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Todini’s Golden Harpsichord Revisited

HERBERT HEYDE

he so-called “Golden Harpsichord” is the only surviving object of the

Galleria Armonica, a once private museum in Rome founded by
Michele Todini in 1650 (fig. 1a). The name Golden Harpsichord is given
to a sculptural ensemble with a single-manual, 2 x 8’ harpsichord in a
lavishly decorated case at its center. It is flanked by two sculptures repre-
senting Polyphemus and Galatea, who define the iconographic theme of
the whole work. Initially, a mechanical bagpipe, associated with Polyphe-
mus and played by a particular tastatura mounted beneath the keyboard
of the harpsichord, also was part of the ensemble. After Todini’s death
in 1690, the Galleria Armonica was transferred to the palazzo of its new
owner, Marchese Giovanni Battista Verospi. In 1690-93, the Golden
Harpsichord was redesigned, receiving its present layout with Galatea
standing sideways instead of seated in front of the harpsichord. In 1796
or shortly after, the Galleria was disposed of except for the Golden
Harpsichord that at that time lost, however, its built-in mechanical bag-
pipe. Thereafter, the Golden Harpsichord changed hands several times
and was bought in about 1864 by Comte Etienne-Gilbert-Eugéne de
Sartiges, then French ambassador to the Vatican (1864-68). After his
tenure in Rome, Sartiges took the Golden Harpsichord to Paris and ex-
hibited it a few times, first in 1872 at the South Kensington Museum in
London and then in 1878 at the World Exhibition in Paris. His heirs
showed it for the last time in 1900 at the Exposition universelle interna-
tionale in Paris, subsequently selling it to the Parisian antique dealer
Weisshaupt. Thatcher Magoun Adams in New York purchased it from
Weisshaupt in 1901-02 for his sister Mary Elizabeth Adams Brown who
provided the basis for the musical instruments collection of the Metro-
politan Museum of Art in New York.! In 1902, she added it to her dona-
tions to the Metropolitan Museum, and ever since, the Golden Harpsi-
chord has been a highlight of its Crosby Brown Collection of Musical
Instruments (accession no. 89.4.2929).

1. According to a letter of March 19, 1901, from T. M. Adams to Mary E. Brown, the
sale price was 22,500 Francs (The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, Depart-
ment of Musical Instruments, Archive [Correspondence Mary E. Brown]).

[$23



6 JOURNAL OF THE AMERICAN MUSICAL INSTRUMENT SOCIETY

After the Galleria Armonica declined, starting in 1796, the knowledge
about the Golden Harpsichord’s history faded and became steeped in
legend. Todini’s name fell into oblivion, as did the meaning of the two
main sculptures, at least in part.2 The catalog of the London exhibition
of 1872 wrote only vaguely that the sculptures would “represent allegori-
cally the power of music.”® When the Golden Harpsichord came to New
York, all knowledge sank temporarily into obscurity; the 1903 catalog of
the Crosby Brown Collection of Musical Instruments treated the sculp-
tures as unidentified and showed them assembled around the keyboard
of the harpsichord, as if they were playing music together.? The 1904 edi-
tion treated the statues even as unrelated to the harpsichord, noting that
they were made “after the style of Michael Angelo.”> Some years later,
they were detached from their rocks and placed on rectangular wooden
pedestals.® Like the London catalog cited above, the New York catalog
added a story according to which the Golden Harpsichord was once
owned by Doria Olimpia Maildachini Pamphili, the sister-in-law and fa-
mous confident of Pope Innocent X. This story, based on hearsay and
legend, first was reported in 1859 by Baron Pietro Ercole Visconti, then
the Commissario delle Antichita in Rome.” The New York catalog of
1904 embellished this legend further, however, by indicating the Golden
Harpsichord as a gift of the Pope to Doria Olimpia Pamphili. In the fol-
lowing four to five decades the positive knowledge about the Golden

2. The catalog of the 1900 Exposition universelle in Paris still identifies the two
sculptures of the Golden Harpsichord as Polyphemus and Galatea. See Musée rétrospec-
tif de la Classe 17: Instruments de musique: Matériel. Procédés et Produits a UExposition uni-
verselle internationale de 1900, a Paris. Rapport du Comité d’Installation (Paris: Exposition
universelle, 1900), 48.

3. Carl Engel, Descriptive Catalogue of the Musical Instruments in the South Kensington
Museum. Preceded by an Essay on the History of Musical Instruments (2nd ed.,
London: George E. Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1874), 352.

4. Photo see: The Metropolitan Museum of Art. The Crosby Brown Collection of Musical
Instruments of All Nations: Catalogue of Keyboard Instruments. Prepared Under the Direc-
tion, and Issued with the Authorization, of the Donor [Crosby and Mary Elizabeth
Brown] (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1903), no. 89.4.2929.

5. The Metropolitan Museum of Art. The Crosby Brown Collection of Musical Instruments,
ed. 1904, 267.

6. Department of Musical Instruments, Archive, photos dated 1911; in print see
Stewart Pollens, “Michele Todini’s Golden Harpsichord: Changing Perspectives,” Music
in Art 32, 1-2 (2007): 142-144.

7. Pietro Ercole Visconti, Cembalo figurato del secolo XVII attribuito al celebre Algardi con
ornamenti di scultura e di bassorelievo in legno dorato supposto di Doria Olimpia Maildachini
Pamphyli (Rome: Tip. della Belle arti, 1859).
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Harpsichord did not increase. It went by the name “Pamphili harpsi-
chord,” even was dubbed “great gilded piano,” and was displayed both
with and without the two main sculptures.?

Research on the Golden Harpsichord got under way after 1948, when
the Museo di Venezia in Rome acquired a terracotta model that soon af-
ter became identified as related to the Golden Harpsichord. In 1954, the
director of that museum, Antonino Santangelo, published an exhibition
catalog with an entry about the model,® and in 1956 Emanuel Winter-
nitz, curator at The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, wrote an
article about the harpsichord.’® He introduced the name Golden
Harpsichord, while Todini’s original name was la macchina di Polifemo, e
Galatea (Machine of Polyphemus, and Galatea). Although the name
Golden Harpsichord refers only to its outer appearance and, therefore,
is somewhat misleading, it soon became universally adopted. Winternitz
also recovered the small book, Dichiaratione della Galleria armonica, which
Michele Todini had published in 1676 as introduction to his Galleria.!!
After Winternitz’s 1956 article, a three-decade period of silence followed
until 1988 when new interest developed. Patrizio Barbieri, with his pro-
found archival research, unearthed the related records in the archives of
Rome, added numerous details to Todini’s narrative, supplemented his
biography, and appended the names of various artists and artisans.!?
Following Barbieri’s groundbreaking work, other researchers supple-
mented knowledge about the Golden Harpsichord.!3

8. Rebecca M. Lindsey, A Brief Account of the Musical Instruments Department (New
York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2012), 45, 52. Unpublished manuscript.

9. Antonino Santangelo, Museo di Palazzo Venezia. Catalogo delle sculture (Rome: De
Luca, 1954), 93.

10. Emanuel Winternitz, “The Golden Harpsichord and Todini’s Galleria
Armonica,” Metropolitan. Museum of Art Bulletin 14, 1 (1956): 149-156. Reprinted in:
Musical Instruments and Their Symbolism in Western Art (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1967), quotations after second edition (1979), 110-114.

11. Michele Todini, Dichiaratione della Galleria armonica / Eretta in Roma / Da Michele
Todini / Piemontese di Saluzzo, nella sua habitatione, posta all’Arco della Ciambella (Rome:
Francesco Tizzoni, 1676). Reprint: Musurgiana 2 (Lucca 1988), Introduction by
Patrizio Barbieri.

12. Patrizio Barbieri, “Michele Todini’s galleria armonica: its hitherto unknown
history,” Early Music 30, 4 (November 2002): 565-582; Barbieri, “Michele Todini,”
Roma Barocca Bernini, Borromini, Pietro da Cortona, ed. by Marcello Fabiolo and Paolo
Portoesi (Milano: Electa, 2006): 304-305.

13. Stewart Pollens, “Michele Todini’s Golden Harpsichord: An Examination of the
Machine of Galatea and Polyphemus,” The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Metropolitan Mu-
seum Journal 25 (1990): 33-47; Pollens, “Michele Todini’s Golden Harpsichord:
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Despite all research, knowledge remains sketchy, and some assump-
tions are in need of revision, including the dating of the Golden Harpsi-
chord, its iconography, and the interpretation of its two protagonists,
Polyphemus and Galatea. Winternitz, who laid the foundation for the
current understanding, assumed that the iconography of Polyphemus
and Galatea was inspired by Ovid’s Metamorphoses. In that narrative
poem, Polyphemus, the savage monster, killed Galatea’s lover out of
wrath and jealousy. Winternitz saw the harpsichord first and foremost as
an instrument for making music and the statues only as decoration. He
called the whole ensemble with the harpsichord and the mechanical
bagpipe a “one-man orchestra,” or a sort of claviorganum, incorporated
in a group of sculptures. He believed that Galatea initially had a lute in
her hands, which was later lost. Imitated by the harpsichord, Galatea
would play music together with Polyphemus on the bagpipe, “thus
achieving a combination of winds and strings.”!* The current article
takes a different approach. Based on the observation that the statue of
Polyphemus represents a stately, handsome man rather than a giant
monster, and Galatea an appealing young woman rather than a callous,
frightened, and rejecting water nymph, the underlying story can be
traced to a different literary tradition: to the Idylls of the third-century
BCE Greek poet Theocritus, which tells a diverse version of the Polyphe-
mus myth. As for the dating of the Golden Harpsichord, Winternitz un-
derstood the current design with the standing Galatea as Todini’s origi-
nal version. In 2002, Barbieri gave confirming evidence that Todini’s
Galatea originally was seated in the shell and that the current standing
Galatea was a later replacement. Building on this evidence the current
article makes a case for a comprehensive redesign shortly after Todini’s
death (1690), when the Galleria Armonica was transferred to the Palazzo

Changing Perspectives,” 143-151, Maria Giulia Barberini, et al., “Model of the Todini
harpsichord,” Marvels of Sound and Beauty. Italian Baroque Musical Instruments (Florence:
Giunti, 2007), 121-126, see also Luisa Cervelli, La Galleria armonica: Catalogo del Museo
degli strumenti musicali di Roma (Roma: Istituto Poligrafico e Zecca dello Stato, 1994),
304-305; Laurence Libin, “Keyboard Instruments,” The Metropolitan Museum of Art
Bulletin 47, 1 (Summer 1989): 20-21; Libin,“The Outrageous Instruments of Michele
Todini,” unpublished lecture at Aston Magna Academy, Great Barrington (MA), 1978
(Department of Musical instruments, files); Wendy Powers, “The Golden Harpsichord
of Michele Todini (1616-1690),” Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History (New York: The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000): http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/todi
/hd_todi.htm (October 2003).
14. Winternitz, “The Golden Harpsichord and Todini’s Galleria Armonica,” 114.



TODINI’'S GOLDEN HARPSICHORD REVISITED g

Ficure 1. The Golden Harpsichord and its two models. (a) The Golden Harpsi-
chord, Rome, 1692-93. Wood, gilded and painted.The Metropolitan Museum of
Art in New York, no. 89.4.2929. Photo courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum of
Art, New York. (b) Model 2, Rome, about 1691.Terracotta. Whereabouts un-
known. Photo1930s. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Department
of Musical Instruments, Archive. Photo courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum
of Art, New York. (c) Model 1, Rome, 1690. Terracotta. Museo di Venezia, Rome,
inv. 10373. Photo permission of Museo di Venezia, Rome. See color photos p. 182.
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Verospi. A new approach to the well-known terracotta model kept in the
Museo di Venezia in Rome and the identification of a second model
make it possible to track the steps of the redesign. Other interpretations
in need of revision hold that the “machine of Polyphemus” allegedly was
an organ rank and the terracotta model a replica produced in the nine-
teenth century. Rather, it was a mechanical bagpipe, concealed in the
mountain on which Polyphemus is seated with a sculpted bagpipe in his
hands. The article reads the iconography of the frieze of the harpsi-
chord’s bentside as inspired by Loreto Vittori’s opera La Galatea (1639)
and suggests that Todini presented the Golden Harpsichord to the pub-
lic by narrating the story of Polyphemus and Galatea and by playing the
sordellina machine and harpsichord to their characterization.

Todini sided with the modern trends of his time to create crossovers
among the arts, which found its most popular expression in opera. In
the Golden Harpsichord, Todini blends visual arts, music, and instru-
ment making to form kind of a frozen opera scene. In a more general
sense, the article attempts to determine the place of the Golden Harpsi-
chord in the history of ideas and to understand the musical and artistic
ideas Todini pursued, approached from the vantage point of seventeenth-
century thinking and its intellectual and artistic currents and trends.

Who was Michele Todini?

Though the aforementioned literature provides the basic facts about
Todini’s life, here is a fresh look at it, at his character and work. Michele
Todini (Soluzzo 1616-Rome1690) was an erudite musician in Rome who
made his living first and foremost as an instrumentalist. He played dou-
ble bass, trombone, violin, organ, and other instruments in the bands of
Castel Sant’Angelo, the Campidoglio, and in the bands of Cardinal
Costaguti and the Congregazione di Santa Cecilia. In the latter he also
served for several years as guardiano (i.e., caretaker) of the musical in-
struments and in the 1670s and 80s as decano (senior musician) at the
Campidoglio.!> Moreover, Todini designed, invented, and built musical
instruments, and he was the creator of the Galleria Armonica.

15. Part of his obligation was to represent the interests of his fellow musicians and
to recommend new members for the band. On March 4, 1681, as dean of the musi-
cians of the Campidoglio, Todini and two other musicians recommended the trombon-
ist Giovanni Travagli for Supernumerary of the band. (Rare Books and Manuscripts
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Nothing is known about Todini’s youth in Saluzzo (Piedmont). He re-
counts only that he arrived in Rome as “a poor but well educated young
man in the blossom of his life,” which may have been about 1636—40, at
the age of twenty to twenty-four.1 His knowledge of Latin and music the-
ory, as well as his literacy, suggest that Todini attended school in addition
to his education as musician. He presumably had training in woodwork-
ing and making string instruments, but he did not pursue a career as in-
strument maker.!7 Beside his work as musician, he was more interested
in improving and developing instruments: “In the early years in Rome I
have built various instruments, among others two harpsichords, two vio-
lins, two violoni, further some viole da braccio; not satisfied to see them
as they were commonly made, I often managed to upgrade them.”!8
Most, if not all of them, featured gadgets or novelties. One of the two vio-
lins had five strings and a particular arrangement of the tuning pegs; the
other incorporated a piccolo violin that could be played as a second reg-
ister. One violone was a large contrabasso he himself played publicly; an-
other invention was a viola da gamba that could be played as soprano,
tenor, and bass viol “without moving the hand from the usual place on
the finger board.”!® One harpsichord with two registers had a particular
sordino-stop; the other was a cembalo triarmonico on which one could
play the three Greek genera, the enharmonic, chromatic, and diatonic
tonal systems with their respective scales. Each genus had its own set of
keys so that there were altogether 3 x 12 = 36 keys and tones to an octave.
This concept indicates that Todini’s cembalo triarmonico stood in the
tradition of the archicembalo of Nicola Vicentino (1555). None of these
instruments has survived. However, from the period after the completion
of the Galleria a pochette survives in the Museum of Musical Instru-
ments in Hamamatsu (Japan). Its label reads: “Michaele Todini fecit /
Romez Anno Domini 1679.”

J. & J. Lubrano, Great Barrington (MA). Photocopy of the autograph, ca. 1990. The
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, Department of Musical Instruments, files,
sub 89.4.2929).

16. Todini, Dichiaratione, 27, 38.

17. According to Winternitz, Todini was a maker in the first place and involved vi-
sual artists for purely artistic work such as the design of the Golden Harpsichord.

18. Todini, Dichiaratione, 78: “Hauendo, ne’primi anni che fui in Roma, fabricato
diuersi strummenti, tra gli quali due Cimbali, due Violini, due Violoni, oltre alcune
Viole da braccio, e non contendanomi vederli, come sogliono fabricarsi ordinaria-
mente; volsi in molti di quelli aggiungervi qualche cosa.”

19. Todini, Dichiaratione, 80.



























































































































































