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The revival of interest in the Classical art of gem
engraving in Renaissance Italy was preceded by
certain masters praised for their skills and talents
in this art form. The work of several of these artists
we know well, for others, only one or two secure
examples of their workmanship are identified. Of
particular obscurity is the name, Niccol6 Avanzi,

a nobleman cited by Giorgio Vasari as a Veronese
engraver of gems who later practiced his craft
privately in Rome during the first part of the 16th

century.!

Avanzi’s activity in Verona is contemporaneous with
another revered gem engraver of that city and era

of whom a satisfying amount is known: Galeazzo
Mondella (called Moderno). Vasari notes that both
Moderno and Avanzi were teachers of the celebrated
gem engraver, Matteo del Nassaro, also of Verona and

later active in France.?

Avanzi’s activity in Rome certainly post-dates
previous masters practicing in that city, namely
Paolo Giordano and Giuliano di Scipione Amici, both

of whom executed intaglio portraits of Pope Paul

Il during the third quarter of the 15th century.? In
the tradition of Amici, noted as a dealer and scholar
of antiquities, we might find a similar aptitude in
Avanzi whom Ernst Kris noted was appreciated

for his knowledge of classical art and abilities as a

restorer of antique gems.*

Unlike his contemporary, Moderno, of which a
plethora of works are known—mostly preserved
as bronze cast plaquettes—only two inventions by
Avanzi are known through documentary sources,

both presumed lost.

According to Vasari, Avanzi’s most celebrated work
is a scene of the Nativity of Christ in lapis lazuli,
described in scale as 'three fingers in breadth’

and featuring many figures. The work was sold to
Elisabetta Gonzaga, the Duchess of Urbino and great

patron of the arts.”

Not well noted in literature are a series of letters
exchanged between Avanzi and Elisabetta’s sister-
in-law, another of the great Renaissance art patrons,

Isabella d’Este, the Marchioness of Mantua.
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Fig. 01 - Adoration of the Magi, engraved jasper, once suggested as by Niccol6 Avanzi, ca. 1500 (left, Munich Numismatic Collections;
Adoration of the Magi (obv.) and Chrismon (rev.), engraved cornelian, once suggested as by Niccolé Avanzi, ca. 1500 (Hermitage

Museum, Russia)

In August of 1512 Isabella had asked Avanzi to visit
her in Mantua to retouch a carved emerald of Christ
at Calvary he had presumably made and sold to her.
Avanzi was unable to visit her in Mantua® so she
instead had the emerald delivered to him directly.”
The following month, Avanzi completed the work
and had his assistant or pupil at-that-time, Nassaro,
hand deliver the retouched work to Isabella, of which
she commented it being ‘ever made so beautifully’®
We might presume here that Isabella’s acquaintance
with Nassaro would later lead to her subsequent
purchase of a masterful Deposition Nassaro would

execute in mottled jasper.®

In the early 20th century a jasper intaglio, three-
fingers wide, of the Adoration of the Magi in the
Munich Numismatic Collections was first suggested

as a possible work by Avanzi by Kris (fig. o1, left)."

As aresult of Kris’ observations, a double-sided
carnelian intaglio at the Hermitage Museum,
featuring a scene of the Adoration of the Magi on
one side and a cross with a Chrismon above on the
other," was subsequently suggested also as a possible
work by Avanzi (fig. o1, center)."” Serena Franzon has
noted that the atypical use of the Chrismon on an
early 16th century work of Italian artwork suggests
the maker was referencing a late antique period

artifact (fig. o1, right).”

This and the Hermitage cornelian appear indeed

by the same hand, as agreed also by Franzon, but
the present author notes the lack of virtuosity
tantamount to the praise of Vasari and the expense
of Elisabetta Gonzaga, suggesting instead these two
carved gems are the work of a lesser qualified hand

and not that of a noted master like Avanzi.
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Fig. 02 - Engraved depiction of a cameo of Alexander the Great from the collection of Anton Maria Zanetti, 1750, published in Le

gemme antiche di Anton Maria Zanetti (left); a lapis lazuli cameo of Alexander the Great, 16th century, here suggested as possibly by

Niccolé Avanzi (right; Cabinet de médailles, Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris, France)

While these two initial objects are a cautious though
interesting first attempt at recognizing Avanzi’s
work there is yet another object noted at the turn-
of-the-19th century which Jacopo Morelli recalled in
his brief discussion of Avanzi: a cameo of Alexander
the Great in the early 18th century collection of
Anton Maria Zanetti,"* which seems to have been
overlooked for the last two centuries in publications
concerning brief biographies on the history of
Renaissance glyptic artists, which chiefly opted only

to recite Vasari’s comments about Avanzi.
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In the catalog of Zanetti’s collection, the Alexander
cameo is noted as work by Avanzi, and one that
had been prized by its previous owner, the famous
Venetian collector, ‘His Excellency Zaccaria
Sagredo.” The cameo was one of thirteen gems
Zanetti had acquired from Sagredo’s heirs in
Venice.'® Sagredo’s collection had been formed
during the 17th century and although developed
perhaps a century after Avanzi’s lifetime, it could
be presumed his execution of such a cameo was
remembered in association with his fine reputation

and workmanship.
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Seemingly unbeknownst to modern scholarship,
this gem might possibly survive in the Cabinet de
médailles at the Bibliothéque Nationale in France
(BNF) (fig. 02, right and cover).” While Anton
Francesco Gori, in cataloging Zanetti’s collection,
does not mention the type of stone in which the
Alexander is carved, it is perhaps not coincidental
that it is executed in lapis lazuli which may have
been a favored precious stone employed in Avanzi’s

productions.

In the late 19th century, Vincenzo Lazari, former
director of the Museo Correr, believed he had
identified this cameo from Zanetti’s collection in

the museum’s own inventory. The Correr cameo,
also another lapis lazuli of Alexander, which Lazari
believed was instead a depiction of Athena, is 6

X 4 cm in size and is set in a gold mount with the
inscription, UNUS NON SUFFICIT ORBIS, on its
reverse.”® However, Gabriella Tassinari recently
doubts the possibility this cameo could be Zanetti’s
original, noting that a quantity of homogeneous
examples of this type exist and are datable to the
16th and 17th century.”® While such skepticism ought
equally be applied to the BNF cameo of Alexander, it
would seem the majority of these modest and later
lapis lazuli productions cited by Tassinari were often
weak in quality, like that of another lapis lazuli

of Alexander, or Minerva, in the BNF collections,
which she cites (fig. 03).* Further, the 17th century
enameled gold mount given to the BNF cameo would

indicate a prized work of notable quality.**
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Fig. 03 - An anonymous lapis lazuli cameo of Alexander the
Great or Minerva, 16th/17th century (Cabinet de médailles,
Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris, France)

It is not known when or how the Alexander cameo
entered the BNF collections,” but we might assume
it could have been acquired between 1753-95 when
Abbé Barthélemy was actively curating the collection
that would develop into the Cabinet de médailles

at the BNF.** For example, in 1755 Barthélemy
traveled to Italy with the intent of acquiring ancient
coins for Louis XV’s collection® and we are aware
Zanetti was already actively selling objects from his
collection between 1750—67.26 A cameo, once prized
in the collection of Sagredo, could have made for a

tantalizing acquisition.

Michael Riddick - RenBronze.com



There are several further reasons to suggest the BNF
cameo is the same as that belonging to Zanetti’s
collection. The profile of the cameos depicted in
Zanetti’s collection appear to vary from their original
gem counterparts. For example, the engraving of a
cameo, once thought to depict Phocione,” is right-
facing, in agreement with its original counterpart
which survives in the British Museum.?® However,
the engraving of a cameo depicting Antinous,* is
right-facing, unlike the original which faces left and
survives in the Getty Museum®* as well as that of

a left-facing Matidia,* whose original in a private
collection, faces right.>* We may assume the same
is the case with the present depiction of Alexander

whose engraved representation (fig. 02, left) faces

left®® while the presumed BNF original faces right.

There are apparently some sketches by Zanetti’s
hand at the Museo Correr which served as a point-of-
reference for the engravings in the 1750 publication
of his collection, yet unobserved or located by the
present author. They would certainly provide further
insight into the working process for translating

the images of the original gems into the engraved
copies executed by anonymous assistants under his
direction. Nonetheless, there are certain liberties
taken with regard to the representation of the gems,
notably the presence of their original mounts is
omitted in lieu of a generic formula that serves to
offer a consistency of representation that edifies the
gems themselves rather than their individualized
mounts. There are also certain discrepancies in

the representation of the cameos. For example,

the depiction of Phocione is set in a larger negative
space, inconsistent with the original, in order to
center the profile of the bust. The engraving also
lacks the visceral depth-of-carving of the original
whose wrinkles are significantly expressed, opting for
a more classicized representation. The subject’s nose
is also Romanized in a manner inconsistent with the
original gem. More excessive liberties appear to have
been taken with the representation of Alexander

the Great in which a focale is incorporated in the
foreground that runs along Alexander’s cuirass.

This addition may have been with the intent to add
perspectival depth to what would have otherwise
translated in too flat a representation. Also lacking is
any representation of the inscription: AAEEANAPOX
running along its margin, certainly referenced
already in Gori’s cataloging of the gem.>* However,
the inscription may have been intentionally omitted
in the engraving in favor of edifying the sculptural
quality of the cameo itself. The same is true of the
depiction of Antinous which likewise omits the
feature of a fragmentary inscription: ANT, along its
lower margin. As Tassinari has already noted, while
Zanetti oversaw the production of the engravings for
the book, their translation in engraved form was still
subject to the personal interpretation or style of the
anonymous engravers charged with executing them,
also taking into consideration the manner of the

period.”

If the Alexander cameo is indeed a rare survival of
Avanzi’s workmanship, we may presume to witness

his manner translated in the work of his pupil,
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Fig. 04 - A chalcedony cameo portrait, 1515 (left) and an agate-onyx cameo portrait, ca. 1540 (right), of King Francis I, attributed to

Matteo del Nassaro (Cabinet de médailles, Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris, France / note: this visual comparison is not-to-scale)

Nassaro. As evident in the letters between Avanzi
and Isabella, we observe Nassaro was actively serving
alongside Avanzi during the 1510s, a period leading
up to his subsequent activity in France under the
patronage of King Francis | sometime after mid-
September 1515.3° An early chalcedony cameo
portrait bust of Francis I (fig. o4, left), and again

a later, more mature in-style, agate-onyx cameo
portrait of that same king, ca. 1540, (fig. 04, right)
are both considered works by Nassaro.?” Although
an adequate comparison of these works against the
Alexander cameo—all in such small scale—is by
no means adequate evidence, we may still observe
a superficial likeness among them. Most notable is

their standard feature of profile portraiture in low

Toward an opus of Niccol6 Avanzi, gem engraver
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relief featuring attire inspired by classical antiquity.
Each cuirass features either the face of a winged
cherub or medusa, almost naive in realization, and
the faces are articulated softly with reasonable skill
and volume while the ears are more simplified in

their rendering.

While a firm attribution of the BNF cameo to
Avanzi is speculative, it perhaps remains the closest
possibility to any known surviving work by that

celebrated engraver of gems.

Whereas a quantity of lost original compositions
by later gem engravers like Valerio Belli, Giovanni

Bernardi and Annibale Fontana are known by
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intaglio depicting a Sacrifice to Janus that appears
on the reverse of two rare medals and is known
by only a few bronze cast examples;*® or that of a
cameo depicting the Entry into the Ark, formerly
in the collection of Lorenzo de’ Medici;*® and that
of a Roman sardonyx cameo, from the 1st century
AD, portraying a draped bust of Julio-Claudian
Prince reproduced as a singularly known bronze

plaquette.*®

One particular outlier in the scholarship of
plaquettes could be an Adoration of the Shepherds
(fig. 05), precisely three-fingers in breadth, and
while not a Nativity scene, as described by Vasari,
could have been a pendant work unless Vasari
misidentified the subject.* The notion that Avanzi's

works could have been preserved in bronze is not

far removed when considering his Veronese peer,

Fig. 05 - A gilt bronze plaquette of the Adoration of the
Shepherds, frequently attributed to Giovanni Bernardi and

Moderno, regularly and serially reproduced his
.. . 42 :

here suggested as possibly after Niccolé Avanzi (?), ca. 1500 own compositions in bronze.*” There are certain

(Saint Louis Art Museum) characteristics of this Adoration scene that suggest

the hand of a cameo portrait carver, notably the

preserved reproductions in bronze, cast both feature of all characters in profile save for the
contemporaneously and later—in the form of child Christ who is depicted in a three-quarters
plaquettes—we could equally speculate if the perspective, perhaps to draw attention to his primary
remnant of Avanzi’s praised Nativity composition— role in the scene.

an object whose repute and purchase by an

important patron—could warrant its potential Charles Fortnum was the first scholar to discuss the

preservation in this form. Adoration plaquette, originally believing it to be a
Florentine work from the second-half of the 15th

In some cases, rare outliers exist for gems known by century® and later adjusting his calculation to an

reproductions in bronze like that of a rock crystal attribution with Belli, ca. 1500-20,* following after
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Bertrand Jestaz and Douglas Lewis have separately
noted the composition was probably not by Belli

or Bernardi.*® Not noted in published literature

is Lewis’ condemnation of the relief as a possible
pastiche from the first half of the 18th century
although certain evidently old and later debased
versions of the plaquette seem to counter this
notion.” Jestaz, however, suggested it was possibly
made by an early follower of Belli influenced by
Perugino or Pinturicchio.” Jestaz’s reconciliation to
an artist near to Belli was motivated by its similarities
with Belli’s plaquette of the same subject,> although
Valentino Donati has alternatively pointed out a
singular work by Bernardi that is likewise similar,”®
in addition to a carved rock crystal of the Adoration
commissioned by Cardinal Ludovico II Torres for
the Chapel of San Castrense executed by Muzio
Zagaroli, once a pupil and collaborator of Bernardi’s

(fig. 06).>* Contrarily, it is reasonable to suggest

Fig. 06 - An engraved rock crystal of the Adoration by Muzio Avanzi’s presumed composition—noted already by

Zagaroli, early 16th century (Museo Diocesano Monreale) Middeldorf as too antiquated for Bernardi’s oeuvre—
might instead be an altogether earlier work than

) o ) ) any of these comparable examples and perhaps even
Emilé Molinier’s assessment of the relief.*> Wilhelm
) ) 6 serving as potential inspiration for these later works
von Bode next assigned the relief to Bernardi*’, a

) ) ) cited by Donati.
notion subsequently followed in plaquette literature,

with exception of Ulrich Middeldorf who—while
) o ) ) The present author follows Jestaz and Lewis in

accepting the attribution—noted its design was

dissuading an attribution of this plaquette to Belli or

perhaps too antiquated for Bernardi.*’ In most
) Bernardi and it is not the first time this author has

current literature, Jeremy Warren, with caution, has

) L 8 relocated a long-standing attribution to Bernardi

cited this relief as ‘probably by’ Bernardi.*

in regard to another plaquette of the Adoration

which was evidently executed instead by Matthuas

Wallbaum of Germany.”
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Fig. 07 - Bronze plaquette of the Adoration of the Shepherds by Galeazzo Mondella (called Moderno), b. 1494, (left; AD&A Museum);
Adoration of the Magi by Liberale da Verona (right; Cattedrale di Santa Maria Matricolare, Verona)

A comparable point-of-reference for the present with the date, 1494, on its reverse (fig. 08).5° These
composition could be Avanzi’s Veronese peer, additions appear to have been made in the original
Moderno, whose probably earlier Adoration of the wax model, albeit taken from an already weakened
Shepherds (fig. 07, left) has been assessed as realized cast. The quality of the bronze, perhaps closer to
during the 1490s.5° A possible terminus ante quem for bell metal, could suggest it was a model kept at a
Moderno’s composition could be further suggested provincial foundry although it shouldn’t be ruled out
by an example of the plaquette®” —not yet noted in that it’s a much later aftercast, potentially intending
literature—which features the name “Moderno,” and to appear old.

the letter “M” in the upper register of the relief, along
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Fig. 08 - A bell metal (?) plaquette of the Adoration of the
Shepherds by Moderno, dated 1494 (private collection)

One could implicitly assume, based on Vasari’s
account, that Avanzi’s celebrated work, was

made sometime after Moderno’s suite of religious
plaquettes and likewise made while he was still
active in Verona sometime just before his subsequent

activity in Rome, probably right around 1500.°

Toward an opus of Niccol6 Avanzi, gem engraver
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Moderno's Adoration and the Adoration here
suggested as possibly by Avanzi, both appear
influenced by the strata of Veronese art during

the 15th century. For example, Stefano da Verona’s
Adoration of the Magi, painted in 1434, influences
these compositions with a late Gothic sentiment
(fig. 09, left).®® Another close source for these
compositions is a sketch for the Adoration of the
Magi by Jacopo Bellini (fig. 09, right).®" A possible
further variation on this subject by Bellini may also
have provided additional references like those from
late a series of lost paintings he made on biblical
themes, realized in 1465 for the Scuola Grande

di San Giovanni Evangelista and in 1466 for the
Scuola di San Marco in Venice.® However, insofar
as Moderno’s composition is concerned, the present
author also suggests a more immediate influence
in Liberale da Verona’s Adoration of the Magi at the
Cattedrale di Santa Maria Matricolare in Verona
whose crowded composition and figural approach
appears to inform the intensity of Moderno’s version

of the subject (fig. 07, right).

As regards the Adoration here proposed as possibly
Avanzi’s invention, an influence from Altichiero da
Zevio’s late 14th century representation of the subject

appears to be a potential influence (fig. 10, left).®

Both artists include in their compositions, the
African king, dubbed Balthazar, who began
appearing in Renaissance art during the last quarter
of the 15th century. One such crowned king is

featured in Girolamo da Santacroce’s later Adoration
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Fig. 09 - Adoration of the Magi by Stefano da Verona, 1434 (left; Pinacoteca di Brera, Milan); sketchbook scene of the Adoration of
the Magi by Jacopo Bellini, late 15th century (Louvre, Paris)

Fig. 10 - Fresco o

the Three Kings by Girolamo da Santacroce, ca. 1525-30 (right; Walters Art Museum)
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Fig. 11 - A bronze incuse matrix plaquette of the Adoration of

the Shepherds frequently attributed to Giovanni Bernardi and
here suggested as possibly after Niccold Avanzi (?), ca. 1500
(Museo Correr, Venice)

of the Three Kings, ca. 1525-30, being not far removed

from Avanzi’s presumed invention, and similarly
portraying a prostrate elder king and similarly

characterized child Christ (fig. 10, right).

Beyond the suggestion of a Veronese origin for the
Adoration plaquette, there is also evidence for the
intended serial reproduction of the composition
which is observed in two incuse matrices of the
relief preserved in the Museo Bottacin® and at
the Museo Correr in Venice (fig. 1),% % albeit in

rectangular form. It is doubtful these were used for

Toward an opus of Niccolo Avanzi, gem engraver
of the late Quattrocento and early Cinquecento

13

making further bronze casts, as noted by Lewis,”’
and no rectangular casts are known to have survived
that would have used either of these moulds as their
master.®® Alternatively, they may have been used

to produce examples in cartapesta or stucco, for
setting into frames and employed for purposes of
private devotion. All such possible examples appear
to be lost-to-time. However, such rarities do exist,
known by the preservation of two additionally rare
plaquettes of the 15th century that are known to have

been reproduced this way.*®

Notably, however, a very fine blue glass example of
the composition uniquely survives at the National
Gallery of Art (NGA) (fig. 12). The object’s age is
questionable but it remains not without reason that
a colored blue glass example could have been made
at the end of the Quattrocento, not unlike how
Donatello’s Chellini Madonna bronze matrix, ca.
1450,”° was employed for casting glass reproductions
of the relief (fig. 13).”" Such a survival would be
incredibly scarce although Charles Avery and
Anthony Radcliffe have previously brought attention
to a rare blue glass example of a Riccio plaquette that

seems to have survived.””

Verona’s day-long journey to Murano may have
prompted an artist like Avanzi, who, in passing
through Padua, could have encountered glass cast
examples of Donatello’s composition. If the NGA
example is a modern production, it poses a challenge
on account if it’s remarkable fidelity, which would

indicate its facture from a contemporary or perfect
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Fig. 12 - A blue glass plaquette of the
Adoration of the Shepherds, frequently
attributed to Giovanni Bernardi and
here suggested as possibly after Niccold
Avanzi (?), ca. 1500 (National Gallery of
Art, Washington DC)
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cast or mould of the relief, none of which appear to carved stone which may one day come to light and to
have survived.” In fact, the use of dark blue glass help bring awareness to one of the great intagliatori
may have been intended to imitate lapis lazuli. of their time, and one whom Vasari notes, ‘executed

cameos, cornelians and other stones taken to various
Unfortunately, while this entire analysis on Avanzi’s Princes.”™
production can only remain speculative, it is the

hope of the present author that such an assessment

With thanks to Hadrien J. Rambach
for his feedback and references.

may be impetus for future analysis of other works in

Fig. 09 - Bronze matrix of the Chellini Madonna by Donatello, ca. 1450; modern Murano reproduction (using Renaissance period
techniques) of the Chellini Madonna by Donatello in colored blue glass (left and right; Victoria & Albert Museum, London)
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