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Family Values Workshop

From the 30th to the 31st of October 2009, the University of Warwick was host to the seminar entitled Family Values: Locating the Family in the Early Modern Italian Workshop. Supported by the Andrew Mellon Foundation and the Newberry Center for Renaissance Studies, the sessions were organised by Drs Victoria Avery and Louise Bourdua of the university’s History of Art department. The workshop attracted a number of doctoral students and young scholars from Britain and Italy, with a number of Americans attached to British academic institutions also in attendance. The specialisms of the attendees presented quite a range; the patronage of Italian artists by the kings and queens of Tudor England; Early Modern Scandinavian history; artistic exchange between Medieval Venice and the Dalmatian coast and Neo-gothic country houses of nineteenth-century Britain. All participants though were attracted by the intercultural and interdisciplinary opportunities provided by the session’s topics.


The workshop itself was comprised of a number of seminars and complementary fieldtrips to see objects in situ. The first day provided a special treat; not only a paper about the history of the Cosmati floors presented by Fabio Massaccesi of the University of Bologna, but also the opportunity to hear about the technical aspects of the floors themselves. Nicholas Hague, a sculptor who worked with Westminster Abbey on the conservation of their own Cosmati floor, brought a number of his tools and materials to illustrate his discussion of the technicalities associated with producing such a complex piece of public sculpture, a rare thing for scholars more comfortable with pens than chisels. Victoria Avery’s paper on the bronze sculptor Francesco Fanelli opened up discussion amongst the participants regarding the trends in patronage of foreign artistic families in early modern England, especially the debate as to whether or not patrons ultimately demanded quality or cache from their investments.


The participants also enjoyed a trip to St Mary’s church in Warwick, to see the Beauchamp chapel, one of the most costly and elegant commissions of its day beyond the circle of Royal patronage. This was a fabulous taster before our excursion to Westminster abbey the following day. On this occasion, and guided by Philip Lindley of Leicester University we enjoyed privileged access into the grilled tomb of Henry VII and his wife, Margaret of York, produced by Pietro Torrigiani and one of the earliest examples of Italian Renaissance bronze work in the country. The contrast between the simplicity of the tomb’s classicizing elements with the elaborate gothic architecture of the Abbey was breathtaking. The group were also allowed to spend time around the tomb of Edward the Confessor, another opportunity to continue the Cosmati discussion from the day before but with the added pleasure of referring to the objects themselves, rather than a slide. The day ended in the Rolls Chapel, where Philip Lindley gave a final presentation on another tomb by Torrigiani, this time in terracotta rather than bronze. Again, the discussion picked up on themes noted the previous day, on this occasion why the sixteenth-century lawyers of London would and would not choose the obviously alien style of Renaissance Italy to adorn their tombs, even if Torrigiani had received such impressive Royal patronage.


Thanks must be extended to the preparation and hard work of Drs Avery and Bourdua, as well as Dr. Philip Lindley and the guides of Westminster Abbey, without whose resilience we would never have survived a busy Saturday afternoon in one of Britain’s most popular tourist attractions! Intellectually and socially the seminar was a valuable and stimulating opportunity for young scholars to peer over the parapet of their own topics and engage in wider debates and themes. We are extremely grateful for the support provided by the Andrew Mellon Foundation and the Newberry Center for Renaissance Studies, and look forward to continuing the discussions in March when the second part of Family Values takes place in Venice. 
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