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The symmetrical arrangement on the 
lockplate either side of Abundantia/
Dovizia – helmets and all’antica armour 
above a sleeping male and a female 

<	

t h e  r i j k s
m u s e u m

b u l l e t i n

T he Rijksmuseum holds an 
example of one of the most widely 

reproduced designs of Italian Renais
sance bronzes: a gilt lockplate that once 
served as the decorative fastening of a 
chest (fig. 1).1 It corresponds to a model 
that must have been produced in the 
same basic form in its hundreds. More 
than seventy examples have survived 
in museums and private collections, 
and new ones appear regularly on the 
fine art market.2 Hardly any other metal
work from the sixteenth century had a 
comparable breadth of distribution. 

The success of this utilitarian object 
probably lay on the one hand simply  
in its appealing design, which unites  
a variety of late Mannerist decorative 
elements in a small space. On the 
other, the motifs also convey a 
message, albeit one that cannot easily 
be interpreted in detail. The central 
figure of the elegant standing woman 
on the hasp has been convincingly 
identified as Abundantia. However, 
rather than carrying a cornucopia  
in her hands as is customary, the per
sonification of plenty bears a basket  
of fruit on her head. She is probably 
derived from Dovizia, a Florentine 
variant of Abundantia, multiple copies 
of which were reproduced after a 
prototype by Donatello, particularly 
in the Della Robbia workshop, as a 
kind of ‘house goddess’ guaranteeing 
prosperity and fertility (fig. 2).3

Armorial Lockplates:
A Story of Success in Renaissance 

Rome

	 Fig. 1 
Lockplate of Orazio 
Ruspoli and Felice  
de’ Cavalieri,  
c./after 1594.  
Gilt copper, 
plate: 18 x 18 cm,  
hasp: h. 22.7 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
inv. no. bk-nm-14348.

•  l u k a s  m a d e r s b a c h e r  •

	 Fig. 2
della robbia 
workshop ,  
Dovizia , c. 1520.  
Enameled terracotta, 
h. 78 cm.  
Florence, Casa 
Buonarroti.
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nude – is harder to identify. The armour 
evidently relates to the recumbent 
figures, especially as the cuirass  
above the female figure is shaped to 
accommodate the female form. There 
is indeed a tradition in Renaissance 
art of such pairs of figures lying 
opposite each other: it recalls the 
iconography of Venus and Mars, which 
had been prominently disseminated 
by Botticelli’s depiction of the sleeping 
warrior disarmed by the goddess of 
love.4 In a relief attributed to Antonio 
Pollaiuolo held in the Victoria and 
Albert Museum a very closely related 
juxtaposition of the naked sleeping 
gods has been preserved (fig. 3).5 
Nonetheless, despite this parallelism 
the figures on the present lockplate 
cannot be identified as Venus and 
Mars, not least since the discarded 
armour characterizes both figures as 
warriors. Even if the disarmed female 
warrior is interpreted not as Venus 
but Minerva or Bellona, the way it is 

here combined with the male counter
part goes beyond the bounds of 
iconographic traditions.6 

Nevertheless, in general terms the 
meaning is not hard to interpret. The 
warrior couple have discarded their 
armour to seek rest. Sleep in a state of 
nakedness symbolizes peace, which 
overcomes war and violence, thus 
laying the ground for prosperity as 
personified by Abuntantia/Dovizia. 
However, these objects had a further 
definitive iconographic function, offer
ing potential for social representation. 
Both on the hasp and in the fields 
below the flanking vases and masks, 
these lockplates display cartouches 
that could be inscribed with coats of 
arms, and thus personalized.

Hitherto it has proved possible to 
assign a number of examples of these 
objects to specific families or concrete 
individuals on the basis of their armorial 
bearings. In the following article this 
group will be considerably expanded 
through a series of further heraldic 
identifications, thus providing a basis 
to re-examine the question of the pur
pose of this artisanal prestige object 
and determine the circumstances of its 
origin. The example in Amsterdam and 
another in the National Gallery of Art 
in Washington (see fig. 12) will assume 
special significance in this connection.

In the older literature, connections were 
proposed between the manufacture  
of such lockplates and various artistic 
centres, including the Netherlands and 
southern Germany, Fontainebleau, 
Milan and Rome.7 The names of 
Benvenuto Cellini, Jacopo Sansovino, 
Guglielmo della Porta, Leone and 
Pompeo Leoni were also brought into 
play.8 The piece in the Rijksmuseum  
is currently attributed to the latter. 

Bertrand Bergbauer, on the other 
hand, came to the conclusion that  
all these objects are nineteenth-
century forgeries.9 His doubts as to 
the authenticity of these lockplates 
are based mainly on the fact that so 

	 Fig. 3
antonio 
pollaiuolo ,  
Mirror frame in the 
form of a Medici ring, 
c. 1470-80.  
Painted and gilt 
stucco in a gilt wood 
frame, h. 64.2 x  
w. 50.8 x d. 5.5 cm. 
London, Victoria  
and Albert Museum, 
inv. no. 5887-1859.
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many examples have survived, while 
hardly any of their original supports, 
that is to say the chests for which they 
are supposed to have been intended, 
have.10 This is indeed a remarkable 
circumstance. Nonetheless, a couple 
of original sets of chests with their 
lockplates have survived, together 
with their matching lateral bronze 
handles (figs. 4, 5).11 These examples 
reveal the reason why almost all the 
locks were detached from the chests 
over the course of time. These wooden 
chests were relatively simple pieces  
of furniture whose construction with 
barrel-vaulted lids was widespread for 

	 Fig. 4
Chests with lockplate 
and original handles , 
c. 1590.  
Poplar wood, with 
velvet and silk 
covering, h. 61 x  
w. 135 x d. 46 cm and  
h. 60 x w. 134 x d. 45 cm.  
Sale, Paris (Etude 
Tajan), 17 May 2000, 
no. 39 and private 
collection (the latter 
with later covering).

	 Fig. 5
Detail showing 
the side handle of  
the chest (fig. 4).



306

t h e  r i j k s m u s e u m  b u l l e t i n

In this sense the coats of arms depicted 
on the hasp and f lanks of the lock
plates would refer to the marriages as 
the causal event.15 

A whole series of lockplates do 
indeed display arms of alliance, and  
in individual cases have even sur-
vived in duplicate.16 The lockplates  
in the Wallace Collection and the 
Renaissance Museum in Ecouen 
display on the hasp the matching 
impaled arms of Asdrubale Mattei, 
one of the most enthusiastic art 
collectors in Rome, and his wife 
Costanza Gonzaga-Novellara (fig. 6). 
The couple married in 1595.17 Similarly, 
arms of alliance are found on the 
hasps of other examples. Identifying 
these is not always easy, but it has 
been possible to assign a number to 
specific individuals.18 The earliest of 
these would seem to be the lockplate  
of Pirro Frangipani and Flaminia 
Armentieri (fig. 7). In any event,  

Italian early Renaissance travelling 
chests, as attested not least by contem
porary depictions.12 The chests were 
usually covered in velvet and trimmed 
with braid and decorative studs. The 
velvet eventually became shabby from 
use, so it was understandable that the 
luxurious gilt lockplates were removed 
from the chests and that they came 
onto the market as discrete works of 
applied art in the nineteenth century.

The difference between the precious 
locks and the plain carcases of the 
chests might suggest that they were 
not made as fixed units. On the other 
hand, the small number of chests 
preserved in their original state is 
strikingly homogeneous. Their textile 
covering displays the same geometrical 
design of braid and studs. Further
more, the extant chests – as far as this 
is recorded – also have the same dimen
sions of approximately h. 60 x w. 135 x 
d. 45 cm.13 From this one could draw 
the conclusion that the workshop in 
which the lockplates and handles were 
cast collaborated with the workshop 
that made the chests. And perhaps it 
was precisely this standardized method 
of production that facilitated the 
extraordinary success of this product. 
The part played by the individual who 
commissioned such an object was 
limited to personalizing the piece  
with his or her coat of arms.

The connection with cassoni has 
always suggested itself as the reason  
for and purpose of these objects. 
These were ordered in pairs on  
the occasion of a marriage by the 
family of the bride (or bridegroom  
in some cases) and were displayed  
in a prestigious place, particularly  
in the bedchamber.14 Jeremy Warren 
recently confirmed this functional 
correlation. He proceeds on the as-
sumption that the chests in question 
were made in pairs, and served for the 
symbolic transfer of the bride’s dowry 
into the house of the bridegroom on 
the occasion of the transductio. 

	 Fig. 6
Lockplate of 
Asdrubale Mattei 
and Costanza 
Gonzaga-Novellara , 
c./after 1595.  
Gilt brass copper 
alloy, plate:  
17.9 x 17.9 cm. 
London, The  
Wallace Collection,  
inv. no. s471.
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it was made before 1580, since it was 
in this year that Armentieri married her 
second husband, Camillo Palombara.19 
In this case the hasp displays a com
bination of three coats of arms belong
ing to Roman families. Frangipani, 
son of Artemisia Colonna, incorpor
ated the column of the Colonna in  
the Frangipani/Armentieri arms of 
alliance as a symbol of his ancestry 

	 Fig. 7a 
Lockplate of Pirro 
Frangipani and 
Flaminia Armentieri, 
before 1480.  
Gilt bronze, plate:  
18 x 18 cm.  
Sale, London 
(Bonhams),  
5 July 2012, no. 1.

	 Fig. 7b 
Detail with coat of 
arms (fig. 7a).

	 Figs. 8a-c 
Coats of arms of the 
Frangipani, Colonna 
and Armentieri, from 
Stemmi gentilizi delle 
più illustri famiglie 
romane , 17th century. 
Rome, Biblioteca 
Casanatense,  
ms. 4006, unpaged,  
nos. 303, 121, 824. 
Photos: Mario Setter.

(figs. 8a-c). Arms of alliance on the 
hasp also embellish the lockplate of 
Marcantonio 111 Colonna and Felice 
Orsina Peretti (marr. 1589), the great-
niece of Pope Sixtus v and sister of 
Cardinal Montalto,20 also that of 
Flaminio Delfini, Roman officer and 
later commander of the papal fleet, 
and Maria Ridolfi (marr. 1593),21 and 
that of the Roman banker and art 
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collector Lelio Cevoli and Giulia 
Mattei (marr. 1596) (fig. 9).22 The 
lockplate hitherto regarded as the 
earliest example, dating from around 
1540, and thus determining the dating 
of the whole group of works, also 
displays impaled arms on the hasp – 
those of Gaspare Rivaldi, lawyer of 
the Camera Apostolica, and Ortenzia 
Mazziotti. However, the couple in fact 
married not in 1540 but 1590.23

Marital coats of arms are found not 
only on the hasp but also on the lateral 
cartouches of the lockplates. There  
are variants that show the arms of  
the man on the hasp and those of the 
wife on the cartouches, as found on  
the lockplate of the career soldier 
Celso Celsi and Virginia Delfini  
(marr. 1572) (see fig. 20), sister of the 
above-mentioned Flaminio Delfini.24 

Conversely, the man’s arms can  
appear on the cartouches and those  
of the woman on the hasp, as in the 
case of Paolo Emilio Dandini, nephew 
of Cardinal Girolamo Dandini, and 
Olimpia Roverella (marr. before 1580) 
(fig. 10).25 The variant of the male arms 
appearing on one of the cartouches 
and the female arms on the other was 
also common; this is found on the lock- 
plate held in the Palazzo Venezia of 
Clemente Buccelleni, an entrepreneur 
in the ore-smelting trade who had 
moved from Brescia to Rome, and 
Emilia Mellini (marr. 1573) (see fig. 14) 
– to whom we will return later.26

A total of five lockplates can be 
assigned to the ancient Roman family 
of the Orsini. At least three of these 
display a heraldic alliance with the 
Savelli family, with whom the Orsini 
frequently contracted marriages.27 The 
most eloquent of these displays the 
alliance in dual form: on the lockplate 
in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston 
the impaled arms appear on the hasp, 
with the arms of the Orsini additionally 
on the (male) right-hand cartouche, and 
the arms of the Savelli on the (female) 
left-hand cartouche (fig. 11). This unique 
and exceptional case of double arms of 
alliance evidently points to an alliance 
between the Orsini and Savelli families 
over two generations and can duly be 
assigned unequivocally: in the second 
half of the sixteenth century there was 
only one double alliance of this kind: 
Franciotto Orsini, son of Enrico, 
Marquese di Stimigliano (fig. 13), from 
the Orsini-Monterotondo branch of 
the family, married Camilla Savelli 
before 1589. His father Enrico Orsini 
had taken as his second wife Camilla’s 
cousin Diana Savelli. As Franciotto 
was the result of an earlier (illegit- 
imate) union of Enrico’s, one could 
assume that the Marquese di 
Stimigliano gave the lockplate as a 
gift to his only son and the latter’s 
wife in order to insinuate genealogical 
continuity and legitimacy via the  
arms of two generations.28

	 Fig. 9 
Lockplate of Lelio 
Cevoli and Giulia 
Mattei, c./after 1596. 
Gilt bronze, plate:  
18 x 18 cm.  
Sale, Hanover 
(Zietz), 1975, no. 72. 
Research Institute, 
https://archive.org/
details/utriusque-
cosmima01flud/page/
n12/mode/1up.
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We thus see that marital unions 
manifest themselves in different  
ways on these lockplates. But can we 
justify the conclusion that the chests 
bearing such ornamental elements  
had the exclusive purpose of marriage 
chests? There are good reasons to 
doubt such a specific definition.  
On the one hand there are extant 
examples that dispense completely 
with heraldic decoration.29 Others 
display simple family armorial 
bearings without any impaled coats  
of arms. Neither does the circum-
stance that such lockplates also exist  
in duplicate support their use as  
bridal chests;30 this can probably be 
explained by the fact that travelling 
chests were transported on either side 
of the backs of pack animals and were 
thus needed in pairs.31 

	 Fig. 10 
Lockplate of Paolo 
Emilio Dandini and 
Olimpia Roverella , 
before 1580.  
Gilt bronze, plate:  
18.5 x 18.3 cm.  
Saint Louis, Saint 
Louis Art Museum, 
Museum Purchase, 
inv. no. 159:1924a,b.

Even in the case of those examples  
that display impaled arms, it would  
be inadvisable to assume as a matter 
of course that they belonged to mar-
riage chests, as the above-mentioned 
Buccelleni/Mellini lockplate in the 
Palazzo Venezia collection attests  
(fig. 14). Here it is evident that a copper 
plate with the Buccelleni coat of arms 
has been soldered on subsequently, 
that is, to replace an original coat  
of arms. We know that Clemente 
Buccelleni was the second husband  
of Emilia Mellini. Her first marriage 
was to Gianfrancesco Passionei in 
1569.32 It seems clear that following 
her second marriage in 1573 the widow 
had the arms of her first husband 
replaced with those of her new spouse. 
In the case of an object with the 
ceremonial function of a marriage 
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	 Fig. 11 
Lockplate with the 
coat of arms of 
Enrico Orsini and 
Diana Savelli on  
the cartouches and 
impaled arms of 
Franciotto Orsini  
and Camilla Savelli 
on the hasp,  
c./after 1589.  
Gilt brass and iron, 
18 x 17.5 cm.  
Boston, Museum  
of Fine Arts,  
inv. no. 1986.8;  
gift of Mr and  
Mrs Nereo Fioratti 
and H.E. Bolles Fund. 
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	 Fig. 12 
Lockplate with the 
coat of arms of 
Enrico Orsini and 
Diana Savelli on the 
cartouches and of 
Giovanni Caccia on 
the hasp, after 1589. 
Gilt bronze,  
17.6 x 17.5 cm. 
Washington, National 
Gallery of Art, 
Widener Collection, 
inv. no. 1942.9.151.a.



312

t h e  r i j k s m u s e u m  b u l l e t i n

chest, however, any pragmatic secon
dary use of this kind should be ruled 
out. Obviously Mellini simply adapted 
her travelling chest to her altered 
marital status – just as one might 
change the label on a suitcase in 
similar circumstances today. This 
evidence allows the conclusion that 
the arms of alliance on these lock
plates should by no means necessarily 
be seen in the context of the marriage 
ceremony but that they probably had 
the primary purpose of identifying 
the owners of these chests.

Similar findings are indicated by  
the above-mentioned lockplates in 
Amsterdam and Washington, opening 
up a new and surprising possibility  
of interpretation. In both cases the 
impaled arms are found on the lateral 
cartouches while the hasp displays a 
different coat of arms that has no con
nection to the families in question.

The Rijksmuseum example (figs. 1,  
15a, b) displays two identical arms  
of alliance on the cartouches. These 
were erroneously identified as being 
of the Chigi family.33 In fact, they 
show a combination of the arms of  

	 Fig. 13
Impaled arms of 
Enrico Orsini and 
Diana Savelli,  
c. 1570. Stimigliano, 
Palazzo Orsini,  
piano nobile.

	 Fig. 14a
Lockplate of 
Clemente Buccelleni 
and Emilia Mellini,  
c./after 1569/73.  
Gilt bronze, plate:  
h. 18.5 x w. 18.3 cm. 

Rome, Museo di 
Palazzo Venezia,  
inv. no. pv 5599.

	 Fig. 14b
Detail with coat of 
arms of Clemente 
Buccelleni (fig. 14a).
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the Ruspoli and Cavalieri-Orsini 
families, and can thus be shown to relate 
to Orazio Ruspoli, who was married 
to Felice de’ Cavalieri, granddaughter 
of Tommaso de’ Cavalieri, who was  
a friend of Michelangelo, and niece 
and ward of the composer Emilio de’ 
Cavalieri (marr. 1594). The Ruspoli, a 
Sienese family of bankers, had settled 
in Rome a generation previously. 
Orazio, born in Rome in 1542, at first 
worked in the family bank before 
making a career at the Curia and 
eventually rising to the top of the 
Annona, the papal victualling institu
tion, in 1589. After marrying, he and 
his bride, who was more than thirty 
years his junior, converted their house 
on Via dei Banchi Vecchi into a stately 
palace in 1594. Their arms of alliance, 
which match those on the Rijksmuseum 
lockplate exactly, still grace the en
trance portal to the piano nobile of 
the palace (fig. 16).34

However, the hasp of the Rijks
museum lockplate displays an add- 
itional coat of arms that surprisingly 
can be assigned neither to the kinship 
of the Ruspoli nor to that of the 

	 Figs. 15a, b 
Details showing  
the cartouche with 
impaled arms of 
Orazio Ruspoli and 
Felice de’ Cavalieri 
and hasp with 
impaled arms of an 
unknown individual 
and Baschenis (fig. 1).

	 Fig. 16
Impaled arms of 
Orazio Ruspoli and 
Felice de’ Cavalieri  
on the portal to the 
piano nobile of the 
former house of 
Orazio Ruspoli,  
c./after 1594.  
Rome, 25 Via dei 
Banchi Vecchi. 
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	 Fig. 17
Detail with the coat 
of arms of Giovanni 
Caccia on the hasp 
(fig. 12).

	 Fig. 18
Coat of arms of 
Giovanni Caccia , 
after 1589.  
Sant’Oreste,  
Palazzo Caccia, 
piano nobile.

Cavalieri-Orsini. They are also 
impaled, but unfortunately only  
the female side can be identified;  
it belongs to the Lombard family of  
the Baschenis, the Roman branch of 
which had been founded by the papal 
treasurer Antonio Baschenis and his 
brothers.35 Interestingly, there is 
another lockplate with these arms  
of alliance on the hasp, but without 
the Ruspoli/Cavalieri coats of arms 
on the cartouches.36 How is it possible 
that the Baschenis family, who were 
not members of the Roman aristocracy, 
appear together with the Ruspoli and 
Cavalieri, with whom they had no ties 
of kinship? The explanation might 
simply be that hasp and plate did  
not originally belong together but  
were mounted secondarily from two 
separate examples. This possibility 
exists. However, there is an extant 
counterpart displaying a comparable 
familial incompatibility for which 
there is a plausible explanation.

The cartouches on the lockplate in the 
National Gallery of Art in Washington 
display the same heraldic alliance 
between the Orsini and the Savelli as 
the example commissioned by Enrico 
Orsini now in Boston (see figs. 11, 12). 
The two pieces also correspond in the 
other characteristics, confirming that 

they were made at the same time.37 
However, the hasp shows a coat of 
arms that cannot be linked either to 
the Orsini or the Savelli, the family of 
Enrico’s wife, and which until now 
had also not been identified (fig. 17).

It can be assigned to a certain 
Giovanni Caccia from Novara who 
had settled in Latium in the entourage 
of Cardinal Alessandro Farnese and 
had commissioned the building of a 
palace in Sant’Oreste, forty kilometres 
north of Rome, which was completed 
in 1589. The identification is un
equivocal, since Giovanni Caccia’s 
armorial bearings are an individual 
coat of arms that he created exclusively 
for himself (fig. 18).38 It could on the 
other hand be surmised that the plate 
and hasp did not originally belong 
together. However, in this case a con
nection can be established between 
the individuals behind these coats of 
arms. Giovanni Caccia was a neigh
bour of Enrico Orsini. Sant’Oreste 
and Stimigliano, the marquese’s 
principal residence, face each other 
across the Tiber Valley; there is a 
direct line of sight between the two 
palaces. But how is this heraldic 
alliance between neighbours to be 
explained? Was the newcomer Caccia 
hoping to enhance his social stand-
ing, in the sense of ‘self-fashioning’,  
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by adopting the arms of the Orsini and 
Savelli, the most reputable families of 
this region to the north of Rome, in 
order to integrate himself in his new 
surroundings? Or was it the Orsini 
who allowed him to adopt their arms 
in a gesture of neighbourly amity, or 
– perhaps the most likely explanation – 
gave him the lockplate as a gift? We 
shall probably never know the real 
reasons for this heraldic union between 
neighbours. 

For our purposes, the fact that the 
function of heraldry on these lock
plates was basically so flexible that  
it offered the possibility of creating 
connections between individuals 
unrelated in terms of kinship is 
significant enough in itself. Perhaps 
such symbolic unions were not 
isolated occurrences at all. Since  
in the case of a whole series of lock
plates the hasps with armorial 
bearings are missing (e.g., figs. 4, 14) 
one can speculate whether individual 
examples might have displayed a coat 
of arms that went beyond the bounds 
of familial relations.

In any case, the fact that these objects 
could manifestly symbolize a spectrum 
of personal connections demolishes any 
justification for the hypothesis that 
they had a distinct function within the 
context of the marriage act. This is not 
to doubt that chests ornamented with 
these lockplates were also commis
sioned on the occasion of marriages –  
which were in any case the occasion 
for the acquisition of furnishings of 
every kind. The symbolism of pros
perity and peace displayed on the 
lockplates is also perfectly appropriate 
in this context – even if Abundantia 
does not otherwise occur on marriage 
chests.39 Nonetheless, these chests 
must be clearly distinguished from 
marriage chests proper.

For even if there was no comparable 
tradition of cassoni in Rome as opposed 
to Tuscany, a specifically Roman form 
of ornately carved marriage chest 
developed in the sixteenth century. 
Among the most opulent were the 
chests made for the marriage of Paolo 
Lancellotti and Giulia Delfini in 1570 
(fig. 19).40 With these we have a pair of 

	 Fig. 19
Marriage chests of 
Paolo Lancellotti and 
Giulia Delf ini, 1470. 
London, Victoria and 
Albert Museum,  
inv. no. 4417-1857.
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marriage chests in the proper meaning 
of the term, with separate iconog
raphies that refer to each other, and 
the coat of arms of the husband on 
one and that of the wife on the other.

It should be borne in mind that 
Giulia Delfini was the sister of Virginia 
and Flaminio Delfini, to both of whom 
we can assign chests with lockplates 
(figs. 20, 21a, b).41 The discrepancy 
between the siblings’ plain travelling 
chests and their sister’s marriage chest 
could hardly be greater. Even if the 
later chests belonging to the Delfini 
siblings were in fact commissioned  
on the occasion of their marriages 
(1572 and 1593), it is nevertheless 
hardly conceivable that these serially-
produced objects had an equivalent 
importance to the splendid pair of 

chests with their complex iconog
raphy that was conceived precisely  
for the marriage act. 

It is doubtful whether elaborate 
chests like that for their sister were 
acquired for Virginia and Flaminio 
Delfini. Since the Lancellotti/Delfini 
chests are among the very latest 
examples of lavishly decorated mar
riage chests, the discrepancy between 
the types of chest would seem rather 
to be a symptom of the general dis
appearance of these kinds of elaborate 
matrimonial chest, which in Tuscany 
had already long lost their role and 
ceremonial function. The change to 
the travelling chests that had recently 
come onto the market was presumably 
based on a new pragmatism that valued 
universal utility.

	 Fig. 20
Lockplate of Celso 
Celsi and Virginia 
Delf ini, c./after 1572. 
Gilt bronze, plate:  
18 x 18 cm.  
Sale, Vercelli 
(Meeting Art),  
17 November 2019, 
no. 200.
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In attempting to come to a synoptic 
assessment of these lockplates as a 
historical phenomenon, the hypothesis 
proposed by Bertrand Bergbauer – that 
the group as a whole is a product of  
a nineteenth-century campaign of 
forgery – must first be rebutted. While 
there are proven examples of forgeries, 
these are recognizable as such, as in 
the case of the series of copies that 
imitate the lockplate in the Museum 
of Art in Dallas and consistently dis
play the same coat of arms.42 However, 
on the grounds of the complex heraldic 
connections with specific historical 
personages that they display, it should 
be concluded that the majority of the 
lockplates are without doubt genuine. 

The identification of their commis
sioners clearly points to Rome. The  
chests fitted with the lockplates  
were widespread in the families of  
the Roman aristocracy, among the  
Orsini, Colonna, Savelli, Mattei and 
Frangipani as well as the Cevoli, 
Garzoni, Glorieri, Mellini, Delfini and 
Celsi, and were adopted by families 
who had only recently established 
themselves in the city, such as the 
Ruspoli, Ridolfi, Dandini, Gabrielli, 
Peretti, Passionei and Buccelleni, as 
they were by the families of papal 
officials like the Rivaldi.

With a certain amount of effort, 
one could prove multiple connections 
of kinship or personal relations be
tween the individuals who commis
sioned these chests, which may, for 

example, have resulted from their 
activities in the Camera Capitolina  
or Roman city government. Thus 
Orazio Ruspoli, who commissioned 
the lockplate in the Rijksmuseum (see 
fig. 1), sat as caporione of the Ponte 
district on the Consiglio Segreto, the 
inner council of the government, in 
1577, while Flaminio Delfini served  
as caporione of Ripa on the same 
council. In 1596 Ruspoli was again 
entrusted with the office of caporione 
of Ponte, succeeding Lelio Cevoli  
(see fig. 9), who had represented  
Ponte on the council the previous 
year. In the relevant trimester of 1596, 
immediately above Orazio Ruspoli  
in the hierarchy, at the head of the 
Consiglio Segreto, was Celso Celsi 
(see fig. 20), who held the office  
of one of the conservatori.43 This 
example serves to illustrate the  
close interconnections between the 
individuals who commissioned four 
of the lockplates.44 However, the 
distribution of these objects does  
not require prosopographic network 
analyses. They were obviously 
accessories that had become a ‘must-
have’ across the entire elite stratum  
of Roman society. 

The earliest temporal point of 
reference for the emergence of this 
success story has hitherto been 
assumed to be the year 1540, which 
Pietro Cannata and Charles Avery 
gave as the year in which Gaspare 
Rivaldi and Ortenzia Mazziotti 
married. However, as the couple’s 
wedding did not in fact take place 
until 1590, as we have seen,45 it is the 
marriage of Celso Celsi and Virginia 
Delfini in 1572 which represents the 
earliest union attested by the heraldry 
on a lockplate (see fig. 20).46 If one 
also includes the plate in the Palazzo 
Venezia (see fig. 14), which in its 
original state presumably displayed 
the arms of Gianfrancesco Passionei, 
Emilia Mellini’s first husband, their 
marriage in 1569 yields the earliest 
date.47

	 Figs. 21a, b 
Arms of the Celsi  
and Delf ini, from 
Stemmi gentilizi delle 
più illustri famiglie 
romane , 17th century. 
Rome, Biblioteca 
Casanatense,  
ms. 4006, unpaged, 
nos. 194, 262. 
Photos: Mario Setter.
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This article was prompted by a gilt bronze lockplate in the Rijksmuseum, originally 
the decorative fastening of a chest and one of a large group of similar objects. Hardly 
any other metalwork design was more extensively reproduced in Italian Mannerism. 
Its success was based on the appealing design and the fact this type of lockplate 
offered the possibility of integrating coats of arms and thus personalizing a chest.

The paper presents new examples not yet listed in Charles Avery’s comprehen
sive overview (2001), identifies a whole series of clients for these lockplates on the 
basis of heraldic and genealogical analyses and deduces from this an origin in 
Rome and a dating of the entire group (previously dated 1540) to the last third of 
the sixteenth century.

It has been generally assumed that the specific function of these objects was to 
decorate marriage chests. Closer analysis argues against this thesis. The lockplate 
in the Rijksmuseum is particularly significant in this context. The coats of arms 
on its lateral cartouches identify the Roman Orazio Ruspoli and his wife Felice 
Cavalieri (marr. 1594) as the clients for the piece. Surprisingly, however, the crest 
on the hasp belongs to a family that was not related to this couple. A comparable 
finding is made for a lockplate in the National Gallery in Washington, which has 
also been misinterpreted so far. In this case, too, the coats of arms on the plate and 
on the hasp do not point to a family connection, but to neighbouring and presumably 
friendly families. The analysis of other examples, such as one in the Palazzo 
Venezia, confirms that these lockplates and the chests to which they were attached 
were not exclusively bound to the context of marriage. As travelling chests, which 
became must-have items for the Roman upper class, they seem to have been open 
to a variety of functions.

ab s tr ac t

As is to be expected with articles of 
fashion, the boom in chests decorated 
with these lockplates also had an expiry 
date. At the end of the sixteenth 
century their prevalence comes to 
an abrupt halt. Consequently, their 
period of production can be limited  
to the last third of the sixteenth 
century. This gives a clear temporal 
and local context which should help  
to answer the as yet not unanimously 
clarified question as to the identity  
of the creator of this such extra
ordinarily successful model of 
Mannerist utility art.

Without wanting to preempt a 
conclusion, it may at least be stated 
that the latest attempt at stylistic 
attribution would form a neat fit with 
this temporal and local context. The 
stylistic correlation recognized by 
Charles Avery with a series of bronze 
pax plaques later led to the identifi
cation of Jacopo (c. 1520-1604) and 
Lodovico del Duca (act. 1551-1601) as 
the authors.48 Perhaps their Roman 
workshop had created a lucrative 
source of income in the serial produc
tion of small-scale bronzes for the 
Roman elite.
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