Fig. 1/ Luigi Amici,
Violoncello with a painted
copy after Giorgione’s
Benson Holy Family,
1778, New York, Private
Collection.
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Copies of Venetian Renaissance paintings on

stringed mstruments and the provenance of

Giorgione’s Benson Holy Family in Washington

JAYNTE ANDERSON

Copies of Renaissance paintings on musical instruments
are rare on keyboard instruments, and even rarer on
stringed instruments of the violin family. In this article
two exceptional examples of this genre are investigated
from an art historical perspective for the first time. They
are two violoncellos, dated Rome 1778, and 1816. The
first copy 1s on an unusual violoncello, made at Rome in
1778, by Luigi Amici. The violoncello has a partial copy
on the back, framed in a medallion, after Giorgione’s
Benson Holy Family, in the National Gallery of Art,
Washington (figs. 1-3). The instrument is of considerable
quality,? carved at the end of the eighteenth century
from seventeenth-century maple in order to create a

fine sound from older wood.” The copy is so accurate
that the copyist could have had the original to hand

in Rome, when it was dated. Indeed it may have been
commissioned by a violoncellist who owned the painting.
The forms of Giorgione’s figures are manipulated

mnto the medallion, dispensing with the background,
inventing some green leaves on the left, and emphasizing
the lines of the facial features. It is correct in colour,
even if the varnish has yellowed, the image on the back

of the violoncello never having been restored.

The Giorgione violoncello contains a label with the
name Luigi Amici, a maker of stringed instruments,
celebrated for his guitars and mandolins, who

was working in Rome between 1778 to 1825.
Amici’s label: “LUIGI AMICI/ FABBRICATORE

D’ARMONICI/ROMA/Via Pellegrino No. 44” is
found in his extraordinary double mandolin, that
couples instruments from Milan and Naples, now in
the Muscum of Musical Instruments, at the University
of Leipzig (fig. 4).> Among the instruments he made,
Luigi Amici® is said to have built three violoncellos, that
have always been in private collections, one without
decoration in Venice, the other two with painted copies
in medallions after Renaissance Madonnas, both
containing the Amici label. These stringed instruments
have passed from one distinguished cellist to another

and have never been on the art market.

The second decorated violoncello, hereafter called the
Diirer violoncello, has on the back a copy of a detail of
a Madonna and Child from Albrecht Direr’s Madonna
of the Rosegarlands, painted for the German church,

in Venice, San Bartolommeo at Rialto (figs. 5-7).
Unlike Giorgione’s Benson Holy Family this altarpiece
was immediately celebrated, has a documented
provenance and was copied in paintings from the
carly Cinquecento. In 1608 the Emperor Rudolf II
brought Direr’s altarpiece from Venice to the Prague
Castle. En route it was damaged. Once in Prague the
altarpiece suffered from neglect and an unprofessional
restoration.” In 1793 it was sold to the Strahov
Monastery. From 1839 to 1841 Diirer’s altarpiece was
“restored” to its present appearance. In 1934 it was

acquired by the National Gallery, Prague.
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Fig. 2 / Detail of the copy
of the Madonna and
Child, after Giorgione,
on the back of the
Violoncello.

Fig. 3 / Giorgione, The
Benson Holy Family,

ca. 1497, oil on panel
transferred to hardboard,
373 x45.6cm,
Washington, DC, National
Gallery of Art.
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Fig. 4 / Luigi Amici,

Double Mandolin, Leipzig,
Musikinstrumentenmuseum
der Universitat Leipzig im
Grassi.

Fig. 5 / Luigi Amici, Violoncello
with a painted copy after the
Madonna and Child in Durer’s
Madonna of the Rosegarlands,
1816, California, Private
collection.
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The copy on the Direr violoncello is dated “Rome
18167, when Direr’s altarpiece was in the Abbot’s
Chambers at Strahov Monastery, out-of-sight except
to exceptional visitors. There are many early copies
of Diirer’s altarpiece, including one which was in

the Palazzo Grimani,® made before the painting left
Venice. The copies differ greatly from one another’
and document the everchanging appearance of the
altarpiece. The condition of Diirer’s altarpiece in
1823 1s recorded in a drawn copy by Vaclev Manes
(fig. 8). Of all the copies it is closest to the Madonna
and Child on the Diirer violoncello, suggesting that
the instrument was indeed made with knowledge of
the original at that time. The Strahov Monastery has
a distinguished tradition of music which may explain

the transmission of the copy and the patron, perhaps

a musician and a lay member of the Brotherhood of

the Rosary, who had this instrument made in Rome.

From the sixteenth century keyboards usually had
some decoration, beginning with Baldassare Peruzzi’s
remarkable vision of Apollo dancing with the Muses
(Florence, Galleria Palatina), that was devised to
enhance the elegant case of a musical instrument.
From that time there is a long tradition of decorating
spinets or harpsichords, always with images by
contemporary artists. The Amati family of Cremona
were luthiers who made the first cellos in the sixteenth
century as expensive diplomatic gifts. The earliest
example of a decorated violoncello is by Andrea Amati
(1505-1577), known as The King, or the Viola Medicea

in the National Music Museum, Vermillion, South
Dakota (figs. 8-9). It was commissioned by Catherine
de’ Medici for her son, Charles X in 1572 and has
elegant coats of arms and imprese as well as allegorical
figures.'” Andrea’s grandson Nicolo (1596-1684) is said
to have inspired Antonio Stradivari, the most famous
of all luthiers.

These mysterious copies of Madonnas problematize
what they represent. The Benson Holy Family was
unknown until it reached the National Gallery of Art
in Washington, DC with the Kress Collection in 1951."
Unlike other Renaissance artists, Giorgione’s paintings
were never copied until David Teniers the Younger
made painted and engraved copies for the Archduke
Leopold Wilhelm II in Brussels in the seventeenth
century. Conceivably the copyist could have been

the maker, owner, or player of the violoncello, who
dabbled in painting, who may have wanted to have

it decorated with his favourite religious image,

which he or a friend may have owned. Whatever the
identity of the copyist, it is the fact of the copy that

1s so intriguing. The copies are on the back of the
violoncellos and would not have been visible to the
audience, unlike the inside lid of a harpsichord. It was

above all a copy of significance for the player.
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Fig. 6 / Detail of Diirer’s
Madonna of the
Rosegarlands, 1506, oil

on wood, 162 x 192 cm,
Prague, National Museum.

Fig. 7 / Vaclev Manes,
detail from his drawn copy
after Durer's Madonna of
the Rosegarlands, 1823,
pencil and tusch on paper,
59.4x69.4 cm, Prague,
Academy of Fine Arts
Prague.

The copies are placed in medallions where only the
cellist could see them. During a performance the
images were on the breast of the player, at his heart as
it were, and when resting on a stand, the player could

pray to the Madonna.

A unique dated reproduction inevitably raises questions
about the provenance of the Benson Holy Family, for it
was never previously known to have been copied. The

Benson Holy Family was first discussed when it emerged

in 1894 in the collection of Robert Henry and Evelyn

Holford Benson.'? Their collection of 114 paintings was
sold to the Duveen brothers in 1927.'% The first account
of the provenance of the Benson Holy Family was given

in the Benson catalogue by Tancred Borenius:

Formerly in a French collection
under the name of Cima. It was
discovered in a Brighton curiosity
shop about the year 1887 and
bought for £5. On the death

of the purchaser it was sold by
auction in Brighton and bought
for about £

Willett, who exchanged it with the

by the late Henry

present owner for the Madonna
and Child and Three Angels
on a gold ground by Le Maitre
de Moulins [Jean Hey]," now

Brussels Gallery."

The Benson Holy Family was first shown in a

lively exhibition of The Early Venetian School at the
Burlington Fine Arts Club, London, in 1912.' It was
one of a series of exhibitions on Italian art, arranged
by a club of collectors and connoisseurs, who were
responsible for the display and catalogues of works
from friends’ collections.” The exhibition gives

us a glimpse of the connoisseurship of Giorgione

in early twentieth-century England, created by

a patrician club of celebrated English collectors,
which also involved Europeans, notably Giovanni

18

Morelli and Wilhelm von Bode.'® Borenius’s account
of the provenance of the Holy Family is repeated in
the catalogue, and unquestioned in reviews of the
exhibition. The true discoverer of the painting was
Henry Willett (1823-1905), a brewer, the founding
father of the Brighton Museum, primarily known
for his collection of popular ceramics that illustrates
British social history. Willett also collected Old
Master paintings, although that part of his collection
was sold after his death.' Benson must have

valued Giorgione’s painting highly in order to have
exchanged it with Willett, for his gorgeous Madonna
and Child and Angels by Jean Hey, now in the Royal

Museum of Fine Arts, Belgium.
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Fig. 8 / Andrea Amati,
Decorated Violoncello, called
The King, 1595, Vermillion,
South Dakota, National Music
Museum.

Fig. 9 / Detail of fig. 8.

There have been a number of attempts to dis r the

early provenance before Benson owned the painting.
All remain questionable. While at Duveen’s George

Martin Richter sug

ggested that it may have been earlier

in the collection of the Dutch landscape artist, Allard

van Everdingen (1621-1675), described in the 1709
sale catalogue of his collection as: “Mary, Joseph and
the Child by Giorgione da Castelfranco, small figures

bR}

the best known in this country”.?” Another possibility,

here suggested for the first time, might be a painting

of Giorgione’s Holy Family, in the collection of the

American artist, John Trumbull, and bought by him

in Pari m a collector called Rouge, and sold at the

London auction on 17 February 1797 to a Mr Knight.”

Once in Washington, the Benson Holy Family acqui
aroyal lineage, as the picture mentioned by Gustav
Waagen in his Treasures, in the collection of King
James II of England, as “Giorgione. “The Virgin and
Child, and St Joseph.” Mantuan Collection. (J., no

699).”*2 Catalogues of the Kress Collection, and of

mily in Washington 19

f Art,

Washington, have continually assumed that an early

the Italian paintings in the National Gallery
provenance for the painting was possibly the British
collection.” Yet this must be refuted as there

1s no trace of a Holy Family by Giorgione in the
earlier inventories of the Royal Collection, nor in the
Mantuan one.?* Nor has it proved possible to trace

a direct a chain of connection with any of the many
recorded paintings in the nineteenth century, listed

by the Getty Provenance Index, of the “Holy FFami
said to have been by Giorgione before the provenance

given by Boreniuis.

These copies on beautiful musical instruments of
great value as luxury objects, pose more questi

than might be imagined, opening up a new avenue

of enquiry about the provenance of a now celebrate
painting. Where was the Benson Holy Family in 1778
when it was copied by a luthier, in Ro Could the
same patron/musician, with a passion for Venetian

painting, have commissioned both instruments?
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