
19th Century Antique 

A highly important empire period Rosso Antico chimneypiece 
inset with specimen marble portrait reliefs of roman emperors. 
Rome circa 1800. See following pages for further details.

Provenance
A European noble family; acquired in the 1940s from a bombed 
Knightsbridge house; in storage since.

Dimensions
Height 48⅞in (124cm) width 67in (170cm)
Internal height 36½in (92.5cm) width 41in (104cm)
Footblock to footblock 59in (151.5cm)
Shelf depth 12in (30.5cm)

Reference 
G427
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Further details 

The carved and veneered surround comprising a moulded  
shelf supported by a bold dentil cornice, above an inverted 
breakfront frieze carved with a central triglyph panel, flanked 
by a pair of rosettes carved in shallow relief, the frieze 
mounted with six carved hardstone profile portrait medallions 
of Roman Emperors, the stop-fluted jambs raised on moulded 
footblocks; in excellent condition with small restorations 
commensurate with age and use; the pale inclusions in the 
stone naturally formed.

This spectacular neoclassical marble chimneypiece is 
carved from Rosso antico, the frieze inset with six portrait 
reliefs of Roman Emperors, each carved in marmo giallo on a 
bardiglio background, five variously incised: VESPASIANUS, 
TIBERIVS, OTHO, JULIUS CAESAR, TITUS. 

Rosso antico (marmor taenarium) is first recorded as being 
quarried in 1700 BC at Akra Tainaron (Cape Matapan), Greece.¹ 
The majority of this stone, however, was extracted throughout 
the Roman period, when it was one of the most coveted 
materials for carving due to its rich red colouring and 
association with highly prized Egyptian ‘Imperial’ Porphyry.² 
Rosso antico was chosen in antiquity for portrait busts, notably 
depicting Bacchic subjects such as Dionysus and satyrs due to 
its rich red wine colour which symbolised conviviality whilst 
conveying the education and cultivated taste of the owner.³  
In the Renaissance, Rosso antico was also used for architectural 
detail on important buildings, such as the steps leading up to 
the choir in the medieval church of S. Prassede, and the large 
columns at the entrance to the Camera dell'Aurora.⁴

In 121 AD, G. Suetonius Tranquillus, secretary to Emperor 
Hadrian, wrote a biographical history of the first twelve 
emperors of Rome entitled De vita Caesarum (The Twelve 
Caesars). A Renaissance edition of Tranquillus’ work was 
published in 1470, followed by further reprints and translations 
into all the main European languages. Many of these were 
illustrated with prints of emperors taken from coins and 
statues, or imagined by the artist based on Tranquillus’ 
accounts. These interpretations were copied, in turn, by 
Renaissance designers for medals, Limoges enamels, and busts, 
as well as paintings such as the Eleven Caesars, a series of 
eleven half-length portraits of Roman emperors made by Titian 
in 1536–40 for Federico II, Duke of Mantua.⁵ These paintings 
were later given to King Charles I, before being passed in the 
Commonwealth to the Kings of Spain. Unfortunately, the series 
was destroyed in the catastrophic fire of 1734 at the Royal 
Alcazar of Madrid, and is now only known through copies  
and engravings.⁶

From the middle of the 17th century until the end of the 18th 
century, there was an insatiable demand for marble carvings, 
often sold as Roman or assembled from ancient fragments,  
thus perpetuating the reverence for antiquity that was the 
quintessence of the Grand Tour. Rosso antico was in extremely 
short supply, even after the ancient quarries at Skutari were 
rediscovered in 1830, and remained one of the most highly 
valued of all stones. Described in 1776 as ‘dark red; scarce and 
dear’, it was mostly used for small objects such as Grand Tour 
desk ornaments, inevitably using material re-cut from classical 
fragments, due to its rarity, as was the case with porphyry.⁷  
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The portrait roundels on this chimneypiece are typical of those 
produced in Rome and Florence in hardstones, semi-precious 
stones, gold, silver, bronze, and mother-of-pearl, which, being 
easily transportable, would be taken home from the Grand Tour 
to be mounted within wooden, gilded or brass frames, as 
fashion dictated.⁸ A group of gold portraits of Caesars, dating 
from around 1660, are in the Museo Nazionale del Bargello in 
Florence. Images of Roman emperors were not limited to Italy, 
England and France, however, as examples executed in 
Deshima for the Dutch East India Company (Verenigde Oost-
Indische Compagnie) show. Medallions depicting Roman 
emperors, invariably made of black and gold Japanese 
hiramakie or takamakie lacquer on copper, were produced  
for the Dutch market at the end of the 18th century. Examples 
can be found in the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.⁹

There are two possible sources for the Imperial profiles on 
the chimneypiece: the engravings of The Twelve Caesars by 
Marcantonio Raimondi, or the Imperatorum Imagines by 
Hubert Golz.¹⁰ The portrait medallions also bear remarkable 
resemblance to a set of eighteen carved portrait reliefs of 
Roman Emperors, also of marmo giallo, almost certainly bought 
by David Ker (1742–1811) of Portavo, Co. Down, on his Grand 
Tour between 1792–4 in either Florence or Rome. Ker’s diary 
entry for 17th October 1793 is interesting as it reveals that he 
was offering his brother a choice of chimneypiece designs, 
which further supports a Roman origin for the offered 
example.¹¹ Indeed, fire surrounds incorporating antique 
fragments had been promoted from the late 1760s by Giovanni 
Battista Piranesi (1720–78), encouraged by Rome-trained 
architects including Robert Adam (d.1792). One such example, 
inset with mythological tablets carved from Rosso antico, was 
acquired by the 9th Earl of Exeter from Piranesi himself for 
Burghley House.¹² Another can be found at Islington House, 
Dorset.¹³ A third, inset with giallo antico and Rosso antico, 
follows Piranesi’s engraved design dated 1769 for a fire surround 
mounted with three marble portrait reliefs.¹⁴ It should be 
re-emphasised that Rosso antico was so precious that it was 
only ever used for small tablets or details rather than an entire 
chimneypiece, as with the offered example; likewise, while 
portrait reliefs are occasionally seen on the jambs of Italian 
surrounds, it is exceptionally rare to see the frieze mounted with 
a group, especially of this scale: the combination indicates an 
architectural commission by an extremely wealthy patron.

The sophisticated lines of this chimneypiece epitomise the 
French Empire influence on the Italian states at the turn of the 
18th century. This idiosyncratic ‘Roman’ taste is encapsulated 
by that of Napoleon, who identified with Rome’s Imperial past. 
Napoleon’s desire to establish a visual link between himself and 
Roman emperors is demonstrated by the portraits of his court 
painter, Jacques-Louis David, inspired by portraits of Emperor 
Augustus. This Imperial taste extended to architecture, 
furniture and porcelain, the latter two of which are combined  
in a group of magnificent ormolu-mounted guéridons 
commissioned in Sèvres between 1803–11, made to immortalise 
Napoleon’s reign.¹⁵ The second guéridon in the series, the Table 
des Grands Capitaines (Table of the Great Commanders of 
Antiquity), commissioned in 1806, is made almost entirely of 
hard-paste Sèvres porcelain. The top, painted in imitation of 
sardonyx, is centred by a portrait cameo of Alexander the Great, 
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surrounded by twelve smaller heads of commanders and 
philosophers from antiquity: Pericles, Scipio Africanus, 
Pompey, Augustus, Septimus Severus, Constantine, Trajan, 
Caesar, Mithridates, Hannibal, Themistocles and Miltiades.¹⁶ 
Louis XVIII presented the table to the Prince Regent (later King 
George IV) in 1817 as a token of appreciation for Napoleon’s 
defeat two years earlier, and George IV treasured it so highly 
that it became part of the ceremonial backdrop for all his state 
portraits. The table remains in the Royal Collection.¹⁷

This chimneypiece remained, until recently, in the 
possession of a noble Dutch family, who acquired it from  
the owners of a bombed Knightsbridge house in the 1940s; 
unfortunately, its provenance prior to this has been lost. 

The use of Rosso antico on this scale, inset with these 
splendid Imperial profile medallions, appears unparalleled.
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