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Harpsichord vs Pianoforte in Eighteenth-Century 
Rome: Archival Investigations 

PATRIZIO BARBIERI 

Unlike other European capitals such as London, Vienna, Paris and 
Madrid, little is known about the initia l use of the pianoforte in 

Rome. 1 Despite a progressive decline in music in the city during the 
eighteenth century, the problem deserves to be examined. Indeed, the 
court of Cardinal Ottoboni in Rome had a piano from June I 709 on­
ward, the maker being Bartolomeo Cristofori (on whom new informa­
tion has been discovered). Major musicians gravitated to the Cardinal's 
court, including Domenico Scarlatti, who showed a lively interest in the 
instrument during his subsequent stay in the Iberian Peninsula.2 

Throughout the eighteenth century other major keyboard-insu·umenl 
composers were operating i11 Rome, such as Domenico Alberti-to whom 
the well-known "Alberti bass" is traditionally attributed and whose previ­
ously unknown contacts with the Ottoboni court have emerged-and 
Muzio Clementi. Furthermore, the first pianoforte to appear in England 
came from that very city towards 1752: as is well known, it was the oj;us 
unicum by an English amateur living in Rome, a certain "Father Wood." 

The present research, largely based on the surviving documentation, 
has been spurred on by such questions, to which may be added the 
one regarding the kinds of stringed keyboard instruments Mozart and 
Burney encountered during their stay in Rome (1770). Although, after 
Cardinal Ottoboni's i11strument, other pia11os appeared in private circles 
more or less simultaneously with some capitals of northern Europe, 
like London and Paris, in Rom e its public acceptance a11d use was 

1. On the other hand, its introduction at public concerLS took place in 1763 in 
Vienna, in 1767 in London, in 1768 in Paris and Dublin; see Howard Schott, "Harpsi­
chord to Piano-transition," in Piauo rm 1~·,u:ydo/wdia, 2nd edn, ed. Rohen Palmieri (New 
York: Routledge, 2003), 166-8, at 167. As far as the Ibe rian Peninsula is concerned, see 
Stewart Pollens, "The Early Portuguese Piano," l•:flrly Music 13 (1985): 18- 27; Id., The 
Farly l'irmof,,rte (Cambridge: Cambridge Un ive rsity Press, 1995 ), chapter 5 ("The 
Iberian Pianoforte"). 

2. David Sutherland, "Dornenico Scarlatti and the Florentine Piano," 1:·arly Music 23 
( 1995): 243-56; Stewart Pollens, "The Pianoforte in the Performance of Scarlatti's 
Sona1as," in /)0111e11iw Scarlatti iu E\'fm1ia I nu111e11iro St:arlalli in Sjmin, ed. Luisa Morales 
(Almeria: Associacion Cu lwral LEAL. 2009). 301-11. 
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considerably delayed in comparison. The first new pianoforte to appear 
in the city dates back to 1768, and is of historical significance in that it 
belonged to Prince Sigismondo Chigi who, in 1770, arranged a private 
"academy": the star of this accademia di musica was the fourteen-year-old 
Mozart, who, contrary to what has been assumed thus far, actually found 
a pianoforte in Rome. Nothing is known of its provenance, though 
provenance is known for the next one reported in Rome, since its 
owner-Donato Maria Antinori, a Grand Prior of the Order of Malta­
had it shipped from England in 1772 (it also appears to be the first im­
ported into Italy). Of the next, acquired in London in 1775 by the 
Marchioness Margherita Sparapani Gentili Boccapaduli, even the name 
of the maker is known: Americus Backers. 

With such instruments and with other similar ones immediately 
afterwards-such as that of Cardinal Ignazio Boncompagni Ludovisi 
(cl775-78), a lso employed in private academies-the English demon­
strated their rapid understandingof the great future of the prototype that 
about twenty years earlier had been sent them from Rome itself. Their pi­
anofortes continued to be the only ones imported into the city until the 
turn of the century, thanks also to the Industrial Revolution, which had 
facilitated the introduction of major technological innovations. These in­
cluded metal bracing bars, already found in a "grand" imported by 
Agostino Chigi in I 793 at least seven years prior to the first documentary 
evidence of this practice. In Rome, however, throughout the entire sec­
ond half of the e ighteenth century, the present research has identified 
just e ight pianos, mostly employed-on the same occasion and with 
equal importance-together with the traditional harpsichords. In like 
manner, the first compositions "per cembalo o pianoforte" date back 
only to I 792, written moreover by a composer from Spain living in the 
city, Tommaso Sogner. As compared to the previous century, by that. time 
the art of harpsichord-making in Rome was in full decline, so that it is 
not to be wondered at that the first autochthonous p ianofortes are indi­
cated only in the last decade of the century by makers who were not local 
but, as earlier in England, came from the Germanic area: the brothers 
Biagio and Carlo Arnoldi (natives of Trent, then a province of Austria), 
Mattia Schumeyer, and Johann Michael Scholly (both "tedeschi").:1 

Besides the two instruments that form the subject of the present study, 
documents discovered indicate the existence of true rarities, such as an 

3. On these makers see Patrizio Barbieri, "Piano and Piano-Makers in Nineteenth­
Century Papal Rome," Studi 1vlusi.wli n. s. 6-2 (20 15): Section 5 (forthcoming). In 
n. /807appears the first .. /Jirrnforlrronu1.nrsro," valued at just 30 scudi. 
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instrument comprising three spinets combined together, a five-keyboard 
harpsichord (probably Francesco Nigetti's Cembalo onnicordo), and a 
richly decorated folding harpsichord. Furthermore, in terms of the usual 
keyboard instruments, in the eighteen th century the ducal family 
Altemps is known to have possessed a 16' harpsichord that, as early as 
1620, had silver strings in the bass, the first testimony in this connection 
known so far. 

The evolutionary scenario mentioned above will be based largely on 
hitherto unpublished archival evidence that has emerged from sampling 
hundreds of inventories of assets belonging to persons of rank (nobles, 
cardinals, musicians, and theater managers) , as well as from some family 
archives; no references have been found in eighteenth-<:en tury printed 
sources, however. 1 This material will be dealt with in the following 
sections: 

1. Cristofori 's piano at the court of Cardinal Ottoboni 
2. Late harpsichords and the transition to the piano 
3. Mozart in Rome and Prince Sigismondo Chigi 's piano (1768-70) 
4. Imported English pianos and early metal bracing 
5. Cardinal Ignazio Boncompagni Ludovisi's keyboard instruments: 

spinetta d'lnghilterra a martellina, folding harpsichord, and cembalo di 

cinque tastature 
6. Late harpsichord- and early pian0-<:ompositions in Rome 
Appendix. Harpsichords and pianos in Roman inventories: an 

archival survey 

Abbreviations used: 

• AC-36-173 (and similar) = Rome, Archivio Storico Capitolino, Archivio 

Generale Urbano, sez. 36, vol. 173. 
•AS = Rome, Archivio di Stato. 
•ASAC-370 (and similar) = Rome, Archivio di Stato, Notai dell'Auditor 

Camerae, vol. 370. 
•ASDrago-477 (and similar) = Rome, Archivio di Stato, Archivio Del 

Drago, vol. 477. 
•ASRCA-604 (and similar) = Rome, Archivio di Stato, Notai della 

Reverenda Camera Apostolica, vol. 604. 

4. Like the /Jiario di U..mna, the Fffemen:di /p,llem.rie di Ronw, and the Tarijfe published 
by the Reverenda Camera Apostolica regarding duties on imported and exported mu­
sical instrum en ts. Even the very comprehensive (;abinello armonir.o by Filippo Bonanni 
( I 722, I 776) makes no mention of the piano (see note 56). The first commercial 
indices published in Rome date lo the following century. 
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•AV= Rome, Archivio Storico del Vicariato, parrocchia di. 
•AVOttob-15 (and similar) = Rome, Archivio Storico del Vicariato, 

Archivio Ottoboni, vol. 15. 
• BCAntin-921 (and similar)= Rome, Biblioteca Corsiniana, Ms SMA 921 

(the 54 mss of the Archivio Donato Maria Antinori are shelf marked SMA 
899-952). 

•D.1740 (and similar)= refe rence to the 1740 document published in 
the Appendix. 

• inv. = inventory of goods. 
• inv. qm = inventory of goods of the late . 
•!Reas= Rome, Biblioteca Casana tense. 
•TNC-12-625 (and similar) = Roma, Archivio di Stato, Trenta Notai 

Capitolini, ufficio 12, vol. 625. 
• VAChigi-2708 (and similar) = Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica, 

Archivio Chigi,, vol. 2708. 
• VAOttoboni-95 (and similar) = Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica, 

Computisteria Ottoboni, vol. 95. 
•VARosp-128 (and similar) = Vatican City, Archivio Segreto, Archivio 

Rospigliosi, vol. 128. 
• VSBoncomp-1421 (and similar) = Vatican City, Archivio Segreto, 

Archivio Boncompagni-Ludovisi, vol. 1421. 

l. Cristofori's piano at the Court of Cardinal Ottoboni. This section will 
deal initially with the process by which the instrument reached the 
Cardinal's court in 1709. A restoration in 1736, unknown until now, ef~ 
fectively confirms that it was a pianoforte and provides proof that it was 
equipped with the first type of action invented by Bartolomeo Cristofori: 
consequently, at that time it was still in perfect working condition. The 
events concerning the dispersal of the Cardinal's rich collection of key­
board instruments ( 1740-52) will then be examined. Lastly, among the 
musicians in contact with this fruitful environme nt has emerged an as 
yet unpublished name, that of Domenico Alberti. 

I.I. An exchange of gi,fts. In his Diario di Roma, onjune 11, 1709, Francesco 
Valesio refers to several curious "differences" that marked the visit to the 
Medici court by Cardinal Pietro Ottoboni, accompanied by Andrea 
Adami da Bolsena and other persons of his retinue:'' 

5. Fran cesco Val esio, /)iario di Noma, vol. 4, ed. Gaetana Scano (Milan: Longanesi, 
1978), 288. 
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Alie 22 hore ritorno in questa 
ci tta da Firenze ii cardinale Otto-­
boni col principe don Antonio suo 
padre, seguito da calessi e strascini. 
Fu cola ricevuto con ogni dimo­
strazione d'onore dal granduca e 
datogli quarto in palazzo, havendo 
portato in dono al medesimo una 
spina della corona de! Redentore 
in reliquiario d'oro di singolare la­
voro. Ha bensi cola incontrati de' 
dissapori per haversi seco condotti 
in qualita di gentilhuomini ii 
Bolsena, musico castrato, per mag­
giordomo ( ed havendolo ii gran 
principe invitato a cantare, lo re­
gala di sei fiaschi di vino, trattan­
dolo da castrone ordinario) et ii 
cavaliere Sciarp, gia perucchiero al 
Corso et, havendolo voluto man­
dare per un 'ambasciata al gran 
prencipe, questo non lo voile am­
mettere; anzi dalla prima sera lo 
fece mangiare al tinello con gl'aiu­
tanti di camera. 

At 22 hours [ = 6 p.m., accord­
ing to Roman daylight saving 
time] Cardinal Ottoboni returned 
to this city from Florence with his 
father, Prince Don Antonio, fol­
lowed by gigs and strascini. There 
he was received with every mark of 
honour by the Grand Duke in one 
of the palace apartments, having 
brought as a gift for the same a 
thorn from the Redeemer's crown 
in a most exquisite gold reliquary. 
However, he was met with displea­
sure for having brought with him 
as his gentlemen Bolsena, musico 
castrato, as maggiordomo (the 
Grand Duke, having invited him to 
sing, presented him with six flasks 
of wine, treating him as a castrato 
ordinario) and Cavaliere Sciarp, a 
former hairdresser on Via de! 
Corso and, having wished to send 
a message by him to the Grand 
Duke, the latter would not admit 
him, even making him eat in the 
tine/lo with the chamber servants 
from the very first evening. 

Less than one week later, on June 17, the Cardinal wrote to Grand 
Duke Ferdinando: "Signor Francesco de Castris heard the special cembalo 
that Your Highness favoured me with and showed satisfaction for the 
great advantage which I received thanks to Your most esteemed consid­
eration."" The documents indicated in Section 1.2 confirm that the 
instrument was actually a pianoforte. The reasons for such a gift could 

6. Leto PuliLi, "Della vita del Ser. 111 ° Ferdinando dei Medici Granprincipe di 
Toscana e della origine de! pianoforte [ ... ],"At11: rfrll'Ar:crulnnia def R. lslituJo ·musicale di 
Fimnz.e 12 (1874): 92-240, at 148: "II Sig.' Francesco di Castris ha sentito ii raro 
Cembalo, che mi ha favorite V. A. et ha mostrata consolatione del gran vantaggio da 
me riponato nella di Lei stirnatissima grat ia. " 
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include (I) the desire to smooth over the "differences" mentioned by 
Valesio and (2) to reciprocate in an appropriate manner the Cardinal's 
munificent gift, recalling that in 1709 Cristofori had completed only 
three pianofortes and that the only one to leave Florence was this one 
sent to Rome.7 The Francesco De Castris mentioned in the letter was a 
castrato who--despite being "the highest paid musician in the history of 
the Medici court"-following disputes of a diplomatic nature had been 
forced to leave Florence in 1703 and move to Rome, lodging at the 
Florentine Embassy (Palazzo Madama, now the seat of the Senate).8 

Recently, it has been suggested that this instrument did not come from 
Florence but, at the behest of Ferdinando, had been given by De Castris 
himself.9 In this connection, in his will dated 1703, the soprano Carlo 
Antonio Zanardi had bequeathed the lauer a "cimbalo" by Bartolomeo 
Cristofori, but it is not known whether it was actually handed over to 
him, owing to judicial proceedings that ended only in I 739. 10 Recent. in­
vestigations by Giuliana Montanari have ascertained that. this latter in­
strument was not a pianoforte, as some initially suggested, but a harpsi­
chord built by Cristofori.11 From the above, as well as from the tenor of 
the Cardinal's letter, it would seem that the Grand Duke's gift actually 
came from Florence. 

Francesco De Castris died in Rome October 29, I 724, aged 65. '" 
Among the assets of greatest value listed in the crowded inventory imme­
diately drafted there also appears "a two-register cembalo with its cover 

7. According to the result of what appears to be an interview given by Cristofori to 
Scipione Maffei: Laura Och, "Bartolomeo Cristofori, Scipione Maffei e la prima clescri­
zione de! 'gravicembalo col piano e forte,' " II 1-lrw.lo lJola 14-15 (April-October 1986): 
16-23, at 21; an interview then partially included in [Scipione Maffei,] "Nuova inven­
zione d'un gravicembalo col piano, e forte; aggiunte alcune considerazioni sopra gli 
strumenti musicali," Ciornahi de.' leUerali d'ltalia 5 ( 1711): 144-59. 

8. On the related events, see VVarren Kirkendale, The Court Musicians in floren,:e 
During //w P,in,:iJ,ale of the Mnlici (Florence: Olschki, 1993), 437-47. 

9. Pollens, The J:'nrly Pimwforie, 53. 
10. Carlo Vitali, "Un cantante legrenziano e la sua biografia: Francesco De Castris, 

'musico politico,' n Ciovanui l ,eJ.,rnmzi e la ra11J1ella duf.'ale di San /Vlarco, eds. Francesco 
Passadore and Franco Rossi (Florence: Olschki, 1994). 584. 

11. According to her kind pri vate communication dated September 26, 2014, antic­
ipating a forthcoming article. 

12. AV San Luigi dei Francesi, Liber drjlull:toru.m . VI, f. 12v: "A nno Domini 1724 die 
vero dominicft. 29a octobris Il\. 1m 1s d. Franciscus de Castris flor cntinus, aetatis suae anno 
circiter 65 in communione Sanctae Matris Ecclesiae repentino casu correptus, et per 
duos dies loque!a et sensibus destitutus, sacramentali absolutione donatus, et olei 
Sancti unctione roboratus animam Deo reddidit, cuius corpus in hanc Ecclesiam noctC1 
delatum scquenti die sepultum ibidem fuit.n 
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and legs, scudi 30.-," a description that at such an early period could also 
refer to a pianoforte.'~ Nothing is known of the fate of this instrument, 
since it was inherited by one of his brothers (Bonifazio), resident at Rocca 
Sec ca (in the Roman Campagna), the family's place of origin. 11 A rapid 
search for it in the State Archives at Latina has produced no results.'" 

1.2. The 1736 restoration of the "cembalo a martellini." Nothing is known 
about the tuning and maintenance work carried out by Emilio Ghenni, 
Filippo Testa, and Pietro Cremisi on Ottoboni's instruments in 1709-10, 
the period in which Ferdinando's gift arrived."; A document dated 
February 24, 1736, which has so far escaped the attention of scholars, 
provides the sole explicit confirmation that the instrument coming from 
Florence was effectively a pianoforte. It comprises a list of works per­
formed by Giovanni Antonio Alari on the Cardinal's keyboard instru­
ments (D.1736). Relating to the pianoforte: 

For dismantling the whole keyboard and counter-keyboard of the cembaw 
a martellini and replacing it and for fitting, where the keys rest and where 
the counter-keyboard ends under the hammers, two layers of deer leather 
and one of cloth, and one above the counter-keyboard, where the extremity 
of the hammers terminates, and for replacing all the dampers with deer 
leather, which, having been previously of cloth, were unsuitable, and with 
the action of the keyboard remained stuck between the strings, scudi 3.-.. 

13. TNC-8-291, 29.10.1724, inv. q"' Francesco de' Castris: "[f. 428v] Un cembalo a 
due registri con sua coperta, e piedi, scudi 30.-." Beside two carriages, horses and sil­
verware, the inventory for his apartment in Palazzo Madama also mentions the fol­
lowing documents, unfortunately not specified in detail (f. 390v): "Ne\ primo casset­
tone apertore tre fasci di diverse relazioni di diverse corti parte manoscriue, e pane 
stampate circa i successi in diversi anni, oratori, sonetti, opere musicali, et altre lettere 
di niun memento." 

14. TNC-8-291, f. 543r, 2.12.1724: division into equal shares of the assets of 
Francesco De Castris, "de Arce Sicca Terracinensis Diocesis," between his two brothers, 
Bonifazio and Vincenzo. The total value of assets inherited amounted to about 5,800 
sr.urli. The rembalo was assigned to Bonifazio, but we do not know whether he took it to 
Rocca Secca, where he lived. Indeed, he ordered the Abate Stefano Domenico Macci 
to sell several unspecified items (TNC-8-292, f. 48r, 27.1.1725). The said sale appears to 
have come into effect the following year, when Macci handed over 334 sr.udi to "Boni­
fazio de Castris, figlio de! quondam Domenico di Rocca Secca diocesi di Terracina, 
hara di Piperno" (TNC-8-295, f. 115, 2.8.1726). 

15. I wish to thank Eugenia Mosillo for her assistance during my research in the 
archive. On Bonifazio De Castris only four deeds, dated 1725, have come to light, pro­
viding however no clarification of the matter (Latina, Archivio di Stato, J\n:!ti11hJ 
Nolrrn·le /vlanrlomentali~ di Pri:rwnw, notaio Agostino Gabioli, vol. 607, fs. 49, 51, 54, 263). 

16. VAOttoboni-60, (;iu-<lifiwzioui dei fmgmoeuti, year 1710 (January.July, November). 
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This corresponds perfectly to the first type of action invented by Cristo­
fori, of which there is no surviving example, the sole description known 
being the one provided by Scipione Maffei in his famous essay dated 
1711 (fig. 1). 17 The term "counter-keyboard" (controtastiera) designates 
Cristofori's "second lever," introduced to increase the kinetic energy 
transferred to the hammer. Also fully in line with the action is the refer­
ence (I) to replacing the cloth on the dampers with deer leather to 
avoid their being caught up in the strings immediately above them,18 

and (2) to the "double layer" (deer leather and cloth) indicated in fig. l, 
letter D. The document is also important because it relates generally to 
the first known restoration of a pianoforte. 

In his mentioned 1711 article, Scipione Maffei reports that "several 
professionals" had criticised Cristofori's new invention also 

perche e paruto loro, che la 
voce di tale strumento, come diffe­
rente dall'ordinaria, sia troppo 
molle, e onusa; ma questo e un 
sentimento, che si produce nel 
primo porvi su le mani per l'assue­
fazione, che abbiamo all'argentino 
degli altri gravecembali; [ ... ] E 
stata altresl opposta eccezione di 
non avere questo strumento gran 
voce, e di non avere tutto ii forte 
degli altri gravecembali. 

because they deemed the sound 
of the said instrument, being un­
usual, too soft and dull ; but such 
a feeling is the result of first expe­
rience, owing to our habit of 
[hearing] the silvery [sound] of 
other harpsichords; [ ... ] Fault 
was also found in the instrument's 
lack of loudness, at its not having 
the whole strength of other 
harpsichords. 

That the sound level of the pianoforte in those times was weaker than 
that of the harpsichord was again remarked on in 1829. Indeed, in 
speaking of the piano, Giacin to Amati states: 1 ' 1 

17. lMaffei,] "Nuo va invenzione d'un gravicembalo col piano, e fone," 148-53 and 
plate VI. 

18. This "red cloth" (fmnno rosso) is, for example, mentioned as early as 1700, in 
the document contain in g the first description ofCristofori's "stromento ch e ra ii piano 
e ii fone"; see Marco Di Pasquale, "Cent'anni di pianoforte alla Cone di Toscana: dal­
l ' inv enz ion e di Bartolomeo Cristofori alla cad ut a de! Regno d'Etruria/ fl ·m·w;eo rfrgli 
slruuumli m.usiw/.i def wnservalorio "/,ui{fi Cltemhi11in l . .. ] , ed. Mirella Branca (Livorno: 
Sillabe, 1999), 56-79, at 56. 

19. Giacinta Amati, Uirerche sloriw-crilif:hft-sriftulijidw sulfo origini, swjwrle, in1w11z.ioni e 

Jw1fez.ionmnenlifalli udle lei/ere, nelltt arli e wdle st:ieuz.e [ ... ] , vol. 3 (Mi lan: Pirrotta, 1829), 
253. 
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FIGURE I. Early action of Cristofori 's pianoforte (from [M affei,] "Nuova inven­
zione," 1711, table between pp. 158-9) . Of this action, document D.1736 refers 
to the following parts: A, string; B, key frame; C, key ("tastatura"); D, "two layers 
of deer leather and one of cloth;" E, lever ("contra tastatura"); F, pivot; 0, ham­
mer; Q, end of the lever, with "one layer" of cloth; R, damper, at the end of 
which Giovanni Antonio Alari replaced the original cloth with deer leather. 

Non perlanto tutto non ha per­
duto ancora ii merilo suo ii cem­
balo, ii quale si usa all e volte per 
sonarvi ii basso continuo nella ese­
cuzione <lei pezzi vocali a pii:1 voci, 
a motivo <lei forte suo suono. 

Not all the merit of the harpsi­
chord has been lost however, some­
times being used to play the basso 
continua in performing pieces for 
several voices, owing Lo its strong 
sound. 

Such observations are significant. Among the keyboard instruments 
inventoried in 1740 after the Cardinal's death, il is surprising lo discover 
that the cemba/,o a martellini, restored just four years earli er, does not ap­
pear. On the other hand, one call ed the "mute cimbalo" is mentioned:"" 

Un cimbalo d'ottava stesa a due re­
gistri , chiamato ii cimbalo muto 
con cassa ~- con sua coper­
tina di corame con piedi a pira­
mide di legno ingessati irnbrunit.i 
rnischi con filetti dorati st.irnato 
scudi 180.-. 

A two-register cirnbalo with ottava 
stesa, called the mute cimbalo, with 
s.1-1 e:tt1 s.el-!l.ble case, with dressed 
leather cover, and pyramidal legs 
of darkened stuccoed wood with 
gilded adornments, estimate scudi 
180.-. 

20. ASAC-1838, 5.3.1740, inv. q"' Cardinal Pietro Ottoboni (the whole volume), 
f. 176v. 
















































































































