
66



67

t h e  r i j k s
m u s e u m

b u l l e t i n

	 he Rijksmuseum’s collection 		
		  includes a sixteenth-century 
marble relief titled Landscape with  
King Numa and the Nymph Egeria, 
which had previously been attributed 
to Alexander Colin (Colyn, 1526/29-
1612) (fig. 1).1 Although Erica Tietze-
Conrat, who dated the work to around 
1560, was the first to mention Colin  
in connection with it, she nevertheless 
suggested that it was made by another 
sculptor working in a manner similar 
to that of the Mechelen master’s youth­
ful work.2 Jaap Leeuwenberg, on the 
other hand, seemed to be convinced of 
Colin’s authorship, but dated the work 
much later, to around 1600.3 

Although no specific arguments have 
been put forward to support this thesis, 
one might attempt to reconstruct  
what they would be. Firstly, the small, 
meticulously carved figures set in a 
landscape with all’antica architecture 
outlined in bas relief, which point to  
a northern artist’s interpretation of 
ancient and Italian Renaissance models, 
are to a certain extent consistent with 
the style of the Mechelen cleynstekers 
(small carvers) and antyksnijders 
(antique carvers), the circle in which 
Colin was trained.4 Secondly, these 
features are executed with the sort of 
proficiency in marble carving that 
Colin demonstrated in his works for 
German and Austrian patrons. It is 
clear, however, that Colin would not 

be the only sculptor to fit this very broad 
profile. 

What’s more, a meticulous com­
parison of the Amsterdam work with 
marble reliefs by Colin and his collabo-
rators, such as those on the tomb of 
Emperor Maximilian i in the Hofkirche 
in Innsbruck (fig. 2), reveals a clear 
discrepancy between his style and 
sculptural technique and that of the 
anonymous maker of the relief of 
Numa Pompilius.5 To begin with, the 
principal characteristic of Colin’s 
reliefs is the dense, multiplane, figural 

Fit for a Royal Commission?  
The Marble Relief Landscape with 
King Numa and the Nymph Egeria

•  a l e k s a n d r a  l i p i ń s k a  •

	 Fig. 1
Landscape with  
King Numa and 
Nymph Egeria, 1600.  
White marble,  
38 x 43.5 cm.  
Amsterdam,  
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. bk-18016.

T

	 Fig. 2 
alexander colin 
and 
collaborators ,  
Marriage of Emperor 
Maximilian and Mary 
of Burgundy, detail  
of the relief on the 
tomb of Emperor 
Maximilian i, 1562-83. 
Innsbruck, Hofkirche. 
Photo:  
Ethan Matt Kavaler.
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composition (fig. 3).6 Secondly, there is 
a clear difference in the execution of 
the gradation on the relief to achieve 
spatial effects between the works of 
the Mechelen sculptor and that of the 
creator of the Amsterdam work. Colin 
does not greatly differentiate the height 
of the relief in successive planes, and 
this causes the density of his composi­
tions. Moreover, his relief drawing is 
sharp, while the maker of the Amster­
dam work employs a much softer line 
and uses painterly effects, resulting 
from the rich gradation of the relief. 
The ‘sharp chisel’ also allowed Colin  
to enrich the surface of his works with 
meticulously depicted patterns on the 
brocade fabrics (see fig. 2), a motif  
absent from the Amsterdam relief, 
although King Numa’s robe would have 
provided space for such decoration.

 Viewed in this light, the Rijks­
museum work cannot be attributed to 
Colin. I consequently present a hypo­
thesis in this paper as to its proven­
ance, and an interpretation of its pro­
gramme in the context of its probable 
intended function. 

	 Fig. 3 
alexander colin 
and 
collaborators ,  
The Battle of 
Guinegate, detail  
of the relief on the 
tomb of Emperor 
Maximilian i, 1562-83. 
Innsbruck, Hofkirche.
Photo:  
Ethan Matt Kavaler.

The Scene
In the first publication on the Amster­
dam relief, Tietze-Conrat suggested 
that the scene was of ‘Numa Pompilius 
and Egeria in the grove in front of the 
Capena Gate’. Leeuwenberg confirmed 
this identification, slightly modifying 
the title (Landscape with Numa Pompilius 
and the Nymph Egeria).7 While one may 
generally agree with this reading, it is 
wise to point out that it is far from 
obvious, since the correspondence of 
some of the motifs with the main pro­
tagonists, Numa and Egeria, is not clear 
at first glance. This is why a detailed 
description of the work is required to 
demonstrate that every little detail of 
this quasi-emblematic work is crucial 
to its interpretation.

The rectangular white marble relief 
depicts Numa Pompilius, the Sabine 
successor of Romulus to the throne of 
Rome, celebrated for his wisdom and 
piety (see fig. 1).8 According to Roman 
beliefs as recorded by Cicero, Livy, Ovid 
and Plutarch,9 this great civil and sacred 
lawgiver, who brought Rome its longest-
ever period of peace, was inspired direct­
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	 Fig. 4
Detail with Numa 
(fig. 1).

ly by the deities, first and foremost by 
his divine consort, the nymph Egeria, 
also represented in the relief. 

Numa and Egeria are portrayed 
against a background of the suburban 
landscape of the Eternal City. The king, 
clad in a long Renaissance robe and a 
cap of the kind worn by scholars or 
clergymen, stands in front of a trellis, 
head thrown back and arms raised in  
a gesture of prayer or worship (fig. 4). 
Two putti embrace on the archway of 
the trellis, which is overgrown with 
laurel and flanked by horns of plenty 
(see fig. 4). Numa stands on a small foot­
bridge that leads to a garden, whose 
parterre is embellished with two large 
vases. The garden is enclosed on three 
sides by low walls and on the fourth by 
a brook flowing from beneath a city gate, 
probably the Porta Capena, which 
gives onto the sacred forest of Aricia, 

where according to Roman tradition 
Numa Pompilius and Egeria would 
meet. In the foreground the nymph  
– facing Numa – sits on the garden  
wall with her right arm raised (fig. 5). 
The wall is covered with reliefs depic­
ting tritons, dolphins and a trident  
(fig. 6), and on the left-hand section 
there is a large crab (see fig. 4). Sheep 
graze by the Porta Capena, and further 
to the left, at the edge of the forest in 
the background, two bulls are at pasture 
and four horses gallop (fig. 7). 

Adjacent to the garden on the right 
are two domed buildings: the front one 
circular and the rear one square with 
an arcaded portico (see fig. 1). These 
should be identified as the temples of 

	 Fig. 5  
Detail with Egeria  
(fig. 1).
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	 Fig. 6
Detail with the garden 
wall (fig. 1).

	 Fig. 7  
Detail with horses 
(fig. 1).
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Rome (see fig. 8).12 Ovid describes how 
the king wished to inquire what sacrifice 
would please Jupiter, but the god 
remained unreachable in his heavenly 
realm. Following Egeria’s advice, Numa 
craftily trapped the demi-gods Picus 
and Faunus, who disclosed the secret  
of how to call forth Jupiter from the 
heavens. First though, the forest deities 
themselves had to be lured, which was 
achieved (again thanks to a hint from 
the king’s wife) by sacrificing a sheep 
and offering some wine. When the king 
of the gods, seduced by the trick reveal­
ed by Picus and Faunus, appeared before 
Numa, he demanded a head as a blood 
sacrifice to charm the thunderbolts. 
Numa – prompted by Egeria – succeed­
ed in persuading Jupiter to agree instead 
to a sacrifice of an onion, the hair of a 
man and some sprats. 

This part of the story – telling how a 
man outwitted a god – is represented, 
though indirectly, by allusive motifs 
including the rays and flames in the sky, 
the vases of ‘fragrant Bacchus’ set out 
by ‘a rill of perennial water’, and sheep 
grazing nearby, ready to be sacrificed.13 

Vesta and Janus, which were founded by 
King Numa. Further in the background 
are four towers, two of which are sur­
mounted by crosses. Mercury flies down 
on to a domed building between the 
towers (fig. 8). The messenger of the 
gods is depicted with his attributes: a 
caduceus, petasus and talaria, a trum­
pet and a rooster.10 Above him three 
cherubs sit in clouds from which fiery 
rays emanate. 

Let us return to the question of the 
literary sources of the composition. 
The point of departure must have been 
provided by Ovid and Plutarch, who 
devote more attention to Numa’s con­
tacts with the supernatural powers 
than does Cicero, for instance.11 It is 
therefore safe to assume that while the 
Amsterdam relief presents an overall 
image of this model priest-king, the 
Pontifex Maximus, whose wise and pious 
reign was inspired by the gods, at the 
same time it alludes to one particular 
episode in Numa’s history – his 
negotiations with Jupiter to appease 
him and to stop the thunderbolts and 
lightning terrifying the people of 

	 Fig. 8
Detail with Mercury 
(fig. 1).
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The same strategy of allusions was 
chosen for another related story, that 
of Hippolytus, which follows the story 
of Numa in Ovid’s Metamorphoses.14 
After Numa died, Egeria was beside 
herself with grief and ‘hid herself deep 
in the forest of Arcia’s vale’,15 where 
Hippolytus – by then in his posthumous 
form known as Virbius – tried to console 
her by telling her the tragic story of  
his own death. The youth was dragged 
to his death by the horses pulling his 
chariot, which were terrified by a wild 
bull sent by Dionysus at the request of 
Theseus, Hippolytus’s jealous father. 

Since Virbius was worshipped in the 
forest of Aricia, alongside Diana and 
Egeria, the galloping horses and the 
bull depicted in the Amsterdam relief 
hint at both his story and at Egeria as an 
inconsolable widow. Another example 
where these two stories have been com­
bined is the engraving by Matthäeus 
Merian the Elder for Ovid’s Metamor
phoses (1619) (fig. 9). 

Some of the motifs depicted on the 
relief, however, are not easily explained 
on the basis of classical literary sources. 
Although Mercury could be interpreted 
in this context as an intermediary be­
tween King Numa and Jupiter, none  
of the classical texts mention his 
appearance at that particular moment 
nor can the meaning of the embracing 
putti figures be easily explained. Given 
the very unusual interpretation of a 
classical theme rarely depicted in the 
sixteenth century, the possible moti­
vation of the person who commissioned 
it and the original function of the work 
must consequently be studied in depth. 
To this end we need to broaden our 
range of visual and literary comparative 
sources.

The Tradition of Representation 	
	 of King Numa Pompilius
In contrast to the imagery of his prede­
cessor Romulus, there is only a modest 
body of iconography on Numa. Pliny 
mentions a statue of Numa on the 
Capitoline Hill,16 but his image could 
not have been particularly popular, 
since only one full-size statue (second 
century ad, Basilica Aemilia, Forum 
Romanum) and one bust (Villa Albani) 
of the king – in both cases represented 
as a high priest – have survived. Numa 
is also depicted in one of the reliefs of 
the Ara Pacis (13-9 bc).17 This was not 
discovered until the 1930s, however, so 
it cannot have directly influenced the 
development of the king’s medieval  
or Early Modern iconography. None­
theless it is quite possible that other 
representations that were based on the 
Ara Pacis relief, but no longer survive, 

	 Fig. 9
matthäeus merian 
the elder , King 
Numa Pompilius 
and the Tale of 
Hippolitus, engraving 
from Metamorphoses, 
Frankfurt 1619. 
Oxford, Bodleian 
Libraries, University 
of Oxford, shelfmark 
8° Rawl. 535, p. 320.
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may have been known and may have 
had such an impact. 

More widespread and influential 
were images of Numa on Roman coins 
from the first century bc in profile as a 
bearded and diademed man accompan­
ied by a depiction of him performing  
a sacrifice (fig. 10).18 There are some 
sixteenth-century printed ‘portraits’  
of Numa (fig. 11) based on these coin 
images.

Sculptural representations of Numa 
Pompilius in the Middle Ages are very 
rare. Given its exposed location in a 
public space, the example of the ‘Capital 
of Justice’ in the Palazzo Ducale in 
Venice (1422-38) is important. There, 
Numa – accompanied by Egeria – is 

	 Fig. 10
Numa, coin of 
Pompey the Great,  
49 bc.  
http://museumvictoria.
com.au/collections/
items/54758/coin-
denarius-pompey-the-
great-ancient-roman-
republic-49-bc.

	 Fig. 11
Numa Pompilius, 
woodcut from  
Paolo Giovio, Elogia 
Virorum bellica 
virtute illustrium, 
Basel 1596. 
University of 
Amsterdam, Special 
Collections, inv. no. 
otm kf 61-1609.
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depicted standing next to a church 
tower, and an inscription emphasizes 
his merits as a builder of temples and 
churches (fig. 12).19 

The second king of Rome is featured 
far more frequently in illuminated 
manuscripts,20 especially in the Franco-
Flemish world. In a French translation 
of Valerius Maximus’s Facta et dicta 
memorabilia (Des faits et dits mémorables, 
Loire valley, c. 1470)21 the king is depict­
ed twice: ordering the people to observe 
religious ordinances, and meeting (or 
marrying) the nymph Egeria at night 
(fig. 13). An interesting representation of 
the coronation of Numa Pompilius, set 
in scenery with a central domed temple 
with a portico, is to be found in the 
manuscript of Tite-Live de Rochechouart 
(Jean Bourdichon, 1470-80).22 The 
most extensive ensemble – consisting 
of seven miniatures representing the 
history of the second king of Rome  
by Maître François – is to be found in 
Augustine’s De civitate Dei (La Cité de 
Dieu, Paris, c. 1475, 1478-80) (fig. 14).23

	 Fig. 12
Numa and Egeria on 
the Capital of Justice, 
1422-38. Venice, 
Palazzo Ducale. 
Photo: A. Lipińska.

	 Fig. 13
Numa Pompilius 
Meeting (or 
Marrying) Egeria, 
miniature in Valerius 
Maximus’ Facta et 
dicta memorabilia 
(Des faits et dits 
mémorables), Loire 
valley, France, c. 1470.
Photo: The Hague, 
National Library of 
the Netherlands.
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A literary portrait of King Numa in 
Petrarch’s De viris illustribus (1340) 
provided the inspiration for a number 
of trecento and quattrocento Italian 
fresco paintings (fig. 15).24 While he 

	 Fig. 14
maître françois ,  
Numa Pompilius 
Teaches the Cult of 
the Gods, miniature  
in Augustine’s De 
civitate Dei (La Cité 
de Dieu), Paris,  
c. 1475, 1478-80.
Photo: The Hague, 
National Library of 
the Netherlands.

usually features in these depictions as  
a single figure or among other famous 
men of antiquity, narrative portrayals 
came to the fore in the following 
century. Numa Giving the Law to the 

	 Fig. 15
pietro perugino ,  
Numa Pompilius 
among Famous Men 
of the Antiquity 
(Prudence and 
Justice), 1496-1500. 
Fresco. Perugia, 
Collegio del Cambio 
(Sala di Udienza).
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rator of Giulio Romano in Villa Lante 
(1518-31, since 1891 in the Palazzo 
Zuccari in Rome) (fig. 16). The motif 
of Egeria discussing matters of religion 
and justice with Numa appeared in the 
fresco of Stanza della Solitudine in 
Palazzo Farnese in Caprarola by Taddeo 
and Federico Zuccari (1563-65).26

To sum up, until the sixteenth cen­
tury Numa Pompilius featured more 
frequently as a single ‘portrait’ or figure 

Romans appeared in a series of mono­
chrome frescos by Polidoro da 
Caravaggio executed between 1524 and 
1527 on the façades of the Palazzo Milesi 
in Rome.25 Another cycle, including 
three scenes from the history of Numa 
(Numa as High Priest Performing a 
Sacrifice for Vesta, Numa Erecting the 
Temple of Janus and the Finding of 
Numa’s Secret Books and his Grave on 
the Janiculum), was made by a collabo-

	 Fig. 16
collaborator of 
giulio romano ,  
Numa Erecting the 
Temple of Janus, 
1518-31. Fresco. Rome, 
Palazzo Zucarri.
Photo: Rome, 
Bibliotheca Hertziana, 
Max-Planck-Institute 
for Art History. 
Sourced from  
www.bildindex.de.

	 Fig. 17
The Reign of Jupiter, 
France, 1550-70. 
Marble,  
37.8 x 48.3 cm. 
New York, The 
Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 
inv. no. 1997-23; 
The Annenberg 
Foundation Gift, 1997. 
Photo: Florence,  
Scala Archives.
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A stylistic comparison of the two works 
reveals analogies in the detailing of the 
architectural and floral motifs (see, for 
instance, the foliage of the trellis and in 
the sphere, figs. 18, 4). Another charac­
teristic feature of both reliefs is the use 
of a very fine drill to densely ‘perforate’ 
the foliage on the trellis (Amsterdam) 
and the hair of the figures (New York). 
Although the figural parts of the two 
reliefs are not products of the same 
hand, these discrepancies could be 
explained by team work, especially if 
we consider that the two pieces were 
probably originally elements of a larger 
ensemble that also included other 
reliefs. When comparing these two 
works one should also bear in mind 
that the Numa relief is in a worse state: 
its surface, especially in the higher 
parts of the relief (the figures of Numa, 
Egeria and the putti), is very worn.

The met work, with its exquisite 
quality and unusual programme, has 
attracted scholarly attention. Follow­
ing his meticulous analysis of its 
emblematic structure and its relation­
ship with the literary and historio­
sophical ideas of the Pléiade poets and 
their visual realizations (for example 
the decorations of royal entries, 

in groups of representations of famous 
men of antiquity. Among the less 
frequent narrative scenes, depictions 
of Numa as a lawgiver or a sacrificer 
are prevalent, while pieces that are 
direct illustrations of literary works 
tend to depict other scenes, among 
them the king with Egeria, though this 
is relatively rare. 

How does the representation of 
Numa on the Amsterdam relief relate 
to this tradition? It seems to be only 
loosely connected to its predecessors. 
It constitutes one element of a wider 
trend of growing interest in ancient 
history in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries and is symptomatic of a 
quest for model characters in antiquity. 
It seems that the concept of this por­
trayal was, however, based more on 
direct readings of classical authors and 
their contemporary commentators than 
on existing iconographic traditions. 

The Reign of Jupiter: A Parallel
In this context we need to look into  
the circumstances that might have 
prompted the making of this singular 
work. To do so we must refer to 
another piece: the marble relief The 
Reign of Jupiter in the collection of the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art (met)  
in New York (fig. 17).27 This non-
narrative representation features a 
central enthroned Jupiter above a 
globe, flanked by Mercury and two 
putti embracing on one side, and a 
circular domed temple and a centaur 
on the other. And the material and the 
motifs of the gods’ messenger and 
children hugging are not all that the 
Amsterdam and the New York reliefs 
have in common. A fountain depicted 
on the globe features dolphins and a 
trident, a motif we encountered on  
the garden wall where Egeria is sitting 
(see fig. 6). A final similarity is the very 
similar dimensions of the two reliefs 
(Numa: 38 x 43.5 x 3.5 cm; Jupiter:  
37.8 x 48.3 x 3.8 cm), and both show 
signs of having been excised from a 
larger setting. 

	 Fig. 18
Detail of The Reign 
of Jupiter (fig. 17). 
Showing the sphere 
with fountain.
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Fontaine des Innocents), Michael 
Mezzatesta formulated the hypothesis 
that the relief originated in the milieu 
of the French court of Henry ii around 
1550. According to Mezzatesta’s inter­
pretation, Jupiter’s presence in the relief 
stood for the king as the Father of the 
Muses and inspirer of poetry, as defined 
by Pierre Ronsard in his Eclogues and 
Fontaine Bellerie.28 This identification 
would be strengthened by the depiction 
of dolphins wrapped around a trident, 
a royal emblem that appeared on the 
keystones of the Fontaine des Innocents. 
In this context Mercury would be ‘not 
only a messenger but also the god of 
eloquence and the arts’.29 At the same 
time, being a symbol of a constellation, 
he would be part of an astrological 
thread within the programme of the 
relief that would also embrace the 
representations of the heavenly twins 
Castor and Pollux – Gemini, the zodi­
acal attribute of Mercury – as well as the 
centaur for Sagittarius, a constellation 
in the house of Jupiter. This favourable 
conjunction of constellations, arranged 
by Jupiter, would assure the optimum 
conditions for the education of a poet, 
whose role – according to Ronsard – 
‘was to enrich the cultural heritage of 
the nation, bringing honour to France 
... celebrate the virtues of the king, and 
immortalize the heroic deeds of France’s 
greatest men’.30 Seeing a relic of an 
‘elaborate iconographical scheme ... 
dedicated to Henri ii’ in the Metropol­
itan relief, Mezzatesta proposed the 
grotto at the château of Meudon, a 
residence of Charles de Guise, Cardinal 
de Lorraine, as the presumed original 
location of the work. 

While accepting the main points  
of Mezzatesta’s interpretation and 
argument as to where the met relief 
might have originated, Colin Eisler 
formulated a competing hypothesis 
concerning its original function and 
location. He suggested that the relief 
might have been part of an as yet 
unknown heart monument to Charles 
ix, commissioned by Catherine de’ 

Medici around 1575 in the tradition of 
erecting monuments to the hearts of the 
French kings. According to Eisler, the 
‘heart monument would pay tribute to 
the monarch’s spiritual virtues’ like 
those of Francis i (Pierre Bontemps, 
1550) and Henry ii (Germain Pilon after 
a design by Francesco Primaticcio, 
1561-65).31 

Finally, Ian Wardropper, more in­
clined to follow Mezzatesta’s interpret­
ation than Eisler’s, confirmed that al­
though neither the destination nor the 
maker of the MET relief can be deter­
mined exactly, ‘this exquisitely carved 
marble ... must have been intended for 
a particular location, and surely for a 
noble if not a royal complex’, and dated 
the work to around 1550-70.32

	
Jupiter and Numa: 
Being a Divine King

None of these scholars mentioned the 
Amsterdam Numa relief, which might 
have supplied them with additional 
arguments to support some of their 
hypotheses and correct others, because 
this work fits perfectly into the literary 
and political context outlined by these 
scholars in reference to the Jupiter 
relief. While the met relief, alluding  
to issues of politics, metaphysics and 
astrology, depicts Jupiter as the Father 
of the Muses, and at the same time as a 
model and ‘prefiguration’ of the French 
king (Henry ii or Charles ix) as patron 
and source of the arts, its Amsterdam 
counterpart develops this programme 
further. It presents another aspect of 
the royal paragon: the priest-king, the 
anointed representative of God on earth 
and consequently the guardian of an 
ecclesiastical and social order. Numa 
Pompilius provided an example of a 
ruler who ‘put fear into the Romans 
that they became not merely law-
abiding citizens but a virtual sacred 
society’.33 In view of the position of  
the French kings during the Wars of 
Religion (1562-98), legitimization of 
royal prerogatives in the domain of 
religion was of particular importance 
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as justification for the persecution of 
the Huguenots. In this context, evoking 
an analogy between the French ruler 
and the Roman king – the wise restorer 
of peace – was highly desirable.

The common origin of the two works 
may be further supported by the fact 
that they both illustrate the notion of a 
divine king as created and promulgated 
by poets in the orbit of the French court, 
with Pierre Ronsard as its most influen­
tial exponent. In his Ode à Michel de 
l’Hospital (1553) Ronsard emphasizes 
that ‘the pre-eminent role of the Muses 
is to confer divine status on monarch’, 
whereas in his Odes he creates an 
Olympus in which Henry ii was Jupiter 
and Catherine de’ Medici Juno.34 The 
poet, who lived long enough to loyally 
serve three successive French monarchs, 
‘cast a divine aura’ around the sons and 
heirs of Henry ii.35 In the Panegyrique 
de la renommée, dedicated to Henry iii, 
he advocated a monarchy modelled on 
Numa’s and depicted the last Valois as 
‘a latter-day Numa Pompilius’.36 It is 
worth stressing that some elements of 
the sculptural representation of Numa 
in the Amsterdam relief point to the 
parallel drawn between the kings: he 
has been given a contemporary garment, 
and there are church spires among the 
all’antica temples (see figs. 4, 8).

The figure of the second king of 
Rome, the religious institutions he 
founded and the strategies he devel­
oped to discipline his subjects were 
widely discussed in France in relation 
to contemporary political issues, and 
the debate encompassed criticism of 
this model of a ruler. The lively discus­
sion, documented in literature by such 
authors as Claud Cottereau, Jacques 
Thureau, Louis Le Roi and La Boëtie, 
might have been instrumental in the 
development of a Numa iconography 
in France.37 Guillaume Du Choul in his 
Discours De La Religion Des Anciens 
Romains (1556), for example, provided 
a description of the temples erected  
by Numa, illustrated with woodcuts 
depicting Roman coins featuring those 

buildings.38 The square temple of Janus 
and the circular one of Vesta represen­
ted on the Amsterdam relief match the 
descriptions in Du Choul’s popular 
work.39 

As the destruction of the majority of 
sixteenth-century French monuments 
has deprived us of comparative material, 
a haut relief depicting a Sacrificer 
(Musée du Louvre), possibly King 
Numa Pompilius himself, is of crucial 
importance (fig. 19). In its original place 

	 Fig. 19
atelier of  
jean goujon ,  
Sacrificer (Numa 
Pompilius?), 1560-62. 
Relief.  
Paris, Musée du 
Louvre, inv. no.  
r.f. 4293. 
Photo: rmn –  
Grand Palais  
(Musée du Louvre) / 
Daniel Arnaudet.
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on the attic of the southern elevation 
of the Cour Carrée of the Louvre, it 
formed an element of sculptural deco-
ration also featuring the figures of 
Zaleucus, Caritas romana (Cimon and 
Pero) and Cambyses, executed by Jean 
Goujon’s workshop for Charles ix 
between 1560 and 1562.40 As Geneviève 
Bresc-Bautier demonstrated, this 
sculptural ensemble communicated the 
personal motto of Charles ix, ‘Piété et 
Justice’.41 Completing the programme of 
the Cour Carrée initiated by Henry i1, 
it visualized ‘the universal power of the 
warrior king in union with Nature and 
Knowledge, as foundations for piety 
and justice, which justify his religious 
function and the execution of justice’.42 
Bresc-Bautier also mentioned other 
commissions by Charles ix whose 
purpose was to propagate an image of 
him as a ‘roi très chrétien sacré’.

Other important evidence of the 
presence of Numa and Egeria imagery 
with relation to the French royals  
are the ephemeral decorations of  
the triumphal entry of Henry ii and 
Catherine de’ Medici into Rouen in 
1550. A platform representing the 
Elysian Fields, where the royal couple 
encountered various personages, was 
erected in the Place de Robec.43 In this 
tableau vivant King Francis i, embraced 
by Good Memory (Bonne Mémoire), 
was glorified as an imperator litteratus, 
who led his people from barbarism to 
civilisation and encouraged Henry ii  
to follow in his footsteps.44 Wintroub 
argued that ‘the entry cast Henry in a 
messianic role of leading the diverse 
peoples of the world towards the 
Elysian Fields of peace’. Thus, entering 
the celestial garden the king figured 
not only as a second Francis I but also 
as a second Numa, a parallel under­
lined by a figure of the nymph Egeria 
encountering him there and spouting 
jets of water from her breasts, a symbol 
of fons sapientiae.45 

The locus amoenus in the Place de 
Robec was depicted in a woodcut 
included in one of several contempora­

neous accounts of the entry (fig. 20).46 

Although it cannot be regarded as a 
graphic design for the Amsterdam 
work, it is worth mentioning that it 
features trellis gates similar to those 
depicted in the relief.

The analogy of the met relief, the 
popularity of the motif of King Numa 
in French literature of the sixteenth 
century and the traces of Numa and 
Egeria imagery in various visual media 
of that time are grounds for assuming 
that the Amsterdam relief originated in 
the surroundings of the French court. 
If, together with the Jupiter relief, it was 
initially actually part of a larger pro­
gramme, it must have included depic­
tions of other royal models of virtues 
sourced from Roman mythology,  
ancient history and contemporary 
historiosophy.47 An ideal pendant  
to Numa would be Clovis, the first 
Christian king of the Francs, who, 
according to certain French traditions, 
were descendants of the Trojans.48 A 
possible candidate as a representative 
of the virtue of Justice would be the 
Greek lawgiver Zaleucus, who also 
appeared in the Cour Carrée. Hercules 
would have provided an ideal model of 
strength and eloquence, not only in light 
of the general tradition, but more speci­
fically with regard to the French kings, 
who claimed him as their ancestor.49 
Significantly, Henry ii was also glorified 
as Hercules Gallicus in one of the sta­
tions of the Rouen entry.50 Moreover 
in the Panegyrique de la renommée – the 
very same text in which Numa appears 
as a model of royal virtue – Ronsard 
compared the eloquence of Henry iii to 
that of his Herculean ancestor.51 Further­
more, Alexander the Great, Scipio, 
Hannibal, Caesar and Hector, again 
not solely as standard exempla, but 
deeply rooted in the French imagery  
of kings, would be obvious choices.52 

The overall meaning of the ensemble 
can be revealed by reading each element 
in the context of the others, as in the 
case of the two known reliefs. In this 
well-orchestrated whole, the leading 
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motif in one composition could be 
seen to have been designed as sec- 
ondary in another. The essential role 
of religion in the state, being the main 
subject of the Numa relief, is evoked in 
the Jupiter relief by the silhouettes of 
temples in the upper right corner. And 
conversely, the crucial role of the arts, 
a central theme of the Metropolitan 
piece, returns in the Amsterdam work 
in the figures of Mercury and the 
Gemini. Repeating symbolic content 
or motifs forms a link, giving the viewer 
clues as to how to read successive 
‘chapters’ of the whole set. By way of 
example, the ‘missing’ representation 
of Jupiter in the scene of Numa’s vision 
is to be found in the met relief. The 
idea of locus amoenus, which in the 
New York relief is represented by the 

fountain surrounded by lush vegeta­
tion,53 takes the form of Egeria’s garden 
in its Amsterdam counterpart. Another 
recurrent motif is that of the dolphins, 
interpreted by Mezzatesta as an emblem 
of Henry ii (stressing his marine 
domination) and by Eisler as symbols 
of the three dauphins (Francis ii, 
Charles ix and Henry iii).54 In the 
context of the depiction of Numa, the 
sea creatures may also be a reference 
to the king’s role as Pontificus Maximus, 
as they appear in this function on 
Roman coins.55 This image was popul­
arized in De Choul’s work.56 These 
three readings of the dolphin motif  
are not mutually exclusive, but in fact 
complement one another, as they all 
refer to the ruler or rulers and his or 
their divine status. 

Original Setting
At this point we should reiterate the 
question already posed by Mezzatesta 
and Eisler as to which patrons and 
artists might have been responsible for 
the origin of this ensemble, and what 
its original setting would have been. 
Mezzatesta’s hypothesis, that Cardinal 
Charles de Guise commissioned the 
Jupiter relief and La Grotte de Meudon 
(c. 1552-60)57 was its presumed location, 
seems unconvincing if we accept that 
the Numa relief was part of the same 
ensemble. This programme addressed 
Henry ii as the Father of the Muses 
and glorified the ruler by reference to 
Roman emperors (busts of Caesar, 
Augustus, Tiberius, Caligula, Nero  
and Otho). There is no trace of motifs 
broaching the issue of religion, which 
would have been inappropriate in the 
context of the ‘rustic, primal, libidinal 
associations of the grotto’.58 

Eisler’s hypothesis, on the other 
hand, which maintains that the Jupiter 
relief was once part of a heart monu­
ment to Charles ix commissioned by 
Catherine de’ Medici around 1575, 
cannot be ruled out altogether. Judging 
by the central position of piety, chosen 
by the young king – alongside justice – 

	 Fig. 20
Ephemeral decoration 
in the Place de 
Robec, station of 
the triumphal entry 
of Henry II and 
Catherine de’ Medici 
to Rouen in 1550. 
Woodcut in C’est 
la deduction du 
Somptueux ordre, 
plaisantz spectacles et 
magnifiques theatres 
dresses et exhibes, 
par les citoiens de 
Rouen ..., Rouen 1551. 
Paris, Bibliothèque 
nationale de  
France, inv. no.  
of-tol-14025084.
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as his guiding virtue, the Numa relief 
would indeed fit into this context. It is 
important to note however, that the 
existence of a Charles ix heart monu­
ment is highly hypothetical, and that 
even if the notion of a pious and divine 
king culminated in the self-image 
produced by Charles ix, this concept 
had been discussed and projected on to 
all of the last four Valois on the French 
throne for over forty years (1547-89).59 
In other words, Charles ix would not 
be the only candidate to be juxtaposed 
with Numa Pompilius.

In light of the above, I would like  
to offer another hypothesis which, al­
though it is not possible to prove at this 
stage of research, is worth considering. 
The two reliefs might have been 
destined for the Valois Rotunda 
attached to the Basilica of Saint Denis. 
Construction of this sumptuous 
funeral chapel started around 1560. 
After Henry ii’s sudden death in 1559, 
Catherine de’ Medici decided to com­
memorate her husband, herself and 
their prematurely deceased children 
with a funerary chapel. The building 
work, to a design by Primaticcio, started 

around 1560 and continued until 1585, 
when the chapel was abandoned un­
finished. Never surmounted with the 
planned dome, it was roofed provi­
sionally in the seventeenth century  
and dismantled in 1719 because of its 
ruinous state.60 

	 Fig. 21
étienne 
martellange ,  
View of the Valois 
Chapel at the Saint 
Denis Basilica, 1641.  
Pen and brown ink 
with brown wash, 
39.2 x 52.5 cm. 
Paris, Bibliothèque 
nationale de France, 
inv. no.  
of-tol-14013437.

	 Fig. 22
alexandre le 
blond , View of the 
Interior of the Valois 
Chapel with the 
Tomb of Henry ii and 
Catherine de’ Medici, 
c. 1700.  
Etching in Michel 
Félibien, L‘Histoire 
de l’abbaye royal 
de Saint-Denys en 
France, Paris 1706. 
Paris, Bibliothèque 
nationale de 
France, inv. no. of-
tol-14013439.
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The monumental freestanding mauso­
leum adjoining the basilica to the north-
east was circular, with a two-storey 
elevation articulated by niches and 
columns (fig. 21). Its central space, 
which featured the tomb of Henry ii 
and Catherine de’ Medici (1560-73), to 
a design by Primaticcio, executed by 
Germain Pilon, Girolamo della Robbia, 
Dominique Florentin, Ponce Jacquio, 
Fremyn Roussel61 (fig. 22), was sur­
rounded by six subsidiary chapels  
(fig. 23), four of which were destined  
to house the monuments to the male 
descendants (and successors) of the 
royal couple (Louis iii, d. 1550; Francis 
ii, d. 1560; Charles ix, d. 1574; Francis, 
Duke of Anjou, d. 1584). In the 1568 
edition of his Lives, Giorgio Vasari gave 
a very informative description of the 
chapel and the concept for its furnish­
ing, which had not been executed at 
that time and was probably never 
completed:

Since the death of Francis ii, he  
[Primaticcio] has continued in the 
same office, serving the present king 
[Charles ix], by whose order and that 
of the Queen Mother Primaticcio has 
made a beginning of the tomb of the 
above-named King Henry, making in 
the centre of a six-sided chapel the 
sepulchre of the King himself, and  
at four sides the sepulchres of his  
four children; while at one of the 
other two sides of the chapel is the 
altar, and at the other the door. And 
since there are going into this work 
innumerable statues in marble and 
bronzes and a number of scenes in 
low relief [my italics, A.L], it will  
prove worthy of all these great Kings 
and of the excellence and genius of  
so rare a craftsman as is this Abbot of 
Martin [Primaticcio].62

What remains of this sculptural furnish­
ing (besides the royal tomb) are the 
splendid Resurrection group (Louvre) 
by Germain Pilon and his Virgin of 
Sorrows and St Francis, which were 

never delivered to the site.63 Vasari’s 
account and another important source, 
a Devise of 1568, inform us that the 
sculptural programme was to be 
expanded: the niches and rectangular 
fields above them were destined for 
statues and reliefs glorifying the deeds 
of the Valois or epitaphs to other mem­
bers of the royal family buried in the 
chapel.64 According to Lersch, sculp­
tural furnishings were to be placed 
both in the interior and on the exterior 
of the chapel. The latter were apparently 
planned as a set of copper or marble 
plates with eulogies, based on the literary 
genre of tombeaux poetiques cultivated 
at the French court, complemented by 
‘historicizing reliefs [my italics, A.L], 
meant as a compensation for the absent 
sculptural representations of the male 
progeny of Henry ii’.65 

	 Fig. 23
Ground plan of 
the Valois Chapel. 
Drawing in Michel 
Félibien, Histoire 
de l’abbaye royal 
de Saint-Denys en 
France, plate 529, 
Paris 1706. 
Amsterdam, Rijks
museum Library.
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On this basis I am inclined to assert 
that the two marble reliefs depicting 
the reign of Jupiter and the reign of 
Numa might originally have constituted 
parts of, or have been destined for,  
the sculptural furnishing of the Valois 
Chapel. It was Colin Eisler who 
emphasized that the Italianate style  
of the Metropolitan relief is closely 
akin to that of Francesco Primaticcio, 
whose concept determined the form  
of the Rotonde.66 Regrettably, this 
observation brings us no closer to 
determining the maker or makers of 
the reliefs; their style does not corre- 
spond with the linear and painterly 
manner of Germain Pilon’s reliefs on, 
for example, the pedestal of Henry ii 
and Catherine’s tomb at Saint-Denis 
and the ciborium from Saint-Etiénne-
du-Mont.67 However, many other sculp­
tors were involved in the mausoleum 
project: aside from the leading figures 
such as Girolamo della Robbia (d. 1566), 
Ponce Jacquilot (d. 1572), Dominique 
Florentin (Domenico del Barbiere, d. 
after 1570) and Frémyn Roussel (active 
1563-70), there were less significant 
ones.68 However, the scarcity of com­
parative material and the collaborative 
character of the reliefs I have analyzed 
means it is not possible to attribute 
them convincingly to any of the sculp­
tors mentioned.

Nonetheless, there are other argu­
ments to support the hypothesis that 
the reliefs might have been destined 
for the Valois Chapel. Firstly, I would 
argue that the Numa relief in particular 
chimes with the overall concept of  
the chapel programme as devised by 
Catherine de’ Medici. As many scholars 
have demonstrated, the Valois chapel 
was the climax of the queen’s series  
of funerary commissions intended to 
communicate the power, continuity 
and unity of the Valois line in the  
charged atmosphere of the Wars of 
Religion.69 The task of the Rotunda’s 
sculptural programme was likewise to 
emphasize the importance of religious 
belief and devotion to the state, and 

the indissolubility of throne and altar, 
which is, as I have demonstrated, the 
main subject of the Numa relief.70 The 
importance of the religious function of 
the Valois Rotunda does not preclude 
the use of motifs of ancient origin in the 
mausoleum. On the contrary, it was 
common practice to combine Christian 
and classical imagery, especially in 
monuments with a memorial function.71

Secondly, the artistic commissions 
awarded by Catherine de’ Medici were 
one of the means by which she asserted 
the legitimacy of her position as regent 
and generated a positive image for 
herself as the queen mother. To this 
end she adopted an appropriate model, 
that of the Persian queen, Artemisia ii, 
a distressed widow who, although over­
come by profound grief at the death of 
her husband King Mausolus, guided the 
affairs of the kingdom of Caria, oversaw 
the education of their son and commis­
sioned a tomb for her deceased consort 
– the famous Mausoleum of Halicar­
nassus.72 The concept of Catherine as 
the nouvelle Arthémise was proposed in 
1563 by Nicolas Houël in a manuscript 
L’Histoire de la Reine Arthémise, illus­
trated with drawings by Antoine 
Caron and Nicolo dell’Abate, among 
others.73 It is worth mentioning in this 
context that one of these illustrations, 
a scene of priests surrounding a temple, 
depicts a circular building resembling 
the Valois Rotunda (fig. 24). This indi­
cates that various media were employed 
to spread the image of the mausoleum 
in order to legitimize this costly under­
taking by referring to its ancient ante­
cedents.

All Caron’s drawings feature 
Catherine’s motto: ‘Ardorem extincta 
testantur vivere flamma’ (After the 
flame has died out, the tears testify  
to the ardour that lives on) in their 
framing cartouches. These words 
could also easily be applied to the 
nymph Egeria, who – inconsolable 
after the death of Numa – left Rome, 
hid in the forest of Aricia, drowning in 
tears, and was turned into a spring by 
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Virbius. Hence Egeria constitutes a 
typological equivalent of Artemis, 
while at the same time standing for 
another exemplary value. For the 
nymph was not only a widow devoted 
to the memory of her consort, but – in 
his lifetime – a wise, divine advisor to a 
pious king, guiding his activities for the 
sake of the religious order of the state. 
This role of hers was visualised in the 
tableau vivant in Rouen. It is clear that 
the exemplum of Egeria could have 
provided Catherine with the additional 
argument of her advisory role towards 
her royal sons.

Conclusion
To conclude, the marble relief Landscape 
with King Numa and the Nymph Egeria 
in the Rijksmuseum and the relief in 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art 
depicting the Reign of Jupiter might both 
have been parts of a larger ensemble 
representing royal virtues and role 
models embodied by characters sourced 
from mythology and ancient history. 
The highly specific emblematic 
narration of these works, taken in 
conjunction with the fact that they 

reflect ideas circulating in the French 
belles lettres, historiosophy and 
imagery in the circle of the royal court 
during the reign of the last four Valois, 
underscore the idea that the reliefs 
originated in this milieu. The parallels 
between the programme of the reliefs I 
have analyzed and that of the Valois 
Chapel, as well as the very particular 
motifs referring to the French kings 
and pointing to Catherine de’ Medici 
as the person who commissioned 
them, permit the cautious suggestion 
that the two marble works might have 
been destined for this mausoleum. If 
this is the case, they were probably to 
have been set on the pedestals in front 
of the niches, possibly corresponding 
in iconographic terms with the figures 
to be placed in them, though an inten­
ded location on the analogically articu­
lated elevation cannot be ruled out. 
Moreover, it is impossible to confirm 
whether the reliefs – even if they were 
destined for the venue – were ever 
installed on the site. Like the figures of 
Virgin Mary and St Francis by Germain 
Pilon, they might never have been 
delivered to Saint-Denis. 

	 Fig. 24
antoine caron ,  
Priests Surrounding  
a Temple.  
Pen and brown ink, 
wash with black and 
white chalk highlights. 
In Nicolas Houël, 
L’Histoire de la  
Reine Arthémise,  
Paris 1563-70.  
Paris, Bibliothèque 
nationale de France, 
inv. no.  
of-tol-14013438.
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As to the question of their authorship: 
both these reliefs are in an Italianate 
style closely resembling that of 
Primaticcio and his circle. Their 
composition resembles the narrative 
style of the drawings by Antoine Caron 
and Nicolò dell’Abate in the L’Histoire 
de la Reine Arthémise. No direct stylistic 
analogy with the work of the sculptors 
executing the sculptural furnishing of 
the Valois Chapel can be determined. 
This, however, cannot be regarded as 
an argument against my hypothesis, 
given the fragmentary survival of 

French Renaissance sculpture, which 
precludes the precise attribution of 
many exquisite works. In this situation 
only the reconstruction of the cultural 
and political circumstances that might 
have produced such an intricate intel­
lectual programme can offer us clues 
as to its original intended destination. 
This programme and such fine artistic 
quality would surely have been fit for a 
royal commission, would they not?
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Detail of fig. 1



h e n d r i c k  d e  k e y s e r ’ s  h o n e y  t h i e f

91

t h e  m a r b l e  r e l i e f  l a n d s c a p e  w i t h  k i n g  n u m a  a n d  t h e  n y m p h  e g e r i a


	Lege pagina



