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Helmets in the maiolica tiles
of the Carpegna Collection

Originating from a group of  antique maiolica tiles that once belonged to the Kircheriano 
museum of  the Collegio Romano, then passed into the museum of  Cardinal Gaspare di Carpegna 
and since 1743 into the furnishings of  this Apostolic Palace in Castel Gandolfo, these historiated
maiolica tiles were made between Urbino and Casteldurante in the first half  of  the 16th century.

Iconographically inspired by the great tradition of  ancient literature, with a particular 
focus on war episodes from the history of  Rome and the Homeric poems, their decoration recalls 
famous 16th-century prints and drawings, offering a cultured and refined interpretation of  the
heroic past.

The protagonists include Brennus and Quintus Sulpicius. The first, a Gallic leader who 
besieged Rome in the 4th century B.C., famous for his defiance of  the Roman Senate and for
having thrown his sword into the scales for the redemption of  the Urbe, a symbol of  barbaric 
arrogance and strength. The other, an emblematic figure of  the Roman Senate, represented as an 
example of  republican wisdom and firmness. 

From the Homeric epics come Hector 
and Achilles, contrasting heroes of  the Iliad. 
Hector, a Trojan prince, the embodiment of  
virtue and sacrifice for the homeland; Achilles, 
an Achaean warrior of  superhuman valour, 
moved by pride and a painful tension towards 
glory and revenge.

Completing the series is an austere bust 
of  a warrior, an idealisation of  the ancient military 
figure, a symbolic reminder of  the valour and 
discipline shared by classical civilisations.

On the two plates, the burgonets of  
soldiers caught in battle stand out. The typical 
open-face headgear shapes recall the helmets of  
the Papal Guard exhibited here: the “bresciana” 
comb burgonet and the pointed burgonet, as 
well as the “alla tedesca” style type (fig. 1).

    Fig. 1
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The cup features, in the foreground, an 
extraordinary polychrome depiction of  a burgonet.
It is an elegant maiolica, here in evidence for its 
adherence to the “heroic” decorative taste, also 
evident in the engravings of  trophies that adorn 
some helmets in the Vatican collections (fig. 2).    Fig. 2


