
J Huma Soci Scie, 2021

On Some Drawings by Giulio Romano from His Mantuan Period
Review article

Palazzo Ducale di Mantova, Italy; Politecnico di Milano; 
Accademia Nazionale Virgiliana, Mantova.

*Corresponding author
Stefano L'Occaso, Palazzo Ducale di Mantova, Italy; Accademia Nazionale 
Virgiliana, Mantova

Submitted: 03   Nov  2021; Accepted: 13  Nov  2021; Published:  25  Nov  2021

Stefano L'Occaso*

Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences

www.opastonline.com

ISSN: 2690 - 0688

         Volume 4 | Issue 2 | 278

Introduction
This article examines and discusses some drawings by Giulio Pippi, known as Romano (c.1495–1546) [1]. One sheet is 
unpublished, while a few others are already known, although their exact destination is unknown [2]. All of them concern the 
Mantuan period of Giulio, who worked for the Gonzaga family from 1524 until his death. The sheets all relate to Palazzo 
Te, except for one linked to an altarpiece carried out by his workshop.
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PALAZZO TE: THE LOGGIA OF THE SECRET APARTMENT 
AND THE MUSES’ LOGGIA.

The large Palazzo Te in Mantua was painstakingly planned by 
Giulio Romano from 1525 onwards with great attention: there is 
possibly no single Renaissance work that benefits of such an in-
credible amount of preparatory drawings, created for every single 
decorative detail. Isolated from the main building, the so-called 
Secret Apartment (“Appartamento Segreto”) was decorated, as 
stated by documents, between 1531–34 [3].

The barrel-vault loggia facing the internal garden is fully decorat-
ed: from the pebble pavement to the painted and stuccoed ceiling. 
In the middle of the loggia vault the Soul brought to the sky is fres
coed (Fig. 1), prepared by a finished drawing in Vienna, Albertina 

(Fig. 2) [4]. An unpublished hasty pen sketch, recently on the art 
market (Fig. 3), preludes the Austrian sheet; there are small dif-
ferences between the two drawings and the one shown here for 
the first time, fully displays Giulio’s skill with pen and ink [5]. 
Konrad Oberhuber proposed that the drawings used for the vault 
decorations of the loggia may date to 1528–29, when the appar-
ent commencement of the building of the Secret Apartment began, 
while those relating to the wall decorations may have been pre-
pared in the early 1530s [6]. This hypothesis implies that either 
Giulio Romano reused some ideas drawn while working on the 
room of Psyche (“camera di Psiche”), or that the Secret Apartment 
yard began with some delay. A third option to take into consider-
ation is that the drawings could be dated immediately before their 
pictorial execution [7]. 

Figure 1: GIULIO ROMANO and Workshop, Soul brought to the sky, Mantua, Palazzo Te.
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Figure 2: GIULIO ROMANO, Soul brought to the sky, Vienna, 
Albertina.

Figure 3: GIULIO ROMANO, Soul brought to the sky, Mantua, 
Private Collection.

The drawing bears additional interest because of its verso. The 
speedy pen ductus is not uncommon in Giulio Romano’s graphic, 
but what is noticeable is that the rear of the (never restored) paper 
still shows evident if uneven traces of a thin charcoal layer. This, 
together with the outlines traced with a stylus on the front, tell 
us that the drawing is the first step of the invention. At the same 
time, these data’s confirm what Giovanni Battista Armenini wrote 
in 1586 about Giulio’s technique: «He would take a sheet of thin 
paper and on that he would draw with lead or charcoal, whichever 
was at hand, what he had in mind. Then, covering completely the 
reverse of the sheet with charcoal, he would take another clean 
sheet and would press the drawing or sketch onto it with a stylus 
of brass or silver, so that what was drawn on the first sheet was 
transferred to the second. Then he would delineate the transferred 
sketch thinly in ink, removing any marks of charcoal left by the 
tracing by daubing with a kerchief or another thin cloth. Thus, the 
delineations would be left neat and without any spot or mark under 
them. He would then finish the drawings by either hatching with 
pen or shading with wash, depending on what pleased him most 
at the time. A large number of his tracings were shown to me by 
many people in Mantua, where, as is known, he made more draw-
ings and works than elsewhere» [8].

A second drawing concerning Palazzo Te is related to a stucco in 
the Muses’ loggia (“loggia delle Muse”) (Fig. 4), and is now in 
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum (Fig. 5) [9, 10]. The pen sketch of a 
Victory holding a garland, one of the studies shown in the sheet, 
has been related to the Cabinet of Caesars in the Ducal Palace and 
especially to the Triumph of Titus and Vespasianus, now in Paris, 
Musée du Louvre, but the relation is not strict and precise, while 
the one here proposed in my opinion is [11].

Figure 4: GIULIO ROMANO and Workshop, Victory holding a 
garland, Mantua, Palazzo Te.

Figure 5: GIULIO ROMANO, Various drawings (among them a 
Victory holding a garland), Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.



J Huma Soci Scie, 2021 www.opastonline.com          Volume 4 | Issue 2 | 280

AN ALTARPIECE WITH ST. ANTHONY THE ABBOT AND 
ST. JOHN EVANGELIST

Giulio’s workshop extensively adapted his inventions in a number 
of autonomous projects, also concerning altarpieces for churches 
in Mantova and its province, not to mention major fresco cam-
paigns in Verona, Parma and Piacenza [12]. Only a few of the al-
tarpieces show narrative episodes, whilst all of them represent the 
Virgin and the Child surrounded by saints - normally in an archi-
tectural environment, seldom outdoors. The landscape is usually 
confined to a portion of the background, but in some cases it con-
stitutes the very setting of the painted figures; we have some works 
by Giulio’s strict circle that were all conceived in that way: i.e. the 
altarpiece by Rinaldo Mantovano once in Sant’Agnese, now lost, 
or two fragments which today can be found in the parish church 
of Nuvolato, not far from Mantua, or the painting we are soon to 
discuss [13].

Let’s start from a print by Master I♀Q (active in the School of Fon-
tainebleau), dated to the early 1540s and representing Saint John 
the Evangelist and Saint Anthony the Abbot in a large landscape 
(Fig. 6) [14]. The etching combines landscape elements from 
Albrecht Dürer’s (1471–1528) Virgin and Child with a Dragon-
fly and Saint Eustace etchings, with Giulio’s inventions. The two 
main figures are drawn reversed respect to their counterparts in 
the etching of two sheets closely referred to the same composi-
tion: A Saint John the Evangelist in Turin (Biblioteca Reale) (Fig. 
7), and a Saint Anthony the Abbot in Rennes (Musée des Beaux-
Arts) (Fig. 8), both limited to the figures and with no surrounding 
details. None of the two is an autograph by Giulio himself, and 
have been attributed to the same accomplished hand, perhaps Pri-
maticcio himself, as has been suggested by Cordellier, or an artist 
working in his circle [15].

Figure 6:  MASTER I♀Q, Saint John the Evangelist and Saint 
Anthony the Abbot in a Landscape, London, British Museum, De-
partment of Prints and Drawings.

Figure 7: GIULIO ROMANO (copy after), Saint John the Evan-
gelist, Turin, Biblioteca Reale.
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Figure 8: GIULIO ROMANO (copy after), Saint Anthony the Ab-
bot, Rennes, Musée des Beaux-Arts.

A third drawing in Paris (Musée du Louvre), shows Saint John 
the Evangelist (Fig. 9) and it has been correctly associated to, by 
Roberta Serra, Giulio’s own hand and has also been related to the 
print [16]. This drawing displays minor differences with the print 
and the two aforementioned drawings, as Saint John is looking 
upwards and not staring towards us. A painting recently auctioned 
in Milan may suggest a solution to the puzzle (Fig. 10) [17]. The 
painting, today in a private collection in Mantua, is the fragment 
of a larger canvas; it was auctioned as a Battista Dossi (doc. 1517–
1548) painting but is obviously by Giulio’s workshop and I may 
dare attribute it to Rinaldo Mantovano (c. 1502–1540). The canvas 
has been undoubtedly cut on all sides and its state of conserva-

tion is not perfect, having been over-cleaned, but it hints to a large 
composition; we cannot, of course, be sure that the original canvas 
also included Saint Anthony, but it seems a highly reasonable solu-
tion. If we place the canvas fragment inside the composition traced 
by the print (but the painted landscape was probably simplified and 
not inspired by Dürer), an original altarpiece of the same horizon-
tal proportions of the etching may have been c. 230 cm large: a size 
compliant to such artworks. At the same time, we have no clue as 
to the original placement of such an altarpiece: churches dedicated 
to both the saints existed in Mantua, but the painting might have 
easily decorated an altar within a temple bearing a different title.

Figure 9: GIULIO ROMANO, Saint John the Evangelist, Paris, 
Musée du Louvre, Département des Arts Graphiques.
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Figure 10: Here attributed to RINALDO MANTOVANO, Saint 
John the Evangelist, Mantua. Private Collection.

The print may hence suggest how the altarpiece looked in its lower 
part and allows us to understand how large the altarpiece originally 
might have been but does not give us an exact idea of its height. 
The Paris drawing and the canvas fragment perfectly match, also 
showing the Saint looking above; this leads us to suppose that the 
composition included an epiphany above, which was not unusual 
in Giulio’s outdoor compositions. A Virgin with Child might easily 
have occupied the higher part of the altarpiece, but we lack enough 
information to continue this chain of hypotheses.

Stefano L’Occaso is director of the Museo di Palazzo Ducale, 
Mantua.

AUTHOR’S NOTE
I wish to express my gratitude to Flavia Victoria Hayes, who 
friendly improved my written English. I dedicate these lines to the 
late Renato Berzaghi.
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