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Evaristo Baschenis was the greatest still life painter in 17th century
Italy.” Born in Bergamo, in the northern Italian region of Lombardy, he
studied the local realist still life painting tradition that had emerged from
the end of the 16th century onwards, along with those of Caravaggio and
his followers. He made his name by painting still lifes featuring musical
instruments, characterized by a unique sense of refinement and stillness
amidst strictly geometrically arranged compositions. His clients were the
aristocrats and wealthy merchants of Bergamo and surrounds. Although
his name did not reach broader international fame during his own
lifetime, his still lifes exerted such a tremendous influence in Lombardy
that his student Bartolomeo (1639 —-1688) and his son Bonaventura
(1663 —-1718) Bettera and others continued to create the same type of still
lifes well into the 18th century. Roberto Longhi, a major 20th-century
Italian art historian, praised Baschenis for his extremely objective
rendering of the exterior of objects, all while successfully imbuing them
with a sense of melancholic lyricism. He called the painter “a home-
grown Vermeer sacrificing himself in the provinces.”

This work is an extremely high-quality example of his typical subject
matter, still life with musical instruments, and the scholar Bertelli has
dated it to the latter half of the 1660s, a time which spans the mid to late
period of his oeuvre (Exh. Cat., Bergamo, 1996). This work has been well
known in the literature from the latter half of the 20th century onwards,
and was also shown in exhibitions in Japan, with its attribution never
questioned. A table covered by a bright red damask cloth is positioned in
an interior setting, with a lute, mandolin, spinet, violin, guitar, two pieces
of music and several books arranged on the table.? The initials “M + H”
are inscribed on rump of the upside-down lute. These initials are said to

be those of Michael Hartung, a German-born musical instrument maker



active in Padua and Venice.¥

At first this group of instruments appears to be randomly placed, but
in fact they fan out to the right from the head of the lute glimpsed in
the background. The dark green curtain quietly reinforces the diagonal
line from the lower right to upper left, running parallel to the instrument
placement.” The ingenuity underpinning this complex arrangement of
instruments, the mastery of perspectival methods which allows their
clever arrangement within three dimensional space, and his superb ability
to accurately render those forms, clearly separate Baschenis from other,
more decorative still life painters.®)

Musical instruments were frequently depicted given their meaning
as symbols of pleasure or vanitas. Such meaning also runs as a basso
continuo in Baschenis’ still lifes. As has been frequently indicated, the
dust on the lute that projects in trompe-I oeil fashion from the table edge,
is clearly a symbol of passing time.” The illusionistic finger marks on
that dust can also be interpreted as the imprint of a human existence,
particularly the human attachment to the present-day world, seeking to
stop the flow of time. The moral being just as dust will fly away when
blown, no matter how much one grasps at worldly desires, human life
is evanescent. That dust also teaches us that the musical instruments
depicted are not simply a faithful reproduction of objects placed before
the painter’s eyes. That is because strangely enough there is no dust on
the other instruments, and to the best of my knowledge, Baschenis only
painted dust on one instrument in each composition, most often the lute.
In other words, no matter how “real” that dust appears, it is also the
imprimatur of the artist’s creativity, standing as proof that the painting is
a fiction that Baschenis himself has created.

At some point in the past, this painting was folded about 1/8 from the
right, in other words, just at the edge of where the motifs are included in
the composition. According to Rosci, this painting was originally one of
a pair (Rosci 1985, p. 81, n. 41, 96x120 cm), both formerly in the Moroni
family in Bergamo, and possibly this adjustment was made so that it
would match the size of the narrower pair work (Rosci 1985). Both Rosci
(1985) and Angelini (1946) reproduce photographs of the work in this
smaller, changed state. Today the work has been restored to its original
width, but the vertical fold can be confirmed on the surface, and under
ultraviolet light, the traces of restoration can be seen across that fold.
Other than that area, the original painting layer of this work is extremely
well preserved. Compared to other examples of this same kind of
brocade, the color of the green curtain is darker and sunken, with shading
flattened, and the yellow ochre color in the embroidery somewhat lost.
The painting was re-lined and given a new stretcher when it was returned
to its original size during the latter half of the 20th century.

Since the NMWA had previously never owned an Italian still life
painting, an opportunity to introduce the public to this truly rich genre
through an important work by a major painter was long overdue. In
that regard Baschenis headed our desirable list, and it is extremely
meaningful that we were able to acquire one of his masterpieces. The
NMWA collection of still life paintings can thus be said to have rapidly
matured through the acquisition of this work and last year’s acquisition
of the Spanish painter Juan van der Hamen y Leon’s Still Life with Basket
of Fruit and Game Fowl (P.2014—0002). (Yusuke Kawase)

Notes

1) Wittkower stated that Baschenis was “probably Italy’s greatest still
life painter.” R. Wittkower, Art and Architecture in Italy 1600 to 1750,
Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, 1958, p. 227.

2) Quoted in Salerno, 1984, p. 153.
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3)

4)

5)

6)

The identification of the instruments follows that made by Rosci (Rosci
1985, p. 82).

G. Ferraris and F. Gallini, “Guida all’identificazione degli strumenti,”
in Rosci 1985, pp. 187, 188. Lutes bearing the same initials appear on
occasion in other works by Baschenis. For example, see the work in a
private collection in Bergamo that shows the same lute facing upwards on
the same bright red damask cloth. (Rosci 1985, p. 81, no. 39, ill. color, p.
46, ill. b/w, p. 129, no. 1).

There are at least two works that resemble this one, though they are both
in square format with the sides of the composition cut off. (Rosci 1985,
p. 84, no. 66, ill. p. 129, no. 2; Rosci, 1985, p. 81, no. 40, ill. p. 129, no.
3). Baschenis produced many variations of a single composition, and
according to Rosci, the painter created the NMWA work by expanding
these square compositions.

For example, see Spike’s discussion, Spike 1984 p. 74.

For example, see Salerno’s discussion, Salerno 1984 p. 153.



