
Battista FRANCO (Venice c.1510 - Venice 1561) 

The Head of a Man with a Cap, after Michelangelo
Pen and brown ink. Irregularly trimmed at the left edge and with the top right corner cut, and laid down

onto a backing sheet.

196 x 150 mm. (7 3/4 x 5 7/8 in.) at greatest dimensions.
 

Battista Franco was a diligent copyist, and among his drawings are numerous studies of antique
subjects, usually taken from reliefs on Roman sarcophagi. He also made copies after the works of

Michelangelo, whose influence was to remain potent throughout his life. Indeed, much of Franco’s work
in the early part of his career was indebted to his study of the pen drawings of the master. As Vasari

noted of Franco, ‘he resolved that he would not study or seek to imitate any other works but the
drawings, paintings, and sculptures of Michelagnolo; wherefore having set himself to make research,

there remained no sketch, study, or even any thing copied by Michelagnolo that he had not drawn.’

Only recently rediscovered, thgis drawing by Franco faithfully reproduces a relatively little-studied
drawing of a Profile Head by Michelangelo, datable to the middle of the 1520s, which is on the recto of

a double-sided sheet in the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford. The two drawings match each other
precisely in their dimensions, and it is likely that Franco worked with the original drawing in front of him.
(Franco is thought to have had access to some of Michelangelo’s drawings through his friendships with

the painter Raffaello da Montelupo, who worked as Michelangelo’s assistant in the 1530s and made
copies of several of his drawings, and the sculptor Bartolomeo Ammannati, who is known to have

owned some of the master’s original drawings.) In her unpublished 2004 thesis and catalogue raisonné
of Franco’s oeuvre, the scholar Anne Varick Lauder identified some twenty-two drawings by the artist

copied after original works by Michelangelo, to which the present sheet may now be added.

As the Michelangelo scholar Charles de Tolnay has noted of the Ashmolean drawing, ‘It is a martial
head with an intensely passionate expression, emphasised by the rolling eye with the pupil in the corner,



the strong cheekbones, the curved nose, the energetic chin. The hat is similar to those worn by Italian
warriors during the first half of the 15th century, around 1420-30...Michelangelo, however, has

transformed the almost symmetrical form of the headgear into a hat reminiscent in silhouette of that of
the ancient Phrygians, bringing the top forward.’ While it has been suggested that the head in

Michelangelo’s powerful drawing may have been copied from a Quattrocento painting or fresco by an
artist such as Andrea del Castagno or Masolino da Panicale, no precise source has been identified. As
Paul Joannides has opined of the Ashmolean sheet, ‘It could, in principle, reflect a quattrocento portrait

but, on balance, it seems more likely to be an invention “in the manner of” than a copy.’

The contemporary fame of the Profile Head by Michelangelo is seen in the fact that it appears to have
been one of the earliest drawings of which an engraved facsimile was made. An engraving in reverse

after the Ashmolean drawing, by the anonymous Master GD and dated 1610, is known in just two
impressions, one of which is in the Royal Collection at Windsor Castle. As Anthony Griffiths has written

of the print, ‘It is of some interest in the history of engraving as being one of the first, if not the first,
attempts to make an exact facsimile of a drawing. Such prints became common in the eighteenth

century, when drawings were very widely collected, but are hardly known in the seventeenth.’ A second,
somewhat damaged (proof?) impression of the engraving is in the collection of the Teyler Museum in

Haarlem. The present drawing by Franco is, however, the only known drawn copy of
Michelangelo’s Profile Head.

This drawing should be dated to the early part of Franco’s career, when the effect of Michelangelo on
the young artist was particularly profound. As the Franco scholar Lauder has noted, ‘Michelangelo’s

influence is perhaps most discernible in Franco’s earliest drawings executed in Rome and Florence in
the 1530s, many of which are direct copies after Michelangelo’s sculptures and drawings or are

Michelangelesque in style.’ The drawings of Franco’s maturity, while still often inspired by the example
of Michelangelo, are much less likely to be direct copies of works by the master.

The attribution of the present sheet to Battista Franco has been confirmed by Anne Varick Lauder and
Paul Joannides. Both scholars have compared the handling of this Profile Head in particular with

another early pen drawing by Franco after Michelangelo; a study of Three Men in Conversation, which is
in turn a direct copy of a drawing by Michelangelo in the Ashmolean Museum.

 
Artist description:

A painter, draughtsman and engraver, Battista Franco was born and raised in Venice (throughout his
career he signed his paintings ‘Baptista Veneziano’), where he was probably a pupil of his father

Jacopo, a painter. Battista spent the first years of his independent career in Rome, where he arrived at
the age of twenty. In April 1536 he worked with Raffaello da Montelupo on the decoration of the Ponte

Sant’Angelo for the entry of Charles V into Rome, and later that month settled in Florence, where he was
engaged on the ephemeral decorations for the wedding of the Grand Duke Cosimo I de’ Medici and

Eleanora of Toledo in 1539. Franco was back in Rome by 1542, when he painted a fresco of The
Capture of Saint John the Baptist for the Oratorio di San Giovanni Decollato; a work that, like much of

his youthful oeuvre as a painter, shows the distinct influence of Michelangelo. 

In 1545 Franco was summoned by Duke Guidobaldo II da Montefeltro to Urbino. He worked there for
about six years, painting frescoes in the tribune and apse of the Duomo which were later destroyed in

the collapse of the cathedral in the 18th century. While in Urbino he also executed numerous designs for
the majolica factory at nearby Casteldurante and trained the young Federico Barocci. The last ten years

of Franco’s career, from around 1552 onwards, were spent in his native Venice. Among his most
significant works in the city are an altarpiece of The Baptism of Christ for the Barbaro chapel in the
church of San Francesco della Vigna, as well as the ceiling decoration of the Sala dell’Estate in the

Fondaco dei Tedeschi. He also worked at the Biblioteca Marciana, the Palazzo Ducale and the Libreria



Vecchia. One of his final projects was the fresco decoration of the Grimani chapel in San Francesco
della Vigna, left unfinished at his death and eventually completed by Federico Zuccaro. After Franco’s
death, the contents of his studio passed to his illegitimate son, the printmaker and publisher Giacomo

Franco.

Battista Franco is better known, and has usually been more highly regarded, as a draughtsman than as
a painter, and modern scholars such as A. E. Popham have praised ‘Franco’s extraordinary skill as a
draughtsman, with his rather scratchy but effective line, and his combination of Michelangelesque and
Raphaelesque forms’. He was one of the most prolific of Cinquecento draughtsmen, and some five

hundred drawings by him survive, of which the largest and most significant extant group, numbering just
over a hundred sheets, is in the Louvre. The artist also produced a corpus of around 125 prints, which

brought him much commercial success.


