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Le Sorelle di Fetonte 

(The Heliades turning into poplar trees) 

Francesco Durantino, perhaps in the workshop of Guido da Merlino, Urbino, circa 1545. 

Inscribed on the back Le sorelle di Fetonte (The sisters of Phaethon) 

D. 26 cm 
 

Provenance 
German private collection 

 

 
 
In Greek mythology, the Heliades (Greek: Ἡλιάδες, "children of the sun") were the daughters 
of Helios, the sun god (sometimes known as Phoebus) and Clymene the Oceanid.  
According to one version recorded by Hyginus, there were three of them: Aegiale, Aegle, and 
Aetheria. According to another version, there were five: Helia, Merope, Phoebe, Aetheria and 
Dioxippe. Aeschylus's fragmentary Heliades names Phaethousa and Lampetia as well, making 
a total of seven sisters. Their brother, Phaethon, died after attempting to drive his father's 
chariot (the sun) across the sky. He was unable to control the horses and fell to his death 
(according to most accounts, Zeus struck his chariot with a thunderbolt to save the Earth from 
being set afire). The Heliades grieved for four months and the gods turned them into poplar 
trees and their tears into amber. According to some sources, their tears (amber) fell into the 
river Eridanos, in which Phaethon had fallen. Hyginus relates that the Heliades were turned to 
poplar trees because they yoked the chariot for their brother without their father Helios's 
permission1. 

In the version of the myth told by Ovid in the Metamorphoses, Phaethon ascends into heaven, 
the home of his suspected father, Helios. His mother Clymene had boasted that his father was 
the Sun-God. Phaethon went to his father who swore by the river Styx to give Phaethon 
anything he would ask for in order to prove his divine sonship. Phaethon wanted to drive the 
chariot of the sun for a day. Helios tried to talk him out of it by telling him that not even Jupiter 
(the king of the gods) would dare to drive it, as the chariot was fiery hot and the horses breathed 
out flames. Phaethon was adamant. When the day came, the fierce horses that drew the chariot 
felt that it was empty because of the lack of the sun-god's weight and went out of control. 
Terrified, Phaethon dropped the reins. The horses veered from their course, scorching the earth, 
burning the vegetation, bringing the blood of the Ethiopians to the surface of their skin and so 
turning it black, changing much of Africa into a desert, drying up rivers and lakes and shrinking 
the sea. Earth cried out to Jupiter who was forced to intervene by striking Phaethon with a 
lightning bolt. Like a falling star, Phaethon plunged blazing into the river Eridanos. The epitaph 
on his tomb was:  

Here Phaethon lies who in the sun-god's chariot fared. And though greatly he failed, 
more greatly he dared.  

 
1 Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heliades 
 



Helios, stricken with grief at his son's death, at first refused to resume his work of driving his 
chariot, but at the appeal of the other gods, including Jupiter, returned to his task.  

According to Apollonius of Rhodes and Ovid, amber originated from the tears of the Heliades, 
encased in poplars as dryads, shed when their brother, Phaethon, died and fell from the sky, 
struck by Zeus' thunderbolt, and tumbled into the river Eridanos, where, "to this very day the 
marsh exhales a heavy vapour which rises from his smouldering wound; no bird can stretch 
out its fragile wings to fly over that water, but in mid-flight it falls dead in the flames along the 
green banks of the river Eridanos." Cycnus was the son of Sthenelus and a king of Liguria as 
well as being a good friend of Phaethon, who, according to Ovid mourned his death so much 
that the gods transformed into a swan to relieve him of his grief.  

 

 
The Heliades 

Santi di Tito, 16th century 
 
Stylistically the hand of Francesco Durantino can be identified, for example, in the treatment 
of the tree trunks marked by a simple sinuous black line. The anecdotal detail of the geometric 
rocks in the foreground, which are to be found on several other dishes, as well as the elongated 
swirling draperies, animated with many folds, are also characteristic of the artist. The slender 
forms of the seven sisters, caught in various moments of their metamorphosis from human to 



arboreal, is reminiscent of other similar stories such as Apollo and Daphne but the depiction of 
this scene is rare, perhaps unique on the maiolica of Urbino. 

 

For an exhaustive discussion of the work of Francesco Durantino, see the article ‘The Maiolica-
painter Francesco Durantino: Mobility and Collaboration in Urbino “istoriato”’ by Timothy 
Wilson. In ‘Italienische Fayencen der Renais- sance: Ihre Spuren in internationalen 
Museumssammlungen’. Papers edited by Silvia Glaser, Verlag des German- ischen 
Nationalmuseums, Nurnberg, 2004 pp. 111-145. This was an in-depth examination of all of 
then currently known pieces by Francesco, listing the five pieces known at the time to be signed 
and dated by him and following his career to Monte Bagnolo in the 1550s.  

A later addition to this research has been made in the article ‘Francesco Durantino “vasaro”; A 
Perugia, Nazzano, Roma e Torino’ by Luca Pesante. In ‘Faenza’ Bolletino no. 2, 2012, pp. 9-
30. This article presents documentary evidence, both ceramic and in paper form, of Francesco’s 
later career in the cities mentioned in the title.  

A signed dish by Francesco Durantino, depicting Alpheus and Arethusa, was sold by 
Leprince & Raccanello to the Musée de la Renaissance, Écouen in 2014 :  



 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Corpus de pièces signées et datées des années 1540 réalisées vraisemblablement dans 
l’atelier de Guido di Merlino, à Urbino 
 

 
Plate with “The Giants attacked with thunderbolts by Jupiter”, Urbino, Francesco Durantino in the workshop of 
Guido di Merlino, 1543 
Vienna, Österreichisches Museum für Kunst, inv. Ke 6699, Diam: 45,8 cm 
 

 
Reverse of the plate. The inscription reads: Li superbi gigâti fulminate da giovo: vedi ovidio alibr. I. In botega d[i] 
merllino p[er] mano di frâcesco durantino (The proud Giants attacked with thunderbolts by Jupiter. See Ovid, book 
I. In the workshop of Guido di Merlino, by the hand of Francesco Durantino) and the date 1543 
  



 
Shallow bowl on low foot with an unidentified subject 
Urbino, Francesco Durantino,  
perhaps in the workshop of Guido di Merlino, 1543 
Glasgow, City Museums and Art Galleries, inv. 05.114b.  
Diam: 27 cm  

 
Revers, inscribed .F.D. 1543 
  



 
Basin with “The battle between Hasdrubal and Marcus Silanus” and unidentified arms  

Francesco Durantino, in the workshop of Guido di Merlino, Urbino, 1544 
Schwerin, Staaliches Museum, Kunstsammlungen Schlösser und Garten, inv. KG 513.  

Diam: 49 cm  

 
Ewer accompanying the basin.  

The inscription is stated to read: marco silano I d[i] tito livio alibro viii la terza 1544, and abbreviated version of 
the inscription on the basin 

Schwerin, Staaliches Museum, Kunstsammlungen Schlösser und Garten, inv. KG 520.  
H: 32.5 cm  



 

 
Reverse of the basin. The inscription reads: Come scipione mâdo armarco silano in Spagnia acôbattere côtro a 
hasdrubale: et ebbe vitoria. d[i] mo guido d[i] merlino p[er] mano d[i] frâcesco duration (How Scipio sent Marcus 
Silanus to Spain to do battle with Hasdrubal, and he was victorious. In the eighth book of the third decade of Titus 
Livius, In the workshop of Guido di Merlino by the hand de Francesco Durantino) and the date 1544.  
  



 
Shallow bowl on low foo foot with “Coriolanus and his mother” 

Urbino, Francesco Durantino,  
probably in the workshop of Guido di Merlino, 1544 
London, British Museum, inv. MMC 1855, 12-1,74 

Diam: 26.7 cm  

 
Reverse of the shallow bowl. The inscription reads: come martio choriolano sbandito venne contra ali Romani 

insieme cô li Volsci: E come la matre lo homilio vedi titulivio alibro secondo: d[i] la prima a capi XXV frâcesco 
Durantino (How Marcus Coriolanus, having been banished, came against the Romans with the Volscians; and 
how his mother humbled him. See the second book of the fist ([decade] of Titus Livius, chapter 25. Francesco 

Durantino) and the date 1544 
 

  



 
 

Fragment of a plate with “Pyrrhus killing Polyxena” 
Urbino, Francesco Durantino, 1546 
Stockholm, National Museum, inv. CXV 693 
Diam: 8.2 cm  
 
Reverse of the fragment The inscription reads: Pirro ch[e] da morta ala vergine pulisena p[er] vêdetta del padre suo 
detto Achille = d[i] alib XIII – (Pyrrhus killing the virgin Polyxena in revenge for his father called Achilles – in 
book 13 of Ovid) and the date 1546. The monograms at the top appear decipherable as FRANCESCO and 
URBO  
  



 
Shallow dish on low foot with “Apollo flaying Marsyas” 

Monte Bagnolo, Francesco Durantino, 1547 
London, British Museum, Inv. MME 18955, 12-20,2.  

Diam: 25.5 cm  
 

 
Reverse of the dish. The inscription reads: Vilan scurtichato p[er] mâ de Appollo [followed by a squiggle] amôte 

bagnolo (peasant flayed by the hand of Apollo at Monte Bagnolo) and the date 1547, followed by a second 
squiggle that might be intended for FD. 



 
 

 
 

 
Aréthuse et Alphée 

Francesco Durantino, Urbino 
Signée de son monogramme et daté 1543 



Ecouen, musée national de la Renaissance (EC1993) 
 

Corpus de pièces signées et datées des années 1550 réalisées à Monte Bagnolo (près de 
Pérouse)  
 

 

 
Deep bowl with “The Battle of the Milvian Bridge” after Giulio Romano’s painting in the Vatican Stanze 

Chicago, Art Institute of Chicago, The Mary Waller Langhorne Fund, inv. 1966.395.  
51.4 x 41.3 cm ; height: 26 cm  

 
Inscription within the rim, reading: Francesco. Durâtino vasaro Amôte Bagnolo di Peroscia (Francesco 

Durantino, potter, at Monte Bagnolo, Perugia) and the date 1553 


