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'p he role of antique reliefs as sources of inspira-
tion for Raphael’s Triumph of Galatea has 

for a long time been perceived by many scholars. 
They usually emphasized the impact of Roman 
sarcophagus rehefs with the Sea-Thiasos scenes^, 
sculptures whose importance as formal models 
for nude figures in the postantique art cannot be 
underestimated Nevertheless, it would appear 
that no one has determined any definite antique 
compositional motif in Raphael’s work, which is 
regarded as one of the most remarkable achieve-
ments in the Renaissance attempts to render the 
world of pagan mythology in the forms taken over 
from classical antiquity®. Hence, particular atten-
tion should, in the author’s opinion, be paid to 
the hkeness between the group of Triton and 
Nereid in the bottom left corner of the painting 
(fig. 15) and a similar group in the Roman relief 
to be seen in the drawing by Bernardino Ciferri 
in the Topham Collection at Eton College (sign. 
B. m. 4, l)i This drawing (fig. 16), as yet un-
published presents an antique relief showing two
pairs of Triton with a Nereid, hitherto unknown
and hence not mentioned in the monumental
monograph by Andreas Rumpf. The composi-
tional scheme of the pair on the left reveals a
strong analogy with the aforementioned group in
Raphael’s fresco.

In both cases the muscular Triton, swimming 
leftwards and twisting his torso, reaches back to 
embrace with his outstretched right arm the 
nymph reposing on the lower part of his half- 
-animal body. Among the hundreds of various
compositional schemes of the figures of Triton
and a Nereid as they appear on the more than
three hundred preserved or known antique reliefs
on the Sea-Thiasos theme, this one seems to be
unique ®.

The work presented in the Eton College drawing 
most probably no longer exists®, though its in-
fluence beyond Raphael’s masterpiece is possible 
to trace. Thus when in the 17th century the 
damaged front of the Sea-Thiasos sarcophagus, 
dating from the 2nd century A. D. was being fixed 
in the northern wall of the courtyard of the Pa-
lazzo Giustiniani in Rome (fig. 17), the missing 47
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left-hand fragment was replaced in accordance 
with the pattern provided most probably by the 
discussed antique relief. Reference here is to the 
figure of the young Triton embracing with his 
right arm a Nereid who, though facing him, is 
seated on the body of his companion on the right 
side

An even more distinct influence of the lost 
work can be seen in the well-known relief in the 
sepulchral chapel of King Sigismund I in the 
Cracow Cathedral on the Wawel Hill (figs. 18-19). 
To be found on the extreme right above the mo-
narch’s tomb between the arches of the penden- 
tives, it has in the centre a representation of 
Triton and a Nereid. The antique sarcophagus 
provenance of the composition of the relief, simi-
larly as of other mythological images under the 
pendentive arches of the remaining walls of the 
chapel, was perceived long ago, though no specific 
antique source has so far been discovered Only 
the figure of the kneeling Eros with a reversed 
bow in his hands has been identified by Lech 
Kalinowski as a contamination of antique motifs, 
that of Olympus and the Lysippos Amor *. How-
ever, since ist discovery by Julian Pagaczewski 
in 1935, the dependence of the Cracow group of 
Triton and a Nereid on Raphael’s work in the 
Villa Famesina has been unquestioned Indeed, 
the almost complete twisting of Triton’s torso, his 
lifted head, and stylized fins in the front part of 
the body, the motif of the close embrace of the 
Nereid with the right arm, the band unseen, and 
also the pose of the nymph herself, leaning back 
and shghtly raised, as if desiring to free herself 
from her companion’s arms and, finally, the ar-
rangement of the Nereid’s hands holding the 
billowing draperies, would have been impossible 
without the model of the fresco of the master 
from Urbino. However, though his work was 
the main model, it was not the only one. In the 
author’s opinion, a second source of inspiration 
was the lost antique rehef. This would seem to be 
confirmed not only by the short-haired head of 

Triton and serpent! ve tangles of his tail but, above 
all, by the arrangement of the nymph’s legs with 
the left one characteristically bent, though in the 
Cracow work it is placed over and not under her 
right knee. The head in profile of a dolphin swim-
ming along the right of the Cracow relief also has 
its counterpart in the similarly treated head in 
the centre of the antique work. It can thus be 
assumed that the composition of the Cracow relief 
is a contamination of two sources — a contem-
porary and an antique one, i. e. Raphael’s fresco 
from the Villa Farnesina and the lost Roman 
relief, which is to a certain extent the prototype 
of one of its motifs. 

From the moment of its creation in 1511-1512 
Raphael’s masterpiece was studied and imitated 
by artists, and a knowledge of its composition was 
spread by a contemporary engraving by Marc- 
antonio Raimondi Hence it is not surprising 
that it was also familiar to the Italian artists who 
created the Cracow relief, which, under the di-
rection if not with the participation of Bartolomeo 
Berrecci da Pontasieve, was executed between the 
years 1520 and 1524“. 

The sculptor must also have known the lost 
relief presented in the drawing from Eton College. 
He probably came across it in Italy during his 
studies in the workshop of Benedetto da Rovez- 
zano. That this workshop was the source of train-
ing of the artists is indicated by several factors 
among them also the striking similarity in the 
plastic treatment of the waves and the character-
istic triple feathery ends of the tails of the sea 
creatures (tritons, dolphins) in the Cracow reliefs 
and in the beautiful one decorating the basamento 
of the Casa Santa in Loreto (fig. 20), executed 
between the years 1515 and 1518 probably by 
Benedetto da Rovezzano The Cracow work, 
being an early example of the adoption of Ra-
phael’s motifs by artists active north of the Alps, 
at the same time constitutes an additional proof 
of the existence of the antique Roman relief now 
known only from a late drawing at Eton College. 

* *
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