieroglyphs, or as proto-archaeological 

chronicles of antiquities. Indeed, Pevsner and Lang claimed that most Cinquecento 

Egyptianizing images were not works of art, but documentary imagery. Curl likewise 

emphasized the documentary function of Renaissance drawings after Egyptian antiquity, 

and argued that their inclusion was “incidental,” and had nothing to do with any Egyptian 

association.21  

A related issue common to the majority of focused studies on the Egyptian revival 

is the rejection of meaning in Egyptian-themed artwork. For example, Wittkower’s 

chapter on obelisks in the 1989 publication Selected Lectures outlined numerous 

iterations of the ancient Egyptian obelisk in Renaissance architecture and design.22 

Significantly, throughout his essay Wittkower repeatedly claimed, without further 

 
21 His only exception were the few collections of drawings like Pirro Ligorio’s in 

the Codex Ursinianus, the Codex Pighius, and Dupérac’s drawings which, he argued, 
exhibit some attempt to categorize the Egyptian and Egyptianizing images they depict in 
order of their rediscovery. Consistent with much scholarship on the Egyptian revival, 
Curl claims that a meaningful use of Egyptian and Egyptianizing imagery did not begin 
until the end of the sixteenth century, around the time of Sixtus V’s translation of the 
obelisks (Curl gives Michele Mercati’s 1589 De gli obelischi as the first example). Curl, 
The Egyptian Revival, 115. 
 

22 Wittkower, Select lectures, 1989. 
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explanation, that these Renaissance obelisks had no symbolic meaning or relationship to 

their Egyptian prototypes but were simply used for their ornamental quality. Considering 

the allegorical nature of Renaissance visual culture, which Wittkower helped bring to 

scholarly attention, and the iconic quality of the Egyptian obelisk, the author’s 

assessment of the period’s superficial use of the monument requires reconsideration. 

Style is another area that is largely overlooked by scholars of the Egyptian 

Renaissance. Iversen claimed that Renaissance artists had no interest in emulating the 

ancient Egyptian style, favoring their own design aesthetic because they were not 

interested in historical accuracy.23 While Iversen correctly observed that many fifteenth- 

and sixteenth-century Egyptianizing artworks do not directly emulate the ancient 

Egyptian style, his reasoning does not account for the Renaissance artist’s agency in 

stylistic matters, the goals of patrons, or the syncretizing tendencies of the period. When 

considering the way scholars have discussed style in relationship to Renaissance 

Egyptian imagery, few cases though it is, Egyptianizing art is generally treated in one of 

two ways. The example is either so imitative that it is simply documentary, and thus style 

and meaning are irrelevant (as in the case of artists’ drawings of Egyptian antiquities); or, 

it is not overtly Egyptian enough, and presumably its Egyptian associations are 

minimal.24 

 
23 Iversen, The Myth of Egypt, 66. This is discussed further in Chapter Three.  

 
24 Pevsner and Lang grappled with the style of Raphael’s Egyptianizing Telamone 

in the Vatican’s Sala del’Incendio, “Since the ‘Egyptian’ telamoni were of Roman origin 
and showed little of the Egyptian parentage, whereas true Egyptian sculpture went of 
course against all the principles and aspirations of Renaissance art, and would have 
presented great difficulties to any Renaissance artist who wanted to get anything of the 
Egyptian style over.” Pevsner and Lang, 28. 
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Complicating scholarly stylistic analyses of sixteenth-century Egyptianizing 

artwork is the fact that Renaissance viewers did not distinguish between examples of 

Egyptian and Roman-Egyptian antiquities— both imported and Roman-made Egyptian 

antiquities belonged to the same category of aegyptica.25 This elision is foreign to the 

contemporary researcher seeking a clear definition between ‘authentic’ antiquities and 

‘copies.’ However, the desire to find the Renaissance artistic reaction to an ‘authentic’ 

ancient Egyptian artwork is futile. Indeed, the path of historical transmission from ancient 

Egypt to the Renaissance was not direct, but rather was interpreted through the ancient 

Greeks and Romans; thus, for sixteenth-century artists, the idea of ancient Egypt and its 

visual culture was already a composite construct. Further, the Cinquecento Egyptianizing 

artworks made after ancient example did not necessarily have to “look” Egyptian (from a 

twenty-first century perspective) to retain its Egyptian associations.26   

These overlooked aspects of the Renaissance Egyptian revival are likely the 

scholarly residue of an outdated bias against the art of Egypt, most notable in the 

literature of the highly influential, eighteenth-century art historian Johann Joachim 

Winckelmann (1717–1768). Winckelmann’s assessment of ancient Egyptian art was 

 
25 Raphael’s knowledge of antiquity and stylistic sensitivity is discussed in 

Chapter Three. 
 
26 Although the sixteenth–century viewer would not make the distinction, the 

terms “Egyptian” and “Egyptianizing” have been retained in this study as a convenient 
way to indicate the difference between objects from Egypt (the former), and those made 
in Rome but with Egyptian style, symbolism, imagery, or hieroglyphs (the latter) for the 
benefit of the contemporary reader. For issues regarding the terms Egyptian, 
Egyptianizing, and aegyptica, see Molly Swetnam–Burland, Egypt in Italy: Visions of 
Egypt in Roman Imperial Culture (New York: Cambridge University Press), 2015: 18–
64. 
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predominantly negative— his foil to the perfection of Hellenic Greek art.27 Later, the 

late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century’s sensationalized accounts of mummies, 

hieroglyphs, and mysterious rituals in European imagination, in other words 

“Egyptomania,” precluded the study of Egypt’s impact on European culture as something 

that was “surely not to be taken seriously by serious people.”28 Unlike the innumerable 

studies on the Renaissance’s interest in classical antiquity, which treat ancient Greece and 

Rome as reputable and rational cultural sources, the negative associations with 

Egyptomania are likely to blame for the lack of sustained scholarly attention to ancient 

Egypt’s rediscovery in the Renaissance.29 The studies of the last few decades, particularly 

those of Brian Curran, have made great strides in reevaluating Egypt’s place in the 

Renaissance revival, however, further analysis is necessary to gauge the extent, 

longevity, and nuances of the Egyptian revival. 

Contributions, Methods, and Framework 
 

Through an analysis of Egyptian imagery in Cinquecento reconstructions of 

all’antica Roman space that considers symbolism, style, patronage, iconography, spatial 

memory, and topography, this study aims to further investigate aspects of the Egyptian 

 
27 Johann Joachim Winckelmann, Geshichte der Kunst des Alterthums (Dresden: 

Walthersche Hofbuchhandlung, 1764–67). Winckelmann, History of Ancient Art, trans. 
G. Henry Lodge (Boston: J. R. Osgood, 1856; repr., New York: Frederick Ungar 
Publishing, 1969), especially 63–105. See also Curran, “Reviewed Work: Egyptomania: 
Egypt in Western Art, 1730–1930 by Jean–Marcel Humbert, Michael Pantazzi, Christiane 
Ziegler,” Art Bulletin 78, no. 4 (Dec 1996): 739–745. For a recent publication examining 
Egyptomania see Ronald H. Fritze, Egyptomania: A History of Fascination, Obsession 
and Fantasy (London: Reaktion Books, 2016). 
 

28 Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 10–11. 
 
29 Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 10–11. 
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revival initiated by Brian Curran, while also beginning to rectify the yet unaddressed 

lacunae of the field, discussed above. Primarily, it will investigate how viewers would 

interpret the intermingling of Egyptian and Classical antiquities in spaces that were meant 

to evoke the past, and how artists conceived of these environments while meeting 

contemporary demands of patrons and publics. Additionally, the following chapters will 

analyze what Egyptian and Egyptianizing images and objects in Renaissance all’antica 

Roman spaces contributed to the development of the city’s modern identity, its 

relationship to the past, and its eternal, limitless civitas.30  

This dissertation will also illustrate how Egyptian and Egyptianizing antiquities 

served as toponyms of the city of Rome, helping to signify specific historical sites of the 

city and the urbs as a whole. By considering the intersection of space, experience 

(physical or imaginary), and remembrance, a leitmotif of this study, this investigation 

will reveal ancient Egypt’s unique contribution to the significance, virtues, and cultural 

memories embedded in Roman places.31   

 
30 A city’s urbs, its physical form, and its civitas, its civilization and cultural 

aspects, will be discussed further in Chapter Two. 
  

31 The importance of memory in Renaissance Italy came from multiple sources, 
likely too complex a development to detangle. In addition to the classical rhetorical 
tradition of ars memoria emphasized here, memory was also a long–established feature 
of Roman life, and death. For example, the ancient Roman tradition of memorializing 
their ancestral dead with monuments and crypts, death portraits, and masks was part of 
the belief that the souls remained near to family monuments to receive remembrances, 
rites, festivities in their honor in return for their help when the living called. Without 
these memorials the souls were lost, "restless and miserable shades. Renaissance tradition 
to honor their dead through memory, monuments, and inscriptions is an extension of the 
topic of memory. Donald Beecher, "Recollection, Cognition, and Culture: An Overview 
of Renaissance Memory," in Ars Reminiscendi: Mind and Memory in Renaissance 
Culture, ed. D. Beecher and G. Williams (Toronto: Centre for Reformation and 
Renaissance Studies, 2009), 395.  
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To note one example, an important contribution of this study is its attention to the 

obelisk as a multifaceted symbol of Rome and vessel of ancient virtue, before Sixtus V’s 

urban program. As an unmatched urban spectacle and engineering marvel in the sixteenth 

century, the Sistine resurrection of Rome’s obelisks deserves the large amount of 

scholarly attention it has received; however, as the following chapters will show, the 

image of the obelisk had been evoked across sixteenth-century Rome well before 

Domenico Fontana determined how to physically move those stones.  

Moreover, sustained studies on the revival of Egyptian antiquity in Renaissance 

visual culture, including Curran’s Egyptian Renaissance, conclude by the mid-sixteenth 

century, a pivotal period for the renewal of Rome’s identity amid political and spiritual 

turmoil. In the wake of the Sack, and in the midst of the Counter Reformation, Rome’s 

former power was central to promoting early modern authority and grandeur, for which, 

as this dissertation explores, the memory of ancient Egypt actively contributed. 

Simultaneously, antiquarian studies (many of which included Egyptian subjects) 

experienced rapid expansion in the Late Renaissance, as a profusion of translated ancient 

texts, written treatises, encyclopedic volumes on antiquity, guidebooks, and iconographic 

as well as mythological studies attest.32 A tendency for treating Egyptian imagery of the 

later Cinquecento as proto-archaeological records, or merely as generic all’antica devices 

has long pervaded the field with the effect of reducing the significance of these objects 

 
32 For example, Pierio Valeriano, Hieroglyphica (Basil: M. Isengrin, 1556); 

Vincenzo Cartari, Imagini degli dei degli antichi (In Lione: apresso Bartholomeo 
Honorati, 1581); and Ulisse Aldrovandi, “Delle statue antiche, che per tutta Roma in 
diversi luoghi, et case si veggono,” in Le antichità de la città di Roma: Brevissimamente 
raccolte da chiunque ne ha scritto, o antio, o moderno (Venice: Ziletti, 1556). 
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within their artistic, political and religious milieu. Artists of the period, however, 

investigated Egyptian and Egyptianizing remains alongside images of Rome in city 

views, sketchbooks, and albums, the resulting knowledge of which was translated into 

contemporary artistic culture.33 This dissertation attends to this lacunae by investigating 

the Egyptian artworks and antiquarian studies of Pirro Ligorio, a prominent scholar of the 

Late Renaissance with ties to Rome’s most preeminent antiquarians, artists, patrons, and 

antiquities collectors.34  

This examination of the Renaissance Egyptian revival uses a synthesis of 

interdisciplinary methods. In addition to the more traditional art historical strategies of 

consulting primary documents, archival records, images, and iconographic studies, this 

study employs aspects of memory studies, urbanism, phenomenology, and related fields 

to better analyze Egyptian and Egyptianizing imagery in Renaissance representations of 

all’antica spaces. These methods help to elucidate how narratives of a place can be 

created by manipulating social and cultural memories. Further, they aid in investigating 

the process of creating meaning using topography, symbols of a place, memory, and 

experience (whether real or imagined).  

Several studies have served as models for these research methods. A valuable 

example of the combination of urbanism, phenomenology, and art and architectural 

studies is Yvonne Elet’s 2016 article “Raphael and the Roads to Rome.” Elet reveals how 

Raphael’s program for Villa Madama integrated local topography, memory, architecture, 

 
33 For example, Pirro Ligorio, Giovanni Colonna, Étienne Dupérac, and Maarten 

van Heemskerck.  
 

34 Discussed in Chapters Four and Five.  
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vision, and the experience of moving through space to emphasize papal, and particularly 

Medici, power.35  

Nadia Bartolini’s study of spatial memory in Rome accounts for the city’s unique, 

multi-temporal environment.36 The author describes how the mobile and immobile pasts, 

from all different moments of Rome’s history, that emerge into the environment of the 

present can be used to affect viewer’s experience of the space, while the contemporary 

built environment and culture of Rome likewise affects our understanding of the past. 

David Mayernik’s book illuminates how memory and meaning embodied in the built 

environment of Rome can be symbolically cultivated and reconstructed in combination 

with other representations of place and time to create networks of meaning across space. 

Diane Favro’s phenomenological studies uncover the importance of interaction for 

triggering memory and creating meaning. In her Urban Image of Augustan Rome, Favro 

 
35 Yvonne Elet, “Raphael and the Roads to Rome: Designing for Diplomatic 

Encounters at Villa Madama,” in “Shared Spaces and Knowledge Transactions in the 
Italian Renaissance City,” I Tatti Studies in the Italian Renaissance 19, no. 1 (2016): 
143–175. See also Elet’s Architectural Invention in Renaissance Rome: Artists, 
Humanists, and the Planning of Raphael’s Villa Madama (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2018); and Sheryl Reiss, “Cardinal Giulio de’ Medici and Mario 
Maffei: A Renaissance Friendship and the Villa Madama,” in Coming About… A 
Festschrift for John Shearman, ed. Lars R. Jones and Louisa C. Matthew (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Art Museums, 2001), 281–88. 
 

36 For a study of Rome’s multitemporal environment with focus on the Roman 
Forum, see Jasmine Cloud, “Renovation in the Campo Vaccino: The Churches on the 
Roman Forum from Clement VIII to Alexander VII,” (Ph.D. diss., Temple University, 
2014); and Cloud, Processions in the Early Modern Forum Romanum: Ritual and 
Remembrance in the Urban Landscape of Rome, forthcoming. 
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describes how meaning can be crafted by the organization of topographical landmarks 

and the experience of sites as one moves through a space.37  

Particularly helpful in developing this study’s reconstruction of the early modern 

experience of all’antica environments, both physical and illusionistic, are Kathleen 

Christian’s “Landscapes of Ruin and the Imagination in the Antiquarian Gardens of 

Renaissance Rome,” and Denis Ribouillault’s “Landscape all’Antica and Topographical 

Anachronism in Roman Fresco Painting of the Sixteenth Century.”38 Christian’s essay 

argued that Rome’s sculpture gardens were places that not only recreated the 

environment of antiquity, but also contained the spirit of the past. Here, modern visitors 

interacted with the ancient genius and revived classical culture. Ribouillault’s text 

 
37 Nadia Bartolini, “Critical Urban Heritage: From Palimpsest to Brecciation,” 

International Journal of Heritage Studies 20, no. 5 (2014): 519–533; David Mayernik, 
Timeless Cities: An Architect's Reflections on Renaissance Italy (Boulder, CO: Westview 
Press, 2003), 15–88; Diane Favro, “Meaning and Experience: Urban History from 
Antiquity to the Early Modern Period,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 
58, no. 3 (1999): 364–373; Favro, The Urban Image of Augustan Rome (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1996), especially 143–216. For more on these themes of 
spatial experience, see also Spiro Kostof, The City Shaped: Urban Patterns and 
Meanings Throughout History (London: Thames & Hudson, 1991); Kostof, The City 
Assembled: The Elements of Urban Form Throughout History (London: Thames & 
Hudson, 1991); M. Christine Boyer, The City of Collective Memory: Its Historical 
Imagery and Architectural Entertainments (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1996); Laurie 
Nussdorfer, “The Politics of Space in Early Modern Rome,” Memoirs of the American 
Academy in Rome 42 (1997): 161–86; David H. J. Larmour and Diana Spencer, The Sites 
of Rome: Time, Space, Memory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); Georgia Clarke 
and Fabrizio Nevola, “Introduction: The Experience of the Street in Early Modern Italy,” 
I Tatti Studies in the Italian Renaissance 16, nos. 1–2 (2013): 47–55. 
 

38 Christian “Landscapes of Ruin,” 116–137; and Denis Ribouillault, “Landscape 
all’Antica and Topographical Anachronism in Roman Fresco Painting of the Sixteenth 
Century,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 71 (2008): 211–237. On 
Renaissance historical reconstructions, and the concept of the past, see also, for example, 
David Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country (New York: Cambridge University 
Press), 1985.  



 21 

highlights how anachronisms in representations of topographical space added the 

dimension of time to the paintings, symbolizing Rome’s layers of civilization and aiding 

in the identification of Roman space. 

This dissertation investigates Renaissance artists, patrons, and antiquarians who 

resurrected the memory of ancient Egypt for modern purposes, including the creation of 

meanings and identities, as well as contributions to antiquarian knowledge and 

contemporary aesthetics. The chronological scope of this study encompasses much of the 

sixteenth century but is primarily focused on the span ranging from the beginning of 

Raphael’s career in Rome (1508) to the end of Pirro Ligorio’s in the late 1560’s when he 

left the region for a life in Ferrara. All of the artworks discussed in this study relate to the 

re-creation of ancient Roman space, whether in a physical form (such as all’antica urban 

designs, or a villa and garden designed after the antique), an illusionistic rendering (like a 

perspectival painted view of the city), or in a measured, schematic representation (like a 

city portrait). Geographically, the artworks and urban designs under discussion are 

located within the boundaries of Rome, and, because of its historic and cultural ties to the 

larger urbs, Tivoli.  

This study of the sixteenth-century Egyptian revival is focused largely around the 

artistic and antiquarian efforts of Raphael and Pirro Ligorio. Raphael’s illustrious 

patronage, prestigious commissions, and impeccable reputation make him a highly 

influential artist of the Cinquecento, and beyond. 39 His career represents the height of the 

 
39 The modern discourse on Raphael perpetuates his incredible legacy, and 

therefore the scholarship on the artist is vast. The following are notable for their 
influential and informative contributions to Raphael studies: Christoph Frommel, “La 
Villa Madama e la tipologia della villa romana nel rinascimento,” Bolletino del Centro 
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High Renaissance revival of Egyptian antiquity, for he and his workshop artists 

synthesized Egyptian imagery into their modern reinterpretations of Roman art in 

multiple media and styles. In Rome, these Egyptianizing designs appeared in the Vatican 

 
Internazionale di studi Architettura Andrea Palladio 11 (1969): 47–64; Frommel, 
Raffaello: Le Stanze (Milan: Electa, 2017); Konrad Oberhuber, Raffaels Zeichnungen, 
Abteilung IX, Entwürfe zu Werken Raffaels und Seiner Schüler im Vatikan, 1511/12 bis 
1520 (Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag, 1972); Oberhuber, Raffaello (Milan: Electa, 1982); 
Oberhuber, Raphael: The Paintings (London: Prestel, 1999); John Pope–Hennessy, 
Raphael: The Wrightsman Lectures under the auspices of the New York University 
Institute of Fine Arts, IV (New York: New York University Press, 1970); John Shearman, 
“The Vatican Stanze: Functions and Decoration,” Proceedings of the British Academy 57 
(1972): 369–429; Shearman, The Princeton Raphael Symposium: Science in the Service 
of Art History, ed. Shearman and Marcia Hall, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1990); Shearman, Raphael in Early Modern Sources: 1483–1602 (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2003); Paul Joannides, The Drawings of Raphaël, with a Complete 
Catalogue (Oxford: Phaidon, 1983); Roger Jones and Nicholas Penny, Raphael (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1983); Pierluigi De Vecchi, Raphael (New York: 
Abbeville Press, 2002); Lisa Pon, Raphael, Dürer and Marcantonio Raimondi: Copying 
and the Italian Renaissance Print, (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2004); 
Marcia B. Hall, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Raphael (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005); Bette Talvacchia, Raphael (New York: Phaidon, 2007); Nicole 
Dacos, The Loggia of Raphael: A Vatican Art Treasure, trans. Josephine Bacon (New 
York: Abbeville Press, 2008); Christian K. Kleinbub, Vision and Visionary in Raphael 
(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2011); Robert Williams, Raphael 
and the Redefinition of Art in Renaissance Italy (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2017).  
 

Most currently, various institutions of Rome and elsewhere in Italy and Europe 
organized events in celebration of the 2020 Quincentenary anniversary of Raphael’s 
death (6 April 1520). The largest exhibition, Raffaello, held at Rome’s Scuderie del 
Quirinale by the Italian Ministry of Culture, obtained loans from the Vatican Museums, 
the Uffizi Gallery, the Louvre, the Ambrosiana, the Prado, the British Museum, the 
National Gallery in London, and the National Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C., among 
others. This unprecedented collection of the master’s work opened on 5 March, but three 
days later the Scuderie closed its doors due to the nationwide shutdown ordered by Prime 
Minister Giuseppe Conte to mitigate the crisis caused by the COVID–19 pandemic. The 
Scuderie created an online virtual exploration of the Raffaello exhibit, “Una Passegiatta 
in Mostra,” available on their YouTube channel, in response to the extended closure of 
the museum due to the COVID–19 pandemic. Despite the interruption to Italy’s 
exhibitions and research institutions, the scholarship fueled by the Quincentenary will no 
doubt contribute greatly to new insights on Raphael’s life and career. 
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Palace, the Villa Farnesina, Santa Maria del Popolo’s Chigi Chapel, and in Villa 

Madama.40  

 Pirro Ligorio most assuredly imagined himself as an heir of Raphael. In his 

prodigious writings, Ligorio repeatedly expressed his admiration for the elder painter, 

singling him out as the most skillful of all sixteenth-century artists. In his manuscript on 

the “Nobility of the Arts,” Ligorio wrote of Raphael’s inventiveness, generosity, noble 

spirit, and that his painting was most excellent above all others. For this reason, he 

continued, “those who do not imitate him cannot be called painters or gentlemen.”41 

Ligorio’s artistic style displays homage to Raphael and his school; and, as will be 

discussed further below, his interest in antiquity, his approach to antiquarian research, 

and his methods of artistic reconstruction also resemble that of the older master.  

 Both artists also captured the spirit of Rome’s antiquity in their art, not through 

rote copying, but through a sensitive understanding of ancient styles and the cultures that 

created them. Additionally, they synthesized artistic sources to create modern all’antica 

designs and reimagine an encyclopedic Rome— a Rome that, through its imperializing 

efforts and centuries of acculturation, laid claim to its conquered foes and their culture— 

 
40 Egyptian imagery in the Vatican Palace will be discussed further in Chapter 

Three.  
 

41 Patrizia Tosini, “’Pirro Ligorio Neapolitan Painter,’” 1534–1549 (With a New 
Addition on His Late Activity as an Architect),” in Pirro Ligorio’s Worlds: 
Antiquarianism, Classical Erudition and the Visual Arts in the Late Renaissance, ed. 
Fernando Loffredo and Ginette Vagenheim (Leiden: Brill, 2019): 296–305 (quotation on 
305); David Coffin, “Pirro Ligorio on the Nobility of the Arts,” Journal of the Warburg 
and Courtauld Institutes 27 (1964): 191–210. Ligorio’s “Treatise of Pirro Ligorio, 
Neapolitan Patrician, Roman Citizen, on Some Things Pertaining to the Nobility of the 
Ancient Arts,” is in, MS. J.a.II.15, vol. xxix, fols. 1–33, Archivio di Stato of Turin. His 
praise of Raphael quoted above is on fol. 15r.  
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a feat evidenced by the great variety of ancient cultural products that make up the 

physical fabric of the city. Indeed, it is for their adept evocation of ancient Egypt as part 

of Rome’s ancient cultural memory that make both Raphael and Ligorio prominent 

features of this study. The artistic examples of the following chapters illustrate how 

effective both artists were in reconstructing ancient environments that allowed viewers to 

imaginatively experience the past in the present moment, thus providing access to the 

virtues of antiquity in the sixteenth century. 

 A focus on Raphael and Ligorio as crafters of an Egyptian-inflected Roman 

antiquity also offers the opportunity to exhibit how the Egyptian revival was adapted for 

different patrons, audiences, and purposes. The Egyptianizing works of art discussed in 

this dissertation were created in a variety of media, including painting, sculpture, urban 

design, and engraving; as well as various stylistic and pictorial modes, encompassing 

grotteschi, perspectival painting, and cartography. Finally, representing the cultural 

milieux of the high and Late Renaissance in Rome, the Egyptianizing designs of Raphael 

and Ligorio offer a chance to identify continuities and changes in the reception of 

antiquity throughout the Cinquecento. 

When Raphael arrived in Rome in 1508 the city was energized by the twin 

pursuits of resurrecting the ancient past and constructing a magnificent modern urbs. St. 

Peter’s Basilica and the Vatican were under construction, and Pope Julius II’s two major 

new avenues on either side of the river, the Via Giulia on the eastern bank and the Via 

Lungara on the western bank, were in progress. All the while, in the fragmented forms of 

sculptures, monuments, buildings, and inscriptions, ancient Rome continuously broke 

through its subterranean hold, rejoining the city’s surface and contributing to the cultural 
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and visual landscape above. The recent rediscovery of Nero’s Domus Aurea with its 

remarkably preserved examples of ancient Roman wall paintings captivated the artistic 

and humanist communities. Adapting what they saw down in those dark, cavernous 

rooms, numerous artists created modern grotteschi decorations for locations around the 

city. The rediscovery of the multi-figured, marble Laocoön on 14 January 1506 likewise 

drew much attention, and fueled artistic imagination and emulation in drawings, copies, 

and poetry.42 

 Embracing the syncretic cultural environment that manipulated elements of the 

past to create modern art, Raphael turned to Rome’s antiquity in the development of his 

mature artistic style. In addition to his depictions of classical subject matter, for instance 

in the School of Athens and Parnassus of the Vatican’s Stanza della Segnatura, and the 

Galatea and Loggia di Psiche in Agostino Chigi’s (c. 1465–1520) Villa Farnesina, it was 

through antiquity’s example that Raphael also found compositional modes he could adapt 

to meet the needs of his various commissions, their patrons, and settings. For example, in 

addition to using the Renaissance’s preferred structural mode of linear perspective, 

 
42 Marcia B. Hall, “Introduction,” in Cambridge Companion to Raphael, 4. On the 

rediscovery of the Domus Aurea and its effects on Renaissance art, see Nicole Dacos, La 
découverte de la Domus Aurea et la formation des grotesques à la Renaissance (London: 
Warburg Institute, 1969). On the discovery of the Laocoön and the early modern artistic 
reaction, see Leonard Barkan, Unearthing the Past: Archaeology and Aesthetics in the 
Making of Renaissance Culture (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1999), 1–17. 
For more on the cultural environment of Rome in the sixteenth century, see for example, 
Peter Partner, Renaissance Rome, 1500–1559: A Portrait of a Society (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1976); John D’Amico, Renaissance Humanism in Papal 
Rome: Humanists and Churchmen on the Eve of the Reformation. Johns Hopkins 
University Studies in Historical and Political Science 101th ser., 1. (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press), 1983; Stinger, The Renaissance in Rome, 1985; Rowland, The 
Culture of the High Renaissance, 1998; Hall, Rome, 2005. 
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Raphael also adopted and modified ancient examples of grotteschi and relief carving for 

his modern painted compositions.43 

In both official and unofficial capacities, Raphael was involved in the protection, 

revitalizing, and documenting of Rome’s ancient remains.44 In 1515 Pope Leo X 

appointed the artist as Papal Supervisor of Rome’s marbles, which was a position 

primarily created to collect the best pieces of ancient marble and stone discovered in 

Rome (and within a radius of ten miles) to be used in the construction of New St. Peter’s 

Basilica. However, it also gave Raphael authority over any stone with “inscriptions or 

other remains which often contain things memorable, and which deserve to be preserved 

for the progress of classical studies and the elegance of the Latin tongue.”45  

 
43 Raphael’s grotteschi will be discussed further in Chapter Three. On Raphael’s 

adaptation of relief sculpture in his painted compositions, see Marcia B. Hall, 
"Classicism, Mannerism and the Relief–Like Style,” in Cambridge Companion to 
Raphael, 223– 236. 
 

44 In addition to the sources on Raphael and antiquity discussed below, see also 
Giovanni Becatti, "Raphael and Antiquity," in The Complete Work of Raphael, ed. Mario 
Solmi, (New York: Harrison House, 1969), 491–568; Ferdinando Castagnoli, "Raphael 
and Ancient Rome," in The Complete Work of Raphael, ed. Mario Solmi (New York: 
Harrison House, 1969), 569–584; Toby Yuem, “Giulio Romano, Giovanni da Udine and 
Raphael: Some Influences from the Minor Arts of Antiquity,” Journal of the Warburg 
and Courtauld Institutes 42 (1979): 263–272; Cammy Brothers, “Architecture, History, 
Archaeology: Drawing Ancient Rome in the Letter to Leo X and in Sixteenth–Century 
Practice,” in Coming About: A Festschrift for John Shearman, ed. Lars R. Jones and 
Louisa Chevalier Matthew (Cambridge: Harvard University Art Museums, 2001), 135–
40; Kathleen Christian, “Raphael’s ‘Philemon’ and the Collecting of Antiquities in 
Rome,” The Burlington Magazine 146 (Nov 2004): 760–3. 
 

45 For Leo X’s Brief appointing Raphael Prefect of Rome’s marbles (Praefectus 
marmorum et lapidum omnium), MS Vat lat. 3364, fols. 223v–24v, Biblioteca Apostolica 
Vaticana; transcribed and translated in Shearman, Raphael in Early Modern Sources, 
207–211; Robert Klein and Henri Zerner, Italian Art 1500–1600: Sources and 
Documents (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice–Hall, 1966), 45.  
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Known for his lavish lifestyle and generous artistic commissions, Leo X was an 

avid antiquarian and one of Raphael’s most influential patrons. The Pope, born Giovanni 

de’ Medici, was the son of Lorenzo il Magnifico (1449–1492), and thus was raised and 

educated in the heart of Renaissance humanism. As Pope, Leo X collected antiquities for 

the Vatican’s Belvedere sculpture court and continued his predecessor’s commission of 

Raphael to paint the papal stanze, including the decoration for the Sala dell’Incendio, the 

Loggia of Leo X, Cardinal Bibbiena’s Loggetta, and the Sala di Costantino.46 Leo X also 

contributed to the revitalization of Rome through urban renewal programs.47   

Leo X’s elevation to the papal throne was a watershed moment for the Medici, 

and not only for the material gains ensured by the powerful position. After the family’s 

exile from Florence at the end of the previous century, Leo X’s appointment returned 

honor and prestige to the Medici. The renewal of Rome under Leo X, therefore, not only 

revitalized the physical city and its glory, it also distinguished the Medici as powerful, 

providential leaders of the modern world.48 

Celebrating Rome, and his inheritance of it, Leo X also ordered Raphael to 

graphically reconstruct the ancient city. The form of this visual restoration is unknown, as 

Raphael died before much was completed. From a letter that Raphael co-wrote with 

 
46 Cardinal Bibbiena’s Loggetta and the Sala di Costantino will be discussed in 

Chapter Three. 
 

47 On Leo X see Ludwig von Pastor, The History of the Popes: From the Close of 
the Middle Ages, vol. 7, ed. Ralph Francis Kerr (St. Louis, MO: B. Herder, 1908); 
Rowland, Culture of the High Renaissance, especially 211–217. Leo X’s urban program 
will be discussed in Chapter Two. 
 

48 Herbert Millingchamp Vaughn, The Medici Popes: Leo X and Clement VII 
(New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1908), 100–115. 
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Baldassare Castiglione to Pope Leo X, the artist’s attitude toward antiquity is apparent. 

While the "new Rome" is wonderful, he lamented that it:  

is made entirely of lime from ancient marbles. Nor can I without much 
feeling of sorrow remember that, since I have been in Rome, which is not 
yet eleven years, there have been ruined so many beautiful things, like the 
Meta in Via Alessandrina, the unfortunate Arch, so many columns and 
temples... It should not therefore, Holy Father, be among the last thoughts 
of Your Holiness, to have concern that the little which remains of this 
ancient mother of glory, and of Italian greatness, as testimony to the worth 
and the virtue of those divine spirits, which with their memory alone incite 
to virtue the spirits which are today among us, be not extirpated and 
devastated by the malicious and the ignorant; for only too much here now 
are injuries being done to those spirits which with their blood gave birth to 
so much glory to the world.49  
 

For Raphael, the preservation of the city’s antiquity would not only serve as evidence of 

its former greatness, but most importantly, it would allow viewers to experience the 

tangible remains, triggering recall of the past, and provide access to the virtues of ancient 

Rome. 

In his study of Rome’s past, for his graphic plan and artistic practice, Raphael and 

his workshop artists studied Rome’s ancient sculpture, monuments, and paintings, as 

illustrated in various records and drawings. Raphael and his workshop drew Trajan’s 

column, the Arch of Constantine, and one of the sculptural horses of the Quirinal’s 

 
49 Raphael and Castiglione’s Letter to Leo X, MS 1r–8v, Archivio Privato 

Castiglioni, Mantua. See also the transcription and commentary of three versions of the 
Letter to Leo X (including the MS in Mantua) in Shearman, Raphael in Early Modern 
Sources, 500–545. See the translation in Elizabeth Gilmore Holt, ed., A Documentary 
History of Art, vol. 1, The Middle Ages and the Renaissance (New York: Doubleday 
Anchor, 1957), 289–296. Text quoted above from Richard J. Betts, "Raphael and the 
Ruins of Rome: Archaeology and Architecture," in Raphael and the Ruins of Rome: The 
Poetic Dimension, ed. Philip Fehl (Urbana–Champaign: University of Illinois, 1983), 15. 
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Dioscuri group (fig. 10).50 Raphael, Giulio Romano (c. 1492–1546), and Perino del Vaga 

(1501–1547) explored the recently rediscovered Domus Aurea of Nero to observe the 

ancient imperial-era paintings; Raphael travelled to Tivoli with Pietro Bembo (1470–

1547), Baldassare Castiglione (1478–1529) and others to see the beautiful old and new 

things there.51 Raphael also commissioned artists throughout Italy and Greece to draw 

ruins.52 

 Raphael’s early death was a great loss for the artistic and antiquarian communities 

of early modern Rome. Castiglione’s encomium to the deceased artist exemplifies the 

response:  

Forth from the waters of Styx, once came Hippolytus, 
summoned 
That his torn body be healed by the physician’s art. 
One of Asclepius’s snakes sank in the Stygian billows; 
That was the price of new life, paid in by the life-giver’s 
death. 
You also, Raphael, patient, with wonderful insight 
Gathered the scattered limbs of your parent and set 
them to rights. 
You restored Rome’s broken corpse, victim of blade, 
fire, and ages, 
Bringing it back to life, back to the splendor of old. 
Death was outraged at your skill in summoning souls 
long departed— 
Therefore you died, to appease the jealousy of the gods. 
How could you make rise again what long slow ruin had  

 
50 Jones and Penny, Raphael, 199–205; Raphael, A Marble Horse on the Quirinal 

Hill [recto], c. 1513, red chalk and brown pen and ink, 21.9 x 27.4 cm (8 5/8 x 10 13/16 
in.), National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC. 
 

51 Dacos, Loggia of Raphael, 13–136. Norman Neuerburg, “Raphael at Tivoli and 
the Villa Madama,” in Essays in Memory of Karl Lehmann, ed. Lucy Freeman Sandler 
(New York: Institute of Fine Arts, New York University, 1964), 227–31. 
 

52 Bette Talvacchia, "Raphael's Workshop and the Development of a Managerial 
Style," in The Cambridge Companion to Raphael, ed. Marcia B. Hall (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005), 183. 
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accomplished? 
Only by open contempt for the force of mortality’s laws. 
So now, poor friend, you fall, cut off in youth’s early 
blossom; 
Shall we then also be slain—we and all that is ours?53 

 
Particularly useful for this dissertation are the following studies focused on 

Raphael’s knowledge and adaptations of antiquity. Phillip Fehl’s 1975 “Raphael as 

Archaeologist” examined Raphael’s experience with Roman ruins and his use of classical 

antiquity in the creation of his Roman works. Fehl also considered the artist’s position as 

supervisor of Rome’s antiquities, his letter to Leo X, and Raphael’s visual reconstruction 

of the ancient city.54 In a later article, “Raphael as a Historian: Poetry and Historical 

Accuracy in the Sala di Costantino,” Fehl uncovered how Raphael’s study of Rome’s 

historical remains and textual descriptions informed his topographically and 

archaeologically infused paintings in the Vatican’s Sala di Costantino.55 In addition to 

helping to establish Raphael’s expertise in antiquity, Fehl’s work illustrates the artist’s 

keen ability to connect the viewer’s environment with his painted spaces through 

topography. This study builds on Fehl’s observations by also considering how Rome’s 

 
53 Baldassare Castiglione, Diversorum Poetarum Carmina, MS Vat. Lat. 2836, 

fol. 55r, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana. A very similar version is in the same MS 
collection, fols. 119r–v. For the English translation above see Ingrid Rowland, “Raphael, 
Angelo Colocci, and the Genesis of the Architectural Orders,” Art Bulletin 76, no. 1 (Mar 
1994): 99. For the original Latin and other versions of the poem, see Shearman, Raphael 
in Early Modern Sources, 650–653. 

 
54 Phillip Fehl, “Raphael as Archaeologist,” Archaeological News IV, no. 2–3 

(1975): 29–48. 
 
55 Philipp Fehl, “Raphael as a Historian: Poetry and Historical Accuracy in the 

Sala di Costantino,” Artibus et Historiae 14, no. 28 (Jan 1993): 9–76. 
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Egyptian and Egyptianizing monuments contribute to Raphael’s representations of 

Roman space in the Sala di Costantino. 

Numerous scholarly contributions resulting from 1983’s five-hundredth 

anniversary celebrations of Raphael’s birth focused on the artist’s relationship with 

antiquity. For example, Richard J. Betts’ "Raphael and the Ruins of Rome: Archaeology 

and Architecture" examined Raphael’s project to reconstruct ancient Rome as he 

described in his letter to Leo X, followed by the impact of the artist’s archaeological 

studies on his own architectural designs.56 Howard Burns and Arnold Nesselrath’s 

“Raffaello e l’antico” in Raffaello Architetto analyzed Raphael and his workshop artists’ 

study of archaeological evidence in Rome, and the use of antiquity in Raphael’s 

architectural projects. Their section includes drawings and sketches after antiquity by 

Raphael and his circle of artists. Tafuri’s contribution to this volume, “Roma Instaurata: 

Strategie urbane e politche pontificie nella Roma del primo Cinquecento,” discussed 

Raphael’s involvement in the urban renewal of Rome and includes a discussion of 

painted topography in the Vatican’s Stanza della Segnatura.57 Covering similar material 

to his contribution in Raffaello Architetto, Nesselrath’s essay in Raffaello a Roma: il 

convegno del 1983, “Raphael's Archaeological Method” described Raphael’s 

archaeological method, source materials, methods, expertise, and artworks as they relate 

 
56 Betts, "Raphael and the Ruins of Rome,” 15–23. The exhibition was held at the 

University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign from November 12, 1983 to January 22, 
1984. 

 
57 Christoph Frommel, Stephano Ray, Manfredo Tafuri, eds., Raffaello Architetto 

(Milan: Electa: 1984). See especially the sections by Howard Burns and Arnold 
Nesselrath, “Raffaello e l’antico,” 379–421, and Tafuri, “Roma Instaurata: Strategie 
urbane e politche pontificie nella Roma del primo Cinquecento,” 59–105. 
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to antiquity.58 This dissertation contributes to these scholarly studies of Raphael’s 

knowledge and use of classical antiquity, by examining the role of Rome’s Egyptian and 

Egyptianizing material past in the artist’s recreations of all’antica spaces.  

Despite Pirro Ligorio’s important influence on subsequent artists and 

antiquarians, the artist’s fortuna has taken quite a different direction from that of 

Raphael. While Raphael was known in his lifetime as an exquisite artist and the epitome 

of courtly grace, Ligorio was criticized for his lack of erudition and his overly flexible 

interpretations of the past. Indeed, his fellow antiquarian Antonio Augustin complained 

about his historical manipulations, and others publicly debated his scholarly findings.59 

As nineteenth-century scholars rediscovered Ligorio’s manuscripts and historical 

recreations, they were astonished at the liberties he took, and most dismissed his work as 

unreliable. Subsequent scholarship continued to treat the Neapolitan artist as a fraud and 

a forger, but more recently, Ligorio’s flexible approach to antiquity has been 

reconsidered.60 For example, Ginette Vagenheim has shown that Ligorio’s scholarly 

 
58 Arnold Nesselrath, “Raphael's Archaeological Method,” in Raffaello a Roma: il 

convegno del 1983, ed. Christoph Frommel and Matthais Winner (Rome: Ed. 
dell'Elefante, 1986): 357–71.  
 

59 Ginette Vagenheim, “Les inscriptions ligoriennes. Notes sur la tradition 
manuscrite,” Italian medioevale e umanistica 30 (1987): 253, n. 182; Marc Laureys and 
Anna Schreurs, “Egio, Marliano, Ligorio, and the Forum Romanum in the Sixteenth 
Century,” Humanistica Loveniensia 45 (1996): 385–405; Fernando Loffredo and Ginette 
Vagenheim, “Pirro Ligorio’s Worlds, or, an Invitation to Navigate the Boundaries of 
Truth,” in Pirro Ligorio’s Worlds: Antiquarianism, Classical Erudition and the Visual 
Arts in the Late Renaissance, ed. Loffredo and Vagenhiem (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 1–22. 

 
60 On Ligorio’s fortuna see, Robert Gaston, “Merely Antiquarian: Pirro Ligorio 

and the Critical Tradition of Antiquarian Scholarship,” in The Italian Renaissance in the 
Twentieth Century, ed. Allen J. Greico, Michael Rocke, Fiorella Gioffredi Surperbi 
(Florence: Olschki, 2002): 355–73; Gaston, “Vituperation and Revenge: Giorgio Vasari 
 



 33 

endeavors were often collaborative, therefore their results are indicative of the larger 

antiquarian state of knowledge and practice. Additionally, contemporary admonishments 

of Ligorio’s more interpretive findings, Marc Laureys and Anna Schreurs argue, are not 

to be understood as the entire antiquarian community’s rejection of Ligorio, but rather as 

signs that antiquarianism in the sixteenth century was beginning to diverge. On one end 

of the growing spectrum were figures like Ligorio who based their results on material, 

non-textual remains and interpretation, while others relied solely upon textual 

description.61  

The work of David Coffin is foundational to Ligorio studies.62 Coffin’s 1960 Villa 

d’Este in Tivoli analyzed early written accounts and prints to recreate the extensive plans 

and iconography of the gardens and villa decoration. Coffin’s posthumous Pirro Ligorio: 

The Renaissance Artist, Architect and Antiquarian of 2004 reconstructed Ligorio’s life 

and career chronologically, discussing his work for patrons Ippolito d’Este (1509–72), 

Paul IV (r. 1555–59), and Pius IV (r. 1555–65), his antiquarian studies and artistic 

 
and the Reputation of Pirro Ligorio” in Renaissance Studies in Honor of Joseph Connors 
Vol. 1, Villa I Tatti: The Harvard University Center for Renaissance Studies, ed. 
Machtelt Israëls and Louis A. Waldman (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2013): 485–90; William Stenhouse, “Reviewed Work: Pirro Ligorio: The Renaissance 
Artist, Architect, and Antiquarian, with a Checklist of Drawings by David R. Coffin,” 
International Journal of the Classical Tradition 13, no.1 (Summer 2006): 149–52; 
Loffredo and Vagenheim, “Pirro Ligorio’s Worlds,” in Pirro Ligorio’s Worlds, 1–22. 
 

61 Laureys and Schreurs, “Egio, Marliano, Ligorio, and the Forum Romanum,” 
404.  
 

62 See especially David Coffin, The Villa d'Este at Tivoli, (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1960); Coffin, Pirro Ligorio: The Renaissance Artist, 
Architect and Antiquarian (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2004). 
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creations.63 Importantly, Coffin’s work helped resituate Ligorio’s antiquarian efforts and 

artistic creations in the proper historical context, allowing modern and future scholarship 

to more subtly interpret the artist’s achievements and contributions.  

Along with Coffin’s work, Erna Mandowsky and Charles Mitchell’s 1963 

publication on Ligorio’s Roman antiquities also helped establish the artist as an important 

figure within the artistic and antiquarian communities of sixteenth-century Italy.64 Their 

text remains a helpful resource for scholars, particularly for the discussion of Ligorio’s 

methods, and for its catalog of Ligorio’s manuscript drawings of Roman antiquity, many 

of which include the authors’ commentary and notations on copies and related drawings. 

Robert Gaston’s 1988 edited volume Pirro Ligorio: Artist and Antiquarian was the result 

of a 1983 conference held at Villa I Tatti. Especially relevant to my study is Howard 

Burns’ “Pirro Ligorio’s Reconstruction of Ancient Rome,” in which the author identified 

the importance of numismatic study for Ligorio’s recreation of the ancient urbs in his 

1561 Imago. Additionally, Burns explained Ligorio’s tendency for invention as the 

artist’s effort to make the ancient example complete in accordance with ancient custom, 

“as if he himself were an ancient Roman artist.”65 

 
63 Another important monograph on Ligorio is, Anna Schreurs, Antikenbild und 

Kunstanschauungen des neapolitanischen Malers, Architekten und Antiquars Pirro 
Ligorio (1513–1583) (Cologne: Walter König, 2000). 
 

64 Erma Mandowsky and Charles Mitchell, Pirro Ligorio's Roman antiquities; the 
drawings in MS XIII. B7 in the National Library of Naples (London: Warburg Institute, 
1963).  

 
65 Howard Burns, “Pirro Ligorio's Reconstruction of Ancient Rome: The Antiquae 

Urbis Imago of 1561,” in Pirro Ligorio: Artist and Antiquarian, ed. R. W. Gaston 
(Milan: Silvana, 1988): 19–92. Other contributions to the collection include Ian 
Campbell’s essay on Roman coins, Margaret Lyttleton on villa surveys outside of Rome, 
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Most recently published is the edited volume by Fernando Loffredo and Ginette 

Vagenheim, Pirro Ligorio’s Worlds: Antiquarianism, Classical Erudition and the Visual 

Arts in the Late Renaissance. Contributions come from long-established scholars of 

Ligorio as well as newer names and consider a range of topics. In addition to 

examinations of Ligorio’s textual and material sources of antiquarian study, the volume 

also examines concepts of forgery, working methods, the Casino of Pius IV, St. Peter’s 

Basilica, and Villa d’Este in Tivoli, and Ligorio’s work as a draftsman, painter, and 

designer.66  

The vast majority of Ligorio’s writings are unpublished, significantly hindering a 

full scholarly assessment of his antiquarian work. While scholars such as Robert Gaston, 

Howard Burns, Erma Mandowsky, and Charles Mitchell have studied Ligorio’s 

manuscripts, none have focused on the Egyptian-themed aspects. Parts of Ligorio’s 

manuscripts on Rome’s antiquity have been transcribed and published, for example by 

the Comitato Nazionale per lo studio delle opere di Pirro Ligorio.67 However, none of 

 
Robert Gaston’s examination of Ligorio’s manuscript writings on rivers and fountains, 
Phyllis Bober on the similarities between Ligorio and Aldrovandi, Graham Smith on the 
Casino Pius IV, and Henry Millon and Craig Smyth on St. Peter’s. 
 

66 Loffredo and Vagenheim, Pirro Ligorio’s Worlds, 2019. 
 
67 See, for example, Beatrice Palma Venetucci, ed., Libri degli eroi e uomini 

illustri dell’antichità, edizione del codice Torino 23 (Rome: De Luca Editori d’Arte, 
2005); Alessandra Ten, ed., Libro delle antichità di Tivoli e di alcune famose ville, 
edizione del codice Torino 20 (Rome: De Luca Editori d’Arte, 2005); Emanuela 
Guidoboni, ed., Libri dei diversi terremoti, edizione del codice Torino 28 Rome: De Luca 
Editori d’Arte, 2005); Silvia Orlandi, ed., Libro delle iscrizioni latine e greche, edizione 
del codice Napoli 7 (Rome: De Luca Editori d’Arte, 2008); Silvia Orlandi, Libro delle 
iscrizioni dei sepolcri antichi, edizione del codice Napoli 8 (Rome: De Luca Editori 
d’Arte), 2009; Stefania Pafumi, Libro dei Pesi, delle Misure e dei Vasi antichi, edizione 
del codice Napoli 4 (Rome: De Luca Editori d’Arte, 2011); Patrizia Serafin, Libro delle 
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these deal with the artist-antiquarian’s manuscript writings and drawings on Egyptian 

topics.68  

Only very brief scholarly mention has been made of Ligorio’s discussions and 

illustrations of Egyptian themes. For example, Ginette Vagenheim’s 1980 note in the 

Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes included a cursory mention of Ligorio’s 

manuscript sections on Egyptian scarabs and obelisks in the Turin collection.69 In Attilio 

Mastrocinque’s 2003 numismatic study, the author identified that Ligorio’s manuscript 

discussed solar cults, and Egyptian deities and iconography.70 In his conclusion of the 

Egyptian Renaissance, Curran mentioned the existence of Egyptian themed sections in 

the Neapolitan archives.71 None of these sources focused directly on Ligorio’s artistic or 

antiquarian revival of Egyptian antiquity. This dissertation begins to rectify this gap by 

utilizing Ligorio’s archival manuscripts related to ancient Egypt (which contain sections 

 
Medaglie da Cesare a Marco Aurelio Commodo, edizione del codice Torino 21 (Rome: 
De Luca Editori d’Arte, 2013); Robert W. Gaston, Libro dei Fiumi e dei Fonti antichi, 
edizione del codice Napoli 9 (Rome: De Luca Editori d’Arte, 2015).  
 

68 For example, Ligorio, MS XIII.B.7, fols. 10–11, 34–38, 46, 51–55, 387–401, f. 
422–23, Biblioteca Nazionale di Napoli; and Ligorio, Ja.II.17 bis, vols. 49 and 50, 
Archivio di Stato di Torino. Ligorio’s writings on antiquity are largely in manuscript 
form. The largest collections are held in the state archives of Naples and Turin. His 
studies on Egypt are not organized together but spread out among other sections. This 
may, in part, be due to the unfinished quality of the manuscripts, but also because 
Ligorio’s approach to antiquity was often syncretic.  
 

69 Ginette Vagenheim’s “Some Newly–Discovered Works by Pirro Ligorio,” in 
the Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 51 (1980): 242–245. 
 

70 Attilio Mastrocinque, ed., Bollettino di Numismatica: Sylloge Gemmarvm 
Gnosticarvm Monografia 8.2.1 (Rome: Istituto Poligrafico e Zecca dello Stato, Libreria 
dello Stato, 2003). 

 
71 Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 281. 
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on Egyptian gods, statuary in Rome, sacred animals, obelisks, solar cults, and more) to 

illustrate Late Renaissance Rome’s memory of ancient Egypt.  

The Meaning of Ancient Egypt in Renaissance Italy 
 

As Brian Curran has shown, the memory of ancient Egypt was never entirely 

forgotten.72 By the sixteenth century in Italy, however, ancient Egyptian records were 

long lost, leaving humanists to reconstruct the history of the ancient Nilotic civilization 

through the writings of Greek and Roman authors, and then reinterpret and repurpose 

them through a Renaissance lens. As Curran explained, Egypt in the Renaissance was 

“[a] creature composed like Frankenstein’s monster from collected fragments … but 

ultimately a creature with its own distinctive character and meanings.”73 Among the most 

influential “fragments” of Egypt’s past for early modern thinkers were the textual 

descriptions written by the Greek author of Histories (c. 440 BCE), Herodotus (c. 484–

c.425 BCE), who recorded his experiences traveling in Egypt.74 On Egypt he wrote, 

“nowhere are there so many marvelous things, nor in the whole world are there so many 

works of unspeakable greatness to be seen.”75 In his descriptions, Herodotus established 

 
72 See particularly Curran’s chapter “The Memory of Egypt,” in Egyptian 

Renaissance, 15–25. 
 
73 Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 3.  
 
74 Herodotus, Histories, ed. and trans. A.D. Godley, vols. 1–2, rev. ed. (1920–21; 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1926–38); The History of Herodotus, trans. 
David Grene (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987). See also Allan B. Lloyd, 
Herodotus, book 2, Introduction and Commentary, 3 vols., Études préliminaires aux 
religions orientales dans l’empire romain 43 (Leiden: Brill, 1975–88).  

 
75 Herodotus, 2.35; Herodotus, ed. Godley, 1: 317. As quoted in Curran, Egyptian 

Renaissance, 17. 
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Egypt as an unparalleled source of ancient wonder and glory, and he lauded the 

Egyptians for their supreme piety. Further, the author claimed that almost all of the gods 

of his own culture came to Greece from Egypt, explaining, for example, that Isis and 

Osiris were the Greek Demeter and Dionysus.76  

In addition to establishing the praiseworthy qualities that would formulate the 

virtues associated with ancient Egypt for centuries to come, Herodotus also solidified the 

Nilotic people and their culture as “other.” In the Histories, Egyptian customs were 

repeatedly described for their opposition to those of the Greeks. For example, Egyptians 

wrote from right to left, rather than the Greek method of writing left to right; Egyptian 

priests shaved their heads, while those of other lands grew long hair; and Egyptians lived 

along with animals, while Greeks lived separately from their beasts.77 Further, while 

Herodotus praised powerful Egyptian rulers for conquering lands far and wide, spurring 

engineering innovation, and maintaining cultural continuity and stability, the author also 

described tyrannical rulers who abused their people and squandered Egyptian resources 

for their own benefit. Herodotus’ simultaneous praise for Egypt and emphasis on its 

alterity was a way of celebrating the qualities that the Greeks inherited from Egypt, while 

morally separating themselves from what they saw as bizarre rituals and corrupt 

 
76 Herodotus, 2.50; Herodotus, ed. Godley, 1:279; Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 

17.  
77 Herodotus claimed that these strange behaviors, beliefs, and customs were in 

opposition to the civilized Greeks as a result of the geographical setting in which 
Egyptians lived. Especially affecting their behavior was the fact that the Nile ran south to 
north– the opposite direction of Greek rivers. Herodotus, 2.35–36; Herodotus, ed. 
Godley, 1: 317–319.  
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behaviors.78 This dual view would be adopted by subsequent authors and greatly affect 

the Renaissance reconstruction of ancient Egypt.  

In his prefatory letter to Giorgio Vasari’s second edition of the Lives of the Artists 

(1568), for example, Giovanni Battista Adriani wrote: 

Herodotus, that most ancient historian, who had searched many lands and 
seen, heard, and read of many things, writes that the Egyptians had been 
the most ancient people of which there was memory, and that they were 
solemn observers of their religion if anyone was, and that they adored and 
recognized their idolatrous gods under the various figures of strange and 
diverse animals, and that these were fashioned in gold and silver and other 
metals, and in precious stones and almost every material that was able to 
receive form. And some of these images have been preserved up until our 
own day, having been very much seen as manifest signs of these very 
powerful and copious people, and of their very rich kings, and further than 
this the memory of their marvelous intelligence and singular industry and 
profound science of divine things, as well as human… Following these 
people, I myself can inform you that the art of good drawing and of 
coloring, and of sculpture and of representation in whatever manner, and 
in every manner of form, was held in great esteem [by them]. As for 
architecture, it should not be doubted that they were great masters, as is 
still seen in the pyramids and other stupendous edifices of their art that 
survive and will continue to last, as I myself believe, for infinite 
centuries.79  
 

Adriani’s passage enumerates the most admirable qualities of Egypt and its people as 

described by Herodotus—piety, power, industriousness, intelligence, and mastery in art 

 
78 Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 17; Claire Preaux, “La singularité de l’Egypt 

dans le monde gréco–romain,” Chronique d’Egypte 25 (1950): 110–23; Stephanie West, 
“Cultural Antitheses: Reflections on Herodotus 2.35–36,” International Journal of the 
Classical Tradition 5 (1998): 3–19; Phiroze Vasunia, The Gift of the Nile: Hellenizing 
Egypt from Aeschylus to Alexander (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), 75–
109. 

79 Giovanni Battista Adriani, “Lettera di M. Giovambatista di M. Marcello 
Adriani a M. Giorgio Vasari nella quale brevemente si racconta I nomi e l’opere de’ più 
eccelelenti artefici in pittura, in bronzo ed in marmo…,” from Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de’ 
più eccellenti pittori, scultori ed architettori (1568); in Le opere di Giorgio Vasari, ed. 
Gaetano Milanesi, 2nd ed., I: 19–20 (1906; Florence: Sansoni, 1981); translated in 
Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, np. See 289n1 for the original Italian.  
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and architecture. The letter also illustrates the contemporary memory of ancient Egypt as 

a place of extremes, wonder, and opposition, for its great antiquity, idolatrous customs, 

strangeness, wealth, and marvels. Above all, Adriani situated Egypt as a civilization 

whose cultural products were worthy of the long centuries they had endured, and whose 

extraordinary efforts merited infinite future preservation and remembrance. 

 Another important ancient source on Egypt for Renaissance readers was Pliny the 

Elder’s (c. 23–79 CE) Natural History.80 Like Herodotus had done before him, the 

Roman author presented ancient Egypt as a civilization both worthy of admiration and 

deserving of censure. Particularly commendable were the Egyptian feats of engineering, 

exemplified by their ancient obelisks and pyramids. In addition to describing their 

function, Pliny expounded on the difficulty of erecting obelisks, and the technical aspects 

of transporting the massive monuments. Most impressive were the efforts to move an 

obelisk from Egypt to Rome using a specially-built vessel.81 The author also discussed 

the great Pyramids of Giza, and although he admitted that the structures were engineering 

marvels, Pliny also disapproved of the commissioning pharaohs who misused the 

resources of their people to build the opulent memorials to themselves.82 

 
80 Pliny the Elder, Natural History, ed. H. Rackham, W.H.–S. Jones, and D.E. 

Eichholz, 10 vols., Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1938–63). See also Jacob Isager, Pliny on Art and Society: The Elder Pliny’s Chapters on 
the History of Art (London: Routledge, 1991); Sorcha Carey, Pliny’s Catalogue of 
Culture: Art and Empire in the “Natural History” (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2003).  

 
81 Pliny the Elder, Natural History, 36.14.66–74. The obelisk was to be used as 

the gnomon of Emperor Augustus’ sundial in the Campus Martius. 
 
82 Pliny, Natural History, 19.17.75; Pliny, Natural History, ed. Rackham, Jones, 

and Eichholz, 10.59. 
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 Adopting Pliny’s moralizing treatment of ancient Egypt, Leon Battista Alberti 

(1404–1472) likewise criticized the excessive and “monstrous works that the Egyptians 

built for themselves,” in his discourse on the pyramids, while also detailing numerous 

ways that the Greeks and Romans (any by extension, the people of his own time) had 

benefitted from the inventions and expertise of ancient Egyptians.83 He praised the 

Egyptians above all others for their skill in architecture and sculpture, outlining how 

those techniques were passed on to the Greeks, and later, to the Romans.84   

Like Herodotus and Pliny, other ancient authors significant for Renaissance 

humanists emphasized the Greek and Roman debt to the Egyptians. For example, 

Isocrates (436–338 BCE) and Diodorus Siculus (circa 80–20 BCE) extolled Egypt’s 

stability and longevity, especially commending its religious, artistic, and cultural 

continuity.85 They claimed that this strength allowed Egypt to excel in the knowledge of 

 
83 Leon Battista Alberti, De re aedificatoria, 8.3; Alberti, “On the Art of 

Building,” in Ten Books, ed. and trans. Joseph Rykwert, Neil Leach, and Robert Tavernor 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1988), 250; and Alberti, L’Architettura (De re 
aedificatoria), 2 vols., Classici italiani di scienze techniche e arti: trattati di architettura, 
vol. 1, ed. Giovanni Orlandi (Milan: Il Polifilo, 1966),  2:681–83.  

 
84 Alberti, De re aedificatoria, 7.16; Alberti, “On the Art of Building,” ed. 

Rykwert, Leach, and Tavernor, 240–41. 
 
85 For Isocrates, see Busiris, in Isocrates, vol. 3, trans. Larue van Hook, Loeb 

Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1945), 15–23; Vasunia, 
Gift of the Nile, 183–215. Plato praised Egypt’s strict artistic rules that resulted in stylistic 
longevity and high–quality art that continued for 10,000 years. Plato, Laws, 2.656e; Plato, 
Laws, vol. 9, trans. R.G. Bury (New York: Putnam, 1926), 102–3; Edith Hamilton and 
Huntington Cairns, eds., The Collected Dialogues of Plato, 2nd ed. (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1963), 1254; See also Whitney Davis, “Plato on Egyptian 
Art,” Journal of Egyptian Archaeology 65 (1979): 121–27; Curran, Egyptian 
Renaissance, 18–19. For Diodorus Siculus, see Diodorus, The Antiquities of Egypt: A 
Translation, with Notes, of Book 1 of the Library of History of Diodorus Siculus, trans. 
Edwin Murphy, rev. ed. (New Brunswick: Transaction, 1990); Kenneth S. Sacks, 
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medicine, astronomy, and mathematics— all of which was imparted upon Greek 

intellectuals like Pythagoras (c. 580–500 BCE), and the mythical Daedalus, who travelled 

to Egypt.86 Further increasing Egypt’s primacy in spiritual and earthly matters, Diodorus 

wrote of Egyptian rulers-turned-gods Osiris and Isis (who he also elided with Dionysus 

and Demeter) who invented agriculture, religious rites, and temples and then traveled the 

world, including to Greece, civilizing the lands with these creations.87 In his Di Iside et 

Osiride (On Isis and Osiris) of circa 117–20 CE, Plutarch (46– c.119 CE) argued that the 

greatest wisdom of the ancient Egyptian religion was encoded within hieroglyphic 

symbols, and that this concealed, secret wisdom was passed onto earlier Greek 

philosophers like Plato and Pythagoras, who translated it into their philosophies for 

Greek benefit.88  

Solidifying the memory of ancient Egypt’s as central to Renaissance culture was 

the 1471 publication of Marsilio Ficino’s (1433–1499) translation of a newly 

rediscovered text of the second century, purportedly written by Hermes Trismegistus, an 

 
Diodorus Siculus and the First Century (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1990).  

 
86 Diodorus, 1.20–21. On Daedalus learning the elements of art and architecture 

from ancient Egyptians, see Diodorus I. 97.5–6; Diodorus Siculus, Library of History, 
Volume 1: Books 1– 2.34, Loeb Classical Library, ed. and trans. Charles Henry Oldfather, 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1933), I: 333.  

 
87 Diodorus, I. 14–15.6–16–20–21; Diodorus Siculus, Library of History, ed. 

Oldfather, I: 45–47.  
 
88 Plutarch, De Iside et Osiride 10 (354e–f); Frank Cole Babbitt, ed., Plutarch’s 

“Moralia,” Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), 
5:25–27. See also J. Gwyn Griffiths, ed., Plutarch’s “De Iside et Osiride” (Cardiff: 
University of Wales Press, 1970). 
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ancient Egyptian sage (or god) and inventor of the sacred hieroglyphic language.89 It was 

wildly popular. Before 1500, eight editions of the Corpus Hermeticum were published, 

and by 1641 twenty-two editions had been printed. The Hermeticum established Hermes 

Trismegistus as a prophet who, with the wisdom granted to him by God, foresaw 

paganism giving way to a monotheistic Christianity. Further, it proved that ancient Egypt 

was the source of all divine knowledge, which passed through subsequent cultures and 

religions, reaching its providential and highest truth in Christianity. Renaissance scholars 

even claimed that some of Hermes Trismegistus’ wisdom was shared with ancient 

philosophers and biblical figures like Plato, Pythagoras, and Moses.90  

The Counter-Reformation Church historian Cesare Baronio (1538–1607) evoked 

Hermes Trismegistus in his Annales Ecclesiastici (1588–1607).91 In the face of Protestant 

refutation, the Annales traced Church history to its nascency, proving that the Catholic 

Church was the true heir to the earliest days of the Church, the same institution initiated 

by Christ and the apostles. By citing the Corpus Hermeticum as evidence of the Church’s 

 
89 Marsilio Ficino, Corpus Hermeticum (Treviso: Gerardus de Lisa, de Flandria, 

1471). 
 
90 For Ficino and the Corpus Hermeticum see, for example, Iversen, The Myth of 

Egypt,” 60–61; Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 89–99; Wittkower, “Hieroglyphics I,” 94–
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Sergio Donadoni, “Renaissance Egypt,” in Egypt from Myth to Egyptology, ed. Sergio 
Donadoni, Silvio Curto, and Anna Maria Donadoni Roveri (Milan: Fabbri, 1990), 40–44; 
Francis A. Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1964); M.J.B. Allen, “Marsilio Ficino, Hermes Trismegistus and the 
Corpus Hermeticum,” in New Perspectives on Renaissance Thought, ed. John Henry and 
Sarah Hutton (London: Duckworth, 1990): 38–47. 

 
91 Cesare Baronio, Annales ecclesiastici, Vat.lat.5684, fol. IIr, Biblioteca 

Apostolica Vaticana; Baronio, Annales ecclesiastici, 12 vols. (Rome: Ex Typographia 
Vaticana, 1588–1607). 



 44 

divine providence, the Annales also testified to the Roman Church’s longevity— a claim 

with which the newly forming Protestant sects could not compete.92  

Text Meets Egypt’s Material Legacy in Rome 
 

Cinquecento humanists and antiquarians scoured Rome, seeking out the city’s 

ancient spaces and materials, documenting, studying, and comparing them to descriptions 

in ancient texts.93 Embedded in the city’s foundations, in various states of fragmentation, 

 
92 On Baronio, see James Hankins, “The Popes and Humanism,” in Rome Reborn: 

the Vatican Library and Renaissance Culture, ed. Anthony Grafton (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1993), 72 and 77. For the Protestant Reformation refutation of 
Baronio’s use of the Corpus Hermeticum in his Annales, see Anthony Grafton, 
"Protestant versus Prophet: Isaac Casaubon on Hermes Trismegistus," Journal of the 
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 46 (1983): 78–93. On antiquity in the Counter 
Reformation period see for example, Eric Cochrane, Historians and Historiography in 
the Italian Renaissance (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1981); André Chastel, The 
Sack of Rome, 1527 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1983); Stinger, 
Renaissance in Rome, 1998; Rowland, The Culture of the High Renaissance, 1998; 
Nicola Courtwright, The Papacy and the Art of Reform in Sixteenth–Century Rome: 
Gregory XIII's Tower of the Winds in the Vatican (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003).  
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Buzzetti, and Paolo Liverani, 7 vols. (Rome: E. Loescher, 1902–1916); Arnaldo 
Momigliano, “Ancient History and the Antiquarian,” Journal of the Warburg and 
Courtauld Institutes 13 (1950): 285–315; Roberto Weiss, The Renaissance Discovery of 
Classical Antiquity (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1969); Peter Burke, The Renaissance Sense 
of the Past (London: Edward Arnold, 1969); Cochrane, Historians and Historiography, 
esp. “Antiquities,” 423–44; Salvatore Settis, ed. Memoria dell’antico nell’arte italiana, 3 
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Archaeological Excavations in Rome and Southern Italy from the Renaissance to the 
Nineteenth Century (London: British School of Rome, 2004); Peter N. Miller, “Things as 
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Objects: Antiquarianism and Material Culture Since 1500 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2017). On antiquities known in the Renaissance and their impact on artists see, 
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were the remnants of Rome’s multi-layered past– the result of thousands of years of 

cultural permutation. With this plethora of source material, artists and antiquarians 

reconciled and replaced old knowledge with new observations; they decoded Rome’s 

history while intellectually and artistically reassembling the city piece by piece. Rome’s 

long relationship with ancient Egypt, visible in the rediscovered monuments and 

sculpture, and recorded in historical texts, offered a unique contribution to this process of 

revitalization.  

Like the earlier Greek textual descriptions of Egypt, ancient Rome’s reception of 

the ancient pharaonic culture fluctuated between admiration and rebuke. During 

Octavian’s (63 BCE–14 CE) campaign to seize Egypt from Cleopatra (c. 69–30 BCE), 

imperializing propaganda portrayed Egypt and her Queen as decadent and immoral.94 

Virgil’s (70–19 BCE) Aeneid (19 BCE) depicted the Battle of Actium of 31 BCE as a 

battle of good, with Rome and the virtuous Octavian on one side, over Egyptian evil and 
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its “monstrous gods.”95 The Roman historian Dio Cassius (150–235 CE) claimed that 

during his address to the troops, Octavian referred to Cleopatra’s consort Marc Antony 

(83–30 BCE) as an Egyptian animal worshipper.96  

After his victory and seizure of Alexandria, Octavian became Augustus, the first 

Emperor of Rome. Claiming himself as the rightful inheritor of pharaonic power, 

Augustus adopted the visual imagery of ancient Egypt as a way of celebrating his 

superiority, as well as to harness the power and longevity associated with its ancient 

civilization. Notably, the emperor ordered two obelisks sent from Heliopolis to Rome, 

where one was re-erected on the spina of the Circus Maximus (fig. 1), and the other was 

in the Campus Martius (fig. 2) as the gnomon of a gigantic sundial. He also 

commissioned two uninscribed, Roman-made obelisks for the exterior of his mausoleum 

(fig. 2).97  

Subsequently, the taste for Egyptian imagery flourished in Rome, as the Egyptian 

cults became fashionable among the emperors and elite members of Roman society.98 

Later emperors continued Augustus’s example by erecting obelisks throughout the city, 

by both transporting the monuments from Egypt and sculpting them in Rome.99 A record 

 
95 Virgil, Aeneid  8.671–713; translation from Gurval, Actium and Augustus, 230–

32. Other writers and poets that likewise portrayed Rome’s virtuous battle against Egypt 
included Horace, and Propertius. Horace Odes I.37; Propertius 3.11.29–56.  
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from the fourth century tallied at least forty-eight obelisks in the city.100 Egyptian 

decorative motifs were adopted in imperial settings, including for example, Egyptian 

images among the frescoed grotteschi of Nero’s (r. 50–54) Domus Aurea, and many 

Egyptian and Egyptianizing sculptures at Hadrian’s Villa in Tivoli. Cults to the Egyptian 

gods Isis and Serapis became popular in Rome by the second half of the first century and 

continued to flourish through the third century; a large Egyptian temple complex 

dedicated to them, the Iseum Campense, was located near the Pantheon. From this area, 

countless ancient Egyptian and Egyptianizing artifacts have been found over the 

centuries, including sculptures, obelisks, capitals, and relief fragments.101  

 Shifting to meet contemporary Christian purposes, Rome’s early Christian and 

medieval memory of ancient Egypt was often defined by how Egypt was portrayed in the 

Bible.102 A popular medieval tradition held that the pyramids of Giza were Joseph’s 

colossal storehouses of grain.103 Medieval belief in this legend was visualized in the 

narthex mosaics of San Marco (fig. 3) in Venice, in which the pyramids are depicted as 

 
100 See Roberto Valentini and Giuseppe Zucchetti, eds., Codice Topografico della 
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Romae regionum XIV); I: 183 (Notitia urbis Romae regionum XIV); I: 251 
(“Interpolated” Catalogue). As noted in Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 30, n. 23.  
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granaries.104 As the true history of ancient Egypt was clouded in collective memory, 

Romans replaced the functions of the city’s Egyptian artifacts with stories more 

significant for their own past, re-used them as spolia, or destroyed them altogether.105 For 

example, local lore identified the Meta Romuli as St. Peter’s grain heap that had 

miraculously transformed to stone to keep Nero from claiming it.106 Another tale 

recounted that the Vatican obelisk was the tomb of Julius Caesar, whose ashes were 

contained in the orb at its top.107 

 
104 On the mosaics of San Marco see Otto Demus, The Mosaics of San Marco in 

Venice (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984). On the pyramid as granaries, see 
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In Cosimo de’ Medici’s (1389–1464) “platonic academy” of the fifteenth century, 

humanist scholars translated the philosophies of the ancient Greeks and extrapolated 

ancient ideas for modern use.108 Also popular in this circle were texts on ancient Egypt. 

In the early 1420s, just as Niccolo Niccolì (1364–1437) finished studying Ammianus 

Marcellinus’ (c. 325–395 CE) description of hieroglyphs and obelisks, the humanist was 

presented with Horapollo’s recently rediscovered fifth-century Hieroglyphica, which 

contained 189 hieroglyphs and their descriptions.109 Niccolì shared the manuscript with 

his friend Poggio Bracciolini (1380–1459), and soon they were exploring Rome and 

identifying hieroglyphic inscriptions and obelisks by comparing what they saw with the 

textual descriptions of the ancients.110  

Subsequently, Poggio’s 1430–1448 publication on Rome’s ruins titled, De 

Varietate Fortunae (On the Vicissitudes of Fortune), was the first-time hieroglyphs were 

accurately identified in print.111 Soon to follow was Flavio Biondo’s (1392–1463) Roma 
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Instaurata (1444–1446), a topographical study of Rome that included a long discussion 

on obelisks and hieroglyphs.112 In 1436, Cyriacus of Ancona (c.1390–1455) recorded an 

inscription he witnessed at the summit of the Great Pyramid of Giza and sent a copy of 

the so-called “Phoenician letters” to Niccolì.113 

With Ficino and the Corpus Hermeticum solidifying ancient Egypt as predecessor 

to Christian wisdom, Renaissance humanists determined that hieroglyphs had a sacred 

function as repositories of spiritual wisdom. Leon Battista Alberti claimed that 

hieroglyphs were a universal language accessible to people of different times and cultures 

because of their pictorial forms.114 While their superficial meaning was evident, 

hieroglyphs coded their true significance, which was revealed only to an initiated few. 

This interpretation of hieroglyphs appealed to humanists and patrons for its poetic 

multiplicity of meanings and fueled the Renaissance obsession with emblems. Pierio 

Valeriano (1477–1560) published his encyclopedic collection of hieroglyphs, the 

Hieroglyphica, in 1556.115 It was based on Horapollo’s Hieroglyphica, but also included 
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emblematic imagery and meanings from a variety of sources, including Egyptian, Greek, 

Roman, and Christian traditions.116  

Virtues and Vices 
 

The rediscovery and reidentification of ancient Egyptian and Egyptianizing 

sculpture and monuments around Rome— some with hieroglyphic inscriptions— 

demonstrated to Renaissance viewers that ancient sacred wisdom was all around them. 

Embedded in the forms of obelisks, pyramids, and sphinxes were the virtues of Egypt 

extolled by ancient authors such as Herodotus, Pliny the Elder, and Plutarch. Like those 

ancient textual histories, these objects testified to Egypt’s piety, power, industriousness, 

stability, and continuity. The monumentality and skill with which they were made 

exemplified Egyptian wealth and mastery of the arts and engineering and illustrated the 

wonderous and marvelous qualities so often noted by the ancient authors. The survival of 
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 52 

these objects through the long centuries since their creation emphasized Egypt’s extreme 

antiquity, Rome’s historical connection to the pharaonic land, and, as Herodotus argued, 

their worthiness to be preserved for centuries to come. And largely due to Ficino’s 

appropriation of the Corpus Hermeticum for Christian purposes, the sacred associations 

of Rome’s Egyptian and Egyptianizing artifacts bolstered the sense of the city’s 

providential destiny as the center of early modern Christendom.  

The ancient writings discussed above also associated Egypt with the vices of 

greed, decadence, idolatry, and even evil. Less emphatically negative, but nonetheless 

othering, were the characterizations of Egypt as a civilization in opposition to those of 

Greece and Rome. Analogous to the ancient textual descriptions rediscovered in the 

Renaissance, the physical remains of ancient Rome likewise illustrated Egypt’s binary 

roles. Egyptian monuments and sculpture stood out in the early modern exploration of 

Rome’s antiquity for their foreign materials and non-Classical aesthetic— clearly as 

products of a non-native tradition.117 And yet, they were re-born from Roman soil, 

embodying Rome’s authority, and assimilation of the past. Further, frequent encounters 

with Egyptian and Egyptianizing antiquities in Rome over the course of centuries meant 

that they became familiar features of the city’s local landscape. In the tumultuous 

political and religious environment of the sixteenth century, claiming the remote past 

civilization of Egypt as both heritage and spoils of conquest situated Rome as the early-

modern world’s longest-enduring and most invincible power.  
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Artistic Response to Egypt’s Memory in Rome 
 

Early modern antiquarians, humanists, and artists remembered ancient Egypt in 

numerous and often conflicting ways. On one hand, Egypt was recalled for its longevity 

and power, and as a font of wisdom, art, civilization, and religion. Renaissance Romans 

established themselves as rightful heirs to Egypt through a divinely predetermined path 

via the Greeks and Romans, and retroactively claimed its most virtuous qualities. 

Imperial dominion over Egypt provided an even more direct route for acculturation, and 

it argued for Rome’s ultimate superiority over all civilizations, past, present, and future. 

Alternatively, the same early modern thinkers and creators also framed Egypt as an exotic 

‘other’–magnificent and powerful, but mysterious, barbaric, and avaricious.118 The 

multifaceted memory of ancient Egypt in the Renaissance provided humanists, artists, 

and patrons with a flexible source of meaning with which to formulate messages of 

authority, antiquity, and prestige. 

Like humanists, Renaissance artists revived Egyptian hieroglyphs by both 

copying from ancient examples and manipulating them into new contexts and 

compositions. Indeed, Alberti’s personal emblem (fig. 4) was a modern hieroglyph that 

consisted of a winged eye, representing the swiftness and power of vision, and 

symbolizing an all-seeing God. Other artists drew inspiration from the hieroglyphic 

inscriptions visible in Rome. For example, Michele Fabrizio Ferrarini (c. 1450–1492) 

drew the hieroglyphs from the base of the Nectanebo lions (then located outside the 
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Pantheon) in two different volumes containing ancient inscriptions.119 Around 1506, 

Donato Bramante (c. 1444–1514) created his interpretation of a hieroglyphic inscription 

on the outer façade of the Belvedere for Pope Julius II (r. 1503–1513). Though not 

authentic hieroglyphs, the inscription represents the names of the pope and the artist in a 

rebus-like puzzle.120 Giulio Romano’s (before 1499–1546) ceiling for the Loggia of the 

Muses (1527–1529) in Palazzo del Te (fig. 5) is littered with panels featuring a modern 

hieroglyph in the center, each surrounded with a frame of hieroglyphs taken from the 

base of the Nepherites sphinx located on the Campidoglio.121 And finally, Sebastiano del 

Piombo (c. 1485–1547) incorporated naval hieroglyph-like emblems into his 1526 

portrait of the Genoese naval commander Andrea Doria (1466–1560) (fig. 6).122 While 
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the foreign-looking writing clearly captured the early modern artistic imagination, the 

fascination with hieroglyphs was only one facet of the Renaissance revival of ancient 

Egypt’s memory.123 

The physical remains of Rome’s historical connection with ancient Egypt were 

also appealing to artists, antiquarians, and patrons. For example, just months after his 

election to the papal throne, Sixtus V commissioned his architect Domenico Fontana 

(1543–1607) to transfer the eighty-four-foot Vatican obelisk (fig. 7) from the side of St. 

Peter’s Basilica to its current home at the center of St. Peter’s Square. Lasting over four 

months, the orchestration of lowering, transporting and re-erecting the enormous, 361-ton 

red granite needle required the labors of over 900 hundred men, 75 horses and 40,000 

pounds of rope. Each stage required complete silence from the onlooking crowds, as 

Fontana coordinated the workers’ movements with signaling blows of a trumpet.124  

The obelisk was erected on its new base in St. Peter’s Square on 10 September 

1586. Once final adjustments were made and supports were removed on 27 September, 
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the Pope led a procession that attracted large crowds. The ceremony that followed 

blessed, purified, and exorcised St. Peter’s Needle. A gilt bronze cross with Sixtus V’s 

papal insignia replaced the monument’s ancient summiting orb.125 Marking the end of the 

ceremony were the twin blasts of the Swiss Guard’s artillery and the firing of mortars 

from nearby Castel Sant’Angelo.126 

The Vatican Obelisk was originally erected in Alexandria under Ptolemy II (r. 

282–246 BCE), and later brought to Rome by Caligula (r. 37–41) where it was erected on 

the spina of the Circus of Nero. Here, the obelisk towered over the martyrdom of the 

Church’s first pope, its base said to have been imbued with St. Peter’s (d. 64) spilt 

blood.127 The pagan monument, therefore, by fortune of its location and anointment of 

blood, became a prized early Christian artifact.128 Sixtus V’s translation of this relic to the 

open, highly viewable Piazza of St. Peter’s and its subsequent spiritual conversion 

ensured that its testimony would be heard in resounding support of the Church’s 

authority.  

 
125 Curran et al, Obelisk, 106–109. 

 
126 Long, Engineering the Eternal City, 208. 
 
127 Curran et al, Obelisk, 145–147. 

 
128 Numerous previous popes had wanted to move the Vatican obelisk to mark the 

entrance to St. Peter’s, but none were successful. See, for example, Brian Curran and 
Anthony Grafton, “A Fifteenth–Century Site Report on the Vatican Obelisk,” Journal of 
the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 58 (Jan 1995): 234–248; and Chapter Two for 
more. The Vatican Obelisk was so important to the Church that Bramante proposed to 
move St. Peter’s tomb and realign the façade of St. Peter’s Basilica with the Egyptian 
monument. See David Karmon, The Ruin of the Eternal City: Antiquity and Preservation 
in Renaissance Rome (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 84–86.  
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Over the course of his short, five-year papacy, Sixtus V and his architect Fontana, 

the Cavaliere della Guglia as he became known, oversaw the successful translation of 

three more colossal obelisks and their re-erection at important sites in the city. In 1586 

Fontana erected one of the Roman-made obelisks that originally adorned Augustus’ first-

century mausoleum in Piazza di Santa Maria Maggiore, before the eponymous basilica 

and Sixtus V’s Villa Montalto.129 Two years later, the pope ordered a 105-foot red granite 

obelisk recently excavated from the ancient Circus Maximus (originally from Alexandria 

and brought to Rome by Constantius (r. 337–361 CE) in 357 CE) to be re-erected outside 

San Giovanni in Laterano.130 In 1589, as the central monument of Piazza del Popolo, 

Fontana raised another obelisk from the ancient Circus Maximus, brought there from 

Heliopolis under Augustus’ orders in 10 BCE.131 

 
129 Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 78; D’Onofrio, Obelischi, 154–159; 

Iversen, Obelisks, 47–54. See Chapter Two for more on the sixteenth–century excavation 
of this obelisk.  
 

130 Constantine had the obelisk moved from its original location in Karnak to 
Alexandria in 337. More on this obelisk’s medieval and early modern life in Rome is 
discussed below. Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 70–71; D’Onofrio, Obelischi, 
268–279; Iversen, Obelisks, 128–141.  
 

131 Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 69–70; D’Onofrio, Obelischi, 173–77; 
Iversen, Obelisks, 65–75.  
 
In addition to the Obelisks of Rome, Sixtus V also appropriated the ancient imperial 
Roman columns of Trajan and Marcus Aurelius, which, beginning in 1587, he topped 
with enormous gilt statues of St. Peter and St. Paul, respectively. In this maneuver, Sixtus 
V claimed Christian supremacy and power over the mighty Roman empire. See Long, 
Engineering the Eternal City, 213–15. Sixtus V’s urban program also included the 
creation of numerous piazze, construction of an aqueduct bringing water to the Quirinal, 
draining the Pontine marshes, the colossal Acqua Felice fountain, and the creation of the 
Quattro Fontane intersection; he also commissioned the Scala Santa, the renovation of the 
Lateran Palace, and the construction and decoration of the Vatican Library. On Sixtus V, 
his commissions and urban program see, for example, Pastor, History of the Popes, 
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 These momentous feats of engineering were recorded in numerous reports, 

diplomatic records, treatises, diaries, poems, and printed images. Promptly following the 

Vatican Obelisk’s re-erection, Giovanni Guerra (1544–1618) designed three large-scale 

and highly detailed prints (fig. 8) depicting the various stages of the undertaking. 

Fontana’s own treatise, Della trasportatione dell’obelisco vaticano et delle fabriche di 

nostro signore Papa Sisto V of 1590, described the Vatican Obelisk and detailed the 

machines and operations involved in its translation, as well as the ceremonies and 

celebrations that followed its re-erection.132  

Guidebooks and histories of the city also began celebrating Rome’s obelisks. The 

1588 edition of Girolamo Francini’s Le cose meravigliose dell’alma città di Roma (fig. 

9), the most widespread guide to the city’s churches and antiquities, added a frontispiece 

highlighting Sixtus V’s four raised obelisks and the subtitle, dove si veggono il 

movimento delle Giuglie, e gli Aqcuedutti per condurre l’Acqua Felice.133 This was 

printed in multiple editions and translated into Spanish. Pietro Martire Felini’s Trattato 

 
1938–61; Torgil Magnuson, Rome in the Age of Bernini, vol. 1, From the Election of 
Sixtus V to the Death of Urban VIII (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1982); Marcello 
Fagiolo and Maria Luisa Madonna, Sisto V, 2 vols (Rome: Istituto Poligrafico e Zecca 
dello Stato, 1992); Maria Luisa Madonna, ed., Roma di Sisto V: Le arti e la cultura 
(Rome: Edizioni De Luca, 1993); Sandro Benedetti and Giuseppe Zander, L’arte in Roma 
nel secolo XVI, 1 (Bologna: Capelli, 2003), 459–521.  
 

132 Filippo Pigafetta’s treatise on obelisks and the engineering required to move 
them, Discorso di m. Filippo Pigafetta, d’intorno all’historia della Agvglia, et alla 
ragione del muouerla (Rome: Bartolomeo Grassi), was published in 1586, but was 
compiled while the movement of the Vatican obelisk was still in its planning stages. As 
cited in Long, Engineering the Eternal City, 203–4.  
 

133 Girolamo Francini, Le cose meravigliose dell’alma città di Roma: dove si 
veggono il movimento delle Giuglie, e gli Aqcuedutti per condurre l’Acqua Felice 
(Venice: Girolamo Francini Libraro in Roma, 1588).  
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nuovo delle cose maravigliose dell’alma città di Roma contains illustrations of obelisks 

with each church they decorate.134 His 1625 edition spotlights the Vatican obelisk shown 

with its scaffolding–a detail emphasizing that even over a quarter of a century later, the 

feat of moving the monument was still impressed on Rome’s collective memory.135 

While Sixtus V’s repurposing of the Egyptian monuments was largely symbolic 

of Christian triumph over paganism, for early modern witnesses to the events, and those 

experiencing the feats through printed descriptions and images, the spectacle of Sixtus 

V’s monument-moving made Rome and her glory synonymous with the image of an 

Egyptian obelisk. The period’s continuing fascination with Rome’s obelisks was not 

limited to their new Christian identities, but their ancient Egyptian past and afterlife in 

the eternal city continued to capture early-modern minds and imaginations. Scholarly 

studies like Michele Mercati’s (1541–1593) 1589 history of Rome’s obelisks, De gli 

obelischi di Roma, were published, the accounts of travelers to Egypt were increasingly 

concerned with Egyptian antiquities (over the more traditional descriptions of biblical 

sites), and Egyptian and Egyptianizing antiquities continued to be rediscovered and 

quickly added to Rome’s sculptural collections.136 While his motivations were to uncover 

 
134 Pietro Martire Felini, Trattato nuovo delle cose maravigliose dell’alma città di 

Roma (Rome: A. Fei, 1625).  
 

135 Rebecca Zorach, The Virtual Tourist in Renaissance Rome: Printing and 
Collecting the Speculum Romanae Magnificentiae (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Library, 2008), 145–148. For the long–sustained fame of the Vatican obelisk project see 
also Costanza Caraffa, “Domenico Fontana e gli obelischi: Fortuna critica del ‘Cavaliere 
della Guglia,’” in Studi su Domenico Fontana, ed. Giovanna Curcio, Nicola Navone, and 
Sergio Villari (Mendrisio: Fondazione Archivio del Moderno, 2011), 21–47. 

 
136 Michele Mercati, De gli obelischi di Roma (Rome: Domenico Basa, 1589). On 

the late–sixteenth and seventeenth century interactions with Egypt and interest in ancient 
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the Christian, Hermetic wisdom contained in Egyptian remains, the seventeenth-century 

Jesuit scholar Athanasius Kircher’s (1602–1680) scholarly studies initiated the beginning 

of modern Egyptology.137 

Although Sixtus V’s appropriation of Rome’s obelisks is perhaps the most well-

known example of the early modern revival of Egyptian antiquity, earlier Cinquecento 

artists and scholars had already been long at work claiming ancient Egypt for Rome.  The 

revival of Rome’s historical connections with Egypt was part of the larger Renaissance 

drive to renew ancient cultures to bolster contemporary magnificence. This dissertation 

explores numerous ways that sixteenth-century artists, antiquarians, and patrons, before 

Sixtus V’s urban program, used Egyptian imagery in reconstructions of all’antica Roman 

space. The following chapters examine how pyramids, obelisks, sphinxes, and lions 

served as emblems of the city, and ignited memories of ancient virtue and Rome’s far-

reaching authority, thus reinforcing the hegemony of the contemporary city.  

Summary of Chapters 
 

Renaissance scholarship has long discussed the role of classical antiquity in 

Italian cultural revival, but much less considered is to what extent ancient Egypt’s 

memory participated in the early modern rebirth of antiquity As has been laid out in this 

introductory Chapter One, the memory of ancient Egypt in Cinquecento Rome provides a 

 
Egypt, see Whitehouse, “Towards a Kind of Egyptology,” 63–79; Curran, “Renaissance 
Afterlife,” 121–129; Donadoni, “Egypt Over the Centuries,” 59–72. 
 

137 For more on Kircher see also Iversen, The Myth of Egypt, 92–98; Joscelyn 
Godwin, Athanasius Kircher: A Renaissance Man and the Quest for Lost Knowledge 
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1979); Daniel Stolzenberg, “Kircher’s Egypt,” in The 
Great Art of Knowing: The Baroque Encyclopedia of Athanasius Kircher, ed. Daniel 
Stolzenberg (Stanford: Stanford University Libraries, 2001), 115–125; Paula Findlen, ed., 
Athanasius Kircher: The Last Man Who Knew Everything (New York: Routledge, 2004). 
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particularly interesting and fruitful focus because of Egypt’s complex and often 

contradictory associations in early modernity. Its temporal distance from sixteenth-

century Rome and an incomplete historical record also provided great flexibility for 

artistic and cultural interpretation, making Egypt an ideal construct with which Rome’s 

history and identity could be shaped to suit a variety of early modern needs.  

Chapter Two discusses Pope Leo X’s urban renewal efforts in Rome and the 

network of memory-inducing Egyptian and Egyptianizing sculptures and monuments that 

contributed to Rome’s revival under Medici reign. This examination establishes the 

adaptability of Egypt’s memory in sixteenth-century Rome, and how that flexibility 

contributed to the meanings of various locations of the city; and alternatively, how 

Rome’s historical sites contributed to the reception of its Egyptian and Egyptianizing 

antiquities. Further, Chapter Two demonstrates how Rome’s unique environment (in 

which multiple moments of the city, embodied by the tangible traces of the past, exist at 

the same time) provided Renaissance viewers access to the city’s antiquity in the present 

time. The physical experience of this multi-temporal Rome was emulated in the 

simulated Roman spaces discussed in the following chapters, elucidating the viewing 

experience of these constructed all’antica environments.  

Chapter Three focuses on Raphael’s constructions of all’antica Roman spaces 

featuring Egyptian imagery in the Vatican. In the Loggetta of Cardinal Bibbiena, this 

study argues that the artist and his workshop recreated an imperial environment in which 

hybrid Egyptianizing sphinxes symbolized spaces and historical moments of Rome. For 

the Sala di Costantino, Chapter Three demonstrates how Raphael used motifs of Rome’s 

Egyptian antiquity to situate viewers in a specifically Roman, yet atemporal, space, 
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thereby bolstering the early modern city’s authority by reviving the ancient Roman claim 

to Egypt’s wisdom, power, and culture. 

Chapter Four examines the role of the influential artist-antiquarian Pirro Ligorio 

in the Late Renaissance Egyptian revival. Ligorio’s artistic labors, abounding with 

Egyptian references (including his city portraits, reconstructions of ancient sites, 

decorative programs, and all’antica drawings), have not been systematically analyzed for 

their contribution to Renaissance Egyptian studies. Nor has the significance of their 

Egyptian motifs been discussed in terms of Ligorio’s skillful use of geographic 

symbolism in reconstructions of Roman space. Likewise, Ligorio’s antiquarian endeavors 

have yet to receive scholarly attention for their role in reviving the memory of Egypt. The 

concluding chapter of this dissertation summarizes my findings and introduces future 

directions for the study of Egyptian antiquity in the Renaissance.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 

SPACE AND MEMORY IN CINQUECENTO ROME 
 

Introduction: Renewal, Urbs, and Civitas 
 

The early Cinquecento was a potent time for the renewal of Rome. For nearly a 

thousand years after the fall of ancient Roman civilization in the West, neglect left the 

city in a state of great disrepair. The population of Rome rapidly dwindled until, by the 

end of the fourteenth century the abitato (the inhabited area of the city), was limited to 

what was the ancient campus martius (roughly the area between the Tiber river on the 

west, and the Pincian and Quirinal Hills to the east), the Vatican Borgo, and parts of 

Trastevere. Much of the rest of the city within the walls had fallen into ruins; many 

ancient sites returned to the land as overgrown pastures and vigne.138  

The swamp of a city that Martin V (r. 1417–1431) returned to in 1420 after the 

Great Schism was in great need of renewal. For Martin V and many of his papal 

successors (including Nicholas V, Sixtus IV, and Julius II), Rome’s glory was inherently 

tied up with her physical condition; the newly re-established center of Christendom 

required renovation. In his deathbed speech, Nicholas V (r. 1447–1455) expounded on 

the power of the visual, stating that “grandiose spectacles” and “magnificent buildings… 

monuments in some sense perpetual that appear almost to testify to the hand of God 

himself” were equally capable of promoting Church authority as was a learned history of 

 
138 See McCahill, Reviving the Eternal City, 2013; Linda Pellecchia, “The 

Contested City,” in The Cambridge Companion to Raphael, ed. Marcia B. Hall 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 59. 
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the Church.139 The authoritative quality of the Church for Nicholas, therefore, was 

embodied by visual magnificence, and the testimony of God’s plan for Rome was 

embedded in the perpetual objects of the city. 

Leo X: Urban Renewal and Egyptian Memories Connecting Roman Space 
 

Leo X’s (r.1513–1521) plans for a revived Rome likewise required impressive 

aesthetics while increasing access to sites of historical and contemporary importance. 

Leading from Rome’s main entrance at the northern Popolo gate, Leo X ordered the 

restoration of two ancient roads, Via Lata and Via Leonina (fig. 11). Via Lata (the ancient 

Via Flaminia) lead south to the symbolically potent but physically isolated Capitoline 

Hill.140 Via Leonina (1518–1519) (now Via Ripetta), under the supervision of Raphael 

and Antonio da Sangallo, connected the Porta del Popolo via a route along the river to the 

current center of Roman life, the abitato, in the Piazza Navona region.141 From here 

 
139 From Giannozzo Manetti’s Life of Nicholas V, as quoted in Ackerman, "The 

Planning of Renaissance Rome, 7. Manetti’s biography of Nicholas V  was first 
published in L. Muratorius, Rerum Italicarum Scriptores, III: 2 (Mediolani, 1734), cols. 
907–960. See F. Pagnotti, “La vita di Nicolo V scritta da Giannozzo Manetti. Studio 
preparatorio alla nuova edizione critica,” in Archivio della Società Romana di Storia 
patria, XIV (1891), 411–436.  

 
140 On the Via Leonina see Leo X’s Motu proprio ordering that the plans made by 

Raphael for the new road should be followed. Armadio XXXIX, vol. 43, Leonis X 
Brevia, fols. 14v–15r, ASV, Vatican City; transcribed and translated in John Shearman, 
Raphael in Early Modern Sources, 2 vols. (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
2003), I: 637–39. See also Tafuri, “’Roma Instaurata,’” 56–106; Hubertus 
Günther,“DieStraßenplanung unter den Medici–Päpsten in Rom (1513–1534),”Jahrbuch 
des Zentralinstituts für Kunstgeschichte 1 (1985): 237–93; Christoph Frommel, “La città 
come opera d’arte: Bramante e Raffaello (1500–1520),”in Storia dell’architettura 
italiana: Il primo Cinquecento, ed. Arnaldo Bruschi (Milan: Electa, 2002), 76–131; and 
Pellechia, “The Contested City,” especially 67, 80–82. 
 

141 Frommel, “Papal Policy,” 39–65, esp. 56–58. Frommel says that the northern 
end of via Leonina had been started by Julius II probably as a way to create access to his 
favorite church of Santa Maria del Popolo.  
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visitors, pilgrims, and dignitaries had easy access across the Ponte Sant’Angelo to the 

Vatican and its Borgo, the space of the pope, upper clergy, and wealthy nobles of Rome. 

The grand scale and impeccable straightness of these roads into the living and spiritual 

heart of the city dazzled visitors and served as testimony that Rome was once again 

powerful, noble, and magnificent. 142 

Ensuring that Rome’s revival was attributed to the greatness of Leo X’s reign, the 

pope’s urban development projects highlighted Medici presence in the city with the 

placement of various structures associated with the papal family. For example, at the 

heart of the abitato and at the southernmost limit of the Leonina was the Medici’s 

fifteenth-century Palazzo Madama. As part of the creation of a Medicean hub at the city’s 

center, Leo X planned to completely rebuild the palace with a façade opening onto Piazza 

Navona, but the commission was never realized. Instead, part of the plot was given to 

King François I for the construction of San Luigi dei Francesi, which yet retained its 

Medici association after Cardinal Giulio de’Medici ceremoniously laid the first stone in 

1518. Also at the southern end of the Leonina was the home of Leo X’s sister in law, the 

Palazzo Lante, and the old Sapienza University, the renewal for which was funded by 

Leo X. The construction of grand, private palazzi, the Ospedale degli Innocenti, and the 

 
142 Leo X insisted that his renovations be visually impressive. After construction 

began, the pope complained that the avenues were not big, nor straight enough to make a 
grand impression, Pellechia, “The Contested City,” 80–81; See also Tafuri, “Roma 
instaurata,” 59–106. Mayernik, Timeless Cities, 32 says that in the Renaissance a 
memorable city was visually striking, dramatic, ordered, and beautiful, and that Vitruvius 
said it would contain only the best of societies ideals. 
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Garden of Orsini at Augustus’s Mausoleum further enhanced the Leonina and the Medici 

name.143 

In making modern Rome equal to the glory of the ancient city, Leo X’s urban 

program included the re-use and revival of ancient sites and buildings, as well as the 

careful placement of ancient monuments and sculpture associated with the city’s past.144 

As Linda Pellechia explains of Leo X’s Rome, “If permanent buildings and straight 

streets changed the face of the city, imagery gave it meaning and memory. Visual 

markers forced our visitor to interpret the urban spaces she maneuvered.”145 While 

Pellechia does not address the city’s Egyptian imagery, more so than any pope before 

him, Leo X chose Egyptian all’antica imagery as the “visual markers” of his renovated 

Roman spaces. Physically linked via Leo X’s newly renovated roads, Egyptian obelisks, 

 
143 Ackermann, “The Planning of Renaissance Rome,” 3–18, esp. 12; and 

Frommel, “Papal Policy,” 27 and 56–58. For Medici (and other Florentine families) 
connecting identity and meaning with images in the spaces and rituals of Renaissance 
Florence, see Richard C. Trexler, Public Life in Renaissance Florence (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1980), 85–128. 
 

144 Francesco Albertini praised the new Rome as worthy of the ancient urbs in his 
Opsculum de mirabilius novae et veteris urbis Romae (Rome: 1510). See the section of 
Albertini’s Opsculum in Roberto Valentini and Giuseppe Zucchetti, eds., Codice 
Topografico della città di Roma, vol. 4, ed. (Rome: Istituto Storico Italiano per il Medio 
Evo, 1953), 457–546; and discussed in Pellechia, “The Contested City,” 59–62. See also 
Kathleen Christian and Bianca de Divitiis, eds., Local Antiquities, Local Identities: Art, 
Literature, and Antiquarianism, c.1400–1700 (Mancester: Mancester University Press, 
2018): 1–12, and Christian, “Roma Caput Mundi: Rome’s Local Antiquities as Symbol 
and Source,” 57–78. 
 
On the culture of Renaissance Rome see, for example, Weiss, Renaissance Discovery of 
Classical Antiquity, 1969; Stinger, The Renaissance in Rome, 1998; Ingrid Rowland, 
“Rome at the Center of a Civilization,” in The Renaissance World, ed. John Jeffries 
Martin (New York: Routledge, 2007): 31–50. 
 

145 Emphasis mine. Linda Pellechia, “The Contested City,” 93.  
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lions, and sphinxes symbolically connected significant historical sites of the city; and in 

binding the viewer to the past via memory and space, the Egyptian all’antica imagery 

evoked the virtues, authority, and longevity of Rome, and provided a sense of the city’s 

providential Christian resurrection under Medici reign.146 As this chapter will discuss, 

Leo X’s program provided potent opportunities for a range of symbolic messaging, the 

transfer of ancient virtue and authority, and a sense of continuity with, and ownership 

over the past. 

The Renaissance reuse and emulation of antiquity, as exemplified here by Leo 

X’s use of ancient Egyptian imagery, was not just a matter of aesthetics, but was 

grounded in the belief that vices and virtues were inherently embodied in a civilization’s 

cultural and physical manifestations. Stimulating the memory of the past, antiquities and 

all’antica design contributed meaning to the experience of the contemporary 

environment, and even had the ability to bestow upon viewers the virtues of the 

ancients.147 As Diane Favro explains, “The Romans’ rich and complex history was 

 
146 As was his request for Andrea Fulvio’s topographical guidebook, Raphael’s 

decoration in the papal apartments, and Raphael’s commission to graphically reconstruct 
ancient city (see Chapter Three). 
 
For more on the use of antiquities to bolster papal and Roman magnificence in the Early 
Modern period see Christian, “Roma caput mundi,” 57–78.  
 

147 On the historical relationship between the Renaissance and classical antiquity, 
see for example, Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country, especially 75–87 on how 
Renaissance artists interacted with the past through imitation, emulation, and revival as 
creation. For the humanist Flavio Biondo (1392–1463) the ancient Romans embodied the 
noblest qualities and virtues (courage, industriousness, moral integrity, physical strength, 
magnanimity, wisdom, austerity, and patriotism), which lead to their success, authority 
and the ultimate Roman goal, glory. Biondo’s description of life in ancient Rome, the 
Roma Triumphans (1459) sought to bring the virtues of the ancient Roman civilization to 
the attention of his contemporaries, provide a source of emulation, and thus bring 
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encapsulated in every inch of Rome. To walk through the capital was to learn about past 

achievements of all types: political, cultural, religious, military and social. Observers not 

only read content in the numerous sculptures, paintings, reliefs, monuments and 

inscriptions of Rome, they also learned by interacting with the various places.”148  

As Favro suggests, the key to reviving Rome in the Renaissance was in the 

interaction with Roman space and learning from the materials left behind. After 

lamenting that Rome’s ancient magnificence was all but forgotten in his time, the great 

humanist Petrarch (1304– c. 1374) argued its restoration was yet possible, "for who can 

doubt that Rome would rise again on the spot if it began to get to know itself." In a letter 

to his friend, the Dominican monk Giovanni Colonna di San Vito, Petrarch described a 

walk around Rome the pair enjoyed some months earlier (c.1337), unveiling the process 

in which memory (and thus knowledge) is restored through a visual and physical 

experience of space.149 Petrarch narrated the history of specific Roman sites as the friends 

moved through the contemporary environment. The ancient ruins and historic places 

 
greatness to Rome. Although Biondo also wrote a topographical guide to ancient Rome, 
Roma Instaurata (1446), he did not assert that that the physical or visual qualities of 
ancient Rome were enough to impart ancient virtue on modern viewers. Biondo, Roma 
Instaurata (1444–1446; Rome: Printer of Statius, 1471); Biondo, Roma Triumphans, 
(1459; Basel: 1531). See also Angelo Mazzocco, "Rome and the Humanists: The Case of 
Biondo Flavio,” in Rome in the Renaissance: The City and the Myth, ed. P.A. Ramsey 
(Binghamton, NY: Center for Medieval and Early Renaissance Studies, 1982): 188–191.  
 

148 Diane Favro, “IconiCITY of Ancient Rome,” Urban History 33, no 1 (2006): 
35; See also Favro, “Meaning and Experience,” 364–373. 
 

149 Petrarch lamented, "nowhere is Rome less known than in Rome.” Francesco 
Petrarca to Giovanni Colonna, Fam. VI, 2 in Francesco Petrarca, Rerum familiarum libri 
I– VIII, trans. Aldo S. Bernardo (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1957), 
291–293. Quotation in Aleida Assman, Cultural Memory and Western Civilization: 
Functions, Media, Archives (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 293– 295.  
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prompted Petrarch’s memory, imaginatively transporting him back in time. His recall 

elided the past and present, making the past whole and reactivated where ancient virtue 

was accessible in the contemporary moment.  

Even when the physical traces of the ancient city were gone, for Petrarch and 

Colonna, the historical memory of the place was enough to connect to, and activate the 

past.150 This kind of spatial memory had a long tradition in the ancient Roman belief in 

genius loci, the spirit of a place.151 This spirit contains all of the historical events that 

happened at that site and can be interacted with to gain access to and inspiration from the 

past. Cicero (106–43 BCE) aptly described the mysterious and unique experience of 

historical space, saying “whether it is natural instinct or a mere illusion, I cannot say; but 

one’s emotions are more strongly aroused by seeing the places that tradition records to 

 
150 Jacks, Antiquarian and the Myth of Antiquity, 35–38. Though his information 

was based on ancient sources, and guides like the Mirabilia, Petrarch’s description of 
ancient Rome was not organized like a guidebook (monument to monument), but rather 
unfolded over the topographical space he mentally traveled (inspired by the opening 
pages of Livy, according to Jacks). Aleida Assman also noted that Petrarch’s connection 
of space and historical narrative was likely also informed by the tradition of Christian 
martyrs’ and saints’ legends, which were associated with Christian places of memory, 
such as in the legenda aurea collected by Jacobus de Voragine in late 13th c. See 
Assman, Cultural Memory and Western Civilization, 294, no.21. 
On how the past leaves traces on the contemporary layer of a space see L. Khirfan, 
“Traces on the Palimpsest: Heritage and the Urban Forms of Athens and Alexandria,” 
Cities 27, no. 5 (2010): 315–325: “Therefore, while the urban palimpsest carries tangible 
and coherent traces of previous geometry such as streets, plazas, and buildings, it also 
carries symbolic traces that evoke the collective memory and trigger new urban rites and 
rituals,” 316. 
 

151 Favro, “IconiCITY of Ancient Rome,” 35; Christian Norberg–Schulz, Genius 
Loci: Towards a Phenomenology of Architecture (New York: Rizzoli, 1980). 
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have been the favourite resort of men of note in former days, than by hearing about their 

deeds or reading their writings.”152 

The same tradition for attaching narrative to space was also made commonplace 

in Rome via guidebooks such as pilgrimage guides and medieval mirabilia. In these 

myths, legends, anecdotes, and memories were described in connection with specific 

locations, bringing the past back to life. Early modern authors of Rome’s first 

topographical guidebooks, like Flavio Biondo and Andrea Fulvio, described the purpose 

of this kind of “narrative archaeology,” to borrow Caroline Hillard’s term, as their way of 

restoring Rome and all her glory.153  

The highly influential authors Leonardo Bruni (c.1370–1444) and Leon Battista 

Alberti, informed by ancient and Christian writings, argued a similar idea: that a 

civilization’s (civitas) virtues and vices were embedded in its physical form (urbs). This 

connection between the visual aspects of a city and its invisible qualities was part of a 

larger Renaissance trend which claimed that geography played a formative role in a 

place’s character, just as a person’s physiognomy could reveal their inner 

 
152 Cicero, De finibus (45 BCE), 5.2 as quoted in Favro, “IconiCITY of Ancient 

Rome,” 35. See also Cicero, On Ends, Cicero Vol. XVII, Loeb Classical Library 40, 
trans. H. Rackham, rev. ed. (1914; repr., Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2006). 
 

153 Caroline Hillard, “An Alternate Antiquity: The Etruscans in Renaissance 
Florence and Rome,” (Ph.D. diss., Washington University in St. Louis, 2009), 82–84. 
Emphasis mine. See also Flavio Biondo, Roma instaurata, in Visitiamo Roma nel 
Quattrocento: La Città degli umanisti, ed. Cesare D’Onofrio (Rome: Romana Società 
Editrice, 1989): 93–267. In his dedication to Pope Eugenius IV, Biondo said that just as 
the pope worked to restore physical Rome, “so shall I do my best to renew the ancient 
sites of the city,” Biondo in D’Onofrio, 99–101; Andrea Fulvio, Antiquaria urbis per 
Andream Fulvium (Rome: Magistrum IOCOBUM Mazochiu[m] Romanae achademie 
bibliopo, 1513); Fulvio, Antiquitates urbis Romae (Rome: Nuperrime aeditae/Marcello 
Silber, 1527). 
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temperament.154 Further, as the ancient civitas formed the urbs based on their needs, 

practices, and institutions, Renaissance humanists believed they could glean inspiration 

and extract virtue from the ancient culture by looking at and contemplating all’antica 

remains.155 The power of sight, especially when combined with an experience of a place 

and historical-cultural memory, provided continuity between ancient and modern, and 

therefore, access to the source of Roman glory.  

 
154 Leonardo Bruni, Laudatio urbis fiorentinae (c. 1403–04) in Hans Baron, From 

Petrarch to Leonardo Bruni (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968); Alberti, De re 
aedificatoria (1485), On the Art of Building in Ten Books, trans. Joseph Rywert et al., 
1999. The idea of the city in the Italian Renaissance developed from both classical and 
Christian sources. Cicero distinguished between the city’s urbs (physical manifestation) 
and its civitas ("the assemblies and gatherings of men associated in justice,” meaning the 
human aspects of a civilization). For Aristotle, a city consisted of its polis, a civic 
community working together for a good, virtuous life. For Augustine (354–430) an ideal 
city was ruled by order, justice, and faith; and Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) believed a 
city was a container for civic and Christian virtue. Cicero, “Scipio's Dream,” in De re 
publica (44 BCE), trans., Clinton W. Keyes (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1943), VI, xiii. p. 265; Aristotle, Politics, trans. Ernest Barker (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1946), XII, ix.12; Augustine, City of God [De civitate Dei], trans. Marcus Dods, in The 
Nicene and Post–Nicene Fathers, ser. 1, vol. 2., ed. Philip Schaff (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1956); Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologica (1265–1273); Aquinas, Summa 
theologiae, 61 vols., ed. and trans. T. Gilby et al. (London: Blackfriars, 1964–1980), 
2a2ae, qu. 50, art. 1. On Bruni and others describing the physical city to uncover the 
civilization’s virtues, see Richard Kagan, Urban Images of the Hispanic World: 1493–
1793 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 1–18, 19–24; Christine Smith, 
Architecture in the Culture of Early Humanism (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1982), 178–80; and Guest, Understanding of Ornament in the Italian Renaissance, 173–
198. For the Renaissance debate on etymology and distinction of the terms urbs and 
civitas for early humanists see also Jacks, "Urbs or Civitas" in The Antiquarian and the 
Myth of Antiquity, 74–124; and Eugenio Garin, Science and Civic Life in the 
Renaissance, (Garden City, NY: Anchor Books, 1965), 41. For more on "symbolical 
values" inherent in Italian urban imagery of the Middle Ages and Renaissance, see 
Randolph Starn and Loren Partridge, Arts of Power: The Halls of State in Italy, 1300–
1600 (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1992).  

 
155 Jessica Maier, Rome Measured and Imagined: Early Modern Images of the 

Eternal City (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), 4–6; Kagan, Urban Images, 
24 for “urbs as a metaphor for civitas.” 
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Rome’s multi-temporal fabric, formed from the city’s various historical 

manifestations entangled over the passage of time, ensured that the presence of the 

ancient city and the virtues she contained were in regular dialogue with the present. 

Nadia Bartolini uses Freud’s geologic metaphor of brecciation to describe this unique 

blend of historical materials bound together by the space of Rome’s urban environment. 

Unlike the more commonly used literary metaphor of Rome as a palimpsest, which 

suggests a chronological layering of past moments, brecciation refers to elements of the 

past from different origins that resurface out of chronological sequence. In sharing the 

same space these historical “moments” are accessible all at the same time.156  

According to Bartolini, ancient materials or the historical memories of a site 

experienced in contemporary space, “[signal] a link with the place’s past,” causing the 

occupied space to “[possess] history.”157 Similarly, James Ackerman explained that 

 
156 Bartolini, “Critical Urban Heritage,” 519–533. Freud used the metaphor of 

brecciation to describe the content of dreams, and palimpsest to explain the layers of the 
human psyche.  For Freud’s use of brecciation, see Sigmund Freud, “Lecture XI: ‘The 
Dream–Work,’” in Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis (1915–1917), ed. J. Strachey 
(New York: Livelight, 1916; Norton, 1989), 209–226. For Freud’s use of palimpsest, see 
Freud, “Civilization and its Discontents,” in Civilization and its Discontents and Other 
Works, v.12 in Civilization, Society and Religion, Group Psychology, A. Dickson, ed. 
(Middlesex: Penguin, 1930; 1985), 251–340. 

 
157 Bartolini, “Critical Urban Heritage,” 526. The author discusses the modern 

hotel Radisson Blu es. Hotel near Termini train station, during the construction for which 
an ancient Roman road was revealed. The architects cordoned off the ancient space with 
glass so that it is visible in the lobby of the hotel (although Bartolini does not consider it 
much of a successful integration as the ancient road is visibly blocked off with the 
modern accouterments of a hotel, including the porter’s carts, plants, lobby signage, and 
there is no visible identification of the archaeological site).  
 
Conversely, the context of the new (contemporary) space and culture alters the meaning 
of the older elements and the memory of their cultural conditions. For example, the fact 
that the San Rocco obelisk is named after the church near which it was found attests to 
the connection between space and identity. 
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Rome’s multi-temporal environments can “bind citizens and visitors to a great tradition 

not only of antiquity but of the symbolic overlays of intervening centuries.”158 Aristotle 

(384–322 BCE) had discussed this feeling of being bound to the past as a sense of 

belonging due to a person’s relationship with the physical environment (a “place” or 

topos).159 Whether psychological or metaphysical, the result of experiencing these 

brecciated spaces is a perception of shared ownership over the city, people, and cultures 

that came before, contributing to the current moment’s concept of Roman identity.160 

Of course, amid the early modern city and the objects of the classical and 

medieval pasts of Rome were residues of ancient Egyptian and Roman-Egyptian cultures. 

According to Brian Curran, early humanists exploring Rome “suddenly found themselves 

in an urban landscape liberally seasoned with Egyptian monuments and 

hieroglyphics.”161 And for these humanists, as Ingrid Rowland explains, the increasing 

evidence of Egypt’s presence in ancient Rome “proved how carefully God had prepared 

the hallowed ground where Saint Peter would one day establish the Church.”162 

 
158Ackerman, “The Planning of Renaissance Rome,” 13.  

 
159 Eman Assi, “Memory and Place” (conference Paper 16th ICOMOS General 

Assembly and International Symposium: “Finding the Spirit of Place– between the 
Tangible and the Intangible.”  Quebec, Canada, 2008): 1–12, especially 2. 
http://www.international.icomos.org/quebec2008/cd/toindex/77_pdf/77–k7ha–132.pdf . 

160 See also Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country, especially 185–259, on 
knowing the past through memory, history, and relics. Lowenthal argues that memory 
confirms or even creates our identity: “to know what we were confirms who we are,” 
197. And, David H.J. Larmour and Diana Spencer, eds., The Sites of Rome: Time, Space, 
Memory (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007). 
 

161 Brian Curran, “Sphinx and the City,” 298–299. 
 
162 Rowland, Culture of the High Renaissance, 47.  
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Therefore, interactions with Rome’s Egyptian antiquity reminded Renaissance viewers of 

Rome’s providential path from powerful pagan empire to center of Christianity.  

On the quotidian level, local interaction with remnants of Egyptian antiquity in 

Rome was likely never entirely lost, even if the objects’ origins were clouded.163 

Fragments of monumental obelisks were reused as entryway thresholds; the various 

activities of farming and infrastructural modernization routinely invited accidental 

encounters with as-yet-unearthed obelisks; and sculptures of sphinxes and lions were 

reused as water spouts for modern fountains. Roman areas once occupied by cults to 

Egyptian gods provided frequent contact with Egyptian antiquities, as was the case in the 

neighborhood surrounding Santa Maria sopra Minerva, built upon the ancient Iseum 

Campense dedicated to the goddess Isis. In the sixteenth century, the identity of spaces 

and institutions sometimes retained traces of an ancient Egyptian connection, as it was for 

the Church of San Stefano “del Cacco,” named after a sculpture of the Egyptian baboon 

“macaco” found near the church in the early Renaissance.164  

Leo X’s urban plan made use of sixteenth century Rome’s brecciated nature and 

her engrained association with Egypt. In the restoration and movement of ancient 

monuments and sculpture, Leo X’s program treated Egyptian all’antica imagery as 

 
163 Further investigation into the role of Egyptian and Egyptianizing antiquity on 

the formulation of Roman regional identity, particularly on a local level is warranted.  
 
164 A. Laelius Podager, Record of discovery of Augustus's Sundial, 1521. Vat.Lat. 

8492, fol. 21r, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana; Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 125. 
For catalogs of the many Egyptian and Egyptianizing antiquities encountered throughout 
the Middle Ages, and in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, see Roullet, appendices I 
and II. Rediscovered fragments, monuments, and sculpture were not always repurposed, 
displayed or collected. It is not clear how often it occurred, but there are examples of 
discovered antiquities being covered over again. A local memory of the discovered object 
sometimes remained, as was the case with the San Rocco obelisk, discussed below.  
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neither wholly foreign, nor completely Romanized. Rather, it utilized obelisks, lions, and 

sphinxes as hybrid imagery that, like Rome, contained an amalgam of meaning and 

memory. These non-classical monuments and sculptures marked important historical sites 

of the city, prompted memories of Rome’s past and revitalized the city’s ancient glory to 

aggrandize Leo X and revive the prestige of Rome.  

The San Rocco Obelisk and Raphael’s Piazza del Popolo 
 

During the excavations for Via Leonina, a fallen marker of Rome’s ancient power 

was uncovered. Known as the San Rocco obelisk for its proximity to the nearby 

eponymous church, the red granite monolith was one of a pair created for the mausoleum 

of Emperor Augustus (63 BCE–14 CE).165 After falling in the Middle Ages, the 

monument’s fragments were buried and covered over, but not entirely forgotten. 

Ammianus Marcellinus included its whereabouts in a Roman Regionary catalog of circa 

360 CE, and various Roman topographers noted its placement since the 12th century.166  

Rediscovered in 1510, the San Rocco obelisk was measured and drawn by 

Antonio da Sangallo the Younger. Presumably, the obelisk was covered over again until 

 
165 It was from the western side of the mausoleum. The two obelisks of Augustus’ 

Mausoleum were erected around the end of the first century. Roullet, Egyptian and 
Egyptianizing, 78, catalog no. 81.  

 
166 Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 78, catalog no. 81. The date and 

circumstance of the Mausoleum’s destruction and the burying of its obelisks in the 
Middle Ages is unknown, but the site was in ruins at least by the twelfth century when 
the Colonna family converted it into a fortress. Samuel Ball Platner and Thomas Ashby, 
A Topographical Dictionary of Ancient Rome (London: Oxford University Press, 1929), 
335. Curran noted that in the 1490’s Bernardo Rucellai reported pieces of “Numidian 
marble” from an obelisk were found near the mausoleum, and that by the time Francesco 
Albertini wrote of them in 1510, the fragments had been covered up again. Curran, The 
Egyptian Renaissance, 211.  

 



 76 

the summer of 1519 when it was finally fully unearthed during Leonina excavations. The 

three shaft fragments were removed from the ground and moved into the new street. 

Propositions for its restoration and re-erection were immediately discussed.167  

In 1519, a letter from the Venetian Ambassador Marco Mincio to the Venetian 

Senate reported that Raphael originally offered to restore and re-erect the San Rocco 

obelisk in Piazza San Pietro for a fee of 90,000 ducats.168 Conceivably, Raphael’s 

proposed project would settle the long-unresolved problem of moving the Vatican obelisk 

to the square, as was requested by previous popes beginning with Nicholas V.169 Unlike 

the San Rocco monument, the Vatican obelisk was made venerable by its presence at the 

martyrdom of St. Peter, and its resilience in standing throughout the centuries. To 

‘replace’ it with the smaller San Rocco obelisk that lacked the same kind of Christian 

pedigree suggests that an alternative desirable and interchangeable quality existed among 

the monuments. Nevertheless, the project was rejected, and new plans for the San Rocco 

obelisk were soon underway.170  

 
167 Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 211– 213.  
 
168 For the July 4, 1519 letter from Marco Mincio to the Venetian Senate (that was 

included in Marin Sanudo’s Diarii) MS Ital., VII.255 (9242) fols. 263v–264v, Biblioteca 
Marciana, Venice. The letter was transcribed with commentary in Shearman, Raphael in 
Early Modern Sources, 464; and transcribed in Vincenzo Golzio, Raffaello: Nei 
documenti nelle testimonianze dei contemporanei e nella letteratura del suo secolo 
(Vatican City: Panetto & Petrelli, 1936), 101. Shearman’s transcription lists Raphael’s 
price to move the San Rocco obelisk to the Vatican as 30,000 ducats, while Golzio’s 
transcription says 90,000 ducats.  

 
169 As described in Giannozzo Manetti’s Life of Nicholas V. See Pagnotti, “La vita 

di Niccolò V,” 411–436. 
 
170 The rejection was likely due to Leo X’s death.  
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At the main entrance to Rome, where the Via Leonina and Via Lata begin, Leo X 

commissioned from Raphael a new piazza befitting of the prominent location marking the 

initial point of access into the city.171 The San Rocco obelisk was to dominate the core of 

the square, serving as a visitor’s first impression of Rome. Alas, this second plan for the 

San Rocco obelisk was likewise unfulfilled, and the monument lay broken across Via 

Leonina, blocking traffic for years, until 1587 when Domenico della Fontana removed it 

and re-erected it in front of the Villa of Sixtus V on the Esquiline.172  

A drawing in the Uffizi Gallery by Antonio da Sangallo the Younger (fig. 12), 

perhaps done in collaboration with Raphael, stands out as a likely proposal for the obelisk 

 
171 Despite the project’s abandonment after Leo X’s death in 1521, the design for 

the obelisk and base endured and was manifested later in various ways. For example, 
elements of Popolo monument can be seen in the rendering of an obelisk supported by a 
sphinx–studded base on the Egyptian page of the Colonna Missal (c. before 1532–1539), 
and perhaps was in the back of Giovanni Andrea Giglio’s mind when he asserted in 1564 
that the Vatican obelisk should be supported by sphinxes rather than lions because “a 
fabulous thing [should] be supported by another fabulous thing” (“perche un favoloso 
puo ben haver luogo appresso un’altro favoloso),” Giovanni Andrea Gilio, Due dialogi di 
M. Giovanni Andrea da Fabiano, Camerino (1564), Tabulae atrium I, ed. Paola Barocchi 
(repr., Florence: S.P.E.S., 1986), I: 78r–v. Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 215. 
Additionally, as Curran pointed out, four bronze tortoise astragals were chosen for the 
support of an Iseum Campense obelisk when it was erected in the Villa Medici in Rome, 
c. 1574–88, which remained with the obelisk when it was transferred to Florence’s 
Boboli gardens in 1790. And even the obelisks crafted for a Florentine “circus” in Piazza 
Santa Maria Novella in 1608–09 were set upon their own set of tortoises. Curran, 
Egyptian Renaissance, 215–216. For debate on the author and date of the Colonna 
Missal’s Egyptian Page, see Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 245–246. A drawing of c. 
1530–35 for a funerary monument to Pope Clement VII de’Medici (1478–534) by 
Antonio da Sangallo the Younger was discovered in 1998, now at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, depicts the effigy and sarcophagus of the pope supported by 
Egyptian, nemes headdress–wearing sphinxes. Antonio da Sangallo, the Younger, Design 
for a Freestanding Tomb Seen in Elevation and Plan, 1530–35, Pen and Brown Ink, 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 

 
172 Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 78, catalog no. 81.  
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monument of Raphael’s Piazza del Popolo project.173 The drawing is focused on a 

complex and detailed base, upon which only the bottom-most portion of the obelisk is 

visible. The monument sits atop tortoise-shaped astragals, with a large base below 

supported by six to eight recumbent Egyptian sphinxes with nemes headdresses.174 Below 

the sphinxes is a shallow surface supported by four large elephants standing upon a three-

tiered base. In addition to increasing the sculpture’s height, visibility, and impressive 

monumentality, the Egyptianizing base added significant symbolic meaning to the 

ancient obelisk. 

Although surely informed by previous obelisk decoration, as Brian Curran 

explained, much of the imagery on Antonio’s proposed base alluded to the Medici. For 

example, memory of Leo X’s beloved pet elephant Hannibal (Hanno), whose death had 

great emotional impact on Romans, was evoked in the images of the elephants on the 

third tier.175 The tortoises were an allusion to the bronze tortoises supporting the 

 
173 UA 1232r, Uffizi, Florence (inscribed “per la guglia dil popolo quali si è a 

santo rocho”). Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 213–215. See also D’Onofrio, Gli 
Obelischi di Roma, 93–94. On the problem of the base’s attribution, see also Tafuri in 
Frommel et al, Raffaello architetto, 230. Other artistic documentation of the unearthed 
obelisk, including drawings by Antonio da Sangallo the Younger and Baldassare Peruzzi, 
took different forms. Some drawings ‘restored’ the fragments, depicting the monument 
erected upon imagined bases, and other renderings went so far as to graphically ‘collect’ 
the restored San Rocco obelisk with others, such as the Vatican and Capo di Bove 
obelisks. Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 213.  

 
174 The number of sphinxes intended is unclear in the drawing. D’Onofrio, Gli 

Obelischi, 93 argues for six sphinxes, but Tafuri, Frommel, and Ray, Raffaello architetto 
(85 and 230) argue that the base has four equal sides, suggesting a total of eight sphinxes. 

 
175 On Hanno see Silvio Bedini, The Pope’s Elephant (New York: Penguin Books, 

2000), 36–58. Also of relevance were Filarete’s imaginary obelisk monument from his 
Trattato di Architettura (c. 1465) depicting a multi–tiered animal and “atlas–like” forms 
supporting an obelisk, as well as the animal–supported obelisks of the Hypnerotomachia 
Poliphili. Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 214. 
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Florentine sarcophagi of Leo X’s grandfather Piero de’Medici, and grand-uncle Giovanni 

in San Lorenzo’s Old Sacristy. The turtles also reference the Medici motto Festina Lente, 

an epigram meaning “make haste slowly” adopted from Emperor Augustus.176 Medici 

symbolism on the obelisk’s base meant that from the very beginning of the Leonina at the 

Popolo gate, to its terminus at the fifteenth-century Medici Palazzo Madama at the heart 

of the abitato, and in the numerous Medici owned and sponsored sites along the route, 

Rome would be marked for Leo X.177 

Leo X’s identification as a Second Augustus, and thus as the source of a new 

golden era of Rome, was emphasized in the proposed base (and, as we will discuss 

below, in other aspects of the Medici pope’s urban program). For example, the base’s 

supporting sphinxes mirrored those featured on official Augustan seals, and its set of four 

elephants recall the four black obsidian pachyderms dedicated by the emperor in Rome’s 

Temple of Concord.178 And of course, the San Rocco obelisk itself, once erected to mark 

the death of Augustus, would be raised once more in Piazza del Popolo as evidence of 

Rome’s Christian rebirth under Leo X. 

Claiming an ancestry of power from an ancient emperor and renovating the fabric 

of the city were not unique endeavors for a Renaissance pope; what is significant is the 

overtly Egyptian visual language of Leo X’s artistic programs, unmatched by any pope 

 
176 Curran, The Egyptian Renaissance, 214–15. For Medici imprese and tomb 

decoration in the Medici Old Sacristy in San Lorenzo, Florence see Wendy Stedman 
Sheard, “Verocchio’s Medici Tomb and the Language of Materials,” in Verocchio and 
Late Quattrocento Italian Sculpture, ed. Steven Bule, Alan Phipps Darr, and Fiorella 
Superbi Gioffredi (Florence, Le Lettere, 1992), 63–90.  

 
177 See above. 
 
178 Curran, The Egyptian Renaissance, 215. 
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before him, used to assert Rome’s renewed glory.179 Adorned as the Popolo monument 

would have been with the African and Egyptian associated tortoise, elephant, and sphinx, 

the obelisk’s Egyptian identity was emphasized, making it impossible to regard the 

monolith as merely generic all’antica decoration, or as simply a convenient monument 

for marking the space. 

In fact, a monument like the San Rocco obelisk would be particularly 

inconvenient for reuse, as transportation, repair, and re-erection of an obelisk its size 

(nearly 50 feet tall) was no minor feat and had not yet been attempted. Surely reburying 

the obelisk once again or breaking it up for raw building material would have been much 

easier and less expensive. As the rekindling of Rome’s ancient glory in the early modern 

period was just as often about destroying the past as it was about conserving it, the 

preservation of the San Rocco obelisk and other Egyptian antiquities of Rome was not a 

matter of convenience or lukewarm indifference, but strategic and purposeful choice.180 

With a plethora of ancient material from which to choose, Cinquecento artists, patrons, 

and antiquarians actively selected the parts of antiquity that were relevant to their 

reconstruction of history, and to their identity.181  

 
179 Curran described the obelisk at the center of Piazza del Popolo as “the most 

ambitious and unexpected Egyptianizing project of the Roman High Renaissance.” 
Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 213. 

 
180 As Linda Pellechia said, “in the paradoxical world of early modern Rome, 

destroying ancient Rome went hand in hand with reviving it,” “The Contested City,” 84. 
See also David Karmon, “Archaeology and the Anxiety of Loss: Effacing Preservation 
from the History of Renaissance Rome,” American Journal of Archaeology 115, no. 2 
(April 2011): 159–174; Karmon, Ruin of the Eternal City, 2011. 

 
181 See Ackerman, “The Planning of Renaissance Rome,” 13. See also Christian, 

“Roma caput mundi, 57–78.  
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In this case, the San Rocco obelisk was an advantageous blend of Roman and 

Egyptian, local and exotic. Foreign enough to be memorable, with a distinct air of 

authoritative antiquity; and yet as it was freshly recovered from the site of Emperor 

Augustus’s tomb, the San Rocco obelisk was undeniably associated with Rome and with 

a golden age of Roman civilization.  

With the number of obelisks visible and rediscovered in Renaissance Rome, it is 

not surprising that this type of Egyptian monument became synonymous with the city. Of 

course, the Vatican obelisk is the most notable example of a persistent presence of 

Egyptian antiquity in Rome, but other obelisks were known through their periodic 

rediscovery. Some were encountered by accident, like the obelisk that served as gnomon 

for Augustus’s ancient sundial in the Campus Martius, which was inadvertently 

rediscovered by a baker building a latrine.  Others had fallen and yet had remained visible 

as just another part of the living fabric of the city, like the obelisks of the Circus of 

Maxentius and Circus of Varianus. The existence of some obelisks were mere 

speculation, like the obelisk said to be buried under Piazza Navona; and others were 

reduced to fragments, like those visible near the church of San Macuto.182 Regular 

interaction with Rome’s obelisks likely fostered a sense of familiarity with the pagan 

monuments, and even informed a sense of identity for the local areas they occupied.  

 

182 A. Laelius Podager, Record of discovery of Augustus's Sundial, 1521. Vat.Lat. 
8492, fol. 21r, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana; Pellechia, “The Contested City,” 59–94; 
Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 125, catalog no. 77 (obelisk fragment near San 
Macuto). For catalogs of the many Egyptian and Egyptianizing antiquities encountered 
throughout the Middle Ages, and in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, see Roullet, 
Egyptian and Egyptianizing, appendices I and II. 



 82 

Further, as potent symbols of Rome’s appropriation of Egypt, and as witnesses to 

foundational moments and characteristic activities of Roman civitas, the city’s obelisks 

represented Rome’s longevity and providential hegemony. Additionally, because of their 

proximity to historically and spiritually significant sites of the city, the obelisks were 

readily associated with Rome’s physical space, resulting in the obelisk’s use as a symbol 

of the urbs itself.183 This symbolism was so ingrained that even an obelisk taken out of 

Roman space retained its Roman affiliation.  

For example, a life-sized Vatican obelisk of painted canvas and wood 

accompanied Leo X for the triumph-themed Entrata of 1515, the pope’s first visit to his 

home city of Florence after his elevation to the papal throne.184 For its proximity to St. 

Peter’s Basilica, and its association with the martyrdom of St. Peter, the Vatican obelisk 

symbolized the basilica, the Church, and the sacred office of the pope. Manifesting the 

 
183 Obelisks and pyramids as symbols of Rome will be discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 3.  
 
184 Vasari thought it was a reproduction of the Meta Romuli, but Paris de Grassis, 

Pope Leo X’s Master of Ceremonies described it as the Vatican obelisk. See John 
Shearman, “The Florentine Entrata of Leo, 1515,” Journal of Warburg and Courtauld 
Institutes 38 (1975): 136–154, especially 140, note 40; and Curran, Egyptian 
Renaissance, 192. 

 
This was not the first instance of the obelisk used in mobile and temporary 
representations of Roman space. In 1513, for the Festa di Agone, a parade celebrating 
Pope Julius II (r.1503–1513) at the end of his life, Roman officials and guild members 
made their way through the city along with carro trionfale decorated with representations 
of Italian space. (The route of the Festa di Agone of 1513 moved along Via Giulia; from 
the Campidoglio to Piazza Navona.) Some floats had images representing various regions 
of Italy recovered under Julius' papacy; one had a image of Italy with mountains, cities, 
regions, and a palm tree above it with caption "Italy liberated;” and yet another had an 
obelisk with 'inscriptions' in Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and 'Egyptian hieroglyphics' claiming 
"Julius II, liberator of Italy and expeller of the schismatics" (in reference to papal anti–
French policy). See Stinger, Renaissance in Rome, 58.  
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physical space of Rome in Florence, the Entrata’s ephemeral and mobile image of the 

ancient obelisk brought with it a simulacrum of physical and spiritual closeness to the 

martyrs, and to pagan and Christian history, without viewers having to set foot in Rome.  

In fact, a clear goal of the Entrata’s decorative program was the construction of a 

temporary Roman environment in Florentine space. Contemporary author Stephanus 

Ioanninensis remarked that during the Entrata the city was more Rome than Florence; 

and other contemporaries noted that in addition to the replica of the Vatican obelisk 

situated at the north end of Ponte Santa Trinità, other temporary decorations included a 

Roman storiated column located in Mercato Nuovo, a replica of Castel Sant’Angelo at 

Via Tornabuoni and Via Porta Rossa, and a colossal equestrian statue in the manner of 

the Equestrian Monument of Marcus Aurelius stood in Piazza Santa Maria Novella.185 

The evocation of Rome in Florence, therefore, was made via an appeal to the physical 

traces of the city’s antiquity. Papal and Roman authority was most poignantly represented 

in the image of the Egyptian Vatican obelisk, a symbol that exhibited the city’s most 

ancient history, power, and longevity, resilient even outside the confines of Rome’s 

walls.186  

Within Rome, meaning was likewise portable via the movement of ancient 

monuments and sculpture like the San Rocco obelisk. Not merely symbolic of antiquity, 

 
185 Shearman, “Florentine Entrata of Leo, 1515,” 136–154, especially 140, note 

40. Stephanus Ioanninensis was the 1524 author of a description of Leo X’s architectural 
patronage. 

 
186 And the fact that all this power was under Pope Leo X’s control was not 

missed. A Medici on the papal throne returned the honor lost with the family’s late–
fifteenth century exile from Florence. The melding of Roman and Florentine space for the 
Entrata provided a symbolic parallel with the spiritual and political union forged between 
the cities upon the Medici pope’s elevation to the throne.  
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it was believed that these tangible relics contained the history of ancient Rome. Transfer 

of these “mobile pasts,” to use Bartolini’s term, created dynamic spaces in which viewers 

experienced past and present through memory, ideas, images, and materials, and in which 

ancient virtue was accessible for emulation and manipulation. 187 

At the grand piazza of the Porta del Popolo, therefore, the re-erected San Rocco 

obelisk would have served as a visitor’s first glimpse of Rome as they walked through 

her entry gate, setting up expectations of what the viewer would experience while moving 

further into the city. Rising above the ground of the new piazza after its long sleep 

beneath the soil, the Roman Egyptianizing obelisk would have symbolized the rebirth of 

modern Rome, and radiated life into the city via its new thoroughfares. Standing at the 

intersection of Via Leonina and Via Lata, one leading toward the modern, living heart of 

Rome, the other into the center of Rome’s ancient civilization at the Capitoline, the 

obelisk would have been a beacon reminding viewers of Rome’s long history, of her 

authority over even the most powerful civilizations, and her privileged inheritance of the 

great societies that came before her. 

Lions and Sphinxes: Mobile Memory and Meaning 
 

Plans for the San Rocco obelisk as monument for Piazza del Popolo were just part 

of Leo X’s Egyptianizing of Rome. Leo X ordered the restoration and translation of 

several ancient Egyptian and Egyptianizing leonine sculptures to historically potent sites 

 
187 Bartolini discusses the treatment of “immobile” and “mobile” pasts with the 

example of Renzo Piano’s Auditorium of Parco della Musica, the plan for which was 
altered after the discovery of an ancient Roman villa of c. 600 BCE. The immobile 
Roman villa was preserved in situ, and the mobile contents of the archaeological site 
were re–housed in an archaeological museum located in the lobby of one of Piano’s new 
structures. See Bartolini, “Critical Urban Heritage,” 527–530.  



 85 

of the city. Manipulating these physical traces of ancient memory and tapping into the 

connection between memory and space, Leo X’s program transformed Rome into a 

physical manifestation of ars memoria (a memory-strengthening technique of Classical 

rhetoricians), and into a place where it was ever more an immediate possibility to 

commune with the ancients.188  

Ars memoria, also known as mnemotechnics or the art of memory, was developed 

in the days before print as an aid to remembering lengthy speeches or texts. Associating 

the text’s ideas or words with memorable images encouraged memorization. Then, those 

images were mentally assigned to an imagined loci or place. Loci could be rooms in a 

 
188 Much of what we know about the process of the art of memory comes from an 

anonymous Roman rhetorical treatise of c. 86–82 BCE called Ad Herennium. According 
to Francis Yates, it must have been based on earlier Greek sources, but none survive. 
Cicero’s De oratore of 55 BCE based its discussion of mnemonic from Ad Herennium, 
and his earlier De inventione 91–88 BCE (which provided an essential source for 
medieval knowledge on the art of memory, and the author’s definitions of virtue, which 
would become the four cardinal virtues) and Quintilian’s Institutio oratoria c. 92–96 
(which provided a clearer understanding for how a speaker would imaginatively move 
through their loci, and explained that using space to bring up memory is rational, as 
through experience we know that places recall associations naturally) also discussed the 
art of memory, but not as thoroughly as the anonymous teacher. See Frances Yates, The 
Art of Memory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966), especially 1–26; Mayernik, 
Timeless Cities, especially his chapter, "Rome: The Memory City," 15–88; Mary 
Carruthers, “’Thinking in Images’: The Spatial and Visual Requirements of Cognition 
and Recollection in Medieval Psychology,” in John Cherry and Ann Payne, eds., Signs 
and Symbols (Donington, UK: Shaun Tyas, 2009), 1–17; and Claire Richter Shearman, 
Writing on Hands: Memory and Knowledge in Early Modern Europe (Seattle: University 
of Washington Press, 2001), 14–20, 34–35. See also Cicero, On the Ideal Orator, trans. 
and ed. James M. May (Oxford: Oxford Univeristy Press, 2001); Cicero, De inventione, 
trans. Harry Mortimer Hubbel (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993); 
Quintillian, The Orator’s Education (Instituto Oratoria), 5 vols, Loeb Classical Library 
124, ed. and trans. Donald A. Russel (Cambridge: MA: Harvard University Press, 2002). 
 
For more on memory, and a discussion of the distinction between ars memoria (the 
process of storing memory) and vis memoria (the process of remembering) see Assmann, 
Cultural Memory and Western Civilization, especially 17–22. 
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building, monuments, or a series of architectural sites in an urban environment. They 

could be based on actual places and structures, or developed completely from the 

imagination. Either way, one’s loci must be thoroughly detailed in the mind’s eye, 

including ornament, size, distance from one another, and any unique identifying qualities. 

189  

While the images associated with ideas or words would change depending on the 

speech, the loci would stay the same so that the speaker could recall their order at will, 

from any point, moving in any imagined direction. The loci functioned like a wax tablet, 

upon which the images were stamped in the appropriate place. The stamped images can 

be wiped away, and the tablets (loci) assigned new meanings when needed.190  

Extending (or rather, returning) the metaphor to physical space, the mind’s loci 

are equivalent to urban sites in Rome, and the images are the tangible (e.g. monuments 

and sculpture) and intangible (e.g. memories) remains pressed upon them by cultures 

past. Much like a medieval palimpsest, sometimes these remains bleed through to the 

contemporary surface. Unlike the imagined loci, however, Petrarch and the tradition of 

genius loci inform us that even when devoid of imagery, Rome’s physical sites retained 

their own meanings and memories.  

As there was much concern for memory in the Renaissance— how to prompt it, 

manipulate it, and fix the past into the present—using ars memoria in urban design was a 

 
189 Yates, Art of Memory, 1–26; Mayernik, Timeless Cities, 30–31.  
 
190 Yates, Art of Memory, 1–26; Mayernik, Timeless Cities, 30–31. 
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particularly efficient resolution.191 According to Quintilian, using space to bring up 

memory is rational, as through experience we know that places recall associations 

naturally.192 And, Mary Carruthers explains further, "An individual's sense of place is 

composed of both cultural impositions and sensorial, biological responses to physical 

environments; it is this potent connection that imbues "place" with power as a receptacle 

of memory."193  

Physically moving through Roman space, the Renaissance visitor, aided by 

imagery, was encouraged by the mnemotechnics tradition to ‘remember’ meanings and 

 
191 On the origin of ars memoria (mnemotechnology), mnemonic images, and the 

mnemonic culture of the Renaissance see Beecher, "Recollection, Cognition, and 
Culture,” in Ars Reminiscendi, 367–426. 

 
192 Yates, Art of Memory, 21–23. 
 
193 Favro, “Meaning and Experience,” 369. On memory see Mary Carruthers, The 

Craft of Thought: Meditation, Rhetoric, and the Making of Images, 400–1200 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 10–21; 40–44; Carruthers, The Book of 
Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2008) 89–98; and Yates, Art of Memory, 1966. On memory and place see Diane 
Favro, “The Roman Forum and Roman Memory,” Places 5 (1988): 17–24; Favro, Urban 
Image of Augustan Rome, 5–7; Ribouillault, “Landscape all’antica,” 211–37, 230–31; 
Amanda Lillie, “Memory of Place: Luogo and Lineage in the Fifteenth–Century 
Florentine Countryside,” in Art, Memory, and Family in Renaissance Florence, ed. 
Giovanni Ciappelli and Patricia Rubin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 
195–214; Karl Galinsky, ed. Memoria Romana: Memory in Rome and Rome in Memory, 
Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome, supp. Vol. 10 (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, for the American Academy in Rome, 2014); and Karl Galinsky’s 
Memoria Roman project: http://www.utexas.edu/research/memoria. 
 
The importance of memory in Renaissance Italy came from multiple sources, likely too 
complex a development to detangle. In addition to the classical rhetorical tradition of ars 
memoria emphasized here, memory was also a long–established feature of Roman life, 
and death. Renaissance tradition to honor their dead through memory, monuments, 
inscriptions, and portraits is an extension of the topic of memory. See, for example, 
Beecher, "Recollection, Cognition, and Culture,” 395.  
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events of various sites. Awakening the ancient muses encapsulated in places and objects, 

this recall brought the past into the present where, unfolding across the surface of the 

city, it could be mined for virtue and inspiration, and manipulated to construct a 

purposeful narrative.194 Translating monuments and sculpture to different sites was a way 

to rearrange the narrative, to highlight or change meaning at the desire of a patron; and, 

reciprocally, new locations and historical contexts would alter the meaning and 

significance of the mobile objects. 

How ideal, then, to place the non-classical Egyptian and Egyptianizing leonine 

sculptures (some with hieroglyphic inscriptions) among the classical and medieval 

backdrops of the city to stand out, prompt memory, and guide Leo X’s constructed 

narrative. Located at the Pantheon, the Lateran, and Capitoline Hill, the lions and 

sphinxes were like points in an argument, strung together along with other bits of the past 

and present to create the story of Rome, the Church, and Leo X himself.195  

Due to their antiquity and non-Roman aesthetics, the lions and sphinxes of Leo 

X’s urban program were culturally distant enough from the contemporary milieu to 

provide a flexible source of symbolism. Most overtly, they were a reminder of ancient 

Egypt, as well as Rome’s supremacy over, and assimilation of that once powerful 

civilization. But, long extant in the city, the sculptures’ Roman association was all the 

more strengthened by a medieval tradition that envisioned Rome as a lion. In urban 

 
194 Memory was the mother of the muses, after all, as is pointed out by Mayernik, 

Timeless Cities, 88.  
 
195 The San Rocco obelisk of Piazza del Popolo would also have functioned as an 

image within the loci of the Popolo entrance to Rome, had Raphael’s plans come to 
fruition. 
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imagery, the city was shaped as the king of beasts, and medieval literature even described 

a pilgrimage journey through the city following the form of the lion. From Rome’s “tail,” 

the characters traveled through the city’s notable sites, over the animal’s “back” marked 

by a theater and monument of “Salustio,” on to the baths of Diocletian at the “chest,” the 

Palatine at the “belly,” and ending at the “therme Antoniane” (actually the baths of 

Caracalla) at the lion’s “head.”196 Contemplation of one of Leo X’s Egyptian lions could 

prompt the viewer not only to “remember” Rome’s ancient past, but also to mentally 

travel her physical form.  

Of course, the leonine animals also directly referred to Leo X, celebrating him as 

a powerful leader and defender of Rome and the Church, while also representing his 

Florentine heritage by alluding to the Marzocco lion of Florence. Less overtly, through a 

complex weaving of tales, the lions associated Leo X with Hercules, the mythological 

hero bedecked in the skin of the defeated Nemean lion, just as the Christian humanist 

Egidio da Viterbo had done when referring to Leo X as “second Hercules.” For Egidio, 

Hercules was both Tuscan, and Egyptian.197 Leo X, the Florentine-Roman Second-

Hercules, therefore, inherited by association a third and even more ancient ancestry. 

 
196 See Amato Pietro Frutaz, ed., Le Piante di Roma, vol. 2 (Istituto di Studi 

Romani: Rome, 1962), fig. 13; Jacks, Antiquarian and Myth of Antiquity, 55–56. 
 
197  Curran (Egyptian Renaissance, 45–47, and 196) showed that the leonine 

qualities of the sphinx would associate the animal with Leo X’s name. More relevant for 
this dissertation, it would have symbolized Hercules, known for his lion skin attribute. 
Egidio da Viterbo believed Hercules participated in the foundation of Tuscany, Leo X’s 
home region, and he believed the argued that Hercules was Egyptian. Egidio da Viterbo, 
Historia viginti saeculorum (1513–18) MS Lat 351, fols. 6v, 36r, 316r, Biblioteca 
Angelica, Rome. Egidio’s Historia was dedicated to Leo X. See also John Shearman, The 
Vatican Stanze: Functions and Decorations (London: Oxford University Press, 1972), 
200–202, 234–35, and n123. The sphinx would also reference the Lion of Judah and the 
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Once belonging to the Egyptian Pharaoh Nectanebo I (380–362 BCE), a pair of 

granite lions (fig. 13) on rectangular bases resided in Piazza della Rotunda for as long as 

local memory had been maintained.198 Records show the lions were excavated during the 

reign of Eugenius IV (r. 1431–14447) along with a porphyry basin, perhaps after having 

been partially buried in situ. Leo X ordered the lions restored around 1515–1520, and the 

pair reinstalled in front of the Pantheon upon new bases made from fragments of ancient 

columns (fig. 14).199  

Although recognized in the Renaissance as Egyptian due to their style, material, 

and hieroglyphic inscriptions, the lions were associated with Rome’s ancient history 

because of their long occupation in front of the Pantheon, one of the city’s most 

 
Florentine Marzocco, both were featured on coins during Leo X’s papacy. See Curran, 
Egyptian Renaissance, 196, n. 55. Curran argued that Leo X was aware of multiple ways 
in which the Sphinxes and the Egyptian lions of the Pantheon and Lateran associated 
himself with great figures of the past, like Augustus, perhaps even the “Egyptian god–
kings,” and also referenced his family name’s association with healing with the prisca 
theologia tradition of healers. Curran, “Sphinx in the City,” 311. For Leo X as medicus, 
see John Shearman, Raphael’s Cartoons in the Collection of Her Majesty The Queen and 
the Tapestries for the Sistine Chapel (London: Phaidon, 1972), 15, 77–80; Bernice F. 
Davidson, Raphael’s Bible: A Study of the Vatican Logge (University Park: Pennsylvania 
State University Press, 1985), 23; Janet Cox–Rearick, Dynasty and Destiny in Medici 
Art: Pontormo, Leo X, and the Two Cosimos (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1984), 30–40, 141. See also Valeriano, Hieroglyphica (New York: Garland, 1976), 1.1—
14. 

198 Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 32 and 131–132 (cat. nos. 273–274). 
Egyptian from XXX Dynasty (Nectanebo I). From Rome’s Iseum Campense, originally 
from Egypt (either Temple of Serapis, Memphis or Temple of Thoth, Hermopolis Parva). 
Roullet 131–132 explains that the lions were noted in the 12th century, served as models 
for the Cosmati lion sculptures of the 13th century, and were rediscovered during the 
reign of Eugenius IV in 1435. According to Curl (Egyptian Revival, 76) the lions 
disappeared until 1435 when they were returned and placed upon pedestals. However, 
Curran (Egyptian Renaissance, 63 and 195–96) suggests that the lions never left the 
Pantheon but were partially buried on site and were uncovered fully in 1435.  

 
199 Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 43 and 195.  
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venerable of ancient sites.200 Further, Curran argued that Renaissance scholars likely 

believed the lions were spoils from Egypt installed at the Pantheon in celebration of 

Augustus’ and Marcus Agrippa’s victory over Anthony and Cleopatra.201 Reactivating 

the Egyptian Pantheon lions as symbols of Rome’s supremacy over Egypt (and all other 

civilizations) in a sixteenth-century context via restoration and reinstallation, Leo X 

furthered his identity as a Second-Augustus, and bringer of a new golden age of Rome. 

The Nectanebo lions’ association with and proximity to the Pantheon meant that 

because the temple was converted to a Christian church, the lions were granted an 

unofficial Christianization as well.202 In their sentinel positions outside of the Pantheon, 

the lions embodied the traditional pagan symbol of “guardians of the Temple.” 

Christianized, and revitalized in the sixteenth century, the leonine sculptures represented 

 
200 Leo X’s court archaeologist Andrea Fulvio noted that they were made from 

“Egyptian stone,” Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 196. For the artistic attention paid to 
the lions and their inscriptions, see Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 100–105 and 195. 

 
201 Andrea Fulvio wrote in 1527 that the lions (along with the porphyry basin) 

were brought to the Pantheon from the baths of Agrippa and Nero, while Flaminio Vaca 
believed that the basin was the sarcophagus of Marcus Agrippa and that along with the 
lions it was installed inside the Pantheon (or even on its pediment). Curran, Egyptian 
Renaissance, 195–196.  
 

202 In c. 610 part of the recently Christianized Pantheon was restored with a 
cornice from the Iseum, and it may have been about this time when the two Nectanebo 
lions were placed out front of the Pantheon, on either side of the porphyry basin. The 
lions were set on pedestals by Clement VII, not Leo X. Here they remained until 1585 
when Sixtus V had them converted to waterspouts for the Acqua Felice. They were 
removed and replaced with copies in the nineteenth century, the originals sent to the 
Vatican Museums where they remain today (Museo Gregoriano Egizio). Roullet, 
Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 32, 131–132, and cat. nos. 273–274.  
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Leo X as guardian of the Church, a theme illustrated also on coins struck during his papal 

reign, depicting the image of a lion lying protectively outside of St. Peter’s.203 

To the southeast, contemporaneous to the Pantheon lions’ installation, Leo X 

ordered another pair of recumbent lions (this time ancient Roman imitations of the 

Egyptian prototype) (fig. 15) to be restored and placed upon classical column fragment 

bases outside of the Lateran. A potent historical location, the Lateran complex includes 

Constantine’s first Christian basilica, San Giovanni in Laterano, as well as the Lateran 

Palace, which functioned as the traditional papal residence until the papacy’s return to 

Rome after the Great Schism.204 As a central site of papal ritual still in the sixteenth 

century, the Lateran lent a sense of imperial and papal authority to the sculptures outside, 

which, in addition to the Egyptianizing lions, included the famous bronze She-Wolf and 

the Equestrian Monument of Marcus Aurelius.205  

Continuing with tradition, Leo X’s lions were reinstalled on either side of the 

Equestrian statue of Marcus Aurelius, with which they were associated since the Middle 

Ages, first as part of the monument’s support, and later (in 1474) set flanking the 

 
203 Symbolism according to Horapollo, for example. See Horapollo, The 

Hieroglyphs of Horapollo, trans. George Boas (1950; Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1993), 56; Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 195.  

 
204 Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 132; Roullet cat. nos. 275–276. One of 

the lions was missing its head. This was not remedied by Leo’s restoration efforts. After 
the Great Schism and the papacy’s return to Rome, the Vatican became the official 
residence of the pope.  

 
205 Stinger, Renaissance in Rome, 264. Stinger argues that the bronze antiquities 

(including the Capitoline She–Wolf) that once resided outside the Lateran acquired 
moralizing authority of the papacy because of their location, 256. 
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monument and its new base.206 Of course, as James Ackerman explained, the Equestrian 

statue was not identified as a portrait of Marcus Aurelius until later in the sixteenth 

century. From the tenth to the fifteenth century, the monument was associated variously 

with the first Christian emperor Constantine, the Roman hero “gran Villano” (a soldier 

who overthrew an oriental king of Rome, returning Rome to the Senate), an Antonine 

emperor, and, by 1470, Marcus Aurelius. In addition to these imperial, Christian, and 

Romanizing connotations, the monument had also become a symbol of Roman law after 

the practice of executing criminals before it, and even for using the horse’s neck in public 

hangings.207 Associated as they were with the Equestrian Monument, the Egyptianizing 

Lateran lions likewise asserted Leo X’s authority as papal inheritor of imperial power, 

and upholder of temporal and spiritual law. As a visual and symbolic pendant to the pair 

at the Pantheon, the Lateran lions reinforced Medici presence in the city, emphasized 

Rome’s supremacy, and celebrated Leo X as reviver of Rome and guardian of the 

Church. And, just as the Pantheon lions helped fashion Leo X as a Second Augustus, his 

 
206 The placement of the lions flanking Marcus Aurelius emphasizes Leo’s 

“imperial and Romanizing message of the Pantheon restoration.” Curran, Egyptian 
Renaissance, 196. 

 
The Lateran Lions were Roman imitations of Egyptian sculpture, made of parian marble, 
and were likely found in the region of the Iseum in Regio III. They remained on the 
Lateran until sometime between 1535 (drawing by Maarten Van Heemskerck) and 1538 
(when Marcus Aurelius transferred to Campidoglio), the lions were moved near to the 
medieval door of S. Giovanni in Laterano; and then removed by Sixtus V to the Acqua 
Felice to be used as water spouts along with the Pantheon/Nectanebo Lions. These were 
replaced by copies in the early nineteenth century. The current location of the originals is 
unknown. Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 132; Roullet cat. nos. 275–276. 
 

207 James S. Ackerman, "Marcus Aurelius on the Capitoline Hill," Renaissance 
News 10, no. 2 (1957): 69–75. According to Ackerman, when the monument was 
transferred to the Capitoline, humanists identified it as a portrait of Marcus Aurelius, but 
for most, the Equestrian monument retained its medieval associations.  
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restoration of the Lateran lions identified the pope as a Second Constantine, a theme 

prominent in his Vatican program as well.208 

Another pair of Egyptian leonine sculptures occupied a prominent Roman 

location during Leo X’s pontificate. A duo of reclining, black granite sphinxes (fig. 16) 

adorned with pharaonic nemes headdresses, and inscribed with Egyptian hieroglyphs 

were noted on the Capitoline Hill in 1513 by antiquarian Andrea Fulvio.209 While the 

beasts’ prior location and the circumstance of their placement on the Capitol is unknown, 

Brian Curran argued it likely that the sculptures were installed (or reinstalled) on the 

Palazzo Senatorio’s stairs under Leo X’s orders, in preparation for Giuliano and Lorenzo 

de’Medici’s Roman citizenship ceremony (figs. 17, 18).210 

 
208 For more on the larger program to link Leo with the emperor Constantine, see 

Yvonne Elet, “Raphael and the Roads to Rome,” 143–175. Discussed further in the next 
chapter. 

209 Andrea Fulvio identified them in his Antiquitates Urbis of 1513: “on the left 
steps two sphinxes in black marble still recline, where they rise to meet the doorway at 
the top,” while discussing fragments of the colossal statue of Constantine also placed 
here. Andrea Fulvio, Antiquitates Urbis per Andream Fulvium (Rome: Magistrum 
Iacobum Mazochium, 1513), fol. Eiir (lines 20–23). Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 6, 
193–194; Bonner Mitchell, Rome in the High Renaissance: The Age of Leo X. (Norman, 
OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1973), 61–63. 
 
Roullet identified the sphinxes as possibly from Rome’s Iseum Campense. The inscribed 
pair was made of black ''basalt," and measures H.: 0.80 m; L.: 1.50 m; W.: 0.44 m. The 
sphinxes were from XXIXth Dynasty (Nepherites I) and were noted in Rome in the early 
16th century at the bottom of steps on the Capitol by Fulvio. They were later in the Villa 
Borghese, used as a waterspout for a fountain. Sphinx no. 285 was first drawn by 
Francesco d'Ollanda. As the inscription of the base, on the side which he was 
representing, was missing, d'Ollanda drew the hieroglyphs carved on the opposite side 
(fig. 302 of Roullet). They are now in the Musée du Louvre, Paris (inventory nos. 26 and 
27). Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 135, catalog no. 284 and 285. 
 

210 The specific installation site of the sphinxes in 1513 on the Senatorio staircase 
is unknown, and images of the sculptures in situ prior to Michelangelo’s Capitoline 
interventions are difficult to come by. Curran (Egyptian Renaissance, 194) noted a 
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“murky” representation of the Capitoline with sphinxes on the Senatorio staircase in the 
Sala delle Aquile fresco cycle in Palazzo Conservatori, I have yet to view this image. 
However, an engraving after Hieronymus Cock published in the Operum antiquorium 
romanorum reliquiae (Small Book of Roman Ruins and Buildings) of 1562, depicts the 
Capitoline and the Senatorio before Michelangelo’s renovations of 1542–64. Carmen 
Bambach said the engraving was likely based on an earlier image with the statue of 
Marcus Aurelius added to the center of the piazza. See Bambach, Michelangelo: Divine 
Draftsman and Designer (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2017), 240, pl. 221. 
 
While the beasts look more dog–like than leonine, there are other inaccuracies in the 
engraved image, indicating that the artist and/or engraver were less concerned with the 
details of the sculpture, and more interested in rendering the general site and architecture. 
For example, a statue presumably representing one of the Capitoline’s reclining River 
Gods (seen in front of the Senatorio) is a reclining female figure with a child–like figure 
standing behind her; the other representation of a River God statue is located in front of 
the Conservatori, and looks a little closer to the original sculpture, but lacks detail and a 
supporting creature– sphinx or otherwise) are not accurate. Therefore, it is possible that 
the animals we see lying recumbent in front of a fountain beneath the Senatorio stairs and 
the other at the corner of the palazzo on the lowest level of stairs are the Capitoline 
Sphinxes. This scene was likely recorded prior to Aldrovandi’s 1549–50 description of 
the site (in which he was the first to note the new location of one of the sphinxes at the 
northern end of the piazza); however, it is still unclear if the sphinxes were located in 
these positions at the time of Fulvio’s 1513 observation (and during the Medici 
citizenship festivities), or if the print represents their translation after the installation of 
the River God fountains in 1517. Despite the lack of interest in recording the details of 
these sculptures, it is noteworthy that the print’s artist still emphasized them and their 
importance by depicting viewers looking at, and discussing the art objects (for example, 
figures are seen conversing before one of the sphinxes, a reclining river god, and the 
equestrian monument).  
 
Assuming that Leo moved the Egyptian lions to this prominent position as part of the 
preparations and renovations of the Capitoline for the upcoming citizenship festa, these 
lions would have taken pride of place as the backdrop to a temporary theatrical stage, 
which seems to have been built right up to the staircase, as described by Fulvio, 
Antiquaria Urbis, fol. Diiiv in his detailed description of the citizenship ceremony. See 
also, Weiss, “Andrea Fulvio,” 8; Jacks, Antiquarian and the Myth of Antiquity, 180–181.  
 
If they were already on the site, Curran believed it was still most likely during Leo’s 
renovation of the hill that they were restored or at least moved to the staircase prior to the 
citizenship ceremony (or shortly thereafter). The sphinxes were moved when 
Michelangelo’s design placed the reclining river gods on the Senatorio staircase. One was 
moved to the north side of the piazza (noted in this location by Ulisse Aldrovandi in 
1549–50), and the other was installed next to an Egyptian statue of an ape, likely the 
Macaco, in the interior cortile of the Palazzo dei Conservatori. Both sphinxes were 
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The September 1513 celebration hosted by the SPQR to honor the Pope’s 

Florentine brother and nephew (the latter in absentia) with Roman citizenship 

necessitated a powerfully emblematic Roman site, a need satisfied by the Capitoline. 

Legend placed the very first foundations of Roman civilization on the Capitoline Hill; the 

site remained the heart of Rome throughout antiquity and the medieval period, housing 

the city’s sacred temple to Jupiter, and later the civic government (SPQR). It rose above 

the Roman forum and marked the terminus of triumphal processions.211 The Capitol 

 
transferred to the Villa Borghese gardens at the beginning of the seventeenth century to 
be used as waterspouts; and in 1807 they were sold to Napoleon who brought them to the 
Louvre, where they remain today. Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 194; Ulisse 
Aldrovandi, “Delle statue antiche,” 115–315.  
 
Curran noted that it has been argued that the sphinxes arrived as early as the twelfth 
century from the Capitoline Iseum, perhaps initiating the medieval Roman artist’s interest 
in Egyptian sculpture. Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 194 and no. 34. See also O. Lollio 
Barberi, G. Parola, and M.P. Toti, Le Antichità Egiziane di Roman Imperiale (Roma: 
Istituto Poligrafico e Zecca dello Stato, Libreria dello Stato, 1995), 200–202. Others have 
doubted the authenticity of a Capitoline Iseum altogether. See M. J. Verslays, “Isis 
Capitolina and the Egyptian cults in Late Republican Rome,” in Isis en Occident, du 
Ilème Colloque international sur le etudes isiaques, Lyon III 16–17 mai 2002, ed. Laurent 
Bricault, Actes (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 421–48. 
 
On the Citizenship Ceremony see, Fabrizio Cruciani and Arnaldo Bruschi, Il teatro del 
Campidoglio e le feste Romane del 1513 (Milan: Polifilo, 1969); Charles Stinger, “The 
Campidoglio as the Locus of Renovatio Imperii in Renaissance Rome,” in, Art and 
Politics in Late Medieval and Early Renaissance Italy, 1250–1500, ed. Charles M 
Rosenberg (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990), 135–156; Bonner 
Mitchell, “The S.P.Q.R. in Two Roman Festivals of the Early and Mid–Cinquecento,” 
Sixteenth Century Journal 9, no. 4 (1978): 94–102; Mitchell, Rome in the High 
Renaissance, 1973. 
 

211 Mitchell, Rome in the High Renaissance, 61–63.  
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stood witness over all of Rome’s pasts, symbolized the center of the Roman world, and 

embodied the ancient glory of Rome as city and civilization.212 

The citizenship festa, continuing a theme from the papal possesso, extolled Leo X 

as progenitor of a new golden age of Rome, utilizing Rome’s antiquity as a symbol of the 

city’s original magnificence in decorations, performances, and in the careful placement of 

ancient sculpture.213 Even the Palilia, the recently revived ancient commemoration of 

Rome’s foundation, was delayed five months so as to coincide with the celebrations, and 

further equate the Medici papacy with the rebirth of Rome’s ancient glory.214 

 
212 The ancient Greek center of the cosmos, the omphalos or umbilicus mundi was 

symbolically moved by the Romans from Apollo’s Shrine in Delphi to the Roman forum. 
In the Middle Ages it was moved to the Capitoline, and later symbolized in 
Michelangelo’s cosmographic pavement of the Campidoglio, at the center of which was 
placed the Equestrian monument of Marcus Aurelius. See James Ackerman, Distance 
Points: Essays in Theory and Renaissance Art and Architecture (Boston: MIT Press, 
1991), 411. The Capitoline’s importance for sixteenth–century Romans was mostly 
symbolic, as there was not much physical antiquity remaining on the site. The Lupa (She–
Wolf) was recently restored with the modern addition of infant Romulus and Remus 
during pontificate of Alexander IV. Jacks, Antiquarian and the Myth of Antiquity, 170 

 
213 For example, featured in one of the celebration’s theatrical performances, an 

elderly Jupiter Optimus Maximus emerged from the Tarpeian Rock, and regained his 
youth once more upon witnessing the promise of Leo’s pontificate. Hillard, An Alternate 
Antiquity, 78. 
 

214 The Palilia was an April festival begun in the late imperial period on the 
anniversary of Rome’s foundation, and was associated with the goddess Roma. Members 
of Pomponius Lautus’ Roman Academy had only recently revived it in late quattrocento 
Rome. Mitchell, Rome in the High Renaissance, 62. Hall, After Raphael, 37; Pellechia, 
“The Contested City,” 88; Stinger, “The Campidoglio as the Locus of ‘Renovatio 
Imperii,’” 135–156; Jacks, Antiquarian and the Myth of Antiquity, 175–6. The citizenship 
celebration took place in September. See also Curran, “Sphinx in the City,” 308. 
 
See Mitchell, Rome in the High Renaissance, 67–72 for more details on the ceremony 
and celebrations, that included a mass by the Bishop of Aquila, a four hour banquet with 
more than 20 courses each announced by trumpet, featuring scented air and water, 
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In preparation for the festivities, the long neglected and overgrown Campidoglio 

was cleared, and a temporary theater glorious enough to rival the best of the ancient city 

was constructed as the focal point of the piazza.215 The structure was adorned with 

painted scenes from ancient Roman history and emblems of the city, and was furnished 

with genuine Roman antiquities. Among the most representative of Rome was the bronze 

She-Wolf, signifying the mythological foundation of Rome by Romulus and Remus, and 

“[embodying] the totemic power of Roman majesty,” as Charles Stinger said.216 The She-

Wolf was placed upon a classical pedestal at the theater’s entrance along with an ancient, 

colossal bronze hand holding an orb, symbolizing Rome’s all-embracing hegemony.217  

The She-Wolf previously occupied the top of an ancient column outside of the 

Lateran as an emblem of papal authority and Christian supremacy.218 As a result of its 

 
brought in snow, ice, and exotic and Roman foods. Pageants, theatrical performances, 
buffoons entertained. 
 

215 Mitchell, Rome in the High Renaissance, 63. Mitchell described some of the 
preparations for the site, including clearing of some low walls, leveling the land, and 
improvements of a path leading up to the hill. Stinger, “The Campidoglio as the Locus of 
‘Renovatio Imperii,’” 135–56 described the theater as backing up to the Senatorio, 
perhaps highlighting the sphinxes on the building’s stairs as a backdrop. 
 
On the quality of the theater as described by eyewitness accounts as comparable to a 
specific temporary theater from ancient Rome commissioned by Consul Marcus Scaurus 
in 58 BC, see Mitchell, Rome in the High Renaissance, 66. 
 

216 Stinger, Renaissance in Rome, 256.  
 
217 On the colossal hand holding a globe (also known as the Palla Sansonis) see 

Stinger, Renaissance in Rome, 256–257; Hillard, “Alternate Antiquity,” 85. The colossal 
hand was part of fragments of Constantine’s colossal statue on display along with the orb. 
See The Captioline Museum, capitolini.info/scu01065/?lang=en .  

 
218 The She–Wolf was displayed on the Lateran along with Lo Spinario, the 

Hellenistic sculpture of a young boy pulling a thorn from his foot. Lo Spinario was 
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translation to the Capitoline in 1471 as part of Sixtus IV’s donation of antiquities to the 

Palazzo Conservatori, the sculpture’s message was altered.219 The new location decreased 

the She-Wolf’s religious associations, revived its importance as symbol of Rome, and as 

Sixtus IV’s commemorative inscription noted, it emphasized the entire collection’s return 

to the Roman people.220 Sixteenth-century scholars sought confirmation of the sculpture’s 

ancient Roman origins in textual evidence. From Cicero, for example, who described a 

statue depicting a wolf with Romulus (and presumably Remus) on the Capitoline in his 

day, the She-Wolf as symbol of Rome was affirmed, and a sense of continuity between 

antiquity and the present on the Capitoline strengthened.221 The prominent location on the 

Capitol contributed to the She-Wolf’s significance; and conversely, the sculpture’s 

symbolism participated in the Capitol’s identity as a locus of Roman history and revival. 

Prominently displayed among the She-Wolf and other antiquities synonymous 

with Rome and the Capitoline, the sphinxes likewise became emblems of the site, the 

 
transferred to the Capitoline along with the She–Wolf and the other antiquities of Sixtus 
IV’s donated collection. Stinger, Renaissance in Rome, 256.  

 
219 The Capitoline was a common site of papal renovation since the beginning of 

the early modern period. Notably, Nicholas V ordered the building of Palazzo dei 
Conservatori and the renovation of Palazzo Senatorio in an effort to revive the Capitoline 
beginning in 1447. Sixtus IV continued renovations on the Capitol in addition to donating 
a collection of classical sculpture to the Conservatori in 1471. Stinger, Renaissance in 
Rome, 254–257. 

 
220 Stinger, Renaissance in Rome, 255–256.  
 
221 Francis Haskell and Nicholas Penny, Taste and the Antique: The Lure of 

Classical Sculpture, 1500–1900 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1991), 331–
335. The figures of Romulus and Remus were added by 1509. Haskell and Penny, Taste 
and the Antique, 335. The Etruscan origins of the sculpture were suggested by Johann 
Joachim Winkelmann in the eighteenth century. See Johann Joachim Winckelmann, 
Storia delle arti del disegno presso gli antichi, vol. I, ed. Carlo Fea (Rome: Pagliarini, 
1783), 201–2. 
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city, and Roman supremacy.222 Just as it was for the Pantheon and Lateran lions, the 

bestial qualities of the Capitoline Sphinxes embodied long-standing leonine associations 

with the physical shape of the city. The sphinxes, therefore, not only elicited the concept 

and memory of Rome, but they also prompted a virtual, imaginative experience of 

Roman space. 

These deep-rooted Roman associations did not preclude the recognition of the 

sphinxes’ Egyptian nature, as their non-native style and symbolism, as well as their 

hieroglyphic inscriptions set them apart from the more familiar imagery of the 

 
222 The sphinxes were also representative of the S.P.Q.R. On the civic status of the 

sphinxes, see Curran, “Sphinx in the City,” 308; and Fritz Saxl, “The Capitol During the 
Renaissance: A Symbol of the Imperial Idea,” in Lectures (London: The Warburg 
Institute, University of London, 1957), 200–14.  
 
Adding further to a Roman identity of the Leonine Capitoline Sphinxes is the numerous 
times the She–Wolf, one of the most recognizable symbols of Rome, was paired with a 
lion or sphinx. For example, in the interior decoration of the temporary theater 
constructed for the citizenship celebration of 1513, among the narrative imagery, was an 
attic relief of the Capitoline She–Wolf placed as a pendant across from an image of a 
lion, symbolizing Leo (specifically symbolizing Leo’s possesso, according to Jacks). See 
Jacks, Antiquarian and the Myth of Antiquity, 176. In the 1560’s the colossal river gods 
brought to the Capitoline by Leo in 1517 were made a pendant pair representing Rome 
and Egypt by altering the support of the reclining Tigris from a Tiger to a She–Wolf, thus 
asserting it as a symbol of Rome to match the Nile reclining on a sphinx. See Stinger, 
Renaissance in Rome, 256. A few years after the citizenship celebration, in 1517, two 
large reclining river gods from the ruins of Constantine’s baths on Monte Cavallo on the 
Quirinal were transported to the portico of the Conservatori on the Capitoline; One 
representing the Tigris and the other the Nile. The Nile reclines on a recumbent Egyptian 
sphinx, wearing the nemes headdress. The Tigris was quickly altered (or, altered in the 
1560’s according to Stinger), the supportive sculpture changed from a tiger to a she–wolf 
suckling Romulus and Remus, symbolizing the Tiber. The result was companion pieces 
representing Egypt and Rome together on the site of Rome’s government. Stinger, 
Renaissance in Rome, 256; Curran, “Sphinx in the City,” 307; Lanciani, Storia degli 
scavi di Roma, 241; Bober and Rubenstein, Renaissance Artists and Antique Sculpture, 
101–02 (no. 65). 
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peninsula.223 Classical textual description of the Egyptian sphinx by authors such as 

Strabo (c.64 BCE–c.23 CE), Pliny (23–79 CE), and Plutarch (c.46–c.125 CE) aided 

Renaissance humanists in identifying Egyptian antiquities discovered in Rome.224 As 

mentioned above, Fulvio’s documentation of the sphinxes on the Capitoline in 1513 

distinguished them specifically as Egyptian. Soon after, the author once again displayed 

his awareness for the identity of the Egyptian sphinx in cataloging the River Gods on the 

Capitoline for his 1527 publication of the Antiquitates Urbis, which was initiated at Leo 

X’s bequest for a thorough investigation of Rome’s antiquities. The author explained, 

“One of [the River Gods] has the Sphinx, a creature peculiar to Egypt, on which it is 

resting its elbow.” 225 Fulvio’s account of these ancient sculptures demonstrates that for 

 
223 Egyptian imagery in Rome was quickly identified as non–classical because of 

its non–local materials, iconography, and style. Curran, The Egyptian Renaissance, 9. 
 
224 Strabo, Geographica, c. 7 BCE; Strabo, The Geography of Strabo, ed. and 

trans. H. Leonard Jones, rev. ed. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1931–54), 
I: xi–xxviii; Pliny the Elder, Nature historiae (Naturalis historia), 77 CE; Pliny the Elder, 
Natural History, ed. H. Rackham, W.H.–S Jones, and D. E. Eichholz, 10 vols., Loeb 
Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1938–63); Plutarch, De 
Iside et Osiride, 1st c.; Plutarch, De Iside et Osiride, ed. and trans. J. Gwyn Griffiths 
(Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1970), 9 (354c); Plutarch, Moralia, ed. and trans. 
Frank Cole Babbitt, Vol. 5. Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press; London: W. Heinemann, 1936), 23–25. 
 

225 Fulvio’s Antiquitates was published in 1527 but began during Leo’s 
pontificate. Fulvio, Antiquitates urbis Romae (Rome: Silber, 1527), Eiiir (Regiones fol. 
XXI). Fulvio identified the Pantheon lions as Egyptian in part because of their 
hieroglyphic inscriptions, so it would have been likely that he identified the Capitoline 
sphinxes this way as well. Curran, “The Sphinx in the City,” 310. The hieroglyphic 
inscription on the sphinxes identify them as monuments of Nepherites I and Achoris. 
Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 134–5 (cat. no. 284–5).  
 
It is also likely that for Leo and his humanists, knowledge of the Tazza Farnese, a 
Ptolemaic Sardonex cameo cup owned by Leo’s father Lorenzo de’Medici, with its 
depiction of an Egyptian nemes–wearing sphinx featured along with the goddess Isis 
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early modern scholars, the Egyptian lion-humans (which are typically male, wingless, 

and have the face and nemes headdress of the pharaoh) were distinguishable from their 

Greek counterparts (which are typically female and winged).226 

In addition to embodying the memory of Egypt and the civilization’s association 

with longevity and power, for Renaissance viewers the sphinx also symbolized 

numerous, often-conflicting ideas including sacred knowledge, mystery, 

concealment, and fraud.227 One of the most prominent sixteenth-century associations of 

 
would have aided the Egyptian identification of the Capitoline sphinxes. For more see 
Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 190, and fig. 65. 
 

226 Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 192; Fulvio, Antiquitates urbis Romae, Eiiir, 
31. See also Ruth Rubinstein, “Renaissance Discovery of Antique River–God 
Personifications,” in Scritti di storia dell’arte in onore di Roberto Salvini (Florence: 
Sansoni Editore, 1984), 259.  
 

227 On the Renaissance symbolic meanings of the sphinx, the identification of the 
sphinx as Egyptian, and the sphinx as animal embodiment of the Renaissance concept of 
Egyptian hieroglyphics as sacred letters containing secret, true wisdom, see: 
Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 22 and 198; Wittkower, “Egypt and Europe,” in Selected 
Lectures of Rudolf Wittkower: the Impact of Non–European Civilization on the Art of the 
West (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 52–53.  
In Pico della Mirandola’s adaptation of the sphinx, its concealment of a higher truth 
symbolized a reconciled Christian–Neoplatonic view that the true nature of things as 
created by God could be surmised only through semblances of the Idea, that is, through 
images of the truth. In this same vein, Renaissance studies of Egyptian hieroglyphs focus 
on the sacred letters as images containing true wisdom, not as a language spoken 
phonetically. See also Andrè Chastel, “Note sur la sfinge à la Renaissance,” in Enrico 
Castelli, ed., Umanesimo e simbolismo. Atti del IV Convegno internazionale di studi 
umanistici, Venezia, 19–21 Settembre 1958 (Padua: A. Milani, 1958), 179–83; Guy de 
Tervarent, Attributs et symbols dans l’art profane 1450–1600: Dictionnaire d’un langage 
perdu, Travaux d’humanisme et Renaissance 29 (Geneva: E. Droz, 1958), 363–64; 
Demisch, Die Sphinx: Geschichte ihrer Darstellung von den Anfängen bis zur Gegenwart 
(Stuttgart: Urachhause, 1977), 167–75; John F. Moffitt, “A Hidden Sphinx by Agnolo 
Bronzino, ‘ex tabula Cebetis Thebani,’” Renaissance Quarterly 46, no.2 (1993): 277–
307.  
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the Egyptian sphinx was with hieroglyphics, a written language of symbols believed to 

conceal the sacred wisdom of the ancient Egyptians—a wisdom, many Renaissance 

scholars claimed, that foresaw the coming of Christianity.228 The sphinx, a hybrid 

creature fluctuating between man and lion, symbolized the nature of hieroglyphics as 

images with dual identities (as both text and image), and containing both an overt and a 

symbolic, hidden meaning.229 

A roughly contemporary, and widely popular manifestation of early modern 

fascination with Egypt, the Hypnerotomachia Poliphili (1499) further promoted the 

 
228 As discussed in Chapter One, in 1463 Marsilio Ficino (1433–99) translated the 

Corpus Hermeticum, a manuscript said to have been written by the Egyptian prophet (or 
god) Hermes Trismegithus. Ficino claimed that the Hermetic texts foretold of 
Christianity. See Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 89–99; and Frances Yates, Giordano 
Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964.  
 

229 Concealment of sacred wisdom in hieroglyphs came especially from reading 
Plutarch. Strabo was the first to link the sphinx to Egyptian iconography; Plutarch 
described the sphinx as an ideal symbol of Egyptian hieroglyphs, which he believed was 
a system of concealing secret wisdom through symbols. The sphinx, therefore, according 
to Plutarch, was often placed outside of shrines to indicate the site held secret wisdom. 
Pliny the Elder, Natural History, 36.17.77; Plutarch De Iside et Osiride, 9 and 131; 
Plutarch, Moralia, 23–25; Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 21–22. On Strabo see Jones, 
ed., Geography of Strabo, I: xi–xxviii; John Ball, Egypt in the Classical Geographers 
(Cairo: Government Press, Bulâq, 1942), 53–70. 
 
Early humanists such as Poggio Bracciolini (1380–1459) and Flavio Biondo (1392 –
1463) used Pliny’s Natural History (1st century) and Horapollo’s encyclopedic 
Hieroglyphica (5th century, published in original Greek by Aldus Manutius, 1505; Latin 
1515 and 1517) to identify and discuss Egyptian hieroglyphics. Pierio Valeriano’s (1477–
1558) Hieroglyphica of 1556 attempted an encyclopedic collection of hieroglyphs based 
largely on Horapollo and contemporary (flexible) definitions of symbols. Valeriano, 
Hieroglyphica, sive De sacris Aegyptiorum literis commentarii (Basil: M. Isengrin, 1556; 
repr. New York: Garland, 1976; Facsimile with afterword by Dietmar Piel. Hildesheim: 
Georg Olms Verlag, 2005). On hieroglyphs in the Renaissance, see Chapter One.  
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visual qualities of the sphinx, and, significantly, its association with sacred wisdom.230 

During a quest to find his love Polia, the protagonist Poliphilo, journeys through various 

antiquities-studded landscapes. The Hypnerotomachia is, on the surface, a tale of 

romantic pursuit masking a deeper exploration into antiquity and landscape 

symbolism.231 Guided by the nymph Logistica, Poliphilo encounters an obelisk 

monument supported by three sphinxes (fig. 19): 

Among each angle of the dark stone I saw an Egyptian monster of gold, 
four-footed and recumbent. The first had an altogether human face, the 
second half-human and half-beast, and the third was completely bestial. 
They had a fillet around the head, two ribbons hanging down covering the 
ears and touching the neck and breast, another one descending over the 
back, and the body of a lion with its head raised.232  
 

 
230 Francesco Colonna, Hypnerotomachia poliphili (Venice: Aldus Manutius, 

1499); Colonna, Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, 2 vols, ed. Giovanni Pozzi and Lucia A. 
Ciapponi (1964; 2nd ed. Padua: Editrice Antenore, 1980); Colonna, Hypnerotomachia 
Poliphili, trans. Joscelyn Godwin (London: Thames & Hudson, 1999). Scholarship on the 
Hypnerotomachia is vast. See Gombrich, “Hypnerotomachiana,” 119–125; Gombrich, 
Symbolic Images, 102; Brian Curran, “The Hypnerotomachia Poliphili and Renaissance 
Egyptology,” Word & Image 14, no. 1–2 (1998): 156–185; Tamara Griggs, “Promoting 
the Past: The Hypnerotomachia Poliphili as Antiquarian Enterprise,” Word & Image 14, 
no. 1–2 (1998): 17–39; Roswitha Stewering and Lorna Maher, “The Relationship 
Between World, Landscape and Polia in the Hypnerotomachia Poliphili,” Word & Image 
14, no. 1–2 (1998): 2–10; Nicholas Temple, “The Hypnerotomachia Poliphili as a 
Possible Model for Topographical Interpretations of Rome in the Early Sixteenth 
Century,” Word & Image 14, no. 1–2 (1998): 145–155.  
 

231 For an overview and contextual analysis, see Charles Mitchell, 'Archaeology 
and Romance in Renaissance Italy', in Italian Renaissance Studies, ed. E. F. Jacob (New 
York, 1960): 455–83.  
 

232 See Curran, The Egyptian Renaissance, 139–140. Some Italian translation is in 
Curran’s text. The obelisk monument is illustrated in Curran, 140, fig. 53.  
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The author’s careful physical description of the Hypnerotomachia sphinxes surely aided 

readers in identifying the sculptural beasts visible in Rome, while also likely providing a 

source for sixteenth-century artists in their modern renditions of the Egyptian sphinx.233 

In addition to contributing a visual source of the Egyptian sphinx to Renaissance 

imaginations, the Hypnerotomachia sphinxes may have also participated in further 

legitimizing the early modern Roman symbolic use of the sphinx (and obelisk) by linking 

the pagan monuments with Christian wisdom.234 In the text, the nymph Logistica explains 

that the monument and its “hieroglyphs” contained a hidden message, and were dedicated 

to the Holy Trinity. This is symbolized by the obelisk’s three sides, and by the three 

sphinxes representing the three levels of human understanding of the sacred mystery.235 

The hybrid nature of the sphinx in the Hypnerotomachia and for the antiquities of Rome, 

therefore, alluded to a great variety of meanings ranging from pagan Egyptian to Roman 

Christian.   

 
233 The author’s description of the sphinx’s nemes as a fillet with ribbons hanging 

down to the breast was inaccurate, perhaps affecting Renaissance and Mannerist versions 
of the Egyptian nemes headdress. For example, on the telamone by Raphael in Stanza del 
Incendio, and Cristofano Gherardi (il Doceno) in Castel Sant’Angelo. The nemes, as seen 
throughout the art of ancient Egypt, and visible in Rome via the Capitoline Sphinxes, 
would be better described as a cloth, affixed to the forehead, and folded over at the crown 
of the head to fall around the base of the head in a triangular–shape. 

 
234 The use of a pagan culture such as ancient Egypt in the context of early 

modern Christianity was justified through recognition that ancient cultures had virtuous 
qualities, such as knowledge of sacred wisdom that foreshadowed Christianity, but by no 
fault of their own, they existed before the coming of Christ. This allowed Christian 
Renaissance Romans to use the past as inspiration, but also improve upon it. See, for 
example, Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country, 78.  

 
235 The three levels range “from the ignorance of the beast to the full 

comprehension of enlightened human intelligence,” Curran, The Egyptian Renaissance, 
139–140; Colonna, Hypnerotomachia, ed. Pozzi and Ciapponi, I: 120–23; Colonna, 
Hypnerotomachia, trans. Godwin, 129–30. 
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Of course, just as with the Lateran and Pantheon lions, the lion-like sphinxes were 

also more specifically symbolic of the pope and his Florentine heritage. Situated near the 

Capitoline’s temporary theater, they may have even provided a tangible reference to Leo 

X during the last act of the citizenship celebration’s theatrical performance when the 

character of his mother, Clarice Orsini, declared she had carried a lion in her womb.236 

Indeed, the sphinxes are more than just earthly lions, having the added significance of 

being bearers of the most ancient sacred wisdom, a quality appropriate to a symbolic 

representation of the pope.237  

The sphinxes as symbols of Leo X would also have participated within a larger 

program of marking the Capitoline with the pope’s presence and identity, just as the 

Pantheon and Lateran lions did for their respective locations.238 Through the extravagant 

citizenship celebrations, the pope and his Medici family would, at least temporarily, be 

associated with the narrative of Rome’s long and powerful history as it was embedded in 

the space and experience of the Capitoline. However, a more permanent and corporeal 

plan to locate Leo X on the hill involved the installation of a colossal marble statue of the 

pope, perhaps providing a modern companion to the fragmented colossal statue of 

 
236 For the performance see, Mitchell, Rome in the High Renaissance, 72. 
 
237 Sphinxes are hybrid creatures, who, like the pope, straddle the earthly and 

sacred realms. The sphinxes are known in mythology as gate keepers of sacred wisdom. 
See Raphael’s Feast of the Gods detail on the ceiling of the Sala di Psiche in Villa 
Farnesina for a Renaissance visual example of the Egyptian Sphinx guarding the secrets 
of the Gods. The pope is likewise bearer of sacred truths; and the first pope, St. Peter, 
guards the gates of heaven.  

 
238 The various Medici–associated structures of Via Leonina did as well, as is 

discussed above.  
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Constantine also located on the hill.239 Considering Leo X’s entire decorative and 

symbolic involvement on the Capitoline, the sphinxes would serve as emblematic 

portraits emblems of the pope, complimenting the more overt, monumental likeness. 

The sphinxes’ presence on the Capitoline, therefore, elicited several layers of 

significance for Pope Leo X: identifying him as spiritual and political sovereign of Rome, 

as the stimulator of Rome’s second golden age, and as keeper of sacred wisdom. 

Simultaneously, the Egyptian sculptures participated in creating a network, along with 

the Pantheon and Lateran lions (and Raphael’s paintings in the Vatican, as we will see), 

linking and reawakening historically potent sites of Rome, thus signifying a revival of 

Rome’s greatness under the hands of Leo X and the Medici.  

To further illuminate how these sphinxes (and other Egyptian imagery) 

participated in the regeneration of a rather malleable concept of antiquity, and to 

emphasize that the sixteenth-century memory of Rome’s physical past was not marked 

solely by Classical ruins, I turn briefly to Caroline Hillard’s study on the Etruscan 

elements of the citizenship ceremony.240 Like the Egyptians, the Etruscans were a pre-

 
239 On the plans for Leo X’s colossal statue, which was never completed due to 

the Pope’s death, see Stinger, Renaissance in Rome, 257.  
 
240 Hillard, “Alternate Antiquity,” 69–107. For Etruscan revivals in the 

Renaissance see also Andrè Chastel, “L’’Etruscan Revival’ du XV siècle,” Revue 
Archéologique 1 (1959): 165–80; Chastel, Art et humanism à Florence au temps de 
Laurent le Magnifique: Etudes sur la Renaissance et l’Humanisme platonicien (Paris: 
Presses universitaires de France, 1961), 63–71; Franco Borsi, ed., La fortuna degli 
Etruschi, exhibition catalog, Museo dello Spedale degli Innocenti, Florence, 1985 (Milan: 
Electa, 1985); Michael Vickers, “Imaginary Etruscans: Changing Perceptions of Etruria 
since the Fifteenth Century,” Hephaistos 7–8 (1985–86): 153–68; Nancy Thomson de 
Grummond, “Rediscovery,” in Etruscan Life and Afterlife: A Handbook of Etruscan 
Studies, ed. Larissa Bonfante (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1986), 18–46; 
Gustina Scaglia, “The Etruscology of Sienese and Florentine Artists and Humanists: 
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Roman civilization with great temporal distance from the Renaissance, the faded memory 

of which was ideal for adaptation to present needs.241 Although Etruscans, unlike 

Egyptians, occupied some of the same territory as the Romans and Renaissance Italians 

as a kind of alternative indigenous antiquity, through its example, Hillard’s study offers a 

model for understanding how Rome’s Egyptian past was woven into the spatial memory 

of the city.242  

The festa’s celebratory theme associating Leo X with the revival of ancient glory 

was just the beginning of papal flattery and legitimization for the Medici pope. In a nod 

to the pope’s Roman-Tuscan heritage, and to symbolize his providential initiation of 

Rome’s rebirth, the SPQR ordered humanists and artists of the celebration’s program to 

 
Antonio da Sagallo il Giovane, Baldassarre Peruzzi, Sallustio Peruzzi and Cosimo 
Bartoli,” Palladio 10 (1992): 21–36; Steven S. Bule, “Etruscan Echoes in Italian 
Renaissance Art,” in Etruscan Italy: Etruscan Influences on the Civilizations of Italy 
from Antiquity to the Modern Era, Seth and Maurine Horne Center for the Study of Arts 
Scholarly Series, ed. John F. Hall (Provo, UT: Museum of Art, Brigham Young 
University, 1996), 307–35; and Erik Schoonhoven, “A Literary Invention: the Etruscan 
Myth in Early Renaissance Florence,” Renaissance Studies 24 (2010): 459–471.  
 

241 On the chronological distance between antiquity and the Renaissance 
providing flexibility in cultural adaptation see, Lowenthal, Past is a Foreign Country, 76. 
On the flexibility of Etruscan antiquity in the early modern period, see Hillard, “Alternate 
Antiquity,” especially 15–18, 23– 68, and 69–107. For example, Hillard (24–25) explains 
that there was much confusion about what Etruscan imagery looked like, and that for the 
most part Etruscan style was not differentiated from Classical Greek or Roman.  
 

242 On the use of Etruscan antiquity during Leo X’s reign see also, Ingrid 
Rowland, "Render Unto Caesar the Things Which are Caesar's: Humanism and the Arts 
in the Patronage of Agostino Chigi," Renaissance Quarterly 39, no. 4 (1986): 673–730; 
Jacks, Antiquarian and Myth of Antiquity, 179–183; Giovanni Cipriani, II mito etrusco 
nel rinascimento fiorentino (Florence: Olschki, 1980), 37–69; Manfredo Tafuri, 
Interpreting the Renaissance: Princes, Cities, Architects, trans. Daniel Sherer (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2006), 99–103 and 135–137; Mitchell, Rome in the 
High Renaissance, 64.  
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tailor the memory of Rome’s most ancient and fundamental events as attributable to the 

Etruscans.243  

This Etruscan-centric version of Rome’s past, including a depiction of the pre-

Tuscan people as first civilizers of Rome, was manifest particularly in the painted 

narratives decorating the festa’s temporary theater.244 Despite the fact that most of the 

 
243 Despite the Medici’s great wealth, and Leo X’s well–respected parentage, the 

pope’s lack of noble heritage necessitated another method of legitimizing his status. As 
was customary throughout the Italian peninsula, a person’s place of origin could stand in 
when familial heritage was found lacking, hence the emphasis on Leo X’s Tuscan 
ancestry for his celebrations. See, for example, Hillard, “Alternate Antiquity,” 77. 
 
For the citizenship festa, humanists relied heavily on the problematic “de Aureo Saeculo 
et de Origine urbis Romæ,” a fabricated history of Rome that Annius of Viterbo 
attributed to Fabius Pictor and published in his own Antiquitates of 1498 (Rome: 
Eucharius Silber), to reconstruct an Etruscan foundation of ancient Rome’s earliest 
settlements. See Hillard, “Alternate Antiquity,” especially 72–76. The same Annius was 
responsible for crafting genealogies of the Borgia and Farnese families, linking them 
back to illustrious Egyptian forefathers. For example, Annius claimed the Farnese were 
descendants of the Egyptian King Osiris; and, for the Borgia, Annius crafted a complex 
history of the Italian peninsula that involved its establishment by Osiris, and Egyptian 
Hercules, the son of Noah. See Hillard, “Alternate Antiquity,” 55–66; Rowland, Culture 
of the High Renaissance, 53–59. Conflating Etruscan antiquity with that of ancient Egypt 
was a method of proving Italic cultures’ superiority over Classical Greece. Curran, 
Egyptian Renaissance, 3. Hillard does not discuss at length a Renaissance understanding 
of a link between the Etruscans and Egyptians beyond these genealogies. For more see 
Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 107–131. 
 

244 In addition to some of the scenes being complete fictions, the historical 
narratives depicted were too obscure for most viewers; however, inscriptions were 
provided describing the events. See Hillard, “Alternate Antiquity,” 85. Though, 
according to Mitchell (Rome in the High Renaissance, 64) the inscriptions were in Latin, 
so not accessible to all, but capable of re–asserting Roman identity to those able to read 
the ancient language.   
 
Mitchell, “The S.P.Q.R. in Two Roman Festivals,” 97–98 notes that this was not a 
celebration of contemporary Florence. While Rome may have been made Etruscan in 
much of the Capitoline’s temporary decoration, and Etruscan political and spiritual 
allusions were part of the celebrations, the Roman character of the festival was not left 
out; Every linguistic aspect of the celebrations was delivered in Latin. The festa’s 
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portrayed Etruscan-Roman events were fabrications, they were given a sense of historical 

reality by their imagined Roman settings, specifically situated in spaces on or around the 

Capitoline. With these images, Tommaso Inghirami, the artist in charge of the theater’s 

decorative program, constructed a new visual memory of historical Rome by grounding 

these mythological stories to the viewer’s occupied space on the Capitoline.245 This 

program emphasized Rome’s debt to Etruria, and honored the Medici pope; but most 

significantly for our purposes, it inserted Etruscan identity onto actual Roman space. 246  

As this chapter attests, it is also under Leo X’s papacy that we see a similar 

phenomenon of strategically re-imagining Roman space through the Egyptianizing 

renovatio of Rome. Tapping into traditions of spatial-historical memory, Leo X’s plans 

utilized Egyptian obelisks, lions, and sphinxes as malleable and mobile vessels of 

memory and meaning within the Roman urbs. Unique among the more prolific classical 

materials of the city, these Egyptian and Egyptianizing antiquities provided viewers with 

“memories” of an even more ancient history than Rome could claim on its own, and 

through the imagination, a multi-temporal space in which the past and present are one. 

Experience of this environment bestowed upon viewers a pre-Christian source of 

 
chronicler Paolo Palliolo proudly wrote of the young actors’ use of Latin in theatrical 
performances:  

Their language and pronunciation marvellously (sic) pleased all the hearers and 
clearly showed them to have been born and nourished in the fountain of Latium, 
and there to have learned that art of speaking words naturally on the lips which 
others never quite achieve even with assiduous practice … 

In essence, this exemplifies the hybrid nature of the festivities.  
 

245 Hillard, “Alternate Antiquity,” 78. 
 

246 It is not clear if there was any assertion in the festa’s decorations or 
performances that claimed an Egyptian foundation of Etruscan heritage.  
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wisdom, virtue, and inspiration, for the benefit of the individual, of Rome, and of the 

early modern Church. Simultaneously, the Egyptian imagery of Leo X’s program also 

celebrated Rome as a conqueror and inheritor of great civilizations past, symbolizing 

Rome’s supremacy and her universal and encyclopedic nature (particularly relevant 

qualities for the home of the Catholic Church in this time of division). Of course, as part 

of Leo X’s urban renewal, the Egyptian obelisk, lion, and sphinx were tailored to 

emphasize the Medici pope’s role as harbinger of a new golden era of Rome. The 

repetition of ancient Egyptian imagery at Piazza del Popolo, the Pantheon, the Lateran, 

and Capitoline Hill organized this rich program into focal points, linking Roman space, 

memories, ancient materials, and symbolism across the urban fabric. As the next chapter 

will discuss, this network of Egyptian antiquity and Roman space continued into Leo X’s 

decoration of the more private spaces of the Vatican itself.
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CHAPTER 3 
 

SIMULATION OF SPACE: EGYPTIAN ALL’ANTICA IMAGERY IN 
CINQUECENTO RECONSTRUCTIONS OF ROME 

 

Introduction 
 

The Egyptianizing network of Leo X's urban program that linked the historically 

potent spaces of Piazza del Popolo, the Pantheon, the Lateran, and Capitoline Hill 

continued across the Tiber into the space of the Vatican. In addition to the tangible 

antiquities marking significant sites across the physical city, in several of Leo X’s papal 

apartments Egyptian sphinxes and monuments populate Raphael’s frescoed microcosms 

of ancient Roman environments. Nonetheless, like their monumental counterparts in Leo 

X’s city, the Egyptian imagery featured in Raphael’s simulations of all'antica settings 

created meaning by evoking the connection between memory and space. This chapter 

will analyze two distinct approaches to this theme in Vatican rooms with dissimilar 

functions: the Loggetta of Cardinal Bibbiena, which served as a private residence for 

members of the pope’s circle; and the Sala di Costantino, which functioned as the formal 

papal reception hall. Despite their differences, the decoration of both of these 

environments fostered the transfer of virtue, authority, and meaning from antiquity to 

sixteenth-century Rome, the pope, and the Church by drawing on Egyptian imagery. 

Raphael’s unparalleled skill at reviving Roman antiquity for modern purposes was 

due to the expertise he gained by surveying the city in his capacity as superintendent of 

Rome’s marbles and for his work renovating Rome’s urban landscape for Leo X 
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(discussed in Chapter Two).247 Perhaps most formative for the artist’s familiarity with the 

city’s physical history, however, was the artist’s papal commission to reconstruct ancient 

Rome in graphic form. Raphael died before the project’s completion and minimal record 

of his efforts survive, resulting in scant evidence for what the recreation would have 

included.248 However, from the artist’s letter to Leo X, co-written with Baldassare 

Castiglione, it is clear that Raphael intended to restore the ancient urbs as completely as 

possible, to provide modern viewers with a clear vision of ancient glory. On capturing 

Rome’s likeness, Raphael wrote: 

I feel it my duty to expend all my small forces, so that there remain alive, 
as much as possible, a little of the image, almost the shadow of this which 
in truth is the universal homeland of all Christians, and for a time was so 
noble and powerful that men already were beginning to believe that Rome 

 
247 There are numerous sources on Raphael’s relationship to antiquity in Rome. 

See Chapter One. For Leo X’s Brief appointing Raphael Prefect of Rome’s marbles 
(Praefectus marmorum et lapidum omnium), MS Vat lat. 3364, fols. 223v–24v, 
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana. See also the Brief, transcribed and translated, in 
Shearman, Raphael in Early Modern Sources, 207–211; and Klein and Zerner, Italian Art 
1500–1600, 45. 

 
248 Perhaps as little as one of the fourteen ancient regions of Rome intended for 

reconstruction was completed, but even of that one, nothing remains save a few possible 
drawings. On the amount of the project Raphael may have finished see Shearman, 
Raphael in Early Modern Sources, 581–83; Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 216. Of the 
few extant archaeological drawings attributed to Raphael, those in the Fossombrone 
Codex may be a good representation of what the artist intended for the reconstruction 
project. See Brothers, “Architecture, History, Archaeology,”136. Other experts involved 
in Raphael’s visual reconstruction project included the scholars Fabio Calvio, Andrea 
Fulvio, and the artists Baldassare Peruzzi, Antonio da Sangallo the Younger, Giulio 
Romano, and Giovanni da Udine. See Burns and Nesselrath, “Raffaello e l’antico,” in 
Raffaello Architetto, 379–450, especially 405–08 and 417–423. For the impact of 
Raphael’s graphic plan on subsequent approaches to representing Roman space, see 
Maier, Rome Measured and Imagined, 49–75. 
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alone under heaven was above fortune, and… exempt from death, and 
would endure forever….249  
 
Seeking knowledge with which to revive Rome, Raphael turned to Vitruvius and 

accounts of the city in regionary catalogs like that of Publius Victor.250 However, these 

textual descriptions were not enough to construct Raphael’s “shadow” of Rome— a 

concern later expressed in a letter to Castiglione, “I long to find out more about the noble 

forms of ancient monuments and I know not if my flight may not prove to be that of 

Icarus. Vitruvius has thrown much light on the subject, but has not shown me all that I 

want to know,” the letter laments.251  

Raphael’s solution was to explore Rome’s ancient remains in person, and to 

combine his observations with information gleaned from textual sources, bridging the gap 

between, “those who read and those who dug and measured,” as Jones and Penny 

 
249 Fehl, “Raphael as Archaeologist,” 31. Raphael and Castiglione’s Letter to Leo 

X, MS 1r–8v, Archivio Privato Castiglioni, Mantua. Transcription and commentary of 
three versions of the Letter to Leo X (including the MS in Mantua) in Shearman, Raphael 
in Early Modern Sources, 500–545. For the English translation see Vaughan Hart and 
Peter Hicks, “The Letter to Leo X by Raphael and Baldassare Castiglione (c.1519),” in 
Palladio’s Rome: A Translation of Palladio’s Two Guidebooks to Rome (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 2006), 177–192. 
 

250 In his letter to Leo X, Raphael also described his approach to representation 
using ground plan, elevation, section (of the interior), and perspective to depict three 
dimensions. The first three of these methods were borrowed directly from Vitruvius. For 
more on Raphael’s knowledge of Vitruvius, study with Vitruvian expert Fra Giocondo, 
and survey techniques see Jones and Penny, Raphael, 18n21, and 200–204. See also 
Brothers, “Architecture, History, Archaeology,” 136. 

 
251 The letter from Raphael to Castiglione was included in Ludovico Dolce, 

Lettere di diversi eccellentiss. hvomini (In Vinegia: Appresso Gabriel Giolito de Ferrari 
et fratelli, 1554). For a transcription and commentary, including the difficulty in 
attribution and chronology, see Shearman, Raphael in Early Modern Sources, 734– 741. 
For Raphael’s letter to Castiglione in English translation see Julia Cartwright Ady, 
Baldassare Castiglione, the Perfect Courtier: His Life and Letters 1478–1529 (London: 
John Murray, 1908), 389. 
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describe.252 In his letter to Leo X, the artist discussed his careful, proto-archeological 

approach to the city’s antiquity, “So, having been most interested in these antiquities, and 

having taken no small pains closely to seek them out, and measure them with care, and in 

reading the good authors to confront the works with the writings, I believe I have gained 

some knowledge of such excellence.”253 Additionally, his connections with contemporary 

antiquarians contributed to the artist’s knowledge of ancient greatness. For example, 

Andrea Fulvio recalled surveying the city with Raphael— the topographer pointing out 

the ancient sites while the artist drew them.254 Just like Petrarch and Colonna, the pair 

 
252 See Rolf Quednau, “Aspects of Raphael's "Ultima Maniera" in the Light of the 

Sala di Costantino,” in Raffaello a Roma: il convegno del 1983 (Rome: Edizione 
dell’Elefante, 1986), 245–257; Jones and Penny, Raphael, 204. 

 
253 “Many are the men, most Holy Father, who measuring with their narrow 

judgment the very great things written of the Romans and their conquests and of the City 
of Rome concerning the admirable contriving, the rich ornaments, and the greatness of 
the buildings, more readily regard these things as fabulous than as true. But I have not 
been similarly struck, because considering, from the remains which still are seen of the 
ruins of Rome, the supreme excellence of those ancient minds. So, having been most 
interested in these antiquities, and having taken no small pains closely to seek them out, 
and measure them with care, and in reading the good authors to confront the works with 
the writings, I believe I have gained some knowledge of such excellence, and on the 
other, great pain, seeing what I may call the corpse of that noble nation, which was once 
queen of the world, so wretchedly mutilated.” English translation from Carlo Pedretti, A 
Chronology of Leonardo da Vinci's Architectural Studies after 1500 (Geneva: Droz, 
1962), 162–163. For the original text and notes see Ettore Camesasca, ed., Raffaello 
Sanzio: Tutti gli scritti (Milan: Rizzoli, 1956), 43–72. Raphael and his workshop also 
used images from ancient coins for their depictions of ancient monuments. Fehl, 
“Raphael as Archaeologist,” 31. For other ancient sources used by Raphael and his 
workshop artists see, Guido Cornini, Anna Maria De Strobel, Maria Serlupi Crescenzi, 
“The Sala di Costantino,” in Guido Cornini, Christiane Denker Nesselrath, Anna Maria 
De Strobel, Fabrizio Mancinelli et al., eds., Raphael in the Apartments of Julius II and 
Leo X, (Milan, Electa, 1993), 178. 
 

254 Jones and Penny, Raphael, 199–204.  
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experienced Rome’s history in actual space, recreating the past imaginatively, orally, and 

artistically in situ.  

For his efforts, Raphael was contemporaneously acknowledged as a powerful 

force for resurrecting the city and reviving the spirit of ancient Rome in the Renaissance. 

The sixteenth-century Farrarese scholar Celio Calcagnini wrote: 

So many heroes and such a long time it took to build Rome! 
 So many enemies and so many centuries it took to destroy it! 
Now Raphael is seeking Rome in Rome, and finding it. 
 To seek is the sign of a great man, to find — of a god.255 
 
As capable as Raphael was in finding Rome, reviving the ancient city and its 

culture was not always about copying and recording. As is apparent in many of his 

artistic commissions, the resurrection of Roma civitas in visible form required a keen 

understanding of the past adapted to present needs. To develop their design skills, 

Renaissance authors recommended that artists study from antiquity and then apply their 

capacity for inventiveness to create entirely new images.256 Raphael was an ideal model 

of this strategy.  

From his close inspections of the city's material past Raphael acquired an expert 

sensitivity to antiquity's various forms. For example, based on the differences in style, the 

artist was the first to identify the Arch of Constantine as a pastiche of sculptures from 

 
255 Golzio, Raffaello nei documenti, 79. 

 
256 James Ackerman, “Imitation,” in Antiquity and Its Interpreters, ed. Alina 

Payne, Ann Kuttner, and Rebekah Smick (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2000), 9; Mary Vaccaro, “Drawing in Renaissance Italy,” in A Companion to 
Renaissance and Baroque Art, ed. Babette Bohn and James M. Saslow (Chichester, UK: 
Wiley–Blackwell, 2013) 8, 173–182. 
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different eras of the Roman Empire.257 Indeed, Raphael maintained that the knowledge of 

historical styles was within the artist's professional expertise, and though even laymen 

could recognize the differences between dissimilar historical styles (like ancient and 

medieval), it was the artist who was able to differentiate even between the most similar 

styles, like those of the various ancient cultures.258 For Raphael and his team in Rome, 

this meant not only identifying the distinctions between the remains of numerous Roman 

periods, but also of Greek, Etruscan, and Egyptian material culture.259 Raphael’s careful 

 
257 Jones and Penny, 204–205. 

 
258 Philip Sohm, “Ordering History with Style: Giorgio Vasari on the Art of 

History,” in Antiquity and Its Interpreters, 46. Sohm paraphrases from Raphael’s letter 
published in Francesco P. Di Teodoro, Raffaello, Baldassar Castiglione e la lettera a 
Leone X: Con l'aggiunta di due saggi raffaelleschi (Bologna: Minerva, 2003), 69, 79–80. 
In the origin story for his Vite, Vasari, through the mouthpiece of Paolo Giovio, 
designated the concept of style (and historical style) for the artist. Giorgio Vasari, Le vite 
de’ piu eccelenti pittori, scultori ed architettori nelle redazioni del 1550 e 1568, ed. 
Rosanna Bettarini and Paola Barocchi, vol 5 (Florence: Sansoni, 1966–87). See also 
Bober and Rubinstein, Renaissance Artists and Antique Sculpture, 38.  
 

259 This is not to say that Renaissance viewers were able to identify ancient 
cultural styles with twenty–first century ideas of accuracy or authenticity, nor that interest 
in identifying different ancient cultural sources was widespread in the sixteenth century, 
as Hillard discussed in “Alternate Antiquity,” 136–165. Curran explained that in the late 
medieval and early Renaissance periods, viewers were not accustomed to differentiating 
between cultural styles, except in the most overt cases, such as identifying Etruscan 
sarcophagi and inscriptions as distinct from those of ancient Roman origin. While there is 
no distinct date for a later Renaissance recognition of different historical styles, for its 
thematic illustration of Egyptian style, iconography and materials, Curran suggested the 
creation of the Colonna Missal’s Egyptian page, c. 1530, as an example of a Renaissance 
artist’s ability to distinguish Egyptian visual culture from other ancient examples. He 
argued that Egyptian antiquity was likely easy to identify as distinct from Etruscan, 
Greek, or Roman examples because of the more obvious iconographic and material 
differences from Classical antiquities. However, antiquities of various cultural origins 
continued to be described universaly as antico/antica in textual descriptions of the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, which could describe a variety of an object’s 
qualities, from its ancient age, its authenticity, and even beauty. Antico/antica was 
applied to products of Egyptian, Greek, Roman, early Christian, and medieval cultures. 
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study and keen observation of Rome’s varied historical styles, knowledge of the ancient 

urbs, and virtuosic manipulation of the city’s antiquity for modern purposes is evident in 

his executed work, especially in two rooms of the Vatican frescoed during the reign of 

Pope Leo X.  

The Loggetta Sphinxes 
 

In 1516, Raphael and his workshop decorated the walls of Cardinal Bibbiena's 

Loggetta (fig. 20), part of the papal advisor's living quarters located within Leo X's 

apartments, with the Renaissance's most complete modernization of ancient Roman 

grotteschi.260 Rediscovered in the underground "grottos" of Nero's Domus Aurea and the 

remains of Hadrian's Villa in nearby Tivoli, grotesques attracted artists, including 

Pinturicchio, Raphael, Giovanni da Udine, Giulio Romano, and Perino del Vaga, to these 

spaces to study and draw from the images of the ancients.261 What they found was 

 
Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 7–9. Nonetheless, Raphael’s efforts to identify and 
evaluate the value of various ancient styles, as he described in his letter to Leo X (cited 
above), in addition to the artist’s numerous representations and reinventions of Egyptian 
images supports his ability to identify ancient Egyptian style.  
 

260 On Raphael’s Loggetta (its architecture and decoration), and its restoration see 
Deoclecio Redig de Campos, Raffaello e Michelangelo: Studi di storia e d’arte (Roma: 
G. Bardi, 1946), 29–59; Nicole Dacos, “La Loggetta du Cardinal Bibbiena: Décor à 
l’antique et role de l’atelier,” in Raffaello a Roma: Il convegno del 1983 (Rome: 
Bibliotheca Hertziana, 1986), 225–36; Dacos and Caterina Furlan, eds., Giovanni da 
Udine: 1487–1561 (Udine, Italy: Casamassima, 1987), 44–60; and Dacos, The Loggia of 
Raphael: a Vatican Art Treasure (New York: Abbeville Press, 2008), 29–34. Dacos 
attributed the execution of the room’s grotesque decoration to Giovanni da Udine. 
However, as the artistic program of the Vatican’s Loggetta and Logge were under 
Raphael’s oversight, this chapter will refer to the master and his workshop artists as the 
authors of the Loggetta’s imagery. See also Dacos, Le Logge di Raffaello: Maestro e 
bottega di fronte all’antico (Rome: Istituto Poligrafico, 1986), 28–37. 
 

261 Raphael, Giovanni da Udine, and Perino del Vaga studied the grotesque 
decoration of Nero’s Domus Aurea. See Dacos, Loggia of Raphael, 13–136; Alessandra 
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painted ornament consisting of spindly scrollwork, impossible architecture, 

metamorphosed flora, and fantastical beasts that adorned the surface of the wall, rather 

than illusionistically dissolve it.  

By using the style, material, and techniques of the ancients in the papal 

apartments, Raphael and his artists symbolically bridged the temporal gap between past 

and present. Una D'Elia explains,  

It may seem strange to say so about these airy baubles, but Raphael's 
grotesque decorations are an archaeologically correct, rigorous 
reconstruction of the classical style. [He] adopted not only specific forms 
from the Golden House (vines, birds, hybrid monsters, masks, etc.) but 
also the way in which they were arranged – not only the vocabulary but 
also the grammar and even mood of this ancient decorative language… 
[They created] frescoes that could plausibly have been passed off as 
antiquities.262  

 
Zamperini, Ornament and the Grotesque: Fantastical Decoration from Antiquity to Art 
Nouveau (New York: Thames and Hudson, 2008), 128, 131–46. On Raphael’s 
knowledge of ancient sources of grotteschi at Hadrian’s Villa in Tivoli, see Neuerburg, 
“Raphael at Tivoli and the Villa Madama,” 227–31, especially 227. Neuerburg discussed 
Raphael’s visit to Tivoli with Pietro Bembo (Leo X’s private secretary), M. Navagiero, 
M. Beazzano, and M. Baldassare Castiglione, as is recorded in Bembo’s letter to Cardinal 
Bibbiena on April 3, 1516. The author argued that the group visited for many days, and 
likely saw much of the region’s remaining ruins, including the grotteschi decoration of 
Hadrian’s Villa. See also, Ing. Rodolfo Bonfiglietti, "Raffaello a Villa Adriana e a 
Tivoli," Bollettino di studi storici e archeologici di Tivoli, Anno II, n. 6 (April 1920); 39–
44. 
 

262 Una D’Elia, Raphael’s Ostrich (University Park: Penn State University Press, 
2015), 55–6. The strangeness noted by D’Elia refers not only to the whimsical and 
entertaining nature of grotesques, but also to the division in scholarship on the potential 
for Renaissance grotesques to contain and transmit meaning beyond the decorative. 
Scholars such as Dacos, Zamperini, and Caterina Volpi (author of “Pirro Ligorio, 
Gabriele Paleotti, Ulisse Aldrovandi e la questione delle grotteschi: Teoria e pratica in un 
dibattito estetico del 1581 tra Roma e Bologna,” Storia dell’arte 143–145 (2016): 79– 92) 
have reviewed early modern writings concerning grotesques and found that they may 
have indeed been vehicles of meaning. Zamperini, for example, argued that while a first 
phase of early modern grotteschi focused purely on the ornamental, the second phase 
(exemplified by Luca Signorelli’s decoration for the Capella Nuova in Orvieto Cathedral, 
c. 1499–1504) incorporated iconographical imagery that undoubtedly had symbolic 
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Close observation reveals that the painters of the Vatican’s grotteschi even captured the 

loose brushwork that characterized the ancient grotesque ornaments.263 Indeed, the 

dedication to antiquity’s example extended also to the room’s stucco. As Vasari 

described, for his work in the Vatican Loggetta and Logge Giovanni da Udine researched 

and experimented with numerous materials and techniques in order to recreate the pure 

white stucco of the ancients.264 

In addition to providing the antiquities-loving Leo X and his circle with a novel 

artistic style, Raphael’s grotteschi-encrusted Loggetta must have felt like an authentically 

ancient Roman space. Conjuring Rome, not through direct representations of landscapes 

or monuments, but by simulating the artistic environments once occupied by emperors, 

the Loggetta's grotteschi transferred the ancient authority embedded in places like the 

 
function. Zamperini, Ornament and the Grotesque, 106–110. See also Hetty Joyce, 
“Grasping at Shadows: Ancient Paintings in Renaissance and Baroque Rome,” Art 
Bulletin 74, no.2 (June 1992): 219–246. 
 

263 Dacos says that the “abridged” sketchiness of the grotteschi is similar to the 
ancient examples, but Giovanni da Udine’s training under Giorgione is evident in his use 
of light and tone. Dacos, Loggia of Raphael, 34–35 and 38–44. Zamperini says that this 
may also have been indicative of the popularity of loose brushwork in contemporary 
Venetian painting. Zamperini, Ornament and the Grotesque, 124. 
 

264 Vasari, “Vita di Giovanni da Udine,” in Le Vite de’ più eccellenti pittori 
scultori e architettori nelle redazioni del 1550 e 1568, ed. Rosanna Bettarini and Paola 
Barocchi, vol. 5, (Florence: Sansoni, 1966–69), 448–449. According to Vasari, Giovanni 
da Udine not only matched the excellence of the ancients in use of grotteschi and stucco, 
but he surpassed them. See also Nesselrath, “Raphael’s Archaeological Method,” in 
Raffaello a Roma: Il convegno del 1983, ed. Christoph Luitpold Frommel and Matthias 
Winner (Rome: Edizioni dell’Elefante, 1986), 357–71; Dacos, Le Logge di Raffaello, 44–
46. Pirro Ligorio, who employed Giovanni da Udine while co–architect of St. Peter’s 
with Michelangelo, recorded the technique for the white stucco he used. It is in the 
Bodleian Library, Oxford. See W. Verrall, The Modern Plasterer (New York: Routledge, 
2000), 21.  
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Domus Aurea and Hadrian's Villa to the palace of the early modern Church and its 

occupants.  

This is not to say that the Loggetta’s decoration is an image-for-image copy of an 

ancient example. Rather, it is an informed resurrection of antiquity's spirit via the hands 

and minds of sixteenth-century artists.265 In other words, to borrow from D’Elia’s literary 

analogy above, Raphael and the artists of the Loggetta got the syntax of antiquity right 

without relying on direct quotation. Because it "[dissolves] the borders between reality 

and fiction," Alessandra Zamperini explains, grotesque decoration is flexible by nature. It 

can "absorb other worlds," becoming “contaminated” with a variety of iconographies that 

include classical, medieval, archaeological, mythological, personal, and biblical 

imagery.266  

In addition to referencing ancient examples seen around Rome, Raphael and his 

workshop tailored some of the room’s imagery to suit its intended audience. Appealing to 

Bibbiena’s sense of humor known well by contemporaries from his comedic play La 

Calandria, are playful figures and amusing scenarios. Dacos notes particularly the 

comical contrast between the “potbellied old men who stride forth bravely on very fragile 

stems” and the petite cupids that can only navigate the same environment with the help of 

poles.267 Increasing the room’s witty nature, the abundance of natural and unnatural 

 
265 For more on the reception of ancient painting in early modern Italy see, Joyce, 

“Grasping at Shadows,” 219–246; Barkan, Unearthing the Past, 1999. 
 
266 Zamperini, Ornament and the Grotesque, 110.  

 
267 Raphael was also snubbing Vitruvius who complained of the impossible nature 

of grotesque decoration. Dacos, The Loggia of Raphael, 34, 34n30.  
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creatures infesting the Loggetta’s surface may have been an allusion to the experience of 

those explorers of the “grottoes” who, according to early humorous descriptions, crawled 

around with their picnics among the frogs, bats, and owls that inhabited the dark, cave-

like rooms.268  

The Loggetta’s artists further customized the Neronian model for other members 

of the room’s audience as well. For example, Medicean references, including depictions 

of exotic animals from Leo X’s menagerie (fig. 21), and objects of antiquarian interest 

not featured in ancient grotteschi decoration, such as water clocks, books, an astrolabe, 

and a compass adorn the Loggetta’s ceiling and walls.269 By adapting the ancient 

grotesque model in this way, the artists not only contributed to a space “especially 

conducive to joyfulness and good spirits,” as Leo X described the Loggetta in a letter to 

Bibbiena, it also made an environment in which viewers experienced a modernized and 

 
268 Guest, The Understanding of Ornament, 536–7, 536n3. For the description of 

artists exploring grottoes with their picnics in the Antiquarie prospettiche romane 
composte per prospettivo Melanese depictore, c. 1500, see Antonio M. Adorisio, “Un 
enigma romano. Sulle Antiquarie Prospettiche Romane e il loro autore,” in Roma nella 
svolta, tra Quattro e Cinquecento, atti del convegno internazionale di studi, Roma, 28 – 
31 ottobre 1996, ed. Stefano Colonna (Rome: De Luca, 2004), 464–80.  
 

269 Dacos, Loggia of Raphael, 33. The early modern preoccupation with 
symbolism in the forms of poetic meaning, imprese, and emblems extended also to the 
Egyptian hieroglyph. Believed to be symbols containing the ultimate truths, hieroglyphs 
received much scholarly attention in the Renaissance. The recent rediscovery and 
translation of Horapollo’s Hieroglyphica, an emblematic dictionary in which animals and 
beasts were defined by their symbolic meaning, fueled the creation of Renaissance 
“hieroglyphs.” This trend likely affected the way that the grotesque creatures of the 
Loggetta would have been understood — as an ornament capable of complex symbolic 
meanings. For more see Zamperini, Ornament and the Grotesque, 110–113, 121. On 
hieroglyphs in the Renaissance see Chapter Two. 
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personalized version of the past.270 Here, among imagery of both the present and long-

ago, the Pope and his friends could envision themselves as Rome’s modern emperor and 

court with little strain to the imagination.  

Raphael was not the first to harness antique styles, methods, and imagery to 

contribute meaning to a design or space. Pinturicchio’s program for Alexander VI’s papal 

apartments in the Vatican, for example, used ancient artistic devices such as raised 

stucco, elaborate detail of fabrics and surface textures, and gilding that symbolically 

connected his artwork and the space it occupied with antiquity.271 On the main wall of the 

Sala dei Santi, Pinturicchio’s Disputation of Saint Catherine of Alexandria (fig. 22) 

depicts the young saint as she compellingly argued for Christian morality before the 

Roman Emperor Maxentius (a persecutor of Christians) and his fifty appointed 

philosophers. Painted in a period experiencing near constant threat of a Turkish invasion 

of Europe, the fresco argues that like Catherine, Pope Alexander VI proposes to defeat 

external threat not through force, but with persuasive rhetoric and Christian virtue. 

Emphatically supporting this argument are the numerous ways that Pinturicchio blended 

 
270 For Leo X’s letter to Cardinal Bibbiena see Bembo (1536) Bk XIII, X. See 

also John Shearman, Raphael in Early Modern Sources, 263–264; and Deoclecio Redig 
de Campos, “La Stuffetta del Cardinal Bibbiena in Vaticano e il suo Restauro,” 
Römisches Jahrbuch der Bibliotheca Herziana 20, 1983: 224. 

 
271 In the 1480’s, Pinturrichio also painted what was perhaps the first early 

modern grotteschi in the borders of his Bufalini chapel frescoes in Santa Maria in 
Aracoeli. Dacos, La découverte de la Domus Aurea, 63. 
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different time periods and locations, thus bringing this significant historical moment into 

the early modern viewer’s immediate spatial and chronological context.272  

For example, although Catherine’s disputation before Maxentius occurred in 

Alexandria, Egypt, Pinturicchio set the scene before a looming triumphal arch that clearly 

alludes to Rome’s Arch of Constantine— an easily recognizable monument located 

within walking distance of the viewer’s location. Further, not only is Pinturicchio’s arch 

visually emphasized by its large size and central placement, but it has also been rendered 

with raised stucco and gilding. The slight three-dimensionality of this material brings the 

monument out into the room, providing the viewer with a sense of tangible immediacy; 

and, the raised and gilded stucco technique symbolically re-creates the environment of 

the past in the viewer’s contemporary space. Complicating the temporal qualities of the 

fresco, Pinturicchio depicted Maxentius’ philosophers not in ancient dress, but in 

contemporary Turkish garb.273  

Pinturicchio’s fresco condensed space and time to demonstrate the fulfillment of 

providential Christian hegemony in the early modern period, foreshadowed by 

Catherine’s evangelizing to the philosophers. Illustrating the development of this destiny, 

 
272 On Pinturicchio’s Sala dei Santi see Giehlow, “Hieroglyphenkunde,” 44–6; 

Fritz Saxl, “The Appartamento Borgia,” in Lectures, ed. Saxl (London: Warburg 
Institute, 1957), 291–317; N. Randolph Parks, “On the Meaning of Pinturrichio’s Sala dei 
Santi,” Art History 2 (1979): 291–317; Rowland, Culture of the High Renaissance, 46–
53; Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 106–131. For an alternative interpretation to the 
Egyptian imagery in the Sala dei Santi, see Roger Gill, “Pinturicchio’s Frescoes in the 
Sala dei Santi in the Vatican Palace: Authorship and a new iconological interpretation of 
the ‘Egyptian’ theme,” (Ph.D. Diss, Birmingham City University, 2015).  
 

273 Alexander’s presence in the historical event was made by the inclusion of the 
symbol of the Pope’s family, the Borgia bull, atop the arch. As will be discussed below, 
Raphael also inserted Leo X into his depictions of historically significant moments. 
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Pinturicchio’s looming background arch invoked Constantine’s later divinely aided 

victory over Catherine’s persecutor Maxentius. In turn, viewers would recall that it was 

Constantine who legalized Christianity in Rome, built the first Christian basilicas, and 

laid the foundations of Christian and Roman supremacy, particularly through the office of 

the pope, as discussed below. 

Like Pinturicchio’s Sala dei Santi, the spaces Raphael designed for Leo X in the 

Vatican also employed materials, techniques, and imagery to elide the past and present, 

and, ultimately, to aggrandize the Pope. In the Loggetta, a pair of grotteschi sphinxes 

(fig. 23) contribute to the multi-temporal environment by recalling ancient Egyptian 

origins, Rome’s classical and medieval pasts, while also embodying the spirit of Leo X’s 

contemporaneous Roman network of Egyptian and Egyptianizing leonine imagery 

recently activated by their restoration and relocation.274 The symmetrical, inward-facing 

duo form part of an elaborate grotesque candelabra located at about eye-level on the inner 

wall of the Loggetta, alongside a painted niche containing a classical female figure. They 

feature lean bodies, large, upwardly curving wings, and Egyptian nemes headdresses 

topped with ankh-shaped uraei.  

 
274 Raphael and his workshop included a pair of more typically “Egyptian” 

sphinxes the Loggia of Leo X, however, the more iconographically complex pair of 
sphinxes in Cardinal Bibbiena's Loggetta highlighted in this chapter deserve closer 
attention in large part because of their unusual stylistic appearance. Curran treated 
Raphael’s grotesque sphinxes and lions as part of Leo X’s leonine theme but did not 
expand on their significance beyond emblems of the Medici Pope. Curran, Egyptian 
Renaissance, 197–99. In addition to the sphinxes of the Loggetta and Loggia, and the 
Egyptianizing Telamone in the Incendio, Raphael and his artists also depicted Diana of 
Ephesus, who, in the Renaissance, was often associated with the Egyptian goddess Isis, 
on Philosophy’s throne on the ceiling of the Stanza della Segnatura, painted for Leo X’s 
predecessor, Julius II. Nikolaus Pevsner, Art, Architecture and Design: Volume One; 
From Mannerism to Romanticism (New York: Walker, 1968), 222.  
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Brian Curran described these unusual sphinxes as “close copies” of an ancient 

type seen among the painted and sculpted ruins of Rome. His example, a pair of sphinxes 

flanking the Egyptian God Bes in terracotta relief from the Campagna region, was not 

known in Raphael’s lifetime.275 It may, however, be a regional type, as the existence of 

another pair of the same style and composition held by the Thorvaldsens Museum in 

Copenhagen (fig. 24) intimates.276 Whether or not Raphael and his workshop knew of 

this particular example of Campagna sphinx, visual comparison of Curran’s suggested 

pair with the Loggetta sphinxes, while uncovering some similarities, reveals little 

evidence of direct artistic quotation. In fact, the ancient type noted by Curran has much 

more in common stylistically with the sphinxes of Raphael’s Loggia of Leo X (fig. 25). 

Both the Campagna type and the pair in Raphael’s Loggia more closely resemble the 

traditional “Egyptian” style sphinx (like the Capitoline Sphinxes) whose wingless, thickly 

muscular bodies lay recumbent, with front paws outstretched. 

 Indeed, at first glance, the Loggetta sphinxes are stylistic and cultural nonsense— 

a seemingly randomized grouping of ancient source sphinxes— mere complements to the 

fantastical, and whimsical nature of the room's grotteschi. Erik Iversen in The Myth of 

Egypt and Its Hieroglyphs in European Tradition argued that Renaissance artists 

arbitrarily used antique imagery because of their "supreme disregard of all traditional and 

 
275 Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 196, 196n56. The type cited by Curran is Bes 

tra sfingi, rilievo Campana in terracotta proveniente dal Campo Verano. Roma, 
Antiquario Comunale. For an image see Mariette de Vos, “La ricezione della pittura 
antica fino alla scoperta di Ercolano e Pompei,” in Memoria dell’antico nell’arte italiana, 
v.2, G. Einaudi: Torino (1984): 364. 

 
276 For another example of a Campagna–type sphinx, see Campana relief with 

small bearded male figure with crown (Bes) flanked by two lying sphinxes. Roman, 0–
100. Thorvaldsens Museum, Copenhagen. Inventory number H1110.  
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historical facts."277 However, considering contemporary artistic ideals and recognizing 

that the Renaissance conception of historical fact is different from our own, this study 

argues that Raphael and his workshop sought not to "disregard" history but to claim it. 

Indeed, the Loggetta sphinxes were not only exotic and monstrous creatures befitting the 

room’s decoration, nor simply symbolic references to Leo X, but composed of elements 

that recall the sphinxes visible around early modern Rome. The hybrid creatures of 

Raphael’s Loggetta embody Rome and its inheritance of cultures past. 

It is also worth noting that another factor in depicting the Egyptian sphinx 

differently in the Loggia of Leo X from those in the Loggetta has to do with the room’s 

compositional context. In the Loggia of Leo X, the pair of sphinxes serve as heraldic 

emblems, reclining outside the grotesque decoration, which in this loggia is relegated to 

the architectural spaces of the room. In Cardinal Bibbiena’s Loggetta, the pair is a part of 

the grotteschi ornament. To maintain the ornamental surface of these walls, the sphinxes 

were assimilated into the loggia’s greater stylistic structure. Therefore, just as they 

translated the ancient decorative formula from the grottoes into a Renaissance vocabulary 

for the Loggetta, Raphael and his artists converted the image of the Egyptian sphinx by 

applying modern tastes for classicism, variety, and the appropriation of Rome’s past. 

Within its adopted grotesque habitat, the sphinx maintains a semblance of its Egyptian 

authority, but has been translated for modern consumption. 

Numerous examples of Raphael’s paintings in Rome attest to his vast knowledge 

of historical style, and his ability to wield it purposefully to his desired effect. Many of 

 
277 Iversen, The Myth of Egypt, 66. 
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the artist’s near quotations of Egyptian and Egyptianizing antiquities visible in early-

sixteenth-century Rome testify that Raphael and his artists were capable of identifying 

and more or less reproducing antiquity. For example, Raphael featured an Egyptian 

sphinx on the ceiling of the Villa Farnesina's Loggia di Psiche (1518) (fig. 26) whose 

recumbent form, body-type, and nemes headdress resemble the type seen on the 

Capitoline, and in the supporting sphinx of the Belvedere’s Egyptianizing Nile River God 

(fig. 27). In the Vatican, two Egyptianizing pharaonic telamone (fig.28), modeled after 

colossal statues found in Tivoli, fictively support the ceiling of the Sala dell'Incendio (c. 

1514–1517); and, as was mentioned above, the Loggia of Leo X (1518–1519) features 

two Egyptian sphinxes of the Capitoline type.278  

The Loggetta grotesque sphinxes are, however, a different type of all'antica-

informed imagery. Not examples of Renaissance quotations of ancient artifacts, nor of 

 
278 Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 134–135. According to Pietro Bembo in 

his letter to Cardinal Bibbiena, a group consisting of himself, Raphael, Castiglione, 
Navagero, and Beazzano traveled to Tivoli to find “the old and new and beautiful things 
that are in that region.” As the they were well known in the Renaissance, most prominent 
among the old things of Tivoli during their visit must have been the pair of colossal 
Roman Egyptianizing red granite Telamone statues placed on either side of the entrance 
to the Bishop’s residence, once belonging to the decoration of Hadrian’s Villa. In 
addition to the telamone painted by Raphael in the Sala del’Incendio, Curran noted other 
representations of the Egyptianizing figures are published in Arnold Nesselrath’s Das 
Fossembroner Skizzenbuch (London: University of London, Warburg Institute, 1993), 
108–09. Bembo’s letter to Cardinal Bibbiena of April 3, 1516 is reproduced in Golzio, 
Raffaello nei documenti, 42. See also Curran, "’DE SACRARUM LITTERARUM 
AEGYPTIORUM INTERPRETATIONE,’ 139–182; G.M. Zappi, Annali e memorie di 
Tivoli, Studi e Fonti per la Sotria della Regione Tiburtina, I, ed. (V. Pacifici, Tivoli: 
1920), 21. Further research on the legacy of the Tivolian telamone in the Renaissance is 
warranted, particularly as similar figures appear repetitively in the grotesque decoration 
of the Corridoio Pompeiano in Castel Sant’Angelo, painted by Cristoforo Ghirardi. See 
the concluding chapter of this dissertation for more. Brian Curran noted in "’DE 
SACRARUM LITTERARUM’” (n. 52) that he was working on Renaissance renditions 
of the telamone, but to my knowledge his efforts went unfinished.  
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indifference to historically authentic Egyptian form, their uniqueness illustrates the 

artists' ability to manipulate antiquity, translating the memory of Egypt to fulfill a 

contemporary desire for encyclopedic syncretism, and paradoxically making modern art 

from the old.279 Indeed, as a hybrid creature, made of human and lion parts, the sphinx 

embodied the Renaissance urge for appropriation, synthesis, and multiplicity. Reconciled 

from disparate artistic, cultural, and religious sources, the sphinx in sixteenth-century 

Italy signified a variety of often conflicting ideas, including sacred knowledge, mystery, 

concealment, and fraud— while serving also as a representation of Egypt itself. 

Additionally, for early modern scholars the sphinx also symbolized the poetic, 

multifarious nature of Egyptian hieroglyphs, as single images capable of both overt and 

concealed meanings.280 

With close inspection of the Loggetta examples and consideration for the 

Egyptian and Egyptianizing antiquities on view in Rome at the beginning of the sixteenth 

century, Raphael's Renaissance sphinxes reveal themselves as brilliant pastiches in paint. 

In a twist on the often-repeated Zeuxian anecdote for creating an ideal image through the 

selection of beautiful qualities from numerous sources, the Loggetta sphinxes are a 

composite of historical sphinxes, crafting a modern rendition on the lion-human theme. 

 
279 Giorgio Vasari described Raphael’s syncretic approach to art making as a 

combination of studying from antiquity and modern masters, as well as invention. 
“Invention came easily to him and he made it his own.” Vasari’s quotation is in 
Ackerman, “Imitation,” 12. On Raphael’s stylistic flexibility see especially Hall, 
“Classicism, Mannerism, and the Relief–like Style,” in Cambridge Companion to 
Raphael, ed. Hall, 223–226. On the culture of syncretism in the Renaissance see 
Rowland, Culture of the High Renaissance, 1998; Barkan, Unearthing the Past, 1999. 

 
280 On the Renaissance meanings for the sphinx, and for its connection to 

hieroglyphs see Chapter Two. 
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For example, in their male/female pairing and the bushy beard of the male sphinx, the 

Loggetta creatures resemble the terracotta relief sphinxes from Campagna that Curran 

noted. More relevant for most early modern viewers with a familiarity of Rome’s sacred 

spaces, these same qualities in the Loggetta sphinxes recall the thirteenth-century 

Cosmati sculptural sphinxes (figs. 29, 30) that support columns in the Lateran's 

cloisters.281  

In the lean body, elongated tail, outstretched wings, and symmetrical 

arrangement, the Loggetta sphinxes mimic the classical Greek-style sphinx, visible, for 

instance, in Rome's ancient grotesques and relief sculpture. Likewise, similar body-types 

were also featured on ancient Roman, and Roman-Egyptian coins (fig. 31), known 

perhaps by the antiquarian Leo X and his circle.282 Finally, the Loggetta sphinxes retain 

their Egyptian identity particularly in the ankh of their uraei (an Egyptian symbol known 

by humanists studying hieroglyphs) and the nemes headdress visible on sphinxes across 

 
281 Or in similar, subsequent medieval renditions. On the Cosmati sphinxes, see 

Wittkower, “Egypt and Europe,” 43–44; and Curl, Egyptian Revival, 73–76. Closer study 
of the Loggetta sphinxes would be required to identify whether or not the artists 
incorporated the Cosmati sphinxes’ hallmark smile and laugh lines.  
 

282 See for example, a bronze drachm from Alexandria, Egypt featuring Antoninus 
Pius on the obverse, and on the reverse, a lean, winged sphinx with one foreleg resting 
upon a wheel in a pose similar to the Loggetta sphinxes. Antoninus Pius, August 138 – 7 
March 161 A.D., Roman Provincial Egypt. And another bronze drachum from 
Alexandria, Egypt featuring Hadrian on the obverse, with a similar sphinx on the reverse. 
Hadrian, 11 August 117 – 10 July 138 A.D., Roman Provincial Egypt. J. Milne, A 
Catalogue of the Alexandrian Coins in the Ashmolean Museum. (Oxford: University of 
Oxford, Ashmolean Museum, 1933, reprints with supplement in 1971): 2249 and 1428. 
Also see a silver denarius of the Roman Republic Roman Republic, Dictatorship of Julius 
Caesar, T. Carisius, c. 46 B.C. featuring an Aphrodisian Sybill on the obverse and lean, 
winged sphinx on reverse in Edward A. Sydenham, The Coinage of the Roman Republic 
(London: Spink, 1952), 983. 
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Rome, including on the Capitoline Sphinxes and in on the Nile River God’s sphinx 

support in the Vatican’s Belvedere.  

Whether viewers of the Loggetta sphinxes were able to determine historical 

sources for the beast’s various parts or not, the hybrid animals and their unique qualities 

could still conjure memories of Rome’s sphinxes. The leonine nature of the sphinxes and 

their reference to Leo X could also connect the viewer with Leo X’s Egyptian and 

Egyptianizing lions at the Pantheon and Lateran, particularly because of their recent 

reactivation via restoration and translation under his orders, as well as the overall 

Egyptianizing program of the Pope.283 In the all’antica environment of Cardinal 

Bibbiena’s Loggetta, therefore, these fantastical beasts embodied the historical sphinxes 

of Rome, and because of the early modern preoccupation with memory and space, they 

also aided the recall of the historically significant sites, of the past and present, with 

which they were associated. 

The merging and transfer of various aspects of all'antica objects into new forms 

and locations, as illustrated in the Loggetta sphinxes, is not only demonstrative of the 

Renaissance affinity for stylistic syncretism and flexibility, but, more importantly for my 

purposes, is a method of compiling and moving meanings, and connecting ideas across 

time and place. David Mayernik describes a similar practice in the creation of "memory 

bridges." Essentially using the idea of mnemotechnics (as discussed in Chapter Two) in 

reverse, forming a “memory bridge” is a process in which a site or building could be 

made memorable by symbolically connecting it to an already meaningful place or 

 
283 As is discussed in Chapter Two. 
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structure.284 Donato Bramante's commissions for Pope Julius II exemplify this practice, 

particularly in his plans for New St. Peter's Basilica. Mayernik explains that Bramante 

created "memory bridges" between Roman sites to add significance to the new church, by 

designing St. Peter's as a modernized combination of the Pantheon (S. Maria ad 

Martyres) and the Basilica of Constantine and Maxentius (known in the Renaissance as 

the Temple of Peace), topped with a structure referencing his creation, the Tempietto 

(believed site of St. Peter's martyrdom).285 Mentally assembling buildings across time and 

space, visitors to this version of New St. Peter's would experience a network of 

relationships and memories from across the city, inspiring new meanings through ancient 

precedence.  

 
284 Mayernik, Timeless Cities, 32, 47–51.  

 
285 Mayernik described that the Tempietto by Bramante was built on “one of the 

most memory–charged loci in the city.” For example, its location was believed to have 
been the site of St. Peter’s martyrdom due to a misreading of the Latin description of the 
crucifixion site, “inter duas metas.” Further, according to the humanist–curialist Maffeo 
Vegio (1407–58) it was the site on which Noah’s ark landed after the flood. In a 
conflation of traditions, Vegio claimed that Noah’s son (or grandson) was the Roman god 
Janus, who, while repopulating the Earth, began a golden age of peace. Other early 
modern reconstructions of these traditions name Noah’s son as Egyptian Hercules. 
Referencing the form of the Tempietto in his plans for St. Peter’s, Bramante transferred 
these associations and historical memories to the new basilica. For the construction of the 
Tempietto, Bramante incorporated spolia, further transferring meaning, symbolism, and 
(I add) authority via the fragments of the past to a new composition. See Mayernik, 47. 
There is a lack of consensus in scholarship on whether spolia was used in the 
Renaissance in a symbolic manner, or if it was a practical issue only. Lex Bosman 
describes it as being both, depending on the example. In some instances, spolia was used 
meaningfully, to be recognized by learned viewers and antiquarians, and other times 
simply for material. Lex Bosman, The Power of Tradition: Spolia in the Architecture of 
St. Peter’s in the Vatican (Hilversum: Verloren, 2004): 101–118. See also Richard 
Brilliant, “I piedistalli del Giardino di Boboli: spolia in se, spolia in re,” Prospettiva 31 
(1982): 2–17. 
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Adapting the concept of Mayernik’s “memory bridges” to the Loggetta sphinxes, 

the beasts can be viewed as a visually condensed network of sites and memories of 

Rome, embodying the Roman urbs and civitas. The individual components of the 

Loggetta sphinxes prompted the viewer to recall examples of their artistic sources visible 

around Rome, grounding them in physical loci of the city, and “mentally [stitching] the 

city fabric together,” to use Mayernik’s phrase.286 Like Rome's brecciated environment in 

which multiple temporal moments press together in the same space, the puzzle-like 

sphinxes are a cultural amalgam of the city's material pasts: Egyptian, Greek, Roman, and 

medieval. A complement to Leo X's nexus of Egyptian and Egyptianizing leonine 

sculpture, the syncretic Loggetta sphinxes contribute to an imaginary spatial network of 

historical sites marked by Rome's sphinxes.287 Like points on a map, the recalled 

sphinxes encourage the mind to traverse the city's fabric in a simulated experience of 

Roman space. Due to the Renaissance's engrained relationship between memory and 

space, these mental visits activate the historical memory and significance of the city's loci 

and antiquities. Similar to what Petrarch described in his literary exploration of Roman 

sites, a result of this imaginary experience is a sense of first-hand connection with the city 

and its past, and the virtues of the ancient Roman civilization embodied therein. 

 
286 Mayernik, Timeless Cities, 51. When a pilgrimage route connected spaces, or 

at least when the “memory bridge” networks could be experienced physically, Mayernik 
refers to it as a “habitable veduta.” He also said that to fully experience the network and 
the resulting inspiration, the visitor needed to have knowledge of Roman topography, 
saints’ lives, mythology, and an “open mind.” Guidebooks and imagery could aid this 
process, too.  
 

287 Coincidentally (or perhaps intentionally), the sphinxes here serve as symbolic 
portraits of Rome, a city that, in the medieval period, was represented as a lion. See 
Chapter Two.  
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Moreover, for the highly educated humanist viewer, the combination of cultural 

references in one creature symbolically embodied the moments of Rome's past. Through 

their Egyptian pharaonic uraei and nemes headdresses, the Loggetta sphinxes reminded 

viewers that, according to renaissance humanist thought, ancient Egypt was the source of 

civilization and sacred wisdom.288 Passing with increasing perfection through the 

intermediary Greek and Roman cultures, these Egyptian virtues fulfilled their 

providential destination in the forms of early modern Rome and Christian truth.  With 

their ancient and medieval stylistic elements, the Loggetta sphinxes exhibit this 

trajectory, their individual identities combined to create the new, encyclopedic, 

Renaissance sphinx within Leo X's Vatican. 

Finally, there is no escaping that the Loggetta sphinxes contain an obvious 

symbolic reference to Leo X and his supremacy over Rome and in matters of terrestrial 

Christianity. In addition to their partial leonine composition, which alludes to Giovanni 

de' Medici's papal name of Leo X, the creatures, as was discussed in Chapter Two, 

represent the power and authority of the king of beasts as well as ancient pharaohs; they 

serve as guardians of the temple, and the embodiment of sacred wisdom. Egypt's 

remarkable longevity and supremacy over the ancient world were powers appropriated by 

Rome at the defeat of Cleopatra and Mark Antony and later inherited by the ruling popes. 

It follows, therefore, that the pharaonic elements adorning Leo X's bestial counterparts in 

the Loggetta illustrate that Leo X not only inherited the authority of Roman emperors but 

 
288 This was promoted by Marsilio Ficino and other Neoplatonists. See the 

Chapter One for more on the Renaissance’s inheritance of Egypt.  



 135 

also of the Egyptian pharaohs, supreme in matters political and spiritual— and an even 

more ancient genealogy. 

Quarried from Rome's historical sphinxes, the Loggetta beasts signify the Pope's 

power over the city, its antiquity, and its embodied virtue, all to be enacted at his 

discretion.  Not only was this authority symbolically exercised by bringing Rome's 

leonine imagery into the papal palace and manipulating it for contemporary purposes, but 

because of their reference in the Vatican's Loggetta, the sphinxes of the city were also 

marked for the Pope, asserting Leo X's sovereignty over the spaces of Rome and as 

political ruler of the papal states. Rome’s sphinxes were part of a "bigger puzzle," to use 

Mayernik's words, in which their individual significance made up a larger picture, 

encompassing all of Rome, its history, and its contemporary glory under the reign of Leo 

X. 

Egyptian Rome in the Sala di Costantino’s Vision of Constantine 
 

After completing the decorative programs of the other Vatican Stanze and Logge, 

Raphael and his workshop began work on the Sala di Costantino (fig. 32), one of the 

oldest rooms of the Vatican.289 The room dates from the pontificates of Innocent III 

(1198–1216) and Nicholas III (1277–1288). The largest and only public room of the 

papal apartments, the Costantino functioned as both a reception hall for visiting 

dignitaries and ambassadors seeking audience or prayer with the pope, and a space for 

 
289 The foundational source on the Sala di Costantino is Rolf Quednau, Die Sala 

di Costantino Im Vatikanischen Palast (Hildesheim, Germany: Oms, 1979). See also 
Cornini, De Strobel, and Crescenzi, “The Sala di Costantino,” 167–201.  
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theatrical performances or banquets.290 Raphael began work in the room in 1519, but 

after the master’s death in 1520, the commission was transferred to his workshop artists 

led by Giulio Romano.291  

 
290 Fehl, “Raphael as a Historian,”16. On the functions of the Sala di Costantino 

see Quednau, Sala di Costantino, 44– 69. 
 

291 The Sala di Costantino was decorated in two phases: the first occurred from c. 
1517–1520 under Leo X’s reign, and the second from c.1523–24 under Clement VII’s 
papacy. Traditionally, scholars of Raphael ignored the Costantino, attributing it instead to 
Giulio Romano. See Frederick Hartt, Giulio Romano (New York: Hacker Art Books 
1981), 42–49, for example, who says it was likely designed by Giulio but in many areas 
painted by Raffaellino dal Colle. However, consideration of extant contemporary 
documentation, Raphael’s workshop practices, and stylistic qualities suggest that the 
overall program of the room, and the design for the first two Constantinian scenes were 
planned by Raphael before his death. The result is an artistic program attributable to the 
master, with the acknowledgement that, as was consistent with Raphael’s workshop 
practices, his artists executed, collaborated, and contributed to the master’s work with a 
high level of artistic freedom, combined with an adherence to and respect for Raphael’s 
style, methods, and plans. Supporting this, Talvacchia noted that in the two Constantinian 
scenes most likely not designed by Raphael (see this note below), the workshop artists 
maintained consistency with the master’s original plans and his overall style, even by 
creating their backgrounds with "topographical accuracy to specify the locations of the 
narratives that they designed," as was done for the earlier Constantinian scenes designed 
by Raphael. Talvacchia, Raphael, 217. Vasari discussed attribution of the room’s 
paintings in his lives of Raphael, Giovanni Penni, and Giulio Romano (see Cornini, De 
Strobel, and Crescenzi, 169). A 1519 payment for “painter’s scaffolding” in the 
Costantino provides a likely start date for the execution of the room’s designs, and a letter 
from Sebastiano del Piombo to Michelangelo provides information that suggests Raphael 
was the designer of at least two of the large Constantinian paintings. In the letter, 
Sebastiano, in addition to complaining that the room’s commission was given to 
Raphael’s garzoni after the master’s death, described the scenes planned for the large 
portions of the walls as the Vision, the Battle of Milvian Bridge, and two others that were 
never executed: the Presentation of the Prisoners, and the Preparation of Blood to heal 
Constantine’s leprosy. The plans for the latter two scenes likely changed to the Baptism 
of Constantine and the Donation of Constantine in response to the increasing conflict 
between Rome and dissenting Protestants for their messages of the pope’s divine and 
secular authority. On stylistic grounds, scholars such as Konrad Oberhuber, Rolf 
Quednau, Phillip P. Fehl, and John Shearman have concluded that the Vision and the 
Battle of Milvian Bridge were painted after drawings by Raphael. Shearman contends that 
even if executed by one of the master’s students, Raphael’s genius is apparent in the 
drawings. Marcia B. Hall attributes the overall program of the Costantino to Raphael also 
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Designed at what was also the height of the Protestant Reformation and challenge 

to Rome, the Costantino’s imagery asserts papal authority and continues personal themes 

of power and legitimacy seen in Leo X’s other artistic commissions. Two motifs 

dominate the room’s program. The first supports papal power over secular and spiritual 

matters by representing moments from the life of Constantine. The Constantinian cycle 

depicts a series of events (in the Vision, and the Battle of Milvian Bridge) leading to 

Constantine’s ceding of God-given political authority over Rome to the pope (in the 

Donation of Constantine), and his acknowledgement of papal spiritual supremacy (in the 

Baptism of Constantine). In addition to displaying the transfer of power between God, the 

imperial throne, and the papacy, these scenes also foster a symbolic connection between 

Leo X and Constantine, the first Christian emperor and builder of Old St. Peter’s.292 A 

series of papal portraits accompanied by their personified virtues make up the second 

 
based on its evident genius, along with a coherence and logic particular to the master. See 
Cornini, De Strobel, and Crescenzi, “Sala di Costantino,” 167–171, 178; John Shearman, 
“Raphael’s Unexecuted Projects for the Stanze,” in Walter Friedlaender zum 90, ed. 
Georg Kauffmann (Berlin: Geburstag, 1965), 177–180; Talvacchia, Raphael, 208– 217; 
Talvacchia, "Raphael's Workshop,” in Cambridge Companion, ed. Hall, 167–185; 
Konrad Oberhuber, Entwürfe zu Werken Raphaels und seiner Schule im Vatikan 1511/12 
bis 1520 (Berlin: Mann, 1972), 184–207; Quednau, Die Sala di Costantino; Fehl, 
“Raphael as a Historian,”16–17; Marcia B. Hall, After Raphael, 45; Jones and Penny, 
Raphael, 243. 

 
292 Leo’s desire to connect himself with Constantine is apparent in other ways as 

well, including the proposed placement on the Capitoline of the Medici Pope’s sculptural 
portrait where Constantine’s colossal statue was located, as was discussed in Chapter 
Two. See also Suzanne E. Butters, The Triumph of Vulcan: Sculptor’s Tools, Porphyry, 
and the Prince in Ducal Florence, 2 vols. (Florence: Olschki, 1996) for a discussion of 
porphyry as symbolic link between Constantine and the Medici (including Leo X).  
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decorative cycle, highlighting the longevity of the papal office, succession, and its 

connection with Peter, Christ’s chosen representative on earth.293  

As the remainder of this chapter will illustrate, through a simulation of all’antica 

Roman geography with an emphasis on the city’s Egyptian and Egyptianizing 

monuments, Raphael’s Vision of Constantine created for the viewer a transportive 

experience of space and time. This provided access to ancient glory by fostering a 

connection to Roman spatial-historical memory where the virtues of the civitas were 

stored, just as it did in the physical urban network of Leo X’s Egyptian and Egyptianizing 

leonine sculptures and the composite Loggetta sphinxes. In addition to creating the sense 

of witnessing Roman antiquity firsthand, the Egyptian imagery of the Vision’s 

background also promoted Rome’s claim over the powerful civilizations that came before 

her and asserted political and spiritual hegemony of pope and Church. 

One of the first Constantinian scenes painted in the sala, executed in c.1520, the 

Vision of Constantine (fig. 33) was based on drawings by Raphael completed before his 

death.294 The painting’s conflation of two different themes is entirely unique. A scene of 

adlocutio in which an emperor addresses his troops with arm raised from atop a pedestal 

was combined with the moment of Constantine’s vision of the cross. The miraculous 

 
293 Talvacchia, Raphael, 212; Hall, After Raphael, 43. 

 
294 Only three sheets of drawings for the Costantino’s Battle of Milvian Bridge 

and the Vision of Constantine remain. Talvacchia, Raphael, 215. Cornini, De Strobel, and 
Crescenzi (“Sala di Costantino,” 178) argued that the Vision was based on designs by 
Raphael but was painted by Giulio Romano with the addition of his own innovations. See 
also Paul Joannides, The Drawings of Raphael: With a Complete Catalogue (Oxford: 
Phaidon Press, 1983) 26–27. See also above for chronology and attribution of the room’s 
paintings.  
 



 139 

appearance of God’s presence led the emperor to accept Christ and become victorious 

over Maxentius in the Battle of Milvian Bridge. Once he conquered Rome, Constantine 

legalized Christianity in the empire, and built Rome’s first Christian basilicas, including 

the adjacent St. Peter’s. 

Raphael’s hybrid interpretation was the product of his virtuosic synthesis of 

various ancient material remains coupled with ancient textual description. For the Vision, 

Raphael and his artists wove together aspects of the adlocutio scene from the Arch of 

Constantine’s southern attic (fig. 34) (particularly the image of an emperor standing on a 

platform with arm raised to address his troops), the inscription from the adjacent central 

attic commemorating Constantine’s victory of Maxentius (which was the result of his 

vision), and Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History with included excerpts from the author’s 

Life of Constantine. Incidentally, this conflation of Eusebius’ two texts described 

Constantine’s vision not as taking place in the emperor’s sleep, as is customary, but as a 

daytime apparition in the eastern sky, just as is depicted in the Costantino.295 One 

 
295 Eusebius’s Ecclesiastical History was translated and adapted by Rufinus to 

include Eusebius’s Life of Constantine. This is the only known textual source for a 
daytime vision of Constantine. It may have been the incomplete quality of the Arch of 
Constantine’s southern attic decoration that stimulated Raphael to combine multiple 
sources for the Costantino’s Vision. By the time Raphael climbed his scaffold to study the 
Arch’s attic imagery, the head of Constantine in the Adlocutio scene was likely damaged 
to illegibility, making it all the easier for the Renaissance artist to envision the emperor 
looking past his troops, toward the adjacent inscription of the central attic. Here, a 
commemoration of Constantine’s victory of Maxentius is described as “INSTINCTV 
DIVINITATIS” (by the instigation of the divine), conjuring memories of Constantine’s 
miraculous vision that led to his sanctified rule over Rome. Where many may perceive a 
division between the attic’s imagery and text, the Vision’s artist interpreted, and 
subsequently emulated, a continuation of narrative. The sources for Raphael’s unique 
Vision were proposed by Quednau, Die Sala di Costantino, 330–334, and were expanded 
and explained by Fehl, “Raphael as a Historian,” 9–76, especially 17–22. See also 
Talvacchia, Raphael, 215. Hartt, who attributed the Vision to Giulio Romano, argued that 
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important result of marrying these typically unrelated iconographies in the Vision is a 

novelty that encourages a slower visual and intellectual inspection of the scene. Lingering 

over the painting as they ‘read’ the image for a recognizable narrative, the viewer further 

connects with the Vision, its setting, and all of its subtleties. 

Raphael’s unorthodox choice for the miracle’s geographic location was likewise 

completely unprecedented for a representation of Constantine’s vision.296 Customarily, 

the Constantinian army’s approach to Rome is described as having come from the north 

on their way to meet Maxentius in battle. As Constantine’s vision came when the army 

was camped on the eve prior to the fight, the camp’s location would logically be north of 

the Milvian Bridge where the two armies would clash, perhaps at Saxa Rubra, less than 

 
Giulio used the Column of Trajan as his source for the adlocutio scene, particularly 
evident in a bearded figure in armor. Hartt, Giulio Romano, 47–49. 
 

296 Unlike the foreground, there is no extant preparatory drawing for the cityscape 
of the Vision, save for a generic all’antica background with very little discernible 
information. It is likely that the final version of the Vision’s background was the result of 
combining Raphael’s original plan with the executing artist’s design, rather than having 
been copied from an original drawing by Raphael. Huskinson said that while the Vision’s 
scene was planned by Raphael, and the Meta Romuli and Hadrian’s Mausoleum were 
likely based on the master’s drawing, the distant background was possibly painted by 
Giulio Romano or Raffaellino del Colle. J.M. Huskinson, “Review of Est et alia pyramis, 
by Margarete Demus–Quatember, Art Bulletin 58, no.4 (Dec. 1976): 618–621, especially 
618. This study will refer to the design as Raphael’s, both for convenience and because, 
whether directly via drawings, or indirectly through the sharing of his experiential 
knowledge of Rome’s ancient topography, Raphael’s expertise informed the Vision’s 
cityscape. Afterall, John Shearman argued that Giulio Romano and the rest of the 
workshop artists were likely allowed to continue the commission after the master’s death 
not just because they because they had his drawings for the room’s program, but also 
because they were the most capable in fulfilling the style of their master. Shearman, 
“Raphael’s Unexecuted Projects for the Stanze,” 177. 
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ten miles north of Rome.297 However, the Vision’s setting is not of the red-rocked hills of 

Saxa Rubra, nor is there any sign of even a distant Milvian Bridge.  

Rather, just beyond the soldiers and tents of the Vision’s foreground, and directly 

beneath the words of God emblazoned in the sky, are the structures and monuments of 

ancient Rome (fig. 35). Hadrian’s Mausoleum dominates the painting’s middle ground, 

while over the Pons Aelius (Ponte Sant’Angelo) and across the Tiber, glowing in a 

miraculous light is Augustus’s Mausoleum and the area of the ancient Campus Martius. 

Close observation of Raphael’s Vision, therefore, reveals that the artist situated 

Constantine’s encampment much further south than tradition dictates, past the Milvian 

Bridge, on the site of the Vatican Hill.  

Likely, there were numerous reasons Raphael opted to alter the setting of the 

famous miracle, one of which is the lack of visual interest and topographical markers in 

Saxa Rubra’s rocky landscape. Indeed, the skyline of ancient Rome is more compelling, 

and it offered viewers the intellectual entertainment of identifying ancient sites, all while 

providing Raphael the opportunity to display his hard-earned archaeological expertise of 

the ancient city. Further, in the pope’s audience hall, an overtly Roman setting for 

Constantine’s vision also advanced the room’s overall message of Roman, and thus 

 
297 Nicholas Temple, Renovatio Urbis (New York: Routledge, 2011), 15 (caption 

of figure 1.4– Raphael’s Vision). See also Quednau, “Aspects of Raphael's "Ultima 
Maniera," 251. Constantine and his army were marching south, over the Alps and onto 
Rome, so most, including Lactanius and Eusebius concluded that the emperor’s vision 
occurred at Saxa Rubra. For Constantine’s approach on Rome and his account of the 
miraculous vision, see Timothy D. Barnes, Constantine and Eusebius (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1981), 40–43. See John Carr, Fighting Emperors of Byzantium 
(Barnsley, UK: Pen and Sword, 2015), 2. For a discussion of Constantine’s dream, its 
location, and the site of the battle between Constantine and Maxentius see William V. 
Harris, “Constantine’s Dream,” Klio: Beiträge zur Alten Geschichte 87, no. 2 (Feb 2005): 
488–494.  
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papal, hegemony.298 The painting’s emphasis on Rome’s Egyptian monuments, as will be 

discussed below, would only further bolster this narrative.  

For the purposes of this study, however, an important result of the artist’s chosen 

setting is that the Vision’s careful reconstructions of readily identifiable landmarks situate 

the viewer very clearly in Roman space, on the pre-Christian site of the Vatican— which 

is the same location that the viewer occupies. In fact, the view of Raphael’s Rome 

painted on the east wall of the Costantino, is closely aligned with the viewer’s actual 

physical orientation to the city. In addition to this corporeal connection to the painting’s 

setting, the Vision’s landscape is depicted so plausibly, described Fehl, “that we still hear 

the clash of arms when we cross the Milvian Bridge, notwithstanding the construction of 

the Tiber embankment that has replaced the field of battle.”299 This unusual, site-specific 

interpretation of Constantine’s vision is a powerful mechanism for providing the viewer a 

sense of witnessing the historical miracle as it unfolds. 

The Vision’s background was not Raphael’s first endeavor with site-specific, 

spatial imagery. For example, in the Stanza della Segnatura, Raphael’s Parnassus (fig. 

36) depicts Apollo atop Mount Helicon along with nine muses, and classical and 

Renaissance poets. Just below the Parnassus, a window of the Segnatura looks out onto 

the Vatican’s own home of the muses, the Cortile del Belvedere. Among numerous 

sculptural embodiments of ancient genius, the sculpture garden was home to the famous 

Apollo Belvedere. A site that humanists claimed was sacred to Apollo, the Mons 

 
298 Fehl offered another explanation for Raphael’s setting based on military 

tactics. Fehl, Raphael as Historian,” 24–27; 38.  
 

299 Fehl, “Raphael as a Historian,” 23–25. 
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Vaticanus, was likewise visible from the Segnatura’s window, creating for the viewer a 

geographic connection with Raphael’s painted Mount Helicon.300 The resulting 

connection, as Mayernik describes, "from fresco to courtyard was therefore a deliberate 

link across space and time."301 

Standing before the Parnassus and Cortile, on the site of the Vatican Hill, 

therefore, the early modern viewer experienced the connection between space, time, and 

memory that made it possible to access the genius of the past. Unlike the poetic 

connections between the Parnassus’ Mount Helicon and Rome’s Mons Vaticanus, 

however, the Vision’s link between painted city and the physical urbs outside the Vatican 

is more direct, making Rome’s memories more easily accessible to the viewer.  As will 

be discussed below, the sense of presence between viewer and painted landscape is 

essential in accessing the full meaning and experience of the painting, of the Costantino, 

and of the environment in which a papal audience took place. 

Unconventional choices aside, most striking about the quintessentially Roman 

space of the Vision’s background, occupied by the iconic monuments of Roman urbs as it 

 
300 James Ackerman, The Cortile del Belvedere (Vatican City: Biblioteca 

Apostolica Vaticana, 1954), 125. Charles Stinger argued that the background of the 
Disputà was also site–specific, aligning with the topography of the view outside the 
Segnatura’s northern window. He identified the large block in the right of the painting as 
symbolic of the foundations of New St. Peter’s, under construction while Raphael painted 
the papal apartments. Stinger, Renaissance in Rome, 199–200. For more on the painted 
topographical backgrounds of the Segnatura and the topography of Rome see Manfredo 
Tafuri, “Roma Instaurata,” in Raffaello Architetto, ed. Frommel et al. (Milan: Electa, 
1984), 63; Temple, Renovatio Urbis, 214–263; Christiane Joost–Gaugier, “Some 
Considerations on the Geography of the Stanza della Segnatura,” Gazette des Beaux–Arts 
124 (1999): 223–32; Mayernik, Timeless Cities, 51–53.  
 

301 Mayernik, Timeless Cities, 52. 
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is, and indeed most relevant to this study, is how very Egyptian Raphael’s Rome looks.302 

Obelisks and pyramids permeate the landscape, embellishing the skyline with their 

multitude. This is in stark contrast to the representations of Egyptian settings in 

contemporaneous Italian sacred subjects (such as the often depicted Rest on the Flight 

into Egypt), where Egyptian monuments and emblems are conspicuously absent.303 While 

it is true that the Vision’s obelisks and pyramids are accurate topographical inclusions in 

the artists’ portrait of the ancient city, it is relevant that the artists chose to include them 

among the other quintessentially Roman structures, when they could have been omitted 

or minimized. Instead, in comparison to other depicted landmarks, the background’s artist 

visually accentuated Rome’s Egyptian and Egyptianizing monuments.  

Indeed, the Vision’s obelisks and pyramids receive extraordinary compositional 

attention through prominent placement, directional lines, and dramatic lighting effects, 

drawing the viewer’s attention and suggesting significance beyond mere geographic 

 
302 Una D’Elia describes the Vision’s background as “startlingly Egyptian.” 

D’Elia, Raphael’s Ostrich, 76. Scholars have noted the topographical background within 
larger discussions of the Sala di Costantino; however, except for Fehl’s Raphael as 
Historian which discusses the military relevance of the constructed setting, most use the 
background simply as evidence of Raphael’s knowledge of antiquity and to identify 
individual sites. Curran identified the specifically ‘Egyptian’ elements but did not expand 
on their significance except as examples of Raphael’s respect and knowledge of Rome’s 
antiquity. Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 217–218. That scholars have noted the 
background looking unusual points to our own contemporary expectations of what 
Classical Rome looked like.  
 

303 This is an interesting reversal of the situation in Pinturicchio’s Disputation in 
the adjacent Vatican papal apartment for Alexander VI Borgia, the Sala dei Santi, 
discussed above. While I argue here that the Vision’s obelisks and pyramids were used to 
help identify and represent the city of Rome while their appearance in paintings with 
Egyptian settings are conspicuously absent, Pinturicchio’s Disputation prominently 
features a Roman monument in Alexandria, Egypt.  
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authenticity. For example, just next to Hadrian’s looming, multi-tiered mausoleum is one 

of the cityscape’s largest and most prominently positioned monuments, the Vatican 

Pyramid, also known as the Meta Romuli. The pyramidal Meta, having only recently 

been destroyed by Alexander VI to make way for his Via Alessandrina-Borgo Nuovo, 

was a well-known and an easily recognizable structure for Raphael’s contemporaries, a 

helpful marker for determining the setting of the scene. 304 Additionally, the obelisk-

studded spina of the “Circus Hadriani” (also known as the Naumachia Vaticana) is 

identifiable even far into the Vision’s background.305 Especially compared to the darker, 

adjacent Meta Romuli, the circus’ obelisks are brightly illuminated beneath the ethereal 

vision of the cross, basking in heavenly light, as if straining to reach the radiant sign of 

Christ in the heavens. And, across the Tiber, a colossal obelisk (the San Rocco obelisk), 

standing before the Mausoleum of Augustus, is prominently highlighted at the end of the 

diagonal, diaphanous golden rays that carry the word of God.306  

In addition to its heavenly glow, the Vision’s San Rocco obelisk draws visual 

attention from its prominent compositional placement. Rather than depicting the 

 
304 Temple, Renovatio Urbis, 14. Temple says that the Meta Romuli was partially 

destroyed under Alexander VI, and completely demolished under Leo X. Roullet says 
that part of the meta remained visible until mid sixteenth century, as its inclusion (as the 
"Sepulcrum Scipionis Africani") in the Bufalini plan of Rome from 1551 displays. 
Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 85. 
 

305 Fehl described this as “Circus Hadriani,” now identified as the Gaianum. 
Platner and Ashby defined the Gaianum as an open space south of the Naumachia 
Vaticana and east of Via Triumphalis. Note, however, that Raphael clearly depicted a 
spina with obelisks (and presumably metae), not an open space. Fehl also referred to the 
circus as “ruins,” it is worth noting that nothing in the background looks like ruins, but 
rather ‘living’ architecture. Fehl, Raphael as a Historian, 38; Platner and Ashby, A 
Topographical Dictionary of Ancient Rome, 246 and 358. 

 
306 See Chapter Two for the San Rocco obelisk. 
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mausoleum complex of Augustus further upriver, where it is actually located, the Vision’s 

artist moved it much further south. Brought closer to the viewer, and therefore rendered 

larger in size, the monument’s prominence in the painted space is greatly increased, while 

its associated obelisk, and therefore the artist and pope responsible for its early modern 

rebirth, are celebrated. Aligning Augustus’ tomb with the Pons Aelius and Hadrian’s 

Mausoleum also visually linked Rome’s first emperor to the contemporary papal Castel 

Sant’Angelo, symbolically connecting Leo X, the New Augustus, to the original. 

Just upriver from Augustus’ Mausoleum, a clearly discernible pyramid monument 

(visible behind the Pons Aelius) continues the Egyptianizing character into the Vision’s 

distant background. Atmospheric perspective, diminutive size, and loose brushwork make 

identification of the other all’antica monuments and structures of this region difficult. 

Having the opportunity to examine the painting up close, atop scaffolding, Rolf Quednau 

concluded that along with some ancient Roman sites, there are also structures from 

outside of Rome depicted, including a building from Tivoli that Arnold Nesselrath 

pointed out to him.307 It may be that in addition to geographic transplants, the topography 

of this distant background, including the pyramid monument, is a combination of artistic 

invention and generic all’antica imagery.308 However, rumor, and perhaps some remains, 

of a third ancient Roman pyramid located near the Flaminian Gate, the Meta Marcelli, 

 
307 Quednau, “Aspects of Raphael's ‘Ultima Maniera,’” 251. The author did not 

state which building Nesselrath identified as being from Tivoli. 
 

308 Huskinson dismissed the painted background beyond the Pons Aelius as likely 
authored by a workshop assistant, and further as “impressionistic fill–in… [that] is, at 
best, of doubtful topographical value.” Huskinson, “Review of Est et alia pyramis,” 618–
621. Huskinson’s dismissal of the background is likely a result of the twentieth–century’s 
negative perspective on topographical representation.  
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surely had earned notice by Raphael and his workshop artists. This is especially plausible 

considering the master’s extensive experience in this region excavating for Leo X’s roads 

and designing Piazza del Popolo.309 It is possible, therefore, that the artists of the distant 

background included the long-lost pyramid as a recognizable marker of the primary 

entrance into Rome. A visual reference to the Popolo area, especially via the 

Egyptianizing Meta, would also remind the viewer of Leo X and Raphael’s concurrent 

plans for the new piazza and its central obelisk monument.310 

In either case, most important for Renaissance artists and viewers was the 

painting’s ability to manifest the aura of antiquity and evoke a sense of Roman place. 

Extrapolating from influential ancient authors such as Vitruvius, early modern art writers 

discussed the importance of evoking a space through its most characteristic features. 

Giulio Mancini, for example, explained in his Considerazioni sulla pittura of 1620 that 

an artist “should represent [the] setting in painting in such a way that it can be recognised 

immediately via some distinctive characteristics and, if there is no such characteristic, it 

is permitted to expand the setting or modify the period… Many talented men have taken 

such licence to make their settings recognisable.”311 Mancini further explained that in 

 
309 Curran identified this background pyramid as that of Popolo area. Curran, 

Egyptian Renaissance, 217. However, there is no mention of a third pyramid or meta in 
Roullet. Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 84. Demus–Quatember argued that the 
moles quadrata depicted on Filarete’s bronze doors is not the meta Remi (Pyramid of 
Cestius) and the meta Romuli, but the Meta Marcelli, reportedly located near the 
Flaminian Gate and the Meta Romuli. Margaret Demus–Quatember, Est et alia pyramis 
(Rome: Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1974), 71–93. 
 

310 See Chapter Two. 
 

311 Giulio Mancini, Considerazioni sulla pittura (1620), Accademia Nazionale dei 
Lincei. Fonti e documenti inediti per la storia dell’arte, I (Rome: L. Salerno, 1956–57), 
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order to identify Rome, the Column of Trajan, for example, could be depicted regardless 

of the narrative’s historical time or location. In early modern images of Rome, therefore, 

embodying a Roman locus took precedence over historical accuracy. To do this, artists 

like Raphael reinvented and distorted the visual memory of the city in order to harness 

the most potent symbols of Roman space.312  

In the case of the Vision’s diminutive pyramid, whether Raphael intended it as the 

Marcelli or just a generic device, its form nonetheless embodied the necessary 

characteristics for visualizing the Roman urbs. In fact, more importantly, the significant 

 
118–119. Mancini’s quotation is translated in Ribouillault, “Landscape all’antica,” 226. 
While Mancini was writing in the seventeenth century, his ideas on spatial representation 
were based largely on Vitruvius and were already concepts in use in the sixteenth 
century. Vitruvius, for example, wrote that in representing topia (images of landscape), 
the ancients depicted certain features of places. See Vitruvius, De architectura (First 
Century) (Rome, 1486); Virtruvius, De architectura, ed. Ingrid D. Rowland, Thomas 
Noble Howe, and Michael J. Dewar (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999) 
VII.5, 2; and Ribouillault, “Landscape all’antica,” 224–231. Ribouillault explained that 
artists were encouraged by theorists of Roman painting to represent the elements and 
typical characteristics of a place, and not the place itself. On the concept of accuracy in 
topographical representations see Lucia Nuti, “The Perspective Plan in the Sixteenth 
Century: The Invention of a Representational Language,” Art Bulletin 76 (1994): 107–09. 
The concept of antiquity was “tailor–made to fit the requirements of families, social 
groups, or local communities,” 56. Christian, “Antiquities,” in Cambridge Companion to 
the Italian Renaissance, 56–58. 

 
 

312 In fact, Ronald T. Ridley argued that while the Tomb of Cestius (Meta Remi) 
and the Meta Marcelli were true pyramids, the Meta Romuli was not. Ridley dismissed 
the historical literary descriptions of the Meta Romuli as a pyramid because the authors 
had a tendency to conflate numerous types of monuments as pyramids. From visual 
examples, like Giotto’s Stefaneschi Altarpiece, and Filarete’s bronze doors, Ridley 
concludes that the Meta Romuli was a hexameter. He also notes that unusual tombs in the 
ancient period were not all that uncommon, citing the strange oven–shaped (trapezoidal) 
tomb of the baker Eurysaces on Porta Maggiore. Ronald T. Ridley, “The Praetor and the 
Pyramid: The Tomb of Gaius Cestius in History, Archeology and Literature,” Bolletino di 
archeologia 13–14–15 (1992): 1–29. 
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visual emphasis on the numerous obelisks and pyramids of the Vision attests to the 

sixteenth-century acceptance of these Egyptian and Egyptianizing monuments as potent 

symbols of Rome’s physical space. Or, to use Mancini’s words, the obelisks and 

pyramids of the Vision certainly serve as “distinctive characteristics,” helpful in 

recognizing the city. Abridged as the Vision’s depiction of ancient Rome is, the visual 

precedence given to the Egyptian and Egyptianizing monuments among the other, most 

characteristic monuments of the city indicates that even before the efforts of Sixtus V 

later in the century, Rome’s obelisks and pyramids were icons of the city.  

Moreover, the city’s obelisks and pyramids had a long-established tradition for 

marking significant Roman spaces. This tradition is best exemplified by the medieval 

legend that St. Peter was crucified beneath the obelisk of the Circus of Nero, establishing 

the location of St. Peter’s Basilica and transforming the Egyptian monument into a 

Christian relic.313 In a more complex transference of meaning, St. Peter was also recorded 

as having been crucified between two metae (inter duas metae), in reference to the posts 

located at each end of the circus’s spina, signaling the chariot racers to turn before the 

bend. In medieval Italy, the memory and shape of the metae became conflated with those 

of obelisks and pyramids, and the three were often used interchangeably. In fact, in 

medieval and early Renaissance sacred images depicting St. Peter’s crucifixion, it was 

not uncommon for the Saint to be positioned between two pyramid-obelisk monuments, 

not the cone-shaped metae.314  

 
313 Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 38–39.   

 
314 For instance, in the martyrdom of St. Peter depicted by Cimabue in 1278–80 

(for S. Francesco, Assisi), Giotto in c. 1305 (the Stefaneschi Altarpiece, Pinacoteca 
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The two ancient pyramid tombs of Rome, the Meta Romuli and the Meta Remi 

exemplify a further conflation of the Egyptian-Roman-Christian traditions. In the late 

medieval and early Renaissance, Romans associated these “metae” with the crucifixion of 

St. Peter, inferring that the location of the Saint’s martyrdom had occurred not in the 

Circus of Nero, but in the space between the tombs of Rome’s ancient founders Romulus 

and Remus.315 As a result, the two Roman pyramids and the space between them were 

marked and charged with spiritual and historical significance— a quality that, through 

transferal and fusion of traditions, became identified also with Rome’s obelisks.316  

The Vision’s painted obelisks and pyramids retain this entrenched association 

with actual Roman loci, bringing a sense of tangible, physical immediacy to the viewer. 

Additionally, the Vision’s naturalistic depiction of living Roman space provides the 

feeling of plausibility and the authority of objective observation, unlike alternative forms 

of spatial representations of the city in which quintessential monuments were arranged in 

 
Vaticana), Jacopo di Cione in c.1370 (Pinacoteca Vaticana), and Masaccio in 1426 (Pisa 
altarpiece), Peter is positioned between elongated pyramids. Temple, Renovatio Urbis, 
14–23; Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 40; Margaret Finch, "Petrine Landmarks in Two 
Predella Panels by Jacopo Di Cione," Artibus Et Historiae 12, no. 23 (1991): 67–82. In 
the Stefaneschi Altarpiece, the Saint is positioned between a pyramid and a steep, 
mausoleum–like structure, perhaps referencing Hadrian’s Mausoleum. 
 

315 In this case, the location of St. Peter’s martyrdom was at the site of Bramante’s 
Tempietto di San Pietro in Montorio, not the more commonly cited location at the spina 
of the Circus of Nero. See Temple, Renovatio Urbis, 14–23; Curran, Egyptian 
Renaissance, 40. 
 

316 The Vatican obelisk shares a similar significance with the city’s pyramidal 
metae, as it the most prominent and long–standing monument in the vicinity of St. Peter’s 
crucifixion. It marked the location of Peter’s death, and as witness to his martyrdom it 
serves as Christian relic. The Vatican obelisk is not within the scope of the Vision’s 
background, however, located on the south side of St. Peter’s basilica as it was during 
Raphael’s lifetime. 
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a symbolic rather than topographic composition.317 When considered within the context 

of the illusionistically decorated Sala di Costantino on the site of the Vatican, the 

impressions of verisimilitude and witnessing produced by the Vision’s Roman 

background, small part of the overall program that it is, offers significant impact on the 

viewer’s experience of the room and the deeper significance of its decoration.  

Time and Space 
 

Upon entering the Sala di Costantino, a large chamber at the end of a series of 

smaller rooms, the visitor would experience an enlivening expansion of space.318 A 

sizable fireplace, along with light from the windows, torches, and candelabra illuminated 

the room, no doubt casting an animated, flickering luster onto the walls and decoration. 

The effect was playful and stimulating, an experience of movement, illusion, and 

presence for the viewer.319  

Nearly every surface of the Costantino is portrayed as something it is not, which 

further contributes to the indeterminate quality of the room. The large-format 

Constantinian scenes are rendered as tapestry. Flanking these, the series of papal portraits 

 
317 For example, see the views of ancient Rome produced by Marco Fabio Calvo 

in 1527 in Antiquae urbis Romae cum regionibus Simulachrum, especially “Augustan 
Rome” and “Rome at the time of Pliny the Elder.” For images see Philip Jacks, “The 
Simulachrum of Fabio Calvo: A View of Roman Architecture all’Antica in 1527,” The 
Art Bulletin 72, no. 3 (Sept 1990), 461– 462. On representations of Roman space see 
Francesca Fiorani, “Mapping and Voyages,” in Michael Wyatt, ed., The Cambridge 
Companion to the Italian Renaissance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 
59; Maier, Rome Measured and Imagined, 14; Ribouillault, “Landscape all’antica,” 221. 
 

318 Talvacchia, Raphael, 208–217; On the decoration of the Sala di Costantino see 
also Hall, After Raphael, 41–48.  
 

319 Quednau, Die Sala di Costantino, 23–69; Fehl, “Raphael as Historian,” 9–13; 
Talvacchia, Raphael, 208. 
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are set within illusionistic sculptural niches, accompanied by personifications and 

symbols of each pope’s virtues. In these fictive niches, the viewer expects to find 

monochromatic, stone-still figures, but is instead confronted with vital, energetically 

posed, life-like papal predecessors. Their personified virtues and symbolic attributes are 

likewise treated as if present and alive before the viewer.320  

The illusionism continues in the room’s secondary features. The original wooden 

ceiling, later raised by Sixtus V, was made to look as if it were supported by painted 

caryatids. Beneath, a feigned valence hides the fictive hooks from which the wall-sized 

“tapestries” hang.321 In the basamento below are a series of simulated bronze relief panels 

(featuring more scenes from the life of Constantine) framed in illusionistic marble, and 

trompe l’oeil caryatid-adorned bases that support the personified papal virtues above.  

The illusionistic media visually differentiate the room’s Constantinian scenes 

from the papal portraits, and their virtuosic handling displays the incredible skill of the 

artists. However, more importantly for our purposes, the emulated materials contribute 

meaning to the subjects on display and create an indeterminate physical and multi-

temporal environment within the room. The illusionistic tapestry in which the 

Constantinian scenes are depicted allude to an expensive and time-consuming art form 

reserved for only the most important of historical commemorations. Within the fictive 

tapestry, the illusion of textile is not maintained, for the figures are rendered as if 

sculpture, with frozen postures in emulation of those found on the Column of Trajan, and 

 
320 On the illusionistic qualities of the room see Hall, After Raphael, especially 

43–45. 
321 Fehl, “Raphael as Historian,”9–16; Talvacchia, Raphael, 208. 
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other ancient commemorative monuments studied by Raphael and his assistants.322  

Symbolically, tapestry and commemorative sculpture, therefore, not only emphasize the 

historical significance of the Constantinian scenes, but also visually assert the past tense 

of the narratives.323 In other words, the (fictive) media signify the temporal past. The life-

like quality of the papal portraits, however, places the former popes not in the past, but 

makes them emphatically present, lending their virtues, power, and authority to the 

current pontiff.  

Adding to the time-bending quality of the illusionistic painting and the 

inconsistent temporal aspects of the room’s fictive materials are numerous anachronistic 

details inserted into the Vision. For example, Leo X’s imprese decorate Constantine’s tent 

(fig. 37), the form of which, according to Philip Fehl, is an allusion to the tigurio – the 

structure that covered the site of St. Peter’s tomb in the sixteenth century while the 

basilica was rebuilt around it.324 A subtle reference to the current pope in the form of a 

 
322 Hall, After Raphael, 44–45. Hall says that the effect of the papal portraits is 

opposite of the Constantinian fictive tapestries. For the portraits in sculptural niches, the 
viewer expects to see rigid, stone–like figures but is surprised with life–like quality of 
living popes. In the fictive tapestry paintings, the viewer expects “history brought to life,” 
but is confronted with sculptural, frozen figures, like those carved into the ancient 
sculptural friezes, meant to commemorate an important event. I add that the result of this 
is more of the same effect that dominates the room—a push/pull between illusion and 
reality, past and present, and of commemoration and witnessing. 
 

323 On tapestry in the Renaissance see, Thomas Campbell, Tapestry in the 
Renaissance: Art and Magnificence, Exhibition Catalog (New York: Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 2002), 198–99. Hall, After Raphael, 43–44. 

 
324 Fehl, “Raphael as a Historian,” 49. See also Cornini, De Strobel, and 

Crescenzi, “Sala di Costantino,” 167–171. Leo X’s emblems are also found in the Battle 
of Milvian Bridge, while Clement VII’s emblems are included in the other two 
Constantinian scenes. Also anachronistic, although not traversing as much time as the 
other examples, is the depiction of the crucifix on at least three of the Roman standards. 
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small lion atop one of the Roman standards continues the contemporary leonine 

sculptural connection discussed in the previous chapter; while a more overt chronological 

misplacement, a portrait of the court dwarf, Gradasso Berrettai da Norcia, appears in the 

Vision’s lower right corner.325 Although not physically part of the fresco, Leo X’s actual 

throne, beneath a baldacchino, would have been placed under the painting’s sign of the 

cross, visually and symbolically inserting the sixteenth-century pontiff in the cycle of 

papal portraits and as witness to Constantine’s vision.326  

Of course, important goals of the room’s illusionistic decorative program and 

multi-temporal features were artistic sophistication and visual poetry— games for 

contemporary viewers to enjoy. More importantly, however, the inconsistent play 

between past and present, real and fictive witnessed in the Costantino’s imagery results in 

an uncertainty that encourages the viewer to let go of the limits of time and space. While 

the surprise of finding the former popes present and alive is playful, it is also a 

mechanism of disorientation that encourages the viewer to disregard logic in favor of 

 
While Constantine’s victory was ensured by his embrace of the Christian God, the use of 
Christ’s symbolism on the army’s equipment did not occur until after the miraculous 
apparition, not concurrently. Raphael’s Vision conflates these two moments of the 
narrative. 
 

325 Cornini, De Strobel, and Crescenzi, “Sala di Costantino,” 178.  
 

326 Fehl, “Raphael as a Historian,” 16. Leo was also symbolically present in the 
room’s Battle of Milvian Bridge, in the form of a lion–shaped cloud hovering above 
Constantine on his horse. 
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accepting the impossible. The end result is a suspension of disbelief, and an immediacy 

that aids the viewer in experiencing the room’s imagery as present.327  

Within this limitless and disorienting context, the Vision’s site-specific rendering 

of Rome, with its place-marking monuments and accessible naturalism, invites the viewer 

to imaginatively “enter” the simulated environment for a virtual first-hand experience of 

ancient Roman space. The anachronistic elements of the painting and the multitemporal 

quality of the room help to suspend the viewer’s logical limits of time, thus promoting an 

atmosphere in which they are inspired to mentally elide then and now. Here, the depiction 

of the ancient city unites with the viewer’s experiential knowledge of the contemporary 

Roman space. For those who encountered the nearby San Rocco obelisk as it lay across 

the new Via Leonina, for example, the painted version served as contemporary, spatial, 

and physical touchstone.328 While contemplating the emperor’s vision, others may 

imaginatively move from the site of Constantine’s camp, across the field to Hadrian’s 

 
327 As Una D’Elia argues in her study of the room’s imagery, the Costantino’s 

illusionistic naturalism creates the feeling of “clarity, drama, and immediacy,” for which 
“we suspend our disbelief to enter into the story.” D’Elia argues that while the papal 
portraits, allegorical virtues and their attributes are naturalistic, but if they were taken out 
of the context of this room, their arrangement would be unthinkable. For example, the 
author notes the impossibility of a large, ugly, monstrous ostrich embraced by a partially 
nude woman (Justice) sitting next to a pope in the Palace of St. Peter. D’Elia, Raphael’s 
Ostrich, especially 69–83.  
 

328 Raphael shows one towering obelisk in front of the mausoleum, not two. He 
was likely aware that the mausoleum originally had two, perhaps via textual description 
of Augustus’ Mausoleum (Strabo), through local memory, and through his survey partner 
Andrea Fulvio, who in 1527 said the second Augustan obelisk was still under San Rocco. 
In 1549 Ulisse Aldrovandi noted the second obelisk was uncovered, but it was reburied 
and forgotten about until its exhumation in 1782. It now stands in Piazza Quirinale. See 
catalogue entry 82 in Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 78. Raphael’s Rome in the 
Sala di Costantino does include a standing column along the riverbank, next to Augustus’ 
mausoleum.  
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Mausoleum and the Meta Romuli, while simultaneously recalling the contemporary roads 

of the Borgo that lay between the Vatican and Castel Sant’Angelo.  

For one group of the room’s intended viewers, dignitaries visiting Rome for a 

papal audience, the Vision’s background offered a visual parallel to the physical 

experience of their journey to the Vatican. As custom dictated, these elite visitors would 

have first stayed at the nearby papal hospitum at Villa Madama for rest and refreshment 

before their formal entry into the city and reception in the Sala di Costantino.329 Raphael 

began Villa Madama in 1517 (the same year he began plans for the Costantino’s 

decoration), along with Antonio da Sangallo the Younger, for Leo X and his cousin 

Cardinal Giulio de’Medici, the future Clement VII.330 An important aspect of Raphael’s 

plans for the villa is that its design, placement within local topography, and its access 

roads crafted a meaningful network between the two papal residences that relied heavily 

on the early modern viewer’s experience of space and memory.331 

Raphael’s Sala di Costantino and the Villa Madama both promoted messages of 

papal power through the inheritance of the life and legacy of Constantine.332 As discussed 

 
329 See John Shearman, “A Functional Interpretation of Villa Madama,” 

Römisches Jahrbuch für Kunstgeschichte 20 (1984): 313–27.  
 
330 See Sheryl Reiss, “Raphael, Pope Leo X, and Cardinal Giulio de’Medici,” in, 

Late Raphael, ed. Miguel Falomir (New York: Thames & Hudson, 2013), 14–25.  
 

331 Elet, “Raphael and the Roads to Rome,” 143–175. See also Elet, Architectural 
Invention in Renaissance Rome, 2016. 
 

332 In addition to the Constantinian themes that symbolically connect the Vatican 
and Villa Madama, Egyptianizing imagery is present in both. Villa Madama’s grotteschi 
decorated loggia contains images of Egyptianizing sphinxes, and the sphinx is also 
featured in the frieze decoration of the Sala di Giulio Romano. Further study on Egyptian 
imagery in the Villa Madama is warranted.  
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above, the memory of Constantine was overtly incorporated into the decoration and 

symbolism of the Vatican’s reception room. Connecting the Constantinian narrative to 

the Pope at Villa Madama was a more subtle program, largely accomplished with 

Raphael’s skills for urban planning and making use of meaning in topographical 

arrangements. For example, Raphael situated the villa on the eastern slope of Monte 

Mario, an area long associated with Constantine’s vision of the cross.333 In the 

Costantino, Raphael and his artists anachronistically included the villa in the distant 

background of the Battle of Milvian Bridge (fig. 38), making the papal country residence 

a timeless witness to God’s intervention on behalf of Constantine. And although the 

residence is not pictured outright in the Vision, Monte Mario, the villa’s future 

geographic location, is present in the distant background, below the vision of the cross. 

Perhaps the placement of Leo X’s throne just beneath would further the association of the 

ancient city with the contemporary villa.  

By Raphael’s design, the villa was also connected to Constantine via spatial 

associations with the Milvian Bridge. For example, the view from the façade’s loggia 

architecturally framed the great expanse of papal land that included the site of 

Constantine’s miraculous victory.334 This controlled vista was a reminder of the Pope’s 

vast temporal and political power–  part of God’s divine plan for the Church and Rome 

that resulted from the emperor’s victory over Maxentius, and the later donation of Rome 

to the papacy.  

 
333 Elet, “Raphael and the Roads,” 162–3. 

 
334 Elet discusses the views from Villa Madama in Elet, “Raphael and the Roads,” 

152–157.  
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The painted view of ancient Rome in the Costantino’s Vision provides a similar 

message of Church supremacy. Indeed, the city view genre itself is inherently connected 

with concepts of power through ancient Roman traditions for signaling dominion over a 

people by representing their city in a painted or sculpted model. These “visual trophies of 

the territory acquired" were featured on monuments, like the Column of Trajan, and 

presented in triumphal processions after military victories.335 Unlike the ancient Roman 

example, the Vision’s frescoed urbs not only signifies a papal claim over Rome in the 

present, but, because of its multitemporal quality, Raphael’s city represents a retroactive 

and boundless papal authority over its past as well. And, as this chapter argues above, 

that past is much older than Constantinian Rome. In fact, by including and 

compositionally emphasizing the city’s obelisks and pyramids, the Vision’s artist asserted 

Rome’s simultaneous dominion over ancient Egypt, as well as her cultural and spiritual 

inheritance from that most ancient civilization. 

In addition to purposefully cultivating its views, Raphael also constructed Villa 

Madama’s access roads to create a physical network between the Milvian Bridge to the 

north, and Rome and the Vatican to the south. Yvonne Elet explains that the 

phenomenological experience of moving through symbolic topography triggers memory 

 
335 Diane Favro, "Ancient Rome Through the Veil of Sight," in Sites Unseen: 

Landscape and Vision, ed. Diane Harris and D. Fairchild Ruggles (Pittsburgh, PA: 
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2007), 120–121. Favro provided other examples for the 
custom of associating vision and views with authority, including literary descriptions of 
cities as seen on high before seized by Roman military, as well as the views from their 
topographically elevated positions of wealthy landowners. See also W.J.T. Mitchell, 
“Introduction,” and “Imperial Landscapes,” in Landscape and Power (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1994): 1–34; Renzo Dubbini, Geography of the Gaze: 
Urban and Rural Vision in Early Modern Europe, trans. Lydia G. Cochrane (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2002).  
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and creates meaning. Renaissance visitors traveling this route experienced the journey in 

part through the traditions of ars memoria, genius loci, and pilgrimage, all of which 

attach memory to place.336 Travelling along Raphael’s roads from outside the city onto 

Villa Madama and the Sala di Costantino, visitors experienced the “charged sites” of the 

Milvian Bridge, Monte Mario, and the Vatican that “elicited powerful, layered 

memories” of Church authority.337  

Additionally, movement between topographical and historical markers formed the 

foundation of cognitive maps.338 Therefore, these significant loci of Roman memory 

spatially oriented viewers while also temporally situating them within a narrative of 

Christian authority that spanned centuries. In other words, travel between the networked 

spaces of Villa Madama and the Vatican provided viewers a first-hand experience of 

Rome’s and the Church’s pre-destined hegemony.339 Further, as these spaces were under 

 
336 As discussed in Chapter Two, ars memoria is the mnemonic tool developed by 

ancient rhetoricians that uses imaginary space to recall speeches or literary passages; and 
genius loci is the ancient belief in a spirit that inhabits a place, retains the memory of all 
events that took place there, and can be interacted with to recall these memories and gain 
inspiration.  

 
337 Elet, “Raphael and the Roads,” 166. 

 
338 “And this facility for mental mapping was especially well developed in an era 

before modern cartography became the primary means of orientation.” Elet, “Raphael 
and the Roads,” 166–167. On using urban markers for orientation in Roman tradition see 
Favro, Urban Image of Augustan Rome, 5–7, 10.  
 

339 For more on phenomenological approaches to space that create meaning see 
Georgia Clarke and Fabrizio Nevola, eds., “Introduction: The Experience of the Street in 
Early Modern Italy” I Tatti Studies 16 (2013): 47–55. 
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the Pope’s control, the journey would impress upon viewers the vast extent of Medici 

power.340 

Once they arrived at the Costantino, dignitaries who had been hosted at the Villa 

Madama could mentally retrace their journey from the impressive papal estate to the 

grand papal reception room by looking at the background of the Vision. Encouraged by 

the Costantino’s multitemporal environment, viewers could layer their recent personal 

experience of Rome’s spatial memory with an imaginative, simultaneous experience of 

this space along with Constantine in the past.  

The Vision’s view of Rome, as this chapter describes, provides the viewer with a 

similar experience to the kinetic journey from Villa Madama, though in an abbreviated 

form conveniently contained within the Costantino’s walls. The creation of meaning and 

narrative that resulted from moving through Raphael’s networked space is here replicated 

in the mental processes of imagination and recall. This is much like the experience of 

reading Petrarch's letter to Colonna, the mirabilia, and Roman guidebooks.  

Whether the Vision’s viewer was a guest of Villa Madama or not, having personal 

associations with the depicted area and structures via both historical memory and 

contemporary experience increased the ability to relate to the event represented. Once 

back in brecciated Rome, the visitor to the Costantino brought with them the recall 

gained through his imaginative experience of the Vision’s all’antica city. In other words, 

after “witnessing” the ancient sites of the Vision, viewers of the Costantino, like readers 

of the city’s guidebooks, brought their newfound, experiential knowledge of antiquity 

back out into the physical space of Rome, providing them a deeper personal connection 

 
340 Elet, “Raphael and the Roads,” 166. 
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to the city’s past in the contemporary moment. The viewer’s imagined experience with 

the highlighted obelisks and pyramids of Raphael’s painted Rome, in combination with 

recent antiquarian interest in ancient Egypt, rediscoveries of Egyptian artifacts in the city, 

and Leo X’s Egyptian and Egyptianizing leonine sculptural restorations, would ensure 

that the viewer’s experience of contemporary Roman space, and his concept of Roman 

identity, was tied up with the memory of ancient Egypt.  

Virtual Presence, Memory, and Inheritance 
 

The intentional disregard of temporal limits in the decorative program of the 

Costantino had precedence and spiritual justification in the directives of Leo I (r.440–61), 

also known as the “Great,” a fellow Tuscan whose Early Christian reign was likewise 

focused on Church unity in the face of external conflict, and whose portrait (fig. 39) 

appears in the room’s painted papal cycle. Leo I clarified papal authority as it was 

inherited from St. Peter, “not merely by repeating [the] doctrine of succession, the 

unbroken chain of tradition established by his predecessors, but by imagining a line that 

bypassed the limits of time and history, linking the bishop of Rome directly to Peter, 

whom Leo considered to be present ‘in the person of [his] lowliness’ and whose ‘dignity 

does not fade even in an unworthy heir.’” 341 Leo the Great established Rome as the 

center of a universal Church, “by making its bishop not merely the representative of 

Peter, in the way that a secular ambassador represented the city of Rome, but his living 

successor. Rome’s judgments and decrees were rendered universal because the apostle 

was understood to be present in the person of Leo and in the system of justice that he 

 
341 See Susan Wessel, Leo the Great and the Spiritual Rebuilding of a Universal 

Rome (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 285–322, esp. 288. All italics mine. 
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administered.”342 The life-like papal portraits of the Costantino assert the presence of Leo 

X’s predecessors without regard to the “limits of time,” serving as a visual 

accompaniment of Leo I’s claim for St. Peter’s presence in the form of the living pope.343 

Furthering this, Leo X’s likeness was used for the portrait of Leo I, emphasizing a 

connection between the current Pope and his namesake.344 

Considering the Constantinian and papal portrait cycles of the Costantino 

together, a unifying theme of inheritance becomes clear.345 From Constantine, whose rule 

was sanctified by God through vision and miraculous intervention, the papacy was given 

political authority over the city of Rome. In the papal portraits, especially that of Leo I 

with the visage of Leo X, the ancestry of the popes that began with St. Peter, was alive 

within each successive man to assume the throne. These examples of atemporal unity 

visually argue for the pope’s and the Church’s ultimate spiritual and political authority, a 

pertinent proclamation in the growing conflict with the Protestants.  

 
342 Wessel, Leo the Great, 288. 
 
343 Leo I established that the pope’s authority was equal to that of St. Peter’s, as 

the two essentially exist simultaneously. That authority means that the Christian world’s 
doctrine and practice falls under the jurisdiction of the Church in Rome. Wessel, Leo the 
Great, 288. The cycle of papal portraits likewise emphasizes the current Pope’s authority 
via the doctrine of papal succession. Leo X’s portrait in place of Leo I also calls attention 
to the precedence of the Roman Church’s authority in all matters Christian, which is 
particularly relevant vis a vis the Protestant Reformation.  

 
344 Leo X’s possesso took place on April 13, 1513, the feast day of Leo the Great. 

William Roscoe, The Life and Pontificate of Leo X, vol. 2, 2nd ed. (London: T. Cadell 
and W. Davies, 1806), 247–253. 

 
345 While the Costantino’s theme of tradition and claim to power has been 

discussed in regard to the Constantinian cycle and the papal portraits (See Hall, After 
Raphael, 43, for example), the directives of Leo I have not been considered in this 
context, nor has the representation of Rome in the Vision.  
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Less conspicuous, but nevertheless significant to the viewer’s experience of the 

Costantino’s program, is the parallel ancestral authority of Roma civitas inherited by the 

early modern city and its Church, depicted in the evocation of ancient Rome in the 

Vision’s background. This endowment and the contemporary access to it relied heavily 

on Roman traditions of spatial memory, and on the Renaissance belief that ancient virtue 

was embedded in the form of the city, as discussed in the previous chapter. In the 

disorienting environment of the Costantino where time could be manipulated and 

illusionism blurred physical boundaries, Rome’s historical memory and ancient virtue 

was made present for the viewer mentally traversing the Vision’s simulated city, just as 

readers of Petrarch’s letter to Colonna or medieval Mirabilia experienced through textual 

description. Here, among the historical sites and ancient monuments viewers enjoyed 

communion with and inspiration from the ancients, resulting in a transfer of admirable 

all’antica qualities.346  

The city’s obelisks and pyramids provide a unique opportunity for viewers to gain 

the memories and virtues not only of Rome, but of ancient Egypt as well. These 

monuments were vessels of Roman memory, but through recent humanist study, they also 

retained their Egyptian pedigree (whether for their place of origin, or for their form only) 

and the rediscovered memories and associations thereof.347 The Egyptian quality of these 

 
346 For another example of a Renaissance all’antica environment and inspiration 

from the ancients see Kathleen Christian, “Landscapes of Ruin,” 120. 
 

347 As discussed in Chapter One, Rome’s obelisks and hieroglyphic inscriptions 
were recognized as Egyptian beginning with Niccolo Niccoli and Poggio Bracciolini in 
1422–24. While Niccoli translated a recently rediscovered Hieroglyphica by Horapollo, 
and studied Ammianus Marcellinus’ descriptions of hieroglyphs and obelisks, the 
 



 164 

monuments offered a great variety of very flexible symbolic meanings (as was the case of 

the Egyptian and Egyptianizing antiquities discussed in the previous chapter), ranging 

from wonder, spiritual wisdom, concealment, longevity, and power.  

Seemingly at odds, the opposing qualities of the obelisks and pyramids as both 

foreign and local were easily reconciled as part of what early modern scholars like 

Marsilio Ficino believed was God’s providential plan, as was discussed in Chapter 

Two.348 Not identified as such in previous scholarship, the Vision’s cityscape functions as 

a sort of parallel to the papal doctrine of succession. It visualized that divine providence 

situated sixteenth-century Rome as the pinnacle of a long line of uninterrupted cultural 

and spiritual progress that began with ancient Egypt, and as recipient of the ancient 

virtues appropriated along the way. The Vision’s Egyptian and Egyptianizing monuments 

recall this heritage, symbolizing that, just as the city’s obelisks and pyramids help form 

the shape of the Roman urbs, ancient Egyptian wisdom and virtue were foundational in 

the development of the Roma civitas.  

Of course, what makes the ancient pagan cultures and their virtues acceptable for 

sixteenth-century use is the eventual Christianizing of Rome, which arguably began with 

Constantine and his vision. In a parallel to the emperor’s spiritual awakening occurring in 

the Vision’s foreground, the divine illumination falling onto the painting’s obelisks 

symbolically converts them, and the history and virtue they embody, from pagan to 

 
humanist travelled to Rome to meet with Bracciolini. The pair explored the city and 
identified the monuments and their inscriptions as Egyptian. 
 

348 See Chapter Two for more on the conflicting Renaissance associations with 
ancient Egypt.  
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Christian. The obelisks and pyramids that simultaneously symbolize Rome’s inheritance 

of Egypt’s wisdom and power and her dominance over the older civilization are here, by 

divine light, transformed into symbols of Christian Rome’s supremacy and universal 

authority over all cultures, past and present. While Leo X was not successful in 

repurposing the San Rocco obelisk to these ends in his renovated Piazza del Popolo (see 

Chapter Two), he was able to do so symbolically within the walls of the Vatican. 

Preservation 
 

The virtues that led to ancient Roman glory were accessible in sixteenth-century 

Rome because the memory of that illustrious civilization lived on through material and 

textual remains. However, in his letter to Leo X, Raphael bemoaned that while recent 

urban development projects have made "new Rome" wonderful, the city:  

is made entirely of lime from ancient marbles. Nor can I without much 
feeling of sorrow remember that, since I have been in Rome, which is not 
yet eleven years, there have been ruined so many beautiful things, like the 
Meta in Via Alessandrina, the unfortunate Arch, so many columns and 
temples... It should not therefore, Holy Father, be among the last thoughts 
of Your Holiness, to have concern that the little which remains of this 
ancient mother of glory, and of Italian greatness, as testimony to the worth 
and the virtue of those divine spirits, which with their memory alone incite 
to virtue the spirits which are today among us, be not extirpated and 
devastated by the malicious and the ignorant; for only too much here now 
are injuries being done to those spirits which with their blood gave birth to 
so much glory to the world. 349 

 

Being too late to save the Borgo’s physical pyramid, Raphael did the next best thing, he 

preserved its memory in the Vision’s simulacrum of the ancient city, as a witness of 

 
349 Betts, “Raphael and the Ruins of Rome,” 15. See also, Curran, Egyptian 

Renaissance, 217; Karmon, Ruin of the Eternal City, 88–92. 
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God’s divine intervention at a significant moment of Rome’s providential path to spiritual 

supremacy. 

In fact, for its naturalism and display of ancient Roman glory, the Vision’s 

topographical background is not only a powerful argument for the preservation of the 

city’s material past, but it is also a means of that selfsame goal. Within the illusionistic 

Costantino, the viewer’s sense of shared presence with the ancient city created an 

experiential kind of preservation. This simulated encounter provided the benefits of 

actual preservation (in this case preserving the memory of antiquity) and access to the 

physical glory and genius of the ancient Roma civitas, whether or not the physical urbs 

remained. Likewise, those intangible qualities of Roman civilization, and the later 

acquired associations, embodied by a monument like a pyramid or obelisk became 

mobile and malleable to contemporary contexts of Rome when translated into other 

media like fresco. 

In the early modern culture of mnemotechnics, guidebooks, and revived genius 

loci, the Vision’s Meta Romuli, for example, preserved not merely the form of the ancient 

tomb, but also reactivated memories and meanings associated with the original 

structure.350 Through the frescoed image of the pyramid, viewers recalled Rome’s 

inheritance of Egyptian civilization; the spirit of the lost Christian relic that witnessed St. 

Peter’s martyrdom, Constantine’s miraculous vision, and ultimately the erection of 

Constantine’s basilica, was brought into the space of the Vatican. With the construction 

of New St. Peter’s in the sixteenth century, early modern Rome’s material connections to 

 
350 Mnemotechnics (ars memoria), memory, and space in the Renaissance is 

discussed in Chapter Two. 
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that original basilica, and to Constantine, were dissolving. The Meta’s historical 

association with, and physical proximity to, Old St. Peter’s lends an air of Christian 

spiritual authority to the new church. Further fostering a connection to the original 

basilica, Raphael’s Meta in the Vision was informed by Filarete’s Meta Romuli (fig. 40) 

featured in his depiction of St. Peter’s crucifixion on the bronze doors of Old St. Peter’s. 

This visual quotation creates spatial, symbolic, and artistic bonds from Raphael’s 

painting to Filarete’s relief sculpture, and from Leo X’s early modern papal apartments in 

the Vatican Palace to Constantine’s ancient basilica, transferring ancient authority from 

the old church to the new.351  

Further, the Egyptianizing form of the Vision’s Meta likewise embodied the 

qualities of ancient Egypt no longer contained by the actual monument since its 

destruction. Preserved in the papal reception room, the frescoed image of the pyramid 

(along with the Vision’s other Egyptian and Egyptianizing imagery) safeguards the 

memory of Rome’s and the Church’s claims to an ancient power older than the city itself. 

In the Costantino, it asserts that early modern Christianity, in the sovereign hands of the 

papacy, was the fulfillment of a divine plan that began with the ancient Egyptians— a 

poignant argument for the Catholic Church’s authority in the years after Martin Luther 

nailed his Ninety-Five Theses to the cathedral of Wittenberg.  

 
351 Just like the pyramidal meta, Rome’s obelisks likewise accumulated meaning 

and associations over time that contributed to their flexible use. Jeffrey Collins describes 
Rome’s obelisks “as a collection of artifacts — that is, as material remains from the past 
that were endowed with new forms and meanings by those who retrieved, relocated, and 
reactivated them.” Therefore, just like Leo’s networking lions and sphinxes of the 
previous chapter, Rome’s obelisks and pyramids embodied a plethora of meanings and 
associations. Collins, “Obelisks as Artifacts,” 49. 
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With different programs and styles, the artistic decorations of the Sala di 

Costantino and the Loggetta of Cardinal Bibbiena created all’antica spaces that connected 

viewers with the essence of Rome’s past. In Leo X’s Costantino, disoriented by the play 

between illusion and naturalism, the viewer witnessed Constantine’s vision, felt the 

divine light, and walked among the monuments of ancient Rome. Here, the obelisks and 

pyramids recall Rome’s history and power while also making it possible for viewers to 

interact with Rome’s memory of ancient Egypt, and its virtuous qualities as a long-

enduring and formidable civilization, and as a font of sacred wisdom. In the imperializing 

atmosphere of Cardinal Bibbiena’s Loggetta, the Egyptianizing sphinxes, with their 

stylistic references to ancient Egyptian, Greek, and Roman pasts, embody the Roman 

tradition of cultural appropriation and serve as symbolic microcosms of the brecciated 

city. In the all’antica environments of the Loggetta and the Costantino, the viewer could 

connect the imagery of the past, as it was made present and accessible before him, with 

the ancient Egyptian material remains that occupied Rome.  

At the same moment that Raphael and his workshop artists were planning and 

executing the programs for the Loggetta and Costantino, numerous Egyptian and 

Egyptianizing monuments and sculptures were being unearthed, restored, and reinstalled 

at historically potent sites of the urbs.352 Viewers of the Loggetta and the Costantino 

could, therefore, be prompted by the painted Egyptian imagery to imaginatively explore 

these recently reactivated antiquities, their embedded virtue, and the genii of the sites 

 
352 For example, as discussed in Chapter Two, the lions and sphinxes of the 

Capitoline, Pantheon, and Lateran were restored and reinstalled at these historic 
locations; and the renovation of Via Leonina and the unearthing of the San Rocco obelisk 
lead to Raphael's plans for an Egyptianizing focal point for a new Piazza del Popolo. 
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they occupy, all from inside the Vatican; and alternatively, when visiting the lions, 

sphinxes, and obelisks of Rome, viewers could mentally re-visit the multi-temporal 

spaces, and the messages therein, of the Vatican rooms.   

All of this historical memory, ancient virtue, and multi-temporal unity was 

constructed, manipulated, and networked for the aggrandizement of Leo X, his papal 

office, and the institution of the Church. With messages of appropriation, inheritance, and 

dominion, the artists of the Loggetta and the Costantino positioned Leo X as the living 

heir of both sacred and secular ancestors. Because of these time-defying, syncretic 

programs, Leo X was simultaneously, and without transgression of Christian tenets, 

descendent of St. Peter, a centuries-long lineage of popes, as well as the ancient Egyptian 

pharaohs and great Roman emperors.  

While part of their appeal was surely their “otherness,” the sphinxes, lions, 

obelisks, and pyramids of Leo X’s Egyptianizing network (in the city and in the Vatican) 

were nonetheless firmly embedded in a Roman context. Their revival, and adaptation to 

sixteenth-century desires, removed any vices of the past. The virtuous qualities contained 

within the Egyptian and Egyptianizing forms bolstered the already glorious Roma civitas 

and the revived Roma urbs, making these sculptures and monuments worthy markers of 

Roman space and identity.
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CHAPTER 4 
 

PIRRO LIGORIO AND LATE RENAISSANCE EMULATIONS OF ROMAN 
SPACE 

 
Introduction 

 
After the deaths of Raphael and Leo X (in 1520 and 1521, respectively), Rome’s 

glory continued to be linked with the physical state of the city and its renewal, both 

through urban programs, and in artful reconstructions of modern and all’antica spaces. 

However, growing conflicts between Rome and other European powers, and a widening 

division between the Catholics and Protestants threatened Rome’s political and spiritual 

supremacy. In the early morning hours of May 6th, 1527, the frailty of Rome’s power 

was exposed when large factions of the German Emperor Charles V’s army invaded the 

city. For seven months, while Pope Clement VII was forced to hide in Castel 

Sant’Angelo, the occupying troops looted and burned the city’s palaces, monasteries, and 

churches, and murdered Romans in the streets. The Sack of Rome left the city physically 

and psychologically scarred, and its authoritative place in the world uncertain.353    

 
353 On the Sack of Rome, the events leading up to it, and its aftermath, see Pastor, 

History of the Popes, vol 10 (1923); Partner, Renaissance Rome 1500–1559, 1976; Andrè 
Chastel, The Sack of Rome (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983; D’Amico, 
Renaissance Humanism in Papal Rome, 1983; Kenneth Gouwens, Remembering the 
Renaissance: Humanist Narratives of the Sack of Rome (Leiden: Brill, 1998); Stinger, 
Renaissance in Rome, 1998; Guido Rebecchini, “After the Medici: the New Rome of Pope 
Paul III Farnese,” I Tatti Studies 11 (2008): 147–200. Scholars are undecided on the 
extent of the Sack’s impact on the artistic and cultural milieu of Renaissance Rome, and 
there is a lack of agreement on when (and if) Rome ever fully recovered from the Sack in 
the Cinquecento. For the effects of the Sack on the antiquarian culture of Rome see, for 
example, Arthur di Furia, Maarten van Heemskerck’s Rome: Antiquity, Memory, and the 
Cult of Ruins (Leiden: Brill, 2019), especially 81–107.  
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Because Rome’s urbs embodied its providential place as caput mundi, returning to 

glory after the Sack meant physical renewal. In large part, Rome’s early modern authority 

came from the longevity of her past. Therefore, Late Renaissance scholars and 

antiquarians continued to uncover the city’s ancient remains to better revitalize the 

modern urbs, while artists recreated all’antica spaces in city views, sculpture collections, 

villas and gardens.354 This chapter will discuss one of the most virtuosic handlers of 

antiquity in the second half of the sixteenth century, Pirro Ligorio, and his manifestations 

of all’antica Roman environments featuring Egyptian imagery in order to shed light on 

the role of Rome’s memory of Egypt in the secondo Cinquecento.355  

Ligorio came to Rome from Naples in 1534 and established a successful painting 

career. He quickly entered the city’s antiquarian community, and in 1548 he was 

proposed as a member of the illustrious Virtuosi del Pantheon. The following year the 

 
354 Famously, in a move to reestablish diplomatic relations, Pope Paul III 

orchestrated a 1536 entry into Rome for Charles V (Holy Roman Emperor since 1530) in 
the manner of an imperial triumphal procession. Many of the ancient sites of the city 
were restored and highlighted with all’antica decoration and inscriptions. Rome’s SPQR 
officials even dressed in all’antica togas and escorted Charles through the city. On 
Charles’ Entry, see Lanciani, Storia degli Scavi, 1902; Pastor, History of the Popes, vol. 
11 (1923), 241–5; Bonner Mitchell, “SPQR in Two Roman Festivals of the Early and 
Mid– Cinquecento” Sixteenth Century Studies Journal 9 (1978): 94–102; Chastel, Sack of 
Rome, 1983; Roy Strong, Art and Power: Renaissance Festivals (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1984); Bonner Mitchell, The Majesty of the State: Triumphal 
Progresses, (Florence: L.S. Olschki, 1986); Jacks, Antiquarian and the Myth of Antiquity, 
1993; Mary Hollingsworth, Patronage in the Sixteenth Century: From 1400 to the Early 
Sixteenth Century (London: J. Murray, 1996); Clare Robertson, “Phoenix Romanus: 
Rome, 1534–1565,” in Hall, ed., Rome, 2005: 184–245. 
 

355 On Pirro Ligorio, see for example, Erma Mandowsky and Charles Mitchell, 
Pirro Ligorio’s Roman Antiquities, (London: Warburg Institute), 1963; Robert Gaston, 
ed., Pirro Ligorio: Artist and Antiquarian. Villa I Tatti, Harvard University Center for 
Italian Renaissance Studies. (Milan: Silvana, 1988); Coffin, Pirro Ligorio, 2003; 
Loffredo and Vagenheim, eds., Pirro Ligorio’s Worlds, 2019. 
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artist-antiquarian was in the service of Cardinal Ippolito d’Este as an “antiquario,” and 

was a member of the house of Cardinal Ridolfo Pio Carpi, who by the middle of the 

century amassed Rome’s largest antiquities collection. It was during this time that 

Ligorio was also surveying the ancient sites of the city, gathering information to 

reconstruct the glory of the ancient urbs in both text and imagery.356 

Seeking the most thorough restoration of ancient Rome’s memory, Ligorio 

consulted every source available to him. This included texts by ancient authors, 

inscriptions, architectural fragments, ancient pipes, coins, and gems. When inhibited by 

gaps in the antiquarian record, Ligorio used similar extant examples and his artistic 

 
356 On Ligorio’s life and career see for example, Mandowsky and Mitchell, Pirro 

Ligorio’s Roman Antiquities, especially 1–6. For sixteenth and seventeenth century 
depictions of Carpi owned antiquities see Christian Hülsen, Römische Antikengärten des 
XVI Jahrhunderts IV (Heidelberg: C. Winter, 1917), 55–76. For the Egyptian and 
Egyptianizing objects owned by the Carpi in the sixteenth century see Roullet, Egyptian 
and Egyptianizing, catalog entries 145, 161, 216, 291, 247, 328. His surveying included 
the property of the Carpi and nearby lands that were once the Gardens of Sallust. In 
Ligorio, Cod. Tor, XV, 159 Ligorio described the vigne and noted an ancient obelisk was 
still visible, “Il terzo circo era alla porta Collina dentro le mura, à canto à gli horti di 
Salustio, là dove hoggidi si vede uno obelisco in terra, intagliato a caratteri 
Hierogliphici.” See also Pirro Ligorio, Paradosse di Pyrrho Ligori Napolitano: Il primo 
libro delle Antichità di Pyrrho Ligori Napolitano ne quale paradossamente confuta la 
commune oppinione sopra varii et diversi luoghi della città di Roma. Libro di M. Pyrrho 
Ligori napolitano, delle antichità di Roma, nel quale si tratta de’ circi, theatric, et 
anfiteatri (Venice, 1553), fol. 2v; and Kim J. Hartswick, The Gardens of Sallust: A 
Changing Landscape (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 2004), 20, 64, n. 237. The 
obelisk likely remained visible throughout the Middle Ages and was frequently noted in 
the early modern period since the anonymous Magliabecchiano described it as broken in 
two pieces with its base near the reeds. The obelisk was erected upon a base at outside of 
the Church of Santa Trinità dei Monti at the top of the Spanish Steps in 1788. Its original 
base was unused until 1928 when it was repurposed as a monument to fallen fascists near 
the Church of Santa Maria in Aracoeli. This monument was deconstructed in 1954, and 
the base moved to the Republican wall of the Capitoline. Hartswick, 54–57. 
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imagination to reconstruct a plausible version of the past, just as Raphael had described 

doing in his letter to Pope Leo X.357  

Reimagining the ancient city in this way, Ligorio published graphic 

reconstructions of the ancient sites including the Circus Maximus (1553) (fig.1), and 

Circus Flaminius (1552) (fig. 41), as well as two smaller engraved plans of ancient and 

modern Rome (1552 and 1553) (figs. 42, 43), and a grand portrait of the ancient city in 

1561 (fig. 44). Throughout his artistic career and his numerous efforts to reimagine the 

ancient urbs, Ligorio was also compiling an encyclopedic collection of knowledge on 

antiquity that he aimed to publish in a series of books.358 Only one portion of the project 

was ever published in Ligorio’s lifetime, the Libro di M. PYRRHO LIGORI Napolitano. 

Delle Antichità di Roma, Nel quale si tratta de’ Circi, Theatri, & Anfitheatri. Con le 

Paradosse del Medesimo auttore, quai confutano la commune opinione sopra varii 

 
357 Burns, “Pirro Ligorio's Reconstruction of Ancient Rome,” 31–32. See also 

Mandowsky and Mitchell, Pirro Ligorio’s Roman Antiquities, 1963. Raphael described a 
similar process of filling in missing information in his letter to Leo. See Raphael and 
Castiglione’s Letter to Leo X, MS 1r–8v, Archivio Privato Castiglioni, Mantua; 
Shearman, Raphael in Early Modern Sources, 500–545 and Chapter Three. In a 
cartouche on Ligorio’s large city view of ancient Rome, the Imago discussed below, the 
artist listed his sources for the reconstruction as ruins of buildings, ancient authors, coins, 
inscriptions on bronze, lead, stone, and tiles. 
 

358 Mandowsky and Mitchell argued that 40 of the books had been compiled by 
1553. It seems that Ligorio contributed to these writings for the rest of his life. On 
chronology, Mandowsky and Mitchell posited that the first group organized before 1553 
entails the volume held in Paris, as well as some of the books from the Oxford volume. 
The Naples manuscripts were compiled while Ligorio was in Rome, and the Turin 
manuscripts were written after 1568 when Ligorio moved to Ferrara.  Mandowsky and 
Mitchell, Pirro Ligorio’s Roman Antiquities, 3; Margaret Daly Davis, ed., “Pirro Ligorio: 
Libro di M. Pyrrho Ligori Napolitano delle antichità di Roma, nel quale si tratta de’ 
circi, theatri e anfitheatri, con le Paradosse del medesimo auttore, quai confutano la 
commune opinion sopra varii luoghi della città di Roma (Venedig, 1553),” Fontes 9 (July 
15 2008), 3–5; https://archiv.ub.uni–heidelberg.de/artdok/volltexte/2008/562 
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luoghi della città di Roma (with Michele Tramezzino in Venice, 1553).359 Ligorio’s Libro 

delle antichità is divided into two parts, the Antichità which discusses ancient circuses, 

theaters, and amphitheaters of Rome, and the Paradosse, which aimed to correct previous 

scholarship on Rome’s antiquity. The Antichità and Paradosse were excerpts from 

Ligorio’s larger manuscript writings on antiquity.360 

The greater part of Ligorio’s work on the Libro was never published in his 

lifetime, and much of it remains understudied. The largest manuscript collections are 

preserved in Naples and Turin, while two smaller groups are in Oxford and Paris. 

Collectively, these cover an enormous breadth of topics related to the ancient world, 

including the iconography of coins and medals, ornament, clothing, modes of 

measurement, deities, illustrious persons, cities and regions, monuments, inscriptions, 

temples, aqueducts, villas, authors, and art. Among the written textual entries are copious 

illustrations ranging from sketches to beautifully finished drawings. While many of the 

books are arranged thematically, much of their content tends to be unorganized and their 

titles are often misleading.361   

 
359 For a discussion and facsimile of Ligorio’s Libro delle Antichita di Roma, as 

well as a useful resource on Ligorio’s unpublished writings, see Davis, “Pirro Ligorio,” 
2008. 

 
360 Davis, “Pirro Ligorio” 3–5. 

 
361 Ligorio’s principle manuscripts are located in Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS. 

Canonici ital. 138 (1 volume); Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, MS. Ital 1129 (1 volume); 
Naples, Biblioteca Nazionale, MS XIII, B. 1–10 (10 volumes); and Turin, Archivio di 
Stato, MSS. Turin A: Cod. A.II, 6.J. 19–30 (12 volumes); Turin B. Cod. A.III.3.J. 1–18 
(18 volumes). The twenty–three volumes in Turin B are arranged alphabetically, while 
the rest of Ligorio’s Libri are arranged thematically. For more on Ligorio’s manuscripts 
see especially Mandowsky and Mitchell, Pirro Ligorio’s Roman Antiquities, 130–139; 
and Schreurs, Antikenbild und Kunstanschauungen, 22–27, 325–330. Due to gaps in 
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Despite its inconsistencies and lack of publication, Ligorio’s Libro greatly 

contributes to our scholarly understanding of early modern antiquarian studies. Ginette 

Vagenheim has shown that Ligorio’s research was often collaborative, the author relying 

on the knowledge of other antiquarians for areas with which he lacked expertise.362 Some 

of the Libro manuscript writings were widely influential among early modern scholars. 

The collection in Naples was purchased by the Farnese in 1567 in whose care it was 

studied by leading antiquarians and artists like Étienne Dupérac. Fulvio Orsini, the 

Farnese librarian, owned a copy of a portion of this collection, which was annotated by 

antiquarian Onofrio Panvinio, and later obtained by the Vatican Manuscript Library.363 

The manuscripts, therefore, are representative of more than just Ligorio’s own efforts and 

 
Ligorio’s manuscript entries and the lack of illustrations they are certain would have been 
made, Mandowsky and Mitchell maintain these must be but a fraction of Ligorio’s 
overall antiquarian writings and drawings, now lost. 
 

362 On Ligorio’s collaborations with other scholars, see Ginette Vagenheim, 
“Appunti per una prosopografia dell’Accademia dello Sdegno a Roma: Pirro Ligorio, 
Latino Latini, Ottavio Pantagato e altri, Studi Umanistici Piceni 26 (2006), 211–226; 
“Mythologie et falsification dans les Antichità romane de Pirro Ligorio (1513–1583). 
L’exemple d’Hercule au jardin des Hespérides,” in La mythologie Classique dans la 
littérature néo–latine. En homage à Geneviève et Guy Demerson. 3e Congrès de la 
Société française d’études néo–latines, ed. V. Leroux (Clermont–Ferrand: 2010), 407–
422; “La falsificazione epigrafica nell’Italia della seconda metà del Cinquecento. 
Renovatio ed inventio nelle Antichità Romane attribuite a Pirro Ligorio,” in El monument 
epigráfico en contextos secundarios. Procesos de reutilización y falsificación, eds., J. 
Carbonell Manils, H. Gimeno Pascual, and J.L. Moralejo Álvarez (Barcelona: 2011), 
217–226. In his Paradosse, the portion of his Libro delle antichità di Roma that sought to 
correct the errors of previous scholarship on ancient Rome, Ligorio bolstered his text’s 
authority by noting that he consulted many types of experts for his corrections. Ligorio, 
Libro delle antichità di Roma, fol. 26 r. 
 

363 Vat.Lat. 3439, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana. See also Loffredo and 
Vagenheim, “Pirro Ligorio’s Worlds,” in Loffredo and Vagenheim, eds., Pirro Ligorio’s 
World, 11–12; Coffin, Pirro Ligorio, 19–21; While in the Farnese collection, the 
manuscripts were also borrowed and copied by the Barberini librarian, Lucas Holstein, in 
the middle of the seventeenth century. 
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beliefs, but provide a larger picture of secondo Cinquecento antiquarian knowledge and 

interests.  

Particularly significant, and unstudied, are the Libro’s numerous entries on 

Egyptian antiquity. Archival research shows that throughout the manuscripts are accounts 

of Egyptian cities, gods and goddesses, monuments, religious practices, and iconography. 

Along with sections on Egypt, the Egyptian people, and the Nile river, for example, 

Ligorio’s Turin manuscripts document a multitude of Egyptian cities including 

Alexandria, Heliopolis, Hermopolis, and Antinoa (Antinoe). Egyptian gods and 

goddesses are discussed in a plethora of entries, including those dedicated to Harpocrates, 

Hermes Trismegisthus, Apis, Serapis, and numerous more obscure deities and men and 

women of “soprastitione Aegyptica.”364 Osiris, Anubis, and Isis appear frequently, with 

the latter as the focus of a dedicated section of Libro Nono, titled “Iside et Matri Syria, et 

Matura Generante opure inqualche modo essa iiddea sia stata da gentil’ intesa et da 

diversi populi denominata ereveri per tutti gli idii compressa dalla cieca intelligenza delli 

syrii de greci et dell’ aegypti e dell’ altra nationi nell’ idolatri, which includes a full page, 

detailed drawing of the goddess.”365 Ligorio also wrote entries on the Egyptian scarab 

beetle and solar cults, pyramids, sphinxes, hieroglyphs, and an entire book dedicated to 

obelisks.366  

 
364 Ligorio’s “soprastitione Aegyptica” is in Libro 49, Ja bis 17 Libro 49/50, f. 50. 
 
365 Ligorio, Libro, Libro Nono, letter I f. 160–162v, Ja.II.11 
 
366 A large section of Book 50 of the Turin manuscripts is dedicated to the 

significance of the scarab beetle, symbol of the sun, as is found on ancient intaglio (“Il 
Libro Cinquantesimo dell’Antichità sopra delli significati dell’ antichi intaglio che si 
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The Naples manuscript contains a multitude of information on Egyptian antiquity, 

as well, including sections on sacred animals, symbols, the Nile, and the invention of the 

arts by Egyptians. Additionally, there are numerous entries on Egyptian deities such as 

Apis, Serapis, Isis, Osiris, Anubis, and Harpocrates. The smaller collection of Ligorio’s 

preparatory writings in Oxford also contains a book on obelisks “et altri varie cose degli 

Egitti,” with a brief section on pyramids.367  

Despite their potential for illuminating the state of early modern Egyptian studies, 

scholars have not systematically investigated Ligorio’s Egyptian manuscript writings.368 

Indeed, scholarship on the Libro typically presents it as a compilation of classical 

antiquity, while in fact, my archival investigations have uncovered that Ligorio’s concept 

of Rome’s antiquity was much more encyclopedic. In the context of this dissertation, the 

 
trovano con la imagine del scarabeo symbol del sole compilato da Pyrrho Ligorio Patritio 
Napolitano et cittadin’ Romano,” f.35r –82v). 
 

367 “Libro XIIII. Delle Antichita di Roma di Pyrrho Ligori pittore il qual tratta 
degli obelischi et altri varie cose degli Egitti,” ff.74r–78v. Oxford.  
 

368 Vagenheim’s brief, two–page note identifies the existence of the Turin 
manuscript’s book on obelisks, however, the author does not elaborate on its contents or 
offer commentary. Mastrocinque discussed the iconography of Ligorio’s numismatic 
entries, including those with Egyptianizing imagery, though without a treatment of their 
Egyptian character. Campbell transcribed the Oxford book on obelisks and other 
Egyptian things (“Libro XIIII. Delle Antichita di Roma di Pyrrho Ligori pittore il qual 
tratta degli obelischi et altri varie cose degli Egitti,” ff.74r–78v. Oxford) with added 
commentary as part of his larger transcription of the codex. Campbell’s focus is mostly 
concerned with the archaeological aspects of the obelisks that Ligorio depicted and 
described, and identifying Ligorio’s textual sources, and not on the Egyptian quality of 
the obelisks. Ginette Vagenheim, “Some Newly–Discovered Works by Pirro Ligorio,” 
Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 51 (1988), 242–243; Attilio 
Mastrocinque, “Introduzione alla sylloge Gemmarvm Gnosticarvm (Parte 1),” in 
Bollettino di Numismatica, Monografia 8.2.1, 2003, p. 127; Ian Campbell, ed., Libri di 
Diverse Antichità di Roma (Rome: De Luca, 2016), 109–115, and 283–84. 
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Libro contributes to our understanding of Ligorio’s in-depth knowledge and interest in 

Egyptian antiquity. Further, the author’s placement of Egypt within the Libro’s larger 

framework of Rome’s antiquity provides a textual parallel to his prominent use of 

Egyptian imagery in visual representations of all’antica Roman space. From his writings, 

drawings, city portraits, and decorative programs, it is clear that Ligorio sought to 

recreate a comprehensive, syncretic and highly erudite version of Rome’s past. 

Ligorio’s Imago 
 

In 1561, Ligorio published his largest topographical reconstruction of Rome, the 

Anteiquae urbis imago (fig. 44).369 The four by five-foot Imago, engraved on twelve 

sheets, recreates the fourth-century urbs from a bird’s eye view. The artist thoughtfully (if 

 
369 On the Imago, see Burns, "Pirro Ligorio's Reconstruction of Ancient Rome,” 

19–92; Coffin, Pirro Ligorio, 16–18, 25. On Sixteenth–century city views and mapping 
culture see Jessica Maier, Rome Measured and Imagined, 2015; Maier, “Roma 
Renascens: Sixteenth Century Maps of the Eternal City,” in Caldwell and Caldwell, eds., 
Continuing Encounters Between Past and Present (Burlington, VT: Ashgate), 2011: 35–
55. See also Cesare de Seta, ed., Tra oriente e occidente: Citta e iconografia dal XV al 
XIX secolo (Naples: Electa), 2004, especially Giorgio Mangani, “Da icone a emblemi. 
Cartografia morale delle città (secolo XIV–XVI), 10–21; and Lucia Nuti, “L’artificio del 
‘vero ritratto,’” 22–28. Christian Hülsen, “Saggio di bibliografia ragionata delle piante 
iconografiche e prospettiche di Roma dal 1551 al 1748,” Archivio della Reale Società 
Romana di Storia Patria 38 (1915): 15–105; Francesco Ehrle, Roma al tempo di Giulio 
III: La pianta di Roma di Leonardo Bufalini del 1551 riprodotta dall’esemplare esistente 
nella Biblioteca Vaticana a cura della biblioteca medesima (Rome: Danesi, 1911). Both 
Hülsen and Ehrle considered Ligorio’s Imago imaginative and fantastical in comparison 
to the more scholarly work of Marliani and Bufalini. See also Frutaz, Le Piante di Roma, 
I, 61–62; II, Tav. 26–32. Marcello Fagiolo, ed., Roma Antica: L’immagine delle grande 
città italiane (Cavallino di Lece: Capone), 1991. On documenting antiquity and using it 
for modern designs in the sixteenth century, and a comparison of Raphael and Ligorio’s 
antiquarian work, see Brothers, “Architecture, History, Archaeology,” 135–140. 
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sometimes erroneously) reimagined Rome’s monuments in their ancient locations, 

restoring them based on a combination of antiquarian knowledge and imagination.370  

Significant, and thus far unremarked in scholarship, is the abundance of Egyptian 

and Egyptianizing obelisks and pyramids depicted throughout the Imago.371 From the 

city’s most iconic obelisk, that of the Vatican in the Circus of Gai et Neronis in the lower 

left (fig. 45), a series of Egyptian monuments continues north with the Monumentum 

Semproni (Meta Romuli), followed by the towering obelisk of the Hippodromus 

Hadriani, the twin obelisks of Augustus’ Mausoleum, the obelisk of Campus Martius (fig. 

46), and the obelisks of the Circus of Sallust, and the Circus Florae (figs. 46, 47).  

The center of the Imago is likewise pierced with the obelisks of the Circus 

Flaminius Apollinaris, the obelisk of Tiber Island (fig. 48), the two obelisks of the Circus 

Maximus, and one obelisk in the Roman Forum (fig. 49). The right edge of the view is 

framed by the obelisk of the Hippodromus Aureliani in the upper right (fig.52) and the 

massive pyramid tomb of Gaius Cestius in the lower third (fig. 53). Interspersed 

throughout the city portrait are at least sixteen additional pyramidal monuments (figs. 45-

56).372 Finally, at the most detailed level of the Imago, numerous examples of smaller 

 
370 On Ligorio’s sources see Burns, "Pirro Ligorio's Reconstruction of Ancient 

Rome,” 19–92. 
 

371 In Ligorio’s 1552 view of Rome, obelisks were included in the reconstructed 
circuses of Nero (which is actually the Circus of Hadrian), Maximus, Flaminius, 
Agonalis. Also pictured are the Vatican obelisk, and the obelisk in the Gardens of Sallust. 
The pyramid tomb of Cestius is visible on the right edge of the engraving, but the Meta 
Romuli does not appear. 
 

372 Six of these include identifying inscriptions. Next to the two pyramids below 
the “Hippodromus Aureliani” (Circus Valeriani) in the top right of the city view is 
inscribed: MONVM PVBLIORVM PACCIORVM. Behind Augustus’ Mausoleum, two 
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obelisk and pyramid-shaped sculptures are visible adorning the all’antica structures of the 

city.373 

Not only are there an abundance of obelisks and pyramids in Ligorio’s view of 

Rome, but the artist also visually emphasized many of these monuments, ensuring their 

marked presence. Indeed, the outstanding height and vertical orientation of the Imago’s 

obelisks stand in stark contrast to the overall horizontal gravity of the city, created by the 

repetition of shallow-storied buildings and bands of incised line representing architectural 

layers of masonry. Additionally, the graphic treatment of the city’s unshaded and lightly 

shaded monumental obelisks (like those of the Circus of Gai et Neronis and Augustus’ 

Mausoleum, the Hippodromus Hadriani, the Circus Sallusti, and Tiber Island) cause these 

to conspicuously stand out against the dense hatching and cross-hatching from which the 

rest of the urban form emerges. Conversely, the dark front face of the Campus Martius 

obelisk rises prominently against the lighter-valued, open space of the field around it. 

Visually cutting through the crowded urbs, Ligorio’s obelisks serve as striking, needle-

 
pyramids are labeled SEPVLCRVM SEXTI (left) and FAVSTVS. SVLLA FELIX 
(right). The two pyramid monuments near the Tomb of Gaius Cestius are labeled M. 
DIDIANOR and M. CEIONI. The archaeological accuracy of Ligorio’s small pyramid 
monuments is unclear. A drawing of a pyramidal tomb by Ligorio (Windsor RL 10821, 
Ancient Roman Architecture, fol. 34) may have been based on the remains of a pyramidal 
tomb on the via Appia, on the sixth mile, on the left side. According to Campbell this was 
a common type of Hellenistic and Roman tomb inspired by the Mausoleum of 
Halicarnassus. See Ian Campbell, The Paper Museum of Cassiano Dal Pozzo: Series A: 
Antiquities and Architecture, Part Nine: Ancient Roman Topography and Architecture, 
vol. 1 (London: Royal Collection, 2004) 210–211. Other examples of ancient Rome’s 
tomb monuments with varying types of pyramidal shapes can be seen as drawn by 
Ligorio in his Oxford manuscript, for example on f. 138r. 
 

373 These are distinguished from the many examples of the conical, metae–shaped 
sculptures also used as decoration on the Imago’s buildings.  
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like beacons of historical loci throughout the city, inflecting Roman identity with 

Egyptian features.374  

Of the Imago’s seventeen clearly visible obelisks, twelve to fourteen were known 

in the sixteenth century.375 They were either still visible, had been previously 

documented, or like the central obelisk of the Circus of Maxentius, were buried but 

encountered frequently enough that the knowledge of them remained current.376 Ligorio 

documented many of these in his manuscripts, drawings, and engravings.377 In fact, his 

 
374 The obelisks of Hippodromus Aureliani (Circus Varianus) and Circus Flora are 

also very lightly shaded, however, their isolated location and small size, respectively, 
reduce the value contrast and in turn their visual impact in comparison to those obelisks 
mentioned above.  
 

375 Those depicted in the Imago that were known through text or material remains 
in the sixteenth century (with Roullet’s catalog numbers in parentheses) include the 
obelisks of the Gardens of Sallust (Roullet 71), Circus of Varianus (in the Imago’s 
Hippodromus Aureliani, Roullet 86), Augustus’ Mausoleum (Roullet 81, 82), Campus 
Martius (Roullet 83), Circus Maximus (Roullet 69, 70), Vatican (in the Imago’s Circus 
Gai et Neronis, Roullet 68), Tiber Island (Roullet 85), and Iseum Campense (one of 
which is now in front of the Pantheon, Roullet 74). Fragmented remains made it difficult 
to ascertain the exact number of known obelisks in the sixteenth century. See Roullet’s 
catalog entry 77 for a description and provenance of fragments belonging to two to four 
obelisks that were likely from the Iseum Campense and rediscovered along with the 
Pantheon obelisk in 1374. The fragments were made into an obelisk pastiche in 1729 for 
Cardinal Albani and sent to Urbino in 1739. 
 

376 The central obelisk in the Circus of Maxentius had fallen in the eighth century 
and was covered over with city’s detritus, later becoming the swampy site of a vegetable 
garden of S. Maria in Cosmedin. In 1410–1415 the Anonymous Magliabecchiano 
recorded that workers would test the marshes with poles, regularly encountering the 
buried obelisk underneath. See Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 71. 
 

377 In his Oxford book on obelisks, Ligorio stated that eight to ten obelisks were 
still visible in Rome, but it was difficult to determine with surety, since those remaining 
were badly damaged. He relied on Pliny, Cicero and Plato for more on the ancient 
monuments and their hieroglyphs. Ligorio, “Libro XIIII. Delle Antichita di Roma di 
Pyrrho Ligori Pittore il qual tratta degli obellischi et altri varie cose degli Egitti,” ff. 74r 
–77v.  
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book on obelisks in the Oxford codex includes a discussion of more than a dozen obelisks 

of Rome, and drawings of those from the Vatican, Capitoline, Gardens of Sallust, Via 

Appia (likely that of the Circus Maxentius), San Macuto, Augustus’ Mausoleum, Campus 

Martius, and an otherwise unknown obelisk from San’Angelo in Pescharia.378 Ligorio’s 

unpublished “Dell’antichità dell’obellischi” in the Turin manuscript examines all of 

these obelisks and over dozen more located in both Rome and Egypt. These entries often 

note the monuments’ original locations, commissioning pharaohs, materials, and when 

applicable, hieroglyphic inscriptions and locations in Rome.379 

At least four of the Imago’s large obelisks were the product of the artist’s 

hypothetical reconstructions. These include the obelisks in the spinae of the Hippodromus 

Hadriani on the Vatican, the Circus Florae on the Quirinale, and the Circus Flaminius 

Apollinaris near the Pantheon. Lacking evidence that obelisks had once occupied these 

locations, Ligorio drew from other known sources to develop a plausible reconstruction 

 
378 Pirro Ligorio, Oxford Codex, Libro XIIII. Delle Antichità di Roma di Pyrrho 

Ligorio Pittore. Il qual tratta degli Obellischi et altre varie Cose degli Egitti, ff. 74–78; 
Thomas Ashby, “The Bodleian MS. Of Pirro Ligorio,” The Journal of Roman Studies 9 
(1919): 170–201; Campbell, Libri di Diverse Antichità di Roma,–115, and 283–84. 
Ligorio spelled San’Angelo in Pescharia as San’Agnelo in Pescharia.  
 

379 Most of the obelisks listed in the Turin manuscript are obelisks of Rome 
known through text or material remains. A few entries discuss obelisks in Egypt, known 
to Ligorio through literary description. Pirro Ligorio, Dell’antichità dell’obellischi, Ja bis 
17 Libro 49/50, ff. 120r–131v, Turin. In his published book, Ligorio described the 
“bello” Vatican obelisk in his section on the Circus of Gaio and Nero, noting he had more 
to say about it in his libro, “che tratta degli Obelischi.” Pirro Ligorio, Libro delle 
antichità di Roma, fol. 3r. See also Davis, “Pirro Ligorio,” 6. 
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that would match his image of the ancient urbs.380 And indeed, the frequent incorporation 

of obelisks along ancient Roman circus spinae makes their inclusion here logical.  

Unlike the amplified number of obelisks and pyramids depicted in the Imago, 

Ligorio did not reconstruct unknown aspects of the ancient city with classical column 

monuments, save for one example, the column at the center of the Circus Agonalis.381 

The view’s columns of Antoninus Pius and Trajan tower above their surroundings and 

command attention with their spiral friezes and abbreviated relief sculpture. Otherwise, 

even in the areas of anonymous infill, hardly a freestanding column can be found in the 

Imago’s numerous circuses, forums, and piazzas.  

 In addition to the imaginatively reconstructed circus obelisks discussed above, 

two more undocumented obelisk monuments of significance appear in the Imago. Their 

complete lack of precedence warrants further discussion. The first example requires a 

close examination of the image’s Iseum Campense, the area of the ancient temple 

complex to Isis, located just behind Ligorio’s Pantheon. Here, in the Forum of Minerva, 

 
380 Ligorio’s reconstruction of the Hippodromus Hadriani near the Emperor’s 

mausoleum is not unique to him. See the background of Raphael’s Vision of Constantine 
in Chapter Three, for example. Ligorio’s book on obelisks in Turin contains an entry for 
the obelisk of the “Circo di Hadriano.” Ligorio, Dell’antichità dell’obellischi, Ja bis 17 
Libro 49/50, f. 130v. Modern archaeology identifies this site not as a circus of Hadrian, 
but as the Naumachia Vaticana. On the identification of the Naumachia Vaticana, see 
Platner and Ashby, A Topographical Dictionary of Ancient Rome, 111–112, 358. There 
are no extant literary descriptions of the contents of Circus Flaminius, nor material 
remains of an obelisk located there. On the so–called Circus Florae see Hartswick, 
Gardens of Sallust, 61–68. 

 
381 Today’s Piazza Navona is on the site of the Circus Agonalis. Other 

contemporary city views depict an obelisk at the center of Circus Agonalis, for example 
Étienne Dupérac’s etching, the Urbis romae sciographia ex antiquis monumentis 
accuratiss. Delineate (Rome, 1574), and Onofrio Panvinio’s engraved Anteiquae urbis 
imago (Rome, 1560).  
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are four identical, orb-topped obelisks lined in a row (fig. 57). Because the ground 

beneath them is occluded by the Temple of Minerva, it is impossible to see if Ligorio 

intended for the obelisks to have individual bases or share a single base. However, 

Ligorio’s Oxford manuscript illustrates a monument consisting of a pedestal base topped 

by four identical, orb-topped obelisks (fig. 58).382 While these obelisks are not arranged 

in a single file like those in the Imago but rather mounted two-by-two, the accompanying 

text establishes them as the same monument.383  

In the manuscript, Ligorio identified the monument’s obelisks as the San Macuto 

obelisk (which he had also drawn individually on fol. 75r) and three other identical 

obelisks, or rather fragments thereof, that were found in the area of Santa Maria sopra 

Minerva where the antiquarian believed the ancient Forum of Minerva was located.384 

These likely included the obelisk found behind the church in circa 1550 which was taken 

by Cardinal Federico Medici to his villa on the Pincio (now in Boboli Gardens, Florence), 

and five obelisk fragments that were probably found at the same time as the San Macuto 

obelisk (circa 1374), but were built into walls, where they remained until the eighteenth 

 
382 Ligorio, Oxford, 76r. 
 
383 Ligorio, Oxford, 75v.  

 
384 Ligorio, Oxford, 75v; Ian Campbell, “Pirro Ligorio’s Use of Numismatic 

Evidence. Examples from his Oxford Codex,” in Ulrike Peter and Bernhard Weisser, 
eds., Translatio Nummorum: Romische Kaiser in der Renaissance (Verlag: Franz Philipp 
Rutzen, 2013), 107; Campbell, Pirro Ligorio, 2016. 
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century when Cardinal Albani composed them into a single obelisk and sent it to 

Urbino.385  

According to his manuscript, Ligorio based his hypothetical arrangement of these 

fragments on an obelisk monument in the style of a stylobate he saw depicted on an 

imperial medal.386 In a rare instance of scholarly attention to Ligorio’s use of obelisks in 

his artistic and textual oeuvre, Ian Campbell argued that the Forum of Minerva obelisk 

monument was a misreading of a sestertius depicting Trajan in the Circus Maximus. In 

some examples of the coin, the circus’ three-coned meta has an extra line to the left, 

making it look like a four-pointed monument. Because it is possible that worn coins 

would have lost the cone-shape of the metae, the four objects may have been easily 

confused with obelisks. Further, in numismatic catalogs (and elsewhere, as was discussed 

in Chapter Three), metae were often referred to as obelisks, making a clear identification 

of the monuments all the more difficult. Rather than an example of Ligorio as a deceitful 

forger, Campbell argues the Forum of Minerva obelisk-monument is an example of the 

artist-antiquarian’s use of numismatic evidence to provide information on antiquity.387  

Even more remarkable than the Forum of Minerva monument is the large obelisk 

among the Imago’s reconstructed buildings of the Roman Forum, positioned below the 

Capitoline near the Temple of Saturn (fig. 59). While there is no material evidence of a 

 
385 On the afterlife of these obelisks (and their fragments), see Roullet, Egyptian 

and Egyptianizing, catalog nos. 74, 75, 77; Platner and Ashby, Topographical Dictionary 
of Ancient Rome, 369–370. 

 
386 Ligorio, Oxford, 75v. 
 
387 Campbell, “Pirro Ligorio’s Use of Numismatic Evidence,” 107–110. 
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Forum obelisk, its inclusion in Ligorio’s portrait of Rome was undoubtedly more than 

casual infill. Indeed, the ancient Roman Forum was of great interest to Ligorio, and the 

form of its reconstruction was a point of scathing contention between the artist and his 

fellow sixteenth-century antiquarians. 

In his 1553 Libro delle antichità the author criticized and corrected other 

antiquarians’ reconstructions of ancient Rome in the Paradosse appendix, the first section 

of which discussed the errors of his fellow antiquarian Bartolomeo Marliani in his 

placement of the Roman Forum.388 Although Ligorio did not mention Marliani by name, 

the target of his criticism was clear, and Marliani responded in the same year with a 

searing note, B. Marliani, Topographiae Urbis Romae haec nuper adiecta, added to the 

second edition of his guide to ancient Rome, the Urbis Romae topographia.389 Marliani’s 

condemnation was directed at Ligorio, whose identity he thinly veiled under a literary 

pseudonym, by attacking his theories and mocking his ignorance of Greek and Latin.390 

Knowing that the Imago’s Roman Forum and his professional reputation were likely to 

be under intense antiquarian scrutiny, therefore, Ligorio was surely purposeful, if not 

factual, in its location and recreated contents. 

 
388 Pirro Ligorio, Libro di M. PYRRHO LIGORI Napolitano. Delle Antichità di 

Roma, Nel quale si tratta de’ Circi, Theatri, & Anfitheatri. Con le Paradosse del 
Medesimo auttore, quai confutano la commune opinione sopra varii luoghi della città di 
Roma (Venice: Michele Tramazzino, 1553). 
 

389 Bartolomeo Marliani, Urbis Romae topographia, Roma: in aedibus Valerii, 
dorici, & Aloisii fratris, Academiae romanae impressorum, 1544.  
 

390 For the antiquarian rivalry between Ligorio, Marliani, and others, see 
especially Laureys and Schreurs, “Egio, Marliano, Ligorio, and the Forum Romanum,” 
385–405. See also Davis, “Pirro Ligorio;” and Loffredo and Vagenheim, “Pirro Ligorio’s 
Worlds,” in Loffredo and Vagenheim, Pirro Ligorio’s Worlds, 4–7. 
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Despite the confidence he displayed in the Paradosse, Ligorio made many 

mistakes in his scholarly recreations of the Forum.391 Indeed, in addition to the obelisk 

that he pictured beneath the Imago’s Capitoline, Ligorio also wrote an entry for a Forum 

obelisk in his Dell’antichità dell’Obelischi manuscript in Turin. Among the many records 

in this section is a short account describing a black stone obelisk measuring cinque piedi 

located in the Forum, below the Campidoglio.392  

While Ligorio did not include his source for the Forum obelisk, the error likely 

came to him by the unknown Anonimo Magliabechiano’s Tractatus de rebus antiquis et 

situ urbis romae, which contained an entire chapter devoted to Rome’s obelisks. After 

visiting the city between 1410 and 1415, the anonymous author described an obelisk in 

the Roman Forum at the side of Sant’Adriano that held the ashes of Julius Caesar, a 

legendary feature otherwise only attributed to the Vatican obelisk. The Magliabechiano 

also conflated his Forum obelisk with that of San Macuto in the area of the ancient Iseum 

 
391 I am grateful to Jasmine Cloud for sharing with me her keen eye and 

knowledge of the Roman Forum. For Ligorio’s errors in his textual description of the 
Roman Forum see Davis, “Pirro Ligorio,” 12–13 and notes. See also Laureys and 
Schreurs, “Egio, Marliano, Ligorio, and the Forum Romanum,” 385–405. Laureys and 
Schreurs explain the state of knowledge of Roman topography, especially in the sixteenth 
century, was largely based on what could be surmised from ancient authors and the actual 
location of the Roman forum and buildings was not known until wide scale 
archaeological excavation occurred in the 19th century. See also, Long, Engineering the 
Eternal City, 127–138. 
 

392 Pirro Ligorio, “Il Libro Cinquantesimo dell’antichità sopra delli significati, 
dell’antichi intaglio che si trovano con la imagine del scarabeo symbol del sole,” Libro 
50, f.122r. The entry also identifies another black stone obelisk of five piedi associated 
with the Church of Sant’Angelo in Pescaria. The Sant’Angelo obelisk was also included 
in Ligorio’s Oxford codex (as mentioned in the text above), though the Forum obelisk is 
unique to the Turin manuscript. Ligorio, fol. 75r, Oxford; Ashby, “The Bodleian MS. of 
Pirro Ligorio,” 187–8. To my knowledge, the existence of these obelisks has never been 
corroborated in other scholarship. 
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Campense, even though he admitted that the descriptions of the two obelisks were not the 

same, and he identified different find spots for each monument.393 

Whether authentic or imagined, however, what is more relevant to the purposes of 

this study is the visual emphasis Ligorio placed on the Imago’s Forum obelisk, as this 

illustrates the importance the artist placed on the memory of Egypt as central to Rome’s 

past. The Forum obelisk stands out particularly because of its exaggerated scale, which is 

especially evident when noting that the only nearby objects of similar height are 

monumental structures of Rome, like the Septizonium Vetus and Flavian Amphitheater 

(fig. 60). Indeed, rather than the modestly sized obelisk of five piedi (approximately 4.88 

feet) that he described in the Turin manuscript, Ligorio has here transformed the Forum 

 
393 Anonimo Magliabechiano, “Tractatus de rebus antiquis et situ urbis romae,” 

in Roberto Valentini and Giuseppe Zuchetti, eds., Codice topografico della città di Roma 
v. 4 (Rome: Tipografia del Senato), 1953: 129–32. On the Anonimo Magliabechiano see 
Cesare D’Onofrio, Visitiamo Roma mille anni fa: la città dei mirabilia (Rome: Romana 
società editrice, 1988): 150–52; Curran, Obelisk: A History, 70–72; and for the original 
Latin text, Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 308, n.10. 

 
Aside from the Magliabechiano’s questionable account, the only obelisk known to have 
ever occupied the vicinity of the Roman Forum was the Capitoline obelisk. It is not 
likely, however, that Ligorio erroneously located it in the Imago’s Forum. First, in 
antiquity the Capitoline obelisk was located in the Iseum Campense after having been 
brought to Rome from Heliopolis. It was not moved to the Capitoline until the thirteenth 
century, when it was repaired and re–erected near the western door of Santa Maria in 
Aracoeli. It remained here until 1535 when it was lowered and left to lie in the cemetery 
adjacent to the church until 1582 when it was brought to the Villa Celimontana, where it 
still stands today. For the Capitoline obelisk, see Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 
73–74, catalog no. 73; Curran, Obelisk: A History, 67–8. Additionally, in the Turin 
“Dell’antichità dell’obellischi” entry immediately after that of the Forum obelisk, Ligorio 
described the Capitoline obelisk of Santa Maria in Aracoeli, proving that the artist–
antiquarian believed in the existence of two separate obelisks of the Capitoline area 
throughout Rome’s history. Pirro Ligorio, “Il Libro Cinquantesimo dell’antichità sopra 
delli significati, dell’antichi intaglio che si trovano con la imagine del scarabeo symbol 
del sole,” Libro 50, f.122r. 
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obelisk into a towering monument akin to the neighboring 105-foot central obelisk of the 

Circus Maximus.394 

Also accentuating the physical presence of the Forum obelisk is its hieroglyphic 

inscription (fig. 59). Save for the barely visible lettering indicated on the obelisk of the 

Circus Flaminius Apollinarus, this is a unique characteristic among the Imago’s Egyptian 

imagery. The Forum obelisk’s Egyptianizing inscription is cursory, and the glyphs are 

likely inventions of the artist; however, their patterning and separation by friezes visually 

distinguishes it from its surroundings, and from the rest of the view’s Egyptian 

monuments.  

Ligorio’s familiarity with ancient hieroglyphic inscriptions is evident in his 

numerous textual descriptions of Rome’s obelisks, and in his visual reconstructions of the 

city’s ancient circuses and their obelisk-adorned spinae. For example, Ligorio’s drawings 

of the obelisks of the Gardens of Sallust and the Circus of Maxentius in the Oxford codex 

(fig. 58) depict hieroglyphs; and, his Circus Maximus (fig.1) engraved by Nicolas 

Beatrizet and printed by Michele Tramezzino in 1553 features a large hieroglyph-laden 

obelisk at its center, and another smaller inscribed obelisk at the spina’s end. Through his 

unparalleled study of Rome’s Egyptian antiquities, Ligorio was also surely aware that of 

the obelisks depicted in the Imago known in the sixteenth century, all were inscribed with 

Egyptian or Roman-Egyptianizing hieroglyphs, except the two of Augustus’ Mausoleum 

and the Vatican obelisk. It is particularly noticeable and noteworthy, therefore, that he did 

 
394 One Roman piede is equal to one and a half Roman palmo, which is 11.729 

inches. See Long, Engineering the Eternal City, ix. The central obelisk of the Circus 
Maximus, now in Piazza di S. Giovanni in Laterano, measures approximately thirty–two 
meters high. Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 70. 
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not depict hieroglyphs on any of those Imago monuments which were actually inscribed. 

Rather, Ligorio reserved this immediately recognizable and culturally significant attribute 

primarily for the obelisk at the symbolic center of Rome. How better to prove Rome’s 

encyclopedic antiquity and boundless right to rule than by depicting an eye-catching, 

colossal symbol of Rome’s claim over Egypt and its ancient wisdom, power, and 

longevity at the heart of the caput mundi?  

Despite the prominence of obelisks and pyramids, both the monumental and 

minute, in Ligorio’s grand view of Rome, scholars have not noted its “startlingly 

Egyptian” quality, as has been said of Raphael’s Roman background in the Vision of 

Constantine (see Chapter Three). This is particularly surprising considering that Ligorio’s 

Imago is unique among the sixteenth-century images of ancient Rome, both for its 

number of Egyptian and Egyptianizing monuments, as well as for their visual emphasis. 

An earlier image of Rome that depicts late Imperial city, the Urbis Romae topographia of 

1534 by Marliani (fig. 61), for example, included only a few obelisks, and all are shown 

fallen.395  

Nor have scholars realized that after the publication of Ligorio’s Imago, which 

served as a cartographic prototype for maps of ancient Rome for the next two hundred 

years or more, Rome’s Egyptian and Egyptianizing obelisks and pyramids appear more 

abundantly in other artists’ reconstructions of ancient Roman space.396 For example, 

 
395 Bartolomeo Marliani, Roma Antica, woodcut 1534. See Frutaz, Le Piante di 

Roma, 2, Tav. 21. 
 
396 The Imago received a wide viewership through numerous reprints and copies, 

including those by J.A. Du Cerceau and Étienne Dupérac. Coffin, Pirro Ligorio, 25; 
Maier, “Mapping Past and Present: Leonardo Bufalini’s Plan of Rome (1551),” Imago 
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Panvinio’s 1565 Anteiquae Urbis Imago, Duperac’s 1574 Urbis Romae sciographia, 

Mario Cartaro’s 1579 Roma Antica, and Giacomo Lauro’s c.1612 Roma antiqua 

triumphatrix all incorporate the major obelisks of ancient Rome (figs. 62-65).397 Like 

Ligorio, Duperac, Cartaro, and Lauro also included many of the city’s smaller obelisks, 

including the obelisk of the Circus Florae, an invention of Ligorio’s, as well as numerous 

anonymous pyramidal monuments. However, while most of Ligorio’s obelisks and 

pyramids exhibit a monumental quality and have been exaggerated in size and contrast, 

the presence of Egyptian imagery in these subsequent urban portraits is more subdued in 

comparison.  

Identity and Spatial Experience in the Imago 
 

In the mid-sixteenth century, at a moment of increasing effort to renew the urbs, 

new modes of depicting Roman space developed. While the traditional representational 

forms of the city were symbolic and schematic, or completely pictorial, artists began 

crafting images of Rome with the semblance of a measured environment.398 Compare, for 

 
Mundi 59, no.1 (2007): 17. For the setting of his 1652 Exposition of Moses, Poussin 
borrowed topographic imagery from Ligorio’s Imago. Poussin’s background features a 
prominent pyramidal monument and two large obelisks. Burns, “Pirro Ligorio’s 
reconstruction of ancient Rome,” 42. For this and more examples, see Susan Russell, 
“Pirro Ligorio, Cassiano dal Pozzo and the Republic of Letters,” Papers of the British 
School at Rome 75 (2007): 241, 241 n.11.  On Late Renaissance city views and 
printmaking, see also Long, Engineering the Eternal City, 139–162. 
 

397 On Panvinio’s reliance on Ligorio, see William Stenhouse, “Panvinio and 
Descriptio: Renditions of History and Antiquity in the Late Renaisssance,” Papers of the 
British School in Rome 80 (Oct 2012): 233–256. 
 

398 Jessica Maier, “A ‘True Likeness’: The Renaissance City Portrait,” 
Renaissance Quarterly 65 (2012): 720. For the development of representational 
approaches to urban space in the fifteenth and sixteenth century, see also Maier, Rome 
Measured and Imagined, 19–47; Long, Engineering the Eternal City, 113–138. On early 
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example, Fabio Calvo’s 1527 Antiquae Urbis Romae cum Regionibus Simulachrum (fig. 

66) with Marliani’s 1534 Urbis Romae topographia (fig. 61).399 Calvo’s Rome is 

composed of a circular wall containing equally segmented wedges representing the city’s 

regions. Each district is recognizable only by a single identifying monument. There is no 

regard for geographic location, topographic detail, distances between sites, nor for 

intervening structures. Marliani’s Rome, on the other hand, is seen from a bird’s eye 

view, with attention to the placement of natural and man-made features of the city.400  

By necessity, the early modern creation of urban imagery was a selective process. 

Encapsulating the eternal city in a miniature, two-dimensional image meant including 

only those elements of regional topography, history, and myth that best epitomized 

Rome.401 With an overabundance of representational and symbolic possibilities available 

 
modern urban imagery, see Hillary Ballon and David H. Friedman, “Portraying the City 
in Early Modern Europe: Measurement, Representation, and Planning,” in David 
Woodward, ed., The History of Cartography (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2007), 680–704. According to Ballon and Friedman (“Portraying the City,” 680), demand 
for topographical information increased, and provided a sense of authority to the image. 
See also Juergen Schultz, “Jacopo de’Barbari’s View of Venice: Map Making, City 
Views, and Moralized Geography before the Year 1500,” The Art Bulletin 60, no. 3 (Sep 
1978), 425–474; Nuti, “The Perspective Plan in the Sixteenth Century, 105–128; Lucia 
Nuti, Ritratti di città; Visione e memoria tra medioevo e settecento (Venice: Marsilio, 
1997); Kagan, Urban Images of the Hispanic, 2000. For a study on the shift from generic 
to individualized depictions of urban spaces see James Elliot, The City in Maps: Urban 
Mapping to 1900 (London: The British Library, 1987).   

 
399 Fabio Calvo, Antiquae urbis Romae cum regionibus simulachrum (Rome, 

1527); Bartolomeo Marliani, Urbis Romae topographia (Rome, 1544).  
 
400 On the development of the bird’s eye view see Ballon and Friedman, 

“Portraying the City,” 687–696. See also Giandomenico Romanelli, Susanna Biadene, 
and Camillo Tonini, eds., “A volo d’ucello”: Jacopo de’Barbari e le rappresentazioni di 
città nell’Europa del Rinascimento,” Exhibition Catalog (Venice: Arsenale Editrice, 
1999).  
 

401 Fiorani, “Mapping and Voyages,” 59, 83. 
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to him, Ligorio’s liberal use of Egyptian imagery in the Imago sheds light on 

contemporary tastes for antiquity, its role in the modern city’s revival, and on ideas of 

Roman identity. This is particularly true as the Imago was made for public consumption, 

like other sixteenth-century city views; therefore, its success was dependent not on a 

particular patron’s expectations, but upon larger cultural and artistic trends.402  

While modern mapmaking necessitates the depiction of exact distances, and 

proportions, as well as the appearance of a place— the result of the map’s function as a 

wayfinding tool— important to Renaissance viewers was an image of a place that not 

only captured its external likeness, but also its character. In fact, early modern views, or 

ritratti (portraits) as they were more commonly referred, were viewed and experienced 

with similar expectations to portraits of individuals.403 The goal for both types of ritratti 

was to capture the subject’s exterior likeness as well as their inner qualities. Sixteenth-

century artists of urban imagery turned to past traditions of representing space to meet 

these needs. Claudius Ptolemy’s (c.90– c.168 CE) Geography provided descriptions of 

two main approaches. Geography, Ptolemy explained, represented large areas with 

general features in a schematic approach, while chorography, captures the intangible 

 
402 Maier, “A ‘True Likeness,’” 731; Long, Engineering the Eternal City, 139–

162. 
 

403 Maier, “A ‘True Likeness,’” 711–752. In this essay, Maier discusses the 
Renaissance’s flexible ideas on realism and idealization in portraiture, and the 
relationship between likeness and character. As was discussed in Chapter Two, Cicero’s 
claim that the physical and visible qualities of an urbs captures the invisible character of 
its civitas was central to the Renaissance experience of viewing and constructing 
representative space. The correlation between outer features and inner character was a 
familiar concept in the early modern period, popular also in the idea that a person’s 
physiognomy revealed their inner character, and ideas that a place’s geography affected 
the civilization living there. Kagan, Urban Images of the Hispanic, 20–22. 
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qualities of a place. This latter method, according to the author, was only achievable 

through the sensitive interpretation of an artist.404 

City views and figural portraits shared another common trait: both were 

considered as surrogates for their subjects.405 For example, Raphael’s Portrait of Leo X 

with Cardinals Giulio de’ Medici and Luigi Rossi (c. 1517–18) (fig. 67) famously served 

as proxy for Pope Leo X at the wedding banquet of Lorenzo de’ Medici and Madeleine 

de la Tour d’Auvergne in Florence on 8 September, 1518.406 The physical representation 

of the Pope symbolically ensured his presence when attendance was not possible. 

Similarly, Ligorio’s Imago provided viewers with symbolic physical proximity to ancient 

Rome, even for those located outside the city. Further, the Imago’s print medium ensured 

that Rome’s likeness was multipliable and available to a wide and public audience.407 

Therefore, regardless of geographic and temporal distance, viewers of the ritratto had 

access to the invisible qualities embedded in the physical urbs. 

 
404 Maier, “A ‘True Likeness,’” 718–720. See also Naomi Miller, “Mapping the 

City: Ptolemy’s Geography in the Renaissance,” in David Buisseret, ed., Envisioning the 
City: Six Studies in Urban Cartography (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 
34–74; Naomi Miller, Mapping the City: The Language and Culture of Cartography in 
the Renaissance (London: Continuum, 2003). 
 

405 Maier, “A ‘True Likeness,’” 711–752, esp. 732. 
 

406 See Richard Sherr, “A New Document Concerning Raphael’s Portrait of Leo 
X,” Burlington Magazine 125, no. 958 (Jan 1983): 31–32. 
 

407 On early modern print culture and antiquity see, for example, Rebecca Zorach, 
The Virtual Tourist in Renaissance Rome: Printing and Collecting the Speculum 
Romanae Magnificentiae (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2008), especially Zorach, 
“The Virtual Tourist in Renaissance Rome—and Beyond,” 11–23 David Karmon, 
“Printing and Protecting Ancient Remains in the Speculum Romanae Magnificentiae,” 
37–51; and Zorach, “The Public Utility of Prints,” 63–83. 
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The format of Ligorio’s graphic plan encouraged this imaginative encounter with 

ancient Roman space. The combination of a bird’s eye view of the city with its buildings 

and monuments rendered in perspective made clearly visible and identifiable façades. 

Equally as important, this pictorial representation also oriented the city’s structures to the 

viewer’s vantage point, simulating a natural optical experience of Roman sites.408 

Another contemporary, large-scale plan of the ancient city, Leonardo Bufalini’s 

1551 Roma offers an example of an alternative representational mode for comparison. 

Like the Imago, the Roma approaches the city from the ichnographic, bird’s eye view, 

though its buildings and monuments are seen from directly above and depicted in ground 

plan. This diagrammatic mode lends the image an impression of measured authority. 

However, the graphic quality of the sites and the Roma’s lack of a singular viewing 

position also has a distancing effect, particularly for the Renaissance viewer, who favored 

naturalism and pictorialism.409  

 
408 Maier explains that the pictorial view was built on the pretense of real visual 

observation and mimicked the effects of optical experience. Maier, Rome Measured and 
Imagined, 144. See also Victor Plahte Tschudi, Baroque Antiquity: Archaeological 
Imagination in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 
11; Ballon and Friedberg, “Portraying the City,” 687–8.  
 

409 Bufalini’s plan is approximately 200 x 190cm on 24 woodcut sheets. For more 
on Bufalini’s Roma, see Maier, “Mapping Past and Present,” 1–23. For Maier’s 
description of the viewing experience of an ichnographic plan and its Renaissance 
reception, see especially 19. See also Maier, Rome Measured and Imagined, 77–118; and 
Maier, “A ‘True Likeness,’” 732. On the ichnographic city plan see also John Pinto, 
“Origins and Development of the Ichnographic City Plan,” Journal of the Society of 
Architectural Historians 35 (1976): 33–50. The second century marble Forma Urbis was 
also an ichnographic type but was not yet discovered when Bufalini’s plan was published. 
On the Forma Urbis see Emilio Rodríguez Almeida, Forma urbis marmoreal: 
aggiornamento generale 1980 (Rome: Quasar, 1981); John Pinto, “Forma Urbis Romae: 
Fragment and Fantasy,” in Cecil L. Striker, ed., Architectural Studies in Memory of 
Richard Krautheimer (Mainz: Zabern, 1996), 143–46. 
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Directed specifically to the spectator’s point of view, the perspectival structures of 

the Imago, on the other hand, provided an environment with which the early modern 

viewer could relate and engage. In fact, the ritratto’s large-scale and high level of detail 

encouraged sustained contemplation, during which viewers could mentally wander the 

ancient spaces.410 Nestled among the city’s famous landmarks and buildings are also the 

anonymous structures of quotidian Rome. In this dense urban fabric, viewers were met 

not only with the quintessential monuments of the city like the Circus of Nero, the 

Flavian Amphitheater, and the Pantheon, but also with generic circular temples, 

colonnaded basilicas, multi-storied insulae, sculptures, fountains, flora, obelisks, and 

pyramids. These unsourced additions impart a sense of authenticity and wholeness to the 

simulacrum of the eternal city, helping to transform the Imago from an abstract record of 

the past into a habitable, “living” environment that viewers could imagine themselves 

occupying and navigating. 

While the Imago’s imagery firmly grounds the depicted city in antiquity, 

Ligorio’s numerous textual additions throughout the city portrait identify contemporary 

 
410 The ritratti were meant as objects of contemplation for a wide audience that 

could include antiquarians, pilgrims, tourists, and collectors. They were one of the most 
popular types of image in the burgeoning field of reproductive print media, and ranged 
from inexpensive images of specific events, to grand prints of idealized cities. They could 
serve as didactic tools, for “armchair travel,” and help with actual travel (but not for 
“wayfinding purposes”). They were also powerful tools in formulating ideas about Rome. 
Jessica Maier, “A ‘True Likeness,’” 717, 731.  The earlier printed city views like those 
by Francesco Rosselli (View of Florence, published c.1482–90), and Jacopo de’Barbari 
(View of Venice, published in 1500) were entirely pictorial, unlike Bufalini’s completely 
schematic approach, and the Imago’s hybrid representation. 
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sites.411 Written in modern cursive and in the present tense, these notations speak directly 

to the sixteenth-century viewer with phrases like, “Qui hoggidi e’ la Vigna di misser 

Marco bracci” (Here today is the vigna of mister Marco Bracci). 412 Similar to physically 

encountering the brecciated city’s historical remains (see Chapter Two), these 

anachronistic placeholders could prompt the viewer to mentally experience Rome without 

temporal barrier and foster an environment in which history and the present occur 

simultaneously.  

The ancient environment with its written messages from the future also speaks to 

the providential promise of Rome’s destiny, the zenith of which was embodied by the 

early modern city and its Church. Indeed, one of the Imago’s most potent sites for 

bridging the chronological gap between the fourth-century city and the sixteenth-century 

 
411 The Imago was not Ligorio’s first representation of a chronologically obscure 

state of Rome. His first published foray into Roman city views was the 1552 Urbis 
Romae situs cum iis quae adhuc conspiciuntur veter. monument. Reliquiis, which depicts 
the contemporary city with reconstructed ancient monuments, as well as medieval 
structures. Pirro Ligorio, Urbis Romae situs cum iis quae adhuc conspiciuntur veter. 
monument. reliquiis, (Venice: Michele Tramezzino, 1552). It measures 40.2 x 54.5cm. 
Much of Ligorio’s Imago is accurate, attesting to the antiquarian’s knowledge. See also 
Coffin, Pirro Ligorio, 16; and Maier, Rome Measured and Imagined, 122.  
 
In the next year, likely as a pendant to his publication Delle antichità di Roma, Ligorio 
printed a 42 x 71 cm view of Augustan Rome. Accompanying the reimagined ancient city 
were, however, written labels identifying the medieval and Renaissance structures that 
would be built in the future. Unlike the relatively unobtrusive notations of the Imago, 
those of the 1553 view were so plentiful the image is barely legible, especially in densely 
populated areas like the city center. Additionally interfering with the 1553 view’s ancient 
environment is the prominently featured New St. Peter’s. Not only does this inclusion 
represent the contemporary moment, but Ligorio’s imaginative interpretation of the 
completed dome points even further into Rome’s future. Pirro Ligorio, Plan of Ancient 
Rome, (Venice: Tramezzino, 1553). See also Coffin, Pirro Ligorio, 17–18; Maier, 
“Roma Renascens,” 38–9; and Maier, Rome Measured and Imagined, 124. 
 

412 Maier, Rome Measured and Imagined, 129.  



 198 

viewer is the annotation beneath the Circus of Gai et Nero’s towering obelisk, that reads 

“hoggidi qui e’ san pietro” (today, St. Peter’s is here). While the circus was long gone 

from the Renaissance city, the Vatican obelisk was a continuous witness of one of 

Rome’s most potent historical loci, thus symbolizing St. Peter’s Basilica and marking the 

center of Catholicism. Its location at the bottom left of the Imago provides a significant 

and easily recognizable site to visually introduce the viewer into the image’s simulated 

space; and, perhaps more importantly, reminding the viewer of the Church’s predestined 

place in Rome’s future rebirth.  

A shadow version of the early modern city, Ligorio’s ritratto revealed the 

contemporary, lived sites in text but also in the resurrected monuments and buildings it 

made visible those intangible spirits that still dwell beneath the city’s surface. While 

Ligorio’s view of Rome is not accurate to modern mapmaking standards, it did meet the 

contemporary needs of capturing the essence of the city and its civitas. It is particularly 

significant that, more than any example had done before it, the Imago resurrected Rome’s 

ancient genius through the plentiful depictions of Egyptian and Egyptianizing obelisks 

and pyramids.  

The imagined physical experience of these places provided viewers with access to 

the memories and virtues embedded here. Amid the circular temples, colonnaded 

basilicas, and oblong circuses, Ligorio’s obelisks and pyramids create the image of an 

encyclopedic Rome, a civitas of unmatched breadth and longevity. Further, the Imago’s 

symbolic brecciation, produced by the references to the past and present in image and 

text, emphasizes Rome’s limitless supremacy, hindered by neither time nor space.  
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Of course, the Imago’s Egyptian and Egyptianizing monuments also recall the 

sixteenth-century’s conflicting memories of ancient Egypt as both Rome’s ancestor and 

defeated foe. Restored to their historical loci, the view’s obelisks and pyramids fit 

seamlessly among their classical counterparts as seemingly natural features of the ancient 

city’s authentic fabric. They recall Rome as the predestined inheritor of ancient Egyptian 

power, civilization, and sacred wisdom. And yet, their surprising abundance and visual 

emphasis draws attention to their distinctive cultural origin and exotic associations. In the 

Imago, just as it was for Leo X’s lions and sphinxes, and Raphael’s image of ancient 

Rome, Egyptian and Egyptianizing imagery not only marked historical loci within a 

reconstruction of all’antica Roman space, but they also stimulated recall of cultural 

memories and provided access to ancient virtue, all while contributing to the early 

modern identity of Rome reborn.  

Ligorio in Tivoli 
 

In 1550, Ligorio accompanied Cardinal Ippolito d’Este (1509–1572) to Tivoli at 

the onset of his new governorship of the region. While excavating and studying Hadrian’s 

Villa, Ligorio spent five years as the cardinal’s collector and advisor of antiquities, and 

designer of the new Villa d’Este and its gardens (fig. 69). In 1555, when Paul IV 

removed Cardinal d’Este from his position in Tivoli, all of Ligorio’s Tiburtine work 

ceased. In 1560, Pius IV restored the cardinal as Tivoli’s governor, and Ligorio’s 

excavations, antiquarian collecting, and designing of Villa d’Este continued.413  

 
413 Ligorio’s activities at Villa d’Este have been studied with great depth and 

insight in Coffin, Villa d'Este at Tivoli, 1960. On Cardinal Ippolito d’Este see Vincenzo 
Pacifici, Ippolito d’Este, Cardinale di Ferrara: Da documenti originali inediti (Tivoli: 
Società di Storia e d'Arte in Villa d’Este, 1920); Mary Hollingsworth, The Cardinal’s 
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In its imagery and form, Ligorio’s program for Villa d’Este recalled the 

environments of ancient villas and sculpture gardens.414 With little material evidence of 

these spaces available in the sixteenth century, Ligorio’s all’antica program relied on 

scant ancient textual description and his extensive knowledge of Hadrian’s Villa, gained 

through both first-hand experience with its remains and via Spartanius’ ancient 

description of the imperial complex, combined with his artistic imagination.415 With 

 
Hat: Money, Ambition, and Everyday Life in the Court of a Borgia Prince (London: 
Profile Books, 2004); and Mary Hollingsworth, “A Cardinal in Rome: Ippolito d’Este in 
1560,” Art and Identity in Early Modern Rome, ed. Jill Burke and Michael Bury 
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2008). 
 

414 On early modern villa culture, see David Coffin, The Villa in the Life of 
Renaissance Rome (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979).  

 
415 The Vatican library contains Ligorio’s treatise on Hadrian’s Villa: Vatican 

Archives, cod. 5295, Trattato dell’antichità di Tivoli e della villa Hadriana. As of 
January 2020, a very low quality digitized version is available through the Vatican 
Library online. Two of Ligorio’s books on Villa Adriana were published posthumously. 
This includes Pirro Ligorio, Descriptio superbae et magnificentissimae Villae Tiburnae 
Hadrianeae (…), ex Bibliotheca Lugduno–Batava, nunc primum produxit, qui & latinae 
vertit Sigebertus Havercampus, Lugduni Batavorum: Sumptibus Petri Vander, 1723. The 
manuscript of this, Pirro Ligorio, Libro o vero trattato dell’antichità XXII di P. Ligorio… 
Descrittione della superba e magnificentissima villa Tiburtina Hadriana is held in Paris 
at the Bibliotheque de l’Arsenal, Ms. Ital. 8529. The other posthumous publication is 
Pirro Ligorio, Pianta della villa Tiburtina di Adriano Cesare; Ichnographia villae 
Tiburtine hadriani Caesaris già da Pirro Ligorio, di poi da Francesco Contini, Rome: 
Stamperia di Apollo, 1751. In this plan Ligorio labeled the different areas of Hadrian’s 
complex, identifying il Liceo, l’Accademia, il Pritaneo, il Pecile, il Canopo, and la 
Tempe. On Hadrian’s Villa, see for example, Marina dei Franceschini, Villa Adriana 
Accademia: Hadrian’s Secret Garden. V.1 History of the Excavations, Ancient Sources 
and Antiquarian Studies from the XVth to the XVIIth Centuries (Rome: Fabrizio Serra, 
2016); William MacDonald and John Pinto, Hadrian’s Villa and Its Legacy (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1995); Federica Chiappetta, I percorsi antichi di Villa Adriana 
(Rome: Quasar, 2008). On Ligorio’s use of Spartanius see Coffin, Villa d’Este, 96. Pliny 
the Younger provided some information on ancient villa culture by describing his 
Laurentine and Tuscan villas. See David Coffin, “Classical Antiquity in Renaissance 
Dress,” in Coffin, ed., The Italian Garden, 248. See Cicero and Clinton Walker Keyes, 
trans., De legibus, II, I, 2 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1951), 371. On the 
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antiquities procured from his excavations of Hadrian’s Villa and from around Rome, 

modern all’antica sculptures based on ancient example, and exceptional fountains and 

waterworks, Ligorio’s program for the d’Este garden encouraged the ancient spirits of 

Roman and Tiburtine loci to inhabit the modern all’antica space.416  

While not made in direct emulation of specific examples, the fountains of the Este 

gardens artfully recall the ancient fascination with waterworks.417 Indeed, water was such 

a common feature of ancient Roman gardens that Cicero noted the laughable overuse of 

 
Renaissance knowledge of villas see Robert Gaston, “Pirro Ligorio on Rivers and 
Fountains: Prolegomena to a Study of Naples XIII.89,” in Pirro Ligorio: Artist and 
Antiquarian, ed. Gaston, 162; Antonella Ranaldi, Pirro Ligorio e l’interpretazione delle 
ville antiche (Rome: Quasar, 2001). On the narrative tradition in Renaissance gardens, 
see Elisabeth MacDougall, “Ars Hortulorum: Sixteenth Century Garden Iconography and 
Literary Theory in Italy,” in David Coffin, ed., The Italian Garden (Washington, D.C.: 
Dumbarton Oaks, 1972), 37–59. 

 
416 According to Francesco Seni, Ligorio hired sculptors to make statuary after his 

own designs, based on sculpture found at Hadrian’s Villa. Francesco Seni, La Villa 
d’Este in Tivoli: memorie storiche tratta da documenti inediti (Roma: Scuola Tipografica 
“Tata Giovanni,” 1902), 66, n. 1 for transcription of contemporary documents describing 
the contracted sculptures. For the Estian antiquities collection, see Thomas Ashby, “The 
Villa d’Este at Tivoli and the Collection of Classical Sculptures Which it Contained,” 
Archaeologia 61 (1908): 219–256. On excavating and collecting antiquities in the 
Renaissance see, for example, Barbara Furlotti, Antiquities in Motion: From Excavation 
Sites to Renaissance Collections (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2019). 

 
417 For example, the Apollo and Muses grotto of Villa d’Este has a similar 

architecture to the Canopus of Hadrian’s Villa, but is not an exact copy. On waterworks 
and Renaissance gardens see, for example, Elisabeth MacDougall, Fountains, Statues, 
and Flowers: Studies in Italian Gardens of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries 
(Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks), 1994: 109; Marcello Fagiolo, “Il significato 
dell’acqua e la dialettica del giardino. Pirro Ligorio e la “filosofia” della villa 
cinquecentesca,” in Marcello Fagiolo, ed., Natura e artificio: L’ordine rustic, le fontane, 
gli automi nella cultura del Manierismo europeo (Rome: Officina), 1979: 176– 189; Ann 
Kuttner’s study on ancient Roman water gardens, “Delight and Danger in the Roman 
Water Garden: Sperlonga and Tivoli,” in Michel Conan, ed., Landscape Design and the 
Experience of Motion (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks), 2003: 103–156; and 
Katherine Rinne, The Waters of Rome: Aqueducts, Fountains, and the Birth of the 
Baroque City (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2010).  
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so-called “Niles” and “euripus” (canal). The Canopus of Hadrian’s Villa, which Ligorio 

studied and excavated, exemplifies the height of this practice. Symbolizing the 

Alexandrian town of Canopus on the Nile delta, Hadrian’s Nilotic environment was 

composed of Egyptian and Egyptianizing statues lining a central, crocodile-sculpture 

infested euripus that terminated at a semi-circular Serapeum (a sanctuary to the god 

Serapis) surrounded by sculptural niches.418 Reconciling this ancient aquatic trend with 

the needs of his patron, Ligorio’s waterworks simultaneously recall Egypt’s Nilotic 

landscape, Tivoli’s imperial past, and, by mirroring the rivers and waterfalls that cascade 

through the landscape below Ippolito’s villa, the wild spirit of the Tiburtine terrain. 

In both subtle references (as in the garden’s water features) as well as in more 

overt examples, geographic symbolism was central to Villa d’Este’s decorative program. 

Once again, it was Hadrian’s Villa that provided Ligorio’s inspiration for this. While the 

Emperor’s vast residence was divided into sections representing the various lands of 

ancient Rome, however, the Este garden’s spatial symbolism centered on the more local 

topographies of Rome and Tivoli.419  

 
418 For more on the Canopus of Hadrian’s Villa see, for example, Roullet, 

Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 49–50. Roullet said that many of the “innumberable 
Egyptian and Egyptianizing statues” were “fakes in bad taste, recreating the Egypt of 
“opérette” of which the Romans were so fond.” Roullet said that the ancient practice of 
evoking Egyptian and Nilotic environments in villas and gardens reached its height with 
Hadrian’s Villa in Tivoli.  
 

419 In his plan of Hadrian’s Villa (see note above) Ligorio identified the various 
geographic regions represented in the villa, including the Academy of Athens, Canopus 
of Alexandria, and the Valley of Tempe in Thessaly. See Coffin, Villa d’Este, 96 and 
note 55. On Ligorio’s geographic symbolism at Villa d’Este, see Coffin, Gardens and 
Gardening in Papal Rome (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), 87–90.  
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The villa’s geological setting composed of waterfalls, plunging precipices, and the 

hills of the Tiburtini mountains, ensured that the rugged and ancient genius of Tivoli was 

a constant presence in the garden. However, by combining references to local mythology 

and regional geography, Ligorio artistically cultivated Tivoli’s spatial memory into 

sculpture and fountains within the walls of the Este property. Sculptures of Hercules 

adorned the garden, recalling Tivoli’s ancient foundations, while the Oval Fountain (fig. 

70) symbolically represents the geographic and spiritual forces of the region.420 As an 

anonymous contemporary description of the garden (held in the Bibliothèque National in 

Paris) explains, three statues personifying Tivoli’s rivers rest in grottoes in the upper 

portion of an artificial mountain. At the center sits Albunea, the Tiburtine Sybil and 

namesake for one of Tivoli’s rivers. In the flanking grottoes are the reclining river gods 

Anio and Erculaneo.421  

From the Oval fountain, according to the Paris manuscript, the symbolic rivers of 

Tivoli were originally designed to flow through the Fountain of the Emperors. This 

fountain-cum-outdoor dining space would have been populated by the likenesses of four 

ancient Roman emperors with imperial dwellings on Tiburtine land.422 The waters would 

 
420 For a description of the Villa’s symbolic program, see Coffin, Villa d’Este, 78–

96. 
 
421 Paris manuscript Paris. Bibliothèque Nationale, Cod. Ital. 1179, ff. 256r, 256v, 

257v; Coffin, Villa d’Este, 29–33, 85–87; Appendix A, 146.  
 
422 The Fountain of the Emperors was never constructed. It would have been in 

the location of the Fountain of Proserpina today. The Paris manuscript describes the 
Fountain of the Emperors as if it were created. “Fontana degl’Imperatori cosi detta 
perche nel suo Cenacolo ornato tutto di Nicchi et sedili di marmo sono quattro statue 
d’Imperatori antichi cioé Cesare Aug.to Traiano et Adriano, ciascuno de quali fabric 
superbissime Ville nel Territorio Tiburtino, si come appare dale uestigie, che ue nesono 
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have then traveled across the expanse of the garden where they would cascade over an 

artificial rustic hillside, built into the actual hillside below the villa, representing the 

nearby waterfall of the Anio river. As is illustrated in an engraving by Venturini (c. 1685) 

(fig. 71), the river’s identification would be made clear with the colossal statue of a river 

god perched on the hillside fountain. The god held a miniature Temple of Sybil in his 

outstretched hand, mirroring the nearby ancient sibylline temple overlooking Tivoli’s 

famous Anio waterfall. As the waters of the symbolic Anio surged down the hill, it 

transformed into the Tiber, which gathered below to flow past a semicircular platform 

supporting the city of Rome.423 

Ligorio’s unique sensitivity to the essence of a place, combined with his 

antiquarian knowledge, and artistic skill allowed him to embody the Tiburtine region in 

his symbolic and naturalistic geographic imagery. Noting Ligorio’s skill in the decoration 

of Villa d’Este, the humanist Uberto Foglietta wrote that “the statues are not only well 

arranged for decoration of the site and for the pleasant view, but there is a hidden theme, 

not wanting in gentility, to personify subtly the nature of the Tiburtine ground.”424 

 
fin’al di d’hoggi,” Paris. Bibliothèque Nationale, Cod. Ital. 1179, f 255v; transcribed in 
Coffin, Villa d’Este, Appendix A, 146.   

 
423 G.F. Venturini, Le Fontane del Giardino Estense in Tivoli (Rome: 1685); 

Coffin, Villa d’Este, 85. 
 
424 “Thence from the [Oval] fountain is a triple canal which, cutting across a hill, 

goes with its water to the other fountain, which has the form of the location and of the 
city of Rome and the Tiber. And from there it plunges down to a lower lake, to which has 
been given the name of the sea. And the statues are not only well arranged for decoration 
of the site and for the pleasant view, but there is a hidden theme, not wanting in gentility, 
to personify subtly the nature of the Tiburtine ground. Inventor of this was that most 
famous architect of our time and my very dear friend, Pirro Ligorio, a man as much of 
diverse erudition, as of admirable knowledge of antiquity.” Seni, La Villa d’Este in 
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Ligorio likewise illustrated his talent for capturing the visible and invisible qualities of a 

place in the Este garden’s Rometta fountain (fig. 72).  

Much of Ligorio’s original Rometta fountain has been lost (fig. 73), having fallen 

over the precipice behind it in the mid-nineteenth century. Through early modern 

descriptions and Venturini’s seventeenth-century engraving of the fountain, however, the 

original plan can be discerned.425 The Rometta distilled the entirety of the ancient urbs by 

miniaturizing ancient Rome’s iconic seven hills, and Tiber Island, and making them 

identifiable through their most characteristic monuments. The Paris manuscript identifies 

some of the major sites, including the Palatine, Colosseum, Pantheon, Campidoglio, the 

Columns of Trajan and Antoninus Pius, Hadrian’s Mausoleum, triumphal arches, and 

aqueducts. With no room for diluted imagery in this microcosm of the eternal city, it is 

particularly notable that among the core structures of ancient Rome, the Rometta features 

two large-scale obelisks.426  

One of the tallest parts of the fountain, a monumental obelisk rises above the 

Rometta’s seventh hill. This hill, on the garden-side of the fountain, is likely the Aventine 

as a miniature Septizonium stands to its right, and the Temple of Victory adorning the 

 
Tivoli, 61–62. See also Maria Luisa Madonna, “Il Genius Loci di Villa d’Este. Miti e 
misteri nel Sistema di Pirro Ligorio,” in Fagiolo, ed., Natura e Artificio (Rome: Officina, 
1979), 190– 226.  

 
425 Paris. Bibliothèque Nationale (Cod. Ital. 1179, ff 247r–266v; Coffin, Villa 

d’Este, Appendix A, 146. Antonio del Re’s Dell’antichità Tiburtine capitolo V (Rome, 
1611), 56 describes some of the hills and monuments, but is not exhaustive. See also 
Maria Luisa Madonna, “La ‘Rometta’ di Pirro Ligorio in Villa d’Este a Tivoli: Un 
Incunabolo Tridimensionale,” in ed., Marcello Fagiolo, Roma Antica (Rome: Capone, 
1991), np. 

 
426 The obelisks are described in the Paris manuscript as “Le Piramile” 

(pyramids). 
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Palatine is represented on its left (the villa-side of the fountain). The Rometta’s obelisk, 

therefore, would be the large obelisk on the ancient spina of the Circus Maximus, as the 

circus was located in the valley between the Palatine and the Aventine.  

Down below the fountain’s Roman hills, in the flowing waters of the Tiber, is a 

miniaturized Tiber Island, identifiable by its traditional boat-shape and obelisk mast. 

Rome’s Tiber Island received its obelisk in antiquity when it was erected in front of the 

third-century Temple of Aesculapius. Sometime later in antiquity, additions were made to 

the island forming it into the shape of a ship. Through the translations of memory, myth 

and tradition, the obelisk was recalled in the Renaissance as the island-ship’s mast. In 

reality, the obelisk would have been ineffectual in this symbolic capacity. As Bernardo 

Gamucci described in his Le antichità della città di Roma of 1569 the monument was 

much too small in proportion to the island to even suggest an appropriate emblematic 

mast. Nonetheless, Renaissance representations of Rome continuously reproduced the 

island in the form of a ship with a large, looming obelisk-mast.427  

Despite the fact that Ligorio is likely to have seen the small stature of the Tiber 

Island obelisk first hand (it was pulled down in 1565, and its fragments dispersed), he 

represented the monument as a colossal mast in both a drawing of the island in imperial 

 
427 Bernardo Gamucci in Le antichità della città di Roma (Thomasso Porcacchi: 

Venice, 1569). The earliest image of the obelisk–mast is from Cronaca, circa 1480 to 
1498. Cronaca’s image is in the library of Christ Church, Oxford, inv. 0814. Lafreri’s 
1557 view is the only exception to the Renaissance tradition of depicting the island with a 
massive obelisk–mast. It illustrates a tiny obelisk that looks as if it has fallen over. See 
Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 79–81. catalog no. 85, figs. 95–102. For the Tiber 
Island, see Cesare D'Onofrio, Il Tevere: L'Isola Tiberina, le inondazioni, i molini, i porti, 
le rive, i muraglioni, i ponti di Roma (Rome: Romana Società Editrice, 1980); Catherine 
Ann Dunar, “Images of the Tiber Island: Art and Archaeology; A Catalog of Artists and 
Cartographers from the Fourteenth Century through the Twentieth Century,” (Ph.D. Diss, 
University of Florida, 2012). 
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times, and in the 1561 Imago.428 The Imago’s massive Tiber Island obelisk towers above 

the island’s minute figural sculpture and temple architecture (fig. 74). Indeed, Ligorio’s 

Tiber Island obelisk is among the tallest obelisks of the image. Just as he had done with 

the Imago’s Roman Forum obelisk, the artist drastically accentuated the size and visual 

prominence of the Tiber Island obelisk by depicting it at approximately the same height 

as the nearby, colossal obelisk of Circus Maximus.  

The prominent display of the Imago’s Tiber Island obelisk is mirrored in the 

obelisk-mast of the Rometta fountain at Tivoli. In addition to its inflated size, the 

sculptural obelisk and its island are also centrally located, and positioned in the foremost 

area of the fountain, making it closest to the viewer. Further capturing spectators’ 

attention, the obelisk is also a fountain. Its pyramidal peak spouts streams of water 

straight up into the air before falling into the Tiber below. The exaggerated presence of 

the Tiber Island obelisk, in both the Imago and Rometta, amplified the significance of 

Egypt in Rome’s past, and recalled Rome’s inheritance (and appropriation) of Egypt’s 

ancient wisdom and power. 

Ligorio’s Oval and Rometta fountains, and his plans for the Fountain of 

Emperors, harnessed symbolic and naturalistic approaches to the geography of Tivoli and 

Rome as a way to provide visitors with an imaginative experience of these ancient 

spaces. These constructed environments were not viewed statically and individually, but 

 
428 Pirro Ligorio, “A Reconstruction of the Tiber Island in Imperial Times,” 839 

Ital. 1129, fol. 305, Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris. For description and image see Roullet, 
Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 163 and pl. LXXI. Indeed, Mandowsky and Mitchell 
attributed the Rometta fountain to Ligorio precisely based on his rendering of the Tiber 
Island his Imago of 1561. Mandowsky and Mitchell, 4. 
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were connected through movement and intervening sculpture, flora, and water features.429 

A close look at Venturini’s engraving of the Rometta fountain reveals the playful nature 

of Ligorio’s design, as hidden jets of water spray unsuspecting visitors.430 For those 

willing to brave the spray, a bridge connects the open area in front of the Rometta with 

the space of the miniaturized city. A pair of visitors and a dog wander through the 

all’antica urbs (fig. 72), illustrating that the viewer was welcomed into the ancient 

environment for a corporeal experience of the past. And, like the imaginative experiences 

of Rome prompted by Petrarch’s letter to Colonna, Raphael’s painted city in the 

Costantino, and Ligorio’s engraved urbs, the artist’s Rometta fountain encouraged 

visitors to recall the ancient memories and virtues embedded in Roman space.  

Marking ancient sites of Rome, the Rometta’s obelisks ground the viewer in the 

urbs, and help navigate and identify the different regions of the city. Simultaneously, they 

stimulate memories of Rome’s longevity and relationship with Egypt, as ancestor and 

source of sacred wisdom and civilization. In Cardinal d’Este’s garden, which took the 

ancient imperial villa as its source of inspiration, they also evoke the power of the Roman 

emperors that conquered Egypt and decorated their city with its spoils. This type of 

power would be particularly appealing to the cardinal, who sought the papal throne twice 

without success.431  

 
429 On the experience of movement through a garden, see Michel Conan, 

“Introduction: Garden and Landscape Design, from Emotion to the Construction of Self,” 
in Michel Conan, ed., Landscape Design and the Experience of Motion (Washington, 
D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks, 2003), 1–33.  

 
430 For the hydraulic automata at Villa d’Este, see Coffin, Gardens and 

Gardening, 40–44. 
 
431 Coffin, Villa d’Este, 88.  
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Pirro Ligorio’s impressive breadth of antiquarian knowledge and his deftness and 

flexibility in manipulating it for modern purposes deserves our further attention. 

Particularly missing from scholarship is a clearer understanding for the non-classical 

cultures Ligorio sought to revive and enfold into Rome’s collective history. Through his 

work, both text and image, one gets a sense that Ligorio could see or feel something 

about the space he occupied that others could not. Robert Gaston noted this, saying, “For 

Ligorio, Rome and its hinterland is replete with sites which are still in a sense haunted by 

the major and minor deities with which they were linked in antiquity.”432 In his 

manuscript writings and reconstructions of Roman space in drawing, engraving, and 

sculpture, it is clear that for Ligorio, many of the spirits still inhabiting Rome and its 

campagna came from Egypt. However, translated through the complexities of time, 

politics, and religion, those Egyptian geniuses were indivisible from Rome; and just like 

their classical counterparts, they contained all of the invisible activities, attributes, and 

virtues of the past that comprise Rome’s eternal, atemporal, civitas.

 
432 Gaston, “Ligorio on Rivers and Fountains,” 186. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

THE MEMORY OF EGYPT IN SIXTEENTH CENTURY ROME 
 

Carefully crafting an image of a modern, revived all’antica Rome, both in the 

physical urban program and in artistic renderings, Renaissance artists chose from an 

abundance of ancient cultural and material remains, rejecting just as much as they 

appropriated. Their strategic and purposeful choices to include and emphasize ancient 

Egyptian imagery in reconstructed all’antica Roman spaces illustrate that Egyptian 

memory was foundational to the city’s magnificence. Indeed, Renaissance humanists, 

artists, antiquarians, and patrons simultaneously celebrated Rome’s providential political 

and spiritual supremacy over ancient Egypt while also claiming Egypt as Rome’s 

ancestor in political power, longevity, and sacred wisdom. The near constant 

reappearance of Egyptian and Egyptianizing materials from Rome’s own soil throughout 

the centuries also provided a familiar and particularly Roman association with ancient 

Egypt.  

Forming a network of meaning across the urban fabric, Pope Leo X restored and 

relocated Egyptian and Egyptianizing lions and sphinxes at historically potent sites of the 

city, contributing new significance to both the art objects and the spaces they occupied. 

Translating Rome’s ancient memory of Egypt into the frescoed walls of the Vatican, 

Raphael continued Leo X’s Egyptianizing plan in syncretic grotteschi sphinxes, and an 

illusionistic ancient cityscape that highlighted Rome’s obelisks and pyramids. Pirro 

Ligorio’s selective, topographic reimagining of Rome in both the Imago and Rometta 

fountain amplified the Egyptian quality of the city through abundant and exaggerated 
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depictions of obelisks and pyramids. This strategy captured not only the physical likeness 

of the city, but also the character of her civitas. 

Through various media and methods, each of the artistic examples discussed in 

this dissertation fostered interactive, multi-temporal experiences of Egyptian imagery 

grounded in Roman space. These reconstructions of ancient Rome and its sculptures and 

monuments triggered memory and provided access to ancient virtue. While only those in 

Rome would have benefitted from Leo X’s Egyptianizing urban network, and an even 

smaller public would witness Egypt’s memory in Raphael’s Vatican frescoes, Ligorio’s 

Imago multiplied the city’s ancient genius, making it accessible to a larger audience. 

This study has been largely concerned with the artistic efforts of Raphael and 

Pirro Ligorio. A favorite artist of the antiquities-loving Pope Leo X, Raphael’s career 

represents a high point of Renaissance Rome’s revival of Egyptian antiquity. Ligorio has 

received less favorable scholarly attention, although this is changing due to the work of 

authors such as Robert Gaston, Fernando Loffredo, and Ginette Vagenheim, among 

others.433 One contribution of this dissertation is to demonstrate how his artistic and 

antiquarian resurrection of the memory of ancient Egypt provides insight into later 

Renaissance attitudes towards antiquity in Rome. Although these two artists never met, as 

was discussed in Chapter One, Ligorio likely saw himself an artistic, and perhaps 

antiquarian, follower of Raphael. In this dissertation, the pair have served as examples of 

the insightful use of Egyptian imagery in the Cinquecento for both their similarities as 

artists and antiquarians, and for their use of different materials and visual modalities.  

 
433 See especially Loffredo and Vagenheim, Pirro Ligorio’s Worlds, 2019.  
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Raphael and Ligorio shared a similar approach to Rome’s antiquity based on an 

intellectual and material knowledge of the past, formed from textual description and 

empirical observation, combined with an unparalleled creative talent for harnessing the 

essence of a time and place. For both artists, the goal of all’antica imagery was an 

artistic-antiquarian syncretism that could awaken the spirit of ancient Rome through its 

semblance. Translating that spirit into an early modern context, Raphael and Ligorio 

sought not to copy antiquity outright, but to claim it as their own.434 

Made for different patrons and audiences, the work of Raphael and Ligorio 

discussed in this dissertation also illustrates how the Egyptian revival was adapted across 

various types of media, including painting, urban design, graphic arts, and sculpture. 

Ancient Egypt, with its temporal distance, mysterious culture, and non-classical aesthetic, 

provided these skillful artists with an ideal source of flexible meanings.435 By 

synthesizing Egyptian obelisks, pyramids, lions, and sphinxes into their reconstructions 

of ancient Roman environments, Raphael and Ligorio conjured both the physical space of 

the city, and visual proof of the Rome’s supremacy, as inheritor and conqueror of ancient 

Egyptian power and spirituality.  

At the end of the 1560’s Ligorio moved to Ferrara and entered the service of 

Duke Alfonso II d’Este. While he visited the eternal city a few times before his death in 

1583, he remained mostly in Ferrara, working as the duke’s antiquarian, writing his 

second attempt at an encyclopedic history of ancient Rome, developing earthquake 

 
434 As did earlier Renaissance artists such as Donato Bramante and Pinturicchio, 

for example. See Chapter Three. 
 
435 See Chapter One. 
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resistant architecture, preparing the ducal library and antiquities museum, and designing 

various decorative programs for the ducal palace.436 With the end of Ligorio’s career and 

life in and around Rome, so ends the geographic and chronological framework of this 

dissertation. However, other areas of the sixteenth century Egyptian revival warrant 

further scholarly attention. 

Future Studies 
Egyptian imagery was included in the decorative programs of other Roman 

Renaissance residences including Villa Madama, Villa Lante, Villa Giulia, Palazzo 

Massimo alle Colonne, Palazzo Zuccaro, and Palazzo Altemps.437 The instances of 

 
436 For Ligorio in Ferrara see, for example, Coffin, Pirro Ligorio, 107–137.  
 
437 On Renaissance villas and palaces in Rome and their decoration see for 

example, Coffin, Villa in the Life of Renaissance Rome, 1979; David Coffin, “The Self–
Image of the Roman Villa during the Renaissance,” Architectura 28 (1998): 1–203; Gail 
Feigenbaum, ed., Display of Roman Art in the Renaissance Palace: 1550–1750 (Los 
Angeles: The Getty Research Institute, 2014); Denis Ribouillault, “The Cultural 
Landscape of the Villa in Early Modern Rome,” in A Companion to Early Modern Rome 
1492–1692, Pamela M. Jones, Barbara Wisch and Simon Ditchfield, eds. (Leiden: Brill, 
2019), 367–386. On Villa Madama see Elet, “Raphael and the Roads to Rome,” 143–175. 
See also Elet’s Architectural Invention in Renaissance Rome, 2018); and Reiss, “Cardinal 
Giulio de’ Medici and Mario Maffei,” 281–88. On Villa Lante see for example, Henrik 
Lilius, Villa Lante al Gianicolo: L’architettura e la decorazione pittorica (Rome: 
Institutum Romanum Finlandiae, 1981); Tancredi Carunchio and Simo Örmä, eds. Villa 
Lante al Gianicolo: Storia della Fabbrica e cronaca degli abitatori (Rome: Palombi, 
2005). On the Villa Giulia see for example, J. A. Gere, “The Decoration of the Villa 
Giulia,” Burlington Magazine 107, no. 745 (1965): 199–206; and Denis Ribouillault, “La 
Villa Giulia et l’Âge d’or Augustéen,” in Le miroir et l’espace du prince dans l’art 
italien de la Renaissance, ed. Philippe Morel (Paris: Presses Universitaires François 
Rabelais and Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2012) 339–88. On Palazzo Massimo alle 
Colonne see for example, Heinrich Wurm, Der Palazzo Massimo alle Colonne (Berlin: 
De Gruyter, 1965); Christoph Frommel, “Palazzo Massimo alle Colonne,” in Marcello 
Fagiolo and Maria Luisa Madonna, Baldassarre Peruzzi: pittura scena e architettura nel 
Cinquecento (Rome: Istituto della Enciclopedia italiana, 1987), 241–262. On Palazzo 
Zuccaro see for example, Werner Körte, Der Palazzo Zuccari in Rom: sein 
Freskenschmuck und sein Geschichte (Leipzig: Verlag Heinrich Keller, 1935); Christoph 
Frommel, “La casa di Federico Zuccari sul Pincio,” in Sisto V Atti del VI Corso 
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all’antica Egyptian decoration in these spaces deserve scholarly attention to see if they 

participated in similar programs to those discussed in this study, or if they fulfilled other 

needs and artistic trends.438 In addition to the Rometta fountain’s obelisks and pyramids, 

discussed in Chapter Four, other elements of Villa d’Este’s symbolic program provided 

an Egyptianizing presence to the estate. For example, in the villa’s first floor Room of 

Noah, an obelisk-studded topographic landscape covers the walls. Whether or not this 

room’s decoration was authored by Ligorio is uncertain, and further research is needed to 

determine its relevance and connection with the rest of Villa d’Este’s artistic program.439  

 
Internazionale di Alta Cultura, Roma–Marche, ottobre 1989, Marcello Fagiolo and Maria 
Luisa Madonna, eds. (Rome: Istituto Poligrafico e Zecca dello Stato, 1992): 447–60. On 
Palazzo Altemps see for example, Marinella Festa Milone, “Palazzo Riario–Altemps: un 
inedito frammento della Roma di Sisto IV e il 'restauro' tardo–cinquecentesco di Martino 
Longhi,” Quaderni dell'Istituto di Storia dell'Architettura 24 (1978): 13–48; Emmanuelle 
Brugerolles and François de Polignac, “Artistes, mécènes et collectionneurs au Palais 
Altemps de Rome aux XVIe et XVIIIe siècles,” Gazette des Beaux–Arts (Feb 1993): 59–
76. 

 
438 For example, initial investigation of Villa Madama indicates that in Giovanni 

da Udine’s grotteschi decoration of the pianterreno vestibule, above the sphinxes, are 
griffins holding banners that look like Renaissance hieroglyphs. In the Salone di Giulio 
Romano (also in the villa’s pianterreno), is a large–scale, segmented frieze above the 
room’s cornice depicting an Egyptian sphinx, as well as priests and priestesses, a bull 
sacrifice, Apollo, and exotic animals like the ostrich, peacock and lion. 

 
439 On the Villa d’Este’s symbolism see Coffin, Villa d’Este, 77–97. The Este 

garden also prominently featured a sculpture of Diana of Ephesus, a syncretic goddess 
with Egyptian associations. Coffin, Villa d’Este, 88–91. The reception of Diana of 
Ephesus as an Egyptian deity in the sixteenth–century is unclear. According to 
Macrobius, Diana of Ephesus was also identified as Isis, goddess of “the earth, or the 
world of nature.” Her “whole body is thickly covered with a series of breasts, because 
everything that exists draws its sustenance and nourishment from the earth or world of 
nature.” Macrobius, Saturnalia, trans., Percival V. Davies (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1969), 143. In fact, Ligorio’s text and illustration of the goddess 
identifies her as Diana, Isis, Mother Nature, and other deities: “ISIDE ET MATRI 
SYRIA, ET MATVRA GENERANTE OPVRE INQVALCHE MODO ESSA IDDEA 
SIA STATA DA GENTIL’ INTESA ET DA DIVERSI POPVLI DENOMINATA 
 



 215 

Also, outside the scope of this dissertation, but worthy of future study are 

examples of the sixteenth-century’s memory of Egypt in sacred contexts, antiquarian 

studies, early modern archaeological activity, and antiquities collections and display. 

Most importantly, as this dissertation has demonstrated, Pirro Ligorio’s efforts to 

reconstruct the memory of ancient Egypt in his antiquarian endeavors requires more 

sustained attention. His numerous manuscript entries on Egyptian topics, not yet 

thoroughly examined by scholars, will be particularly illuminating for its compilation of 

historical sources on Egypt and for Ligorio’s personal contributions gained from his first-

hand experience of Rome’s antiquities. For his connections in the antiquarian 

community, his collaborations with other scholars, archaeological activities, and artistic 

reconstructions of all’antica environments, Ligorio’s attention to Egyptian antiquity may 

illustrate a larger Late Renaissance reception of the non-classical histories.  

Ligorio’s archaeological activity at Hadrian’s Villa in Tivoli, ordered by Villa 

d’Este’s owner, Ippolito d’Este, the Egyptian and Egyptianizing antiquities found there, 

and their paths to early modern collections may uncover trends in the taste for Egyptian 

antiquity, reveal information about the market for Egyptian all’antica objects, and support 

 
EREVERI PER TUTTI GLI IDDII COMPRESA DALLA CIECA INTELLIGENZA 
DELLI SYRIL DE GRECI ET DELL’AEGYPTI E DELL’ALTRA NATIONI 
NELL’IDOLATRI,” Ja.II.11: LIBRI XIII & XIIII (IX, NONO), Libro Nono, letter I: 
160r–162r, Turin. See also Curran’s description of Diana of Ephesus as featured on the 
Colonna Missal’s Egyptian Page, see Curran, Egyptian Renaissance, 264. See also James 
Stevens Curl, “Egypt in Rome– An Introductory Essay, II,” 123–135. Diana of Ephesus 
is also depicted in Ligorio’s program for the Casino of Pius IV, in the frescoes of Castel 
Sant’Angelo painted for Paul III. Further research into this complicated deity is needed to 
determine if Diana of Ephesus was connected with the memory of Egypt. 
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a clearer understanding of Egypt’s reception in Rome’s artistic and antiquarian circles.440 

Likewise of interest are the antiquities collections of other Renaissance Roman patrons, 

including the Carpi, who owned six Egyptian and Egyptianizing sculptures; the Cesi, who 

had eight; there were at least four in the Este collection (at the Villa Este-Ferrara alone); 

and the Villa Giulia had two.441 The Villa Mattei and Villa Medici both acquired obelisks 

for their Roman gardens.442 

The artistic legacy of Tivoli’s colossal telamone, and their contribution to 

all’antica spaces that evoke Egypt’s memory, also provide abundant material for future 

research. The pair of red granite Hadrianic (2nd century) Egyptianizing Telamone statues 

were rediscovered in the Canopus of Hadrian’s Villa in the mid-fifteenth century and 

installed in Piazza San Lorenzo in Tivoli sometime after 1465.443 In the sixteenth century 

 
440 Roullet’s discussion of Egyptian cult settings in Rome will provide a starting 

point for an exploration of Renaissance knowledge of these sites. Roullet, Egyptian and 
Egyptianizing Monuments, 23–50. See also Roullet, “Appendix II: Egyptian Antiquities 
in Rome in the 15th/16th Centuries,” in Egyptian and Egyptianizing Monuments, 150–
152. For an overview of the Egyptian and Egyptianizing antiquities discovered in the area 
of the ancient Gardens of Sallust, see Hartswick, Gardens of Sallust, 130–138. Hartswick 
questions whether this cache of Egyptian imagery indicates an ancient site of Egyptian 
cult, or If it indicates the ancient tastes of the landowners. Hartswick, 138. 
 

441 Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 150–152, Appendix II.  
 
442 Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 73–75. 
 
443 Roullet, Egyptian and Egyptianizing, 87; James Stevens Curl, “Egypt in Rome: 

An Introductory Essay, II,” 125–127. Norman Neuerberg says that many assume the 
Telamone were rediscovered in the canopus of Hadrian’s Villa, but their find spot is 
actually unknown. Neuerberg, “Raphael at Tivoli and Villa Madama,” 228. Also see 
Chapter Three of this dissertation, note 31. Since 1782 the Telamone have been located in 
the Sala a Croce Greca in the Vatican Museums. 
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the telamone were featured in numerous drawings and sketches, and most famously 

appeared in Raphael’s fresco program of the Vatican’s Stanza dell’Incendio.444 

Numerous questions also remain on how Egyptian antiquities were experienced 

on a local, micro-level of Rome.445 How did they, and their myriad of cultural 

associations, contribute to regional identities, serve as wayfinding tools, and participate in 

the creation of local legends? For example, the Church of San Stefano “del Cacco,” was 

named after the nearby sculpture of the Egyptian baboon “macaco;” and, the genesis of a 

legend claiming that an obelisk was buried beneath Palazzo Giustiniani was likely due to 

the reuse of an obelisk fragment (from the Iseum Campense) as the doorstep of the 

palace.446 Further, how did the presence of Egyptian and Egyptianizing artifacts 

 
444 On the Telamone statues and sixteenth century artistic response, see Chapter 

Three. 
 
445 On the local experience of space and creation of regional identities, Michel de 

Certeau “Walking the City,” The Practice of Everyday Life, Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1984: 91–110; Timothy Shortell and Evrick Brown, eds., Walking in the 
European City: Quotidian Mobility and Urban Ethnography, (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014). 
Filippo de Vivo, “Walking in Sixteenth–Century Venice: Mobilizing the Early Modern 
City,” I Tatti Studies in the Italian Renaissance 19, no. 1 (2016): 115– 141; Walter 
Benjamin, The Arcades Project, trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999); Spiro Kostof, "The Street," in The 
City Assembled: the Elements of Urban Form through History, London: 1992, 189–243, 
esp. 194–208; Richard Trexler, "Introduction," in Persons and Groups: Social Behavior 
as Identity Formation in Medieval and Renaissance Europe. Papers of the Sixteenth 
Annual Conference of the Center for Medieval and Early Renaissance Studies, ed. 
Richard Trexler (Binghamton, NY: Medieval and Renaissance Texts and Studies, 1985), 
3–16; Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. D. Nicholson–Smith (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1991); Nicholas Terpstra, “Creations and Re–creations: Contexts for the 
Experience of the Renaissance Street,” I Tatti Studies in the Italian Renaissance 16, 
no.1/2 (2013): 221–229; Diane Favro, “Meaning and Experience,” 364–373; Riitta 
Laitinen and Thomas Cohen, eds., Cultural History of Early Modern European Streets 
(Leiden: Brill, 2009); Khirfan, “Traces on the Palimpsest,” 315–325. 
 

446 Giustiniani obelisk fragment see Roullet catalog 80.  
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contribute to spatially specific rituals, and how did those rituals affect the experience and 

understanding of Egyptian objects in the vicinity? For example, after St. Filippo Neri 

reinstated the pilgrimage ritual to Rome’s Sette Chiese in 1552, it became customary for 

pilgrims to pause halfway through for a brief rest and refreshments. This colazione 

(refezione) typically took place in the gardens of Villa Mattei, beneath the colossal 

Egyptian obelisk.447   

Lastly, Renaissance artists’ drawings of Rome’s Egyptian antiquities have yet to 

receive systematic scholarly attention. Further study of Egyptian antiquities in artists’ 

drawings may provide a clearer understanding for Late Renaissance reception of 

Egyptian antiquity and illuminate trends in the reception of non-classical style, collecting, 

and display. For example, Maarten Van Heemskerck’s drawings of Egyptian antiquities 

among sculpture collections provides some insight on how these non-classical artworks 

were displayed among classical counterparts. Drawings by Giovanni Colonna da Tivoli 

of the Capitoline Sphinx beautifully render the sculpture’s form and style; and, with their 

notations of measurements and attention to proportion, they reveal aspects of his artistic 

method, and perhaps larger antiquarian interests of documentation and preservation.448  

 
447 Alberto Venturoli, Visita alle sette chiese: la liturgia di San Filippo Neri 

(Rome: Città Nuova), 2006: 2.   
 

448 Maarten Van Heemskerck, View of the Belvedere Statue Court with Egyptian 
Sphinx–Fountain, c. 1535, Brown Ink. fol. 23 r, Kupferstichkabinett: Heemskerck Album 
I, Berlin, SMBPK; Maarten Van Heemskerck, Garden of the Casa Galli, 1532–1535, 
Brown Ink. fol. 72 r, Kupferstichkabinett: Heemskerck Album I, Berlin, SMBPK; 
Maarten Van Heemskerck, Sphinx with Ornament and Compartmentalization all’Antica, 
c. 1535, Brown Ink. fol. 3, Kupferstichkabinett: Sketchbook II, Berlin, SMBPK; Maarten 
Van Heemskerck, Sphinx, Antique Vessel and Ornamental Faces, c. 1535, Brown Ink. 
fol. 26 v, Kupferstichkabinett, Sketchbook I, SMBPK, Berlin; Maarten Van Heemskerck, 
Sphinx with Grotteschi and Ornament, c. 1535, Brown Ink. fol. 24 v, 
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Conclusion 
 

While Sixtus V’s re-erections of Rome’s obelisks between 1585 and 1590 are 

famous for their engineering achievements and symbolize the glory of his papal reign and 

Rome’s divine right to rule, the city’s Egyptian antiquities had been exemplifying Roman 

triumph and embodying the unique character of her brecciated urbs for at least a century 

already.449A deeper understanding of the sixteenth century Egyptian revival not only 

illuminates the reception of Egyptian studies in early modern antiquarianism, but it also 

provides insight on the reception and role of antiquity throughout different early modern 

contexts. The artists, patrons, and antiquarians discussed in this dissertation harnessed 

Rome’s Egyptian past in their reconstructions of ancient Roman spaces. The flexibility of 

Egypt’s memory, as both an exotic ancient culture and familiar ancestor, made it 

adaptable to a variety of contemporary needs, including in the construction of identities, 

visualizations of legitimate power, and as conduits of communication with the spirits of 

antiquity. 

However, above all, as part of the larger early modern culture of revival that 

sought truth and legitimacy in ancient pagan and early Christian pasts, the Egyptian 

Renaissance made visual Rome’s enduring glory and boundless right to rule. Egyptian 

imagery in Renaissance reconstructions of all’antica Roman spaces recalled before the 

 
Kupferstichkabinett: Sketchbook I, SMBPK, Berlin. On Maarten Van Heemskerck and 
the collecting, preserving, and study of Roman antiquity, see di Furia, Maarten van 
Heemskerck’s Rome, 2019. Giovanni Colonna da Tivoli, The Capitoline Sphinx, c. 1554, 
Pen and Wash. BAV: Vat. lat. 7721, fol. 16 v, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana. Giovanni 
Colonna da Tivoli’s sketchbook, in which the artist drew images of Egyptian sphinxes, 
lions, an obelisk with hieroglyphs, and a pyramidal monument, is located in the Vatican 
collections, Vat.lat. 7721. 

 
449 On Sixtus V’s re–erection of Rome’s obelisks see Chapter One.  
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viewer’s eyes Rome’s historical connection to conquering emperors, pharaohs of a 

faraway land, martyrdoms and bloodshed, games and spectacle, daily ritual and sacred 

worship, of sweltering Roman sun, and the passage of time. Resurrecting Rome’s 

Egyptian sphinxes, lions, obelisks, and pyramids into new sixteenth-century contexts and 

media, their simultaneously foreign and familiar presence cultivated meanings, 

memories, and identities for a modern, encyclopedic Rome and her eternal civitas.
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APPENDIX A 
FIGURES 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Pirro Ligorio, Circus Maximus, 1553, Speculum Romanae 
Magnificentiae, engraving, 37.5 x 55.2 cm (14 ¾ x 21 ¾), Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, New York. 
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Figure 2.  Pirro Ligorio, Anteiquae urbis imago, 1561, engraving, detail of 
obelisk in Campus Martius and the Mausoleum of Augustus. 
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Figure 3. Joseph’s Pyramidal Granaries, detail of the Narthex Mosaic, 
c.1230, mosaic, Basilica di San Marco, Venice. 
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Figure 4. Matteo de’ Pasti, Winged Eye Emblem of Leon Battista Alberti, c.1448–50, 
bronze, 9.3 cm (3 11/16 in.), National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC, Samuel H. Kress 

Collection. 

 



 271 

 
 

Figure 5. Giulio Romano, Ceiling Detail of the Loggia delle Muse, c.1535, 
fresco, Palazzo del Te, Mantua. 
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Figure 6. Sebastiano del Piombo, Portrait of Andrea Doria, c. 1526, oil on 
panel, Palazzo del Principe, Genoa. 
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Figure 7. The Vatican Obelisk, St. Peter's Square, Vatican City. 
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Figure 8. Giovanni Guerra, Moving the Vatican Obelisk, 1586, Speculum 
Romanae Magnificentiae, etching, 48.5 x 112 cm (19 1/8 x 44 1/8 inches), 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
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Figure 9. Girolamo Francini, Le cose meravigliose dell’alma città di 
Roma; dove si veggono il movimento delle Giuglie, e gli Aqcuedutti per 
condurre l’Acqua Felice. Venice: Girolamo Francini Libraro in Roma, 

1588. 
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Figure 10. Raphael, A Marble Horse on the Quirinal, c. 1513, red chalk 
and pen and brown ink, with stylus underdrawing and traces of leadpoint 

on laid paper, National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. 
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Figure 11. Giovanni Battista Falda, Nuova pianta et alzata della città di 
Roma con tutte le strade piazza et edificii, 1676 (Rome), etching and 
engraving, 1540 x 1530 cm (606 1/3 x 602 1/3 inches), Rijksmuseum, 

Amsterdam. 
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Figure 12. Antonio da Sangallo the Younger, Egyptianizing Base for the 
San Rocco Obelisk Monument in Piazza Del Popolo, c. 1519, Brown Ink, 

UA 1232r, Uffizi, Florence 
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Figure 13. Nectanebo (Pantheon) Lion, grey granite, reign of Nectanebo II 
(Dynasty XXX c. 360–343), Museo Gregoriano Egizio, Vatican Museums. 
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Figure 14. Nicolas Béatrizet, The Pantheon, Speculum Romanae 
Magnificentiae, 1549, engraving, 39.2 x 43.6 cm (15 7/16 x 17 3/16 inches), 

Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montreal. 
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Figure 15. Maarten van Heemskerck, View of the Lateran Palace with the 
Statue of Marcus Aurelius, 1532–1536/37, pen and brown ink wash, 12.6 

x 20.5 cm (5 x 8 inches), Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, 
Kupferstichkabinett. 
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Figure 16. Achoris (Capitoline) Sphinx, reign of Achoris (XXIXth 
Dynasty; c. 392/391–379), black basalt, Louvre, Paris. 
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Figure 17. Johannes van Doetecum I and Lucas van Doetecum, after 
Hieronymus Cock, View of the Campidoglio on the Capitoline Hill, c. 

1544, in the Operum Antiquorum Romanorum Reliquiae, (Small Book of 
Roman Ruins and Buildings), 1562, etching, 15.5 x 21.2 cm (6 1/8 x 8 3/8 

inches), Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
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Figure 18. Detail, Johannes van Doetecum I and Lucas van Doetecum, 
after Hieronymus Cock, View of the Campidoglio on the Capitoline Hill, 
c. 1544, in the Operum Antiquorum Romanorum Reliquiae, (Small Book 
of Roman Ruins and Buildings), 1562, etching, 15.5 x 21.2 cm (6 1/8 x 8 

3/8 inches), Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
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Figure 19. The Trinitarian Obelisk in the Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, 
1499, woodcut, Harvard Art Museums. 
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Figure 20. Raphael and Workshop Artists, Loggetta of Cardinal Bibbiena, 
c. 1517, fresco, Vatican Palace. 
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Figure 21. Raphael and Workshop Artists, detail of the Loggetta of 
Cardinal Bibbiena, c. 1517, fresco, Vatican Palace. 
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Figure 22. Pinturicchio, Disputation of St. Catherine of Alexandria, 1492–
94, fresco, Sala dei Santi, Vatican Palace. 
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Figure 23. Raphael and Workshop Artists, Pair of Winged Egyptianizing 
Sphinx, detail from the Loggetta of Cardinal Bibbiena, c. 1517, fresco, 

Vatican Palace. 
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Figure 24. Campana relief with small bearded male figure with crown 
(Bes) flanked by two lying sphinxes, First-Century Roman, Thorvaldsens 

Museum, Copenhagen. 
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Figure 25. Raphael and Workshop Artists, Pair of Nemes-Wearing Sphinx, 
detail from the Loggia of Leo X, 1518–19, fresco, Vatican Palace. 
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Figure 26. Raphael and Workshop Artists, The Council of Gods, Detail 
from ceiling of the Loggia di Psiche, 1517–1518, fresco, Villa Farnesina, 

Rome. 
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Figure 27. Colossal Nile River God, Ancient Roman, marble, Vatican Museums. 
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Figure 28. Raphael and Workshop Artists, Telamone, 1514–1517, fresco, 
Stanza dell’ Incendio, Vatican Palace. 
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Figure 29. Cosmati Sphinx, c. 1215–32, Cloister of S. Giovanni Laterano, 
Rome. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 30. Cosmati Sphinx, c. 1215–32, Cloister of S. Giovanni Laterano, 
Rome. 
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Figure 31. Bronze Drachm from Alexandria, Egypt, 117–138 CE, (Hadrian 
on obverse and winged sphinx with one leg resting upon a wheel on 

reverse). 
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Figure 32. Raphael and Workshop Artists, Sala di Costantino, 1519–1524, 
fresco, Vatican Palace. 
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Figure 33. Raphael and Workshop Artists, Constantine’s Vision of the Cross, 1520–24, 
fresco, Sala di Costantino, Vatican Palace. 
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Figure 34. Adlocutio, detail from the attic of the Arch of Constantine, 
Rome. 
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Figure 35. Raphael and Workshop Artists, Constantine’s Vision of the 
Cross, detail, 1520–24, fresco, Sala di Costantino, Vatican Palace. 
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Figure 36. Raphael, Parnassus, 1508–1511, fresco, Stanza della 
Segnatura, Vatican Palace. 
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Figure 37. Raphael and Workshop Artists, Constantine’s Vision of the 
Cross, detail, 1520–24, fresco, Sala di Costantino, Vatican Palace. 
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Figure 38. Raphael and Workshop Artists, Battle of Milvian Bridge, 1520–
24, fresco, Sala di Costantino, Vatican Palace. 
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Figure 39. Raphael and Workshop Artists, Portrait of Leo I the Great, 
1520–24, fresco, Sala di Costantino, Vatican Palace. 
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Figure 40. Filarete, Martyrdom of St. Peter, 1433–45, bronze, central 
portal, St. Peter's Basilica, Vatican. 
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Figure 41. Pirro Ligorio, Circus Flaminius in Rome, 1552 (1581), 
engraving, Speculum Romanae Magnificentiae, 36 x 53.5 cm (14 3/16 x 21 

1/16 in.), Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
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Figure 42. Pirro Ligorio, Map of Rome, 1552, engraving, Speculum 
Romanae Magnificeniae, 39.5 x 53.5 cm (15 9/16 x 21 1/16 inches), 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
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Figure 43. Giulio de Musi, after Pirro Ligorio, Map of Ancient Rome, 
1553, engraving, 42.3 x 71.3 cm (6 5/8 x 28 1/16 inches), Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, New York. 
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Figure 44. Pirro Ligorio, Anteiquae urbis imago, 1561, engraving on 12 
sheets, republished 1773 by Carlo Losi, 132.1 x 152.4 cm (52 x 60 

inches), Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University, Atlanta, Georgia. 
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Figure 45. Pirro Ligorio, Anteiquae urbis imago, detail, 1561, engraving, 
republished 1773 by Carlo Losi, 132.1 x 152.4 cm (52 x 60 inches), 
Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University, Atlanta, Georgia. 
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Figure 46. Pirro Ligorio, Anteiquae urbis imago, detail, 1561, engraving, 
republished 1773 by Carlo Losi, 132.1 x 152.4 cm (52 x 60 inches), 
Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University, Atlanta, Georgia. 
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Figure 47. Pirro Ligorio, Anteiquae urbis imago, detail, 1561, engraving, 
republished 1773 by Carlo Losi, 132.1 x 152.4 cm (52 x 60 inches), 
Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University, Atlanta, Georgia. 
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Figure 48. Pirro Ligorio, Anteiquae urbis imago, detail, 1561, engraving, 
republished 1773 by Carlo Losi, 132.1 x 152.4 cm (52 x 60 inches), 
Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University, Atlanta, Georgia. 
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Figure 49. Pirro Ligorio, Anteiquae urbis imago, detail, 1561, engraving, 
republished 1773 by Carlo Losi, 132.1 x 152.4 cm (52 x 60 inches), 
Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University, Atlanta, Georgia. 
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Figure 50. Pirro Ligorio, Anteiquae urbis imago, detail, 1561, engraving, 
republished 1773 by Carlo Losi, 132.1 x 152.4 cm (52 x 60 inches), 
Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University, Atlanta, Georgia. 
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Figure 51. Pirro Ligorio, Anteiquae urbis imago, detail, 1561, engraving, 
republished 1773 by Carlo Losi, 132.1 x 152.4 cm (52 x 60 inches), 
Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University, Atlanta, Georgia. 
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Figure 52. Pirro Ligorio, Anteiquae urbis imago, detail, 1561, engraving, 
republished 1773 by Carlo Losi, 132.1 x 152.4 cm (52 x 60 inches), 
Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University, Atlanta, Georgia. 
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Figure 53. Pirro Ligorio, Anteiquae urbis imago, detail, 1561, engraving, 
republished 1773 by Carlo Losi, 132.1 x 152.4 cm (52 x 60 inches), 
Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University, Atlanta, Georgia. 
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Figure 54. Pirro Ligorio, Anteiquae urbis imago, detail, 1561, engraving, 
republished 1773 by Carlo Losi, 132.1 x 152.4 cm (52 x 60 inches), 
Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University, Atlanta, Georgia. 
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Figure 55. Pirro Ligorio, Anteiquae urbis imago, detail, 1561, engraving, 
republished 1773 by Carlo Losi, 132.1 x 152.4 cm (52 x 60 inches), 
Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University, Atlanta, Georgia. 
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Figure 56. Pirro Ligorio, Anteiquae urbis imago, detail, 1561, engraving, 
republished 1773 by Carlo Losi, 132.1 x 152.4 cm (52 x 60 inches), 
Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University, Atlanta, Georgia. 
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Figure 57. Pirro Ligorio, Forum of Minerva Obelisk Monument, detail of 
Anteiquae urbis imago, 1561, engraving, republished 1773 by Carlo Losi, 

132.1 x 152.4 cm (52 x 60 inches), Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory 
University, Atlanta, Georgia. 
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Figure 58. Pirro Ligorio, Obelisks, f. 76r, Book XIII on Obelisks, Libri di 
diverse antichità di Roma, Oxford Codex, Bodleian Library, Oxford. 
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Figure 59. Pirro Ligorio, Forum Obelisk, detail of Anteiquae urbis imago, 
1561, engraving, republished 1773 by Carlo Losi, 132.1 x 152.4 cm (52 x 

60 inches), Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University, Atlanta, 
Georgia. 
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Figure 60. Pirro Ligorio, Forum Obelisk, detail of Anteiquae urbis imago, 
1561, engraving, republished 1773 by Carlo Losi, 132.1 x 152.4 cm (52 x 

60 inches), Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University, Atlanta, 
Georgia. 
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Figure 61. Bartolomeo Marliani, Urbis romae topographia, 1544, 
woodcut, 30.5 x 21 cm (12 x 8 ¼ inches), National Gallery of Art, 

Washington, DC. 
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Figure 62. Onofrio Panvinio, Anteiquae Urbis Imago, 1565, etching, 34.5 
x 45.3 cm (13 ½ x 17 ¾ inches), Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles. 
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Figure 63. Étienne Dupérac, Urbis Romae sciographia, 1574, etching, 
51.5 x 36.4 cm (20 ¼ x 14 ¼ inches), The British Museum, London. 
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Figure 64. Mario Cartaro, Roma Antica (Celeberrimae urbis antiquae 
fidelissima topographia post omnes aeditiones accuratissime delineate), 

1579, etching, 91 x 113 cm (35 7/8 x 44 ½ inches), British Library, 
London. 
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Figure 65. Giacomo Lauro, Roma antiqua tirumphatrix, c. 1612, etching, 
47.8 x 72.5 cm (18 ¾ x 28 ½ inches), Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 

York. 
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Figure 66. Fabio Calvo, Pianta di Roma (Rome at the Time of Pliny the Elder), in Fabio 
Calvo, Antiquae Urbis Romae cum Regionibus Simulachrum, 1527, woodcut. 
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Figure 67. Raphael, Portrait of Leo X with Cardinals Giulio de' Medici 
and Luigi Rossi, c.1517–18, oil on wood, Uffizi Gallery, Florence. 
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Figure 68. Leonardo Bufalini, Roma, 1551, woodcut on 24 sheets, c. 200 x 
190 cm (78 ¾ x 75 inches), British Library, London. 
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Figure 69. Étienne Dupérac, Tivoli Palace and Gardens (Villa d’Este), 
Speculum Romanae Magnificentiae, 1573, etching, 49 x 57.2 cm (19 5/16  

x 22 ½ inches), Metropolitan Museum of Art, NY. 
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Figure 70. The Oval Fountain, Villa d'Este 
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Figure 71. Giovanni Francesco Venturini, Cascades of the River Anio, 
1685, in Le fontane del Giardino Estense in Tivoli, etching, 23.9 x 33.3 cm 

(9 ½ x 13 inches), Fine Art Museum of San Francisco. 
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Figure 72. Giovanni Francesco Venturini, Rometta Fountain, 1685 in Le 
fontane del Giardino Estense in Tivoli, etching, 22.3 x 33 cm (8 ¾ x 13 

inches), Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
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Figure 73. Rometta Fountain, Villa d'Este, Tivoli 
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Figure 74. Pirro Ligorio, Tiber Island, detail of Anteiquae urbis imago, 
1561, engraving, republished 1773 by Carlo Losi, 132.1 x 152.4 cm (52 x 

60 inches), Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University, Atlanta, 
Georgia. 


