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The Sala di Bona in Palazzo Pitti 
was the main reception hall 

in the Apartment of the Foreign 
Princes. Completed between 1607 
and 1609, the frescoed mural deco-
rations were meant to astound and 
exalt the deeds of the Grand Duke 
Ferdinando and the glory of the 
house of the Medici. They attest, 
as well, to the sovereign’s dedica-
tion to the expansion of the Grand 
Duchy and the defeat of the infidels. 

Whoever entered – and for a 
moment let’s put ourselves in the 
place of these illustrious foreigners 

– immediately found themselves in 
the midst of the military campaign 
led by the Florentine militia against 
the Ottoman Turks: the Battle of 

Prevesa (which took place in 1605 
in the town now in Greek territory) 
and the Conquest of Bona (1607) 
in Algeria, a place of particular 

importance, being the seat of the 
bishopric of Saint Augustine. 

One can almost hear the 
clash of armor, the gunshots, the 
screams and shouts of the soldiers. 
The frescoes represent, in fact, 
the culmination of the battles won 
by the Florentine forces together 
with those of the powerful Order 
of the Knights of Saint Stephen, 
founded by Cosimo de’ Medici, 
Ferdinando’s father. And it is Co-
simo himself who looks down on 
the visitor from above, admiring 
the grand manifestation of power. 
Like a newfound Zeus, he is por-
trayed half naked, covered only by 
a drape that highlights his powerful 
physique and musculature, much 

A Marvel for Princes 
The “Sala di Bona” in 

Palazzo Pitti restored, 
thanks to the generous 
donation of Veronica Atkins

The Amici and Friends of 
the Uffizi will remember 

2022 as an exceptional year, 
one that saw the completion of 
two very lengthy and complex 
restoration projects. Both have 
brought renewed magnificence 
to the Sala di Bona in Palazzo 
Pitti and to the eight tapestries 
of the celebrated Valois series, 
representing the festivities at the 
French court during the second 
half of the XVI century. 

In these past months, 
the Amici and Friends of the 
Uffizi have undertaken other 
initiatives in support of the Gal-
leries, about which you have 

read on these pages. However, 
it is these two restoration cam-
paigns in particular that have 
engaged all of our energies 
for years. Both undertakings 
were made possible thanks to 
the extraordinary generosity 
of Veronica Atkins, one of our 
members from across the ocean, 
who with enthusiasm and true 
dedication financed the at times 
challenging recovery of these art 
treasures, as will be explained 
in greater detail in this issue of 
the Journal of the Uffizi. Unlike 
many sponsors, our American 
friend was not interested in an 
immediate return of public grat-

ification but embraced the cause 
of research and art conservation 
with profound abnegation. This 
was not an easy choice, particu-
larly with regard to the restora-
tion of the tapestries that have 
very limited visibility, due to the 
fact that they cannot be put on 
permanent exhibit for reasons 
of conservation. In addition, 
the restoration procedures they 
require are lengthy and costly, 
enough to discourage most 
sponsors… As Veronica Atkins 
explained with great simplicity: 
“For me, art is very important, 
because I think that humanity 
is bettered by art. Without art 

we would simply be savages, as 
I see it. I love Italy very much; 
therefore, it was natural for me 
to give my contribution to this 
country”. Thus, several years 
ago, a veritable cultural bridge 
was created between Italy and 
the United States, sealing our 
bond and friendship.  

And so, as I extend to all of 
our members the most affection-
ate best wishes for a Merry 
Christmas and a New Year rich 
in challenges and projects in 
support of the Uffizi Galleries, 
let me give special thanks to 
Veronica Atkins for her patron-
age and, with her, to all of the 
Friends for their commitment 
and dedication. 

Maria Vittoria
Colonna Rimbotti

Patrons across the ocean

Bernardino Poccetti, The Conquest of Bona, Sala di Bona, Palazzo Pitti.
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nando. And it was Ferdinando, 
once again, who ordered from the 
Granducal workshops the splen-
did table in pietre-dure illustrating 
a view of Leghorn surrounded by 
rough seas made of lapis lazuli. 
The table, executed by Gaffurri 
after a design by Ligozzi, is now 
on exhibit in the Terrace of the 
Geographic Maps in the Uffizi.  

On the entrance wall, the reign-
ing sovereign, Ferdinando I, is por-
trayed as he receives prisoners and 
the plunders of war following the 
Battle of Bona, depicted on the ad-
jacent wall, in what appears as a con-
tinuous narrative when observed 
with one’s back to the windows. 

For this monumental decora-
tive cycle – that echoes the splendor 
of the Hall of the Cinquecento in 
Palazzo Vecchio – the Grand Duke 
employed the most outstanding 
fresco master active in Florence 
at the time, Bernardino Poccetti 
(1548-1612). Naturally, to complete 

like a Greek statue. Certainly, the 
painter must have used a great deal 
of imagination in the idealization 
and rendering of the athletic body 
of the Grand Duke who had been 
dead for over thirty years. 
The sovereign dominates the cen-
tral oval of the vaulted ceiling, the 
zenith of the entire pictorial cycle, 
holding in hand a compass and a 
setsquare, instruments symbol-
izing the building of the State. At 
his side, in his Florentine Olym-
pus, are Minerva, the goddess 
of wisdom and prudence, and 
the personification of the Glory 
of the Princes with a pyramid in 
hand, alluding to the magnitude 
of the ruler’s undertakings. The 
vault decoration is fittingly com-
pleted by allegories representing 
the virtues of a good governor: 
Magnificence, Glory, Wisdom, Vigi-
lance, Mercy, and a Good Name. On 
the wall opposite the entrance is 
a highly detailed representation 
of the Port of Leghorn, an outpost 
chosen by Cosimo I to secure the 
dominion of the Grand Duchy 
over the Tyrrhenian Sea, which 
due to its strategic importance 
was reinforced by his son Ferdi-

The grand oval on the ceiling of the Sala 
di Bona, with Cosimo I Enthroned with 
Minerva and the Glory of Princes.

Ferdinando I Receives Prisoners and the Plunders of War, Sala di Bona, Palazzo Pitti.
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lished immediately after the fact 
and we feel exhilarated and in-
timidated, as did the foreign princ-
es many centuries ago.   

Eike D. Schmidt

the job in only two years, the artist 
resorted to a number of assistants, 
including Ulisse Ciocchi from Mon-
te San Savino, the still life specialist 
Pandolfo Sacchi, and Remigio Can-
tagallina, to whom the landscape 
scenes in the fictive architectural 
insets are attributed. 

Entering the Sala di Bona to-
day, one can hardly imagine what it 
looked like prior to the restoration 
campaign, conducted by a team of 
specialists from the Opificio delle 
Pietre Dure under the direction of 
Paola Ilaria Mariotti and Mariarosa 
Lanfranchi, thanks to the gener-
ous donation of Veronica Atkins. 
The paintings were almost illegible, 
brownish in tonality, the figures flat-
tened, as though a brown curtain 
covered the walls. 

The results of this operation of 
recovery – based on preliminary 
scientific analysis – now reveal the 

mastery of the painter, Bernardino 
Poccetti, and his importance in the 
artistic panorama of his time. But, 
above all, they offer the spectator 
the sensation of having entered a 
page of living, pulsating history in 

a space where the glory of the 
Medici fuses with that of the terri-
tory over which they reigned. The 
events the frescoes portray had just 
taken place and the narrative pro-
gram is based on chronicles pub-

One of the brief walls of the Sala di Bona: the View of the Port of Leghorn with the allegorical figures of the Tyrrhenian Sea and the Arno River.

Bernardino Poccetti, 
The conquest of the citadel of Prevesa, 

Sala di Bona, Palazzo Pitti.
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still has the power of almost inti-
mately enveloping the spectator 
within the warmth of its silk and 
wool fibers, tinged in exclusively 
natural hues, at times oxidized 
and faded. Like us, they have 
been exposed to the truth of air 
and light. To come into direct 
contact with this type of artifact 
is, moreover, a rare occasion: for 
reasons of conservation, tapes-
tries must be stored in deposits, 
protected from dust and rolled 
up on reels that alleviate the 
tensions of the warps, the wefts, 
and the points of juncture of 
the various weaves. Moreover, 
they can be put on exhibit for 
only limited periods of time and 
require large spaces that are not 
always available, along with the 
intervention of a sizable team 
of restorers and movers. 

In this age of NFTs and virtual 
and hyper realities, we cannot 

but reflect on our feelings when 
faced with the reproduction of 
works of art. Although the fu-
ture might bring a change of 
mind, I am still convinced that 
direct contact with an original 
is an irreplaceable experience 
and guarantees a sense of in-
volvement that is qualitatively 
superior, and nothing less than 
sensorial. 

If this is true for a painting, 
even when seen from behind 
protective glass, it is much more 
so for a tapestry that, despite the 
usually monumental size and 
necessary security distancing, 

Festivities of the Valois
The restoration of the extraordinary series of eight tapestries commissioned in 

1575  by Catherine de’ Medici has been completed

From the left, the tapestries Barriers Combat and Joust of the Quintain, during the temporary exhibit in the Palazzina of the Meridiana in Palazzo Pitti.

Detail of the tapestry Tournament.



IL GIORNALE degli UFFIZI  5

balls, that we know were orga-
nized down to the finest detail 
under her reign and over which 
she herself always presided, as 
can be seen in each of the tap-
estries, where her authoritative 
presence certifies the exclusive-
ness of the episode narrated. 
The eight tapestries represent 
scenes that render an image of 
this dynasty of French soverei-
gns as eternally splendid beyond 
historic reality: the journey, 
the feast for the Polish ambas-
sadors, the attack on a whale, 
the elephant, the joust of the 
quintain, the barriers combat, 
Fontainebleau, and the tourna-
ment. The latter is the only one 
in which the Medici queen is 
represented as a full-length, 
life-size figure dressed in her 
usual widow’s attire, perhaps in 
remembrance of the death of 
her husband, wounded by a lan-
ce during a similar competition. 

In 1589, just a few years after 
the arrival of the tapestry series 
in Paris, the Valois dynasty was 
extinguished. The last Valois, 
Henry III, was stabbed in a mor-
tal ambush the day after the 
death of the queen mother, 
Catherine. In a meaningful co-

For this reason, I am certain 
that all those who had the pos-
sibility of seeing the entire series 
of the Festivities at the Court of the 
Valois on display for a few days in 
the Meridiana wing of Palazzo 
Pitti during the visit of Veronica 
Atkins, the generous donor who 
made the restoration possible, 
have an indelible memory of the 
event. From a certain point of 
view, they must also harbor the 
conviction of having enjoyed a 
royal privilege. 

At a distance of four and a 
half centuries from their weav-
ing, Catherine de’ Medici’s 
resolve to impress and seduce 
her spectators, once again, was 
successfully accomplished.   

Widow of the sovereign of 
France, Henry II, Catherine 
commissioned the series in 1575 
in Brussels where the finest weav-
ers of the period were active. 
Her intention, after all, was to 
acquire an effective instrument 
of communication that would 
resound with the grandiosity of 
the by-then fragile house of the 
Valois, putting forth the most 
amiable guise of life at court. A 
life spent amidst the “magnifi-
cence” of jousts, spectacles and 

Detail of the tapestry Attack on the Elephant. Detail of the tapestry Attack on a Whale.

Catherine de’ Medici in widow’s attire, detail of the tapestry Tournament.
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and Open Care under the direc-
tion of Caterina Caneva, Giovan-
na Giusti, Francesca De Luca 
and the present author. All this 
was made possible thanks to the 
generous support the Amici and 
the Friends of the Uffizi offer 
our museums. 

Alessandra Griffo

incidence, the tapestries repre-
senting the Festivities also left 
France that same year. Christine 
of Lorraine brought them to 

Florence on occasion of her mar-
riage to Ferdinando I de’ Medi-
ci, as the bride’s precious dowry 
left to her by her munificent 

grandmother. Since then, the 
series has passed from the pat-
rimony of the Grand Duchy to 
that of the Italian State and now 
has been restored to a perfect 
state of conservation through 
the recent intervention of Clau-
dia Beyer and Costanza Perrone 
da Zara and an earlier campaign 
entrusted to Carla Molin Pradel 

Detail of the tapestry Feast for the Polish Ambassadors, at the Tuileries Palace in 1573. 
At the center, Catherine de’ Medici.

Detail of the tapestry Journey with the royal departure from the Castle of Anet. 

Detail of the gold weft threads in the tapestry Barriers Combat.
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the Santissima Annunziata, 
Santi Michele e Gaetano, 

the Badia Fiorentina 
(where his portrait of 

Lodovico Fantoni, 
held to be one of 
his masterpieces, 
can be admired), 
in the church of 
San Firenze, in 

the Confraternity 
of the Misericordia, 

in Palazzo Corsini at 
Parione, and in Palaz-

zo Capponi. He is also 
the author of the funerary 

monument of Philipp von 
Hochkirchen, cavalry general 

and military advisor to the Pala-
tine Elector, Johann Wilhem, 
consort of Anna Maria Luisa de’ 
Medici, a work today on exhibit 
in the Cathedral of Cologne. 

Gaetano Berenstadt’s finely 
featured and elegantly coiffed 
bust portrait can now be count-
ed among the masterpieces of 
the Gallery of Modern Art in 
Palazzo Pitti thanks to the dona-
tion of Giovanni Pratesi.  The 
donor also wishes to underscore 
the fact that the bust comes from 
the international market, dem-
onstrating that the activities of 
Italian antique dealers continu-
ously bring back to Italy works 
of art exported at various mo-
ments in history. 

N.B.

He was a famous Floren-
tine singer who was born 

in Florence in 1687 from Ger-
man parents. His contralto voice 
assured him a brilliant career 
both at the Medicean court in 
Florence (where his father was 
the timpanist of the Grand 
Duke), and at numerous 
European courts, where 
he also became a col-
laborator of Händel. 
His exquisite artistic 
sensitivity addition-
ally brought him 
to trade in works 
of art, especially 
sculptures of con-
temporary artists, 
such as Massimi-
liano Soldani Bensi, 
Giuseppe Broccetti, 
and Giovacchino Fortini.

It was, in fact, the latter 
who portrayed him in the ex-
quisite marble bust that has now 
entered the collections of Palaz-
zo Pitti, thanks to the generosity 
of the Florentine antique dealer, 
Giovanni Pratesi.  Pratesi is well 
known for his enlightened ac-
tivity as a scholar and historical 
researcher, for his passion for the 
antique in its most noble artistic 
forms, and for combining his 
activity as a dealer with that of a 
collector of the greatest quality.   

In fact, it was Giovanni Pra-
tesi himself who first intuited 
that the stunning countenance 
of the eighteenth century bust 
in his possession had close analo-
gies to the facial traits portrayed 
in a medallion by Lorenzo Maria 
Weber representing the castrat-
ed Florentine singer, Gaetano 
Berenstadt. This was the start-

ing point for an investigation 
that, thanks to the research of art 
historian Sandro Bellesi, led to 
the attribution of the bust to the 
well-known eighteenth century 
Florentine sculptor, Giovacchi-

no Fortini (1670 - 1736), one of 
Cosimo III’s favorite artists. Still 
today, numerous testimonies of 
the sculptor’s flourishing activity 
can be found in his native city: 
for example, in the churches of 

On the left, the antique dealer Giovanni 
Pratesi, and the director of the Uffizi Eike 
Schmidt.

Giovanni Fortini, Portrait of Gaetano Berenstadt.

Gaetano Berenstadt returns to Pitti 
Giovanni Pratesi’s 

gift to the Gallery of 
Modern Art. The marble 
bust is the creation of the 
sculptor Giovacchino 
Fortini, a favorite of 
Cosimo III
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n  Botticelli  
in Minneapolis...

Until January 8, the Min-
neapolis Institute of Art hosts 
an exhibit that the director of 
the Uffizi, Eike Schmidt, does 
not hesitate to define as an “ini-
tiative of the highest scientific 
value, with new discoveries, at-
tributions and identifications”. 
The exposition explores the rela-
tionship of the great master and 
the artists of his time with works 
from classical antiquity displayed 
alongside Renaissance paintings, 
prints and drawings in a play of 
comparisons, suggestions, and 
cultured inspirations. 

The exhibit, curated by Ceci-
lia Frosinini and Rachel McGar-
ry, entitled “Botticelli and Re-
naissance Florence”, is the fruit 
of the collaboration of the Uffizi 
Galleries and the Minneapolis 
museum. 

n  ... and Self-
portraits 
in Shanghai

Until January 8, the Bund 
One Art Museum in Shanghai 
hosts 48 self-portraits of artists 
selected from the rich collection 
of the Uffizi Galleries (made up 
of approximately 2000 works). 
Among the works on exhibit 

are self-portraits by Chagall, Le 
Brun, Morandi, and Balla. The 
collaboration initiated between 
the two museums plans for the 
realization of approximately ten 
exhibits over the course of the 
next five years, with financial sup-
port of the Uffizi on the part of 
the Chinese museum of over six 
million euro. 

n   The Myth  
of Niobe

In the exhibit entitled “Nio-
be and her Children in the Mir-
ror”, open until March 12, the 
two most important sculptural 
groups dedicated to the “Myth 

of Niobe” are on display side by 
side. The exhibit includes the 
thirteen famous ancient Roman 
statues from the Medici collec-
tion and the group of nine Nio-
bids that were discovered in 2012 
in the baths of a Roman villa in 
Ciampino, and are today hou-
sed in the Sanctuary of Hercules 
Victor in Tivoli. As director Eike 
Schmidt underscores, the Hall 
of Niobe in the Uffizi “now more 
than ever merits its name, ho-
sting a crowd of sculptures that 
tell of the cruelty of the gods and 
the folly of humanity”.

Life at the Uffizi

Gian Lorenzo Bernini, Self-portrait 
(detail).

Sculptures of the “Myth of Niobe”.
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