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St. George’s Day 2001 features

Giannetti's Studio

In 1981, Christopher Weeks wrote an article called “Preserving An Old World Heritage” for
Historic Preservation magazine. He described the history of Giannetti’s Studio and the
creations of brothers John and Bob whose work will also be featured at our annual St. George’s
Day celebration to be held at Ascension Catholic Church in Bowie.

The following year the Hon. Steny H. Hoyer of Maryland included in the Congressional Record
(September 28, 1982, p. E4453) remarks entitled: The Giannetti Brothers Preserve the
National’s Past. His remarks concluded with the following statement: “... artists such as John
and Bob Giannetti deserve our praise, our support and our recognition. With their outstanding
workmanship, we can remain confident that the artistry of the past remains with us, which can
only bring continuity to our lives as we approach the new wonders of the 21* century.”

And then in the Fall of 1997, Leonardo Varone, a young Italian from the Giannetti family’s

Tuscan hill town of Bagni di Lucca submitted his final paper for Prof. David Fogel’s class in
Historic Preservation at the University of Maryland. It was entitled: Decorative Plasterwork in
America and The Legacy of a Long-Standing Tradition of Craftsmanship: The Giannetti’s
Studio. Although we were unable to obtain the author’s permission, we hope he will not object
to us sharing parts of this important study with our readers.




Legacy from a Tuscan village

The incredibly fervent activity in building construction during the first
decades of the 20™ century soon required the employment of thousands of artists
and craftsmen, who were involved in frantic activities. Most of these ‘new
artisans of court’ were recruited from the Old Continent: hundreds of crowded
ferries left the shores of England and Italy carrying elders and young people full
of hopes for the future and dreams of fortune. The job was plentiful, and
sometimes entire families abandoned their houses and native towns to experience
the American dream.

The story repeated several times. And the same story probably happened
when the uncle of Gregory Giannetti came to Bagni di Lucca, a small town
between the Tuscan hills near Lucca, recruiting young and old people for an
‘American job.” Animated by dream of glory and prosperity, Gregory Giannetti
left his family and his native places taking with him few samples of his youthful
works and, above all, the precious lesson of several generations of craftsmen.

The two brothers, Bob and John, are the most recent recipients of a legacy
of craftsmanship handed to them by their father, Gregory. Following Giannetti
tradition, they learned the art ‘at their father’s knee.” Since the mid-18th century,
the Giannetti family has passed the hand-worked tradition of molding and
sculpting plaster, stucco, and wood into beautiful designs to succeeding
generations. The details of the family legacy and its involvements in the art of
working plaster are a bit ‘unclear,” because Mr. Giannetti used to tell the old
stories a little bit differently each time.

In 1910, when he was only 14, with his uncle he [Gregory L. Giannetti]
immigrated to United States; he was imbued with the ancient skills, and was full
of dreams and hopes for the future. Mr. Giannetti had ‘a natural sense of how to
use plaster,’ their sons recall. ‘Hidden in the Tuscan hills, his ancestors had been
practicing the craft for centuries. It seems like the time has being stopped in these
magic places. Hundreds of small workshops specialized in hand-made ornaments,
stone and wood carving, and all kinds of craftsmanship can still be found there
today. He brought with him the techniques and skills for making decorative
plaster and sculpture.’

Plaster was considered in history a ‘shortcut to grandeur:’ its original
function was to imitate stone and marble, eliminating the difficult quarrying and
transport of heavy stone blocks. The plasterwork has always flourished in
Washington, with all its grand public and government buildings, embassy
mansions, hotels and wealthy houses; and now it seems to become stronger and
popular then ever. When the barons of the Gilded Age built here their homes,
they enriched their interiors with delicate and precious ‘waves of molded
plasterworks;’ many details were richly painted, merbleized, and gilded, and a lot
of this plasterwork still survives.




