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The Organ with Paper Pipes of the Correr Museum 
in Venice: a Review and New Insights* 

EMANUELE MARCONI AND JEAN-PHILIPPE ECHARD 

Introduction 

In 2007, the Direzione Regiona/,e began a series of studies on the musical 
instruments in the Correr Museum in Venice, whose main aim was the 

preservation of the collection. 1 In 2011 a joint project was set up be­
tween the Italian Ministry for Cultural Heritage and the Musee de la 
Musique, for organological and scientific studies on selected instruments 
of the collection. This included the organ with paper pipes dated 1494, 
made in Venice by Lorenzo Gusnasco "da Pm~a" (fig. la, lb, le). 

This instrument is remarkable for several reasons. First of all, it is one 
of the rare instruments that have survived from the late fifteenth cen­
tury. Secondly, it bears the signature of "Laurentius Papiensis" (i.e., 
Lorenzo Gusnasco). The relatively numerous historical sources on his 

>:=The present article is Lhe resulL of the collaboration between the Direzione 
Regionale /Ja i Beni Culturali e Paesaggislici della Lombardia, a regional department of the 
Italian Ministry of Cu ltural Heritage and the Research & Conservation Laboratory of 
the 1\1usf!e dt! la musique in Paris. The authors would like to thank the fo llowing people: 
Camillo Tonini, responsible of the Historical Collections of the Fondazion e Musei 
Civici d i Venezia for granting access to th e instrument and the files of the Curatorial 
Departeme nt, and for his enthusiastic support of this research, Stefano Musso (Biblio­
teca Fondazione Musei Torino), Piero Lucchi (direttore Biblioteca Museo Coner), 
Alfredo Vitolo (Museo Internazionale e Biblioteca della Musica di Bologna), Chiara 
Pancino (Biblioteca Conservatorio Venezia), Franco Rossi (Archivio di Sta to Venezia) 
for their kind collaboration, Franco Zanini, Nicola Sodini and Lucia Mancini (Elettra 
Sincrotrone, Trieste) for the X-ray tomographic experiments carried out on the organ 
pipes, Beatrice Bentivogli o-Ravasio (D irezione Regionale per i Be ni Cu lturali e 
Paesaggistici della Lombardia), Stephane Vaiedelich (head of the laboratory, Musee de 
la musique, Paris) and the France Culture agency for their support. 

1. This program is financed by the J\llaratonarle project, promoted by the Italian 
Ministry for Cultural Heritage and Activities and has seven different Ita lian historical 
sites or collections to protect. Presently, the J\1ara.lonarte project has e nabl ed a first 
phase of studies that involves the digitization of the a rchives, the creation of a database 
(containing all the previous information about the co llection) and the filling out of 
th e cond ition reports. It has also enabled experiments in new non-invasive diagnostic 
techniques working with the Sincrolrone Elettra Center in Trieste. 
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life provide an almost unique description of an instrument-maker living 
in Venice around 1500. He was part of the cultural life of the time and 
associated with artists as Leonardo, Mantegna, Bellini, and Perugino; 
furthermore, his correspondence with Isabella d'Este, the Marquise in 
Mantua is well known.2 Finally, the material used to make the pipes of 
the instrument-paper-is extremely rare in historical organs. The only 
other known organ with paper pipes that is extant is a German 
seventeenth-century (1627?) positive organ attributed to Gottfried 
Frizsche in Dresden.3 There is also a marquetry work dated 1476 in 
the Ducal Palace in Urbino, which shows an organ said to be "da carta" 
(i.e., having paper pipes), and which bears the name of "Ivhani 
Castelano" (Giovanni Castellano), an instrument maker who built an 
organ with paper pipes for Lorenzo the Magnificent.4 

In the fifteenth century, there were many experiments with the mate­
rials for organ pipes. Not only various metals (gold, silver, and lead) but 
also alabaster, marble, wood, and paper were used to build organ pipes.5 

2. Their correspondence is almost entirely preserved in the Mantuan archives, and 
a large part of it is published. Cf., Clifford M. Brown, Isabella d'Este and Lorenzo da 
Pavia: Documents for the History of Art and Culture in Renaissance 1\1.antua (Gen eve: Droz, 
1982); Jennifer M. Fletcher, "Isabella d'Este and Giovanni Bellini's 'Presepio,'" The 
Burlington Magazine 113, no. 825 (1971): 703-13; "Carteggio Isabella d'Este - Lorenzo 
da Pavia (1496-1515)," http://aiter.unipv.it/lettura/lL/. 

3. Penelope Gouk, "Meeting Report: Musical Instruments Technology in I 7th 
Century England," FoMRHI Quarterly Quarterly No. 63 (April 1991): pp. 33-35. The 
120 pipes of this organ are made of paper. This organ is now part of the collection of 
the Victoria and Albert Museum, London (inv. num. 2:1 to 3-1867). 

4. The shape of the mouths of the pipes represented on the Urbino marquetry are 
quite similar to the Correr organ paper pipes. The Urbino marquetry is discussed in 
Pier Paolo Donati, "Nuovi Documenti sulle misure delle canne ad anima nell'arte orga­
naria dell primo Rinascimento in Toscana," in Restauro, conservaz.ione e recupero di antichi 
strumenti musicali (Firenze: Leo S. Olschki, 1986), 46-50; Ibid. and in Pier Paolo 
Donati, "1470-1490: Organi di Cartone degli studioli <lei principi," in La musica a 
Firenze al tempo di Lorenzo fl Magnifico (Firenze: Olschki, 1993), 275-80; and mentioned 
in Nicoletta Guidobaldi, "La musique du prince : figures et themes musicaux dans 
l'imaginaire de cour au XVe siecle,'' Medievales, no. 32 (1997): 59-75. It is also worth 
mentioning here Verbeek's recent analysis of the clavichord represented in the Urbino 
intarsia, in particular dealing with temperament and pitch. See: Pierre Verbeek, "The 
Urbino Clavichord revisited," De Clavicordio X. Proceedings of the Tenth International 
Clavichord Symj1osium, Magnano, 2012, B. Brauch Ii, A. Caiazzo, J. Ward ma. eds. 
(Magnano: Musica Antica a Magnano, 20!2): 205-24. 

5. Emilio Haraszty, "L'organo di Mattia Corvino nel Museo Correr di Venezia," 
Archivio di scienze, lettere ed arti delta societlt italo-ungheresee Mallia Corvino. SujJ/Jlemenlo a 
Cornina Rassegna Jtalo-ungheme II, no. II (1940). This has also been published later in 
French, Emilio Haraszty, "A propos de !'argue de Mathias Corvin du Musee Correr, 
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This probably explains why many organ makers and scholars have been 
interested in this instrument and why there have been so many studies 
and publications since the end of nineteenth century.6 The documents 
related to the Correr organ can be placed in three groups: 

(a) primary or direct sources me ntioning the organ, for example: the corre­
spondence between Lorenzo Gusnasco and Isabella d'Este, Sansovino's 
accounts of Venetian life in the e nd of the sixteenth century, references 
in newspapers , etc. 

(b) published works that report studies or views on the Correr organ's his­
tory, its firnctioning, and the cultural context at the time of its making 
and use 

,i Venise," L'Orgue 46 (I 948): 7-17; Patrizio Barbieri, "Alchemy, Symbolism and 
Aristotelian Acoustic in Medieval Organ-pipe Technology," The O,gan Yearbooh, 
no. XXX (2001 ): 7-39. "Manufacturing porcelain pipes is particularly difficult since 
you not only have to construct a ceramic mould for each single pipe but also maste r 
the problem of possible shrinkage and changes in shape of the porcelain during the 
process of drying and firing. It had been tried around 1730 and later in 1920, but it did 
not work out. Now some years ago the Meissen porcelain factory in cooperation with 

.J e hmlich Organbuilders (Dresden in Germany) finall y succeeded in manufacturing 
and lUning a complete rank in porcelain," "Organs: Oddities and VVorld Records," 
hup: / /www.die-orgelseite.de/ kurioses_e.htm. 

6. Most of these studies are reviewed in this article. However, the following refere nce 
could not be accessed: Nozw Civita-Franceschi. 1\1iscellanea, (Napoli, 1885) . Also, the fol­
lowing works mention Gusnasco's organ: ']ahresbe richte der Geschicluswissenschaft," 
ed. HislOrische Gesellschaft zu Berlin (Mittler & Sohn, 1889); "Archivio swrico lom­
bardo," ed. R. Deputazione di storia patria per la Lombardia and Societ,\ slOrica lom­
barda (Societa storica lombarda, 1890); Alessandro Luzio and Rodolfo Renie r, "11 lusso 
di Isabella cl' Este marchesa di Mantova. - IV-VI. L' arredo degli appartamcnti ," Nuova 
Antologia di Scienze, Lettere ed Arti (Roma: Forzani e C. Tipografi de! Senato, 1896). 231-
60; Carlo Magenta, La Certosa di Pavia (Milano: Fratelli Bacca, 1897) ; Julia Mary 
Cartwright, Isabella d't"ste, Marchioness of i\!lantua, 1474-1539; a Study of the Renaissance 
(London: J. Murray, 1915); E. Flade, "Literarische Zeugnisse zur Empfindung der 
"Farbe" und "Farbigkeit" bei der Orgel und beim Orgelspiel," Ac/a Musicologica 22, 
no. 3/4 ( 1950): 97-127; Renato Lunelli, "Ache pun toe in llalia la storia de ll ' arte orga­
naria?" Acta Musicologica 30, no. 3 ( 1 %8): 137-69; Un secolo di vita de/ Civico lstitulo 
1\1usicale Franco \lit.tadini di Pavia ( 186 7-1967 ). Consensi, saggi, scritti vari e sguardo storico 
delle attivit{l m.usicali in Pavia (Comune di Pavia, 1967); Emanuel VVinternitz, "A 
Spineuina for the Duchess of U rbino ," J\1etro/Jolitan ivluse1un Journal I, The Metro­
politan Museum of Art (1968): pp. 95-108; Clifford M. Brown , "New Documents con­
cerning Andrea ManLegna and a Note Regarding 'jeronimus de Conradis pictor,' " The 
Burlington Magazinl! 111, no. 798 ( 1969): 538-44; Clifford M. Brown and Jennifer 
Fletcher, "Giovanni Bellini and Art Collecting," The Burlington J\1agazine 114, no. 831 
(1972): 404-05; Emanuel VVintcrnitz, "Strange Musical Instrumen ts in the Madrid 
NoLebooks of Leonardo cla Vinci," 1\lletropolitan 1\lluseum Journal 2, The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art (1969): 115-26; Donald H. Boalch , Jv/akers of the Ha1t,sichord and 
Clavichord, /440-1840 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1974); Madeau Stewart, "Leonardo 
da Vinci as a Musician by Emanuel \•Vinternitz," Early J\1usic 11, no. 4 (1983): 537-41; 
Geoffrey Bridges, "Paper portative papes," FoMRJ-11 Quarterly No. 65, (October 1991): 
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(c) unpublished studies and correspondence gathered in the file in the 
Correr Curatorial Department. 

There are two main aims to this article. The first is to present a critical 
review of the previous works-published or not-mentioned above. This is 
to bring together and summarize current knowledge of the history and 
provenance of this unique instrument, as well as the various hypotheses 
raised on its intonation, functioning, sound, and playing. The second is 
to present preliminary results that have been gathered while applying a 
methodology commonly used in the field of cultural heritage conserva­
tion, in particular of artifacts and the history of the materials and tech­
niques of craftsmen and artists. This methodology encourages the cross­
examination of the object's material nature and historical sources. In 
particular we will describe the state of conservation of the instrument 
and present insights into its material history with updated images and 
documentation. 

The written documents reveal a complex history: 
is it one organ or are there several ?7 

In the correspondence between Lorenzo Gusnasco and Isabella 
d'Este published by Brown in 1982, the term organo occurs nine times 

4; Geoffrey Bridges, "Medieval Portatives: Some Technical Comments," The Galf,in 
Society journal vol. 44 (1991): 103-16; Geoffrey Bridges, "Medieval Portatives," 71,e 
Galf,in Society journal vol. 45 (Mar., 1992): 107-08; D. S. Gill, "Paper organ pipes," 
FoMRHI Quarterly No. 64, (July 1991): 26-29; "Bollettino della Societa pavese di storia 
patria," (Pavia: Tipografia del libro, 1994); Geoffrey Bridges, "Medieval Paper Organ 
Pipes," The Galf,in Societyjoumal vol. 47 (1994): 163-65; M. Dellaborra, Antonio Cagnoni 
e it suo tempo: vitae o/,ere di un co111/J0sitore all'eJ,oca di Giuseppe Verdi (Rugginenti, 1997); 
Bernard Brauchli and Christopher Hagwood, The Clavichord, Cambridge Musical Texts 
and Monographs (Cambridge University Press, 1998); "Herla computer archive proj­
ect," (Mantova Capitale Europea dello Spettacolo Research Institute, 1999-2012); 
David Kinsela, "A Taxonomy of Renaissance Keyboard Compass," The GalJ,in Society 
Journal vol. 54 (May, 2001 ): 352-96; Giuseppe Chiarante, fl jmlrimonio culturale musicale 
e la j1olitica dei beni culturali, vol. 14-2003, Annali dell'Associazione Ranuccio Bianchi 
Bandinelli fondata da Giulio Carlo Argan (Graffiti, 2003); Franco Rossi, Gli strn111enti 
musicali delle Collezioni dei J\1usei Civici Veneziani (Venezia: Marsilio, 2006). 

7. VVe altempted to make the history of the organ now in the Correr Museum more 
precise, gathering and comparing the historical documents that had already been 
published. The comparison of these documents with the sources to which they refer 
revealed inaccuracies and discrepancies. If not otherwise stated, we have preferred 
the primary sources of information instead of their numerous later references or re­
interpretations. Parts of interest are quoted extensively when they come from difficult­
to-access documentation . 
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from 1501 to 1506 (letters 37, 38, 105, 107, 108, 110, 118, 119 and 120).8 

The first reference to organ pipes in this correspondence is dated 
April 2, 1501. Gusnasco simply mentions "a piece of a pipe made of 
paper, from the organ that [he] made" in which he packed and sent to 
Isabella twenty-eight ostrich feathers. 

In her answer, two days later, the Marchesa thanks him, adding, "La 
carta de le cane de l'organo non havemo gia veduto" ("We have not yet seen 
the paper of the pipes of the organ") .9 Based on these letters, it appears 
that before April 1501 Gusnasco made at least one organ fitted with 
paper pipes, hereafter called organ "A." 

The other references in their correspondence to an organ refer to the 
instrument belonging to the Venetian connoisseur Michele Vianello five 
years later. This man was Gusnasco's benefactor, and he lived at his 
house in the Cannaregio district in Venice, from at least 1494 to 1506. 10 

As a collector of paintings, Vianello also helped Isabella d'Este contact 
Giovanni Bellini in 1501. 11 After his death, his estate was sold at public 
auction in May 1506. 12 Among certain other items, Isabella was inter­
ested in purchasing this organ, which she had already seen in Vianello's 
house during her visit in March 1502: 13 

8. The most updated critical publication of the complete correspondence between 
Isabe lla d'Este and Lorenzo Gusnasco is still Brown, Isabella rl'Este and Lorenzo da Pavia: 
Documents for the History of Art and Culture in Renaissance i\tlantua. Of use is also 
"Carteggio Isabella d'Este-Lorenzo da Pavia (1496-1515)," http: //a iter.unipv. it 
/ lettura/ lL/. 

9. [ ... ] /Jene de slruco in uno j1eco de una cana de carta dele cane de l'orgrmo che io Jece 
[ ... ], letl. 37, Lorenzo Gusnasco to Isabella d'Este, April 2, 1501, http: //aiter.unipv.it 
/ lettu ra/ IL/ lettere/0.37. "La carta de le cane de l'mgano non havemo giit veduto" lett. 38, 
Isabella d'Este to Lorenzo Gusnasco, April 4, 1501, http: //aiter.unipv.it/lettura/!L 
/ lettere/0.38. 

10. Ludovico Sforza, in a ducal letter dated February 22, 1494 mentioned that 
Lorenzo was an organ builder who was living at Vianello's house ("in la chasa de 
Michele Jan ella in que lla cita et e magistro de orghani"). See Emilio Motta, "Musici 
alla carte degli Sforza: ricerche e documenti milanesi," Archivio Storico Lombarda. 
Giornale de/la Socielit. Storica Lombarda 1887, 295. For the 1506 date, see VVilliam F. Prizer, 
"Isabella d'Este and Lorenzo da Pavia, 'Master Instrument-Maker,'" Early 1\1-usic History 
2 (1982): 87-127. 

11. The summary of current knowledge on Michele Vianello is gathered in an 
Appendix in Fletcher, "Isabe lla cl'Este and Giovanni Bellini's 'Presepio,' "703-13. 

12. Archivio di Stato di Venezia, Arch ivio Notarili, Testamenti, Not. Ludovico 
Talenti, b. 956, n .. 'il8 (cedola); b. 957, c. 17.'ir e sgg. 

13. Fletcher, "Isabella d'Este and Giovanni Bellini's 'Presepio,' ,. 703-13. 
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If the o rga n [ ... ] is as good as was wh e n I saw it in Vianello's house, I'll be 
h appy to buy it[ ... ] . ' • 

On May 25, 1506, Zoan Francesco Valier, the distinguished Venetian 
man ofletters 15 advised Isabella not to buy it: 

The o rgan is still on sale and, as far as I can see, to me the best suggestion is 
to leave it (whe re it is) . 16 

The same day, Taddeo Albano 17 forwarded Valier's opinion on the organ 
to the Marchesa, clarifying that it was because of the instrument's rela­
tively high price: 

The organ has not been sold yet, but has been offered fo r a price of 260 
ducali a nd a t th e moment it is still going up; it seems that is not a ve ry good 
p r ice, and so the above-q uoted Zoan Fra ncesco (Valie r) it seem ed bette r to 
leave it. 18 

Isabella d 'Este then requested Gusnasco's advice on the condition and 
the price of the instrument. In this exchange of letters, we learn in par­
ticular that he had built Vianello's organ: 

14. "Se l'o rgano [ ... ]sij de quella bonta e t Excell en tia che !'era quando el 
vedessimo in casa cle l Vivianello , seremo contente d e tuorlo [ .. . ]" Je tt. 119, Isabe lla 
d 'Este to Lore nzo Gusnasco, Novembe r 2, 1506, http: //a iter.unipv. it/ lettura/ IL 
/ lette re/0.1 19. "Vivianello" is Isabella's spell ing fo r Vianello. 

15. Zoa n Fra ncesco Valie r (Giovanni Francesco or Gianfra ncesco Vale rio in the 
current Ita lia n translite ration ) in pa rtic ula r, ca rri ed o ut the final editing o f the 
Cortegiano of Ba ldassare Castiglion e, in four volumes, published in 1528 in Venezia by 
Aldo Manuzio and Andrea d 'Asolo with the fr iendly support of Pi etro Bembo. See: 
"Castiglione, Baldassare," in Encicloj1edia dell'l taliano (Ro rn a: Istituto Enciclopedico 
Ita li ano Treccani , 20 !0) . 

16. "L'organo tutt'hora se in canta et, per quanta vedo, parmi ch e pe r meglior co n­
seglio e l si debbia lassare." Zoan Francesco Valier to Isabella d'Este in th e letter dated 
May 25, 1506, Busta 144 1, c. 429, Arch ivio di Stato, Mantova, Italy. The original docu­
ment has bee n not examined, the citation is quoted from Brown, Isabella d'Este and 
Lorenzo da Pavia: Documents for the Hist01y of A rt and Culture in Renaissana 1\tlanlua, 176. 

J 7. Taddeo Albano was commissioned by Isabe ll a to buy Gio rg ione's painting, 
"Nocte ." 

18. "Lo o rgeno no n e a ncho r ven duto ma e sta ' messo a ducati 260 et tuta hor va 
cresando ch e ne par sia uno gran pretio, e t a l ditto Zoan Fra ncesco e parso per lo 
meglio lasa rlo sta re ." Taddeo Albano to Isabe lla d ' Este in the le tte r dated Venice 
May 25, 1506. Busta 1891, c. 304, Archivio di Stato, Mantova, Italy. T he original docu­
ment h as been no t examin ed; the citation is quoted from Brown, Isabella d'Esle and 
Lorenzo da Pavia: Documents for the !-l ist01y of Art and Culture in Renaissance J\llanlua, 176. 
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Your Excellency has something more trustworthy than the organ - you have 
me who made it. 1" 

In November, when Gusnasco mentioned that the organ "will get dam­
aged if i t remains where it is" (else guasta a stare dove sta20)-probably be­
cause of the climatic conditions in Vianello's house, Isabell a reminded 
him that she had been told the instrument was "lacking in quality, and 
damaged," and she would buy it only if he was be able to repair it , leav­
ing the decision in his hands.21 

Gusnasco stated that he would be able to return it to playing condi-
tion in eight days of work and that he was the only one able to repair i t: 

Now, about the organ which belonged to Vianello, which you noticed is 
damaged: i t is true that is not in tune, because [the organ] is missing i ts 
owner [as Vianello is dead]. Moreover, Antonio from Ferrara came to play it , 
and if the organ felt bad before, now it will feel even worse, but when [the 
organ] has seen me for eight days, it will be back in better shape than it ever 
has been. And people say, regarding its purchase, that no one but me is able 
do it, and this is the truth. So, I very much suggest your Excell ency to take it, 
as i t is very rare, and in this my appetite does not govern me [i. e., I do not 
have a personal profit] .22 

This is the last reference to the organ in the correspondence between 
Gusnasco and Isabell a d'Este. It is, therefore, lik ely that in the end 
Isabella did not buy the instrument. No indication can be found on the 
next owner of this organ. The nature of the material of the pipes, or any 

19. "La s.ri a vostra a una cosa pU degna che l 'o rgano, avele mi che 1'6 fato." Lett. 
110, Lorenzo Gusnasco to Isabella d'Este, June 20, 1506, http://aiter.unipv.it/lettura 
/ IL / Iettere/0.110. 

20. Lett. I 18, Lorenzo Gusnasco to Isabella d'Este, October 24, 1506, http://aiter 
.unipv.it/ lettura/ lL / lettere/0.118. 

21. "[. . . ]ma ni era dicto che l'[mgano} era m.ancato di bontll. el guasto, che, quando cussi 
Jusse et non si f1otesse acconciare, non Jaressimo la spesa. Et j;erhO ne rem.ell emo al iudicio 
vostro.{. . . }, " Jett. 119, November 2, 1506. http:/ /aiter.unipv. it / lettma/lL/ lettere 
/0.119. 

22. "Or, cercha a l 'organo che fo del vianelo che quela a inteso che l' C guasto, vero 
e che l'C deschorda' perche l ':i sentiw la pasione <lei mancare del suo patrone. E poi, 
per zonta, el vene antoni o da ferara per sonarelo sichC s'el stava rnal e prima, el se 
sdegna a stare ancora pego, ma, corno el me veda mj per oto gornj , el tornara melio 
che el fose maie. E le persone a respeto a conprarelo perchC di cano che nesuno non lo 
sa concare salvo io, che parte dicano la verita. SichC conforto molto la ecelencia vostra 
a tor elo per esere cosa rara, e in questo l'apetito non me guern a." Lett. 120, Lorenzo 
Gusnasco to Isabell a cl'Este, November 29, 1506, http://aiter.unipv.it/ lettura/ lL/ lettere 
/0.120. VVhat was writt en between the Marchesa and her agent should be placed into 
the context of their forma l relationship and th e formal I talian wr itt en code at the be­
ginning of sixteenth century. 
































































































