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Pietre dure inlaid table top (commesso),  

background in porphyry, Belgian black and lapis lazuli 
 

Fruiting branches, grapevine and flower decor 
 

74 x 135 x 2.5 cm; 29 x 53 x 1 in 
 

Provenance: formerly Steinitz, Paris;  Private Collection, U.S.A. 
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Concentric rectangles in alternating porphyry, Belgian Black, and lapis lazuli constitute the layout 

of the table top; the Belgian Black marble presents inlaid floral and fruit motifs.  

«Florentine works using black marble typical employed Flanders black or Noir Belge» so as to 

create a more striking contrast with the decorative inlay of the commesso work. The here-

presented table top is further embellished by ribbons of lapis lazuli, a stone quarried in north-

eastern Afghanistan since ancient times. Red porphyry, instead, comes from quarries found in the  

Eastern Desert of Egypt, originally owned and operated by the Ptolemies, the ancient Egyptian 

royal family whose royal colour was, in fact, purple. When Egypt became a province of the Roman 

Empire, the value and importance of the porphyry quarries did not wane. In fact, the imperial 

associations of this hard stone persisted as it continued to be very much sought after for its deep 

red, almost purple, colour, notwithstanding the fact that it was extremely difficult to carve. In this 

manner, the colour Porphyra (Latin for purple) worn by Roman emperors came to symbolise 

power and royal standing. Buried in sarcophagi made of porphyry, their imperial offspring were 

referred to as Porphyrogenitus (born in the purple). 

However, with the fall of the Western Roman Empire, the ability to work this precious marble was 

lost for centuries until a Florentine sculptor, in a refinement of techniques for sculpting hardstone, 

rediscovered the art of carving porphyry. Using tools he himself had created, fine abrasives and 

polishing powders, the porphyry specialist Ferrucci Francesco Di Giovanni, known as Francesco 

Del Tadda, (Fiesole, 1497-1585), executed splendid works from this fascinating, yet difficult, stone 

(Figs. 1-2).  

  
Fig. 1: Ferrucci Francesco Di Giovanni, known as 
Francesco Del Tadda, Portrait of Lorenzo de’ Medici, 
the Magnificent, porphyry, 48(h) x 35 cm, 19(h) x 
133/4 in, Florence, Museo Nazionale del Bargello 

Fig. 2: Ferrucci Francesco Di Giovanni, known as 
Francesco Del Tadda, Portrait of Alessandro de’ 
Medici, porphyry, 46.5(h) x 35.5 cm, 181/3 x 14 in, 
Florence, Museo Nazionale del Bargello 
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On 3 September 1588, Ferdinando I, Grand Duke of Tuscany, 

issued a Patent Letter establishing the Workshop for Hard 

Stone (Opificio delle Pietre Dure) as a permanent commesso 

workshop in which a select number of artists perfected the art 

of commesso di pietre dure. Within its confines, splendid works 

by artists the calibre of Jacopo Ligozzi (Verona,  1547 – 

Florence,  1627) (Fig. 3)  and Giovan Battista Foggini (Florence, 

1652 – 1725) were created, engendering an extremely refined 

taste which would be a source of inspiration for centuries to 

come.  

 
Fig. 3: Jacopo Ligozzi: Naturalistic Illustrations –1577-1587 circa 
Florence,  Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe degli Uffizi. 

 

Between 1820 and 1840, Florentine craftsmanship continued to produce magnificent table tops 

particularly appreciated for their mastery of execution and the magnificence of the hardstone 

employed (Fig. 4). 

 

 
Fig. 4: Table top in commesso di pietre dure  depicting a garland of flowers interwoven with musical 

instruments against a background in porphyry, 72 x 145 cm, Florence, Opificio delle Pietre Dure. 
 

The here-presented table top, executed by first-half 19th century, master Florentine artists 

beautifully represents the highest level of virtuosity and technical excellence in the demanding art 

of hard stone commesso works. 


