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IN MEMORY OF MYRA D. ORTH (1934—2002). HER HEART, TOO, WAS IN THE

FRENCH RENAISSANCE

LL WORKS OF ART are unique, but, to para-
Aphrase George Orwell, some are more so than

others. In this special category belongs a
remarkably highly finished, small-scale French later-
sixteenth-century marble relief, acquired by The
Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1997 (Figure 1)." So
intricate is its delicate treatment that one scholar rea-
sonably assumed the piece to be carved of alabaster
rather than from the far harder marble. A lack of doc-
umentation and of illuminating provenance makes it
difficult to place the Museum’s Northern Renaissance
relief in context.” The wholesale destruction of so
many major French monuments of the period com-
pounds the problem. Such demolition began long
before the Revolution, often undertaken by the very
descendants of those who commissioned works of art
in the first place.? The leveling of two key projects by
Francesco Primaticcio (1504-1570), whose style as
painter and architect is closely allied with that of the
Metropolitan relief, provides a case in point. His Valois
Rotunda, the necropolis attached to the ancient royal
abbey of Saint-Denis, was destroyed in 1719, and his
Galerie d’Ulysse at Fontainebleau—indubitably the
greatest Renaissance fresco cycle north of the Alps—
was demolished in 1738 by Louis XV.

Interior relief decorations in chateaux were mostly
worked in stucco, and infrequent, far costlier carved
marble elements were generally reserved for impor-
tant large-scale constructions, such as mantelpieces—
the Latin focus (hearth). The literally elevated embel-
lishment of these chimneypieces, however, tended to
be large allegorical figures, readily seen and under-
stood from a distance. The intimate scale and subtle
carving of the Metropolitan’s relief tell us that it was
designed to be viewed at close range.

Indeed, the relief would not qualify at all for secular
decorative application on mantelpieces, overdoors,
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or any other element of interior design in a palatial
location, judging from surviving sixteenth-century
examples of such genres. As economical in the visual
arts as in the gustatory, the French expended effort only
where it counted to best effect, not where it remained
invisible. For instance, Pierre Bontemps (ca. 1512—
ca. 15%70) is known to have carved a marble relief
of the Four Seasons (1555-56) for Fontainebleau;
its figures were probably as large as Jean Goujon’s
(ca. 1510-ca. 1565) Victory (1545), a surviving part of
the mantel complex of the Grand Salle (or Salle
d’Honneur) at Ecouen. Another sculptor, Mathieu
Jacquet (ca. 1545—after March 1611), carved a large
marble narrative relief of the Bataille d’Tvry et la redition de
Mantes (1600; dismantled 1725; Chiteau of Fontaine-
bleau and Musée du Louvre, Paris) for Fontainebleau’s
Belle Cheminée.*

Although some marble interior and exterior
embellishments are found in High Renaissance
France, as in the Louvre Tribune des cariatides or the
Salles des Etats at Villers-Cotteréts, there are no surviv-
ing secular narrative interior elements comparable in
scale to the Metropolitan relief.> The costly and time-
consuming manufacture of such delicately, intricately
worked French Renaissance marbles appears to have
occurred in only one context—that of royal or noble
funerary monuments, either for parts of the body or
for the heart alone, on which miniature details were
legible.® Even if their subject matter is seemingly secu-
lar, these small-scale marble reliefs were mostly des-
tined for church settings.” Before suggesting just
where, when, why, and for whom the Metropolitan’s
enigmatic marble might have been carved, the funer-
ary genres of the period, particularly that of heart bur-
ial, should be investigated.

When a king or prince died, the body was usually
brought to Saint-Denis or Saint-Germain-des-Prés for
inhumation. His heart (and, sometimes, other inner
organs) was preserved separately, and its monument
was kept at a religious institution near the place of
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Figure 1. Artist active in France. The Reign of Jupiter, ca. 1575. Marble, 38.1 x 48.3 cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
Purchase, The Annenberg Foundation Gift, 1997 (1997.23)

death.® If expiration occurred in or near Paris, the
heart was usually placed in the Orléans Chapel in the
Benedictine monastery of the Célestins (1365), built
by Charles V (r. 1364-80).%

Designed and carved by Bontemps, the heart con-
tainer for Francois I (r. 1515—47) is the first Renais-
sance example of such a royal monument (Figure 2).
Now at Saint-Denis (originally at the abbey of Haute-
Bruyéres'®), this intricate, tureenlike marble object
demands close observation, for its eight complex
medallions are in subtle, shallow relief.’* Francois’s
son and heir Henri II (r. 1547-59) received an even
grander heart monument, which also included the
heart of his wife, Catherine de Médicis (Figure g).'*
It, too, was destined for the Célestins’ Orléans Chapel.
It was designed by Primaticcio and executed primar-
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ily by Germain Pilon (ca. 1525-1590) between 1561
and 1565. The heads of its crowning Three Graces
support an urn—a substitute for the lost original
heart vessel.

Monuments for the hearts of Henri II's three sons,
of interest since they would come close in date to the
Museum’s marble, are less easy to trace. That for
Francois II (r. 1544—-60) was entrusted by the young
king’s mother, Catherine, and his brother Charles IX
(r. 1560-74) to Primaticcio and Frémin Roussel
(act. ca. 1560—ca. 1570) in 1562, to be placed along-
side his father’s monument in the Orléans Chapel.
The only elements to survive are the column and
base carved by Jean Picard, now in the basilica of
Saint-Denis,'3 and a Spinariolike marble youth (Museé
du Louvre, Paris). This winged Michelangelesque



Figure 2. Pierre Bontemps. Heart Monument for Frangois I,
1550. Marble. Basilica of Saint-Denis, Paris (after Paul
Wingert, “The Funerary Urn of Francis 1,” Art Bulletin 21

[1939])

figure is a funerary genius, inscribing a tablet with
Francois’s name.'# Primaticcio was well acquainted
with his antique model since he had supervised the
making of a mold of the Spinario in Rome, prepara-
tory to the casting in bronze of the statue at (and
for) Fontainebleau.'5 Roussel as sculptor and Pri-
maticcio as designer had already collaborated on
other funerary projects as well as stucco decora-
tions for the chateaux of Fontainebleau and per-
haps Meudon.

Charles IX almost certainly had an important heart
monument, yet nothing is known of it. That for his
successor, the assassinated Henri III (r. 1574-89), had
a bronze receptacle atop a column; today the column
is at Saint-Cloud (Collégiale).'® According to Marie-
Alexandre Lenoir, who preserved a great number of

Figure 3. Designed by Francesco Primaticcio and carved by
Germain Pilon. Heart Monument for Henri II, 1561-65. Marble.
Musée du Louvre, Paris (photo: G. Blot/C. Jean, © Réunion
des Musées Nationaux/Art Resource, NY)

ancient monuments in his Parisian Musée des Monu-
mens Francais after the Revolution,'’ the marble col-
umn was an early-seventeenth-century addition brought
to Saint-Denis in 1610,18 when the royal heart was
placed in the Valois Chapel. Aside from the column,
all that remains of Henri III’s original monument is its
Pilonesque square bas-relief bearing a Latin inscrip-
tion (Saint-Denis), sometimes ascribed to Barthélemy
Prieur (ca. 1536-1611)."9

Lenoir attempted to reconstruct this heart monu-
ment shortly after his purchase in 1797 of a relief
showing the Réveils des nymphes (Figure 4), using it as
his point of departure.*® He ascribed the Réveils relief
to Goujon, but it is now given to Bontemps because of
its similarity to that sculptor’s medallion of Song (Fig-
ure ) for Francois I's urn. The little funerary genius
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Figure 4. Pierre Bontemps. Réveils des nymphes. Marble, 60 x
49.3 cm. Musée du Louvre, Paris (photo: © Réunion des
Musées Nationaux/Art Resource, NY)

Figure 5. Pierre Bontemps. Detail of Song on the monument in
Figure 2 (after Paul Wingert, “The Funerary Urn of Francis I,”
Art Bulletin 21 [1939])
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lowering his torch at the relief’s far right, and the
fauns, satyrs, and dryads —all symbolic of fertility and
regeneration—inspired Lenoir’s funerary interpreta-
tion. He highly imaginatively recreated the heart monu-
ment of Henri III in his Musée catalogue; Charles
Percier provided the reproductive print for the
entry.®' The Réveils relief has been reset within a later
marble extension measuring 60 by 49.3 centimeters
to complete the broken stone;** only its bottom border
is original.

The bottom edge of the Metropolitan relief also
shows signs of having been cut away from a larger set-
ting. For what purpose would this relatively small and
yet highly elaborate, costly marble relief have been
created? Michael P. Mezzatesta placed it in the vast
chiteau of Meudon, near Paris,*? which Primaticcio
designed for Cardinal Charles de Guise (1525-1574),
who, with his brother Francois (1519-1562), had
long dominated French court life. However, the grotto
proposed by Mezzatesta for the Metropolitan marble’s
setting would be an unlikely venue for such a finely
carved work.** This relief’s formality would not be in
keeping with earlier natural grottoes and their rustic,
primal, libidinal associations; for that, stucco would
have been more at home.?? Indeed, all Meudon’s known
reliefs were of stucco, as noted by Giorgio Vasari in his
vita of Primaticcio, the chateau’s architect.?®

The relief’s astrological references to Gemini, Mer-
cury, and Sagittarius (the centaur Chiron) suggest its
having belonged to a heart monument, probably that
of Charles IX, second son of Henri II and Catherine
de Médicis and husband of Elizabeth of Austria. The
sole remaining indication of Charles’s death is a
funerary inscription in his memory at Saint-Denis,
known from a drawing by Gaigniéres.?” The young
king died at Vincennes on May 30, 1574, and his
body was placed in the crypt of the Valois Rotunda.
Charles’s heart was brought to the Célestins on July 8
and deposited there with the “cérémonie ordinaire.”®
The project for his heart monument may never have
been completed or installed due to various acts of
“dénigration,” or destruction of royal monuments,
that took place after Charles’s death.*®

The Metropolitan Museum has conservatively enti-
tled its marble relief The Reign of Jupiter because that
supreme, Raphaelesque deity, accompanied by an
eagle, is centrally placed in the uppermost register
(Figure 6).3° This god is a monarchical reference, and
the top of his staff is possibly a conventionalized
pomegranate, regal symbol of unity.3' He holds an
open book, in a gesture reminiscent of that in depic-
tions of Christ in Majesty. As noted by Mezzatesta, this
book is a symbol of Poetry.3? In fact, the cosmic and
harmonic powers of the art of poetry underlie the



Figure 6. Detail of Jupiter on the relief in Figure 1

marble’s meaning. “Poetry” in classical culture signi-
fied the creative principle, equivalent to genesis. As
communicated by song, this art form was within the
purlieu of Jupiter’s daughters the Muses, who loomed
large in both Francois I's and Henri II’s funerary monu-
ments. Through them Jupiter’s presence ties the relief’s
program to sixteenth-century royal heart projects.3?
According to Mezzatesta, Gemini, carved below
Mercury, is “the constellation under which a poet is
most likely to be born since it is . . . in the house of
Mercury, patron of poetry.”34 He related Sagittarius, at
the lower right, to the Archer in the house of Jupiter, for
it is only with the proper patronage, protection, inspi-
ration, and beneficent rule that a poet can flourish.35
Maria Naylor saw the need to interpret zodiacal
signs in terms of their terrestrial origins as well. Thus
Sagittarius should also be understood as the centaur
Chiron’s celestial manifestation. Wise tutor (and
healer) to Achilles, Asclepius, Jason, Peleus, and
Actaeon, Chiron found popularity at humanistic
courts because of his lofty, heroic associations. Chi-
ron, who was often claimed in the French Renaissance
as teacher of the nation’s once and future kings, is
found in the fresco cycle of the Galerie Francois I, in
poetry celebrating the erudite monarch’s beloved son,
the dauphin Francois (d. 1536), as well as in verses

Figure 7. Detail of Mercury on the relief in Figure 1

written for his three grandsons, Francois II, Charles IX,
and Henri I11.3° The didactic centaur is a considerable
figure in French literature of the Renaissance, abound-
ing, for example, in Pierre de Ronsard’s poetic theory.3?

Mercury, messenger and master of eloquence and
commerce (Figure 7), is carved at the upper left, fac-
ing Jupiter. Ronsard ascribed the god’s attributes to
Francois I as “pére des arts et lettres” at Fontaine-
bleau; the king is shown as such in a project by
Primaticcio (Figure 8). The symbolism of the Metro-
politan’s relief pertaining to the power of poetry,

Figure 8. Francesco Primaticcio. Frangois I with Allegorical Figures
and Muses. Project presumably for or after a pediment at the
chateau of Fontainebleau, 1547. Pen, brown wash heightened
with white, 21.2 x 68 cm. State Hermitage Museum, Saint
Petersburg (photo: State Hermitage Museum)
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Figure g. Pierre Bontemps. Detail of Astronomy on the
monument in Figure 2 (after Paul Wingert, “The Funerary Urn
of Francis 1,” Art Bulletin 21 [1939])

Figure 10. Pierre Bontemps. Detail of Instrumental Music on
the monument in Figure 2 (after Paul Wingert, “The Funerary
Urn of Francis 1,” Art Bulletin 21 [1939])
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Figure 11. Pierre Bontemps. Detail of Lyric Poetry on the
monument in Figure 2 (after Paul Wingert, “The Funerary Urn
of Francis 1,” Art Bulletin 21 [1939])

inspiration, and the eternity of the spirit can be found
in the complex visual coding of Bontemps’s urn for
Francois I's heart (Figure 2). Here the sum total of
human and divine knowledge is carved in cartouche-
reliefs: in roundels on the base Astronomy (Figure g),
Instrumental Music (Figure 10), Song (Figure 5), and
Lyric Poetry (Figure 11) are depicted; and in ovals on
the tureenlike heart container Architecture (Figure
12), Sculpture, Painting (Figure 13), and Geometry
(Figure 14) are represented. As the “pére des arts et
lettres,” Francois I shared the realm of the Muses.
While the king’s tomb is a marble paean to terrestrial,
military victory, his heart monument pays tribute to
the monarch’s spiritual values.3®

Henri II's heart container is another evocation of
the Muses, shown throughout its reliefs, and the
Graces (Figure g). Here, the Graces support an urn
replacing the original that housed the royal relic. The
Graces, like the Muses, were fraught with Neoplatonic
meanings linked to the immortality of the soul.3? This
complex allusion is, in large part, also that of the Met-
ropolitan relief, whose key emphasis is on Jupiter as
father of poetry, domain of his daughters the Muses.
Such an emphasis is known not only from Primatic-
cio’s pedimental project, presumably for or after one
at Fontainebleau*’ (Figure 8), but also from two draw-
ings by Antoine Caron (1521-1599) for Nicolas



Figure 12. Pierre Bontemps. Detail of Architecture on the
monument in Figure 2 (after Paul Wingert, “The Funerary
Urn of Francis 1,” Art Bulletin 21 [1939])

Figure 15. Antoine Caron. Le reigne de Frangois I. Tllustration for
Nicolas Houel, L’histoire frangoyse de nostre temps (ca. 1560). Biblio-
théque Nationale de France, Paris (after Jules Guiffrey, Les dessins
de Uhistoire des rois de France par Nicolas Houel [Paris, 1920], pl. 4)

Figure 13. Pierre Bontemps. Detail of Painting on the
monument in Figure 2 (after Paul Wingert, “The Funerary
Urn of Francis I,” Art Bulletin 21 [1939])

Figure 14. Pierre Bontemps. Detail of Geometry on the
monument in Figure 2 (after Paul Wingert, “The Funerary
Urn of Francis 1,” Art Bulletin 21 [1939])

Figure 16. Antoine Caron. La renaissance des arts et des lettres.
Illustration for Nicolas Houel, L ’histoire frangoyse de nostre temps
(ca. 1560). Bibliothéque Nationale de France, Paris (after
Jules Guiffrey, Les dessins de l'histoire des rois de France par Nicolas
Houel [Paris, 1g20], pl. 16)

Houel’s L’histoire francoyse de nostre temps (Figures 15,
16), which covers the period from Francois I to his
grandson Charles IX. In Le reigne de Frangois 1, the king
is depicted holding a book (of poetry?) and a
caduceus, and surrounded by Muses.*' In a second
plate entitled La renaissance des arts et des lettres, the
central figure also has a book (again, of poetry?) on
his lap**—Jupiter’s attribute in the Metropolitan relief
(Figure 6). In this drawing, Neptune’s temple is
immediately behind the seated figure, and the frieze
below it includes Frangois’s monogram; in the Metro-
politan marble, waters pertaining to Neptune stream
from the rocky throne and jet from a fountain in the
central roundel below (Figure 17). That Houel’s
page, like the New York relief, refers to the heavens is
made clear by a diminutive zodiac over the figure’s
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Figure 17. Detail of medallion on the relief in Figure 1

Figure 18. Detail of circular building on the relief in Figure 1

152

head, set within a frieze upon a pantheon, recalling
the Valois Rotunda. Similarly, a centrally planned cir-
cular temple is seen at the upper right of the Metro-
politan marble (Figure 18), where other buildings
with twin obelisks and a pyramidal roof capped by
an orb approach the intimate narrative aesthetic of
Caron’s miniature scale.3

In the relief, Jupiter is seated upon a roughly
worked throne of living rock, from which streams
issue, suggesting the source of poetic inspiration.*4
This aqueous motif is extended below, where a
medallion-like tondo (Figure 17) is worked in shallow
relief. It encompasses a central obelisk-fountain,
jetting five streams, possibly symbolic of the five rivers
of France.?> The fountain’s base is buttressed by two
dolphins (dauphins),46 and three others are in very
low relief: the outlines of two are traced on the basin,
and the third, its tail twisted about Neptune’s trident,
fills the fountain’s vertical pediment. This last motif is
also found on the keystone of the Fontaine des Inno-
cents (1547-49), carved by Goujon and pertaining to
the king’s dominion over the waters.*” Three dol-
phins, symbols of the three dauphins (Francois II,
Charles IX, and Henri III), also support the urn atop
the Three Graces originally containing Henri II's
heart (Figure 3).

The New York marble makes a much abbreviated
allusion to the divine wisdom of the Muses—the
source of poetic inspiration found in their father’s
watery throne and in the dolphin-encrusted obelisk-
fountain below. Its funerary reference, possibly to a
royal heart within, is also suggested by the fountain
medallion below Jupiter. Such an aqueous source
located at the center of a garden, as Naomi Miller
observed, “was generally understood as the sym-
bolic heart of a terrestrial paradise.”‘*8 The palm
and pine trees carved within the medallion symbol-
ize fame and immortality.#® These references to
eternity, to the afterlife, may pay tribute to the
infinite font of inspired poetry as equated with
the undying spirit of a French king, alive and well
in paradise.

Having already seen the few wholly or partially sur-
viving French royal sixteenth-century heart monu-
ments, one is tempted to place the Museum’s relief
within their sculptural context. The considerable vari-
ety in the heart containers’ formats, however, defies
any definitive, if not persuasive, reconstruction. The
marble would more likely have functioned as a base
front supporting the container rather than as part of
the heart enclosure itself. Yet the possibility of its
being the front of the container need not be
excluded. The heart enclosure and its immediate sup-



port would probably have rested atop a pillar, making
the relief readily visible.

Surprisingly, no heart monument for Charles IX is
known. Could the Museum’s relief have fulfilled that
function? Ronsard, closely involved with Charles’s fes-
tivals at Fontainebleau,5° made much of a link
between that king and the civilizing centaur Chiron,
present in the relief, in his Institution pour Uadolescence
du roy trés-chréstien Charles IX de ce nom.>' For celebra-
tions during the young king’s royal tour, the poet had
Jupiter laud Charles’s unique gifts as stemming
directly from the king of the gods.5*

The constellation Gemini (Figure 1g), seen at the
relief’s lower left, originated as Castor and Pollux,
twin sons of Jupiter and Leda. The twins were protec-
tors of music, dance, and poetry, along with the Muses
(Theocritus 22.215). Charles IX and Henri III were
often identified with Castor and Pollux by Ronsard.
They were depicted as such guiding the French Ship
of State at the Pont Notre-Dame in pageantry for
Charles’s triumphal Parisian entry of 1571, the pro-
gram for which was devised by Ronsard.5? Mezzatesta
argues persuasively that the plan for the Metropolitan
relief was by the same poet, or by some other member
of the Pléiade. Its delicate chiaroscuro, in fact, gives it
the precious quality of an intensely worked, treasured
container, such as the small gilt-iron jewel casket made
for Ronsard’s mistress according to his program.>+

Charles IX, still more enthusiastic a poetry patron
than his grandfather, father, or any of his brothers,
gave Ronsard rooms at Fontainebleau along with an
ample living from abbacy and priory revenues. That
king saw the poet as his master, supposedly proposing
to him the Franciade's subject, though this was doubt-
less the deed of Henri II, during whose reign the poem
was begun. Charles also embraced the need for a
poetical and musical academy, founded under Ron-
sard, who dedicated his Préface sur la musique (written
for that institution) to Charles.?> The king’s biogra-
pher, Arnauld Sorbin, bishop of Nevers and a friend
of Ronsard, recalled: “Dear God, how the king loved
Ronsard, how he cherished his labors and by all possi-
ble favors stirred up the energy of his mind and
fortified the vein of his poetry . . . the style of which
was so agreeable to him that he often passed a great
part of the night in reading his verses or having
them recited.”5®

Charles’s love of poetry was extended past his life-
time. Three special eulogies were prepared upon his
death: Lazare de Baif’s “Complainte sur le trépas du
feu roy Charles” and Claude Binet’s eclogue “Adonis
au trépas du roy Charles IX,” as well as Ronsard’s
“Tombeau de feu roy Charles.” The young king had

Figure 19. Detail of Gemini on the relief in Figure 1

said to his poet, “Je puis donner la mort, toi la immor-
talité.”>7 But Charles may have received immortality
not only from Ronsard but also from the heart monu-
ment devised and carved by the major minds and
hands of the French Renaissance.

Royal commissions make attributions relatively easy,
but this is not true for the Metropolitan marble. Mez-
zatesta related the relief’s Gemini stylistically to a vault
in the chapel (completed 1553) of the chiteau of
Anet, carved by a sculptor very close to Pilon, the
busiest and best sculptor active in Paris at the time of
Francois II's demise.? According to James David
Draper, the sculptor of the Museum’s marble is close
to the Master of the Diana of Anet.59 However, that
famous statue of Diana, now in the Musée du Louvre,
Paris, is essentially a decorative continuation of the
classical, Raphaelesque aspects of Primaticcio’s world.
The relief’s sculptor is more likely to have been
involved with small-scale works, without the grand
Mannerism of the Diana.5°

The marble, if for Charles IX’s funerary project,
would postdate Goujon, but an assistant of his might
be considered for its authorship.®* Jacquiot Ponce,
Francois II's “sculpteur et architecte du roi” (act.
ca. 1527-70), could be a candidate. Employed on the
stuccos at Meudon,® he probably came from Italy as
an assistant to Primaticcio. Between 1559 and 1562,
Ponce worked under Primaticcio on marble reliefs for
Francois I's tomb; he also contributed architectural
elements to Henri II's tomb and prepared its lifesize
allegorical bronzes. Considering the small scale of the
figures in the Metropolitan relief, it is interesting to
note that Ponce prepared scale models of Henri II's
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tomb and several ﬁgurines;63 miniature busts, such as
Mary, Queen of Scots (Victoria and Albert Museum,
London), are also ascribed to him.

Emblematic in character, the relief’s components
have an “applied” quality that suggests a medallic
approach; their extraordinarily detailed rendering is
nearer casting than carving. Such an orientation is
most obvious in the centrally placed Paradise medal-
lion in the lower register. Little is known, and less sur-
vives, of works in this genre from the later sixteenth
century. Most French medals were designed by
painters or sculptors and then often turned over to a
technical expert for execution.’*
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