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Count Giovanni Baratta (Carrara, 1670-1747) 
Mars 
 
White marble oval relief, within a bardiglio grey frame 
77 x 65 cm 
 
Provenance: Gore Vidal (1925-2012), Villa La Rondinaia, Ravello 
 
Publications: Brunetti, Vittoria, ‘Un Marte “da galleria”, opera di Giovanni Baratta’, in 
Predella, 47 (2020), pp. 33-39, ill. pp. XLII-XLVIII 
 
Exhibition: From the 11th of June to the 10th of October 2021, our Mars will be 
displayed in Carrara as part of the exhibition Giovanni Antonio Cybei e il suo tempo. 
Insigne statuario per le corti europee e ‘Primario Direttore’ dell’Accademia di Belle 
Arti di Carrara 
 



CALLISTO FINE ARTS 
 

44 Duke Street 

London SW1Y 6DD 

+44 (0)207 8397037 

info@callistoart.com www.callistoart.com 

 

 2 

 
This elegant and magnificent relief is a typical example of the international dimension of 

Tuscan eighteenth-century sculpture, with the association of white statuary marble and 

bardiglio grey. The subject is reminiscent of the antique which is however varied and 

interpreted through modern taste. 

The bust of Mars is skilfully placed across the background with a sapient rendering of the 

three dimensions, enhanced by the contrast between the low relief of the floating drapery 

on the left and the high relief of the cut armoured shoulder on the right. 

The artist shows his technical mastery also in details such as the plumage on the helmet or 

the vibrating surface of the epaulettes of the armour. The impeccable condition of the relief 

allows us to enjoy in full such details together with the beautiful skin of the marble.  

 

Our relief directly relates to one of the most prestigious commissions completed by the 

Tuscan sculptor Giovanni Baratta (1670-1747): the sculptural and architectonical decoration 

of the façade of the Royal Palace of La Granja de San Ildefonso in Segovia, Spain. 

In particular, on the façade looking towards the garden of this complex, Baratta sculpted 

two medallions depicting the portraits of Minerva and Mars, dating around 1736-1737. 

Contemporary documents prove that Baratta autonomously chose the subjects for these 

two medallions, hence demonstrating his iconographic creativity.  

The work undertaken by Baratta for La Granja was enormously challenging. It is known that 

Filippo Juvarra, who had already worked with Baratta in Turin and who designed La Granja, 

contacted Baratta for the large commission in 1735, conscious of his ability to offer high-

quality works in short time thanks to his renowned Carrarese workshop. The task assigned 

to Baratta included statues, medallions, and decorative elements, all executed in marble. 

We know that in 1736, for instance, he sent 52 cases of marbles to Spain in two separate 

vessels, and that numerous other shipments followed in later years. The two medallions of 

Mars and Minerva were sent to Spain in 1738 together with statues and vases, all in white 

marble. In his will, Baratta stated that his bill for La Granja was not completely settled, and it 

never was. 

 

 
Giovanni Baratta, Decoration of the façade, marble, 1735-1740, Segovia, Granja de San Ildefonso 
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Giovanni Baratta, Mars, marble, 1735-1740, Segovia, Granja de San Ildefonso 

 

Our Mars is almost identical to the corresponding version on the façade of the Spanish 

palace. The main difference is that our elegant example is smaller and oval, while the one in 

Segovia is round, larger and presents elements that clearly show it was meant to be seen 

from far below.  

As brilliantly explained by Vittoria Brunetti in her article published in Predella in 2020, our 

oval relief is a precious work not only for its exquisitely refined quality and condition, but 

also for its crucial contribution to the academic discourse about Baratta. In this regard, 

Brunetti shows how our beautiful Mars represents a rare witness of Baratta’s working 

method and of his entrepreneurial talent. Our oval relief might have been created for the 

private collection of a member of the court, as a sort of captatio benevolentiae aimed at 

acquiring new commissions and patrons in Spain. Alternatively, Baratta might have sculpted 

it either for the private collection of the king, or for the antiquarian market, which we know 

he worked with quite often. Whatever the case, our Mars was intended for being looked at 

from a close stance in a private gallery. 

 

Our Mars has a prestigious provenance as it belonged to the famous American writer and 

intellectual Gore Vidal (1925-2012), who is widely known for his portrayal of American 

society and his support to liberal causes. He was related to Jackie Kennedy Onassis and was 

a friend of the Kennedy family for a period of time, among other important politicians and 

intellectuals.  
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Gore Vidal, Tennessee Williams and John F. Kennedy in Palm Beach (Florida) 

 

 
Vidal’s family photographs in Ravello: on the left, Gore’s father, Eugene Vidal, standing between 
Franklin Roosevelt and Henry Wallace. On the right, Gore as a child with his grandfather, Senator 

Thomas Pryor Gore of Oklahoma 

 

Vidal kept the beautiful Mars in his Italian villa in Ravello on the Amalfi coast, also known as 

La Rondinaia, where he lived with his partner Howard Austen since the early 1970s and that 

he liked to describe as ‘a wonderful place from which to observe the end of the world’.  

This prestigious location became very popular both for the important guests who visited 

Vidal and Austen at the villa, such as Paul Newman and Joanne Woodward, Sting and Trudy 

Styler, Leonard Bernstein, Rudolph Nureyev, Lauren Bacall, Johnny Carson, Mick Jagger, 

Greta Garbo, Princess Margaret, Bruce Springsteen, Tennessee Williams, Italo Calvino and 

Hillary Clinton, and for the owner’s precious art collection.  
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Villa La Rondinaia, Ravello 

 


