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Venice, Island of San Giorgio

17 September 2016 – 8 January 2017
Mindful Hands. Masterpieces of Illumination from the Fondazione Giorgio Cini

An exhibition of over 120 illuminated pages and initials from one of the largest private collections of miniatures worldwide, once owned by Vittorio Cini and presented to the Foundation in 1962 

An integral part of the exhibition itinerary designed by the Studio Michele De Lucchi is a section with multimedia art installations curated by Adam Lowe’s Factum Arte 

The large exhibition entitled Mindful Hands. Masterpieces of Illumination from the Fondazione Giorgio Cini  will be staged on the Island of San Giorgio Maggiore in Venice from 17 September 2016 to 8 January 2017. Produced by the Fondazione Giorgio Cini in collaboration with Studio Michele De Lucchi and Factum Arte, the exhibition has been organised with the support of the Helen Hamlyn Trust and the contribution of Pirelli.  

In the Sala del Convitto for the first time in over 35 years a large part of one of the most fascinating, invaluable Fondazione Cini collections will be on show: around 120 works from the collection of 238 Mediaeval and Renaissance miniatures acquired by Vittorio Cini from the Libreria Antiquaria Hoepli in Milan in 1939-1940, and presented to the Foundation in 1962.  A select group of particularly fine illuminated codices, acquired from the same antiquarian, will also be on display. 

One of the most important of its kind in the world, the Cini miniature collection is made up of illuminated leaves and cuttings of initials, mostly from liturgical works (graduals and psalteries), comparable both in type and quality to collections such as the Wildenstein, now in the Musée Marmottan, Paris, the Robert Owen Lehman Senior collection (now dismembered but until a few years ago in the Metropolitan Museum, New York), or the collections of the Getty Institute, Los Angeles, the Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge, and the Kupferstichkabinett, Berlin. 

The culmination of an academic project spanning more than three years and involving over forty scholars and restorers, the exhibition is both the presentation and “translation” of the project for the general public. The team was coordinated by the academic curators of the exhibition, Federica Toniolo, a lecturer in the History of Illuminated Manuscripts at the University of Padua, Massimo Medica, director of the Museo Civico Medievale, Bologna, and Alessandro Martoni from the Fondazione Giorgio Cini Institute of Art History. The results of this enormous operation, which involved drafting 198 index cards and the restoration of around 120 items in the collection are documented in the monumental first general catalogue of the collection (Le miniature della Fondazione Giorgio Cini. Pagine, ritagli, manoscritti, 544 pages, Silvana Editoriale) For the exhibition a short guide has also been published and will be available for visitors (Mindful Hands. The Illuminated Masterpieces of the Fondazione Giorgio Cini, 80 pages, Silvana Editoriale). The guide will illustrate the itinerary and provide visitors with more in-depth information (for details of the catalogue and guide, see the “Useful Information” sheet).
The exhibition aims to make this incredible heritage and its story accessible for the general public: the installation and layout designed by the Studio Michele De Lucchi is inspired by the settings and atmosphere of the Mediaeval illumination tradition, but translated into a contemporary key. The large central exhibition space in the Sale del Convitto has been divided up thanks to special ad hoc architectural displays areas: large alcoves in light-coloured fabric re-create the interiors of chapels and Gothic churches, while solid oak octagonal display cabinets are both imposing and functional.

Adam Lowe’s Factum Arte (experts on digital techniques applied to the conservation, reproduction and interpretation of works of art) rose to the challenge of presenting the work of great master craftsmen of the past by creating a series of multimedia art installations. They are the highlights of the last section of the exhibition devoted to analysing and understanding the techniques involved in producing illuminated manuscripts. Moreover, visitors will be able to examine close-up two of the most important rare works in the Cini collection: the Martirologio della confraternita dei Battuti Neri di Ferrara (a 15th-century manuscript containing meditations on Christ’s suffering on the cross, illustrated by miniatures with images of the passion and martyrdom of saints), and the small (6 x 3 cm) but invaluable Offiziolo di Carlo VIII, a Book of Hours commissioned in the late 15th century by the Duke of Milan, Federico il Moro, to be presented to the King of France. It is one of the most refined books of hours (used for private daily prayer) from the Lombard area. The importance of the exhibition is also underscored by the presence of a book of great significance for the history of San Giorgio Maggiore and the Foundation: an Antiphonal for the Common Office of the Saints (a book with sung parts of the liturgy), called “Q”, owned by the Benedictine Basilica of San Giorgio Maggiore and specially loaned for Mindful Hands. In fact the first room on the exhibition itinerary hosts a remarkable reunion: the Antiphonal Q and a page detached from the volume in the past (now in the Cini collection) are shown side by side.

The exhibition begins with an introductory room on the ground floor illustrating the history of the collection and its specific nature. Here visitors can become familiar with the various types of miniatures (collages and pastiches, cuttings, detached leaves and copies), the result of the widespread practice in the late 19th and early 20th centuries of dismembering codices for the purposes of putting only the figurative parts on the antiquarian market.

After a selection of particularly significant choir books of various sizes, ages and provenances, the exhibition focuses on chronological and geographical aspects in the large central room, providing an overview of the principal schools of Italian illumination from the 12th to the 16th centuries. Four large display cabinets and nine alcoves contain sets of detached leaves and cuttings of initials taken from the same books or attributed to stylistically similar masters and workshops, while four showcases on pedestals display some exceptional illuminated manuscripts still intact. The wall on the left on entering has a row of showcases containing particular beautiful and significant whole leaves and fragments.

On leaving the central room, a stair leads to the upper floor, where the layout of the spaces creates a deep change in atmosphere. Here the Offiziolo and the Martirologio are the principal exhibits in a series of multimedia art installations conceived and made by Factum Arte. Within the context of the overall exhibition design curated by the Studio De Lucchi, the installations create a powerful, suggestive atmosphere. Visitors are met by a graphic display illustrating the history of illumination techniques, They can then watch Cuttings, a video documenting the production of a parchment sheet, the making of pigments and colours, decoration techniques and book binding, through sounds and images from live recordings. In this fascinating art film the protagonists are the “mindful hands” of today’s artisans and artists who have revived the ancient, almost alchemical knowledge of the Mediaeval illuminators and copyists.

Finally, the last room of the exhibition is designed as a stage set evoking the atmosphere of a Mediaeval monastery. The first part of this room is devoted to the Cini Offiziolo (Book of Hours): the whole of the left wall is occupied by a huge installation lining up enlargements and one-to-one scale reproductions of each of the illuminated pages of the book, while a video illustrates the scanning techniques and the making of  a facsimile, which visitors can touch and leaf through in a small side room dedicated to this unique experience. To create the facsimile, Factum Arte devised a system based on a LED-lit prism with a mirror on one side to obtain high-resolution photographs of each individual page without ever applying any pressure on the very delicate object.

The second part of the room, on the other hand, conjures up the atmosphere of the penitential and meditational itineraries of the Mediaeval confraternity of the Battuti Neri of Ferrara and the full significance of one of the books they used, the Martirologio (Martyrology). Here the visitor is surrounded by enormous enlargements of ten of the most emblematic miniatures in the codex. The dramatic atmosphere of the room in semi-darkness is heightened by a powerful sound installation: recordings of pre-polyphonic singing made in the mid-20th century by Father Pellegrino Ernetti, a Benedictine monk in the monastery of San Giorgio Maggiore and also a renowned musicologist. The recordings have been “cleaned” thanks to the latest audio technology, synthesised and combined with music from other periods and traditions alluding to the theme of martyrdom. The choice of an installation dedicated to singing can be explained by the nature of the original manuscripts: almost all the items in the Cini collection are leaves or cuttings from choir books.

To highlight further the importance of the unique figure of Vittorio Cini as a multifaceted collector, there will be a special entrance ticket, “Vittorio Cini as collector”, entitling visitors in possession of tickets to Mindful Hands to a special discount for the other ongoing exhibition at the Palazzo Cini, Rediscovered Masterpieces from the Vittorio Cini Collection (until 15 November 2016), and vice versa.

For the exhibition Mindful Hands. Masterpieces of Illumination from the Fondazione Giorgio Cini, special guided tours on payment will be available from Friday, 23 September 2016. The tours for a minimum of 10 people must be booked. Individual visitors can sign up at artsystem@artsystem.it if they wish to take part on a tour (prior authorisation required) of maximum 25 people, on Thursday, Saturday and Sunday at 11am and 4pm. Educational workshops for schools, with specific projects for different age-groups, are also on offer.
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