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This splendid bust, in exceptional condition, depicts Cleopatra bitten by a snake. The 
polished surfaces, the physiognomic features and the hairstyle immediately evoke Venetian 
sculpture of the first half of the 16th century, such as the famous relief with Bacchus and Ariadne by 
Tullio Lombardo in the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna (c. 1510). In Venetian Renaissance 
sculpture, the all’antica portrait had a great success, leading to the production of pseudo-antique 
busts, or re-elaborating classical themes such as, for example, the aforementioned Bacchus and 
Ariadne. Several masters tried their hand at these popular themes, and it is undoubtedly in this 
historical and cultural context that the author of this Cleopatra must be identified. 

Tullio Lombardo, the true tutelary deity of early Renaissance Venetian sculpture (the 
master died in 1532), is the protagonist of the artistic scene before Jacopo Sansovino’s arrival in 
the lagoon. We don’t know full-fledged all’antica busts by him, although he is somehow at the 
origin of the fortune of the genre, thanks to works such as the Double portrait of the Ca’ d’Oro and 
other similar pieces.1 

But the key figure for this discussion was certainly that of the Florentine sculptor Simone 
Bianco, active in Venice between 1512 and 1553, of whom Giorgio Vasari in 1550 wrote: 

Among them [...] was Simon Bianco, a Florentine sculptor, who based in Venice, did some things 
continuously, like some marble heads sent to France by Venetian merchants. 

The “marble heads” mentioned by Vasari have been hypothetically, but convincingly, 
identified with some that are still preserved today at the Louvre museum.2 

Starting from those pieces, almost slavish copies of ancient originals, recent scholars have 
gathered a large corpus of busts around the name of Bianco.3 It is therefore possible to follow the 

                                                             
1 Anne Markham Schulz, The Sculpture of Tullio Lombardo, Turnhout 2014, pp. 73-75 e 102-106. 
2 Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de’ più eccellenti pittori, scultori e architettori nelle redazioni del 1550 e 1568, text ed. by Rosanna 
Bettarini. Comment by Paola Barocchi, Firenze 1966-1997, III, p. 625. 
On the possible identification see: Anne Markham Schulz, The History of Venetian Renaissance Sculpture, ca. 1400-1530, 2 
voll., Turnhout 2017, I, p. 356. 
3 Cfr. in particolar Claudia Kryza-Gersch, Simone Bianco venezianische Skulptur zwischen Antikenbegeisterung und 
Antikenfälschung, in Pseudoantike Skulptur, I, Fallstudien zu antiken Skulpturen und ihren Imitationen, a cura di Sascha 



 

birth and evolution of this specific genre, starting from the Bust of a woman at the Bode Museum in 
Berlin to the marbles sent to France: in the first (close, for more than one aspect, to Tullio 
Lombardo’s models), Bianco still adopted the typology of the reliquary bust, with a straight base, 
to then move on to the actual all’antica bust, with rounded base.4 

A distinction must also be made between those that have been rightly indicated as pseudo-
antique pieces, such as the busts sent to France, and original inventions, such as the 
aforementioned bust in the Bode, or another, again of a female figure, today at the 
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, or those that have been considered as actual portraits, 
although idealized (there are at least two, one at the Statens Museum in Copenhagen, and the other 
at the Nationalmuseum in Stockholm).5 

Only in the latter, in fact, did the sculptor completely emancipate himself from the models 
of the early Venetian Renaissance, adopting a larger, full bust, format, and therefore not cutting 
the effigy just below the half-bust line (which was typical of the ancient reliquary busts). In the 
production of another sculptor of the same period, Agostino Zoppo (1512?-1572), there are 
frequent all’antica heads similar to those of Simone Bianco, but often without the bust (even in the 
case of Zoppo these were pseudo-antiquities).6    

This is useful to better specify the category of the present Cleopatra, which, although 
deriving from an all’antica model, is a work of the mature Renaissance. In other words, it cannot 
be ascribed to any of the sculptors mentioned so far, and it seems to belong in every way to Vasari’s 
“modern manner”, that is to say to the history of 16th century sculpture following Sansovino's 
arrival in Venice, which marked an important turning point in the history of Venetian Renaissance 
sculpture.7  

In fact, stylistic analysis suggests that this work is chronologically must be dated to c. 1550 
and that it should be referred to one of Sansovino's most important collaborators, Tommaso 
Lombardo.  

Francesco Sansovino remembered how, after his father Jacopo arrived in Venice, he would 
have made a marble “head” for Francesco I: 

He made to King Francesco I who asked him for a marble head of Alexander the Great, which the King 
liked so much, that he sent Sansovino his portrait of him to make it into marble according to that other head.8 

                                                             
Kansteiner, Berlin 2016, pp. 9-24 e Anne Markham Schulz, Simone Bianco, the Grimani collection of antiquities and other 
unexpected findings, in “Jahrbuch des Kunsthistorischen Museums Wien” 17/18, 2015/2016, pp. 26-43. 
4 This evolution of the bust and portrait in sculpture of the Italian Renaissance, not only in Venice, has been well 
analysed by Thomas Martin, Michelangelo’s Brutus and the Classicizing Portrait Bust in Sixteenth-Century Italy, in “Artibus et 
historiae”, XIV, 1993, 27, pp. 67-83. 
5 Markham Schulz, The History of Venetian Renaissance Sculpture cit., I, pp. 359-360. 
6 Luca Siracusano, Agostino Zoppo, Trento 2017, pp. 91-124. On the success of these heads explicitly all’antica in 
Renaissance sculpture, particularly Venetian, cfr. anche Klaus Fittschen, Sul ruolo del ritratto antico nell’arte italiana, in 
Memoria dell’antico nell’arte italiana, a cura di Salvatore Settis, 3 voll, II, I generi e i temi ritrovati, Torino 1985, pp. 398-399 
e Antonia Böstrom, Ludovico Lombardo and the taste for the “all’Antica” bust in mid-sixteenth-century Florence and Rome, in Large 
Bronzes in the Renaissance, edited by Peta Motture (“Studies in the history of art”, LXIV, 2003), pp. 155-179. 
7 It is no coincidence that Markham Schulz indicated precisely in about 1530 the end of the chronological period 
examined in her monumental, already mentioned, History of Venetian Renaissance Sculpture. 
8 On Sansovino cfr. Giorgio Vasari: principi letterati e artisti nelle carte di Giorgio Vasari, exhibition catalogue (Arezzo, 
Sottochiesa di San Francesco), Firenze 1981, p. 235. 



 

The work, not mentioned by Vasari, has been lost, but it was likely another pseudo-ancient 
piece, inspired by a precise model, namely the famous Head of Alexander the Great, now in the Uffizi 
Gallery, which has been in the Medici collections since the mid-16th century (and perhaps at the 
time already known for some time).9 Once again, therefore, a “head” and not a full bust, sculpted 
by Sansovino at the beginning of his long stay in Venice (note that, as in the case of Simone 
Bianco’s “heads”, Alexander the Great was also destined to France, where it was obviously more 
difficult to buy real antiquities).10  

The author of the present Cleopatra is, indeed, one of Sansovino’s closest collaborators and 
pupils. Just by taking into consideration some of the works executed by the master in Venice with 
the decisive contribution of his collaborators (many of whom, once they left his workshop, will 
have important independent careers), one can in fact see various points of contact with the bust 
studied here (and I am thinking, for example, to the Hope of the Venier Monument in San 
Salvador). 

Vasari, in the 1568 edition of Le Vite, mentioned Jacopo’s disciples, and among 
personalities such as Alessandro Vittoria and Tiziano Minio, he also mentions a “Tommaso da 
Lugano”, dedicating a long passage to him:  

[...] and then, leaving Sansovino, he made a Our Woman with the Child in her arms and feet St John the 
Baptist who are all three of such beautiful form, attitude and manner, that they can be among all the other modern 
statues that are in Venice; which work is placed in the church of San Bastiano. And a head of Charles V emperor, 
which made him of marble from the middle upwards, was kept marvellous thing was very grateful to His Majesty.11  

Although also writing that Tommaso had worked mainly as a plasterer, Vasari did not spare 
praise for the sculptor’s major marble work, which is still preserved in the second chapel on the 
right of the church of San Sebastiano, with his signature clearly legible on the base (OPUS 
THOMAESI LOMBARDI F.). Tommaso was also the author of a very important portrait of the 
Emperor Charles V, for which Vasari specified that it was “from the middle up”, probably meaning 
that it was half-length. Tommaso Lombardo, known as “from Lugano”, was not related to the 
other Lombardo sculptors (starting from Tullio), and we know today a small body of sculptures 
made by him, all with strong connections to Sansovino.12 The hand of the artist can be recognised 
in some of the works directed by the master, such as the Madonna with Child and Angels in the small 
church of Palazzo Ducale, a work signed by Sansovino but for which Tommaso’s contribution is 
documented in 1536-1537, when he worked there alongside Luca Lancia.13  

It has also been suggested that Tommaso’s hand could be recognized in the Charity, one of 
the two allegorical figures (the other is Hope) of the Monument to the Doge Francesco Venier in 
San Salvador, a hypothesis that was later questioned since the execution of the Venier Monument 

                                                             
9 Bruce Boucher The Sculpture of Jacopo Sansovino, 2 vols., New Haven 1991, I,I, p. 360, cat. 80; Francis Haskell, Nicholas 
Penny, Taste and the antique: the lure of classical sculpture 1500 – 1900, New Haven 1981, pp. 134-136, cat. 2. 
10 The traditional attribution to Sansovino of some 16th century Veneto busts was rejected in Boucher The Sculpture of 
Jacopo Sansovino cit., II, pp. 370-371 catt. 114-117. 
11 Vasari, Le vite cit., VI, pp. 191-192 
12 On the asrtist cfr. in particular Susanna Zanuso, Lombardo, Tommaso, in Dizionario biografico degli italiani, 65, Roma 
2005, pp. 528-530 e Grégoire Exterman, Tommaso Lombardo: un allievo di Jacopo Sansovino nella Venezia del ’500, in Svizzeri 
a Venezia (“Arte e Storia”, VIII/40, 2008), pp. 126-133. 
13 Boucher The Sculpture of Jacopo Sansovino cit., I, pp. 145-146. 



 

is believed to have taken place in  around 1555, therefore after Tommaso left Jacopo’s workshop.14 
This is derived from Vasari’s assertion that the Madonna of San Sebastiano was performed by 
Tommaso after having left Sansovino, but it is a work that cannot count on a precise dating. It is 
true that Melio da Cortona acquired the patronage of the chapel in 1546 but we have no secure 
chronological record of the execution of the Madonna, which scholars usually place in the 1550s.15 
It is therefore not impossible that Tommaso took part in the execution of the allegorical figures 
of the Venier Monument before leaving Jacopo’s workshop and carving the Madonna in San 
Sebastiano. It is also entirely plausible that, even once autonomous commissions had been 
established, Tommaso could occasionally return to collaborate with Jacopo. After all, if Gregoire 
Extermann is right in proposing to identify our sculptor with the "Thomaso sculptore quondam 
ser Francisci de Lugano Lombardo" documented in 1567 when he drew up the inventory of works 
of art belonging to Gabriele Vendramin, together with Jacopo Tintoretto, Alessandro Vittoria, 
Orazio Vecellio and Jacopo Sansovino, Tommaso would never have lost contact with the master.16  

Apart from the question of the authorship of the two Venier allegories (either both by 
Sansovino, or in part executed by the collaborators, perhaps even with the participation of 
Tommaso), there are evident affinities with the Cleopatra: in the sharply delineated rendering of the 
hair as well as in the almost geometrical purity of the physiognomic features, while the sculptor 
does not renounce, however, both in the Allegory of Hope and Cleopatra, to mark the powerful neck 
folds and render in a very similar way the mouth, slightly open. Further similarities can also be 
seen in some folds of the draperies, both in the sleeves of the two allegorical figures and in the 
dress of this Cleopatra. 

The attribution appears even more convincing if we compare the latter with the very few secure 
works by Tommaso, like the St Jerome (with the lunette above it) of the Priuli altar in San Salvador, 
perhaps executed in the second half of the 1540s, and the already mentioned Madonna in San 
Sebastiano (although in context that are very different, both in terms of iconography and type, 
from the present Cleopatra). Compared to what we see in similar sculptures by Jacopo, Tommaso’s 
works are characterized by a less complex composition and a less accentuated plastic emphasis, 
compensated however by a brilliant and sophisticated virtuosity in the workmanship of the various 
details. In the case of the St. Jerome, whose execution seems to have taken place in the 1540s, the 
strong executive similarities between the Cleopatra’s hairstyle and the saint's beard should not be 
dismissed. In the God the Father and Angels in the lunette above, we can highlight the striking 
similarities with the folds of the robe on Cleopatra’s shoulder, marked by a similar parallel pattern 
that then crumples to the bottom of the cloak. 

Tommaso’s most important work is undoubtedly the Madonna and Child and Saint John in San 
Sebastiano, praised by Vasari and already indicated by Francesco Sansovino as a sort of variant of 
the terracotta Madonna di Piazza by Jacopo (Loggetta del campanile di San Marco). With this work, 
in particular, we find the most effective comparisons for the attribution of our bust.17 Although 
an artist of limited “invention”, Tommaso was in fact an excellent master in terms of craftmanship, 
and was therefore for a long time one of Jacopo’s most trusted and gifted collaborators. His skills 
as sculptor emerges from the analysis of the group in San Sebastiano, with that characteristic, 
                                                             
14 Boucher The Sculpture of Jacopo Sansovino cit., I, pp. 339-340. 
15 Zanuso, Lombardo, Tommaso, cit., pp. 528-530; Exterman, Tommaso Lombardo cit., p.129 
16 Exterman, Tommaso Lombardo cit., p.528. 
17 Boucher The Sculpture of Jacopo Sansovino cit., I, p. 148. 



 

virtuoso way of treating the clothes, adherent to the body but at the same time capriciously rippled 
in numerous folds, an aspect that we find very similar in the drapery of the present Cleopatra (which 
is substantially foreign to Sansovino’s figurative language).18 In the same way, the hair is of 
exceptional richness, in both works, gathered in crisply outlined locks that descend from above 
framing the forehead and face. As said, the difference with the works by Sansovino, seems to 
consist mainly in a lesser plastic monumentality and a more analytical attention to the preciousness 
of the surfaces. Compared to the Priuli St. Jerome, however, the Cleopatra (as well as the Virgin in 
San Sebastiano) appears less rigidly frontal and shows a more relaxed ability to articulate the 
composition in space. 

In conclusion, the comparisons proposed here with the Venier Allegories (c. 1555) and with the 
Madonna and Child and Saint John, similarly dated, suggest that the execution of our Cleopatra should 
also be placed in the 1550s. In this regard it is important to add something about the fortune of 
this theme in Venetian sculpture of the time. The most famous ancient sculpture documented in 
Venice, featuring an important Renaissance restoration - the Grimani Muse (today in Venice, 
Museo Acheologico Nazionale) - has long been indicated as a Cleopatra, due to Renaissance 
integrations believed to be a 15th century intervention by Tullio Lombardo.19 This hypothesis was 
completely overturned by Anne Markham Schulz in 2016: the scholar proposed to refer the 
restoration work to the already mentioned Simone Bianco, dating it to around the third decade of 
the 16th century, and indicating as a Sofonisba the figure of the transformed Muse (key element, in 
this sense, the cup held with the right hand).20 The scholar has highighted how the Grimani 
Muse/Cleopatra/Sofonisba is in any case associated to the wide fortune of the figures caught in 
dramatic moments, of great pathos and pain, that is recorded in the Venetian sculpture of the time, 
and of which are paradigmatic examples the small secular reliefs by Giammaria Mosca, also datable 
in the 1520s: one of those depicted a Cleopatra (Rennes, Musée des Beaux-Arts).21 From this point 
of view, too, the present Cleopatra is typical of Venetian sculpture at a time of transition between 
early Renaissance and Sansovino’s “modern manner”. At the same time it is good to underline the 
exceptionality of the bust under examination here, effectively one of the oldest examples of this 
genre, depicting a secular, and yet not pseudo-ancient subject, which would have had a huge 
fortune in the later Venetian Baroque.22 

 

Andrea Bacchi 

 
                                                             
18 Antonio Foscari (Tommaso Lombardo da Lugano nella bottega di Jacopo Sansovino, in “Venezia arti”, IX, 1995, p. 144): “Il 
gruppo marmoreo […] ci appare per molti aspetti tormentato da una volontà descrittiva, che – soprattutto nelle vesti 
della Madonna – si fa minuziosa e a momenti quasi fastidiosa”.  
19 Debra Pincus, Tullio Lombardo as a Restorer of Antiquities: an Aspetct of Fidteenth Century Venetian Antiquariaanism, in 
“Arte veneta”, XXXIII, 1979, pp. 29-42; the following bibliography on the subject is extensive, but see more recently 
Marcella De Paoli, scheda in Gli Este a Ferrara. Il Camerino di alabastro. Antonio Lombardo e la scultura all’antica, exhibition 
catalogue (Ferrara, Castello) ed by Matteo Ceriana, Milano 2004, pp. 190-191, cat. 37 e Marcella De Paoli, «Opera fatta 
diligentissimamente». Restauri di sculture classiche a Venezia tra Quattro e Cinquecento, Roma 2004, in particolare pp. 153-155. 
20 Markham Schulz, Simone Bianco, the Grimani collection cit., in particolare pp. 27-30 e 35. 
21 Anne Markham Schulz, Giammaria Mosca called Padovano: a Renaissance Sculptor in Italy and Poland, 2 voll., Univeristy 
Park 1998, I, pp. 255-256, cat. 12. 
22 Cfr. in particular Simone Guerriero, Le alterne fortune dei marmi: busti, teste di carattere e altre "scolture moderne" nelle 
collezioni veneziane tra Sei e Settecento, in Giuseppe Pavanello, a cura di,  La scultura veneta del Seicento e del Settecento. 
Nuovi studi, Venezia 2002, pp. 73-149. 







Jacopo Sansovino (con la collaborazione 
di Tommaso Lombardo e Luca Lancia), 
Madonna con il Bambino,  
Venezia, Palazzo Ducale 
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Jacopo Sansovino (con la 
collaborazione 
di Tommaso Lombardo?), 
Carità, Speranza,  
Venezia, San Salvador, 
Monumento al doge  
Francesco Venier 













Tommaso Lombardo, San Girolamo, Dio Padre e Angeli,  
Venezia, San Salvador, Altare Priuli 
	  









Tommaso Lombardo, Madonna con il Bambino  e San 
Giovanni Battista, Venezia, San Sebastiano 
	  

Jacopo Sansovino, Madonna con il Bambino  
e San Giovanni Battista, Venezia, Loggetta 














