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Rome, ancient sculpture datable to sometime around the end of the 1st century B.C., 

with 19th century restoration 
 

Sphinx 

Aswan red granite (syenite) with large inclusions 

32 x 64 x 18.5 cm  

Provenance: Bruno Caruso Collection, Rome  

 

Conservation: the sculpture is intact, presenting only very small loses on the head, tail and plinth. 
The surface is clean and smooth, lacking concretions formed before unearthing – in all likelihood 
removed during restoration. A thin layer of surface wax covers the entire work. 
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Sculpted in speckled red granite excavated along the Nile in that area of Egypt known as Aswan – 

quarried by the ancient Egyptians since the earliest dynasties and later by the Romans (G. Gnoli, 

Marmora Romana, Rome 1988, pp. 145-46) – this couchant sphinx sits on a low parallelepiped base 

whose front is flat and end rounded. The lower portion of the plinth presents two small 

quadrangular notches corresponding to pins used to anchor the work to the architecture it originally 

decorated. The figure leans slightly to its left, suggesting a possible pendant – a sphinx leaning in 

the opposite direction. 

The sphinx’s forelegs are stretched out, its hindlegs folded; each paw presents four toes – the claws 

undefined. The torso is well developed, the ribcage defined; the tail curled on the right haunch, its 

tuft sleek and stylized. The head held erect above its flat chest is crowned by the traditional royal 

nemes-headdress bearing a uraeus – a rearing cobra, emblem of royalty. Wide, striped lappets fall 

forward over both shoulders; a thick banded tail drops down the neck and back. A thin, half-moon 

pectoral is barely outlined (a sort of usekh-collar without the beads). The idealized face presents 

characteristic almond-shaped eyes, snub-nose, full lips and protruding ears; the hint of an unruffled 

smile. 

The smooth, stylized form of the uraeus – a horizontal 8 – is commonly found in late Classic and 

Hellenistic production. However, the fact that the hind paws present four toes, instead of the 

traditional three common to the Saite–Ptolemaic Period, should place the work during the Imperial 

Roman Empire. More precisely, the sphinx’s countenance together with its well-defined,  
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chiaroscuroed chest appear to be chronologically closer to the Augustan Age, as also assessed by 

Professor Antonio Giuliano (written communication 9 June 2016). The use of Aswan red granite 

suggests the possibility that this piece is of Egyptian importation. 

 

 

Fig. 1:  Artistic reconstruction of the Iseum Campense in Rome 

 

Due to the rather small size, a definitive assignment of original provenance is not to be expected. 

Copying the more ancient Egyptian art motifs in a sort of revival, these types of sculptures were 

fairly common in Imperial Rome: they decorated the Iseum Campense (fig. 1, 2, 3), a temple dedicated 

to Isis and Serapis not far from the Pantheon and the Iseum Metellinum (sanctuary dedicated to Isis), 

as well as other temples built in the Ancient Roman cities of Palestrina and Benevento. The sphinx 

might even have been part of the decorative apparatus of a private shrine or it may well have 

embellished a refined garden. In fact, after the conquest of Egypt, subsequent to the 31 BC Battle of 

Actium in which Octavian defeated the forces of Marc Antony and Cleopatra, a full-fledged 

Egyptomania gripped Rome. Following this fashion, many affluent, private citizens decorated their 

domus and villas with Egyptian ornamentation and ofttimes even votive pieces. 
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Fig. 2: Sphinx, Black granite, Upper Egypt, Theban 
Area New Kingdom, 18th Dynasty, Thutmose III 
(1479-1426 B.C.). Discovered in Rome, Campus 
Martius, (Iseum Campense) Rome, Museo  Barracco,  
inv. MB 13 

Fig. 3: Sphinx, Aswan red granite, 59 cm, 1st century 
B.C. Discovered in 1856 in Rome, Campus Martius, 
(Iseum Campense) Rome, Musei Capitolini, inv. 
MC0033 

 

Between the 18th and 19th centuries, the reuse of ancient sculptures once again became quite popular, 

as attest works by Francesco Antonio Franzoni (1734-1818): his Chimera (fig. 4 ) in giallo antico (inv. 

494), Panther (fig. 5) in alabaster and black marble (inv. 383) and Lion (fig. 6) in Numidia giallo antico 

(inv. 387); today all held in the Vatican Museums, Room of the Animals (Gonzàlez-Palacios, Il 

Serraglio di pietra. La Sala degli animali in Vaticano, Vatican City, 2013, pp. 87, 89,143, 202-203, 249, 

255) .  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figs. 4-5-6: Francesco Antonio Franzoni, Chimera, Panther and Lion, Rome, Vatican Museums 

 

Along with this Neoclassical passion for restoration and reuse of ancient sculptures in general, these 

were years that witnessed an ever-growing interest in and fervent admiration for Ancient Egypt in 

particular. Evident in works by Giovanni Battista Piranesi (1720-1780), it was a revival that in Rome  
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soon grew into a sort of fixation, as attest paintings and sculptures held in Villa Borghese’s Egyptian 

Room (A. Campitelli, edited by, Villa Borghese, 2003, pp. 240-41) (fig. 7) as well as the frescoed walls 

of the Caffè degli Inglesi in Piazza di Spagna executed according to designs by Piranesi (fig. 8) (G. B. 

Piranesi, Diverse maniere di adornare i cammini ed ogni altra parte degli edifizi desunte dall’architettura 

Egizia, Etrusca e Greca con un Ragionamento apologetico in difesa dell’architettura Egizia e Toscana, opera 

del Cavaliere Giambattista Piranesi architetto, Rome, 1769, plate 46 and Various Authors,  Piranesi as 

designer, exhibition catalogue, New York, 2007, p. 64). 

 

  
Fig. 7: Egyptian Room,  Rome, Villa Borghese Fig. 8: Giovanni Battista Piranesi, Il Caffè degli Inglesi in 

Rome 
 
In nero antico and alabaster, Antoine-Guillaume Grandjacquet’s (1731-1801) Isis (fig. 9) is another 

excellent example of Egyptianate sculpture (I Borghese e l’Antico, 2011, pp. 346-47).  

Among the various neoclassical sphinxes, the following bear mention: a work attributed to Luigi 

Canina (1795-1856) in basanite and greywacke (fig. 10) in the Egyptian Room, Galleria Borghese, 

Rome (C. Napoleone, edited by, Delle Pietre Antiche, 2001, pp. 94-95); a pair of crouching sphinxes in 

travertine in what is today known as piazzale Scipione Borghese (inv. V.B. 205 and V.B. 205a) sold 

to Napoleon in 1807; four winged sphinxes in travertine executed by Clemente Massimi and 

Girolamo Santoro  (active in the first half of the 19th century)  (fig. 11) )  after a design by  Giuseppe  

Valadier, today divided between Villa Torlonia and the Zeri collection (Sculture dalle 

collezioni Santarelli e Zeri, 2012, pp. 35-36).   
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Fig. 9: Antoine-Guillaume Grandjacquet, Isis, 
Paris, Louvre  

 
 
 
 

Fig. 10: Luigi Canina, Sphinx, Egyptian Room, Rome, 
Villa Borghese 

 

One must also  bear  in  mind  the  words  of  R.  Lanciani  (Passeggiate nella Campagna Romana, 1980, 

pp. 316-17) “the sphinxes sculpted during the papacy of Pius VII that decorate the hemicycle of 

today’s Piazza del Popolo in Rome – its layout designed by the Roman architect Giuseppe Valadier 

(1772-1839) – were hewn from blocks of Greek marble recovered from the Mediterranean Sea off the 

coast of Anzio” (fig. 12). 

 

 

Fig. 11: Clemente Massimi and Girolamo Santoro,     
            Winged Sphinx, Rome, Private Collection 

Fig. 12: Giuseppe Valadier, Sphinx, 
Rome, Piazza del Popolo 

 


