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1-2.
Francesco Segala
MARS AND VENUS

bronze, Mars h. 84 cm; Venus h. 80 cm

Of these two bronze statuettes, that depicting a woman is doubtless the most familiar to sculp-
ture specialists. At least four versions are known in addition to the new figure presented here. 
One was lost in Berlin in 1945, at the end of World War II, and belonged to the collections 

of the Kunstgewerbemuseum in that city. It stood on a firedog with the coat of arms of the Venetian 
Pesaro family on its base1. Another version, still held in the Musei Civici in Padua, rests on a low pa-
rallelepiped pedestal, cast in one piece with the body of the statuette: in this case, therefore, the bronze 
was created purely for aesthetic contemplation and not to decorate a piece of furniture2. Finally, another 
two other versions are reported by Hans Robert Weihrauch at Schloß Blankenburg and at the Museum 
für Angewandte Kunst in Cologne (then known as the Kunstgewebemuseum)3. The last two pieces are 
isolated works, while the statuettes in Padua and that formerly in Berlin are paired with a Hercules. For 
this reason, as well as the lion skin on which the woman rests her foot, the female figure is normally 
identified as Omphale, the mythical queen of Lydia who subjugated the hero. Incidentally, the Heracles 
is also well known to scholars and at least four versions and two variants are known. In addition to the 
aforementioned statuettes, formerly in Berlin and in Padua, there are two fine stand-alone versions of 
the Heracles in the American Smith and Quentin collections (the latter carries a different kind of studded 
club)4. Then there is the variant of the Szépművészeti Múzeum in Budapest, in which the demi-god, again 
with the studded club, turns his head to the right instead of to the left5. Also similar to the Hungarian figure is 
the Heracles at Hampton Court, which deserves a separate treatment.

The work in the Royal English collections is in fact fundamental to our discussion. This 

1 Made known by Jan Lauts, Zwei Kaminböcke des Francesco Segala in Berliner Schloßmuseum, in “Berliner 
Museen”, 57, 1936, 4, pp. 69-73.

2 Davide Banzato in Donatello e il suo tempo. Il bronzetto a Padova nel Quattrocento e nel Cinquecento, exhibition 
catalogue ed. by Adriana Augusti Ruggeri and Monica De Vincenti, Geneva 2001, p. 326, no. 87.

3 Hans Robert Weihrauch, Europäische Bronzestatuetten. 15. - 18. Jahrhundert, Braunschweig 1967, p. 504, 
note 206.

4 On these, cf. respectively Anthony Radcliffe in Anthony Radcliffe and Nicholas Penny, The Robert H. Smith 
Collection. Art of the Renaissance Bronze 1500-1650, London 2004, pp. 102-104, no. 16 and Manfred Leithe-
Jasper and Patricia Wengraf, European Bronzes from the Quentin Collection, catalogue of the exhibition, 
Easthampton 2004, pp. 82-89, no. 4.

5 Jolán Balogh, Katalog der ausländischen Bildwerke des Museums der bildenden Künste in Budapest, Budapest 
1975, 2 vols, I, pp. 124-125, no. 152.
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bronze too crowns a firedog, but is paired with a statuette of Mars hitherto believed to be 
unique. The male figure presented here is identical to that in Hampton Court. The Hampton 
Court warrior, until now considered unrelated to its companion piece, was recently dismissed 
as “loosely inspired by the many versions and interpretations of Tiziano Aspetti’s Mars”6. On 
the contrary, given that in England Mars is accompanied by Heracles, and in the pair discussed 
here he is with a variant of Omphale, it is probable that the invention can be attributed to the 
same artist who created the other two figures7. After all, the exaggerated musculature and the 
pose with one hip jutting out demonstrate the kinship with Heracles. It goes without saying that 
the female figure in our case portrays not Omphale but Venus: it is no accident that the drape on 
which the woman rests her foot lacks the detail of the lion paws, which in the other statuettes 
allude to the queen’s conquest of Heracles. The iconographical versatility of this female model 
reflects a way of working common to the Venetian sculptors of the time: suffice it to consider 
the more or less contemporary, but more famous, case of the magnificent bronze known in 
three versions and variously named by Alessandro Vittoria as Marsyas or St Sebastian8.

In any case Mars, Heracles and Omphale/Venus must have been popular with patrons, and 
the two pairs of firedogs, that formerly in Berlin and that still at Hampton Court, have a pres-
tigious collecting history. The first bronzes have been owned by the English crown ab imme-
morabili and an early 19th-century watercolour shows them, still gilded, in the Queen’s Guard 
Chamber9. The firedogs lost in Germany, by contrast, entered the collections of the sovereigns 
of Prussia in 1742, when Frederick the Great acquired the collection of Cardinal Melchior de 
Polignac. The latter had kept them until 1734 in the Hôtel de Sully, transferring them in the 
following year to the Hôtel de Mézières10. It should be stressed that in 1732, returning from 
Rome to Paris, the churchman probably stayed in Venice, as his portrait was painted in that year 
by Rosalba Carriera11: as such, Polignac might have acquired the two bronzes, which bear the 
Pesaro coat of arms, directly in Venice.

Perhaps these two statuettes were also originally mounted on firedogs. This kind of display is 
in fact plausible for all the bronzes mentioned, with the exception of the two Paduan works, where 
the figures are cast with the low pedestal of square section. It is not easy, however, to determine 

6 Jonathan Marsden ‘Image Doggs’ at Hampton Court Palace, in “The Burlington Magazine”, 149, 2007, 1257, 
pp. 847-852, p. 850.

7 Not knowing the work in question and referring to the bronze at Hampton Court, Manfred Leithe-Jasper 
and Patricia Wengraf concluded that “we do not at this stage know if the figure of Mars also derives from 
Francesco Segala”. Leithe-Jasper and Wengraf, op. cit., p. 89, note 12.

8 See at least Ian Wardropper, European Sculpture 1400-1900 in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New Haven 
2011 (“Highlights of the collection”), pp. 80-82, no. 25.

9 Richard Cattermole’s watercolour is reproduced by Marsden, op. cit., p. 849, Fig. 50.
10 Astrid Dostert, Die Antikensammlung des Kardinals Melchior de Polignac, Dissertation (Berlin, Freie 

Universität), 2009, pp. 661-665, nos 203-204.
11 Bernardina Sani, Rosalba Carriera. 1673-1757. Maestra del pastello nell ’Europa ancien régime, Turin 2007, p. 

297, no. 329.
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Francesco Segala, Hercules and Omphale, Padua, Musei Civici
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whether the Hampton Court bases or those lost in Berlin belonged to the statuettes. Two bases 
similar to those that disappeared in 1945 are held in the National Gallery in Washington, where 
they support two figures based on inventions by Girolamo Campagna and Tiziano Aspetti12. I 
disagree with the suggestion that the two American bases were cast as late as the second half of 
the 17th century, founded on the erroneous belief that the shape of the dragons is more in keeping 
with the Baroque period13: these fantastic creatures find a perfect point of comparison in the pair 
of firedogs signed by Giuseppe de Levis now in the Victoria and Albert Museum in London14.

From the point of view of the quality of execution, our Mars seems slightly superior 

12 Washington, National Gallery, Inv. nos 1961.9.100 and 1961.9.101. For the two firedogs from the Kress 
collection, cf. Carolyn C. Wilson, Renaissance Small Sculpture and Associated Decorative Arts at the National 
Gallery of Art, Washington 1983, p. 139.

13 Leithe-Jasper and Wengraf, op. cit., p. 89, note 17. The two scholars collected an oral communication from 
Nicholas Penny.

14 For this work cf. now Charles Avery, Joseph de Levis & Company. Renaissance Bronze-founders in Verona, 
London-New York 2016, pp. 131, nos 38-39.

Francesco Segala, Mars and Hercules, East Molesey, Hampton Court Palace
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Francesco Segala, Hercules and Omphale, Formerly 
Berlin, Kunstgewerbemuseum

Venetian Sculptor, Firedog base, Washington, 
National Gallery
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to that at Hampton Court, and Venus too would not make a bad impression alongside the 
Omphale lost in Berlin or that still held in Padua. Our statuettes have well-delineated faces and 
eyes with a sharply-etched iris (although, compared to the versions of Heracles in the Smith and 
Quentin collections, the chasing work is a little less accurate here). While the iconographical 
typology of Mars has attracted little attention from critics15, there is a wealth of bibliogra-
phy on the other bronzes cited. As for the paternity of the invention, three distinct positions 
emerged in the 1940s: Andrea Moschetti ascribed these works to Bartolomeo Ammannati16; 
Jolán Balogh, referring to the Heracles, attributed them to Baccio Bandinelli17; Jan Lauts, in a 
monographic article on the Berlin firedog, rightly discarded the Tuscan option and suggested 
the Paduan Francesco Segala. Moschetti’s proposal was accepted only on the occasion of the 
three exhibitions of Italian bronzes held in London, Amsterdam and Florence in the two-
year period 1961-196218. The attribution to Bandinelli was limited to Balogh’s studies19. The 
name of Segala, on the other hand, has been widely accepted, finding the agreement of Ma-
ria Grazia Ciardi Duprè (on Ulrich Middeldorf ’s suggestion)20, John Pope-Hennessy21, Hans 
Robert Weihrauch22, Klaus Pechstein23, Giovanni Mariacher24, Camillo Semenzato25, Bruce 

15 The Mars was already known to Balogh, op. cit., I, pp. 124-125, no. 152. The work was actually discussed 
only by Marsden 2007, pp. 848-850.

16 Andrea Moschetti, Il Museo Civico di Padova. Cenni storici e illustrativi, Padua 1938, p. 224, no. 89.
17 See Jolán Balogh, Die alten Bildwerke des Ungarischen Museums der Bildenden Künste, in “Magyar női 

szemle”, 2, 1936, 7-8 (extract), p. 11 (follower of Baccio Bandinelli). The Budapest Hercules, however, had 
already been identified as a Venetian work by Simon Meller, A közep- és ùjabbkori szobrászati gyűjtemény, 
Budapest 1921, no. 52.

18 Antonino Santangelo in Italian Bronze statuettes, exhibition catalogue ed. by Antonino Santangelo and 
John Pope-Hennessy, London 1961, nos 111-112; Id. in Meesters van het brons der Italiense Renaissance, 
exhibition catalogue by Antonino Santangelo and John Pope-Hennessy, Amsterdam 1961, nos 110-
111; Id. in Bronzetti italiani del Rinascimento, exhibition catalogue, ed. by Antonino Santangelo and John 
Pope-Hennessy, Italian edition of the catalogue ed. by Margherita Moriondo-Lenzini and Luciano Berti, 
Florence 1962, nos 108-109.

19 Balogh, op. cit., 1975, I, pp. 124-125, no. 152 (with preceding bibliography).
20 Maria Grazia Ciardi Duprè, Brevi note sui ‘Bronzetti italiani del Rinascimento’ esposti a Londra-Amsterdam-

Firenze, in “Paragone”, 1962, 151, pp. 59-68, p. 64. In a note, the scholar also gives Antonino Santangelo’s 
opinion; he had evidently changed his opinion on the Paduan bronzes, which he had attributed to 
Ammannati for the exhibitions in London, Amsterdam and Florence. Cfr. above, note 18.

21 John Pope-Hennessy, Italian Bronze Statuettes – II, in “The Burlington Magazine”, 105, 1963, 719, pp. 58-
69, p. 61.

22 Weihrauch, op. cit., p. 151.
23 Klaus Pechstein, Bronzen und Plaketten vom ausgehenden 15. Jahrhundert bis zur Mitte des 17. Jahrhunderts, 

Berlin 1968 (“Kataloge des Kunstgewerbemuseums Berlin”, III), p. 17.
24 Giovanni Mariacher, Bronzetti veneti del Rinascimento, Vicenza 1971 (“Saggi e studi di storia dell’arte”, 13), 

p. 40.
25 Camillo Semenzato in Dopo Mantegna. Arte a Padova e nel territorio nei secoli XV e XVI, exhibition catalogue 

ed. by C. Bellinati, et al., Venice 1976, p. 145, no. 114.
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Francesco Segala, Hercules, detail, Quentin Collection
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Francesco Segala, St. John the Baptist, Venice, San Marco
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Boucher26, Davide Banzato27, Dorothy Bosomworth (based on a communication by Patricia 
Wengraf )28, Andrea Bacchi29, Anthony Radcliffe30 and finally Manfred Leithe-Jasper and 
Wengraf herself31.

26 Bruce Boucher in The Genius of Venice. 1500-1600, exhibition catalogue by J. Martineau and C. Hope, 
London 1983, p. 385, no. S34.

27 Davide Banzato in Davide Banzato and Franca Pellegrini, Musei Civici di Padova. Bronzi e placchette, 
Padua 1989, pp. 86-88, nos 62-63; Id. in “La bellissima maniera”. Alessandro Vittoria e la scultura veneta del 
Cinquecento, exhibition catalogue ed. by Andrea Bacchi, Lia Camerlengo and Manfred Leithe-Jasper, 
Trento 1999, p. 396, no. 89; Id. in Donatello, op. cit., p. 326, no. 87.

28 Dorothy Bosomworth, The King’s metalwork, in “Apollo”, 140, 1994, 390, pp. 65-68, p. 66. However, the 
sculptor’s surname is erroneously rendered as “Segara”, and the dates “(1599-1692)” are completely wrong.

29 Andrea Bacchi in La scultura a Venezia da Sansovino a Canova, ed. by Andrea Bacchi, in collaboration with 
Susanna Zanuso, Milan 2000 (“Repertori fotografici”, 11), p. 787: among the small bronzes attributed to Segala, 
Hercules and Omphale “are without doubt those most in keeping with the stylistic evolution of our sculptor.”

30 Anthony Radcliffe in Radcliffe and Penny, op. cit., pp. 102-104, no. 16.
31 Leithe-Jasper and Wengraf, op. cit., pp. 82-89, no. 4.

After a model by Francesco Segala, Omphale, Cologne, 
Museum für Angewandte Kunst
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In many respects, the comparisons proposed by Lauts remain valid. The almost dancing 
pose of the Omphale / Venus can be found in numerous works by Segala, such as the terracottas 
delivered to the Benedictines of the Paduan monastery of Santa Giustina32; or the St Catherine 
of Alexandria formerly on a holy water font in the basilica of Sant’Antonio in the same city33; or 
the St John, placed on the lid of the baptismal font in St Mark’s Basilica in Venice34. These are 

32 For the cycle, cf. at least Andrea Bacchi in “La bellissima maniera”, op. cit., p. 394, no. 88.
33 For this statuette, now in the Museo Antoniano in Padua and replaced in the basilica by a copy, cf. at least 

Andrea Bacchi in “La bellissima maniera”, op. cit., p. 392, no. 87.
34 The contract for this sculpture, guaranteed by Danese Cattaneo, was already known to Leopoldo Cicognara, 

Storia della scultura dal suo risorgimento in Italia fino al secolo di Canova, Prato 1823-1824, 7 vols, V, pp. 296- 
297 note 1.

Francesco Segala, Virtue, Padua, Santa 
Maria del Carmine

Francesco Segala, Abbundance, Venice, Palazzo Ducale
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all works made between 1564 and 1565, also the rough date normally given for the bronze stat-
uettes35. The monumental proportions of the two figures are also in keeping with Segala’s style, 
who particularly in his late works expanded the limbs of his statues, as in the Virtue and Equity 
for the funerary monument of Tiberio Deciani in Santa Maria del Carmine in Padua, dating 
to after 157836; or in the stuccos moulded in around that year for the Sala dei Marchesi in the 
Palazzo Ducale at Mantua, which once framed the famous teleros by Tintoretto now in Mu-
nich37; or finally, in the statues of Abundance and Charity, carved in marble for the Scala d’Oro 
in Palazzo Ducale in Venice, signed and perhaps dating to the end of Segala’s career, since the 
artist died in 1592 without having had time to collect from the procurators of St Mark’s the full 
payment for some unspecified work38.

Precisely given their monumental proportions, our bronzes partly depart from an ideal 
thread running from Jacopo Sansovino up to Alessandro Vittoria, especially if we take into ac-
count the latter artist’s tendency to pare down the limbs of his bronze statuettes, in an insistent 
quest for grace inspired by Parmigianino. We should, however, allow some room for doubt over 
the paternity of these works, given also the long German-style moustaches worn by Mars, un-
usual among Segala’s works. In this regard it is worth noting Jonathan Marsden’s more cautious 
position, inviting scholars to distrust the attribution to the Paduan sculptor39. In any case, at the 
present state of knowledge, Segala, an artist dear to prominent patrons such as Alvise Cornaro 
and Giovanni Grimani40 appears to be the best candidate for the creation of these figures.

LUCA SIRACUSANO

35 Lauts, op. cit.; Weihrauch, op. cit., p. 151; Anthony Radcliffe in Radcliffe and Penny, op. cit., pp. 102-104, no. 
16; Leithe-Jasper and Wengraf, op. cit., pp. 82-89, no. 4.

36 On these two sculptures and for their iconography cf. most recently Luca Siracusano, Per Francesco Segala 
“padovano scultore et architettore”, in “Arte veneta”, 72, 2015 (but 2016, p. 85.

37 On this room see most recently Jérémie Koering, Le prince en représentation. Histoire des décors du palais ducal 
de Mantoue au XVIe siècle, Arles 2013, pp. 339-345 (with preceding bibliography).

38 For the document cf. Luisa Pietrogrande, Francesco Segala. III, in “Bollettino del Museo Civico di Padova”, 
50, 1961, p. 42, note 40.

39 Marsden, op. cit., p. 849.
40 For his relationship with Cornaro cf. Paolo Sambin, I testamenti di Alvise Cornaro, “Italia medievale e 

umanistica”, 9, 1966, pp. 295-385, now in Id., Per le biografie di Angelo Beolco, il Ruzante, e di Alvise Cornaro. 
Restauri di archivio, rivisti e aggiornati da Francesco Piovan, Padua 2002, p. 328; for his relationship 
with Grimani cf. Daniela Sogliani, Le collezioni Gonzaga. Il carteggio tra Venezia e Mantova (1563-1587), 
Cinisello Balsamo 2002, pp. 53-56.


