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Abstract 
 

While Italian art of the twentieth century is usually associated with either the avant-garde 

practices of Futurism or the classicism of Fascist visual culture, the Italian modernists' 

complex engagement with concepts of the ‘Baroque’ has yet to be explored. Through an 

extensive analysis of paintings, sculptures, publications, collecting practices, and 

exhibitions, my dissertation addresses this lacuna by investigating how the Baroque was 

discursively constructed and visually represented in Italian modernist artistic and cultural 

debates between 1880 and 1945. I study how artists and critics such as Umberto 

Boccioni, Giorgio de Chirico, Adolfo Wildt, Lucio Fontana, and Roberto Longhi 

championed or disparaged the Baroque in the context of heated debates over the import 

of Italy’s rich cultural heritage, its status in modern Europe, and the potential role of 

avant-garde art as a catalyst for national regeneration. In contrast to previous scholars 

I argue that the development of modern art in Italy was actively shaped by cultural 

perceptions of the Baroque. My dissertation therefore sheds new light on the role of style 

in the cultural politics of Italy, which in turn will transform our understanding of visual 

culture in modern Italy, and of twentieth-century representations of the Baroque in art, 

literature, and aesthetics. 
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Introduction 
 

"Each generation exhumes the masters it needs and invests them with immediate 
relevance."  

Henri Focillon, “Delacroix et l’art moderne” (1930) 
         

“The Renaissance explores the universe; the Baroque explores libraries.” 
Walter Benjamin, The Origin of the German Tragic Drama (1928) 

 
 "Tradition is not the worship of ashes, but the preservation of fire." 

Attributed to Gustav Mahler 
 

In 1911, a Florentine publishing house issued a series of postcards illustrating the history 

of Rome. Branded as "patriotic" and arranged in chronological order, each of the 12 cards 

epitomized a key moment in the history of the city. The foundation of Rome in 753 

B.C.E. is represented through the myth of the twins Romulus and Remus and the she-

wolf who nursed them (Fig.i.1). The triumphal entry into Rome of Julius Caesar and the 

burning of the city during Nero's rule bookend the history of the Roman Empire, 

followed by the devastating Barbarian invasions. The Middle Ages are symbolized by an 

heroic episode: the popular insurrection led by Cola di Rienzo, who attempted to restore 

Rome to its former glory as the leader of a unified Italy. Life during the Renaissance is 

represented through two episodes: Michelangelo presenting the completed cupola of St. 

Peter's Basilica to a flabbergasted Julius II — a historical impossibility, given that the 

Pope died in 1513 and the dome was completed in 1590, 26 years after Michelangelo's 

death —, and the debauched parties of Lucrezia Borgia, the notorious daughter of Pope 

Alexander VI. The next postcard illustrates the fraught relationship between Napoleon I 

and Pius VII, who was forced to preside over the coronation of the emperor in 1804, and 
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was imprisoned from 1809 to 1814.  

 The subsequent episodes exemplify crucial moments that led to the Unification of 

Italy: a meeting of the "carbonari," the secret revolutionary societies that took up arms 

against the repressive political organization of the Papal States after the defeat of 

Napoleon I; the popular demonstrations against Pius IX organized in 1847 in front of the 

Quirinal Palace, the Pope's residence that would house the King of Italy after the 

Unification of the country; the proclamation of the Roman Republic, which between 

February and July 1849 replaced Papal rule with a republican government that guaranteed 

religious freedom, abolished capital punishment, and implemented universal suffrage; 

and the breach of the Porta Pia in Rome, the event that in 1870 marked the defeat of 

temporal Papal power and the end of the Risorgimento, the Italian Unification process. 

These "patriotic postcards" were probably intended as collection items, rather than 

as disposable vehicles for written messages. Putting all 12 together reveals that each 

episode constitutes a piece of an imposing female figure standing on a pedestal, a 

personification of the city of Rome. Dressed in a toga, armed with a lance, shield, and 

centurion helmet, the likeness of Rome combines belligerent and nurturing elements, as 

she is wearing military gear but also revealing one breast and standing in a relaxed 

position. The female representation of Rome, however, is resolutely secular. Indeed, the 

history of the city presented in these postcards — which metonymically signify the 

history of the entire Italian peninsula — is a clear indictment of Papal power. Only in one 

case — the scene with Julius II and Michelangelo — is a Pope presented in a positive 

light, and even in this case as a patron of the arts rather than as a politician. In all the 

other postcards, the history of Rome exemplifies the submission of the spiritual to 
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temporal power, from the French Revolution to the Unification of Italy and the birth of 

the Italian nation-state.  

Lucrezia Borgia died in 1519, and Pius VII was elected to the throne of Peter in 

1800. However, no scene from the almost 300-year era between these two events is 

included in the "patriotic postcards." This period was tied to the centralization of power 

on the part of European monarchies, the Counter-Reformation’s upholding of Catholic 

orthodoxy, and the opulent displays associated with such authoritarian rule, whether 

secular or religious. The interval roughly spanning the mid-sixteenth century to the first 

half of the eighteenth-century also coincided with the emergence of the "Baroque," the 

extravagant style that challenged the principles of Classical and Renaissance art through 

the use of decorative exuberance and theatrical artifice. What is the meaning of the 

omission of this historical period from the patriotic narrative of these postcards? 

This dissertation examines the relation between style and politics in the twentieth 

century. More specifically, it analyzes the role of the Baroque in the construction of 

Italian modern identity and visual culture. Following Italy’s Unification in 1871 after 

centuries of political division, Italians lacked a shared narrative that allowed them to 

identify with the newly-formed nation.1 Regional allegiances were far more influential 

than any form of national sentiment. As the nineteenth-century Piedmontese statesman 

Massimo d’Azeglio famously declared after the proclamation of the Kingdom of Italy, 

"We have made Italy. Now we must make the Italians."2 In an effort to forge such 

cohesion, artists, intellectuals, and state officials frequently evoked the nation’s 

                                                
1 For the emergence of the "myth of Italy," see Mario Isnenghi, Storia d’Italia: i fatti e le percezioni dal 
Risorgimento alla società dello spettacolo (Roma: Laterza, 2011). 
2 Claudio Gigante, “‘Fatta l’Italia, Facciamo gli Italiani’. Appunti su una massima da restituire a 
d’Azeglio,” Incontri. Rivista Europea di Studi Italiani 26, no. 2 (December 12, 2011): 5–15. 
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illustrious heritage in their political rhetoric. After all, in Ernest Renan's formulation, a 

nation is not based on a single language, religion, culture, or race; rather, it should be 

conceived as founded on a common past and on the desire to form a community.3  

Scholars of modern Italy have explored at length how the evocation of a glorious 

past served to overcome a tradition of political and cultural fragmentation in order to 

construct an identity that was at the same time Italian and modern. The Roman era, the 

Middle Ages, the Renaissance, the Risorgimento — all these historical periods were 

conjured with in order to locate the essence of Italian identity. However, despite the fact 

that since the nineteenth century the Baroque has been considered a precursor of 

modernity, there is as yet no overarching study devoted to the role of the seventeenth 

century in this process of nation building, and most particularly in the creation of post-

Unification Italian visual culture. 

Without such an analysis, we are left with an inadequate view of the relationship 

between the Italians and their past, and without a plausible explanation for the multiple 

instances in which artists and intellectuals — unlike the anonymous designers of the 

"patriotic postcards" — appropriated Baroque themes as a point of departure for a 

sustained meditation on modern Italian identity. Indeed, as the following pages will 

show, an analysis of Italian post-Unification intellectual debates reveals that references to 

seventeenth-century art and culture appear in crucial discussions between Italian 

modernist artists, intellectuals, and ideologues on the relevance of tradition, the relation 

                                                
3 Ernest Renan, Qu'est-ce qu'une nation? Conférence Faite en Sorbonne, le 11 Mars 1882 (Paris: Calman- 
Lévy, 1882), p.26: "Une nation est une âme, un principe spirituel. Deux choses qui, à vrai dire, n’en font 
qu’une, constituent cette âme, ce principe spirituel. L’une est dans le passé, l’autre dans le présent. L’une 
est la possession en commun d’un riche legs de souvenirs; l’autre est le consentement actuel, le désir de 
vivre ensemble, la volonté de continuer à faire valoir l’héritage qu’on a reçu indivis." 
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between Italy and other European nations, and the role of Italy in the development of 

modern art. Furthermore, the Baroque was a key reference for the avant-garde practices 

of artists from Umberto Boccioni to Lucio Fontana, a historical source for urban 

development projects between the 1880s and the 1930s, an obvious model for interwar 

sculptors like Adolfo Wildt, and an important element in the exhibitionary culture 

deployed to give cultural and political legitimacy to the fascist regime. Analyzing how 

the Baroque was discursively constructed and represented in Italian visual culture from 

the Unification of the country to the fall of fascism, I show that the allusions to Baroque 

art and aesthetics in Italian modernist culture are numerous and significant, and that their 

study clarifies a hitherto unexplored aspect of the Italian “historic imaginary.”4 I thus 

conclude that in contrast to previous assumptions, Italian modern artists responded to and 

were shaped by cultural perceptions about the Baroque. 

i.1. Italy, an Invented Community?  

As was the case for other nation-states unified in the late nineteenth century, Italian post-

Unification culture appealed to several “invented traditions” to create a sense of national 

identity.5 Adrian Lyttleton has argued that Italian political nationalism emerged only at 

                                                
4 Claudio Fogu, The Historic Imaginary: Politics of History in fascist Italy (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2003). Fogu defines “historic imaginary” as “the ensemble of mental icons in which the historic 
essence of fascism was imagined and from which it was projected into visual and ritual representations that 
aimed at making the past present, rather than seeking legitimization from the past” (p.11–12). 
5 E. J. (Eric J. ) Hobsbawm, “Introduction: Inventing Traditions,” in The Invention of Tradition, ed. T. O. 
Ranger and E.J. Hobsbawm (Cambridge -New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 1–14. " ‘Invented 
traditions’ [are] a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or 
symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and norms of behaviour by repetition, which 
automatically implies continuity with the past. In fact, where possible, they normally attempt to establish 
continuity with a suitable historic past [...] Insofar as there is such reference to a historic past, the 
peculiarity of 'invented' traditions is that the continuity with it is largely factitious. In short, they are 
responses to novel situations which take the form of reference to old situations, or which establish their 
own past by quasi-obligatory repetition. It is the contrast between the constant change and innovation of the 
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the end of the eighteenth century. 6 The French Revolution — first through the diffusion 

of its ideals among Italian patriots, and then by the French occupation of Italy — 

rendered the ideal of an independent and united Italy a concrete political project. 

However, how to achieve this endeavor was not a straightforward question, for in the 

wake of the fall of the Roman Empire, the Italian peninsula was divided into small states, 

and Italian themselves lacked any sense of a collective identity, beyond their local 

customs and laws.  

The Risorgimento itself was based on the evocation of a glorious historical past, 

which the men and women of the nineteenth century were called to revive by liberating 

the peninsula from foreign oppression. To create a collective identity that encompassed 

communities with radically different histories, intellectuals such as Vincenzo Gioberti 

(1801-1852) and Giuseppe Mazzini (1805-1872) placed the glories of the Italian 

peninsula’s distant past into a historical continuum that could only conclude with the 

Unification of Italy, in its present-day political state. For Gioberti, Catholicism 

represented the continuity of Italian tradition, and therefore Italy should seek to become a 

confederation under the leadership of the Pope. For Mazzini, on the contrary, the 

temporal authority of the Papacy was divisive; only an ideal of civic faith based on the 

concrete practice of universal suffrage could overcome local particularities and mark the 

beginning of a truly reunited Italy.  

Neither Mazzini nor Gioberti's projects came to fruition. A third solution, in 

                                                                                                                                            
modern world and the attempt to structure at least some parts of social life within it as unchanging and 
invariant, that makes the 'invention of tradition' so interesting for historians of the past two centuries" (1-2) 
6 For the development of the national question in Italy, see Adrian Lyttelton, “The National Question in 
Italy,” in The National Question in Europe in Historical Context, ed. by Mikulas Teich and Roy Porter 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 63–105. 
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which the Savoy monarchy allied itself with the independentist patriots, was the one that 

ultimately succeeded. Yet the King of Piedmont did not share many of the key ideals of 

the intellectuals who sought to liberate and unify Italy. Reactionary and bigoted, King 

Charles Albert only reluctantly granted a constitution in 1848. An independent Italy was 

of interest to him mostly in so far as its economic unification served the industry and 

commerce of the Piedmont. Thanks to the Piedmontese army's successful campaign of 

annexations between 1860 and 1870, the Unification of Italy was accomplished, and a 

strongly centralized state — which conflicted with the desire for autonomy of regions 

like Sicily and Campania — was established. Phenomena like brigandage, in which the 

Piedmontese army engaged in war against local guerrilla groups, revealed how the 

Southern regions' wish for self-government went unheeded. After the breach of Porta Pia 

and the annexation of Rome in 1870, the Pope excommunicated the King of Italy and his 

ministers, and forbade Catholics from taking part in Italian politics; as a result the 

distance between the authorities of the newly-formed state and the largely Catholic Italian 

population increased.  

Post-Unification Italy, as a monarchy with few democratic institutions, was 

susceptible to the appeal of rites in the creation of a unified citizenship. 7 Public 

education, compulsory military service, and the cult of Giuseppe Garibaldi, Vittorio 

Emanuele II, and the Savoy monarchy acted as a surrogate for a deeper sense of “Italian” 

identity among the masses. To ground the "common past" that for Renan was an 

                                                
7 For an analysis of the "myths" of unified Italy (such as the tricolor flag, the national anthem, Rome, the 
school, etc.) see I luoghi della memoria: simboli e miti dell’Italia unita, ed. Mario Isnenghi (Roma-Bari: 
Laterza, 1996); Adrian Lyttelton, “Creating a National Past: History, Myth and Image in the 
Risorgimento,” in Making and Remaking Italy : The Cultivation of National Identity around the 
Risorgimento, ed. by Albert Russell Ascoli and Krystyna Clara Von Henneberg (Oxford ; New York: Berg, 
2001), 27–75. 
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indispensable condition for a nation, and to create on its basis an Italian collective 

memory in the Kingdom of Italy, several historical periods were evoked. Intellectuals, 

artists, and politicians claimed to discern the signs of national consciousness in the 

political unity achieved during the Roman Empire; in the struggles of the prosperous 

medieval "communes" for independence from the Holy Roman Emperors; in the cultural 

and artistic accomplishments of the Renaissance; in the emergence of the Tuscan 

vernacular as a common literary language; in the heroism of nineteenth-century patriots 

who had fought for the unification of the country.8  

However, the shortcomings of post-Unification Italy were difficult to overlook. 

Piedmontese legal codes and treatises were extended to the rest of the country, with no 

discussion of alternatives. The increase in the fiscal burden affected many sectors of the 

population, as well as the emerging industrial sectors in the Italian South. The 

suppression and confiscation of religious and communal properties led to considerable 

hardship among the poorest. Suffrage was limited to only those men who paid a certain 

amount of taxes per year, and as a result only 2 % of the total population could vote.9 

Soldiers were frequently deployed to break up demonstrations; in one infamous case, the 

army was sent against Garibaldi himself, who in 1862 attempted to march on Rome to 

annex the city to the Kingdom of Italy. Northerners, especially Piedmontese, dominated 

                                                
8 On the Risorgimento in particular, see Albert Russell Ascoli and Krystyna Clara Von Henneberg, eds., 
Making and Remaking Italy: The Cultivation of National Identity around the Risorgimento (Oxford: Berg, 
2001); Norma Bouchard, ed., Risorgimento in Modern Italian Culture: Revisiting the Nineteenth-Century 
Past in History, Narrative, and Cinema (Cranbury: Fairleigh Dickinson Univ Press, 2005); Massimo 
Baioni, Risorgimento conteso: memorie e usi pubblici nell’Italia contemporanea (Reggio Emilia: Diabasis, 
2009); Silvana Patriarca and Lucy Riall, The Risorgimento Revisited: Nationalism and Culture in 
Nineteenth-Century Italy (York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012). The bibliography on the reimagination of the 
Roman Empire, the Middle Ages, and the Renaissance will be reviewed in more detail in section 3 of this 
introduction. 
9 Christopher Duggan, A Concise History of Italy (Cambridge [England]; New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1994), p.138. 
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civil service and government administration. In sum, united Italy fell short of Italian 

patriots' expectations. The conjuring of the heroic past of the nation was insufficient to 

create shared and unifying symbols that would secure the loyalty of the population. 

Yet World War I heightened nationalism to an extent unprecedented for the young 

nation’s history. Many intellectuals and politicians, from the right as well as from the left, 

considered the war a chance to finally forge a national community. In the war’s wake the 

creation of innumerable memorials, war cemeteries and Monuments to the Unknown 

Soldier, commemorating the more than 600,000 fallen, inspired collective rituals and 

practices that promoted nationalistic sentiments in the masses. As Emilio Gentile, Mario 

Isnenghi, and Laura Wittman have pointed out, the cult of the fallen in World War I was 

a way of collectively working through the trauma of the carnage and served as the basis 

for national unity and regeneration.10  

After the March on Rome in 1922, the fascist regime appropriated many of these 

rituals to create a sense of community and foster public attachment to the regime and its 

leadership. Choric plays and historical dramas elevated historical figures and events to 

mythical status. Pageants and rallies incorporated every individual into the fascist state, 

by making them participants in the celebration of fascist ideology.11 But it was mostly 

through mass propaganda, education, and imperial wars that the regime indoctrinated the 

                                                
10 Emilio Gentile, Il culto del littorio: la sacralizzazione della politica nell’Italia fascista (Roma: Laterza, 
1993) Mario Isnenghi, Il mito della grande guerra, 5. ed. (Bologna: Il mulino, 2002); Laura Wittman, The 
Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, Modern Mourning, and the Reinvention of the Mystical Body (Toronto; 
Buffalo: University of Toronto Press, 2011)  
11 Günter Berghaus, “The Ritual Core of Fascist Theatre. An Anthropological Perspective.,” in Fascism and 
Theatre: Comparative Studies on the Aesthetics and Politics of Performance in Europe, 1925-1945, ed. 
Günter Berghaus (Providence: Berghahn Books, 1996). 
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population with the rhetoric of nationalism in order to forge the "new" Italians.12 The 

evocation of national greatness was the regime's way of overcoming the regional, 

political, and class loyalties that continued to divide the Italian people.  

While the fascists did not propose a nostalgic return to the past, they did believe, 

like Mazzini and Gioberti before them, that reference to heroic moments in history could 

serve as a moral example for contemporary Italians, renewing and reinvigorating the 

nation.13 Tradition was not to be passively imitated but critically reinterpreted. Therefore, 

the deployment of references to history was not static throughout the Ventennio, but 

rather shifted in response to changing national and international politics. For example, 

while the Roman Empire was the main point of reference for the construction of the new 

imperial era, with Benito Mussolini as a modern incarnation of Augustus, it could also be 

used as a model for cultural diplomacy and the defense of peace, or by contrast, for 

colonial politics.14  

 Yet I will argue that while the relationship between the Italian nation and its 

historical past was always conflicted and multifaceted, no previous era was as 

contentious and problematic as the seventeenth century. This was a moment in which 

Italian art and culture spread beyond its borders, and in which the Baroque style, 

originally developed in Rome, shaped the visual culture of Europe and its colonial 

territories. The seventeenth century also coincided with the urban transformation of 

                                                
12 Emilio Gentile, La Grande Italia. Ascesa e declino del mito della nazione nel ventesimo secolo (Milano: 
Mondadori, 1997) 
13 For the palingenetic roots of fascism, see Roger Griffin, The Nature of Fascism (London; New York: 
Routledge, 1993) and Mark Antliff, “Fascism, Modernism, and Modernity,” The Art Bulletin 84, no. 1 
(March 1, 2002): 148–169. 
14 Marla Stone, “A flexible Rome: Fascism and the cult of Romanità,” in Catharine Edwards, ed., Roman 
Presences: Receptions of Rome in European Culture, 1798-1945 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1999), 205-220. 
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Rome into a magnificent city that epitomized the Counter-Reformation's strategic use of 

art and opulence against the austerity of Protestantism. Yet the Italy under which the 

Baroque style flourished was one that post-Unification Italians would often rather forget, 

not least because it had unfortunate similarities with their recent past. It was politically 

divided, occupied by foreign powers, and dominated by the repressive policies of the 

Catholic Church. Thus, the seventeenth century could be read as a period of decadence 

under Papal domination, in particular in the period between the breach of Porta Pia and 

the signing of the Lateran Pacts in 1929, when the relationship between the Italian state 

and the Vatican was extremely fraught. As a moment of foreign domination of the Italian 

peninsula, it had upsetting correspondences with pre-Unification Italy, as well as with the 

situation of irredentist territories like Dalmatia and Fiume in the aftermath of World War 

One.  

 As D. Medina Lasansky has argued, “The Baroque was perceived as both foreign 

and feminine.”15 After the Unification of Italy and during the fascist ventennio, such 

associations led to the destruction of numerous seventeenth-century buildings throughout 

the peninsula, with the aim of emphasizing only the Roman, Medieval, and Renaissance 

heritage of Italy. An illuminating example is Via della Conciliazione, which in 1937 

opened up access to Saint Peter from the Tiber River. This project destroyed the 

historically working-class neighborhoods of Borgo Vecchio and Borgo Nuovo, which 

included some examples of late sixteenth-century century architecture such as Saint 

Giacomo in Scossacavalli. The demolition of the buildings surrounding Saint Peter's 

                                                
15 D. Medina Lasansky, "Towers and Tourists. The Cinematic City of San Gimignano”, in Donatello 
Among the Blackshirts. History and Modernity in the Visual Culture of fascist Italy. ed. Roger J Crum and 
Claudia Lazzaro (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2005): 113-131, p.123-124. 
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prevented a sudden encounter with the enormous cathedral, a paradigm of the Baroque 

poetics of awe and marvel, and went against Gianlorenzo Bernini's original project for 

Saint Peter's Square, which was meant to be enclosed by colonnades as a memento of the 

destroyed atrium of Old St. Peter's Basilica. 

  However, the numerous references to the Baroque in artistic and intellectual 

discussions of the period between 1880 and 1945 suggest that the situation was more 

complex than a complete denial of the significance of the seventeenth century in Italian 

history. What is usually ignored in accounts such as Medina Lasansky’s is not only the 

systematic debate over the Baroque that had engaged the Italian intelligentsia since the 

late nineteenth century, but more specifically the many shades of meaning and 

significance attributed to this style. The following pages examine the widespread interest 

in Baroque aesthetics in the Italian post-Unification era in order to elucidate the cultural 

politics informing the concepts of the Baroque that were emerging at the time. I merge 

the case studies on which my study focuses with the broader contested debate over the 

significance of the seventeenth century, exploring the historical specificity of the interest 

in the Baroque in a period in which Italian identity was under construction.  

 What was the role of the Baroque in defining the image of the newly-formed 

nation? How did its discussion intersect with debates over the influence of the Roman 

Empire, the Medieval period, or the Renaissance in the culture of modern Italy? What 

investments were at stake in the recurrent discussion of seventeenth-century art in 

politically diverse artistic and intellectual circles? Were they in dialogue with the 

historiography of the period in Italy and abroad, and if so, how? How was the celebration 

of the Baroque politicized to support the fascist rhetoric of imperialism and cultural 
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superiority? Through which omissions and erasures could a global style such as the 

Baroque be deployed in support of Italian nationalist rhetoric? With these questions in 

mind and to recuperate the web of meanings associated with the Baroque, I consider the 

visual and material culture as well as the exhibition practices and intellectual debates that 

took place over a 65-year span in which Italian identity was discussed and negotiated, 

charting an inter-generational dialogue over the significance of the seventeenth century 

for modern Italians.  

i.2. Baroque and Baroques 

The concept of style has been central to art historical narratives. From Quintilian and 

Giorgio Vasari to Giovan Pietro Bellori and Johann Joachim Winckelmann, from 

Heinrich Wölfflin and Alois Riegl to Erwin Panofsky, all the "founding fathers" of the 

discipline considered it a crucial part of their work to analyze the visual features of 

artworks in order to infer their author, period, place, or school; to compare and contrast 

them with others; and to trace genealogies and influences.16 The notion of style merged 

visual perception with historical insight. In the nineteenth century, what historian Carlo 

Ginzburg has termed the "evidential paradigm" provided scientific legitimacy to the 

                                                
16 Meyer Schapiro, in a moment in which the notion was coming under attack, described the 
methodological uses of style: "To the historian of art, style is an essential object of investigation. He studies 
its inner correspondences, its life-history, and the problems of its formation and change. He, too, uses style 
as a criterion of the date and place of origin of works, and as a means of tracing relationships between 
schools of art. But the style is, above all, a system of forms with a quality and a meaningful expression 
through which the personality of the artists and the broad outlook of a group are visible. It is also a vehicle 
of expression within the group, communicating and fixing certain values of religious, social and moral life 
through the emotional suggestiveness of forms. It is, besides, a common ground against which innovations 
and the individuality of particular works may be measured. By considering the succession of works in time 
and space and by matching the variations of style with historical events and with the varying features of 
other fields of culture, the historian of art attempts, with the help of common-sense psychology and social 
theory, to account for the changes of style or specific traits. The historical study of individual and group 
styles also discloses typical stages and processes in the development of forms." Meyer Schapiro, “Style,” in 
Theory and Philosophy of Art: Style, Artist, and Society (New York: George Braziller, 1994), 51–101, p.51. 
First published in 1953 in Anthropology Today. 
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discipline of art history, which became part of the university curriculum as late as the 

nineteenth century.17 In a moment when it was fighting for its academic acceptability, 

style gave the discipline a “positivistic” veneer because it seemed to be an objective and 

observable trait that aligned art history with sciences based on observation, such as 

biology or chemistry. 

 The notion of style, however, preceded the emergence of academic art history. Its 

roots are in ancient rhetoric. In texts such as Cicero's De Oratore, Demetrius's On Style, 

Longinus' On the Sublime, and Horace's Ars Poetica, "style" indicated the mastery of the 

rules, norms, and precepts that govern rhetorical composition and expression. The term 

was not only normative but also evaluative. To be adopted by art history, "style" had to 

be "integrated into the modern system of ideas, based no longer on rules and norms, but 

on originality and individuality," "keep[ing] account of the particular, the peculiar and 

above all the innovative," as the Medievalist art historian Willibald Sauerländer has 

pointed out.18  

 It is the ambiguity intrinsic in the notion of style — a system of norms that must 

also do justice to the particularities of artists' original expression — that since the 1960s 

has led art historians to put it in question as a useful category of analysis, so much so that 

Svetlana Alpers referred to style as “a depressing affair indeed."19 Skepticism about 

visual analyses that presumed to be neutral and impartial, as well as distrust for notions of 

individual creativity — two key factors in the use of "style" in art history — put the 

                                                
17 Ginzburg's essay was translated into English as “Clues: Roots of a Scientific Paradigm,” Theory and 
Society 7, no. 3 (May 1, 1979): 273–288. 
18 Willibald Sauerländer, “From Stilus to Style: Reflections on the Fate of a Notion,” Art History 6, no. 3 
(September 1983): 253–270, p. 255-256. 
19 Svetlana Alpers, “Style Is What You Make It: The Visual Arts Once Again,” in The Concept of Style, ed. 
by Berel Lang, Rev. and expanded ed. (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1987), 96. 
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notion under attack. Above all, it was the idea that visual features could be studied in 

isolation from their historical context, as if art were detached from other realms of human 

activity, that to some rendered stylistic analyses an obsolete form of study. These 

criticisms of the notion of style were summarized in Roland Barthes' Mythologies, where 

he stated that "style excuses all, dispenses entirely and especially with historical 

reflection, it imprisons the viewer in the servitude of a pure formalism so that revolutions 

of style themselves seem nothing more than formal."20 It seems that even when art 

historians used the notion of style to infer an analogy between the art of a period and its 

social and political climate — as is the case in the work of Wölfflin and Riegl — they 

were looking at the past as a pacified and uniform totality, deprived of tensions and 

contradictions.  

 Despite its shortcomings, since the 2000s the term "style" has been reassessed. 

Proof of this is the 2003 re-edition of Critical Terms for Art History, which unlike its first 

edition (1996) includes the term "style."21 The entry's author, Jás Elsner, observes that the 

notion of "style" indicates an "empathetic, almost tactile, closeness to objects" that 

appears to be lacking in other forms of art historical analyses. Yet there are two key 

differences between the way in which the notion of "style" operated in art history before 

it was subjected to criticism and the discipline's current interests, which make it 

necessary to incorporate important revisions before the concept can be reappropriated. 

Firstly, and precisely because of its interest in the materiality and individuality of the 

work of art, the notion of style "rarely has any truck with the afterlife of objects, their 

                                                
20 Roland Barthes, Mythologies (Edition du Seuil: Paris, 1970), p. 110. Translated in Willibald Sauerländer, 
“From Stilus to Style: Reflections on the Fate of a Notion,” p. 269-270. 
21 Jás Elsner, “Style,” in Critical Terms for Art History, ed. by Robert S. Nelson and Richard Shiff, 2nd ed. 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 98–109. 
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messy history in the real world as they are bashed about, adapted, reused, and altered," in 

Elsner's words, while reception and cultural appropriation are key interests of art history 

today.22 Secondly, the traditional formula "subject is what, style is how" has been 

revealed as insufficient. Some features of style are features of matter, not only form; 

contemporary art history is interested in how systems of formal representation are 

connected with the conditions of artistic production, theories of art, social relations, 

ideologies, etc.23 

 In this respect, my research builds on the recent work of scholars engaged in a 

critical historiography of art history, who revealed the ideological and political 

underpinnings implicit in analyses of style at the turn of the twentieth century. In 

particular, the relationships between modern nation-building and the revival of interest in 

the Baroque style have most recently been examined by scholars of modern Germany, 

who have investigated how since the nineteenth century the Baroque had been evoked in 

Germany as a model of national culture, in contrast to classical Latinity. Observing that 

this style had originated in the context of the Protestant Reformation, German art 

historians such as Cornelius Gurlitt, Wölfflin, Riegl, Wilhelm Worringer, and many 

others aligned the Baroque with the Middle Ages and Romanticism as proof of a 

continuous Germanic culture that reached its fulfillment in the recently consolidated 

nation-state. Germany, like Italy, had unified in 1871. The Baroque, then, was viewed as 

                                                
22 Jás Elsner, “Style,” p.106. 
23 "What is said, how it is said, what is expressed, and how it is expressed are all intimately interrelated and 
involved in style." Nelson Goodman, “The Status of Style,” Critical Inquiry 1, no. 4 (June 1975): 799–811, 
p. 803. On this point, T. J. Clark famous formulation has not lost its validity: "instead of analogy between 
form and content, [I want] to discover the network of real, complex relations between the two. These 
mediations are themselves historically formed and historically altered; in the case of each artist, each work 
of art, they are historically specific." T. J. Clark, Image of the People. Gustave Courbet and the Second 
French Republic, 1848-1851. (Greenwich, Conn., New York Graphic Society, 1973), p.12. 
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an alternative to the Renaissance, and German art historians located the starting point of 

modernity in the North rather than in the Mediterranean.24 In this dissertation, I will argue 

that ideology played a comparable role in Italian assessments of the Baroque during the 

period from the Risorgimento to the collapse of the fascist regime during World War 

Two.   

 In his overview of the critical fortune of the concept of “style," Andrea Pinotti 

points out that there are several conceptual tensions linked to the notion: form versus 

content; constancy versus change; individual versus general.25 What this means for our 

purposes is that the concept of the Baroque becomes the paradigm of the problematic 

status of "style" — in Helen Hills’ formulation, the Baroque is "the grit in the oyster of 

art history."26 Indeed, the Baroque has famously been defined as the product of a 

dialectical tension: between painterliness and linearity, for Heinrich Wölfflin; between 

feeling and will, for Alois Riegl; between form and matter, for Georg Simmel; between 

immanence and transcendence, for Walter Benjamin; between antiquity and naturalism, 

                                                
24 Keith P. F. Moxey, The Practice of Persuasion : Paradox and Power in Art History (Ithaca, N.Y.: 
Cornell University Press, 2001); Alina Payne, “Beyond Kunstwollen: Alois Riegl and the Baroque,” in The 
Origins of Baroque Art in Rome, by Alois Riegl, ed. by Andrew Hopkins and Arnold Witte (Los Angeles: 
Getty Research Institute, 2010), 1–33; Jane O. Newman, Benjamin’s Library: Modernity, Nation, and the 
Baroque (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2011); Evonne Levy, “The Political Project of Wölfflin’s 
Early Formalism,” October no. 139 (Winter 2012): 39–58; Ute Engel, Stil und Nation: Barockforschung 
und deutsche Kunstgeschichte (ca. 1830 bis 1933) (Paderborn: Fink, 2013); Unfortunately I was unable to 
read Evonne Levy's recently published Baroque and the Political Language of Formalism (1845-1945): 
Burckhardt, Wölfflin, Gurlitt, Brinckmann, Sedlmayr (Basel: Shwabe, 2015). The anthology The Baroque 
in Architectural Culture, 1880-1980 (Farnham, Surrey ; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2015), curated by 
Maarten Delbeke, Andrew Leach, and John Macarthur, published several interventions presented in a 
variety of conferences related to a three-year project on the import of the historiography of the baroque on 
twentieth-century European architectural theory and practice. With respect to the period of this dissertation, 
however, this otherwise comprehensive anthology focuses almost exclusively on the German-speaking 
context.  
25 Andrea Pinotti, “Formalism and the History of Style,” in Art History and Visual Studies in Europe: 
Transnational Discourses and National Frameworks, ed. by Matthew Rampley, Thierry Lenain, and 
Hubert Locher, Brill’s Studies in Intellectual History (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 75–90, p. 78-79. 
26 Helen Hills, “The Baroque: The Grit in the Oyster of Art History,” in Rethinking the Baroque, ed. by 
Helen Hills (Surrey; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2011), 11–36. 
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for Erwin Panofsky.27 How can these opposite sets of concepts give way to a coherent 

and comprehensive definition of what is Baroque? 

 The first art historical interpretations of the Baroque aimed at highlighting the 

characteristics of style and subject matter that appeared to be shared by all the European 

artistic manifestations of the seventeenth and mid-eighteenth centuries. In one of the first 

canonical descriptions of the style, Heinrich Wölfflin observed that Baroque art’s 

defining characteristics are a preference for curved lines; the figures on the picture plane 

tend to be distributed along diagonal and transversal axes; the parts of the composition 

form a unity instead of being independent; there is an emphasis on tactility and in 

exceeding the linear boundaries of the figure; and finally the subject evades clarity and 

cannot be exhausted by contemplation alone. Baroque art and architecture are 

characterized by an excess of ornamentation and decoration, and aim to provoke in the 

viewers an emotional involvement with the artwork.28 Studies such as José Antonio 

Maravall's classical essay The Culture of the Baroque: Analysis of a Historical Structure 

(1975), proposed a definition of the Baroque as a historical structure by embedding its 

artistic production within its socio-cultural framework. In Maravall's view, the Baroque is 

the expression of both Absolutism and Counter Reformation, and of the cultural forces 

that opposed them.29 

 Nonetheless, since the 1950s art historians have questioned the existence of a 

                                                
27 Heinrich Wölfflin, Renaissance und Barock: eine Untersuchung über Wesen und Entstehung des 
Barockstils in Italien (München: Theodor Ackermann, 1888); Alois Riegl, Die Entstehung der Barockkunst 
in Rom, ed. by Arthur Burda and Max Dvorák (Wien : A. Schroll, 1908); Georg Simmel, Michelangelo, 
trans. by Lucio Perucchi ([1910] Milano: Abscondita, 2003); Walter Benjamin, The Origin of German 
Tragic Drama [1928] (New York: Verso, 1998); Erwin Panofsky, “What Is the Baroque? (1934),” in Three 
Essays on Style, ed. by Irving Lavin (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1995), 17–88. 
28 Rudolf Wittkower, Arte e architettura in Italia: 1600-1750 (Torino: Einaudi, 1972). 
29 José Antonio Maravall, La cultura del barroco : análisis de una estructura histórica (Esplugues de 
Llobregat: Ariel, 1975). 
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coherent Baroque stylistic vocabulary, and have thus shunned the use of the term, often 

replacing it with "early modern."30 John Rupert Martin, for instance, criticized Wölfflin 

for ignoring classicizing artists of the seventeenth century such as Nicolas Poussin or the 

Carracci Brothers, to whom most of the defining characteristics of the Baroque in 

Wölfflin’s schemata do not apply.31 John Martin also questioned Wölfflin’s choice of 

considering the Baroque as a coherent artistic epoch, without distinguishing between an 

earlier period closely related to Mannerism, a properly Baroque moment, and a later 

phase that anticipates some of the values of Neo-Classicism.32  

 Art historians' diffidence towards the term "Baroque" was further heightened by 

its common metaphorical use in the humanities and in the common language.33 Indeed, 

since the nineteenth century there has been little anxiety over using "Baroque" in an 

anachronistic way, and Wölfflin emphasized its similarities with Impressionism, while 

Benjamin considered it an anticipation of Expressionist aesthetics. Used trans-

historically, the Baroque becomes “a descriptive term but also an allegory for the creative 

chaos of an eccentric visuality,” in Michael Ann Holly's words, even after its specific 

historical boundaries have been transcended.34 The term is thus applied to those forms of 

art that evade the necessity of a classical synthesis, and prefer openness of form to 

                                                
30 Although surveys, museum exhibitions, and books aimed more at the larger public still retain the term. 
31 John Rupert Martin, “The Baroque from the Point of View of the Art Historian,” The Journal of 
Aesthetics and Art Criticism 14, no. 2 (December 1, 1955): 164-171. 
32 Walter Friedländer studies on Mannerism appeared first as "Die Entstehung des antiklassichen Stiles in 
der italienischen Malerei um 1520," Repertorium für Kunstwissenschaft 46 (1925): 49-86; "Der 
antimanieristische Stil um 1590 und sein Verhältnis zum übersinnlichen," Vorträge der Bibliothek Warburg 
1928-1929 (1930): 214-43, and in English as Mannerism and Anti-Mannerism in Italian Painting (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1957). 
33 Doubts about this use of the term, and its relation to art history, were expressed as early as 1946 in 
Wolfgang Stechow, “Definitions of the Baroque in the Visual Arts,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art 
Criticism 5, no. 2. Special Issue on the Baroque Style in Various Arts (December 1946): 109–115. 
34 Michael Ann Holly, Past Looking (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1996), p. 92. 
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closure, dynamism to stasis, shock to contemplation, asymmetry to symmetry, 

multimedia and difference to constancy and unity.  

 In recent times, “Baroque” has been employed in contemporary cultural and 

aesthetic debates to describe the postmodern fascination with artifice, mass culture, 

kitsch, and sensory overstimulation.35 In this sense, Baroque refers not only to an artistic 

style but to a peculiar form of sensibility, interested in emotions, exceptions and 

exaggerations, more than in general and objective rules; a form of knowledge that 

privileges imagination and intuition over rational knowledge.36 What this meant, though, 

was that the Baroque became a concept “so broad and vague when cut off from its period 

moorings that it loses all usefulness for concrete study,” as René Wellek observed in his 

overview of the use of the term in literary studies.37  

 Yet much like "style," the term "Baroque" is also being reassessed and retrieved 

as a useful category for studying central issues of visual culture and architectural theory. 

For example, Helen Hills recently curated an anthology titled Rethinking the Baroque 

                                                
35 It is in this sense in which the term is frequently used in media and literature theory, as well as in the 
museum world: Lisa Guy Scarpetta, L’impureté (Paris: B. Grasset, 1985); Omar Calabrese, L’età 
neobarocca (Roma: Laterza, 1987); G. Corrin and Joaneath A. Spicer, eds., Going for Baroque : 18 
Contemporary Artists Fascinated with the Baroque and Rococo, Exh.cat. (Baltimore: The Contemporary ; 
The Walters, 1995); Mieke Bal, Quoting Caravaggio: Contemporary Art, Preposterous History (Chicago, 
Ill.: University of Chicago Press, 1999); Christine Buci-Glucksmann, Orlan: triomphe du Baroque = 
triumph of the Baroque. (Marseille: Images en manoeuvres, 2000); Angela Ndalianis, Neo-Baroque 
Aesthetics and Contemporary Entertainment (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2004); Micaela Giovannotti 
and Joyce B. Korotkin, Neo Baroque! : Petah Coyne, Ann Craven, Angelo Filomeno, Robert Longo, Emilio 
Perez, Alexis Rockman, Takagi Masakatsu & Saeko Takagi, Fred Tomaselli, Nicola Verlato, Kehinde Wiley 
(Milan: Charta, 2006); Timothy Murray, Digital Baroque: New Media Art and Cinematic Folds (Electronic 
Mediations) (Univ Of Minnesota Press, 2008); William Egginton, The Theater of Truth : The Ideology of 
(neo)baroque Aesthetics (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2010); Riotous Baroque : From 
Cattelan to Zurbarán : Tributes to Precarious Vitality, Exh.cat. (Cologne: Snoeck, 2012). 
36 "Anti-Platonic in its disparagement of lucid clarity and essentialist form, Baroque vision celebrates 
instead the confusing interplay of form and chaos, surface and depth, transparency and obscurity…As a 
result, it dazzles and distorts rather than presents a clear and tranquil perspective on the truth of the external 
world." Martin Jay, Downcast eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), p. 47-48. 
37 René Wellek, “The Concept of Baroque in Literary Scholarship [1946],” in Concepts of Criticism (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1963), 69–127, p.92 
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(2011) in which scholars such as Alina Payne, Howard Caygill, Thomas DaCosta 

Kaufmann, Mieke Bal, and Andrew Benjamin, among others, reflected on the continued 

validity of the term.38 It is in the field of Latin American studies, however, that the 

Baroque is still fruitful and central to aesthetic discussions.39 The term is used to describe 

the hybrid art that resulted from the colonial subjugation of local traditions, but also the 

rebellious de-colonial thrust of Latin American culture against prevailing Western 

narratives, proving the alternative modernity of the Hispanic world. In contrast, by 

contextualizing the intellectual, artistic, and political investments in the interwar 

theorizations of the Baroque, I call attention to the extent to which this notion has been 

implicated in racial and national politics that are inextricably intertwined with the notion 

of modernism itself. Yet I would argue that, just as in Latin America, the Baroque in 

modern Italy proved to be an unstable signifier that sometimes served to reinforce the 

ideological status quo, and at other times, to subvert it. Rather than treating the Baroque 

as a stable concept with a fixed meaning, I study its status as a dynamic cipher that 

underwent myriad transformations over the course of the early twentieth century, as 

                                                
38 Helen Hills, “The Baroque: The Grit in the Oyster of Art History,” in Rethinking the Baroque, ed. by 
Helen Hills (Surrey; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2011), 11–36. 
39 Lourival Gomes Machado, Barroco mineiro (São Paulo: Editôra da Universidade de São Paulo, Editôra 
Perspectiva, 1969); Severo Sarduy, Barroco (Buenos Aires: Sudamericana, 1974); Alejo Carpentier, 
“Conciencia e identidad de América: Lo barroco y lo real maravilloso,” in La novela latinoamericana en 
vísperas de un nuevo siglo y otros ensayos, (México, D.F.: Siglo Veintiuno Editores, 1981), 11–135; José 
Lezama Lima, “La curiosidad barroca,” in Confluencias : selección de ensayos, ed. by Abel Enrique Prieto 
(La Habana, Cuba: Editorial Letras Cubanas, 1988), 229–246; Affonso Ávila, Barroco, teoria e análise 
(São Paulo, SP, Brasil: Editora Perspectiva, 1997); Nicholas Spadaccini and Luis Martín-Estudillo, 
Hispanic Baroques. Reading Cultures in Context (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 2005); Lois 
Parkinson Zamora, The Inordinate Eye: New World Baroque and Latin American Fiction (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2006); Monika Kaup and Lois Parkinson Zamora, eds., Baroque New Worlds : 
Representation, Transculturation, Counterconquest (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010); Monika 
Kaup, NeoBaroque in the Americas: Alternative Modernities in Literature, Visual Art, and Film 
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2012). 
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artists and critics responded to rapidly changing historical, political, and social 

conditions.  

 Instead of trying to identify a set of formal traits that could be univocally 

considered "Baroque," in this dissertation I have studied key episodes in which art 

historians, artists, critics, and theoreticians explicitly referred to what they considered the 

historical Baroque as the precedent and main reference for contemporary artistic activity. 

This has allowed me to avoid projecting onto the art of the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries a metaphorical notion of the Baroque resulting from our contemporary 

interpretation of (and uneasiness about) the term. Rather, I am interested in uncovering 

what was considered Baroque between 1880 and 1945, and why some specific 

contemporary artistic manifestations were understood as embodying aesthetic and 

cultural traits associated with seventeenth-century culture. As the following pages will 

show, in the period under review the Italian modernists devoted the majority of their 

intellectual energies to assessing and evaluating the Baroque, rather than in defining its 

traits and historical boundaries— so much so that in their writings and criticism, 

"Barocco" and "Secentismo" (pertaining to the seventeenth century) are most often than 

not used as synonyms. For this reason, in this dissertation I will use "Baroque" and 

"seventeenth-century art and culture" interchangeably, exactly like the artists, scholars, 

and critics that will be the subject of my study. 

i.3. Baroque and Italian Modernism: The State of the Literature 

Despite still being often overlooked in canonical textbooks on modern art, Italian artists 

of the period between the late nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth have 

received considerable scholarly attention on both sides of the Atlantic. My work has been 
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particularly shaped by art historians who have explored the political and intellectual 

history of Italian visual culture. Some of these studies have analyzed the role of the visual 

in the construction of Italian nineteenth-century culture.40 Not surprisingly, one of the 

topics that has been studied in most depth is the cultural politics of Futurism.41 After a 

long period of neglect and ostracism, a sustained revision of the visual culture of the 

interwar period has been underway for the past thirty years in Anglo-American 

scholarship first, and in Italian scholarship later.42 

                                                
40 Corrado Maltese, Storia dell’arte in Italia 1785-1943 (Torino: Einaudi, 1960); Maria Mimita Lamberti, 
“1870-1915: I mutamenti del mercato e le ricerche degli artisti,” in Storia dell’arte italiana. Parte seconda: 
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While my project is necessarily embedded in the tradition of art historical studies 

on Italian modernism, it is also indebted to scholars who have analyzed the relations 

between nation-building and cultural memory. Since the late 1970s, cultural and 

intellectual historians of modern Italy have thoroughly investigated how the reference to 

Antiquity, the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, or the Risorgimento played a preeminent 

role in the construction of Italian modern identity, especially during the ventennio. 

Several scholars have expanded our knowledge of the ways in which the imagery of the 

Roman empire was appropriated and politicized after 1871, paying particular attention to 

the role of archeology and classical studies in post-Unification nation-building and urban 

planning.43 Considerable attention has also been paid to the multiple ways in which the 
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lure of the Ancient and Renaissance worlds shaped interwar Italian architecture.44 

Scholars have also studied how fascist diplomacy marshaled the cultural capital of 

Renaissance art.45 Finally, in recent times, the myth of Garibaldi and the Risorgimento 

has been discussed as a key element in Italian modern collective memory.46 

Yet despite the comparable importance of the debate over the Baroque in post-

Unification Italy, the scholarship on Italian modernist art has mostly ignored this topic.47 

In the 2005 anthology Donatello Among the Blackshirts: History and Modernity in the 
                                                                                                                                            
Visual Culture of Fascist Italy, 83–94; Borden W Painter, Mussolini’s Rome: Rebuilding the Eternal City 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005); Philippe Foro, "L’archéologie italienne durant l’entre deux-
guerres: entre fouilles et politique," in Alberto Bianco and Philippe Foro, eds., Idée impériale et 
impérialisme dans l’Italie fasciste (Université de Toulouse - Le Mirail: Toulouse, 2005), 103-114; Jan 
Nelis, From Ancient to Modern: The Myth of Romanità during the Ventennio Fascista : The Written 
Imprint of Mussolini’s Cult of the “Third Rome” (Roma: Belgisch Historisch Instituut te Rome, 2011); 
Joshua Arthurs, Excavating Modernity : The Roman Past in Fascist Italy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
2012); Joshua Arthurs, “The Excavatory Intervention: Archaeology and the Chronopolitics of Roman 
Antiquity in Fascist Italy,” Journal of Modern European History 13, no. 1 (2015): 44–58. 
44 Thomas Schumacher, The Danteum: A Study in the Architecture of Literature (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
Architectural Press, 1985); Kurt W. Forster and Diane Ghirardo, “I modelli della città di fondazione in 
epoca fascista,” in Storia d’Italia, 8, 8, ed. by Cesare De Seta (Torino: Einaudi, 1985), 635–667; Christof 
Thoenes, “'La grande era bramantesca non è chiusa’: Italienische Renaissance-Architektur aus der Sicht des 
Faschismus,” in Architektur als politische Kultur: philosophia practica, ed. by Klaus von Beyme, Hermann 
Hipp, and Ernst Seidl (Berlin: D. Reimer, 1996), 69–78; Rosanna Pavoni, ed., Reviving the Renaissance : 
The Use and Abuse of the Past in Nineteenth-Century Italian Art and Decoration (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997); D. Medina Lasansky, The Renaissance Perfected : Architecture, Spectacle, and 
Tourism in Fascist Italy (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2004); Diane Ghirardo, 
“Inventing the Palazzo Del Corte in Ferrara,” in Donatello among the Blackshirts. History and Modernity 
in the Visual Culture of Fascist Italy, 97– 112; Claudia Lazzaro, “Politicizing a National Garden Tradition: 
The Italianness of the Italian Garden,” in Donatello among the Blackshirts. History and Modernity in the 
Visual Culture of Fascist Italy, 157–169. 
45 Francis Haskell, “Botticelli, Fascism and Burlington House - The ‘Italian Exhibition’ of 1930,” The 
Burlington Magazine 141, no. 1157 (August 1, 1999): 462–472; Francis Haskell, Antichi maestri in 
tournée: le esposizioni d’arte e il loro significato (Pisa: Scuola normale superiore, 2001); Roger J Crum, 
“Shaping the Fascist ‘New Man’: Donatello's St. George and Mussolini’s Appropriated Past of the Italian 
Nation,” in Donatello among the Blackshirts. History and Modernity in the Visual Culture of Fascist Italy, 
133–144; Emily Braun, “Leonardo’s Smile,” in Donatello among the Blackshirts : History and Modernity 
in the Visual Culture of Fascist Italy, 173– 186. 
46 Claudio Fogu, The Historic Imaginary: Politics of History in Fascist Italy (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2003); Patrizia Laurano, Consenso e politica di massa: l’uso del mito garibaldino nella 
costruzione della nazione (Acireale: Bonanno, 2009); Carmelo Calabrò, and Mauro Lenci, eds., Quale 
Risorgimento?: interpretazioni a confronto tra fascismo, Resistenza e nascita della Repubblica (Pisa: ETS, 
2013). 
47 Two studies on the role of Baroque architecture in fascist urban planning need to be mentioned: Andrew 
Anker, “Il Papa e Il Duce: Sixtus V’s and Mussolini’s plans for Rome,” Journal of Urban Design 1.2 
(1996), 165-79; Terry Kirk, “Framing St. Peter’s: Urban Planning in Fascist Rome,” The Art Bulletin 88, 
no. 4 (December 1, 2006): 756–776. 



 

26 

Visual Culture of Fascist Italy, for example, contributors explored themes as varied as the 

imagery of Augustus during the ventennio, the appropriation of the Renaissance in the 

festivities for Adolf Hitler's visit to Italy, the politicization of the Italian garden, and the 

fascist celebration of Romantic poet Giacomo Leopardi.48 However, no author devoted 

any attention to how seventeenth-century art and culture was, like other moments of the 

Italian past, celebrated and appropriated for nationalistic purposes between 1922 and 

1945. Only recently has the imbrication of Baroque and Italian interwar art inspired 

important consideration, as evinced by the exhibition Novecento Sedotto. Il fascino del 

Seicento tra le due guerre [Seduced Novecento. The Allure of the Seventeenth Century in 

the Interwar Period], which opened in 2010 at the Fondazione Primo Conti in Florence.49 

In the catalogue, curated, like the exhibition, by Anna Mazzanti, Lucia Mannini, and 

Valentina Gensini, a number of young scholars studied the iconographic and stylistic 

references to the Baroque in the work of Italian painters of the 1920s and 1930s, such as 

Achille Funi, Cipriano Efisio Oppo, and Armando Spadini, positioning them in the 

context of the scholarship, exhibition culture, and collecting practices of the period.  

This text serves to underscore the tremendous importance of the Baroque as a 

subject that preoccupied major artists, critics and art historians during this period. Yet the 

authors of Novecento Sedotto did not explore in detail the genealogy of modernist 

discussions of the Baroque, which started long before the fascist period on which their 

analyses focus. My project, by contrast, aims to provide an overview of the rediscovery 

of the Baroque in Italian modernism, starting with the debate that engaged the 
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intellectuals of Gabriele D’Annunzio’s circle in the 1890s, and ending with the art 

produced in Italy in the last years of fascism. Novecento Sedotto underscored the need for 

a comprehensive, scholarly investigation of the pervasive impact of concepts of the 

Baroque on Italian culture in the wake of the Risorgimento, and its key role as a point of 

departure for a complex and sustained meditation on Italian modernity. By taking this 

broad perspective I will prove, contrary to what is usually argued, that the Baroque was 

very much present in the Italian modernist imaginary, and was repeatedly evoked to 

bolster a variety of political purposes.  

While art historians have generally ignored this topic, since the 1950s the 

literature on modern recuperations of the seventeenth century from the fields of Italian 

studies and literary theory has addressed the ways in which Baroque aesthetic concepts 

were discussed in Italian literary and philosophical circles during the first half of the 

twentieth century. The analyses of philosopher Luciano Anceschi, and literary scholars 

Rodolfo Macchioni Iodi, Giovanni Getto, Concetta Leto, and Daniela Baroncini have 

allowed me to reconstruct the theoretical framework of the modernist reimagination of 

the Baroque.50 However, these texts rarely mention the impact of concepts of the Baroque 

on the visual culture of the period, and tend to present it only as a debate among Italian 

intellectuals, not as part of a wider discourse on issues of form, style and politics that in 

the first half of the twentieth century engaged artists and critics throughout Europe.  

 It is within this wider compass of historical inquiry that this dissertation will be 
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situated. In the twentieth century, a curious historical convergence led writers, critics, 

philosophers, and poets from different linguistic traditions to look back on the Baroque as 

a source of inspiration and as a period with notable resonances with the experience of 

modernity. Studies on the impact of the Baroque on modern culture, for example 

Christine Buci-Glucksmann’s Baroque Reason: The Aesthetics of Modernity (1994), 

Robert Harbison’s Reflections on Baroque (2000), Walter Moser and Nicolas Goyer’s 

Résurgences Baroques (2001), and Gregg Lambert’s The Return of the Baroque in 

Modern Culture (2004), have explored how theoreticians such as Walter Benjamin, 

Eugenio d’Ors, Gilles Deleuze, Michel Foucault, José Antonio Maravall, and Jacques 

Derrida systematically interpreted the Baroque as the historical style most akin to 

modernity51. Buci-Glucksmann, Harbison, Moser, and Lambert’s sustained 

reinterpretations of the modernity of the Baroque have provided conceptual frameworks 

within which to investigate the relationship between Italian modern culture and the 

seventeenth century.  

 However, these theorists have overlooked the rich historical debate over the 

Baroque that animated Italian modernists themselves, with the result that the role played 

by such key figures as Benedetto Croce, Roberto Longhi, Giorgio de Chirico, and 

Luciano Anceschi in assessments of the Baroque’s relation to modernity has been ignored 

in the Anglo-American debate. I demonstrate that an exploration of the relationship 
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between the Baroque and modernism cannot exclude the contribution of Italian 

modernists and their cultural allies, who developed their innovative readings of the art 

and culture of the seventeenth century within the context of the volatile political, social, 

and intellectual landscape of modern Italy. My dissertation aims to insert the 

reinterpretation of the Baroque in Italian art history, philosophy and visual culture within 

its European context, highlighting the dialogue that Italian artists and intellectuals 

sustained with their foreign colleagues.  

i.4. Chapter Breakdown 

 The chapters that follow map the emergence of a diverse set of approaches to the 

Baroque tradition within the Italian modernist milieu, from the period immediately after 

the Unification through to the 1940s. Over the course of this project, I have studied 

material ranging from fine-art painting and sculpture to decorative arts, advertisements 

and exhibition plans, professional photography and mass-produced postcards and posters, 

art historical journals and glossy magazines. In order to draft a comprehensive history of 

the reimagination of the Baroque in Italian modernism, I have combed national and 

artistic archives, public and private collections, and libraries throughout Italy and the 

United States. 

 The first chapter, "«We Are All Today Barbaric, Byzantine, Baroque». Italian 

Interpretations of the Seventeenth-Century Between Decadentism and Art Nouveau," 

presents an overview of the reception of the Baroque at the end of the nineteenth century. 

After being disparaged by Italian Enlightenment and Romantic intellectuals, seventeenth-

century art was rediscovered around the 1880s. Decadentist artists and writers like 

Gabriele D’Annunzio chose Baroque Rome as the backdrop for their novels and paintings 
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to signal their disillusionment with unified Italy, which had adopted classicism as the 

official style. Enrico Nencioni, a critic of D'Annunzio's circle, exhorted his 

contemporaries to approach the Baroque without prejudices, and to admit that, despite the 

widespread nostalgia for the Classical and Renaissance eras, the Baroque was the century 

with the most significant affinities with the fin-de-siècle's love for decorative exuberance 

and theatrical artifice. While the association of the Baroque with artistic novelty led many 

critics to deprecate Art Nouveau, artists of this movement considered the seventeenth-

century to be a harbinger of modernity, as the prominent place reserved for Gianlorenzo 

Bernini and Giovanni Battista Tiepolo in Galileo Chini's new decoration of the cupola of 

the central pavilion in the Venice Biennale (1910) reveals. 

 "1898: The Third Centenary of Gianlorenzo Bernini’s Birth and the Reassessment 

of the Baroque in Italian Scholarship," the second chapter, considers scholars such as art 

historian Adolfo Venturi and philosopher Benedetto Croce, who condemned the 

similarities between the Baroque and their own era. Venturi's Historicism and Croce's 

Idealist philosophy fostered studies of Baroque art that treated it as a decadent reaction to 

the Renaissance, and therefore could not account for the merits of figures like Bernini or 

Francesco Borromini. But in 1898, the third centenary of Bernini's birth prompted the 

study of seventeenth-century art, which had been overlooked among art historians 

because of their predilection for the Renaissance. An example of this new attention to the 

Baroque was Stanislao Fraschetti's monograph Bernini (1900). Richly illustrated, 

Fraschetti's book reveals how the emergence of Baroque sculpture as a subject for 

photography went hand in hand with a renewed interest in the period among scholars and 

the public at large. However, Fraschetti's Bernini still presented the Baroque sculptor as a 
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maverick genius who went against the current of Baroque decadence. It was only through 

a new art historical approach, the formalist method promoted in German and Austrian 

academic circles, that Italian scholars acquired a vocabulary that did justice to the formal 

innovations of Baroque art. 

 Under the three-pronged influences of Venturi, Croce, and formalism, in the 

1910s a new generation of Italian art historians attuned to avant-garde movements 

systematically studied the Baroque as the forebear of a quintessentially Italian 

experimental tradition. I examine this discourse in the third chapter, "Baroque Futurism: 

the Baroque as the Origin of Modernity on the Eve of the First World War," by focusing 

on the intellectual exchanges between the sculptor Umberto Boccioni and the art historian 

Roberto Longhi, whose works, texts, and correspondence I study in depth. Longhi's 

interpretation of the Baroque was inflected by debates over whether Italian modern art 

should be considered autonomous or reliant on the developments of European 

modernism. At the time, Longhi was reflecting on the art historical tropes of “Latinity” 

versus “Germanism,” and his analysis of the relation of the Baroque to Futurist aesthetics 

needs to be considered in light of this meta-narrative. His discussion of the role of the 

Italian Baroque in the history of modernism reflected the increasing importance of 

nationalism immediately before the ascent of fascism.  

 Usually overlooked in art historical accounts of the interwar period, artists and 

critics who were sympathetic to the fascist regime frequently turned to the Baroque as an 

aesthetic model for consensus-building. A blockbuster exhibition of Italian Baroque 

painting, which took place in Florence in 1922, secured the prestige of this style in the 

early days of fascism and deployed it for nationalistic purposes. In the fourth chapter, 
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"The Mania for The Seicento. The Popularization of the Baroque in the Early Days of 

Fascism," I analyze this and other projects organized during the 1920s by the 

conservative art writer (and early fascist sympathizer) Ugo Ojetti. Through exhibitions 

and publications, Ojetti promoted the seventeenth century as a valuable part of Italian 

heritage, provoking the ire of de Chirico and other artists and critics who argued that only 

Renaissance art was truly Italian, and that the Baroque was an aberrant movement that 

should be forgotten if Italy was to become a truly modern nation.  

 The sculptor Adolfo Wildt is the subject of the fifth chapter, "Signore Del 

Marmo: Adolfo Wildt and the Reimagination of Baroque Sculpture during Fascism." 

Wildt glorified fascist authority by reinterpreting many of the features of Baroque 

statuary —such as the illusionistic rendering of flesh, strong modeling, and dramatic 

gestures— in his monumental busts of Benito Mussolini and other notables of the period. 

Furthermore, through his close collaboration with the photographers Antonio Paoletti and 

Emilio Sommariva, Wildt carefully staged photographs of his sculptures so that they 

would evoke visual tropes similar to those used in the illustrations of Fraschetti’s 1900 

monograph. Examining the photographs of Wildt's sculpture alongside their reception in 

contemporary criticism, this chapter retrieves the associations Wildt's anti-modernist 

sculpture has with the Baroque. As many critics and public officials who championed 

classicizing art supported Wildt, in this chapter I also demonstrate how his references to 

the Baroque were tolerated because they bestowed an iconic aura on fascist leaders, 

although their symbolist and decadentist overtones put into question the parameters of 

fascist public statuary. 
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 The last chapter of the dissertation is titled "Lucio Fontana, Eugenio d’Ors, and 

Luciano Anceschi: The Baroque as Critical Realism during the Ventennio." Here I 

explore how the Argentine-Italian sculptor Lucio Fontana evoked the Baroque in his 

1930s ceramic and terracotta sculptures as a way to mark his break from the emulation of 

classicizing art that was common in the public art of the interwar period. Fontana’s 

adoption of Baroque ciphers, such as experimenting with the plasticity of matter and 

avoiding constrained sculptural form, indicates his increasing disillusionment with fascist 

aesthetics. I place visual analyses of Fontana's works and textual analyses of their 

reception in the art criticism of the 1930s alongside a range of writing in the fields of art 

history, philosophy, literary criticism, and political commentary. This allows me to 

situate Fontana's sculptures within a wider net of Milanese artists and intellectuals who, 

rejecting the aesthetic tenets of fascism, rediscovered the Baroque as a style in which 

material qualities came to the fore. The anti-Idealistic philosophers of the "School of 

Milan," and the artists and intellectuals of the Corrente group associated the Baroque's 

emphasis on technique and corporeality with a move against the official aesthetic of the 

fascist regime —although, as I show, not necessarily against the regime’s ideology. 

 Intervening in the art historical narratives of both the visual culture of modern 

Italy and twentieth-century representations of the Baroque, my dissertation leads to a re-

appraisal of Italian modernism and sheds new light on the role of style in the cultural 

politics of the late nineteenth and the early twentieth century. I argue that the 

representation of the Baroque, arguably the first transnational aesthetic spread by trade, 

travel, and colonial conquest, was of paramount importance to the representation of 

modern Italy. Focusing on the ways in which images circulated, were displayed, and 
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verbally mediated in the period under review, I show how visual representations of the 

Baroque should be considered repositories not of exact facts about the seventeenth 

century but of clues to how the Italian nation imagined itself in a crucial moment of its 

modern history, revealing how visions of modernity and tradition merged in the 

construction of Italian identity. Imagining the Baroque was a key way of imagining Italy.
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CHAPTER 1: "We are all today Barbaric, Byzantine, Baroque”: Italian 
Interpretations of the Seventeenth Century between Decadentism and 

Art Nouveau 
 
In 1894, the Italian literary critic Enrico Nencioni declared in a public lecture in 

Florence: “We are all today quite Barbaric, quite Byzantine, quite Baroque.”1 Nencioni’s 

talk was the first in Italy to explicitly acknowledge the similarities between fin de siècle 

Italy and the seventeenth century.2 As I will show in the next pages, the association 

between Decadentism and the Baroque became very vivid in the minds of Italian critics 

and artists, especially those who rejected the aestheticizing culture of Gabriele 

D'Annunzio’s circle as a form of “barocchismo” [“baroquism”].3 While writers over the 

previous centuries had declared the Baroque to be a dead letter with no contemporary 

resonances, key late nineteenth-century critics broke new ground by asserting the 

existence of important parallels between the Baroque and their own era.4 

 Paintings like Mario de Maria’s La peste a Roma nel 1600 [The Plague in Rome in 

1600] (1886), underscored this association (Fig.1-1). De Maria, who also illustrated 

D'Annunzio’s famous poem Isaotta Guttadauro (1887), gave form to the connection 

                                                
1 “Noi siamo oggi tutti un po’ barbari, un po’ bizantini, un po’ barocchi.” Enrico Nencioni, “Barocchismo,” 
in La vita italiana nel Seicento (Milano: Fratelli Treves, 1897) p.297. Except otherwise indicated, all 
translations are mine. 
2 Fernando Mazzocca has described Nencioni as “The first Italian voice to re-evaluate the art of the 
seventeenth century.” Fernando Mazzocca, “La mostra fiorentina el 1922 e la polemica sul Seicento,” 
Annali della Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa, classe di Lettere e Filosofia V, no. 2, III (1979): 837—901, 
p. 877. 
3 Arturo Graf, “Preraffaeliti, simbolisti ed esteti,” Nuova Antologia, serie IV, vol. LXVI, 1897, then in 
Foscolo, Manzoni, Leopardi (Torino: Giovanni Chiantore, 1920) p. 303-345; Arturo Graf, “Fenomeno del 
Secentismo,” Nuova Antologia, 1 ottobre 1905; Giovanni Alfredo Cesareo, “La rinascita del Secentismo. 
(La canzone di Garibaldi di Gabriele D'Annunzio), Nuova Antologia, 1 giugno 1901. A section in chapter 2 
is devoted to Benedetto Croce's view of the Seicento. 
4 Giovanni Getto “La cultura europea del tardo Ottocento e la nuova intelligenza dell’arte barocca” in Il 
Barocco letterario in Italia: Barocco in prosa e in poesia, La polemica sul barocco (Milano: B. 
Mondadori, 2000), p. 412. Getto has mapped the most significant instances of interest in the Baroque in 
Italian literature between the seventeenth and the twentieth centuries. For another overview of the major 
theories of the Baroque during the Enlightenment, see Else Marie Bukdahl, “Baroque,” in Encyclopedia of 
the Enlightenment, ed. by Michel Delon (London: Routledge, 2013), 164—170. 
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between the Baroque, decadence, and illness through his use of strong chiaroscuro, 

evocative of Rembrandt, and the sinister overtones of lunar light that prominently feature 

in his painting. Yet, surprisingly, I have found very few instances in which Italian 

Decadentists engaged with recognizably Baroque motifs and themes in the visual arts. 

Rather, on the model of Nencioni’s remark, their evocation of periods of decadence 

blended features from the Baroque with those of the late Roman Empire, Byzantium, the 

Middle Ages, and Rococo. Since late-nineteenth century Italian studies on the historical 

Baroque were still embryonic, Nencioni’s text gives us insight into the arguments used to 

condemn symbolist and Decadentist poetry, but also into the associations that the 

Baroque had in the minds of Italian intellectuals and cultural critics. The Italian art 

historians of Nencioni’s time, like the connoisseurs Giovanni Morelli and Giovan Battista 

Cavalcaselle, did not dedicate much attention to the artistic production of the seventeenth 

century, and instead endorsed the rejection of the Baroque on the part of Neo-classical 

critics like Johan Joachim Wincklemann and Anton Raphael Mengs. Thus, a re-

evaluation of the Baroque in Italy was first conducted in the literary field — albeit with 

some references to art and architecture — and only later in the history of art, as I will 

show in chapter 2.  

 To reveal why the Baroque was so consistently associated with Decadentism, I will 

first analyze some significant eighteenth-century and early nineteenth-century Italian 

interpretations of the Baroque that provide the background to Nencioni’s study. The 

rejection of the literary and artistic production of the seventeenth century by critics 

inspired by Neo-classical, Enlightenment, and Romantic principles resulted in the 

identification of the Baroque with a period of decadence. Yet works such as Alessandro 
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Manzoni’s historical novel I promessi sposi [The Betrothed] (1827/1840), set in 

seventeenth-century Milan, and its impact on the visual arts indicated that a reevaluation 

of the Baroque was underway. Secondly, I will explore how writers like Théophile 

Gautier, Charles Baudelaire, and Friederich Nietzsche— whose work was widely read in 

Italy and extremely influential for Italian intellectuals of the second half of the nineteenth 

century— recuperated those periods previously considered as decadent, including the 

Baroque. Attributes associated with the Baroque included an excessive formal research, 

an over-refined preciosity and sophistication, a passion for extravagance, and a taste for 

the artificial and the unnatural — all features that correlated with contemporaneous 

cultural products such as Richard Wagner’s operas or symbolist poetry.5 Since Nencioni 

was well informed about current literary developments in France, England, and Germany, 

we can assume that this contemporaneous criticism affected his reading of Decadentism. 

Thirdly, I will study the peculiar characteristics of Italian Decadentism that resulted in the 

appropriation of the Baroque as a kindred period for the decadent aesthete, and how 

Nencioni’s particular position in Italian fin de siècle culture led him to understand the 

similarities between his time and a set of tropes associated with seventeenth-century art 

and literature. To conclude, I will examine Galileo Chini’s decoration of the cupola of the 

Italian pavilion at the Venice Biennale (1909), which explicitly represented the Baroque. 

Chini was a key figure in the development of an Italian version of the Art Nouveau style, 

usually labeled as "Liberty." A ceramicist, painter, and interior decorator, he was very 

successful in Italy and abroad because he appropriated and reinterpreted motifs from the 

                                                
5 Mario Moroni, “Sensuous Maladies: The Construction of Italian Decadentismo,” in Italian modernism: 
Italian culture between Decadentism and avant-garde, ed. Luca Somigli (Toronto, Ont. ; Buffalo: 
University of Toronto Press, 2004) p. 70-76. 
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Italian cultural tradition in an innovative way. Likewise, the references to the seventeenth 

century in Chini’s cupola epitomize the historicism of his time as well as the modernist 

tendencies of Art Nouveau, revealing the uncertain boundaries of the Baroque in the 

imagination of Italian artists at the turn of the century. 

1. 1. Critiques of the Baroque between the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries 

It has often been noted that it is extremely difficult to find common denominators in the 

varied and complex visual culture of the seventeenth century. Until the late eighteenth 

century, interpretations of the Baroque in Italian artistic and cultural criticism did not use 

this term to refer to the art of the previous century. Yet most of these critics considered 

that there was a cultural fracture after the Renaissance, and another one after the 

seventeenth century. They were cognizant that their mentality, taste, and values were 

radically different from those of the intellectuals of the previous century, and aimed to 

thematize exactly what this difference was. To do so, they referred to a set of tropes — 

the notion of decadence and decline, the accusation of unnecessary complication and 

sophistry and the unbridled introduction of novelties, the rhetoric of illness — that 

reappeared at the end of the nineteenth century in the criticism of Decadentism.6 The 

rhetorical similarities of both critical discourses facilitated (and at the same time 

constrained) the Decadentist reading of the Baroque as a period that manifested a modern 

sensibility and consciousness.  

                                                
6 On the long critical tradition associating illness with decadentism, see A. E Carter, The Idea of Decadence 
in French Literature, 1830-1900. (Toronto: Univ. of Toronto Press, 1958); Gian-Paolo Biasin, Literary 
Diseases: Theme and Metaphor in the Italian Novel (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1975); 
Wolfdietrich Rasch, “Literary Decadence Artistic Representations of Decay,” Journal of Contemporary 
History 17, no. 1 (January 1, 1982): 201–218; Barbara Spackman, Decadent Genealogies: The Rhetoric of 
Sickness from Baudelaire to D’Annunzio (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989). 
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 One of the recurrent tropes that Italian eighteenth-century intellectuals used to 

criticize Baroque poetry was to accuse it of fallacious reasoning and lack of intellectual 

rigor. For them, the extreme complication of Baroque poetry revealed an unscrupulous 

desire to bewilder the readers, dazzling them with false erudition and preventing critical 

reasoning. In particular, critics condemned the poetry of Giambattista Marino (1569-

1625), denouncing it as “concettismo” [“Conceptism”]. Marino made extensive use of 

antitheses, metaphors, and other rhetorical figures, and privileged the musicality of verse 

and the inventiveness of form over the clear communication of a message. For the 

members of the Academy of the Arcadians, a group of poets and intellectuals founded in 

Rome in 1690, these characteristics had to be absolutely avoided. For them, poetry was a 

means to reveal existential truths, and they proposed a return to ancient models in order 

to restore gracefulness and simplicity after the excesses of “Marinismo.”7 Critics who 

agreed with these principles frequently characterized the seventeenth century as a decline 

from an idealized period in which ancient models were respected. For instance, Saverio 

Bettinelli (1718-1808) claimed that after medieval poetry every stylistic change implies a 

form of decadence. However, some declines were deemed more contemptible than others. 

While the Renaissance poets were considered inferior to Dante, Petrarca, and Boccaccio, 

at least they attempted to follow their example. By contrast, critics accused, the 

“Marinisti” dismissed these models because of their immoderate love for novelty.8 This 

                                                
7 Carlo Calcaterra, Il barocco in Arcadia, e altri scritti sul Settecento. (Bologna: Zanichelli, 1950); Vernon 
Hyde Minor, The Death of the Baroque and the Rhetoric of Good Taste (Cambridge University Press, 
2006). 
8 “From [their desire of innovation] derives that [the artists of the seventeenth century] pursue falsity and 
exaggeration, they become fanatics and provoke revolutions in the arts and letters to search for new ways, 
to move away from tradition, and also to distinguish themselves from the rest. Likewise Marino in poetry, 
Borromini in architecture, and Caravaggio in painting […] were satiated or contemptuous of beauty and 
goodness, which in their times had already become common, yearning for novelty they inevitably 
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form of reactionary criticism considered innovation as a danger: Bettinelli also pointed 

out the similarities between artistic excesses and forms of political anarchy that attacked 

the monarchy, as he believed that maintaining artistic order would also preserve the 

sociopolitical order. Fostering the imitation of the ancients was a way of policing 

novelties, and limiting style changes.9  

 It is possible to identify a double etymology of the word Baroque. Its French usage 

derives from the Portuguese barroco, which alluded to an imperfect pearl, and thus 

connoted the deviation from an assumed norm. The term became applicable to a specific 

artistic style only in 1771, when the Dictionnaire de Trévoux, or Dictionnaire universel 

français et latin, indicated that it could also refer to “a painting, a picture, a figure of 

Baroque taste, in which the rules of proportions are not respected and everything is 

represented following the artist’s whim.”10 In Italian, the term alluded to the Latin word 

baroco, which refers to a type of syllogism that is in appearance logical but actually 

weak. The term became a synonym of empty sophistry, and by extension, of pedantry and 

unnecessary complication. Thus, the Italian meaning from the start had polemical 

overtones. It was firstly used in this way in 1797 by Francesco Milizia (1725- 1798), who 

                                                                                                                                            
exaggerated.” (“Da ciò vien talora, che dan nel falso, e nell’enorme, cadono nel fanatico, e producono 
rivoluzioni nelle lettere, e nelle arti, per tentar nuove vie, per allontanarsi dalla consuetudine, e per 
distinguersi sopra gli altri eziandio. Così il Marini in Poesia, così Borromini in Architettura, e Caravaggio 
in Pittura […] i quali appunto o sazi, o sdegnosi del bello, e del buono già divenuto n’ tempi a lor 
precedenti comune, ed anelando alla novità furono costretti ad esagerare, e a dar in eccessi.”) Saverio 
Bettinelli, Dell'entusiasmo delle belle arti (Milan: Giuseppe Galeazzi, 1769), p.226. 
9 Rémy Gilbert Saisselin, The Enlightenment against the Baroque : Economics and Aesthetics in the 
Eighteenth Century (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992). 
10 “BAROQUE. Adj. de t.g. Terme de Joaillier, qui ne se dit que des perles qui ne son pas parfaitement 
rondes. Gemma rudes & impolita. Collier de perles Baroques. BAROQUE, se dit aussi au figuré, pour 
irrégulier, bisarre, inégal. Un esprit Baroque. Une expression Baroque. Une figure Baroque. Il n’y a point 
de langue si Baroque qui n’ait trouvé des partisans zélés. Mém. De Trév. En peinture, un tableau, une figure 
d’un goût Baroque, où les regles des proportions ne son pas observées, où tout est représenté suivant le 
caprice de l’Artiste.” Dictionnaire universel françois et latin, vulgairement appelé Dictionnaire de 
Trévoux : contenant la signification et la définition des mots de l’une et de l’autre langue... Tome 1, A-
Boulets (Paris: Compagnie des libraires associés, 1771), p.770. 
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defined the Baroque as “the superlative of the bizarre, the excess of ridicule.”11 Milizia 

did not deny the genius of the Baroque architect Francesco Borromini, but he judged that 

he had used his talents in a wrong way, for in his attempt to surpass his rival Gianlorenzo 

Bernini he became falsely brilliant. Milizia’s scathing but hilarious assessment of 

Borromini deserves to be quoted in full:  

Borromini took the bizarre to the highest degree of delirium. He deformed all 
shapes, mutilated frontispieces, turned volutes upside down, cut corners, curled 
architraves and cornices, and employed a profusion of cartouches, nails, shelves, 
zig-zags, and disgraces of every sort. Borromini's architecture is the opposite of 
architecture. It is not architecture but a hodgepodge by a cabinetmaker with an 
unbridled imagination. [...]This was the century of corruption. [...] Nothing more 
easy than irregularity: from irregularity to singularity, to extravagance, to frenzy 
is an inevitable passage. [...] Borromini in Architecture, Bernini in Sculpture, 
Pietro da Cortona in Painting, Cavalier Marino in Poetry are a plague of taste that 
has infected a large number of artists. But there is no evil from which some good 
cannot come. It is good to see those works, and to loathe them. They are useful to 
learn what not to do. They should be considered like those criminals who are 
punished for their iniquity to instruct reasonable people. 12 
 

                                                
11 The full quote is “The Baroque is the superlative of the bizarre, the excess of ridicule. Borromini became 
delirious, but Guarini, Pozzi, Marchione in the sacristy of Saint Peter became Baroque” (“Barocco è il 
superlativo del bizzarro, l’eccesso del ridicolo. Borromini diede in delirii, ma Guarini, Pozzi, Marchione 
nlla sagrestia di S. Pietro ecc in barocco.”) Francesco Milizia, Dizionario delle belle arti del disegno 
estratto in gran parte dalla Enciclopedia metodica ([1797] Bassano, 1822). Quoted in Getto, Polemica, 
p.391. Wincklemann’s famous vilification of Bernini was published in his “Essay on Grace," in Johann 
Joachim Winckelmann and Henry Fuseli, Reflections on the Painting and Sculpture of the Greeks: With 
Instructions for the Connoisseur, and an Essay on Grace in Works of Art (London : Printed for the 
Translator, and sold by A. Millar, 1765). See also Arm Nivelle, “Winckelmann et le Baroque,” Revue Belge 
de Philologie et d’histoire 36, no. 3 (1958): 854—860. 
12 "Borromini portò la bizzarria al più alto grado del delirio. Deformò ogni forma, mutilò frontespizi, 
rovesciò volute, tagliò angoli, ondulò architravi, e cornicioni, e profuse cartocci, lumache, mensole, zig-
zag, e meschinità di ogni sorte. L’architettura borrominesca è una architettura alla rovescia. Non è 
l’architettura, è una scarabattoleria d'ebanista fantastico.[...] il secolo della correzione non era più, era il 
secolo della corruzione. [...] Niente di più facile che l'irregolarità: dall'irregolarità alla singolarità, alla 
stravaganza, alla frenesia è un passaggio inevitabile. [...] Borromini in Architettura, Bernini in Scultura, 
Pietro da Cortona in Pittura, il Cavalier Marino in Poesia son peste del gusto. Peste che ha appestato un 
gran numero di artisti. Ma non v’è male, da cui non possa tornar del bene. È bene veder quelle loro opere, e 
abbominarle. Servono per sapere quel che non si deve fare. Vanno riguardate come i delinquenti che 
soffrono le pene delle loro iniquità ad istruzione dei ragionevoli.” Francesco Milizia, Dizionario delle belle 
arti del disegno estratto in gran parte dalla Enciclopedia metodica.  [1797](Bassano: Remondini,1822), 
vol. I, p.122-123 
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In addition to describing the specific characteristics of the decadence of seventeenth- 

century poetry and the arts, literary critics also investigated the possible causes of this 

taste for exaggeration and excess. Some blamed the French and Spaniard occupation of 

the Italian peninsula: according to some Italian critics, these nations’s taste naturally 

veered towards the bombastic, pompous, and inflated, and by imitation the Italian artists 

also pursued this style. Others identified cultural saturation as the reason for this new 

style. For example, the historian Carlo Denina (1731-1813) explained “concettismo” not 

as the consequence of an external influence, but as the result of the sense of inferiority of 

seventeenth-century intellectuals, who perceived that the chivalric poetry of the late 

Renaissance bard Torquato Tasso (1544-1595) could not be improved upon so they could 

only produce poems that were empty displays of virtuosity.13 Others accused the Council 

of Trento (1545-1563) of being responsible for this new taste for dramatization and 

overemphasis, because of its excessive attention to formal issues, its imposition of a 

limited range of subject matter, and its emphasis on emotional engagement. As Luigi 

Settembrini (1813-1877) asserted, “Secentismo is Jesuitism in art.”14 Other critics, such 

as the satirist and poet Giuseppe Parini (1729-1799) indicated that the causes of the 

decadence of the seventeenth century stemmed from Italy’s calamitous political situation, 

which caused moral debauchery, which in turn provoked the decay of literary quality.15 

Parini concluded that the independence of Italy from foreign powers would lead to a 

                                                
13 Carlo Denina, Discorso sopra le vicende della letteratura (Torino: Nella Stamperia Reale, 1761), p. 3-6. 
14 “il secentismo è il gesuitesimo nell’arte […] quella maniera che si chiama marinismo si deve chiamare 
gesuitesimo.” Luigi Settembrini, Lezioni di letteratura italiana (Torino, Unione tipografico-editrice 
torinese, 1927), vol. II, p. 226. My translation. 
15 Giuseppe Parini, “Delle cagioni del presente decadimento delle belle lettere e delle belle arti in Italia e di 
certi mezzi onde restaurarle”, in Prose scelte (Bari: Laterza, 1913), p. 202 et seq. 
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regeneration of the moral and civic conscience of Italians. This in turn would provoke the 

revival of a poetry informed by classical ideas.  

 The early Italian Romantics continued the Enlightenment condemnation of the 

Baroque, even if some of their cultural premises might have led them to appreciate it.16 

Like in the rest of Europe, in Italy the adherents to the Romantic movement were 

attracted to forms of art that parted from classical ideals, recognized the primacy of 

imagination over reason, and rejected rigid rationalism to the advantage of emotions and 

intuitions. Yet the Italian Romantics endorsed their predecessors’ criticism of 

seventeenth-century artistic production. This might be partially explained by the peculiar 

characters of Italian Romanticism. First, Italian Romantics celebrated the creative genius, 

but not as a rule-breaking individual who negated harmony and order. They believed that 

classical rules were not an external imposition, but expressed an essential core of 

humanity. The Italian Romantics often rejected the irrational, the arbitrary, and the 

capricious, arguing that the rules inherited from the literary tradition were still 

appropriate to express new feelings and emotions. Secondly, from the Enlightenment the 

Italian Romantics had inherited a conception of poetry as a form of civic engagement 

with a broader public and with modern life.17 The Romantics could not value the artists of 

the Baroque, whom they perceived as rejecting any restrictions to the creative 

imagination, and as having abjured their political and moral duty by avoiding any critical 

                                                
16 Luciano Anceschi, Del Barocco ed altre prove (Florence: Le Monnier, 1953) p. 56. 
17 Giovanni Carsaniga, “The Age of Romanticism.” In Peter Brand and Lino Pertile (eds.), The Cambridge 
History of Italian Literature (Cambridge, UK and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 399—
449; Piero Garofalo, "Romantic Poetics in an Italian Context." in A Companion to European Romanticism, 
ed. By Michael Ferber (London: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), p. 238-255. Walter Binni has observed how 
these features of Italian Romanticism partially explain why Italian Decadentism did not stem from a local 
Romantic tradition as it did in France or England. Walter Binni, La poetica del decadentismo. (Firenze: 
Sansoni, 1968). 
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confrontation with their age. Therefore, the formal innovations of Baroque poetry and art 

were considered as futile explorations and divertissements, with the sole aim of the 

amusement of the individual, and as manifesting a particularly hypocritical tendency.  

 The Romantic writer Alessandro Manzoni (1785-1873), for instance, set his 

historical novel I promessi sposi [The Betrothed] (1827/1842) in seventeenth-century 

Milan, describing in detail the Spanish occupation and the epidemic of 1630. The novel 

recounted the struggle of a young couple of peasants, Renzo and Lucia, whose marriage 

is prevented by the unwanted attentions of a Spanish patrician, Don Rodrigo. Aided by 

devout Catholics, both rich and poor, Renzo and Lucia fight against aristocratic power, 

and are involved in dramatic contemporary events such as the famine and the plague that 

afflicted Italy in 1630. Manzoni drew attention to the prepotency of the Spanish 

aristocracy as a manifestation of the moral bankruptcy of the entire era. From his choice 

of characters to his use of language, Manzoni’s novel belies its author’s rejection of 

crucial aspects of seventeenth-century culture. The latter was aristocratic and oppressed 

by the Catholic Church and the Spanish occupants, but Manzoni chose illiterate peasants 

as his main characters. Baroque stylistic overkill was equally put into question by 

Manzoni’s choice of writing in a comprehensible Tuscan dialect.18  

                                                
18 In the first pages of the novel Manzoni attacks Baroque love for convoluted rhetoric: “this hail of 
conceits and metaphors…how commonplace and stiff it is! What a lot of mistakes there are in it! Endless 
Lombard idioms, current phrases used all wrong, arbitrary grammar, sentences that don’t hang together: 
then Spanish pomposities scattered about here and there; and worst of all, at the most sublime or tragic 
points of the story, at anything arousing wonder […] Here is is all: that bombastic declamation, full of 
vulgar solecisms and with that pretentious pedantry everwhere which is characteristic of the writing of the 
seventeenth century in Italy.” (“quella grandine di concettini e di figure…ma com’è dozzinale! com’è 
sguaiato! com’è scorretto! Idiotismi lombardi a iosa, frasi della lingua adoperate a sproposito, grammatica 
arbitraria, periodi sgangherati. E poi, qualche eleganza spagnola seminata qua e là; e poi, ch’è peggio, n’e 
luoghi più terribili o più pietosi della storia, a ogni occasione d’eccitar maraviglia […] Ecco qui: 
declamazioni ampollose, compose a forza di solecismi pedestri, e da per tutto quella goffaggine ambiziosa, 
ch’è il proprio carattere degli scritti di quel secolo in questo paese.”) Alessandro Manzoni, I promessi sposi, 



 

45 

 Yet Manzoni’s novel was not based on a blanket rejection of the seventeenth 

century. Rather, a genuine interest in all the social and cultural manifestations of the 

Baroque appears throughout I promessi sposi. Such attention rendered the novel 

historically accurate, but Manzoni was also interested in pointing out the positive 

achievements of the period, for example the foundation of institutions devoted to learning 

such as the Biblioteca Ambrosiana in Milan, and socially-invested Catholics such as 

Cardinal Federigo Borromeo and Fra’ Cristoforo.19 Manzoni’s indebtedness to Baroque 

sources permeates the entire novel, for example in the repeated presence of seventeenth-

century idioms and dialectal choices, the meandering structure of the plot, its hybrid 

narrative style, and the insertion of authentic historical episodes.20  

 As the critic Francesco de Sanctis (1817-1883) observed, “from the first page, one 

feels fully in the seventeenth century.”21 The art historian Mina Gregori, and more 

recently Glenn Pierce, have pointed out how in part this effect is produced by Manzoni’s 

attentive study of the visual culture of the Lombard Seicento, which he had access to in 

Milanese churches such as the Duomo and Santa Maria della Passione.22 Unlike other 

manifestations of the Baroque, Lombard art of the seventeenth century was distinctive for 

                                                                                                                                            
ed. by Ezio Raimondi and Luciano Bottoni (Milan: Principato, 1988), p.3-4; English translation: Archibald 
Colquhoun, The Betrothed (New York: Dutton, 1961) 
19 The contents of Manzoni’s libraries are now divided between the Biblioteca Braidense in Milan and 
Manzoni’s summer house in Brusuglio (Como). They include an extensive collection of books on literature, 
history, art history, social life, urban structure, and economic organization of Italy during the seventeenth 
century. See Annali Manzoniani (VI), 1981 
20 Giovanni Getto, “Echi di un romanzo barocco nei Promessi Sposi,” Lettere Italiane XII (1960), 141-167; 
Enzo Noè Girardi, Manzoni e il Seicento lombardo (Milan: Vita e Pensiero, 1977). 
21 “Già dalla prima pagina ti senti in pieno Seicento.” Francesco De Sanctis, Scritti varii inediti o rari di 
Francesco de Sanctis, ed. by Benedetto Croce (Napoli: A. Morano, 1898), p.56. 
22 Mina Gregori, “Ricordi figurativi di Alessandro Manzoni,” Paragone 1 (May 1950): 7-20; Glenn Palen 
Pierce, Manzoni and the Aesthetics of the Lombard Seicento : Art Assimilated into the Narrative of I 
promessi sposi (Lewisburg [Pa.]: Bucknell University Press , 1998). Other analyses of the role of the 
figurative arts in Manzoni are Attilio Butti, “Le arti presso il Manzoni,” Rassegna Nazionale (November 1, 
1903): 1-45; Augusta Leati, Alessandro Manzoni e le arti figurative. (Lecco: E. Bartolozzi, 1958). 



 

46 

the profuse usage of realistic detail and the attention to everyday life, features that 

Manzoni translated verbally into the Promessi sposi (Fig.1-2). Like Manzoni’s novel, the 

art of the Counter-reformation was deeply invested in its didactic mission and sought to 

inform and elevate its audience.  

 The success of I promessi sposi prompted many artists to produce artworks based 

on episodes in the novel, one of the rare examples of depictions of seventeenth-century 

scenes in Italian history painting of the time.23 Nineteenth-century artists mostly preferred 

to represent heroic periods of the Italian past, such as the Middle Ages or the 

Renaissance, or scènes galantes set in the eighteenth century. Massimo d’Azeglio’s A 

Vendetta (1835) is a very rare instance of a representation of a scene set in the Seicento 

(Fig.1-3). Yet for d'Azeglio historical reconstruction was not important: the human 

figures are marginal in the painting, which conveys the mood of a villainous age by 

juxtaposing the criminal scene with the stormy sky.  

 Representations of scenes based on I promessi sposi show the budding but still 

limited interest in the Seicento on the part of Italian artists. The novel was so successful 

that more than thirty illustrated versions of the novel appeared between its first edition in 

1827 and its revised version of 1840.24 As Fernando Mazzocca has indicated in his 

meticulous study on the visual reception of I promessi sposi — in lithographs, tableaux 

vivants, balls, and even cake decoration — an audience fascinated by historic novels was 

                                                
23 For an analysis of the visual success of the novel, see I Promessi sposi nella figurazione dell’Ottocento e 
moderna. (Lecco: Grafiche Stefanoni, 1973); Fernando Mazzocca, Quale Manzoni?: vicende figurative dei 
Promessi sposi (Milano: Il Saggiatore, 1985); Il Manzoni illustrato. (Milano: Biblioteca di via Senato, 
2006). 
24 Salvatore Giujusa, Bibliografia critica delle edizioni in lingua italiana nazionali e straniere de I 
promessi sposi (Lecco: Edizioni cultura azienda soggiorno e turismo: 1974) 
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an enthusiastic public for historical paintings.25 An example of this fascination with 

Manzoni's novel was Grand Duke Leopold II of Tuscany's commission for the decoration 

of his Florentine residence with scenes from I promessi sposi. In 1832, the Grand Duke's 

wife Maria Carolina of Savoy died, and Leopold decided to change his living quarters. 

He abandoned the opulent official rooms of Palazzo Pitti and moved to a neoclassical 

pavilion on the grounds of the palace, the Palazzina della Meridiana. Leopold decided to 

have the intimate room devoted to "domestic affairs" decorated with illustrations from I 

promessi sposi, a novel that "presents the life of man as it is in nature, with its happy and 

sad circumstances, and consoled by the thread of the Divine Providence," as he wrote in a 

letter to Manzoni.26 Having found comfort in the book in his recent misfortunes — and 

appreciating its conservative defense of religion in a moment of political disruption — 

Leopold II commissioned Nicola Cianfanelli (1793-1848) to depict his favorite scenes 

from the novel.  

 Cianfanelli travelled to Lombardy to meticulously capture the settings where the 

novel takes place, as can be seen in the encounter between Don Rodrigo and Lucia on the 

vault, in which costumes and landscape (particularly the Resegone mountain, near which 

the Promessi sposi is set) are precisely rendered (Fig.1-4). A contemporary observer, 

Father Pompilio Tanzini, who in 1837 published a detailed comment on the decorative 

cycle, admired how masterfully Cianfanelli had conveyed the immoral character of “one 

of the most miserable centuries, full of crimes,” as well as the painter's effort to illustrate 

                                                
25 Fernando Mazzocca, Quale Manzoni?: vicende figurative dei Promessi sposi (Milano: Il Saggiatore, 
1985), p.25. 
26 Letter from Leopold II to Alessandro Manzoni, February 20th 1833, published in Fernando Mazzocca, 
Quale Manzoni?: vicende figurative dei Promessi sposi (Milano: Il Saggiatore, 1985), p. 57. 
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Manzoni’s detailed descriptions.27 Yet Cianfanelli did not forget the courtier context of 

his commission, and did not represent the crudest aspects of the novel, for example the 

libidinous nun Gertrude or the riots of the famished Milanese populace. Because of the 

grandeur and opulence of his painting, as well as his ability to depict chiaroscuro, Tanzini 

compared Cinafanelli with the Baroque artists Paolo Veronese, Gherardo delle Notti, and 

Giovanni da San Giovanni, who had decorated the first floor of Palazzo Pitti.28 

Nevertheless, Cianfanelli’s representation of the Seicento was above all indebted to 

academic painting — especially its tendency to melodrama and historical reconstruction 

— and included no visual cues derived from Baroque painting. The image of the 

seventeenth century that Cianfanelli's frescoes provided was that of Christian edification 

and focused on its positive characteristics, leaving suffering, literally, in the background; 

for example, in the lunetta in which Fra’ Cristoforo liberates Lucia from her vow to 

become a nun if Renzo survived the plague, the victims of the epidemic occupy a 

marginal position (Fig.1-5).  

 The painter Giuseppe Molteni (1800-1867) achieved a more explicit evocation of 

seventeenth century art in his paintings based on I promessi sposi. Well-known for his 

depictions of beggars and chimney sweepers, which evoked in the mind of contemporary 

commentators the art of Bartolomé Murillo and other artists of the Spanish Baroque, in 

1847 Molteni represented one of those scandalous characters of I promessi sposi who had 

been overlooked by Cianfanelli: the Nun of Monza (Fig.1- 6).29 Based on a historical 

                                                
27 Pompilio Tanzini, I Promessi sposi pitture a buon fresco del professore Niccola Cianfanelli nell’I.R. 
Palazzo de’ Pitti (Firenze: Tipografia della Speranza, 1837). 
28 Pompilio Tanzini, I Promessi sposi pitture a buon fresco, p.10; p.17; p.22. 
29 G. Sacchi, “Lo Spazzacamino. Quadro a olio di Giuseppe Molteni,” Album. Esposizione di Belle Arti in 
Milano I (1837), 7-9, p. 8-9. 
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character, Gertrude had been forced to become a nun in early childhood, and had become 

infamous for her love affair with an aristocrat. In I promessi sposi, Gertrude's lover 

incites her to help him kidnap Lucia, the main character, and she agrees, despite having 

promised to protect her. Molteni depicted Gertrude with the careful reconstruction of 

costumes and objects typical of nineteenth-century history painting, but he also made use 

of strong chiaroscuro to convey the moral duplicity of the character. The foremost Italian 

history painter, Francesco Hayez, made similar use of the pictorial techniques associated 

with the Baroque in his intense portrait of the Unnamed, a powerful baron who initially 

kidnaps Lucia but then converts to Catholicism and protects her from Don Rodrigo, 

contributing to the novel's happy ending (Fig.1-7). A master of bourgeois portraiture, in 

this 'historical portrait’ Hayez evoked the Baroque portraiture of Anton Van Dyck or 

Diego Velázquez in the illusionistic representation of clothes as well as in the darkened 

background and single source of lighting. 

 Despite the interest in the Baroque among these artists, the negative moral and 

aesthetic view of the period persisted into the later part of the nineteenth century. The 

eminent literary critic Francesco De Sanctis, who interpreted literature and art as the 

expression not only of an individual sensibility but of an entire culture, condemned 

Baroque art as the expression of the political and moral exhaustion of an age of 

“authoritarian theocracy.”30 If literature expressed the soul of a nation, the extravagance, 

and superficiality of “concettismo” could only be symptomatic of a corrupt spirit: “not 

only the form and content and literature, but also religious, moral, and political life were 

                                                
30 Francesco De Sanctis, Storia della letteratura italiana, ed. by Niccolò Gallo ([1870] Torino: Einaudi-
Gallimard, 1996), p. 601. 
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exhausted.”31 In his influential Storia della letteratura italiana [History of Italian 

Literature] (1870-71) De Sanctis characterized the seventeenth century as a period in 

which religious and social life were regulated by minute rules, and individuals became 

indifferent and indolent. It was not surprising, then, that they were only able to produce a 

formulaic and sterile art. For De Sanctis the extreme innovation of the period was a proof 

of its barrenness: "everyone was looking for novelties, which proves that literature had 

already reached its higher point. Novelties are not “looked for” but “given” when 

literature is developing: then everything is new and fresh"— a view that De Sanctis also 

held with respect to much literature of his own time.32 Yet for De Sanctis the Seicento 

was also the century in which science and rational thought began to develop, and he 

devoted a lengthy section to the works of Giordano Bruno, Bernardino Telesio, Tommaso 

Campanella, and Galileo Galilei.33 Because of their moral and political position, the 

Italian Romantics overwhelmingly viewed seventeenth-century culture in negative terms. 

However, such negative judgment was also instrumental in provoking poets of a younger 

generation — who opposed to the values evoked by Manzoni and De Sanctis — to 

appropriate the characteristics of the Baroque in order to underline their antagonism to 

post-Unification Italy.  

1.2 The "decadent style": first associations of Decadence and Baroque 

                                                
31 “Non solo la letteratura nelle sue forme e nel suo contenuto, ma è anche esaurita la vita religiosa, morale 
e politica, quantunque ce ne fosse una seria apparenza comandata e servile, via alla fortuna.” Francesco De 
Sanctis, Storia della letteratura italiana, p.596. 
32 “Dicono che nel Seicento si sviluppò una rivoluzione letteraria, e che tutti cercavano novità. Il che prova 
appunto che la letteratura avea già presa la sua forma fissa e compiuto il suo circolo. Le novità non si 
cercano, ma si offrono, quando la letteratura comincia a svilupparsi: allora tutto è fresco, tutto è nuovo. 
Cercavano novità, perché si sentivano innanzi ad una letteratura esaurita nel suo repertorio e nelle sue 
forme.” Francesco De Sanctis, Storia della letteratura italiana, p.595. 
33 Francesco De Sanctis, Storia della letteratura italiana, p. 602. 
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Jean Floressas des Esseintes, the main character of Joris-Karl Huysmans’ 1884 novel À 

Rebours [Against Nature], did not dream of escaping into the seventeenth century to 

avoid the dullness of his epoch. Yet he appreciated another period with decadent 

connotations: the Roman Silver Age, that is, the period from the death of Augustus until 

the second century C.E. The period included authors such as Seneca, Petronius, Lucanus, 

Martialis, and Juvenalis who rejected the careful grammatical organization and 

concinnitas of Ciceronian Latin. As an expression of his rejection of bourgeois values, 

Des Esseintes preferred their dazzling mannerisms and bombast to the more respectable 

style of the writers of the Golden Age. 

 For the generation before Huysmans’, condemnation of the Silver Age was a way 

of indirectly attacking Romanticism. One of the critics who did so was Désiré Nisard 

(1806-1888), who in 1834 wrote Études de moeurs et de critique sur les poètes latins de 

la décadence [Study of Morals and Critique of the Latin Poets of the Decadence].34 

While Nisard’s book was ostensibly devoted to the poetry of the Roman Empire, its real 

target was contemporary poets, who in Nisard’s view shared many of the nefarious 

aspects of decadent Roman literature. For Nisard, the distinctive feature of the decadent 

style was the excessive emphasis on detail. The composition became fragmented and 

disintegrated, lacking the organizational principle that made it function as a well-ordered 

totality. Two years later, Nisard recognized many of these traits in Victor Hugo, the 

Romantic poet par excellence. Nisard criticized Hugo's profuse use of description at the 

expense of action, the prominence of detail, and, above all, that “in his work, the 

imagination rules; only the imagination ideates and executes: she is an unruly queen […] 
                                                
34 Désiré Nisard, Études de moeurs et de critique sur les poètes latins de la décadence (Paris: Hachette, 
1888), I:IX 
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Reason has no place in his works.”35 In the loss of structure of Hugo’s style, Nisard 

identified an unwarranted stress on imagination, which could lead to amorality and, most 

importantly, to the absence of civic commitment.  

 Nisard used the term 'decadent' derogatorily to conflate stylistic analysis with moral 

evaluation. However, only a few years later, in his preface to Les Fleurs du Mal [The 

Flowers of Evil] (1868) Théophile Gautier (1811-1876) overturned Nizard's theorization 

and positively interpreted Charles Baudelaire as a decadent, pointing out that his style "is 

evidence of an art reaching its extreme maturity, determined by the dusk of civilizations 

that age." Describing Baudelaire's poetry as "ingenious, convoluted, erudite, full of 

nuances and complications", Gautier observed that it aspired "to translate the most subtle 

confidences of neurosis, the desires of the aging and depraved passion and the bizzarre 

hallucinations of a fixed idea that turns into insanity." Gautier concluded that "this is the 

necessary and fatal language of the people and the civilizations in which fictitious life has 

replaced natural life, and which has developed in man unknown desires."36 In the same 

preface, Gautier initiated a gradual correlation of Decadentism and Baroque:  

There are, without doubt, Baroque and unnatural imaginations that are close to 
hallucination, and express the secret desire of an impossible novelty. But we 
prefer them to the faded simplicity of fake poems that embellish with dim and 

                                                
35 Désiré Nisard, “M. Victor Hugo in 1836,” in Essais sur l’école romantique (Paris: Calman-Lévy, 1891), 
p. 245-248. “Chez lui…l’imagination tient lieu de tout; l’imagination seule conçoit et exécute: c’est une 
reine qui gouverne sans contrôle. […] La raison n’a aucune place dans ses ouvrages.” 
36 “Le poëte des Fleurs du Mal aimait ce qu’on appelle improprement le style de décadence, et qui n’est 
autre chose que l’art arrivé à ce point de maturité extrême que déterminent à leurs soleils obliques les 
civilizations qui vieillissent. Ce style ingénieux, compliqué, savant, plein de nuances et de recherches, 
reculant toujours les bornes de la langue, empruntant à tous les vocabulaires techniques, prenant des 
couleurs à toutes les palettes, des notes à tous les claviers, s’efforçant à rendre la pensée dans ce qu’elle a 
de plus ineffable, et la forme en ses contours les plus vagues et les plus fuyants, écoutant pour les traduire 
les confidences subtiles de la névrose, les aveux de la passion vieillissante qui se déprave et les 
hallucinations bizarres de l’idée fixe tournant à la folie. […] tel est bien l’idiome nécessaire et fatal des 
peuples et des civilisations où la vie factice a remplacé la vie naturelle et développé chez l’homme des 
besoins inconnus.”  Théophile Gautier, “Charles Baudelaire,” in Charles Baudelaire, Les fleurs du mal 
([1868] Paris: Aubry, 1942), p. 18-9. 
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worn-out colors the second-hand canvases of platitudes, with designs that are 
trivially bourgeois or stupidly sentimental: wreaths of big roses, the green foliage 
of cabbages, and cooing doves. Sometimes we are not afraid to be shocking, 
fantastic, and outrageous in order to obtain something unusual. We cherish 
barbarity more than platitudes.37  
 

Therefore, Gautier associated the Baroque with a series of motifs that coincided with 

decadent tropes: the rejection of the natural and the simple, the search for novelty at all 

costs, and above all, the aim of épater le bourgeois with an anti-classical aesthetic. 

Gautier did not use the term ‘Baroque’ casually as he was a keen appreciator of writers of 

the seventeenth century such as François Villon, Theóphile de Viau, and Cyrano de 

Bergerac. In 1844 Gautier had published Les Grotesques, a series of articles on these 

poets whom he considered inferior to Jean Racine or Pierre Corneille but whose 

originality, eccentricity, and taste for novelty he admired: “The ragoût of the bizzarre 

artwork revives our palate, tired of a literary regime that is too healthy and regular. Most 

people with taste need sometimes, to regain their appetite, the pepper of concetti and 

gongorisms.”38 Gautier argued that the Baroque taste for extravagance was the necessary 

antidote to classicism, which not only was not an eternally valid model, but whose 

regularity and order could even became tiresome and insipid. In Gautier’s view Baroque 

and decadent poetry were anti-classical because they were a necessary reaction to the 

uniformity of classicism. While its critics had read the anti-classicism of the Baroque as a 

                                                
37 “Ce sont là, sans doute, des imagination Baroques, antinaturelles, voisines de l’hallucination et qui 
expriment le secret désir d’une nouveauté impossible; mais nous les préférons, pour notre part, à la fade 
simplicité de ces prétendues poésies qui, sur le canevas usés du lieu commun, brodent, avec des vieilles 
laines passées de couleur, des dessins d’une trivialité bourgeoise ou d’une sentimentalité bête: des 
couronnes de grosses roses, des feuillages vert de chou et de colombes se becquetant. Parfois, nous ne 
craignons pas d’acheter le rare au prix du choquant, du fantasque et de l’outré. La barbarie nous va mieux 
que la platitude.” Théophile Gautier, “Charles Baudelaire,” p. 18-19. 
38 “Le ragoût de l’oeuvre bizarre vient à propos raviver notre palais affadi par un régime littéraire trop sain 
et trop régulier; les plus gens de goût ont besoin quelquefois, pour se remettre en appetit, du piment des 
concetti et des gongorismes.” Théophile Gautier, Les Grotesques (Paris: Levy Frères, 1856), p. 321. 
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censurable move away from everlasting values, Gautier interpreted it as an inevitable 

development of taste, enervated by overused subject matters and forms.  

 Friederich Nietzsche also considered the Baroque in a similar vein, as an 

inescapable moment in history that was the product of worn-out classical models.39 

According to Nietzsche, it is as a result of the “the feeling of insufficient dialectic or a 

deficiency in expression or narration, together with an urgent, over-powerful impulse to 

form,” that the Baroque emerges. It can be regarded “with melancholy” because it marks 

the decline of an era, but it also produces highly emotional art, as Nietzsche pointed out 

in Menschliches, Allzumenschliches [Human all Too Human] (1888): 

To [Baroque] style belongs, firstly, a choice of material and subjects of the 
highest dramatic tension, at which the heart trembles even when there is no art, 
because heaven and hell are all too near the emotions; then, the oratory of strong 
passion and gestures, of ugly sublimity, of great masses, in fact of absolute 
quantity per se (as is shown in Michael Angelo, the father or grandfather of the 
Italian Baroque stylists): the lights of dusk, illumination and conflagration playing 
upon those strongly molded forms: ever-new ventures in means and aims, 
strongly underscored by artists for artists, while the layman must fancy he sees an 
unconscious overflowing of all the horns of plenty of an original nature-art: all 
these characteristics that constitute the greatness of that style are neither possible 
nor permitted in the earlier ante-classical and classical periods of a branch of art. 
Such luxuries hang for long on the tree like forbidden fruit.40 

 

Nietzsche also claimed that the music of his time was in fact Baroque: while classical 

order and structure were still appreciated, he claimed that contemporary audiences longed 

for extravagance, excess, and disorder. In the text quoted above Nietzsche did not use the 

term ‘Baroque’ in a derogatory way, but in a letter from that same year he did use it to 

condemn the music of Wagner: "a Baroque art of exaltation, and magniloquent 

                                                
39 Friedrich Nietzsche, “144. Baroque style,” in Human all Too Human. A book for free spirits (Cambridge: 
University of Cambridge Press, 1996), p. 245-246. 
40 Friedrich Nietzsche, “144. Baroque style,” p. 246. 
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pompousness — I mean, Wagner's art — had made me ill and was ruining my 

temperament and my natural talents.”41 This remark anticipates Nietzsche’s reading of 

Wagner as the foremost exponent of decadent illness, summarized in Der Fall Wagner 

[The Case of Wagner] (1888). In this text, Nietzsche shifted his interpretation of 

decadence. He still considered it as an inescapable aspect of life, but now decadence 

came to indicate a moment in which individuals manifest resentment towards life-

affirming values. The decadent individual is not just ill, but desires the illness and accepts 

it with resignation. For Nietzsche, the symptom of literary decadence is that "life no 

longer dwells in the whole. The word becomes sovereign and leaps out of the sentence, 

the sentence reaches out and obscures the meaning of the page, and the page gains life at 

the expense of the whole — the whole is no longer a whole."42 

 In this diagnosis of anti-classicism there are echoes of Nisard’s tirades against the 

literature of Latin decadence. Nisard was a crucial reference for Paul Bourget (1852-

1935), whose works Nietzsche had avidly read and who had provided a similar definition 

of decadence in an influential 1881 article on Baudelaire.43 In Bourget and Nietzsche’s 

interpretation of decadence, the fragmented style mirrors the fragmentation and increased 

individualism of the fin-de-siècle. Like Nisard, Bourget and Nietzsche condemned the 

disintegration of the totality of the work of art into independent elements, but Nietzsche’s 

account of Wagner’s art added an element of theatricality into the description of 

decadence: "the convulsiveness of his emotion, his over-excited sensibility, his taste, 

                                                
41 Friedrich Nietzsche, Epistolario. 1865-1900 (Torino: Einaudi, 1962), p. 130, quoted in p. 26. 
42 Friedrich Nietzsche, “The Case of Wagner: A Musician’s Problem, being a letter from Turin, May 1888,” 
in The Works of Friedrich Nietzsche (London: McMillan & Co, 1898), p.24-25. 
43 Paul Bourget, “Charles Baudelaire," La Nouvelle Revue 13 (1881): 398- 417. As a side note, it is worth 
mentioning that in his 1891 Sensations d’Italie (Paris: A. Lemerre, 1891) Bourget claimed to have found a 
renewed appreciation for the Baroque after visiting the seventeenth-century architecture of Lecce. 
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which always asked for stronger stimulants, his instability, which he disguised as 

principles […] nothing is more modern than this morbidness, this decrepitude and over-

excitability of the nervous mechanism.44 

 Much of this account resonates with Nietzsche’s description of the Baroque style 

that he gave ten years earlier in Human all Too Human (1888). Nietzsche described 

Wagner’s art as affective and sentimental, because the composer aimed for the emotional 

form of reception elicited by the Baroque artwork. Nietzsche argued that Wagner’s art 

was essentially populist because it made a direct appeal to passion. While his first 

description of the Baroque style did not place too much emphasis on its deceitful aspect, 

through Wagner’s histrionic qualities Nietzsche understood how decadent artworks could 

also function as tools of deception, because they presented as life-affirming some values 

that were instead connected to Christian morality, which in Nietzsche’s view stood for 

the absolute negation of life. Nietzsche emphasized the crowd-pleasing aspect of 

decadent art, which made it in some respects a prefiguration of kitsch.  

 Baudelaire, Nietzsche, and Wagner became the points of reference for a new 

generation of French artists and writers who during the 1880s sought the pursuit of 

exquisite refinement for its own sake, and were fascinated by extreme sensations and 

morbid fantasies. They proudly identified themselves as “decadents,” and as I will show 

in next section, they set the stage for a re-evaluation of the Baroque among Italian 

Decadentists. After the failure of the 1848 revolutions, the humiliation of 1871, and the 

trauma of the Commune, the widespread analysis of the notions of degeneration and 

decadence manifested the suspicion that external signs of progress may be deceitful, and 
                                                
44 Friedrich Nietzsche, “The Case of Wagner: A Musician’s Problem, being a letter from Turin, May 1888,” 
in The Works of Friedrich Nietzsche (London: McMillan & Co, 1898), p. 18. 
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that modernity can negatively affect human consciousness.45 The decadents rejected the 

values of the society they belonged to, and instead pursued alternative and oppositional 

forms of life, cultivating “the consciousness of their own alienation, both aesthetic and 

moral, in the face of the false and complacent humanism of the day’s demagogues,” as 

Matei Calinescu claimed.46 Huysmans’ À Rebours articulated a set of tropes that came to 

be identified with Decadentism. Des Esseintes could appreciate only those stimuli that 

were a clear departure from nature. His dissatisfaction with modernity was emphasized 

by his physical removal from urban life and his cultivation of a taste offensive to his 

contemporaries.  

1.3. Italian Decadentismo: between Byzantium and Rome 

While in France many of the features of Decadentism were later absorbed or rejected by 

the symbolist movement, in Italian literary criticism the concept of “decadence” has been 

used since the nineteenth century to denote writers such as Gabriele D'Annunzio, 

Giovanni Pascoli, and Antonio Fogazzaro who were influenced by French symbolism and 

who distanced themselves from the civic tradition of Italian Romanticism as well as from 

the moral and political import of the poetry of Giosuè Carducci, the foremost exponent of 

post-Unification Italian poetry.47  

                                                
45 Charles Bernheimer, Decadent Subjects. The Idea of Decadence in Art, Literature, Philosophy, and 
Culture of the Fin-de-siècle in Europe. (Baltimore, Md. : Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002) 
46 Matei Călinescu, Five Faces of Modernity : Modernism, Avant-garde, Decadence, Kitsch, 
Postmodernism. (Durham: Duke University Press, 1987), p. 162. 
47 For two important examples of the use of this term in literary criticism, see Walter Binni, La poetica del 
Decadentismo (Firenze: Sansoni, 1968) p. 45; Carlo Salinari, Miti e coscienza del Decadentismo italiano 
(Milano: Feltrinelli, 1960), p.65. See also Richard Drake. “Decadence, Decadentism and Decadent 
Romanticism in Italy: Toward a Theory of Decadence.” Journal of Contemporary History 17, no. 1 
(January 1, 1982): 69-92. In 1886 Jean Moréas published the manifesto of symbolism, where he proposed 
adopting this new terminology as a substitute for “decadence.” In his view, this term did not do justice to 
the novelty and philosophical import of the new literary movement. Gradually the use of “Decadentism” to 
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 Italian Decadentists considered the Italian Romantic tradition to be provincial, 

and to be lacking the rebellious streak and tradition of sensuality that were preponderant 

in French, German, and English Romanticism.48 The Decadentists criticized Italian 

Romanticism by underscoring the uselessness of rational discourse. Instead, they were 

more interested in words as evocative vehicles for sensual pleasure. Rather than 

conceiving intellectuals as primarily committed to the moral uplifting of the nation, the 

Decadentists defended an aristocratic view of the artist and expressed their contempt for 

the masses. Their love for exoticism and sensual refinement, for the archaic and the 

unusual, was a form of escapism from the trivial reality of post-Unification Italy. The 

decades after 1870 were marked by the growing political influence of the Italian 

industrialists; by Italy’s diplomatic isolation from the rest of the European nations and its 

rapprochement with Germany and the former occupier of the peninsula, Austria; and by a 

political system based on nepotism and secret coalitions. It is therefore not surprising that 

the Decadentists drew parallels between their own era and historical periods that had 

been perceived as corrupt and degenerate. 

 The best example of this position and its ambiguous relation with Italian post-

unitary society was the bi-monthly Cronaca Bizantina [Byzantine Chronicle], one of the 

most innovative cultural products of Umbertine Italy. Founded in 1881 by the editor 

Angelo Sommaruga, it was an example of the Roman fin de siècle avant-garde defined, as 

Vivien Greene has observed, “by elitism, recourse to tradition, and a sense of 

                                                                                                                                            
denote a specific literary and artistic current disappeared from French cultural discourse. Jean Moréas, 
“Manifeste du symbolisme,” Le Figaro, 15 September 1886, Supplément littéraire, p. 1-2. 
48 For the appropriation of French, German, and English Romantic themes in Italian Decadentism, see 
Mario Praz, La carne, la morte e il diavolo nella letteratura Romantica, [1930] (Firenze: Sansoni, 1966). 
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nostalgia.”49 Many eminent writers, including Carducci, Émile Zola, Giovanni Verga, 

Matilde Serao, and Edmondo De Amicis, published in the Cronaca. The reference to 

Byzantium in the title of the journal underlined the oppositional stance that it assumed 

with respect to post-Unification society.50 As the nineteen-year-old poet Giulio Salvadori 

stated, “we call ourselves Byzantines to remind ourselves how distant reality is from our 

ideal; because among the boring rumors, petty rivalries, petty allegiances, petty 

ambitions, among this buzzing of lies and brags, among the vulgarity that surrounds us, 

we are faithful to the ancient ideal of Rome.”51 However, the presentation and the content 

of the magazine catered to the taste of the bourgeoisie whose corruption and lack of 

ideals it claimed to denounce.52 The magazine included not only literary and cultural 

criticism, but also sensational articles and gossip columns. The precious paper in which 

the magazine was printed, its unusual typographic characters, and the elaborate 

decorations of its cover also manifest an attention to formal aspects that contrasts with the 

apparently anti-bourgeois position of the magazine (Fig.1- 8). Indeed, despite the 

Cronaca’s extensive coverage of positivist culture, its inclusion of symbolist themes also 

                                                
49 Vivien Greene, “Bizantium and Emporium: Fine Secolo Magazines in Rome and Milan”, in The Oxford 
Critical and Cultural History of Modernist Magazines: Europe 1880 - 1940, ed.by Sascha Bru and Andrew 
Thacker (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 536—559, p.536. 
50 The masthead of the journal read: “Impronta Italia dimandava Roma, Bizanzio essi le han dato," a verse 
by Giosué Carducci (“unprepared Italy had asked for Rome to be its capital, and instead got Byzantium”) 
where Rome symbolized the glorious, and Byzantium signified the decadent and corrupt Italian past. For a 
polemical article on this period of Italian culture, see Scipio Slataper, “Quando Roma era Bisanzio ," La 
Voce III, n.16 (April 20, 1911) 
51 Giulio Salvadori, "Roma,” Cronaca Bizantina, II.11 (June 1st 1882), p.5.: “Nel nome stesso che abbiamo 
preso, c’è, per chi sa leggere, una protesta e un augurio: noi ci diciamo bizantini quasi a rammentaci quanto 
si discosti la realtà dal nostro ideale.; perché tra questo rumoreggiamento noioso di piccoli sdegni di piccoli 
amori, di piccole ambizioni, tra questo ronzare di menzogne e di vanti, tra i fiotti della volgarità che stringe, 
ci serbiamo fedeli all’ideale antico di Roma” 
52 Renato Bertacchini, “«Cronaca Bizantina» e «Il Convito», riviste romane dell’estetismo decadente,” 
OttoNovecento, a.II, no. 5 (September-October 1978): 67-86, p.69. 
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indicated a marked skepticism towards the economic and political ideals held by Italy's 

ideals of linear progress typical of industrial economy and liberal politics.  

 In 1884, Sommaruga escaped from Italy, having been charged with fraud, and 

after a period of uncertainly, D’Annunzio assumed the direction of the magazine from 

November 1885 to March 1886, when it definitely closed. The Cronaca directed by 

D'Annunzio aspired to attract a large portion of the public. Side by side with literary 

pieces were gossip and the addresses of the most fashionable Roman coutouriers and 

jewelers, a service to the supposedly frivolous female audience. In this last phase of the 

journal, the appellation “Byzantine” was no longer a moral protest against contemporary 

politics, in the name of an ideal ancient Rome, but a proud affirmation of an impure and 

corrupt taste, of an aristocratic and exquisitely erudite art. By the mid 1880s, many 

European artists and intellectuals identified with the Byzantine period, considering it as a 

moment of moral corruption and depraved lust.53  

 Enrico Nencioni and Carlo Placci, who were close friends with members of the 

Florentine colony of British emigrés such as the writer Vernon Lee (Violet Paget), 

collaborated with the Cronaca publishing essays on Walter Pater, Alfred Tennyson, 

Robert Browning, Walt Whitman, Algernon Charles Swinburne, and Henry James. In the 

last Cronaca D’Annunzio published fragments of his poem Isaotta Guttadauro, which in 

1886 would be issued in a refined editio picta with illustrations by several artists of the 

                                                
53 An announcement on the Cronaca Bizantina of December 1885 notified the imminent publication of 
Theodora, a “romanzo storico bizantino” [“Byzantine historic novel.”] by I. Fiorentino. Cronaca Bizantina 
5, no.3, (December 13, 1885). Other popular novels set in Byzantium were Jean Lombard, Byzance (Paris: 
Savine, 1890) and Paul Adam, Irène et les Eunuques (Paris: Ollendorff, 1907). For the interest in 
Byzantium in the period under review, see Massimo Bernabò, Ossessioni bizantine e cultura artistica in 
Italia: tra D’Annunzio, fascismo e dopoguerra (Napoli: Liguori, 2003). See also Alina Payne, “Portable 
Ruins: The Pergamon Altar, Heinrich Wölfflin, and German Art History at the Fin de Siècle,” RES: 
Anthropology and Aesthetics no. 53/54 (2008): 168—189. 
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Decadentist milieu.54 The poet and artist Giuseppe Cellini emphasized the new direction 

of the magazine by re-designing its frontispiece (Fig.1-9).55 Arabesques and medallions 

— one of which contains the figure of Sagittarius, the Zodiac sign corresponding to the 

month of November during which the new Cronaca was launched — frame a mandorla. 

In it are three Pre-Raphaelite beauties, three “Graces cloaked in the Byzantine fashion,” 

as D'Annunzio wrote.56 The new Cronaca’s motto was “Non tristis gratia ridet” 

[“Cheerful kindness laughs”], a verse from Petronius’ Silver Age novel Satyricon.57 The 

explicit evocation of the foreign trend of Pre-Raphaelitism, as well as of the literature of 

the Silver Age, manifested the Cronaca's adherence to the cosmopolitan and refined 

currents of decadent literature. 

 Although brief, in his stint as director D'Annunzio’s fame was well established. 

His carefully constructed persona betrayed all the traits of the aesthete: the careful 

attention to dress, the scandalous behavior, the construction of a living environment 

smothered in works of art, and the cultivation of aristocratic hobbies. This was so much 

the case that in his 1930 monograph on Decadentism the critic Mario Praz argued that 

D'Annunzio brought to the mind Baroque artists due to his tendency to “build himself 

from the outside, looking for himself in others, appropriating diverse sources and then 

                                                
54 Gabriele D’Annunzio, Isaotta Guttadàuro ed altre poesie. Con disegni di Vincenzo Cabianca-Onorato 
Carlandi - Giuseppe Cellini — Enrico Coleman — Mario de Maria — Cesare Formilli — Alessandro 
Morani — Alfredo Ricci- G.A. Sartorio (Roma: Tribuna, 1886). 
55 Several artists of D'Annunzio’s circle collaborated with the Cronaca. See Emanuela Lugnani Scarano, 
Dalla Cronaca bizantina al Convito (Florence: Vallecchi, 1970); Anna Maria Damigella, La pittura 
simbolista in Italia, 1885-1900 (Torino: G. Einaudi, 1981). 
56 “Che le Grazie, bizantinamente ammantate e ingioiellate per lei dal sottile artista, le siano larghe di rose; 
e che il Saggitario, sotto il cui segno rinasce, le dia saette d’oro.” ("We wish that the the Graces, cloaked in 
the Byzantine fashion and bejeweled for [the Cronaca] by the subtle artist, are generous in roses; and that 
the Sagittarius, under the sign of which she is born, give her arrows of gold.”) "La direzione," Cronaca 
Bizantina 5, no.1 (November 15, 1885) p.2. 
57 Petronius, Satyricon, CXXXII, 15 
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reducing all to a common denominator, like those demented seventeenth-century painters 

of the South of Italy, best typified by Luca Giordano.”58 D’Annunzio’s consecration as 

the most visible example of Italian Decadentism was the publication of Il Piacere 

[Pleasure] (1889), which re-elaborated his experience as the chronicler of Roman high 

society and was partially modeled on À Rebours for the detailed descriptions and the 

evocation of a purely sensuous existence.59 Although Huysmans's novel was not 

translated into Italian until 1944, he was well known to D'Annunzio's generation.60 The 

publication of À Rebours was reviewed in the Italian magazine Fanfulla della Domenica 

the same month it appeared in France, and the art critic Vittorio Pica published his 

impressions on the book as early as October 1884.61  

  D'Annunzio’s oeuvre includes few precise references to seventeenth-century 

paintings and sculptures, but the Baroque atmosphere of Rome pervades Il Piacere.62 The 

protagonist, Andrea Sperelli- Fieschi d’Ugenta, a rich and egocentric member of the 

                                                
58 “L’abito dannunziano di costruirsi tutto dall'esterno, cercando se stesso negli altri, appropriandosi e 
riducendo a un comune denominatore le diverse fonti, al modo di quegli indiavolati pittori secenteschi 
dell'Italia meridionale, di cui Luca Giordano è il più caratteristico.” Mario Praz, La carne, la morte e il 
diavolo nella letteratura Romantica, [1930] ed. (Firenze: Sansoni, 1966), p.358. 
59 Gabriele D’Annunzio, Il piacere (Milano: Treves, 1889). For the important differences between des 
Esseintes and Sperelli, see “Fra Trinità dei Monti e Fontenay-aux-Roses. Intorno a Sperelli e a Des 
Esseintes,” in Ilvano Caliaro, Da Bisanzio a Roma. Studi su Gabriele D'Annunzio (Verona: Edizioni 
Fiorini, 2004): 11-25. For D'Annunzio’s career as a journalist as the prelude for Il Piacere, see Ivanos 
Ciani, “Premesse per uno studio sul Piacere,” Paragone XXIV, 278 (1973), p.93-95.  
60 Joris-Karl Huysmans, Controcorrente, trans. by Camillo Sbarbaro (Milano: Gentile, 1944). 
61 Édouard Rod, "Corrispondenza di Parigi. Edmond de Goncourt," Fanfulla della Domenica 6, 21 (May 
25th 1884), 1-2. Vittorio Pica, Votre fidèle ami de Naples: lettere a Edmond de Goncourt (1881-1896) 
(Guida Editori, 2004), p.89. Pica published an extended study of Huysmans in Vittorio Pica, “Joris-Karl 
Huysmans,” in Letteratura d’eccezione (Milano: Baldini e Castoldi, 1898), 363–401. 
62 See Bianca Tamassia Mazzarotto, Le arti figurative nell’arte di Gabriele D'Annunzio (Milano: Fratelli 
Bocca, 1949) for an exhaustive survey of the references to the visual arts in D'Annunzio’s oeuvre. See also 
D’Annunzio, la musica e le arti figurative [Conference Proceedings,  Vittoriale degli Italiani, April 1982] 
(Gardone Rivera: Fondazione del Vittoriale degli Italiani, 1982); 
Susanna Scotoni, D’Annunzio e l’arte contemporanea. (Firenze: S.P.E.S., 1981); Rossana Bossaglia and 
Mario Quesada, eds., Gabriele D’Annunzio e la promozione delle arti (Milano; Roma: A. Mondadori ; De 
Luca edizioni d’arte, 1988). 
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aristocracy, conducts an idle existence in Rome.63 The novel narrates his tormented love 

affair with two women, Elena Muti, the incarnation of the femme fatale, and Maria Ferres 

de Capdevila, who embodies an ideal of purity and salvation. Like Huysmans, 

D’Annunzio used an extremely refined language to meticulously describe environments 

and moods. D’Annunzio often referred to literary and artistic works to convey a 

particular mood or to describe physical traits, and employed English, French, German, 

Latin and Greek terms in order to underline the breath of Sperelli’s culture.  

 While the novel is set in contemporary Rome, and the political events of 1884-

1887 appear in it, D'Annunzio underlined his hero’s contempt for modern life and for the 

heroic ideal of imperial Rome:  

Rome was his great love—not the Rome of the Cæsars, but that of the popes—not 
the Rome of the arches, of the termal baths, of the forums, but the Rome of the 
villas, of the fountains, of the churches. He would have given the entire 
Colosseum for Villa Medici, Campo Vaccino for Piazza di Spagna, the Arch of 
Titus for the Fontanella delle Tartarughe. The princely magnificence of the 
Colonnas, of the Dorias, of the Barberinis, attracted him vastly more than the 
ruins of imperial grandeur. And his great dream was to possess a palace adorned 
by Michaelangelo, and embellished by the Carraccis like Palazzo Farnese; a 
gallery full of paintings by Raphael, Titian, Domenichino, like the Galleria 
Borghese; a villa like that of Alessandro Albani where the deep box hedges, the 
red Oriental granite, the white Luni marble, the Grecian statues, the Renaissance 
paintings, the memories themselves of the place would cast a spell around one of 
his haughty lovers. […] In an album of society confessions, alongside the 
question “What would you like to be?” he had written “Roman prince.”64 

                                                
63 The novel’s preoccupation with aristocratic titles recalls the Baroque obsession with protocol. Roberto 
Cadonici, Come leggere Il piacere di Gabriele D'Annunzio (Milano: Mursia, 1990), p.68. 
64 Gabriele D’Annunzio, Pleasure, trans. by Lara Gochin Raffaelli (New York: Penguin Books, 2013), p. 
36. “Roma era il suo grande amore:  non la Roma dei Cesari ma la Roma dei Papi; non la Roma degli 
Archi, delle Terme, dei Fòri, ma la Roma delle Ville, delle Fontane, delle Chiese. Egli avrebbe dato tutto il 
Colosseo per la Villa Medici, il Campo Vaccino per la Piazza di Spana, l’Arco di Tito per la Fontanella 
delle Tartarughe. La magnificenza principesca dei Colonna, dei Doria, dei Barberini l’attraeva assai più 
della ruinata grandiosità imperiale. E il suo grande sogno era di possedere un palazzo incoronato da 
Michelangelo e istoriato dai Caracci, come quello Farnese; una galleria piena di Raffaelli, di Tiziani, di 
Domenichiini, come quella Borghese; una villa, come quella di Alessandro Albani, dove i bussi profondi, il 
granito rosso d’Oriente, il marmo bianco di Luni, le statue della Grecia, le memorie stesse del luogo 
componessero un incanto intorno a un qualche superbo amore. […] sopra un albo di confessioni mondane, 
accanto alla domanca «Che vorreste voi essere?» egli aveva scritto «Principe romano.» Gabriele 
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Reflecting the embryonic state of art historical studies, D'Annunzio’s description 

conflated under a single style Raphael, Michelangelo, Titian, Domenichino, Bernini, 

Borromini, and the Carracci brothers. In the decadent imagination, Hellenism, late 

Antiquity, Byzantine Rome, the late Renaissance, and the Baroque blended as forms of 

opposition to order and progress, the values of positivism. The Italian decadent references 

to the Baroque were not historically accurate, but referred to what was understood as a 

common condition of the Baroque artist and the late nineteenth-century intellectual, who 

were both opposed to the political regimes of their day and sought refuge in a world of 

sophisticated and artificial beauty. The Baroque, in particular its Roman version, became 

associated with decadent aesthetics because it evoked the search for artificial stimuli that 

enhance sensual pleasures. Baroque and fin de siècle Rome were also cast as centers of 

political intrigue, and arenas for vices and corruption. The appeal to non-classical models 

served as an indirect way of criticizing contemporary politics, particularly the naive 

reliance on the positivistic and scientific values of post-Unification Italy — best 

illustrated in classicizing public works such as the much reviled monument to Victor 

Emanuel II, the Vittoriano (1885) (Fig.1- 10). 

 As other Decadentists, D'Annunzio professed a marked preference for the early 

Renaissance painters, whom he appreciated through the mediation of the British Pre-

Raphaelites.65 For example, when chronicling a visit to the Galleria Borghese in 1887, 

                                                                                                                                            
D’Annunzio, “Il Piacere,” in Prose di romanzi, ed. by Annamaria Andreoli, [1889] ed. (Milano: A. 
Mondadori, 1988), 1—358, p. 38. 
65 Giuliana Pieri, The Influence of Pre-Raphaelitism on Fin de Siècle Italy: Art, Beauty and Culture 
(London: Maney Publishing for the Modern Humanities Reseach Association, 2007). For D'Annunzio’s 
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D'Annunzio only mentioned works by Sandro Botticelli.66 However, in Il Piacere 

Sperelli frequently refers to Baroque architecture and sculpture, and although his 

allusions to seventeenth century painting are rare, he does refer to the Carracci's and 

Domenichino’s decoration of Palazzo Farnese. Sperelli lives in the famous mannerist 

Palazzo Zuccari — which currently hosts the Biblioteca Hertziana — and his favorite 

haunts are the piazza Barberini with the Fountain of the Tritone (designed by 

Gianlorenzo Bernini), Piazza di Spagna with the “Barcaccia” (designed by Pietro 

Bernini), and Trinità de’ Monti, icons of Baroque Rome. Sperelli goes to dinners in the 

Villa Pamphili on the Gianicolo, designed by the Baroque architect and sculptor 

Alessandro Algardi (1595/1602-1654).67 In a 1941 article on the Rome of Sperelli, the 

literary critic Arnaldo Bocelli pointed out that D'Annunzio represented the image of a 

"Baroque and Papal Rome" as well as the frivolous city of his time.68 More interesting for 

the theme of this chapter are the illustrations in Bocelli's article. The centerfold depicts 

the plurality of artistic references deployed by D'Annunzio with the term "Baroque": the 

fin de siècle eclectic interiors of Roman aesthetes; the Pyramid of Caius Cestius in the 

newly-developed area of Testaccio; the complex urban fabric of the Ara Coeli before it 

was destroyed for the construction of the Vittoriano; and two fountains decorated by 

Bernini (Fig.1-11). 

 The differences in moral character of the female protagonists in Il Piacere are also 

conveyed by the period in which their living quarters were built. Elena, the femme fatale, 
                                                                                                                                            
artistic taste, see Pietro Gibellini, “La stagione romana e il gusto figurativo di D’Annunzio,” in D’Annunzio 
a Roma (Roma: Istituto di Studi Romani, 1990), 71—88. 
66 Il Duca Minimo (Gabriele D'Annunzio), “Nella Galleria Borghese,” La Tribuna (July 22, 1887). 
67 Gabriele D’Annunzio, “Il Piacere,” in Prose di romanzi, ed. by Annamaria Andreoli, [1889] ed. (Milano: 
A. Mondadori, 1988), 1—358, p. 74. 
68 Arnaldo Bocelli, “Un romanzo, un’epoca,” Civiltà Rivista della Esposizione Universale di Roma II, no. 7 
(October 28, 1941): 25–32. 
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lives in palazzo Barberini, in which the three major Baroque architects —Carlo Maderno, 

Francesco Borromini, and Gianlorenzo Bernini— worked. The symbol of purity Maria 

Ferres, by contrast, resides near villa Aldobrandini in via Nazionale, a street completed in 

the nineteenth century, which means that probably Maria lived in a building of new 

construction.69 Elena and Andrea’s affairs take place in the Renaissance Villa Farnesina, 

Villa Pamphili, Villa Albani, Villa Medici, and in the Baroque Villa Ludovisi, which was 

demolished in 1886. Their liasisons are set in the frescoed gallery of the Palazzo Farnese 

and in front of Correggio’s Danae in the Villa Borghese. Elena Muti is described as 

physically reminiscent of Bernini's Daphne: “her hands and feet [were] small and supple, 

almost, one could say, arboreal, as depicted in statues of Daphne at the very beginning of 

her fabled metamorphosis."70 

 Sperelli believes that he would be more at ease in this imagined past than in his 

own time, and his leisure is modeled on what he understood to have been the diversions 

of a young noble during the Renaissance or Baroque: the composition of poems and 

paintings, the pursuit of beautiful women, the broody contemplation of the 

meaninglessness of life. As a dilettante engraver, Sperelli takes Rembrandt as his model, 

and aims to blend his mastery with color with the centrality of disegno in early 

Renaissance painting.71 D'Annunzio probably had not yet seen Rembrandt’s most famous 

works, but he was acquainted with the dark atmospheres of the Dutch artist through his 

                                                
69 Gabriele D’Annunzio, “Il Piacere,” p. 308. However, Maria and Elena's homes are not too distant from 
each other; as the novel proceeds, the two characters become more similar. 
70 “Il suo corpo […]richiamava al pensiero la Danae del Correggio. Ella aveva appunto le estremità un po’ 
correggesche, le mani e i piedi piccoli e pieghevoli, quasi direi arborei come nelle statue di Dafne in sul 
principio primissimo di metamorfosi favoleggiata.” Gabriele D’Annunzio, “Il Piacere,” p.6. English 
translation: Gabriele D’Annunzio, Pleasure, trans. by Lara Gochin Raffaelli (New York: Penguin Books, 
2013), p.8. 
71 Gabriele D’Annunzio, “Il Piacere,” p. 95. 
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friend the painter Mario de Maria, who at the time was often compared with Rembrandt 

for his love for melancholic and dark imagery.72 When Sperelli is hurt in a duel, he retires 

to his cousin’s palace and plans to dedicate his convalescence to the composition of a 

modern poem, to the writing of books on the Italian Primitives, on the poets of the 

thirteenth century, and on Bernini, which was meant to be “a great study of decadence, 

assembling around this extraordinary man, the favorite of six popes, not only all the art 

but also all the life of his century.”73 Sperelli’s ambitious plans are, not surprisingly, 

sidetracked by a new love interest and never carried to completion, but this brief 

description illuminates the decadent connotations of the Baroque in fin de siècle Italy.  

 The mention of Bernini in an 1889 novel is historically important, for D'Annunzio’s 

evocation of seventeenth-century Rome as ‘decadent’ was a calculated rejection of earlier 

critical assessments of the period. 74 Since the Decadentists emphasized their difference 

                                                
72 Angelo Conti, “Un’esposizione d’arte. Mario de Maria,” La Tribuna (January 8, 1887). The parallels 
between de Maria and Rembrandt were long-lasting, as they were mentioned even by the futurists Carlo 
Carrà and Luigi Russolo, “Bollettino medico firmato dai medici futuristi Luigi Russolo e Carlo Carrà,” 
Lacerba 1, no. 17 (settembre 1913): 195—196: “concrezione di colore equivoca […] piena di bacilli 
Rembrandt” (“An equivocal concretion of color […] full of Rembrandt’s viruses”) 
73 “un grande studio di decadenza, aggruppando introno a quest’uomo straordinario che fu il favorito di sei 
papi non soltanto tutta l’arte ma anche tutta la vita del suo secolo.” Gabriele D’Annunzio, “Il Piacere,” p. 
156. 
74 The year before, Heinrich Wölfflin has published Renaissance and Baroque, which reinterpreted the 
Baroque and defended its historical legitimacy. However, it is almost certain that D'Annunzio did not know 
about this book when writing Il Piacere, because Wölfflin was translated in Italian only in 1928 and 
D'Annunzio did not read German. The sources of D'Annunzio’s brief but admiring comments on the 
Baroque are not easy to identify. While he would become at a later date a keen interpreter of Nietzsche, his 
knowledge of the German philosopher dates to 1892 at the earliest, when having read some translated 
fragments of Beyond Good and Evil, he wrote an article on Nietzsche titled “La bestia elettiva.” Gabriele 
D'Annunzio, “La bestia elettiva,” Il Mattino, Napoli, September 25, 1892. Therefore, D'Annunzio’s 
appreciation for the Baroque could not derive from Nietzsche’s passages in Human all too Human, 
although D'Annunzio was an avid reader of Bourget, especially his Essais de psychologie contemporaine 
(1883), which thoroughly developed the concept of decadence in fin de siècle literature. Paul Bourget, 
Essais de psychologie contemporaine. Baudelaire - M. Renan - Flaubert - M. Taine - Stendhal (Paris: 
Alphonse Lemerre, 1883). On the Italian reception of Nietzsche, see Domenico M. Fazio, Il caso 
Nietzsche : la cultura italiana di fronte a Nietzsche, 1872-1940 (Milan: Marzorati, 1988); more specifically 
on D'Annunzio reader of Nietzsche, see Francesco Piga, Il mito del superuomo in Nietzsche e D'Annunzio 
(Firenze: Vallecchi, 1979) and Gaia Michelini, Nietzsche nell’Italia di D'Annunzio (Palermo: Flaccovio, 
1979). For the relationship between D'Annunzio and French decadent culture, see Giovanni Gullace, 
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from “the vulgar businessmen and the vile mob,” and their break with their literary 

predecessors, it was appropriate to re-discover and re-value the style most reviled by the 

previous generation of writers.75 D'Annunzio’s descriptions of Baroque Rome are another 

aspect of his polemic against the new political, social, and economical forces that were 

condemning the aristocracy and its way of life to oblivion.76 This is most clearly 

manifested in his diatribes against urban speculators who were demolishing many of the 

aristocratic villas and gardens during the 1880s to build modern buildings. After the 

unification of Italy, the state acknowledged the need for major public investment to 

transform Rome into a modern capital. Immediately after the takeover of Rome in 1870, 

the state issued a law that gave it ample powers to expropriate religious possessions, in 

order to use them to host public offices or to auction them off. Families of the landed 

gentry were also tempted by the rising prices to sell their villas and palaces in Rome. 

Particularly scandalous was the destruction of Villa Lodovisi, one of the most 

magnificent Baroque private residences in Rome, decorated by Domenichino and 

Guercino, and lauded by Goethe, Stendhal, and Henry James. Prince Boncompagni 

Lodovisi sold the villa and gardens in 1885 (Fig.1-12). All the buildings were demolished 

and the land divided into lots, in order to construct modern dwellings and arteries like the 

current Via Veneto.77 In D'Annunzio's words: 

It seemed as though a blast of barbarism were blowing over Rome, and 
threatening to tear away that radiant crown of patrician villas, incomparable in the 

                                                                                                                                            
Gabriele D’Annunzio in France: A Study in Cultural Relations (Syracuse University Press, 1966) and Guy 
Tosi et al., D’Annunzio e la cultura francese: saggi e studi (1942-1987) (Lanciano: Rocca Carabba, 2013). 
75 Richard Drake. Byzantium for Rome. The politics of nostalgia in Umbertian Italy, 1878-1900. (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1980), p. 221.On D'Annunzio's anti-democratic stance, 
see Barbara Spackman, “D’Annunzio and the Antidemocratic Fantasy,” in Fascist Virilities Rhetoric, 
Ideology, and Social Fantasy in Italy (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 77–113. 
76 Elsa Sormani, Bizantini e decadenti nell’Italia umbertina (Roma; Bari: Laterza, 1975), p.25-27. 
77 Diane Ghirardo, Italy, Modern Architectures in History (London: Reaktion, 2013), p. 52. 
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world of memories and poetry. […] The contagion was spreading rapidly 
everywhere. In the midst of the incessant current of business, of the ferocious fury 
of appetites and passions, of the disordered and exclusive exercise of utilitarian 
activity, all sense of decorum had been lost, all respect for the Past laid aside. The 
battle for gain was being fought with unbridled, implacable violence. The 
weapons used were the pickaxe, the trowel, and bad faith.78 
 

Despite the shocked reactions of the foreign press and of important scholars such as 

Hermann Grimm, who in 1886 protested “in order to transform Rome into the capital of 

the kingdom, it is being morally destroyed,” the modernization of Rome continued.79 In a 

scene from Il Piacere, when Andrea Sperelli is looking for Maria Ferres' house in Via 

Nazionale, D'Annunzio deliberately ignores two major new constructions in the street, 

the neoclassical Palazzo delle Esposizioni (1883) and the neo-renaissance Banca d'Italia 

(1886-1892). In the novel, D’Annunzio’s evocation of the Baroque Rome that was falling 

under the demolition hammer was thus not only an expression of the refined taste of the 

decadent aesthete, but a condemnation of the mercantile values endorsed by post-

Unification Italy.80  

1.4. Enrico Nencioni and Barocchismo 

                                                
78 “Sembrava che soffiasse su Roma un vento di barbarie. e minacciasse di strapparle quella raggiante 
corona di ville gentilizie a cui nulla è paragonabile nel mondo delle memorie e della poesia. […] Il contagio 
si propagava da per tutto, rapidamente. Nel contrasto incessante degli affari, nella furia feroce degli appetiti 
e delle passioni, nell’esercizio disordinato ed esclusivo delle attività utile, ogni senso di decoro era 
smarrito, ogni rispetto del Passato era deposto. La lotta per il guadagno era combattuta con un accanimento 
implacabile, senza alcun freno. Il piccone, la cazzuole e la mala fede erano le armi.” Gabriele D’Annunzio, 
“Le vergini delle rocce,” in Prose di romanzi, ed. by Annamaria Andreoli, vol. II, [1895] ed. (Milano: A. 
Mondadori, 1988), 1—193. English translation: Gabriele D’Annunzio, The Virgins of the Rocks, trans. by 
Agatha Hughes (London: W. Heinemann, 1899), p.55-56. 
79 Herman Friedrich Grimm, La distruzione di Roma (Florence: Tipografia della Gazzetta dei Tribunali, 
1886). 
80 On D'Annunzio as carrying forward a rejection of the utilitarian values of modernity by appealing to 
unprofitable aristocratic principles such as beauty and art, see Nicoletta Pireddu, Antropologi alla corte 
della bellezza: decadenza ed economia simbolica nell’Europa fin de siècle (Verona: Fiorini, 2002), 374-
448. 
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The affinity between the fin de siècle and the Baroque was further emphasized by Enrico 

Nencioni, one of the collaborators of the Cronaca and a beloved mentor to D’Annunzio. 

Nencioni, considered by Giuliana Pieri as “probably the single most important cultural 

mediator of Umbertine Italy,” was born in Florence in 1837 (Fig.1-13).81 A letter 

Nencioni sent to the young poet Vittoria Aganoor in 1893 contains a poignant self-

portrait: 

I love Art, great Art, especially poetry, and with the most selfless and pure love. I 
still feel alive the joys of intense admiration and reverence. Reading and re-
reading certain authors, Browning, Carlyle, Michelet, Ruskin, Taine, Shelley, 
Keats, G. Sand, G.Eliot, Heine, and the old masters— Dante, Cervantes, Virgil, 
Sophocles, etc. is my true happiness. I love great Music, Beethoven, Mozart, 
Gluck, a lot of Rossini, Vagner [sic]. The painting of Titian, Velasquez, 
Rembrandt, Greek statues; Donatello, Michelangelo. I was born a poet, and in 
another life, another environment, I could have probably managed to do 
something.82 

Nencioni's intellectual references can be gauged by a set of documents in which he wrote 

down the contents of his library.83 He had a particular predilection for French playwrights 

of the seventeenth century, such as Corneille, Racine, and Molière, and for the 

philosophes of the Enlightenment. Among the Romantics, he favored Stendhal, Hugo, 
                                                
81 Giuliana Pieri, “Enrico Nencioni: An Italian Victorian,” in Biographies and Autobiographies in Modern 
Italy : A Festschrift for John Woodhouse, ed. by Peter Hainsworth and M. L. (Martin L. ) McLaughlin 
(London: Legenda, 2007), 38–54, p.38. 
82 “Amo l'Arte, la grande Arte, sopratutto la Poesia e di un amore il più disinteressato e il più puro. Provo 
vive intense ancora le gioie dell'ammirazione, della riverenza. La lettura e rilettura di certi autori, 
Browning, Carlyle, Michelet, Ruskin, Taine, Shelley, Keats, G. Sand, G.Eliot, Heine, e i vecci — Dante, 
Cervantes, Virgilio, Sofocle, etc. etc. etc. sono la mia felicità. Adoro la grande Musica, Beethoven, Mozart, 
Gluck, molte cose di Rosini di Vagner. Le pitture del Tiziano di Velasquez, di Rembrandt, le statue greche; 
di Donatello, di Michelangiolo. Io era nato poeta, e con altra vita, altri ambienti, avrei potuto forse riuscire 
qualche cosa. Ma...mi basta oramai di colorire qualche pastello o Medaglione; fare della Critica un po' 
meno terne e noiosa di tanti altri,  dire in torno, un po' nervoso e suggestivo, delle conferenze.” Enrico 
Nencioni to Vittoria Aganoor, April 15, 1893, Fondo Orvieto. Serie Corrispondenza Generale. OR. LXXII, 
Or.1. 1652.12. Archivio . Contemporaneo “Alessandro Bonsanti”. Gabinetto G.P. Vieusseux, Firenze. 
Transcribed by Vittoria Aganoor. Published in Paola Pimpinelli, "Lettere di Enrico Nencioni a Victoria 
Aganoor", Bollettino della Deputazione di storia patria per l'Umbria  LXX (1973) fasc.2: 147-215. 
Underlinings in the original. 
83 Enrico Nencioni, “Elenchi Della Propria Biblioteca,” n.d., Carte di Enrico Nencioni, D.46.1 cc 1-29. 
Biblioteca Marucelliana- Firenze. 
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and Alphonse de Lamartine. He was an avid reader of Émile Zola, Gustave Flaubert, and 

above all, Paul Bourget, “the most refined psychologist of contemporary novelists” — 

which is quite interesting in light of Nencioni’s recuperation of the Baroque.84 In addition 

to classics like Shakespeare, Christopher Marlowe, and Jonathan Swift, Nencioni’s 

favorite English-speaking writers were Romantic poets such as Percy Bysshe Shelley, 

John Keats, and Lord Byron, and among his contemporaries George Eliot, John Ruskin, 

and Walter Pater. 

 In 1879 Nencioni moved to Rome and he lived there until 1883. In Rome he 

cultivated relationships both with the new generation of intellectuals who gathered 

around the Cronaca bizantina and other literary journals, and with a group of high 

society dilettanti like Carlo Placci and Count Giuseppe Primoli.85 Benedetto Croce 

defined him not as a true artist but as an “artistic soul” who appreciated art, but was never 

able to create original works, pointing out that although Nencioni was quite ecumenical 

in his tastes and "appreciated even those forms of rough, violent, primitive, or Baroque 

art that seem the most distant of Italian and Florentine taste," he lacked the intellectual 

clarity of the professional critic and "his criticism is the effusion of a fervid and happy art 

lover."86 

                                                
84 “il più fine psicologo tra i romanzieri contemporanei.” Enrico Nencioni to Vittoria Aganoor, agosto 
1896, Fondo Orvieto. Serie Corrispondenza Generale OR. LXXII, Or.1.1652.13. Archivio Contemporaneo 
“Alessandro Bonsanti”. Gabinetto G.P. Vieusseux, Firenze. 
85 Carlo Placci (1861-1841), Italian but raised by an English governess, spent his life between Italy, 
Austria, Bavaria, Germany and France. He was a cosmopolitan dilettante but also a very important cultural 
mediator, a point of reference for Italian artists and intellectuals who wanted to be up to date with 
international trends. Giuseppe Primoli (1851-1927) was a descendant of Napoleon from his maternal side, 
and acted as an intermediary between Italian and French culture. An amateur photographer, he was friends 
with Théophile Gautier, and in his palace in Rome gathered a group of artists and writers close to 
D'Annunzio, such as Giulio Aristide Sartorio and Francesco Paolo Michetti. 
86 Benedetto Croce, “E. Nencioni- E. Panzacchi,” La letteratura della nuova Italia. vol.II (Bari: Laterza, 
1943), p.117. 
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  Nencioni carefully crafted his essays so that even his literary pieces had a 

lightweight tone. As Emanuella Lugnani Scarano argues: “As the conversation of a 

brilliant man with a vast but not profound culture, [Nencioni’s essays] are in between the 

lyrical-descriptive piece, and the critical and informative text, always tending to focus on 

the autobiographical element, related to some events or readings”87 Nencioni’s writing 

also manifests a strong moral position, defending with brio Romantic poetry because it 

was committed to the full description of the complexity of human experience. He rejected 

Naturalism because in it man seems to be fatally dominated by the environment in which 

he lives, and "every individual is classified and numbered as in a new zoological 

catalogue of humanity."88 Nencioni also faulted the Naturalists for their lack of natural 

sympathy for their characters and for their Schadenfreude in representing their failures 

and weaknesses. Furthermore, if one rejects free will, like the Naturalists, any moral and 

political action looses its value, and therefore the individual can only find refuge in his 

own pleasure and satisfaction. For Nencioni, Decadentism is thus heir to Naturalism, and 

at the same time too sensual and too intellectual. The Decadentists' frantic search for 

sensual pleasure was a cover-up for their inability to feel emotions. As Nencioni put it, 

“A poet without heart, and only with an intellect, is a monstrous animal that reminds me 

of fattened ducks, and at least those produce the famous pâtés.”89  

 Nonetheless, while Nencioni criticized his contemporaries, he was not nostalgic for 

the classical ideal. He worried that contemporary Italian poetry was a form of escapism, 

                                                
87 Emanuella Lugnani Scarano, “Enrico Nencioni,” Belfagor (1967) Volume 22, p. 412. 
88 Enrico Nencioni. Nuovi saggi critici di letterature straniere, e altri scritti. (Firenze, Le Monnier, 1909), 
p. 4. 
89 “Un poeta senza cuore e tutto cervello è un animale mostruoso — mi ricorda le oche ingrassate 
artificialmente…e almeno quelle ci danno i famosi pasticci.” Enrico Nencioni, Saggi critici di letteratura 
italiana. (Firenze: Le Monnier, 1911), p. 88. 
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and that young poets "seem to live out of opium and absinthe, deadly filters that give 

them, with their voluptuous dreams, the tetanus of thought and the death of the heart."90. 

For this reason, Nencioni admired Walt Whitman, who he saw as the initiator of a current 

of artists who could depict contemporary life, cosmopolitan democracy, and modern 

inventions. This “future humanitarian poetry” would be able fully to express modern 

experience, without attempting to escape from its present into a fictional past.91  

 Given these premises, it is not surprising that Nencioni initially rejected the poetry 

and art of the seventeenth century. In a conference on mystical literature delivered in 

1890, Nencioni pointed out that the “annihilation of individualism and freewill” typical 

of seventeenth century mysticism was appropriate to that “sinister and odious era in 

which the baroque, the monstrous corrupted literature, art, theatre, fashion, furniture, 

gardens and tombs.”92 However, unlike other intellectuals of his age Nencioni did not 

consider the seventeenth century as a radical break with the Renaissance, but as its 

outgrowth. In the Renaissance, he identified a positive side, embodied by artists like 

Leonardo da Vinci, who were enthralled by intellectual activity and the pursuit of truth. 

Yet the period also had a negative side, in which "the blind idolatry of classicism" 

                                                
90 “Invece di bere a larghi sorsi alle sane sorgenti della Natura, si direbbe che campano d’oppio e 
d’assenzio, di filtri micidiali, che procurano loro coi sogni voluttuosi il tétano del pensiero e la morte del 
cuore. Abbiamo una poesia da dilettanti, da donne isteriche, e da odalische: vana, vacui, capricciosa, 
pretensiosa, leccata, tutta orpello e lustrini, come le pianete dei parroci di campagna. Nessuno, o quasi 
nessuno, rammenta più che l’arte dell’arte, la vera gloria dell’espressione poetica, è la semplicità; che nulla 
è preferibile ad essa; e che nulla può supplire alla sua mancanza.” Enrico Nencioni, Saggi critici di 
letteratura italiana, p.237. 
91 “Forse il gran poeta moderno ci verrà dal Nuovo Mondo Americano. […] E sarà almeno pittura più 
curiosa e più nuova delle solite etère, dei soliti occhioni, dei soliti odori, e delle solite nauseabonde 
fornicazioni.” (“Maybe the great modern poet will come from the New American World. […] And his will 
be at least a more curious and innovative depiction than the usual prostitutes, the usual big eyes, the usual 
perfumes, and the usual nauseating fornications.”) Enrico Nencioni, Saggi critici di letteratura italiana, p. 
235 
92 “Era il misticismo adattato a quell’epoca sinistra ed odiosa, nella quale il barocco, il mostruoso, 
invadono la letteratura, l’arte, il teatro, le mode, il mobiliare, i giardini, i sepolcri.” Enrico Nencioni, Saggi 
critici di letteratura italiana, p.28-29. Cursives in the original. 
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suffocated the free expression of imagination and "led to the delusions of the grotesque 

and the baroque."93 Instead of interpreting the Renaissance as a uniformly admirable 

period, Nencioni uncovered questionable characteristics that would fully develop in the 

next century. Nencioni's account of the seventeenth century echoes his description of 

naturalistic and decadent literature. In all three, the negation of freewill turned into a cult 

of art for art’s sake, and an excessive attention to form over content. The modernity of the 

seventeenth century is therefore cast in a negative light as the precursor of naturalistic 

pessimism and apathy. 

 In “Barocchismo” (1894) Nencioni developed a more subtle approach to the 

seventeenth century. The text was first presented as a lecture in a series of talks on Italian 

Life during the Seventeenth Century, which took place in Florence in 1894.94 In 1883, 

Nencioni had unwillingly returned to Florence to teach in an all-female high school, and 

he died there in 1896, nostalgic for Roman society until the end but also an active 

participant in Florentine intellectual life. Italian Life during the Seventeenth Century was 

part of an annual cycle of lectures that began in 1890 and explored Italian culture from 

the Middle Ages to the Risorgimento, aspiring to create historical and national awareness 

among its audience. These talks were a social event, and the audience was mostly female 

and of high standing. They were delivered not in an academic environment, but in the 

Florentine palace of the Marquis Carlo Ginori, a deputy of the Italian Kingdom. The 

                                                
93 “[…] nel Sannazzaro è il lato sofistico del Rinascimento: la cieca idolatria del classicismo, delle regole 
consacrate e dommatiche, e quello spirito legislativo e dottrinario, che doveva finalmente soffocare 
l’immaginazione e la libertà individuale, e precipitare fino ai deliri del grottesco e del barocco, i sistematici 
adoratori del Bello assoluto. Già fino dalla fine del secolo XV, per molti letterati, ciò che importa non è più 
cosa s’ha a dire, ma come si deve dire.” Enrico Nencioni, Saggi critici di letteratura italiana. p. 53. 
Cursives in the original. 
94 Enrico Nencioni, “Barocchismo,” in La vita italiana nel Seicento (Milano: Fratelli Treves, 1897), p. 269 
et seq.; Enrico Nencioni, “Barocchismo” in Saggi critici di letteratura italiana (Firenze: Le Monnier, 
1898), p.108 et seq. 



 

75 

presenters were professors, writers, and journalists, and their purpose was to provide an 

accessible understanding of the art, literature, history, and music of each historical 

period.95 Nencioni’s lack of attention to historical accuracy can be explained by what was 

perceived as the female audience's lack of interest in hard facts. As one of the (male) 

organizers quipped, adopting the persona of the aristocratic woman who frequented the 

conferences, 

Dates are not for us […] We are not interested in historical facts, but in people, 
and these we want to see and know as if they were presented by an intelligent and 
discreet friend. You should talk to us about literature as if you were telling us 
about a novel or a comedy; choose few books, few authors, and reveal us their 
secrets, explaining to us why we are moved by an angelical sonnet by Dante or 
why we laugh at a short story by Boccaccio. If you do so, we promise, in an hour 
and not more, to take off our left glove to freshen our diamonds and turquoises, 
and to clap, as we would do for Duse or Sarah Bernhardt.96 
 

Nencioni’s “Barocchismo” began by establishing the geographical and chronological 

boundaries of his topic: “The Baroque is a characteristic of the seventeenth century, 

particularly in Spain and in Italy, and not only in Literature and Art, but in Life: in the 

costumes, fashions, ceremonial, spectacles, religion, love, war, even in crimes.”97 This 

might seem an unpromising and banal start, but it is not. Nencioni’s essay was the first in 

                                                
95 Guido Biagi, “Le conferenze di Firenze sugli albori della vita italiana,” in Gli albori della vita italiana 
(Milano: Fratelli Treves, 1895). 
96 "Le date non son per noi, che vogliamo scordare quelle della nostra cronologia! Della storia, come della 
vita, non c'importanto i fatti, ma le persone, e queste vogliamo vederle, conoscerle come se ci fossero 
presentate da un amico intelligente e discreto. Della letteratura dovete parlarci come se ci raccontaste un 
romanzo o una commedia; scegliete pochi libri, pochi autori, e svelateci il segreto loro spiegandoci perché 
ci commuove un sonetto angelicato di Dante e sorridiamo a una novella del Certaldese. Se così farete, vi 
promettiamo, fra un'ora e non più, di cavarci il guanto sinistro per dare un po' d'aria ai brillanti e alle 
turchesi, e per applaudirvi quasi foste la Duse o Sarah Bernhardt.”Guido Biagi, “Le letture fiorentine su La 
vita italiana nel Trecento,” in La Vita italiana nel trecento. Conferenze tenute a Firenze nel 1891, ed. by 
Romualdo Bonfadini (Milano: Treves, 1895), p.vi-vii. 
97 “Il barocco è la caratteristica del secolo XVII, più particolarmente in Spagna e in Italia; e non solo nella 
Letteratura e nell’Arte, ma nella Vita; nei costumi, nelle mode, nel cerimoniale, negli spettacoli, nella 
religione, nell’amore, nella guerra, perfin nei delitti.” Enrico Nencioni, “Barocchismo,” in La vita italiana 
nel Seicento, p.269 
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Italian culture to employ the term Baroque not to indicate solely an artistic style, or a 

trans-historical tendency to bad taste, but as a term that described the Weltanschauung of 

a historically delimited period. Nencioni himself had previously used the term as an 

adjective that connoted grotesqueness and extravagance, with no particular attention to its 

historical location. In the cycle in which Nencioni pronounced his conference, no other 

participant used the term Baroque to refer to the period they were describing, not even the 

art historian Adolfo Venturi, who will be the subject of Chapter 2.  

 Nencioni distinguished a positive and a negative form of Baroque, thus rejecting 

over a century of criticism that had created a singular definition for the term:  

We need to distinguish carefully between Baroques: those that flourished in the 
first half of the seventeenth century, and those that flourished in the second half: 
lets not confuse the audacious with the delirious, Bernini with Borromini, Father 
Bartoli with Father Orchi. Of course, there is a little bit of baroquism in all these 
“Secentisti” [men of the seventeenth century]; the only and glorious exception 
was the great Galileo (…) The true delirium started, in lyric, in the theatre, in the 
second half of the seventeenth century. Its supreme examples are the façade of 
[the Venetian Church of] San Moisé by Alessandro Temignon (Fig.1-14), and the 
sermons of Father Orchi.98 
 

By making use of three different concepts (Baroque, Baroquism, and “Secentismo”), 

Nencioni proposed a positive vision of the Baroque that he regarded as the artists' 

legitimate reaction against the doctrinarian admiration of the classics typical of the late 

Renaissance. Having rejected one of the traditional prejudices against the Baroque, 

Nencioni examined another one: its lack of sincerity. To do so, he sought the support of 

                                                
98 “Bisogna poi distinguere fra barocchi e barocchi: fra quelli fioriti nella prima metà del secolo XVII, e 
quelli della seconda: non confondere gli audaci coi deliranti, il Bernini col Borromino, il padre Bartoli col 
padre Orchi. Certo, un po’ di barocchismo è in tutti quanti i Secentisti: unica e gloriosa eccezione, il gran 
Galileo. […]Ma il vero delirio, nella lirica, nel teatro, nell’architettura comincia nella seconda metà del 
Seicento. Tipi supremi, la facciaa del San Moisè del Tremignone, a Venezia; e le prediche del padre 
Orchi.” Enrico Nencioni, “Barocchismo,” in La vita italiana nel Seicento, p.269-270. The Jesuit Daniello 
Bartoli wrote several histories of the Society of Jesus, in particular its missions in Japan, and works on 
various moral and religious subjects. In the nineteenth century Bartoli was hailed as a master of prose 
writing. Giacomo Leopardi, in his Zibaldone di pensieri, called him “the Dante of Italian prose.” 
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another artistic style that had been rejected in the past, the Gothic, which at the end of the 

nineteenth century was also being rediscovered. Nencioni questioned those who argued 

that the Gothic is more suitable to religious architecture than the Baroque because the 

latter lacked profundity and authenticity. By contrast, Nencioni pointed out that the 

Gothic expressed “the Christian character of pain and sacrifice,” while the Baroque 

manifested “the splendor and magnificence of the triumphal and catholic Church. […] 

[Saint Peter's Basilica] is sincere as well and conveys a true sentiment: yet its song is not 

a Miserere or a prophetic lamentation, but a glorious Te Deum expressed in stone and 

marble, in gold and bronze.”99 Nencioni pointed out that Christianity itself was 

multivalent and complex, and that no one style was more genuine and devout than 

another, for each expressed a different facet of the Christian faith.  

 Several factors facilitated Nencioni’s re-evaluation of the Baroque. In the first 

place, his admiration for Bernini, whose work was grandiose and extravagant but also 

unrivaled in its ability to imbue life into sculpture.100 In the second place, the 

Baroqueness of Rome also helped him to reconsider the value of the Baroque, as the 

Rome that Nencioni — like Andrea Sperelli — mostly loved was the Rome of the 

seventeenth century. Nencioni pointed out that the role of Rome in the seventeenth 

century was very similar to its function in post-Unification Italy. In both cases, Rome was 

                                                
99 “Guardiamo San Pietro da un altro punto di vista. Non vi cerchiamo nè i terrori, nè le mistiche tenerezze 
della Chiesa militante e sofferente: cerchiamoci invece lo splendore e la magnificenza della Chiesa 
trionfante e cattolica. […] Anch’essa ha una parola sincere, esprimente un sentimento vero: solamente 
questa parola, questo grido, non sono un Miserere o una profetica lamentazione — ma un glorioso Te 
Deum espresso in pietra ed in marmo, in oro ed in bronzo.” Enrico Nencioni, “Barocchismo,” in La vita 
italiana nel Seicento, p.276. Cursives in the original. 
100 Enrico Nencioni, “Barocchismo,” in La vita italiana nel Seicento, p.270; p. 272. Cursives in the original. 
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not so much a center for the production of autochthonous art as a “great center of 

eclecticism” that gathered artists from different Italian regions and foreign countries.101   

 However, this renewed understanding of the Baroque did not prevent Nencioni 

from condemning manifestations of the style that were not “bold and solemn” but 

“delirious," for example buildings with “festooned and twisted columns, a perpetual 

loathing of straight lines, dizziness-provoking undulations, as if the statues were suffering 

from seizures; broken pediments, and on their slopes reclining saints and angels; figures 

seating on moldings with dangling legs.”102 The architecture of the late Baroque 

manifested all the negative traits of the period: its excessive ceremonial and etiquette, its 

obsession with casuistry and theological discussions, and the violence of its religion. 

Nencioni took as his point of departure the assessment of the Baroque of the literary critic 

Francesco De Sanctis, but reached a different conclusion. In his Storia della letteratura 

italiana (1870-1871) De Sanctis argued —like Nisard and Nietzsche before him— that 

one of the symptoms of decadent literature is “the foreground isolated from the 

background and altered with artificial relations, the word isolated from the idea and 

transformed into an empty sound.”103 In a preparatory manuscript for “Barocchismo," 

Nencioni explicitly mentioned De Sanctis as his primary source.104 Like De Sanctis 

Nencioni also found important parallels between the seventeenth and the nineteenth 

                                                
101 Enrico Nencioni, “Barocchismo,” in La vita italiana nel Seicento, p.272. 
102 “colonne festonate e bistorte, un perpetuo aborrire dalle linee rette, ondulazioni che danno il capogiro, 
come se i marmi patissero di convulsioni; frontispizi rotti, e sul loro pendìo santi e angeli coricati; figure 
sedenti sui cornicioni a gambe spenzolate.” Enrico Nencioni, “Barocchismo,” in La vita italiana nel 
Seicento, p. 280. 
103 “la superficie isolata dal fondo e alterata con relazioni artificiali, la parola isolata dall'idea e divenuta 
vacua sonorità, questi sono i caratteri comuni a tutti poeti della decadenza.” Francesco De Sanctis, Storia 
della Letteratura Italiana [1870], ed. by Niccolò Gallo (Torino: Einaudi-Gallimard, 1996), p. 609. 
104 Enrico Nencioni, “Appunti e schemi preparatori per una conferenza, un articolo, una lezione intitolati 
‘Secento,’” post 1883, Carte di Enrico Nencioni, D. 33.1 cc 1-5. Biblioteca Marucelliana- Firenze. 
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century because of their common preoccupation with a life full of artifice and mediation. 

The extravagance, rhetorical flourish, and affectedness of Baroque rhetoric persuaded 

Nencioni to claim that “the [seventeenth-century theologian] Father [Emanuele] Orchi 

would be all the rage in Paris today among some symbolists, no less extravagant and 

sibylline than him.”105 Nencioni also referred to the late Baroque as a “fin de siècle” style 

whose decadent taste resembled that of the late nineteenth century.106 However, while 

Nencioni attributed the Baroque's search for novelty to a reaction against the excessive 

classicism of the Renaissance, he was unable to condemn his beloved Romantics for what 

he perceived as the decadence of contemporary literature. The fracture between the 

heroic poetry of Shelley, Byron and Goethe, and the intellectual hedonism of Nencioni’s 

contemporaries is never explained in historical terms.  

 Nonetheless, Nencioni’s nuanced judgment on the Baroque, and the consciousness 

of its similarities with the modern age, led him to develop a new appreciation for his own 

era by underlining its similarities with the “positive” Baroque: 

This baroquism […] has in its various phases something grandiose and something 
bold, something extravagant and something ridiculous, something weak and 
something sad. It is essentially modern, in its passionate search for novelty at all 
costs, and for some of its manifestations, before it becomes completely delirious, 
we are more sympathetic than the irreproachable symmetria prisca. Forget for a 
moment the Manuals, the lessons, the Guides, and what one should say and what 
one should admire. Look with your own eyes, think with your own head, and feel 
with your own heart. And maybe you’ll feel closer to Bernini’s Dafne than to the 
Juno in Villa Ludovisi; to Saint Theresa than to the Capitoline Venus.107  

                                                
105 “Questo bravo padre Orchi farebbe oggi furore a Parigi fra certi simbolisti, non meno stravaganti, e più 
sibillini di lui.” Enrico Nencioni, “Barocchismo,” in La vita italiana nel Seicento, p.270. Cursives in the 
original. 
106 “E quali i quadri, quali le statue, di quella grottesca fin de siècle!”Enrico Nencioni, “Barocchismo,” in 
La vita italiana nel Seicento, p.287. Cursives in the original. 
107 “Questo barocchismo, di cui vi ho esposto qualcuno dei molteplici aspetti, che ha nelle varie sue fasi del 
grandioso e dell’ardito, dello stravagante e del ridicolo, del molle e del triste; è essenzialmente moderno,  
nella sua passionata ricerca del nuovo a ogni costi: e certe sue espressioni, prima che esso deliri 
assolutamente, ci simpatizzano più della inappuntabile symmetria prisca. Dimenticato per un momento i 
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Nencioni carefully threaded his arguments to persuade his listeners. Firstly, he underlined 

the ambivalence inherent in the Baroque style, noting that the love of novelty associated 

with it can lead artists into a state of delirium but also produce original artworks. 

Secondly, Nencioni made his audience reflect on the constructed nature of their aesthetic 

preferences: if the public freed itself from the prejudices ingrained by centuries of 

classical education, wouldn’t it appreciate Baroque art? The “naturalness” of this 

appreciation, as opposed to the “cultural” origin of the love for the classical, is explained 

by the similarities between the Baroque and the modern period, which should leads us to 

understand it and value it more. This was Nencioni's conclusion: 

Maybe Goethe, Foscolo and Keats were the last to feel or express in plastic verses 
divine Euritmia. We are all today quite Barbaric, quite Byzantine, quite 
Baroque…Perfect Greek statues remind us of the happy equilibrium of senses and 
sentiments, they remind us of the soul’s spring. A moment when humanity was 
young and healthy and its dreams were not shattered; intelligence was not tortured 
yet by thirty centuries of precepts, systems and doubts, and the heart was not 
broken by thirty centuries of pain. No painful doctrine, no interior crisis had yet 
altered the happy harmony between life and human form. […] Today, however, 
our life is always artificial and always agitated: the nervous organism is 
continuously overexcited, and is always restless and eager of new, strange and 
excessive sensations. […] But we moderns feel something that the ancients were 
missing, something that is our tormented but glorious legacy: the sense of infinity 
and the consciousness of humanity.108 

                                                                                                                                            
Manuali, le lezioni, le Guide, e quel che si deve dire, e quel che si deve ammirare; guardate coi vostri occhi, 
pensate con la vostra testa, sentite col vostro cuore; e forse vi parrà d’essere più vicini alla Dafne del 
Bernini, che alla Giunone di Villa Ludovisi; alla Santa Teresa, che alla Venere Capitolina.” Enrico 
Nencioni, “Barocchismo,” in La vita italiana nel Seicento, p.297. Cursives in the original. 
108 “Forse Goethe, il Foscolo, e Keats sono stati gli ultimi che hanno sentito od espresso in plastici versi la 
divina Euritmia. Noi siamo oggi tutti un po’ barbari, un po’ bizantini, un po’ barocchi…Nelle statue greche 
perfette, vediamo eternate nel marmo il felice equilibrio dei sensi e dei sentimenti: queste statue ci 
rammentano la primavera del mondo. L’anima umana era sana e giovine allora; non era ancora venuta 
meno sotto l’oppressione dei proprio sogni: nè ancora l’intelligenza era stata torturata da trenta secoli di 
precetti, di sistemi,  e di dubbi: nè il cuore affranto da trenta secoli di dolori. Nessuna penosa dottrina, 
nessuna crisi interiore, avevan alterato la felice armonia della vita e della forma umana […]. Oggi invece, 
la nostra vita è tutta artificiale e sempre agitata: l’organismo nervoso è continuamente sovreccitato, e 
rimance sempre irrequieto e assetato di sensazioni nuove, strane, eccessive. […] Ma noi moderni, sentiamo 
qua dentro qualche cosa che mancava agli antichi; che è il tormentoso, eppur glorioso, nostro retaggio: il 
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Before he wrote "Barocchismo," Nencioni’s critical approach had been to call for the 

imitation of the Romantics. With the aforementioned passage, however, he indicated that 

the Romantic era was irretrievably lost. When moderns appreciate ancient art, they long 

for the youth of humanity, a more simple and naive moment in which people lacked the 

knowledge of their tragic possibilities. The Romantics were the last who could feel 

empathy with the classical ideal. The modern era, however, like the seventeenth century, 

lacked the serenity and direct contact with nature that classicism had, but it possessed a 

deeper understanding of the nature of life itself.  

 The originality of Nencioni’s article becomes more evident when comparing it with 

other contemporaneous approaches to the history of seventeenth-century art. While 

Heinrich Wölfflin had published his seminal work Renaissance und Barock: eine 

Untersuchung über Wesen und Entstehung des Barockstils in Italien [Renaissance and 

Baroque: a Research into the Nature and Origin of the Baroque Style in Italy] (1888) four 

years before “Barocchismo,” echoes of it had not reached Italy yet.109 The nineteenth-

century Italian art historians, like Giovanni Morelli and Giovan Battista Cavalcaselle, 

were more interested in attribution than in interpretation, paying little attention to a 

comprehensive evaluation of artistic styles and their context of production. Furthermore, 

Morelli and Cavalcaselle shared the Neo-classicist and Italian Romantics' disdain for 

Baroque artists, so even when they visited art collections with Baroque holdings they 

mostly paid attention to the artists of the Renaissance until Raphael and Titian. For 

                                                                                                                                            
sentimento dell’Infinito, e la coscienza dell’umanità.” Enrico Nencioni, “Barocchismo,” in La vita italiana 
nel Seicento, p.297. 
109 Heinrich Wölfflin, Renaissance und Barock: Eine Untersuchung über Wesen und Entstehung des 
Barockstils in Italien (München: Theodor Ackermann, 1888. 
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example, in Morelli’s Italian painters: Critical studies of their work, he only mentioned 

Caravaggio cursorily, as “the principal representative of that body of painters known as 

the ‘Tenebrosi’. The Spanish Painter Ribera also formed his style after him.”110 As I will 

show in the next chapter, even art historians who attempted to do a critical analysis of the 

seventeenth century, such as Adolfo Venturi, heavily relied on preconceptions on the 

period that blinded them to the innovative aspects of the art of the century. For instance, 

in “I Carracci e la loro scuola,” [The Carracci and their School] which Venturi presented 

in the same cycle of lectures as Nencioni, he described seventeenth century art as soulless 

and dead. 111 While both Venturi and Nencioni underscored the similarities between the 

Baroque and the fin de siècle, their judgment differed. Both Nencioni and Venturi, 

however, used contemporary culture as a filter for understanding the Baroque, and 

interpreted it as similar to the present in fundamental ways. 

1.5. Italian Art Nouveau and Secentismo 

The Baroque and the concepts of newness and contemporaneity became even more 

entwined with the advent of Art Nouveau. In Italy the Art Nouveau style adopted the 

name “Stile Liberty," after the famous London shop founded in 1875 that was the main 

importer of modern British decorative arts in Italy.112 It was also labeled “Stile Floreale” 

[Flowery Style] or “Arte Nuova/Nova” [New Art]. Manifestations such as the 1902 

"Esposizione internazionale d'Arte Decorativa Moderna in Torino" [International 

                                                
110 Giovanni Morelli, Italian painters: critical studies of their work (London: J. Murray, 1900-07), p. 258. 
111 Adolfo Venturi, “I Carracci e la loro scuola” in La vita italiana nel Seicento (Milano: Fratelli Treves, 
1897), p. 248. 
112 On Liberty style, see Valentino Brosio, Lo stile Liberty in Italia. (Milano: Vallardi, 1967); Rossana 
Bossaglia, Il liberty : storia e fortuna del liberty italiano (Firenze: Sansoni, 1974); Rossana Bossaglia, Il 
liberty in Italia ([1968] Milano: Charta, 1997); Fernando Mazzocca, Liberty: uno stile per l’Italia moderna 
(Cinisello Balsamo (Milano): Silvana, 2013). 
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Exhibition of Modern Decorative Art in Turin”], the 5th Venice Biennale (1903) and the 

Milan International Fair of the Simplon (1906), introduced the Italian public to the Art 

Nouveau style (Fig.1-15).113 These exhibitions displayed the increased industrial power 

of Italy, and for that reason they showed decorative or “applied” arts. The new Italian 

government, led by the moderate left-wing liberal Giovanni Giolitti, distanced itself from 

the nationalism of Italy's post-Unification years and its alliance with Germany and 

Austria, adopting instead an internationalist approach and momentarily renouncing 

colonial expansionism. After an anarchist assassinated King Umberto in 1900, the 

government was forced to pay more heed to the demands of the working classes in 

industrialized Northern Italy. The decorative arts were not only a way of creating 

employment, but were often applied to improve the life-conditions of the proletariat, for 

example through the design of low-cost dwellings and the beautification of objects of 

daily use at contained costs.  

 As some commentaries noted, the choice of Turin as the location for the 1902 

exhibition was not casual, for unlike most Italian cities Turin only developed into a major 

metropolis after the period of the Baroque, which meant that it was among the major 

urban centers the one with more modern associations.114 It was also, together with Milan, 

at the forefront of the industrial development of Italy. The journal L'arte decorativa 

                                                
113 Quinta esposizione internazionale d’arte della città di Venezia, 1903: catalogo illustrato. (Venezia: C. 
Ferrari, 1903).On the 1902 Turinese show, see Rossana Bossaglia, Ezio Godoli, and Marco Rosci, Torino 
1902: le arti decorative internazionali del nuovo secolo (Milano: Fabbri, 1994); on the Simplon exhibition, 
see Esposizione internazionale, ed., Inaugurazione del nuovo valico del Semplone. Esposizione di Milano 
1906. Guida “ufficiale.” (Milano: M. Frank & Co., 1906); Pietro Redondi and Paola Zocchi, eds., Milano 
1906: l’Esposizione internazionale del Sempione : la scienza, la città, la vita (Milano: Guerini e associati, 
2006). 
114 Vigile, “Per la gloria artistica di Torino,” La Stampa (December 8, 1902). 
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moderna [Decorative Modern Art] presented the Art Nouveau style as the best attuned to 

modern life: 

We are done with the carriages, the galleys, and the sailing ships; now we have 
railways, trams, and steamboats. There are no longer oil lamps and candles, but 
gas and electric light have arrived. We do not build any more huge, lavish familiar 
palaces, symbols of an authoritarian and privileged grandeur, but the homes of 
citizens: not the spacious salons decorated with highchairs that looked like 
thrones, symbols of lordship and oppression, but rather clear, intimate, and 
delightful rooms; not the great chimneys who did not chase the cold but rather 
heaters. [...] The unrelenting autocracy, to the stately and stiff magnificence, to 
the affected and overbearing pomp, is now replaced by intimate and delicate 
refinement, the fresh freedom of thought, and the subtle fever for new and 
continuous sensations. All human activity is more complex, rapid, alert, and it 
dreams and conquests new joys, new horizons, new heights.115 

 

For art historian Paola Barocchi, these remarks are another indication of the 

“condemnation of the Seicento and Settecento,” which she argues was a “topoi of the 

arguments of the Arte nova.”116 “Secentismo” seemed to stand for the aristocratic feel of 

the decorative arts in previous periods, while Arte Nova aimed to respond to the concrete 

demands of the modern age. For example, in the inaugural speech of the Turinese 

exhibition, the minister of Education Nunzio Nasi polemicized against the art of the 

Seicento, noting that although it shared with Art Nouveau an interest in natural forms, it 

had made use of them in an “uproar of forms and colors, which almost enabled us to hear 

                                                
115 "Sono finite le berline, le galere e i velieri e incominciano le ferrovie, i trams, i battelli a vapore. Non ci 
sono più lampade a olio e candele, ma sono venuti il gas, la luce elettrica. Non si costruiscono più i grandi, 
fastosi palazzi familiari, simboli d'una grandezza autoritaria e privilegiata, ma bensì le case dei cittadini: 
non gli ampi saloni ornati di seggioloni dall'aspetto di troni, simboli di signoria e di oppressione, ma bensì 
le stanze chiare e intime, ridenti; non i grandi camini che lascivano il freddo intorno, ma bensì caloriferi. 
[...] All'autocrazia inesorabile, alla magnificenza aulica e rigida, alla pompa fastosa e prepotente, succede la 
raffinatezza intima e delicata, la fresca libertà del pensiero, la sottile febbre di sensazioni nuove e continue. 
Tutta l'attività umana è più complessa, rapida, vigile, e sogna e conquista nuove gioie, nuovi orizzonti, 
nuove altezze". Sylvius D. Paoletti, “Per gli artigiani,” Arte decorativa moderna I, no. 2 (February 1902): 
39—52, p. 48-49. 
116 Paola Barocchi, ed., Testimonianze e polemiche figurative in Italia. Dal divisionismo al Novecento. 
(Messina-Firenze: G. D’Anna, 1974), p. 154, note 23. 
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how violently [these forms] had been pulled from nature.” On the contrary, the new art 

was not a “vulgar naturalism […] but simplifies and translates the ideal forms of 

nature.”117 Explicit references to the Baroque were also included in the architect Alfredo 

Melani's militant article "L'arte nuova e il cosiddetto stile Liberty." [New Art and the So-

called Liberty Style]. Here Melani argued that the right term to refer to the new 

decorative art was "Arte Nuova," "Stile Nuovo," or "Stile Moderno," to mark its 

opposition to the old style. He observed that in old-fashioned houses every room is 

decorated in a different style, for example "the waiting room is in the style of the fifteenth 

century, the sitting room is Baroque, and the boudoir is in style Louis XIV."118 Instead of 

copying the style of the past —for example the Baroque furniture of Andrea Brustolon 

and the various Louis styles of upper-class domestic environments— Melani exhorted 

modern artists to create new forms appropriate for the new demands of modern life. Yet 

Melani's polemic was directed against eclecticism and anachronism rather than the 

Baroque per se. On the contrary, as he pointed out, 

our century, the nineteenth century, began artistically with the Empire style, an art 
of gallant coldness, which was born after an exuberant beauty of life: the 
Baroque, expression of the force that touches its highest pinnacles. [Paul] Bourget 
was right to see in the Baroque the folly of grace: a folly, mind you, but of grace. 
So the Baroque contains something more than other styles; this was to the 
detriment of the Empire Style, cold and unimaginative. From an excess of 

                                                
117 “Troppo flosce [le] vide il Seicento in un tumulto di forme e di colori, che lasciavano quasi sentire i 
gemiti dello strappo violento fatto alla vita dei campi. […] [L’arte nuova] non è l’espressione di un 
naturalismo volgare che tronca i voli della fantasia e spegne le idealità dello spirito; […] [essa] riesce a 
semplificare e quasi a tradurre in forme ideali tutti gli aspetti della natura.” “L’Esposizione di Torino. Il 
discorso del ministro Nasi,” Arte decorativa moderna I (1902), in Paola Barocchi, ed., Testimonianze e 
polemiche figurative in Italia, 152-156, p. 154. 
118 “Andate nelle case signorili: anticamera del cinquecento, sala barocca, salottino Luigi XV.” Alfredo 
Melani, “L’arte nuova e il cosidetto stile Liberty (L’Arte decorativa moderna I, 2 (February 1902), 52-59,” 
in Torino 1902. Polemiche in Italia sull’Arte Nuova., ed. by Francesca Romana Fratini (Torino: Martano, 
1971), 69-73, p.69. 
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violence stems an excess of fatigue; the same happened in art and in this way the 
nineteenth century began.119 

 

The role of tradition in the design of objects that would be both modern and distinctively 

Italian was a contentious issue in the debate over Arte Nova. To the dismay of many, the 

organizers of the Turinese show warned that “the simple imitations of the style of the past 

will not be accepted.”120 As the art critic Vittorio Pica summarized it, the discussion 

about Arte Nova was divided between the “cosmopolitans," who argued that in the 

modern age of commercial exchange the cultural patrimony of each country had to 

become a common source for artists, and the “nationalists,” who instead insisted that only 

stylistic elements native to Italian culture should be used. To the former, Pica responded 

that some foreign elements could be assimilated, but only those that did not “repulse” the 

“ethnic character” of each country. To the latter, he suggested that they needed to find in 

the local tradition new elements to carry forward the development of the decorative arts. 

Traditionalists should avoid becoming reactionary, Pica admonished, and anti-

traditionalists should not lose sight of utility in their pursuit of innovation.121 

 Many accused the artists who participated in the Turinese show of “confusing 

novelty with eccentricity, and of having forgotten "that although it is important to be 
                                                
119 "Il nostro secolo, ossia il secolo XIX, si iniziò artisticamente coll'arte dell'Impero, arte della galante 
freddezza, la quale fu quello che voi sapete perché nacque dopo una bellezza esuberante di vita: il barocco, 
espressione della forza che tocca i suoi massimi fastigi. Vide benissimo quindi il Bourget, nel barocco, la 
follìa della grazia; follìa, intendiamoci, ma della grazia. Onde il barocco contiene qualcosa più di quello che 
contengono gli altri stili; questo di più andò a deprimento dell'arte dell'Impero, fredda e poco immaginosa. 
Da un eccesso di violenza nasce la spossatezza, così avvenne nell'arte e così si aprì il secolo XIX." Alfredo 
Melani, “L’arte nuova e il cosidetto stile Liberty (L’Arte decorativa moderna I, 2 (February 1902), 52-59,” 
p. 70. 
120 “Non potranno ammettersi le semplici imitazioni di stili del passato.”  “L’Esposizione Torinese di Arte 
Decorativa,” in Almanacco Italiano 1902. Piccola Enciclopedia Popolare della Vita Pratica e Annuario 
Diplomatico Amministrativo e Statistico (Firenze: R. Bomparad, 1901), 418—422, p. 418. 
121 Vittorio Pica, “L’Arte Decorativa all’Esposizione di Torino, Epilogo, fasc. IV, Bergamo 1903, p. 379-
383,” in Torino 1902. Polemiche in Italia sull’Arte Nuova., ed. by Francesca Romana Fratini (Torino: 
Martano, 1971), 73—75. 



 

87 

innovative, it is also important to produce beautiful objects.”122 Without necessarily 

mentioning the seventeenth century, this criticism also brought to mind the accusations 

against the Baroque and Decadentism that had engaged intellectuals for more than a 

century. For example, the Art Nouveau sculptor Leonardo Bistolfi was accused of 

“translating [artistic] freedom into [artistic] license.”123 Ugo Ojetti, the powerful critic of 

the newspaper Corriere della Sera, lambasted the architecture of the pavilions by 

Raimondo d’Aronco, who to many seemed excessively indebted to foreign references 

such as Austrian Art Nouveau or the architecture of Istanbul, where he lived (Fig.1-16).124 

Ojetti criticized d’Aronco for his rejection of tradition and lack of gravitas: “The 

buildings invented and colored by the vivid fantasy of D’Aronco are appropriate for the 

jolly improvisation of a fair that lasts six months, but they do not suggest an idea of 

eternity.” And, just as de Sanctis had pointed out that “novelties are not "looked for" but 

"given" when literature is developing,” so too Ojetti observed that d’Aronco’s pavilions 

“show an ostentation of inventiveness, and no style has been invented but it has been the 

product of a necessary and unconscious evolution.”125 

 The architect Carlo Calzecchi Onesti (1886 - 1943), another critic of Arte Nova, 

articulated the similarities between the Baroque and Liberty in an extremely sophisticated 
                                                
122 “Molti hanno scambiato la novità con la stramberia, ed hanno dimenticato che se importa di far nuovo, 
importa anche di far bello." G. Beltrami, “L’Arte Nuova all’Esposizione di Torino,” La lettura: rivista 
mensile del “Corriere della sera.” II, no. 7 (July 1902): 599—607, p.602. 
123 “Chi dalla libertà trasmoda alla licenza è Leonardo Bistolfi.” Ugo Fleres, Esposizione artistica 
internazionale di Venezia (Società Editrice Dante Alighieri, 1899), p.13. 
124 Rossana Bossaglia, “Dopo il Liberty: considerazioni sull’eclettismo di ritorno e il filone dell’architettura 
fantastica in Italia,” Studi in onore di Giulio Carlo Argan (Roma: Multigrafica, 1984), 209–220; Maria 
Grazia Messina, “Historismus e Nutzstil: il ruolo di Wagner e della Wagnerschule nell’architettura liberty 
in Italia.,” in Wien und die Architektur des 20. Jahrhunderts. (Wien: H. Böhlau, 1986), 37–53. 
125 “Gli edifici delineati e coloriti dalla fantasia vivacissima del D’Aronco corrispondono qui gustosamente 
alla gaia improvvisazione d’una fiera che deve durare sei mesi, ma non suggeriscono nessuna idea di 
eternità. Si sente in essi l’ostentazione dell’inventare, e nessuno stile è mai stato inventato ma è derivato 
per evoluzione necessaria e incosciente.” Ugo Ojetti, “L’Arte Nuova a Torino. Le architetture,” Corriere 
della Sera (June 20-21st, 1902). Cursives in the original. 
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way that reveals both a new understanding of seventeenth-century art and a mistrust of 

excessive innovation. He began by remarking that “there is a singular connection 

between Baroque degeneration and this modern Italian Art.”126 Recalling the historical 

circumstances of Italy during the seventeenth century, Calzecchi Onesti marshaled the by 

now familiar argument concerning the pernicious effects of foreign domination on artistic 

production. Yet he also pointed out that the seventeenth century gave birth to intellectual 

heroes like Galilei, Bernini, and Tiepolo. Calzecchi Onesti concluded that the decadence 

of Baroque art cannot be fully explained by its historical context. Rather, the key problem 

was the attempt on the part of artists to imitate the work of Michelangelo; for such 

imitation, paradoxically, led to uncontrolled leeway. "The style degenerated into 

mannerisms," Calzecchi Onesti pointed out, and "the basic tenets of mannerisms is a 

strange contradiction: as it withdraws onto itself, subjecting itself to a true tyranny, 

mannerisms gives way to boundless freedom, to an unrestrained license."127 In Calzecchi 

Onesti's view, the same dialectic of “violent oppression and unbridled license” also takes 

place in Art Nouveau, but even more excessively than in the Baroque. At least the 

Baroque, in Calzecchi Onesti's view, was an original style, while Art Nouveau, despite its 

protestation to the contrary, adopted a plurality of historical references with no guiding 

logic.  

 Yet other reviewers deployed the reference to the Baroque in favor of the new 

style. As the engineer Daniele Donghi argued in the pages of the journal L’Architettura 

Pratica [Practical Architecture], "We believe that, as Arte nova is now for us what the 

                                                
126 Carlo Calzecchi Onesti, “Arte nuova ed arte barocca,” in Ars una (Milano: Scuola Tipografica Figli 
della Provvidenza, 1915), 9—19, p.11. 
127 Carlo Calzecchi Onesti, “Arte nuova ed arte barocca,” in Ars una (Milano: Scuola Tipografica Figli 
della Provvidenza, 1915), 9—19, p.13. 
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Baroque was in past centuries, it is good that it came to be, because it will bring good 

fruits, just as the old Baroque did.”128 Indeed, there were significant similarities between 

the Baroque attitude towards decoration and art, and the aspirations of Liberty style.129 

Both were enthralled with the aesthetic possibilities of curved lines and the organic 

growth of matter. Both were interested in creating a total work of art and in designing all-

encompassing environments, harmonic wholes that include architecture, furniture, 

artworks, porcelains, clothes, etc. And Baroque and Liberty (the latter even in its name) 

are associated with spontaneous creativity and inventiveness, dissatisfaction with the 

models bequeathed by tradition, and an interest in exploring new ways of doing art. Yet 

these resemblances cannot blind us either to the important differences between Baroque 

and Art Nouveau. The latter was, as repeatedly indicated by the aforementioned quotes, a 

bourgeois style preferred by rich industrialists and middle-class patrons. Instead the 

Baroque was — at least before it became rococò — a style favored by the aristocracy and 

the monarchy to convey their absolute power. Liberty was a style most appropriate to the 

domestic environment, while Baroque grandeur was better suited to public buildings.  

 The art of the seventeenth century, which as the previous pages show was by this 

time conceived as an integral part of Italian art history but also considered an ancestor of 

modern sensibility, was conjured with in a decorative project destined for a public 

building and painted almost contemporaneously with the debate over Ars Nova: the 

cupola of the Italian pavilion in the Venice Biennale, decorated by Galileo Chini in 1909 

                                                
128 Daniele Donghi, “La Prima Esposizione di Arte Decorativa in Torino, 1902 (L’Architettura Pratica VI, 
XII, 44-45),” in Torino 1902. Polemiche in Italia sull’Arte Nuova., ed. by Francesca Romana Fratini 
(Torino: Martano, 1971), 114. 
129 Paolo Portoghesi, Luca Quattrocchi, and Folco Quilici, Barocco e Liberty: lo specchio della 
metamorfosi (Trento: Reverdito, 1986). 
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(Fig.1-17). The ceramist Galileo Chini (1873-1956) was a crucial figure in the 

development of Italian Art Nouveau decorative arts. First in the Florentine factory L’Arte 

della Ceramica (1896), and then in his atelier Fornaci San Lorenzo (1906), he developed 

a new language that adhered to the tendencies of European modernism while recuperating 

traditional techniques and materials, and making explicit references to a neo-Renaissance 

aesthetic.130 His ceramics won several international prizes, which indicates the extent to 

which their blend of Art Nouveau and historicism responded to the taste of the period. 

Originally trained as a decorator and painter, Chini also experimented with artworks that 

broke the boundaries between fine and decorative art. In 1907, together with the painters 

Plinio Nomellini, Gaetano Previati, and Edoardo De Albertis, Chini curated the 

international exhibition “L'Arte del Sogno” [Art of Dreams] at the Venice Biennale, a 

retrospective of European symbolist art that, somewhat surprisingly, did not include the 

work of Gustav Klimt (Fig.1-18).131 It did show paintings by Walter Crane, Maurice 

Denis, and Franz von Stuck, and artworks by Italian symbolists like Nomellini, Previati, 

Alberto Martini, amd Guido Marussig, among others.132 Chini produced a fresco frieze 

with Renaissance-inspired putti and garlands, and a ceramic pavement. In addition to 

paintings and sculptures, the show displayed examples of refined crafts, and was an 

                                                
130 Galileo Chini et al., Le ceramiche di Galileo Chini ([Pistoia, Italy]: Maschietto & Musolino, 2000). For 
an analysis of Italian decorative cycles in the early twentieth century, and their reference to the 
Renaissance, see Elena Di Raddo, Sogni e ideali. Cicli decorativi italiani nelle esposizioni internazionali 
(1890-1914) (Milano: Franco Angeli, 2004). 
131 On the reception of Klimt in Italy, see Emily Braun, “Genio e degenerazione: Klimt in Italia,” in Klimt, 
Kokoschka, Schiele: dall’art nouveau all’espressionismo, ed. by Jane Kallir (Milano: Mazzotta, 2001), 31–
37. 
132 Settima esposizione internazionale d’arte della città di Venezia, 1907: catalogo. (Venezia: Ferrari, 
1907): 127-130; Anna Maria Damigella, La pittura simbolista in Italia, 1885-1900 (Torino: G. Einaudi, 
1981); Maria Vittoria Marini Clarelli, Fernando Mazzocca, and Carlo Sisi, eds., Il simbolismo in Italia 
(Venezia: Marsilio, 2011). 
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instance of a total work of art that aimed to provoke a multi-sensorial aesthetic 

experience in the audience.  

 Following the success of the “Sala del Sogno,” in 1909 the secretary of the Venice 

Biennale, Antonio Fradeletto, commissioned Chini to decorate the cupola in the first 

room of the main building, then called “Pro Arte” and now the Italian pavilion.133 The 

octagonal room, from which one begins the visit to the exhibition, was splendidly 

decorated with examples of Venetian decorative arts, but in Fradaletto’s view it did not 

adequately represent the modernist ambitions of the institution (Fig.1-19).134 After some 

back and forth between Fradeletto and Chini, they settled on a theme that satisfied both: 

“the history of art across time,” through which “Genius indicates to modern artists the 

masterpieces of tradition.”135 The finished panels represent the origins of art, Egypt and 

Babylon, Greece and Rome, Byzantine art, the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, 

Michelangelo, the Baroque, and “the new civilization,” represented by a male figure 

holding an electric torch.136 Fradaletto wrote brief captions for each section and they were 

inscribed in golden letters, but have since disappeared.  

  The tempera decoration was completed in only three months with the help of three 

assistants, and according to Ojetti, Chini drew all the figures in free hand.137 The cupola 

                                                
133 Claudio Spagnol, ed. Galileo Chini: la cupola del Padiglione Italia alla Biennale di Venezia : il 
restauro del ciclo pittorico (Venezia: Marsilio, 2006). 
134 Galileo Chini, Il tarlo polverizza anche la Quercia. Le memorie di Galileo Chini, ed. by Fabio Benzi 
(Firenze-Sienta: Maschietto-Musolino, 1998), p. 60. 
135 Galileo Chini, Il tarlo polverizza anche la Quercia, p. 60. Galileo Chini to Antonio Fradeletto, October 
8, 1908, Archivio Galileo Chini (Lido di Camaiore)- Attività del 1908, II, F, 1. http://www.galileochini.it. 
136 In the literature, this figure is often identified with Icarus. Yet it is not wearing wings, and unlike most 
representations of this Greek myth, this male nude is not precipitating. The tragic ending of the Icarus 
myth, furthermore, does not make it an appropriate reference for the triumphal representation of modern 
age. Amalia Donatella Basso, “La Sala della Cupola e la sua decorazione," in Claudio Spagnol, ed., Galileo 
Chini: la cupola del Padiglione Italia alla Biennale di Venezia : il restauro del ciclo pittorico (Venezia: 
Marsilio, 2006): 35-59, p. 58. 
137 Ugo Ojetti, “L’Esposizione di Venezia,” Corriere Della Sera, April 24, 1909. 



 

92 

is divided into three registers. The first is a Renaissance-inspired frieze with garlands and 

female figures — displaying the curvilinear outline typical of Art Nouveau — over a 

lavish blue background. The second register represents lively scenes that evoke different 

periods of the history of art. Summoning up a plurality of art historical references, 

adapted to its theme —for example, the panel on Byzantine art was painted in a style 

reminiscent of Ravenna’s mosaics, while the one on Michelangelo depicted a set of 

sculptures similar to those on the Medici tombs in San Lorenzo in Florence— each 

section of the dome is animated with multiple figures, rich architectural detailing, and 

depictions of nature. The lowest register is purely decorative, with patterns of stylized 

birds —the “birds of Apelles,” as per Chini — sea waves, and other abstracted motifs.138 

 Reflecting a historicist approach, the decoration of the Sala della Cupola shows art 

not as a transhistorical entity but as a cultural product subject to change. Chini 

represented the development of art in time as an incremental and necessary evolution. As 

time progresses, shapes become more and more loose and plastic. For example, while in 

the panel representing Byzantine art the figures are hieratically constrained within their 

register, in those illustrating successive periods they encroach upon the lower band 

(Fig.1-20). In his decoration, Chini seems to argue that progress in art implies increased 

freedom. Thus, the nude male figure that is the embodiment of modern art — which is 

directly in front of the entrance, so that it is the first one seen by the Biennale visitors — 

projects beyond its register onto the decorative area below (Fig.1-21). 

 Fradeletto actively participated in the decorative program of the Cupola, and he 

also published its explanation in the catalogue of the Biennale, although he did not sign 
                                                
138 Galileo Chini to Antonio Fradeletto, October 8, 1908, Archivio Galileo Chini (Lido di Camaiore)- 
Attività del 1908, II, F, 1. http://www.galileochini.it. 
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it.139 It is worth transcribing his caption for the Baroque-themed section, as it indicates 

his understanding of the Baroque: 

The Empire of the Baroque — two names summarize it: Bernini and Tiepolo. The 
work of Bernini is evoked by a sumptuous vision of twisted columns, golden 
bronzes, precious marbles, sculpted putti with a papal coat of arms. Tiepolo’s 
painting is inflamed in a female figure with agitated clothes, floating in a 
luminous and cloud-less sky. Baroque art is dominated by an unrestrained impetus 
of movement: “I force the constraints of matter with movement.”140 
 

The Baroque section is divided into two areas, one representing Roman art and the other 

Venetian art of the seventeenth century (Fig.1-22). Bernini, exemplifying the Roman 

Baroque, is evoked through his Solomonic columns for Saint Peter’s baldaquin and the 

coat of arms of his patrons, the Barberini family. Rich whirlwinds of drapery and putti 

convey the pomp and splendor of the Papal court. The area corresponding to Gianlorenzo 

Tiepolo’s art, the epitome of Venetian seventeenth- century art, is painted in faded pastel 

colors, evoking the pasty quality of his frescoes. In the aforementioned article, Ojetti 

added that the overall choice of colors of the cupola suggested the preferred palette of the 

“decorators of the late seventeenth and eighteenth century.” The cobalt blue, vermilion, 

and rich gold of the decorative program are indeed reminiscent of the intense tonalities of 

the art of Paolo Veronese and Titian. Chini’s panels merged an attention to academic 

anatomy with an interest in the mimetic possibilities of tempera. In every panel he made 

                                                
139 Michelangelo Masciotta, Galileo Chini. (Arezzo: Galleria Comunale d’Arte Contemporanea, 1968), p. 
11. Fradeletto was extremely invested in the decorative program of the Biennale, and advised the artists on 
stylistic and thematic matters. Elena Di Raddo, “Chasing a Dream: Decorative Installations in the Early 
Years of the Venice Biennale,” in Starting from Venice. Studies on the Biennale, ed. by Clarissa Ricci 
(Milano: et al./Edizioni, 2010), 109—118, p. 112. 
140 “VII. — L'impero del barocco. — Due nomi lo riassumono : il Bernini e il Tiepolo. L'opera berniniana 
ci è evocata  da una fastosa visione di colonne attorte, di bronzi dorati, di  marmi preziosi, di putti scolpiti 
che ergono lo stemma papale.  La pittura tiepolesca vampeggia in una figura di donna dalle vesti agitate, 
librata nel cielo luminoso e sparso di nuvole.  L'Arte barocca è presa da un impeto irrefrenabile di 
movimento: « Forzo col moto il fren de la materia »” IX esposizione internazionale d’arte della citta di 
Venezia, 1910 : catalogo (Venezia : C. Ferrari, 1910), p.23. 
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use of trompe-l’oeil techniques to convey the plurality of materials in which artistic 

inspiration takes shape. The Greek and Renaissance panels include large sections in 

grisaille imitating sculpture. In the panel on Byzantium, Chini emulated mosaics and 

gemstones, and in the Baroque section fine draperies and stucco friezes. 

 In each section Chini represented examples of fine but also of decorative arts, 

showing an uninterrupted evolution from the primal “instinct to ornamentation," in 

Fradeletto’s words, to the marriage of industry and art of the last panel. What takes center 

stage, and reflects Fradeletto’s views for the Venice Biennale, is the relation between fine 

and decorative arts — since 1903, the exhibition included applied arts, and every room 

showcased paintings and sculptures but also friezes, textiles, furniture, ceramic, and 

glass. This also explains why Chini was chosen to paint the room that represented the 

"visiting card" of the Venice Biennale: his own career had successfully merged art and 

decoration, and his objective in the program for the cupola was, in his words, “eminently 

decorative.”141 What his panel evokes, then, is an idea of art that is not autonomous but 

rather subservient to a deep desire for beautification: a decorative art. And it is not 

irrelevant that in this narrative the Baroque occupies a pivotal role between the art of 

Michelangelo and that of the modern era. The examples of Baroque art that Chini 

included in his cupola are not self-standing works of art — not Bernini’s David, for 

example — but famous instances of ornamental art: Saint Peter’s canopy and Tiepolo’s 

ceiling decoration. In this way, the association between Arte Nuova, Baroque, and 

Gesamkunstwerk is established.  

                                                
141 Galileo Chini to Antonio Fradeletto, October 8, 1908, Archivio Galileo Chini (Lido di Camaiore)- 
Attività del 1908, II, F, 1. http://www.galileochini.it. 
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 Chini’s works for the Sala della Cupola were popular among the visitors of the 

Viennale, for example the French painter Émile Bernard, although Italian critics like 

Ardengo Soffici denounced them as “worthy of d’Annunzian podiatrists,” and of being 

more appropriate for the advertisement of an insurance company, or “a powerful laxative. 

The association between Chini, and the concept of the decorative and the Baroque later 

underwrote the condemnation of his ornamentation of the Sala della Cupola. In 1928 the 

decorations he had generously donated to the Biennale — he had not asked for any 

compensation for his work — were covered in the redesign of the room (Fig.1-23). The 

Novecento aesthetic of the architect Giò Ponti (1891-1979) was all that Chini’s was not: 

linear, spartan, and unadorned. The new room was antithetical to the decorative and 

Baroque sensibility.  

 Nencioni’s interpretation of the Baroque, mediated by his understanding of its 

similarities with the contemporary period, in particular with Decadentism, allowed him to 

initiate a new trend of appreciation for seventeenth century art and literature. However, 

his parallel between the seventeenth century and fin de siècle also became a trope in anti-

Baroque criticism, and very few commentators would regard the Seicento as generously 

as he did.142 From D’Annunzio to Chini, evocations of the Baroque in the art and 

literature of the fin de siècle emphasized both its ambiguity — as an oppositional 

                                                
142 For instance, in 1897 the literary critic Arturo Graf repeated Nencioni’s positive assessment of Bernini, 
but condemned all modern literary and artistic schools as manifestations of “Secentismo”: "Decadentism, 
impressionism, symbolism…in all these literary schools we can identify some of the tendencies and uses 
that characterize the seventeenth century: useless images, monstrous metaphors, crazy hyperboles, 
preciosity, extravagance, a ridiculous arrogance, and a hysteria of novelty, which being unable of inventing 
something reallygreat breaks all the rules, inventing verses without measure, free prose, poetry of mere 
music, and considered the better when it is more devoid of sense, abusing of personifications and 
abstractions, and suppressing punctuation." Arturo Graf, “Preraffaeliti, simbolisti ed esteti,” Nuova 
Antologia, serie IV, vol. LXVI, 1897, then in Foscolo, Manzoni, Leopardi (Torino: Giovanni Chiantore, 
1920), p. 303-345. 
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evocation of anti-classical values, but also as catering in various ways to the bad taste of 

the bourgeoisie — and its modernity. As I will show in the next chapters, these 

connotations of the Baroque would limit successive interpretations of the period, even 

when the analogies between contemporary artistic movements and their equivalent in the 

seventeenth century were striking. While fin de siècle meditations on the concepts of 

decline and degeneration inspired artists, writers, and critics to re- examine historical 

periods considered decadent, underlining their shared similarities with contemporary 

Europe, this association ultimately backfired. The connection Baroque-Decadentism led 

artists and intellectuals who rejected Decadentism to also reject other periods considered 

akin to its sensibility, such as the Baroque. Therefore, twentieth-century scholarship on 

the style had to struggle to disentangle this period from its decadent associations, even if 

these were the ones that initially helped to initiate a reconsideration of the Baroque. 
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CHAPTER 2: 1898: The Third Centenary of Gianlorenzo Bernini’s 
Birth and the Reassessment of the Baroque in Italian Scholarship at the 

Turn of the Century 
 

On December 7th 1898, a plate commemorating the third centenary of his birth was 

erected on the façade of Gianlorenzo Bernini’s Roman home in via della Mercede (Fig.2-

1). The plaque reads: “Here lived and died Gianlorenzo Bernini, king of art, to whom 

bowed with reverence Popes, Princes, and Nations.” Designed by the sculptor Ettore 

Ferrari, the plaque was inspired by one of Bernini’s earliest works, the funerary 

monument of Bishop Giovanni Battista Santoni in the Church of Santa Prassede in Rome 

(Fig.2-2). Both monuments are high-reliefs of the deceased set in an oval frame and 

crowned by a broken pediment. Bernini sculpted a cherubim and garlands of fruit below 

Santoni's effigy, while Ferrari represented the tools of the sculptor. Bernini framed the 

funerary plate with putti, Ferrari with two grinning satyrs.1 Ferrari, an anti-clerical 

Freemason who had made the polemical statue of Giordano Bruno (1889) that is still 

extant in Campo dei Fiori, in the exact location where the Renaissance philosopher was 

burned at the stake, does not seem the most obvious choice to design a monument 

honoring an artist so associated with the Catholic Church as Bernini. Yet in 1871 the 

Accademia di San Luca had rejected Ferrari’s statue of the antipapal humanist Stefano 

Porcari, considering it excessively “Berninian” for its animated composition and 

expressiveness (Fig.2-3).2 Ferrari had sculpted the celebratory monuments of several 

heroes of Unified Italy: not only that to Giordano Bruno but also those to Vittorio 

                                                
1 “Cronaca contemporanea. 5. Onoranze centenarie al Bernini,” La Civiltà cattolica XVII, no. 1165, XVII 
(December 28, 1898): 102—103. 
2 Paolo Orano, “Artisti contemporanei: Ettore Ferrari,” Emporium XI, no. 66 (June 1900): 407—423. 
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Emanuele II in Venice (1887), Giuseppe Garibaldi in Pisa (1892), and Carlo Cattaneo in 

Milan (1893), among many others. Copies of these statues were distributed throughout 

Italy. Choosing Ferrari to design the commemorative plaque of Bernini reveals the desire 

to appropriate the Baroque sculptor as another heroic model figure for post-Unification 

Italy — as a genius who went against his age. As I will show in this chapter, this leit-

motiv in the interpretation of Bernini was crucial for the reassessment of the Baroque in 

Italian art history. Although the depiction of Bernini as a maverick genius who went 

against the current of seventeenth-century decadence still evoked some of the negative 

tropes on the period that I have examined in chapter 1, it did open the way for a renewed 

interest in the seventeenth century. If such a debauched age had generated a genius like 

Bernini, maybe it was worth exploring it with more attention, scholars thought.  

 The unveiling of Ferrari’s plaque was one of a series of official events that took 

place that same day in commemoration of Bernini’s birth.3 A solemn ceremony took 

place in the Sala degli Orazi e dei Curiazi in the Palazzo dei Conservatori on the 

Capitoline Hill, where the art historian Corrado Ricci eulogized Bernini in front of the 

statue of Pope Urban VII he sculpted in 1635 (Fig.2-4 and 2-5). Public officials 

congregated around Bernini’s masterpiece, the Fountain of the Four Rivers in Piazza 

Navona. The choice of these two locations was not accidental: although Bernini is 

                                                
3 The initiative to honor Bernini was not taken by the members of Parliament or the Accademia di Belle 
Arti (Academy of Fine Arts), but rather by a group of artists that included Ferrari and Charles Francis 
Summers, an Australian sculptor who had a workshop in via del Babbuino. Diego Angeli, “Pel Bernini,” Il 
Marzocco III, no. 42 (November 20, 1898). Summers was mentioned in several foreign guides of Rome, 
such as Luigi Piale, Rome Seen in a Week: Being a Hand-Book to Rome and Its Environs (L. Piale, 1898), 
p.16 and Karl Baedeker (Firm), Italy: Handbook for Travellers (K. Baedeker, 1900), p.133. He is described 
as "American" or "English," but I have good reason to believe he was the Australian Charles Francis 
Summers (1858-1945), the son of the British sculptor Charles Summers, who had worked in Rome and was 
buried there after his death in 1878. Margaret Thomas, A Hero of the Workshop and a Somersetshire 
Worthy, Charles Summers, Sculptor: The Story of His Struggles & Triumph (London: Hamilton, Adams, 
1879). Charles Summers Junior specialized in casts and reproductions of Italian statues. 
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renowned for his religious sculptures, the commemorations of 1898 emphasized the 

presence of his work in public, civic spaces. To continue the celebration of Bernini’s 

centenary, in April of 1899 an Esposizione Berniniana opened in the Sala degli Orazi e 

dei Curiazi (Fig.2-6). The Ministry of Education contributed with a large collection of 

photographs, and sculptures from private and public collections were exhibited. Public 

museums, like the Galleria degli Uffizi, also lent ancient drawings and engravings, which 

record the changed appearance of historical buildings since Bernini’s time. The show was 

crucial to introducing Bernini to the broad public, who as a critic pointed out “knows 

Bernini only by name.”4 By bringing together works by Bernini that were dispersed in 

private and public collections, the Esposizione Berniniana fostered the development of 

studies on the work of the Baroque sculptor and architect. 

 The festivities for the third centenary of Bernini’s birth coincided with a surge in 

publications on his work. Although this event was key for the rediscovery of the Baroque 

as an object of study, most of the literature on Bernini published around 1898-1899 

followed a similar trope: that of the sculptor as a man of his age — which should be 

blamed for his shortcomings — but also as an artist who transcended the limits of 

Seicento culture. For example, the art critic Domenico Gnoli described Bernini’s relation 

to the seventeenth century in the following way:  

Genius is like a trumpet that cannot sound vividly and powerfully if the spirit of 
the age does not blow in it. And Bernini fully welcomed that spirit. All that in his 
work is exterior, flashy, artificial, triumphal, and emphatic is consistent with the 
thought, the feelings, the costumes, the manner of speaking, and the manner of 
dressing, of the life of his age. But he added to it the power of his genius. [...] And 
that century, which for many reasons receives so much blame, is also worthy of 

                                                
4 Ugo Fleres, “Onoranze Centenarie a Gianlorenzo Bernini,” L’Illustrazione Italiana XXV, no. 51 
(December 8, 1898): 399—402; Ugo Fleres, “Onoranze Centenarie a Gianlorenzo Bernini,” L’Illustrazione 
Italiana XXV, no. 52 (December 15, 1898): 429—432. 
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praise; because although it was inferior to previous centuries in the glory of art, it 
surpassed them in honoring it and in raising the status of artists and intellectuals.5 
 

The previous chapter has shown the cultural conditions that fostered the interest in the art 

and culture of the seventeenth century among Italian intellectuals. Yet art history was 

particularly slow in focusing on the Baroque as an object of study. In this chapter, I will 

analyze how the methodology and theoretical framework of the first professional art 

historians in Italy hindered their understanding of the Baroque, even when they began to 

become interested in the art of the period. The key figures on which I will focus are 

Adolfo Venturi, generally omitted from Anglo, Germanic, and Franco-centric 

historiographies of art history yet crucial for the development of the discipline in Italy; 

Venturi’s student, Stanislao Fraschetti, who published the first monographic scholarly 

work on Bernini in 1900; and the philosopher Benedetto Croce, whose analyses of the 

Baroque greatly influenced subsequent generations of art historians.  

 For these intellectuals, the Baroque was reconstituted through the reference to the 

modern, and viceversa. In so doing, they engaged with a feature that George Didi-

Huberman has described as an inevitable trait of art history: its anachronism.6 Although 

the discipline has been founded on a demand for euchronism, so that objects in the past 

must be understood in their own terms without projecting on them the scholar’s concepts 

                                                
5 "l'ingegno è quasi una tromba che non dà suoni vivaci e potenti, se dentro non vi soffi lo spirito dell'età 
propria. E il Bernino accolse in sè quello spirito pienamente. Tutto quello che d'esteriore, d'appariscente, 
d'artificoso, di trionfo, d'enfatico si trova nell'arte sua, è conforme al pensiero, al sentimento, al costume, al 
parlare, al vestire, alla vita del suo tempo. Ma egli vi mise di suo la potenza del genio. [...] e a quel secolo, a 
cui per tante ragioni si dà tanto biasimo, non conviene esser avari d'una lode meritata; quella cioè che, 
inferiore ai secoli precedenti nella gloria dell'arte, li superò di gran lunga nell'onorarla, e sollevare la 
condizione degli artisti e de' letterati."Domenico Gnoli, “Il Cavalier Bernino nel terzo centenario della sua 
nascita.,” Rivista d’Italia. III, no. 12 (December 15, 1898): 638—650, p. 647-48. 
6 Georges Didi-Huberman, Devant Le Temps : Histoire de L’art et Anachronisme Des Images (Paris: 
Editions de Minuit, 2000). 
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and values, Didi-Huberman points out that there is an unavoidable temporal (and most 

often geographical) displacement between the art historian and her object of study. For 

Didi-Huberman anachronism is not a methodological failure but rather expresses the 

over-determination of artworks, that is, their specific temporality that leads them to 

transcend their periodization. The art historian does not study the art of the past but rather 

the survival of artworks through time, and their re-actualization by successive generations 

of scholars. This leads to a more nuanced understanding of how and why some artists or 

periods of time were rediscovered at a specific historical moment. This chapter will 

propose an answer to the following questions: under which conditions did the Baroque 

become an object of knowledge for Italian art historians? Why was the Baroque such a 

compelling case-study for the project of merging history and criticism? The answers to 

these questions will include notions of modernity, Decadentism, Impressionism, and 

Futurism. 

 In section 1, I will examine the birth of academic art history in Italy, centering on 

the figure of Adolfo Venturi, and the analyses of the Baroque that his methodology and 

philosophy of history made possible. Venturi adopted a developmental narrative of art 

history in which the Renaissance was the acme of art and all successive periods were a 

form of decadence. Although he admired some features of Bernini’s work, Venturi's view 

of history could not fully account for the emergence of a genius in an era like the 

Seicento that he considered degenerate. As section 2 will show, this greatly limited the 

studies of the Baroque in Venturi's milieu, although it was among his students 

(particularly Fraschetti) that this period began to be studied in a scholarly manner. This 

section will also examine how the emergence of Baroque sculpture as a subject for 
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photography went hand in hand with a renewed interest in the period among scholars and 

the public at large. The figure of a philosopher, Benedetto Croce — the focus of section 3 

— provided art historians with an alternative view of history, and of the rapport between 

the artwork and its time. Thanks to Croce’s aesthetics, young art historians were able to 

consider the seventeenth century not as the decadence of the Renaissance but as the 

ancestor of modernity. Furthermore, although Croce condemned the intrusion of 

contemporary criticism in historical analyses, his own studies of the Baroque emphasized 

its relation with what happened after, rather than before it; that is, they made it possible 

to write criticism rather than only the history of the period. Yet young art historians 

interested in the seventeenth century were obliged to take into account Croce's negative 

view of the Baroque in their reassessment of the period. 

 Croce’s aesthetics was a corrective to Venturi’s positivism, but both systems were 

unprepared to account for phenomena like the Italian Primitives, Baroque art, 

Impressionism, or modern art in general. The acquisition of a new methodology, 

developed by the German and Austrian schools of art history, provided young Italian art 

historians with ways of analyzing periods of art that were ignored in Venturi and Croce’s 

systems. In section 4, I will examine the impact of two art historians whose work on the 

Baroque and methodological innovations were of crucial importance for the development 

of the discipline in Italy: Heinrich Wölfflin and Alois Riegl. Although their works were 

translated quite late into Italian, they were well known among specialists, who either read 

them in the original German or in French translation. I will show how Wölfflin and 

Riegl's methodologies, rather than their particular view of the Baroque, had a lasting 

influence on Italian art historians, allowing them to focus on the stylistic features of 
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Baroque artworks rather than treating them only as documents of their time. This 

methodological shift enabled young art historians to perceive the similarities between 

Baroque and contemporary art, liberating them from the antinomies of Venturi and 

Croce's views of the seventeenth century.   

2.1. Adolfo Venturi and the Birth of Italian Art History 

In 1861, the Unification of Italy was a catalyst for the establishment of a scientific 

approach to the study of artworks. An important part of the cultural patrimony of Italy 

had been dispersed after the Napoleonic and Risorgimento wars and the subsequent 

expulsion of the royal families who had reigned over the Italian micro-states. The 

unification of the country under the Savoy family paradoxically entailed another risk for 

Italian heritage. The new King of Italy, Victor Emanuel II, considered the art collections 

belonging to the other Italian royal families as his personal property, and he stripped 

them from their original contexts to decorate his palaces across the peninsula. The 

foundation of national museums and an increase in the foreign art market also rendered 

necessary the attribution of artworks to better safeguard national heritage. This is the 

context for the birth of Italian connoisseurship. Giovan Battista Cavalcaselle and 

Giovanni Morelli combined their work as connoisseurs with a strong political 

commitment to the unified state, as both had important roles in public institutions. For 

example, Cavalcaselle became inspector of the Museo del Bargello in Florence and 

worked for the Ministry of Education in Rome, supervising the restoration of ancient 
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buildings; as a senator, Morelli campaigned for the enactment of stricter export laws for 

Italian artworks.7 

 Yet, as Laura Iamurri has pointed out, "connoisseurship alone was unable to 

provide solutions to the problems of the protection of cultural heritage" because "the 

institutional architecture of art history in Italy was still to be built up. Most of this task 

would be undertaken by Adolfo Venturi; it is no exaggeration to say that he brought 

about the 'birth' of art history in Italy."8 Venturi, the first Italian professor of art history 

(1890), introduced in Italy the systematic approach to the study of art used in German 

academia.9 Venturi studied decorative arts, but he perfected his skills as an art historian 

through his work as the director of the Galleria Estense in Modena. His methodological 

motto was “vedere e rivedere” (“to look, and then to look again”). Positivism's emphasis 

on the importance of careful observation, as well as Charles Darwin’s studies on minute 

individual variations within the same species, were of great significance for Venturi’s 

methodology.10 In order to reconstruct the artistic production of a specific artist and 

school, Venturi placed great importance on first-hand contact with the artworks and on 

the accurate observation of their formal aspects. But this was not enough. In his 1887 

                                                
7 See the obituary of Giovan Battista Cavalcaselle which Adolfo Venturi read in 1907: Adolfo Venturi, 
“Giovan Battista Cavalcaselle (1819-1897)”, Obituaries. 37 epitaffi di storici dell’arte nel Novecento, ed. 
by Silvia Ginzburg (Milano: Electa, 2009), 3-12. 
8 Laura Iamurri, “Art History in Italy: Connoisseurship, Academic Scholarship and the Protection of 
Cultural Heritage,” in Art History and Visual Studies in Europe: Transnational Discourses and National 
Frameworks, ed. by Matthew Rampley, Thierry Lenain, and Hubert Locher, Brill’s Studies in Intellectual 
History (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 393—406, p. 395. 
9 Venturi became adjunct professor (Libero Docente) in 1890) at the University of Rome. In 1896, the 
University inaugurated the Scuola di Perfezionamento (Graduate School) in Art History. Venturi became 
“Professore ordinario” in 1901. 
10 Adolfo Venturi, Vedere e rivedere. Pagine sulla storia dell’arte 1892-1927, G.C. Sciolla and M. 
Frascione, eds. (Torino: Il Segnalibro, 1990), p. 75. See also Stefano Valeri, “Adolfo Venturi e l’editoria 
per l’arte tra decoratori, fotografi e pittori,” Storia dell’arte 3, no. 103 (2002): 67—82. Darwin’s The 
Origin of Species (1859) was translated into Italian in 1865 as Dell’origine e della specie per selezione 
naturale. 
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programmatic article “Per la storia dell’arte” [“For the History of Art”], he proposed a 

methodology in which philology and connoisseurship supported each other: “to the 

precise knowledge of the works of an artist, should we not add, to properly understand 

their sentiment and interpret their character, a deep knowledge of the man and his life, of 

the tendencies of his time and the spirit of his milieu?” Venturi contended that 

philologists should “learn the language of colors and forms to better understand the value 

of archival information,” while connoisseurs should spend more time in the archives, 

using documents to solve controversies that could not be unraveled through formal 

analysis alone.11  

 Venturi considered art historical scholarship as the best training ground for civil 

servants devoted to the protection of Italian cultural heritage, a task until then entrusted to 

artists and art critics. Among his important contributions to the discipline, in 1888 he 

founded the first Italian academic art journal, the Archivio Storico dell'Arte [Historical 

Archive of Art], which changed its name in 1898 to L’Arte [Art].12 These journals 

encouraged Italian scholars to study the art of their own country, which up to that point 

had been systematically analyzed only by foreign art historians. Through these 

publications, Venturi established a truly European network of art historians, many of 

                                                
11 “alla cognizione esatta delle opere d’un artista non dovremo noi aggiungere, per ben intenderne il 
sentimento e interpretarne il carattere, la cognizione più profonda che sia possibile dell’uomo e della sua 
vita, delle tendenze del suo tempo e dello spirito del suo ambiente?[...] i ricercatori di documenti e studiosi 
delle opere d'arte devono affratellarsi pel progresso degli studi: i primi educare l'occhio, e imparare il 
linguaggio dei colori e delle forme per riescire a meglio comprendere il valore delle notizie archivistiche; i 
sencondi apprendere negli archivi ad esser cauti.” Adolfo Venturi, “Per la storia dell’arte (1887),” in Adolfo 
Venturi e gli studi sull’arte, by Stefano Valeri (Roma: Bagatto, 2006), 65—83, p.70. Originally published 
as Adolfo Venturi, “Per la storia dell’arte,” Rivista Storica Italiana 4 (1887): 229—250. 
12 There had been Italian art magazines since the mid-nineteenth century, such as Arte in Italia (1869-1873) 
and Arte e Storia, but they were mostly addressed to artists and amateurs, rather than to academics. Literary 
magazines, such as La Nuova Antologia, Arti e Lettere, Il Marzocco, Rivista d’Italia, Lettere e arti also 
devoted some space to artistic discussions, but without the philologic rigor of specialized journals. 
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whom he personally met or whose works he reviewed.13 Venturi also promoted the 

establishment of an art history graduate program at the University of Rome. As Iamurri 

puts it, "virtually all Italian art historians, from the beginning of the century to his 

retirement in 1931, were students of Adolfo Venturi,” including many of the figures that I 

will mention in the next pages, such as his son Lionello, Fraschetti, Pietro Toesca, and 

Roberto Longhi.14 Venturi was also a model of the art historian as a public intellectual. 

He aimed to professionalize art history, but he also engaged with the broader public, 

writing guides to galleries, giving public conferences on art, and publishing articles in 

magazines and newspapers with a non-specialist circulation.15 As chapters 3 and 4 will 

show, this was also the case for Venturi’s students, whose debates over the Baroque were 

conducted in a variety of journals and magazines.  

 At the turn of the century, Venturi began the publication of his 25-volume Storia 

dell’arte italiana [History of Italian Art] (1901-1940), which reflected his national, rather 

than regional, focus, and covered painting, sculpture, architecture, and the decorative arts. 

Emphasizing stylistic analysis and focusing on well-known as well as minor figures, 

Venturi aimed at presenting a complete overview of the artistic production of a given 

period and region. The Storia showed a marked preference for the art of the Quattrocento 

and Cinquecento, which Venturi considered the two centuries in which the more 

                                                
13 Gianni Carlo Sciolla, “Documento, opera d’arte e analisi dello stile. L’Archivio Storico dell’arte e la 
nuova Kunstwissenshaft” in L’“Archivio storico dell’arte” e le origini della “Kunstwissenschaft” in Italia, 
ed. by Franca Varallo and Gianni Carlo Sciolla (Alessandria [Italy]: Edizioni dell’orso, 1999), 27—71. 
14 Laura Iamurri, “Art History in Italy: Connoisseurship, Academic Scholarship and the Protection of 
Cultural Heritage,” in Art History and Visual Studies in Europe: Transnational Discourses and National 
Frameworks, ed. by Matthew Rampley, Thierry Lenain, and Hubert Locher, Brill’s Studies in Intellectual 
History (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 393—406, p. 397. 
15 Gabriella DeMarco, "Adolfo Venturi critico d'arte per “L’Ora," in Gabriella DeMarco, ed. L'Ora: La 
cultura in Italia dalle pagine del quotidiano Palermitano (1918-1930), Cinisello Balsamo (Mi), Silvana 
Editoriale, 2007, p.55-66 
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interesting changes in form, style, and iconography had taken place. The Storia began at 

the dawn of the Middle Ages, and its 25th volume ended on the eve of the Baroque. This 

is not surprising, given that connoisseurs, Venturi’s immediate interlocutors, were 

strongly biased against seventeenth-century art. For example, when Giovanni Morelli 

published his guide to the Borghese and Doria-Pamphili collections in Rome, now 

renowned for their Baroque holdings of sculptures and paintings, he focused exclusively 

on Renaissance art.16  

 Yet, early on Venturi understood that a complete history of Italian art also needed 

to map post-Cinquecento painting, sculpture, and architecture. In 1893, only three years 

after Morelli, Venturi also wrote a guide to the Galleria Borghese.17 This guide was not 

an exercise in connoisseurship, but an aide for the general public who visited the gallery. 

So Venturi explained all the artworks in the Borghese, including post-Renaissance 

painting and sculpture. His brief but authoritative notes provided information on 

iconography, conditions, and provenance of the artworks, as well as the artists' 

biographies. For example, when illustrating Caravaggio’s David beheading Goliath, 

Venturi described the dramatic life of the painter, his reaction against the Carracci 

brothers in the name of naturalism, a lively description of the painting, and doubts about 

its authenticity.18 He also devoted some admiring pages to Bernini’s David, observing 

that “[the sculptor] gave to marbles the rustling of silk, the splendor of satin, the color of 

flesh, the lightness of hair." For Venturi, "Bernini was the greatest Italian artist of the 

                                                
16 Giovanni Morelli, Della pittura italiana: studii storico-critici : le gallerie Borghese e Doria-Pamphili in 
Roma, ed. by Jaynie Anderson ([1890; it.trans. 1897] Milano: Adelphi, 1991). 
17 Adolfo Venturi, Il Museo e la Galleria Borghese (Roma: Società laziale, 1893). 
18 Adolfo Venturi, Il Museo e la Galleria Borghese (Roma: Società laziale, 1893), p. 16-17. 
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seventeenth-century.”19 Venturi’s guide included a photograph of Apollo and Daphne, the 

only image of Baroque sculpture in the text (Fig.2-7). 

 Bernini was also the focus of an illustrated article that Venturi wrote in 1893 for the 

journal Natura e Arte. 20 Venturi began by pointing out that at the turn of the sixteenth 

century Italy had become the cultural and artistic leader of a large part of the Western 

world. Yet with the rediscovery of ancient statuary — Venturi singled out the unearthing 

of the Laocoön in 1506 — artists felt compelled to imitate the art of the Hellenistic 

period. Hellenistic and late Renaissance art shared a desire to "dazzle with pictorial 

effects and ingeniousness, rather than to study the intimacy of character, the simple and 

honorable expression of soul and life."21 Artists like Michelangelo and Titian fought 

against the "servile imitation" of antiquity, but their successors became obsessed with the 

search for the new. In the seventeenth century, “artists responded to the coldness of 

mannerism by aspiring to produce strong contrasts of light and darkness, the 

deliriousness of the spirit, the vertigo of forms." They produced, Venturi concluded, "a 

boisterous and bloated art."22  

                                                
19 “Ai marmi diede il fruscìo della seta, lo splendore del raso, il colore della carne, la leggerezza dei capelli. 
[…] Fu il più grande artista italiano del seicento.”Adolfo Venturi, Il Museo e la Galleria Borghese (Roma: 
Società laziale, 1893), p. 25. 
20 Adolfo Venturi, “Gian Lorenzo Bernini,” Natura ed Arte. Rassegna Quindicinale Illustrata Italiana e 
Straniera di Scienze, Lettere ed Arti II (1894-1893): 1057—1068. 
21 "Fra l'arte ellenica della Decadenza e l'italiana del cinquecento furonvi riscontri storici, parallelismi, nessi 
fatali: in quella, come in questa, la ricerca dell'effetto pittorico e la ingegnosità valsero più dello studio 
dell'intimità del carattere, dell'espressione semplice, augusta dell'anima e della vita." Adolfo Venturi, “Gian 
Lorenzo Bernini,” Natura ed Arte. Rassegna Quindicinale Illustrata Italiana e Straniera di Scienze, Lettere 
ed Arti II (1894 1893): 1057—1068, p.1057 
22 "Il seicento, quasi per reazione contro l'arte fredda dei manieristi della fine del secolo precedente, anelava 
i forti contrasti della luce e delle tenebre, il delirio dello spirito, la vertigine delle forme. E in mezzo a 
quell'arte assordante, a quel gonfiare di cose, a quel sopraccaricarsi di materiali, la povera arte dei tempi 
antichi, fiore di gentilezza, era gettata in un canto."  Adolfo Venturi, “Gian Lorenzo Bernini,” Natura ed 
Arte. Rassegna Quindicinale Illustrata Italiana e Straniera di Scienze, Lettere ed Arti II (1894 1893): 
1057—1068, p.1059. 
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 For Venturi, Gianlorenzo Bernini "personified the art of the Seicento": he was a 

versatile genius who nonetheless resented the failures of his age. In constant competition 

with Michelangelo, Bernini imitated the exterior aspects of his predecessor's work but 

was unable, in Venturi's view, to enliven sculpture with authentic inspiration. His was a 

purely formal art in which exaggeration and drama did not correspond to true feeling but 

were just "an envelope.”23 The art of Bernini was one of pure exteriority: his statues seem 

to be victims of manic delirium, their extravagant poses a mere expression of 

theatricality. Although Venturi admired Bernini's architecture more than his sculpture, his 

assessment was harsh: he was a "set designer, a choreographer of art."24 Artworks like the 

Baldaquin of Saint Peter's Basilica were for Venturi produced by a "magician who wants 

to blind and subjugate the plebeian believers, to see them prostrated in front of the 

Catholic, Apostolic, Roman religion."25 In brief, Bernini was the foremost exponent of 

the Counter Reformation, and as was the case for many of the Italian intellectuals I have 

reviewed in chapter 1, Venturi's negative assessment of the Italian political and religious 

situation in the seventeenth century shaped his evaluation of Bernini. Despite his 

undeniable genius, the supposed shortcomings of Bernini's time heavily weighed on him. 

 A similar negative assessment of the art of the seventeenth century, even of its 

most classicizing exponents, appeared in a conference on the Carracci brothers that 

Venturi gave in 1894 as part of the same cycle in which Enrico Nencioni presented 

                                                
23 "un involucro.”Adolfo Venturi, “Gian Lorenzo Bernini,” Natura ed Arte. Rassegna Quindicinale 
Illustrata Italiana e Straniera di Scienze, Lettere ed Arti II (1894 1893): 1057—1068, p.1060. 
24 Adolfo Venturi, “Gian Lorenzo Bernini,” Natura ed Arte. Rassegna Quindicinale Illustrata Italiana e 
Straniera di Scienze, Lettere ed Arti II (1894 1893): 1057—1068, p.1066. 
25 "È il mago che vuole affascinare, abbagliare, soggiogare le plebi dei credenti, vederle cadute a terra, 
supine innanzi allo sfolgorare della religione cattolica, apostolica, romana." Adolfo Venturi, “Gian Lorenzo 
Bernini,” Natura ed Arte. Rassegna Quindicinale Illustrata Italiana e Straniera di Scienze, Lettere ed Arti 
II (1894 1893): 1057—1068, p.1068. 
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“Barocchismo.”26 While the Cinquecento had nurtured a rich variety of artists that 

reflected the regional diversity of Italy, for Venturi the Seicento was plagued by a 

uniform imitation of the art of the previous century or by an excessive love of innovation. 

Because of these two faults, seventeenth-century art is "almost soul-less" because "it 

wants to dazzle with effects, since it no longer has the power to enthrall the soul." 

Despite Seicento artists' attempts to enliven their art, "[Seicento art] aspires to a graceful 

smile, and instead produces a grimace; it wants to adorn itself magnificently, and instead 

becomes ponderous; it tries to copy ancient models, and instead satirizes them." When 

artistic conventions replace first-hand contact with reality "art […] is oppressed by the 

weight of memories, curls up, wrinkles, and cools down, as if the heartbeat had left 

her."27 

 Contrary to other artists of their time, the Carracci brothers imitated the Ancients 

instead of trying to transcend them with dazzling effects. They fought against the 

“degenerate and corrupt society of the Seicento" by restoring beauty in art; "with their 

feet in the mud they looked up to the sky,” as Venturi put it.28 By learning from Raphael, 

Veronese, Tintoretto, and the other masters of the Renaissance, the Carracci resisted the 

                                                
26 Adolfo Venturi, “I Carracci e la loro Scuola,” in La vita italiana nel Seicento: conferenze tenute a 
Firenze nel 1894, ed. by Guido Falorsi (1895; reprint, Milano: Fratelli Treves, 1897), 247—268. 
27 "E così l'arte, verso la metà del secolo decimosesto, ci appare quasi senz'anima più: cerca la grandiosità 
delle masse, affine di stordire con gli effetti, non avendo più forza di attrarre gli animi; sente il freddo 
rabbrividire le sue opere grandiose, e tenta di avvivarle col forte chiaroscuro, incamminandosi irrequieta a 
stravolgere, contorcere, martoriare ogni forma. Invoca il sorriso della grazia, e trova la smorfia; vuole 
pararsi con gran magnificenza, e cade per pesantezza; si sforza di copiare l'antico, e ne fa la parodia: nelle 
convenzioni si offusca il vero, non brilla l'anima più, non arride l'ideale: tutta quell'arte, che non segue la 
natura, che sta oppressa sotto il peso delle memorie, si raggomitola, si raggrinza e raffredda, quasi le 
venissero meno i battiti della vita."Adolfo Venturi, “I Carracci e la loro Scuola,” in La vita italiana nel 
Seicento: conferenze tenute a Firenze nel 1894, ed. by Guido Falorsi (1895; reprint, Milano: Fratelli 
Treves, 1897), 247—268, p.248. 
28 “nella società degenere e guasta del seicento [tentarono di] ricondurre l’arte alla bellezza, chi con i piedi 
nel fango fissò gli occhi nel cielo.” Adolfo Venturi, “I Carracci e la loro Scuola,” in La vita italiana nel 
Seicento: conferenze tenute a Firenze nel 1894, ed. by Guido Falorsi (1895; reprint, Milano: Fratelli 
Treves, 1897), 247—268, p. 268. 
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artistic trends of their time but their art lacked creative force. Here Venturi's thinking 

reached an aporia: while he condemned Baroque artists for dismissing the imitation of 

ancient models, when the Carracci do follow artistic precedents (and avoid the bombast 

of properly Baroque art) this is still not enough to produce good art. After the 

Renaissance, even the imitation of ancient models cannot prevent art from being soulless: 

artists have become unable to experience reality directly and truthfully, which for Venturi 

is a necessary condition for the development of authentic art. The Carracci's conundrum 

mirrors that of some nineteenth-century artists who also looked back on the Ancients — 

Venturi singled out Academic, Romantic, and Pre-Raphaelite painters.29 Like the 

Carraccis, these modern artists wavered between imitation and novelty, producing 

emotionless art. With this mention of contemporary artists, Venturi inaugurated another 

important rhetorical topos in the reception of the Baroque: that of the (negative) 

similarities between Baroque and modern art.  

2.2. Stanislao Fraschetti's Bernini (1900) and the Photography of Baroque Sculpture 
in Italy 

The commemoration of the third centenary of Bernini’s birth elicited the publication of 

various studies on his work. Stanislao Fraschetti’s substantial monograph Bernini, 

published in 1900, was one of the most scholarly ones.30 Fraschetti, a student of Venturi, 

had been involved in the celebrations for Bernini’s centenary, and had published several 

articles on the Esposizione Berniniana and the other events that took place between 1898 

                                                
29 Adolfo Venturi, “I Carracci e la loro Scuola,” in La vita italiana nel Seicento: conferenze tenute a 
Firenze nel 1894, ed. by Guido Falorsi (1895; reprint, Milano: Fratelli Treves, 1897), 247—268, p. 268. 
30 Stanislao Fraschetti, Il Bernini, la sua vita, la sua opera, il suo tempo (Milano: U. Hoepli, 1900). 
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and 1899.31 Fraschetti’s Bernini expanded on Venturi’s 1894 article on the sculptor and 

used the same historical scheme that was implicit in the article on the Carracci.32 But 

unlike Venturi, Fraschetti, who died prematurely at age 27 in 1902, engaged in a critical 

dialogue with the two primary sources on Bernini’s life, the biographies written by 

Domenico Bernini, the son of the sculptor, and by Filippo Baldinucci, the seventeenth-

century art historian.33 The editors of Bernini’s Biographies have recently pointed out 

that “Fraschetti set the stage for later scholars by both criticizing the encomiastic aspects 

of the biographies and drawing upon them, at times completely collapsing his voice into 

Domenico's or Baldinucci without any sign to the reader.”34 Yet Fraschetti was 

methodologically groundbreaking because he critically approached primary sources, 

integrating them with archival work, a direct exam of Bernini's work, and historical 

contextualization. In a personal letter to Venturi, the journalist Ugo Ojetti characterized 

Fraschetti as a “genial disciple” of the art historian.35   

 Like Venturi, Fraschetti believed that the love for novelty that defined the 

seventeenth century was not paired with the capacity of “making visible the complex 

                                                
31 Stanislao Fraschetti, “Gian Lorenzo Bernini e la fontana di Trevi.,” Rivista d’Italia I, no. 12 (December 
15, 1898): 726—737; Stanislao Fraschetti, “L’ esposizione berniniana in Roma.,” L’ arte. II, no. IV—VII 
(1899): 276—279; Stanislao Fraschetti, “Notizie varie. Esposizione berniniana in Roma,” L’Arte II, no. I—
III (1899): 119; Stanislao Fraschetti, “L’esposizione Berniniana in Roma,” Rivista d’Italia II, no. 5 (May 
15, 1899): 112. 
32 “Introduzione di Adolfo Venturi," in Stanislao Fraschetti, Il Bernini, la sua vita, la sua opera, il suo 
tempo (Milano: U. Hoepli, 1900). 
33 “We have to record the death of Stanislao Fraschetti, on April 9, 1902, at the early age of twenty-seven. 
Fraschetti’s most notable work was a volume on Bernini. His other writings, chiefly upon Italian sculpture, 
have been published in L’Arte and other Italian journals. (L’Arte, 1902, pp.135-136).  Harold N. Fowler, 
“Archeological News, Notes on Recent Excavations and Discoveries; Other News,”American Journal of 
Archeology, vol. VII, 1903, p.102; Valentino Leonardi, “Stanislao Fraschetti: Ricordi,” L’Arte 5, no. III—
IV (1902): 135—136. 
34 Marteen Delbeke, Evonne Levy, and Steven F. Ostrow, eds., Bernini’s Biographies. Critical Essays 
(University Park: Penn State Press, 2006), p.1. 
35 "Ho trovato a Roma il volume del Fraschetti, bellissimo […]Ringrazia il tuo coltissimo e geniale 
discepolo per me.” Ugo Ojetti to Adolfo Venturi, October 24th, 1899, Fondo Adolfo Venturi- Carteggio, 
Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa. VT O b13,13. 
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feelings of souls,” so the art of the century was inevitably mendacious. 36 In this bleak 

context, some geniuses arose who went against the grain of the age: in painting, the 

Carracci, and in sculpture Bernini. To show how unusual Bernini’s work was in his time, 

Fraschetti presented it as guided by the twin principles of the “search for truth” and “the 

ideal of beauty of ancient art” — which were also of paramount importance for Venturi.37 

According to Fraschetti, after Santa Bibiana (1624-1626) Bernini abandoned these 

principles and his work became properly Baroque, as he produced sculptures that were 

“ostentatious and full of manneristic artifice.”38 

 Many reviewers pointed out that Fraschetti's work was novel for its lavish use of 

illustrations — reproductions of Bernini’s sketches and drawings, seventeenth- and 

eighteenth-century engravings — that framed and expanded on the arguments of the text, 

reinforcing its scholarly presentation.39 Published only six years after Venturi's own 

analysis of Bernini, which only had half-tone illustrations, Fraschetti's text also included 

a wide variety of high quality photogravures of Bernini's sculptures and buildings, both 

general views and details (Fig.2-8). These photographs, which were made by the 

commercial company Danesi of Rome, recorded all of Bernini’s artworks known at the 

                                                
36 “Era tutto un affanno, un soffio novatore, una febbre de’ tempi nuovi, ma […] ancora mancava il genio 
che estrinsecasse i sentimenti complessi delle anime.”Stanislao Fraschetti, Il Bernini, la sua vita, la sua 
opera, il suo tempo (Milano: U. Hoepli, 1900), p. 39. 
37 “[Bernini] svolgeva la sua attività meravigliosa su una via buona e ben segna quale era quella della 
ricerca del vero sposata all’ideale di bellezza dell’arte antica.” Stanislao Fraschetti, Il Bernini, la sua vita, 
la sua opera, il suo tempo (Milano: U. Hoepli, 1900), p.23. 
38 “[Maniera] sfarzosa e piena d’artifizio di cui vanno gonfi e pomposi gran parte de’ suoi infiniti 
lavori.” Stanislao Fraschetti, Il Bernini, la sua vita, la sua opera, il suo tempo (Milano: U. Hoepli, 1900), p. 
40. 
39 Rodolfo Renier, “Review of Stanislao Fraschetti, Il Bernini, la sua vita, la sua opera, il suo tempo 
(1900),” Giornale storico della letteratura italiana 36 (1900): 431—436, p. 432. On the role of 
photographic illustrations, see Estelle Jussim, Visual Communication and the Graphic Arts; Photographic 
Technologies in the Nineteenth Century. (New York: R. R. Bowker Co., 1974). 
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time.40 Through photography, Fraschetti’s book brought to the reader the entirety of 

Bernini’s production, dispersed between Rome, Naples, Florence, Siena, and Paris.  

 In the photographs by Danesi, sculptures were isolated from their architectural 

setting so the statue became the focal point of the picture. The strong lighting emphasizes 

the glistening whiteness of the marble, as well as the marked contrasts between 

illuminated and shadowed areas of the sculpture, underlining its subtle gradations of 

surface: for example, in the photograph of Bernini's David the smoothness of David’s 

limbs, the sheerness of his clothes, and the softness of his hair. The use of saturated black 

and white defines the modeling of the statue, and projects its mass from the backdrop, 

presenting it as an insistently tactile object. For this reason, Fraschetti’s book constitutes 

a precious source to identify the visual historiography of nineteenth-century Italian 

photography of Baroque sculpture, and to study not only how photographs influenced the 

understanding of seventeenth-century art, but also how scholarly interpretations of this 

period impacted the conventions used by photographers.  

 As Mary Bergstein has pointed out, photographs record the reception of sculpture 

in a certain moment in history, and therefore they should be studied as a “special area of 

art historiography.”41 As at the time of its invention photography was considered an 

“index of the obvious,” that is, a neutral vision untouched by personal opinions, it seemed 

particularly appropriate to document existent works of art, particularly sculptures.42 

                                                
40 Before the publication of his monograph, Fraschetti had curated an album of photogravures of Bernini’s 
work by Danesi. Bernini (Roma: Danesi, 1898). Although I have been unable to retrieve this volume, it is 
mentioned in Egidio Calzini, “Recensione. Stanislao Fraschetti, Bernini (Danesi),” Rassegna bibliografica 
dell’arte italiana II, no. 5—6 (June 1899): 130—131. 
41 Mary Bergstein, “Lonely Aphrodites: On the Documentary Photography of Sculpture,” The Art Bulletin 
74, no. 3 (September 1, 1992): 475—498, p. 484. 
42 The scholarship on the photography of sculpture is extensive: for general studies on the topic, see Rainer 
Michael Mason et al., Pygmalion photographe: la sculpture devant la caméra, 1844-1936 [avec 



 

115 

Sculpture was a perfect subject for the early photographers because it could overturn the 

limitations of the medium: as their exposure time was extremely long, early photographic 

techniques required that the model stay perfectly still, and sculpture’s narrow chromatic 

range and sharp reliefs were accurately conveyed in black and white photography.43 Yet 

sculpture presented a peculiar set of challenges, as photography translated a tactile 

experience of the artwork into a mere visual index, transforming a three-dimensional 

body into a two-dimensional image. While sculpture is viewed in context, the photograph 

decontextualizes it, and while statuary is better experienced when moving around it, 

photographic images force the viewer to take up a single point of view. Therefore, while 

the photograph of an engraving could pretend to be an unadulterated reproduction of the 

original, the photograph of a sculpture made immediately clear that it was not a mere 

record, but an interpretation, reinvention, and reformulation of the photographed object. 

                                                                                                                                            
contributions (Genève: Cabinet des estampes, Musée d’art et d’histoire, 1985); Eugenia Parry Janis, 
“Fabled Bodies: Some Observations on the Photography of Sculpture,” in The Kiss of Apollo: Photography 
& Sculpture, 1845 to the Present (San Francisco: Fraenkel Gallery, 1991), 9—23; Mary Bergstein, “Lonely 
Aphrodites: On the Documentary Photography of Sculpture,” The Art Bulletin 74, no. 3 (September 1, 
1992): 475—498; Geraldine A Johnson, The Very Impress of the Object: Photographing Sculpture from 
Fox Talbot to the Present Day (Leeds [England]: Henry Moore Institute, Centre for the Study of Sculpture, 
1995); Geraldine A Johnson, ed., Sculpture and Photography: Envisioning the Third Dimension 
(Cambridge [England]; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Maria Grazia Messina, ed., 
Scultura e fotografia. Questioni di Luce (Firenze: Alinari, 2001), 9—27; Roxana Marcoci, ed., The 
Original Copy: Photography of Sculpture, 1839 to Today (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2010). 
43 One of the earliest daguerrotypes by Louis Daguerre, Still life (1837) included a high relief and fragments 
of sculptures, and William Fox Talbot also took several pictures of statuettes, such as his Bust of Patroclus 
published in the The Pencil of Nature (1844-1846). Roger Fenton and Robert Macpherson were among the 
first photographers to conduct an extensive photographic campaign of sculptures, the former as the official 
photographer of the British Museum, the latter as the author of a photographic catalogue of the collection 
of Greco-Roman sculptures in the Vatican Museum, published in 1863. Marjorie Munsterberg, “A 
Biographical Sketch of Robert Macpherson,” The Art Bulletin 68, no. 1 (March 1, 1986): 142—153; 
Christopher Date and Anthony Hamber, “The Origins of Photography at the British Museum, 1839—
1860,” History of Photography 14, no. 4 (1990): 309—325; Ray McKenzie, “Scottish Photographers in 
Nineteenth-Century Italy,” History of Photography 20, no. 1 (1996): 33—40; Alistair Crawford, “Robert 
Macpherson 1814-72, the Foremost Photographer of Rome,” Papers of the British School at Rome 67 
(January 1, 1999): 353—403; Elizabeth Anne McCauley, “Fawning over Marbles: Robert and Gerardine 
Macpherson’s Vatican Sculptures and the Role of Photographs in the Reception of the Antique,” in Art and 
the Early Photographic Album (Washington [D.C.]: National Gallery of Art, 2011), 91—122. 
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Through the effects of lighting, angle of view, degree of close-up, and focus, as well as 

through the manipulation of the plate and the print, the sculpture could be made to signify 

in radically different ways.44  

 Although the photography of sculpture has been extensively explored in the 

literature, the lack of photographs of Baroque sculpture before the 1880s has eluded 

scholars. In my research I have found no records of photographs of Baroque sculpture 

before the last decade of the nineteenth century, when Italian photographers conducted an 

extensive campaign to record Baroque sculpture in Rome.45 In Italy, the firms Danesi, 

Brogi, Anderson, and Alinari specialized in the reproduction of works of art, including 

sculpture and architecture, and used different photographers under their trade name.46 All 

these companies were established around the 1850s, when the spread of the collodion 

processes facilitated the mass production of photographs. The 1865 catalogue of the 
                                                
44 Eugenia Parry Janis, “Fabled Bodies: Some Observations on the Photography of Sculpture,” in The Kiss 
of Apollo : Photography & Sculpture, 1845 to the Present (San Francisco: Fraenkel Gallery, 1991), 9—23, 
p.13. 
45 I have consulted multiple Italian photographic archives, such as the Fondazione Giorgio Cini (Venice), 
Fondazione Federico Zeri (Bologna), and Fondazione Roberto Longhi (Florence), to no avail. 
46 Michele Danesi (1809- 1887) moved to Rome from Naples, and in the capital of the Papal State he 
focused on the field of art reproduction, first lithography and then photography. After his death, his 
children continued the family activity, collaborating with the Vatican and with the Italian Education 
Ministry in the photographic reproduction of works of art. “Danesi nel Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani - 
Volume 32 (1986),” Treccani, l’Enciclopedia Italiana, accessed November 27, 2012, 
http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/danesi_(Dizionario_Biografico)/. Giacomo Brogi (1822-1881) opened 
his studio in Florence in 1860, and photographed views of Italy and the Holy Land. His sons managed the 
firm after his death, and were among the first to establish a set of guidelines to protect photographic 
copyright. Laure Boyer, “Giacomo Brogi (1822-1881), Carlo (1850-1925) and Alfredo (d. 1925)” in 
Encyclopedia of 19th Century Photography, ed. by John Hannavy (CRC Press, 2007), 217-218. The 
Florentine firm of the Alinari brothers was founded in 1854, and by 1855, when they won a prize in the 
Paris Exposition Universelle, they were recognized as of the most important European photographic firms. 
Using the collodion process, they specialized in portraits, landscape views, and reproduction of artworks. 
Filippo Zevi, ed., Alinari, Photographers of Florence, 1852-1920 (Florence: Alinari Edizioni, 1978), 17—
18; Fratelli Alinari  (Florence: Fratelli Alinari, 1993); Arturo Carlo Quintavalle, Gli Alinari (Firenze: 
Alinari, 2003).  Born Isaac Atkinson in England, James Anderson studied in Paris and installed in Rome in 
1838, adopting the name James Anderson in 1839. Anderson started as a photographer of landscape and 
architecture, and most of his output centers on the most famous buildings of Rome. After his death, his son 
Domenico continued the photographic activity. Piero Becchetti, “Una dinastia di fotografi romani: gli 
Anderson,” AFT. Semestrale Dell’archivio Fotografico Toscano no. 4 (1986): 56—67; Dorothea Ritter, 
Rom 1846-1870 : James Anderson Und Die Maler-Fotografen(Heidelberg: Edition Braus, 2005). 
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Alinari firm included a wide variety of photographs — representing architecture, 

paintings, engravings, views, portraits, Renaissance and modern sculptures, etc.— but 

none of them had Baroque subject matter.47 The catalogue of the photographs published 

by the firm Giacomo Brogi in 1878 and in 1885 by Adolphe Braun also documents which 

Italian artworks tourists, art historians, and photography collectors were interested in at 

the time. 48 In Rome, the Maison Brogi reproduced Classical and Renaissance 

architecture and statuary, but most of the Baroque heritage of the city went unrecorded: 

Brogi offered photographs of Bernini's Fountain of Piazza Navona and of Carlo 

Maderno's fountain in Saint Peter's square, but clearly their customers had no interest in 

Bernini and Borromini's architecture, and even less in Bernini’s sculptures. When 

photographing sculptures in Rome, the Maison Braun only focused on the Classical 

sculptures in the Vatican Museums, and the works of Michelangelo in Saint Peter's 

Basilica, Santa Maria sopra Minerva, and Saint Peter in Vinculis.49  

 Not only commercial photographers, but also those more interested in producing 

artistic photographs were indifferent to Baroque art. An example of this attitude is the 

                                                
47 Very few statues were photographed: significant exceptions are Cellini's Perseus and Michelangelo's 
David, whose photograph was offered in several formats, and modern sculptures, offered in stereographic 
views. The catalogue also offered a wide range of reproductions of drawings by Raphael, Andrea del Sarto, 
Leonardo, Dürer and other Renaissance painters in collections in Florence, Vienna and Venice. Fratelli 
Alinari, Catalogo generale delle fotografie publicate dai Fratelli Alinari di Firenze (Firenze : [Fratelli 
Alinari], 1865) 
48 Among the Uffizi collection, Brogi reproduced a wide variety of works by Renaissance artists, from 
Beato Angelico to Veronese, and also some paintings by classicizing seventeenth-century artists such as 
Annibale Carracci, or foreign Baroque painters such a Rembrandt, Rubens, or Van Dyck. Maison Giacomo 
Brogi, Catalogue général des photographies publiées par la Maison Giacomo Brogi de Florence. 
(Florence: Établissement Civelli, 1878). Adolphe Braun et Cie, Catalogue général des photographies 
inaltérables au charbon et héliogravures faites d’après les originaux peintures, fresques, dessins et 
sculptures des principaux musées d’Europe, des galeries et collections particulières les plus remarquables 
(Paris-Dornach: Braun, 1887), Cinquième Partie- Sculptures-Paris, p.543.  
49 The only works by Bernini that were reproduced by Braun were drawings, demonstrating that it was his 
draughtsmanship, rather than his sculpture or architecture, which at the time was deemed more interesting. 
Labeled as "modern sculptures" were only five works by the neoclassical sculpture Antonio Canova. 
Adolphe Braun et Cie, Catalogue général des photographies, p.548. 
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group of ‘Painter Photographers’ who met in the Caffé Greco in Rome.50 Their work is 

considered pioneering in the history of photography in Italy, and between 1847 and 1853 

they recorded the architectural and archeological remains of the city. In the photographs 

of the Caffé Greco group Rome is a city out of time, almost uncontaminated by 

modernity, with scarce testimonies of its Baroque and Neoclassical additions. Some 

exceptions are iconic views of the city like the Fountain of the Four Rivers, the Trevi 

Fountain, the Spanish Steps, Saint Peter's Square, and the Fountain of the Tritons, which 

were by then famous landmarks of the city. Photographers often juxtaposed Roman and 

Baroque monuments. For example, Giacomo Caneva's Tempio di Vesta in piazza Bocca 

della Verità [Temple of Vesta in piazza Bocca della Verità] (1847), is a view of the 

Roman temple — now identified as the Temple to Hercules rather than the Temple to 

Vesta — with the Fountain of the Tritons, completed in 1715 by the architect Carlo 

Francesco Bizzaccheri, in the foreground (Fig.2-9).51 Caneva's photograph records the 

architectural context of the Temple and its relation to the urban fabric of Rome. Yet 

Baroque artworks and buildings are not the focus of Caneva's photographs, and are only 

included as part of the Roman landscape rather than as the main subject matter.  

                                                
50 The Roman Photographic School was a group of Italian and foreign photographers who gathered in the 
Caffé Greco in via Condotti in the years between 1847 and 1853. Their leader, the French photographer 
Fréderic Flachéron, had developed a variety of Talbot's calotype that was particularly appropriate to the 
strong light and warm climate of Rome, and that was adopted by almost all the photographers in the group. 
Although most of them signed and dated their photographs, they often worked together, taking photographs 
of the same view even at the same time of the day. Anne Cartier-Bresson and Anita Margiotta, eds., Roma 
1850 : Il circolo dei Pittori Fotografi del Caffè Greco (Milano: Electa, 2004); Maria Francesca Bonetti, 
Chiara Dall’Olio, and Alberto Prandi, eds., Roma, 1840-1870: la fotografia, il collezionista e lo storico : 
fotografie della collezione Orsola e Filippo Maggia (Roma: Peliti, 2008). 
51 Many other photographers of the group used a similar viewpoint to Caneva's, for example Robert 
Macpherson, Tempio di Vesta (1857), albumen print; Eugène Constant, La fontana dei Tritoni e il Tempio 
di Vesta ripresi dalla piazza della Bocca della Verità (1848,), salt print from calotype; Frédéric Flachéron, 
La fontana dei Tritoni e il Tempio di Vesta ripresi dalla piazza della Bocca della Verità (1851), albumen 
print; James Anderson, La fontana dei Tritoni e il Tempio di Vesta ripresi dalla piazza della Bocca della 
Verità (1850-55), albumen print. 
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 It was only in the early 1890s that the catalogue of the Anderson firm began to 

include Baroque sculptures in its inventory. For example, among its "Views of Rome", 

the firm offered a photograph of Bernini's Saint Theresa and one of his equestrian portrait 

of Constantine, as well as views of the interior of the church of Saint Ignatius, the 

Baroque architectural masterpiece by Carlo Maderno.52 Some sculptures by Bernini were 

labeled as "Classical and Renaissance Sculptures", for instance San Gaetano in the 

church of Santa Maria del Popolo and Saint Benedict in the Monastery of Subiaco. None 

of these photographs of Baroque subject matter was available in the most prestigious 

"formato grandissimo" (33x22 inches) as Michelangelo's Mosé was, and were only 

printed in the format "normale" (8x10 inches). Yet their inclusion in the catalogue marks 

a change of course in the appreciation of Baroque sculpture. By this time, Anderson's 

rival firms Brogi, Danesi, and Alinari also began photographing Baroque statuary — this 

is what made possible the prominent inclusion of photographs in Fraschetti’s study. 

 It is not surprising that photographers started offering images of seventeenth-

century sculpture and architecture only after there was a burgeoning scholarly interest in 

the period. The diffusion of the collodion process, which allowed for an intensification of 

the tonal values of photography, also facilitated the photography of sculpture. A 

comparison with the calotypes used by the photographers associated with the Caffé 

Greco, such as the Laocoon by Giacomo Caneva, shows how photographic style acts to 

construct a specific understanding of sculpture (Fig.2-10). As the calotype process 

required a paper negative, its fibers are visible in the print and the image is highly 

textured. Thus, Caneva's photographs do not convey a strong sense of volume but rather 
                                                
52 Casa D.Anderson, Catalogo delle fotografie di Roma e suoi contorni di D. Anderson (Roma: Libreria 
Spithöver, 1891). 
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sculptures seem to dissolve into the background, sacrificing detail in order to achieve an 

artistic effect. By contrast, late nineteenth-century gelatin silver prints by Brogi, Alinari, 

Anderson, Braun, and Danesi emphasized the firmly modeled surface of Baroque 

sculpture and its clearly defined shape. Nineteenth-century art historical analyses also 

highlighted a set of traits in Baroque sculpture that were prominent in the photographs by 

Alinari, Brogi, Danesi, and other firms of the time: its preference for highly dramatic 

subject matter and theatrical gestures; its emphasis on mass rather than outline; and its 

flair for carving and molding. The photographs of Baroque artworks and buildings by 

Brogi, Alinari, Anderson, and Danesi are difficult to tell apart, as all made use of a 

similar vocabulary. These photographs were so ubiquitous that they could be said to 

embody — and determine — the views of the Baroque that scholars defended in the first 

years of the twentieth century.53 

  Fraschetti’s inclusion of multiple photographs of Baroque statuary and architecture 

in an art historical book was unprecedented in Italy, and Europe as well. For instance, 

while Wölfflin's Renaissance and Baroque (1888) included several illustrations, the vast 

majority were ground plans, elevations, and architectural details. The book included only 

four photographs of Baroque buildings (Fig.2-11).54 Riegl’s Die Entstehung der 

Barockkunst in Rom [The Origins of Baroque Art in Rome] (1908) did not include 

                                                
53 These views became canonical and were consistently included in art history monographs of the period 
throughout the first half of the twentieth century: for example, the same images that illustrated Stanislao 
Fraschetti’s monograph were used in Antonio Muñoz’ Roma Barocca, published almost twenty years later. 
Antonio Muñoz, Roma barocca, con 438 illustrazioni. ([1919] Milano; Roma: Casa editrice d’arte Bestetti 
& Tumminelli, 1928). 
54 Heinrich Wölfflin, Renaissance und Barock: Eine Untersuchung über Wesen und Entstehung des 
Barockstils in Italien (München: Theodor Ackermann, 1888). The photographs of Baroque buildings are on 
p. 33, 91, 103, and 120. Their credit line indicates Meisenbach, which might refer to the German 
photographer Georg Meisenbach (1841-1912) who had developed a technique for grid lithography after 
photographic plates. 
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photographs, probably because it was the posthumous transcription of lectures rather than 

a fully polished text.55 Yet by 1898, the articles on Bernini's centenary were richly 

illustrated, and prominently included photographs from the recent Brogi, Alinari, and 

Anderson photographic campaigns (Fig.2-12). 

 Despite his youth, Fraschetti was the only Italian art historian to be cited in Riegl’s 

study on the Baroque, albeit not very admiringly. In Riegl’s view, “[Fraschetti’s text’s] 

fails to offer what present-day art historical study needs: here, one would expect to find 

an explanation of the character and essence of the Italian Baroque style, for example." 

For Riegl, Fraschetti’s discussion was "amateurish, as he only sees in the Italian Baroque 

the decline of the Renaissance. He sees Bernini’s greatness exclusively in the fact that, 

notwithstanding periods out of favor, he was able to develop grandeur and originality.”56 

As the previous pages have shown, Riegl’s assessment was quite unfair. Fraschetti’s text 

was groundbreaking because it was the first monographic and scholarly study on a 

Baroque artist to be published in Italy, and it made use of all the research tools available 

to him at the time, including photography. Indeed, the Italian art historian Odoardo 

Hillyer Giglioli defined Fraschetti’s book as an “excellent symptom of the awakening of 

art history," because it helped to recover the importance of Bernini.57 Yet Riegl’s 

observation that the study of Fraschetti lacked a theoretical analysis of the “the essence of 

the Italian Baroque style” was true of all Italian art historical studies of the time, even of 

                                                
55 Alois Riegl, Die Entstehung der Barockkunst in Rom, ed. by Arthur Burda and Max Dvorák (Wien : A. 
Schroll, 1908), http://archive.org/details/dieentstehungd00rieg. 
56 Alois Riegl, The Origins of Baroque Art in Rome, trans. by Andrew Hopkins and Arnold Alexander 
Witte (1908; English trans. Los Angeles, Calif.: Getty Research Institute, 2010). 
57 "Dirò che questo è un bel libro, e un ottimo sintomo di risveglio nel campo della storia dell'arte. Da esso 
la figura del Bernini risorge dal non meritato oblio che seguì dopo la sua morte l'alto clamore da cui era 
stato festeggiato in vita." Odoardo Giglioli, “Un nuovo studio sul Bernini,” La Rassegna Nazionale CXIV, 
no. XXII (1900): 305—311, p.311. 
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those by Roberto Longhi and Lionello Venturi — whose work I will examine in chapter 3 

— who were methodologically more sophisticated than Fraschetti. Italian art history of 

the period centered on monographic studies of artists, and its focus was the Seicento — 

that is, a chronological marker — rather than the Baroque — a stylistic classification. 

 Fraschetti’s book revealed how Venturi and his students had begun to change their 

opinion on the art of the seventeenth century. Bernini also demonstrated that Venturi’s 

philosophy of history and methodology could not deal with seventeenth-century art 

without casting a select group of Baroque artists as Romantic geniuses fighting against 

their age. Venturi’s preface to Bernini argued that “[Bernini] walked by hysterics and 

visionaries like a victorious athlete with a brave heart. […] Society was a dwarf, and 

Bernini a giant,” but he did not explain how this was possible if art is, in his view, merely 

the reflection of its time.58 The new generation of art historians had to resort to a different 

art historical methodology and philosophy of history in order to account for the 

significance of post-Renaissance art.  

 In the first decades of the twentieth century, Venturi’s impact on the studies of the 

Baroque could be summarized as follows. Venturi understood that it was necessary to 

conduct an academic investigation of the art of the seventeenth century and albeit 

tentatively, he engaged in this study himself. As the de facto founder of Italian academic 

art history, Venturi also facilitated such investigations by creating an infrastructure that 

favored the exchange of ideas among Italian art historians and their foreign counterparts 

through graduate programs, study trips, international conferences, journals, museum 

                                                
58 “Passò tra gli isterici e i visionari come un vittorioso dai muscoli di atleta e dal cuor di leone. […] la 
società era nana, e il Bernini era un gigante.” Adolfo Venturi, “Prefazione,” in Il Bernini, la sua vita, la sua 
opera, il suo tempo, by Stanislao Fraschetti (Milano: U. Hoepli, 1900), V—VIII, p.V-VI. 
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catalogues, etc. As I will show in the next pages, the double reference to Croce and to 

German and Austrian formalism allowed the new generation of art historians to develop a 

methodology that could analyze the Baroque in a more positive light than the elder 

Venturi and his student Fraschetti. 

2.3. Benedetto Croce and the Seicento 

Although Venturi’s work was a catalyst for a younger generation to study the Baroque, 

Croce, Wölfflin, and Riegl defined their approach to that subject. It is impossible to 

overestimate the importance of Croce’s aesthetics for the generation of scholars who 

came of age at the turn of the century. 59 An extraordinarily prolific author, he 

corresponded with scholars throughout Europe. After the fascists’ ascent to power in 

1922, Croce became an ethical and political reference, as he led the intellectuals’ 

opposition to the regime from a position of national and international prominence.60  

 Croce began his intellectual career as a historian of Naples, but he soon became 

dissatisfied with the limits of erudite knowledge. In 1902, he published Estetica come 

scienza dell'espressione e linguistica generale [Aesthetics as a Science of Expression and 

General Linguistics], probably his most influential work both in and outside the field of 

philosophy.61 One of the central ideas of this treatise was that art is in itself a form of 

knowledge, rather than mere sensual pleasure or the vehicle for ethical, political, or 

                                                
59 Gianfranco Contini, L’influenza culturale di Benedetto Croce. (Milano-Napoli, R. Ricciardi, 1967); 
Giuseppe Galasso, Croce e lo spirito del suo tempo (Milano: Il Saggiatore, 1990). 
60 Carlo De Frede, Benedetto Croce, il Fascismo e la Storia: Saggi Storiografici (Napoli: De Simone, 
1983); David Ward, Antifascisms : Cultural Politics in Italy, 1943-46 : Benedetto Croce and the Liberals, 
Carlo Levi and the “Actionists” (Madison, N.J.: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1996); Fabio 
Fernando Rizi, Benedetto Croce and Italian Fascism (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2003). 
61 Benedetto Croce, Aesthetic as Science of Expression and General Linguistic (London, Macmillan and 
Co., Limited, 1909). The Italian first edition was published in 1902, and a second edition with corrections 
appeared in 1908. 
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metaphysical ideas. Croce argued that while art provides a different knowledge than the 

natural sciences, it is equally (if not more) important. The sciences classify facts and 

objects according to concepts, classes, and taxonomies, but art aprehends facts and 

objects as individual events, studying their unique character. Croce's interest in art as a 

form of knowledge and its conditions of possibility aligned him with Kantian 

transcendental philosophy and with authors like Wilhelm Dilthey, Heinrich Rickert, and 

Wilhelm Windelband, who at the time were redefining the role of the human sciences. As 

Mario Perniola has observed, Croce’s work was part of a wider project in which 

prominent philosophers of the time were involved: to legitimize the human sciences by 

establishing the cognitive primacy of philosophy.62 From Kant, Croce also derived the 

idea that art is autonomous and irreducible to other forms of human activity. This allowed 

him to set art up on a transcendental plane, and at the same time, to ground it as an 

irreplaceable part of the human experience.  

For Croce, art is not the result of a discursive elaboration of the intellect. Rather, 

an image, a color, a sound, a form appears to our senses without any conceptual 

mediation —as an intuition, which should not be confused with perception or with 

sensation. Perception cannot distinguish between the reality and falseness of its contents. 

Sensation is merely passive. Intuition, on the contrary, is a creative faculty that does not 

merely register but constructs its representation of external data. As Croce famously 

pointed out, it is impossible to have a strong intuition yet be unable to express it: "when a 

                                                
62 Mario Perniola, 20th Century Aesthetics: Towards A Theory of Feeling, trans. by Massimo Verdicchio 
(London-New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2012), p. 57-58. Original: Mario Perniola, L’estetica del 
Novecento (Bologna: Il Mulino, 1997). See also Paolo D’Angelo, L’estetica di Benedetto Croce (Roma: 
Laterza, 1982); Vittorio Stella, Forma e memoria: Croce, Venturi, Pirandello, Borgese (Roma: Ianua, 
1985); Paolo Orvieto, D’Annunzio o Croce: la critica in Italia dal 1900 al 1915 (Roma: Salerno, 1988). 
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thought is truly a thought [...] words run through our organism and stimulate muscles in 

our mouth and resonate in our ears; when music is truly music, it warbles in our throat 

and makes our fingers tremble over imagined keyboards; when a pictorial image is 

pictorially real, we are full of colored lymphs."63 In his theory, the material realization of 

the artwork is irrelevant: once an intuition has reached its adequate expression, its 

physical trace is only an aid for communication. From this premise Croce posited the 

absolute individuality of artistic objects. Regularity and repetition belong to the natural 

sciences. By contrast art, and human sciences in general, study unique facts and objects.  

This conclusion led Croce to reject the backbone of what then constituted 

European aesthetics and art criticism, that is, the classification of artworks in terms of 

genres, techniques, and styles relying on categories of the natural sciences such as 

‘evolution’ or ‘development.’ For Croce, aesthetic categories are “pseudo-concepts" that 

only have a practical usefulness because they catalogue artworks. They should not be 

used for aesthetic judgment: for instance, to negatively judge a painting of Caspar David 

Friedrich because it does not adequately illustrate Kant's concept of the sublime is for 

Croce an inappropriate, and ultimately useless, activity. The painting should be estimated 

on its own terms, rather than on its capacity to fit into an aesthetic category that has no 

transcendental justification. In Croce’s theory uniqueness and novelty are art's conditions 

                                                
63 “Noi non conosciamo altro che intuizioni espresse: un pensiero non è per noi pensiero se non quando sia 
formolabile in parole, una fantasia musicale se non quando si concreti in suoni, un’immaginazione pittorica 
se non quando sia colorita […] Non diciamo che le parole debbano essare di necessità declamate a voce 
alta, e la musica debba essere eseguita, e la pittura fissata sopra una tela o una tavola; ma è certo che 
quando un pensiero è veramente pensiero, quando è giunto alla maturità di pensiero, per tutto il nostro 
organismo corrono le parole, sollecitando muscoli della nostra bocca e risonando internamente al nostro 
orecchio; quando una musica è veramente musica, gorgheggia nella gola o freme sulle dita che scorrono su 
ideali tastiere; quando un'immagine pittorica è pittoricamente reale, siamo pregni di linfe che sono colori.” 
Benedetto Croce, “Breviario di estetica (1912),” in Nuovi saggi di estetica (Bari: G. Laterza & figli, 1926), 
3-87, p. 36-37. 
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of possibility. Thus, the only appropriate form of art criticism is to replicate, through a 

process of expression-intuition, the creative process of the artist. 

 Croce’s aesthetic theory had a liberating effect on young scholars of art. It was a 

definitive rebuke of preconceived precepts, hierarchies, and canons. It made it possible to 

study artworks and historical periods that were ignored or despised for their anti-classical 

aesthetic because an artwork was no longer measured against predetermined aesthetic 

categories. It is thus not a coincidence that Croce was also a pioneer in the re-evaluation 

of the literature of the Seicento, curating one of the first modern anthologies of its 

poetry.64 In the last decades of the nineteenth century he devoted several studies to the 

literature of the seventeenth century, at the same time as he was writing about 

contemporary poets and novelists like Gabriele D’Annunzio, Giovanni Pascoli, and 

Antonio Fogazzaro. Croce condemned the association between the Baroque and 

Decadentism, arguing that although there were common traits in Cavalier Marino and 

D’Annunzio, the latter exemplified what had changed since the Seicento.65  

                                                
64 Benedetto Croce, Lirici marinisti (Bari: G. Laterza, 1910). For the relation between Croce and the 
Baroque, see Marcello De Grandi, Benedetto Croce e il Seicento. (Milano: C. Marzorati, 1962); Roberto 
Gigliucci, Croce e il barocco (Roma: Lithos, 2011). Renato Serra accused this project of catering to the 
taste of the “hoi polloi”. Renato Serra, "Per un catalogo", La Voce, 22 dicembre 1910, in Scritti di Renato 
Serra, ed. by Giuseppe de Robertis (Firenze: Le Monnier, 1958), 76-77. 
65 “It is necessary to underline the limitations of these comparisons […] Because, similarities 
notwithstanding, Marinism is Marinism and D’Annunzianism is D’Annunzianism. Not only the artificious 
element, which is clear in both, is, as we said, different, because different are the premises of the culture of 
both eras; but even sensuality, which seems so similar, is different. In D’Annunzio’s sensuality resonate, 
inadvertently, all the spiritual experiences of the three centuries that have passed since the days of Marino 
up to today.” (“Ma conviene insistere sul limite di tali comparazioni [...] Perché, nonostante le somiglianze, 
il marinismo è il marinismo, e il dannunzianismo è il dannunzianismo. Non soltanto l'elemento artificioso, 
che si nota nell'uno e nell'altro, è, come si è accennato, diverso, perché diversi sono i presupposti di cultura 
delle due epoche; ma perfino la sensualità, che sembra tanto simile, è diversa. In quella dannunziana, com'è 
chiaro, vibrano inconsapevolmente tutte le esperienze spirituali dei tre secoli, che sono trascorsi dai giorni 
del Marino ai nostri.”), Benedetto Croce, “Sensualismo e ingegnosità nella lirica del Seicento (1910),” in 
Saggi sulla letteratura italiana del seicento, 2nd ed. ([1911] Bari: G. Laterza & figli, 1924), 379—433, p. 
433. 
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 Yet Croce’s reading of the seventeenth century was, in fact, informed by his 

assessment of Decadentism. For instance, in “I predicatori italiani del Seicento e il gusto 

spagnuolo” [The Italian Preachers of the Seventeenth Century and Spanish Taste], 

published in 1899, Croce argued that in seventeenth- century sermons “the ingenious and 

the marvelous (or the witty, according to the word of the time) were regarded, not as 

elements at the service of art, but as ends in themselves.” This implied that Seicento 

sermons were early instances of art for art’s sake and popular entertainment; in sum, an 

early example of Decadentism.66 The close relation between the most nefarious aspects of 

contemporary culture and the seventeenth century is even more evident in “Sensualismo e 

ingegnosità nella lirica del Seicento” [Sensualism and Inventiveness in the Poetry of the 

Seventeenth Century], published in 1910. "Sensualismo" indicates a tendency towards the 

representation of sensual effects, and "ingegnosità" a preference for witty effects that 

“tickle the intellect without really exercising it.”67 Both reveal that seventeenth-century 

poetry was a mere stylistic exercise, that is, not the expression of an authentic intuition 

but the adequacy to a conventional form. As I will show in the following sub-section, 

Croce’s criticism of the new tendencies of art history developed in Germany and Austria 

focused on their attention to the formal aspect of art. His criticism of Baroque literature 

thus mirrors his criticism of the main schools that were re-evaluating Baroque art. Both 

disregarded what he conceived of as the essence of art, its expressive nature, and focused 

on an irrelevant aspect, its material and style. 

                                                
66 "l'ingegnoso e il meraviglioso (o l'arguto, secondo la parola del tempo) venivano considerati, non più 
come elementi d'arte, ma come fini a sé stessi." Benedetto Croce, “I predicatori taliani del Seicento e il 
gusto spagnuolo (1899),” in Saggi sulla letteratura italiana del seicento, 161—193, p. 168. 
67 “solleticare l'intelletto senza veramente esercitarlo e nutrirlo nella ricerca e osservazione del vero.” 
Benedetto Croce, “Sensualismo e ingegnosità nella lirica del Seicento (1910),” 379—433, p.383. 
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 Some of Croce’s articles on the Seicento were republished as a book in 1911.68 In 

the preface, Croce pointed out that until the nineteenth century there had been a general 

rejection of the cultural and artistic products of the Baroque. Symbolism and 

Decadentism, however, rendered critics more sympathetic to the aesthetic values of the 

Seicento. However, Croce argued that the Baroque should not be praised or rejected, but 

studied as a specific historical phenomenon, “as a period of human history that as such 

cannot lack some positive value.”69 Yet Croce noted that although at the turn of the 

century there was a favorable climate for a reconsideration of the Seicento, the aesthetic 

categories that were employed were insufficient to understand the Baroque. Croce 

suggested two different correctives. The first was to take into account the truly innovative 

and important literary tendencies of the seventeenth century, rather than studying only 

“secentismo,” or what Croce termed “pseudo-poetry,” a tendency to bad taste that is 

present in every historical period. The second corrective was to avoid investigating 

“Secentismo” solely as a literary phenomenon, but rather to explore it “from the 

standpoint of social life."70 Croce was not suggesting that art and literature should be 

explained in terms of history, because, as his 1902 Estetica repeatedly underscored, 

aesthetic creation is not the result of historical forces. Rather, in encouraging critics to 

consider the culture in which aesthetic phenomena arise, he pointed out the irrelevance of 

                                                
68 Benedetto Croce, Saggi sulla letteratura italiana del seicento (Bari: Laterza, 1911). 
69 “Anche rispetto a questo periodo storico bisogna farla finita con le accuse e le difese, e mettersi a 
considerarlo nella sua oggettività, come un periodo della storia umana che, in quanto tale, non potette 
essere privo di qualche valore positivo." Benedetto Croce, “Prefazione,” in Saggi sulla letteratura italiana 
del seicento, vii—xxiii, p. xiii.  
70 "[la storia del secentismo] conviene considerarla piuttosto dal punto di vista sociale, come un aspetto 
della vita cortigiana, in relazione al cerimoniale che questa coltivava e ai giuochi nei quali si dilettava; e, in 
particolare, della vita cortigiana d'Italia del tempo dell'umanesimo; il quale, staccando le forme espressive 
dal contenuto, induceva a elaborarle cosi staccate e, perciò, a sforzarle ed esagerarle." Benedetto Croce, 
“Prefazione,” in Saggi sulla letteratura italiana del seicento., 2nd ed. ([1911] Bari: G. Laterza & figli, 
1924), vii—xxiii, p. xviii. 
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a normative judgment about Secentismo: for example, fashionable Baroque writers 

should not be condemned because of their use of hyperbole, because in the culture in 

which their literature was born such exaggerations were necessary.  

 This call for prudence did not prevent Croce from arguing that the literature of the 

Seicento should be studied with sympathy but without excessive enthusiasm. As he 

observed, 

The literature of the seventeenth century is not a decadent production in the 
absolute sense that we have criticized before; but in its empirical and relative 
sense, it is definitely a literature of decadence. Not only does it often suggest 
more than it is actually able to say; but even in what it suggests and says, it is an 
art and literature deprived of ethical feeling, and it has worked, under its 
luxuriating appearance, in a restricted and limited manner.71 

 

What effect did Croce’s studies on the Baroque have on the new generation of art 

historians? Firstly, although he criticized studies that reflected contemporary fads, 

Croce's aesthetics gave legitimacy to a historical analysis that connected the Baroque 

with the immediate past or the contemporary situation. Up to the mid-nineteenth century 

the Baroque was conceived of as a rupture in a seamless historical development, but 

beginning with the fin de siècle — and in this sense Croce was very much aligned with 

his contemporaries — it began to be viewed as a seminal moment in the origin of modern 

consciousness. Croce’s parallels between the Baroque and Decadentism underscored this 

viewpoint. Secondly, by exploring these similarities on the basis of elements intrinsic to 

the artwork — rather than tracing parallels between the historical, political, and cultural 

                                                
71 "La letteratura del Seicento non è produzione di decadenza nel significato assoluto che abbiamo di sopra 
criticato; ma in significato empirico e relativo, è, di certo, letteratura di decadenza. Non solo essa accenna 
sovente più di quel che effettivamente dia; ma anche in quel che accenna e in quel che dà, è un'arte e una 
letteratura priva di sentimento etico, opperò, sotto apparenze lussureggianti, assai ristretta e povera." 
Benedetto Croce, “Prefazione,” in Saggi sulla letteratura italiana del seicento., 2nd ed. ([1911] Bari: G. 
Laterza & figli, 1924), vii—xxiii, p. xxi. 
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situation of the seventeenth and the nineteenth centuries — Croce also indicated the way 

in which anachronistic analogies could be traced by decontextualizing the artwork and 

focusing on its individuality. As I will show in next chapter, Croce’s approach resonated 

with new art historical methodologies that were of great interest for Roberto Longhi, the 

son of Adolfo Venturi, Lionello, and other Italian art historians of the next generation.  

 Even more importantly, while Croce rarely mentioned examples of figurative art in 

his essays, his works forced art historians to reflect upon the theoretical presuppositions 

of their discipline.72 Croce’s Breviario di estetica [Breviary of Aesthetics], published in 

1912 as a summary and corrective of his aesthetic theory, devoted an important section to 

art history and criticism. In the Estetica, judging art was simply to reproduce the artist's 

intuition; by contrast in the Breviario, the activity of the critic is defined as establishing 

whether an artwork is indeed an artwork or not. In Croce's famous formulation, the critic 

must indicate if “there is an artwork a,” that is, if what the critic is experiencing is an 

example of intuition-expression or not.73 Thus Croce’s aesthetic theory gave legitimacy 

to the profession of the art historian and art critic, who were no longer considered mere 

commentators inevitably inferior to the creative genius. If art historians and art critics are 

able to penetrate into the essence of a work of art, it is because they possess the same 

intuitive-expressive ability as the artist who created it. The act of judging an artwork is a 

form of production, akin to the act of creating it. For Croce, the task of the critic is then 

not to write the biography of the artists but to reveal the emotional and conceptual import 

of the artwork. Thus, in his 1917 essay “La riforma della storia artistica e letteraria" 

                                                
72 On Croce’s analysis of art criticism, see Vittorio Stella, “Le arti visive nel pensiero di Croce: storia, 
teoriche, critica,” in Forma e memoria : Croce, Venturi, Pirandello, Borgese (Roma: Ianua, 1985), 83-144. 
73 “c’è un'opera d'arte a." Benedetto Croce, “Breviario di estetica (1912),” in Nuovi saggi di estetica., 2. ed. 
accresciuta. (Bari: G. Laterza & figli, 1926), 3—87, p.79. 
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[“The Reform of Artistic and Literary History”] Croce condemned approaches that aimed 

to make sense of artworks only on the basis of their links to historical facts, treating art as 

a document of the history of philosophy, culture, and politics — in brief, the approach 

used by Venturi and some of his students. 

  Many of Croce’s ideas resonated with the practice of art history among younger 

Italian art historians. For Croce, only monographs and essays did justice to the 

uniqueness of artistic creation. His condemnation of large historical overviews agreed 

with the form of minute analysis that Adolfo Venturi’s students were conducting, moving 

away from the wide scope investigations of their teacher. Croce’s lack of interest in the 

technical and material aspects of artwork was also easily integrated with the strongly 

formalistic import of the new Italian art history, although Croce himself rejected their 

emphasis on the formal aspect of artworks.  

However, the adoption of Croce’s point of view by art historians was deeply 

problematic. Croce was very skeptical — and very vocal — about the possibility of 

writing a history of art. His emphasis on artistic personality and his criticism of the 

historical explanation of artists and their artworks, which were in Croce’s view 

spontaneous products of human activity rather than causally produced by social, 

economic, or historical factors, inevitably clashed with the deep-seated presupposition of 

the discipline that art has, indeed, a history. Croce also condemned the two basic tenets 

on which art history had been founded since Giorgio Vasari’s Lifes: style and form. For 

Croce, when art historians and critics use the notion of style to account for changes in an 

artist’s career, they imply that it was his context rather than his spontaneous will what 

determined variations in his practice. As Croce observed, although “in every historical 
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period there are certain practical, emotional, moral, and cultural tendencies and 

dispositions that could be considered common or general," art and style are not a 

"function of these currents," but they transform them, "combining these tendencies with 

others, or reinforcing them, or contrasting them, and so, in brief, transcending them.”74 

From Croce’s identification of intuition and expression derived the impossibility of 

distinguishing in an artwork its content from its formal aspect.75 However, 

connoisseurship, the horizon within which Italian art historians still worked, was born in 

opposition to fin de siècle aesthetic criticism, which emphasized the emotional import of 

an artwork’s subject matter. Thus, art historians tended to be suspicious of appeals to pay 

attention to the content of the artwork, and as I will show in the next section, they instead 

favored the liberating import of formal analysis. 

2.4. "To understand Artists from Within": the Reception of Formalism in Italy 

Although Adolfo Venturi corresponded with many German-speaking art historians, 

including Heinrich Wölfflin and Franz Wickhoff, he was not persuaded by their 

innovative methodology and considered it too fascinated with “the auras of 

metaphysics.”76 Yet formalism led young Italian art historians out of the antinomies of 

                                                
74 "che nelle varie età storiche si diano certe correnti pratiche, passionali, morali, culturali, certe tendenze e 
disposizioni, che si possono chiamare comuni o generali, non si contesta, perché è cosa ovviamente 
indubitabile [...]Senonché l'arte o lo stile artistico non è in funzione di coteste corrente [...] ma in funzione 
solo di sé stessa, e perciò sempre essa le trasforma, combinandole con altri elementi o temprandole o 
comprimendole o contrastandole e, insomma, le supera.” Benedetto Croce, Storia dell’età barocca in 
Italia : pensiero-poesia e letteratura vita morale ([1929] Bari: G. Laterza,, 1957), p.503. 
75 As Croce put it, “in art, one must distinguish content from form, but they cannot be separately considered 
as artistic, because what is artistic is their relation, that is, their unity.” (“contenuto e forma debbono ben 
distinguersi nell’arte, ma non possono separatamente qualificarsi come artistici, appunto per essere artistica 
solamente la loro relazione, cioè la loro unità”), Benedetto Croce, “Breviario di estetica (1912),” in Nuovi 
saggi di estetica., 2. ed. accresciuta. (Bari: G. Laterza & figli, 1926), 3—87, 33. See also Benedetto Croce, 
“Il carattere di totalità della espressione artistica (1917),” in Nuovi saggi di estetica., 2. ed. accresciuta. 
(Bari: G. Laterza & figli, 1926), 120—146. 
76 Adolfo Venturi, Memorie autobiografiche (Milano: U. Hoepli, 1911), p.197. 
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the double influence of Venturi and Croce. Although their works were not translated into 

Italian in the period under review, the influence of the methodologies developed by 

Wölfflin, Riegl, and their students is apparent in the changes that Italian art history 

underwent in the first decades of the twentieth century. This is particularly visible in 

academic studies of the Baroque. I will not argue that Italian art historians first became 

interested in the Baroque through reading Wölfflin and Riegl’s analyses. As I have shown 

in Chapter 1, there was widespread interest among Italian intellectuals in this style since 

the late nineteenth century. Rather, I claim that the methodological changes implemented 

by German-speaking art historians allowed their Italian colleagues to develop new ways 

of approaching artworks that were key for the birth of new, and distinctively Italian, 

analyses of the Baroque. 

 Before examining the reception of Wölfflin and Riegl in the Italian context, it is 

important to note that the terminology used to define their methodologies was, and still is, 

ambiguous. Italian critics frequently referred to Wölfflin’s method as ‘pure visibility’ and 

Riegl’s as ‘formalism.’ The aesthetics of Adolf von Hildebrand and Konrad Fiedler were 

regularly cast in terms of Wölfflin’s method of pure visibility. This differs from 

interpretations in Anglo-American historiography. For example, Anglo-American 

scholars often refer to Wölfflin as a “formalist.”77 If with this term we refer to a 

methodology that “holds that intrinsic qualities — qualities within the work, having no 

reference to the outside world — make it good or bad,” then Wölfflin and Riegl’s books 

do not qualify, as they generally avoid value judgments and connect the artworks’ formal 

                                                
77 Daniel Adler, “Painterly Politics: Wölfflin, Formalism and German Academic Culture, 1885-1915,” Art 
History 27, no. 3 (2004): 476-477; Evonne Levy, “The Political Project of Wölfflin’s Early Formalism,” 
October no. 139 (Winter 2012): 39-58. 
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features with their social and historical context.78 There is a tendency in the 

historiography of art history to identify any scholar who accepts the notion of “style” as a 

“formalist.”79 But this renders unclear the difference between art historians who use style 

as one of many elements in their analyses and relate formal qualities to their historical 

context, from those who consider stylistic analysis as the only meaningful object of 

study. Michael Podro has suggested that the term ‘formalism’ not be used to define a 

methodological approach, as art is at the same time "context-bound yet irreducible to its 

contextual conditions.” When art historians do not pay enough attention to context, Podro 

argued, their analysis becomes an example of formalism, but "that is a failure, and it is 

not intrinsic to the enterprise.” 80 To avoid ambiguities, in what follows, I will mention 

explicitly when I am referring to Wölfflin’s school, or to Riegl’s. I will use the term ‘pure 

visibility’ only to refer to the work of Fiedler and Hildebrand, who were the precursors of 

these new methodologies.  

However, despite the ambiguities related to the term ‘formalism,’ the young 

Italian art historians whose work I will examine in chapter 3 did share a particular 

attention to the formal qualities of art. This was in opposition to the style of criticism 

practiced by Croce — which focused on the aesthetic intuition that had sparked off the 

creation of an artwork — or to that of the Decadentist art writers like Gabriele 

D'Annunzio — who instead took as their subject the emotions provoked by the artworks 

on the viewer.  

                                                
78 The definition of “formalism” is cited from one of the standard handbooks of art history: Sylvan Barnet, 
A Short Guide to Writing about Art (New Jersey: Pearson, 2008), p. 258. 
79 An example is Andrea Pinotti, “Formalism and the History of Style,” in Art History and Visual Studies in 
Europe: Transnational Discourses and National Frameworks, ed. by Matthew Rampley, Thierry Lenain, 
and Hubert Locher, Brill’s Studies in Intellectual History (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 75—90. 
80 Michael Podro, The Critical Historians of Art (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982), p.xx and xvii. 



 

135 

‘Pure visibility’ (reine Sichtbarkeit), the approach to artworks proposed in the late 

nineteenth century by the philosopher Konrad Fiedler, the sculptor Adolf von Hildebrand, 

and the painter Hans von Marées, was of crucial importance in the development of art 

historical methodologies that questioned connoisseurship.81 Pure visibility was based on 

the psychological theories of Johann Friedrich Herbart, a student of Kant who postulated 

that sensations are the primary mode of access to the world, and that they trigger in the 

mind a process of re-elaboration of the external world. In art (which for Herbart is 

primarily based on sight) this re-elaboration is not a reproduction of the forms that exist 

in nature, but rather a creation of new forms according to a coherent set of formal 

relations. Fiedler historicized a Kantian approach to perceptual knowledge, so that in his 

system these forms change in time instead of remaining constant. For Fiedler, art is a 

form of intuitive knowledge of the world, and it is independent from any moral or 

political values. Its task is solely to isolate the visual aspect of experience, giving it clear 

and autonomous form.82 Thus, the work of art should be considered primarily as a formal 

construction of lines and colors. Hildebrand articulated this theory in more detail, 

applying the theoretical principles developed by Fiedler to the practice of sculpture, 

                                                
81 Konrad Fiedler, On Judging Works of Visual Art, trans. by Henry Schaefer-Simmern ([1876] Berkeley: 
Univ. of California Press, 1957); Adolf Hildebrand, The Problem of Form in Painting and Sculpture, trans. 
by Max Meyer and Robert Morris Ogden ([1893] New York: G.E.Stechert & Co., 1907). Some articles of 
thinkers associated with pure visibility have been translated into English in Harry Francis Mallgrave and 
Eleftherios Ikonomou, eds., Empathy, Form, and Space: Problems in German Aesthetics, 1873-1893 (Santa 
Monica, CA: Getty Center for the History of Art and the Humanities, 1994). An anthology on pure 
visibility that includes articles by German, Austrian, and Italian art historians is Roberto Salvini, ed. La 
critica d’arte della pura visibilità e del formalismo (Milano: Garzanti, 1977). See also Lionello Venturi, 
“La pura visibilità e l’estetica moderna,” L’Esame II, no. 11 (February 1923): 73–88; Mary Pittaluga, “Pura 
visibilità e critica d’arte,” Scuola e Cultura (April 10, 1933): 180 et seq.; Carlo Ludovico Ragghianti, 
“Introduzione,” in L’attività artistica; tre saggi di estetica e teoria della “pura visibilità,” by Conrad 
Fiedler (Venezia: N. Pozza, 1963), 10–43; Giuliano Ercoli, “La critica d’arte in Italia fra crocianesimo e 
pura visibilità,” Antichità viva XXVI, no. 5–6 (1987): 5–11. 
82 Roberto Salvini, ed., “Introduzione,” in La critica d’arte della pura visibilità e del formalismo (Milano: 
Garzanti, 1977), 7—61, p.16. 
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which he described from the point of view of the producer and the viewer rather than in 

normative terms. In The Problem of Form (1893) Hildebrand entered into a debate with 

proponents of positivist art theories, who argued that art should represent the world as it 

is. For Hildebrand, rather, artistic expressions should be described as phenomena, paying 

attention to the relation between the observed object and the viewer: as he wrote, "the 

impression of form which is aroused by the visual appearance of the object is always a 

product, not only of the object's actual form, but of the illumination, the environment and 

the changing point of view."83 Like Fiedler, Hildebrand was a follower of Kant, and he 

pointed out that sight is not a mode of access to the world as it is but rather that “we do 

not see mechanically; it is the contribution of ideas which makes for us out of the retinal 

image a significant picture.”84  

 Connoisseurs used formal analysis as a philological tool in order to attribute an 

artwork to a specific artist. For art historians whose approach was based on pure 

visibility, instead, formal analysis was the primary mode of access to the organizational 

principles of experience at a given moment in time. This implied that — although the 

aesthetic preferences of Fiedler and Hildebrand leaned towards Classical and Renaissance 

art — the formal organization of art through time was the preferred object of study, and 

that normative judgments of taste had no universal validity. This rejection of normative 

condemnations of entire periods of art positively influenced two students of pure 

visibility, Wölfflin and Riegl, whose analyses of the Baroque occupy a prominent role in 

my investigation. 

                                                
83 Adolf Hildebrand, The Problem of Form in Painting and Sculpture, trans. by Max Meyer and Robert 
Morris Ogden ([1893] New York: G.E.Stechert & Co., 1907), p. 33. 
84 Adolf Hildebrand, The Problem of Form in Painting and Sculpture, trans. by Max Meyer and Robert 
Morris Ogden ([1893] New York: G.E.Stechert & Co., 1907), p. 43-44. 
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 Wölffin first works focused on the analysis of stylistic constants and was more 

interested in the collective tendencies that led artists of a given time and space to produce 

artworks in a specific style, rather than in specific artists or artworks.85 As the 

philosopher Carlo Antoni has indicated, Wölfflin's theory of the different "ways of 

seeing" attributed to the Latin and to the Nordic people was part of a broader German 

intellectual trend. Wölfflin and his contemporaries such as Max Weber, Oswald Spengler, 

and Wilhelm Worringer, among others, searched for a mediation between spiritualism 

and positivism around the concept of "type," which transcended the immediate aims of 

individual personalities and rather centred on the common stratum of cultural 

manifestations in a given period.86 For Wölfflin, it is not the individual artist who 

determines the form of the artwork, but a painting or building rather embodies almost 

spontaneous processes of change that are out of the artist's control. In Renaissance and 

Baroque (1888) Wölfflin labeled these processes with the term "style", which is the 

projection into artistic forms of a historically-bound sense of physicality; for example, the 

connections between a specific people (Volk) and the system of proportions that it uses in 

its architectural production. 

                                                
85 The literature on Wölfflin is extensive. Some relatively recent bibliography is: Marshall Brown, “The 
Classic Is the Baroque: On the Principle of Wölfflin’s Art History,” Critical Inquiry 9, no. 2 (December 1, 
1982): 379–404; Joan Hart, “Reinterpreting Wölfflin: Neo-Kantianism and Hermeneutics,” Art Journal 42, 
no. 4 (December 1, 1982): 292–300; Martin Warnke, “On Heinrich Wölfflin,” Representations no. 27 (July 
1, 1989): 172–187; Frederic J. Schwartz, “Cathedrals and Shoes: Concepts of Style in Wölfflin and 
Adorno,” New German Critique no. 76 (January 1, 1999): 3–48; Daniel Adler, “Painterly Politics: Wölfflin, 
Formalism and German Academic Culture, 1885–1915,” Art History 27, no. 3 (2004): 476–477; Evonne 
Levy, “The Political Project of Wölfflin’s Early Formalism,” October no. 139 (Winter 2012): 39–58; 
Michela Passini, “«Italien und wir». Heinrich Wölfflin et le sentiment germanique de la forme,” in La 
fabrique de l’art national : le nationalisme et les origines de l’histoire de l’art en France et en Allemagne, 
1870-1933 (Paris: Maison des sciences de l’homme, 2012), 113–141. 
86 Carlo Antoni, “Wölfflin,” in Dallo storicismo alla sociologia (Firenze: Sansoni, 1951), 211–234, p.216-
217. 
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  After the publication of Renaissance and Baroque Wölfflin spent a period of time 

in Paris, where he became acquainted with the work of Hippolyte Taine. In Taine, 

Wölfflin found a new philosophical framework for his investigations, a theory of stylistic 

change that was not deterministic but still took into account social psychology and 

historical context.87 In 1889, however, Wölfflin met Hildebrand. Wölfflin’s acceptance of 

Hildebrand’s pure visibility conflicted with the historicist approach to stylistic change 

that he had adopted up to that moment. His Classic Art: An Introduction to the Italian 

Renaissance (1898) and Principles of Art History (1915) were indebted to Hildebrand 

and Fiedler’s theories. This is particularly evident in his coinage of concepts like 

“pictorial” or “tactile” — which describe the relation between the beholder and the 

artwork, rather than the qualities of the artwork itself. Wölfflin’s first writings are all but 

formalist in nature, but these did not impact Italian scholarship as much as his later ones, 

in which historical change is justified by reasons immanent, rather than external, to the 

work of art. Yet Wölfflin’s analyses avoided the exclusive focus on the artwork that was 

the trademark of art historians working in Italy, such as Bernard Berenson and Roberto 

Longhi.  

 The Vienna School of art history — led by Franz Wickhoff, Riegl and Max 

Dvorák, among others — was also partially based on the theory of pure visibility.88 

                                                
87 Michela Passini, “«Italien und wir». Heinrich Wölfflin et le sentiment germanique de la forme,” in La 
fabrique de l’art national : le nationalisme et les origines de l’histoire de l’art en France et en Allemagne, 
1870-1933 (Paris: Maison des sciences de l’homme, 2012), 113–141. 
88 On the history of the Vienna School of Art, see Meyer Schapiro, “The New Viennese School: 
Kunstwissenschaftliche Forschungen, II.Edited by Otto Pächt,” The Art Bulletin 18, no. 2 (1936): 258–266; 
Leopold David Ettlinger, Stefan Krenn, and Martina Pippal, eds., Wien und die Entwicklung der 
Kunsthistorischen Methode (Wien: Böhlau, 1984); Christopher S Wood, The Vienna School Reader: 
Politics and Art Historical Method in the 1930s (New York: Zone Books, 2000); Jaś Elsner, “The Birth of 
Late Antiquity: Riegl and Strzygowski in 1901,” Art History (2002): 358–379; Matthew Rampley, The 



 

139 

However, the Viennese school underscored even more emphatically the historical nature 

of formal principles. In the model of art that was central to the art historical discipline 

from Vasari and until Hegel, what comes before sets the stage for what comes later: art 

has an incremental development until it reaches the High Renaissance. After that, only 

the undoing of form, only decadence, is possible. By contrast, the theory of pure visibility 

considered every artistic manifestation as testimony to a particular perceptual formation. 

Following this lead, art historians of the Vienna School engaged in systematic studies on 

Medieval, Mannerist, and Baroque art, as well as on ivories, textiles, weapons, and other 

objects of study which had until then been deemed unworthy of scholarly investigation. 

The systematic exclusion of "questions of taste and aesthetic," as Matthew Rampley has 

observed, became a defining trait of the Viennese School.89 

 Riegl’s questioning of traditional values, his interest in so-called ‘decadent’ 

periods and his attention to applied arts should also be read in relation to the overturning 

of classical theories of value that were being developed at the time in the Viennese 

intellectual milieu.90 This explains why Riegl studied artworks not as having an absolute 

value in themselves, but as documents of the development of human production: for these 

purposes, a medieval calendar was as rich in insights as a cathedral. Riegl’s famous and 

                                                                                                                                            
Vienna School of Art History: Empire and the Politics of Scholarship, 1847-1918 (University Park, Pa.: 
Penn State Press, 2013). 
89 Matthew Rampley, “Art History and the Politics of Empire: Rethinking the Vienna School,” The Art 
Bulletin 91, no. 4 (2009): 446–462, p.446. 
90 Riegl’s methodology and objects of interest were informed by his studies in the Austrian Institute of 
Historical Research, where he was a student of Theodor von Sickel and Moritz Thausing, and by his 
experience working in the Museum für Angewandte Kunst (Museum of Applied Arts). Most importantly 
was his undergraduate training as a lawyer in the University of Vienna. His professors were developing, 
with their colleagues in the Economy department, a Neo-Kantian revision of classical theories of economic 
value and law. Particularly influential on these revisions was the reception of the theories of the physicist 
Ernst Mach, who rejected the ontological nature of matter, a tenet of Newton's classical theory of physics, 
and gave way to the recognition of the phenomenological nature of facts and the artificial nature of 
classical models of rationality. 
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ambiguous concept of Kunstwollen (will to art, intention to art) — which he developed to 

solve the dualism between the immanence of artistic creation and its relation to its social 

context— should not be read as a new attempt to define artistic development in 

metaphysical terms. Rather, it is used as a hermeneutic principle in order to make sense 

of the continuous change of motifs and styles over time.91 This concept aimed to 

overcome the theories of positivist scholars like Gottfried Semper, for whom historical 

change in art was explained solely by changes in techniques and materials.92 By 

emphasizing the role played by will, Riegl called attention to the importance of the 

spiritual principle of art, pointing out that artistic intentions and taste vary geographically 

and temporally.  

 As Gianni Carlo Sciolla has pointed out, there was a substantial convergence in 

research interests between young Italian, German, and Austrian art historians. They were 

interested in unexplored periods of art, in the history of art criticism, in applied arts, and 

they had close relations with museums and other institutions devoted to conservation.93 

However, young Italian art historians adapted the innovations of Austrian and German art 

history to a Crocean framework. Croce was an early commentator of the theory of pure 

visibility, publishing an article on Fielder, Hildebrand, and von Marées in 1911.94 Here 

he questioned the usefulness of the concept of ‘visibility,’ in that it was unable to explain 

the spiritual origins of artistic production, which, as I have demonstrated in the previous 

section, was his primary interest. Pure visibility seemed excessively empirical to Croce, 
                                                
91 Sandro Scarrocchia, Oltre la storia dell’arte: Alois Riegl vita e opere di un protagonista della cultura 
viennese (Milano: C. Marinotti, 2006), p. 70. 
92 Gottfried Semper, Stil in dem technischen und tektonischen Künsten; oder praktische Ästhetil (Style in 
the technical and tectonic arts; or, Practical aesthetics, 1860-1863) 
93 Gianni Carlo Sciolla, La critica d’arte del Novecento (Torino: UTET libreria, 1995). 
94 Benedetto Croce, “La teoria dell’arte come pura visibilità (1911). - Nota: un tentativo eclettico nella 
storia delle arti figurative (1919),” in Nuovi saggi di estetica. (Bari: G. Laterza & figli, 1926), 235—257. 
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and he also criticized attempts, such as Wölfflin’s, to integrate the theories of Fielder and 

Hildebrand with a more theoretical approach.  

 Croce and Wölfflin had the literary critic Karl Vossler as a common friend, but this 

did not prevent Croce from strongly criticizing Wölfflin. Croce found that Wölfflin’s 

proposal to combine a history of culture with a history of vision was unable to explain the 

intuition-expression at the core of an artwork.95 Wölfflin’s “history without names" and 

“history of styles” were at odds with Croce’s monographic approach to the artistic 

personality. Croce accused Wölfflin’s concepts of the “Classical” and the “Baroque” of 

being “abstract,” and of losing sight of the “dialectical nexus of content and form.”96  

 Art historian Sandro Scarrocchia has argued that the methodological innovations of 

the Vienna School took time to be accepted among Italian art historians due to the 

importance of the figure of Croce and the desire of these young scholars not to renounce 

his theories.97 One of the first figures to attempt the combination of a Crocean aesthetic 

with the Vienna School methodology was Pietro Toesca, Roberto Longhi's undergraduate 

advisor. A medievalist, Toesca was conversant with paleography, epigraphy, 

                                                
95 From the correspondence between Croce and the German philologist Karl Vossler, it appears that in 
1919, Croce was well informed of the work of Wölfflin previous to Principles of Art History, but not of this 
1915 book. In a letter dated July 30th 1919, Croce anticipates his objection to Wölfflin’s methodolgy as 
leading to an “abstract artistic history." Letter from Croce to Vossler, dated Naples, 30th July 1919. 
Benedetto Croce and Karl Vossler, Epistolario Croce-Vossler, 1899-1949, trans. by Elsa Manassero 
(Buenos Aires: G. Kraft, 1956), p. 172. 
96 “nesso dialettico di contenuto e forma”. Benedetto Croce, “La teoria dell’arte come pura visibilità (1911). 
- Nota: un tentativo eclettico nella storia delle arti figurative (1919),” in Nuovi saggi di estetica. (Bari: G. 
Laterza & figli, 1926), 235—257, p.256-257. In a 1919 letter, Vossler responded to Croce’s criticism of 
Wölfflin by pointing out that the abstract character of the art historian’s theories was justified by his 
rejection of the most common approaches to art history: the emphasis on biography or on the materials of 
artworks and the production of “impressionist-sentimental gibberish,” and the “mystical and mysticizing 
ramble of journalist art critics.” Letter of Vossler to Croce, dated Munich 11 August 1919. Benedetto Croce 
and Karl Vossler, Epistolario Croce-Vossler, 1899-1949, trans. by Elsa Manassero (Buenos Aires: G. 
Kraft, 1956), p.175. 
97 Sandro Scarrocchia, Oltre la storia dell’arte: Alois Riegl vita e opere di un protagonista della cultura 
viennese (Milano: C. Marinotti, 2006), p.97. 
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iconography, and philology.98 His method could be summarized with his motto “prima 

conoscitori, poi storici.” (“First connoisseurs, then historians”): the attentive perusal of 

the artwork must prevail over the reconstruction of its cultural context, in order to 

identify, through stylistic and archival evidence, the authorship of a particular object.99 

Toesca made explicit his preference for Classical art but also the importance of studying 

all historical periods with equal detachment, as important moments in history — an 

approach similar to that used by Croce to justify his interest in the literature of the 

Seicento. But Toesca also acknowledged his debt to Riegl, because the Viennese art 

historian had questioned the notion of "decadence" and paid attention to the 

transformations of art in time. Toesca pointed out that thanks to Riegl, it had become 

clear that critics cannot judge the artworks of the past according to their own artistic 

preferences, but must instead study all of them as testimonies of an "aesthetic intent" 

("intenti estetici", an almost literal translation of Kunstwollen).100  

 It is note-worthy that the new art historical methods were often introduced into Italy 

through reviews by art historians who followed Croce’s theories, particularly those who 

were interested in the Baroque. For example, Riegl’s lessons on the Roman Baroque were 

reviewed in L’Arte in 1908, the same year in which they were published in German.101 

                                                
98 Toesca had studied with Arturo Graf and graduated with a thesis entitled Precetti d’arte italiani. Saggio 
sulle variazioni dell’estetica nella pittura dal XIV al XVI secolo [Italian Art Precepts. Essay on the 
Variations of the Aesthetic in the Painting from the fourteenth to the sixteenth century] (1898), in which, 
unlike his teacher, he was extremely sympathetic to symbolism. In 1900, however, Toesca began graduate 
studies with Adolfo Venturi, and his work soon lost the symbolist overtones of Precetti. Pietro Toesca, Gli 
affreschi della Cattedrale di Anagni (Rome: Ministero della Pubblica Istruzione, 1902). On Toesca, see 
Giovanni Romano, Storie dell’arte: Toesca, Longhi, Wittkower, Previtali (Roma: Donzelli, 1998). 
99 Roberto Longhi recalls this expression in Roberto Longhi, “Omaggio a Pietro Toesca,” Proporzioni, III, 
1950, V-XV. 
100 Pietro Toesca, Storia dell'arte italiana, 1. Il Medioevo. Dalle origini cristiane alla fine del secolo VIII 
(Torino: UTET, 1927). 
101 Antonio Muñoz, “Recensioni-Alois Riegl, Die Entstehung Der Barockkunst in Rom,” L’Arte no. 11 
(1908): 391—392. 
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Antonio Muñoz, a Byzantinist who studied with Venturi, lauded the new insights 

provided by Riegl’s book and agreed with its terminology, although he criticized its 

schematic character. Observing that most of the art of the seventeenth century was 

unexplored at the time, Muñoz argued that the negative view of the Baroque had created 

a widespread prejudice against seventeenth-century culture that needed to be broken. 

Muñoz considered Riegl’s book as a first step in that process, although he anticipated that 

more thorough investigations on the period would disprove many of Riegl's conclusions.  

 What is particularly relevant is that from these new methodologies, young Italian 

art historians did not derive a specific reading of the Baroque. Rather, they appropriated a 

particular approach to the analysis of works of art. Wölfflin and Riegl’s “art history 

without names,” formal analysis, and the notion of style allowed for the de-historicization 

of Baroque art from its immediate historical context and put it in relation with the art of 

later periods, underscoring its formal similarities. Proponents of a more historicized 

analysis, such as Adolfo Venturi, were unprepared for these forms of anachronism, 

because their approach was based on the assumption that an artwork is the product — and 

the expression — of a specific conjunction of race, class, social milieu, and historical 

moment.102 Croce’s method of analysis cut the links between the work of art and its 

context, but by paying no heed to its material aspect and only focusing on the intuition 

that produced it, an artwork could only be studied as an unrepeatable event, isolated from 

the continuum of history. By contrast, the notion of style that Wölfflin and Riegl 

employed did not consider the artwork as a unique expression of its age, but underscored 

its relations with precedent and successive artworks. Wölfflin and Riegl’s methods, 

                                                
102 Hippolyte Taine, Histoire de la littérature anglaise (Paris: Hachette, 1863). 
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through their attention to the form rather than the subject matter of the artwork, made 

possible to speculate on how an artwork resembles, in its appearance, an artwork 

produced at a much later date.  

 It is not a coincidence that Wölfflin and Riegl’s analyses were interspersed with 

observations on the similarities between Baroque art and that of contemporary 

movements. For instance, in Renaissance and Baroque, Wölfflin underscored the 

similarities between the spirit of the Baroque and that of the operas of Richard Wagner, a 

comparison that Nietzsche had already mentioned, as I pointed out in chapter 1. In 

Principles of Art History, Wölfflin noted the resemblance between Rembrandt and 

Monet's painting, in that both represented "a triumph of seeming over being.”103 Riegl’s 

The Origins of Baroque Art in Rome was also punctuated with comparisons with modern 

art. For example, he observed that the Italian Baroque had influenced secessionist 

architecture — probably a reference to the subway stations by Otto Wagner (1894-1898), 

with their domes, heavily ornamented entrances, and elliptical oculi, combining flatness 

and curvilinearity like the architecture of Bernini and Borromini (Fig.2-17).104 A central 

tenet of Wölfflin and Riegl was that the modern age began with the Baroque, and that this 

is evident in the formal features of the art of both periods.  

 Yet formalism came to be embodied in Italy not by Wölfflin or Riegl but by the 

American connoisseur Bernard Berenson.105 Berenson, who moved to Italy in the 1880s, 

                                                
103 Heinrich Wölfflin, Principles of Art History : The Problem of the Development of Style in Later Art., 
trans. by Marie Donald Mackie Hottinger ([1915] New York: Dover, 1950), p. 21-22. 
104 “The Italian Baroque even influences the very modern secessionist architectural style with its simple 
architectonic features.”Alois Riegl, The Origins of Baroque Art in Rome, trans. by Andrew Hopkins and 
Arnold Alexander Witte (1908; English trans. Los Angeles, Calif.: Getty Research Institute, 2010), p.96. 
105 On Berenson, see Barbara Cinelli, “Arte e letteratura: fra Bernard Berenson e Gabriele d’Annunzio 
(1896-1901),” in Il Marzocco: carteggi e cronache fra Ottocento e avanguardie, 1887-1913 : atti del 
seminario di studi, 12-13-14 dicembre 1983, ed. by Caterina Del Vivo (Firenze: L.S. Olschki, 1985); 
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was well known to Italian art historians: Lionello Venturi began to correspond with him 

as early as 1908, while Longhi did the same in 1912. In a letter to the Italian writer and 

cultural animator Giuseppe Prezzolini, Longhi pointed out that the most innovative art 

critics working in Italy — Ardengo Soffici, Henri de Prureaux, and Emilio Cecchi — had 

been inspired by the work of Berenson.106 Although he was not interested in the art of the 

Baroque, Berenson’s analyses of Renaissance art included constant comparisons with the 

works of recent artists: for example, in The Central Italian Painters of the Renaissance 

(1897) he wrote that "the exquisite modeling of Cézanne [...] gives the sky its tactile 

values as perfectly as Michelangelo has given them to the human figure."107 Berenson’s 

essays provided Italian art historians with a methodology and a vocabulary that could do 

justice to the compositional innovations of modern art.108 This was so because, unlike 

historians like Venturi, Berenson's analyses focused on the specific vocabulary of 

paintings — for example their "tactile values," a term with an origin in pure visibility, or 

"space- composition."  

 Berenson’s comparisons between the art of the past and that of the present were, 

like Wölfflin and Riegl’s, a form of productive anachronism that was possible because he 

                                                                                                                                            
Sydney J. Freedberg, “Some Thoughts on Berenson, Connoisseurship, and the History of Art,” I Tatti 
Studies: Essays in the Renaissance, 3 (1989): 11–26; Hayden B.J. Maginnis, “The Role of Perceptual 
Learning in Connoisseurship: Morelli, Berenson, and Beyond,” Art History 13, no. 1 (March 1990): 104–
117; Laura Iamurri, “Berenson, la pittura moderna e la nuova critica italiana,” Prospettiva no. 87/88 
(1997): 69–90; Ian Verstegen, “Bernard Berenson and the Science of Anti-Modernism.,” Art Criticism / 
Publ. by Department of Art, State University of New York at Stony Brook. (1999): 9–22; Rachel Cohen, 
Bernard Berenson: A Life in the Picture Trade (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013). 
106 Letter of Roberto Longhi to Giuseppe Prezzolini, May 10, 1912. Roberto Longhi and Giuseppe 
Prezzolini, Roberto Longhi, Giuseppe Prezzolini. Lettere, 1909-1927, ed. by Maria Cristina Bandera Viani 
and Elisabetta Fadda (Parma: Monte Università Parma, 2011), p. 26. 
107 Bernard Berenson, The Central Italian Painters of the Renaissance (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 
1897), p.101. See also Mary Ann Calo, Bernard Berenson and the Twentieth Century (Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 1994). 
108 Laura Iamurri, “Berenson, la pittura moderna e la nuova critica italiana,” Prospettiva no. 87/88 (1998-
1997): 69—90.  
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focused on the specific vocabulary of a painting, paying attention to its visual 

characteristics instead of contextualizing an artwork within its historical, political, and 

economic conditions. Berenson provided another model for the merging of art history and 

art criticism that Longhi and his generation yearned for. As the writer Emilio Cecchi 

observed in a letter to Giovanni Boine, another writer of the La Voce group,  

Among the most fruitful readings that I have done in recent times is that of 
Berenson, a most intelligent English [sic] critic. He understands art, he 
understands artists from within, in the form. We still understand them too much 
according to the model of [Francesco] De Sanctis, we transform them too quickly 
into ordinary men, so much so that they might easily have not been artists but 
expressed themselves in other ways.109  

 
Cecchi identified the contribution of Berenson — and formalist studies in general — to 

Italian art criticism. By analyzing art "from within," rather than as a product of a 

particular cultural configuration, formalist critics provided a new method of study that 

treated art as an activity with a special status, not as a cultural product among others. 

Formalism made it possible to develop forms of analysis not only of the art of the past — 

art history — but also of the art of the present — art criticism, because its attention to the 

aspect of artworks did not demand the temporal distance that is necessary for historical 

evaluation. Finally, a formalist approach avoided the pitfalls that were so prominent in 

the studies on Bernini at the turn of the nineteenth century, which treated him as a 

maverick artist moving against the current of the Baroque era. By focusing on the optical 

                                                
109 "Fra le letture più proficue che negli ultimi tempi ho fatte c'è il Berenson, un critico inglese serratissimo; 
quello capisce l'arte, quello capisce gli artisti dal di dentro, nella forma; noi li comprendiamo ancora troppo 
alla De Sanctis, li traduciamo troppo alla lesta in puri uomini, tanto che potrebbero benissimo non essere 
più artisti, essersi espressi in altri modi." Letter from Emilio Cecchi to Giovanni Boine, December 6, 1912, 
Carteggio II. G. Boine - E. Cecchi (1911-1917), M.Marchione and S.E.Scalia eds. (Rome: Edizioni di 
Storia e Letteratura, 1971), p.20. My cursives. 
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qualities of the artwork, the question of the relation between an artist and his age was no 

longer relevant. 

2.5. The 10th International Congress of Art History (1912) 

By 1912, the study of Baroque and contemporary art were already considered parallel 

issues, as could be seen at the 10th International Congress of Art History that convened in 

Rome in that year. Organized by Adolfo Venturi, the Congress brought to Italy an array 

of international scholars, such as Henry Thode, Fritz Saxl, Walter Friedländer, and Aby 

Warburg, among others, who exchanged views with Italian colleagues such as Lionello 

Venturi, Corrado Ricci, Mario Salmi, Giuseppe Fiocco, and Antonio Muñoz. The 

Congress provided the opportunity to share the most groundbreaking discoveries in the 

field, but also to compare the situation of the discipline in different national contexts and 

to discuss methodological innovations. The talks were given in various languages and 

covered a wide range of historical periods.110 

 One of the most important aspects of this congress was the delivery of 14 papers 

on the art of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The themes spanned from Italian 

sculpture to French engravers, from the painting of Poussin to the influence of Marino's 

poetry, from the impact of El Greco on Italian painting to the presence of foreign artists 

in Rome, from Italianesque Swedish architecture to English landscape painters of the 

eighteenth century. The 10th Congress witnessed the definitive establishment of the 

Baroque as a legitimate field of study. As Adolfo Venturi remarked, although until then 
                                                
110 Atti del X Congresso internazionale di storia dell’ arte in Roma. L’Italia e l’arte straniera. (Roma: 
Maglione e Strini, 1922). The conference proceedings were published at this late date because the outbreak 
of the war made communications between art historians difficult and problematic. On this congress, 
see Susanne Adina Meyer, “«L’Italia e l’arte straniera». Temi, polemiche e prospettive del X Congresso 
Internazionale di Storia dell’Arte (Roma 1912),” Annali di Critica d’Arte- Identità nazionale e memoria 
storica: le ricerche sulle arti visive nella nuova Italia 1861 - 1915 no. IX (2013): 333–346. 



 

148 

the period of art after Vasari had received scant attention, it was time to study it “without 

academic limitations, without partisan predilections.”111  

 Indeed, the issue of academic fads, and the dangers of an interference of 

contemporary preferences in the study of the Baroque, was a constant thread during the 

Congress. The Hungarian art historian Tibor Gerevich, for example, after briefly 

reviewing the studies of the Baroque developed in German-speaking countries, 

questioned Riegl’s interpretation of the period. Gerevich took issue with Riegl's emphasis 

on the "subjectivism" of the Baroque, arguing that this interpretation merely indicated the 

similarities between Baroque and contemporary culture, and was not a truly historical 

assessment of the period.112 Lionello Venturi also observed how the interest in the art of 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was as partial as that for the Quattrocento for the 

previous generation. Although the art market and the wider public were enamored with 

these centuries, Venturi argued that art critics should adopt a strong position and clarify 

the true value of the artworks they study without following non-academic influences.113 

As I will show in the next chapters, the issue of fads, crazes, and vogues will be a 

constant in the discussion over the Baroque in the following decades. Anti-Baroque 

scholars had to accept that their contemporaries were fascinated by the seventeenth 

century, but they considered this phenomenon a passing fad. Scholars who were 

                                                
111 Adolfo Venturi, “Programma generale per l’edizione delle fonti dell Storia dell’arte italiana,” in Atti del 
X Congresso internazionale di storia dell’ arte in Roma. L’Italia e l’arte straniera. (Roma: Maglione e 
Strini, 1922), 497—500, p. 500. 
112 “[Il barocco] appare oggi per noi, a prima impressione, soggettivo, perché sta vicino, perché corrisponde 
ai nostri sentimenti, ai nostri gusti soggettivi.”Tiberio Gerevich, “Questioni sull’arte barocca e sulla pittura 
bolognese,” in Atti del X Congresso internazionale di storia dell’ arte in Roma. L’Italia e l’arte straniera. 
(Roma: Maglione e Strini, 1922), 385—397, p. 386. 
113 Lionello Venturi, “Contro la moda nell’estimazione delle opere d’arte,” in Atti del X Congresso 
internazionale di storia dell’ arte in Roma. L’Italia e l’arte straniera. (Roma: Maglione e Strini, 1922), 
445—448. 
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interested in the Baroque, by contrast, argued that it was not a mere fashion but an 

essential part of the Italian cultural heritage. Great part of the debate on the Baroque in 

the 1920s and 1930s, then, would be devoted to assess whether the interest in the 

Baroque was a mere craze, or a key rediscovery of an integral part of the Italian tradition.  

 Lionello Venturi’s contribution to the 10th International Congress was one of the 

few theoretical, rather than historical, papers.114 He pointed to a key pitfall resulting from 

trying to follow the latest trends in art historical studies: the lack of interest in 

contemporary art. Venturi observed that art historians with true historical sense should be 

able to identify the valuable aesthetic products of their own age. This argument provoked 

lively debate. Some participants responded that fashion was often beneficial; changes in 

modern art often led to the rediscovery of past periods, as exemplified by the impact of 

Édouard Manet’s interest in Diego Velázquez on art historians’ research. Others, more 

interestingly, argued that contemporary art should not be the topic of historical studies, 

because it is not yet historicized.115 Venturi responded to these observations by arguing, 

in true Crocean fashion, that the work of the historian is not only to describe and explain 

an artwork, but also to judge it. Appealing to Croce's aesthetic, Venturi reiterated the 

necessity of historicizing contemporary art: “To affirm that contemporary art is not part 

of the historical field is the necessary and logical consequence of the mechanic and 

positivistic conception of history. But those who do not base their analyses on positivist 

                                                
114 Stefano Valeri, “La polemica di Lionello Venturi al Convegno del 1912,” Annali di Critica d’Arte- 
Identità nazionale e memoria storica: le ricerche sulle arti visive nella nuova Italia 1861 - 1915 no. IX 
(2013): 403–415. 
115 A German art historian, however, pointed out that in most German universities there was already a 
course of art from the 1800 to the 1900s. Indeed, Venturi's observation was particularly pertinent for the 
Italian context, in which the study of the most recent art was inevitably given a small space in courses that 
aimed to cover the development of "modern art", that is, of post-Renaissance art up to the contemporary. 
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philosophy are perfectly right in believing that the art created today has to be assessed by 

the historian.”116  

 Yet Croce’s philosophy was hardly compatible with the formalism that young 

Italian critics used to question Adolfo Venturi’s positivism. Croce published his most 

penetrating commentary on the new Italian history of art in 1919.117 He criticized the 

tendency towards specialization in the study and criticism of the arts, questioning not 

only the use of the categories of "style" and "genre," but also the distinction between 

poetry, architecture, and the visual arts into separate fields of study.118 Because of this 

erroneous specialization, Croce pointed out, art historians and critics "no longer perceive 

a painting, an artwork, or an aesthetic act, but lines, colors, tones, lights and shadows, 

chiaroscuro, sfumato, and so on."119 

 What Croce found most problematic in the formalistic tendencies of art historians 

was that they focused on one aspect of the artwork instead of treating it as an organic 

whole. Croce responded to those who claimed that formalist criticism is more “concrete” 

than the analysis of the spiritual origins of the artwork that he championed. By avoiding 

any assessment of the spiritual content of the artwork, these critics only wrote a history of 

artistic procedures, that is, a history of styles. This is a “history of abstractions” that 

focuses on general tendencies instead of analyzing individual artworks and artistic 

                                                
116 Lionello Venturi, “Contro la moda nell’estimazione delle opere d’arte,” in Atti del X Congresso 
internazionale di storia dell’ arte in Roma. L’Italia e l’arte straniera. (Roma: Maglione e Strini, 1922), 
445—448, p. 448. 
117 Benedetto Croce, “La critica e la storia delle arti figurative e le sue condizioni presenti (1919),” in Nuovi 
saggi di estetica., 2. ed. accresciuta. (Bari: G. Laterza & figli, 1926), 261—280. 
118 Benedetto Croce, “La critica e la storia delle arti figurative e le sue condizioni presenti (1919),” in Nuovi 
saggi di estetica., 2. ed. accresciuta. (Bari: G. Laterza & figli, 1926), 261—280, p. 261-264. 
119 “Ed ecco che allora ciò che essi riescono a cogliere non è più pittura, non più opera d’arte, non più un 
atto estetico, ma linee, colori, tonalità, luci ed ombre, chiaroscuro, sfumato, e via discorrendo.” Benedetto 
Croce, “La critica e la storia delle arti figurative e le sue condizioni presenti (1919),” in Nuovi saggi di 
estetica., 2. ed. accresciuta. (Bari: G. Laterza & figli, 1926), 261—280, p. 264. 



 

151 

personalities, an activity that has “cultural and practical” rather than “aesthetic” 

import.120 For Croce, what renders formalist art history particularly suspect is that it does 

not judge the value of artworks and artists, precisely because it justifies every work as 

necessary for historical development. Croce pointed out that young art historians had 

initiated a revision of Baroque art because they disparaged the art of Raphael and 

Leonardo and were very interested in the “Impressionism, Cubism, Futurism, and 

Decadentist art of today."121 Thus, he observed, since formalism was not theoretically 

equipped to engage in judgments of value, it ended up relying on personal preferences 

when choosing its objects of study. In Croce’s view, the only antidote to this tendency is 

to render art history and art criticism more “philosophical”: it is not enough to know the 

historical development of art, the critic/historian has also to be conversant with aesthetic 

theories. Only art historical studies that analyze the development of painting in 

theoretical, rather than material, terms, can distinguish between true artists and “the mass 

of imitators, plagiarists, mechanical combiners […] the followers of programs, and 

founders of schools, and morbid dilettantes of sensations and oddities: which all provide 

material of interest to the history of culture but little or none to the history of art 

proper.”122 

                                                
120 “qualcosa che per sé non è più estetico, ma culturale e pratico.” Benedetto Croce, “La critica e la storia 
delle arti figurative e le sue condizioni presenti (1919),” 261—280, p. 270. 
121 “l’arte impressionistica, cubistica, futuristica, e in genre, decadentistica odierna.”Benedetto Croce, “La 
critica e la storia delle arti figurative e le sue condizioni presenti (1919),” 261—280, p. 273. 
122 “urge promuovere per la pittura e per le altre arti figurative, di sceverare le vere e geniali personalità 
artistiche (relativamente poche come in poesia) dalla turba degli imitatori, dei plagiarî, dei meccanici 
combinatori, dei pittorici «versaiuoli», che dipingono e scolpiscono per occasione e commissione, e non 
perché «detta dentro», degli intellettualisti autori di «arte nuova», e programmisti, e fondatori di scuole, e 
morbosi dilettanti di sensazioni e di bizzarrie: tutti fornitori di molta materia alla storia della cultura, ma di 
scarsa o nulla a quella dell’arte propriamente detta.” Benedetto Croce, “La critica e la storia delle arti 
figurative e le sue condizioni presenti (1919),” 261—280, p. 279. 
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 These methodological differences notwithstanding, Croce had a significant 

influence on the generation of art historians who came of age in the first decade of the 

twentieth century. As the next chapter will show, the vast majority of these art historians 

adopted Croce’s aesthetics as their theoretical framework, but combined (and modified) it 

with new methodological approaches to the analysis of artworks developed primarily by 

German and Austrian art historians. Ultimately, the influence of Croce forced Italian art 

historians into a contradictory position because it was incompatible with the tenets of the 

discipline. Croce’s theory of intuition focused on the individual act of creation at the 

expense of the relation between the artwork and tradition, the artwork and its genre, in 

sum, the artwork and history. From Croce’s perspective, creative personalities have no 

historical debts, and their creations are autonomous from influences and precedents. This 

tenet is unacceptable for art historical thinking, which instead argues for a degree of 

continuity, a chain of development between successive artists. By contrast, the method of 

formal analysis developed by the followers of Heinrich Wölfflin and Alois Riegl 

provided young Italian critics and art historians with ways of analyzing the unique 

qualities of artworks, but at the same time allowed them to develop a history of schools 

and of artistic genealogies. 

 As I will show in the next chapter, the parallel issues of the history of Baroque art 

and the criticism of contemporary art were integral to a crucial methodological question 

in Italian art history: how to transform Croce’s philosophy of history in response to new 

types of formal analyses. The art historians who are the focus of the next chapter, 

Roberto Longhi and Lionello Venturi, sought to make such a synthesis by combining a 

formalist methodology with the tenets of Croce’s aesthetics. This led to the rediscovery 
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and attribution of a constellation of Baroque artworks, particularly by Caravaggio; to the 

identification of the Seicento as the origin of modernity; and to the positing of affinities 

between Baroque and contemporary art. However, these similar starting points led 

Longhi and Venturi to strikingly different notions of art history, which in turn resulted in 

diverse ideological constructs of the Baroque. 
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CHAPTER 3: Baroque Futurism: the Seicento as the Origin of Modern 
Art on the eve of the First World War 

 

Alfred J. Barr’s 1936 diagram illustrating the development of modern art is well known 

(Fig.3-1). What is less familiar is his chart showing the “Italian Sources of Three Great 

Traditions of European Painting,” which he published in the catalogue of Italian Masters, 

an exhibition of modern Italian art that he organized at the Museum of Modern Art in 

1940 (Fig.3-2).1 In this scheme, Vincent Van Gogh, Édouard Manet, Paul Cézanne, and 

Georges Seurat are the direct heirs of Baroque art. As Raffaele Bedarida has shown, in 

the aftermath of Second World War the concept of ‘Renaissance’ was repeatedly evoked 

to signify the re-birth of Italian art after fascism.2 Yet in Barr’s 1940 genealogical tree of 

modern art, the Baroque linked Italy’s artistic legacy to twentieth-century modernism.  

 The incorporation of the Baroque into the history of modernism was by no means 

Barr’s innovation. Umberto Boccioni, for example, made similar use of the genealogical 

chart in 1913, when he published a cheat sheet of art history in the journal Lacerba 

(Fig.3-3).3 Like Barr, Boccioni placed Baroque painters as mediators between the 

Renaissance and modern art. In this chapter, I will trace the intellectual origins of this 

particular understanding of the Baroque as the starting point of modernism, and its 

relation to the Futurist milieu. It might only be a coincidence that it was in 1909 – a 

couple of months after the publication of the Founding Manifesto of Futurism – that the 

                                                
1 Italian Masters Lent by the Royal Italian Government, January to March, 1940. (New York: The Museum 
of Modern Art, 1940). 
2 Raffaele Bedarida, “Operation Renaissance: Italian Art at MoMA, 1940–1949,” Oxford Art Journal 35, 
no. 2 (June 2012): 147–169, p. 157. This article is the only full-length study of the problematic political 
context of this exhibition. 
3 Umberto Boccioni, “Per l’ignoranza italiana. Sillabario Pittorico,” Lacerba no. 16 (August 15, 1913): 
179–181, p. 179-180. 
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art historian Lionello Venturi published a crucial article in which he argued that the 

seventeenth century was not a dead letter, but rather the beginning of the modern era.4 

This approach was novel in Italian art history. Scholars and critics of the previous 

generation had either cast the Baroque as an ancestor of decadentism—that is, in Michael 

Löwy’s words, as a movement “against the tide of modernity”—or as a period worthy of 

philological study only for the sake of historical completeness, not as a generator of novel 

forms of art.5 

 In this chapter, I will focus on two young Italian art historians: Roberto Longhi and 

Lionello Venturi. Both were students of Adolfo Venturi, Lionello’s father. Drawing on 

Croce’s theories, they developed two different ways of understanding the task of the art 

historian and two different interpretations of Italian art of the seventeenth century. To 

clarify the similarities and differences between their two approaches, I will explore how 

different was their reading of the work of Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio, who was 

being re-discovered at the time after a period of critical neglect. I will show how Venturi 

and Longhi’s divergent interpretations of the Baroque generated strikingly different 

interpretations of modern art. Although both argued that Baroque art represented the 

beginning of modernity, they differed on which art movement could be considered 

properly modern. Since the 1910s and throughout the rest of his career Venturi was a 

champion of French Realism and Impressionism, and in the period under review he 

argued that Courbet, Millet, and Manet were the heirs of Baroque painting. Conversely, 

Longhi was in the first decades of the century an enthusiastic defender of Futurism. For 

                                                
4 Lionello Venturi, “Il 1609 e la pittura italiana,” La Nuova Antologia 144, no. 912 (Dicembre 1909): 613–
619. 
5 Michael Löwy, Romanticism against the Tide of Modernity (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001). 
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Longhi the Baroque was a national issue. At the time, Longhi was reflecting on the art 

historical tropes of “Latinity” versus “Germanism,” and his analysis of the relation of the 

Baroque to Futurist aesthetics needs to be considered in light of this meta-narrative. For 

Venturi, on the other hand, modernity was a cosmopolitan tendency, and the Baroque was 

the cultural vehicle through which Italian art was dessiminated throughout Europe. 

 On the eve of the First World War, Longhi and Venturi’s discussion of the Baroque 

and modernity as quintessentially Italian or quintessentially international was particularly 

timely. Why did the Baroque become a problem at that particular historical juncture? 

What changes—at the level of methodology and philosophy of history—allowed Italian 

art historians to become interested in the Baroque? As several scholars have shown, 

German analyses of the Baroque in these same decades were deeply enmeshed in 

nationalistic discourses.6 However, that the Italian coeval examination of the Baroque 

also engaged with debates around the concept of the Italian nation and its place in 

European culture, has rarely been acknowledged. Although Longhi and Venturi avoided 

openly chauvinistic proclamations—unlike their German counterparts—I will argue that 

their choice of objects of study and their methodologies unavoidably engaged in 

                                                
6 For example, see Keith P. F. Moxey, The Practice of Persuasion : Paradox and Power in Art History 
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2001); Daniel Adler, “Painterly Politics: Wölfflin, Formalism and 
German Academic Culture, 1885–1915,” Art History 27, no. 3 (2004); Alina Payne, “Portable Ruins: The 
Pergamon Altar, Heinrich Wölfflin, and German Art History at the Fin de Siècle,” RES: Anthropology and 
Aesthetics no. 53/54 (2008): 168–189; 476–477; 39–58; Jane O. Newman, Benjamin’s Library: Modernity, 
Nation, and the Baroque (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2011); Matthew Rampley, “Art History 
and the Politics of Empire: Rethinking the Vienna School,” The Art Bulletin 91, no. 4 (2009): 446.; Evonne 
Levy, “The Political Project of Wölfflin’s Early Formalism,” October no. 139 (Winter 2012); Ute Engel, 
Stil und Nation: Barockforschung und deutsche Kunstgeschichte (ca. 1830 bis 1933) (Paderborn: Fink, 
2013); Ute Engel, “Against Formalism: Aspects of the Historiography of the Baroque in Weimar Germany, 
1918-1933,” in The Baroque in Architectural Culture, 1880-1980, ed. by Maarten Delbeke, Andrew Leach, 
and John Macarthur (Farnham, Surrey ; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2015), 73–86; Evonne Anita Levy, 
Baroque and the Political Language of Formalism (1845-1945): Burckhardt, Wölfflin, Gurlitt, 
Brinckmann, Sedlmayr (Basel: Shwabe, 2015). 
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conversations about Italian identity and the place of Italian art in the history of 

modernism. 

3.1. The “Young Turks” of Italian art history: Lionello Venturi and Roberto Longhi 

Under the three-pronged influences of Adolfo Venturi, Benedetto Croce, and pure 

visibility, a new generation of Italian art historians was solidly equipped to investigate the 

generative power of seventeenth-century art. The Baroque was the turning point of 

modernity for both Lionello Venturi and Roberto Longhi, but their different readings of 

this period gave way to divergent interpretations of what constitutes modern art. After the 

Second World War, Venturi and Longhi engaged in a long distance rivalry which split 

post-war Italian art into opposite (and often very belligerent) factions, divided by 

methodology and topics of interest. Yet during the period being explored in this chapter, 

they were elaborating on a similar set of intellectual references, and although considering 

them friends might be an exaggeration they did engage in a fruitful dialogue on 

methodological and historical issues, as their correspondence attests.7  

  Lionello Venturi (1885-1961) accompanied his father Adolfo on professional trips 

throughout European museums and art galleries from an early age, and he graduated in 

history in 1907. He began his career as a museum administrator and was appointed as art 

history professor at the University of Turin in 1915.8 Venturi was more attracted to the 

                                                
7 The Archive at the Fondazione Roberto Longhi has not been available to scholars for a long time. The 
curator of the archive, Paolo Benassai, has indicated to me that it holds letters from Venturi and Cecchi but 
I have been unable to access them. Yet I could consult the Longhi-Venturi correspondence at the Centro di 
Ricerche sulla Tradizione Manoscritta at the University of Pavia, and at the Archivio Lionello Venturi at 
the Università di Roma La Sapienza. 
8 During the First World War, Venturi volunteered to the front and was wounded. In a letter to Longhi, 
dated August 1914, Venturi expressed envy for his friends mobilization in the war, and disappointment for 
not having been called to the front. Lionello Venturi to Roberto Longhi,  August 19, 1914, Fondo Roberto 
Longhi, Centro di ricerca sulla tradizione manoscritta – Università degli Studi di Pavia (Pavia). 592. 
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methodological aspects of the study of art than to its formal study, and thus departed from 

the tradition of the art historians that I examined in last chapter. In his early career, 

Venturi did intervene in debates about attribution, such as his drastic re-assessment of the 

corpus of Giorgione’s works.9 Yet Venturi framed his attributions within the cultural 

context of Giorgione’s production and his influence on other painters. Venturi is 

considered an exemplar of a “Crocean” history of art, because for him art is not an 

ahistorical essence but coincides with its interpretation through time. Yet his 

“Crocianism” was not acritical. His major disagreement with Croce was the notion of 

“gusto” [taste]. In Croce's Estetica, ‘taste’ is the distinctive trait of the creative genius. 

Venturi, by contrast, used the term to connect the artwork to its historical context, that is, 

to the culture of the artists and to their sociological background.10 Yet Venturi did not 

resolve an ambiguity at the core of his theory: 'taste' refers both to the aesthetic 

preferences of the artists of a given time and place, but also to those of the culture they 

belonged to, which are often in sharp contrast. The concept of 'gusto' does not solve a key 

issue in art historical thinking: is art the result of individual or socially conditioned 

choices? 

                                                                                                                                            
Published in Giacomo Agosti, “Questioni di ‘logica degli occhi’: 5 lettere di Lionello Venturi a Roberto 
Longhi (1913-1915),” Autografo IX, no. 26 (1992): 73–84, p.77-78.  
9 Lionello Venturi, Giorgione e il giorgionismo (Milano: U. Hoepli, 1913). 
10 In his book Il gusto dei Primitivi [The Taste of the Primitives], published in 1926, Venturi defined taste 
as “the set of an artist or a group of artists’ preferences in the world of art.” (“Intendo per gusto l’insieme 
delle preferenze nel mondo dell’arte da parte di un artista o di un gruppo di artisti.”) Lionello Venturi, Il 
gusto dei primitivi (Bologna: Zanichelli, 1926), p.72. Venturi devoted an entire book to this theme: Storia 
della critica d’arte (1931), also published in English as Lionello Venturi, History of Art Criticism, trans. by 
Charles Marriott (New York: E.P. Dutton & Company, Inc, 1936). On the concept of taste in Venturi, see 
Vittorio Stella, “Arte come rivelazione ed estetica del gusto in Lionello Venturi,” in Forma e memoria : 
Croce, Venturi, Pirandello, Borgese (Roma: Ianua, 1985), 145–175, p. 152; Rosario Assunto, “Il concetto 
di ‘gusto’ e la filosofia dell’arte,” Arte Oggi 13 (1962): 16-18, p.17. 
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 Venturi agreed with Croce that the majority of concepts used by art critics—such 

as ‘line,’ ‘form,’ and ‘color’—are abstract. However, Venturi pointed out, critics need to 

"orient [themselves] in the great sea of art,” in which case these concepts serve as 

“provisional classifications, modes of understanding,” such as those employed by 

Wölfflin or Riegl.11 Through the mediation of Berenson and Longhi, Venturi was familiar 

with pure visibility, which he rejected as an aesthetic theory but whose vocabulary he 

considered indispensable if one were to treat artists as creative producers of new forms 

rather than as mere imitators of nature.12 To discern whether the schemes used by a critic 

do justice to the historical truth of an artwork, the only criterion is whether they coincide 

with the interpretation provided by the artist and his cultural sphere.13 Formal categories, 

in sum, must be judged in the context of the history of criticism. 

 Because of his antifascist allegiances, in the 1930s Venturi went into exile in the 

United States.14 Having published several books in English, he is quite well known in the 

                                                
11 Lionello Venturi, “Gli schemi del Wölfflin,” L’Esame 1 (1922): 3–10. Republished in Lionello Venturi, 
Pretesti di critica. (Milano: U. Hoepli, 1929): 25-35, p. 32. Venturi mentioned Riegl’s 1908 lessons on 
Baroque art in Rome in Lionello Venturi, “Studii su Michelangelo da Caravaggio,” L’Arte XIII (1910): 
191–201; 268–284. 
12 As he acknowledged in Lionello Venturi, “La posizione del’Italia nelle arti figurative.” Nuova Antologia 
CCLX, 1915, 213-225Venturi began to correspond with Berenson as early as 1908, as the correspondence 
in the Berenson Archive (Villa I Tatti, Florence) documents. Venturi’s views on pure visibility are in 
Lionello Venturi, “Gli studi di storia dell’arte medioevale e moderna.” Cinquant’anni di vita intellettuale 
italiana 1896-1946: scritti in onore di Benedetto Croce per il suo ottantesimo anniversario (Napoli: 
Edizioni scientifiche italiane, 1950), republished in Saggi di critica (Roma: Bocca Editori, 1956): 277-306, 
p. 299. 
13 “The more the schemes thought up by the critic are confirmed in the thought expressed by the artist, the 
more they will be historically authoritative and acceptable.” Lionello Venturi, “Gli schemi del Wölfflin,” 
L’Esame 1 (1922): 3–10. Republished in  Lionello Venturi, Pretesti di critica. (Milano: U. Hoepli, 1929): 
25-35, p. 33-34. 
14 In 1925, Venturi signed the manifesto of fascist intellectuals written by Giovanni Gentile. But his 
enthusiasm for the regime did not last long. In 1931, Riccardo Gualino, a Turinese entrepreneur who was 
good friends with Venturi and whose collection had been built on his suggestions, was unexpectedly 
arrested and sent to forced confinement.In that same year, Venturi refused the oath of loyalty to fascism, 
going into exile in Paris and the United States, and returning to Italy only in 1945, when he became 
professor  at the University of Rome. On the relation between Venturi and Gualino, see Maria Mimita 
Lamberti, “Riccardo Gualino: una collezione e molti progetti,” in Italia anni trenta: istituzioni, 
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Anglo-American world. The opposite is true for Roberto Longhi (1890-1970) probably 

the most influential Italian art historian of the twentieth century. Longhi had an enormous 

influence on scholars of the second half of the century because of his almost infallible 

connoisseur eye and his extremely literary style.15 His writing was dazzling, rich in 

rhetorical tropes such as alliterations, metaphors, and archaic language.16 Longhi’s 

literary ambitions render his texts extremely difficult to translate; his influence is evident 

in Italian, French, and Spanish art history but the paucity of English translations of his 

texts has resulted in his work being all but ignored in English and American academia.17 

Yet as David Tabbat has observed, although Venturi’s approach to art is more aligned 

with the current academic tendency to treat “every work as, first and foremost, a 

                                                                                                                                            
committenza, ricerca, tra modernità e tradizione, ed. by Maria Mimita Lamberti (Roma: Nuova Italia 
scientifica, 1981), 5–18. 
15 Many literary critics like Emilio Cecchi, Gianfranco Contini, Giuseppe de Robertis, Pier Vincenzo 
Mengaldo, and Ezio Raimondi, among many others, have published analyses of Longhi’s work from the 
standpoint of literature. Emilio Cecchi, “Roberto Longhi scrittore,” La Fiera letteraria, July 1, 1928; 
Gianfranco Contini, “Sul metodo di Roberto Longhi,” Belfagor, IV, March 1949, p.205-210; Ezio 
Raimondi, Barocco moderno: Roberto Longhi e Carlo Emilio Gadda ([1990]; Milan: B. Mondadori, 2003); 
Pier Vincenzo Mengaldo, “Officina ferrarese. Un omaggio a Roberto Longhi,” in Tra due linguaggi: arti 
figurative e critica,(Torino: Bollati Boringhieri, 2005), 93–117; ; Ezio Raimondi, Ombre e figure: Longhi, 
Arcangeli e la critica d’arte (Bologna: Il mulino, 2010). More recently, younger scholars have published 
analysis of Longhi as a writer rather than an art historian. Manuela Marchesini, Scrittori in funzione 
d’altro: Longhi, Contini, Gadda (Modena: Mucchi, 2005); Andrea Mirabile, Scrivere la pittura : la 
“funzione Longhi” nella letteratura italiana (Ravenna: Longo, 2009). 
16 Gianfranco Contini defined Longhi as a “great mimetic critic of reality” (“grande critico mimetico della 
realtà”).Gianfranco Contini and Ludovica Ripa di Meana, Diligenza e voluttà (Milano: Mondadori, 1989), 
p. 160-161. For Longhi’s approach to ekphrasis, see André Chastel, “Roberto Longhi: il genio 
dell’«ekphrasis»,” in L’Arte di scrivere sull’arte: Roberto Longhi nella cultura del nostro tempo, ed. by 
Giovanni Previtali (Roma: Editori riuniti, 1982), 57–65. 
17 Only few of Longhi’s writings have been translated into English: Roberto Longhi, Piero Della 
Francesca., trans. by Leonard Penlock ([1927] London: F. Warne & Co., ltd., 1930); Roberto Longhi, 
Three Studies, trans. by David Tabbat (Riverdale-on-Hudson, N.Y.: Stanley Moss-Sheep Meadow Press, 
1996); Roberto Longhi, “The Futurist Painters. First Published as ‘I Pittori Futuristi’, La Voce, Vol. V, No. 
15, 10 April 1913,” trans. by Rosalind McKever and Lucinda Byatt, Art In Translation 6, no. 3 (September 
2014): 287–298. Despite the lack of Longhi’s texts available in English, he was indirectly quite important 
for the development of scholarship of Italian art in the United States. Longhi was indeed the advisor of the 
Count Alessandro Contini Bonacossi, the dealer from whom Samuel Kress bought exclusively from 1927 
to 1936. Edgar Peters Bowron, “The Kress Brothers and Their Bucolic Pictures. The Creation of an Italian 
Baroque Collection.,” in A Gift to America. Masterpieces of European Painting from the Samuel H. Kress 
Collection (New York: Abrams, 1994), 41–61, p.43. 
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symptom of something else,” Longhi “shows us, as vividly as any writer ever has, the 

extent to which heightened, sharp-edged visual perceptions can constitute, in and of 

themselves, a real form of intimate historical knowledge.”18 

 The Longhi who I will be examining in the next pages is not yet the respected and 

powerful art historian of the 1930s and beyond, but a young scholar who actively 

participated in Italian cultural debates in the years immediately before and after the First 

World War.19 As Longhi pointed out in a letter to Giuseppe Prezzolini, his early career 

was divided between “ancient scholasticism” and “modern art and journalism.”20 In this 

period, Longhi published his academic articles in Adolfo Venturi’s L’Arte, and his more 

militant texts in Prezzolini’s La Voce, in an effort to unite the interests of the art historian 

and of the intellectuel engagé. Rather than a split between two personae, Longhi’s 

parallel historical studies and critical interventions on contemporary art inform one other, 

so that he brings an assured historical method to contemporary art criticism, and a 

polemical style to the study of the art of the past rare in academic journals. Scholars like 

Longhi's undegraduate advisor Pietro Toesca, or graduate mentor Adolfo Venturi had 
                                                
18 David Tabbat, “Translator’s Preface. Roberto Longhi and the Historical Criticism of Art,” in Three 
Studies, by Roberto Longhi, trans. by David Tabbat (Riverdale-on-Hudson, N.Y.: Stanley Moss-Sheep 
Meadow Press, 1996), ix–xxxiii, p.xxii-xxiii. 
19 In the early 1920s, Longhi traveled extensively throughout Europe and studied the works of art in foreign 
museums; this experience brought to fruition his training as a connoisseur specialized in Italian art of the 
fifteenth to seventeenth century. The travel had been funded by the antiquarian and collector Alessandro 
Contini Bonacossi, for whom Longhi worked as an advisor. In the late 1920s, Longhi and Emilio Cecchi 
directed the journals Vita artistica and Pinacotheca, in which important cultural debates of the time were 
conducted. In 1934, Longhi became Professor of Art History at the University of Bologna, and in 1949 of 
the University of Florence. In the following year, he founded Paragone, whose hegemony in Italian art 
history studies continues until this day. As a professor, editor, and curator of epochal exhibitions on 
Caravaggio (1951), Lombard Renaissance art (1958) and Giorgio Morandi (1966), Longhi exercised a 
long-reaching on Italian art history. On the influence of Longhi on the generation of Italian intellectuals of 
the second half of the twentieth century, one of the best recent studies is Andrea Mirabile, Scrivere la 
pittura : la “funzione Longhi” nella letteratura italiana (Ravenna: Longo, 2009). 
20 “Sono più tosto scontento di me o meglio di ciò che mi costringe a tenere un piede nella staffa scolastica 
antica e l’altro fievolmente nell’arte moderna e nel giornalismo.” Roberto Longhi and Giuseppe Prezzolini, 
Roberto Longhi, Giuseppe Prezzolini. Lettere, 1909-1927, ed. by Maria Cristina Bandera Viani and 
Elisabetta Fadda (Parma: Monte Università Parma, 2011), Longhi to Prezzolini, no date [1913], p. 49 
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resolved to prevent any confusion between their activity and that of the dilettantes who 

since the fin de siècle had occupied themselves with the criticism of art, such as Gabriele 

D’Annnunzio and Vittorio Pica. They clearly separated the activity of the art historian 

(based on archival research and attribution) from that of the art critic (based on polemic 

and flair), a distinction that Longhi blurred throughout his life but particularly in his early 

career.21 

In a letter to Berenson written in 1912, Longhi stated that he “belong[ed] to the 

ranks of the idealists (spiritualists) who have entrusted their thinking and their activities 

to the deeply renewing schemes of […] Benedetto Croce.”22 In his correspondence with 

Berenson, Longhi used many of Croce’s formulas verbatim, such as the idea that art is 

autonomous from historical conditions, and that 'lyricism' refers to the sincere sentiment 

of the artist that inspires the creation of every authentic artwork.23 For Prezzolini, 

Longhi’s admiration for Croce was similar to that of the other collaborators of La Voce: 

“He was a convinced supporter of pure figurative art (as other members of La Voce were 

supporters of pure poetry, that is, without any interest for content). He was also a 

                                                
21 For the relation between Venturi and Longhi, see Simone Facchinetti, “Dati e date: sul rapporto Adolfo 
Venturi-Roberto Longhi,” in Adolfo Venturi e la storia dell’arte oggi, ed. by Mario D’Onofrio (Modena, 
Italy: F.C. Panini, 2008), 101–106. Although Longhi did not follow à la lettre Venturi’s methodology, his 
relation with his professor continued even after he finished his doctorate, and Venturi helped him obtain 
jobs and published his works in L’Arte. See fifteen letters in Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa, Fondo 
Adolfo Venturi, Carteggio. 
22 “Io, filosoficamente, sappiatelo subito, appartengo alla schiera degli idealisti (spiritualisti) che hanno 
affidato il loro pensiero e la loro attività allo schema profondamente rinnovatore istaurato dal caposcuola 
Benedetto Croce." Longhi to Berenson, September 4th, 1912, in Bernard Berenson and Roberto Longhi, 
Lettere e scartafacci: 1912-1957, ed. by Cesare Garboli, Cristina Montagnani, and Giacomo Agosti 
(Milano: Adelphi, 1993), 81-90, p. 82. For the relation between Longhi and Croce, see Roberto Longhi, 
“Omaggio a Benedetto Croce,” Paragone, III, 35, 1952, p.3. For the relation between Berenson and 
Longhi, who first contacted the American connoisseur with an offer to translate Italian Painters of the 
Renaissance into Italian, see Fiora Bellini, “Una passione giovanile di Roberto Longhi: Bernard Berenson,” 
in L’Arte di scrivere sull’arte: Roberto Longhi nella cultura del nostro tempo, ed. by Giovanni Previtali 
(Roma: Editori riuniti, 1982), 9–26. 
23 Benedetto Croce, “L’intuizione pura e il carattere lirico dell’arte,” La Critica. Rivista di Letteratura, 
Storia e Filosofia 6 (1908): 321–340. 
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convinced adversary of historicist methods, and despised studies on the life of artists.”24 

However, Longhi often questioned “i vociani”’s admiration for Croce. Longhi accepted 

the basic principles of Croce’s theory, yet he believed that art criticism should be based 

on an examination of the single artwork in relation to its particular genre, rather than on a 

general theory of art like Croce’s.  

Longhi also recognized that Croce was interested in literature rather than the 

figurative arts, and that he should look elsewhere for concrete guidance in art writing.25 

Berenson’s books provided Longhi with much needed methodological orientation for the 

analysis of painting because Berenson had “prepared the ground for pictorial criticism,” 

in Longhi's words. 26 Although skeptical of what he termed the ‘physiological’ bases of 

Berenson’s theory, Longhi considered it congruent with Croce’s theoretical assumptions. 

For instance, Longhi pointed out that Berenson’s distinction between art and illustration 

was more coherent when understood in Croce’s idealistic terms rather than in Berenson’s 

positivistic framework.27 

As in Venturi’s case, Wölfflin and Riegl’s theories shaped Longhi’s work. For 

Longhi, Classic Art (1898) was “the only German book on Italian art [that is] truly 

                                                
24 “Era un convinto fautore dell’arte figurativa pura (come gli altri “vociani” lo erano della poesia pura, 
cioè senza preoccupazione di contenuto). Era quindi anche lui un convinto avversario dei metodi storicistici 
e spregiatore delle indagini sulle vite degli artisti.” Giuseppe Prezzolini, Emilio Gentile, and Vanni 
Scheiwiller, La Voce: 1908-1913 : cronaca, antologia e fortuna di una rivista (Milano: Rusconi, 1974), 
p.93. 
25 Roberto Longhi and Giuseppe Prezzolini, Roberto Longhi, Giuseppe Prezzolini. Lettere, 1909-1927, ed. 
by Maria Cristina Bandera Viani and Elisabetta Fadda (Parma: Monte Università Parma, 2011), Longhi to 
Prezzolini, 4 October 1912, p. 35. 
26 “Io dico volentieri di essere un Berensoniano […] ha messo le basi per una, finalmente, critica pittorica.” 
Roberto Longhi and Giuseppe Prezzolini, Roberto Longhi, Giuseppe Prezzolini. Lettere, 1909-1927, ed. by 
Maria Cristina Bandera Viani and Elisabetta Fadda (Parma: Monte Università Parma,2011), Longhi to 
Prezzolini, 4 October 1912, p. 35. Longhi’s translation of Italian Painters did not come to fruition: the 
book was translated by Emilio Cecchi and published in 1936. 
27 Bernard Berenson and Roberto Longhi, Lettere e scartafacci: 1912-1957, ed. by Cesare Garboli, Cristina 
Montagnani, and Giacomo Agosti (Milano: Adelphi, 1993). Longhi to Berenson, September 4th 1912, 81-
90, p.84. 
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serious,” although he deemed Wölfflin’s analyses too rigid and “geometric.”28 True to the 

formalist lesson, the focus of Longhi’s studies was on the relation between the artwork 

and the artist, and between the artwork and its immediate artistic context. In doing so, 

Longhi dissassociated himself from D’Annunzio’s practice, in which art criticism 

focused on extra-pictorial aspects of the work of art, such as its sensual beauty or the 

subjective emotions provoked by the work. But he also distanced himself from crucial 

aspects of Croce’s aesthetic theory, which focused on the intuitive content of the work of 

art and ignored its formal, material, and technical aspects. As he argued in a handbook 

that he wrote for his high school students in 1914, art history must “establish the 

relationship between two works […] that is, nothing but the history of the development of 

figurative styles. The fate of line, of color, of form, in the hands of artists of genius.”29 As 

I will show in the next pages, this methodology allowed Longhi to decontextualize the 

Baroque from its symbolist connotations, and to focus solely on its formal features, 

uncovering its similarity with avant-garde practices — something that could not be 

achieved by way of Adolfo Venturi and Stanlislao Fraschetti’s methodology.  

Despite sharing common intellectual references Venturi and Longhi interpreted 

them in strikingly different ways. Both agreed that art, as Croce insisted, should be 

judged according to its intrinsic values, but they disagreed over what constituted an 

inherently artistic value. For Venturi, artists engaged with the intellectual and aesthetic 

ideas of their time, which he considered part and parcel of artistic activity. For Longhi, 

                                                
28 “[Berenson] tiene in libreria la “Klassische Kunst” di Wölfflin, l’unico libro tedesco sull’arte italiana, 
veramente serio e che s’avvicini a queste idee, geometrizzandole, anzi, troppo?.” Roberto Longhi and 
Giuseppe Prezzolini, Roberto Longhi, Giuseppe Prezzolini. Lettere, 1909-1927, ed. by Maria Cristina 
Bandera Viani and Elisabetta Fadda (Parma: Monte Università Parma, 2011), p. 45. Longhi had probably 
read the original German, as he criticized the 1911 French translation. 
29 Roberto Longhi, Breve ma veridica storia della pittura italiana (1914) (Firenze: Sansoni, 1988), p. 25 
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conversely, formal values were the only truly artistic elements, and he focused on 

elements such as lines, color, composition, and design. Venturi faulted Croce’s method 

for not taking account of the social and intellectual context in which the artwork was 

produced. Longhi, on the contrary, critiqued Croce for not paying attention to the 

artwork’s immediate artistic conditions. To use a photographic metaphor, Venturi panned 

out the artwork, considering it as part of a wider context of ideas and facts. Longhi, by 

contrast, zoomed in, explaining change solely in terms of artistic development. On the 

bases of these different interpretations of Croce’s legacy arose differing notions of the 

development of art. Concentrating on its formal features, Longhi could understand the 

innovative power of Futurism and notice its debts to the Baroque. Because of what he 

considered Futurism’s purely formal innovations, Venturi could not warm to this 

movement. Instead, he viewed Impressionism as the true heir of the Baroque era’s 

intellectual and spiritual concerns. 

3.2. The Revaluation of Caravaggio in the 1910s 

The re-discovery of Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio in the 1910s was, in the 

hyperbolic words of Maurizio Calvesi, “the most sensational and productive event in 

Italian studies of art history” of the twentieth century.30 Caravaggio's Bacchus (1595) for 

instance, was ignored until 1916, when the art historian Matteo Marangoni examined the 

                                                
30 Maurizio Calvesi, “Lionello Venturi storico e critico d’arte,” in Da Cézanne all’arte astratta: omaggio a 
Lionello Venturi (Milano: Mazzotta, 1992), 67–78, p.67-68. For the rediscovery of Caravaggio, see André 
Berne-Joffroy, Yves Bonnefoy, and Arnauld Brejon de Lavergnée, Le dossier Caravage: psychologie des 
attributions et psychologie de l’art, 2nd revised edition (Paris: Flammarion, 2000). Roger Fry, in his edition 
to Joshua Reynolds Discourses delivered to the students of the Royal Academy (London : Seeley, & Co., 
Limited, 1905), had noted how misunderstood Caravaggio was, but also how he represented the most 
important contribution of the seventeenth century to the development of modern art. 
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contents of the Uffizi’s storage in light of new scholarly developments.31 Mariano Luigi 

Patrizi, who worked in the Museum of Criminal Anthropology in the University of Turin, 

published between 1913 and 1921 a series of studies of Caravaggio, making use of the 

criminologist Cesare Lombroso’s theories.32 In 1913, when Longhi was working on his 

undergraduate thesis on Caravaggio, he received a letter from Patrizi, who asked for a 

copy of Longhi’s thesis and explained that his own work was an “application of psycho-

anthropology to the analysis of emotion and artistic creation.”33 As I will show in the next 

pages, Venturi and Longhi’s approach could not be more different. 

 Lionello Venturi was the first to become interested in Caravaggio, although Longhi 

soon followed suit. Their interpretations of the Baroque painter, however, reveal their 

methodological differences. For both, the crux of Caravaggio’s practice was his desire to 

represent reality in a truthful manner. For Longhi this indicated Caravaggio’s aim to 

simplify and stylize reality.34 For Venturi, by contrast, Caravaggio aspired to convey the 

essence of reality, in the context of the religious and mystical impetus of his age.35  

                                                
31 Fabio Amico, “Gli studi sul Seicento alla vigilia della mostra del 1922,” in Arte e critica in Italia nella 
prima metà del Novecento, ed. by Giuliana De Lorenzi (Rome: Gangemi, 2010), 37–60, p.44. 
32 Mariano Luigi Patrizi, Un pittore criminale: Michelangelo da Caravaggio (1569-1609). Critica e 
biografia psicologica. (Recanati: Rinaldo Simboli, 1913); Mariano Luigi Patrizi, La “Madonna 
dell’insalata” di Michelangelo da Caravaggio: un dipinto satirico dell’artefice criminale (Recanati: 
Rinaldo Simboli, 1917); Mariano Luigi Patrizi, Per l’indirizzo antropologico (psico-fisologico) nella storia 
dell’arte: Critica e biografia psico-fisiologica del pittore criminale Michelangelo da Caravaggio (1569-
1609) (Modena: Società Tipografica Modenese, 1918); Mariano Luigi Patrizi, Un pittore criminale. Il 
Caravaggio e la nova critica d’arte. Ricostruzione psicologica (Recanati: Edizioni dello Stabilimento 
Cromo-Tipografico Rinaldo Simboli, 1921). 
33 “Un' applicazione della psico-antropologia all'analisi dell'emozione e della creazione artistica.” Mariano 
Luigi Patrizi to Roberto Longhi, March 18, 1913, Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca sulla tradizione 
manoscritta – Università degli Studi di Pavia (Pavia). 473 
34 Roberto Longhi, “Orazio Borgianni,” L’Arte (1914): 7–23.Republished in Roberto Longhi, Scritti 
giovanili, 1912-1922, 111-128, p. 111. 
35 For current analyses of the articulations of Caravaggio’s realism, see Michelangelo Merisi da 
Caravaggio, Caravaggio : Realism, Rebellion, Reception, ed. by Genevieve Warwick (Newark: University 
of Delaware Press ; Associated University Presses, 2006). 
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 The year 1909 was crucial for Venturi’s interest in Baroque art and in Caravaggio 

in particular. In this year, he published his first polemical intervention in which he 

denounced the neglect of seventeenth century painting. Entitled “Il 1609 e la pittura 

italiana” [“1609 and Italian Painting], it appeared in the cultural magazine Nuova 

Antologia.36 Venturi pointed out that 1909 was the anniversary of the deaths of three 

great Baroque painters—Caravaggio, Annibale Caracci, and Federico Zuccari—but the 

prevailing vogue for Renaissance painting had prevented them from being 

commemorated appropriately.37 Venturi analyzed how the differing aesthetics of these 

artists shaped the art of the seventeenth century. Before any description of Caravaggio's 

work and style, Venturi presented him as a bad-tempered rebel: “an anarchist in life as in 

art," who was misunderstood by his imitators but whose painting "foreshadowed the art 

of the future."38 Venturi soon moved away from Patrizi-like criminological analyses of 

Caravaggio, and addressed his artistic practice. In his account, Caravaggio disregarded 

antique art and Raphael’s idealization, preferring to have "life as his only model.”39 Yet 

Caravaggio “misunderstood, like all realists, his role: he claimed to have not created 

anything and to have allowed nature to create for him. This seems to be a necessary 

illusion for realists [so that they can] believe to be greater than other painters."40 Venturi 

                                                
36 Lionello Venturi, “Il 1609 e la pittura italiana,” La Nuova Antologia 44, no. 912 (Dicembre 1909): 613-
619. 
37 Venturi made a small dating mistake: Caravaggio died in 1610 rather than 1609. 
38 "Anarchico nella vita come nell'arte [...] gl'imitatori non l'intendono [...] i suoi quadri spesso disprezzati, 
rimangono a rappresentare l'arte dell’avvenire.” Lionello Venturi, “Il 1609 e la pittura italiana,” La Nuova 
Antologia 44, no. 912 (Dicembre 1909): 613-619, p. 617. 
39 “indicare la vita come l’unico modello.” Lionello Venturi, “Il 1609 e la pittura italiana,” La Nuova 
Antologia 44, no. 912 (Dicembre 1909): 613-619, p. 617. 
40 “Fraintendeva, naturalmente, come tutti i realisti convinti, tale sua funzione: era convinto di non creare 
nulla, ma di lasciar fare la natura per lui. Sembra questa un'illusione necessaria ai realisti per trovar ragione 
di ritenersi più grandi degli altri pittori." Lionello Venturi, “Il 1609 e la pittura italiana,” La Nuova 
Antologia 44, no. 912 (Dicembre 1909): 613-619, p. 618. 
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observed the various ways in which Caravaggio creatively interpreted 

reality: chiaroscuro, for example, was a simplification of natural light into strong 

contrasts of dark and light in order to “reveal souls independently from the bodies that 

robe them."41 A formal feature expressed a cultural and spiritual concept. 

 In 1909 Venturi was hired by the Galleria Borghese in Rome, where he promoted 

the acquisition of artworks from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Building on his 

father’s guidebook for the museum, in 1910 Lionello published “Note sulla Galleria 

Borghese” [Notes on the Borghese Gallery], where he furthered his intuitions on the 

importance of Baroque art for the development of modern painting.42 In contrast to his 

article of 1909, this text did not have any polemic undertones. As it was published in 

L’Arte, an academic journal, Venturi used archival research to ascertain the paternity of 

famous works like David and Goliath (1609), Boy with a Basket of Fruit (1593), and 

Madonna and Child with St. Anne (Madonna dei Palafrenieri) (1605-1606). With similar 

academic intentions, in the following year Venturi published a monographic article on 

Caravaggio in the same journal.43 He pointed out that despite an awakening of interest in 

Caravaggio in art historical scholarship, there was the need for a monographic study that 

incorporated the most up-to-date interpretations as well as recent critical editions of 

primary sources. Most of the article was devoted to solving issues of contested 

attributions through the use of traditional connoisseurship methodologies. However 

Venturi incorporated such formal analysis within a general interpretation of the artistic 

personality of Caravaggio. For example, he noted that Caravaggio was "too Italian to not 

                                                
41 "Pare che l'artista riveli le anime indipendentemente dai corpi che servon d'involucro."Lionello Venturi, 
“Il 1609 e la pittura italiana,” La Nuova Antologia 44, no. 912 (Dicembre 1909): 613-619, p. 618. 
42 Lionello Venturi, “Note sulla Galleria Borghese,” L’Arte XII (1909): 31–50. 
43 Lionello Venturi, “Studii su Michelangelo da Caravaggio,” L’Arte XIII (1910): 191–201; 268–284. 
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give his characters some idealization," although he and his contemporaries considered his 

work realistic.44 

 The connections between Caravaggio and the Italian artistic milieu led Venturi to 

posit the influence of Giorgione on Caravaggio. This connection was supposedly proven 

by Caravaggio’s predilection for three-quarter portraits, uniform grayish backgrounds, 

musical instruments, and still lives.45 In Giorgione e il giorgionismo [Giorgione and 

Giorgionism] (1913)—which Longhi praised as “the highest point of Crocean aesthetics 

applied to figurative art”—Venturi observed that Baroque art, rather than constituting an 

abrupt break with the Renaissance, further developed a style already in vogue during the 

sixteenth century.46 In his view, Caravaggio learned from Giorgione careful attention to 

reality as well as the importance of imagination, "the parallel necessity of reality and 

fantasy", as Venturi put it.47 The contrast between “the rejection of the real” and “the 

desire for the unreal” was the key of Giorgione’s personality and what marked him as the 

precursor of Caravaggio, Rembrandt, and finally, Manet. As I will show in the last 

section, this led Venturi to interpret the Impressionists as the true heirs of Seicento 

painting. 

 At this moment, Venturi focused solely on historical studies and did not engage 

with contemporary art. By contrast, Longhi’s articles on contemporary and Baroque art 

                                                
44 "Malgrado delle proteste di realista ad oltranza, il Caravaggio era troppo italiano per non concedere ai 
suoi personaggi un tantino d'idealizzazione. Non se ne accorsero i contemporanei." Lionello Venturi, 
“Studii su Michelangelo da Caravaggio,” L’Arte XIII (1910): 191–201; 268–284, p. 272. 
45 Lionello Venturi, “Studii su Michelangelo da Caravaggio,” L’Arte XIII (1910): 191–201; 268–284, 
p.196. 
46 “Il punto più alto cui possa giungere l’estetica crociana applicata all’arte figurativa.” Roberto Longhi and 
Giuseppe Prezzolini, Roberto Longhi, Giuseppe Prezzolini. Lettere, 1909-1927, ed. by Maria Cristina 
Bandera Viani and Elisabetta Fadda (Parma: Monte Università Parma, 2011), p. 44. 
47 "La necessità parallela della realtà e della fantasia.” Lionello Venturi, Giorgione e il giorgionismo 
(Milano: U. Hoepli, 1913), p. 277. 
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were closely related, in terms of both theme and vocabulary.48 Calling attention to the 

immediate context for Caravaggio’s production, in his undergraduate thesis Longhi 

pointed out his dependence on other painters working in Lombardy in the generation 

immediately before him.49 Longhi observed that — contrary to what Venturi was arguing 

at the time— the usage of color by Venetian artists derived from a form of Renaissance 

idealism that was in conflict with Caravaggio’s attention to material reality. According to 

Longhi, while Venetian painters looked to capture the typical aspects of reality, artists 

active near Caravaggio’s birthplace like Lorenzo Lotto, Giovan Battista Moroni, and 

Gerolamo Savoldo, embodied another form of naturalism. These artists “did not 

distinguish between hierarchies of values" but were "ruthless analyst[s] of reality as a 

whole.”50  

 Longhi analyzed artworks in terms of what he considered, using the vocabulary of 

pure visibility, “specifically artistic ideas, that is, a creator’s modes of seeing the 

materiality of the visible world.”51 In Longhi’s interpretation of Caravaggio, the concept 

of “naturalism” does not refer to subject matter but rather to the formal elements of a 

painting: how Caravaggio used light to indicate volumes, his approach to color, and how 

                                                
48 Giuliana Tomasella has observed that in Longhi’s writings during the 1910s “Futurist and Baroque 
plastic dynamism are explicitly compared, and the keywords of the avant-garde lexicon are used 
indifferently to describe (or transcribe) the works of Boccioni and Caravaggio, of Carrà and Mattia Preti.” 
Giuliana Tomasella, “Una convivenza difficile: Longhi e l’arte novecentesca,” Artibus et Historiae 6, no. 
32 (1995): 203–215, p. 204. 
49 Longhi’s undergraduate thesis has not been published in its entirety, but its third chapter is included in an 
anthology of his unpublished texts. Roberto Longhi, “I preparatori del naturalismo (1910-1911),” in Il 
palazzo non finito : saggi inediti 1910-1926, ed. by Francesco Frangi and Cristina Montagnani (Milano: 
Electa, 1995), 11–32. 
50 “Per Lotto [la realtà] non è distinta in gerarchie di valori rappresentabili. È un analista spietato di tutta la 
realtà.”Roberto Longhi, “I preparatori del naturalismo (1910-1911),” in Il palazzo non finito : saggi inediti 
1910-1926, ed. by Francesco Frangi and Cristina Montagnani (Milano: Electa, 1995), 11–32, p.17. 
51 “la storia dell'arte [è] l'attuazione in somma delle idee specificamente artistiche, o sia dei modi di visione, 
in ogni singolo creatore, della corporeità del mondo visibile…” Roberto Longhi, “Rinascimento 
fantastico,” La Voce IV, no. 52 (1912): 976–977. Republished in Roberto Longhi, Scritti giovanili, 1912-
1922 ([1956] Firenze: Sansoni, 1980): 3-13, p. 9. 
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he distributed figures in the picture plane. As literary critic Ezio Raimondi has observed, 

Longhi’s focus on the artwork at the expense of its historical context and the biography 

of the artists, should not be equated with an emphasis on purely exterior qualities, but 

rather on taking the latter as the point of departure to understand the distinctive 

characteristics of the artwork.52 For Longhi, Caravaggio was indifferent to psychological 

representation and was only interested in using a severe economy of means to represent 

the pure surface “of individuals, of things, of environment,” the “solid pictorial 

representation of things.”53 

 Longhi’s next engagement with Baroque painting was to investigate the impact of 

Caravaggio’s approach on other artists, as his correspondence with the art collector and 

dealer Angelo Cecconi proves. Cecconi, who often used the pseudonym Thomas Neal, 

was a crucial figure in the Valori Plastici group, as I will show in chapter 4. Cecconi was 

one of the first interlocutors to whom Longhi exposed his increasingly sophisticated 

understanding of the importance of Italian Baroque painting in the development of art. 

This was a central thesis of his influential article “Mattia Preti (critica figurativa pura)" 

[Mattia Preti (pure figurative criticism)], published in La Voce on October 9th 1909.54 

That year was thought to be the third centenary of Preti’s birth (recent scholarship has 

moved the date forward to 1613) and some critics took the opportunity to despise the 

Seicento, accusing it of being a century in which only the imitation of tradition was 

                                                
52 "In the specific field of art, to follow a formal method does not mean to only value the external data of 
vision. For Longhi, seeing was an exquisitely cultural activity, which involves not only external forms, but 
also internal and profound forms. The vision reconstructs the idea of man through formal investigation.” 
Ezio Raimondi, Barocco moderno: Roberto Longhi e Carlo Emilio Gadda ([1990] Milan: B. Mondadori, 
2003), p.77. 
53 Roberto Longhi, “Due opere di Caravaggio,” L’Arte XVI (1913): 161–164. Republished in Roberto 
Longhi, Scritti giovanili, 1912-1922, 23-27, p. 23-24. 
54 Roberto Longhi, “Mattia Preti (critica figurativa pura),” La Voce V, no. 41 (October 9, 1913): 1171–
1175. Republished in Roberto Longhi, Scritti giovanili, 1912-1922, 29-45. 
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possible.55 Longhi, on the contrary, argued that Preti and other Italian seventeenth-

century painters were superior to Northern artists, and Cecconi agreed with him. 

"Rembrandt is a great artist, maybe the only one that those Nordics (who you have justly 

criticized) can claim to have," Cecconi wrote to Longhi. "But he does not have," he 

added, "the beautiful confidence and the noble frankness of our great painters." Cecconi 

concluded: "Flemish and Dutch [artists] always have something contrived and artificial, 

similar to the sophistry of the alchemist and the magician."56  

 As I will show in section 6, Longhi further developed this controversial thesis in 

his unpublished article “Keine Malerei”, written in November 1914 in the midst of First 

World War chauvinism.57 Having read the published version of “Mattia Preti,” Cecconi 

wrote again to congratulate the young scholar for proving that Italian art of the 

seventeenth century is not inferior to the great foreign art of the period, “including 

Rembrandt and Rubens and Velázquez.”58 Observing that he himself had been one of the 

first to re-evaluate Baroque art, Cecconi pointed out the importance of Longhi’s 

interventions. “We must abolish the last remains of the stupidity of [John] Ruskin and 

[Domenico] Morelli, [Wilhelm von] Bode and [Adolfo] Venturi, of [Corrado] Ricci and 

similar obnoxiousness,” Cecconi argued, that is, of the critics who had studied the 

                                                
55 Angelo Conti, “Per il terzo centenario di Mattia Preti,” Il Marzocco (October 1913). Conti had also 
published Angelo Conti, “Due Conviti di Mattia Preti,” Bollettino d’Arte II, no. I (January 1908): 19–24. 
56 "Rembrandt è un grande artista, l'unico forse che quei nordici da Lei giustamente bistrattati possano 
vantare: ma non ha, come nessuno di loro, la bella sicurezza e la signorile franchezza dei nostri grandi 
pittori che sono tali per grazia di Dio, con spontanietà imperiosa mentre fiamminghi ed olandesi hanno 
sempre un po' d'accattato e di artificioso, qualcosa come le elucubrazioni dell'alchimista e del 
prestigiatore.” Angelo Cecconi to Roberto Longhi, September 29, 1913, Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di 
ricerca sulla tradizione manoscritta – Università degli Studi di Pavia (Pavia). 176. 
57 Roberto Longhi, “Keine Malerei. Arte Boreale? (1914),” ed. by Cristina Montagnani, Autografo no. 26 
(1992): 55–72. 
58 Angelo Cecconi to Roberto Longhi, October 11, 1913, Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca sulla 
tradizione manoscritta – Università degli Studi di Pavia (Pavia). 178. 
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Baroque but considered it inferior to Renaissance art or to foreign seventeenth-century 

painting.59  

 Nationalism was not the only concern of Longhi’s article on Preti. Preti was 

fundamental in the development of modern art because he had taken up one of the most 

crucial lessons of Caravaggio’s late work: the capacity for building mass through tone 

rather line. This led to a simplification in composition, which for Longhi is key to the 

development of later art.60 Thus, in 1916 Longhi affirmed “Caravaggio is the founder of 

European seventeenth century art, which is to say, of modern art.”61  

 In sum, Longhi’s Caravaggio, unlike Venturi’s, was a materialist: his representation 

of reality bracketed out unnecessary details and did not represent any spiritual 

components. Longhi's analysis of Baroque art paid no attention to any mystical 

ambitions. By contrast, for Venturi the key to modern art as initiated by Caravaggio was 

the struggle between a tendency towards subjectivity and a tendency to embrace the 

materiality of the external world. These opposing views led them to locate the true heirs 

of the Baroque in radically different artistic movements.  

3.3. The Baroque and the Avant-garde: the Case of Futurism 

Longhi’s interest in Futurist art took shape in two texts: a 1913 article in La Voce entitled 

“I pittori Futuristi” [The Futurist Painters] and a 1914 book on Umberto Boccioni also 

published by La Voce entitled Scultura Futurista: Boccioni [Futurist Sculpture 

                                                
59 “Bisogna abolire le ultime vestigia del cretinume di Ruskin e di Morelli, di Bode e di Venturi, di Ricci e 
simili lordure.” Angelo Cecconi to Roberto Longhi, October 11, 1913, Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di 
ricerca sulla tradizione manoscritta – Università degli Studi di Pavia (Pavia). 178. 
60 Roberto Longhi, “Mattia Preti (critica figurativa pura),” La Voce V, no. 41 (October 9, 1913): 1171–
1175. Republished in Roberto Longhi, Scritti giovanili, 1912-1922, 29-45, p. 36. 
61 Roberto Longhi, “Gentileschi padre e figlia,” L’Arte (1916): 245–314. Republished in Roberto Longhi, 
Scritti giovanili, 1912-1922, 219- 284, p.219. 
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Boccioni].62 Longhi was one of the few Italian art critics to support the Futurists since the 

beginning, as Boccioni’s dedication of his Pittura e scultura Futurista reveals: “To the 

first Italian critic who has loved and defended Futurist plasticism, with loving 

admiration.”63 As I will show in the next two sections, in these texts Longhi identified in 

the Seicento the origin of key features of Futurist art. 

The comparison of Futurism and the Baroque had become a common trope by 

1918 when Croce defined the former movement as a “plague" and argued that its 

historical precedents was the “secentismo," which “exhausted itself after seventy years of 

fever.”64 Indeed, the similarities between Futurism and the Baroque were remarkable: 

they were both artistic movements that originated in Italy but spread outside of its 

national borders; they both engaged with concepts of analogy, metaphor, and rhetoric; 

they both utilized a variety of devices to create an affective connection between the 

public, the artist, and the artwork.   

 The critic Alberto Asor Rosa has cautioned that the connection drawn by critics 

between Futurism and the Baroque should not be interpreted as an attempt to fabricate an 

                                                
62 Roberto Longhi, “I pittori Futuristi,” La Voce V, no. 15 (April 10, 1913): 1051–1053; Roberto Longhi, 
Scultura Futurista: Boccioni (Firenze: Libreria della Voce, 1914). 
63 “Al primo critico italiano che ha amato e difesa la plastica Futurista con affettuosa ammirazione.” 
Umberto Boccioni, Pittura Scultura Futuriste Dinamismo Plastico (Milano: Edizioni Futuriste di “Poesia,” 
1914). Fondazione Roberto Longhi- Biblioteca (Firenze). D.Mon.Mod. Boccioni 1.1. 
Boccioni also cites Longhi’s name in Pittura e scultura Futuriste: “Except a young critic with a brilliant 
future, Roberto Longhi («La Voce», n.15, April 10, 1913), our first exhibition in Rome did not receive any 
criticism…” Umberto Boccioni, Pittura e scultura Futuriste, ed. by Zeno Birolli (Abscondita: Milano, 
2006), p. 81. This was an exaggeration: other early reviewers were Emilio Cecchi, "Esposizioni romana – 
La mostra Futurista," Il Marzocco, March 23, 1913; André Warnod, "Les sculptures Futuristes de Boccioni. 
Les tableaux de Thomas Couture," Comoedia (Paris), June 21, 1913; Enrico Cajumi, "Scultura Futurista," 
Giornale di Sicilia (Palermo), December 10-11, 1913, and of course Ardengo Soffici. 
64 “La storia ci presenta casi di simili epidemie e l’esempio classico resta, per questa parte, sempre il 
concettismo o Secentismo, che si esaurì dopo settant’anni di febbre.”  Benedetto Croce, “Aspettazione di 
peggiori tempi per l’arte - Il Futurismo come cosa estranea all’arte - L’atteggiamento da adottare nei tempi 
antiartistici,” La Critica. Rivista di letteratura, storia e filosofia diretta da B. Croce 16 (1918): 382–385, p. 
384. 
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historical parallel between these two movements.65 Rather, this association highlighted 

the relation of the Futurists to their symbolist forebears, whose work, as I have shown in 

Chapter 1, was repeatedly interpreted as a revival of Seicento rhetoric. The relationship 

with symbolism was one that the Futurists took great pains to deny, as is evident in 

Marinetti’s manifestoes “Uccidiamo il chiaro di luna” [Let Us Kill the Moonlight] (1909) 

and “Noi rinneghiamo i nostri maestri simbolisti ultimi amanti della luna” [We repudiate 

our Symbolist Masters Last Lovers of the Moon] (1911). Yet symbolism was crucial for 

the development of Futurist poetic. As a symptomatic example it is worth mentioning that 

Marinetti published his “Manifesto of Futurism” in Le Figaro, the same venue in which 

Jean Moréas issued his manifesto of symbolism in 1886. In his magazine Poesia (1905-

1909) Marinetti published the work of Gustave Kahn and Emile Verhaeren, as well as 

that of other symbolist poets.66  

 Rosa’s thesis is born out when we examine the critical discourse of Marinetti’s 

allies within the Futurist movement. A case in point is poet and writer Emilio Settimelli, 

who joined the Futurists in 1913. In 1909, together with Virgilio Scattolini, he founded 

the periodical La difesa dell’arte [The Defense of Art].67 D’Annunzio was the target of 

                                                
65 Alberto Asor Rosa, “Il Futurismo nel dibattito intellettuale italiano dalle origini al 1920,” in Futurismo, 
cultura e politica, ed. by Renzo de Felice (Torino: Ed. della Fondazione Giovanni Agnelli, 1988), 49–66, p. 
52-53. 
66 For Marinetti’s early career and symbolist allegiances, see Günter Berghaus, The Genesis of Futurism : 
Marinetti’s Early Career and Writings 1899-1909 (Leeds: Society for Italian Studies, 1995). 
67 In 1913, Settimelli founded two other magazines: Il centauro and La rivista. His most famous 
collaboration with the Futurists was his 1914 manifesto, written with Bruno Corra, titled Pesi, misure e 
prezzi del genio artistico: manifesto Futurista (Milano: Direzione del movimento Futurista, 1914). This 
text proposed a theory of objective evaluation of the artwork. In the next year, he collaborated with Corra 
and Marinetti on the Manifesto of Futurist Synthetic Theatre, and wrote on Futurist science and cinema. 
After the First World War, in 1918, Settimelli moved to Rome and together with Mario Carli and Marinetti 
founded Roma Futurista, the official mouthpiece of the Futurist party. Settimelli adhered to fascism, even 
if he frequently disagreed with Mussolini, and in 1922 published a book on the Duce and one on the March 
on Rome. Yet in 1931 he signed a polemical pamphlet protesting the Lateran Pact (Svaticanamento: 
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La difesa’s polemical attacks, as were Croce, the group of La Voce, the classicizing 

tendencies in Italian literature, and the gratuitous imitation of foreign models. A profile 

of Settimelli published in 1922 acknowledged the importance of La difesa dell’arte, 

which only lasted two years, because it “represented the effort of young people to create 

an atmosphere of novelty and movement, in a period in which everything was based on 

the passive imitation of worn-out forms of art (let us remember that Futurism had not 

appeared yet in Italy.)”68 

 In the issue of September 18th 1910, Settimelli published a polemical article titled 

“Ammiriamo il Seicento!” [Let Us Admire the Seicento!].69 Settimelli acknowledged that 

one year earlier, when he had founded La difesa dell’arte, he had used the term 

“Seicento” to refer to “the opprobrium and gangrene of exhausted Italian letters.”70 Yet 

his understanding of the Secentismo was different from that of most critics. Settimelli 

pointed out that because his contemporaries did not appreciate exaggeration and 

overdramatization, they scorned the art of the seventeenth century. His own analysis was 

more sophisticated: he did not reject the poetry of Cavalier Marino because it was 

hyperbolic—this was merely an issue of taste—but because it implied lack of substance. 

Yet the Seicento could also purportedly be “a powerful innovator, an original and 

                                                                                                                                            
dichiarazione agli italiani (Firenze: Editioni Fiorentine, 1931) and openly attacked the gerarca Roberto 
Farinacci. Settimelli was confined to the island Lipari for five years. He died in 1954. 
68 “Questo giornale fu importante […] come sforzo di giovani tendente a create un’atmosfera di novità e di 
movimento, in un periodo in cui tutto era passiva imitazione di forme d’arte sorpassate, (giova ricordare 
che il Futurismo non era ancora apparso in Italia).” Mario Dessy, “Emilio Settimelli,” Poesia 2-3 (May-
June 1920), 1-9, p.2. Mario Dessy, “Emilio Settimelli,” Poesia I, no. 2–3 (June 1920): 1–9, p.2. 
69 Emilio Settimelli, “Ammiriamo il Seicento,” La Difesa dell’arte II, no. 34–35 (September 18th 1910): 1-
2 
70 “Il seicento! ecco l’obbrobrio, la cancrena delle nostre lettere spossate!”Emilio Settimelli, “Ammiriamo 
il Seicento,” p.1. 
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liberating movement.”71 The Seicento was “the first century that goes beyond aesthetic 

laws, and attempts to poeticize everything, breaking all the limits imposed on poetry,” in 

Settimelli's view.72 For this reason, he considered Charles Baudelaire a true heir of the 

Seicento. As I indicated in chapter 1, Théophile Gautier had already posited this 

correlation in his introduction to The Flowers of Evil (1868). Settimelli expanded on 

Gautier’s assessment and observed that —like the poets of the Seicento— Baudelaire had 

extended the possibilities of poetry to include themes until then considered unworthy of 

literary treatment. Settimelli concluded his article by vowing that from now on he would 

bestow positive value on the Seicento as a “genre that [...] overcame stupid barriers to 

thrust art into open and unexplored fields.”73 

 Although an exploration of the problematic relationship between Futurism and 

symbolism, or more particularly, between Marinetti and D’Annunzio, is beyond the scope 

of the current study, the Baroque could be considered a site of contention with regard to 

the relationship between the Futurists and the previous generation of intellectuals. It is 

not accidental that years before describing the Futurists as “Baroque”, Croce had already 

used this term to describe the poetics of D’Annunzio and other fin de siècle writers, as I 

have shown in chapter 2. I will argue that the ambiguity that Marinetti and the other 

Futurists felt with respect to D’Annunzio colored their relationship with the Baroque. In 

her 2012 dissertation, Rosalind McKever has analyzed the “possible appropriations” of 

                                                
71 “Non solo io considero il vostro seicento sparso un po’ dappertutto e non condannabile perché possibile 
portatore di valori di pensiero, ma anche lo credo una forte innovazione, un movimento originale e 
liberatore.” Emilio Settimelli, “Ammiriamo il Seicento,”  p.1. 
72 “Il seicento è il primo secolo che si getti copiosamente al di fuori delle leggi estetiche e tenti di 
poeticizzare ciò che vuole e abolisca il limitato nella poesia.” Emilio Settimelli, “Ammiriamo il Seicento,” 
p.1. 
73 “Il Secentismo sarà il genere fastoso e gonfio se volete che potrà divenire castigato e gentile, ma che 
vincendo stupide barriere animalesche ha slanciato l’arte in campi spaziosi e inesplorati.”Emilio Settimelli, 
“Ammiriamo il Seicento,” p.2. 
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Bernini and Caravaggio in the work of Boccioni as epitomizing an “avant-garde anti-

academic rhetoric.”74 Indeed, in his 1912 “Manifesto tecnico della letteratura futurista” 

[Technical Manifesto of Futurist Literature], Marinetti argued that the juxtaposition of 

dissimilar things is the best means to provoke amazement in the reader. 75 This 

immediately evokes the Baroque poetic of the ‘meraviglia’ [the marvelous], attained 

through the polyphony of unexpected images that create connections between disparate 

things. Amazement and marvel became fundamental to Futurism’s poetics because the 

expressive value of the Futurist work resides in its power to shock. For this reason, as the 

Futurists claimed, “It is imperative […] to abolish whatever in language has become a 

stereotyped image, a faded metaphor, and that means nearly everything.”76 The Futurist 

“imagination without strings” [“l’immaginazione senza fili”] replaces all known terms 

with fresh analogies.77 Settimelli’s aforementioned text had made explicit the Baroque 

and symbolist genealogy of this approach, with its emphasis on originality and wonder. 

                                                
74 “Futurism and the Baroque,” Rosalind McKever, “Futurism and the Past: Temporalities, Avant-Gardism 
and Tradition in Italian Art and Its Histories 1909-1919.” (doctoral dissertation, Kingston University, 
2012): 173-182, p. 172. McKever concludes: “I argue that the revived interest in the Baroque, evident in art 
history and criticism of the period, and most notably in Longhi's analogy of the movement to the Baroque, 
indicates that the Futurists were aware of their movement's correspondence with the art, poetry and rhetoric 
of the Seicento. As I have argued in previous sections, the recent critical revival and its anti-classical and 
anti-academic associations, make it a more acceptable past for the Futurists to be associated with. The 
formal comparisons from this section are of less significance than the overall connection through 
dynamism, theatricality, emotion, anti-classicism and reach across artistic media and national borders. 
Bernini and Caravaggio add weight to the argument that Futurism appropriated the Baroque,” p.181. 
Although I agree with McKever’s assessment, in the next sections I further develop the ties between the 
Baroque and art criticism paying particular attention to the critical work of Longhi and Venturi, and to the 
ambiguous relationship between the Futurists and Baroque culture. 
75 F. T. Marinetti, Manifesto tecnico della letteratura Futurista (Milano: Direzione del movimento 
Futurista, 1912). English translation: F.T. Marinetti, “Technical Manifesto of Futurist Literature," in 
Lawrence S. Rainey, Christine Poggi, and Laura Wittman, eds. Futurism: an anthology (Yale University 
Press, 2009), 119-125, p. 120. 
76 F. T. Marinetti, Manifesto tecnico della letteratura Futurista (Milano: Direzione del movimento 
Futurista, 1912). English translation: F.T. Marinetti, “Technical Manifesto of Futurist Literature," in 
Lawrence S. Rainey, Christine Poggi, and Laura Wittman, eds. Futurism: an anthology (Yale University 
Press, 2009), 119-125, p. 120. 
77 F.T. Marinetti, “Technical Manifesto of Futurist Literature," p. 123. 
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 Nonetheless, the Futurists themselves explicitly denied the analogy between the 

aesthetics of the Seicento and Futurist modernity. In their first manifesto of February 

1910, the Futurist painters indicated their negative view of the seventeenth century by 

pointing out that they were “nauseated by the vile laziness which, from the sixteenth 

century on, has made our artists live by means of an incessant exploitation of ancient 

glories.”78 Their rejection of seventeenth-century art was more explicit in “Technical 

Manifesto: Futurist Painting,” where they rejected "the easy accusation of ‘baroquism’," 

because "while baroquism means artifice, manic and spineless virtuosity, the Art that we 

predict is spontaneous and powerful.”79 English translations of this passage misrepresent 

the meaning of this quote. In its translation for the 1912 Futurist exhibition at the 

Sackville Gallery, barocchismo was reworded as “tormented and decadent 

cerebralism.”80 In more recent anthologies Umbro Apollonio repeated this translation, 

and Lawrence Rainey replaced it with “Baroque.”81 However, the Futurists were careful 

                                                
78 Umberto Boccioni, Carlo Carrà, Luigi Russolo, Aroldo Bonzagni, Romolo Romani, Manifesto dei pittori 
Futuristi (Milan: Edizioni di Poesia, 1910). English translation: Umberto Boccioni, Carlo Carrà, Luigi 
Russolo, [Giacomo Balla and Gino Severini], “Manifesto of the Futurist Painters,” in Lawrence S. Rainey, 
Christine Poggi, and Laura Wittman, Futurism: an anthology (Yale University Press, 2009), 62-64, p.62. 
Both Umbro Apollonio and Lawrence Rainey attribute the authorship of this manifesto also to Giacomo 
Balla and Gino Severini, who did sign the Technical Manifesto of April 11th 1910 but did not sign this first 
manifesto. The confusion may originate in the fact that in the second edition of the Manifesto of the 
Futurist Painters Aroldo Bonzagni and Romolo Romani were not listed as signatories because they had left 
the movement. 
79 “E infine respingiamo fin d'ora la facile accusa di barocchismo con la quale ci si vorrà colpire. Le idee 
che abbiamo esposte qui derivano unicamente dalla nostra sensibilità acuìta. Mentre barocchismo significa 
artificio, virtuosismo maniaco e smidollato, l'Arte, che noi preconizziamo è tutta di spontaneità e di 
potenza,” in Umbro Apollonio, ed., “La pittura Futurista. Manifesto tecnico. (Umberto Boccioni, Carlo 
Carrà, Luigi Russolo, Giacomo Balla, and Gino Severini; Poesia (Milano), 11 Aprile 1910),” in Futurismo. 
(Milano: G. Mazzotta, 1970), 55–59, p. 56-57.  
80 "Our art will probably be accused of tormented and decadent cerebralism. But we shall merely answer 
that we are, on the contrary, the primitives of a new sensitiveness, multiplied hundredfold, and that our art 
is intoxicated with spontaneity and power.” Umberto Boccioni et al., “Manifesto of the Futurist Painters,” 
in Exhibition of Works by the Italian Futurist Painters (London: The Sackville Gallery, 1912), 28–36, p.33. 
81 Umbro Apollonio, Futurist manifestos, Documents of 20th-century art. (New York : Viking Press, 1973), 
p.29; Boccioni, Carrà, Russolo, Balla and Severini, “Technical Manifesto of Futurist Painting,” in 
Lawrence Rainey, Futurism: an anthology, p.66. 
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in using the deprecatory term “baroquism” instead of the historically specific “Baroque.” 

In the 1910s, as I have shown in the two previous chapters, “barocco” and “barocchismo” 

did not have the same meaning. When the Futurists used the term ‘barocchismo,’ they 

were rejecting the empty display of virtuosity, not the Baroque as an artistic movement.  

 The distinction between Baroque and baroquism explains why this second 

manifesto of the Futurist painters also mentioned two aspects of their aesthetic that 

resonate with the Baroque. The first was the aim to represent dynamism: in contrast to art 

forms that purportedly register a frozen movement, such as Impressionism or Cubism, the 

Futurists claimed to depict objects in motion and the sensation of movement itself. This 

claim echoed contemporary conceptions of the Baroque, as evidenced by Wölfflin’s (and 

later Longhi’s) assertion that the Baroque introduced movement into Renaissance art.82 

Another allusion to the Baroque can be found in the Futurists’ notion of the 

interpenetration between space and the subject, also evident in the Baroque aesthetic of 

the curve and the movement of masses.83 However, these ‘Baroque’ elements were 

considered by the Futurists to be the consequence of their study of the work of Medardo 

Rosso, whose work was being re-discovered in Italy at the time through the efforts of the 

literary and art critic Ardengo Soffici.84 As I will show in the next section, it was in and 

                                                
82 “The gesture that we want to reproduce will no longer be a moment in the universal dynamism which has 
been stopped, but the dynamic sensation itself, perpetuated as such. Indeed, all things move, all things run, 
all things are rapidly changing. A profile is never motionless before our eyes, but constantly appears and 
disappears. On account of the persistency of an image upon the retina, moving objects constantly multiply 
themselves, change shape, succeeding one another, like rapid vibrations, in the space which they traverse” 
Boccioni, Carrà, Russolo, Balla and Severini, “Technical Manifesto of Futurist Painting,” p.64. 
83 “Our bodies penetrate the sofas upon which we sit, and the sofas penetrate out bodies, just as the tram 
rushes into the houses which it passes, and in their turn the houses throw themselves upon the tram and are 
merged with it. (…) We shall put the spectator in the center of the picture.” Boccioni, Carrà, Russolo, Balla 
and Severini, “Technical Manifesto of Futurist Painting”p.65. 
84 “Go ahead and ask one of these priests of the true cult, these repositories of aesthetic laws, where can you 
find the works of Giovanni Segantini today? Why do the arts commissions ignore the work of Gaetano 
Previati? Where does anyone appreciate the sculpture of Medardo Rosso?” Umberto Boccioni, Carlo Carrà, 
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through Longhi’s writings that the tie between the Baroque and Futurism was made 

explicit. 

3.4. The Circle and the Ellipsis: Roberto Longhi and the Futurist Painters 

Longhi’s seminal article on the Futurist painters appeared in April 1913, in response to 

their group show in the Teatro Costanzi (Rome) in which works by Boccioni, Carrà, 

Russolo, Balla, Severini, and Soffici were exhibited.85 As he recounted in 1937, during 

this show Longhi met Carrà.86 His correspondence with the Futurists proves that during 

these years Longhi frequented and admired the movement and its members. At the time 

he claimed that “Futurism is an extremely interesting phenomenon, in which there are 

intelligent, maybe even brilliant, men,” although they constituted a minority “nestled in a 

gelatin of imbecility.”87  

 One of the central preoccupations of the Futurists was to clarify the difference 

between their movement and Cubism. This theme was also at the core of Longhi’s text 

and he corresponded with the Futurists when preparing his article, a fact that has not been 

properly acknowledged in the scholarship on Longhi and on Futurism. Soffici — who 

                                                                                                                                            
Luigi Russolo [Giacomo Balla, and Gino Severini], “Manifesto of the Futurist Painters,” in Lawrence S. 
Rainey, Christine Poggi, and Laura Wittman, Futurism: an anthology (Yale University Press, 2009), 62-64, 
p.63. Ardengo Soffici, Il caso Medardo Rosso: preceduto da l’Impressionismo e la pittura italiana 
(Firenze: B. Seeber, 1909); Jean-François Rodriguez and Medardo Rosso, La réception de 
l’impressionnisme à Florence en 1910 : Prezzolini et Soffici maîtres d’oeuvre de la “Prima esposizione 
italiana dell’Impressionismo francese e delle scolture di Medardo Rosso” (Venezia: Istituto veneto di 
scienze lettere ed arti, 1994). 
85 Prima Esposizione Pittura Futurista. Roma. Ridotto del Teatro Costanzi. (Roma: Galleria G. Giosi, 
1913). 
86 Roberto Longhi, Carlo Carrà [1937], now in Scritti sull’otto e novecento (Firenze: Sansoni, 1984), p.40 
et seq. 
87 “Siamo di fonte a un fenomeno straordinariamente interessante come quello del Futurismo, dove ci sono 
degli uomini intelligenti, forse addirittura geniali incastonati in una totale gelatina d’imbecillità.” Roberto 
Longhi and Giuseppe Prezzolini, Roberto Longhi, Giuseppe Prezzolini. Lettere, 1909-1927, ed. by Maria 
Cristina Bandera Viani and Elisabetta Fadda (Parma: Monte Università Parma, 2011), Longhi to Prezzolini, 
undated [January-February 1914], p.83. 
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was writing a series of articles on the topic, and whose Cubismo e futurismo [Cubism and 

Futurism] would be published in the following year — sent a detailed letter to the young 

critic explaining the conceptual distinctions between Cubist and Futurist aesthetics.88 

Longhi had not yet seen any Cubist works in person. Soffici began his letter by 

anticipating that he would send some books and magazines about Cubism to the young 

critic.89 He also lamented that he had ordered Prezzolini to forward to Longhi an issue of 

the American photographic quarterly Camera Work but it had already been sold. It was a 

pity, Soffici wrote, because there Longhi would have seen “the true Picasso," and would 

have been able to “understand the differences between the tendencies of that school and 

ours, which for the sake of brevity we will call Futurists.”90 

 To illustrate the formal differences between Cubist and Futurist art, Soffici 

constantly referred to the artworks that were on view in the Teatro Costanzi, so that his 

letter reads like a guided tour to the Futurist Exhibition. For instance, to explain the 

complex difference between the Cubist representation of objects “from the outside” and 

the Futurists’ desire to “represent the object lyrically, from the inside," Soffici advised 

Longhi to “look at my sugar bowl and Carrà’s objects (4)," a reference to Scomposizione 

                                                
88 Soffici's relations with Milanese Futurism were notoriously complex. They began as strongly 
antagonistic, so much so that in 1911, in an infamous episode, Soffici was physically attacked by the 
Milanese because of his criticisms of their “Mostra d’arte libera." But soon the Florentine group of La Voce 
and the Milanese Futurists found out that their positions were much closer than previously thought. Soffici 
admired the successful Futurist exhibition at the Galerie Bernheim-Jeune in 1912, and participated as a 
“guest” in the Futurist exhibition in the Teatro Costanzi in Rome in 1913.  
89 Ardengo Soffici, Cubismo e futurismo (Firenze: Libreria della Voce, 1914). A couple of months before 
his letter to Longhi, Soffici had published in Lacerba several articles of introduction to Cubism: "Cubismo 
e oltre (Abbecedario)," Lacerba I (January 15th 1913): 10; (February 1st 1913): 18; (February 15th 1913): 
30. 
90 "L'altro giorno le feci spedire da Firenze alcuni libri e riviste contenenti qualcosa sul Cubismo. Avevo 
detto a Prezzolini di farle avere anche Camera Work, ma pare l'abbia venduto. È un peccato perché lì 
avrebbe visto il vero Picasso ed avrebbe potuto farsi un' esatta idea delle differenze che corrono fra le 
tendenze di quella scuola e quelle nostre che diremo per brevità Futuriste.” Ardengo Soffici to Roberto 
Longhi, March 5, 1913, Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca sulla tradizione manoscritta – Università 
degli Studi di Pavia (Pavia). 549. 
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di piani di zuccheriera e bottiglia [Decomposition of the planes of a sugar bowl and a 

bottle] by Soffici and Ritmi di oggetti [Rhythm of objects], which are both mentioned in 

the show's catalogue (Fig.3-4 and 3-5).91 Soffici pointed out other crucial dissimilarities 

by referencing specific artworks in the Costanzi show, and recent works by Robert 

Delaunay and Pablo Picasso. These differences included the absence of color in Cubist 

painting and the importance of chromatism in Futurist painting; the Cubist unfolding of 

planes as opposed to the Futurist compenetration of planes and lines; and the Cubist 

reference to “archaic […] Egyptian or African” forms and the Futurists’ depiction of 

modernity. 

 Yet a comparison between Soffici’s letter and Longhi’s finalized text indicates the 

young critic’s independence of judgment. For Longhi, the essential aspect of Futurist 

aesthetics was that “[the Futurist painters] have asserted the lyrical-pictorial necessity of 

expressing movement,” a central aspect of Marinetti and Boccioni’s analyses but one that 

Soffici did not devote any space to in his letter.92 The emphasis on the concept of 

“lyricism” revealed Longhi’s usage of Crocean vocabulary, but also his appropriation of 

Futurist terminology. Even more interestingly for the purposes of this chapter, Longhi’s 

text on the Futurists makes use of Wölfflin's categories to identify the fundamental 

similarity between Futurism and the Baroque, independently from Soffici’s formulations. 

Revealing his reading of Renaissance and Baroque, Longhi observed: 

                                                
91 “guardi per esempio la mia zuccheriera e gli oggetti (4) di Carrà.” Ardengo Soffici to Roberto Longhi, 
March 5, 1913, Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca sulla tradizione manoscritta – Università degli 
Studi di Pavia (Pavia). 549. Prima Esposizione Pittura Futurista. Roma. Ridotto del Teatro Costanzi. 
(Roma: Galleria G. Giosi, 1913), p. 23. 
92 “Affermando la necessità lirico.pittorica di esprimere il moviment, i Futuristi si avviano solidamente per 
la strada maestra dell’Arte della Pittura.” Roberto Longhi, “I pittori Futuristi,” La Voce V, no. 15 (April 10, 
1913): 1051–1053; reprinted in Roberto Longhi, Scritti giovanili, 1912-1922, 47-54, p. 47.  
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The problem of Futurism as opposed to Cubism is like the problem of the 
Baroque with respect to the Renaissance. The Baroque puts Renaissance mass in 
movement: the straight façade of the church — a robust and thick board of stone 
— bends as if it were pressed by a colossal strength. The ellipsis replaces the 
circle. The circle implies motionlessness, abandon, and calm. The ellipsis is a 
compressed circle, energy at work, movement. […] Coming after the Cubists, I 
mean, being originally animated by the same lyricism, the new painters aim to 
conserve the Cubistic crystallization of form and to impart movement to it. The 
result is clear: it is the complete disarticulation of the anatomy of reality, which in 
Cubism had stiffened and stratified [...] The result is [...] the profound legitimacy 
of the new trend, and its superiority over Cubism.93  

 

Longhi, following Wölfflin’s cyclical model of the development of art, interpreted Greek, 

Gothic, Baroque, and Futurist art as stylistic modes concerned with movement, in 

opposition to Egyptian, Roman, Renaissance, and Cubist art, which represented stillness. 

As an example, Longhi compared Boccioni’s Elasticità [Elasticity] and Jean Metzinger’s 

Donna a Cavallo [Woman on a Horse] (Fig.3-6 and 3-7).94 Metzinger’s work was 

                                                
93 “Il problema del Futurismo rispetto al Cubismo è quello del Barocco di fronte al Rinascimento. Il 
Barocco non fa che porre in moto la massa del Rinascimento: la liscia facciata di chiesa, una tavola di 
pietra spessa e robusta s’incurva, pressa da una forza gigante. Al cerchio succede l’ellisse. Cerchio è 
staticità abbandono riposo. Ellisse è cerchio compresso, energia all’opera, movimento. […]Ora, venendo 
dopo i Cubisti, intendo animati inizialmente dallo stesso lirismo, i nuovi pittori si propongono: conservare 
la cristallizzazione Cubistica della forma, e imprimerle moto. Il risultato è chiaro: è la disarticolazione 
completa delle membra della realtà che nel Cubismo s’eran rattratte, anchilosate, stratificate: il proiettarsi 
dei cristalli nelle direzioni essenziali che la materia e il movimento richiede. Ne risulta […] la profonda 
legittimità della nuova tendenza, e la sua superiorità sul Cubismo.” Roberto Longhi, “I pittori futuristi,” 
p.1051. 
94 In his article, Longhi mentions three cubist paintings: Metzinger's Woman on a Horse (Femme au Cheval 
or L'Écuyère, 1911-1912, National Gallery of Denmark) and Harbour (Le Port 1911-1912, whereabouts 
unknown), and Picasso's Naked Man, which might be Homme Nu Assis (1908, Musée d'Art Moderne du 
Nord, Villeneuve d'Ascq), as Longhi described it as follows: "Perhaps only Picasso in his " Naked Man" 
understands what kind of curves include motion: [in this painting], wide and sparse curves propel from an 
ellipsoidal kernel, and they thrust the body and twist it." ("Non v'è forse che Picasso nel suo «Uomo Nudo» 
che abbia compreso quale sia il genere di curve che racchiudono il moto: là, da un gheriglio elissoidale si 
sferrano curve rade e ampie che fan procedere il corpo come per torsione.") Roberto Longhi, “I pittori 
futuristi,” p. 1052. The first two paintings were illustrated in Albert Gleizes and Jean Metzinger's Du 
"cubisme" (Paris: Eugène Figuière et Co., 1912), so we can assume that this was one of the books on 
Cubism that Soffici sent to Longhi. Soffici cites this book in his Cubismo e futurismo (Firenze: Libreria 
della Voce, 1914), p. 65. Yet Longhi seems to have paid more attention to the book's illustrations than to 
the text, as he adopts a completely different reading of the Cubist movement than the Bergsonian one 
proposed by Gleizes and Metzinger. For the impact of Bergsonism on Du "cubisme," see Mark Antliff, "Du 
Cubisme between Bergson and Nietzsche," Inventing Bergson : Cultural Politics and the Parisian Avant-
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purportedly haunted by rigidity and stasis. By contrast, in the curves of Boccioni’s 

“masterpiece” Longhi viewed the ability to convey movement: “every curve is 

compressed to the extreme and does not break; every circle is reduced to the ultimate 

ellipse.”95  

 For Longhi “form and movement” are antithetical elements that periodically 

dominate the history of artistic styles. Wölfflin’s Renaissance and Baroque, which was 

already well known to Italian art historians through Croce's mediation, allowed for the 

possibility of a cyclical development of art by pointing out the similarities between 

Baroque and modern art. While Boccioni and the Futurists interpreted Cubism and 

Futurism as two opposed forms of representation —with Futurism being superior to 

Cubism— for Longhi, who had a more sophisticated philosophy of history, they were in a 

dialectical relationship and were the most recent instances of a recurrent law that had 

ruled the history of art since its origins.96 In this dialectical relationship between form and 

movement, Longhi sided strongly with the Futurists rather than with the Cubists, 

supporting the Baroque over the Renaissance.  

 Longhi’s evaluation of Futurist art was based on an attentive reading of the 

artworks that went beyond the interpretation that the artists themselves provided. Rather 

than engaging with Futurism’s claims in relation to modern culture, Longhi focused on 

the purely formal aspect of their art, criticizing symbolist art criticism which focused on 

“extra pictorial” aspects of painting, such as “ideals of every type, literature, 

                                                                                                                                            
Garde (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1993), 39-66. I thank Professor Antliff for indicating 
me this important reference. 
95 “Ogni curva si comprime all’estremo e non si spezza, ogni cerchio si riduce all’ultimo ellisse.” Roberto 
Longhi, “I pittori futuristi,” p.1053. 
96 “I nuovi pittori si propongono di conservare la cristallizzazione Cubistica della forma, e imprimerle 
moto.” Roberto Longhi, “I pittori futuristi,” p.1052. 
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interpretations of psychological interiority—and sensual beauty.”97 For this reason, 

Longhi rejected some aspects of Futurist theory which to him seemed to reflect symbolist 

residues, such as the importance they attributed to subject matter—albeit a modern one—

as well as the lyrical use of lines, as in Boccioni’s Stati d’animo [States of Mind], also on 

view in the show at the Costanzi theatre. For Longhi, the properly modern contribution of 

the Futurists was their concern with the pictorial medium itself, not their representation of 

contemporary life.  

 Longhi pointed out that the Futurists, contrary to their pretentious claims, had not 

been able to completely overturn the tendency towards stability exemplified by Cubism. 

In his letter to Longhi, Soffici singled out his Sugarbowl as an example of the Futurist 

centrifugal extension of an object into its surrounding space, but Longhi’s assessment of 

this painting differed. He observed that the painting represented an “extremely solid 

sugarbowl,” and thus was much more Cubistic than Soffici intended it to be.98 Its curves 

and circles needed to be undone through the Baroque evolution towards the ellipse. Of 

the works on view at the Costanzi, Longhi also considered Carrà’s Galleria di Milano 

[Gallery of Milan] “Cubistic,” while his Rhythm of objects was able to represent 

movement and thus was truly Futurist. (Fig.3-8 and 3-9). Longhi’s claim that Cubist 

elements existed in paintings that were described by their creators as Futurist is indicative 

of his art historical view of the relationship between the two movements. Instead of 

considering one movement as a reversal of the other, Longhi analyzed their relationship 

with the same nuanced historicized lens that Wölfflin had used to account for the passage 

                                                
97 “Non cercare nel quadro un qualche emotivo extrapittorico: ideali di ogni calibro, letteratura, 
interpretazione d’interiorità psicologica – e bellezza sensuale.” Roberto Longhi, “I pittori futuristi,” p.1051. 
98 “saldissima zuccheriera,” Roberto Longhi, “I pittori futuristi,” p.1052. 
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from the Renaissance to the Baroque. The change was gradual and progressive, and as 

these movements embody constant tendencies in art, they coexist, often in the same artist. 

 As the previous pages have shown, Longhi’s defense of the Futurists was not full-

hearted. For example, he refused to consider the Futurists as a multi-disciplinary group. 

Longhi analyzed Futurist art as the product of individual personalities, and only 

examined the works of Ardengo Soffici, Carlo Carrà, Gino Severini, and Umberto 

Boccioni. Longhi carefully avoided any reference to the publicity machinery of the 

Futurists, to the performative aspect of the movement, or to its ambition to be the only 

adequate response to the changes brought by modernity. Longhi’s dedicated copy of 

Boccioni’s Pittura scultura Futuriste contains some undated marginalia in which he 

sarcastically commented on some aspects of Futurist poetics.99 Next to Boccioni’s 

assessment that the Futurists had “for the first time given the example of an enthusiastic 

human adherence to the civilization that is being shaped under our eyes," Longhi 

deadpanned “enthusiastic conformists.” When Boccioni argued that Futurist art would 

lead to “a new definite sublime more abstract than the Greek or the Christian one,” 

Longhi added “ha!ha!"100 

 Yet the Futurists were enthusiastic about the promising art historian. In his letter, 

for example, Soffici exhorted Longhi to become "the critic of truly modern art. [Ugo] 

Ojetti, [Vittorio] Pica, etc. do not know what else to say, and they will soon have to be 

                                                
99 Umberto Boccioni, Pittura Scultura Futuriste Dinamismo Plastico (Milano: Edizioni Futuriste di 
“Poesia,” 1914). Biblioteca della Fondazione di studi di storia dell’arte Roberto Longhi (Firenze). 
D.Mon.Mod. Boccioni 1.1. 
100 "Noi Futuristi diamo per la prima volta l'esempio di un'entusiastica adesione umana alla forma di civiltà 
che si va plasmando sotto i nostri occhi…," p. 28; "il principio di un progresso il quale dura tuttora e 
condurrà ad un nuovo sublime definitivo più astratto di quello greco o cristiano," p.96. Umberto Boccioni, 
Pittura Scultura Futuriste Dinamismo Plastico (Milano: Edizioni Futuriste di “Poesia,” 1913). Biblioteca 
della Fondazione di studi di storia dell’arte Roberto Longhi (Firenze). D.Mon.Mod. Boccioni 1.1. 
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quiet or they will become a joke.”101 Although Longhi’s missives seem to have been lost, 

from the Futurists’ answers to his letters it appears that in the aftermath of the publication 

of “I pittori futuristi" Longhi had considered becoming a sort of compagnon de route of 

the Futurists. As a militant critic who used academic rigor, historical knowledge, and the 

sophisticated vocabulary of pure visibility, he could further the cause of the avant-garde. 

For example, Giuseppe Sprovieri, a crucial figure in the establishment of a market for 

Futurist art with his Neapolitan and Roman galleries, answered a letter from Longhi by 

providing precious information about their plans.102 They intended to start a magazine 

"which should [...] contribute not only in divulging avant-garde movements but also in 

forming a truly artistic environment” in Rome.103 Sprovieri planned to devote the first 

issue of the magazine ––which he titled Dinamica — to Boccioni’s sculpture, and he 

obtained Longhi’s “unconditional commitment” to write “one of his multifaceted and 

versatile articles” about Boccioni’s work.104 Dinamica would be modeled after Leonardo 

or La Voce.105 As I have mentioned, Longhi was uneasy with the intellectual allegiances 

                                                
101 “Lei dovrebbe divenire il critico dell'arte veramente moderna. Sento che Ojetti, Pica, eccetera sono 
fichus; non sanno più cosa dire e presto dovranno tacere se non vorranno far ridere anche i polli.” Ardengo 
Soffici to Roberto Longhi, March 5, 1913, Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca sulla tradizione 
manoscritta – Università degli Studi di Pavia (Pavia). 549. 
102 Giuseppe Sprovieri to Roberto Longhi, April 14, 1913, Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca sulla 
tradizione manoscritta – Università degli Studi di Pavia (Pavia). 554. 
103 “Sono inoltre sicuro che non ci mancherà [l’assenso di Soffici] per ”qualcosa di serio 
giornalisticamente" che Lei ed io riusciremo ad impiantare a Roma pur fra l'indifferenza generale che dovrà 
essere l'organo delle nostre esposizioni e giovare non soltanto alla diffusione dei movimenti d'avanguardia 
ma contribuire alla formazione d'un vero e proprio ambiente artistico.” Giuseppe Sprovieri to Roberto 
Longhi, April 14, 1913, Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca sulla tradizione manoscritta – Università 
degli Studi di Pavia (Pavia). 554. 
104 “Longhi, di cui ho l'adesione incondizionata, in uno dei suoi articoli poliedrici e definitivi.” Giuseppe 
Sprovieri to Umberto Boccioni, September 3, 1913, Umberto Boccioni Papers. Correspondence, 1899-
1917. Box 1. Folder 2 - 7, The Getty Research Institute. 36S. I am grateful to Loisann Dowd White, Head 
of Research Services, for sending me a copy of these letters. 
105 “Resta la volontà di gettarsi a corpo morto in un organismo vivo e pugnace come il "Leonardo" o la 
"Voce" del primo anno, che mi fà sicuro di averti buon compagno nella nostra futura rivista e nell'opera che 
andremo svolgendo intorno ad essa.” Giuseppe Sprovieri to Roberto Longhi, June 16, 1913, Fondo Roberto 
Longhi, Centro di ricerca sulla tradizione manoscritta – Università degli Studi di Pavia (Pavia). 555. 
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of the La Voce circle —particularly what he considered its uncritical adoption of Crocean 

aesthetics. It is not surprising that he considered founding a new venue for his writings, 

one that would give enough space to contemporary art criticism. Avant-garde journals 

focused more on literature than on visual culture, while L’Arte did not pay much attention 

to the controversies of contemporary art.106  

 In his correspondence with Longhi, Sprovieri commented on some aspects of “I 

pittori futuristi” that had particularly impressed him. One was the analogy between 

Futurism and the Baroque. "You have magnificently exposed the analogy between 

Futurism and the Baroque and the position of these schools with respect to Cubism and 

the Renaissance," he wrote to Longhi. "I will make use of this suggestion, looking for 

affinities —let us call them exterior, and with a polemical character— between Futurism 

and the Baroque."107 Sprovieri seems to have been the only member of the group 

interested in this comparison, as there are no explicit mentions of it in the correspondence 

or texts of the other Futurists. Yet as I will show in the next section, echoes of Longhi’s 

analyses do appear in the work of Boccioni and Soffici after 1913.  

 Longhi was friends with Enrico Cajumi, who might have worked in Sprovieri’s 

gallery or been his close associate —his 1913 letters have the masthead of “Galleria 

Sprovieri”— and thus provided Longhi with insider information about the recent 

                                                
106 Giuseppe Sprovieri to Umberto Boccioni, September 5, 1913, Umberto Boccioni Papers. 
Correspondence, 1899-1917. Box 1. Folder 2 or 7., The Getty Research Institute. 37S. 
107 “Esposta magnificamente è l'analogia fra Futurismo e Barocco e la posizione rispettiva di queste scuole 
d'arte di fronte al Cubismo ed al Rinascimento. Del suo suggerimento mi servirò anche io cercando altre 
affinità, dirò così esteriori e di carattere polemico, fra Futurismo e Barocco.” Giuseppe Sprovieri to 
Roberto Longhi, April 14, 1913, Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca sulla tradizione manoscritta – 
Università degli Studi di Pavia (Pavia). 554. 
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polemics in the group.108 For instance, in the last days of 1913, Cajumi reported Marinetti 

and Boccioni’s irritation with young artists who wanted to profit from the succès de 

scandale of the Futurist exhibitions and show their work with the group. Marinetti 

responded by denouncing their opportunism: “Are you more concerned with the criticism 

of Ojetti or of Longhi? If you want Ojetti to write about you, then you must exhibit in the 

[Società] degli Amatori e Cultori and get the hell out of here; if you are interested in 

Longhi’s criticism, then work for another ten years, and let us talk again then.”109 The 

Futurists considered Longhi, despite his young age, as the foremost art critic of the time, 

and as the only one who truly understood their project despite his reservations. 

 The last page of “I pittori futuristi” included an ironic section, in which Longhi 

recorded (or pretended to record) the philistine reactions of the audience at the Futurist 

exhibition at the Teatro Costanzi. This gave Longhi the opportunity to make fun of 

Crocean aesthetics for its indifference to the material conditions of painting: “a youth, a 

confessed Crocean, [said]: “Lines? I am not interested in lines! They are only technique! 

(From this comment one can be absolutely certain that he knows nothing about Art).”110 

In “I pittori futuristi” Longhi was able to convey the visual experience of Futurist 

                                                
108 Cajumi and Longhi seem to have been friends even before their engagement with Futurism, as they both 
studied in the University of Turin. In 1913, Cajumi also published a review of the exhibition at the teatro 
Costanzi (Enrico Cajumi, “Scultura Futurista," Giornale di Sicilia (Palermo), December 10-11, 1913). 
Their correspondence seems to have come to a halt immediately after the First World War. In the 1920s, 
Cajumi worked for the newspaper L’Ambrosiano, in which Carlo Carrà was in charge of the art reviews. 
Carlo Carrà to Roberto Longhi, October 15, 1924, Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca sulla tradizione 
manoscritta – Università degli Studi di Pavia. 160. 
109 “Voi avete creduto il Futurismo fosse una vetrina per le vostre nullità; vi siete sbagliati; voi siete degli 
arrivisti, dei mercanti, non fate che accordarvi a noi per mettervi in mostra. Vi preme di più la critica di 
Ojetti o la critica di Longhi? Se vi preme Ojetti esponete agli Amatori e Cultori e uscite dai coglioni; se vi 
preme quella di Longhi lavorate ancora dieci anni e poi ne riparliamo.” Enrico Cajumi to Roberto Longhi, 
December 28, 1913, Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca sulla tradizione manoscritta – Università 
degli Studi di Pavia (Pavia). 145. 
110 “[…] un giovinetto, crociano confesso […]– Le linee? Ma non me ne occupo, io! Esse sono tecnica. 
[Siete sicuri allora ch’egli non si occupa dell’Arte].” Roberto Longhi, “I pittori Futuristi,” La Voce V, no. 
15 (April 10, 1913): 1051–1053; reprinted in Roberto Longhi, Scritti giovanili, 1912-1922, 47-53, p. 54.  
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painting, adapting the method of pure visibility to contemporary criticism.111 The 

Futurists admired Longhi because this approach was a blow to the methodology of critics 

such as Ugo Ojetti, Vittorio Pica, and Corrado Ricci who had lambasted Futurist art. In a 

letter to Soffici, Carrà remarked that Longhi’s article was the “least superficial” to be 

published about the Futurist exhibit and he praised the young art historian because 

“talking about pure painting” in Italy “is really grueling.”112 A couple of weeks later, 

Boccioni also wrote to Longhi, congratulating him for the clarity with which he had 

written about dynamism and for his novel use of artistic terminology: “Your article, my 

dear friend, will mark an era in Italian criticism. It is the first time that I have encountered 

such clear and profound writing on dynamism. And I have been particularly struck by 

how you have used – in a completely novel way—such a plastic terminology. You have 

enriched the pictorial verbal expression, that is, you have solved the problem of how to 

understand each other talking pictorially.”113 As we have seen, Longhi utilised the tenets 

of pure visibility in his study of the Baroque as well as Futurism, and, if Boccioni’s 

response is any indication, his novel methodology was warmly welcomed within Futurist 

circles.  

                                                
111 Fiora Bellini, “Una passione giovanile di Roberto Longhi: Bernard Berenson,” in L’Arte di scrivere 
sull’arte: Roberto Longhi nella cultura del nostro tempo, ed. by Giovanni Previtali (Roma: Editori riuniti, 
1982), 9–26; Giuliana Tomasella, “La «militanza Futurista» di Roberto Longhi,” Op.cit. 70 (1987): 37–48, 
p. 40 
112 “Fra tutti gli articoli comparsi sulla pittura Futurista è senza dubbio il più profondo, meglio dire, il meno 
superficiale. Dobbiamo convincerci che parlare di pittura pura in questo paese dello sfarfalleggiare artistico 
è veramente cosa improba.” Carlo Carrà and Ardengo Soffici, Carlo Carrà, Ardengo Soffici: lettere 
1913/1929, ed. by Vittorio Fagone and Massimo Carrà (Milano: Feltrinelli, 1983), Carrà to Soffici, 13 
aprile 1913, p. 4. 
113 "[...] Il suo articolo egregio amico, segnerà un'era nella critica italiana. È la prima volta che vedo 
scrivere con chiarezza e profondità sul dinamismo [corsivi nell'originale]. E sopratutto, come è usata – in 
un modo completamente nuovo – la terminologia, così plastica, che mi ha colpito. Lei ha arricchito 
l'espressione verbale pittorica, ha cioè risolto il problema di come intendersi pittoricamente parlando.”  
Letter from Boccioni to Longhi, April 25th 1913, in Francesco Grisi, “Boccioni e Longhi,” in Boccioni: 
cento anni, ed. by Luigi Tallarico (Roma: G. Volpe, 1982), 235–243, p. 238. 
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3.5. Longhi, Boccioni, and Baroque Architecture 

The Futurists’ appreciation of Longhi’s criticism played a central role in the genesis of 

Longhi’s Scultura Futurista: Boccioni [Futurist Sculpture Boccioni], published in 1914. 

Longhi’s pamphlet was written partially at the request of Boccioni himself, who had 

contacted Soffici in July 1913, asking if Longhi could write an article on his work.114 

After publishing his manifesto for Futurist sculpture in April 1912, and exhibiting his 

sculptural experiments in Paris in April 1913 and at Sprovieri’s gallery in December 

1913, Boccioni was interested in further developing his theoretical analysis of 

Futurism.115 In 1914 Boccioni would publish his own analysis of Futurist painting and 

sculpture, but he evidently wanted to complement his voice with that of an independent 

critic sympathetic to the Futurist project.116 For his part, Longhi was particularly 

enthusiastic about Boccioni, arguing that “with him […] Italian art is suddenly in the 

avant-garde of international art, even if only with one great artist because for the moment 

the other Futurists […] cannot compete with him.”117 This might explain why instead of 

the planned article he ended up writing a pamphlet. 

 An interesting section of the correspondence between Prezzolini, Longhi, and 

Boccioni regards the title of Longhi’s text. Longhi wanted to title it “The Plastic 
                                                
114 Laura Mattioli Rossi, ed., “La nascita del libro di Roberto Longhi Scultura futurisa Boccioni nel 
carteggio tra Boccioni, Longhi e Prezzolini,” Boccioni: pittore scultore Futurista (Milano: Skira, 2006), 
p.176-181 
115 Umberto Boccioni, Manifesto tecnico della scultura Futurista (Venezia: Edizioni del Cavallino, 1912);  
1e Exposition de sculpture Futuriste du peintre et sculpteur Futuriste Boccioni du 20 juin au 16 juillet 
(Paris: Galerie La Boëtie, 1913); Esposizione di scultura Futurista del pittore e scultore Futurista Boccioni 
(Galleria Futurista Sprovieri: Rome, 1913) 
116 Umberto Boccioni, Pittura Scultura Futuriste Dinamismo Plastico (Milano: Edizioni Futuriste di 
“Poesia,” 1914). 
117 “Con Lui […] l’arte Italiana si porta di botto all’avanguardia dell’arte internazionale, sia pure in grazia 
di un solo grande artista poiché per ora gli altri Futuristi – sebbene io non conosca le ultime loro cose – non 
possono misurarsi con Lui.” Roberto Longhi and Giuseppe Prezzolini, Roberto Longhi, Giuseppe 
Prezzolini. Lettere, 1909-1927, ed. by Maria Cristina Bandera Viani and Elisabetta Fadda (Parma: Monte 
Università Parma, 2011), Longhi to Prezzolini,  undated [1913], p.68, p.73. 
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Dynamism of Boccioni” or “Boccioni the Sculptor," arguing that the word “Futurism” 

“does not mean anything in art," and that his analysis of the sculptor—like his text on the 

Futurist painters—focused on the (formal) notion of dynamism.118 Boccioni wrote 

directly to Prezzolini, insisting that he wanted the term “Futurism” on the cover. For 

Boccioni the addition of the term “Futurism” was a gesture of loyalty to the other 

members of the group. He insisted that use of the term “dynamism," with no reference to 

Futurism, would prove to be incomprehensible to the public at large, while the use of the 

name of the movement would at least attract people curious about the shenanigans of the 

group.119 In the end Longhi’s book was called Scultura Futurista: Boccioni, and at 

Marinetti’s suggestion, it included Boccioni’s sculpture manifesto and ten photographs of 

his most recent work.120 

 Longhi began his text by pointing out that modern sculpture began with 

Michelangelo, but a “fastidious Baroque breeze” lasted from Gianlorenzo Bernini to 

Medardo Rosso.121 One of the most surprising aspects of this text is Longhi’s anti-

Baroque stance. Although the characteristics of Boccioni’s sculpture that he admired are 

the same as those that in "I pittori futuristi" he had highlighted as native to the Baroque—

such as the ability to animate matter and to render a form as a dynamic element—
                                                
118 Roberto Longhi and Giuseppe Prezzolini, Roberto Longhi, Giuseppe Prezzolini. Lettere, 1909-1927, ed. 
by Maria Cristina Bandera Viani and Elisabetta Fadda (Parma: Monte Università Parma, 2011), Longhi to 
Prezzolini, March 13, 1914, p.94-95. 
119 Umberto Boccioni to Roberto Longhi, n.d. [March 1914 ca.], Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca 
sulla tradizione manoscritta – Università degli Studi di Pavia (Pavia). 64. 
120 “Dear Longhi: probably Marinetti has already talked with you and has suggested to include in your book 
the manifesto of sculpture.” “Caro Longhi, Marinetti le avrà già parlato e le avrà detto che si potrebbe 
mettere nel libro suo il manifesto della scultura.”Umberto Boccioni to Roberto Longhi, no date 1914, 
Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca sulla tradizione manoscritta – Università degli Studi di Pavia. 62. 
For these photographs and others made by Boccioni, see Giovanna Ginex, “Snapshots from the Studio of 
Umberto Boccioni,” in Boccioni’s Materia : A Futurist Masterpiece and the Avant-Garde in Milan and 
Paris, Exh.cat., ed. by Laura Mattioli Rossi (New York: Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, 2004), 63–
81. 
121 Roberto Longhi, Scultura Futurista: Boccioni (Firenze: Libreria della Voce, 1914), p.5. 
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Longhi's text also included a harsh critique of the foremost Baroque sculptor, Bernini. 

Longhi stated that Bernini could have had a major impact on sculptors of later 

generations if he had not fallen under the influence of the decorative aesthetics of artists 

like Correggio and Barocci.122 Longhi’s disdain for Bernini was supplemented by a 

Baudelairean animosity towards modern sculpture in general, which led him to critique 

the work of Auguste Rodin, George Minne, and Aristide Maillol, and even Medardo 

Rosso, so beloved by the Futurists.   

 This points to a feature of the Italian debate over the Baroque that I will analyze at 

length in Chapter 5: the parallel—and often opposite—judgments of value of seventeenth 

century painting and sculpture. Whereas Longhi had developed a genealogy of modern 

painting that began with the art of Caravaggio and reached its logical outcome with the 

work of the Futurist painters, with regard to the history of modern sculpture he developed 

no such artistic lineage. Instead, he claimed that Futurist sculpture represented the return 

to the most authentic qualities of the medium—the relation between the environment and 

light. This he deemed to be a crucial feature of Impressionist and Seicento painting.  

 Boccioni’s sculpture emerged, in Longhi’s words, “in the midst of the desert of 

modern sculpture […] and in its most inhospitable land, Italy.”123 In Longhi’s 

interpretation, Boccioni’s sculpture is “spontaneously archaic, not […] archaistic,” in 

brief, to use a Futurist expression, Boccioni is a "modern primitive."124 The distinction 

between these two terms protected Boccioni from the accusation of being ignorant of the 
                                                
122 Roberto Longhi, Scultura Futurista: Boccioni, p.5. 
123 “in questo istante sorge e si pone la scultura di Boccioni, in mezzo al deserto della scultura moderna […] 
e nella sua plaga più abbrutita, l’Italia.” Roberto Longhi, Scultura Futurista: Boccioni (Firenze: Libreria 
della Voce, 1914), p.7. 
124 “A questo punto, ripeto, e con questi intenti s’inizia la scultura di Boccioni e come tutte quelle che si 
riportano alle sorgenti della plastica è spontaneamente arcaica ma non, intendiamoci, arcaistica.” Roberto 
Longhi, Scultura Futurista: Boccioni (Firenze: Libreria della Voce, 1914), p.8. 
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history of art, an unfathomable charge for a sculptor who insisted on illustrating to the 

public the place of Futurism in the development of art, as the genealogical tree mentioned 

in the introduction shows.125 In Longhi’s view Boccioni transformed the history of 

modern sculpture by restoring it to its most essential qualities: plasticism and dynamism. 

Contradicting Boccioni, who had drafted an artistic genealogy for his sculptural practice, 

Longhi instead presented the sculptor as spontaneously returning to archaic forms.126     

 Yet, Boccioni’s research was still incomplete: “[Boccioni] achieves the 

solidification of light. There is nothing better. And not totally new: how many rays of 

wood or marble did the Baroque throw over trembling statues?”127 Longhi referred to 

Boccioni’s polymateric sculptures, which Giovanni Papini had strongly criticized in that 

same year. For Papini, a common thread linked Picasso and Severini’s collages, 

Boccioni’s assemblages, Marinetti’s “words in freedom,” and Russolo’s noise-music. 

Boccioni’s inclusion of heterogeneous materials in his sculpture (Fig.3-10) —an attempt 

to move beyond the unity of traditional sculpture—prompted Papini to denounce “the 

lyrical or rational transformation of things is being replaced by the things themselves. 

[…] Art returns to reality; thought abandons itself into action.”128 Boccioni responded 

arguing that the inclusion of fragments of “real” things in artworks was not a mimetic 

imitation of nature because they were altered by a “lyrical elaboration” on the part of the 

                                                
125 See, for example, Umberto Boccioni, “Per l’ignoranza italiana," Lacerba 16, August 15, 1913, 179-181. 
126 I'm grateful to Professor Antliff for helping me to clarify this point. 
127 “La solidificazione della luce. Nulla di più simpatico. E d’altra parte non nuovo: quanti raggi di legno o 
di marmo non lanciò il barocco sui tremoli gruppi statuari?” Roberto Longhi, Scultura Futurista: Boccioni 
(Firenze: Libreria della Voce, 1914), p.12 
128 Giovanni Papini, “Il cerchio si chiude," Lacerba, February 15, 1914, p. 49-50. Giovanni Papini, “The 
Circle Is Closing,” in Futurism: An Anthology, ed. by Lawrence S. Rainey, Christine Poggi, and Laura 
Wittman (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 173–175, p. 174.I'm very grateful to Professor Antliff 
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artist.129 Longhi sided with Papini, pointing out that dynamism achieved by the inclusion 

of heterogeneous elements is not an artistic transformation of matter. Yet he believed that 

Boccioni would soon transcend these problems. What Longhi did find issues with were 

some of the formal aspects of these sculptures: the pyramidal structure of 

Compenetrazione di testa e finestra [Compenetration of head and window] was 

intrinsically static, rather than dynamic.  

 Nevertheless, Longhi repeatedly pointed out that Boccioni’s work was the most 

successful attempt at developing a form of sculpture that could respond to Charles 

Baudelaire’s condemnation of this medium of 1846.130 Boccioni’s recent experiments—

such as Sintesi del dinamismo umano [Synthesis of Human Dynamism] (Fig.3-11)—were 

able to animate plaster by breaking the continuous surface of the sculpture with cracks 

and fissures. And what is the model for this innovative approach to sculptural form? This 

is Longhi’s answer: "It is naturally a magnificent Baroque architecture. I mean that 

Boccioni, with his sense for the elegant arabesque, does not deny the weight of the 

masses. Instead of placing them within the frozen stylization of Cubism, he twists them 

[...] The Baroque architectural construction lies precisely in this multiplication of 

matter."131 Here, as in “The Futurist Painters,” Longhi evoked Wölfflin’s schemata to 

                                                
129 Umberto Boccioni, “Il cerchio non si chiude," Lacerba, March 1, 1914, p.67-69. Papini was not 
convinced: “Cerchi aperti," Lacerba, March 15, 1914, p.83-85. For a contextualization of this polemic 
within the debates on Bergsonism and polimateric works in France and Italy, see Alessandro Del Puppo, 
“Lacerba” 1913-1915 : arte e critica d’arte (Bergamo: Lubrina, 2000), p. 187-201; Alessandro Del Puppo, 
"Realtà bruta. Una polemica tra Papini e Boccioni,” Prospettiva 97 (2000): 82-94; Maria Elena Versari, 
“‘Impressionism Solidified’  Umberto Boccioni’s Works in Plaster and the Definition of Modernity in 
Sculpture,” in Plaster Casts Making, Collecting and Displaying from Classical Antiquity to the Present, ed. 
by Rune Frederiksen and Eckart Marchand (Berlin-New York: De Gruyter, 2010), 331–350. 
130 Charles Baudelaire, “Salon 1846. XVI. Pourquoi La Sculpture est Ennuyeuse,” in Œuvres Complètes de 
Charles Baudelaire. Vol 2 (Paris: Michel Lévy frères, 1868), p.185. 
131 “È naturalmente una magnifica architettura barocca. Intendo che Boccioni, per questo senso di rabesco 
che non repugna ad una lontana eleganza, non cerca affatto di sminuire il senso della gravitazione delle 
masse, ma in luogo di adagiarle entro la stilizzazione diaccia del Cubismo le attorce sinuosamente in fusi 
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make sense of the difference between Cubism and Futurism. The key element indicative 

of Boccioni’s Baroque ancestry—of his ancestry in Baroque architecture, not sculpture—

is the curve, which imparts movement to mass. Like his Baroque predecessors, Boccioni 

must be careful to avoid falling into the rococò: “we know that the curve is dangerous. It 

leads to the serpentine, the floral, the Persian, the Senese,” that is to Art Nouveau.132 As I 

have shown in chapter 1, the connection between the Baroque and Liberty was very much 

at the forefront of Italian critical debates at the turn of the century. By indicating the 

difference between Boccioni’s experiments and Art Nouveau, Longhi not only defended 

the Futurist sculptor from the accusation of being symbolist, but also released the 

Baroque from its associations with Liberty style.  

 As he had done in his other articles of the period, Longhi posited a relation between 

modernism and the Baroque on the basis of an intense formal scrutiny. Scultura 

Futurista: Boccioni was an ambitious attempt to transcribe into words the material 

qualities of sculpture, paying attention to its surface, line, environment, and viewpoints. It 

is formal analysis, then, that allows for the study of Boccioni’s art not as the necessary 

consequence of his immediate predecessors, but as the heir of a tradition of sculpture and 

architecture that had been interrupted for centuries and suddenly reappeared due to recent 

developments in painting. 

                                                                                                                                            
sottocutanei che portano il rabesco liminale ad esprimersi non per accostamenti angolari ma per raccordi di 
curve insinuat.[…] nella lentezza inceppata –dall’ambiente – della traiettoria la materia invece di ridursi si 
moltiplichi; ed è in questa stessa moltiplicazione della materia, limitata d’altronde alle membra dove la 
presa ambientale è maggiore, nell’alto e nel basso, che risiede la costruzione architettonica barocca la quale 
non vuol dare che profili, ma non intervalli fra i profili, ed è perciò costretta a esprimere da sè la materia 
degli intervalli plastici.” Roberto Longhi, Scultura Futurista: Boccioni, p. 20-21, cursives in the original. 
132 “La curva è pericolosa, lo sappiamo. Conduce al serpentino, al floreale, al persiano, al senese.” Roberto 
Longhi, Scultura Futurista: Boccioni, p. 40. 
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 Boccioni was extremely curious to read Longhi’s text even before it was 

published, so Prezzolini sent him the proofs. But Boccioni waited until the book was 

published to communicate his gratitude to Longhi. In a long letter sent from Paris, he 

opened his heart to Longhi. He felt unappreciated in the French capital. He perceived that 

the new sculpture being presented at the Salon des Indépendents was directly inspired by 

his work, but no one acknowledged the seminal role of his sculptural investigations: “

 as Italians, we do not exist, and our name is whispered with diffidence. My book 

is about to be forgotten without [being reviewed in] a single article in Italy.”133 In this 

moment of dispair, Longhi’s book provided much needed encouragement. As in his 

previous letters, Boccioni praised Longhi for his usage of “miraculously transparent 

plastic language" and his ability to write art criticism “without a single literary-

sentimental crutch.” Above all, Boccioni agreed with the importance that Longhi 

attributed to dynamism: 

Few people feel, like us, that the solution of all modern art is in dynamism. Even 
Soffici and Carrà hesitate between Cubism and a popular art that at the end is 
reduced to a schematic reference to [Henri] Rousseau. They are still reproducing a 
traditional and static reality. […] They do not go beyond the surface. Even if one 
pastes on the canvas cardboard or something else, the plastic view of the world is 
still the same. We have to get rid of Picasso with his humble objects, typical of an 
experimenter. Instead, everyone is influenced by [his] pipes, bottles, guitars, 
glasses. Enough! […] If you could see the coloristic abstractions of Delaunay, or 
the formal ones by Picabia, artists who are quoted very often, you would 
understand how profound Balla is, even if he is always judged with the severity 
that seems to be reserved only for Italians.134 

                                                
133 “nessuno fa il mio nome. Non esistiamo come italiani e il nome è mormorato con diffidenza. Il libro mio 
sta per cadere nel buio senza un solo articolo in Italia.” Umberto Boccioni to Roberto Longhi, no date 
[1914], Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca sulla tradizione manoscritta – Università degli Studi di 
Pavia (Pavia). 65. Published in Francesco Grisi, “Boccioni e Longhi,” in Boccioni: cento anni, ed. by Luigi 
Tallarico (Roma: G. Volpe, 1982), 235–243. 
134 “Pochi sentono, come noi, che nel dinamismo è la soluzione di tutta l'arte moderna. Anche Soffici e 
Carrà tentennano tra il Cubismo e un'arte popolare che alla fine si riduce ad un Rousseau schematico. 
Siamo sempre alla riproduzione di una realtà tradizionale e statica anche se fatta con mezzi al di fuori dei 
colori di tubo che diano un'evidenza più forte. Siamo ancora alla superficie. Per quanto s'incolli su la tela 
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For Longhi the dynamism of Futurist sculpture was a re-instantiation of Baroque 

aesthetics. Yet it is interesting to note that although Boccioni agreed with the importance 

of movement in modern art that Longhi underlined in his criticism, in none of his 

writings was there an explicit reference to the Baroque sculpture as part and parcel of 

Futurism’s ancestry. This lack of reference is all the more surprising given that Boccioni 

frequently made use of genealogical charts in his writings to account for that fact that 

Futurism was not born out of a vacuum but, as he stated in Pittura Scultura Futuriste 

(Dinamismo Plastico), was the “result of investigations previously ignored in Italy . . . 

that tie the modern sensibility to those that have appeared in the past.”135 In these 

genealogical trees, a prominent role was given to Michelangelo, Rembrandt, Rubens, and 

the Spanish and Flemish seventeenth-century painters, who transformed art from 

“Christian Plastic Abstraction – passage from the external to the internal”, to 

“Naturalistic Plastic Abstraction – exteriorization of the internal.” We can only speculate 

as to the extent to which Boccioni's acknowledgement of Baroque painting as seminal for 

modern investigations is indebted to Longhi’s research. Nevertheless, it has to be noted 

                                                                                                                                            
carta cartone o altro la concezione plastica del mondo è sempre la stessa. Bisogna spazzar via Picasso i suoi 
umili oggetti da sperimentatore. Invece tutti s'influenzano di pipe di bottiglie di chitarre di bicchieri. Basta! 
[…] Balla per quanto sembri alle volte che salti nel buio, è nella verità profondamente nella verità. Se tu 
vedessi le astrazioni coloristiche di Delaunay e formali di Picabia, artisti che spesso vengono citati tu 
vedresti a quale altezza è Balla, che viene giudicato sempre con quella severità verso gli italiani che ci 
distingue.” Umberto Boccioni to Roberto Longhi, no date [1914], Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca 
sulla tradizione manoscritta – Università degli Studi di Pavia (Pavia). 65. Published in Francesco Grisi, 
“Boccioni e Longhi,” in Boccioni: cento anni, ed. by Luigi Tallarico (Roma: G. Volpe, 1982), 235–243. 
Boccioni had already published the gist of this argument in "I futuristi plagiati in Francia," Lacerba (April 
1st 1913), although here he distinguished between the Cubists, which he considered derivative, and Picasso, 
who Boccioni deemed, like the Futurists, a true heir of Impressionism. 
135 “infiniti passaggi delle graduali sfumature che legano la sensibilità moderna a quelle apparse nel passato 
[…] le nostre ricerche siano il frutto e lo sviluppo di ricerche precedente ignorate in Italia.” finiUmberto 
Boccioni, “Per l’ignoranza Italiana. Sillabario Pittorico,” Lacerba no. 16 (August 15, 1913): 179–181, 
p.179; Umberto Boccioni, Pittura Scultura Futuriste Dinamismo Plastico (Milano: Edizioni Futuriste di 
“Poesia,” 1914) (reprint: Umberto Boccioni, Pittura e scultura Futuriste, ed. by Zeno Birolli ([1914] 
Abscondita: Milano, 2006), p. 46 et seq. 
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that the historical sensibility manifested in Boccioni’s 1913-1914 writings is very 

different from the quite myopic perspective of the early Futurist manifestoes, in which 

only the Italian divisionists were recognized as ancestors. 

 Although the project never came to fruition, Longhi also planned to write a short 

history of Italian art, which would have included Fattori, Cremona, Segantini, Rosso, and 

the Futurists, and would have represented the genealogy of Futurism that the Futurists 

themselves defended in their first manifestoes.136 Longhi’s close engagement with the 

Futurists was interrupted by the outbreak of the First World War. Dinamica did not 

materialize, and in the summer of 1915 Longhi was drafted.137 

 Yet Longhi’s reference to Wölfflin’s interpretation of the Baroque did not go 

unheeded. Ardengo Soffici, for one, ended up accepting Longhi’s analogy between 

Futurism and the Baroque. In his 1916 articles “Primi principi di una estetica Futurista” 

[First Principles of a Futurist Aesthetic] Soffici positively valued Baroque creativity and 

inventiveness, interpreting the poet Cavalier Marino as a pioneer of modernity.138 

Alessandro del Puppo has described “Primi principi" as a “strategic anti-Marinetti (and 

anti-Boccioni) positioning,” and given the rejection of “baroquism” in the Futurist 

manifestoes, it does not seem accidental that such revision of Soffici's relation with 

                                                
136 Roberto Longhi and Giuseppe Prezzolini, Roberto Longhi, Giuseppe Prezzolini. Lettere, 1909-1927, ed. 
by Maria Cristina Bandera Viani and Elisabetta Fadda (Parma: Monte Università Parma, 2011), Longhi to 
Prezzolini, undated [April? 1914], p. 91. 
137 Cajumi sent a letter to Longhi informing him of the whereabouts  of Folgore, Prezzolini, Soffici, Papini, 
and Cecchi. Enrico Cajumi to Roberto Longhi, August 15, 1915, Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca 
sulla tradizione manoscritta – Università degli Studi di Pavia (Pavia). 159. 
138 Soffici’s articles were published in monthly installments in La Voce (31 January, 29 February, 31 
March, 31 May, 31 July, 31 December 1916), in L’Italia Futurista (27 January 1918), and in La Raccolta 
(15 August-15 October 1918). 
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Futurism contained an explicit endorsement of Baroque aesthetics.139 In “Primi principi," 

Soffici proclaimed the necessity of a new aesthetic, “purged of any utilitarian, civil, 

political residue," whose principles would derive from the “artistic fact” rather than from 

non-artistic systems.140 The artistic principles that Soffici pronounces are the following: 

art does not have to be edifying; art and artists do not have to be venerated; art does not 

have to be comprehensible to the public.141 The model of the artist is no longer the 

“apostle, the educator, the provocateur for the benefit of a given society or the whole of 

humanity," but “the acrobat, the funambulist, and the juggler." 142 Soffici is here evoking 

a tradition inaugurated by Baudelaire and at the time expressed in France by the work of 

Guillaume Apollinaire, and in Italy by the work of the Futurist poet Aldo Palazzeschi.143 

In chapter 1 I analyzed how D’Annunzio’s circle had already looked to Baroque artists 

when they sought alternatives to an understanding of literature as having a civic and 

ethical mission. For Soffici, art should be “nothing more than an extended surprise in 

front of a reality that reveals itself as always new and unpredictable. To express this 

surprise, to communicate it through signs and relations is at the same time the necessity 

and the primary aim of the artist.”144 Soffici declared amazement to be central to his new 

                                                
139 Alessandro Del Puppo, “«Uno degli imbecilli non esiste»," in Modernità e nazione: temi di ideologia 
visiva nell’arte italiana del primo Novecento (Macerata: Quodlibet, 2012), 121-135, p.125. 
140 “purgata da ogni residuo utilitario, civile, politico." Ardengo Soffici, Primi principi di una estetica 
Futurista (Firenze: Vallecchi, 1920),  p. 13. An introduction to Soffici's thought is Walter Adamson, 
“Ardengo Soffici and the Religion of Art," in Matthew Affron and Mark Antliff, Fascist Visions : Art and 
Ideology in France and Italy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1997), 46-72. 
141 Ardengo Soffici, Primi principi di una estetica Futurista (Firenze: Vallecchi, 1920),  p. 38-42. 
142 “Si è già capito come tutto ci porti quindi e naturalmente a considerare l’artista, non più come un 
apostolo, un educatore, come un incitatore a qualche cosa che giovi ad una certa società o all’umanità 
intera; ma come un acrobata, un saltimbanco, un giocoliere.” Ardengo Soffici, Primi principi di una 
estetica Futurista (Firenze: Vallecchi, 1920),  p. 49. 
143 Jean Starobinski, Portrait de l’artiste en saltimbanque (Genève: Albert Skira, 1970). 
144 “Analizzando la pura sensazione, che secondo la nostra estetica è il primo fondamento dell’arte […] si 
arriva a scoprire ch’essa non è in fondo che una sorpresa prolungata davanti a una realtà che si rivela 
sempre nuova e imprevedibile. Esprimere questa sorpresa, comunicarla per mezzo di segni e di rapporti, è 
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aesthetic, thus it is no shock that Baroque poets like the Cavalier Marino, who wrote “the 

aim of a poet is to astonish,” became his new heroes. Soffici did understand the negative 

connotations that the evocation of the Baroque had acquired, and he observed “only 

incompetents see in the Baroque a form of decadence rather than a courageous and fertile 

renewal,” and “a creator of new forms, a pioneer of modernity.”145 The great contribution 

of Baroque culture to modernity, then, was to arouse in the public a sense of surprise for 

the world, a sense that repetition and routine had obfuscated.146 Soffici specified that this 

new “Futuristic” aesthetic of the marvelous was not to be confused with “the bizarre, the 

strange, the fantastic, the fabulous, as in [the works of] Ariosto, Holbein, Dürer, Rops, 

                                                                                                                                            
dunque insieme la necessità e lo scopo primo dell’artista.” Ardengo Soffici, Primi principi di una estetica 
Futurista (Firenze: Vallecchi, 1920), p. 29. First in Ardengo Soffici, “Primi principi di una estetica 
futurista. VIII. L’arte come generatrice del meraviglioso," La Voce (May 1916): 229-232. 
145 “Il Cavalier Marino, il quale, come tutti i Barocchi, fu un creatore di forme nuove, un pioniere della 
modernità (e questo sia detto contro gl’incompetenti che in quella scuola vedono una decadenza anziché 
una coraggiosa e feconda rinascita.” Ardengo Soffici, Primi principi di una estetica Futurista (Firenze: 
Vallecchi, 1920), p. 29. 
146 Thus, art “consciously expresses the awakening clash […] with the intensity of music, the audacity of 
relationships, the absolute novelty of principles and forms.” “[è necessario che l’opera dell’artista] imprima 
coscientemente l’urto risvegliatore agli spiriti abitudinari, e ciò con l’intensità delle musiche, con l’audacia 
dei rapporti, con la novità assoluta dei principî e delle forme.” Ardengo Soffici, Primi principi di una 
estetica Futurista (Firenze: Vallecchi, 1920), p. 30. As mentioned, it is also probable that the French poet 
and theoretician Guillaume Apollinaire, with whom Soffici corresponded from 1911 to 1918, influenced 
these notions of marvel, surprise, and novelty. Apollinaire, who was born in Italy, had been an early 
(although not always sympathetic) commentator of the Futurists. His reviews of the 1912 Futurist show at 
the Bernheim Jeune gallery in Paris appeared with the title "Les peintres futuristes italiens" in 
L'Intransigeant on February  7th, 1912, and "Chroniques d'art. Les futuristes," in Le Petit Bleu two days 
later. Apollinaire's manifesto "L'anti-tradition futuriste" and other texts by him appeared in Lacerba, and he 
helped publish Soffici and other Italians in the French press. However, the Futurists often disputed 
Apollinaire's attempts to ascribe their innovations to the French tradition. For the relation between Soffici 
and Apollinaire, see Pär Bergman, “Guillaume Apollinaire et les discussions sur la simultaneité de 1912 à 
1914,” in “Modernolatria” et “simultaneità”; recherches sur deux tendances dans l’avant-garde littéraire 
en Italie et en France à la veille de la première guerre mondiale. (Stockholm: Bonnier, 1962), 337–411; 
Pasquale Aniel Jannini, La fortuna di Apollinaire in Italia (Milano: Istituto Editorial Cisalpino, 1965); 
Marianne W. Martin, “Futurism, Unanimism and Apollinaire,” Art Journal 28, no. 3 (April 1, 1969): 258–
268; Mario Richter, La formazione francese di Ardengo Soffici. (Milano, Vita e pensiero, 1969); Willard 
Bohn, “Free-word Poetry and Painting in 1914: Ardengo Soffici and Guillaume Apollinaire,” in Ardengo 
Soffici: l’artista e lo scrittore nella cultura del ’900, Poggio a Caiano, Villa Medicea, 1-30 giugno 1975. 
(Firenze: Centro Di, 1975); Mina Milani, ‘Soffici between Marinetti and Apollinaire’, in S. Daly and M. 
Insinga (eds) The European Avant-Garde: Text and Image (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholar Publishing, 
2012), 154-70. 
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Poe, Barbey d’Aurevilly, and Wells.”147 Rather, the new aesthetic “abhors imaginative, 

grotesque, prophetic forms, and only complies with the evisceration, the exaltation, and 

illumination of the sensible concrete, more portentous and fascinating than any idealistic 

fiction.”148 In making explicit the difference between the historical Baroque and its 

associations with symbolism, Soffici was like Longhi recovering the Baroque from its 

decadentist reading. The Futurists rejected symbolism’s passion for the femme fatale, its 

nostalgia for the past, its passion for metaphors of decadence and finitude, its morbidity. 

If the Futurists are Baroque, their Baroque is radically different from the one evoked by 

D’Annunzio and his circle, for the Futurist concept of the Baroque was premised on a 

formal research on dynamism and the activation of form. 

3.6. Cosmopolitanism vs. Nationalism: Longhi and Venturi’s opposite views of the 
legacy of the Baroque in modern art 

Venturi and Longhi’s competing constructions of the Baroque and modernity assumed 

added significance relative to Italy’s cultural politics on the eve of the First World War. 

In contrast to Longhi, Lionello Venturi was skeptical about Futurist art, as their 

correspondence shows.149 Although Venturi was at the time fully engaged with his 

studies of Renaissance and Baroque art, like most Italian progressive intellectuals he 

avidly read La Voce, and was well informed of new tendencies in art criticism. Yet he 
                                                
147 Ardengo Soffici, Primi principi di una estetica Futurista (Firenze: Vallecchi, 1920), p. 29. 
148 “È necessario avvertire che per meraviglioso non s’intende qui il bizzarro, lo strano, il fantastico, il 
favoloso, a uso Ariosto, Holbein, Dürer, Rops, Poe, Barbey d’Aurevilly, Wells? Fondamentalmente 
realista, la nostra estetica aborre dalle forme immaginative, grottesche, profetiche, e solo si attiene allo 
svisceramento, all’esaltazione e illuminazione del concreto sensibile, più portentoso e appassionante di 
ogni finzione idealistica.”Ardengo Soffici, Primi principi di una estetica Futurista (Firenze: Vallecchi, 
1920),  p. 30.  
 
149 Only in 1952 did Lionello re-consider his assessment of Futurism in his essay “Gusto internazionale.” 
Commenatario, fasc. II (April-June 1952), 93-96, where he acknowledged that despite their mistakes, the 
Futurists had been able to transcend the Italian tradition and to participate in the artistic debates taking 
place in Paris, leaving behind the provincialism of Italian art. 
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could not warm to the Italian avant-garde. In August 1913, a couple of months after the 

publication of Longhi’s article on the Futurists, Venturi expressed his diffidence towards 

the movement in a letter to Longhi. “Futurist art is based on an ignorant absurdity," 

Venturi claimed, repeating a criticism that was often made against Boccioni and his 

friends, because 

a succession of planes does not imply movement. Cinema gives the idea of 
movement, albeit mechanical movement, by moving the succession of planes. For 
a Futurist sculpture or painting to attain movement, it is necessary to put behind 
the painted or sculpted artwork a mechanism that would rotate it continuously. All 
figurative Futurism is based on the confusion of movement and succession of 
planes. Figurative movement begins were the plane ends. What do you think? 150 
 

Strangely, Venturi did not mention Longhi’s recent article, in which Longhi had carefully 

unpacked the conceptual distinction between physical movement and pictorial dynamism. 

Venturi’s analysis was surprisingly pedestrian, as the Futurists themselves had already 

responded at length to these critiques.151  

 Neither Longhi's letter nor his Scultura Futurista: Boccioni helped convince 

Venturi. Having read the book, he noted Longhi’s pedantic tone. “I have felt your 

profound conviction, and your absolute vilification of those who do not think like you,” 

Venturi wrote to Longhi. This was an inevitable risk of basing interpretation on the 

                                                
150 “L’arte Futurista è tutta basata sopra un ignorante assurdo. Una successione di piani non significa 
movimento. La cinematografia dà l'idea del movimento, sia pur meccanica, muovendo la successione dei 
piani. Perché una scultura o una pittura Futurista possa raggiungere il movimento, è necessario che si ponga 
dietro l'opera dipinta o scolpita un meccanismo che la faccia roteare rapidamente di continuo. Tutto il 
Futurismo figurativo si basa sull'equivoco tra movimento e successione dei piani. Movimento figurativo 
comincia là dove finisce il piano. Che ne dici?" Lionello Venturi to Roberto Longhi, August 11, 1913, 
Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca sulla tradizione manoscritta – Università degli Studi di Pavia 
(Pavia). 589. Giacomo Agosti, “Questioni di ‘logica degli occhi’: 5 lettere di Lionello a Roberto Longhi 
(1913-1915),” Autografo IX, no. 26 (1992): 73–84, p.74-75. 
151 One of the attacks on Futurism as a form of cinematic dynamism is Henri des Pruraux, “Il soggetto nella 
pittura,” La Voce IV, no. 44 (October 31, 1912): 920–922. A response to this was Anton Giulio Bragaglia, 
Fotodinamismo Futurista [1913], ed. by Antonella Vigliani Bragaglia (Torino: Einaudi, 1980). For the 
complex rapport between Futurism and cinema see Ginna e Corra: cinema e letteratura del Futurismo, ed. 
by M. Verdone  (Roma: Edizioni di Bianco e Nero, 1967); Giovanni Lista, Cinema e fotografia Futurista 
(Milano: Skira, 2001). 
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presumably objective “logic of the eyes," one of Longhi’s favorite formulations of his 

method.152 Venturi did not engage Longhi on a purely formal terrain. Instead, Venturi 

rejected Futurism because of what he perceived as its futility for the future development 

of art: 

I do not believe that treating [matter, weight, articulate substance, movement] 
with orgiastic ability can lead to art. […] I can agree with you that [Boccioni] has 
gone beyond Cubism, but unfortunately he has not gone beyond kabbala, because 
a deformation […] that is not illuminated by a spiritual emotion, never connected 
to humanity as a whole […] remains at most a geometric game and it is not art. 
And I am trying to continue to imagine this game, to understand how it could 
connect to future art.153 
 

The crux of Venturi’s rejection of Futurism was what many critics posited in writings on 

the avant-garde after the First World War: the inability of Futurist art to communicate 

with the public. As early as 1913, Venturi accused Boccioni—and Futurism in general—

of pursuing deformation for its own sake, of creating an empty art that was only 

interested in formal experimentation, and was thus disconnected from the truly spiritual 

sources of art. Longhi responded to Venturi, and insisted that their positions were closer 

than Venturi made them to be: as students of Croce, both believed that art must have a 

spiritual import to be considered authentic. What Longhi denied was Venturi's 

assessment that this was not the case for the Futurists. Rather, Longhi observed that 

                                                
152 “tanto profonda vi ho sentito la tua convinzione, e tanto assoluto il disprezzo per chi non pensa come 
te.” Lionello Venturi to Roberto Longhi, July 5th, 1914, Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca sulla 
tradizione manoscritta – Università degli Studi di Pavia (Pavia). 589. Giacomo Agosti, “Questioni di 
‘logica degli occhi’: 5 lettere di Lionello Venturi a Roberto Longhi (1913-1915),” Autografo IX, no. 26 
(1992): 73–84, p.76-77. 
153 “non credo punto che la trattazione di queste cose [materia, peso, sostanza articolata, moto] fatta con 
abilità orgiastica possa condurre all'arte. […] arrivo ad ammetterti il superamento del Cubismo, ma non 
purtroppo il superamento della cabala, poiché una deformazione […] mai illuminata di emozione spirituale, 
mai ricollegata con l'universa umanità, […] rimane tutt'al più un gioco geometrico, [è] ancora al di là 
dell'arte. E mi forzo a continuare fantasticamente questo gioco, per comprendere come potrebbe 
riallacciarsi all'arte futura.”  Lionello Venturi to Roberto Longhi, July 5th, 1914, p.76-77. 
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through their formal innovation, the Futurists were connecting to "humanity as a whole," 

to use Venturi's expression, or to "the spirit," to use an Idealistic term: 

How, you ask, can [Boccioni's sculpture] connect to the spirit in general? I 
respond: precisely with the purity of his figurative vision, the inexhaustible 
vitality and vibrant physicality of his sculptures. They are an expressive symbol 
of the spirit in action, in motion, in heat. In the same way, in the static creations of 
Piero [della Francesca], Antonello [da Messina], and [Giovanni Bellini] not only 
the form but also — as it is inevitable— the spirit is motionless.154 

 

Yet the disagreement between Longhi and Venturi was more profound than Longhi 

claimed. While for Longhi art was, ultimately, a purely formal investigation, for Venturi 

it must express a deep desire to establish a shared spiritual horizon with the public. This 

explains why, while believing like Longhi that the Baroque is the source of modern art, 

Venturi argued that Impressionism was the true expression of contemporary desires and 

anxieties. 

 Fernando Mazzocca has argued that Venturi’s 1909 article “Il 1609 e la pittura 

italiana” was “the first clear vindication of the seventeenth century being considered as 

the pre-history of contemporary art.”155 Indeed, in his very first article on the Baroque, 

Venturi did not limit himself to describing the characteristics of the work of Federico 

Zuccari, the Caracci brothers, and Caravaggio. Rather, in true Hegelian fashion, he 

considered them as prototypes for approaches to art that recurred over time. The triad 

reappeared in the figures of J.A.D. Ingres, Eugène Delacroix, and Édouard Manet: the 

                                                
154 "In che modo, tu dici, si può ricongiungere allo spirito in generale? Ma appunto, rispondo colla purezza 
pacifica della visione figurativa, la vitalità inesausta, la vibrante fisicità delle creazioni scult. di Boccioni 
sono perciò simbolo espressivo dello spirito in azione in moto in foga, come le creazioni statiche di un 
Piero, di un Antonello, o di un Bellini adagiano sui piani il riposo non solo delle forme ma anche – per 
conseguenza inevitabile – dello spirito." Roberto Longhi to Lionello Venturi, July 27, 1914, Fondo 
Corrispondenza, Busta 12, fascicolo 397, Archivio Lionello Venturi- Università di Roma La Sapienza. 
155 Fernando Mazzocca, “La mostra fiorentina el 1922 e la polemica sul Seicento,” Annali della Scuola 
Normale Superiore di Pisa, classe di Lettere e Filosofia V, no. 2, III (1979): 837–901, p.857- 
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first shined for his technical ability, the second summarized national characteristics in art, 

and the third revolutionized art and opened the way to its future developments. Like 

Longhi, in his 1909 article Venturi analyzed the seventeenth century by taking into 

account the subsequent development of art. Venturi valued art primarily on two counts: 

for its ability to express and interpret the social and intellectual structures of its time, and 

for its fecundity in generating new artistic developments. From this point of view, 

Caravaggio represented the groundbreaking and innovative tendency of art, since he was 

fully immersed in his time but already forshadowed the advent of modernism.156 

 Venturi’s moral, rather than formal, interpretation of Caravaggio accounts for his 

thesis that French Realism and Impressionism were the true heirs of Baroque art.157 

Courbet, Manet, and their students asserted that painting was not merely a vehicle for 

formal experimentation but rather an expression of the “desire for spiritual values within 

the limits of form itself.”158 Furthermore, in Venturi’s view Caravaggio represented a 

crucial moment in the development of modern art because through his influence on other 

seventeenth-century artists from Spain, the Lowlands, and the Dutch Republic, Italian 

pictorial civilization was transmitted to the rest of Europe. As Venturi argued in the 

introductory lecture to his 1915 university course, "the culture of pictorial tone [initiated 

by Caravaggio] was not destroyed, and still lives, and not only in Italy. It has formed 

from the sixteenth century onwards all of European painting. Through it, Rubens and 

Velazquez, Rembrandt and the French Impressionists were able to create their 

                                                
156 Lionello Venturi, “Opere inedite di Michelangelo da Caravaggio,” Bollettino d’arte del Ministero della 
Pubblica Istruzione VI, no. 1 (January 1912): 1–8. 
157 Lionello Venturi, Four Steps toward Modern Art: Giorgione, Caravaggio, Manet, Cézanne. (New York, 
Columbia University Press, 1962) 
158 Lionello Venturi, Four Steps toward Modern Art: Giorgione, Caravaggio, Manet, Cézanne, p.49. 
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masterpieces. [...] civic painting, from the sixteenth century onwards, finds its reason for 

existence in the tonal plasticity of Venice."159  

 While Venturi considered the Baroque as a cosmopolitan tendency, for Longhi 

during the period before the First World War the Baroque was the source of a specifically 

Italian modernist aesthetics. At the time, many of his writings argued for the superiority 

of the Italian Baroque when compared to its foreign manifestations. For example, in 

“Mattia Preti (critica figurativa pura)," Longhi claimed that “in the most essential feature 

of art, Style, the Italian Seicento is superior to contemporaneous foreign art.”160 The term 

“style” is extremely charged for a student of Venturi, Croce, and purovisibility like 

Longhi. What it implied is that Italian painters like Mattia Preti or Caravaggio did not 

reproduce reality as it is, but ‘stylized’ and therefore reinterpreted it. The simplification 

and stylization of reality that Longhi identified in Italian Seicento painting proved that 

the artist had transformed reality instead of passively recording it. By contrast, “Northern 

painters” like Jusepe Ribera, Van der Goes, or Rubens “are not properly artists. They are 

the usual Flemish, who descend upon us, self-important and haughty, with their 

microscopic and necrophilic realism. [...] [They] are merciless plagues and could be only 

                                                
159 "la civiltà pittorica del tono non fu distrutta, e tuttora vive, non in Italia soltanto. Essa ha formato dal 
Cinquecento in poi tutta l'Europa pittorica. Per essa, Rubens o Velazquez, Rembrandt o gl'Impressionisti 
francesi hanno potuto creare i loro capolavori. L'hanno commentata, ne hanno scrutati mille aspetti nuovi; 
sempre sono partiti dalla civiltà veneziana. [...] la pittura civile, dal Cinquecento in poi, trova la sua ragione 
di esistenza nel plasticismo tonale di Venezia."Lionello Venturi, “La posizione dell’Italia nelle arti 
figurative. Prolusione a un corso di Storia dell’arte, tenuta nella Regia Università di Torino, 21 gennaio,” 
La Nuova Antologia CCLX (March 16, 1915): 213–225. Republished in Paola Barocchi, ed. Testimonianze 
e polemiche figurative in Italia. Dal Divisionismo al Novecento (Messina: Casa Editrice G.D'Anna, 1974): 
230-242, p.239. 
160 “il seicento italiano [...] s'afferma così superiore, come sempre, all'arte contemporanea straniera in ciò 
che dell'Arte costituisce il verbo essenziale: lo Stile."  Roberto Longhi, “Mattia Preti (critica figurativa 
pura),” La Voce V, no. 41 (October 9, 1913): 1171–1175. Republished in Roberto Longhi, Scritti giovanili, 
1912-1922, 29-45, p.44. 
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compared to the syphilitic slaughters caused by certain famous courtesans.”161 Longhi 

overturned the by then clichéd association between the Baroque, degeneration, and 

illness, and projected it onto foreign art of the seventeenth century rather than Italian 

Seicento painting.  

 The mention of the Spanish artist Jusepe Ribera together with the Flemish 

Renaissance painter Hugo van der Goes, and the Flemish Baroque painter Peter Paul 

Rubens indicates the tortured complexity of Longhi’s notion of “Northern” art. Longhi 

expanded on this idea in an unpublished article written in November 1914, titled “Keine 

Malerei. Arte boreale?” [No Painting. Boreal Art?]. The article was meant to be 

published in La Voce, but Longhi did not send it to the journal.162 To avoid any facile 

accusations of chauvinism on the eve of Italy’s declaration of war, Longhi wrote “I 

already profoundly despised Northern painting before 1914.”163He added: “I am not 

writing an article about current events; there is no politics between the lines,” on the basis 

of the fact that he criticized German art in conjunction with French, Dutch, and Belgian 

art, thereby lumping together Italy’s wartime allies and enemies.164  

 The opposition North-South, as Éric Michaud has pointed out, is structural to the 

historiography of art history. Throughout the nineteenth century, from the era of Friedrich 

                                                
161 "Noi siamo lieti che al nostro seicento non appartenga [Giuseppe Ribera], e siamo certi ch'egli non è 
propriamente un artista. Egli è più tosto il solito fiammingo che piomba fra di noi, gonfio ed altero del suo 
realismo microscopioco e necrofilo, capace solo a corrompere – non che ad acquistarne una briciola – il 
senso vero dello stile e dell'arte. Van der Goes a Firenze, Ribera a Napoli, Rubens a Genova sono tali 
flagelli implacabili da paragonarsi soltanto alle stragi sifilitiche perpetrate da certe famose cortigiane." 
Roberto Longhi, “Mattia Preti (critica figurativa pura),” La Voce V, no. 41 (October 9, 1913): 1171–1175. 
Republished in Roberto Longhi, Scritti giovanili, 1912-1922, 29-45, p. 33. 
162 Giuseppe De Robertis to Roberto Longhi, November 3, 1914, Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca 
sulla tradizione manoscritta – Università degli Studi di Pavia (Pavia). 238. 
163 "Disprezzavo profondamente la pittura del Nord anche prima del 1914.”Roberto Longhi, “Keine 
Malerei. Arte Boreale? (1914),” ed. by Cristina Montagnani, Autografo no. 26 (1992): 55–72, p.55. 
164 "non scrivo l'articolo di attualità: non c'è politica fra le righe," Roberto Longhi, “Keine Malerei. Arte 
Boreale? (1914),” ed. by Cristina Montagnani, Autografo no. 26 (1992): 55–72, p.55. 
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Schlegel up to that of Longhi’s immediate interlocutors Wölfflin and Riegl, art historians 

had argued that the artifacts produced by a people manifest its essential nature.165 

Longhi’s “Keine Malerei” was written only a year before Wölfflin’s Principles of Art 

History (1915), in which the Swiss art historian presented the opposition between the 

Classical and the Baroque, the Southern and the Nordic forms of art, as a conflict 

between two Weltanschauungen.166 Martin Warnke has observed that Wölfflin’s 

formalist method was a response to the revanchist usage of art history: as a Swiss 

national teaching in Germany, Wölfflin could not be at ease with the deployment of 

nationalism during the First World War.167 Principles of Art History, unlike Renaissance 

and Baroque, makes few claims about the relation between art and historical life. In 

opposition to the constant attack on Italy in the German press because of its defection to 

the Allies, Wölfflin’s positive assessment of Italian art was not clouded by political 

judgments. Longhi, who of course did not know of Wölfflin’s almost coeval study, also 

rejected the historiographic tradition of reading the artistic differences between Northern 

and Southern art in terms of intrinsic racial characters. Having adopted a formalist 

                                                
165 "Le mythe de la polarité Nord Sud, consacrant la rivalité de deux pensées, de deux modes opposés 
d'appréhension du monde et, finalement, de deux «phénoménalités» aristiques en éternel conflit, appartient 
peinement à la tradition européenne de l'histoire de l'art. Friedrich Schlegel, Wölfflin ou Riegl dans les pays 
de langue allemande, Viollet-le-Duc our Courajod en France en ont inlassablement affiné la fiction jusqu'a 
ce qu'elle paraisse seulement calquée sur une bien douteuse nature constante des choses et des 
hommes."Éric Michaud, “Nord-Sud. Du nationalisme et du racisme en histoire de l’art,” in Histoire de 
l’art: une discipline à ses frontières (Paris: Hazan, 2005), 49–84, p. 52. First published as "Nord-Sud (Du 
nationalisme et du racisme en histoire de l'art. Une anthologie)," Critique 586 (March 1996): 163-187. 
166 Marshall Brown, “The Classic Is the Baroque: On the Principle of Wölfflin’s Art History,” Critical 
Inquiry 9, no. 2 (December 1, 1982): 379–404; Evonne Levy, “The Political Project of Wölfflin’s Early 
Formalism,” October no. 139 (Winter 2012): 39–58; Daniel Adler, “Painterly Politics: Wölfflin, Formalism 
and German Academic Culture, 1885–1915,” Art History 27, no. 3 (2004): 476–477 
167 "The hesitant professional reception [of Principles of Art History] underscores the unarticulated purpose 
of Wölfflin's project; the Principles were published at a historical moment when those who populated the 
scholarly cathedrals were none too sympathetic to subtle aesthetic, conceptual thought.The outbreak of the 
war inspired the bureaucrats of German academia to publish a slew of patriotic gushings on behalf of the 
emperor and the Vaterland and against the cultural barbarism of the Franco- English enemy" Martin 
Warnke, “On Heinrich Wölfflin,” Representations no. 27 (July 1, 1989): 172–187, p.173. 
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viewpoint, Longhi, like Wölfflin, described the stylistic characteristics of art rather than 

the people who produced it. In “Keine Malerei," despite its nationalistic and often 

triumphalist tone, Longhi stopped on the brink of affirming the superiority of the Italian 

people over all others, and instead argued that only Italian art was truly art. 

 For Longhi the concept of "Nordic painting" provided an opportunity to describe 

what art is, by indicating the difference between true art and something very similar that 

is "anti-painting […]:Technique." Longhi argued that it is impossible to equally admire 

Masaccio and Van Eyck, Altdorfer and Lotto: one has to choose one or the other. Longhi 

formulated the difference as follows: 

For the Italian artist, the essence of art must turn the screw on the totality of visual 
appearances.[...] For the Northern artist, the totality of phenomenal reality is 
something too high and noble and important to be transformed into something, or 
into something else. Everything is on the same level of interest. The shoe is as 
interesting as the nail, the hair as the stone.168 

 

In sum, for Longhi Italian painting elevates reality because it selects its most significant 

elements and transcends them. Italian art presents an interpretation of reality, from a 

specific point of view. The picture frame indicates that the painting is a painting, and not 

a fragment of reality. By contrast Nordic art aims to reproduce life as it is, with no 

selective intervention of the artist. Thus, "Northern painting is like a miniature; only 

                                                
168 “Il complesso delle apparenze visuali è per l'artista italiano qualcosa che dev'essere volta per volta 
assoggettato al torchio dell'essenziale artistico. Nove volte su dieci la realtà non va, non serve, e quel poco 
che serve deve diventare un'altra cosa ancora e deve far diventare sé tutto il resto. Per l'artista nordico il 
complesso della realtà fenomenica è qualcosa di troppo alto e nobile e importante per poterlo mutare in 
qualcosa, o in qualcosa d'altro. Tutto è sullo stesso piano d'interesse. La scarpa interessa come l'unghia, il 
capello come il sasso.” Roberto Longhi, “Keine Malerei. Arte Boreale? (1914),” ed. by Cristina 
Montagnani, Autografo no. 26 (1992): 55–72, p.56 
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Italian painting is painting.”169 Longhi also pointed out that historical prejudices lay 

behind the appreciation of Flemish realism: proponents of positivism had admired Nordic 

artists and despised Italian ones, because in the former they found what they thought was 

a careful reproduction to life as it is, with little mediation on the part of the artist. Thus 

Longhi argued that the only merit of Nordic art is technical: the invention of oil painting 

served to represent the world as realistically as possible, but was of as much value as 

finding a comfortable chair or a stable easel.170 With oil painting, Nordic artists —Longhi 

singled out the Ghent Altarpiece by Jan van Eyck— faithfully reproduced fragments of 

reality, but did not show the “architectonic relation that should organize it.”171 Nordic art 

is “an art of mere classification, a herbarium of life, a positivist art, the collection of 

particulars, a visual encyclopedia, the highest point that a scientific mind can attain.”172  

 In Pittura e scultura Futuriste (dinamismo plastico) Boccioni had used similar 

language and a comparable theoretical framework when describing Futurist sculpture.173 

According to Boccioni, Northern art, which emerged during the Baroque era, and at a 

                                                
169 "la pittura fiamminga è scienza, e sentimento, come tecnica, e visione della vita: la pittura italiana è arte. 
La pittura del Nord è miniatura: la pittura italiana, essa soltanto, è pittura.” Roberto Longhi, “Keine 
Malerei. Arte Boreale? (1914),” p.57 
170 Roberto Longhi, “Keine Malerei. Arte Boreale? (1914),” p. 69. 
171 “la relazione architettonica che dovrebbe intercedere fra di essi."Roberto Longhi, “Keine Malerei. Arte 
Boreale? (1914),” p. 60. 
172 “arte di mera classificazione, l'erbario della vita, l'arte positivista, la collezione dei particolari, 
l'enciclopedia visiva, il massimo punto cui una mente scientifica creda possibile di giungere." Roberto 
Longhi, “Keine Malerei. Arte Boreale? (1914),” p. 60-61. 
173 Umberto Boccioni, Pittura, scultura Futuriste: (dinamismo plastico) (Milano: Edizioni Futuriste di 
“Poesia,” 1914). I will cite from the contemporary re-edition: Umberto Boccioni, Pittura e scultura 
Futuriste, ed. by Zeno Birolli (Abscondita: Milano, 2006), and, when possible, from the English translation 
of some extracts: Umberto Boccioni, “Futurist Painting and Sculpture (extracts) 1914,” in Futurist 
Manifestos, ed. by Umbro Apollonio, Documents of 20th-Century Art (New York: Viking Press, 1973), 
172–181. 
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time of “Italian decadence," focused on the “direct and analytic study of reality.”174 

However, although this study would become the basis of modern art, it purportedly 

lacked the character of “universality," which for Boccioni can only be developed by the 

“Latin” people. The “Nordics” can only reproduce reality, because they are unable to 

operate a synthesis of their experiences: they can only produce “fragmentary and 

analytic” artworks.175 In French culture Boccioni claimed to find a struggle between these 

two tendencies. The first, the latin-idealist tendency, which reportedly imitated Italian art 

and aspired to the universal was said to run counter to the natural tendency of the French 

race—this orientation was represented by the art of classicizing artists like Lorrain, 

Poussin, David, Vien, and Ingres. The second, the gothic-verist tendency, which Boccioni 

considered to be authentically French, could not overcome the tendency to create 

fragmentary representations of reality—the unwitting victims of this tendency were 

Froment, Fouquet, Le Nain, Watteau, Fragonard, and Chardin.176 In Boccioni's view, 

only with Impressionism could Nordic art become truly universal, abstract, and synthetic, 

for the Impressionists identifed sensation with creation, and although this led them to 

represent fragments of reality rather than its totality, they at least initiated “the effort 

towards a new plastic unity,” that would seek to unite the object with its surround 

environment.177 For Boccioni, the Futurists extended Impressionist investigations by 

representing the compenetration and simultaneity of forms. By this means, the Futurists 

                                                
174 “[l’arte] riprese pazientemente con i popoli nordici lo studio diretto analitico dei nuovi aspetti della 
realtà che lo spirito andava identificando.”Umberto Boccioni, Pittura e scultura Futuriste, ed. by Zeno 
Birolli (Abscondita: Milano, 2006), p. 48. 
175 Umberto Boccioni, Pittura e scultura Futuriste, ed. by Zeno Birolli (Abscondita: Milano, 2006), p. 49. 
176 Umberto Boccioni, Pittura e scultura Futuriste, ed. by Zeno Birolli (Abscondita: Milano, 2006), p. 68-
69. 
177 “Nel quadro Impressionista però incomincia lo sforzo verso la nuova unità plastica.” Umberto 
Boccioni, Pittura e scultura Futuriste, ed. by Zeno Birolli (Abscondita: Milano, 2006), p. 51. 
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captured the “essential manifestation of reality [thereby] universalizing the accidental.”178 

In Boccioni’s account, the Futurists, not the Cubists, are the true heirs of Impressionism. 

While Metzinger, Gleizes, and Léger had “removed life from the object” by analyzing its 

formal complexity, the Futurist artists had explored the relation between the object and its 

setting, in order to represent life as it was apprehended by intuition.179 

While the two opposing Latin and Nordic tendencies served to bifurcate French 

art, for Boccioni Italian art was typified by a continuous and logical development: 

In Italy, on the contrary, from the Primitives, from Cimabue to Michelangelo, the 
Venetians, Caravaggio, Bernini, and Tiepolo, we can follow a logical, fatal, 
serene development in which artists follow each other from research to research, 
complete, strong, and definitive. Canova does not exist in the history of Italian 
sensibility. The triumphal entrance, that with the Futurist painters the newest 
Italian painting has done in Europe sensibility, gives us the greatest hopes for the 
future. From the death of Michelangelo up to now, pictorial Europe has looked for 
and collected the elements for a new typical that only us Italians can express. We 
Futurists are the only primitives of a new sensibility completely renewed.180 

 
Boccioni claimed that “modern Italians have no past” even as he argued that they were 

part of an uninterrupted tradition of artistic greatness that included Baroque artists such 

as Caravaggio, Bernini, and Tiepolo. However, unlike Longhi, Boccioni did not explicitly 

connect the Futurist aesthetic achievements with Baroque precedents. Dynamism, 

simultaneity, the breakdown of artistic media, the relation between artwork and setting  
                                                
178 “Ci porta a ridare la realtà nella sua essenziale manifestazione […] Noi vogliamo universalizzare 
l’accidentale creando leggi da ciò che ci ha insegnato da cinquant’anni l’istante Impressionista.” Umberto 
Boccioni, Pittura e scultura Futuriste, ed. by Zeno Birolli (Abscondita: Milano, 2006), p. 55. 
179 Umberto Boccioni, “Futurist Painting and Sculpture (extracts) 1914,” in Futurist Manifestos, ed. by 
Umbro Apollonio, Documents of 20th-Century Art (New York: Viking Press, 1973), 172–181, p.174. 
180 “In Italia invece dai Primitivi, da Cimabue, a Michelangelo, ai Veneziani, al Caravaggio, a Bernini e a 
Tiepolo noi possiamo seguire uno sviluppo serrato, fatale, sereno, nel quale sviluppo gli artisti si succedono 
sempre di ricerca in ricerca, completi, possenti e definitivi. Canova non esiste nella storia della sensibilità 
italiana. L’entrata trionfale, che la nuovissima pittura italiana ha fatto nella sensibilità europea con i pittori 
Futuristi, ci dà le più grandi speranze per l’avvenire. Dalla morte di Michelangelo ad oggi l’Europa 
pittorica ha cercato e accumulati gli elementi per un nuovo tipico che solo noi italiano potremo esprimere. 
Noi Futuristi siamo i soli primitivi di una sensibilità completamente trasformata.”  Umberto Boccioni, 
Pittura e scultura Futuriste, ed. by Zeno Birolli (Abscondita: Milano, 2006), p. 72-73. Cursives in the 
original. 
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—all the elements of Futurist art that for Longhi were prefigured by Baroque art— are 

described by Boccioni in terms of a continuation and radicalization of French 

Impressionism.181  

  Longhi’s enthusiasm for the avant-garde did not survive the First World War, and 

his book on Boccioni was his last explicit defense of Futurism. At the end of 1920’s, he 

was already established as one of the foremost European connoisseurs. Yet even in his 

later work he often juxtaposed modern and ancient art, and he interpreted Carlo Carrà, 

Filippo de Pisis, and Giorgio Morandi as part of the genealogy that began with 

Caravaggio and culminated in the art of the Impressionists.182 As Mina Gregori has 

observed, from the 1920s onward modern art —even Futurism — was for Longhi not 

expressive of a radical rupture with the nineteenth century, but of a continuation of its 

tradition.183 At the end of his long career, Longhi looked back at his continuous interest 

in the seventeenth century, explaining that it was due not only to the historical 

importance of the period, but to its impact on successive moments of art—exactly what 

Venturi had asserted in his 1909 article. As Longhi pointed out in the introduction to his 

complete works: “I aimed to open an exploratory track within the 'taiga' of centuries that 

academic culture had rejected from history, and where instead I saw the dawning of the 

modern age, from Realism to Impressionism.”184 Thus Longhi equated modern art not 

                                                
181 Umberto Boccioni, Pittura e scultura Futuriste, ed. by Zeno Birolli (Abscondita: Milano, 2006), p. 142. 
182 Maria Cristina Bandera, “Longhi e gli amici pittori,” in La collezione di Roberto Longhi: dal Duecento 
a Caravaggio a Morandi, ed. by Mina Gregori and Giovanni Romano (Savigliano, Cuneo: L’artistica, 
2007), 39–58. 
183 Mina Gregori, “Longhi tra antico e moderno,” in Da Renoir a De Staël : Roberto Longhi e il moderno, 
ed. by Claudio Spadoni, exh.cat. (Milano: Mazzotta, 2003), 15–18, p.16. 
184 “Io [miravo] ad aprire una prima traccia esplorativa entro la 'taiga' di secoli che la cultura accademica 
aveva respinto dalla storia e dove invece io vedevo albeggiare l'età moderna, dal realismo 
all'Impressionismo." Roberto Longhi, “Avvertenze per il lettore,” in  Scritti giovanili, 1912-1922, vii-xi, p. 
ix 
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with Futurism, but with Realism and Impresionism. In sum, after the First World War 

Longhi accepted Venturi’s assertion that Impressionism was the true heir of the Baroque 

legacy.  

 Venturi’s trajectory precisely mirrored that of Longhi. Throughout his long career, 

Venturi was a champion of Impressionism in particular and of French art in general. 

From the mid-1920s onward, Venturi’s study proceeded along two parallel lines: an 

investigation of Seicento art, and studies and publications on contemporary French and 

Italian modernism. Venturi insisted that the latter was a European, rather than a national, 

phenomenon—a byproduct of his belief that this was also the case for Baroque art. For 

this reason, in the politically polarized 1930s and 1940s Venturi polemicized with Ugo 

Ojetti and with F.T.M. Marinetti, who by contrast insisted on the need for art in Italy to 

be, as Ojetti put it, “Italian.”185 This facet of Venturi’s life lies outside the scope of this 

chapter. Venturi’s interest in Impressionism in the 1920s has been thoroughly 

investigated, yet as I have shown in the previous pages his studies of Seicento art before 

World War One had already convinced him that Impressionism was both the heir of the 

Baroque and the most important expression of modernity.186 In sum, both Venturi and 

Longhi’s ‘anachronistic’—to use Didi-Huberman’s terminology— approach to the 

writing of art history and art criticism enabled them to develop innovative readings of 

seventeenth century art as well as a new genealogy for modern painting.  

                                                
185 Ugo Ojetti, In Italia, l’arte ha da essere italiana? (Verona: A. Mondadori, 1942). For Venturi’s 
polemics with Marinetti and Ojetti, see Mascia Cardelli, “Contra l’italianismo” in La prospettiva estetica di 
Lionello Venturi (Firenze: Le Càriti, 2004), 277-332. 
186 Maria Mimita Lamberti, “Lionello Venturi sulla via dell’Impressionismo,” Annali della Scuola Normale 
Superiore di Pisa. Classe di lettere e filosofia I, no. 1, III (1971): 257–277; Romy Golan, “The Critical 
Moment: Lionello Venturi in America,” in Artists, Intellectuals, and World War II: The Pontigny 
Encounters at Mount Holyoke College, 1942-1944, ed. by Christopher E. G. Benfey and Karen Remmler 
(University of Massachusetts Press, 2006), 122–136; Laura Iamurri, Lionello Venturi e la modernità 
dell’Impressionismo (Macerata: Quodlibet, 2011). 
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CHAPTER 4: “The Mania for the Seicento.” The Popularization of the 
Baroque in the Early Days of Fascism 

 

Writing in the journal Valori Plastici in the spring of 1921, artist Giorgio de Chirico 

accused the Italian art system of suffering from a "mania for the Seicento" [mania for the 

seventeenth-century].1 No professional category was unmarred by such pathological 

fascination with the culture of the seventeenth century. De Chirico accused editors of 

high-end magazines of devoting their pages to reproductions of Seicento paintings, 

“under the aegis of a powerful word: The Tradition,” and of proposing “the whimsical 

century of bitumen and craquelure” as a model for young painters.2 Art dealers, restorers, 

and collectors, conniving with art writers, promoted seventeenth-century paintings by 

speculating on their market value. Writers and critics with “no temperament, ideas, or 

imagination, who are unable to approach painting from a critical and philosophical 

perspective” praised Seicento painting, de Chirico claimed, because its appreciation does 

not require too much critical acumen.3 

 The ‘mania del Seicento’ that de Chirico railed against was perhaps best 

exemplified in the massive exhibition of Baroque painting that the art critic and cultural 

promoter Ugo Ojetti organized in Florence in 1922. The “Mostra della Pittura Italiana del 

Sei e Settecento” opened to great fanfare in the Pitti Palace, the majestic residence of the 

Medici family and of all the Tuscan rulers. For the first time, this show brought together 
                                                
1 Giorgio de Chirico, “Manìa del Seicento,” Valori Plastici III, no. 3 (1921): 60–62. 
2 “Riviste di lusso dedicano tutti i lucidi fogli della loro carta patinata allo studio e alla riproduzione delle 
pitture del Seicento e gl’inneggiatori, sotto l’egida di una parola potente: La Tradizione, additano alle 
nuove schiere dei giovani pittori il secolo fumoso del bitume e delle screpolature.” Giorgio de Chirico, 
“Manìa del Seicento,” p.60. Cursives in the original. 
3 “Anzitutto noi crediamo che per molti scrittori senza temperamento, privi di qualsiasi idea e di qualsiasi 
fantsia, incapaci quindi di trattare il fatto pittura da un lato critico e filosofico, il seicento offra ottime 
scappatoie ed eccellenti pretesti a buttar fuori, con incredibile larghezza, articoli, studi saggi, monografie, 
ecc.” Giorgio de Chirico, “Manìa del Seicento,” p.60. 
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more than one thousand paintings by artists from Caravaggio to Tiepolo. It was the first 

and last time, for example, that scholars could properly study Caravaggio’s Saint 

Matthew cycle, housed since the seventeenth century in the poorly-lit Contarelli Chapel 

in the Roman church of San Luigi dei Francesi.  

 A new interest in the Baroque was also evident in a surge in publications on 

seventeenth-century painters like Caravaggio, Mattia Preti, Giuseppe Maria Crespi, and 

Alessandro Magnasco. The Biblioteca d’Arte Illustrata del Sei e del Seicento [Illustrated 

Library of the Six- and Seventeenth Century], in which many important Italian and 

foreign art historians published richly illustrated studies on Baroque painters and 

architects, was launched in 1921. Likewise, prestigious art journals such as La Ronda, 

Pan, and Dedalo gave ample coverage to the art of the seventeenth century.  

 As I have demonstrated in the previous chapters, the debate over the Baroque in the 

first decades of the twentieth century developed in two directions. On the one hand, art 

historians categorized a corpus of artists and stylistic traits that could be classified as 

"Baroque," developing a critical discourse on its value as an artistic movement. Through 

connoisseurship and formalism, scholars charted artists' oeuvres, and identified their key 

stylistic traits. On the other hand, a parallel tendency in this debate was an interest in 

uncovering the affinities between the Baroque and the contemporary period, pointing out 

the importance of the seventeenth-century as a model for modern artists. The critics and 

artists who participated in this debate employed a militant tone and ethical-political 

arguments to justify or condemn the affinities between the seventeenth and twentieth 

centuries. The discourse of these two narratives intermingled. New philological 



 

219 

acquisitions on the part of art historians were often used in support of the militant 

positions of art critics, and several art historians engaged in contemporary criticism.  

 The interwar period, by contrast, was the moment in which interest in the Baroque 

flourished in unprecedented ways not only among Italian intellectuals but also among the 

public at large, who enthusiastically attended shows on Baroque art, read reviews of 

books about the Seicento in a plurality of venues, and patronized publications devoted to 

the seventeenth century. In this chapter, I will take de Chirico’s denunciation of the 

“Seicentomania” at face value, and trace significant instances of the popularization of the 

Baroque in the art market, the exhibitions, and the editorial initiatives that took place in 

Italy in the early 1920s. What aspects of Italian identity were revealed in the art of the 

seventeenth century? Why, if the Italian public could locate the sources of its national 

identity in the Renaissance, did it rediscover the Baroque at this critical historical 

moment? In what follows, I analyze how the Baroque operated as the site and producer of 

cultural and social meanings that contributed to the construction of a new Italian identity 

in the early days of fascism. 

4.1. The Baroque and the Art Market 

One of de Chirico's most serious accusations was that the ‘mania for the Seicento’ was a 

commercial ruse on the part of gallery owners. De Chirico pointed out that it is harder to 

restore (and counterfeit!) tempera on wood, the preferred technique of Renaissance art, 

than oil on canvas, the medium used by seventeenth-century artists. De Chirico suspected 

that dealers revamped seventeenth-century paintings and sold them at a high price. In 

fact, many of the materials used by Seicento artists—pigments, varnishes, canvases, 

fixatives—were still used by contemporary artists, which facilitated the work of copyists 
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and forgers.4 The art market was saturated with Renaissance artworks while seventeenth-

century art was unfamiliar but resonated with the tendencies of modern art — this 

increased its appeal for collectors. 

 The antique dealers were easy targets for de Chirico because they were frequently 

vilified in the press and criticized by public officials. The journal L'Antiquario. Rivista 

mensile in difesa degl'interessi della classe [The Antiquarian. Monthly Magazine 

Defending the Interests of the Professional Category], directed by Demetrio Tolosani 

until it folded in the 1920s, was founded in Florence in 1908 with the aim of presenting 

the antiquarian profession in the most positive light. Many, indeed, had criticized antique 

dealers for selling off Italy's patrimony to foreign patrons. Wealthy foreign collectors 

such as Henry Frick, Isabella Stewart Gardner, and Samuel H. Kress had built 

magnificent collections of Italian art with the help of local intermediaries.5 A special 

division of the Ministry of Public Education, the Direzione Antichità e Belle Arti 

[Direction of Antiquities and Fine Arts], was tasked with supervising the legitimacy of 

antiquarian transactions. In the view of Tolosani and of other antique dealers, the 

Ministry was excessively zealous and unfairly persecuted them, impeding commercial 

transactions and establishing unfair taxes.6 The antique dealers, by contrast, argued that 

their role was key in safeguarding the Italian heritage. By bestowing economic value on 

                                                
4 Giorgio de Chirico, “Manìa del Seicento,” p.60—61 
5 Flaminia Gennari Santori, The Melancholy of Masterpieces: Old Master Paintings in America, 1900—
1914 (Milan: 5 continents, 2003); Cynthia Saltzman, Old Masters, New World: America’s Raid on 
Europe’s Great Pictures, 1880—World War I (New York: Viking, 2008). 
6 In June 1903, a law was passed that forbid the export of objects of “notable artistic or archeological 
importance, or of supreme value for history and art.” (“Notevole importanza artistica o archeologica o di 
sommo pregio per la storia e per l’arte.”). The antiquarians responded with a series of publications: Società 
italiana fra i commercianti di oggetti di antichità e di belle arti, Per l’arte e pel diritto (Roma: Tip. Industria 
e Lavoro, 1903). 
Demetrio Tolosani, Pro antiquaria: a proposito di articoli scritti contro i commercianti di oggetti antichi! 
(Firenze: S. Landi, 1903). 
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antiquities, they claimed, antique merchants helped to protect and conserve them.7 The 

dealers also contrasted their loving preservation of local heritage with the destruction of 

the Medieval neighborhoods of Rome and Florence promoted by rapacious local 

administrations aspiring to imitate the Haussmanian modernization of Paris (Fig.4-1). For 

example, L'Antiquario included eulogies to renowned antiquarians such as Ezio Volpi, 

who had restored the Florentine Palazzo Davanzati and furnished it with valuable 

antiques and artworks, creating a replica of a medieval palace that was open to the public 

— even if all its contents were for sale.8  

 L’Antiquario represents an interesting lens through which to study the status of the 

Baroque among antique dealers. Contrary to de Chirico’s contention, in its early years, 

the journal editors did not seem too enthusiastic about the seventeenth century. In June 

1908, for example, Tolosani responded to a query from a reader who owned a Carracci 

and wanted to know its market value.9 Tolosani admonished him to be “under no 

illusions” about the economic value of the painting and to pay little attention “to artists’ 

opinions, who are indirectly interested. The eye of the artist sees from a different 

standpoint than the eye of the buyer who has to pay money, a prosaic but indispensable 

thing in a [commercial] transaction.”10 He also pointed out that there were many 

                                                
7 ““Incominciando,” L’Antiquario. Rivista mensile in difesa degl’interessi della classe I, no. 1 (April 1908): 
1. 
8 Roberta Ferrazza, “Elia Volpi e il commercio dell’arte nel primo trentennio del Novecento.,” Studi e 
ricerche di collezionismo e museografia, Firenze 1820 — 1920. (1985): 391–450; Roberta Ferrazza, 
“Palazzo Davanzati: un’ immagine di fiorentinità oltre oceano,” in L’ idea di Firenze, ed. by Maurizio 
Bossi and Lucia Tonini (Firenze: Gabinetto Scientifico Letterario G. P. Vieusseux, 1989), 187–189; 
Roberta Ferrazza, “Elia Volpi, l’antiquario che aprì la strada per l’America.,” Gazzetta Antiquaria 9 
(Inverno  /1991 1990): 4–9. 
9 Demetrio Tolosani, “Posta,” L’Antiquario. Rivista mensile in difesa degl’interessi della classe I, no. 3 
(June 1908). 
10 Demetrio Tolosani, “Posta,” L’Antiquario. Rivista mensile in difesa degl’interessi della classe I, no. 3 
(June 1908). 
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members of the Carracci family, all of whom were responsible for “flooding Italy with 

quite ugly paintings throughout the seventeenth century.”11 The dearth of references to 

Baroque art in the auction records published in L’Antiquario also seems to indicate that 

the antique dealers were not interested in artworks by Italian seventeenth-century artists.  

 Other sources, however, demonstrate that de Chirico was right in highlighting the 

recent emergence of a market for Seicento art. Correspondence between Roberto Longhi 

and the collector Angelo Cecconi shows that the two initially met through their 

commercial transactions.12 In the 1910s, Longhi was working towards his doctorate under 

the supervision of Adolfo Venturi at the University of Rome (1912-1915), and he brought 

to fruition these studies in his career in the art market.13 From his letters with Cecconi, it 

appears that Longhi acted as an intermediary in the sale of a painting by the Milanese 

seventeenth-century artist Alessandro Magnasco. Several of their extant letters refer to 

the sale of works by Giuseppe Maria Crespi and Mattia Preti, avidly collected by 

Cecconi.14  

 Cecconi, indeed, was a lover of all things Baroque. In 1908 he intervened in the 

debate over the Italian state's lack of interest in the protection of ancient monuments. But 

while Tolosani accused the Direzione di Antichità e Belle Arti of leaving the cultural 

patrimony in disrepair, Cecconi specifically singled out its anti-Baroque stance. In an 

article published in La Voce in December 1908 Cecconi argued that it was extremely 

                                                
11 Demetrio Tolosani, “Posta,” L’Antiquario. Rivista mensile in difesa degl’interessi della classe I, no. 3 
(June 1908). 
12 Angelo Cecconi to Roberto Longhi, September 29, 1913, Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca sulla 
tradizione manoscritta – Università degli Studi di Pavia. 
13 Loredana Lorizzo, “Roberto Longhi ‘romano’ (1912—1914): gli anni alla scuola di perfezionamento di 
Adolfo Venturi e un’inedita relazione di viaggio,” Storia dell’arte no. 125/126 (August 2010): 182–208. 
14 On Cecconi’s collection see Matteo Marangoni, “La raccolta Cecconi di pittura Seicentesca,” Dedalo II, 
no. 6 (June 1921): 362–380. 
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dangerous that the individuals tasked with the protection of cultural heritage still believed 

in notions of “prosperity and decadence.”15 In all periods of Italian art there was 

something to be admired. But, Cecconi stated, “the most beautiful were the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, which the grotesque aestheticism of the pre-raphaelites and 

contemporary snobbism consider the most disgusting and unpleasant.” It was extremely 

dangerous if these biases were tolerated, Cecconi pointed out, because —as was 

happening all over Italy and would continue to happen during the fascist ventennio— in 

order to restore buildings to their original state in the Middle Ages or the Renaissance, 

public officials authorized the destruction of valuable Baroque additions. 

 Despite Tolosani’s disdain for Baroque artworks, and Cecconi’s fear for their 

survival, L’Antiquario also reveals that the seventeenth century was quite popular among 

Italian museum officials. Tolosani was incensed by the acquisition policies of public 

museums, which often bought Baroque paintings by artists of secondary importance who 

were already represented in their collections, and for outrageous sums of money.16 

Bollettino d’Arte, the official journal of the Direzione Antichità e Belle Arti, kept track of 

the boom in acquisitions of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century art in the first decades of 

the twentieth century. Between 1906 and 1907, important public museums in Florence, 

Parma, Venice, and Rome filled important lacunae in their collections by acquiring 

artworks by Sebastiano Ricci, Francesco Guardi, Bernardo Bellotto, and Salvator Rosa.17 

                                                
15 Thomas Neal, “Novità e Anticaglie,” La Voce (December 20, 1908): 2–3. 
16 Demetrio Tolosani, “Minerva Cronica,” L’Antiquario. Rivista mensile in difesa degl’interessi della 
classe I, no. 4 (August 1908): 35–36. 
17 Carlo Gamba, “Nuovi acquisti di dipinti veneti nella Galleria degli Uffizi,” Bollettino d’Arte I, no. II 
(February 1907): 25–29; Laudedeo Testi, “Nuovi quadri nella R. Galleria di Parma,” Bollettino d’Arte I, 
no. IV (April 1907): 19–22; Gino Fogolari, “Opere di Sebastiano Ricci e di G. B. Pittoni, ricuperate dalle 
Gallerie di Venezia,” Bollettino d’Arte I, no. VII (July 1907): 3–9; Federico Hermanin, “Galleria Nazionale 
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In many cases, the gallery directors recovered seventeenth-century artworks from the 

deposits where they had been forgotten during the nineteenth century, or they received 

them as donations. In other cases, however, a particularly important piece was acquired 

from a private owner, as was the case with Saint Jerome by Cesare da Sesto, which the 

Ministry of Education acquired for the Pinacoteca of Brera from an antique dealer for 

12.000 lire.18The price and quality (or lack thereof, in his view) of this painting 

scandalized Tolosani, who insinuated that there was collusion between the officials of the 

Direzione and the owners of Seicento paintings.19 Yet despite Tolosani’s suspicions, 

Baroque painting continued to be added to public collections. In November 1908, for 

example, the director of the Galleria Borghese informed the Bollettino d’Arte of his 

discovery of an unknown painting of Saint Francis by Caravaggio, which he found in the 

“sacristy of the Church of the Capucins, hung high, covered in dust, neglected, and 

ignored by everyone.”20 The fever for the acquisition of Baroque paintings diminished 

after 1912 but continued throughout the 1920s. Partly for the sake of achieving an 

encyclopedic scope in their collections, and partly for genuine enthusiasm for the art of 

the seventeenth century, curators of the most important Italian public collections 

promoted the purchase of Baroque paintings, and invigorated the antiquarian market that 

de Chirico denounced.  

                                                                                                                                            
a Palazzo Corsini in Roma. Acquisto di due quadretti di Salvator Rosa ed esposizione di antichi paesaggi,” 
Bollettino d’Arte I, no. X (October 1907): 26–31. 
18 Giorgio Sinigaglia, “Un dipinto di Cesare da Sesto destinato alla Pinacoteca di Brera,” Bollettino d’Arte 
I, no. X (October 1907): 32–34. 
19 Demetrio Tolosani, “Minerva Cronica,” L’Antiquario. Rivista mensile in difesa degl’interessi della 
classe I, no. 4 (August 1908): 35–36. 
20 Giulio Cantalamessa, “Un quadro di Michelangelo da Caravaggio,” Bollettino d’Arte II, no. VIII 
(November 1908): 401–402, p.401. 
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 This enthusiasm was quite unusual in the international context. In the United States, 

for example, the major collectors of Italian art were uninterested in the Baroque. In the 

first half of the nineteenth century, many American travelers to Italy had purchased 

Baroque paintings. But in the second half of the century the disdain for the Seicento 

expressed first by influential Harvard professor Charles Eliot Norton, and then by his 

disciple Bernard Berenson, kept prominent collectors away from the art of this period.21 

Henry Frick, Isabella Stewart Gardner, and J.P. Morgan acquired Spanish or Dutch 

seventeenth-century art, but none from Italy. Samuel H. Kress, one of the few collectors 

to admire the Italian Baroque, acquired his first artwork of the period, Tazio da Varallo’s 

Saint Sebastian —which had been exhibited in the Mostra di Palazzo Pitti in 1922— as 

late as 1935. At the time, virtually no other major American collection included 

important Italian artworks from this period.22 In Italy, by contrast, the Baroque already 

had a sympathetic audience. The lifting of the scholarly taboo against the Baroque had a 

galavanizing effect on the public at large, as I will show in the next sections. 

4.2. "Homegrown Painting": the Baroque as Classical 

The increase in acquisitions of Baroque paintings for Italian public collections reveals 

that the art of the period was no longer considered an aberration in the history of Italian 

art, but rather as an integral part of the nation's cultural heritage. In the 1920s, an interest 

in the Baroque as a form of classicism was common in the Italian circles that defended 

                                                
21 Eric Zafran, “A History of Italian Baroque Painting in America,” in Botticelli to Tiepolo. Three Centuries 
of Italian Painting from Bob Jones University, ed. by Richard Townsed (Washington: University of 
Washington, 1994), 21–108. 
22 The most important Caravaggio in the United States, the Wadsworth Atheneum’s Saint Francis, was 
bought as late as 1943. Edgar Peters Bowron, “The Kress Brothers and Their Bucolic Pictures. The 
Creation of an Italian Baroque Collection.,” in A Gift to America. Masterpieces of European Painting from 
the Samuel H. Kress Collection (New York: Abrams, 1994), 41–61. 
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the “return to order” after the alleged excesses of the avant-garde. A cultural movement 

that spread throughout Europe, the "ritorno all'ordine" demanded the suspension of the 

artistic experimentation of Cubism, Futurism, and Expressionism.23 Refuting the ideology 

of relentless progress that had inspired European intelligentsia since the eighteenth 

century, artists and critics such as André Derain, Gino Severini, and Waldemar George 

mobilized the legacy of tradition in order to re-invigorate the techniques and themes of 

contemporary art. Although they equally rejected the values of the avant-garde and those 

of academicism, the proponents of the “return to order” appropriated from the first a firm 

commitment to the present, and from the second the importance of craftsmanship—so 

much so, in fact, that the formula that the movement best identified with was that of a 

“modern classicism.”24  

La Ronda and Valori Plastici were two Italian publications that promoted the 

principles of the “return to order” in the period of normalization that followed the trauma 

of the First World War. Both publications often shared a similar roster of authors, 

although the former analyzed literature and the latter the visual arts. In the next pages, I 

will examine the debate over the Seicento in these journals, considering its role within the 

                                                
23 A bibliography on the return to order includes: Massimo Carrà, Gli anni del ritorno all’ordine: fra 
classicismo e arcaismo (Milano: Fabbri, 1975); Le retour à l’ordre dans les arts plastiques et 
l’architecture, 1919—1925 (Saint-Étienne: Centre interdisciplinaire d’études et de recherche sur 
l’expression contemporaine, 1975); Jean Clair, ed., Les Realismes, 1919—1939 (Paris: Centre Georges 
Pompidou, 1980); Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Figures of Authority, Ciphers of Regression: Notes on the 
Return of Representation in European Painting,” October 16 (April 1, 1981): 39–68; Pierre Daix, L’ordre 
et l’aventure: peinture, modernité et répression totalitaire (Paris: Arthaud, 1984); Kenneth E. Silver, Esprit 
de Corps : The Art of the Parisian Avant-garde and the First World War, 1914—1925 (Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1989); Elizabeth Cowling and Jennifer A. Munday, On Classic Ground : 
Picasso, Léger, de Chirico and the New Classicism 1910—1930 (London: The Tate Gallery, 1990); Annick 
Lantenois, “Analyse critique d’une formule «retour à l’ordre »,” Vingtième Siècle. Revue d’histoire 45, no. 
1 (1995): 40–53; Elena Pontiggia, Modernità e classicità: il ritorno all’ordine in Europa, dal primo 
dopoguerra agli anni Trenta (Milan: B. Mondadori, 2008). 
24 Ugo Nebbia, "Sul movimento pittorico contemporaneo (1913-1924)" Emporium, LIX, 351 March 1924, 
175—195 
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broader cultural politics of the two publications. Both were committed to the practical 

and theoretical reconstruction of Italian art, and both believed in its regenerative role.25 

Instead of measuring art against life, as is the canonical move of avant-garde thought 

according to Peter Bürger, the “return to order” that La Ronda and Valori Plastici 

promoted judged art in relation to the history of art. From this standpoint, the decision of 

which period of art should be evoked as the criterion to gauge contemporary art became 

key: thus, assessing whether the Baroque was to be considered a dead letter or a 

productive reference for modern artists was paramount. 

 The reading of the Baroque as a form of classicism had its scholarly imprimatur 

in the work of art historian Matteo Marangoni (1876-1958) (Fig.4-2). Unlike Longhi and 

Lionello Venturi, examples of the new professional art historians, Marangoni first studied 

the natural sciences and music. Yet he compensated for his lack of academic training by 

having direct experience in museums: he worked at the Uffizi from 1909 to 1929, and 

travelled extensively throughout Europe studying the most important art collections. 26 

Marangoni published in both art historical and cultural journals, such as Emporium, 

L’Arte, Rivista d'Arte, Vita d'Arte, and Dedalo, most often about his rediscoveries of 

works by seventeenth-century artists such as Caravaggio, Giuseppe Maria Crespi, 

Domenico Feti, and Giovan Battista Ruoppolo. Like the art historians that I examined in 

                                                
25 For the relations between the concept of palingenesis, and key tropes of interwar art such as primitivism, 
avant-gardism, and secular religion, see Mark Antliff, “Fascism, Modernism, and Modernity,” The Art 
Bulletin 84, no. 1 (March 1, 2002): 148–169. 
26 On Marangoni, see Carlo Ludovico Ragghianti, “Marangoni e il Seicento,” in Arte barocca, by Matteo 
Marangoni ([1927] Firenze: Vallecchi, 1973), VII–XXV; Matteo Marangoni, Carteggi (1909-1958), ed. by 
Luca Barreca (Palermo: Editrice Mediterranea, 2006); Luca Barreca, “Marangoni, Matteo,” Treccani- 
Dizionario Biografico Degli Italiani - Volume 69, 2007, http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/matteo-
marangoni_(Dizionario-Biografico)/. 



 

228 

Chapter 3, Marangoni adhered to Croce’s aesthetics and adopted the principles of pure 

visibility, although he arrived at different conclusions.27  

 During the period under review in this chapter, Marangoni's most important 

critical intervention was an article on Caravaggio and the Italian tradition of still life 

painting, entitled "Valori mal noti e trascurati della pittura italiana del Seicento," 

[Overlooked and Disregarded Values of Italian Painting of the Seicento], which was 

published between 1917 and 1918.28 Marangoni distinguished between the “official” 

painting of the Seicento (i.e., the grandiloquent and classicizing work of artists such as 

the Carracci brothers, Guido Reni, and Domenichino) and the properly “secentesca” 

painting, “which is synonymous with a complete renewal of expression.”29 The former 

aspired to keep alive the exhausted traditions of sixteenth-century art, while the latter 

"possessed, in addition to a fervent thirst for novelty, seriousness, and honesty, a 

coherence of intentions, a simplicity and virility of means."30 The moral qualities of these 

artists translate into their stylistic preferences. 

                                                
27 He later codified his methodology in his books Come si guarda un quadro [How to Look at a Painting] 
(1927) and Saper vedere [Knowing How to See] (1933), which became instant bestsellers. Matteo 
Marangoni, Come si guarda un quadro: saggio di educazione del gusto sui capolavori degli "Uffizi 
(Firenze: Vallecchi, 1927); Matteo Marangoni, Saper vedere (Milano: Treves—Treccani—Tumminelli, 
1933). 
28 Matteo Marangoni, “Valori mal noti e trascurati della pittura italiana del seicento in alcuni pittori di 
‘Natura morta.,’” Rivista d’Arte X (1917— 1918): 1–31. 
29 “Quando oggi si dice pittura italiana del Seicento, ciò per i più vuol dire specialmente una grave tela di 
altare dei Carraci, oppure un melodrammatico Ecce Homo del Reni: una gelida Sibilla del Domenichino, o 
un lacrimoso San Francesco del Cigoli […]quel tipo di pittura insomma che rappresenta ciò che potrebbe 
chiamarsi la pittura ufficiale del Seicento e che, naturalmente, è invece la meno adatta a caratterizzare la 
parte pi’u profondamente vitale di questo periodo; la meno insomma secentesca, se secentesco deve essere, 
come è almeno in pittura, sinonimo di completo rinnovamento di espressione." 29 Matteo Marangoni, 
“Valori mal noti e trascurati," p.2. 
30 "i più grandi pittori italiani del Seicento [...] posseggono, insieme a una fervida sete di novità, una serietà, 
un'onestà e una coerenza di intenzioni, una semplicità e mascolinità di mezzi che ci ricordano i più nobili 
artisti dei secoli avanti." Matteo Marangoni, “Valori mal noti e trascurati," p.3. 
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 For Marangoni, Caravaggio represents the epitome of Seicento style. Like 

Longhi, Marangoni pointed out that Caravaggio's art is not realistic, if that term implies a 

pedestrian reproduction of reality. Art, by definition, transcends reality; Caravaggio 

aspired to "stylistically construct forms into simple masses,” making him a true artist.31 

Yet Marangoni disagreed with Longhi on a key issue. For Longhi, as I have shown in 

Chapter 3, Caravaggio was the precursor of the impressionists and the futurists. For 

Marangoni, by contrast, Caravaggio’s painting was “solidly constructed and neatly 

defined,” as he pointed out in a letter to Longhi.32 To underscore Caravaggio’s classical 

status, Marangoni added: “he is closer to Giotto than to Raphael.”33 This aspect 

distinguished Caravaggio from his followers. Marangoni compared Jusepe Ribera, who 

aimed at the reproduction of reality, to a photographer. Zurbarán seemed to him more 

interested in pictorial effects than in stylization. Rembrandt, instead of using light to 

construct volumes like Caravaggio, dissolved mass. By contrast, Caravaggio is "closer to 

our Latin plastic sense—that is classical, in a broad sense—as a lover of clarity, 

simplicity, synthesis, alien to the fantastical and the unreal."34 A couple of years later, 

                                                
31 "Caravaggio dunque, per ricordarlo alla buona in due parole, ricorre alla luce radente sui corpi non per un 
fatuo fin realistico, ma come mezzo a costruire stilisticamente le sue forme a semplici masse." Matteo 
Marangoni, “Valori mal noti e trascurati," p.6. 
32 “Io dico dunque questo: la sua idea dell'origine caravaggesca dell'impressionismo (inteso, lo so, nel suo 
più puro senso) è ingegnosissima e seducentissima, ma non mi basta per farmi dimenticare il godimento 
che mi danno le forme del Caravaggio così costrutte e nettamente definite.” Matteo Marangoni to Roberto 
Longhi, October 5, 1918, Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca sulla tradizione manoscritta – 
Università degli Studi di Pavia. 
33 “Caravaggio è lui soltanto, e caso mai, è sempre più vicino a Giotto che a Raffaello.” Matteo Marangoni 
to Roberto Longhi, October 5, 1918, Fondo Roberto Longhi, Centro di ricerca sulla tradizione manoscritta 
– Università degli Studi di Pavia. 
34 " il pittore italiano è più vicino dell'altro al nostro senso plastico latino—leggi classico, inteso nel più 
libero senso—amante di chiarezza, di semplicità, di sintesi, alieno dal fantastico e dall'irreale dei quali non 
ha alcun bisogno per manifestare la bellezza latente nella materia." Matteo Marangoni, “Valori mal noti e 
trascurati," p.8. 
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reviewing Cecconi’s collection of Baroque painting, Marangoni further developed this 

idea, arguing that 

Every day inevitably gets our public closer—maybe against its will, through the 
forced cure of the exhibitions widespread today— to this truly homegrown 
painting, which magnificiently translates one of the most profoundly ethnic 
characteristics of the Italian people, who are inimical —maybe excessively so— 
to pedantry, are always spontaneous, unaffected, and are lovers of healthy reality 
more than other people. 35 

 
In Caravaggio's still lifes, Marangoni detected not the representation of the frailty of 

things, but the desire to transcend it through style: "his desire to define forms stylistically 

[...] manifests the incorruptible conviction of the classical."36 The mention of the word 

'classical' in this context implies that Caravaggio's realism is a form of stylization that 

aspires to a clear, simple, and synthetic representation of reality. To consider Caravaggio 

an exemplar of seventeenth-century painting as well as a classicist facilitated a 

sympathetic reading of the Baroque among cultural players committed to the "return to 

order." 

 La Ronda, which appeared from 1919 to 1923, was launched in Rome by a group 

of former collaborators of Lacerba and La Voce. Yet its tone was wise and prudent rather 

than experimental and revolutionary.37 Instead of engaging directly with political issues, 

La Ronda defended the autonomy of intellectual work, challenging the politically-

                                                
35 “credo che ogni giorno che passa ravvicinerà fatalmente il nostro pubblico — che d'altra parte va 
preparandosi, magari contro voglia, attraverso le cure forzate delle mostre dilaganti d'oggi – a questa vera 
pittura nostrana che rende con tale efficacia uno dei caratteri più profondamente etnici del popolo italiano, 
nemico – anche troppo! – di pedanterie e sempre spontaneo, schietto e amante della sana realtà più di tutti 
gli altri popoli." Matteo Marangoni, “La raccolta Cecconi di pittura Seicentesca,” Dedalo II, no. 6 (June 
1921): 362–380, p. 380. 
36 "Nel Caravaggio il bisogno di definire stilisticamente le forme è tale che ha, rispetto al suo tempo, 
persino qualche cosa di arcaico: egli mostra la convinzione incorruttibile di un classico, intesa la parola nel 
senso più libero e profondo." Matteo Marangoni, “Valori mal noti e trascurati," p.14. 
37 Riccardo Scrivano “«La Ronda» e la cultura del Novecento,” Riviste, scrittori e critici del Novecento 
(Firenze: Sansoni, 1964), p. 14; Giuliano Manacorda, Dalla «Ronda» al «Baretti». Gli intellettuali di fronte 
al fascismo negli anni ’20 (Roma: Argileto, 1973), p. 79. 
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engaged journals edited at the time by Piero Gobetti and Antonio Gramsci.38 Throughout 

its brief life, La Ronda adopted a position of defense of classicism yet did not take this 

term to indicate an uncritical acceptance of tradition. For example, it gave ample space to 

the painters of the Metafisica group, publishing several articles by Giorgio de Chirico, 

Alberto Savinio, and Carlo Carrà. La Ronda sought to bring attention back to Italian 

classics, such as Giacomo Leopardi and Alessandro Manzoni. Yet it was also very 

attentive to new international tendencies, even if it vehemently rejected avant-garde 

experimentation in art and politics. As the editors asserted, “To continue the tradition of 

our art [...] is what it means for us to be modern in an Italian way, without betraying our 

homeland.” 39 

 One of the first contributions to the debate over the Baroque in La Ronda was a 

review by Giuseppe Raimondi of Marangoni's aforementioned text on Baroque still lifes. 

A proponent of the "return to order," Raimondi accepted Marangoni’s interpretation of 

the Baroque as a form of classicism. In an article on Caravaggio published in October 

1919, Raimondi linked Caravaggio's vocation to be an "Italian artist" to his 

"understandable and justified desire to return to realism, which implies a liberation from 

all fashions and mannerisms.”40 Raimondi’s assessment of the art of the seventeenth 

century was overall quite severe, as he considered it devoid of any sense of creative 

individualism and authenticity: it experimented without any sense of which models are 

                                                
38 Giorgio Luti, “Considerazioni su alcune riviste letterarie del primo Novecento,” Italo Svevo e altri studi 
(Milano: Lerici, 1961), p. 453. 
39 “Seguitare a servirci con fiducia di uno stile definito non vorrà dire per noi altro che realizzare delle 
nuove eleganze, perpetuare, insomma, la tradizione della nostra arte. E questo stimeremo essere moderni 
alla maniera italiana senza spatriarci.” “Sulla soglia del quarto anno,” La Ronda III, 11-12 (November-
December 1921), p. 834. 
40 “La sua brama, spiegabile e giustificata, di ritorno al realismo, che significa liberazione da ogni moda e 
maniera..." Giuseppe Raimondi, “Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio,” La Ronda I, no. 6 (October 1919): 
45–51, p. 45. 
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truly valuable and which ones are not. By contrast, “searching for novelty and honesty,” 

Caravaggio “returned to the glorious and inexhaustible origins of our painting," and was 

inspired by the “linear hardness, the rigid architectonic solidity that was dear to the 

[Primitive masters.]”41 Echoes of Marangoni’s assessment of Caravaggio as akin to 

Giotto are clear here. Raimondi also found important similarities between the art of 

Caravaggio and that of Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres. For him, both Caravaggio’s 

Bacchus and Ingres’ Madame Rivière revealed a direct study of nature and of painters of 

the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, which in both cases led to the “solidity of planes and 

volumes.”42 (Fig.4-3 and 4-4) In sum, Raimondi conceptualized Caravaggio as a neo-

classicist, emphasizing his continuity with tradition rather than his disruption of artistic 

precedents. Instead of aspiring to represent movement—which for Raimondi is alien to 

the “serene” Italian tradition— Caravaggio (and his authentic heirs) “rendered objects 

with a statue-like firmness, an absolutely impassible stillness, under which impetuous 

emotions and affects are hidden, and thus achieving a classical perfection similar to that 

of Paolo Uccello or Piero della Francesca.”43 Caravaggio should therefore be considered 

a properly classical and primitively-inspired artist: this renders him a worthy exponent of 

truly Italian painting.  

                                                
41 “L’insegnamento dei maestri primitivi era caduto in disuso; nessuno certo pensava più ad ispirarsi alle 
durezze lineari, alle rigide solidità architettoniche che a loro furono care.”Giuseppe Raimondi, 
“Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio,” p. 47. 
42 "Siamo convinti, e non per vana fantasia, che tra questi due artisti, così lontani di tempo ma non di 
indole, vi siano delle chiare e innegabili affinità di forma nell'espressione plastica, a giustificare le quali 
basterebbe la severa e giudiziosa volontà di stile, palese in ambedue, e il desiderio di realismo, risolto 
solidamente in piani e volumi. Andate a vedere il ritratto i M.me Rivière di Ingres e il Bacco degli Uffizi di 
Caravaggio.” Giuseppe Raimondi, “Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio,” p. 48. 
43 “Caravaggio rinuncia definitivamente ai problemi, alle ricerche inutili e tormentose dell’azione o del 
movimento, troppo orfane di serenità e di tradizione italiana; solo occupato di rendere agli oggetti 
rappresentati una fermezza statuaria, un’assoluta staticità impassibile, sotto la quale le emozioni e gli affetti 
impetuosi siano celati, raggiungendo in tal modo una perfezione classica confrontabile con quella di Paolo 
Uccello e Piero della Francesca.” Giuseppe Raimondi, “Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio,” p. 48. 
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 To clarify the meaning of “classicism,” and to underscore that Caravaggio was 

not to be considered part of it, in July 1920 Giorgio de Chirico, the leader of Pittura 

Metafisica, published a long article in La Ronda. De Chirico's article, “Classicismo 

pittorico” [Pictorial Classicism] began by arguing that art of Classical Greece, Rome, and 

that of the 1400s shared a defining characteristic: “the linear—in terms of drawing or of 

style—demon.”44 De Chirico observed that for “classical” artists like Ingres and Piero 

della Francesca, drawing is the basis of artistic practice. The centrality of drawing—

instead of color or volume—implies a move away from the mimetic copying of reality. 

Rather, “the classical artist […] discovers in every aspect of nature, deceptively changing 

and fleeting, its specific sign or symbol with respect to the world of eternal things.”45 The 

classical, therefore, is universal because it selects the eternal truth of transient reality. 

Since classicism is a tendency towards simplification and abstraction, it can appear at any 

moment of history but de Chirico observed that it runs counter to most currents of 

contemporary art, which instead emphasize excess and accumulation. De Chirico agreed 

with Marangoni and Raimondi's interpretation of classicism, but did not deem that most 

Baroque artists should be considered its proponents. As the next section will show, 

discussions on classicism, Italian heritage, and the place of the Baroque within them, 

were central in the early 1920s. 

4.3."The Least Italian Century of our Painting": Giorgio de Chirico on the Baroque 

                                                
44 “Dobbiamo conchiudere che pure il demone del classicismo è demone lineare, di segno o di stile.” 
Giorgio de Chirico, “Classicismo pittorico,” La Ronda II, no. 7 (July 1920): 50—55, p. 50. 
45 “Diremmo quasi che ogni aspetto della natura, ingannevolmente cangiante e passeggero, possiede, 
riguardo al mondo delle cose eterne, il suo particolare segno o simbolo, ed è appunto tale segno o simbolo, 
o, perlomeno, parte d’esso, che l’artista classico scopre.” Giorgio de Chirico, “Classicismo pittorico,” La 
Ronda II, no. 7 (July 1920): 50—55, p. 51. 
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The organization of the Mostra di Pittura Italiana in Palazzo Pitti could not but exasperate 

de Chirico, who became increasingly worried that the classicism of the Metafisica group 

would be confused with the Baroque classicism promoted by Marangoni and Raimondi. 

Instead of La Ronda, de Chirico chose another journal, Valori Plastici, to publish his 

tirade against the Seicento.  

 Valori Plastici was launched in 1918 by the painter and art critic Mario Broglio 

(1891-1948). Until it closed in 1922 it hosted on its pages key artistic and intellectual 

debates.46 Since its first issues, Valori Plastici published interventions by foreign writers 

like Oswald Spengler, Clive Bell, and Vassilji Kandinsky. Its second issue was entirely 

devoted to French Cubism, and it included an impressive roster of poets, and illustrations 

by Juan Gris, Jean Metzinger, Pablo Picasso, Georges Braque, and Fernand Léger.47 

Through the mediation of de Chirico, who had studied at the Munich Academy of Fine 

Arts from 1906 to 1909, and the Triestine critic Theodor Däubler, Valori Plastici 

established a productive dialogue with German culture as well.48 As Paolo Fossati has 

observed, another defining aspect of the journal was its parallel attention to the definition 

of the theoretical character of art, and to the concrete conditions of the practice of art in 

                                                
46 On Valori Plastici, see Paolo Fossati, Valori plastici, 1918—22 (Torino: G. Einaudi, 1981); Maria Grazia 
Messina, “Valori Plastici. Il confronto con la Francia e la questione dell’arcaismo,” in Il futuro alle spalle. 
Italia Francia— L’arte tra le due guerre, ed. by F. Pirani (Roma, 1988), 19–35; Paolo Fossati, Patrizia 
Rosazza Ferraris, and Livia Velani, Valori Plastici (Milano: Skira, 1998). 
47 On the cultural relations between Italy and France at the time, see Maria Grazia Messina, “Valori 
Plastici. Il confronto con la Francia e la questione dell’arcaismo,” in Il futuro alle spalle. Italia Francia— 
L’arte tra le due guerre, ed. by Federica Pirani (Roma: Edizioni De Luca, 1998), 19–35; Dominique 
Jarrassé and Maria Grazia Messina, eds., L’expressionnisme: une construction de l’autre : France et Italie 
face à l’expressionnisme (Le Kremlin Bicêtre: Éd. Esthétiques du Divers, 2012); Catherine Fraixe, 
Christophe Poupault, and Lucia Piccioni, Vers une Europe latine: acteurs et enjeux des échanges culturels 
entre la France et l’Italie fasciste (Paris; Bruxelles; Bern; Berlin: INHA ; P. Lang, 2014). 
48 This relation took shape in 1921, when Valori Plastici organized an exhibition of Italian art at the Berlin 
National Gallery. Andrés Lepik, “Un nuovo Rinascimento per l’arte italiana? : ‘Valori Plastici’ e il dialogo 
artistico Italia — Germania.,” in Valori Plastici, ed. by Paolo Fossati, Patrizia Rosazza Ferraris, and Livia 
Velani (Milano: Skira, 1998), 155–164; Lucia Presilla, “Alcune note sulle mostre di Valori Plastici in 
Germania,” Commentari d’arte 5, no. 12 (2000): 51–67 
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the early 1920s.49 Its attention to the relation between the practice and the theory of art 

sets apart Valori Plastici from other journals of the period, because it gave ample space to 

artists’ voices. Carlo Carrà, Alberto Savinio, Giorgio de Chirico, Filippo de Pisis, and 

Ardengo Soffici, among others, actively intervened in the intellectual debate, elaborating 

not only on their own aesthetics but also on issues of general interest.  

 It is therefore not surprising that the journal devoted some attention to the question 

of the Baroque, a debate that was, in Broglio's words, “very timely, given the enthusiasm 

with which artists, writers, critics and collectors voice their sympathy for the art of the 

Seicento.”50 Furthermore, as critics like Marangoni and Raimondi—and Ojetti, as I will 

show in the next section—were at the time advertising the Baroque as quintessentially 

Italian, a journal like Valori Plastici that promoted a new art based on the Italian tradition 

could not ignore the debate over the seventeenth century. Yet not a single illustration of 

Valori Plastici was of a Baroque painting or sculpture: the debate was conducted with 

words, not images. 

 One of the first mentions of the Baroque in Valori Plastici was the re-publication of 

Soffici’s “First Principles of Futurist Aesthetics,” which had partially appeared in La 

Voce (1916), L’Italia futurista (1918), and La Raccolta (1918), and were compiled into a 

book in 1920.51 As I showed in Chapter 3, in the wake of Longhi's articles Soffici 

reconsidered his position towards the Baroque, going so far as to praise the Cavalier 

                                                
49 Paolo Fossati, Valori plastici, 1918—22 (Torino: G. Einaudi, 1981), p. 5. 
50 “Il presente articolo del nostro collaboratore Giorgio de Chirico toca una questione di grande attualità 
dato il fervore col quale da ogni parte artisti, scrittori, critici e collezionisti propugnano la loro simpatia per 
l’arte del Seicento.” Mario Broglio, premise to Giorgio de Chirico, “Manìa del Seicento,” Valori Plastici 
III, no. 3 (1921): 60–62, p.60. 
51 Ardengo Soffici, Principi di una Estetica Futurista (Firenze: Vallecchi Editore, 1920). 
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Marino and the aesthetic of the marvelous.52 The section in which the Seicento was 

presented as a precursor of modernity did not appear in Valori Plastici. What did appear 

was a fragment on “Art and Fashion.” Soffici’s argument was cynical and disenchanted: 

no art form is truly vital if it does not follow or create a fashion.53 Soffici argued that art 

must be immersed in the spirit of the times rather than going against the grain of its age. 

With a pun, Soffici argued that “Essere alla moda vuol dire essere moderni” (“to be 

fashionable is to be modern.”).54 As examples of cultural trends, Soffici mentioned 

Dante’s poetry and Giotto’s painting, which became en vogue at the end of the nineteenth 

century. And he concluded: “the art of the Seicento has now its new moment of fashion. 

Some forms of art go out of fashion forever, or return to be in fashion again only after 

long intervals, and in arid periods of decadence. The most powerful art is the one that 

regularly becomes all the rage, in periods of thriving rebirth, and with greater force.”55 It 

is not clear whether Soffici deemed that this was the case for the Seicento or not. Yet his 

article was of great importance for the debate over the Seicento that would take place in 

Valori Plastici a year later, because it framed the discussion in terms of trends and fads. 

Only one of the participants of this debate, Curzio Malaparte, approached the issue from 

a different standpoint. 

 Another important mention of the Baroque appeared in Theodor Däubler’s article 

“Our Heritage,” [Nostro retaggio], which was published in several installments 

                                                
52 Ardengo Soffici, Principi di una Estetica Futurista (Firenze: Vallecchi Editore, 1920), p. 29 et seq. 
53 Ardengo Soffici, “Principî di una estetica futurista. Parte seconda. L’arte e la moda.,” Valori Plastici I, 
no. 11–12 (December 1919): 4–5, p.4. 
54 Ardengo Soffici, “Principî di una estetica futurista. Parte seconda. L’arte e la moda.,” p.5, cursives in the 
original. 
55 “L’arte del seicento ha ora il suo nuovo momento di grande moda. Alcune forme di arte passan di moda 
per sempre o non tornano di moda che a intervalli di molti secoli; ed in epoche aride di decadenza. L’arte 
più potente è quella che torna regolarmente di moda, in periodi di più rigogliosa rinascita, e con maggiore 
imperio.”Ardengo Soffici, “Principî di una estetica futurista. Parte seconda. L’arte e la moda.,” p.5. 
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throughout 1919 and 1920.56 In the third section, Däubler approached the issue of 

naturalism, which as I have shown was brought to the fore in scholarly discussions of 

Seicento painting. Däubler argued that naturalism was missing in the art of the sixteenth 

century: Michelangelo, Raphael, and Correggio idealized their compositions. It was in the 

Seicento, with Caravaggio, Diego Velásquez, Bernardo Strozzi, and Salvator Rosa, that 

naturalism became predominant. For Däubler, this is expressed in the symbol of the 

mirror: he stated that Caravaggio used mirrors as an artistic tool to depict a “quid that is 

inherent to things rather than a transcendence that dominates them.”57 The naturalistic 

line of art continues with the Le Nain brothers up to Gustave Courbet, who Däubler 

described as “the naturalistic consciousness of impressionism.”58 But for Däubler modern 

art begins with the rupture represented by Cézanne, who “venerated nature, but 

demanded absolute autonomy from it.”59 De Chirico, in his scathing rebuttal of the mania 

of the Seicento, would proceed along similar arguments. Both, furthermore, glossed over 

Longhi and Marangoni's analyses of Caravaggio, which had underscored his lack of 

realism and his desire to stylize nature. 

 In July 1921, de Chirico published the most problematic stance on the Baroque to 

appear in Valori Plastici. In "La mania del Seicento" he renewed the condemnations of 

the Baroque already established in the fin de siècle writings that I examined in Chapter 1, 

                                                
56 Theodor Däubler, “Nostro Retaggio (Parte III),” Valori Plastici II, no. 1–2 (February 1920): 14–19. 
57 “Lo specchio è proprio la passione dei naturalisti, poichè costoro hanno la smania della magia, di un quid 
che sia inerente alle cose e non già la trascendenza dominatrice di esse. Per di più, lo specchio è il simbolo 
della pura e semplice riflessione.” Theodor Däubler, “Nostro Retaggio (Parte III),” p.15. 
58 “Courbet è, per così dire, la coscienza naturalistica dell’impressionismo.” Theodor Däubler, “Nostro 
Retaggio (Parte III),” p.16. 
59 Theodor Däubler, “Nostro retaggio (parte prima),” Valori Plastici II, no.6-10 (June-October 1919), 1-5, 
p.1. 
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and accused the Baroque of being the source of all the evils of modern painting.60 

Defining it as “the least Italian century of our painting”— an explicit rebuttal of 

Marangoni's claim that it was the best example of "homegrown painting"— de Chirico 

criticized the Seicento as being “the century that marked the beginning of that decadence 

whose consequences we still see today.”61 While romantic and fin de siècle writers 

condemned Baroque and decadent poetry because of its excess of invention and lack of 

ethical and political commitment, de Chirico accused seventeenth and twentieth-century 

painting alike of “a sort of cowardice concerning both the technical research on the craft 

of painting, and the spiritual content of the work.”62 This produces a “bourgeois, banal, 

and imbecile” form of painting. Seicento artists applied themselves to the mere 

reproduction of reality: for de Chirico, it is in this century where one can find the origins 

of nineteenth-century naturalism, which he accuses of lacking any spiritual import.  

condemned the widespread passion for Caravaggio, considering him on par with the 

French naturalistic painter Léon Bonnat (1833-1922) (Fig.4-5), a far less prestigious 

reference than Ingres. In this way, de Chirico underscored that Caravaggio was 

extraneous to the Italian cultural tradition.  

  For de Chirico, Caravaggio and his contemporaries were held in high regard only 

because their painting was easy to understand and appreciate by 1920s Italians, who, like 

their Baroque counterparts, were superficial and intellectually indolent. If there is an 

“Italian spirit determined by fatal reasons of geographic configuration, climate, history, 
                                                
60 Giorgio de Chirico , “Manìa del Seicento,” Valori Plastici III, no. 3 (1921): 60–62 
61 “Il secolo meno italiano della nostra pittura, il secolo che segnò il principio di quella decadenza di cui 
oggi vediamo le funeste conseguenze.” Giorgio de Chirico, “Manìa del Seicento,” p.60 
62 “Il seicento preludia a tutta la decadenza della odierna pittura. […] Nel seicento vediamo spegnersi nei 
pittori ogni principio di rivelazione e di scoperta, ogni attenta curiosità per il mondo che li circonda e 
subentrare invece una specie di vigliaccheria tanto riguardo a ogni ricerca tecnica o di mestiere quanto 
riguardo a ogni contenuto spirituale dell’opera.” Giorgio de Chirico, “Manìa del Seicento,” p.61 
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and the physical and metaphysical aspect of our peninsula,” de Chirico argued, it has 

nothing to do with the seventeenth century—again, an explicit refutation of Marangoni 

and Raimondi's theses. It is, rather, “a spirit of travelers and sailors who discover new 

worlds, […] melancholic even in its joy, […] we find it […] in the work of Beato 

Angelico, Carpaccio, Signorelli, Botticelli, and Piero della Francesca.”63 Only these 

painters have been able to express the specific character of the Italian people, in “a solid 

and clear painting in which figures and things appear cleaned and purified.”64 In case this 

description did not reveal de Chirico’s intentions, he clarified them by describing the art 

of the Quattrocento as a “Metaphysical beauty, which has something spring-like and 

autumnal at the same time. The works of this century offer us the resounding clarity of 

Roman buildings, stones, and landscapes, washed by a nocturnal storm, and visible on the 

next day against or below the pure sky of an October afternoon.”65 In brief, for de 

Chirico, the Quattrocento is the direct ancestor of the Metafisica painting (Fig.4-6 and 4-

7). The Seicento has no place in this genealogy. 

                                                
63 “Questa eletta schiera di critici, di scrittori mancati, di esteti, di ispettori di gallerie, che cercano di 
promuovere il movimento pro seicento, hanno essi mai pensato alla possibilità d’esistenza d’uno spirito 
italiano determinato da ragioni fatali di configurazione geografica, di clima, di storia, di aspetto fisico e 
metafisico della nostra penisola? […] Noi conosciamo uno spirito italiano che è spirito di viaggiatore e di 
nauta scopritore di mondi nuovi, conosciamo uno spirito italiano triste, anche nella sua gioia, e più 
profondo nella sua gioia che nella sua tristezza; conosciamo una natura italiana classica, ariosa e 
avventurosa, in cui ritroviamo le apparizioni di ogni paese del mondo: dalla chiara e immobile bellezza 
della Grecia antica, ai demoni dell’Africa e a quelli del Nord, e lo ritroviamo questo spirito, con tutte le 
fatali complicazioni e deformazioni e aggiunge che nascono dalla pittura (l’arte più magica che vi sia), 
nell’opera di un Beato Angelico, d’un Carpaccio, d’un Signorelli, d’un Botticelli, d’un Piero della 
Francesca, ma non ne ritroviamo nemmeno l’ombra in tutta la pittura del seicento.” Giorgio de Chirico, 
“Manìa del Seicento,” p.61-62. 
64 “Una pittura chiara e solida in cui figura e cose appaiono come lavate e purificate e risplendenti d’una 
luce interna” Giorgio de Chirico, “Manía del Seicento,” p.62. 
65 “Fenomeno di bellezza metafisica che ha qualcosa di primaverile e di autunnale nel tempo stesso. Le 
opere di questo secolo si offrono a noi con la sonora chiarezza dei palazzi, delle pietre e dei paesaggi 
romani, lavati da un temporale notturno, ed apparenti il dì seguente contro o sotto la purezza d’un cielo 
pomeridiano d’ottobre.” Giorgio de Chirico, “Manìa del Seicento,” p.62. 
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 The main aim of Valori Plastici was to transcend the uncertainties of avant-garde 

art, and to erect a new revitalized Italian art on a stable and undisputed basis: tradition. 

Tradition must not be followed in a servile way, but revived and renegotiated. Yet it has 

to be asserted without equivocation. This is what is at stake in Marangoni and 

Raimondi’s suggestion that the Baroque is a form of classicism. And this is the reason for 

de Chirico’s belligerent tone: the Seicento cannot become “tradition,” because it does not 

express the key features of Italianness. Baroque painting is not a valuable part of Italian 

cultural heritage, but rather an ephemeral and worthless period with no artistic import. By 

complicating the distinction between what constitutes a “tradition” and what is a mere 

“fashion,” de Chirico aimed to establish the debate over a more solid footing. Not every 

cultural event of the past can be considered part of tradition, de Chirico argued: only 

those that express a significant aspect of national identity. 

4.4. The Debate over the Baroque in Valori Plastici 

Mario Bacchelli, a young artist and critic from Bologna answered de Chirico in La Ronda 

in January 1922.66 He began by pointing out that celebrating or condemning an entire 

century or art movement was not useful because this constrained artworks within 

preconceived schema rather than allowing them to be studied on their own terms. 

Bacchelli agreed with de Chirico that the fashion for the Seicento —and its effects on the 

work of art critics, writers, artists, and museum curators— needed to be interrogated. Yet 

he also pointed out that de Chirico went to the opposite extreme, because his love for the 

Trecento and Quattrocento prevented him from appreciating the innovations of the 

                                                
66 Mario Bacchelli, “Della Manìa del Seicento e di altre manìe”, in La Ronda IV, no. 1 (January 1922): 75-
80. 
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seventeenth century. The critique of the “Seicentomania,” in brief, cannot hinder the 

appreciation of Seicento painting: "it is not that difficult to differentiate the trick and 

deceit of violent contrasts, from the use of contrasts in Caravaggio or Rembrandt," 

Bacchelli pointed out, "We regret that, not unlike those blinded admirers and glorifiers of 

the Seicento, de Chirico has been unable to see the difference.67 Behind de Chirico’s 

denunciation of the Seicento and modern techniques, Bacchelli perceived a reactionary 

spirit that rejected modernity and was nostalgic for the past, providing tempera and wood 

with mystical overtones.  

 Bacchelli also replied to one of de Chirico’s accusations that received little 

attention on the part of his other respondents: the foreignness of the Baroque. Bacchelli 

claimed that identifying the Italian spirit in the art of the Quattrocento or the Cinquecento 

was completely arbitrary. If one wanted to promote an artistic period for nationalistic 

purposes, Bacchelli pointed out, the Seicento was a worthy candidate because during that 

time Italian art expanded beyond its national borders to the rest of Europe.68 The impact 

of Caravaggio on Rembrandt, Rubens, and Velásquez proved that the Italian Baroque had 

conquered the artists of the other countries. While for Italianness was to be identified 

with love of innovation, for Bacchelli it was associated with cultural dominance. 

                                                
67 " non è difficile distinguere assolutamente il trucco e il giochetto del contrasto violento all’ufficio che i 
contrasti hanno in Caravaggio o in Rembrandt. […] Ci duole che, non meno che quei tali ciechi ammiratori 
ed esaltatori del seicento come tale, anche il  mostri di non aver vista la differenza." Mario Bacchelli, 
“Della Manìa del Seicento e di altre manìe,” p. 77. 
68 " Il seicento, non solo in pittura, fu un secolo di traffici materiali e spirituali tra le varie genti e paesi 
d'Europa e del mondo, come mai prima d'allora; e i grandi imperi non contribuirono poco a ravvicinare gli 
artisti di diverse nazioni. [...] Potrà far piacere più o meno, potrà rimpiangersi la perduta verginità paesana 
delle scuole anteriori; ma non si può negare, a voler far del nazionalismo, che nel seicento uno spirito 
d'origine italiana (sia esso lo spirito italiano secondo il D.C. o no) si espande e si rende padrone in Europa: 
e noi lo risalutiamo in Rembrandt, in Rubens, in Velásquez.” Mario Bacchelli, “Della Manìa del Seicento e 
di altre manìe,” p. 79. 
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 Broglio was well aware that "La manìa del Seicento" would cause some scandal, so 

he premised de Chirico's article by pointing out that it “offers a useful occasion to open 

the pages of our journal to a critical revision of such an interesting theme,” and then 

indicated that the next issue of Valori Plastici would publish “all those answers that, 

overcoming aesthetic prejudices, will provide an important contribution to the 

development of the criticism of the Seicento.”69 In the issue of Valori Plastici that 

coincided with the opening of the Mostra di Palazzo Pitti in 1922, Broglio invited a 

plurality of cultural players to respond to de Chirico's article.70 Many of them did not 

respond to the invitation, and some preferred to reply to de Chirico in another 

publication. Notable were the absences of Ugo Ojetti, Luigi Dami, and Nello Tarchiani, 

who had organized the exhibition at the Palazzo Pitti and worked in the high-end 

magazines whose preference for the Baroque de Chirico had chastized. Longhi and 

Marangoni, the leading promoters of a new interpretation of the Baroque, and other 

scholars like Antonio Muñoz, Giorgio Nicodemi, Sergio Ortolani, and Giuseppe Fiocco, 

did not engage with de Chirico either. Those who did respond to him, however, presented 

a varied array of positions concerning the role of the Baroque in Italian art history: art 

historian Lionello Venturi, artists Carlo Carrà and Cipriano Efisio Oppo, writers Curzio 

Malaparte, Emilio Cecchi, and Massimo Bontempelli, poet and art critic Raffaello 

                                                
69 “Noi crediamo che lo scritto del  offra un’occasione utile e propizia per aprire le pagine della nstra 
rassegna ad una revisione critica dell’interessante argomento. Saremo pertanto lieti di pubblicare nel 
prossimo fascicolo tutte quelle risposte che, al disopra di ogni pregiudizio estetico, porteranno un 
contributo notevole allo svolgimento della critica del Seicento.” Premise to Giorgio de Chirico, “Manìa del 
Seicento,” Valori Plastici III, no. 3 (1921): 60–62, p.60. 
70 Fernando Mazzocca points out that the issues III and IV of the third year of Valori Plastici were 
published in 1922, not in 1921 as is often mistakenly claimed. Fernando Mazzocca, “La mostra fiorentina 
el 1922 e la polemica sul Seicento,” Annali della Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa, classe di Lettere e 
Filosofia V, no. 2, III (1979): 837–901, p. 855, note 42. 
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Franchi, archeologist Eva Tea, and art critic and Mussolini’s future cultural advisor 

Margherita Sarfatti. 

 Fernando Mazzocca, one of the first scholars to extensively study the debate over 

the Baroque in Valori Plastici, described it as "the first great occasion of debate between 

figurative and literary culture" in the Italian interwar period.71 The journal indeed invited 

professionals of art and of literature to comment on the issue — as I have shown in the 

first chapters, until this moment the discussion of the Seicento encompassed literary and 

visual culture, but there had been few occasions of overlap and discussion between the 

two fields. More importantly, the debate over Seicentomania anticipated some 

characteristics of the debate over fascist art that was to become central at the end of the 

decade, and it involved key cultural figures of the future regime. Some of the issues 

involved were the relation between the taste of the public and the taste of the 

intellectuals, the role of fashions in the development of scholarship, and the importance 

of tradition for modern painting. At stake was not only the historical importance of the 

Baroque, but also its pertinence as the model for young Italian artists.  

  The first response to “La manìa del Seicento” in Valori Plastici was written by 

Lionello Venturi, the art historian who had initiated the academic study of this period and 

the only scholar of the Baroque who accepted Broglio’s invitation. Venturi had recently 

published a short monograph on Caravaggio, in which he reassessed Seicento painting 

and its contribution to the history of art.72 He rejected de Chirico’s points, claiming like 

Bacchelli that art history had no use for personal preferences.73 Since his intervention in 

                                                
71 Fernando Mazzocca, “La mostra fiorentina el 1922 e la polemica sul Seicento,” p.838. 
72 Lionello Venturi, Il Caravaggio. (Roma: Bibl. d’arte illustrata, 1921). 
73 Lionello Venturi, “Lettera al Direttore”, in Valori Plastici, III, 4, p. 76-77. 
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the 1912 International Congress of Art History —which I analyzed in Chapter 2— 

Venturi condemned fads and fashions as hindering, rather than promoting, the careful 

analysis of art. It is thus not surprising that in his response to de Chirico, Venturi 

specified that he was against any fashion or mania that gave excessive importance to one 

artistic period over the others. De Chirico’s love for Piero or Masaccio was 

biographically important, argued Venturi, because it helps us understand his artistic 

choices. But it had no normative value, and should not lead to the rejection of the art of 

the Seicento as a whole. Valori Plastici was unique in giving artists’ opinions the same 

weight as those of critics and art historians. In his response, Venturi seems to question 

this choice; de Chirico was too close to the practice of art to be able to make a clear-

headed assessment of an artistic movement. Scholars, by contrast, could understand the 

originality of Seicento artists, who had “paid attention to the most obscure corners of 

reality, where previous artists had not cared to look.”74  

 While Venturi's approach focused on the scholarly value of the Baroque, other 

respondents commented on whether it was desirable for young artists to follow the lead 

of Seicento artists. De Chirico's colleague in the Metafisica movement, art critic and 

painter Carlo Carrà, began writing his response after visiting the Venice Biennale and 

experiencing the impact of the Seicento on his contemporaries.75 Carrà pointed out that 

                                                
74 “Per rivelare alcuni aspetti della bellezza, essi hanno ficcato gli occhi in cantucci reconditi della realtà, 
dove gli artisti anteriori non s’eran dati la pena di cercare.” Lionello Venturi, “Lettera al Direttore”, p.77. 
75 “In a couple of days I will start working on the art[icles] on the Seicento and on the Venice exhibition. 
Among the many people I met there I say Oskar Kokoschka and Dr. Posse, with whom I spoke about 
Valori Plastici, whose work they appreciate.” (“A giorni mi metterò al lavoro degli arti. sul Seicento e su 
l'Esposizione di Venezia. Fra le molte persone conosciute colà vidi Oskar Kokoschka e il dott. Posse coi 
quali parlammo dei Valori Plastici, di cui mostrarono di apprezzarne l'operato.”) Carlo Carrà to Mario 
Broglio, May 18, 1922, Fondo Valori Plastici—3.Corrispondenza e documentazione monografica U.A. 42 
Carlo Carrà, Archivio Storico della Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna. 
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not all fads are negative, that “not everything contingent is necessarily negative.”76 There 

were mediocre artists in the seventeenth century, but many others were “worthy of 

admiration if not love.”77 Sometimes fashions serve to uncover art periods that have been 

wrongly neglected by critics and the general public. As art historian Paolo Fossati has 

pointed out, a key difference in Carrà and de Chirico’s approaches to art criticism was 

that while the former paid attention to the immediate aspects of the cultural debate, de 

Chirico shifted the focus to general principles.78 The mania for the Seicento can surprise 

only those who, as Carrà insinuated was the case for de Chirico, “live outside the world 

of theoretical competitions.”79 He historicized the interest in the Seicento among his 

contemporaries, observing that “contemporary criticism takes as its fundamental principle 

the volumetric construction of the painting,” which is most evident in the art of the 

Seicento.80  

 In his response, Carrà also redressed de Chirico’s indiscriminate condemnation of 

the critics and scholars who studied the Seicento. He conceded that the enthusiasm for the 

Baroque at the turn of the century was essentially romantic in character, and more 

interested in Caravaggio’s character than in his art. Yet he recognized that Longhi’s 1913 

article on Mattia Preti was “prophetic,” even if he condemned its excessive 

                                                
76 “Ma non tutto ciò che forma una moda non ha soltanto un valore puramente negativo, imperocché, io 
credo, non tutto ciò che è contingente sia per sua natura negativo.” Carlo Carrà, “Il Seicento e la Critica 
Italiana,” Valori Plastici III, no. 4 (1922): 77–80, p.78. 
77 “Il seicento italiano pittorico varrà quel che varrà, ma è pur verto che ebbe veramente alcuni pittori di 
razza, che noi dobbiamo ammirare anche se non riusciamo ad amare.” Carlo Carrà, “Il Seicento e la Critica 
Italiana,” p.78. 
78 Paolo Fossati, Valori plastici, 1918-22 (Torino: G. Einaudi, 1981), p.195. 
79 “Il movimento secentistico d’oggi è strano solamente agli occhi di colui il quale vive, per così dire, fuori 
del mondo delle competizioni teoriche.” Carlo Carrà, “Il Seicento e la Critica Italiana,” p.78. 
80 “Per giudicare [il movimento secentistico] d’oggi non si deve mai dimenticare che la critica 
contemporanea è tutta quanta imbastita su di un concetto fondamentale alla cui base sta la costruzione 
volumetrica del quadro.” Carlo Carrà, “Il Seicento e la Critica Italiana,” p.78. 
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“Berensonism.” He also singled out Marangoni’s scholarship, which likewise focused on 

the formal aspects of artworks to highlight the artistic contributions of seventeenth-

century painters. Carrà appreciated Longhi and Marangoni’s scholarship because they did 

not aspire to provide models for contemporary artists but only to study the historical and 

cultural value of seventeenth-century artists. Carrà agreed with de Chirico that a “return 

to the Seicento” was not desirable: instead of formal virtuosity, contemporary artists 

needed to emphasize expressiveness and spiritual pureness. “Contemporary artists,” 

Carrà stressed, “are too accustomed to chromatic and sensual effects [and thus] need the 

opposite examples to those that could be provided by the seventeenth and the eighteenth 

centuries. Rather than push them towards formal virtuosity, we should give them the 

sense of spirituality, mysticism, and purity.”81 For this reason, it was better to follow the 

style of Giotto, Piero della Francesca, and Simone Martini: “Seicentomanìa," as Carrà 

called it, was an ephemeral phenomenon.  

 The novelist and critic Kurt Erich Suckert, who in 1925 would adopt the nom-de-

plume Curzio Malaparte, wrote the lengthiest response to de Chirico's text.82 Unlike de 

Chirico, Venturi, and Carrà, Suckert did not frame the “Seicentomanìa” as a purely 

artistic matter. Rather, his seven-page response treated it as a broader issue that touched 

upon issues of culture and politics. He started his text by observing that the Seicento had 

not concluded, but lived on in the contemporary period through movements such as 

Futurism, Cubism, and Dadaism. Comparing it to the action of bacteria, Suckert 

                                                
81 “Non pertanto ripeteremo senza stancarci, che gli artisti d’oggi essendo fin troppo volti alla normalità 
degli effetti cromatici e sensuali, hanno proprio bisogno di esempi opposti a quelli del seicento e del 
settecento. Più che spingerli verso i virtuosismi formali, occorre dar loro il senso della spiritualità, della 
misticità e della purezza, anche stentata, non quello della bravura.” Carlo Carrà, “Il Seicento e la Critica 
Italiana,” p.80, cursives in the original. 
82 C.E. Suckert, “Commemorazione Del Seicento,” Valori Plastici III, no. 4 (1922): 80–87. 
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described the Seicento as a process of decomposition —not degeneration— of classical 

values. Historically, this process began as a reaction to the Protestant Reformation. A 

figure like Michelangelo embodied the struggle of an artist at the junction between the 

pre- and post-Reformation periods, as he attempted to combine the “plastic” sense of the 

Mediterranean spirit with the metaphysical, “romantic” aspirations of the Northern 

people.83 Like “crazy anatomists,” “with the anger of children who break toys,” Italian 

artists and architects of the seventeenth century dissected nature without any sense of 

measure and order, producing disproportionate and grandiose works.84  

 Suckert did not agree with de Chirico’s assertion that the current passion for the 

Seicento was the result of commercial aspirations. Rather, like Carrà, he found it 

historically justified. Something unprecedented in the relation between the audience and 

the Baroque had happened after the war. Modernists such as “d’Annunzio, Papini, the 

group of La Voce and Lacerba” were, because of their iconoclasm and rejection of 

classicism, expressions of the spirit of Seicentismo. But these modernists were 

intellectuals, and their concerns did not resonate with the rest of the population. What 

was unusual in 1922, in Suckert's view, was that “a form of neo-Seicentismo has become 

part of the public’s taste, and has produced, in art, a crazy predilection for the seventeenth 

century.”85 Yet despite the similarities between the culture of the seventeenth century and 

                                                
83 C.E. Suckert, “Commemorazione Del Seicento,” p.82. 
84 “Si diedero con furia a tormentare le cose per cercare di aprirle e non riuscendo a veder chiaramente, con 
quei loro occhi annebbiati, quel che dentro ci fosse, divennero quasi degli anatomisti della natura, ma 
anatomisti pazzi, e si misero a frugarla, a vuotarla, con la rabbia di bambini sventratori di giocattoli.” C.E. 
Suckert, “Commemorazione Del Seicento,” p.84. 
85 “[Se il Seicentismo] si fosse limitato a certe persone o a certi gruppi, a d’Annunzio o a Papini e a quei 
della Voce e di Lacerba, ad esempio, nei quali quella loro specie di seicentismo aveva sapore di sforzo e di 
aspirazione del tutto personali e non comprometteva il resto, piuttosto pecorone, degli italiani. […] Ma 
quando la pretesa è diventata comune e questa forma di neoseicentismo ha preso misura di gusto pubblico, 



 

248 

the culture of the modern period, key differences between the two exist. While the men of 

the Seicento produced the grandiose art that Suckert described so lovingly, the “desire for 

greatness” of the Italians of the early 1920s, by contrast, “goes no further than academic 

discourse, stabs in the street, demagogic enthusiasm, and much talk about the art of the 

Seicento.”86 Only a couple of months later, Suckert participated in the March on Rome. 

Throughout the fascist period, he proclaimed that Mussolini’s movement responded to 

modernity in a similar vein as the Counter-Reformation had responded to the Protestant 

Reformation. 

 Like de Chirico,critic Emilio Cecchi claimed that the mania for the Seicento was 

only a fad. 87 Although he made an exception for Longhi, he accused art historians and 

critics of getting lost in technical issues and of writing in an incomprehensibly literary 

style, adding nothing to true scholarship. Painter Cipriano Efisio Oppo— a key cultural 

organizer during the fascist regime—agreed with de Chirico that there was indeed a 

"Seicentomania" that involved antique dealers and art historians. 88 Yet it had nothing to 

do with artists. For them, it is irrelevant if a master was born in the Quattrocento or in the 

Seicento; what is important is if something can be learnt from his way of painting. 

Caravaggio, for example, was an "innovator and revolutionary." Archeologist Eva Tea 

marshaled a similar argument.89 Art historians should explore the Seicento, because it 

continues some of the key tendencies in Italian art and represents the beginning of 

                                                                                                                                            
fino a mutarsi, anche in arte, in matta predilezione per tutto ciò che è seicento, il male obbliga a cercare un 
rimedio e a parlar chiaro.” C.E. Suckert, “Commemorazione Del Seicento,” p.86. 
86 “Ma il riavvicinamento genera tristezza e sconforto; perché in noi l’affanno e il desiderio di grandezza 
non vanno mai oltre il discorso accademico, la pugnalata in strada e l’entusiasmo piazzaiolo, né oltre quel 
certo gran parlare che si fa oggi dell’arte seicentesca.”C.E. Suckert, “Commemorazione Del Seicento,”p.87. 
87 Emilio Cecchi, “Il Seicento,” Valori Plastici III, no. 4 (1922): 87–88. 
88 Cipriano Efisio Oppo, “Discussioni Inutili,” Valori Plastici III, no. 4 (1922): 89–91. 
89 Eva Tea, “Risposta a de Chirico,” Valori Plastici III, no. 4 (1922): 91–94. 
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modern art. And because artists can find inspiration in a wide range of traditions, no art 

period should be considered normative.  

 Margherita Sarfatti, by contrast, was firmly on de Chirico's side. She further 

castigated Baroque art and culture not only on formal terms but also on moral grounds.90 

Although she considered Baroque artists technically proficient, Sarfatti rejected the 

separation between moral judgment of the seventeenth century and aesthetic judgment of 

its artistic products. Critics often reviled the culture of the Baroque—associated with 

obscurantism, Counter-Reformation Catholicism, and the foreign domination of the 

peninsula— but still considered its art as worthy of praise. Ugo Ojetti had proposed 

precisely this argument in an article published in Corriere della Sera. Broglio had 

privately invited him to respond in Valori Plastici, anticipating that the next issue of the 

journal would be quite "bellicose."91 Ojetti's response to Broglio, if there was one, has 

been lost. But the critic decided to respond to de Chirico in his own turf, the pages of the 

Corriere della Sera, where he had been art critic since 1898.92 Here Ojetti argued that 

after careful study, the Seicento could easily become for art lovers what the Quattrocento 

had become since its rediscovery in the nineteenth century. He also pointed out —without 

mentioning de Chirico by name, but defending the Mostra della Pittura that was to open 

in a couple of months— that the rejection of the Seicento was linked to an ethical rather 

                                                
90 Margherita Sarfatti, “Il Seicento”, Valori Plastici, III, 4, p. 95— 96. 
91 “In ogni caso le sarei grato d'un cenno di risposta in modo che io possa regolarmi per la preparazione del 
battagliero fascicolo, il quale, contrastando l'uso, vedrà presto la luce.” Letter of Mario Broglio to Ugo 
Ojetti, November 3d 1921, Biblioteca Nazionale di Firenze, Fondo Ojetti, P.V.P. I, I, 3B, f.7. Already 
published in Fabio Amico, “La Mostra della Pittura Italiana del Seicento e del Settecento a Palazzo Pitti nel 
1922: documenti, dibattiti e rivisitazioni su due secoli ‘resuscitati’ dell’arte italiana” (doctoral dissertation, 
Università degli Studi di Firenze, 2007), p. 268. 
92 Ugo Ojetti, “La mostra della pittura dal Caravaggio al Tiepolo,” Corriere della Sera, February 21, 1922. 
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than an aesthetic argument; a scholarly study of the period shows that despite its moral 

failings the Seicento produced great art. 

 By contrast, for Sarfatti the culture and art of the Baroque stemmed from a common 

source: “In Italy the Seicento was an era without integrity, without courage, without 

moral dignity: Spain, tyrants, Jesuits and Arcadia. [...] Art was a game and a mask, 

pompous as the wigs of the time, opulent and false, and more interested in appearance 

than substance, in the trompe l’oeil more than in truth.”93 Seventeenth-century culture did 

make valuable contributions to the sciences and to sculpture, but in painting it was 

pointless.94 As I will show in the next chapter, throughout the decade Sarfatti continued 

to value Seicento sculpture and painting in different ways, hailing the sculptor Adolfo 

Wildt as a new Bernini while condemning the influence of the Baroque on modern Italian 

painting. For Sarfatti nothing good could derive from a revival of Baroque painting: it 

was morally suspect, it valued excess over containment, exteriority over interiority, 

theatricality over simplicity, predominance of the sensuous over the intellectual. For 

Sarfatti the history of Italian painting is a recurrent opposition between classicism and 

romanticism, where the former coincides with order and the importance of collectivity, 

while the latter represents the exasperation of individual conscience and rebellion against 

any rule. Thus, the Renaissance paradigms that Sarfatti proposed to Italian artists 

stimulated an art that fostered the integration of the individual in the collective body 

                                                
93 “il Seicento fu in Italia un’epoca di scarsa probità, di scarso coraggio, di scarsa dignità morale: Spagna, 
tiranni, gesuiti e arcadia. E l’arte ne risente. Fu un gingillo e una maschera, tronfia come le parrucche 
dell’epoca, fastosa e irreale, e curò l’apparenza più che la sostanza, – il trompe l’oeil – più che la verità.” 
Margherita Sarfatti, “Il Seicento”, p. 95. 
94 Margherita Sarfatti, “Il ritratto dell’Ottocento a Venezia (1923),” in Segni, colori e luci. Note d’arte 
(Bologna: Zanichelli, 1925), 69–74. 
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politic. The Baroque, by contrast, was for her a disruptive model that provoked chaos, 

separation, and alienation.  

 The Mostra di Palazzo Pitti did not change de Chirico’s views; it confirmed them. 

After visiting it, he prepared a scathing critique of the show. He wrote to Broglio, sending 

the proofs of the article and stating that "the show is a true disaster."95 The article was so 

violent that Broglio decided not to publish it in Valori Plastici.96 After seeing 

Caravaggio's paintings in the flesh, de Chirico considered him “the most perfect exemplar 

of that monstrous emptiness and that stupendous deafness” that characterized the painting 

of the Seicento.97 The artists of the seventeenth century, he continued, were uninterested 

in representing spiritual values. They were satisfied with depicting “the most boring and 

worthless aspect of beings and things,” that is, working-class subjects: “the long beards” 

of saints, “the stupid faces of soldiers,” “the vulgar features of women.”98 In the artworks 

on view in Florence, de Chirico identified the sources of the many evils of modern 

painting, in particular its sentimentalism and interest for the anecdotal. He recommended 

studying Giuseppe Maria Crespi’s Saint John Nepomucene Confessing the Queen of 

Bohemia “millimeter by millimeter […] as the police study criminals.” (Fig.4-8)99 From 

                                                
95 “Sono stato alla mostra del Palazzo Pitti che è un vero disastro.”Giorgio de Chirico to Mario Broglio, 
1922, Fondo Valori Plastici—3.Corrispondenza e documentazione monografica U.A. 62 Giorgio de 
Chirico, Archivio Storico della Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna. 
96 Giorgio de Chirico , “«Il monomanco parla»,” in Valori plastici, 1918—22, by Paolo Fossati (Torino: 
Einaudi, 1981), 251–254. 
97 “Merghi infatti ci è apparso il più perfetto esponente di tutta quella mostruosa vuotezza e di quella 
favolosa sordità che campeggiano e troneggiano nella pittura di questo secolo.” Giorgio de Chirico, “«Il 
monomanco parla»,”, p.251. 
98 “Le figure del Caravaggio hanno tutte indistintamente un’aria di famiglia; sembrano figli dello stesso 
padre idiota: barboni di santi e di apostoli, facce stupide di soldati, visi banali di donne, si seguono sulle 
tele bituminose e sporche, con la noia e la tristezza delle comparse povere dei teatri di provincia.” Giorgio 
de Chirico, “«Il monomanco parla»,” p.251. 
99 “A rintracciare le origini di questo ben di Dio ci aiutò sommamente un quadro di G.M. Crespi: San 
Giovanni Nepomuceno che confessa la regina di Boemia. Questo più che una pittura è un documento, un 
campione rarissimo che bisognerebbe fotografare davanti e didietro, di sotto e di sopra, e poi misurare col 
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the Seicento, he argued, issued not only academic painting but also the genre painting of 

the Macchiaioli such as Silvestro Lega or Telemaco Signorini, and the grandes machines 

of Ettore Tito, who in another article de Chirico had described as “the Tiepolo of the 

Third Italy, who presents us with a painting that resembles liquid soap” (Fig.4-9).100 

  De Chirico’s unpublished article also included a violent rebuttal of Bacchelli's 

arguments, which had caused him “deep pain and great disappointment.”101 Having met 

Bacchelli through their collaboration in La Ronda and Valori Plastici, de Chirico deemed 

him “not particularly intelligent nor gifted, but at least healthy, robust, normal, level-

headed, and athletic.”102 According to de Chirico, Bacchelli's article revealed his spiteful 

and malicious personality, and de Chirico recommended him to practice more sports to 

cure his “incipient hysteria.” As I have shown in the past pages, Bacchelli’s tone had 

been quite moderate and respectful, and therefore it is difficult to ascertain what 

provoked de Chirico’s boorish retort. It might have been Bacchelli’s young age and 

inexperience, which led de Chirico to perceive the article in La Ronda as a form of 

disrespect. The venue in which Bacchelli published his reply to “La manìa del Seicento” 

might have played a part, as de Chirico was also a contributor to La Ronda. But what is 

particularly interesting in de Chirico’s reply is his allusion to the tropes of illness and 

mental affliction that had been associated with the Baroque in the nineteenth century. It is 

                                                                                                                                            
millimetro, analizzare chimicamente, elencare, bollare, segnare, ecc. Come usa coi delinquenti negli uffici 
della polizia scientifica.” Giorgio de Chirico, “«Il monomanco parla»,”, p.252. 
100 "questo Tiepolo della Terza Italia ci presenta una pittura che pare eseguita con delle saponette 
liquefatte.” Giorgio de Chirico, “La Galleria d’Arte Moderna a Roma. (Valori Plastici, luglio 1919),” in Il 
meccanismo del pensiero : critica, polemica, autobiografia, 1911—1943, ed. by Maurizio Fagiolo 
dell’Arco (Torino: G. Einaudi, 1985), 112–118, p.116. 
101 Giorgio de Chirico, “«Il monomanco parla»,” in Valori plastici, 1918—22, by Paolo Fossati (Torino: 
Einaudi, 1981), 251–254, p.254. 
102 “Noi, per aver avuto il piacere di conoscerlo personalmente, lo stimavamo giovanotto, se non 
particolarmente dotato d’intelligenza e di talento, perlomeno sano, robusto, normale, equilibrato e 
sportivo.” Giorgio de Chirico,“«Il monomanco parla»,” p.254. 
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thus not a coincidence that he evoked them in relation to Bacchelli, who had defended the 

importance of the Seicento.  

 Even though de Chirico announced in his unpublished article that he would write 

more studies on Seicento painting and its technique, “La mania del Seicento” was his 

only reflection on the subject to appear in the press. His brother Alberto Savinio, 

however, partially responded to de Chirico’s critics in an article that appeared in the last 

issue of Valori Plastici.103 Savinio concurred with de Chirico’s negative view of the art of 

the Seicento, but he framed his critique within a broader discussion over the relation 

between art and memory, a key issue for the “return to order.” For Savinio, the memory, 

the past, and culture are the bases of art. If art is not revived by memory, it is prosaic and 

worthless because it is restricted to the present. The art of the Seicento is the foremost 

example of an art without memory.104 This forgetful art lacks perspective—a way of 

ordering things in space— and is filled with irrelevant detail. Thus, “it has nothing to 

say,” and it is pleasant only to “forgetful men, men without a past nor poetry.”105 The 

success of Seicento art in the 1920s, Savinio concluded, did not bode well for Pittura 

Metafisica and other forms of art that are intrinsically linked to tradition and memory. 

 After the closure of Valori Plastici in 1922, Broglio continued to forward the 

movement’s aesthetics with a series of publications. An overview of the catalogue of 

artistic editions curated by Valori Plastici between 1919 and 1925 reveals the complex 

relation of the group with the seventeenth century. These monographs were written by 

                                                
103 Alberto Savinio, “Primi saggi di filosofia delle arti (parte terza),” Valori Plastici III, no. 5 (October 
1922): 103–105. 
104 Alberto Savinio, “Primi saggi di filosofia delle arti (parte terza),” p.105. 
105 “E poiché tra una mente piena di memoria e un’arte priva di memoria non si possono stabilire simpatie, 
la pittura del Seicento riesce sopportabile solo agli smemorati, agli uomini sforniti di passato e di poesia.” 
Alberto Savinio, “Primi saggi di filosofia delle arti (parte terza),” p.105. 
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collaborators of the magazine or scholars sympathetic to Valori Plastici, and were 

devoted to major Italian and foreign artists. For example, Carrà wrote a very successful 

study on Giotto, Adolfo Venturi on Michelangelo and Botticelli, and Longhi on Piero 

della Francesca. Books on modern artists such as Edoard Manet, André Derain, and 

Alexander Archipenko were also published. Yet in this ample catalogue not a single 

monograph was devoted to Baroque artists. In part, this choice might be linked to the 

project of the Biblioteca d’Arte Illustrata, which I will examine in the last section. This 

publishing house had an entire section dedicated to publications on sixteenth- and 

seventeenth-century artists. As Valori Plastici was sympathetic to the project of the 

Biblioteca, and published an announcement on the series (Fig.4-10), it probably avoided 

publishing books on the Seicento to prevent any overlap between the two editorial 

projects. Yet at least for a brief time, Valori Plastici did consider two publications on 

Caravaggio, which were to be written by Longhi. A dépliant on Valori Plastici’s books, 

published in 1920, indicates as forthcoming two books on Caravaggio: an illustrated 

monograph, in the same vein as Carrà’s Giotto, and a catalogue raisonné of his entire 

oeuvre (Fig.4-11).106 We do not know what derailed the publication of Longhi’s book. In 

the early 1920s he was conducting a series of research travels throughout Europe with the 

collector and art dealer Alessandro Contini Bonaccossi, and he may have lacked the time 

for this project. Yet this publication with Valori Plastici would have been of paramount 

importance, disseminating his interpretation of Caravaggio to a broad audience. 

4.5. Mostra di Palazzo Pitti: the Baroque as Italian Tradition 

                                                
106 “Due depliants sulle edizioni d’arte pubblicate dalla casa editrice Valori Plastici,” 1920, Fondo Valori 
Plastici— 2. Valori Plastici U.A.1 Documentazione sulle edizioni di Valori Plastici 1.2. Depliants copertine 
abbonamenti 10., Archivio Storico della Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna. 
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What prompted the debate in Valori Plastici on the value of the Baroque was, of course, 

the massive exhibit of sixteenth and seventeenth-century art at the Palazzo Pitti, which 

Ojetti organized with the help of several art historians and museum curators.107 Francis 

Haskell described this show as “the most important one of the entire twentieth century” 

because “it achieved what almost every exhibition sees as its principal aim: it 

permanently altered the public's perception of the history of European art.”108 Ojetti and 

his collaborators Luigi Dami and Nello Tarchiani began organizing the show around 

1919 and contacting scholars who were conducting systematic study of Seicento painting. 

The Mostra della Pittura Italiana del Sei e del Settecento [Exhibition of Italian Painting 

of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries] was part of a broader program to relaunch 

Florence as a key cultural center. Venice, thanks to the Biennale, had become the leading 

city for international art. Milan, with its Futurist tradition and industrial activity, was the 

city most attuned to avant-garde experimentation and decorative arts. Rome, as the 

capital city, was the touristic and cultural center of Italy. In the eyes of Ojetti and his 

colleagues, in order to regain cultural relevance, Florence had to put to good use its 

artistic heritage and international prestige, organizing shows of art from the Renaissance 

up to the nineteenth century. Ojetti termed this approach “arte retrospettiva” or 

“retrospective art,” denoting art whose value was beyond doubt or discussion.109 

                                                
107 Mostra della pittura italiana del Sei e Settecento in Palazzo Pitti MCMXXII, 2a ed. (Roma—Milano—
Firenze: Casa editrice d’arte Bestetti & Tumminelli, 1922). 
108 Francis Haskell, “The Redirection of Taste in Florence and Paris,” in The Ephemeral Museum : Old 
Master Paintings and the Rise of the Art Exhibition (New Haven [Conn.]: Yale University Press, 2000), 
128–142, p. 130. 
109 Ugo Ojetti, “Mostre Biennali d’Arte a Firenze. Minuta della relazione al Regio Commissario del 
Comune di Firenze,” June 10, 1919, Ojetti 5,31, Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze— Fondo Ugo 
Ojetti. 
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 A letter from the German art historian Hermann Voss to Roberto Longhi provides 

us with key insights into the complexity of organizing the exhibition of Seicento painting. 

Longhi informed Voss of the organization of the show, and the German art historian 

responded with enthusiasm:     

I was oblivious of the intention of doing, at the Palazzo Vecchio, an exhibition of 
Italian Seicento. You can probably imagine my enthusiasm for such an idea, as I 
have been for many years one of the most ardent admirers of the Italian Baroque 
in Germany. It would be an irreparable harm if, because of the war, this exhibition 
did not become inclusive, and almost definitive as undoubtedly is the supreme 
aim of its promoters. [...] I hope that the museums and private collections of 
Germany will contribute [with loans]. The difficulties, it is true, are many and 
varied, but not such as to preclude a favorable outcome.110 

 

Voss’s letter indicates two key aspects of the show. One was that the exhibition at the 

Palazzo Pitti was a collective endeavor. Because Ojetti was a journalist and art critic, and 

not a scholar, he gathered a team of art historians from Italy and abroad to advise him on 

the content of the show. Important scholars such as Matteo Marangoni and Pietro Toesca 

were part of the General Committee. Collectors like Angelo Cecconi were involved as 

were artists like Antonio Maraini and art writers like Mario Tinti and Odoardo Giglioli. 

Young experts like Lionello Venturi and Roberto Longhi were part of the Regional 

Commissions. In addition to Italian scholars, Ojetti also invited Seicento experts from 

France, England, and Germany, among them Voss himself and the director of the Keiser 

                                                
110 "Ignoravo affatto l'intenzione di fare, a Palazzo Vecchio, una mostra del '600 italiano. Ella s'immaginerà 
probabilmente l'entusiasmo che tale idea deve suscitare in me che da tanti anni sono tra i più fervidi 
ammiratori del Barocco italiano in Germania. Sarebbe un danno irreparabile se in conseguenza della guerra 
questa mostra non dovesse assumere quel carattere ampio e, direi quasi, definitivo che indubbiamente è il 
supremo oggettivo dei promotori. Ritengo quindi mio dovere di mettere le mie deboli forze a disposizione 
del geniale progetto. Se Ella potrà informare di ciò il comitato, mi farà un vero favore. È da sperare ad ogni 
modo che i musei e le collezioni private in Germania contribuiscano a dare all'Esposizione del Seicento 
l'aspetto più rappresentativo e più completo possibile. Le difficoltà, è vero, sono molte e varie, ma non già 
tali da escludere un risultato favorevole." Hermann Voss to Roberto Longhi, July 5, 1919, Fondo Roberto 
Longhi, Centro di ricerca sulla tradizione manoscritta – Università degli Studi di Pavia. 
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Friedrich Museum, Wilhelm von Bode. Yet although some of the paintings included in 

the Mostra came from Berlin, Dresden, and private British collections, none were lent by 

Austria, the main enemy of Italy in the First World War. 

 Indeed, another noteworthy aspect that Voss’s letter reveals is the impact of the 

First World War on the organization of the show. As Haskell noted "The exhibition was 

designed to celebrate the victory recently won by Italy” and to “restore national pride 

[…] by demonstrating that Italian art had remained at the very centre of European culture 

long after it was generally supposed—by the Italian themselves, as well as by foreign 

historians—to have died out towards the end of the sixteenth century.”111 The last major 

exhibition of Baroque painting had taken place in 1914 in Darmstadt (Hesse, Germany), 

and it presented this style as an expression of the German spirit.112 Along the same lines, 

the Baroque expert Hans Tietze would open in 1923 the Baroque Museum at the 

Belvedere Palace in Vienna, characterizing the style, as Tietze wrote in Ojetti's journal 

Dedalo, “not as one among many possible expressions, but rather as the national style” of 

Austria.113 As I have mentioned in the introduction, in the years before and after the First 

World War scholars in Germany and Austria were constructing the Baroque as the origin 

of a quintessentially German modernity, different from the Latin modernity founded on 

the values of the Renaissance. In the aftermath of the Allied victory over the Central 

Powers, then, Ojetti’s exhibition of Baroque art aimed at showing firstly the Italianness 

                                                
111 Francis Haskell, “The Redirection of Taste in Florence and Paris,” in The Ephemeral Museum : Old 
Master Paintings and the Rise of the Art Exhibition (New Haven [Conn.]: Yale University Press, 2000), 
128–142, p.131. 
112 Georg Biermann, Deutsches Barock und Rokoko : herausgegeben im anschluss an die Jahrhundert—
ausstellung Deutscher Kunst 1650—1800, Darmstadt, 1914 (Leipzig : E. E. Schwabach, 1914). 
113 “Per l'Austria il barocco non è una delle varie possibilità d'espressione, ma semplicemente lo stile 
nazionale.” Hans Tietze, “Il Museo Barocco dell’Austria a Vienna,” Dedalo IV (1923): 571–584. My 
cursives. 
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of the Baroque, secondly its impact on other European traditions, and thirdly, its import 

on Italian modern art. For Ojetti, in sum, the Baroque was not one among many periods 

in the development of Italian art, but a central component of its tradition and one that still 

played a vital role in the context of contemporary art.  

 Two key exhibitions prepared the stage for the show in the Palazzo Pitti. The first 

one was an exhibition of more than 700 Italian portraits from the seventeenth century to 

the unification of Italy.114 Organized by Ojetti as the first exhibition of “retrospective 

art,” the show was accused by its detractors of being a “glorification of the Seicento.”115 

The Mostra del Ritratto Italiano [Exhibition of Italian Portraits], which had more than 

200,000 visitors, familiarized the public with the notion that there was continuity between 

the art of the fifteenth, sixteenth, and seventeenth centuries.116 The Mostra del Ritratto 

also put forward another of Ojetti’s key ideas: that despite the importance of regional 

identities in Italian art, the artistic development of the peninsula had proceeded at a 

similar pace. 

 A different thesis, but no less important for the conceptualization of the Palazzo 

Pitti exhibition, underscored an exhibition of the late Baroque painter Alessandro 

Magnasco that took place in Milan in 1921.117 Magnasco’s claustrophobic genre 

paintings and crepuscular landscapes displayed a darker side of the Baroque with 

decadent overtones (Fig.4-12). Magnasco’s work could not be subsumed under Ojetti’s 

                                                
114 Mostra del ritratto italiano: dalla fine del sec. XVI all’anno 1861 : catalogo : Firenze, in Palazzo 
Vecchio, Marzo—luglio 1911. (Bergamo: Istituto Italiano di Arti Grafiche, 1911) 
115 Giulio Caprin, “Il ritratto italiano alla mostra del ritratto a Firenze,” Emporium XXXIV, no. 202 (1911): 
243–270, p.243. 
116 Ugo Ojetti, “Mostre Biennali d’Arte a Firenze. Minuta della relazione al Regio Commissario del 
Comune di Firenze,” June 10, 1919, Ojetti 5,31, Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze— Fondo Ugo 
Ojetti. 
117 Fabio Amico, “Gli studi sul Seicento alla vigilia della mostra del 1922,” in Arte e critica in Italia nella 
prima metà del Novecento, ed. by Giuliana De Lorenzi (Rome: Gangemi, 2010), 37–60, p.48. 
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narrative of the continuity between Renaissance and Baroque art because it appeared to 

have nothing in common with the serene portraits of the Mostra del Ritratto Italiano, and 

seemed instead to anticipate a Romantic view of the unconventional and disruptive 

genius.118 Many saw in Magnasco a precursor of Impressionism, and one reviewer hailed 

him as anticipating the work of J.M.W. Turner.119 Both narratives— that of the continuity 

of tradition, and that of the innovation that inaugurated modern art—were interwoven in 

the exhibition at the Palazzo Pitti. The first allowed the Baroque to be incorporated into 

the glorious tradition of Italian art. The second made it possible to praise the Baroque as 

the precursor of modern art, responding to French-centered histories with the idea that 

“the source of Impressionism and modern taste was eminently Italian,” as Mazzocca has 

pointed out.120  

 A report that Ojetti presented in 1922 to assess the exhibition of the Seicento and 

Settecento indicated the difficulty in organizing it.121 The definition of the chronological 

scope of the Seicento was particularly problematic. The organizing committee decided to 

take Caravaggio, rather than the Carracci brothers, as the starting point of the show, 

because his work embodied the double narratives of tradition and innovation.122 The 

ending point of the show was more problematic, as one of Ojetti's most cherished ideas 
                                                
118 Carlo Carrà, “Alessandro Magnasco,” Rivista di Milano XII, no. IV, 75 (dicembre 1921): 188–190. 
119 Giorgio Nicodemi, “Il Magnasco,” Emporium LVI, no. 336 (December 1922): 326–338. 
120 “La riabilitazione dei coloristi barocchi, sensualmente innamorati della materia, significava «provare» 
una eloquente continuità tra «venezianismo» e Seicento, Seicento e Settecento, e di qui rivendicare, 
nazionalisticamente, italianissima la culla dell’Impressionismo e del gusto moderno.” (““The rehabilitation 
of the Baroque colorists, sensually enamored with matter, meant to “prove” the eloquent continuity 
between Venetian painting and seventeenth century art, between the seventeenth and the eighteenth century 
painting, and thus to revindicate, in a nationalistic move, the source of Impressionism and modern taste as 
eminently Italian.”) Fernando Mazzocca, “La mostra fiorentina el 1922 e la polemica sul Seicento,” Annali 
della Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa, classe di Lettere e Filosofia V, no. 2, III (1979): 837–901, p. 875. 
121 Ugo Ojetti, La mostra fiorentina della pittura italiana del Seicento e del Settecento. Relazione del 
Presidente della Commissione Esecutiva (Firenze, 1922). 
122 Ugo Ojetti, “Discorso per la chiusura della Mostra Del ’600 E ’700 in Palazzo Pitti,” November 6, 1922, 
Ojetti 2, 5., Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze— Fondo Ugo Ojetti.  
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was that of the continuity between the Renaissance and the successive periods of Italian 

art. The organizers of the Mostra del Sei e del Settecento had trouble finding a clear end 

point for the Seicento: “from Naples to Venice, between [the sixteenth and the 

seventeenth centuries] we found no interruptions […] so one day we took courage and the 

exhibition of the Seicento became the exhibition of the Seicento and the Settecento.”123 

Thus, the centerpieces of the show were Caravaggio, on one side, with 15 bona fide 

paintings, 6 attributions, and 11 works of his school, and Giovan Battista Tiepolo on the 

other, with 22 paintings. The Mostra della Pittura Italiana del Seicento e del Settecento 

included 1054 works, primarily by Italian artists such as the Carracci brothers, 

Alessandro Magnasco, Rosalba Carriera, Bernardo Cavallino, Mattia Preti, Salvatore 

Rosa, Sebastiano Ricci, and Pietro Longhi, among many others.124 Only a handful of 

foreign painters were included: the Caravaggisti Jusepe de Ribera (because he had 

worked in Italy for most of his life and died there) and Valentin de Boulogne (who also 

died in Rome). The show also featured works by Martino Knoller and the Unterbergher 

family, who hailed from the County of Tyrol, which in 1918 became part of Italy as war 

reparations —another slap in the face to Austria. 

 The paintings were distributed across 48 rooms of the Palazzo Pitti (Fig.4-13). 

Fabio Amico, whose 2007 monographic study on the exhibition is an indispensable 

benchmark for the study of the Mostra and its relation to the “manìa for the Seicento,” 

                                                
123 “Da Napoli a Venezia, tra questi due secoli non trovavamo soluzione di continuità. [...] e un giorno ci 
facemmo cuore e la Mostra del Seicento diventò la «Mostra del Seicento e del Settecento».” Ugo Ojetti, 
“Discorso per la chiusura della Mostra del ’600 e ’700 in Palazzo Pitti,” November 6, 1922, Ojetti 2, 5., 
Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze— Fondo Ugo Ojetti. 
124 Ugo Ojetti, Luigi Dami, and Nello Tarchiani, La pittura italiana del Seicento e Settecento alla Mostra di 
Palazzo Pitti (Milano—Roma: Bestelli— Tuminelli, 1922) 
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has noted the symbolic import of this location.125 Palazzo Pitti, residence to the Medici, 

Lorraine, and Savoy families, was decorated with Baroque and rococo frescoes, and 

hosted the art collection of the Tuscan rulers, with works by Raphael, Titian, Caravaggio, 

Peter Paul Rubens, and Pietro da Cortona. In 1919, the King of Italy restituted Palazzo 

Pitti to the Italian state, so it could become a national museum. A series of photographs 

by Nicolò Cipriani conveys the magnificence of the display.126 The curators put the 

artworks in dialogue with the architectural setting. For example, the religious paintings 

by Giovanni Battista Piazzetta were on view in the palace’s chapel, while Canaletto and 

Guardi’s views of Venice were exhibited in the rococo surroundings of the Queen’s 

apartments (Fig.4-14 and 4-15). The choice of dividing the rooms of the show by artists 

and regions also reflected Ojetti’s view of the Seicento as a moment in which a key 

aspect of Italian art, its regionalism, flourished.127  

 One of the explicit aims of the show was to offer to young Italian artists, in 

Ojetti’s words, “guides and models much more prestigious and important that those that 

                                                
125 Fabio Amico, “Firenze 1922: Dal Seicento al Contemporaneo,” in Anna Mazzanti, Lucia Mannini, and 
Valentina Gensini, eds., Novecento Sedotto: il Fascino del Seicento tra le due guerre, Exh.cat. (Firenze: 
Polistampa, 2010), 57— 67. Amico’s dissertation is Fabio Amico, “La Mostra della Pittura Italiana del 
Seicento e del Settecento a Palazzo Pitti nel 1922: documenti, dibattiti e rivisitazioni su due secoli 
‘resuscitati’ dell’arte italiana” (doctoral dissertation, Università degli Studi di Firenze, 2007). 
126 Published in Margherita Nugent, Alla mostra della pittura italiana del ’600 e ’700, note e impressioni. 
(San Casciano, Val di Pesa: Società editrice Toscana, 1925). Fabio Amico has retrieved some of these 
photographs in the Fototeca at the Fondazione Giorgio Cini in Venice. 
127 "The Baroque, in sum, is in painting like in architecture not the decadence and the contradiction of the 
Renaissance but rather its logical conclusion. Better yet, it is the return, as in the early Renaissance, to the 
provincial schools, to regional varieties, to the permanent and free and singular characters of the ideal life 
of each of our cities that, in every era of resurrection and vigor, represent the hundred petals of the flower 
of our art." ("Il Barocco insomma, anche in pittura come in architettura, non è la decadenza e la 
contraddizione al Rinascimento: è la sua logica conclusione, meglio è un ritorno, come nel primo 
Rinascimento, alle scuole provinciali, alle varietà regionali, agl'incancellabili e liberi e singolari caratteri 
della vita ideale d'ogni nostra città che, ad ogni epoca di resurrezione e di vigore, formano i cento petali del 
fiore dell'arte nostra.” )Ugo Ojetti, “Discorso per la chiusura della Mostra del ’600 e ’700 in Palazzo Pitti,” 
November 6, 1922, Ojetti 2, 5., Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze— Fondo Ugo Ojetti. 
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they search for outside of Italy, only to follow fashion”.128 In Ojetti’s view, Seicento 

painting could teach contemporary artists “the perfect knowledge of art, the balance 

between reason and fantasy, between fantasy and truth, between originality and tradition, 

and the wish to speak clearly to everybody, not only—with hieroglyphs and 

cryptograms—to the initiated.”129 This quote reveals the anti-avant-garde role reserved 

for the Seicento in Ojetti’s post-First World War program. The language of the avant-

garde, which valued intellectual complexity and difficulty as a marker of artistic quality, 

could not be easily marshaled for Ojetti’s nationalistic project that required unambiguous 

references to Italianness. Instead, Ojetti supported an aesthetic that was easily 

comprehensible and effortlessly appreciated by a broad public. In the introduction to an 

exhibition of Italian art held in 1921 at the Galleria Pesaro, for example, Ojetti noted that 

Italian artists like Anselmo Bucci, Felice Casorati, Leonardo Dudreville, Antonio 

Mancini, and Ettore Tito, among others, shared a common trait: a “return to humanity,” a 

pun on the “return to order” of de Chirico, Carrà, and Savinio. Ojetti wrote: 

Humanity is making a comeback. The lyrical painters, who only painted private 
emotions, had excluded it. Once a painting was finished and sometimes even 
before, they immediately forgot about it. The so-called Cubists, who painted 
boxes to break them, but who have actually helped the painting of twenty years 
ago with their discourses and reductio ad absurdum, also rejected it. […] It was 
forgotten by the Metaphysical painters, who, while flying, were stuck in Canova’s 

                                                
128 “[I pittori sono] felici di trovare in Italia, di trovare anche in questi due secoli d'arte italiana, guide e 
maestri ben più sicuri e più saldi di quelli che per seguire la moda essi andavano a cercare oltre monte.” 
Ugo Ojetti, Nello Tarchiani, and Luigi Dami, La pittura italiana del seicento e del settecento alla Mostra di 
palazzo Pitti. (Milano; Roma: Bestetti e Tumminelli, 1924), p. 12. 
129 “E se adesso la moda volge a una più piena e semplice costruzione dei corpi, anzi di tutto il quadro, è 
utile imparare da questi maestri la perfetta conoscenza dell'arte, l'equilibrio tra ragione e fantasia, tra 
fantasia e verità, tra originalità e tradizione, e la volontà di parlar chiaramente a tutti, non solo, per 
geroglifici e criptogrammi, agl'iniziati." Ugo Ojetti, Nello Tarchiani, and Luigi Dami, La pittura italiana 
del seicento e del settecento alla Mostra di palazzo Pitti. (Milano; Roma: Bestetti e Tumminelli, 1924), p. 
12. 
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Napoleon, in the central court of Brera. Humanity is coming back. And the 
dialogue between the public and art can resume.130 
 

The fact that the Mostra della Pittura Italiana was more than a mere “retrospective 

exhibition” and was expected to have contemporary resonances is proved by the fact that 

it was organized at the same time as the “Fiorentina Primaverile” [Florentine Spring 

Exhibition] (Fig.4-16).131 While the Venice Biennale exhibited Italian and foreign artists, 

the Fiorentina exclusively focused on the national art scene. It aspired to show, as the 

journalist Nello Tarchiani put it, “the tendencies of our art in these postwar years, 

tendencies that could be summarized in one: to go back to the ancients, to return to 

tradition."132 The show included artists from the Ottocento to the 1920s and encompassed 

a variety of regional schools. The futurists were not included, but Valori Plastici was 

present as a group, and even took care of printing the catalogue. 

 While the two exhibitions were separate, many artists who participated in the 

“Primavera” were also helping organize the exhibit on the Seicento. The design of the 

exhibition space was the responsibility of Carlo Gamba, the vice-president of the 

Executive Committee of the Mostra, but groups of artists were invited to the Palazzo Pitti 

to help curate the rooms; among others, Libero Andreotti, Baccio Mari Bacci, Llewelyn 

Lloyd, and Antonio Maraini, who was to become the Secretary of the Venice Biennale 

                                                
130 Galleria Pesaro, Arte Italiana contemporanea. Catalogo con prefazione di Ugo Ojetti e note biografiche 
compilate da Vincenzo Bucci. (Milan, 1921), p. 9. 
131 Società delle Belle Arti, La Fiorentina Primaverile: prima esposizione nazionale dell’opera e del lavoro 
d’arte nel Palazzo del Parco di San Gallo a Firenze ; catalogo delle opere esposte con cenni biografici e 
critici e 112 riproduzioni in fototipia ; Firenze, 8 aprile — 31 luglio 1921 (Firenze: Valori Plastici, 1922). 
132 “Esclusivamente nazionale, la mostra offre l’opportunità di studiare le tendenze dell’arte nostra in questi 
anni del dopo guerra. Tendenze che, così, sommariamente, nelle grandi linee, si riducono ad una: tornare 
all’antico, riattaccarsi alla tradizione.” Nello Tarchiani, “La fiorentina primaverile di Belle Arti,” 
Emporium LV, no. 329 (1922): 281–290. 
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five years later.133 Some of them, such as Bacci, reappropriated the leit-motifs and genres 

preferred by the Seicento, as has been demonstrated in the recent show Novecento 

Sedotto. Il fascino del Seicento tra le due guerre, which took place in the Fondazione 

Primo Conti (Florence) in 2011.134 The connection between the shows was perceived as 

being so strong that there was a plan to print a common poster for both events in order to 

underscore the connection between tradition and modern art.135 The co-existence of both 

exhibits underscored Ojetti’s thesis: that there was continuity in Italian art, and that it was 

particularly visible when comparing the Seicento with its recurrences in contemporary 

art. In so doing, an Italian “style” became visible, consisting of the predominance of the 

human figure, an emphasis on legibility and expressive sincerity, and the continuation of 

a cultural tradition. 

 In Ojetti's view, the Palazzo Pitti exhibition was an undisputed success. It showed 

the importance of Italian art in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It demonstrated 

that modern painting developed ideas that were first experimented with in Italy. It had 

140,000 visitors, bringing significant revenue for the city of Florence. Yet although the 

reception of the show was generally positive, some reviewers were quite critical. 

Ardengo Soffici, echoing de Chirico, was skeptical of the “exaggerated and fanatic 

enthusiasm” for Caravaggio and had trouble considering him “the most significant 

                                                
133 Ugo Ojetti, “Discorso per la chiusura della Mostra del ’600 e ’700 in Palazzo Pitti,” November 6, 1922, 
Ojetti 2, 5., Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze— Fondo Ugo Ojetti. 
134 Anna Mazzanti, Lucia Mannini, and Valentina Gensini, eds., Novecento sedotto : il fascino del Seicento 
tra le due guerre, exh.cat. (Firenze: Polistampa, 2010). 
135 Fabio Amico, “La Mostra della Pittura Italiana del Seicento e del Settecento a Palazzo Pitti nel 1922: 
documenti, dibattiti e rivisitazioni su due secoli ‘resuscitati’ dell’arte italiana” (doctoral dissertation, 
Università degli Studi di Firenze, 2007), p.173 et seq. 
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personality of the period.”136 The literary critic Corrado Pavolini disagreed with Soffici, 

finding that most of the other artworks in the show were not on par with Caravaggio. In 

his view, “the accumulation of good, mediocre, and bad works” in the Palazzo Pitti 

“devitalize the good artworks without revitalizing the bad ones.”137 Like de Chirico, 

Pavolini argued that journals and mercantile interests were insufficient to justify the 

positive reassessment of a mediocre period of art such as the seventeenth century. In 

contrast to Ojetti’s efforts to leave behind the interpretative schemes of the past, Pavolini 

perceived that “when looking at it lumped together, it appears as if in the art of the 

seventeenth century there circulated not young creative blood, but the pathetic breath of 

spiritual decadence.”138 Yet the most severe criticism of the Mostra at the Palazzo Pitti 

was penned by literary critic Enrico Thovez, who denounced the Crocean influence on 

the show. Croce, as I have mentioned, was key for the aesthetic theories of Longhi, 

Venturi, and Marangoni, on whose assessment of the Baroque Ojetti based the Mostra. 

Thovez identified the pernicious impact of Croceanism on “the patriotic aspiration of 

exalting the greatness and superiority of Italian art,” which led the organizers to 

“conciliate all contradictions to make [Italian art] to be a congruous, compact, and 

perfectly coherent block” — the Mostra was one of the first occasions in which artworks 

were labeled as “Italian” rather than Tuscan, Venetian, or Neapolitan as would have been 

historically accurate given that in the seventeenth century the Italian nation did not exist 

                                                
136 "Io non riesco a partecipare degli entusiasmi esagerati di coloro i quali, invasati, fanno di [Caravaggio] 
la personalità più significativa e importante di questa mostra, se non addirittura della sua epoca.”Ardengo 
Soffici, “La mostra di Palazzo Pitti,” Il Resto Del Carlino, luglio 1922. 
137 “Un affastelamento di opere buone, mediocri, e cattive: che raggiunge il solo risultato di deprimer le 
buone, senza rialzar le cattive.” Corrado Pavolini, “La Mostra del Sei e Settecento a Firenze,” L’Esame 1, 
no. 4–5 (August 1922): 257–266, p.264. 
138 "Ci è dunque sembrato che, veduta così in blocco, nell'arte del seicento circoli, anziché un giovane 
sangue creativo, il patetico soffio della spiritual decadenza.”Corrado Pavolini, “La Mostra del Sei e 
Settecento a Firenze,” L’Esame 1, no. 4–5 (August 1922): 257–266, p.265. 
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yet.139 Ojetti’s choice of focusing on seventeenth-century painting isolated from its 

architectural and cultural context, and thus as part of a seamless genealogy of art that did 

not reflect in any way the historical conditions that produced it, confirms Thovez’s 

analysis. Thovez questioned Ojetti’s construction of Italian art as deprived of conflicts, as 

a pacified but also stagnant tradition. As I will show in next section, this view of the 

Baroque was at the center of Ojetti’s cultural project.  

4.6. Ugo Ojetti and the Bourgeois Popularization of the Baroque 

Ojetti’s promotion of the Seicento as a key part of the Italian tradition was not limited to 

exhibitions. De Chirico’s criticism of the “luxury journals” that devoted “all their glossy 

pages” to the promotion of Baroque art was clearly aimed at him. The editor of several 

high-end magazines, Ojetti used them before and after the Mostra di Palazzo Pitti to 

promote a favorable view of the Seicento.140 As Mazzocca has pointed out, “[Ojetti was] 

the cultural operator most directly involved in the official, bourgeois recuperation of 

seventeenth-century art, in the context of an eclectic and undiscriminating traditionalism, 

which was an extremely efficient and conscious instrument of a political culture by now 

openly nationalist and Italianist.”141 In this section, I will examine such bourgeois 

                                                
139 “nell'intendimento patriottico di esaltare la grandezza e la superiorità dell'arte italiana tentano di 
conciliarne ogni dissidio interiore per farne un blocco armonico, compatto e perfettamente coerente."Enrico 
Thovez, “Fantasie Critiche,” Gazzetta Del Popolo, June 29th 1922. Other texts by Thovez are Enrico 
Thovez, “Il 600 e Il 700 a Firenze. Caravaggio,” Gazzetta Del Popolo, June 18th 1922; Enrico Thovez, “Il 
Seicento Italiano e la pittura europea,” Gazzetta Del Popolo, November 17, 1922. 
140 Valeria Minervini, “Le riviste di Ojetti,” in Le letterature straniere nell’Italia dell’entre—deux—
guerres: atti del convegno di Milano, 26—27 febbraio e 1. marzo 2003, ed. by Edoardo. Esposito (Lecce: 
Pensa multimedia, 2004), 383–403. 
141 "Egli è l'operatore culturale più direttamente coinvolto in tale operazione di recupero ufficiale, borghese 
dell'arte secentesca, all'interno di un tradizionalismo ampliamente eclettico ed aseletivo, strumento 
efficacissimo e consapevole di una politica culturale ormai apertamente nazionalista e italianista." Fernando 
Mazzocca, “La mostra fiorentina el 1922 e la polemica sul Seicento,” Annali della Scuola Normale 
Superiore di Pisa, classe di Lettere e Filosofia V, no. 2, III (1979): 837–901, p. 843. 
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popularization of the Baroque in Ojetti’s journal Dedalo, and its impact on the 

construction of new notions of Italianness in the 1920s. 

 Two concerns were constant in Ojetti’s view of art: the search for an authentic 

Italian modern art, and the defense of a form of art that would communicate elevated 

ideals and sentiments. In 1896, the young Ojetti scandalized readers of the magazine La 

vita italiana by affirming the nonexistence of Italian contemporary literature.142 Having 

interviewed the most renowned Italian writers— Giovanni Pascoli, Gabriele d'Annunzio, 

Matilde Serao, and Antonio Fogazzaro, among others— Ojetti concluded that they 

worked in isolation from each other, and had widely divergent cultural referents. While 

the unification of Italy had provided a common ideal to the previous generation of Italian 

intellectuals, after 1861 the intelligentsia was deprived of common values. Inspired by 

Hippolyte Taine — who believed that a unity of "race, milieu et moment" was 

indispensable for the formation of an organic national culture— Ojetti concluded that 

these causes prevented the existence of a properly Italian literature.143 His career as a 

critic, organizer of exhibitions, and journal editor would be devoted to promoting an 

Italian art that was truly organic to the Italian people. As the art critic of the Corriere 

della Sera until his death in 1946, Ojetti actively shaped Italian art, and the taste of the 

bourgeoisie that comprised most of his readership.144  

                                                
142 Ugo Ojetti, "L'avvenire della letteratura in Italia", La vita italiana, May—August 1896, p.113—125. 
143 Hippolyte Taine, “Introduction,” Hippolyte Taine, Histoire de la littérature anglaise ([1863] Paris: 
Hachette, 1877), iii—xlviii. 
144 In a letter dated September 30th 1898, Ojetti communicated to Adolfo Venturi the import of this job: “I 
write to you to inform you that the Corriere della Sera has nominated me its sole and – let’s put it in this 
way – absolute art critic.” (“Ti scrivo due righe per dirti soltanto che il Corriere della Sera mi ha nominato 
suo critico d'arte unico e –diciamo così – assoluto.”) Ugo Ojetti to Adolfo Venturi, September 30, 1898, 
Fondo Adolfo Venturi— Carteggio, Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa, underlined in the original. 
Giovanna De Lorenzi, Ugo Ojetti critico d’arte: dal “Marzocco” a “Dedalo” (Firenze: Le lettere, 2004), 
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 Why was he so invested in the recuperation of the Baroque? As a follower of 

Taine’s theories, Ojetti could not accept that any period of Italian art be considered an 

improper expression of the Italian people. If art is the expression of a race, and if the 

Italian race is quintessentially superior to all others, each and every artistic manifestation 

produced by that race is coherent with its character and therefore noteworthy. Thus, as 

early as 1901, Ojetti observed “history does not have lacunae. They exist only in the 

ignorance of men.”145 It is from this idea that Italian art had a seamless development from 

the Renaissance to the present moment, without “lacunae” or breaks, that Ojetti’s need to 

consider the Seicento as an integral part of the cultural heritage of the nation arises.146 For 

Ojetti, the art of the nineteenth century was not a revolution—his deep conservatism was 

constant throughout his career—but rather a “return to tradition." Nothing could prove 

this better than Courbet’s study of Jusepe Ribera and Manet’s survey of the work of 

Velásquez and Franz Hals—not coincidentally, Seicento artists strongly influenced by 

Italian Baroque art.147  

                                                                                                                                            
p.17—18. For a summary of Ojetti's view of art criticism, see Ugo Ojetti, "Diritti e doveri del critico d'arte 
moderna", Nuova Antologia, 16 dicembre 1901, 734—742. 
145 Ugo Ojetti, “Diritti e doveri del critico d’arte moderna,” Nuova Antologia CLXXV (1901), published in 
Paola Barocchi, ed., Testimonianze e polemiche figurative in Italia. Dal divisionismo al Novecento. 
(Messina—Firenze: G. D’Anna, 1974): 136—139, p.137. 
146 Giovanna De Lorenzi, Ugo Ojetti critico d’arte: dal “Marzocco” a “Dedalo” (Firenze: Le lettere, 
2004), p.118. 
147 “When the history of the painting of the nineteenth century will be written not according to the political 
fad of presenting it as a history of continuous revolution bur rather as the history of a return to tradition, it 
will be necessary to establish as key critical moments the study of Bolognese painters and [Jusepe] Ribera 
by Courbet, and Manet’s analysis of Velásquez and Franz Hals.” (“nella pittura del secolo decimonono, 
quando la sua storia sarà fatta non secondo la moda politica come la storia d'una continua rivoluzione ma 
secondo la logica come la storia d'un ritorno alla tradizione, bisognerà pure porre a capisaldi della critica 
fatti come questi: lo studio di Courbet sui pittori bolognesi e poi sul Ribera, lo studio di Manet su 
Velasquez e Franz Hals.”) Ugo Ojetti, “A Roma e a Torino. Per un’architettura italiana,” Corriere della 
Sera, agosto 1911, cit. in Giovanna De Lorenzi, Ugo Ojetti critico d’arte: dal “Marzocco” a “Dedalo” 
(Firenze: Le lettere, 2004), p. 118—119. 
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 Furthermore, since the 1910s Ojetti defended the Baroque as a quintessentially 

Italian style. In 1911, the Italian state organized three world exhibitions to celebrate the 

50th anniversary of the unification of the country. Visiting the exhibition pavilions in 

Rome and Turin, Ojetti noted that many of them explicitly referenced seventeenth-

century architecture (Fig.4-17). This gave Ojetti an idea: given that unified Italy was in 

dire need of public buildings, why not adopt the Baroque as the national style? After all, 

Ojetti observed, "although for centuries in Italy there existed many beautiful and diverse 

architectures, a single Italian architecture did not exist [...] the Baroque is the first and 

last truly Italian style; it is native to Rome and, in the good sense, classical in architecture 

and sculpture." Besides, Ojetti observed, the Baroque style was particularly well suited to 

modern art, as "it adores energy, air, light, as we moderns love them for moral, political, 

and hygienic reasons."148 Ojetti's advocacy of the Baroque as the most "singularly Italian 

style" did not succeed in disseminating public buildings in the style of the seventeenth 

century throughout Italy. Yet during the 1920s his dogged promotion of the Baroque 

through exhibitions and periodicals was crucial for the popularization of this style beyond 

intellectual circles. 

 One of Ojetti’s most influential enterprises in the 1920s was the foundation of the 

art journal Dedalo (1920-1933), where he promoted this vision of the Baroque as an 

unavoidable and intrinsic manifestation of the Italian spirit. In line with his belief that art 

was not the prerogative of specialists but must be made accessible to a wider public, 

Ojetti envisioned Dedalo as an educational journal that could be of interest to a broad 

range of readers. Through high-quality reproductions and clearly written articles, Dedalo 
                                                
148 Ugo Ojetti, “A Roma e a Torino. Per un’architettura italiana,” Corriere della Sera, August 8 1911. 
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aspired to introduce the public to instances of decorative and high art that were examples 

of “mestiere” ("craftmanship"). In Ojetti’s view, this coincided with two principles: “the 

duties of discipline and the reasons of style," as well as the “return to national 

tradition.”149    

 Thus Dedalo analyzed modern masters not as revolutionaries but as restorers of 

tradition. For example, in the first issue of Dedalo, the French collector Lucien Henraux 

published an analysis of the work of Cézanne. After the chaos of sensations that the 

impressionists thematized, Henraux claimed, Cézanne’s art was to be considered in light 

of the return to a classical sense of form that responded to the interests of the modern 

sensibility.150 Ojetti shared this analysis of Cézanne, and defined Cézanne as a "pioneer 

of restoration.” As Giovanna de Lorenzi has pointed out, this reveals the impact that 

Maurice Denis' analysis of Cézanne, and his neotraditionalism, had on Ojetti's thought.151 

Like Denis, Ojetti considered the concept of "tradition" to be central for contemporary 

art. Likewise, he was deeply interested in decorative and mural art as respectful of 

tradition and with a communicative import—an alternative to the adherence to sensation 

typical of impressionism, and the aristocratic and often solipsistic tradition of l'art pour 

l'art.152 More important for the purpose of this dissertation, in these same years Denis 

was rediscovering Baroque art and interpreting it as part of the unbroken continuum of 

                                                
149 “intendiamo ristabilire i diritti della disciplina e le ragioni dello stile […] [e il] ritorno alla tradizione 
nazionale.” Miriam Fileti Mazza, ed., La fototeca di Dedalo, Centro di Ricerche Informatiche per i Beni 
Culturali— Quaderni 5 (Pisa: Scuola Normale Superiore, 1995), p. 7—8. 
150 Lucien Henraux, “I Cézanne della Raccolta Fabbri,” Dedalo I (1920): 53—70 
151 Giovanna De Lorenzi, “1920: Ojetti, «Dedalo» e l’arte contemporanea,” in Militanze a confronto: 
vicende di arte e critica nell’Italia del Ventennio, ed. by Maria Grazia Messina (Roma: La Nuova Italia 
Scientifica, 1999), 5–22, p.9. 
152 For the relation between the aesthetic values of Denis and Ojetti, see C.Pizzorusso, Carlo Placci e l’arte 
francese del primo Novecento, Firenze, 1977, p.71—72. See also Caterina Zappia, Maurice Denis e 
l’Italia: journal, carteggi, carnets (Perugia: Università degli studi di Perugia, 2001). 
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Italian art: "from Fra Angelico and Raphael up to Pietro da Cortona and the Carracci, 

from Michelangelo to Bernini," as he wrote in 1921.153 

 Reflecting Ojetti’s interests and his investment in the Mostra at the Palazzo Pitti, 

in its first years Dedalo gave extensive coverage to the historiography on the Baroque. In 

1920, for example, he published Marangoni’s articles on Guercino, on the seventeenth-

century art in the Galleria Corsini, and on Giuseppe Crespi’s ‘lo Spagnoletto,’ as well as 

Antonio Muñoz’s study on Alessandro Algardi.154 Without trivializing Baroque artists, 

these articles taught the public to appreciate an unfamiliar art over which hung so many 

negative prejudices, mostly by presenting Baroque artists as embodying the values of 

classicism, and as skilled craftsmen. Marangoni, for example, reproposed the parallel 

between Caravaggio and Ingres that Raimondi had suggested a couple of years before. 

Marangoni had rescued Caravaggio’s Bacchus from the deposits of the Uffizi Gallery, 

but initially considered it a copy of a lost work rather than an original.155 In an article 

published in 1922, Marangoni attributed the work to Caravaggio on the basis of a 

physiognomic similarity between Bacchus and the Hermitage’s Lute Player, as well as on 

the analysis of the still life in the foreground. He recalled how surprised he had been by 

the “heavy, «neoclassical» painting of the flesh” in Caravaggio’s painting, which 

immediately reminded him of Ingres: 

                                                
153 Maurice Denis, “Rome (1921),” in Nouvelles théories sur l’art moderne, sur l’art sacré, 1914-1921 
(Paris: L. Rouart et J. Watelin, 1922), p. 35. I thank Neil McWilliam for indicating to me the importance of 
the rediscovery of the Baroque on the part of Denis.  
154 Matteo Marangoni, “Giuseppe Maria Crespi detto lo Spagnolo I,” Dedalo I (1920): 575–591; Matteo 
Marangoni, “Giuseppe Maria Crespi detto lo Spagnolo II,” Dedalo I (1920): 647–668; Matteo Marangoni, 
“Il vero Guercino I,” Dedalo I, no. 1 (1920): 17–40; Matteo Marangoni, “Il vero Guercino II,” Dedalo I 
(1920): 133–142; Matteo Marangoni, “La pittura secentesca nella Galleria Corsini a Firenze,” Dedalo I 
(1920): 436–451; Antonio Muñoz, “Alessandro Algardi Ritrattista,” Dedalo I (1920—1921): 288—304; 
155 In a note added to the article Marangoni pointed out that after being cleaned, the Bacchus reminded him 
more and more of Caravaggio’s hand, and attributed it to him rather than to a copist. Matteo Marangoni, 
“Quattro ‘Caravaggio’ Smarriti,” Dedalo II (1922): 783–94, p. 794. 
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Can we find, indeed, a stylistic research more evident, more worthy of the French 
classicist, than the nude shoulder and arm, fixed in its most essential spherical 
planes, or of the spheric face, or the tapered fingers, or the tortuous drapery? It is 
enough to juxtapose this “Bacchus” with Ingres’ famous portrait of Madame 
Rivière to be stricken by the similarities between the two works. 156 
 

On the basis of this similarity, Marangoni put into question the view of Caravaggio as a 

realist. Rather, he pointed out, Caravaggio —like Ingres— should be considered an 

“inveterate formal idealist.”157This led him to argue for a continuity, rather than a break, 

between Raphael and Caravaggio. As the previous pages have shown, this was a key idea 

in Ojetti’s understanding of the Baroque. 

 The Austrian scholar Hans Tietze — the director of the newly opened Museum of 

Baroque Art in Vienna — also emphasized the similarities between the Baroque and the 

contemporary period. With an argument similar to that proposed by Nencioni in 1895, 

Tietze observed that although modern men appreciate Renaissance art, “most often we 

lack the tranquillity and freshness of feeling to appreciate it in full,” and “perceive its 

grace almost as a reproach.” On the contrary, Baroque art, “with its contrasts, its mixture 

of rationalism and sentimentalism, its mundane sensibility and its religious sensibility, its 

tempestuous vivacity and its passive devotion, its erupting vitality […] is the spirit of our 

spirit, and talks directly to our artistic instincts.”158 Tietze also observed that both the 

                                                
156 “Si può trovare infatti ricerca stilistica più evidente, più degna del classicista francese, del nudo della 
spalla e del braccio fissato nei suoi piani di sfericità più essenziali, o del viso sferoidale, o delle dita 
affusolate o del panneggi tortuosi? Basta del resto ravvicinare questo “Bacco” al famoso ritratto di Madame 
Rivière dell’Ingres per essere colpiti dalla somiglianza delle due opere.” Matteo Marangoni, “Quattro 
‘Caravaggio’ Smarriti,” Dedalo II (1922): 783–94, p. 784. 
157 “Ambedue gli artisti sono due idealisti accaniti della forma.” “Quattro ‘Caravaggio’ Smarriti,” Dedalo II 
(1922): 783–94, p. 784. 
158 “Anche noi sentiamo la miracolosa armonia che si espande dalle opere del puro Rinascimento, ma 
quanto raramente ci è concessa la tranquillità e la freschezza del sentimento, necessarie per poterla godere! 
Nella vita inquieta e piena di controsensi che ci è imposta, sentiamo la sua incantevole grazia come un 
tacito rimprovero, come un bagliore del paradiso che abbiamo perduto. […]l'arte barocca, invece, con i suoi 
contrasti, con il suo miscuglio di razionalismo e sentimentalismo, con la sua sensibilità mondana e la sua 
supersensibile religiosità, con la sua tempestosa vivacità e la sua passiva dedizione, con tutta la sua 
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Baroque and the modern period are, contrary to the universalizing tendencies of the 

Renaissance, periods of strong nationalistic sentiment—as already mentioned, after the 

First World War Tietze was organizing the Museum of Austrian Baroque Art.159 

Marangoni likewise underscored the relations between the Baroque and the nation state, 

but unlike Tietze, who pointed out its deep connections to Austria, Marangoni described 

it as a quintessentially Italian style: "seventeenth-century Italian artworks [...] are truly 

ours, and render so effectively one of the more deeply ethnic characteristics of the Italian 

people, who are the enemy — even too much! — of pedantry, and who are always more 

spontaneous, sincere, and love health more than all other nations."160 

 Giovanna de Lorenzi perceptively points out the differences between the values of 

Valori Plastici and Dedalo, which explains their different views regarding the Seicento. 

For Broglio's journal, "France is Apollinaire, Cubism, Picasso, Braque, Derain, Matisse, 

the «Soirées de Paris», the poetry of Max Jacob." By contrast, "for Dedalo it is Gide, 

classicism, Denis, Malliol, Bourdelle, the dramas of Claudel, the Nouvelle Revue 

Française."161 Furthermore, Valori Plastici had an international scope —in themes and 

readership— while Dedalo, although it had French collaborators, was proudly Italian. 

Valori Plastici was intellectual and specialized, while Dedalo was committed to the 

popularization of artistic debates. These differences explain the opposing ways in which 

                                                                                                                                            
erompente vitalità che spira calda e fredda dalla sua bocca, è spirito del nostro spirito e parla direttamente 
ai nostri istinti artistici.” Hans Tietze, “Il Museo Barocco dell’Austria a Vienna,” Dedalo IV (1923): 571–
584, p. 571. 
159 “Hans Tietze,” https://dictionaryofarthistorians.org/tietzeh.htm. Accessed on November 29th, 2014. 
160 "questa vera pittura nostrana [...] rende con tale efficacia uno dei caratteri più profondamente etnici del 
popolo italiano, nemico – anche troppo! – di pedanterie e sempre spontaneo, schietto e amante della sana 
realtà più di tutti gli altri popoli." Matteo Marangoni, “La raccolta Cecconi di pittura Seicentesca,” Dedalo 
II, no. 6 (June 1921): 362–380, p. 380. 
161 Giovanna De Lorenzi, “1920: Ojetti, «Dedalo» e l’arte contemporanea,” in Militanze a confronto: 
vicende di arte e critica nell’Italia del Ventennio, ed. by Maria Grazia Messina (Roma: La Nuova Italia 
Scientifica, 1999), 5–22, p.16. 



 

274 

these two magazines approached the topic of the Baroque. For Valori Plastici, it was the 

occasion for an intellectual debate over issues such as the relation between the artists and 

their public, the art market, and the relation between modernity and tradition. For Dedalo, 

on the contrary, it was a key element in an eclectic conception of the “classic,” a 

necessary link in a nationalistic view of the Italian cultural heritage.  

 Dedalo was not the only journal edited by Ojetti in the 1920s and 1930s. Yet 

Pegaso and Pan, Ojetti’s other editorial projects, did not devote significant attention to 

the Baroque. Ojetti’s popularization of the Seicento found another venue in school 

manuals, in which the Baroque was included to create a seamless ideal past for the new 

generations. In 1925, Ojetti and his one-time collaborator in the Mostra del Sei e del 

Settecento, Luigi Dami, published an atlas of the history of Italian art to be used in the 

liceo [high school]. The second volume, which spanned from the Quattrocento to the end 

of the nineteenth century, was published in the early 1930s. Aimed at the new generations 

of Italians but most particularly at the offspring of the bourgeoisie that attended the 

selective liceo classico, this manual provided Ojetti with the opportunity to divulge his 

views on the Seicento to a broader public. In the Atlante di Storia dell’Arte Italiana 

[Atlas of the History of Italian Art], Ojetti promoted the views at the core of the Mostra 

del Sei e del Settecento: the Baroque as the development of the Renaissance; the cultural 

power of the Baroque Church throughout Europe and America; Seicento Catholicism as a 

defense of Renaissance values against the Encyclopedie and Romanticism; the 

seventeenth century as a period when regional styles flourished. As in Dedalo, Ojetti 

gave great importance to illustrations: unlike other handbooks of the time that were text-
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heavy, the Atlante included a plurality of images which underscored the local variations 

of Seicento architecture, painting, and sculpture (Fig.4-18). 

 Some of Ojetti’s preparatory materials provide us with insights into his writing of 

the Atlante’s sections on the Seicento. From these notes it is clear who Ojetti was 

contending with in his promotion of the Baroque: the French art historian Marcel 

Reymond, who in 1912 had published a book titled De Michel-Ange à Tiepolo.162 

Although he agreed with the emphasis on the continuities between the Seicento and the 

Settecento, Ojetti disagreed with Reymond’s assessment that the art of the seventeenth 

century was a reaction against that of the Cinquecento; rather, he viewed these 

movements as a seamless development:  

Is it true, as Reymond believes, that the art of the second half of the 1500s and 
1600s was a religious art, a reaction against the realism of the 1400s and the 
paganism of the 1500s? No: I think that there was a continuity. A unity. There 
were less nudes, less “statues,” and less Olympic deities. But painting continued. 
There is a lot of Raphael in Caravaggio.163  
 

These notes, dated 1932, show that in the ten years that had passed since the organization 

of the Mostra del Sei e del Settecento, Ojetti had not changed his view of the Seicento. 

 Although Ojetti was not directly involved in the Biblioteca d’Arte Illustrata 

[Library of Illustrated Art], this project could be considered another facet of the critic’s 

popularization of the Baroque, as it also aspired to make Seicento painters and architects 

understandable to the general public. Indeed, in an article published in 1922, the art critic 

                                                
162 Marcel Reymond, De Michel-Ange à Tiepolo. (Paris: Hachette, 1912). 
163 “È proprio vero, come crede il Reymond. che l'arte della 2a 1/2 del '500 e del 600 fu un'arte religiosa, di 
reazione al realismo del 400 e al paganismo del 500? No: io credo che fu una continuazione. Unità. Si 
videro meno nudi e meno "statue" e meno divinità olimpiche. Ma la pittura continuò. C'è molto Raffaello in 
Caravaggio.”  Ugo Ojetti, "600 e 700" (1932). Ojetti 11,6. Atlante di storia dell'arte. "Pittura italiana del 
'600 e del '700". Appunti e carte varie di Ugo Ojetti, 1932. Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze- Fondo 
Ugo Ojetti. 
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Roberto Papini described the Biblioteca and the Mostra at the Palazzo Pitti as "equivalent 

manifestations of the intense critical work" on the seventeenth century done in the 1910s 

and 1920s.164 The Biblioteca consisted of small and manageable monographic studies, 

which included a brief but scholarly rigorous introduction written by a prominent scholar, 

a catalogue of the most famous works of the artists, an up-to-date bibliography, and a 

comprehensive repertoire of between twenty and thirty high-quality images. The 

Biblioteca, which appeared between 1921 and 1925, published 34 volumes, divided in 

three series: “Italian Seicento and Settecento,” “Foreign Seicento and Settecento,” and 

“Architects from the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries.” 

 Armando Ferri and Mario Recchi were the editors of the Biblioteca d'Arte 

Illustrata. Ferri had collaborated with Valori Plastici, and like Recchi, was a good friend 

of Longhi, Soffici, Broglio, and other members of the Roman intelligentsia who in the 

1920s used to meet in the Caffé Aragno. In a famous group portrait of the Aragno 

intellectuals, Ferri is recognizable to the right of the waiter (Fig.4-19).165 Thanks to their 

cultural caché and connections, Ferri and Recchi could involve prestigious figures in the 

Biblioteca d’Arte. Not only Italian scholars, such as Lionello Venturi, Arduino Colasanti, 

and Antonio Muñoz, but also foreign art historians like Rudolf Oldenbourg, Hermann 

Voss, and Dagobert Frey published their studies in the Biblioteca. Indeed, an unusual 

aspect of the Biblioteca d’Arte was its international scope. While the other projects of 

popularization of the Baroque analysed in this chapter focused primarily on the Italian 

scene, the studies in the Biblioteca included foreign artists such as El Greco and Jan Lys, 

                                                
164 Roberto Papini, “Il barocco e la critica d’arte,” Il Convegno 11–12 (dicembre 1922): 646–661, p. 647. 
165 Mario Carlini, Amici al caffè: il mondo di Amerigo Bartoli attraverso la sua corrispondenza, 1924—
1970 (Roma: Ed. di Storia e Letteratura, 1990). 
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referred to artworks held in foreign collections, and mentioned bibliography published 

outside of Italy. 166 

 The Biblioteca d'Arte Illustrata emerged in a moment of widespread interest in art 

publications in Italy.167 Scholars like Marangoni were quick to point out the importance 

of a project such as the Biblioteca. In an article published in 1922, Marangoni examined 

the Biblioteca d’Arte Illustrata and the Mostra del Sei e Settecento as projects aimed at 

"restoring the honor of the Seicento.”168 The editors aimed for accessible works that 

would be philologically correct and up-to-date, reflecting the most recent advances in 

scholarship provoked by exhibitions such as the Mostra del Sei e Settecento. Its format 

was monographic, but putting together their publications provides an ideal encyclopedia 

of Baroque art that expanded the information provided in the Mostra di Palazzo Pitti to 

foreign artists and to architecture, two aspects of the Baroque that had not been covered 

in the Mostra. 

 The Biblioteca d’Arte Illustrata also provoked the most scathing and prescient 

assessment of the “manìa for the Seicento,” published by the British art critic Roger Fry 

in October 1922 in The Burlington Magazine. In August, one of the organizers of the Pitti 

show, Count Carlo Gamba, published in this journal an impartial account of the 

development of Italian art in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, illustrated with 

works on view in the Mostra at the Palazzo Pitti.169 Fry, however, took a completely 

                                                
166 Rudolf Oldenbourg, Jan Lys Sei e Settecento Straniero 7 (Roma: Biblioteca d'Arte Illustrata 1921); 
A.L.Mayer, El Greco Sei e Settecento Straniero 8 (Roma: Biblioteca d'Arte Illustrata, 1922) 
167 Serenella Rolfi Ozvald, “Biografie stilistiche e divulgazione nei primi trent’anni del Novecento. Appunti 
sull’editoria di dispense illustrate,” Il capitale culturale VIII (2013): 19–49. 
168 Matteo Marangoni, “Per Riabilitare Il Seicento,” Lo Spettatore I, no. 3 (March 1922): 225–228. 
169 Carlo Gamba, “The Seicento and Settecento Exhibition in Florence,” The Burlington Magazine for 
Connoisseurs 41, no. 233 (August 1, 1922): 64–75. The Mostra had also been reviewed in Maurice W. 
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different approach. In his article, erroneously titled “Settecentismo,” he noted that the 

new scholarly interest in the Seicento was easy to understand, given that the previous 

centuries of art had been thoroughly explored. Fry also observed that he had been one of 

the first, in his introduction to Joshua Reynolds’ Discourses, to point out that a study of 

seventeenth century art was long overdue.170 Yet in the most recent Italian scholarship on 

the period, Fry found “evidence […] of the kind of indiscriminate enthusiasm which 

leads to the formation of a creed and a dogma and which is opposed to the critical 

spirit.”171 Fry accused Caravaggio and his followers —whose work he studied, he 

claimed, in the volumes of the Biblioteca d’Arte Illustrata— of initiating academic art. 

Coincidentally —because, as mentioned, de Chirico’s review of the Mostra was never 

published— Fry singled out the same painting as the Metafisica painter as the source of 

all future evils of art: Giuseppe Maria Crespi’s Saint John Nepomucene Confessing the 

Queen of Bohemia. In Crespi’s painting, with its “accent […] upon what is sensational 

and theatrically effective in the narrative,” Fry found the seeds of academic and Salon 

painting.172 Caravaggio was a better painter, Fry conceded, but his talents were equally 

theatrical. His “essentially journalistic talent—what an impresario for the cinema!” was 

evident in works like the Conversion of St. Paul, on view in the Mostra of Palazzo Pitti. 

Although Fry admired Baroque architecture more than Baroque painting, in Carlo 

                                                                                                                                            
Brockwell, “The Exhibition of Seventeenth and Eighteenth-century Paintings in Florence,” The 
Connoisseur. An Illustrated Magazine for Collectors LXIII (July 1922): 127–135; 
170 Joshua Reynolds, Discourses Delivered to the Students of the Royal Academy by Sir Joshua Reynolds, 
with Introduction and Notes by Roger Fry, ed. by Roger Fry (London: Seeley and Co., 1905). 
171 Roger Fry, “Settecentismo,” The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 41, no. 235 (October 1, 1922): 
158–169, p.158. See also Barbara Pezzini, “Sense and Sensibility: Roger Fry on Caravaggio and Futurism,” 
The Burlington Magazine Index Blog, accessed November 28, 2014, 
https://burlingtonindex.wordpress.com/2014/02/13/roger—fry—on—caravaggio—and—futurism/. 
172 Roger Fry, “Settecentismo,” The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 41, no. 235 (October 1, 1922): 
158–169, p.159. 
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Maderno, Pietro da Cortona, and Filippo Borromini he also found a dangerous tendency 

towards “sensationalism.” The latter was especially worthy of condemnation, for the 

architecture of Borromini anticipated "its far more degraded modern analogue, Art 

Nouveau."173 

 Yet why did Baroque art become so popular in the 1920s? Fry’s diagnosis brings 

us back to the material covered in chapter 3:  

It is not uninteresting to note that a generation of Italians who have been brought 
up on Futurism should turn with such zest to their own painters of the seventeenth 
century. In many ways, Caravaggio was an expression of a turbulence and an 
impatience of tradition similar to that which Futurism displays. Like the Futurists, 
he appealed to the love of violent sensations and uncontrolled passions. Like 
them, he loved what was brutal and excessive. Like them, he mocked tradition. 
Like them, he was fundamentally conventional and journalistic. The strange thing 
is that the aspect of the Italian character which creates Futurism and Fascism has 
taken so long to find its expression in art. For, up to the seventeenth century, it is 
hard to find any trace of it.174 
 

In the attribution of “aesthetic value to violent sensations,” Fry found the link between 

the Baroque, Futurism, and fascism —the March on Rome took place only a couple of 

days after the publication of Fry’s article, but the rise of Mussolini had been in the works 

since 1919. The Italian debate that took place in the 1920s uncovered the structural 

ambiguity of the recuperation of the Baroque during fascism: the seventeenth century 

could be appropriated as a noble heritage, or rejected as a harbinger of disruption and 

estrangement. But at a very early date, Fry identified two of its key aspects. Firstly, its 

historical connection with the avant-garde that preceded it, which shaped the taste of the 

young art historians and of the public at large. Secondly, that the 1920s "mania for the 

                                                
173 Roger Fry, “Settecentismo,” The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 41, no. 235 (October 1, 1922): 
158–169, p.169. 
174 Roger Fry, “Settecentismo,” The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 41, no. 235 (October 1, 1922): 
158–169, p.158. 
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Seicento" was the unacknowledged link between Futurist experimentation and fascism. 

As I will show in next chapter, the Baroque provided fascism with important aesthetic 

models for consensus-building, as it was associated with the novelty and rebelliousness 

that attracted many sympathizers to the regime, as well as with an essential component of 

Italian heritage. 
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CHAPTER 5: “Lord of Marble”: Adolfo Wildt and the Reimagination 
of Baroque Sculpture during Fascism  

 

On January 3, 1931, Benito Mussolini attended the vernissage of the first Quadriennale 

d’Arte Nazionale in Rome. The exhibition aimed to showcase all the tendencies of 

contemporary Italian art.1 As the Istituto Luce newsreel shows, Mussolini —unusually 

dressed in bourgeois garb rather than in military uniform— briskly walked through the 

show, listening to the explanations of the secretary general of the exhibition, Cipriano 

Efisio Oppo.2 The Quadriennale included the work of young artists, but also retrospective 

shows of well-known figures such as Giulio Aristide Sartorio, Medardo Rosso, and 

Antonio Mancini. The prominent sculptor Adolfo Wildt (1868-1931), who was part of the 

jury and a member of the prestigious Accademia d'Italia, exhibited an important overview 

of his work from the 1920s. Surprisingly, and provoking much gossip, the Duce refused 

to dedicate even the most cursory glance to Wildt’s sculptures and drawings.3 

 Why, if Wildt’s bust of Mussolini (1926) had become such an iconic image of the 

regime, illustrating the cover of Mussolini's biography and adorning many Case del 

Fascio [House of the Fascio], did Mussolini slight the sixty-three-year-old sculptor, who 

would die only three months later? In the following pages, I will offer an explanation for 

Mussolini’s surprising behavior, by locating Wildt within the aesthetic and political 

debates of interwar Italy. In particular, I will argue that Wildt’s close association with the 
                                                
1 On the Quadriennale, see Sileno Salvagnini, Il Sistema delle arti in Italia 1919-1943 (Bologna: Minerva, 
2000), p. 25-36. 
2 “Roma. S. E. Il Capo Del Governo assiste alla ‘Vernice’della Prima Quadriennale d’Arte Nazionale 
Giornale Luce A0710 01/1931” (Rome: Cinecittà Luce, 1931), 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yc7VTw3Grmk&feature=youtube_gdata_player. 
3 However, during his visit to the exhibition, the Hereditary Prince Umberto did pause in front of Wildt’s 
sculptures, paying particular attention to Santa Lucia (1926), as can be seen in the television broadcast 
Cinecittà Luce, “Alla Prima Quadriennale d’Arte Nazionale tutte le tendenze dell’arte italiana vi sono 
rappresentate. Giornale Luce A071301/1931” (Rome: Cinecittà Luce, 1931). 
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Baroque, a leit-motiv among Italian art critics, might explain his ambivalent position 

within the fascist art system. 

 In contrast to the majority of Italian sculptors of the interwar period, Wildt favored 

precise detailing, vigorous modeling, and dramatic chiaroscuro, which produced a 

strikingly theatrical style, as can be seen in Santa Lucia [Saint Lucia] (1926) (Fig.5-2). 

Given these features, it is unsurprising that Wildt’s work was often associated with the 

Baroque. For example, in 1923, the art critic Guido Ludovico Luzzatto— a committed 

antifascist whose father was one of the few professors to refuse to swear the oath of 

loyalty to fascism in 1931—described the work of Wildt in these terms:  

From the point of view of style and of the expressive means he uses, Wildt’s art 
can be considered a development of the Baroque. But of the best Baroque which 
is not a degeneration of the Classic, but the free and enthusiastic outpouring of 
fantasy, a style that in its search for character is related to the Gothic and 
anticipates modern art because it aspires to represent the animation and 
spirituality of life. [Wildt's] sculpture cannot be understood unless one relates him 
with the sculptors of the seventeenth century, who yearned to represent the effects 
[of emotions] fully and in depth.4  
  

Luzzatto’s interpretation of Wildt was not unusual. Over a span of almost twenty years, 

from his participation in the 1912 Esposizione Triennale di Brera until his death in 1931, 

many art critics conjured up the Baroque when analyzing Wildt’s work, calling attention 

to the sculptor’s technical prowess, his use of contrasting masses and voids, and his 

preference for dramatic subject matter. Paola Mola, the leading expert on Wildt, has 

frequently called attention to the Baroque ciphers in his work, arguing that they 
                                                
4 “l'arte di Wildt può essere considerata, sotto questo aspetto (l'aspetto stilistico, del mezzo d'espressione) 
come uno sviluppo del barocco; ma del barocco migliore che non è degenerazione del classico, bensì 
effusione libera ed entusiastica della fantasia, che si ricollega per la sua ricerca del carattere al gotico, e che 
prepara l'arte moderna, tendente a rendere tutta la mobilità e la spiritualità della vita. Lo stile scultoreo che 
ci ha dato questo titanico «prigione» non può essere compreso se non lo si mette sulla linea degli scultori 
del Seicento ascendenti verso effetti resi ed esauriti fino in fondo.” Guido Ludovico Luzzatto, “Adolfo 
Wildt scultore,” Rassegna Nazionale XLI, no. XLV (April 1923): 116–124, p.119-120. 
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demonstrate his familiarity with seventeenth-century art, and with the new interpretations 

of the Baroque developed by Heinrich Wölfflin.5 While Mola’s exhaustively documented 

investigation of Wildt’s life and art has set a benchmark for any understanding of his 

work, in none of Wildt’s few autobiographical texts is any mention made of Baroque art 

or of the historiography of Baroque art.6  

 However, the visual evidence, as well as the repeated emphasis on the 

Baroqueness of Wildt in the critical reception of his work, needs to be accounted for. The 

way in which Wildt’s work circulated in the press in the interwar period has not been 

thoroughly explored in the scholarship. Therefore, I will propose an alternative 

explanation for the association of Wildt’s sculpture with the Baroque, based on a close 

study of the photographs of his work made during the 1920s and 1930s. An analysis of 

their visual conventions, I will argue, might explain how and why Wildt’s work was 

repeatedly related to seventeenth-century sculpture.7   

                                                
5 For example, see Paola Mola, Wildt (Milano: Franco Maria Ricci, 1988): “Evocations and stylistic ciphers 
[of the Baroque] should be searched for in [Wildt’s] long exploration of the formal values of the Baroque 
Seicento, in open dialogue with the European debate started by Wölfflin in Germany but still inactive, for 
some years, in Italian figurative culture.” (“Suggestioni e motivi di stile andrebbero invece piuttosto 
ricercati nella lunga sua indagine sui valori formali del Seicento barocco, in aperto colloquio con il dibattito 
europeo avviato da Wölfflin in Germania, ma inattivo ancora, per alcuni anni, nella cultura figurativa 
italiana”), p.35. 
6 However, when Wildt directed a school of sculpture, which will be discussed in the following sections, he 
did assign his students two heads by Bernini as models to be copied. See Paola Mola, “Wildt e Brera, breve 
storia di un’utopia,” Arte lombarda no. 104 (1993): 69–77, p. 77, note 15. 
7 The scholarship on the photography of sculpture is extensive: for general studies on the topic, see Rainer 
Michael Mason et al., Pygmalion photographe: la sculpture devant la caméra, 1844-1936 (Genève: 
Cabinet des estampes, Musée d’art et d’histoire, 1985); Eugenia Parry Janis, “Fabled Bodies: Some 
Observations on the Photography of Sculpture,” in The Kiss of Apollo : Photography & Sculpture, 1845 to 
the Present (San Francisco: Fraenkel Gallery, 1991), 9–23; Mary Bergstein, “Lonely Aphrodites: On the 
Documentary Photography of Sculpture,” The Art Bulletin 74, no. 3 (September 1, 1992): 475–498; 
Geraldine A Johnson, The Very Impress of the Object: Photographing Sculpture from Fox Talbot to the 
Present Day (Leeds [England]: Henry Moore Institute, Centre for the Study of Sculpture, 1995); Geraldine 
A Johnson, ed., Sculpture and Photography: Envisioning the Third Dimension (Cambridge [England]; New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Maria Grazia Messina, ed., Scultura e fotografia. Questioni di 
Luce (Firenze: Alinari, 2001), 9–27; Roxana Marcoci, ed., The Original Copy: Photography of Sculpture, 
1839 to Today (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2010). 
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 In several interviews, Wildt claimed that in his youth, most of his knowledge of the 

history of sculpture derived from the perusal of photographs, and that the features that 

they emphasized —strong contrasts of black and white, deep carving, and harsh reliefs—  

greatly affected his own work. In chapter 2, I examined how the protocols for 

photographing Baroque sculpture came into being. The photographs to which Wildt had 

access at the time of his training underscored even in Classical and Renaissance sculpture 

a set of traits associated at that time with the Baroque, such as vigorous modeling, 

polished finish, and muscular tension. In this chapter, I will explore how the photographs 

of Wildt’s own work taken during his lifetime are reminiscent of Baroque statuary as 

well. Wildt worked closely with the photographers Emilio Sommariva (1883-1956) and 

Antonio Paoletti (1881-1943) to produce a canonical view of each of his sculptures; the 

same set of photographs was used to illustrate all articles and books on his oeuvre. These 

are strikingly similar to the photographs of sculpture that Wildt studied with such care, 

and in what follows, I will analyze how the conventions of nineteenth-century 

photography permeated the reproduction of Wildt’s sculpture.  

 Wildt’s career thrived during the 1920s, but as I will show, he was often viciously 

attacked by important critics who accused his work of being degenerate and macabre. 

Although his work was honored with two important retrospective exhibitions (one in the 

Venice Biennale of 1922, and one in the First Roman Quadriennale in 1931), given 

Wildt’s presence on adjudicating committees for art exhibitions and public commissions 

more honors could have been expected. In view of the complicated relationship between 

fascism and the Baroque heritage of Italy, it is worth asking if Wildt’s association with 

the Baroque is the source of his problematic relation with the regime. The Baroque, 



 

285 

usually considered the quintessential art at the service of political power, was viewed 

negatively as overly mannered by virtue of the emphasis its practicioners put on their 

virtuoso powers of illusionism and technical skill. As I will suggest in the last section of 

this chapter, it might be precisely because it evoked the Baroque that Wildt’s work 

proved to be, paradoxically, too difficult to marshal as propaganda, and therefore 

inappropriate for the promotion of the fascist regime as it increasingly adopted more 

aggressively imperialistic and totalitarian politics.  

5.1. "The Most Original Milanese Sculptor": Adolfo Wildt (1868-1931) 

Adolfo Wildt was born in Milan in 1868; his last name, the German connotations of 

which stymied his career in the revanchist aftermath of the First World War, was Swiss, 

but the family had lived in Milan for several generations.8 Wildt’s family was working 

class and could not afford to pay for his artistic training. He only attended the Academy 

of Brera for the academic year of 1885, and became proficient in sculpture apprenticing 

with prominent artists: the scapigliato sculptor Giuseppe Grandi, and Federico Villa, an 

academic sculptor who followed the tradition of Antonio Canova.9 Instead of the 

                                                
8 The biographical information used in this section is derived from “Note biografiche," Paola Mola and 
Fernando Mazzocca, eds., Wildt : l’anima e le forme, exh.cat. (Cinisello Balsamo (Milano): Silvana 
Editore, 2012): 134-137; Elena Pontiggia, “Biografia di Adolfo Wildt," Elena Pontiggia, Rossana 
Bossaglia, and Lorella Giudici, Adolfo Wildt e i suoi allievi: Fontana, Melotti, Broggini e gli altri, exh.cat. 
(Milano: Skira, 2000): 183-203. The title of this section is taken from the article “Un ricordo marmoreo di 
A.Wildt,” Emporium L, no. 299 (November 1919): 279. 
9 Giuseppe Grandi (1843-1894) was a member of the scapigliatura (literally “disheveled,” “scruffy”), a 
group of painters, poets, and writers who, after the Unification of Italy, signaled their rejection of bourgeois 
mores and politics with their choice of a bohemian lifestyle. Although the scapigliati artists lacked a 
unified program, they all shared an interest in urban life and a rejection of academic conventions, aiming to 
depict atmospheric effects by abolishing clear contours. Grandi applied the principles of scapigliatura to 
sculpture by representing the effects of light and space on three-dimensional objects. Examples of his work 
are the Monument to Cesare Beccaria (1871, Milan) and his masterpiece Monument to the Five Days of 
Milan (1881-1894, Milan), commemorating the 1848 popular uprisings against Austrian rule. For more on 
the “scapigliatura," which has often been considered a precursor of the twentieth-century avantgarde 
movements, see Gaetano Mariani, Storia della Scapigliatura. (Caltanisetta: Sciascia, 1967); Roberto 



 

286 

impressionist plasticism of Grandi’s bronze scultura scapigliata, Villa hoped to revive 

the Neoclassical tradition of marble sculpture, and he taught Wildt many of the 

techniques that later became part of his signature style. Villa’s influence on Wildt’s style 

is evident in La Vedova [The widow], a bust of Wildt’s wife that he exhibited in 1893 in 

the Annual Exhibition of the Society of Fine Arts of Milan, and that was acquired by the 

recently inaugurated Gallery of Modern Art in Rome (Fig.5-3). La Vedova, also titled 

Atte after the freed slave beloved by the emperor Nero, placed Wildt within the tradition 

of nineteenth-century academic sculpture: the softness of the carving produced no strong 

contrasts in highlights and shadows, but rather a relatively unified surface that 

emphasized the resigned attitude of the model. 

 In 1894, Wildt met his future patron Franz Rose (1854-1912), a German 

industrialist whose villa in Dassau (Pomerania) hosted a carefully curated collection of 

fine and decorative arts, many produced by artists related to the Munich, Dresden, and 

Berlin Secessions. Rose and Wildt signed a contract by which, for an annual payment of 

4000 lire, Rose received the original of each sculpture produced by Wildt, while Wildt 

could keep successive copies and preparatory sketches and continue working in Milan.10 

Thanks to Rose’s patronage, from 1894 until Rose’s death in 1912 Wildt fully devoted 

himself to art without the economic preoccupations that had haunted the beginnings of 

his career. For Rose, Wildt produced original works as well as copies of Hellenistic and 

                                                                                                                                            
Tessari, ed. La Scapigliatura: un'avanguardia artistica nella società preindustriale (Torino: Paravia, 
1975); Annie-Paule Quinsac, Scapigliatura (Venezia: Marsilio, 2009). 
10 To understand the generosity of Rose, it is worth noting that in 1894 the median annual salary of a 
construction worker was 617 lire.  Ministero di Agricoltura, Industria e Commercio, Bollettino dell’Ufficio 
del lavoro. Volume 1 (Roma: Tip. nazionale di G. Bertero e.c., 1904), p. 626. 
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Renaissance sculptures.11 An example of Wildt’s early work for Rose is Uomo che tace 

[Silent man, 1899]; while the original was destroyed, it is known from a contemporary 

black and white photograph and a plaster reproduction (Fig.5-4). Wildt’s restrained 

technique at that time was consistent with the teachings of Villa, so this sculpture lacks 

the dramatic carving of marble displayed in his later works. But what is already visible is 

Wildt’s interest in the sculptural representation of inner conflicts, as well as his 

preference for philosophical subject matter – in the pedestal of Uomo che tace Wildt 

carved the words “On earth evil is silent when man is silent” (“Sulla terra ogni male tace 

quando l’uomo tace”).     

 Due to Rose’s patronage, Wildt was isolated from the Italian artistic milieu: as his 

economic survival was guaranteed by his patron, he did not need to frequently exhibit or 

to participate in competitions in Italy.12 On the contrary, he often showed his work in 

Germany, contributing to the 1900 exhibition of the Munich Secession and to several 

international shows in Berlin and Dresden. Wildt also worked for other German patrons, 

such as Rose’s brothers Ernst, Frieda, and Carl von Rose, and Hermann Mestorff. In 

Mestorff’s villa in Pallanza (Verbania), on the Lake Maggiore, some of Wildt’s copies of 

antique sculptures are still displayed.  

 In spite of his economic security and artistic productivity, between 1906 and 1909 

Wildt suffered what he later described as an existential crisis, which prevented him from 

working. To mark the conclusion of this crisis, Wildt produced Maschera del dolore- 
                                                
11 Most of the works that Wildt produced for Rose were destroyed during the Second World War when a 
bomb fell on Rose’s villa. For a reconstruction of the early career of Wildt and his professional relationship 
with Rose, see Paola Mola, “Adolfo Wildt. Note biografiche e critiche dal 1894 al 1912.,” Storia dell’Arte 
48 (maggio-agosto 1983): 139–158. 
12 In the first years of his career, Wildt participated in the following Italian exhibitions, but the critics paid 
scant attention to his work: Esposizione Annuale della Società per le Belle Arti, Milan (1895); Triennale di 
Brera, Milan (1894, 1900, 1912). 
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Autoritratto [Mask of Pain- Self-portrait, 1909], in which three golden crosses, incised on 

the marble surface behind the head, symbolize his previous three years of inactivity 

(Fig.5-5). Maschera del dolore represented a clear break from Wildt’s previous 

production. Until this moment, Wildt had continued the tradition he had learnt from 

Villa: a sculpture of harmony and restraint that followed Classical, early Renaissance, 

and Neoclassical models. Maschera del dolore, on the contrary, manifested most of the 

stylistic aspects that characterized Wildt’s production throughout the 1920s: the empty 

orbits, the melodramatic expressiveness (which evoked at the same time Matthias 

Grünewald, Gianlorenzo Bernini, and German Expressionist painting), the pronounced 

hollow shapes, and the extremely polished marble surfaces.  

 Wildt’s new style was prominently displayed in La Trilogia- Fontana della Vita 

[The Trilogy- Fountain of Life, 1912], an enormous marble sculpture commissioned by 

Rose to decorate a pavilion in the garden of his villa (Fig.5-6). Presented at the 1912 

Triennale of the Academy of Brera, it received a prize from the jury, but it also provoked 

much debate, as I will show in next section. Indeed, La Trilogia was unique in the Italian 

sculptural landscape of the time, and it mystified commentators by virtue of the plurality 

of historical references it evoked, as well as for its obscure subject matter. Three figures, 

two male and one female, represent a Saint, Youth, and Wisdom, with the latter 

outstretched to drink from a fountain labeled “The Mouth of Truth,” a reference to an 

ancient sculpture still extant in Rome. The actual fountain, shaped as a round high relief, 

includes a landscape and a human face, whose distressed expression resembles Wildt’s 

self-portrait in Maschera del dolore.  
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 In 1912, Rose died unexpectedly and Wildt lost the economic stability he had 

enjoyed since 1894.13 However, the loss of his patron’s support encouraged Wildt to 

participate more assiduously in Italian exhibitions, and he became close friends with 

intellectuals like Vittore Grubicy du Dragon, the foremost theoretician of Divisionismo, 

and Margherita Sarfatti. But the outbreak of the First Woldt War had drastically reduced 

the art market, and the close associations between Wildt and Germany cast doubt on his 

patriotic allegiances, so after Rose’s death Wildt was commercially unsuccessful. Wildt’s 

economic difficulties became so dire that during the war he had to work again as an 

assistant in other sculptors’ ateliers.14 

 Wildt’s fortune changed after the First World War, when a series of private 

commissions brought him publicity and facilitated his entrance into the public system of 

state patronage. Thanks to the commissions of the industrialist, art collector, and 

philanthropist Giuseppe Chierichetti, and of Sarfatti, an early friend and supporter of 

Benito Mussolini, Wildt’s work acquired great notoriety. Wildt’s sculptures thematizing 

the war, at the same time melancholic and triumphal, seemed particularly fitting to the 

political climate of the après-guerre. For example, La Vittoria [The Victory, 1918] 

celebrated the defeat of Austria and Germany; the names of First World War battles are 

inscribed on the pedestal. The sculpture, which was bought by Giuseppe Chierichetti and 

still decorates the building in which he lived in Milan, used to have a glass helmet 

evoking the uniforms of war pilots, as can be seen in a historic photograph (Fig.5- 7). It 

                                                
13 La Trilogia was ultimately donated by Wildt’s heirs to the city of Milan, which has not find an 
appropriate location for it. It is now on view in a park reserved for children under twelve years, and it is 
protected by a niche and a glass window that prevent its proper appreciation. 
14 Adolfo Wildt, "Adolfo Wildt parla della sua vita e della sua arte", Il Secolo XX, marzo 1928, 118-122, p. 
121. 
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also makes use of Art Nouveau elements, such as golden detailing on the wings, which 

are decorated with abstract stars and geometric forms. Although the celebratory intent is 

undeniable, Wildt avoided the conventions of war memorials, and the pained expression 

on the figure’s face —deformed by a scream— evoked the enormous human price that 

Italy paid for its military victory.  

 Thanks to a show in the prestigious Galleria Pesaro in Milan (1919) and his success 

in obtaining public commissions, such as memorials for fallen soldiers in the cities of 

Appiano (Lombardy) and Valduggia (Piedmont), Wildt’s career prospered in the interwar 

period. He had a retrospective exhibition in the Venice Biennale of 1922, where an entire 

room was devoted to fifty-three of his sculptures and drawings.15 Given Wildt’s success 

at the time, it is not surprising that Sarfatti commissioned him to sculpt the bust of the 

newly elected prime minister Benito Mussolini. The bust was first shown on October 23, 

1923, celebrating the first anniversary of the March on Rome with the inauguration of the 

Casa del Fascio in Milan. Copies of the bust were also exhibited in the Venice Biennale 

of 1924, in the Paris Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs of 1925, and in the 

Pressa exhibition in Cologne, and it adorned the cover of Sarfatti’s biography of 

Mussolini, Dux (1926), becoming an icon of the regime and of its charismatic leader. 

Other early sympathizers of fascism, such as the diplomat Fulcieri Paulucci de’ Calboli 

and the writer Gabriele d’Annunzio also acquired works from Wildt; in 1925, the writer 

Luigi Pirandello commissioned Wildt to create the masks for a representation of his play 

                                                
15 Catalogo della XIII Esposizione Internazionale d’Arte della Città di Venezia MCMXXII (Milano: Bestetti 
e Tumminelli, 1922). 
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Sei personaggi in cerca d’autore [Six Characters in Search of an Author], although this 

project ultimately was not realized.16 

 Thanks to the support of these prominent public figures and his extraordinary 

productivity, from 1923 until his death in 1931 Wildt participated in every major artistic 

exhibition in Italy and abroad, including those of the Novecento group championed by 

Sarfatti. He also occupied important public posts as a member of the directive committees 

of various regional and national institutions that organized artists within the fascist 

corporate system.17 As an acknowledgment of his fame and public service, Wildt 

received important honors, such as being inducted into the Accademia d’Italia, an 

institution modeled upon the Académie Française with the purpose of augmenting the 

cultural capital of fascism (other members included the scientists Guglielmo Marconi and 

Enrico Fermi, the architects Armando Brasini and Marcello Piacentini, the writers 

D’Annunzio, Pirandello and F.T.Marinetti, and the artists Sartorio and Mancini).18  

In 1931, a few months before his sudden death on March 12, Wildt’s career was 

reviewed in a retrospective exhibition at the First Roman Quadriennale. The show 

included sculptures and drawings from the entire span of his career as well as his most 

recent work, a colossal gesso sculpture more than 6 meters tall, titled Il Puro Folle-

Parsifal [The pure fool-Parsifal], originally commissioned by the Jewish banker Leo 

                                                
16 A.U. Stefani, “Pirandello a Milano,” Il Regno, September 13, 1925: “No one better than Wildt can make 
stylized and powerful [masks] for me.” (“Nessuno meglio di Wildt mi può fare delle cose stilizzate e 
potenti.”) 
17 Among the juries that Wildt was a part of were those for a monument commemorating infantrymen who 
had died in the First World War (1919), the Venice Biennale (1920), and the committee for acquisitions of 
the Venice Biennale (1926). 
18 Marinella Ferrarotto, L'Accademia d'Italia. Intellettuali e potere durante il fascismo (Napoli: Liguori 
Editori, 1977). 
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Goldschmied for his villa in Bellagio (Fig.5-8).19 Il puro folle received mostly negative 

reviews, with the art historian Roberto Papini condemning it as a “ridiculously large 

porcelain knick-nack.”20 As mentioned, during the ‘vernissage’ for the show Mussolini 

refused to enter the room where Wildt’s sculpture was exhibited. The reasons for this 

gesture are difficult to ascertain. By 1931, the fascist regime was not yet actively 

pursuing an anti-Semitic policy, so the association between Wildt and Goldschmied 

probably should not have weighted negatively. One possible explanation is that at the 

beginning of the 1930s Mussolini started to realize that the Novecento movement 

championed by Sarfatti —of whose directive committee Wildt was a member— was 

monopolizing fascist artistic policy, something that caused resentment among many 

prominent public figures connected with the regime, such as the artist Carlo Carrà or the 

gerarca Roberto Farinacci.21 In the early 1930s, Mussolini still aimed to maintain a form 

                                                
19 Because of economic difficulties, Goldschmied had to give up his commission. After Wildt’s death, the 
gesso model returned to his studio, and it was destroyed during the bombardments of Milan in 1943, 
although some of its fragments are in the deposits of the Ca’ Pesaro Museum in Venice. I am grateful to the 
curator, Matteo Piccolo, for having shown me these works.  
20 “Un ninnolo di biscuit smisuratamente ingrandito," in Roberto Papini, “Prima Quadriennale. Arte 
Nazionale Esposta a Roma,” Emporium LXXIII, no. 435 (March 1931): 154– 163, p. 158. 
21 As an example, see the irritated letter that Carlo Carrà sent to Ardengo Soffici on April 8, 1929, 
protesting the choice of Sarfatti as the organizer of an exhibition of Italian art in Buenos Aires that took 
place in 1930: “As soon as I knew from Mario Bachelli in the inauguration of the ‘900 that you had 
entrusted to Sarfatti the exhibition that we wanted to organize in Buenos Aires, I became extremely 
annoyed. Because although we say that we should exclude her from our affairs, even when we could keep 
her away we are the ones who give her the excuse to be in the middle.” (“In quanto all’esposizione che si 
voleva organizzare a Buenos Ayres, e che tu ingenuamente hai passato alla Sarfatti, io saputa la cosa da 
Mario Bachelli all’inaugurazione del ‘900, m’indignai. Perchè mentre si dice di volerla escludere dalle 
nostre faccende, anche quando la si potrebbe tenere lontana siamo proprio noi a darle il pretesto di averla 
fra i piedi.”) Museo di Arte di Trento e Rovereto, Fondo Carlo Carrà, Car.I. 135. 103. Articles in the right-
wing newspaper Regime Fascista, supported by Farinacci, also condemned the power given to Sarfatti, who 
did not have a public appointment but organized official exhibitions purported to represent not only 
Novecento but rather contemporary Italian art tout-court: A.F. Della Porta, “Come è giunto il “900 italiano” 
a Buenos Ayres”, Regime Fascista (Cremona), October 9, 1930. 
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of ‘aesthetic pluralism’ in fascist visual culture; his public refusal to acknowledge Wildt’s 

work could therefore have indicated a rejection of Sarfatti’s hegemonic project.22  

Another possible explanation, however, is that the openly decadent associations of 

Parsifal —its Wagnerian subject matter, its pained expression, its fragile appearence 

despite its monumental dimensions— prevented Wildt’s work from being easily 

appropriated by the regime’s system of propaganda. By spurning Parsifal, and Wildt’s 

entire oeuvre, Mussolini could have been pushing for a more politically committed form 

of public sculpture, one more suitable to the increasingly aggressive politics of fascism.  

Wildt was widely admired for his technical skill, his capacity to elevate public figures 

of the time to an iconic status (not only Mussolini, but also the orchestra director Arturo 

Toscanini, the war hero Fulcieri Paulucci de’ Calboli, the fascist “martyr” Nicola 

Bonservizi, and Pope Pius XI), and for his industriousness and lack of political and social 

ambitions. His evocation of styles of the past as well as references to modern culture also 

seemed to suitably express the conflicted relation between tradition and modernity that 

fascist culture engaged in. But the often arcane and melancholic tone of his sculptures 

also prevented them from becoming unambiguously propagandistic. In the next sections, 

I will attempt to pinpoint the exact political import of Wildt’s work, first by reviewing its 

critical reception, then by analyzing how it was represented in the press through 

photography, and finally by unpacking the political connotations of his work in terms of 

the preoccupations of fascist ideology during the 1920s.  

5.2. "The Triumph of Baroquism": the Critical Reception of Wildt (1912-1934) 

                                                
22 For the notion of ‘aesthetic pluralism,’ see Marla Susan Stone classic work The Patron State. Culture 
and Politics in Fascist Italy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1998). 
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I would argue that the diverse critical responses to the work of Wildt during his lifetime 

reveal how his sculpture occupied an ambiguous zone between modernism and tradition, 

and between Italian art and its European —particularly German— counterpart. Luzzatto’s 

reading of Wildt, mentioned in the introduction, articulated a view that had already 

gained widespread currency since the 1910s, when many critics noted the recurrence of 

Baroque themes and ciphers in the work of the Milanese sculptor. However, as I will 

show in what follows, other critics suggested further precedents for Wildt’s work, 

alternatively reading it as provincially linked to Lombardy, or as an Italian instance of 

Germanic art; as Classical or as hellenistic; as Gothic or as Baroque. The search for the 

artistic ancestry of Wildt occupied critics throughout the entirety of his career, and aimed 

to make sense of the disparate evocations of tradition in Wildt’s work as well as his 

contradictory engagement with various styles.23 Furthermore, the diverse responses to 

Wildt’s work have to do in part with the range of positions within the field of art writing 

in the Italian context of the first half of the twentieth century. I will sift through these 

competing voices to identify not only what investments were at stake in the responses 

                                                
23 It is worth noting that this approach is still current in the most recent interpretations of Wildt’s work. The 
entries in the catalogues for the three recent major exhibits of his work devote ample space to the 
identification of the artistic sources of the most minute details in Wildt’s sculpture. Thus, probably 
unintentionally, they tend to present Wildt’s sculpture as a pastiche-like assemblage of details taken from 
sculptors of the past. For example, the scholar Omar Cuccinelli describes the enormous bust of Pius XI for 
the catalogue of L’anima e le forme with these words: “The marble is polished with the competence of a 
goldsmith that recalls the toughness and subtlety […] of Cosmé Tura and Francesco del Cossa […], the 
Renaissance artists of the Po valley […] but also the abstract decorations of the Secession movement. 
Towering as the maquette of a cathedral, paradoxically the papal portrait seems empty and porcelain-like, a 
huge black and golden vase such as the ones designed by Giò Ponti for Ginori”. Paola Mola and Fernando 
Mazzocca, eds., Wildt : l’anima e le forme, exh.cat. (Cinisello Balsamo (Milano): Silvana Editore, 2012), p. 
220. The other recent exhibitions on Wildt’s work are Elena Pontiggia, Rossana Bossaglia, and Lorella 
Giudici, Adolfo Wildt e i suoi allievi: Fontana, Melotti, Broggini e gli altri, exh.cat. (Milano: Skira, 2000); 
Vittorio Sgarbi and Francesco Amendolagine, eds., Wildt a Forlì: la scultura dell’anima, exh.cat. (Venezia: 
Marsilio, 2000); Daniele Astrologo Abadal and Alberto Montrasio, eds., Anima mundi: i marmi di Adolfo 
Wildt, exh.cat. (Cinisello Balsamo (Milano); Monza (Milan): Silvana ; MontrasioArte, 2007). 
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elicited by Wildt’s sculpture, but also how these critical reactions were affected by their 

authors’ location within particular artistic and political discourses.  

 Given Wildt’s working-class origins and his lack of academic training, many critics 

interpreted his work as embodying the qualities of the popular sculpture of Lombardy. In 

1919, reviewing Wildt’s entries to the exhibition in Galleria Pesaro, Sarfatti —who then 

worked for the newspaper Il Popolo d’Italia directed by Mussolini— underscored the 

connection between Wildt and the medieval craftsmen who had built Milan’s Duomo.24 

The connections between Wildt and local traditions of sculpture were not only explained 

by Wildt being born in Milan, but also by his preference for particular materials, as he 

very often used Candoglia marble, the same type of stone used for the Duomo. The bond 

between Wildt and Milanese art was further emphasized by other critics who interpreted 

his work as a continuation of the techniques and values of his first teacher, the scapigliato 

sculptor Grandi. In 1926, Ugo Ojetti, the art critic for the Milanese newspaper Il Corriere 

della Sera —the mouthpiece for the liberal industrial bourgeoisie— dedicated a long 

article to the work of Wildt. At the time, as I have shown in chapter 4, Ojetti was invested 

in outlining a history of modern art based on Italian regional schools rather than on 

French Impressionism.25 Thus, he stressed those aspects of Wildt’s sculpture that seemed 

to evoke scapigliatura, such as the emphasis on chiaroscuro and discontinuous surfaces, 

                                                
24 Margherita Sarfatti, “Adolfo Wildt e l’esposizione alla Galleria Pesaro,” Il Popolo d’Italia (Milano, 
February 10, 1919). 
25 On Ojetti, see Sileno Salvagnini, “Il ‘caso’ Ojetti,” in Il sistema delle arti in Italia 1919-1943 (Bologna: 
Minerva, 2000), 331–344; Giovanna De Lorenzi, Ugo Ojetti critico d’arte: dal “Marzocco” a “Dedalo” 
(Firenze: Le lettere, 2004); Ferruccio Canali, Ugo Ojetti (1871-1946): critico tra architettura e arte 
(Firenze: Alinea, 2008). For Ojetti’s view of the pluralism of regional styles as a marker of Italian 
inventiveness, see his preface to Galleria Pesaro, Arte Italiana contemporanea. Catalogo con prefazione di 
Ugo Ojetti e note biografiche compilate da Vincenzo Bucci., exh.cat. (Milan: Alfieri & Lacroix, 1921). 
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as well as his desire to emotionally stir the spectator.26 Ojetti’s article also reflected the 

impact of exhibition display on art criticism: in 1926, one of Wildt’s entries for the 

Venice Biennale, an ethereal sculpture of Saint Francis commissioned by the diplomat 

Raniero Paulucci de’ Calboli, was shown in a retrospective exhibition of the scapigliato 

painter Daniele Ranzoni.27  

 While Sarfatti and Ojetti’s interpretations emphasized his rootedness in Lombardy, 

other critics noted the alien accent that appeared in the work of Wildt, one that seemed to 

emerge from his connection with patrons like Rose and with artistic movements such as 

German symbolism. Wildt himself emphasized his relation with German art as a way of 

pointing out the differences between his sculptural practice and that of his Italian 

colleagues.28 Writing in the 1910s and 1920s, critics resorted to terms such as “teutonic,” 

“Lutheran,” “cerebral,” or “abstract” to articulate the originality of Wildt and his 

                                                
26 Ugo Ojetti, “Lo Scultore Adolfo Wildt,” Dedalo 7, no. 2 (1926): 442–466. 
27 Catalogo della XV Esposizione Internazionale d’Arte della Città di Venezia MCMXXVI (Milano: Bestetti 
e Tumminelli, 1926). The correspondence between Wildt and Paulucci de’ Calboli – in particular the letters 
written by Wildt that are in the Biblioteca Aurelio Saffi (Forlì, Italy), Fondo Paulucci de’ Calboli – has 
important information about this commission. It appears that Paulucci was not only the commissioner of 
this particular statue, but also its intellectual inspirer. Wildt shared with Paulucci the reasons for 
representing Saint Francis without any symbols of his condition of friar. In a letter dated September 3, 
1926, Wildt apologized in the name of the press, who apparently had not sufficiently acknowledged the 
influence of Paulucci on the elaboration of Saint Francis. Wildt defended himself, arguing that “I have 
illustrated to all who came close to “Saint Francis” the genesis of the work, and I have repeatedly 
mentioned You and Your benevolence for me. […] I accept your observation, but I pray Your Excellency 
to exonerate me from any misunderstanding.” (“dopo aver a tutti coloro che si avvicinavano a proposito del 
"S.Francesco" illustrato la genesi dell'opera e tanto parlato di Lei e della sua benevolenza a mio riguardo. 
[…]Prendo cuore alla sua osservazione mentre prego S.E. di esonerarmi da ogni malinteso.”) Letter from 
Adolfo Wildt to Raniero Paulucci de’ Calboli, September 3, 1926, Fondo Paulucci de’ Calboli, Biblioteca 
Aurelio Saffi (Forlì), F.P.W./7. I am grateful to Dr. Antonella Imolesi Pozzi for her help during my 
research in the Biblioteca Saffi.  
28 Responding to the negative review that Guido Marangoni dedicated to his Portrait of Franz Rose, 
exhibited in the National Exhibition in the Academy of Brera (October 1914), Wildt claimed: “Why, 
honorable sir, have you been unable to understand the unhinged eccentricity so dear to the most modern 
German art, which I have repeated with profound conviction in my portrait?” (“Come mai, onorevole 
signore, non ha compreso le sgangherate eccentricità care alla modernissima arte tedesca, ch'io ho ripetuto 
con profondo convincimento nel mio ritratto?”) Original in Scheiwiller Archive; quoted in Paola Mola, 
“Wildt classico gotico e barocco,” in Adolfo Wildt, 1868-1931, ed. by Paola Mola, exh.cat. (Milano: A. 
Mondadori, 1989), 9– 31, p.21. 
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extraneousness to Italian contemporary sculpture, as well as to make sense of his 

tendencies toward linearity and simplification in sculptures such as Un rosario [A 

Rosary, 1915] (Fig.5-9). For example, reviewing Wildt’s contribution to an exhibition 

that took place in Turin in 1919, the art historian and champion of Tuscan art Mario Tinti 

characterized his sculpture in terms that persistently signal its status as “foreign”: “The 

mystic plasticism of Wildt is, I would say, almost Lutheran. That is, mainly cerebral 

rather than emotional as all Italian mystic art is. Namely, it is rather German.”29 

 Other critics, such as Antonio Maraini —who, in 1927, became the director of the 

Venice Biennale and an extremely powerful member of the fascist art system— 

juxtaposed Wildt’s work with that of the Austrian artist Gustav Klimt. Klimt had a 

successful retrospective in the Biennale of 1910 and exhibited in the International 

Exhibition of Rome in the following year. His work particularly influenced decorative 

artists, such as Galileo Chini or Vittorio Zecchin.30 In the Biennale of 1922, Wildt had a 

personal show in which he exhibited sculptures such as Carattere fiero-Anima gentile 

[Proud Character-Kind Soul, 1912], which combined marble with golden 

embellishments, an unusual detail in high-art statuary but common in small-format 

chryselephantine Art Nouveau sculpture. Wildt’s work was exhibited together with the 

decorative wrought-iron objects of the Milanese artisan Alessandro Mazzucotelli (Fig.5-

                                                
29 “La plastica mistica del Wildt è, direi, quasi luterana, ossia prevalentemente cerebrale anziché emotiva 
com'è tutta l'arte mistica italiana. Vale a dire piuttosto tedesca.” Mario Tinti, “La Mostra di Belle Arti a 
Torino,” Nuovo Giornale, October 30, 1919; cit. in Paola Mola, “Avatar e il Laocoonte”, in Paola Mola and 
Fernando Mazzocca, eds., Wildt : l’anima e le forme, exh.cat. (Cinisello Balsamo (Milano): Silvana 
Editore, 2012), 19-77, p. 44. 
30 For the impact of Klimt’s 1910 exhibition on Italian artists, see Emily Braun, “Genio e degenerazione: 
Klimt in Italia,” in Klimt, Kokoschka, Schiele: dall’art nouveau all’espressionismo, ed. by Jane Kallir 
(Milano: Mazzotta, 2001), 31–37; Gabriella Belli, Spirito Klimtiano: Galileo Chini, Vittorio Zecchin e la 
grande decorazione a Venezia , exh.cat. (Venice: Fondazione musei civici Venezia, 2012). 
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10).31 In critics’ reviews of this exhibition, Wildt’s virtuosity in the treatment of marble 

was seen to mirror that of Mazzucotelli’s treatment of metal, and both to embody the 

tradition of Lombard craftmanship.32 Maraini developed this trope, associating Wildt’s 

sculpture with a German-speaking artist such as Klimt, whose work was also associated 

with notions of the decorative.33 For Maraini, “The preciousness of matter” had in 

Wildt’s work “the same dominant function as in objects of applied arts”, so that his 

“application of stars and golden crosses” leads to the conclusion that “Wildt is somehow 

the Klimt of sculpture.”34 

 Other critics, such as Ardengo Soffici, found Wildt’s work deeply disturbing. 

Soffici, a champion of French modernism, was skeptical of any rapprochement between 

Italian art and German culture, and he particularly deplored Klimt’s success in Italy.35 If 

critics like Tinti referred to the supposedly Germanic sources of Wildt’s art to emphasize 

its tendency towards simplification and intellectualism, Soffici interpreted the association 

of Wildt with a Nordic spirit using a constellation of terms such as “bad taste,” 

“atavism,” “barbaric,” “degeneration” and “grotesque”: 

I will not deny that Wildt has some talent and a remarkable virtuosity as a 
sculptor. However, I have rarely encountered a group of works that, like his, 

                                                
31 Catalogo della XIII Esposizione Internazionale d’Arte della Città di Venezia MCMXXII (Milano: Bestetti 
e Tumminelli, 1922). 
32 For example, Giuseppe Imbastaro, “La XIII Esposizione Internazionale d’Arte a Venezia,” La Gazzetta 
della Sera Anno II, no.119 (May 10, 1922): 2. 
33 See Kirk Varnedoe, Vienna 1900 : Art, Architecture & Design (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 
1986). 
34 “La preziosità della materia, insomma, vi assume la funzione dominante che si riscontra negli oggetti 
d'arte applicata. […] Wildt è un po' il Klimt della scultura.” Antonio Maraini, “La XIII Biennale Veneziana 
inaugurata dal Principe ereditario. Primi spunti critici,” La Tribuna, May 5, 1922, cit. in Fernando 
Mazzocca, "Artista senza pace e senza bellezza. Wildt e la sua controversa fortuna", in Paola Mola and 
Fernando Mazzocca, eds., Wildt : l’anima e le forme, exh.cat. (Cinisello Balsamo (Milano): Silvana 
Editore, 2012)79- 107, p.94. 
35 For example, see Soffici’s description of Klimt’s art as a “carnival in a mortuary chamber” (“un 
carnevale in una stanza mortuaria”) in Ardengo Soffici, "L'Esposizione di Venezia", La Voce, nov. 1910. 
Scoperte e massacri. Scritti sull'arte, (Firenze: Vallecchi, 1995), p. 279 
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represent the triumph, or better yet, the apotheosis of bad taste, falsity, and 
horridness. All the artifice and vulgarity of the most repellent literature, the worst 
intellectualism and cerebralism evocative of Lyda Borelli, and the most rotten and 
sepulchral decadentism, is almost enthroned [in Wildt’s work]. So much so that if 
his name did not bring to mind some Nordic and barbaric atavism, I would not be 
able to believe that something like this has happened in Italy. Italy, a country of 
sun, and physical and spiritual clarity, where, it is true, the degeneration of art is 
now customary, but never before to this extent.36 

 

For Soffici, Wildt’s technical prowess, as well as his preference for highly dramatic and 

erudite themes, signaled not his sophistication but his association with Decadentism. This 

is made clear both in Soffici’s allusion to Decadent femmes fatales (indicated by his 

mention of the famous diva Lyda Borelli), and in his reference to a vocabulary of 

degeneration that evokes Max Nordau’s 1892 treatise on the matter, translated into Italian 

as early as 1893.37 It is worth noting that Nordau regarded emotionalism, mysticism, love 

of novelty and reverie, as well as the tendency towards the Gesamtkunstwerk—typical of 

symbolist aethetics and all prominent features of Wildt’s work at the time— as “an 

evidence of diseased and debilitated brain-activity […] a descent from the height of 

human perfection to the low level of the mollusk.”38 This analysis was clearly in Soffici’s 

mind when he condemned Wildt’s work. It is worth noting that Soffici's mention of Lyda 

                                                
36 “Non negherò che il Wildt abbia qualche talento e una notevole virtuosità di scultore; m’è accaduto 
tuttavia raramente di vedere una raccolta di opere che meglio delle sue rappresentassero il trionfo, o più 
propriamente ancora, l’apoteosi, del pessimo gusto, del falso e dell’orrido. Tutto ciò che la più repellente 
letteratura, che il peggiore intellettualismo e cerebralismo lydoborelliano, che il più fradicio e sepolcrale 
decadentismo possono suggerire di artificioso e pacchiano insieme si trova qui come messo in trono; tanto 
che se il nome dell’autore non mi facesse credere a qualche atavismo nordico e barbarico non arriverei 
neanche a capacitarmi come la cosa fosse potuta accadere in un paese come l’Italia, paese di sole e di 
chiarezza fisica e spirituale, dove la degenerazione dell’arte è ormai, è vero, cosa abituale, ma dove non 
prende mai certe forme” Ardengo Soffici, “Gli Italiani all’Esposizione di Venezia,” Il Resto del Carlino - 
La Patria, June 16, 1922. 
37 Max Nordau, Degenerazione: Volume primo, Fin de siècle-misticismo (Milano: Dumolard, 1893). For 
the impact of Nordau’s theory on fin-de-siècle culture, see Charles Bernheimer, Decadent Subjects : the 
Idea of Decadence in Art, Literature, Philosophy, and Culture of the Fin de Siècle in Europe, ed. by T. 
Jefferson (Thomas Jefferson) Kline and Naomi Schor (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2002). 
38 Max Simon Nordau, Degeneration. [1892] (New York: H. Fertig, 1968), p.142. 
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Borelli in relation to Wildt could not only be a general reference to decadentism, but also 

a specific allusion to the photographer in charge of recording Wildt's work, Emilio 

Sommariva, whose work I will examine in the next section. Sommariva was famous for 

his photographs of theatre and cinema divas, among them Lyda Borelli.39 

 Although Soffici’s attack was unique for its vitriolic tone, the association between 

Wildt and a Northern spirit —in opposition to what was considered the serene Classicism 

of the Mediterranean— was a leit-motiv in the reception of Wildt. As early as 1912, the 

critic for the Milanese newspaper Il Secolo, Carlo Bozzi, had the following to say about 

Wildt’s La Trilogia: “The pink or yellowish marble, so polished, looks like flesh. Here 

and there, stains and large veins add something terribly macabre to these figures, two 

erect and one collapsed to the floor, which are exhibited in the light of a scureau, and 

therefore suggest the medieval allegories of the French gothic, while their twisted poses 

and the exuberance of their form resemble the art of Bernini.”40 The association between 

the Gothic and the Baroque is less surprising than it initially may seem. Coined as 

derogatory expressions to refer to anti-Classical styles, in 1739 the French philosopher, 

linguist, and traveler Charles de Brosses used both terms almost synonymously, the only 

difference being that he considered the Gothic as a style used for small decorative 

                                                
39 For a study of Sommariva’s photographs of divas, see Giovanna Ginex, Divine: Emilio Sommariva 
fotografo : opere scelte 1910-1930 (Busto Arsizio (Va): Nomos, 2004). 
40 “il marmo roseo o gialliccio, così polito, pare carne; qua e là macchie e larghe venature aggiungono 
qualcosa di terribilmente macabro a quelle figure, due ritte e una accasciata, che, esposte come sono in una 
luce di scureau, suggestionano come certe allegorie medioevali dei gotici francesi, mentre le pose contorte 
e la esuberanza delle forme ricordano l'arte berniniana.” Carlo Bozzi, “L’Esposizione Annuale della Società 
per le Belle Arti,” Il Secolo, October 1, 1912. Cit. in Lorella Giudici, “Antologia di Scritti”, in Elena 
Pontiggia, Rossana Bossaglia, and Lorella Giudici, Adolfo Wildt e i suoi allievi: Fontana, Melotti, Broggini 
e gli altri, exh.cat. (Milano: Skira, 2000), 205-213, p. 209. 
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objects, and the Baroque as the extension of this style to entire buildings.41 Jane 

Newman, Michela Passini, and other scholars have demonstrated that both the Gothic and 

the Baroque were conceived of in German scholarship at the turn of the century as 

quintessentially “Northern” styles, in opposition to the Classicism and the Renaissance of 

the Mediterranean.42 Thus, to interpret Wildt’s work as occupying the intersection 

between the Gothic and the Baroque was to signal it as destabilizing the boundaries 

between national styles, a preoccupation that was very much present in Soffici’s 

acrimonious attack and that is symptomatic of the instability of the geo-political 

boundaries of Northern Italy between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

  Such a reading of Wildt as Gothic and Baroque was long-lasting and recurrent. 

Reviewers as diverse as Margherita Sarfatti, Ugo Ojetti, and the artists Anselmo Bucci 

and Mario Sironi, all referred to this trope. For example, for Ojetti, ‘Latin’ artists 

(encompassing Etruscan, Roman, Romanesque, and Tuscan art) were respectful of the 

intrinsic qualities of matter. On the contrary, ‘Northern’ (Gothic and Baroque) artists 

subjugated it to the desires of the sculptor, as Wildt did by shaping marble to look like 

convulsive flesh.43 The anti-classicism of Wildt was also prominent in Sarfatti’s 

interpretation of the sculptor, which was consistent throughout her career. In her reviews 

                                                
41 “Les Italiens nous reprochent qu'en France, dans les choses de mode, nous redonnons dans le goût 
gothique, que nos cheminées, nois boîtes d’or, nos pièces de vaisselle d'argent son countournées et 
recontrounées comme si nous avions perdu l'usage du rond et du carré, que nos ornaments devienne du 
dernier Baroque: cela est vrai. Mais cela est plus excusable, ou peut être même plus convenable dans ces 
petites choses, si cette manière n'avait rien d'outré; car je ne prétends pas excuser ce ridicule Baroque et le 
travers de nos cartouches d'ornaments; le goût gothique étant petit, délicat et détaillé, peut convenir aux 
petits objects, et jamais aux grands”; Charles de Brosses, Lettres familières sur l’Italie (Paris, Firmin Didot, 
1931), vol. II, p.106-107. 
42 Jane O. Newman, Benjamin’s Library: Modernity, Nation, and the Baroque (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell 
University Press, 2011); Michela Passini, La fabrique de l’art national : le nationalisme et les origines de 
l’histoire de l’art en France et en Allemagne, 1870-1933 (Paris: Maison des sciences de l’homme, 2012). 
43 Ugo Ojetti, “Lo Scultore Adolfo Wildt,” Dedalo 7, no. 2 (1926): 442–466. 



 

302 

of Wildt from 1919 to 1931, Sarfatti compared him with the Gothic and the Baroque to 

make sense of his mixture of sensuality and spiritualism, of virtuosity and emotion, of 

passion and torment.44  

 These same values justified the constant comparison between Wildt and 

Michelangelo. At the time, Michelangelo was considered as the ancestor both of 

Impressionistic sculpture and of the extremely disciplined statuary that was Wildt's 

hallmark. As the sculptor of the non-finito, Michelangelo was the immediate referent for 

Auguste Rodin and Medardo Rosso, who were attracted to the sense of immediacy and 

the inclusion of time in sculpture typical of works such as The Prisoners or the Rondanini 

Pietà.45 Yet for art historians such as Wölfflin and Riegl, Michelangelo was the sculptor 

who best expressed the struggle between matter and spirit.46 According to critics such as 

Ugo Bernasconi, Raffaello Giolli, Giuseppe Cipolla, Giulio Mario Ciampelli, and 

Domenico Trentacoste, it is this second Michelangelo whose influence is seen in Wildt's 

work.47 For example, Bernasconi, writing for the refined art journal Emporium in 1917, 

identified specific key similarities between Michelangelo and Wildt: the attention to 

                                                
44 Margherita Sarfatti, “Adolfo Wildt e l’esposizione alla Galleria Pesaro,” Il Popolo d’Italia (Milano, 
February 10, 1919); Margherita Sarfatti, Segni Colori e Luci. Note D’arte (Bologna, 1925); Margherita 
Sarfatti, “Alcuni scultori alla mostra del Novecento,” Il Popolo d’Italia (Milan, February 26, 1926); 
Margherita Sarfatti, “La prima rassegna nazionale della rinnovata arte italiana,” Il Popolo d’Italia (Milano, 
January 6, 1931). 
45 Rosso, for example, made a small clay model of the Medici Madonna and included it both in a 1882 
photograph of his studio and in an installation of his work in the 1904 Salon d’Automne. Harry Cooper, 
“Ecce Rosso!,” in Harry Cooper and Sharon Hecker, eds., Medardo Rosso : Second Impressions, exh.cat. 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), 1-21, p. 8. 
46 Heinrich Wölfflin, Renaissance and Baroque, trans. by Kathrin Simon ([1888] London: Collins, 1964), 
p.82-83; Alois Riegl, The Origins of Baroque Art in Rome, trans. by Andrew Hopkins and Arnold 
Alexander Witte ([1908]Los Angeles, Calif.: Getty Research Institute, 2010), p. 116. 
47 Raffaello Giolli, “Adolfo Wildt,” Vita d’arte VII–XIII, no. 73 (January 1914): 18–22; Giuseppe Cipolla, 
“Critica Minima. La Scultore A. Wildt,” La Provincia. Corriere Di Cremona (Cremona, February 16, 
1914); G.M. Ciampelli, “Scoltura Ardita. Adolfo Wildt,” L’Ardita (March 15, 1919): 21–27; Domenico 
Trentacoste, Adolfo Wildt commemorato all’Accademia d’Italia da Domenico Trentacoste. Roma, 11 
marzo 1933-XI. (Milano: G. Scheiwiller, 1933). 
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anatomy, in contrast with the Impressionist sculpture of Rodin and Rosso; the struggle 

against the resistance of matter; and the aspiration to monumentality.48 

 Although different from our current understanding of the development of art 

history, in Wildt’s time Michelangelo was considered the father of the Baroque, a leit-

motiv that appeared already in Wincklemann’s assessment of the Florentine sculptor in 

his “Essay on Grace.”49 In 1878, Nietzsche had also called Michelangelo “the father or 

grandfather of the Italian Baroque stylists.”50 Ten years later, in Renaissance and 

Baroque, Wölfflin repeated this trope, as did Riegl in his 1907 lessons on Baroque art in 

Rome.51 This explains why the critic Giuseppe Cipolla charted the michelangiolesque 

ancestry of Wildt’s work by referring to his work as “the triumph of a baroquism, as 

Michelangelo could have conceived of it.”52 Therefore, the recurrent association between 

Michelangelo and Wildt points to a prominent theme in the interpretation of Wildt’s 

work, one that was felt by almost all critics to successfully capture his practice: the 

‘Baroqueness’ of Wildt’s sculpture.  

 The critics resorted to a variety of terms to describe Wildt’s affiliation with the 

Baroque, underscoring it not only when it was immediately evident, as in the Bernini-

inspired Santa Lucia (1926) or Pius XI (1926), but as the main trope to interpret the 
                                                
48 Ugo Bernasconi, “Artisti Contemporanei: Adolfo Wildt,” Emporium XLVI, no. 272 (August 1917): 59–
69. 
49 Johann Joachim Winckelmann and Henry Fuseli, Reflections on the Painting and Sculpture of the 
Greeks: With Instructions for the Connoisseur, and an Essay on Grace in Works of Art (London : Printed 
for the Translator, and sold by A. Millar, 1765), 
50 Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche, “Le Style Baroque,” in Human, all too human. A book for free spirits., 
trans. by R. J Hollingdale (1878; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 245–246, p. 246. 
51 Heinrich Wölfflin, Renaissance and Baroque, trans. by Kathrin Simon ([1888] London: Collins, 1964), 
p.82; Alois Riegl, The Origins of Baroque Art in Rome, trans. by Andrew Hopkins and Arnold Alexander 
Witte ([1908] Los Angeles, Calif.: Getty Research Institute, 2010), p. 113 and 116. 
52 “Il trionfo di un barocchismo, come lo poteva concepire Michelangelo.” Giuseppe Cipolla, “Critica 
Minima. Lo Scultore A. Wildt,” La Provincia. Corriere Di Cremona (Cremona, February 16, 1914). Cit. in 
Fernando Mazzocca, "Artista senza pace e senza bellezza. Wildt e la sua controversa fortuna", 79- 107, 
p.81. 
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entirety of Wildt’s production (Fig.5-11). For example, many emphasized Wildt’s 

extraordinary technical skill, a trait of Baroque sculpture that not even its detractors could 

deny. While some critics found that Wildt’s frequent exaggeration in his display of 

virtuosity led to the production of sculptures that were undeniably a technical tour de 

force but also soulless, others argued that such technical skill set him apart from his 

contemporaries. Wildt’s mastery was compared with that of Hellenistic sculptors, and 

many critics pointed out the impact that the sculptures in the Archeological Museum of 

Naples or the Laocoon had on Wildt’s search for expressive form. It is worth noting here 

that Hellenistic sculpture was, by the 1920s, considered a form of ‘ancient Baroque,’ as 

Alina Payne has demonstrated.53  

 Nevertheless, the majority of critics mobilized a vocabulary that highlighted what 

Wölfflin and Riegl pointed out as the main feature of Baroque sculpture: the contrast 

between matter and spirit, between unyielding marble and the artist’s determination. In 

several reviews Margherita Sarfatti evoked the Spanish Baroque to account for what she 

believed to be Wildt’s dominant feature: the contrast between the sensuality of his 

treatment of matter and the heightened spiritualism of his preferred subject matter of 

saints, heroes, and tormented fallen martyrs.54 But Mario Tinti was probably the critic 

who best described the contradictory nature of Wildt’s sculpture in terms that echo 

historiographic analyses of Baroque art. In a review of an exhibition of contemporary art 

                                                
53 Alina Payne, “Beyond Kunstwollen: Alois Riegl and the Baroque,” in The Origins of Baroque Art in 
Rome, by Alois Riegl, ed. by Andrew Hopkins and Arnold Witte (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 
2010), 1–33; G.M. Ciampelli, “Scoltura Ardita. Adolfo Wildt,” L’Ardita (March 15, 1919): 21–27; Ugo 
Ojetti, “Lo Scultore Adolfo Wildt,” Dedalo 7, no. 2 (1926): 442–466; Raffaele Calzini, “Wildt, l’ultimo 
gotico,” La Stampa (Milano, May 9, 1931). 
54 Margherita Sarfatti, “L’Esposizione Nazionale di Brera a Milano,” Il Messaggero Della Domenica 
(Roma, October 13, 1918); Margherita Sarfatti, “Adolfo Wildt e l’esposizione alla Galleria Pesaro,” Il 
Popolo d’Italia (Milano, February 10, 1919). 
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that took place in Florence in 1922, at the same time as the exhibition of Italian art of the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries organized by Ojetti in Palazzo Pitti, Tinti described 

Wildt’s work as follows: “It is of this eternal struggle between the divine and the 

corporeal man, between the spiritual essence and the material means of art, that the 

tormented expression of Wildt’s art arises. It is the ascesis of plasticism, which although 

it lives of and in forms, would like to free itself from them and become a pure spirit.”55  

 As I have explored in chapter 1, Nencioni’s “Barocchismo” (1896) initiated the 

Italian reappraisal of the Baroque by pointing out that its creativity and inventiveness 

was, in some instances (e.g., Bernini), a justified reaction against the excessive rules of 

classicism, while in others (e.g., Borromini), it was a gratuitous rejection of all structure 

and order.56 Luzzatto’s interpretation of Wildt presented at the start of this chapter 

follows Nencioni’s twofold model. By pointing out that Wildt evoked “the best Baroque, 

which is not a degeneration of the Classic, but the free and enthusiastic outpouring of 

fantasy,” Luzzatto could make sense of the Baroque resonances of Wildt’s sculpture 

while defending him from the accusation of degeneracy, made by Soffici in the following 

year.57 And like Wölfflin, Nencioni, and Riegl, critics like Sarfatti, Tinti, and Luzzatto 

                                                
55 “È di cotesta lotta sempiterna fra l'uomo corporeo e l'uomo divino, fra l'essenza spirituale e il mezzo 
materiale dell'arte che scaturisce l'espressione tormentosa dell'arte wildtiana. È l'ascesi della plastica, la 
quale, pur vivendo delle forme e nelle forme, vorrebbe liberarsi di esse, fino a divenire puro spirito.” Mario 
Tinti, “Adolfo Wildt,” in La fiorentina primaverile; prima esposizione nazionale dell’opera e del lavoro 
d’arte nel Palazzo del Parco di San Gallo a Firenze. Catalogo delle opere esposte con cenni biografici e 
critici; Firenze 8 aprile-31 luglio 1921 [1922] (Firenze: Valori Plastici, 1922), 233–236, p. 235. 
56 Enrico Nencioni, “Barocchismo,” in La vita italiana nel seicento: conferenze tenute a Firenze nel 1894, 
ed. by Guido Falorsi (1895; reprint Milano: Fratelli Treves, 1897), 269–298:  “in its beginnings, in Bernini 
for example, [the Baroque] was a reaction of the individual genius against the systematic academic and 
doctrinarian classicism of the last years of the Renaissance. […] We need  to distinguish carefully between 
Baroques: those that flourished in the first half of the 17th century, and those that flourished in the second 
half: lets not confuse the audacious with the delirious, Bernini with Borromini, Father Bartoli with Father 
Orchi,” p.269. 
57 Guido Ludovico Luzzatto, “Adolfo Wildt scultore,” Rassegna Nazionale XLI, no. XLV (April 1923): 
116–124. 
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also contended that the Baroque was a style most akin to modernity. Thus, its evocations 

in Wildt’s work signaled not his mindless repetition of styles from the past, but his 

committed engagement with his own time. As the art critic and poet Gustavo Botta, an 

expert in French culture and nineteenth-century Milanese art, argued in 1932: 

Wildt never feigns, misleading others and himself, a primitive naiveté that he does 
not have and could not have. On the contrary, as an expert sculptor, he aims for 
full and mature solutions, which to many look like Baroque forms. Which 
Baroque? […] We are always too eager, when judging modern figurative art and 
poetry, to label imaginative and unusual metaphors, and expansive, energetic, and 
extravagant ciphers as forms of baroquisms. […] Our misjudgments are based on 
fallacious similarities. Thus some schemes that return today are similar but not 
identical [to those of the seventeenth century], and they are brimming with vital 
and innovative content. They are not empty ‘secentismi’ but vital and strong 
‘novecentismi.’58 

 
Thus, critics understood Wildt’s work as modern because of its evocation of Baroque 

motifs. For Tinti and Botta, the use of stylistic ciphers derived from the sculpture of the 

past was not an indication of Wildt’s lack of imagination, but rather his ability to 

revitalize the history of sculpture with the preoccupations of modern man. Wildt himself 

wavered between modernist claims of originality and the acknowledgement of his debt to 

past artistic traditions. As he had only taken one course in the Accademia di Brera, Wildt 

often emphasized his identity as an autodidact, downplaying the various artistic 

influences that had clearly shaped his artistic practice. For example, in a particularly 

guarded interview with his son-in-law Giovanni Scheiwiller, Wildt stated:  

                                                
58 “Wildt non finge mai, traendo in inganno gli altri e sè medesimo, una ingenuità primitiva che non ha, che 
non potrebbe avere; ma, scolpitore provetto, mira a soluzioni piene e mature, che ad alcuni sembrano forme 
barocche. Di quale barocco? […] Siamo troppo pronti noialtri, giudicando di arti figurative o di poesia 
moderna, a bollare quali barocchismi taluni traslati immaginosi e insoliti, taluni motivi larghi, mossi o 
vistosi. […] e le nostre sentenze sbagliate malamente si fondano su l’errore di somiglianze fallaci. Così 
certi schemi, che oggi ritornano, simili ma tutt’altro che uguali, e traboccano di contenuto vivo e nuovo, 
non sono secentismi vacui, ma novecentismi sodi e vitali.” Gustavo Botta, “Omaggio a Wildt,” Cronache 
Latine (March 12, 1932): 3. 
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5. Which teachers did you have? Did you attend the Academy or were you an 
autodidact? 
- Autodidact 
Which ancient or modern artists do you have a preference for? 
- I do not have preferences. I highly respect the ancients, and the particular 
qualities of each of them. 
[…] 
12. Which ancient or modern artists influenced you art? 
- None. 
13. Which technique do you prefer? 
- I change technique according to the subject. 
14. Which are you preferred subjects? 
- I do not have preferences. 
15. Which is your preferred creative process? (Sketch? Drawing? Work from a 
model?) 
- I do not follow a particular procedure. 
16. What do you mean by ‘modern art’? 
- The traditions of Ancient Art implemented through the psychology of our own 
time.59  

 

Wildt’s insistence that he belonged to no school, and that he started every project anew, 

without following models or procedures, points to a specific aspect of modernism that art 

historian Richard Shiff has termed a “technique of originality”, an “affectation of 

naïveté” that emphasized the uniqueness of vision of the artist, who conceived of his 

                                                
59 “Quali professori ebbe? Frequentò l'Accademia o è autodidatta? 
- Autodidatta. 
Quali artisti antichi o moderni preferisce? 
- Non ho preferenze. Amo oltremodo gli antichi e in ognuno d'essi le loro particolari qualità. 
[…] 
12. Quali artisti antichi o moderni ebbero influenza sulla sua arte? 
- Nessuno. 
13. Quale è la tecnica che preferisce nel suo lavoro? 
- Cambio tecnica secondo il soggetto. 
14. Quali i soggetti preferiti? 
- Non ho preferenze. 
15. Quale il procedimento creativo? (Schizzo? Disegno? Lavoro dal Vero?) 
- Non ho regole di procedimento. 
16. Che cosa intende Lei per Arte Moderna? 
- Le tradizioni dell’Arte Antica svolte attraverso la psicologia del nostro momento.” Questionary that the 
editor Giovanni Scheiwiller, Wildt son-in-law, presented to several Italian artists in the 1930s. Photocopy 
in Archivio APICE (Università di Milano). Fondo Scheiwiller. Subfondo: Giovanni 
Scheiwiller/Questionari Giovanni. "Adolfo Wildt" UA nr. 48. I am grateful to Valentina Zanchini and 
Raffaella Gobbo for their help during my visit to the Archivio APICE. 
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work as a manifestation of a spontaneous and unconventional individuality.60 But in other 

texts, such as a letter that Wildt sent to the Neapolitan journalist and painter Carlo 

Siviero, published after Wildt’s death in 1931, Wildt insisted that the source of his art 

was a diligent study of the Italian sculptural tradition.61 And although Wildt never 

explicitly mentioned his debt to Baroque sculpture, his works, and the ways in which they 

were interpreted by critics of radically diverse ideological and artistic sympathies, tell a 

different story, one in which, as I have shown, Baroque techniques, themes, and concerns 

are an unavoidable referent. Such emphasis on the Baroqueness of Wildt’s work was in 

part a response to a series of visual qualities that distinguished it from that of his 

contemporaries, such as extremely polished surfaces, contrast of mass and void, emphasis 

on chiaroscuro, tormented expressions, and tense body positions. These characteristics 

were emphasized by the photographs of Wildt’s work that circulated in the press, and that 

were repeatedly utilized to illustrate all future texts about Wildt, as I will show in the next 

section.  

5.3. Emilio Sommariva, Antonio Paoletti and the Anti-Modernist photographs of 
Wildt's Sculpture 

In this section, I will analyze the photographs of Wildt’s oeuvre taken in the 1910s and 

1920s to determine which features of his sculptures they spotlighted. My thesis is that the 

visual conventions of these photographs emphasized the similarities between Wildt’s 

work and seventeenth-century sculpture by using a vocabulary analogous to that 

employed since the late nineteenth century to photograph Baroque sculpture. 

                                                
60 Richard Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism. A Study of the Theory, Technique and Critical 
Evaluation of Modern Art. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1984), p. 98. 
61 Carlo Siviero, “In Memoria di Adolfo Wildt. Una lettera autobiografica dello scultore,” Il Messaggero, 
March 17, 1931. 
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 Wildt’s sculptures were photographed by Emilio Sommariva from 1902 to 1920 

and by Antonio Paoletti from 1921 until Wildt’s death in 1931, but they all manifest a 

strikingly similar photographic syntax. This can be demonstrated by a comparison of a 

photograph by Sommariva, such as the picture of Vir temporis acti (1913), and one by 

Paoletti, such as the picture of Pius XI (1926) (Fig.5-11-12).62 Sommariva and Paoletti 

used a black background that obscured the space around the sculpture, giving it an 

atemporal character. Through the use of gelatin silver, they could achieve a crisp and 

saturated black and white that emphasized the clearly defined shape of the figure. Both 

employed a frontal light that stressed the contrast between the reliefs and cavities created 

by carving, conveying a strong sense of volume. Through these stylistic choices, 

Sommariva and Paoletti drew attention to the precision of form and dramatic effects 

produced by Wildt’s technical skill. 

 Paola Mola has argued that Wildt was extremely invested in the photographic 

record of his oeuvre, and worked in close collaboration with Sommariva and Paoletti to 

produce a set of canonical photographs for each of his sculptures.63 To that end, the same 

picture of each work was used repeatedly in catalogues, magazines, newspapers, and 

books.64 For example, when Wildt exhibited his bust of Mussolini in the Venice Biennale 

of 1924, all articles mentioning this sculpture were illustrated by the same photograph 

                                                
62 Both appear in a monograph devoted to Wildt published in 1929. Giorgio Nicodemi, Adolfo Wildt. 
(Milano: U. Hoepli, 1929), no pag. 
63 Paola Mola, “Avatar e il Laocoonte,” in Wildt : l’anima e le forme, ed. by Paola Mola and Fernando 
Mazzocca, exh.cat. (Cinisello Balsamo (Milano): Silvana Editore, 2012), 19–77, p.20. 
64 As further proof of the importance that Wildt attributed to the photographs of his work, many of the 
postcards that he sent to his correspondents such as Ugo Bernasconi, which are now held in the Scuola 
Normale di Pisa, are photographs of his sculptures. For example, on June 6 1920, Wildt sent to Bernasconi 
a postcard of his monument to the fallen soldiers of Valduggia [Archivio Ugo Bernasconi, Scuola Normale 
di Pisa, inv.019.062.1] and his Christmas salutations on 1925 were sent on a postcard with the bust of 
Mussolini. [Archivio Ugo Bernasconi, Scuola Normale di Pisa, inv. 003.015.2] 
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taken by Paoletti.65 Curiously, the bust in the Biennale was in bronze, while the one 

photographed by Paoletti was a plaster or marble version. The repeated use of the same 

photo suggests, then, that through photography, Wildt sought to manipulate the observer 

and to determine how his sculptures were perceived and which associations they evoked.  

 The first photographer with whom Wildt collaborated was Sommariva (1883-1956). 

He had briefly trained as a painter in the Accademia di Brera and then worked for some 

photographic studios before opening his own in 1902. Sommariva’s entire body of work 

is now in the Biblioteca Nazionale Braidense in Milan, and some of his oldest photos 

represent works Wildt produced when he was under the patronage of Franz Rose, which 

might indicate that Wildt was among Sommariva’s first patrons. Some of these early 

photographs utilize different conventions than those that Sommariva later used to 

photograph Wildt’s oeuvre. For example, Larass was photographed in Wildt’s studio, 

whose features were included in the take (Fig.5-13). 66 Rather than images destined for 

publicity, it seems as though these photographs served as aide-mémoires for Wildt or 

were sent to Rose to show the progress of a specific commission, as they are not staged 

and record irrelevant details. Other photographs, however, documented finished statues 

according to the conventions identified previously. For instance, the photograph of La 

Trilogia made in 1912 used a black background and a strong frontal light to underscore 

its vivid rendering of the sculptural surface (Fig.5-6). 

                                                
65 Francesco Sapori, “La XIV Esposizione d’Arte Internazionale a Venezia,” Nuova Antologia 59, no. 1261 
(October 1, 1924): 3–25; Piero Scarpa, “Gli scultori italiani a Venezia,” Messaggero, May 12, 1924. 
66 For an analysis of the photography of modernist artworks and artists in the context of the atelier, see 
Mary Bergstein, “‘The Artist in His Studio’: Photography, Art, and the Masculine Mystique,” Oxford Art 
Journal 18, no. 2 (January 1, 1995): 45–58. 
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 The difference between these photographs and the rest of Sommariva’s production 

suggests Wildt’s intervention in this photographic project. Sommariva was a prominent 

exponent of Italian artistic photography. For example, he photographed the landscapes of 

Lombardia and Liguria in the then fashionable pictorialist style; the soft focus and the use 

of carbon print allowed him to dissolve the distinctions between the boats, the sea, and 

the sky, in a strikingly different style than Sommariva employed in photographing 

Wildt’s work (Fig.5-14). Sommariva’s main work consisted of portraits of members of 

the Milanese aristocracy, and of artists like Gaetano Previati, Umberto Boccioni, Aroldo 

Bonzagni, and Filippo T. Marinetti. He also portrayed famous actresses of the time, such 

as Lyda Borrelli or Mata Hari.67 For his portraits of divas, Sommariva carefully chose the 

backgrounds so as to emphasize the visage and figures of these celebrated women, as 

well as to evoke the characters that they embodied on the stage. Thus, his use of a neutral 

background in the photographs of Wildt's work was a conscious decison to highlight the 

chromatic contrast between the white marble and the black backdrop, so as to emphasize 

the sculpture’s modulations of contour and surface.68  

 After terminating his professional relationship with Sommariva in 1921, Wildt 

worked with Antonio Paoletti (1881-1943), with whom he collaborated until his death. 

Paoletti began working in the 1910s as the photographer of the museums of the Castello 

Sforzesco in Milan. Most of the photographs that Paoletti made at that time document 

                                                
67 For an analysis of Sommariva’s career as a society photographer, see the aformentioned Giovanna Ginex, 
Divine: Emilio Sommariva fotografo (Milano: Biblioteca Nazionale Braidense, 2004) 
68 Sommariva’s career continued to thrive after the termination of his collaboration with Wildt. In 1922, for 
example, he won first prize in the International Exhibition of Professional Artistic Photography of London. 
In 1925, Sommariva started practicing again as a painter, and even participated in the Venice Biennale of 
1926. In 1938, his photographic permit was canceled, as he was not registered to the Fascist Party. A few 
years later, in the last air raid over Milan in 1943, Sommariva lost his house and study, but most of his 
original prints and plates were spared, and he continued working until his death in 1956. 



 

312 

artworks that were part of the collections of the Castello, but he also photographed 

objects in other museums, churches, and private collections in Milan and Lombardy.69 As 

a photographer specializing in the documentation of artworks and architecture, Paoletti 

regularly employed black backgrounds and strong light to accurately record the condition 

of the objects. Paoletti’s documentary photographic style may explain why Wildt chose 

him to photograph his work. For example, Paoletti’s photograph of Wildt’s sculpture 

Cesare Sarfatti (1927) —a work that Wildt executed on the basis of a photograph, as 

Sarfatti (Margherita's husband and Mussolini's lawyer) had died in 1924— has a dark 

background that decontextualizes the head from its surroundings. Paoletti flooded the 

sculpture with frontal light in order to emphasize its crudest gradations of light and 

shadow (Fig.5-15). Through these examples, then, it is clear that the photographs of 

Wildt’s sculpture created by Paoletti and Sommariva are virtually indistinguishable due 

to their similar technique and compositional devices. It is possible to speculate that these 

photographic conventions were the result of a specific request by Wildt, who, through 

photography, aimed to communicate a particular style.  

 Wildt was by no means the only early twentieth-century sculptor to utilize 

photography to underscore a peculiar aspect of his artistic vision. His contemporary, 

Medardo Rosso (1858-1928), also used photography to shape the viewer’s experience of 

his sculpture, and a comparison between Wildt and Rosso’s photographic projects helps 

further our understanding of the distinctive style underlying Sommariva and Paoletti’s 
                                                
69 Little news about Paoletti have survived. His archive was dispersed after his death in 1943, and his 
photographs are disseminated in various archives in the Civico Archivio Fotografico of Milan. As Jessica 
Brigo has uncovered, Paoletti and his photographic studio also worked for private companies, for public 
entities such as the Istituto per le Case Popolari (Institute for Popular Housing) and the Milan Triennale, 
and for the famous architect Piero Portaluppi. Jessica Brigo, “Il Civico Archivio Fotografico di Milano. 
Antonio Paoletti Fotografo dei Civic Musei del Castello Sforzesco,” Rassegna di Studi e di Notizie XXVIII, 
no. XXXI (n.d.): 131–148. 
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photographs. As already mentioned in the previous section, the comparison between 

Rosso and Wildt was a leit-motiv of 1920s criticism, which pitched one against the other 

in terms of the opposition between immanence (Rosso) and transcendence (Wildt).70 But 

even though their practice and aesthetic diverged, Rosso and Wildt had several traits in 

common: they both worked in Milan, came from working-class families, and received 

their training from professional sculptors rather than at the academy.71 Furthermore, as is 

to be expected from artists working in Milan in the 1880s, both Wildt and Rosso had 

contacts with the scapigliatura. As already mentioned, Wildt had trained with Grandi, 

and Rosso was close friends with the scapigliato literary critic and journalist Felice 

Cameroni, with whom he moved to Paris in 1889. In like fashion, Rosso and Wuldt were 

considered to be outsiders within the canon of Italian sculpture—Wildt by virtue of his 

Germanic pedrigree, Rosso due to his connection with the French Impressionst 

movement, particularly his much-discussed rivalry with Auguste Rodin. 

 However, unlike Wildt, Rosso did not believe that sculpture should be walked 

around, and instead conceived of it as an extension of painting’s bidimensionality. Thus, 

he produced works that had to be viewed from a specific position and with a specific 

illumination, as otherwise they were unintelligible. For Rosso, sculpture was not be 

explored through touch but through vision alone, as for him, meaning was conveyed 

                                                
70 As examples, see Enio Giorgianni, “Adolfo Wildt contro Medardo Rosso,” Cimento (March 16, 1933); 
Ugo Ojetti, “Lo scultore Adolfo Wildt,” Dedalo 7, no. 2 (1926): 442–466. A contemporary interpretation of 
Wildt and Rosso as embodying two opposed conceptions of sculpture is Paola Mola, Scultura e 
antiscultura alle origini del Novecento: i casi Wildt e Medardo Rosso (Macerata: Accademia di belle arti, 
1994). 
71 For a reassessment of what is considered in the literature as Rosso’s tempestuous abandonment of Brera, 
see Sharon Hecker, “Ambivalent Bodies: Medardo Rosso’s Brera Petition,” The Burlington Magazine 142, 
no. 1173 (December 1, 2000): 773–777. 
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through color and light.72 Such a visual, rather than tactile, experience of sculpture 

allowed the viewer to comprehend one of Rosso’s fundamental aesthetic premises: 

sculpture did not resist but rather reflected the space that surrounded it, so that the change 

of setting radically changed its meaning and visual import.73 For these reasons, Rosso 

chose malleable materials like wax to convey the idea of dissolving matter, while Wildt 

preferred highly polished marble to highlight the form and contour of the sculpture. To 

use pictorial terms, Rosso employed sfumato to indicate the lack of clear outlines, while 

Wildt used chiaroscuro to express the solidly embodied shape of his sculptures.  

 Photography was an integral part of Rosso’s artistic practice.74 In 1906, he stopped 

producing new sculptures and dedicated himself to photographing and replicating 

existing works, controlling, like Wildt, which photographs of his work were published in 

the press.75 For example, Rosso made (or directed) close-up photographs of La portinaia 

                                                
72 Dorothy Kosinsky, "Vision and Visionaries: The Camera in the Context of Symbolist Aesthetics”, in 
Dorothy M. Kosinski, ed., The Artist and the Camera : Degas to Picasso, exh.cat. (Dallas: Dallas Museum 
of Art, 2000), 13-23, 20. 
73 Thus, he responded to Edmond Claris’ 1902 investigation on Impressionism in sculpture: “Il n’y a pas de 
limites dans la nature, il ne peut y en avoir dans une oeuvre. Ainsi on obtiendrait l’atmosphère qui enture la 
figure, la couleur qui l’anime, la perspective qui la met en place. Quand je fais un portrait, je ne puis le 
limiter aux lignes de la tête, car cette tête appartient à un corps, elle se trouve dans un milieu qui exerce une 
influence su elle, elle fait partie d’un tout que je ne peut supprimer.” Edmond Claris, De l’Impressionisme 
en Sculpture (Paris: Éditions de “La Nouvelle Revue,” 1902), p.52. 
74 Jane R. Becker, “Medardo Rosso: Photographing Sculpture and Sculpting Photography”, in Dorothy M. 
Kosinski, ed., The Artist and the Camera : Degas to Picasso, exh.cat. (Dallas: Dallas Museum of Art, 
2000), 159- 175; Giovanni Lista, Medardo Rosso. Scultura e fotografia. (Milano: 5 Continents Éditions, 
2003); Luciano Caramel, ed., Medardo Rosso : le origini della scultura moderna, Exh.cat. (Milano: Skira, 
2004); Francesca Bacci, “Sculpting the immaterial, modelling the light: presenting Medardo Rosso’s 
photographic oeuvre,” Sculpture Journal 15, no. 2 (December 2006): 223–238; Paola Mola and Fabio 
Vittucci, eds., Rosso : the transient form, exh.cat. (Milano: Skira, 2007). 
75 It is not clear whether Rosso created some of these photographs himself, and it has also been problematic 
to date them. Jane Becker claims that he both made and directed others who photographed his work, but it 
is not possible to clearly distinguish between photographs by Rosso and photographs directed by Rosso. 
Other scholars  attribute all of the late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century photographs of 
Rosso’s sculpture to Rosso. cfr. Jane R. Becker, “Medardo Rosso: Photographing Sculpture and Sculpting 
Photography”, in Dorothy M. Kosinski, ed., The Artist and the Camera : Degas to Picasso, exh.cat. 
(Dallas: Dallas Museum of Art, 2000); Harry Cooper and Sharon Hecker, eds., Medardo Rosso : Second 
impressions, exh.cat. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003). 
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[The Doorwoman]; as in other similar cases, here the photograph fixed the viewpoint 

from which all significant aspects of the sculpture are visible (Fig.5-16). Their close 

proximity to the sculpture renders these photographs indistinguishable from a drawing or 

a painting, and thus reduces the sculpture to its visible qualities. Furthermore, the uniform 

light, soft focus, and grey scale convey the softness of the material —a precondition for 

sculpture to respond to its environment— and the lack of sharp contours and shadows in 

the finished model.  

 The comparison between the photographs of Wildt’s and Rosso’s sculpture clarifies 

how both used photography to advance two opposing aesthetics. The photographs of 

Rosso’s work convey the continuity between the sculpture and its context, erode the 

contrasts between shadowed areas and highlights, and dissolve the mass of the statue into 

color and light. In the photographs of Wildt’s work, the color contrast between the 

sculpture and the environment, and the harsh illumination that accentuated the difference 

between projecting areas and hollowed areas, demonstrated a conception of sculpture that 

emphasized its tactility, three-dimensionality, and massive qualities. For Rosso, sculpture 

was a way of forming a visible but fluid object out of a malleable and perishable 

substance.76 For Wildt, sculpture was literally sculpted, that is, directly carved out from 

an inert material.  

 Therefore, Wildt’s choice of photographic conventions countering Rosso’s style 

allowed his work to be perceived as radically anti-Impressionist: instead of opticality, 

                                                
76 “By reducing the three-dimensionality of the sculpture to the two dimensions of its photographic 
rendering, Rosso subtracted the form from its materiality, hence from the flow of time, thus preventing it 
from changing. For the first time in a sculptor's work, permanence was achieved not in marble or bronze, 
but with simple sensitized paper.” Francesca Bacci, “Sculpting the immaterial, modelling the light: 
presenting Medardo Rosso’s photographic oeuvre,” Sculpture Journal 15, no. 2 (December 2006): 223-
238, p. 237-238 
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tactility; instead of fragility, permanence; instead of a tendency towards formlessness, an 

insistent and contained materiality. As the critic Ugo Bernasconi, who later collaborated 

with Wildt in the writing of his treatise L’arte del marmo [The Art of Marble] (1921), 

claimed:  

Amid so much sculpture that takes marble or bronze as a mere pretext to form soft 
and fleeting visions, [Wildt] has conceived a solid statuary in which the emotional 
impact originates from the effort that the impetus of life has to exert in order to 
adopt a form out of the hard material. [...] this sculpture has reinstated anatomical 
values, against the impressionist sculpture that had them completely submerged in 
its quest for instantaneous appearance [...] the full value of the sculpture of Wildt 
derives from its passionate and insatiable search of anatomical form.77  

 

Although from different methodological perspectives and employing a rather different set 

of examples, both Rosalind Krauss and Alex Potts have analyzed the development of 

modern sculpture as a tendency towards the dematerialization of the object.78 Geraldine 

Johnson has argued that modernist sculptors used photography to “elaborate a 'new 

vision' [...] of sculpture unshackled from the constraints of time, space and even matter 

itself [...] Thanks to their inspired use of photographic media, sculpture was no longer 

limited to solid, static and impenetrable objecthood, but rather could now be transformed 

into a mobile and 'almost immaterial substance.”79 Contrarily to these narratives, Wildt 

used photography not to disembody, but to re-materialize sculpture. In the next section, I 
                                                
77 “Fra tanta scultura che prende a pretesto il marmo o il bronzo per foggiarvi molli e fuggevoli visioni, 
[Wildt] ha concepito una salda statuaria in cui l'efficacia emotiva proviene appunto dallo sforzo che 
l'impeto di vita ha dovuto fare per foggiarsi la sua veste nella durezza della materia. […] questa scultura è 
la ripristinazione dei valori anatomici, contro la scultura impressionista che li aveva del tutto sommersi 
nella sua ricerca dell'apparenza istantanea […] tutto il valore della scultura del Wildt deriva proprio dalla 
sua appassionata e inappagabile ricerca anatomica della forma.” Ugo Bernasconi, "Artisti contemporanei: 
Adolfo Wildt", Emporium, XLVI, 272, agosto 1917, p.60, cit. in Fernando Mazzocca, "Artista senza pace e 
senza bellezza. Wildt e la sua controversa fortuna", in Paola Mola and Fernando Mazzocca, eds., Wildt : 
l’anima e le forme, exh.cat. (Cinisello Balsamo (Milano): Silvana Editore, 2012), 79- 107, p.85. 
78 Rosalind E. Krauss, Passages in Modern Sculpture (New York: Viking Press, 1977); Alex Potts, The 
Sculptural Imagination: Figurative, Modernist, Minimalist (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000). 
79 Geraldine Johnson, “‘All Concrete Shapes Dissolve in Light’: Photographing Sculpture from Rodin to 
Brancusi,” Sculpture Journal 15, no. 2 (December 1, 2006): 199–222. 
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will explore how Wildt’s photographic referent was the late nineteenth-century 

photography of Classical, Renaissance, and Baroque sculpture, which emphasized the 

sculpture’s stable and material embodiment. 

5.4. "A Strong Sense of Chiaroscuro... the Secret of my Art": Wildt and Photography 

Wildt’s first exposure to such photography occurred very early in his career. Although his 

initial training was practical rather than academic, even in his early works he referenced 

models from the history of sculpture. Vedova [Widow,1892], for example, clearly evoked 

Antonio Canova’s Vestale [Vestal, 1818], which Wildt had likely seen in the art gallery 

of Brera. Wildt’s study of sculpture, however, was primarily filtered through 

photography, and I will argue that this mediation not only greatly impacted Wildt’s 

sculptural practice but also the photographic presentation of his work.  

 When he was young, Wildt could not afford to travel outside Milan, so he had no 

first-hand knowledge of many canonical sculptures of the Italian tradition located in 

Florence, Rome, and Naples. He encountered them, instead, through photographs. Such 

experience, Wildt claimed, allowed him to see in the sculpture of the great masters 

something that was not visible even to them: 

those small photographs had the great advantage that they emphasized all the 
chiaroscuro of sculpture, and I spent many hours reflecting and studying them. 
When in later years I went to Florence and for the first time could see those 
masterpieces, I found out that those immortal works were inferior to those that I 
had studied and contemplated in photography. […] Only photography, and above 
all small photography, conveys such a strong sense of chiaroscuro […] A critic 
said that I exaggerate in enhancing so much chiaroscuro; but that is the secret of 
my art, a secret that I thought I had stolen from the great sculptors of the sixteenth 
century, but that I have actually taken only from the photographs of their 
masterpieces.80 

                                                
80 “Ero dunque povero e non potevo studiare come avrei voluto; non potevo recarmi a Roma e a Firenze a 
guardare i capolavori dei nostri grandi e nutrirmene lo spirito. Dovevo accontentarmi delle fotografie: 
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Although this is the only text on record in which he directly acknowledges the impact of 

photography on his practice, here Wildt raises some key issues. The first issue is his 

references to the size of the photographs he had access to. The images that Wildt referred 

to were not the expensive, oversized, and high quality photographs that art historians and 

wealthy amateurs often acquired in the late nineteenth century.81 Rather, by mentioning 

the small size of the photographs he examined, Wildt indicated that his study was of 

photographically illustrated books or small format photography, and, in fact, the cheapest 

format in photographic catalogues were the “carte-de-visite” (5.5 x 9.5. cm) or 

“album/cabinet” (10 x 14.5 cm).82  

 Secondly, Wildt’s claim that photography showed more than what is visible to the 

naked eye resonated with the enthusiasm for photography among art historians of the late 

nineteenth century, a change of heart from the mistrust with which photography was 

                                                                                                                                            
perché quelle costavano meno. Ma quelle piccole fotografie avevano il grande pregio di accentuare tutti i 
chiaroscuri della scultura ed io vi passavo sopra delle lunghe ore di meditazione e di ricerca. Quando più 
avanti negli anni mi recai a Firenze e per la prima volta ebbi davanti quei capolavori, trovai che quelle 
opere immortali erano inferiori a quello che io mi ero studiato e contemplato sulla fotografia. E mi 
domandai con angoscia perché mai quei grandi maestri non avessero approfondito i chiaroscuri così come 
appariva dalle piccole riproduzioni […] solamente la fotografia, e la piccola fotografia soprattutto, dà quel 
senso evidente di chiaroscuro [...] Disse di me quel critico che io esagerai, che io esagero, nell’approfondire 
i chiaroscuri; ma è certo che sta è lì un segreto della mia arte: segreto che, fino ad un certo momento, io 
credetti di aver rapito ai grandi scultori del Cinquecento, e che in realtà non ho rapito che…alle fotografie 
dei loro capolavori.” Adolfo Wildt, “Adolfo Wildt parla della sua vita e della sua arte,” Il Secolo XX: 
rivista popolare illustrata (March 1928): 118–122, p. 118-120. 
81 These oversized photographs were usually 40 x 60 cm. and were produced using sophisticated techniques 
such as albumen or carbon print, which could render the details and tonal range of a painting while having 
the advantage of being long-lasting. Alessandra Sarchi, “Extra: fotografie di grande formato come oggetti 
di collezionismo e memoria storica nell’Archivio Zeri,” in Federico Zeri, dietro l’immagine: opere d’arte e 
fotografia, ed. by Anna Ottani Cavina (Torino; New York: U. Allemandi, 2009), 113–117. 
82 Maison Giacomo Brogi, Catalogue général des photographies publiées par la Maison Giacomo Brogi de 
Florence. (Florence: Établissement Civelli, 1878). For photographically illustrated books, see Heinz K. 
Henisch and Bridget Ann Henisch, The Photographic Experience, 1839-1914 : Images and Attitudes 
(University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994) and Estelle Jussim, Visual 
Communication and the Graphic Arts; Photographic Technologies in the Nineteenth Century. (New York, 
R. R. Bowker Co., 1974). 
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received by critics and historians in the 1850s.83 For example, in his 1887 introduction to 

the catalogue of the Maison Braun, the French critic Charles Blanc argued that no 

engraving could give as precise an idea of a painting “as a photograph of Braun, which 

[can] reproduce the smallest brushstroke, the uneven reflection, the most minute contrasts 

of shadows and their transparency. As a clairvoyant eye, the camera lens has seen 

everything; as a faithful mirror, it has reflected everything.”84 Wildt went beyond Blanc’s 

observation, arguing that photography is not merely a documentary technique but that it 

also brings out aspects, like chiaroscuro, that are not even present in the original, but 

which nonetheless inspire the modern artist more than contact with the actual work of art. 

In this way, Wildt’s words are an example of what Joel Snyder has termed a “rhetoric of 

                                                
83 Ettore Spalletti, “La documentazione figurativa dell’opera d’arte, la critica e l’editoria nell’epoca 
moderna (1750-1930),” in Storia dell’arte italiana. Parte prima: Materiali e problemi; Volume secondo: 
L’artista e il pubblico, ed. by Giovanni Previtali (Torino: G. Einaudi, 1979), 417–482. Spalletti has pointed 
out that until the 1870s, art critics generally affirmed the superiority of engravings over photographs as 
illustrations of paintings. While the former were interpreted as forms of "translation" of the work of art in 
which the artist's individuality and response to the artwork prominently appear, the latter were seen as mere 
reproductions – oftentimes not even precise, as the black and white or sepia tones could not register the 
tonal ranges of color paintings. (p. 458) As photographs of paintings often put the artworks themselves at 
risk – manuals recommended washing the paintings and then varnishing them again to brighten the colors 
so that exposure times would be significantly shortened – many photographers chose to photograph 
engravings or copies of the artworks. (p. 461) 
84 “come può darla una fotografia del Braun […] che riproduce […] i più piccoli colpi del pennello, i 
riflessi più ineguali dei lumi, i minori contrasti delle ombre e la loro trasparenza. Occhio chiaroveggente, 
l'obbiettivo fotografico ha veduto tutto; specchio fedele, ha riflesso ogni cosa.” Adolfo Venturi, “Prefazione 
della presente edizione (1887),” in Catalogue général des photographies inaltérables au charbon et 
héliogravures faites d’après les originaux peintures, fresques, dessins et sculptures des principaux musées 
d’Europe, des galeries et collections particulières les plus remarquables, by Adolphe Braun et Cie (Braun, 
1887), xxxvii– xli, p. xxxix. Bernard Berenson echoed similar feelings in his famous exclamation 
"Photographs! Photographs! In our work one can never have enough of them.” Bernard Berenson, Italian 
Pictures of the Renaissance; a List of the Principal Artists and Their Works, with an Index of Places 
(Oxford, The Clarendon Press, 1932), p.x. For early uses of photography in art history, see Wolfgang M. 
Freitag, “Early Uses of Photography in the History of Art,” Art Journal 39, no. 2 (December 1979): 117-
123; Anthony Hamber, “The Use of Photography by Nineteenth Century Art Historians,” Visual Resources 
7, no. 2–3 (1990): 135–161. 
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substitution”: the belief, by the late nineteenth century, that viewing photographs was 

equivalent to —or even better than— to the direct experience of the artwork.85 

 This quote shows that, for Wildt, photography did not diminish —but rather 

replaced— what in Walter Benjamin’s terms could be called the ‘auratic power’ of the 

original.86 Instead of photography feeding the cult of the artwork, Wildt declared that he 

preferred the reproduction over the original, emphasizing once more his intermediate 

position between tradition and modernity as well as his rejection of a nostalgic relation to 

the past. Wildt perceived the photographs he studied not as a transparent reproduction of 

sculpture, but as a manipulation that was ultimately more useful for him than first-hand 

study. As the art critic Luzzato pointed out in an even more revealing testimony, 

Wildt recalls that he admired the photographs of Donatello’s Zuccone or 
Michelangelo’s David more than the originals. He felt that the energy that he saw 
and admired in the photographs in stark black and white was missing or 
diminished in the stone. The discovery of his language came from this experience. 
All modern culture seemed to him the greatest intensification of full creation of 
reliefs and carvings, of tormented excavations, of luminous pauses, of vortexes, 
and shapes. Thus, his style derived from a plane vision of sculpture which he 
loved more than sculpture itself. […] He even said that Donatello and 
Michelangelo would have appreciated their wider possibilities if they could have 
studied photographs.87 

                                                
85 Joel Snyder, “Nineteenth-Century Photography of Sculpture and the Rhetoric of Substitution,” in 
Sculpture and Photography: Envisioning the Third Dimension, ed. by Geraldine A Johnson (Cambridge 
[England]; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 21–34. 
86 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility: Second Version,” 
in The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility, and Other Writings on Media 
(Cambridge  Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2008), 19–56. Yet although Wildt, of 
course, did not read Benjamin – this particular text was written between 1935 and 1936 and was not 
translated into Italian until 1955 – his quote is similar to Benjamin’s following observation: “technological 
reproduction is more independent of the original than is manual reproduction. For example, in photography 
it can bring out aspects of the original that are accessible only to the lens (which is adjustable and can 
easily change viewpoint) but not to the human eye; or it can use certain processes, such as enlargement or 
slow motion, to record images which escape natural optics altogether.” (p.21-22) 
87 “Wildt stesso ricorda di avere ammirato le fotografie dello Zuccone e del David, le opere di Donatello e 
di Michelangelo, più che gli originali stessi: di avere sentito quella forza che contemplava e adorava nelle 
fotografie a netto bianco e nero, mancante o impoverita nella realtà di sasso. La scoperta del suo linguaggio 
venne di là. Tutta la cultura moderna gli parve la massima intensificazione della piena creazione ad alti e 
bassi, a scavi tormentosi, a soste luminose, a vortici e a sbalzi. Il suo stile nacque dunque da una visione 
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In none of the aforementioned quotes is there any specific reference to the authors of the 

photographs that Wildt admired. However, Luzzatto’s description evokes an approach 

very much in vogue in the late nineteenth century among Italian photographers and calls 

to mind the photographs of Baroque sculpture examined in chapter 2 in relation to 

Fraschetti's Bernini (1900). “The greatest intensification of full creation of reliefs and 

carvings, of tormented excavations, of luminous pauses, of vortexes, and shapes” is a 

description that applies altogether to the Alinari, Brogi, and Anderson photographs of 

David, for example (Fig.5-17, 5-18, and 5-19). In these works, the photographers 

emphasized not only the richness of effects and the deep modeling of the surface, but also 

the vivid tactile quality of the ripples of drapery and the lively flesh of the statue. 

Furthermore, the mention of “photographs in stark black and white” indicates that Wildt 

had perused gelatin silver prints, as they were the most commonly available at the time, 

and achieved the strong tonal contrasts described by Luzzatto. 

 Admittedly, there is no mention in any coeval articles that Baroque sculpture was 

the subject of the photographs Wildt so avidly perused. Rather, in the two 

aforementioned quotes he refers to “the great sculptors of the Cinquecento,” and more 

precisely, to Donatello and Michelangelo. However, scholars like Wölfflin often 

complained that professional photographers reproduced ancient sculptures using a 

vocabulary that rendered them ‘Baroque.’88 In a series of articles published between 1896 

                                                                                                                                            
piana della scultura, che egli amò più che la scultura stessa. [...] Egli giunse a dire che anche Donatello, 
anche Michelangelo si sarebbero accorti delle possibilità più vaste, se avessero avuto la fotografia.” Carlo 
Ludovico Luzzatto, "Cronache d'Arte. Disegni plastici di Wildt", Le Fonti, VII-VIII, 1925, p.180, cit. in 
Paola Mola, “Avatar e il Laocoonte”, in Paola Mola and Fernando Mazzocca, eds., Wildt : l’anima e le 
forme, exh.cat. (Cinisello Balsamo (Milano): Silvana Editore, 2012), 19-51, p. 34. 
88 Heinrich Wölfflin, “How One Should Photograph Sculpture [1896, 1897, 1915],” trans. by Geraldine A. 
Johnson, Art History (July 2012): 2–20. 
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and 1915, Wölfflin argued that almost all nineteenth-century photography of ancient 

statuary failed to register its defining characteristics: Classical and Renaissance sculptors 

insisted “in laying out the entire sculptural content in one plane and that which in nature 

has to be comprehended through individual successive perceptions is presented [in the 

sculpture] with effortless ease to the eye all at once.”89 On the contrary, instead of 

emphasizing the frontal viewpoint and clear outline, photographers promoted a 'painterly' 

side view,” Wölfflin accused (Fig.5-20).90 For Wölfflin, this signaled the ‘Baroqueness’ 

unduly introduced in the photographs of non-Baroque statuary —that is, animation 

instead of calmness, color instead of outline, recession instead of planarity, and, more 

importantly, chiaroscuro instead of fixed contours.  

 Wölfflin's analysis makes clear that the characteristics that Wildt appreciated in the 

photographs that he studied were not a faithful record of the material qualities of the 

sculptures themselves, but rather a peculiar inflection created by the specific choices of 

the photographer regarding elements such as lighting, position, alteration of the print, and 

choice of color. Therefore, I will argue that Wildt’s study of late nineteenth-century 

photography, which as he himself noted, accentuated the chiaroscuro of any sculpture —

even in Classical and early Renaissance sculpture, in which the strong contrast of edges 

and indentations was not present— was one of the key reasons why his sculpture came to 

                                                
89 Heinrich Wölfflin, “How One Should Photograph Sculpture [1896, 1897, 1915],” trans. by Geraldine A. 
Johnson, Art History (July 2012): 2–20, p.2-3. Wölfflin's idea that Classical and Renaissance sculpture can 
be seen better from one single viewpoint, was already emphasized by Leopoldo Cicognara: he claimed that 
Michelangelo’s statues "do not lend themselves to being seen happily except from one aspect only. ... they 
are not made to be seen to equally good effect from the back as from the front, but present themselves 
favourably from only one place." (Leopoldo Cicognara, Storia della scultura, Venice, 1813-1818, vol. 2, 
42.43, 287 and 323, cit. and transl. in Geraldine A. Johnson, “‘(Un)richtige Aufnahme’: Renaissance 
Sculpture and the Visual Historiography of Art History,” Art History (2012): 2-40, p. 8. 
90 Heinrich Wölfflin, “How One Should Photograph Sculpture [1896, 1897, 1915],” trans. by Geraldine A. 
Johnson, Art History (July 2012): 2–20, p.2. 
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be associated with the Baroque, even in cases in which its theme or style was not 

immediately reminiscent of seventeenth-century art. Wildt’s study of sculpture mediated 

by photography —and his sculptural translation of those traits that he mistakenly 

associated with sculpture from the past but that were rather produced by specific 

photographic choices— was biased in favor of those features of sculpture that were then 

associated in contemporary scholarship with the Baroque, such as the suggestion of tense 

vigor and bold carving. Thus, Wildt’s exaggeration of the chiaroscuro that dominated 

late nineteenth-century photography of sculpture immediately evoked the reproduction of 

Baroque art and led critics to associate his work with seventeenth-century sculpture.  

 The nineteenth century photographs that Wildt admired highlighted the volumetric 

nature of sculpture, showing it as an insistently material object. The same could be said 

of the photographs of Wildt’s work taken by Sommariva and Paoletti. Indeed, the 

photographic conventions used to photograph Wildt’s work that I have identified in the 

last section are strikingly similar to the photographs of sculpture taken by Alinari, Brogi, 

and other firms. I will thus propose that Sommariva and Paoletti’s adoption of the same 

visual conventions used to photograph ancient and Renaissance sculpture in scholarly 

treatises directed the reception of Wildt’s work, associating it with sculpture of the past, 

rather than with his contemporaries.  

 For example, a comparison between Sommariva’s Vir temporis acti (1913) and a 

photograph of the Laocoon by the British photographer James Anderson (ca. 1860s) 

shows the impact of nineteenth-century photographic style on the reproduction of Wildt’s 

work (Fig.5-12 and 5-21). In both, the dramatic lighting enhances the shadows cast by the 

relief, exposing the three-dimensionality of the sculpture and its pronounced indentations. 
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As light casts deep shadows over the thrusting areas of the sculpture, the photographs 

reify the sculptural mass and its sense of plasticity. Furthermore, the black background 

employed by Sommariva and Paoletti isolated Wildt’s work from its immediate context 

and projected it into an ahistorical realm. Indeed, if one encountered Wildt’s work solely 

through Sommariva and Paoletti’s photographs, it could be possible to position it in a 

historical period different from the 1920s: some pieces are reminiscent of ancient 

sculptures, while others evoke seventeenth-century ones. The photographic techniques 

and language which Sommariva and Paoletti used are virtually indistinguishable from 

those used to photograph Classical, Renaissance, and Baroque sculpture; the consequence 

of this was that Wildt’s work was presented as emphatically anachronistic.  

 This choice of specific stylistic features allowed Wildt to connect his work to 

another period of art which, as can be gathered from photographic reproductions, also 

made a priority of form. Through the contrast between the background and the material 

of the sculpture, and between the hollow and projecting areas of the statue, the 

photography of Wildt’s statuary emphasized its structure as a controlling force over 

convulsive matter. Photography presented seventeenth-century sculpture as a project that 

aimed to control the material through form itself. Wildt, by evoking the photography of 

Baroque sculpture in the pictures of his work, also claimed to use shape to discipline 

substance, unlike Impressionist sculptors who were satisfied with representing the 

transitory nature of sensations. 

5.5. "Lord of the marble": the Dictator as Sculptor 

To return to Geraldine Johnson’s formulation, it could be said that while photographers 

like Rosso —in a modernist move— used photography to redefine sculpture and to 
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challenge its traditional definition as a carving of solid matter, Wildt, by emphasizing the 

three-dimensionality of his sculptures, underscored its solidity, palpability, and 

materiality. In this section, I will show how this particular interpretation of Wildt’s work, 

and its Baroque connotations, acquired specific political overtones in the 1920s. 91 

 The opposition between Wildt and Rosso received a particular articulation in 

relation to the Baroque. In fact, although I have not found any critical responses that 

connected Rosso with art of the seventeenth-century, if he was closely identified with 

Impressionism there was good reason to associate him with the Baroque as well. After 

all, Impressionism had served as a catlyst for the study of the Baroque, due to the formal 

similarities between Impressionist and seventeenth-century Baroque painting. 

Impressionism’s emphasis on light and color to construct the image, its rejection of clear 

contours, and its attention to the interplay between the object and its environment was 

widely thought to have its roots in Baroque painting. As Wölfflin pointed out in 

Principles of Art History, “the picture of a busy street, say, as Monet painted it, in which 

nothing whatsoever coincides with the form which we think we know in life, a picture 

with this bewildering alienation of the sign from the thing is certainly not to be found in 

the age of Rembrandt, but the principle of Impressionism is already there. [There is in 

both] a triumph of seeming over being.”92  

 This triumph of ‘appearance’ over ‘essence,’ visible in the sculptures and 

photographs of Rosso’s oeuvre, is markedly different from the kind of Baroque that is 

evoked in Wildt’s work. As I have shown in section 2, when critics associated Wildt with 

                                                
91 The title of this section, and of this entire chapter is derived from Guido Ludovico Luzzatto, “Adolfo 
Wildt scultore,” Rassegna Nazionale XLI, no. XLV (April 1923): 11a6–124, p.120. 
92 Heinrich Wölfflin, Principles of Art History : The Problem of the Development of Style in Later Art., 
trans. by Marie Donald Mackie Hottinger ([1915] New York: Dover, 1950), p. 21-22. 
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the Baroque they emphasized his technical virtuosity, his dramatic subject matter, and the 

tormented reliefs of his sculptures. Furthermore, as the analysis of the photographs of his 

work highlights, Wildt’s sculptures were considered an image of discipline and control of 

form, in opposition to the tendency towards shapelessness of Rosso’s sculpture evinced 

in the latter's photographs (Fig.5-22).  

 For example, in 1914, Raffaello Giolli pointed out that, unlike Wildt, Impressionist 

sculptors “did not know how to characterize the warm and vibrant modeling of life with 

the decision of the line that encloses and analyzes […] Wildt, a spirit of strong statuary, 

distrusted gentle sculptors…”93 As early as 1918, Sarfatti observed that the sculptures of 

Wildt were “held together closely and tightly in a crudely polished and burnished marble: 

with the cruel precision of every detail.”94 Finally, in his obituary for Wildt, published in 

1931, the artist Mario Sironi re-actualized this interpretation. Having observed that Wildt 

had triumphed over “trivial Impressionist seductions," Sironi pointed out that the secret 

of his sculpture might be in the “mystical transformation of the powerful unity of 

marble.”95  

 It is important to note, however, that for critics, Wildt’s formal control through 

technique also manifested a lack of serenity and stability. Unlike Classical statuary, in 

which form perfectly harmonized with its matter, the form of Wildt’s sculptures was in 

                                                
93 “Non seppero sempre caratterizzare tanto nuova modellazione calda e vibrante con la decisione della 
linea che chiude e commenta. [...] Wildt, spirito di forte statuario, diffidava degli scultori gentili.” Raffaello 
Giolli, “Adolfo Wildt,” Vita d’arte VII–XIII, no. 73 (January 1914): 18–22, p.18. 
94 “tenute con una maniera finita e serrata in un marmo levigato e crudelmente polito: con la spietata 
finitezza di ogni particolare.” Margherita Sarfatti, "L'Esposizione Nazionale di Belle Arti alla R. 
Accademia di Brera, Il Popolo d'Italia, Milano, 17 settembre 1918, p.3. 
95 “[Wildt] seppe vincere le piccole seduzioni impressionistiche, le sciatte veristicherie delle sculture a 
colpi di pollice e di stecca, infette di aprossimazioni e di macchiettismo […] È forse in questa 
trasformazione mistica della dura compagine del marmo, che risiede il segreto più intimo dell’arte di 
Wildt.” Mario Sironi, “Il Maestro,” Il Popolo d’Italia (Milano, March 13, 1931). 
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tension with its own material, which the artist struggled to control through technical 

ability. For this reason, Sarfatti’s accounts of Wildt’s sculpture recurrently used terms 

like “spasm,” “paroxysm,” and “tormented excess.”. 

 The emphasis on the strong but tormented presence of Wildt’s sculpture —an 

extension of his Baroque connotations, as Giolli, Sarfatti, and Sironi interpreted his sense 

of form as a legacy of Michelangelo and other ‘barocchisti’ sculptors— points to two 

competing interpretations of the Baroque. In what follows, then, I will argue that the 

1920s discussion of the Baroque thematized two radically different views of the Baroque 

—one emphasizing the dissolution of form, the other a re-affirmation of form— with 

very different political connotations.  

 The contrast between the material of sculpture and the will of the sculptor 

prominently featured in Wildt’s treatise L’arte del marmo [The Art of Marble, 1921], a 

text that he conceptualized and wrote with the help of his friend Ugo Bernasconi.96 This 

short book is a fictional dialogue between an expert sculptor and three young students 

whose academic instruction had provided them with a theoretical knowledge of art, but 

with no understanding of sculptural materials and techniques. Wildt, who as mentioned 

above had only attended Brera for one year, often criticized the deficiencies of academic 

education because it wrongly separated “fine art” from “arts and crafts.”97 

                                                
96 Adolfo Wildt, L’arte del marmo ([1921] Milano: Abscondita, 2002). For the relationship between Wildt 
and Bernasconi, the best study to date is Margherita d’ Ayala Valva, “Ugo Bernasconi e Adolfo Wildt: i 
Precetti e L’Arte del Marmo,” Annali della Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa VIII, no. IV (2002): 235–
260; Margherita D'Ayala Valva, "L'arte del marmo di Adolfo Wildt e di Ugo Bernasconi: le ragioni di un 
libro”, in Daniele Astrologo Abadal and Alberto Montrasio, eds., Anima mundi: i marmi di Adolfo Wildt, 
exh.cat. (Cinisello Balsamo (Milano); Monza (Milan): Silvana ; MontrasioArte, 2007), 64-73. 
97 As Mola has pointed out, Wildt’s tenure as a professor of sculpture in Brera (1926-1931) attempted a 
utopian unification of the fine arts and crafts, which contrasted with the education reform of philosopher 
Giovanni Gentile  who, in 1926, enforced class separation by advocating for a high school for elites based 
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 The view of sculpture that L’arte del marmo proposes is not that of the inspired 

Romantic artist, all immediacy and revelation, but that of the craftsman, who patiently 

works with discipline and technical knowledge. Thus, in his treatise, Wildt extensively 

described the specific qualities of a diverse array of marbles and the different instruments 

the sculptor uses. He also encouraged the young sculptors to personally engage with all 

phases of sculpting, from the choice of the block of marble to the last polish. In 

particular, Wildt prompted his younger colleagues to use direct carving, instead of first 

modeling a small clay prototype and having apprentices copy it in marble.98 Through 

direct carving, the artist is able to engage the material hands-on, which also helps 

determine the creation of the final product, rather than the sculpture being only the 

materialization of an idea with no interaction with the material. For Wildt, the mental 

concept that inspires a statue has to be realized in its definitive material; only in this way 

are the reliefs and cavities, and their effects of shadow and light, fully under the control 

of the sculptor. 

 However, while direct carving allows the sculptor to coax the material along, the 

material itself does not yield easily to the artist’s chisel. As Wildt observed, “all the art of 

Michelangelo seems to spring from the clash of his heroic willingness against the hard 

reluctance of marble [...] the art of sculpture is first and foremost the art of sculpting, the 

art of producing throbbing life, by virtue of talent and hand, where it seems to be most 

                                                                                                                                            
on a traditional humanistic education, and one for the working class based on technical training. Paola 
Mola, “Wildt e Brera, breve storia di un’utopia,” Arte lombarda no. 104 (1993): 69–77. 
98 On the importance of direct carving in interwar sculpture outside of Italy, see Anne Middleton Wagner, 
Mother Stone : The Vitality of Modern British Sculpture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005); 
Richard Cork, Wild Thing : Epstein, Gaudier-Brzeska, Gill (London: Royal Academy of Arts, 2009); Mark 
Antliff, "Sculptural Nominalism/Anarchist Vortex: Henry Gaudier-Brzeska, Dora Marsden and Ezra 
Pound," in Mark Antliff and Vivien Greene, eds., The Vorticists : Rebel Artists in London and New York 
(London: Tate, 2010), 122–127. 
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absent - in stone.”99 For Wildt, the sculptor has to impose his will on the material through 

technical mastery, animating inanimate matter through creative spirit. Wildt emphasized 

the enlivening effect created through the strong contrasts between darkness and light 

produced by deep carving, but he also warned of the difficulty of such a task: “The 

person who chooses the art of the sculptor wants to define clear and loud all the things 

that he imagines; and if your design is questionable and you do not know how to force it 

to become more specific, do not expect to cut it in marble.”100 

 Therefore, the reliefs and depressions of the final statue express the struggle of the 

artist to control the material and to force it to convey the artist’s “dominating feeling.”101 

Wildt’s denunciation of academic training because it did not encourage craftsmanship 

was part of a dominant tendency in Italian art criticism of the early 1920s: the call for a 

‘ritorno al mestiere’ (return to craft).102 Wildt encouraged a reform of artistic education in 

which the knowledge of “perspective, drawing, ornamentation, anatomy, copy from 

plasters, copy from life, history of art, modeling, [and] ancient history” would be 

combined with a recuperation of the traditional manual skills of marble workers.103 For 

                                                
99 "tutta l’opera [di Michelangelo] par scaturire dal cozzo della sua eroica volontà contro la dura riluttanza 
del marmo […] l’arte della scultura è prima di tutto l’arte dello scolpire, l’arte di far palpitare la vita, per 
virtù d’ingegno e di mano, là dove essa sembra più esularne – nel sasso.”Adolfo Wildt, L’arte del marmo 
[1921] (Milano: Abscondita, 2002), p. 20-21. 
100 “Chi ha scelto l’arte dello scultore è perché vuol definire chiaro e forte tutte le cose che immagina; e se 
la vostra ideazione è dubbia e non sapete costringerla a precisarsi, non pretendiate di tagliarla nel marmo.” 
Adolfo Wildt, L’arte del marmo [1921] (Milano: Abscondita, 2002), p. 38. 
101 Adolfo Wildt, L’arte del marmo [1921] (Milano: Abscondita, 2002), p. 39. 
102 Wildt’s book was published the same year as Gino Severini’s Du cubisme au classicisme (1921), and 
only two years after Giorgio de Chirico’s manifesto “Il ritorno al mestiere”, Valori Plastici, n. 11-12, 
November-December 1919, 15-19;  reprinted in Giorgio , Il meccanismo del pensiero : critica, polemica, 
autobiografia, 1911-1943, ed. by Maurizio Fagiolo dell’Arco (Torino: Einaudi, 1985), 93-99. An 
emblematic text of the values of the return to craft in Italian art is Ugo Ojetti’s introductory text to Arte 
Italiana Contemporanea., exh.cat. (Milan: Alfieri & Lacroix, 1921), an exhibition catalogue for a show 
which took place in the Milanese Galleria Pesaro, and to which Wildt also participated. 
103 “Prospettiva, disegno, ornato, anatomia, copia dei gessi, copia dal vero, storia dell’ate, modellazione, 
storia antica.” Adolfo Wildt, L’arte del marmo [1921] (Milano: Abscondita, 2002), p. 13. 
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this reason, in 1923, he founded the “Scuola del Marmo” [School of Marble], a school of 

sculpture that was free and open during the evenings to allow students who worked 

during the day to attend.104  

 As I have shown in chapter 4, many critics such as Giorgio de Chirico considered 

the "ritorno al mestiere" a reaction to the Baroquemania of the time, which in their view 

was responsible for the diffusion of amateurish and superficial art. De Chirico argued that 

if one wanted to recuperate a true Italian artistic spirit it was necessary to go back to the 

Quattrocento: “a solid and clear painting in which figures and objects appear cleaned and 

purified.”105 His description of the ideal models for modern art echoes the contemporary 

reception of Wildt’s work emphasizing the precision of lines and control that his 

technique exercised on his material. As the critic Giuseppe Cipolla pointed out, Wildt’s 

sculptures manifest “strong design, sometimes severe, often skeletal, but precise and 

extraordinarily intelligible. No detail escapes his intense sight, the construction is exact, 

the expression powerful. The triumph of a ‘barocchismo,’ as Michelangelo could have 

conceived of it.”106 Echoes of this interpretation also appear in Sarfatti’s description of 

the symbolist-inspired Maria dà luce ai pargoli cristiani [Maria giving Light to her 

                                                
104 It is a testimony to his fame that, in 1926, Wildt was nominated Professor in the Academy without 
having to go through the usual tenure process. Wildt taught at Brera until his death and had as his students 
some of the most prominent young sculptors of the postwar period, such as Lucio Fontana and Fausto 
Melotti. For the relation between Wildt and his students, see the exhibition catalogue Elena Pontiggia, 
Rossana Bossaglia, and Lorella Giudici, Adolfo Wildt e i suoi allievi: Fontana, Melotti, Broggini e gli altri, 
exh.cat. (Milano: Skira, 2000). 
105 “Una pittura chiara e solida in cui figura e cose appaiono come lavate e purificate e risplendenti d’una 
luce interna” Giorgio , “Manía Del Seicento,” Valori Plastici III, no. 3 (1921): 60–62, p.62. 
106 “disegno forte, qualche volta duro, spesso scheletrico, ma preciso e di una evidenza veramente 
straordinaria. Nessun particolare sfugge al suo occhio profondo, la costruzione riesce esatta, la espressione 
fortissima. Il trionfo di un barocchismo, come lo poteva concepire Michelangelo,” Giuseppe Cipolla, 
"Critica minima. Lo scultore A. Wildt", La Provincia. Corriere di Cremona, 16 febbraio 1914, cit. in 
Fernando Mazzocca, "Artista senza pace e senza bellezza. Wildt e la sua controversa fortuna", in Paola 
Mola and Fernando Mazzocca, eds., Wildt : l’anima e le forme, exh.cat. (Cinisello Balsamo (Milano): 
Silvana Editore, 2012), 79- 107, p.81 
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Christian Children, 1918] as “modeled […] with crystal-clear and rigid contours, with a 

sharp cut of shadows and profiles,” while at the same time comparing it with the art of 

Spanish Baroque mysticism.107 The similarities between the terminology used by de 

Chirico to praise the painting of the Quattrocento and the one used by Wildt’s critics to 

praise his sculpture while associating it with Baroque statuary indicate that the terms of 

the debate on Baroque painting that condemned it for its lack of clarity and craftsmanship 

were not easily translatable to the examination of Baroque sculpture. While opponents of 

the Baroque revival in painting could condemn it because of its lack of ‘mestiere,’ the 

same was not possible when analyzing the Baroque revival in sculpture, of which Wildt 

was the foremost representative.  

 Margherita Sarfatti’s critical trajectory is further proof of the discrepancy between 

the evaluation of Baroque painting and sculpture in the 1920s. Although, unlike , she 

considered Baroque artists technically proficient, as I have shown in chapter 4 Sarfatti 

denounced Baroque art as morally suspect.108 The early Renaissance models that Sarfatti 

proposed to contemporary Italian artists were meant to encourage an art that fostered the 

integration of the individual in the body politic. By contrast, in her narrative the Baroque 

exasperated individualism and the subversion of every rule.109  

                                                
107 “modellato […] con una rigida nitidità di contorni, con un taglio acuto di ombre e di 
profili.””Margherita Sarfatti, "L'Esposizione Nazionale di Belle Arti alla R. Accademia di Brera, Il Popolo 
d'Italia, Milano, 17 settembre 1918, p.3. 
108 Margherita Sarfatti, “Il Seicento”, Valori Plastici, III, 4, p. 95- 96. 
109 Sarfatti’s rejection of Baroque art as leading to the dissolution of the body politic and to the corrupt 
emphasis on individuality, anticipates one passage of her biography of Mussolini, Dux (1926), whose 
cover, it should be remembered, was illustrated with the bust by Wildt. Having observed that in Anglo-
Saxon detective stories the hero is a policeman, while in French ones the hero is the criminal (from Jean 
Valjean to Arsène Lupin), she points out that “to give acclaim to the figure of the man of order, and put 
youthful unrest at the service of the forces of order is an expression of genius […]. ‘To obey’, the motto 
that was most despised and disgraced, has been ennobled by Mussolini. He has restored the joy, the dignity, 
the value of obeying. The ‘virtue,’ unpretentious and warrior-like, of obedience.” “Aver reso popolare la 
figura dell’uomo d’ordine, e posto il fermento giovanile al servizio delle forze dell’ordine è un tratto di 
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 Sarfatti’s contemporaneous attack on Baroque painting and defense of the Baroque 

sensibility of Wildt’s sculpture, points to the coexistence of two divergent interpretations 

of seventeenth-century art in Italian criticism, one that condemned seventeenth-century 

painting for its exaggeration and imprecise technique, and another that praised sculptors 

like Bernini as skilled craftsmen that through technique and practical experience could 

discipline matter through form. The theatricality of Baroque painting was interpreted as 

exhibiting lack of artistry, while the same traits in Baroque sculpture reportedly pointed 

to the tension between matter and form. In what I would term a ‘titanic’ reading of the 

Baroque, the contrast between matter and form is only temporarily resolved by technical 

skill, never producing a harmonious sculpture. Rather, the result of the conflict between 

the sculptor and the material is an artwork that bears the traces of such struggle. If read in 

terms of its sculpture rather than its painting, the Baroque is not a period of rupture of all 

structure, but an attempt to thematize the friction between matter and form, and to control 

the former through the latter.   

 This interpretation was a leit-motiv in the studies of the Baroque from Heinrich 

Wölfflin to Georg Simmel, in contrast with Jakob Burkhardt’s reading of the period as 

the mere dissolution of the values of the Renaissance. For example, in Renaissance and 

Baroque (1888), Wölfflin observed that Baroque form struggles to restrain materials that 

are increasingly out of control. As an example, Wölfflin mentions Giulio Romano’s Sala 

dei Giganti [Room of Giants] in the Palazzo Te (Mantua), where “form is completely 

annihilated; raw, unformed masses break in, unhewn boulders take the place of cornices, 

                                                                                                                                            
genio […].‘Obbedire’ è il motto che Mussolini pose al vertice, dal più vilipeso e obbrobrioso che era. Ha 
ristabilito la gioia, la dignità, il valore di obbedire; la ‘virtù’, vereconda e guerriera, dell’obbedienza.” 
Margherita Sarfatti, Dux (Milano: Mondadori, 1926), p. 290-291. 
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corners are bevelled off. Everything bursts its bounds and chaos triumphs.”110 Likewise, 

Alois Riegl described the Baroque as a period that explored the contrast between a 

Northern and a Latin spirit, psychological impulses and actions, feeling and will.111In 

Riegl’s interpretation, the Baroque contains an internal contradiction which creates a 

tension in the sculpture itself, while for Wölfflin, such tension could ultimately be won 

by matter. However, Riegl argues that Baroque sculpture does not solve such tension, but 

rather makes it its main subject matter, manifesting it through chiaroscuro.   

 Although Riegl’s text had not been translated into Italian (and has not been so far), 

Riegl’s ideas on the contradictory nature of Baroque art had a great impact on Georg 

Simmel’s writings, which were introduced to the Italian public in the late 1890s and 

throughout the 1920s and 1930s.112 Family lore maintains that Simmel and Wildt had 

met, probably during one of Franz Rose’s visits to Milan. I have not been able to retrieve 

proof of any trip Simmel took to Milan in the 1910s. Neither is he directly mentioned in 

any of Wildt’s writings or interviews, nor does Simmel discuss Wildt’s work in any of his 

writings. However, it is possible that Wildt became familiar with Simmel’s work through 

                                                
110 Heinrich Wölfflin, Renaissance and Baroque, trans. by Kathrin Simon ([1888] London: Collins, 1964), 
p. 45. 
111 Alois Riegl, The Origins of Baroque Art in Rome, trans. by Andrew Hopkins and Arnold Alexander 
Witte [1908] (English trans. Los Angeles, Calif.: Getty Research Institute, 2010). 
112 Georg Simmel, “Il problema della sociologia”, Riforma sociale, VI, 15 luglio 1899, 629-637; 
“Sociologia della povertà”, Rivista italiana di sociologia,  X, n° 2, marzo-aprile 1906, 261-262; I problemi 
fondamentali della filosofia, ed. by Antonio Banfi (Firenze: Vallecchi, 1920); Frammento sull’amore 
(Milano: Athena, 1921); Il relativismo (Lanciano: Carabba, 1922); Schopenhauer e Nietzsche (Torino: 
Paravia, 1923); Rembrandt: l’arte religioso-creatrice (Roma: Doxa, 1931);  L’intuizione della vita 
(Milano: Bompiani, 1938). For the reception of Simmel in Italy, see Claudia Portioli, “Les chemins de la 
pensée de G. Simmel en Italie,” Sociologie et Sociétés 44, no. 2 (2012): 263–187. 
On the impact of Riegl’s thought on the work of Simmel, see Frederick J. Schwarz, The Werkbund. Design 
Theory and Mass Culture before the First World War (New Have: Yale University Press, 1996), notes 40 
through 42, p. 226. 
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his contact with German artists and intellectuals.113 Indeed, it does not seem coincidental 

that L’arte del marmo, like the writings of Wölfflin, Riegl, and Simmel, posits a 

fundamental dualism at the core of sculptural production, which Wildt thematizes as a 

contrast between matter and form, between the materials and the artist. This was a 

particularly German, rather than Italian, reading of the Baroque; it is notably absent from 

the theories of Lionello Venturi and Roberto Longhi, for example, as well as from the 

discussions in Valori Plastici. 

 For Simmel, such dualism —which he characterized as the contrast between ‘life’ 

and ‘form’— is the theme of all art.114 But like Wildt, Simmel also points out that it is 

only because matter opposes unbounded spontaneity that action is possible: without 

something to limit absolute freedom —that is, without form— life could not manifest 

itself. Simmel evokes the image of the sculptor to explain this point: as the creative 

impulse of the artist needs the strong opposition of marble to manifest itself, likewise the 

free flow of life requires a contrasting matter to acquire a form. Thus, like Nietzsche, 

Simmel also considers the essence of human experience, and its expression in art, as the 
                                                
113 Vanni Scheiwiller, "Retrospettiva Wildt", Il Mondo, 5 Aprile 1970.  In 1913, however, a review of 
Wildt’s work published in Italy described the relationship between Wildt and Rodin in the following terms:  
“[Wildt] had just finished Giardiniere che parla (Talking Gardener) when, having gone to Dresden, he saw 
Rodin’s Saint John, who is also in the process of talking. When he returned to Italy he destroyed his statue, 
and thinking about the words he had heard from Siemels [sic], the critic of Rodin, he started a feverish 
period of work and research…” (“[Wildt] aveva precisamente compiuto il Giardiniere che parla quando 
recatosi a Dresda vide il S.Giovanni del Rodin pure in atteggiamento di parlare: al suo ritorno in Italia 
distrusse la sua statua e ripensando alle parole udite dal Siemels [sic], il critico del Rodin, fu colto da una 
febbre di lavori di ricerche…”) N. Salvaneschi, “Adolfo Wildt e la sua scultura”, La Sera, Milano, 29 
marzo 1913, in Lorella Giudici, “Antologia di Scritti”, in Elena Pontiggia, Rossana Bossaglia, and Lorella 
Giudici, Adolfo Wildt e i suoi allievi: Fontana, Melotti, Broggini e gli altri, exh.cat. (Milano: Skira, 2000), 
205-213, p. 209.  I have not been able either to find any critic by the name of “Siemels” in the 1910s, much 
less one who had commented on Rodin. On the other hand, Simmel had given a famous lecture on Rodin’s 
work in the University of Vienna in 1911, which was first published in French in 1912. Georg Simmel, 
“Rodin”, in Mélanges de Philosophie (Paris: Félix Alcan, 1912). An earlier version of this essay had 
appeared in German in 1909: “Die Kunst Rodins und das Bewegungsmotiv in der Plastik,” Nord und Süd 2, 
no. 129 (1909): 189–96. Simmel also commented on Rodin’s work in his book on Rembrandt, published in 
1916. 
114 Georg Simmel, Michelangelo, trans. by Lucio Perucchi ([1910] Milano: Abscondita, 2003), p.33. 
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struggle between two competing forces which operate dialectically and whose contrast 

can never be overcome, but which needs to be represented as a unity without effacing its 

irresoluble contrast.115 

 The idea that sculpture articulated a dynamic and impetuous contrast between two 

tendencies —matter against form; feeling against will; objectivity against subjectivity— 

brings me to a crucial feature of Wildt’s work. As I have shown in previous sections, 

Wildt’s recurrent association with the Baroque was due to what critics perceived as the 

tension between substance and form, between matter and spirit in his sculptures, resolved 

only through the sculptor’s exceptional skill and craftsmanship, but always at risk of 

bursting apart. I argue, then, that such thematization of mestiere as the artist’s control 

over unruly matter through the imposition of form —a contrast that is shown in the 

peculiar photographic conventions used by Sommariva and Paoletti— explains why 

Wildt, although his poetic diverged from the artistic trends preferred by Ojetti, Maraini, 

Soffici and other powerful critics of the interwar period, was so respected during his 

lifetime but also had an ambivalent relation with the fascist regime. Indeed, my analysis 

of Wildt’s work, its photographic representation, and the critical responses it elicited in 

the 1920s has led me to believe that there was a political impetus in the interpretation of 

Wildt as a skilled craftsman who restrained matter through form. This discourse echoed 

the prevalent fear in the 1920s of formlessness as the metaphysical equivalent of political 

anarchy. 

 As early as the 1910s, the Futurists depicted crowds in an ambivalent way, 

revealing an awareness of their powerful political force as well as their potential to 

                                                
115 Georg Simmel, Rembrandt : un saggio di filosofia dell’arte ([1916] Milano: Abscondita, 2001). 
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become unruly and dangerous, as works such as Boccioni’s Rissa in galleria [Riot in the 

Gallery,1910], Luigi Russolo’s La rivolta [The Revolt, 1911], and Carlo Carrà’s Funerali 

dell’anarchico Galli [Funeral of the Anarchist Galli, 1911] and Dimostrazione 

interventista [Interventist Manifestation, 1914] show.116 Influenced by the thought of 

Gustave Le Bon —whose Psychologie des foules had been published in 1895 —and other 

theoreticians of crowd behavior, the middle class and the élite feared that society was 

becoming form-less, and that disorder and anarchy due to mass democracy was 

imminent.117  

 Part of the appeal of totalitarian regimes was that through new symbols, rituals, 

and, most importantly, a pervasive control over all spheres of life, they promised to 

rebuild a cohesion in the masses and subjugate the potentially disruptive hordes from 

above.118 Indeed, Le Bon had argued that the masses were unable to self-organize —as 

was the tenet of socialist thought— and that it was therefore necessary in modern 

political organization to have a meneur des foules, a manipulator of crowds, to coordinate 

and lead them. Le Bon suggested that the leader adopt the traits of an actor or a hypnotist, 

because crowds were considered instinctual and dominated by feelings, and thus easily 

manipulated through formulae, images, and appeals to emotions.  
                                                
116 Christine Poggi, Inventing Futurism : The Art and Politics of Artificial Optimism (Princeton : Princeton 
University Press, 2009). For an analysis of the impact of the thought of Henri Bergson on Futurist anti-
parliamentary politics, see Mark Antliff, “The Fourth Dimension and Futurism: A Politicized Space,” The 
Art Bulletin 82, no. 4 (December 1, 2000): 720–733. 
117 See Jaap van Ginneken, Crowds, Psychology, and Politics, 1871-1899 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1992); Maria Donzelli, ed., Folla e politica: cultura filosofica, ideologia, scienze sociali 
in Italia e Francia a fine Ottocento (Napoli: Liguori, 1995); Remo Bodei, Destini personali: l’età della 
colonizzazione delle coscienze (Milano: Feltrinelli, 2002); Jeffrey T. Schnapp and Matthew Tiews, eds., 
Crowds (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2006). For a genealogy of this problem in the French context, 
see Susanna Barrow, Distorting Mirrors. Views of the Crowd in Nineteenth-Century France (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1981). 
118 Günter Berghaus, “The Ritual Core of Fascist Theatre. An Anthropological Perspective.,” in Fascism 
and Theatre : Comparative Studies on the Aesthetics and Politics of Performance in Europe, 1925-1945, 
ed. by Günter Berghaus (Providence: Berghahn Books, 1996). 
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 But soon another image of the leader became predominant: that of the artist. Unlike 

the actor and the hypnotist, the artist does not merely lead the masses, but forges them 

anew, impresses in them a new form in order to generate a "new man." In the words of 

Joseph Goebbels, “Politics is an art, maybe the most elevated art of all, and we who give 

shape to modern German politics, we feel like artists whose task is to form, starting from 

rough mass, the solid and complete image of a people.”119 Thanks to the formative 

intervention of the politician, instead of a disaggregated and uneven crowd, harmony and 

uniformity would prevail in the body politic, which would end as an artwork, rather than 

unformed and disorganized matter. As Otto Werckmeister has pointed out, the trope of 

the politician as an artist, the "ideological transposition of artistic creativity into political 

practice," had already been widespread in German culture under Otto von Bismarck, and 

had been used to defend his antidemocratic and anticonstitutional politics.120 This 

metaphor acquired particular poignancy in the case of Adolf Hitler, as he had indeed been 

a practicing artist, a member of the "art proletariat" of professional artists who worked for 

bourgeois patrons and did not engage with modern trends.121 Newspaper articles and 

public speeches by Hitler and other officials of the regime often mentioned this 

biographical fact when using the trope of the people as the passive matter shaped by the 

creative will of the politician. 

                                                
119 Joseph Goebbels, Michael: ein deutsches Schicksal in Tagebuchblättern (Munich: Eher, 1942), p.21. 
English translation in Philippe Lacue-Labarthe, Heidegger, Art and Politics (London: Basil Blackwell, 
1990), p.61-62. 
120 O. K. Werckmeister, “Hitler the Artist,” Critical Inquiry 23, no. 2 (January 1, 1997): 270–297, p. 273. 
For another analysis of the aesthetization of politics during Nazism, see Rainer Stollmann and Ronald L. 
Smith, “Fascist Politics as a Total Work of Art: Tendencies of the Aesthetization of Political Life in 
National Socialism,” New German Critique no. 14 (April 1, 1978): 41–60; Eric Michaud, The Cult of Art in 
Nazi Germany (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press,, 2004). 
121 O. K. Werckmeister, “Hitler the Artist,” Critical Inquiry 23, no. 2 (January 1, 1997): 270–297, p.279. 
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 If liberalism and democracy had produced a society divided by conflicting interests, 

the artist-politician organized all social and political life towards a single and coherent 

goal: the violent affirmation of one nation over all others. Mussolini himself underscored 

the similarities between the tasks of the politician and that of the artist in his opening 

speech to the exhibition of the ‘Novecento’ group in 1926: “There is no doubt that 

politics is an art.[…] ‘Political’ and artistic creation are both slow processes and 

instantaneous divination. At a certain point, the artist creates with inspiration, the 

politician with decision. Both work with matter and spirit. Both pursue an ideal that prods 

them and transcends them. To give wise laws to a people, one must also be a little bit like 

an artist.”122 But exactly what image of the artist is envisioned in Mussolini’s 

description? As it turns out, someone similar to Wildt, who had participated in the 

‘Novecento’ exhibition and whose Nicola Bonservizi— a bronze head of a personal 

friend of Mussolini, a fascist journalist who had been murdered by an anarchist in 1924— 

was the only artwork in the show that Mussolini directly referenced:  

                                                
122 “Che la politica sia un'arte non v'è dubbio. […] La creazione "politica " come quella artistica è una 
elaborazione lenta e una divinazione subitanea. A un certo momento l'artista crea colla ispirazione, il 
politico colla decisione. Entrambi lavorano la materia e lo spirito. Entrambi inseguono un ideale che li 
pungola e li trascende. Per dare savie leggi a un popolo bisogna essere anche un poco artisti.” Benito 
Mussolini, Scritti e discorsi (Milano: Hoepli, 1934-1939), vol. V, p.279. As Falasca-Zamponi observes, 
“Mussolini and the regime believed that style was a visible sign of internal characteristics, and, in a 
peculiar logic reasoning, they also seemed to think a change in style could produce a transformation in 
character. Hence, whereas Mussolini claimed to be concerned with the content and substance of the people, 
he dedicated most of his attention to the formal aspects of the Italians' way of living. The word 'style', in 
addition to its artistic meaning, etymologically connotes external appearance. The stylistic and aesthetic 
elements of rituals attracted the regime's scrutinizing eye.” Simonetta Falasca-Zamponi, Fascist Spectacle : 
the Aesthetics of Power in Mussolini’s Italy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), p. 100. The 
scrutiny and modeling of behavior was supposed to achieve the transformation of character for the Italians. 
The transformation operated from the surface to the core, from appearance to substance. While this analysis 
explains fascism's interest in totalitarian control over the most minute aspects of life, it is also true – and 
Falasca Zamponi does not concern herself with this – that the regime also intervened in the "core" elements 
of life, such as press censure, control of education, imprisonment of anti-fascist intellectuals, persecution of 
dissenting voices, etc. Although Falasca-Zamponi’s reading uncovers the specific ways in which fascism’s 
“aesthetization of politics” operated, there is a certain danger in interpreting fascism as mostly interested in 
external appearances, as this ignores the structural and violent transformations made by the regime to the 
lives of the Italian population. 
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This painting, this sculpture is clearly different from the ones produced in Italy in 
the past. It has its own unmistakable seal. It is clear that it is the result of a severe 
interior discipline. It is clear that it is not the result of an easy and mercenary craft 
[‘mestiere’], but of a zealous effort that is often painful. […] Indeed, in the works 
that are exhibited here the following common characteristics are striking: the 
decision and precision of each trait, the sharpness and richness of color, the solid 
plasticity of objects and figures.123 

 

I would argue that Wildt’s sculpture, with its discipline and unavoidable tension, stood 

for political control exercised with an equally firm hand over the body politic. There are 

parallels between the manner in which Wildt’s work was described in the contemporary 

press and the recurrent trope of the artist-politician as imposing restrictions over formless 

collectivity to achieve an organic and well-formed totality out of an unruly mass — not 

coincidentally, Mussolini was the son of a blacksmith, and this biographic aspect was 

often underscored in the press. However, the body politic, like Wildt’s matter, is not 

totally under the control of the politician’s action: the inevitable unrest is testimony of its 

potential danger, and therefore justifies the violent actions of the artist-politician.  

 Indeed, the metaphor of the artist-politician was not without its perils, and its 

ambiguity might be at the core of the ambivalent relationship between Wildt and the 

fascist regime, so that he simultaneously stood for and subverted the image of the dictator 

as artist. One threatening aspect of this trope is the arbitrariness of political power when 

conceived in terms of artistic practice, which after all is the emblem of an almost 

boundless creativity. In his fourth letter in On the Aesthetic Education of Man (1795), 

                                                
123 “Questa pittura, questa scultura, diversifica da quella immediatamente antecedente in Italia. Ha un suo 
inconfondibile sigillo. Si vede che è il risultato di una severa disciplina interiore. Si vede che non è il 
prodotto di un mestiere facile e mercenario, ma di uno sforzo assiduo talora angoscioso. […]Difatti nelle 
opere qui esposte vi colpiscono questi elementi caratteristici e comuni: la decisione e la precisione del 
segno, la nitidezza e la ricchezza del colore, la solida plasticità delle cose e delle figure.” Benito Mussolini, 
Scritti e discorsi (Milano: Hoepli, 1934-1939), vol. V, p.279. 
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Friedrich Schiller, who had already used the metaphor of the politician as artist, 

anticipated the implicit dangers of taking this trope literally: “the pedagogic and politic 

artist [...] has Man at the same time as his material and as his theme. […] The statesman-

artist must approach his material with a quite different respect from that which the fine 

artists feigns towards his; […] he must pay careful heed to its idiosyncrasy and its 

personality.”124 When the identification between artist and politician —and matter and 

society— becomes too close, the politician’s rule becomes uncomfortably close to 

ruthless force.  

 In conclusion, it might be this vacillating nature of the metaphor of the artist-

politician that explains why Wildt did not have any dedicated rooms in the Venice 

Biennale after 1922, or why Mussolini refused to enter his exhibition in the Roman 

Quadriennale, or why his Parsifal was so harshly criticized in 1931. As I pointed out in 

the introduction, although Wildt had a prominent role in the fascist system of the arts, and 

his busts of fascist notables gave them an almost iconic status, his work always failed to 

become fully propagandistic. After all, an artist who works as a propagandist has to 

operate within a concrete historical horizon and respond to the most nuanced changes in 

the political landscape. On the contrary, Wildt’s work —as evidenced by its artistic 

referents, and even by the timeless quality of the photographs of Sommariva and 

Paoletti— always underlined his independence rather than any firm identification of his 

sculpture with partisan politics. Wildt did not pay tribute to the fashions promoted by the 

regime, as his evocation of German symbolism in the Parsifal clearly shows —and the 

particularly morose and private character of his works further reinforced this refusal. 
                                                
124 Friedrich Schiller, On the Aesthetic Education of Man, trans. by Reginald Snell ([1795] Mineola, N.Y.: 
Dover Publications, 2004), p. 33. 
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Thus, the Baroqueness of Wildt not only underscored the importance of form as a bastion 

against anarchy, both in artistic and in political terms, but also the defeat of political ends 

by artistic goals. After all, the uses of Baroque art as propaganda served the immediate 

ends of their patrons, but were also transcended by the sheer artistry of the excessive and 

theatrical techniques used by the artists themselves. 
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CHAPTER 6: Lucio Fontana, Eugenio d’Ors, and Luciano Anceschi: 
The Baroque as Critical Realism at the end of the Ventennio 

 

In the last issue of the youth journal Corrente di Vita Giovanile, the art critic Giulio Carlo 

Argan published an analysis of Caravaggio’s work in terms of “Realism” (Fig.6-1). 1 As 

the previous chapters have shown, the issue of the “Realism” and “naturalism” of 

Baroque art had preoccupied Italian critics since the re-discovery of Caravaggio in the 

1910s. Although “Il Caravaggio e la critica del Seicento” [Caravaggio and the criticism 

of the Seicento] was the only article on an Italian Baroque artist to be published in 

Corrente, its discussion of Realism in relation to seventeenth-century art revealed a 

central but unexplored aspect of the cultural debate in the years immediately before the 

collapse of the fascist regime.2   

 For Argan artistic Realism should not be understood as a mimetic and mechanical 

reproduction of the world as it is. On the contrary, it indicated a vexed relationship with 

reality, which is not taken for granted but rather questioned, problematized, and 

challenged. This notion of Realism as a critical relation with the status quo, that is, as a 

form of freedom, and the link between this idea and the concept of the Baroque, will be 

the focal point of the following pages. In this last chapter, I will reconstruct the debate 

around the mid-1930s work of Lucio Fontana—an artist who sympathized with Corrente 

without being part of the movement—and whose work was repeatedly interpreted in 

relation to the art of the seventeenth century. I will situate such an association within the 

discussion over the Baroque that was taking place among the “scuola di Milano" [School 
                                                
1 Giulio Carlo Argan, “Il Caravaggio e la critica del Seicento,” Corrente di Vita Giovanile III, no. 9 (May 
1940). 
2 Alberto Lattuada published an article titled “Goya, Bosch, Mantegna sulle rive del Lemano,” Corrente di 
Vita Giovanile II, 14-15 (July-August 1939), no pages. 



 

343 

of Milan], a group of philosophers who questioned the Crocean Idealism that had almost 

single-handedly ruled over Italian philosophy since the early twentieth century. 

Philosophers like Antonio Banfi, Enzo Paci, Luciano Anceschi, and Dino Formaggio 

introduced existentialism, phenomenology, and the work of the German sociologist and 

philosopher Georg Simmel to Italy. In aesthetics, the Scuola di Milano was fiercely anti-

Classical, analyzing the technical and material qualities of the work of art, and rejecting 

the primacy of idea over matter typical of the aesthetic of Benedetto Croce. In doing so, 

some of these Milanese philosophers investigated the influence of the physical 

characteristics of the work of art on its aesthetic import. Others, like Luciano Anceschi, 

reflected on new theories of the Baroque—such as those developed by the Catalan critic 

Eugenio d’Ors—to question the basis of Classicism, both that of Croce and that of the 

German, Italian, and French retour à l’ordre.  

 Through my analysis of the critical reception of the Corrente group, who connected 

anti-Classicism, Expressionism, and Baroque, I will view the work of Fontana within a 

wider net of Milanese artists and intellectuals who rejected the aesthetic tenets of fascism. 

In doing so, they rediscovered the Baroque as a style in which material qualities came to 

the fore and associated its emphasis on technique and corporeality with a move against 

the official aesthetic of the regime—although not necessarily against the regime’s 

ideology. Such a reading accounts for the similarities between Fontana’s concept of the 

Baroque and the conservative reading of this style by Eugenio d’Ors.  

6.1. "Fare largo ai giovani": Mussolinian Youth between Consent and “Frondism" 

The second half of the 1930s marked a change of direction in the foreign policy of 

fascism. In October 1935, the regime declared war on Ethiopia, a member of the Society 
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of Nations since 1923. After a quick but bloody war (for the Ethiopian population and 

army in particular), Victor Emanuel III was crowned Emperor of Ethiopia in May 1936. 

The Italian Empire was born. In that same year, the Society of Nations—with the only 

vote of opposition coming from the Soviet Union—accepted the birth of Italian East 

Africa (Africa Orientale Italiana), which included Eritrea, Ethiopia, and Somalia.3 In 

1936, the regime opened another war front, this time in Spain. Italian soldiers participated 

on both sides of the conflict: a contingent of Italian soldiers and Blackshirts, described as 

volunteers but officially sponsored, intervened in support of Francisco Franco, while 

more than 3500 Italian antifascists defended the Spanish Republic in the Battalions 

Garibaldi and Giustizia e Libertà [Justice and Liberty].4  

 Artists who will be later associated with Corrente, like Renato Guttuso and Aligi 

Sassu, bore testimony to the impact of the Spanish Civil War on the Italian youth with 

paintings like Fucilazione in campagna [Execution in the countryside] (1938), a 

commemoration of the tragic death of the poet Federico García Lorca, and Fucilazione 

delle Asturie [Execution in Asturias] (1935), which denounced the repression of the 

working class at the hands of the fascists (Fig.6-2). By revealing its imperialistic visage 

and becoming closer to Nazi Germany, the Italian fascist regime fueled antifascist 

opposition on the part of socialists, communists, and republicans. The year 1936 also 

marked the victory of the French Popular Front, and raised the hopes of a victory against 

fascism. As the Socialist activist Carlo Rosselli urged, “Today in Spain, tomorrow in 

                                                
3 Angelo Del Boca. La guerra d’Abissinia 1935-1941 (Milano, Feltrinelli: 1965); Matteo Dominioni. Lo 
sfascio dell'impero. Gli italiani in Etiopia (1936-1941) (Roma-Bari, Laterza: 2008); Nicola Labanca. Una 
guerra per l'impero. Memorie della campagna d'Etiopia (Bologna, Il Mulino: 2005) 
4 Luigi Longo, Le brigate internazionali in Spagna (Roma, Editori Riuniti: 1956); Aldo Garosci, Gli 
intellettuali e la guerra di Spagna (Milano, Einaudi: 1959); Nanda Torcellan and Enzo Collotti, Gli italiani 
in Spagna: bibliografia della guerra civile spagnola (Milano, Franco Angeli: 1988) 
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Italy,” and indeed several veterans of the Spanish War became active members of the 

Resistance against nazi-fascism.5  

 However, many of the Italians who had grown up under fascism and therefore knew 

no alternative to it were unsatisfied with aspects of the regime but believed that it could 

be transformed from within. For this generation the regime was, in Marina Addis Saba's 

words, "part of the reality given from birth that, like family, gender, and the time and 

place that have been assigned to us, we must accept in order to live.”6 In fact, the Italian 

term “frondismo” [“frondism”], derived from the French civil wars between 1648 and 

1653, is often used by historians to refer to these forms of opposition that accepted the 

broad tenets of fascism.7 The fronda, as Mario De Micheli has observed, had a dialectical 

relation with more open forms of consensus and opposition.8 Although both committed 

fascists and antifascists of the older generation were skeptical about these young 

frondisti, the regime generally adopted a policy of tolerance in order to assimilate and 

defuse forms of criticism. An example of the regime’s politics of consent was the 

phenomenon of magazines and journals—for example Corrente di Vita Giovanile—

organized and written by the young, and promoted and economically supported by the 

state.9 The young were also indoctrinated through institutions like schools, universities, 

                                                
5 “Oggi in Spagna, domani in Italia.” Speech on Radio Barcelona, November 13th, 1936. Published in 
Carlo Rosselli, Oggi in Spagna domani in Italia (Torino, Einaudi: 1967), p.70-75. 
6 Marina Addis Saba, Gioventú italiana del Littorio. La stampa dei giovani nella guerra fascista (Milano: 
Feltrinelli, 1973), p. 52. 
7 See Carlo Cartiglia, “Il ‘fascismo di fronda’: Appunti e ipotesi di lavoro,” Italia contemporanea, 122 
(1976): 5—22. 
8 Mario De Micheli, Consenso, fronda, opposizione: intellettuali nel ventennio fascista (Milano: Clup, 
1977). 
9 Excerpts and an analysis of the most prominent fascist youth journals are published in Alberto Folin and 
Mario Quaranta, eds., Le riviste giovanili del periodo fascista (Treviso: Canova, 1977). 
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the Church, and mass organizations of leisure.10 Importantly, the young referred to here 

are those of the middle classes who could afford to attend these institutions, because, 

despite its rhetoric, fascism had not erased the Italian class system, and large numbers of 

children and adolescents become part of the work force at an early age.11 Therefore, the 

youth magazines of the ventennio must be studied as an expression not only of a specific 

generation but also of a specific class: the petty and high bourgeoisie.  

 Magazines, journals, and periodicals were an ideal space in which to foster what 

Ruth Ben-Ghiat has termed “generational thinking," that is, the promotion of “separatist 

sentiments” between younger and older Italians.12 These magazines offered a safety valve 

to a generation that needed to express some form of dissent towards its elders. At the 

same time, the regime permitted this anticonformism in order to groom a new leadership 

class and to control any form of dissaffection. As Ernesto Treccani, the founder of 

Corrente di Vita Giovanile, recalled, “fascism was very tolerant of the least important 

things, or at least of those that did not attack the core of the dictatorship.[…] But we 

always proceeded with caution, always attacking the periphery rather than the center of 

the problem. The scheme was this: Mussolini is ok and is never discussed; those who 

betray the revolution are the others.”13 Indeed as the Corrente example makes clear, once 

dissent became too defiant, these critical journals were suppressed.  

                                                
10 Created as early as 1919, and often established before the local fasci, the Gruppi Universitari Fascisti 
[Fascist University Groups] grew in strength throughout the 1930s and 1940s: the membership jumped 
from 55,303 in 1931 to 137,148 ten years later. Tracy H. Koon, Believe, Obey, Fight: Political 
Socialization of Youth in Fascist Italy, 1922-1943 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1985), 
p. 190. 
11 Marina Addis Saba, Gioventú italiana del Littorio, p. 68-69. 
12 Ruth Ben-Ghiat, “Class Dismissed. Fascism’s Politics of Youth,” in Fascist Modernities Italy, 1922-
1945 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), 93—123, p.94. 
13 Palmiro B. Boschesi, “Una rivista sfida il regime,” Storia Illustrata, 320 (July 1984): 43-53, p.48. 
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 The fascist-organized youth was inspired by intellectuals who openly questioned 

several aspects of fascist culture. So long as these criticisms, as Treccani indicated in the 

aforementioned remark, focused on relatively marginal aspects of the regime’s 

administration rather than on its core principles and leadership, they were generally 

tolerated. The Neapolitan critic Eduardo Persico (1900-1936) is by and large considered 

one of the main intellectual and ethical forebears of the Corrente group, although he died 

before the founding of the journal (Fig.6-3). Persico moved to Turin in the second half of 

the 1920s, and his education developed under the double influence of the antifascist 

intellectuals Piero Gobetti and Lionello Venturi, who were introducing the Turinese to 

the most advanced forms of French culture and opposing fascism’s move towards 

isolation. When he moved to Milan in 1929 and met the young artists working there, 

Persico, a committed Catholic, exhorted them to a moral revolt against the autarchic 

inclinations of the official culture of fascism. In his work in the galleries Bardi and Il 

Milione, and in the magazines Belvedere and Casa Bella, Persico “introduced the works 

of the innocent, the folksy, and the avant-garde, obtaining from the first a moral lesson 

for a new virginity of heart; from the second a substantial premise for a morality of 

craftsmanship; from the third a lashing of lazy intellects,” in the words of the artist 

Renato Birolli.14 Inspired by the work of Impressionism, post-Impressionism, and the 

School of Paris, the art that Persico encouraged emphasized color and unsophisticated 

constructions of space as a manifestation of spontaneity and sincerity—as distant as 

possible from the controlled classicizing interwar art. Yet for Persico an authentic art 

                                                
14 “faceva conoscere le opere dei candidi, dei popolareschi e delle avanguardie, ripromettendosi dai primi 
una lezione morale per una nuova verginità di cuore, dai secondi una premessa sostanziale per una moralità 
di mestiere; dalle ultime una frustata ai pigri dell’intelletto.” Renato Birolli, “Edoardo Persico e gli artisti,” 
Il Morgante (February 1936). 
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should not get lost pursuing the impressionistic “petite sensation” that could not attain a 

stable reality.15 Rather, he argued that a conscientious and direct analysis of reality—one 

that in Novecento art was prevented by the constant appeal to the models provided by 

tradition—was a fundamental first step towards transcendence into a religious realm.  

 Lionello Venturi’s book, Il gusto dei primitivi [The Taste of the Primitives] (1926), 

indirectly attacked the Classicism promoted by the fascist regime by insisting on the 

aesthetic value of anti-Classical art from Byzantium to Sandro Botticelli, and by arguing 

that their religious inspiration was a manifestation of a “mystical disposition” that was a 

necessary component for authentic art.16 Furthermore, Venturi interpreted the 

Impressionists—who he assiduously promoted in his classes at the University of Turin—

as “new primitives”, for whom the elimination of academic detail (such as chiaroscuro, 

perspective, and drawing) had an expressive and spiritual function. For Venturi, primitive 

artists had gone beyond Classicism because of their religious beliefs; therefore, a return 

to Classicism (such as the one promoted by some sectors of the fascist cultural system) 

could only provoke a return to paganism. 

 Venturi’s controversial interpretation of the relation between art and faith inspired 

Persico’s promotion of naive and self-consciously primitive artworks by Ottone Rosai, 

Tullio Garbari, Giacomo Manzú, and Aligi Sassu, among others.17 The artists he 

supported avoided the early-Renaissance aesthetic of the Novecento movement and the 

                                                
15 For this interpretation of Impressionism, see Richard Schiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism. A 
Study of the Theory, Technique and Critical Evaluation of Modern Art. (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1984); Linda Nochlin, The Politics of Vision : Essays on Nineteenth-Century Art and 
Society (New York: Harper & Row, 1989). 
16 Lionello Venturi, Il gusto dei primitivi (Bologna: Zanichelli, 1926). 
17 Some of the artists who Persico promoted in the Galleria del Milione were actually self-taught: for 
example, Francesco De Terlizzi, a policeman who worked in Trento; the football player Ezio Sclavi; or 
Marta, a housewife from the Emilia region. 
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monumental tendencies of fascist public art. Persico was not the only critic impatient 

with some of the artistic tendencies that received more support from the fascist state. For 

example, in 1935, the painter and critic Carlo Belli published Kn, a manifesto of abstract 

art in line with Wassily Kandinsky’s theories.18 Belli conceived of abstraction as the 

artistic equivalent of the order and discipline imposed by the fascist state. On the 

contrary, the militant criticism of Edoardo Persico rejected any form of compromise with 

the status quo. As he argued a year before his death, 

The major failure of the aesthetic education of many Italians —and of a lot of 
people from other countries, if you will— is to believe that art is a patented 
system, a portable device that works once it has been quickly wound up. The 
bourgeoisie, which is the fiercest supporter of this system and of its traps, believes 
that artists can set foot in it, as the bourgeoisie sets foot in all institutions; and 
only asks that one celebrate the glories of its greatness and of its independence. 
[...] But art is something else: it is the need to have an opinion, to conquer a will, 
to decide also on a practical idea.19 

 

Persico’s fervent defense of art as an ethical commitment became a model for a new 

generation of artists. Yet he remains an elusive figure. For instance, Betty Talvecchia has 

argued that Persico’s attempts to use fascist artists like Ottone Rosai to defend a Catholic 

view of modernism that could only be antifascist were bound to fail.20 I would argue that 

what might have been even more problematic for Persico’s aims were not Rosai’s fascist 

                                                
18 Carlo Belli, Kn (Milano: Edizioni Scheiwiller, 1935) 
19 “Il difetto maggiore dell’educazione estetica di molti italiani—e di moltissima gente di altri paesi, se 
volete—è di credere che l’arte sia un sistema brevettato, un congegno portatile che funzioni, una volta che è 
stato caricato alla bell’e meglio. La borghesia, che è la più accanita sostenitrice di questo sistema e di 
queste trappole, crede che gli artisti vi si possano adagiare, come essa si riposa su tutte le istituzioni; e 
chiede soltanto che si celebrino i fasti della sua grandezza e della sua indipendenza. […] Ma l’arte è 
un’altra cosa, è la necessità di avere un’opinione, di conquistare una volontà, di decidersi anche per un’idea 
pratica.” Edoardo Persico, “Mistica dell’Europa. Milano, June 5th, 1934. Conference in the Galleria Il 
Milione,” in Edoardo Persico, Tutte le opere (1923-1935)., ed. by Giulia Veronesi (Milano: Edizioni di 
Comunità, 1964), p. 207-216. 
20 Bette L. Talvacchia, “Politics Considered as a Category of Culture: The Antifascist Corrente Group,” Art 
History 8, no. 3 (Settembre 1985): 336—355, p.343. 
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beliefs but his anticlericalism: a homosexual, in 1931 he signed a manifesto against the 

Lateran Pacts.21 Yet Persico’s uncompromising view of an ethical modernism did not 

have clear political contours and could hardly be considered a form of “antifascism,” as 

Persico’s writings contain almost no indication about concrete political issues.22 He 

opposed the official culture of the regime from a position of committed Catholicism, 

rather than from the socialist, communist, or liberal faith that was common among 

antifascists. In this respect, Persico’s views were an alternative to both fascism and 

antifascism. His spiritualist beliefs led him to question fascism from the standpoint of 

transcendence rather than history: he criticized fascism as the status quo, but most of his 

observations about the decadence of contemporary society—as the quote cited above 

shows—are also applicable to a democratic system.  

 The Corrente group, while sharing Persico’s moral tension, transposed it into a 

historical realm and avoided his mystical drifts. The differences between Persico and 

Corrente were most visible in the different forms of criticism they practiced. For Persico, 

the morality of art was of paramount importance, and his writings analyzed the ethical 

import of artworks. For Corrente, technique, materials, and artistic practice were the 

predominant aspects of art criticism, because through their examination it was possible to 

evaluate the concrete engagement of artists with the present. Indeed, one of the most 

important innovations in art criticism introduced by the Corrente group was the 

acknowledgement that the various aspects of artistic practice are indicative of the 

                                                
21 Emilio Settimelli, Ottone Rosai, Remo Chiti, Alberto Maurizio, Bruno Rosai, Svaticanamento: 
Dichiarazione agli italiani. (Firenze: Edizioni Fiorentine, [1931]) 
22 For an assessment of the complexity of Persico’s political position, see Maurizio Cecchetti, “Il 
vocabolario della lingua preziosa,” Elena Pontiggia, ed., Edoardo Persico e gli artisti: 1929-1936 : il 
percorso di un critico dall’impressionismo al primitivismo (Milano: Electa, 1998): 55-59. 
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conditions of production in which the artwork was created, and reveal the artist's 

engagement with his concrete historical reality. By contrast, Persico analyzed artworks in 

terms of an ethical and religious project that transcended their concrete historical 

conditions.  

6.2. Corrente di Vita Giovanile and "Critical Realism" 

In January 1938, the engineering student Ernesto Treccani, the seventeen-year old son of 

the industrialist and publisher Giovanni Treccani degli Alfieri, founded Vita giovanile. 

Periodico mensile di letteratura, arte, politica [Young Life. Monthly Periodical of 

Literature, Art, Politics]. A couple of months later, the journal changed its name to 

Corrente di Vita Giovanile [Current of Young Life].23 Although it was not the 

mouthpiece of any official organization, the periodical had its headquarters in a room in 

the Palazzo della Permanente in Milan, and its first masthead was decorated with fasci 

and a quotation from Mussolini: “We want young people to pick up our flame” (Fig.6- 4). 

24 Its aim, stated in its first editorial, was to give voice to the “thoughts of Mussolinian 

youth," showcasing its “political and cultural maturity.”25  

                                                
23 The first issue with the new title was published on October 15, 1938. The Italian literature on the group is 
quite extensive; in recent years, Corrente has also been analyzed by English-speaking scholars: Bette L. 
Talvacchia, “Politics Considered as a Category of Culture: The Antifascist Corrente Group,” Art History 8, 
no. 3 (Settembre 1985): 336—355; Ruth Ben-Ghiat, “The Politics of Realism: Corrente Di Vita Giovanile 
and the Youth Culture of the 1930s,” Stanford Italian Review VIII, no. 1—2 (1990): 139—64; Ruth Ben-
Ghiat, “Fascism, Writing, and Memory: The Realist Aesthetic in Italy, 1930-1950,” The Journal of Modern 
History 67, no. 3 (Settembre 1995): 627—665; Ruth Ben-Ghiat, Fascist Modernities: Italy, 1922-1945 
(University of California Press, 2001), 168 et seq; Adrian Duran, “Corrente, Italian Art under Fascism, and 
the Resistance,” in Painting, Politics, and the New Front of Cold War Italy (Ashgate Publishing, Ltd., 
2014), 11—40. 
24 Antonio Bruni to Vittorio Sereni, September 12, 1938. 1.11. Documenti e materiali di Corrente e degli 
artisti di Corrente, Fondazione Corrente (Milano). Folder 116, file 1, subfile 1. The fasci were taken out of 
the masthead in issue I, 5. 
25 “Presentazione,” Vita Giovanile I, 1 (January 1st, 1938). 
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 Without rejecting the art of the preceding generation in its entirety—Corrente 

included favorable reviews of the work of Carlo Carrà, Ottone Rosai, Giorgio Morandi, 

Arturo Martini, and Giorgio —the artists of the Corrente group aimed at a form of art 

that would be based on a “true spiritual tension […] realized in the act of expression.”26 

In Corrente’s first issue, an article by artist Arnaldo Badodi pointed out the discrepancy 

between the artist, who in the 1930s was compelled by the regime to create an art that the 

audience approved of, and the public, who pays no attention to novel artistic 

manifestations.27 Furthermore, Badodi criticized not only the idea of a “return,” 

observing that art tends to innovate rather than go back to previous experiences, but also 

the idea of an “order” which would impose aesthetic uniformity—let us remember that 

these are the years in which the gerarca Roberto Farinacci aggressively promoted an 

easily comprehensible and openly propagandistic form of Realism in the Nazi-inspired 

and state-sponsored artistic competition Premio Cremona.28 Rather than a "return to 

order," Badodi defended what he termed “deformazione” [“deformation”], which 

“represents the emotion of the single artist with regard to reality.”29 It was for these 

reasons, Badodi concluded, that the public could not appreciate true art at this time.  

                                                
26 “Una vera tensione spirituale, principio dell’arte moderna, si realizza nell’atto stesso dell’espressione.” 
Raffaele de Grada, “La pittura italiana alla III Quadriennale romana,” Corrente di Vita Giovanile II, 4  
(February 28th, 1939) 
27 “Arnaldo Badodi, “Pittura e pubblico,” Vita Giovanile I, 1 (January 1st, 1938). 
28 Premio Cremona: catalogo delle opere esposte alla mostra. Premio A: Ascoltazione alla radio di un 
discorso de Duce. Premio B: Stati d’animo creati dal fascismo. (Cremona: Stabilimento tipografico società 
editoriale "Cremona nuova’, 1939); Giacomo Munaro, “Cremona: il ‘Premio Cremona’ ; rassegna d’arte 
nuova e fascista,” Emporium 90, no. 7 (1939): 54—55; Tellini Perina, “«Questo novecentismo fascista ; 
forte, vigoroso, epico, romano»” (R. Farinacci, 1940),” in Gli anni del Premio Bergamo: arte in Italia 
intorno agli anni Trenta., ed. by Francesco Rossi and Cinzia Solza (Milano: Electa, 1993), 51—58. 
29 “La deformazione rappresenta l’emozione che il singolo artista ha nei confronti della realtà.” Arnaldo 
Badodi, “Pittura e pubblico,” Vita Giovanile I, 1 (January 1st, 1938). 
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 In so arguing, Badodi emphasized the difference between the art of the Corrente 

group and other forms of Expressionist but understandable aesthetics, such as the 

movement of mural painting led by Mario Sironi: the art of Corrente did not aspire to be 

accessible to the public, because it deemed that the public was unprepared to appreciate 

it. The art of these young artists refused to serve any extra-artistic ends; it refused to 

become a form of propaganda. 

 It is important to note that, in this respect, the Corrente group was not a lone voice. 

Other Italian artists and intellectuals of the time argued that openly propagandistic aims 

in the artistic realm prevented the creation of authentic art —in 1937, echoes of the 

Degenerate Art Exhibition arrived in Italy, and important figures in the regime such as 

F.T. Marinetti censured the Nazi rejection of avant-garde art.30 For instance, the writer 

Massimo Bontempelli, a member of the Academy of Italy, was quoted in Corrente as 

arguing that the best relations between the arts and the State were “indirect and almost 

unconscious," because “even when it believes itself to be autonomous”, art is always “a 

spontaneous complement of human action, that is, of politics,” and only by being art and 

not pretending to be propaganda, can it truly serve the State.31 The criticism of 

propagandistic art, therefore, did not immediately mark Corrente as antifascist, but 

placed the journal as another critical voice within the regime itself. 

                                                
30 For Marinetti’s defense of futurism, and avant-garde art in general, as contiguous to the values of 
fascism, see Enrico Crispolti, Il mito della macchina e altri temi del futurismo. (Trapani: Celebes, 1971), p. 
695 et seq.; Claudia Salaris, Artecrazia. L’avanguardia futurista negli anni del fascismo (Firenze: La 
Nuova Italia, 1992); Vittorio Pizzone, “Il dibattito sull’arte degenerata nella cultura italiana degli anni 
Trenta,” in Arte e critica in Italia nella prima metà del Novecento, ed. by Giovanna De Lorenzi (Roma: 
Bulzoni, 2010), 61—74; Massimo Virgilio, La politica culturale del movimento futurista negli anni Trenta: 
il caso di Futurismo, Sant’Elia, Artecrazia (Roma: Ed. Settimo Sigillo, 2007). 
31 Ernst [Ernesto Treccani], “Chiarezza di programma. Linea seguita e tracciata,” Vita Giovanile I, 10 (June 
15th, 1938) 
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 Corrente published texts on philosophy, literature, art, politics, and music. Unlike 

other magazines of its kind, it also published articles on popular culture such as the 

movies of Walt Disney and the Marx Brothers, as well as frequent interventions on 

contemporary cinema signed by Alberto Lattuada and Luigi Comencini —who would 

gain future fame as neorealist film directors. Corrente paid attention to advertisements, 

noting, for example, how the American ad industry was appropriating the vocabulary of 

SurRealism.32 In addition, Corrente was open to literature published beyond national 

borders, and translated works by Katherine Mansfield, William Butler Yeats, Federico 

García Lorca, and Rainer Maria Rilke. Such attention contrasted with the increasing 

“intellectual autarchy”—as Raffaele De Grada termed it—of late 1930s fascism, when a 

series of intellectuals proposed a limitation on the amount of translations of literary 

works in order to protect Italian literature from foreign contamination.33 

 In addition to intervening in the artistic field by publishing critical articles, 

Corrente organized two important art shows in March and December 1939. The first 

exhibition, which opened in the Palazzo della Permanente, was limited to artists working 

in Milan and included members of the Novecento generation, such as Carrà, Marussig, 

and Martini, as well as young artists more representative of Corrente’s aesthetics, such as 

Renato Birolli, Sandro Cherchi, Bruno Cassinari, and Giuseppe Migneco. As an article on 

Corrente pointed out, “Modern Italian art is worthy of the great traditions because it 

broke with the provincial world of the nineteenth century and has found a language, 

certainly imperfect, but universal. This is the result of the older generation that we 

                                                
32 Ernst [Ernesto Treccani], “Di un surRealismo commerciale,” Vita giovanile I, 15 (September 30th, 
1938). 
33 Raffaele De Grada, “Autarchia intellettuale e altre cose,” Vita Giovanile I, 7 (April 30th, 1938). 
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honor.”34 This first exhibition, then, aimed to show how the search for a common 

language of art must make reference to the concrete historical precedents of Italian art, 

rather than evoke the mythic Roman or Renaissance past promoted through official 

rhetoric.  

 A couple of months later, in an article that appeared during Corrente’s second 

exhibit, Birolli further explained his generation's rapport with tradition. Responding to a 

questionnaire circulated by the design and architecture journal Domus titled “Where is 

Italian art going?” Birolli declared his disagreement with art education based on ancient 

models. He explained that it is through the concrete practice of art rather than the 

imposition of models that contemporary artists could rediscover their aesthetic referents. 

In his case, “I place my painting in the foreground, and then go back in a relative line to 

Cézanne, and from him to El Greco and Tintoretto.”35 For Birolli, this did not represent a 

"return" along the lines of the retour à l'ordre because he chose his predecessors on the 

basis of spiritual affinities, rather than on the basis of a common racial heritage, as 

Novecento or the racist debates promoted by the Anti-Semitic propagandists Telesio 

Interlandi and Roberto Farinacci argued. For example, spiritual affinities led Birolli to 

                                                
34 “L’arte italiana moderna è degna delle grandi tradizioni nostre perché ha rotto il mondo provinciale 
dell'Ottocento ed ha ritrovato un linguaggio, imperfettissimo certo, ma universale. Questo il risultato della 
generazione anziana che onoriamo.” Corrente Di Vita Giovanile II, no. 6 (March 31, 1939).  
35 "Non credo all'insegnamento discendente da alcuna opera d'antico, troppo lontana dai nostri eventi storici 
ed estetici. [...] Le affinità spirituali non sono soltanto d'ordine fantastico e fuori del tempo, ma anche di 
simpatia umana. Quindi in primo piano sistemo il mio quadro, per risalire in linea relativa a Cézanne e da 
questo a Greco o Tintoretto." Renato Birolli, “Dove va l’arte italiana. Un referendum che interessa quanti 
seguono gli sviluppi della giovane arte italiana. Risposta di Renato Birolli,” Domus no. 108 (Dicembre 
1936): 54—55, p.55. 
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prefer Romanticism—which he considered a transhistorical current concerned with 

expressiveness—over other styles, which to him appeared stifling and artificial.36 

 The second Corrente show, held in the Galleria Grande in Milan rather than in a 

public building like the Palazzo della Permanente, included only artists of the young 

generation and was extended to practitioners outside of Milan. Thus, it reunited a front of 

young Italian artists like Lucio Fontana, Renato Guttuso, Mirko and Afro Basaldella, 

Mario Mafai, Fausto Pirandello, and Giacomo Manzú. These artists were brought 

together, as a programmatic article in the journal indicated, by a common interest in 

“Realism.” Yet, once again, this was not the Realism promoted by the Nazi-inspired art 

of Farinacci’s Premio Cremona, but rather a thorough and clear-eyed analysis of reality: 

“Realism [...] was a problem that especially concerned us young people," wrote the 

editors of Corrente, "because the condition of our spiritual certainties was a free 

examination of that “reality” that was being created around us, a “reality” that we had to 

conquer with our efforts to really feel it as ours, in no uncertain terms. [...] A problem of 

"Realism", of course (but not in the sense of "naturalism” that the word acquired in 

various eras) was essentially our problem."37 

 In an essay about Corrente Ruth Ben-Ghiat has analyzed the journal as a turning 

point for Realism, which was one of the dominant cultural politics of fascism in the 

                                                
36 Renato Birolli, “Dove va l’arte italiana," p. 55. Cursives in the original. Elena Pontiggia has analyzed the 
critical legacy of romanticism in anti-Novecento interwar art in “Una stagione neo-romantica. Pittura e 
scultura a Milano negli anni trenta,” in Elena Pontiggia and Nicolotta Colombo, Milano Anni Trenta l’arte 
e la città (Milano: Mazzotta, 2004): 9-37. 
37 “Si parlò di «Realismo». E questo sì, era un problema che sopratutto preoccupava noi giovani, perché 
condizione delle nostre certezze spirituali era un libero esame di quella «realtà» che si andava creando 
intorno a noi, «realtà» che noi dovevamo conquistare con le nostre forze per sentirla veramente nostra, 
senza incertezze. [...] Un problema di «Realismo», certamente (ma non nel senso «naturalistico» che 
acquistò la parola nelle varie epoche) era essenzialmente il nostro problema,” Corrente di Vita Giovanile II, 
no. 22 (December 15, 1939). 
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1930s and also became the main theoretical framework of leftist politics in the post-war 

period. She observed that the journal “encapsulated the transformation of Realism from 

an official to an opposition aesthetic.”38 Moving beyond revisionist readings of Corrente 

as a radical antifascist group, Ben-Ghiat demonstrates how indebted to the dominant 

aesthetics and politics supported by the fascist regime the movement truly was. In the 

post-war period—and already for some members of the Corrente group—Realism was a 

clear-eyed view of society as an organic whole, revealing the interrelations between 

fascism and bourgeois capitalism. But in the 1930s the notion was the catchphrase of a 

fascist-promoted politics of culture. In opposition to Liberalism—and its philosophical 

equivalent, Benedetto Croce—which promoted a separation of the spheres of life and 

therefore advocated individualism, the fascist regime encouraged a unification of all the 

realms of human activity. By promoting the merging of man and society, of form and 

content, and of art and life, the fascist vision of society metamorphosed into a form of 

totalitarian control over all aspects of culture.  

 In the 1930s, the debate over Realism referred primarily to the works of writers like 

Alberto Moravia, Corrado Alvaro, and Euralio De Michelis who, like the German Neue 

Sachlichkeit, emphasized psychological objectivity and a dispassionate description of 

social relations. For Ben-Ghiat, Realism “soon became identified with official tenets” and 

“was largely devoid of political connotations, in keeping with the vacuum of those who 

had championed it.”39 Yet the art promoted by the Corrente group somehow tells a 

different story. Rather than advocating for the Italian equivalent of New Objectivity—

                                                
38 Ruth Ben-Ghiat, “The Politics of Realism: Corrente di Vita Giovanile and the Youth Culture of the 
1930s,” Stanford Italian Review VIII, no. 1—2 (1990): 139—64, p.164. 
39 Ruth Ben-Ghiat, “The Politics of Realism," p. 157 and p.161. 
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which included artists like Achille Funi, Felice Casorati, and Antonio Donghi—Corrente 

promoted artworks that moved away from detached description towards an emotional 

engagement with materials, techniques, and specific subject matter. The difference 

between these two artistic tendencies is summarized with the formulae “Naturalism” vs. 

“Realism” in the aforementioned quotation from Corrente: the engagement with reality 

desired by the members of Corrente was not only clear-eyed and unfiltered 

("Naturalism"), but also critical ("Realism").  

  Indeed, the Corrente group first positioned themselves in the context of “critical 

fascism," but soon moved on to more unconventional viewpoints. The political 

metamorphosis of the journal took place within its first year. The first issue contained 

enthusiastic articles such as “Capitale fascista” [Fascist capital], in which Treccani 

expounded on the “historical necessity of fascism” as mediator between private and 

social interest, or “La gioventù italiana del littorio” [The Italian Youth of the Lictor], 

where Gian Paolo Melzi d’Eril praised fascist youth organizations.40 In these early issues, 

Corrente also devoted an unusual amount of space to articles about the culture and 

politics of the Soviet Union, emphasizing how oppressed the population was by the 

pervasive militarism and authoritarianism of the Communist Party.41 However, already in 

the mid-April issue, the director of Corrente censured fascists who did not accept any 

                                                
40 Ernesto Treccani, “Capitale fascista,” Vita giovanile I, 1 (January 1st, 1938); Gian Paolo Melzi d’Eril, 
“La gioventù italiana del littorio,” Vita giovanile I, 1 (January 1st, 1938). 
41 Eugenio Ciboldi, “Il militarismo bolscevico e la paura della guerra,” Vita Giovanile I, 9 (May 31st, 
1938); Cesare Rossi, “Il concetto di patria nel bolscevismo,”Vita Giovanile I, 9 (May 31st, 1938). 
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criticism of the party and the government, observing that they prompted the foreign press 

to accuse Italians of being oppressed and submissive.42  

 With the passing of time this critical tone became stronger. Treccani censured 

prominent fascist magazines such as Critica fascista, Libro e Moschetto, and Attività 

Corporativa for their lack of critical spirit; the Opera Nazionale Dopolavoro for its 

inability to provide high quality entertainment to workers; the fascist intellectuals for 

their passivity.43 More radically, Treccani questioned the idea of “faith” at the basis of 

fascist doctrine, explaining that it meant “to have faith” in the fascist political system 

rather than to be “fideistic” and preclude any form of criticism and personal initiative.44 

Strategically choosing phrases from Mussolini’s speeches and writings in which he 

defended and urged a form of active intellectual engagement with fascism, Treccani 

condemned positions of passive obedience to the regime that were becoming increasingly 

prevalent in Italy.45 In defending these positions, the Corrente group clearly expressed 

the desire for renewal of a large sector of the young fascist intelligentsia, who had grown 

unsatisfied with the more conservative tendencies of fascism. Yet, as Treccani himself 

recalled in a diary entry dated July 7th 1943, his “polemical notes” referred only to the 

                                                
42 Ernesto Treccani, “Capitale fascista," Vita Giovanile I, 1 (January 1st, 1938); Gian Paolo Melzi d’Eril, 
“La gioventù italiana del littorio,” Vita Giovanile I, 1 (January 1st, 1938); Ernesto Treccani, “II bigotti del 
Partito," Vita Giovanile I, 6 (April 15, 1938). In the previous issue, as per Treccani’s recollections, the 
editorial board  included several students of Antonio Banfi; in particular Raffaele De Grada would become 
a crucial figure in the magazine. Giovannella Desideri, ed. Antologia della rivista Corrente (Napoli: Guida, 
1979), p. 24. From this issue onwards, the fasci disappeared from Corrente’s masthead. 
43 Ernst, “Filippiche in sedicesimo,” Corrente di Vita Giovanile I, 17 (October 31st, 1938); Ernst, 
“Filippiche in sedicesimo,” Corrente di Vita Giovanile I, 18 (November 15th. 1938); Ernesto Treccani, 
“Nostri scopi presenti e futuri,” Ernst, “Filippiche in sedicesimo,” Corrente di Vita Giovanile II, 2 (January 
31st, 1939); Ernst, “Filippiche in sedicesimo,” Corrente di Vita Giovanile III, 3 (February 15th, 1939). 
44 Ernesto Treccani, “Di una posizione critica,” Corrente di Vita Giovanile II, 4 (February 28th 1939). 
Antonio Pedata responded to Treccani in “Del «credere» fascista,” L’Artiglio (March 11th, 1939), in which 
he argued that fascist faith was indeed an “act of faith.". Rassegna stampa, 1938-1939, 1.8.1, folder 86, 
folder 1. Fondazione Corrente (Milano). 
45 Ernesto Treccani, “Filippiche,” Corrente di Vita Giovanile II, 7 (April 15th 1939). 
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“small flaws of the fascist party (of the ‘big’ ones I could not or did not know how to talk 

about).”46 

 Despite the sometimes excessive hagiography surrounding Corrente and the 

concrete antifascist positions of many of its participants, for a long time the journal also 

held recognizably fascist positions.47 Its first issue, for instance, included an article on the 

Spanish civil war perfectly aligned with the official fascist position, urging recognition of 

Francisco Franco’s government.48 In December 1938, the journal published an article 

responding to the growing conversation on race. The Manifesto del Razzismo Italiano 

[Manifesto of Italian Racism] had been published in July 14, 1938, and the Carta della 

Razza [Charter on Race] in October 6-7 1938; the racial laws were approved in 

November of that same year.49 The author of “Nostro razzismo” [Our Racism], the 

Catholic Claudio Belingardi, was skeptical of the notion of race because it was too 

biological and materialistic, and he predicted that in Italy the “spiritual” concept of nation 

rather than the “pagan” concept of race would prevail.50 In the next issues, Belingardi 

justified the recent racial laws against the Italian Jews as a form of legitimate defense on 

the part of the nation.51  

                                                
46 "Su «Corrente» del 31 ottobre 1938 cominciavo «Filippiche in sedicesimo», appunti polemici che le 
piccole magagne (delle «grandi» non potevo o non sapevo parlare) del partito fascista mi suggerivano.” 
Ernesto Treccani, Arte per amore. (Milano: Teti, 1973), p. 27. 
47 In his autobiographical writings Treccani referred to the journal as “the antifascist movement of 
Corrente.” Scritti 1959- partecipazione a Corrente, unit 1.2, folder 7, file 15, subfile 5. Fondazione 
Corrente (Milano). While the term “antifascism” could be applied to the artistic movement that began after 
the magazine closed, the journal itself was not recognizably antifascist. 
48 Antonio Bruni, “Il riconoscimento di Franco,” Corrente I, 1 (January 1st, 1938). Yet Corrente also 
published the translations of poems by Antonio Machado, Juan Ramón Jiménez, and Federico García 
Lorca, poets persecuted by the Franco regime and committed Republicans. 
49 Renzo de Felice, Storia degli ebrei italiani sotto il fascismo (Torino: Einaudi, 1972) 
50 Claudio Belingardi, “Nostro razzismo,” Corrente di Vita Giovanile I, 20 (December 15th, 1938). 
51 Claudio Belingardi, “Razzismo e universalismo,” Corrente di Vita Giovanile I, 21 (December 32st, 
1938); Claudio Belingardi, “Pratica attuazione del nostro razzismo,” Corrente di Vita Giovanile II, 1 
(January 15th, 1939). 
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 Even future antifascists, like Dino del Bo and Enzo Paci, published articles with 

recognizably fascist positions. For example, del Bo investigated the notion of revolution 

and argued that fascism was its “ideal type” because it had, for the most part, exalted the 

“fundamental concept of reality, the adequacy of the world of experience to the superior 

world of ends,” while Paci—as will be shown in the next section—defended an 

identification of existentialism with fascism.52 These articles demonstrate not only the 

plurality of opinions in the journal but also the necessary compromises required from any 

Italian publication, no matter how anti-conformist, on the eve of the Second World 

War.53 Furthermore, they also reveal a crucial aspect of the youth frondist rebellion that, 

while not sufficiently undescored up to this point in the literature, explains one of its most 

puzzling features: its lack of a discernible ideology. As Luisa Mangoni has pointed out 

not only was the revolutionary attitude a recognizably fascist trait, embodied for example 

by Mino Maccari's journal Il Selvaggio, but the lack of a political and cultural ideological 

affiliation also made fascist youth groups "an integral element of fascism, which at any 

moment could bring them back to normality."54 The history of Corrente illustrates this 

thesis. While it published a plurality of positions, it was allowed to exist. Once it devoted 

space to more radical ideas, it was suppressed.  

                                                
52 “[…] il tipo ideale di rivoluzione […] [è] la Rivoluzione delle Camice Nere; perché è in questa 
Rivoluzione che massimamente risulta quel concetto fondamentale di realtà, quell’adeguarsi del mondo 
dell’esperienza al mondo superiore dei fini.” Dino del Bo, “Introduzione al concetto di rivoluzione,” 
Corrente di Vita Giovanile II, 8 (April 30th, 1839). Cursives in the original. 
53 This also reveals the problematic phenomenon of “transformism," which led many intellectuals who 
defended fascist positions in the 1930s to become staunch antifascists after the war. For a polemical 
analysis, see Mirella Serri, I redenti: gli intellettuali che vissero due volte, 1938-1948 (Milano: Corbaccio, 
2005); for a more nuanced view, see Mario De Micheli, Consenso, fronda, opposizione: intellettuali nel 
ventennio fascista (Milano: Clup, 1977) and Paolo Rossi, Un breve viaggio e altre storie: le guerre, gli 
uomini, la memoria (Milano: R. Cortina, 2012). 
54 Luisa Mangoni, L’interventismo della cultura. Intellettuali e riviste del fascismo. (Roma-Bari: Laterza, 
1974), p.204. 
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 When the war began, Corrente devoted more space to political commentary in 

which different collaborators discussed the reasons for the war. On the cover of what 

would be the last issue, Treccani published reflections that, in light of the suppression of 

the magazine, have become particularly touching: "I used to believe in the freedom of my 

mind: what great naïvety! [...] And it was still this naïvety of having to always have a free 

mind that gave me peace. But what I meant by ‘having a free mind’ was not easy to 

understand.”55 There was another important article published in this last issue: Argan’s 

“Il Caravaggio e la critica del Seicento.” 56 Argan, who worked in the Ministry of 

Education, pointed out that thanks to Longhi’s analysis—he did not mention the 

contributions of Venturi or Marangoni, although the latter wrote the legends for the 

images that illustrate the article—the myth of Caravaggio as a rebel in life and art had 

been finally discredited. The new studies on the Baroque had identified the tradition 

within which Caravaggio worked, and the boundaries of his “Realism”—as we have seen, 

a key word for the Corrente group. For Argan, indeed, Realism is not a faithful 

reproduction of the external world. Rather, it indicates a deliberate movement away from 

tradition, treating reality as “a problem or a question, rather than as an objective 

datum.”57 Thus Argan noted that culture is no longer for Caravaggio “an inert notion or 

                                                
55 “A quei tempi credevo ancora alla libertà della mia testa: grossa ingenuità! […] Ed era ancora l’ingenuità 
di avere per sempre una testa libera che mi dava pace..” Ernesto Treccani, “Commenti,” Corrente di Vita 
Giovanile III, 10 (May 31st, 1940). 
56 Giulio Carlo Argan, “Il Caravaggio e la critica del Seicento,” Corrente di Vita Giovanile III, no. 9 
(maggio 1940). 
57 “realtà intesa piuttosto come problema o interrogativo che come dato oggettivo.” Giulio Carlo Argan, “Il 
Caravaggio e la critica del Seicento,” Corrente di Vita Giovanile III, no. 9 (maggio 1940). 
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an abstract norm, but a problem of conscience that can be solved only in the expressive 

commitment, in the practical action of art.”58 

  We can only speculate as to why Argan’s article was published in Corrente, which 

rarely included scholarly pieces; Argan was not a member of the group either. Yet there 

are strong similarities between the way in which Argan defined the notion of Realism 

embodied by Caravaggio, and the critical and expressive engagement with reality that 

Corrente indicated with the term “Realism.” Argan’s call for art as a form of ethical 

commitment, and for creativity as a form of moral responsibility, weaves together 

Corrente’s critical Realism with the Baroque.  

 This issue of Corrente was the last. Treccani recalled: “Corrente was suppressed 

because it was defeatist with regards to the war initiated by fascism.”59 Yet the last issue 

of Corrente commented on the impending entrance of Italy into war in a very indirect 

way. Firstly, it published a series of drawings by Renato Guttuso. One of them represents, 

with nervous lines, a tragic scene: the naked bodies of two dead men and a distressed 

figure clutching a knife—an inauspicious evocation in the chauvinistic climate of 1940 

(Fig.6-5). Secondly, Corrente published on its first page an essay by nineteenth-century 

writer Carlo Cattaneo, titled “Della milizia antica e moderna” [Of Ancient and Modern 

Militiae].60 Some of Corrente's writers stated that the journal was suppressed because this 

article argued that those who embark on an unjust war are bound to lose it. Yet a careful 

reading of Cattaneo's article reveals a more complex, and more subversive, argument: 
                                                
58 “la cultura, invece di rimanere nozione inerte o di astrarsi in norma, diventa un problema di coscienza 
irresolvibile se non nell’impegno espressivo, nel pratico agire dell’arte.” Giulio Carlo Argan, “Il 
Caravaggio e la critica del Seicento." 
59 "Corrente viene soppressa perché disfattista nei confronti della guerra voluta dal fascismo." Ernesto 
Treccani, “Scritti 1982- Appunti manoscritti e dattiloscritto sulla mostra ‘Anni Trenta. Arte e cultura in 
Italia.,’” 1982, Unit 1.2, folder 12, file 39, subfile 2., Fondazione Corrente (Milano). 
60 Carlo Cattaneo, “Della milizia antica e moderna,” Corrente di Vita Giovanile III, no. 9 (maggio 1940). 
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Cattaneo argued not for the immorality of war, but for its inutility. He reasoned that 

because each side has to keep up with the technological progress of its counterpart, both 

enemies ended up being in equally bad condition. Wars are useless, as the situation of 

both sides is, at the end of the conflict, leveled.  

 Yet despite its criticism of fascism and its rebellious proclamations, Corrente did 

not publish any direct criticism of Mussolini or the fascist regime as a whole. Why, then, 

did the Duce order its suppression?61 The answer might lie in how subversive Corrente’s 

claims regarding the relation between art and politics were. Until the late 1930s, the 

fascist regime had been able to, as Hans Magnus Enzesberger and more recently Marla 

Stone have pointed out, absorb contradictory artistic tendencies within a framework of 

consensus.62 Although movements like Novecento or Pittura murale became, in turn, 

predominant in the system of commissions and economic support of the fascist state, 

most manifestations of art were accepted, their aesthetics notwithstanding. But the 

political position of artists fell neatly into two acceptable positions. They could be either 

propagandists, such as Mario Sironi with his illustrations for the Popolo d’Italia, or they 

could defend aristocratic isolation from political matters while at the same time bringing 

prestige to the regime, such as the Novecento exhibits organized by Margherita Sarfatti 

throughout Europe and America. Even the work of artists like Morandi or abstractionists 

like Mario Radice and Atanasio Soldati did not really unhinge this scheme: by being 

patronized and included in official exhibitions, they proclaimed the artistic tolerance and 

                                                
61 Mussolini declared he was responsible for the suppression of the magazine in a conversation with Carlo 
Ravasio on December 28th, 1941. Edoardo and Duilio Susmel, ed. Opera omnia di Benito Mussolini, vol. 
30 (Firenze: La Fenice, 1960), p. 150. 
62 Hans Magnus Enzensberger, “The Aporias of the Avant Garde, (1962)” in The Consciousness Industry; 
on Literature, Politics and the Media. (New York: Seabury Press, 1974), 16-41; Marla Susan Stone, The 
Patron State. Culture and Politics in Fascist Italy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1998). 
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prescience of the fascist regime. Fascism had corralled artists into an untenable position. 

Once the regime had manifested support and enthusiasm for modernism, what kind of art 

could modern but antifascist artists create? 

 Corrente and the artists in its orbit proposed a truly alternative cultural project: a 

form of critical engagement with the art, culture, and politics of fascism that could easily 

become a form of opposition. With Realism proffered as the mode in which to have direct 

and critical engagement with reality, mindless obedience became unacceptable. Indeed, 

Corrente was born as a manifestation of the revolutionary soul of fascism, but what it 

revealed in its short two years of existence was how unsustainable this “left-wing 

fascism” truly was on the brink of war. Indeed, historian Paolo Nello has demonstrated 

the divergent ways in which Bottai and Mussolini conceived of the participation of the 

young in fascism. While Bottai considered the revision of fascism undertaken by fascist 

youth desirable, Mussolini, for all his apparent enthusiasm for the revolutionary impetus 

of youth magazines, conceived of the regime as a “monolithic bloc," with no possible 

“internal dialectic.”63 As Mussolini had foreseen, and as Corrente demonstrated, once 

even secondary aspects of the regime were criticized, the entire structure of the 

dictatorship—including crucial matters like the right to declare war—could be under 

attack. 

6.3. "Autonomy is not indifference": The Criticism of Crocean Aesthetics64 

                                                
63 Nello Paolo, “Mussolini o Bottai: due modi di concepire l’educazione fascista della gioventù,” Storia 
contemporanea VIII, no. 2 (June 1977): 335—366, p.341. 
64 Luciano Anceschi, Autonomia non è indifferenza. Scritti dal 1929 al 1963, ed. by Luca Cesari (Milano: 
Raffaelli Editore, 1997). 
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Testimonies from prominent antifascist intellectuals, written in the last years of fascism, 

attest to the disillusionment of Italian youth with the philosophy of Croce. While 

recognizing his undeniable moral stature, many young Italians felt that Croce’s 

philosophy was unable to thematize the problems they felt to be more pressing at this 

specific historical juncture. As the archeologist Ranuccio Bianchi Bandinelli wrote in 

1937, Croce "was a great master of method and culture and also of humanity. But he does 

not perceive our most intense problems, and we cannot persuade ourselves that they do 

not exist just because he denied them."65 While in prison for his antifascist activities, the 

art historian Carlo Ludovico Ragghianti asserted that contrary to what Croce affirmed, 

"the conditions in which [the younger generation] experienced art have been marked by a 

deeper, acute and sometimes even tragic connection of the artistic problem with others 

that inevitably presented themselves to our consciousness with equal energy [namely] 

ethical, political, ethical-social problems."66  

 Corrente shared this generational skepticism. In the April 1939 issue, Franco 

Lucentini argued that “Crocean aesthetics is aging.”67 Lucentini—who in the postwar 

period would become famous for both his extraordinary mystery novels written in 

collaboration with Carlo Fruttero and his anthologies of science fiction—had already 

published one article on the Jewish philosopher Leone Vivante, who on the basis of the 

                                                
65 “Egli è stato un grande maestro di metodo e di cultura e anche di umanità. Ma quelli che sono i nostri 
problemi più vivi, non li sente, e noi non possiamo persuaderci che essi non siano esistenti solo perché 
negati da lui.” Ranuccio Bianchi Biandinelli, diary entry dated March 21st, 1937. Dal diario di un borghese 
e altri scritti (Milano, A. Mondadori: 1948), p. 62. 
66 “le condizioni nelle quali ha potuto avvenire per [la generazione più giovane] l’esperienza dell’arte sono 
state segnate da una più profonda, acuta e a volte addirittura tragica connessione del problema artistico con 
altri che inevitabilmente si ponevano alla coscienza con pari energia, di pensiero come di azione: problemi 
etici, politici, etico-sociali.” Carlo Ludovico Ragghianti, Profilo della critica d’arte in Italia (Firenze: 
Edizioni U, 1973), p. 98.  
67 "L'estetica crociana invecchia." Franco Lucentini, “Crisi del crocianesimo,” Corrente di Vita Giovanile 
II, 8 (April 30th, 1939). (Milano).  
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concept of “indetermination” questioned Idealistic philosophical systems and reassessed 

the work of Henri Bergson.68 Lucentini observed that, paradoxically, the triumph of 

Croce’s philosophy over other theories had prevented its correction and improvement, 

and had left it unprepared to deal not only with new and more consistent theories of art, 

but also with artistic innovations.  

 One of these new schools of aesthetics, the Scuola di Milano ("School of Milan," as 

most of them worked in the university there) revised Hegelian Idealism by mediating it 

through the ideas of Neo-Kantism and Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology. The young 

philosophers of the Scuola di Milano often collaborated with Corrente: first Dino 

Formaggio, then Enzo Paci, Luciano Anceschi, and Remo Cantoni became fixtures in 

most issues of the journal. Members of the Scuola di Milano collaborated with other 

youth journals in the first half of the 1930s. Camminare [Walking], like Corrente, was 

interested in the problematic relations between art and society. An editorial published in 

1934 defined the concept of “revolutionary Realism” as the “position of an entire 

generation,” a compelling viewpoint considering the shifting notion of Realism illustrated 

in this chapter.69 The editors of Camminare argued that the new generation was “anti-

metaphysic, the enemy of any religion or ideology, of any desire for abstraction.” The 

young “loved truth beyond compare, disdained hypocrisy and every embellishment of 

reality,” and had a “genuine desire for simplicity, sincerity, clarity.”70 This article was 

                                                
68 Franco Lucentini, “Nota per un filosofo,” Corrente di Vita Giovanile I, 18 (November 15th, 1938) 
69 “Realismo Rivoluzionario,” Camminare III, 4 (February 28, 1934). Fondazione Corrente (Milano). 
70 “Al di sotto dei tratti vaghi di questo carattere, delle sue manifestazioni quotidiane della realtà (un amore 
per la realtà che non conosce paragone, un disprezzo assoluto dell’ipocresia e di ogni abbellimento della 
realtà, una grande volontà di semplicità, di sincerità, di chiarezza) siamo d’accordo nell’individuare una 
generazione anti-metafisica, nemica di ogni religionismo, di ogni ideologia, di ogni seduzione verso 
l’astratto. […] È chiaro come l’atteggiamento anti-metafisico di questa generazione trovi la sua soluzione 
nel Realismo, la negazione di ogni trascendentalismo, nell’affermazione della sola esistenza di un piano 
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illustrated by the artist Pino Ponti (1905-1999)—who often got into trouble with the 

fascist authorities because of his blunt depictions of the working class. Here he 

represented two grubby workers playing cards (Fig.6-6). Their class is revealed by the 

newspaper on the floor: L’artigiano, the mouthpiece of the Fascist Federation of Artisans. 

Contrary to the idealized version of the working class promoted by the fascist state, one 

of these workers is shoeless, and both are wearing old clothes. A bourgeois, clearly 

identified by his bowler hat, tie, and suit, looks at them from afar. In light of fascism’s 

presumed ability to overcome class divisions, this illustration adopts a defiant position 

towards the official propaganda of the regime. Indeed, Camminare anticipated Corrente’s 

form of “critical fascism” and put in place even more radical forms of questioning of the 

regime's policies. For instance, in an article published in May of that same year, the 

editors of the journal argued that the bourgeoisie supported fascism only because the 

regime made their daily life easier: “[for the bourgeois] it is enough to walk down the 

street without being disturbed, to smoke the usual cigar, to not see the workers strike […] 

to leave and arrive on time.”71 

 The central figure of the Scuola di Milano, Antonio Banfi, was a professor at the 

University of Milan. Unlike most of his contemporaries, Banfi did not interpret Kant and 

Hegel through the mediation of Croce and Gentile. Rather, his studies with Heinrich 

Wölfflin and Georg Simmel, and his work on Husserl placed him in an unusual position 

                                                                                                                                            
reale, il riconoscimento di una trasformazione generale di tutti i valori etici, sociali ed economici.” 
“Realismo Rivoluzionario,” Camminare III, 4 (February 28, 1934). Fondazione Corrente (Milano). 
71 “Basta passeggiare per il Corso senza essere disturbati, basta poter fumare il solito avana, basta vedere 
gli operai che non scioperano. basta che i contadini ti lasciano scorazzare in auto fin che ti pare e piace; 
basta partire e arrivare in orario. […] Le corporazioni stanno diventando per costoro il mezzo ottimo per 
raggiungere un altissimo ideale: mettiamoci d’accordo; per i cervelluzzi di certa gente, lo stato corporativo 
non è che un mezzo, anzi il più idoneo, per salvare capra e cavoli: capitale e collaborazione.” “Utopismi e 
realtà,” Camminare III, 9 (May 15th, 1934). 
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within Italian culture.72 From Simmel in particular, whose Fundamental Problems of 

Philosophy he translated into Italian in 1920, Banfi derived a view of life as transcending 

any attempt to force it into rational schemes—as we will see, the contrast between Life 

and Reason was also central in Anceschi and d’Ors meditation on the Baroque. Using the 

concept of “correlativity” as the core of his analysis—that is, the fact that subject and 

object are reciprocally formed in the act of knowledge—Banfi questioned the notion of 

the autonomy of art, an idea at the heart of Croce’s system. Banfi argued that art is not a 

pure abstraction, but, on the contrary, has a correlative relation with the historical and 

practical context in which it emerges. This implies, then, that art and life are not 

independent but are mutually influential. Furthermore, rather than being impermeable to 

the world around it, the aesthetic experience is a process sparked by a feeling of crisis.73 

Art is not a solipsistic realm but responds to and influences non-artistic reality. The 

concepts of autonomy and heteronomy—the title of one of Luciano Anceschi’s first 

books (1936)—were at the core of the Scuola di Milano’s philosophical reflection.74 It is 

not of secondary importance that most of the public who attended Banfi’s university 

lessons were not philosophers but rather students of literature, art, and music.75 

 Another central theme of the analysis of the Scuola di Milano was the issue of 

technique. As already pointed out in Chapter 2, Croce's theory of art disregarded the 

technical aspects of the artwork, and thus rendered its concrete material existence 

                                                
72 Eugenio Garin, "Antonio Banfi e il pensiero moderno,” Intellettuali italiani del XX secolo (Roma: Editori 
riuniti, 1974), p. 215. 
73 Gabriele Scaramuzza, Crisi come rinnovamento: scritti sull’estetica della Scuola di Milano (Milano: 
UNICOPLI, 2000), p. 18. 
74 Luciano Anceschi, Autonomia ed eteronomia dell’arte: sviluppo e teoria di un problema estetico. 
(Firenze: G.C. Sansoni, 1936). 
75 Luciano Anceschi, Autonomia ed eteronomia dell’arte; sviluppo e teoria di un problema estetico. 
(Firenze: G.C. Sansoni, 1936); Fulvio Papi, Vita e Filosofia: La Scuola di Milano: Banfi, Cantoni, Paci, 
Preti (Milano: Guerini e associati, 1990), p. 100. 
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irrelevant. Dino Formaggio's first intervention in Corrente, instead, countered Croce with 

psychologist Henri Delacroix's remark that if this were the case, artists would not have 

any good reason to actually practice art. The fact that they do so proves that the material 

realization of the artwork clarifies their ideas, and therefore represents a qualitative 

change from sole aesthetic speculation; as I will show in the last section of this chapter, 

this also explains the interest that the critics of Corrente paid to preparatory drawings, in 

particular to those by Lucio Fontana. While Croce's aesthetic emerged from the 

perspective of intellectuals and critics, Formaggio adopted the standpoint of art 

practitioners, pointing out "Matter does exist for the artist. Today more than ever. Mind 

you, not as emotional content, or as a spiritual weaving, but just as a deaf “physicality", 

unyielding at first, like the weight of sensible things on stone, on marble, on colors, on 

words, on sounds."76 

 The philosophers of the Scuola di Milano practiced a form of philosophical 

analysis that did not take for granted any preconceived notion about what constitutes a 

work of art. Rather, they pursued a “phenomenology of the aesthetic world” that analyzed 

the concrete existence of the artwork, in particular the labor that went into producing it.77 

Disregarding technique, observed Anceschi, meant paying no heed to crucial aspects of 

artistic creation, that is, both the diligent analysis and choice of artistic means of 

expression, and the awareness of their cultural tradition. In brief, without an aesthetic 

phenomenology that pays attention to the making of art, there is no space in philosophy 

                                                
76 “[...] la materia per l'artista esiste. Oggi più che mai. Non come contenuto emotivo, o come tessitura 
spirituale, intendiamoci, ma proprio come «fisicità» sorda, irriducibile a tutta prima, cioè proprio come il 
peso dei sensibili nella pietra, nel marmo, nei colori, nelle parole, nei suoni.” Dino Formaggio, “Arte e 
tecnica,” Vita Giovanile I, 3 (February 28th, 1938) 
77 Gabriele Scaramuzza, L’estetica e le arti: la scuola di Milano, Filosofia (Milano: CUEM, 2007), p.10. 
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for an analysis of the artist's craftmanship and intellectual prowess. It could be said that 

the phenomenological approach proposed by the Scuola di Milano was to be conducted a 

posteriori, rather than on the basis of an a priori scheme. It was, then, another form of 

“Realism,” because it advocated the analysis of specific artworks on their own terms, not 

through the mediation of a philosophical system. 

 From the Scuola di Milano’s attention to the concrete circumstances of art and the 

dialectical relation between culture and reality aroused positions partially aligned with 

Marxism. Yet despite the antifascist bend of some of the members of the Scuola di 

Milano, Corrente also published articles from these philosophers that, as already 

mentioned, mirrored fascist themes. It is of note that Anceschi and Enzo Paci had been 

the editors of Orpheus, a literary and philosophical journal published in Milan between 

1932 and 1934, in which the anti-Idealist phenomenology of Banfi was translated into a 

position compatible with fascism: “Fascism means coming into contact with the life of 

one’s people,” Paci and Anceschi stated in 1933, maintaining “[It] means feeling and 

living the problems of the moment.” In brief, for Paci and Anceschi, being facist implied 

being realistic.78 Futhermore, in an article published in Corrente in May 1938, Paci 

observed that the move in philosophy against Hegelianism and in politics against 

liberalism had a precise name, “existentialism,” and was the philosophical equivalent of 

national-socialism.79 For Paci, this philosophical position is “the claim of the world as it 

exists, accepting it with its limitations: life is not an abstraction, a theoretical scheme, but 

                                                
78 “Posizione,” Orpheus (April 1933); Enzo Paci, “In margine di un’inchiesta,” Orpheus (July-September 
1933). Cited and translated in Ruth Ben-Ghiat, “Class Dismissed. Fascism’s Politics of Youth,”, p. 103. 
79 Enzo Paci, “Orientamenti del pensiero contemporaneo,” Vita Giovanile I, 9 (May 21st, 1938). In view of 
the well-known position of Martin Heidegger within Nazi Germany, this observation becomes particularly 
compelling. 
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lives in concrete temporal or historical situations. Existentialism is the reaction to the 

universal tendencies of the French Revolution, a reaction that has created nationalisms 

and creates now, as a logical consequence, authoritarian states.”80 Critical Realism did 

not necessarily imply a questioning of fascism’s legitimacy as a political system. 

 The intellectual distance between Croce and the young Italian philosophers was 

clearly manifested by their divergent interpretations of the Baroque. Croce's ongoing 

meditation on the Baroque received a more complex articulation in Storia dell'età 

barocca [History of the Baroque Age], published in 1929.81 The subtitle of the book—

Pensiero-Poesia e letteratura-Vita morale [Thought-Poetry and Literature- Moral Life]—

implies that the work needs to be complemented with a similar analysis on art, 

architecture and music. Through his correspondence with the literary scholar Karl 

Vossler, to whom Storia dell'età barocca is dedicated, we know that Croce had read 

recent publications on the Baroque published in German.82 During the first decades of the 

twentieth century and particularly after the First World War, German studies on the 

Baroque by scholars such as Fritz Stritch, A.E. Brinckmann, Werner Weisbach, and 

Theophill Spoerri valued in the Baroque those aspects that anticipated German 

modernity. Thus, they underscored characteristics such as vitalism, irrationalism, 

individualism, and dynamism. The genealogy that these scholars emphasized (Gothic-

                                                
80 “L’esistenzialismo è la rivendicazione del mondo esistente accettato nei suoi limiti; la vita non è 
un’astrazione, uno schema teoretico, ma vive in date situazioni temporali o storiche. L’esistenzialismo è la 
massima reazione alle idee universalistiche della rivoluzione francese, reazione che ha creato i nazionalismi 
come ora crea, di logica conseguenza, gli stati autoritari.” Enzo Paci, “Orientamenti del pensiero 
contemporaneo,” Vita Giovanile I, 9 (May 21st, 1938). 
81 Croce’s Storia dell’età barocca—Pensiero-Poesia e letteratura-Vita morale, was published between 
1925 and 1928 as a series of articles in his journal La Critica, and as a book in 1929. 
82 A letter from Vossler to Croce, dated Munich 3 September 1925, mentions the work of Fritz Strich, 
Herbert Cysarz, E. Brinkman and Wilhelm Hausenstein. Benedetto Croce and Karl Vossler, Epistolario 
Croce-Vossler, 1899-1949, trans. by Elsa Manassero (Buenos Aires: G. Kraft, 1956), p.238. 



 

373 

Baroque-Romanticism-Expressionism) was a reaction against the Classicism of the so-

called “Latin” countries.  

 Yet for Croce both the Renaissance and the Reformation could be studied as the 

explanatory principles of the Baroque (and modernity). The former gave intellectual 

precedence to Italy; the latter to Germany. But rather than conceiving of these periods as 

forwarding opposing principles, Croce argued that the Renaissance and the Reformation 

are a dialectical conceptual dyad: “It does not require a great effort to perceive, beneath 

the historical and contingent terms of ‘Renaissance’ and ‘Reformation,’ the ideal and 

fundamental terms of earth and heaven, man and God, individual and universe, profane 

spirit and religious spirit.”83 In this way, Croce also rejected a racialist history that 

attributed one of these principles exclusively to the Latin or the German spirit: although 

the Renaissance was born in Italy, and the Reformation in Germany, they express 

“universal exigences of the human soul.”84 Croce also pointed out that while Renaissance 

and Reformation were the defense of a universal principle, the Counter Reformation was 

merely the defense of an institution, the Catholic Church. The Reformation was the 

harbinger of division and dissolution, while the Counter Reformation imposed unity and 

discipline. Croce argued that Francesco de Sanctis' view that the Baroque was an element 

of rupture that had delayed the impending unification of Italy during the Middle Ages 

should be questioned. Rather, the Counter Reformation—and by extension, the 

                                                
83 “Né, in verità, ci vuole grande sforzo a scorgere, sotto i termini storici e contingenti di «Rinascimento» e 
«Riforma», i termini ideali e fondamentali, di terra e cielo, uomo e Dio, individuo e universo, spirito 
profano e spirito religioso; onde la domanda se il principio direttivo e la forza positiva sia nella prima o 
nella seconda, si riduce all'altra." Benedetto Croce, Storia dell’età barocca in Italia, p. 6. 
84 Benedetto Croce, Storia dell’età barocca in Italia, p. 10 
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seventeenth century— helped the unification of Italy because it prevented the divisions 

typical of Protestant states.85  

 Despite his positive assessment of some crucial aspects of the seventeenth century 

Croce argued that the negative connotations of the term "Baroque" should be preserved. 

Instead of striving to express a truthful aspect of life or of the world, Baroque artists only 

aim to cause stupor and surprise in the audience by choosing to represent “the depraved, 

the horrid, the bloody […] ordinary and plebeian life.” As he pointed out in this well-

known passage,  

The Baroque is a form of artistic ugliness, and as such, it has nothing to do with 
art. On the contrary, it is something different from art, although the Baroque has 
imitated art’s aspect, and its name, and has introduced itself, or substituted itself 
in the place of art. [The Baroque] does not obey the law of artistic coherence, but 
revolts against it or deceives it. As is clear, the Baroque follows a different law 
than that of art. It follows the law of willfullness, laziness, whimsy, and is 
therefore called utilitarian and hedonistic. So that the Baroque, as any form of 
artistic ugliness, has its foundation in practical necessity, whatever this necessity 
is or however it has been formed, but in cases like the one we are considering 
here, it is simply the requirement and enjoyment of something that gives pleasure, 
against everything, against art itself.86 

 
Croce argued that the tendency towards “non-art” appears across time and place, and it is, 

in his famous formula, “an aesthetic sin, but also a human sin, universal and perpetual 

like all human sins.”87 However, Croce insisted that it is more useful methodologically to 

                                                
85 Benedetto Croce, Storia dell’età barocca in Italia, p. 13 et seq. 
86 "il barocco è una sorta di brutto artistico, e, come tale, non è niente di artistico, ma anzi, al contrario, 
qualcosa di diverso dall'arte, di cui ha mentito l'aspetto e il nome, e nel cui luogo si è introdotto o si è 
sostituito. E questo qualcosa, non obbedendo alla legge della coerenza artistica, ribellandosi a essa o 
frodandola, risponde, com'è chiaro, a un' altra legge, che non può essere se non quella del libito, del 
comodo, del capriccio, e perciò utilitaria o edonistica che si chiami. Onde il barocco, come ogni sorta di 
brutto artistico, ha il suo fondamento in un bisogno pratico, quale che questo sia, e comunque si sia 
formato, ma che, nei casi come questo che si considera, si configura semplicemente in richiesta e 
godimento di cosa che diletta, contro tutto, e, anzi, contro l'arte stessa.” Benedetto Croce, Storia dell’età 
barocca in Italia, p. 30. 
87 "si ritrova in ogni luogo e tempo [...] è un peccato estetico, ma anche un peccato umano, e universale e 
perpetuo come tutti i peccati umani.” Benedetto Croce, Storia dell’età barocca in Italia, p. 33. 
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apply the term "Baroque" to a specific artistic tendency that appeared in Europe between 

the last decades of the sixteenth until the end of the seventeenth century. For Croce, the 

decadence of the seventeenth century is linked to the fatalism of Baroque men who 

lacked any ideals for which to fight.88 The way out of this situation of moral mediocrity 

was the imitation of foreign literature uncontaminated by the Baroque, so Croce argued 

that the beginning of the Risorgimento was in 1670, when Descartes' thought was 

introduced in Italy.89 In so doing, Croce transposed many of the positive characteristics 

usually associated with the Enlightenment—such as individualism, the separation of 

history from literature, the creation of distinct spheres of politics and morality—back into 

the seventeenth century, and as having their origin in Italy rather than in the Northern 

countries. Nevertheless, his diffidence towards the category of the Baroque was 

particularly untimely: when the European intelligentsia—especially in Germany, Spain, 

France, and Italy—was finally coming around to the vitality of this concept in describing 

the modern world, Croce was the last exponent of a pre-Wölfflinian negative 

interpretation of the period. As I have shown in Chapter 4, the 1920s and 1930s were a 

period in which interest in the Baroque among scholars and the public at large flourished.  

 Anceschi shared Croce's belief about the centrality of the Baroque but looked 

abroad for a new (and more sympathetic) interpretation of the period. The thought of the 

Catalan art critic and intellectual Eugenio d’Ors (1881-1954) provided Anceschi with an 

alternative reading of the Baroque. A prominent exponent of the Catalan modernist 

                                                
88 Benedetto Croce, Storia dell’età barocca in Italia, p. 497. 
89 Benedetto Croce, Storia dell’età barocca in Italia, p. 239. 
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Noucentiste movement, D’Ors studied in Paris and Heidelberg between 1906 and 1910.90 

After the First World War, d’Ors distanced himself from the Catalan nationalism that he 

had defended up to that point, and became increasingly sympathetic to fascism and its 

ambitions to create a pan-European empire.91 In particular, he admired António de 

Oliveira Salazar, the Portuguese dictator who had ruled the country since 1932; it is not a 

coincidence that d’Ors was fascinated by Portuguese art, and that the Manueline style had 

a central role in his treatise on the Baroque.92 D’Ors could not but be preoccupied by the 

advent of the Spanish Republic and its defense of regionalisms. A committed Catholic, he 

defended Classicism as the aesthetic equivalent of imperialism.93 After Francisco 

Franco’s uprising, D’Ors sided with the Francoists, and at the conclusion of the Civil 

War, he became involved in the reorganization of Spanish cultural institutions.94  

 D’Ors’ books were quite popular in France.95 The majority of them began as 

“glosas,” brief newspaper articles on a variety of historical, literary, or artistic events. 

                                                
90 Oreste Macrì, “Eugenio d’Ors. Profilo storico-critico,” in Studi ispanici. I, I, (Napoli: Liguori, 1996), 
97—119, p.99. 
91 As he affirmed, “If there is no alternative, rather than falling into a generic slyness, into a weak old age, 
into a complete impossibility of rhetoric and mimic, into the lack of myth and rite…long live the Fascio!” 
(“Si no hay otro remedio, antes que caer en una socarronería general, en una despotenciada vejez, en una 
imposibilidad completa de retórica y de mímica, en la esteridad para el mito y el rito…¡viva el Fascio!,” 
Eugenio d’Ors, “Mitos, ritos,” Nuevo Glosario (Madrid : Aguilar, 1947),Vol. I, p. 931. See also Eugenio 
d’Ors, “Facies del Fascio,” Nuevo Glosario (Madrid : Aguilar, 1947),Vol, 1, p.976-978. D’Ors  also edited 
a collections of writings by Benito Mussolini: Benito Mussolini, El espíritu de la Revolución Fascista. 
Antología de los escritos y discursos, recopilada por G.S.Spinetti. Prólogo de Eugenio d’Ors (Bilbao: 
Editorial Vizcaína, 1938) 
92 Oreste Macrì, “Eugenio d’Ors. Profilo storico-critico,” in Studi ispanici. I, I, (Napoli: Liguori, 1996), 
97—119, p.102. 
93 Maximiliano Fuentes Codera, “Eugenio d’Ors y la génesis del discurso del nacionalismo falangista,” in 
Falange. Las culturas políticas del fascismo en la España de Franco (1936-1975), by Miguel Ángel Ruiz 
Carnicer (Saragossa (ESP): Institución Fernando el Católico, 2013), 148—164. 
94 For the deployment of the Baroque in Franco’s regime, see Paula Barreiro López, “Reinterpreting the 
Past: The Baroque Phantom during Francoism,” Bulletin of Spanish Studies 91, no. 5 (May 2014): 715—
734. 
95 Eugenio d’Ors, La Vie de Goya (Paris: Gallimard, 1912); Coupole et monarchie: Suivi d’autres études 
sur la morphologie de la culture (Paris: Libraire de France, 1926); Trois heures au musée du Prado (Paris: 
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D’Ors’ glosses were shorter than essays but responded very well to his “morphology of 

culture,” the function of which was to determine the general principles present in all 

cultural manifestations.96 This assumed an interrelation between different forms of art, as 

well as the correspondence of art, political and cultural manifestations: in d’Ors’ famous 

example—which gave the title to his 1926 book Coupole et monarchie [Dome and 

Monarchy]—the dominance of the dome of Saint Peter’s over the Roman skyline 

represents the unification of papal power, while Bologna’s profile, broken by numerous 

towers, corresponds to the feudal political organization in which multiple constituencies 

strove for power.97 The elements that periodically reappear in a variety of diverse 

phenomena reveal that history is not a haphazard series of events or a mere chronological 

succession but a logical development that follows general laws.98 

 Unlike the French, the Italian public became acquainted with d'Ors only in the mid-

1930s.99 Although he often visited the country, it was in this decade that d’Ors became 

increasingly interested in Italian contemporary art. After visiting Mario Tozzi and 

Waldemar George’s exhibition “Appels d’Italia” at the 1930 Venice Biennale—which 
                                                                                                                                            
Delgrave, 1927); L’Art de Goya- Goya peintre Baroque (Paris: Delgrave, 1928); Pablo Picasso (Paris: 
Éditions des Chroniques du jour, 1930). 
96 One of the most thorough analyses of d’Ors aesthetic view is Pilar G. Suelto de Sáenz, Eugenio d’Ors; su 
mundo de valores estéticos (Madrid: Editorial Plenitud, 1969). An introduction to his work in English can 
be found in Gregg Lambert, “The Baroque Eon: Eugenio d’Ors,” in The Return of the Baroque in Modern 
Culture (London ; New York: New York : Continuum, 2004), 39—48. 
97 Eugenio d’Ors, Coupole et monarchie: Suivi d’autres études sur la morphologie de la culture (Paris: 
Libraire de France, 1926. 
98 Eugenio d’Ors, Las ideas y las formas: estudios sobre Morfología de la cultura (Madrid: Páez, 1929). 
99 Luciano Anceschi, Eugenio d’Ors e il nuovo Classicismo europeo. (Milano: Rosa e Ballo, 1945) contains 
a bibliographic note of Italian publications on d’Ors (p.129-130). The first translation was published in 
1909, when the pedagogist Giovanni Vidari translated d’Ors “Religio est Libertas” for the Rivista de 
Filosofia (February 1909). Several years later, in 1925, the translator Cesare Giardini published an article 
on d’Ors in the magazine L’Ambrosiano, and included his work in an anthology of modern Catalan poets 
published in the following year: Antologia dei poeti catalani contemporanei 1845-1925 (Torino: Edizioni 
del Baretti, 1926). Five years later, the writer and enthusiast of Spanish culture Mario Puccini published a 
profile of d’Ors that Anceschi described as “not a critical analysis of d’Ors, but an explanation of Puccini’s 
resentment against d’Ors’ moral character.” (Mario Puccini, Avventure di un lettore (Eugenio d’Ors), 
Caserta: Casa editrice moderna, 1930). 
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showed artists who had, in the words of the curators, “heroically sacrificed the African 

idols [of the avant-garde] to the principles of the Renaissance”—d’Ors announced that 

“Italy has finally come back” after a long period of decadence in which artists had ceased 

to imitate the art of the ancients.100 Two years later, after the show 22 Peintres Italiens at 

the Galerie Bernheim Jeune, D'Ors devoted a monograph to the work of Mario Tozzi, 

with Carrá and a classicizing painter that d’Ors particularly appreciated (Fig.6- 7). 101 

Despite being known only in French translation, the importance of d’Ors in the art critical 

debate in Italy is revealed by his inclusion—next to George, Berenson, Soffici, Longhi, 

and Ojetti—in an overview of contemporary art criticism published in 1935.102 Its author 

described d’Ors as “the true defender of neoclassicism in modern art criticism,” without 

making any reference to his analysis on the Baroque.  

 At the invitation of Mussolini, d’Ors curated the Spanish pavilion in the Venice 

Biennale in 1938, a crucial moment in the international legitimization of Franco’s regime 

after the end of the Civil War.103 D'Ors’ choices reveal his aesthetic preferences. The 

Spanish Pavilion included 27 artworks by the painter Ignacio Zuloaga, hailed by d’Ors as 

the foremost exponent of a renewed Spanish painting that moved away from the 

theatricality of nineteenth century art and was interested instead in ethnological and 

                                                
100 Eugenio d’Ors, “Italia vuelve”, en La Gaceta Literaria, n.o 81, 1-V-1930, p. 8. For d’Ors promotion of 
Italian sculpture in the postwar period, see Ana Ara Fernández, “La recepción de la escultura italiana en la 
posguerra española: Eugenio d’Ors y Cristino Mallo,” Archivo Español de Arte LXXXII, no. 327 
(September 2009): 273—284. For the checklist and introduction of “Appels d’Italie," see Mario Tozzi and 
Waldemar George, “Sala 23 ‘Appels d’Italie,’” in XVII Esposizione Biennale Internazionale d’Arte. 
Catalogo (Venice: Carlo Ferrari, 1930), 92—97. 
101 Eugenio d’Ors, La peinture italienne d’aujourd’hui: Mario Tozzi (Paris: Croniques du jour, 1932). 
102 Maria Luisa Gengaro, “Orientamenti della critica d’arte nel secolo ventesimo,” L’Arte XXXVIII, no. II 
(March 1935): 97—117. 
103 María Isabel Cabrera García, “Vanguardia y fascismo en el arte español, antes y después de la Guerra 
Civil: encuentros y desencuentros”, Afinidades. “Dossier: Fascismo y Vanguardia”, 05, Primavera 2011, 
p.51-64. 
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naturalistic themes.104 This naturalism was, in line with d’Ors’ stance, considered a form 

of Classicism, and was identified with portraiture, landscape, religious painting, and the 

portrayal of idealized workers (Fig.6-8) 

 In his first analysis of D’Ors's theses, published in 1930, Anceschi described him as 

“one of the masters of a new Classicism and a new humanism who defends […] the 

return to Renaissance forms and affirms a new artistic order." Anceschi pointed out that 

d’Ors rejected aesthetic theories—such as Croce's idealism, Bergson’s intuitionism, 

symbolism, Surrealism, and psychoanalysis— that considered art as an unconscious or 

intuitive activity.105 Instead, d’Ors promoted forms of art that were, in Anceschi’s words, 

“a form of Latin Kulturkampf.”106 For example, d’Ors interpreted Picasso not as a 

member of the avant-garde but as a Classical artist interested in eternal aesthetic 

principles.107 

 Between December 1932 and April 1933, Anceschi published seven essays on 

d’Ors’ work in the journal Le Arti Plastiche, the official mouthpiece of the National 

Syndicate of Fine Arts.108 Here Anceschi provided the intellectual and biographical 

                                                
104 “Padiglione della Spagna,” in XXI Esposizione Biennale Internazionale d’Arte. Catalogo (Venezia: 
Carlo Ferrari, 1938), 266—272, p.266. 
105 “Luciano Anceschi, “Cuando ya esté tranquilo di Eugenio D’Ors (1930),” in Autonomia non è 
indifferenza. Scritti dal 1929 al 1963, ed. by Luca Cesari (Milano: Raffaelli Editore, 1997), 51—53, p.51. 
106 “il senso dell’opera del D’Ors […] ci appare come una forma di Kulturkampf latino: una lotta per la 
civiltà, in favore, cioè delle forme artificiali, astratte, intellettuali, formali, […] geometriche d’intendere la 
vita (accolte queste, come morali) e le forme qualitative, evoluzionistiche, eraclitee, dinamiche 
(condannate, queste, come immorali).” Luciano Anceschi, “‘Pablo Picasso’ di Eugenio D’Ors (1932),” in 
Autonomia non è indifferenza, 55—56, p.55. 
107 Eugenio d’Ors, Pablo Picasso (Paris: Éditions des Chroniques du jour, 1930). 
108 Luciano Anceschi, “Premesse su Eugenio d’Ors,” Le Arti Plastiche IX, no. 20 (December 16, 1932): 1; 
Luciano Anceschi, “Pensiero del d’Ors II,” Le Arti Plastiche X, no. 1 (January 1, 1933): 5; Luciano 
Anceschi, “Pensiero del d’Ors III,” Le Arti Plastiche. Periodico della corporazione nazionale delle arti 
plastiche X, no. 2 (January 16, 1933): 7; Luciano Anceschi, “Estetica del d’Ors IV,” Le Arti Plastiche. 
Periodico della corporazione nazionale delle arti plastiche X, no. 4 (February 16, 1933): 7; Luciano 
Anceschi, “Estetica del d’Ors V,” Le Arti Plastiche. Periodico della corporazione nazionale delle arti 
plastiche X, no. 5 (March 1, 1933): 7; Luciano Anceschi, “Estetica del d’Ors VI,” Le Arti Plastiche. 
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context of d'Ors’ oeuvre. As a young man at the end of the century, d'Ors had been 

deeply dissatisfied with the cultural landscape of his time. Tolstoy, Ibsen, and other 

successful intellectuals seemed to him to be nihilistic. In opposition to fin de siècle 

culture, he aspired to develop a novel and healthier form of morality. Like other 

philosophers interested in the crisis of philosophical thought, such as Paul Valéry and 

Julien Benda, d'Ors aimed to find a set of certainties that would allow a reconstruction of 

European culture. For d'Ors, this fixed point was Classical culture, as it could provide a 

moral benchmark from which to counter the nihilistic tendencies of European culture.  

 Anceschi’s essays set the stage for the 1940s, the decade in which d’Ors’ books 

were first translated into Italian: in 1941, his History of the world in 500 words; in 1943, 

Oceanography of Tedium; two years later, Del Barocco.109 1945 was a particularly 

auspicious year for the Italian critical success of d’Ors: Anceschi also published his 

monograph Eugenio d’Ors e il nuovo Classicismo europeo, a full-length study of d’Ors’ 

cultural and aesthetic position, and curated Tres horas en el Museo del Prado for an 

Italian publisher Del barocco, while Celestino Capasso translated Valle de Josafat.110  

 Du Baroque [The Baroque] was first published in French in 1935, and was so 

successful that at least three editions were printed in that same year.111 Despite being an 

                                                                                                                                            
Periodico della corporazione nazionale delle arti plastiche X, no. 6 (March 16, 1933): 1; Luciano 
Anceschi, “Estetica del d’Ors VII,” Le Arti Plastiche. Periodico Della Corporazione Nazionale Delle Arti 
Plastiche 10, no. 10—11 (June 1, 1933): 7. 
109 Eugenio d’Ors, Storia del mondo in cinquecento parole, trans. by Diego Valeri (Milano: Pietro Vera, 
1941); Eugenio D’Ors, “Historia de las Esparragueras,” in Narratori Spagnoli, ed. by Carlo Bo, trans. by 
Oreste Macrì (Milano: Bompiani, 1941); Eugenio d’ Ors, Oceanografia del tedio, ed. by Oreste Macrì 
([Roma]: Edizioni di Lettere d’oggi, 1943). 
110 Eugenio d’ Ors, La valle di Giosafat, trans. by Celestino Capasso (Milano: Bompiani, 1945); Eugenio 
d’Ors, Tres horas en el Museo del Prado, ed. by Luciano Anceschi (Milano: Edizioni della Conchiglia, 
1945). Although the imminent publication of this last book is announced in Eugenio d’Ors e il nuovo 
Classicismo europeo, I have been unable to retrieve a copy. 
111 Eugenio d’ Ors, Du Baroque (Paris: Gallimard, 1935). The book was translated into Italian (1945), 
Romanian (1971), and Portuguese (1990). A modified version—without the sections on Portuguese art and 
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example of what Anceschi termed “European neoclassicism,” d’Ors had a life-long 

interest in the Baroque. Du Baroque compiled articles published in various newspapers 

between 1907 and 1932, as well as an extended version of a conference given by d’Ors in 

1931 in the Abbey of Pontigny. Starting in 1910, every summer prominent intellectuals 

of various nationalities convened at the abbey, which belonged to the professor and 

journalist Paul Desjardins (1859-1940).112 In 1931, the theme of the rencontre between 

August 6th and the 16th was “Sur ‘le Baroque’" et sur l'irréductible diversité du goût, 

suivant les peuples et suivant les époques.” [On "the Baroque" and the irreducible 

diversity of taste, according to people and according to epochs.]113 In a period of 

consolidation of Classicism and the return to order, this colloquium brought back to the 

table the issue of the plurality of aesthetic values.  

  D'Ors' centrality in the debate is revealed by a review of the colloquium published 

in Les Nouvelles littèraires, in which the only illustration is a photo of the Catalan 

philosopher.114 In order to respond to the idiosyncratic interpretation of the Baroque 

proposed by d'Ors, a massive contingent of German art historians, students of Erwin 

Panofsky and Heinrich Wölfflin, was deployed. Presenting on a variety of themes that 

ranged from Bernini's Roman churches to the influence of the Council of Trento on 

                                                                                                                                            
the references to Hitler that I will analyze at the end of this chapter—was published in Spanish in 1944 as 
Lo barroco (Madrid: Aguilar, 1945). Sections of the Spanish version have been recently translated into 
English and published as Eugenio D’Ors, “The Debate on the Baroque in Pontigny. Excerpt from ‘Lo 
Barroco,’” in Baroque New Worlds : Representation, Transculturation, Counterconquest, ed. by Monika 
Kaup and Lois Parkinson Zamora (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010), 78—92. To my knowledge, 
this is the only English translation of d’Ors text. 
112 François Chaubet, Paul Desjardins et les Décades de Pontigny (Paris: Presses Universitaires du 
Septentrion, 2000) 
113 Scare quotes in the original. This was only the first of other colloquia on this same topic in the same 
venue: Figures du Baroque (1976), Esthétique Baroque et imagination créatrice (1998), Entre Baroque et 
lumière (2000). 
114 Paul Fierens, “À Pontigny: Entretiens sur le Baroque,” Les Nouvelles Littéraires Artistiques et 
Scientifiques (August 29, 1931): 8. 
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Catholic art, from Austrian Baroque art to Poussin, prominent art historians like Hans 

Tietze, Rudolf Wittkover, and Walter Friedlander contested d’Ors’ analysis. Yet, 

according to the accounts of the rencontre, the art historians began to change their minds 

after d'Ors presented compelling visual evidence for his argument: the "Window" in the 

Monastery of Tomar in Portugal (Fig.6- 9). Dating from the fifteenth century, this 

masterpiece of the Manueline style allegedly demonstrated the existence of all the 

Baroque traits identified by Wölfflin but outside the geographical and chronological 

boundaries of his interpretation of the style. We do not have the testimonies of the 

German art historians on the conclusions of this encounter. The summaries of the décade 

that we do have were written by D'Ors and by critic Paul Fierens, who was sympathetic 

to the Catalan philosopher.115 From these summaries, it appears that the art historians 

finally were compelled to accept d'Ors’ theses that the Baroque was a style not only of 

architecture, but of the other arts as well; not only of Italy, but of Spain, Austria, 

Portugal, and Mexico, among other countries; not only of the seventeenth century but of 

other periods of time. 

   Following Nietzsche's notion of the eternal return, D’Ors’ central thesis was that, 

far from being concluded historical periods, the Classical and the Baroque are eons, 

"idea-events,” concrete universals recurring cyclically through the ages but subject to 

contingency and change.116 A trans-historical constant that has its origins in the chthonic 

world, the Baroque re-appears in the history of humanity as a rebuttal of the positivist 
                                                
115 D’Ors reported Paul Fierens' presence in the debate, where he lectured on late Renaissance art in 
Flanders. 
116 This is expressed by the title of d’Ors intervention. The English language cannot convey the difference 
between the Spanish article “el” and “lo”. The first implies a determinate and bounded period: “el periodo 
barroco.” The second is more vague and open: “the Baroque [instances].” The Italian and French languages 
cannot translate these nuances either, so the French edition slightly altered the title of d'Ors intervention 
(Du Baroque [On the Baroque]) to express the difference with the title of the colloquium ("Le Baroque"). 
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idea of linear progress.117 The Classical eon imitates the processes of reason, while the 

Baroque eon imitates the organic and vitalistic processes of nature. The Classical is the 

eon of order and clarity, while the Baroque is the eon of disorder and multifariousness. In 

d'Ors’ words, "Classicism is inherently intellectual; it is necessarily normative and 

authoritarian. But since the Baroque is vitalist, it is freedom-loving.”118 The Classical and 

the Baroque—“a corollary of the rapport between Reason and Life”—are two correlative 

notions: one cannot exist without the other, and to define one it is inevitably to refer to 

the other.119  

 In this way, d'Ors, who had encountered Heinrich Wölfflin's work in the early 

1910s during his German sojourn, developed Wölfflin's idea that the Classical and the 

Baroque are unavoidable tendencies in human culture.120 As I have shown in the first 

chapters of this dissertation, Wölfflin also pointed out that the Baroque was not restricted 

to the seventeenth century, but rather that some of its characteristics were re-enacted in 

the fin de siècle. Yet d'Ors went beyond Wölfflin's interpretation, because the German art 

historian's central thesis was that the Baroque was the beginning of modernity, and 

therefore that its characteristics would reappear in the modern world. By contrast, for 

d'Ors, there is nothing intrinsically modern in the Baroque: it is, like the Classical, a 

transhistorical category of culture and art. Furthermore, while Wölfflin’s analysis was 

                                                
117 Yet d’Ors explicitly rejected that he was defending a form of Vico’s eternal recurseness of historical 
events. Eugenio d’Ors, Del Barocco, trans. by Luciano Anceschi ([1945] Milano: SE, 1999), p. 60. 
118 Eugenio d’ Ors, “The Debate on the Baroque in Pontigny. Excerpt from ‘Lo Barroco,’” in Baroque New 
Worlds : Representation, Transculturation, Counterconquest, ed. by Monika Kaup and Lois Parkinson 
Zamora (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010), 78—92, p.22. 
119 “Le relazioni tra l’eone classico e l’eone barocco non costituiscono nient’altro che un capitolo, o se si 
vuole, un corollario della questione dei rapporti tra la Ragione e la Vita.” Eugenio d’ Ors, Del Barocco, 
trans. by Luciano Anceschi (Milano: Rosa e Ballo, 1945), p.99. 
120 Monika Kaup and Lois Parkinson Zamora, eds., Baroque New Worlds : Representation, 
Transculturation, Counterconquest (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010), p.75. 
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limited to the artistic manifestations of the Baroque, d’Ors—like Croce—identified it as a 

permanent category of culture and history. D'Ors expanded on Nietzsche's intuition that 

the Baroque is a "natural" development of culture that "always arises at the time of decay 

of a great art,” but liberated the analysis of this eon from its decadent connotations.121  

 D’Ors supplemented the theories of both Wölfflin and Nietzsche by designing a 

thorough taxonomy of the various emergences of the Baroque in history. In macaronic 

Latin, he identified at least twenty-two varieties of the Baroque (Fig.6-10). In d'Ors’ 

view, the Baroque eon manifested itself in cultural products that ranged from Kepler's 

thesis that the movement of the planets is elliptical, to José Benito de Churriguera's 

altarpieces, Uncle Tom's Cabin, Gauguin's sojourn in Tahiti, and Henri Guimard’s 

Parisian metro stations. Indeed, he identified a series of telltale signs of the Baroque: the 

presence of the female characteristics of contradiction and variation; the search for a state 

of nature and for the "good savage"; the nostalgia for a lost paradise—all aspects that he 

found in epochs as diverse as “Alexandrinism…the Counter Reformation…[and] the fin 

de siècle.”122  

 To further highlight d’Ors’ thesis, the Italian translation of Du Baroque included 

four illustrations, an aspect that has been seldom mentioned (Fig.6-11). The illustrations 

were photographs of buildings from different eras and geographic areas that manifested 

the features of the eon Baroque: the Temple of Venus in Baalbeck in Syria; Borromini’s 

Oratory of Saint Philip Neri in Rome; Churriguera’s portal of the Hospice of Saint 

Ferdinand in Madrid; the Window of Tomar in Portugal; and the Art Nouveau entrance in 

                                                
121 Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche, “‘Le Style Baroque’ [1878],” in Human, all too human. A book for free 
spirits., trans. by R. J Hollingdale (1878; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 245—246, p. 
245. My cursives. 
122 Eugenio d’ Ors, Del Barocco, trans. by Luciano Anceschi ([1945] Milano: SE, 1999), p. 67. 
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Paris by Jules Lavirotte on 29 Avenue Rapp. What all of them have in common is what 

d'Ors considered the cipher of the Baroque eon: “duality,” “multiplicity of simultaneous 

intentions,” “inner mental fragmentation expressed by opposing forms,” and a “tendency 

toward multipolarity.”123  

 Croce was d'Ors’ main interlocutor in elaborating his theory of the Baroque. If the 

Neapolitan philosopher defended the necessity of historicizing all manifestations of 

culture, d’Ors responded by postulating an “ahistorical essentialism.”124 If Croce argued 

that the Baroque was a pathological and perverse deviation of taste, d’Ors responded that 

it was not only normal but inevitable. But rather than opposing Croce's defense of 

Classicism with an equally near-sighted defense of the Baroque, d'Ors attempted to 

appreciate both sides. Del barocco is structured as a love story between the author and 

the Baroque, which he initially despises but which slowly seduces him with its variety 

and playfulness. As he recalled in 1950, “more than once I have been asked if my 

doctrinarian attacks against the Baroque were sincere. The attention, the sympathy, and 

even the tenderness with which I have studied Baroque problems justified the question. I 

have always answered, and with an open heart, that my attacks were a form of defense. I 

tried to save, fighting against baroquism, the constant temptation that attracted me to it: 

likewise, vertigo is always an ambivalent, secret love of the abyss.”125 

                                                
123 Eugenio d’ Ors, “The Debate on the Baroque in Pontigny. Excerpt from ‘Lo Barroco,’”, p. 88. 
124 Eugenio d’ Ors, “The Debate on the Baroque in Pontigny. Excerpt from ‘Lo Barroco,’” p. 76. 
125 “Más de una vez se me ha preguntado si mis ataques doctrinales a lo barroco eran enteramente sinceros. 
La atención, la simpatía y hasta el cariño con que he estudiado sus problemas, permitían la duda. Yo he 
contestado siempre, y a corazón abierto, que con armas de agresión me defendía. Trataba de salvar, 
luchando contra el barroquismo, la tentación constante que hacia él me arrastraba: así en el vértigo se 
implica una ambivalente, secreta vocación de abismo.” Eugenio d’Ors, “Confesión de un hijo de otro siglo. 
Memorias de Eugenio d’Ors. Correo Literario, 1 y 15 de julio, y 1 y 15 de agosto de 1950, p.5.,” in 
Confesiones y recuerdos, ed. by Alicia. García-Navarro (Valencia [Spain]: Pre-Textos, 2000), 15—44, 
p.17. 



 

386 

 Why did Anceschi decide to translate d’Ors’ book and introduce the Italian public 

to his idiosyncratic view of the Baroque? Wölfflin’s Renaissance and Baroque had 

finally been translated into Italian in 1928, but d’Ors’ text appropriated Wölfflin’s 

categories but also responded to the new theories of the Baroque that had been developed 

since the publication of Wölfflin’s book in 1888, the most important of which was 

Croce’s. To denounce the contradictions of interwar Classicism—which for him included 

“Cézanne, the Cubists, Picasso; in Italy, Pittura Metafisica: Carrá, , and 

Morandi…[...]…Valéry, Alain, Cocteau…Stravinsky”—Anceschi analyzed the 

intellectual that he considered to be its foremost exponent, D'Ors.126 In Anceschi’s 

explanation, the main theme of d’Ors’ (and neoclassicist) philosophy is the rapport 

between Life and Reason, which Classicism attempts to solve by liberating pure intellect 

from the irrationality of life. Hence Anceschi’s decision to translate Du Baroque: in this 

book this contrast is not only thematized but also problematized, because contrary to 

what could be expected from a critic with such strong classicizing sympathies d’Ors does 

not side with Reason without reservation, but is always tempted by Life, by the Baroque. 

For Anceschi, in Du Baroque D'Ors summarizes the problem that haunted the interwar 

generation of intellectuals and reaches an unexpected conclusion: that the contrast 

between Life and Reason cannot be won, that it is a fundamental and indispensable 

aspect of culture.127 Even a convinced neoclassicist cannot be fully anti-Baroque. 

 In sum, the translation of Du Baroque was a way for Anceschi to reveal the 

downside of interwar Classicism and to propose a new methodology of cultural analysis 

inspired by the phenomenology of the Scuola di Milano. D’Ors’ analysis of the Baroque 
                                                
126 Luciano Anceschi, Eugenio d’Ors e il nuovo Classicismo europeo, p. 94. 
127 Luciano Anceschi, Eugenio d’Ors e il nuovo Classicismo europeo, p. 63. 
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responded to Croce’s system with an equally vigorous one.128 While he accepted Croce’s 

Classical preferences—and was a defender of the interwar rappel à l’ordre—d’Ors undid 

Croce’s interpretation of the Baroque as a non-style and developed a hyperbolic but 

suggestive interpretation of the Baroque as a transhistorical category. With d’Ors, the 

Baroque becomes, as Anceschi pointed out, “a cultural ‘reign’” instead of a closed 

system, “full of internal tensions, of movement, and inexhaustible vitality,” without “the 

pretension of extending arbitrarily to the totality of value.”129 The Baroque, in sum, opens 

a path to relativism.  

6.4. "Inconstancy is not incoherence": Lucio Fontana in the 1930s and 1940s130 

What is the link between Corrente’s view of critical Realism and d’Ors’ thematization of 

the Baroque? In this last section, I will argue that the answer lies in the intertwinement of 

the concepts of Realism, Baroque, and Expressionism that was particularly pronounced in 

the criticism of the work of Lucio Fontana in the 1930s and early 1940s.  

 The interpretation of Fontana’s art as a form of neo-Baroque became a leitmotiv 

among Italian art historians and critics of the postwar period, such as the influential 

critics Enrico Crispolti—who wrote the catalogue raisonné of Fontana—and Argan, both 

students of Lionello Venturi.131 Crispolti for example, drew attention to the relation 

                                                
128 Luciano Anceschi, “Rapporto sull’idea del barocco,” p. XXIV. 
129 “Un sistema aperto, in cui la definizione del Barocco non si esaurisca in una direzione univoca e 
unitaria, ma si presenti come un «regno» culturale, delimitato e determinato allo stesso tempo da un ordine 
di esigenze ideali e di realtà di fatto estetiche ed artistiche: e, in tale regno, ricco di interne tensioni, di 
movimento e di vitalità inesauribile, ogni disposizione particolare e prammatica (un certo gusto, una certa 
idealità) liberata dalla pretesa di estendersi arbitrariamente alla totalità del valore, trova, invece, 
esattamente, il suo senso e il suo posto.” Luciano Anceschi, “Rapporto sull’idea del barocco,”, p. XXIX. 
130 This quote derives from Giulio Carlo Argan’s “Lucio Fontana,” in Umbro Apollonio, Giulio Carlo 
Argan, etc. eds., Cinque scultori d’oggi: Moore, Fontana, Mastroianni, Mirko, Viani (Torino: Minerva 
Artistica, 1960), 51-92, p.51. 
131 Enrico Crispolti, “Carriera «barocca» di Fontana,” Il Verri III, 3 (June 1959): 101-108. Now in Enrico 
Crispolti and Lucio Fontana, Carriera barocca di Fontana : taccuino critico 1959-2004 e carteggio, 1958-
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between Fontana’s work and growing interest in the neo-Baroque in discussions of 

architecture in the 1950s such as Gillo Dorfles’ Barocco nell’architettura moderna 

(1951), Bruno Zevi’s Verso un’architettura organica (1945), and Étienne Souriau’s 

“Baroque industriel” (1951).132 The postwar production of Fontana, particularly his 

“spatial environments," shares important aspects of Baroque aesthetics: the erasure of the 

boundaries between painting, sculpture and architecture; the usage of a plurality of 

materials; and the opening of the picture plane onto three dimensions.133  

 Fontana himself justified the connection between his work and the Baroque in his 

manifesto of Spatialism, Manifiesto Blanco [White Manifesto], written in 1946 and 

reprised in 1951 for the Milan Triennale. He claimed that seventeenth-century art 

provided a model for his scientifically inspired art. Observing that in the new era of 

scientific discoveries traditional media like “painted canvas and standing plaster figures” 

are obsolete, Fontana announced that a “substitution for painting, sculpture, poetry and 

music” was inevitable. In viewing the representation of space in a novel way, “the 

Baroque masters effected a qualitative change […] they enriched the plastic arts with the 

notion of time. Their figures seem to abandon the picture plane and to continue the 

represented movements out into space.”134 In Fontana’s view, the genealogy of modern 

                                                                                                                                            
1967, ed. Paolo Campiglio (Milano: Skira, 2004): 24-30. The next year, Argan underscored the 
predominance of the visual imagination in Fontana work, but also pointed out that unlike seventeenth 
century artists, Fontana was uninterested in the concept of allegory. Giulio Carlo Argan’s “Lucio Fontana,” 
in Umbro Apollonio, Giulio Carlo Argan, etc. eds., Cinque scultori d’oggi: Moore, Fontana, Mastroianni, 
Mirko, Viani (Torino: Minerva Artistica, 1960), 51-92. Other articles that develop a similar argument were 
Toni Toniato, “Lucio Fontana,” Evento 14-15 (September 30th, 1961): 41-59; Italo Tomassoni Per una 
ipotesi barocca (Rome: Ed. dell'Ateneo, 1963). 
132 Enrico Crispolti, “Spazialismo, futurismo e barocco: appunti su una prospettiva tutta fontaniana,” in 
Giorgio Cortenova, Lucio Fontana : metafore barocche, exh. cat. (Venezia: Marsilio, 2002), XLI-XLVII. 
133 Paola Valenti, Lucio Fontana: in dialogo con lo spazio: opere ambientali e collaborazioni 
architettoniche, 1946-1968 (Genova: De Ferrari, 2009), p.36 et seq. 
134 Bernardo Arias et al., Manifesto Blanco (Buenos Aires: Escuela de Arte de Altamira, 1946). The 
manifesto was signed by Fontana’s students, without any reference to Fontana himself.  English translation: 
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art includes the Baroque and Futurism. These artistic periods, which were concerned with 

the representation of space and movement and the creation of multi-media artworks, 

provided a roadmap for the new art in which “existence, nature, and matter form a perfect 

unity.”135 

 Yet critics are quite uncomfortable with the connections between Fontana and the 

Baroque, as is evident in the coy tone taken by contributors in the 2002 catalogue 

Metafore barocche.136 In the introduction, for example, Giorgio Cortenova observes that 

“Fontana is always Baroque” but with evident relief points out that Fontana’s 

Baroqueness referred “not so much and not only to the Baroque as a historical style, but 

as a stylistic feature of the soul, […] as a predisposition of the spirit.”137 Even Enrico 

Crispolti, the author of Fontana's catalogue raisonné, endorses the “instinctual" relation 

between Fontana and the Baroque. He observes, for example, that “the root of [the 

Baroque component in Fontana's work] was clearly not of culturalistic (and hence 

programmatic) origin, but was entirely a matter of instinct, or sympathy,” in order to 

differentiate Fontana’s work from the specific references to Baroque compositions by 

artists such as Armando Spadini and Gregorio Sciltian (Fig.6-12). Crispolti argues that 

“in Fontana's imagination, a powerful link was established between the phenomenology 

                                                                                                                                            
Lucio Fontana, “Manifiesto Blanco (1946),” in Theories and Documents of Contemporary Art : A 
Sourcebook of Artists’ Writings, ed. by Peter Selz and Kristine Stiles (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1996), 48—51, p. 48. 
135 Lucio Fontana, “Manifiesto Blanco (1946),” in Theories and Documents of Contemporary Art : A 
Sourcebook of Artists’ Writings, p. 50-51. 
136 Some of these interventions—by Luciano Caramel, Francesco Tedeschi, and Crispolti himself—apear in 
Giorgio Cortenova, Lucio Fontana: metafore barocche, exh.cat. (Venezia: Marsilio, 2002). 
137 “Fontana è barocco sempre”; “non tanto e non solo il barocco inteso come stile storico, ma come stilema 
dell’animo vorrei dire quasi come predisposizione dello spirito: un aggettivo privilegiato nel patrimonio 
della propria acquisita sensibilità.” Giorgio Cortenova, “Metafore barocche,” in Lucio Fontana : metafore 
barocche, exh.cat. (Venezia: Marsilio, 2002), xvv—xxvi, p.xix. 
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of 'Baroque' sculpture and vitalism, manuality and materiality” and was “interpreted 

vitalistically, spatially, rather than stylistically.”138  

 Yet in that same text Crispolti also pointed out that the “instinctual sympathetic 

link” between Fontana and the Baroque was part of a broader historical shift against 

Novecento and Croce’s hegemony, a movement that also included, as we have seen, Dino 

Formaggio’s attention to the materiality of art and Anceschi’s reinterpretation of the 

Baroque.139 What Crispolti did not do was trace the specific ways in which Corrente’s 

anti-Crocean stance, and Anceschi’s (and d’Ors’) analyses interlaced with the 

interpretation of Fontana’s work as Baroque. Therefore, in the next pages I will examine 

this issue by historicizing the usage of the term “Baroque” in the art criticism of 

Fontana’s sculpture in the 1930s to uncover the political implications of the evocation of 

the Baroque during this decade. I will focus on pre-Second World War criticism of 

Fontana’s work, both in Italy and Argentina, and relate it to the key issues of realist and 

Baroque aesthetics that I have examined in the previous sections. 

 The Argentine-born sculptor studied in Italy, volunteered in World War I, and then 

returned to Rosario de Santa Fe to work in his father’s sculpture business. Although his 

sculptures were stylistically conservative, already in his early career Fontana was much 
                                                
138 Enrico Crispolti, “L’avventura creativa di Fontana nell’arte del XX secolo,” in Lucio Fontana. Catalogo 
ragionato di sculture, dipinti, ambientazioni, vol. I, 2 vols. (Milan: Skira, 2005), 10—105, p. 21, English 
translation in the original. 
139 “It should be underlined that in the 1930s Fontana was already developing in factis his opposition to the 
static composition and the univocal stylistic needs of the Novecento tradition precisely by practicing 
instinctually a sympathetic link back to the plastic and spatial lesson of the Baroque. He was taking part, 
that is, in the anticlassicist, anti-Croce argument that was taking shape in favour of the rehabilitation of the 
historical Baroque. And he was doing so in Milan, where the philosophical (anti-idealistic) ideas of 
Antonio Banfi focussed on the operative (technical and material) factuality of art, ideas developed in his 
school in particular by Dino Formaggio, with his attention to the phenomenology of artistic procedures, and 
also by Luciano Anceschi, with his explicit pronouncements in favour of a substantial re-evaluation of the 
Baroque.” Enrico Crispolti, “L’avventura creativa di Fontana nell’arte del XX secolo,” in Lucio Fontana. 
Catalogo ragionato di sculture, dipinti, ambientazioni, vol. I, 2 vols. (Milan: Skira, 2005), 10—105, p. 21, 
English translation in the original. 



 

391 

appreciated in his native land. An early review of his work, published in an Argentinian 

newspaper in 1926, recounted Fontana’s successful participation in the contest for the 

funerary monument of the teacher Juana E. Blanco (Fig.6-13). 140 This sculpture does not 

seem to anticipate Fontana’s innovations in the relation between space and matter, or his 

breakthrough in the manipulation of organic materials. Rather, it makes use of a 

traditional pyramidal structure in which the female figure occupies the vertex, and two 

sculptures of children are placed in the lower angles. Yet this review demonstrates 

Fontana’s success in Argentina; thus his return to Italy was solely linked to ambition. 

 In 1927, Fontana moved back to Milan, and, enamored with Wildt’s sculpture, 

studied at the Accademia di Brera with him.141 Some of Fontana’s early works, for 

example L’Auriga [The Charioteer] (1928), reveal Wildt’s influence, particularly in the 

empty orbits of the horse and the continuous profile and sculpted muscles of the male 

figure—even the typeface of the text on the socle is similar to that used by Wildt (Fig.6-

14). The harsh volumes of the figure, smooth finishing of the marble, and doleful 

overtones of the sculpture are virtually indistinguishable from Wildt’s production in the 

1910s. But the need to move away from Wildt’s influence is already visible in Uomo 

nero [Black man] (1929-1930), a deformed gesso covered by tar that proclaimed an anti-

monumental stance (Fig.6-15). In a 1949 letter, Fontana clarified the importance of Uomo 

nero in his artistic explorations: “With Uomo nero 1929 the problem of making art 

instinctively became clear to me. Neither painting nor sculpture, no lines distributed in 

space but continuity of space in matter. And so no Medardo Rosso, but rather Boccioni’s 

                                                
140 “Mausoleo en memoria de Juana E. Blanco en Rosario Santa Fe,” 1926 (no indication of newspaper, 
author or date). Rassegna Stampa. Fondazione Fontana (Milano). 
141 Elena Pontiggia, Rossana Bossaglia, and Lorella Giudici, Adolfo Wildt e i suoi allievi: Fontana, Melotti, 
Broggini e gli altri, exh.cat. (Milano: Skira, 2000). 
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plastic dynamism.”142 The key point in this remark is “instinctively”: in line with the 

Corrente group, and despite his multiple public commissions, Fontana was unsatisfied 

with the aesthetic features of official fascist art and aspired to create an art that was 

expressively driven rather than mediated through the forms of artistic tradition. 

Futurism's dynamism and emphasis on instinct offered a powerful alternative to Wildt's 

self-contained (and self-controlled) works, and to the Novecento aesthetic in general. Let 

us remember that at the time Wildt was working on the enormous Parsifal (1931)—a 

comparison between this sculpture and Uomo nero demonstrates the extent of Fontana’s 

rebellion against his teacher. Both sculptures, however, were, each in their own way, 

unamenable to the propaganda purposes of the State, as I have shown in Chapter 5.  

 During the 1930s and 1940s Fontana developed a personal, but not unified, 

language. A notable feature of his work of this time is the plurality of methods, materials, 

and aesthetics that he engaged with, so much so that it almost seems to lack a signature 

style. For example, in 1934 Fontana produced works as different as Vittoria dell’aria 

[Victory of the Air], Scultura astratta [Abstract sculpture], and Donne sul sofa [Women 

on the Sofa] (Fig.6-16, 6.17, and 6-18). The first, in blue- and gold-colored cement and 

monumental in size, was made for the Aeronautical Exhibition. Instead of the auspicious 

statue one could expect for such a celebratory event, the female figure is hesitant and 

fragile-looking despite the opulent colors, a conscious move away from the smooth finish 

and controlled modeling of Wildt’s sculpture. Abstract sculpture, a work that has since 

                                                
142 "Dall'Uomo Nero 1929 il problema di fare dell'arte istintivamente si chiarisce in me, né pittura, né 
scultura, non linee distribuite nello spazio, ma continuità dello spazio nella materia. Perciò niente M. 
Rosso, ma piuttosto dinamismo plastico di Boccioni." Letter to Giampiero Giani, Albisola, November 2nd 
1949. Lucio Fontana, Lucio Fontana: lettere 1919-1968, ed. by Paolo Campiglio and Loredana Parmesani 
(Milano: Skira -Fondazione Ambrosetti - Fondazione Lucio Fontana, 1999), p. 243. 
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been destroyed, seems to have been made by an entirely different artist. Linear and 

minimalistic, it makes use of cement to create clean geometric shapes. In these years, 

Fontana was close to Carlo Belli, the foremost theoretician of abstraction in Italy, and 

adhered to the Parisian Abstraction-Création group.143 Neither monumental nor abstract, 

Women on the Sofa was produced in that same prolific year. Small in size and colored in 

red and gold, its opaque surface and brittle appearance are in striking contrast with the 

ambitious Victory and the restrained Abstract sculpture. The fact that throughout the 

1930s Fontana exhibited with groups as diverse as the Italian abstractionists (1935) and 

Corrente (1939) did not facilitate the critics’ understanding of his aesthetic.144 To add to 

the confusion, in this period Fontana also produced large scale sculptures with simplified 

lines for public commissions, such as the six-meter high Vittoria alata [Winged Victory] 

(1936), which was exhibited in the VI Milan Triennale in the Salone d’Onore (also 

known as Sala della Vittoria) curated by Edoardo Persico (Fig.6-19). 145Despite its 

official setting, colossal dimensions, and Mussolinian caption—“The Italian people have 

created the empire with their blood, will fertilize it with their work, and will defend it in 

arms against anybody”—this sculpture eschewed the most popular aspects of fascist 

official sculpture by using plaster, a fragile material, and simplifying and elongating the 

figures in order to achieve lyrical inspiration rather than a solemn pose.  

                                                
143 Two of Fontana’s abstract sculptures were published in Abstraction Création Art Non Figuratif, no.4, 
1934. 
144 Oreste Bogliardi, Cristoforo De Amicis, Ezio d’Enrico, Lucio Fontana, Virginio Ghiringhelli, Osvaldo 
Licini, Fausto Melotti, Mauro Reggiani, Atanasio Soldati, Luigi Veronesi, Prima mostra collettiva di Arte 
astratta italiana (Torino: Via Barolo 2, 1935); “[Numero Catalogo- Seconda esposizione di Corrente- 
December 15th 1939, Galleria Grande (Milano)],” Corrente di Vita Giovanile II, no. 22 (December 15, 
1939). 
145 Paolo Campiglio, Lucio Fontana : La scultura architettonica negli anni Trenta (Nuoro: Ilisso, 1995). 
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  During the 1930s, art critics repeatedly expressed their disorientation at the 

heterogeneity (or even incoherence) of Fontana's production. For example, Riccardo 

Crippa, who wrote in the fascist youth magazine Libro e moschetto, wondered why 

Fontana concurrently exhibited “works that were comprehensible to all and that speak of 

his true abilities," and works which were “easily extravagant.”146 He struggled to 

appreciate Fontana’s “bold clumps of clay and chalk, colored as sugar sweets, which lend 

themselves to a thousand interpretations."147 Art critic Gillo Dorfles was taken aback by 

these “boneless and disintegrated deformations,” although he admitted that they revealed 

a “research of plastic values” and sometimes achieved “ambitious developments of 

masses and volumes in movement.”148 The diversity of Fontana’s work remained a 

leitmotiv in the critical literature throughout the 1930s. In a 1939 review of his 

sculptures, Argan pointed out that when placing them chronologically "it is not possible 

to find a coherence. [...] It is therefore useless to organize his cultural experiences […] 

they are marginalia, graphic episodes of a tenacious and quick visual memory."149  

 To make sense of Fontana's contradictory career, critics of the 1930s and 1940s 

appealed to two different concepts. On the one hand, several of them compared Fontana's 

work with the Baroque: by the 1930s, this style had acquired a variety of meanings—

                                                
146 "Io mi domando e dico perché un artista debba esporre cose comprensibili a tutti, e che parlano delle sue 
vere possibilità, e cose il cui interesse è solo in una facile stravaganza.” Riccardo Crippa, “Mostre d’Arte,” 
Libro e Moschetto (February 20, 1931): 4. Rassegna Stampa. Fondazione Lucio Fontana (Milano) 
147 “arditi ammassi di pastilina e di gesso, colorati come dolci di zucchero, che si prestano a mille 
interpretazioni.” Riccardo Crippa, “Mostre d’Arte,” Libro e Moschetto (February 20, 1931): 4. Rassegna 
Stampa. Fondazione Lucio Fontana (Milano) 
148 Gillo Dorfles, “Mostre milanesi,” L’Italia Letteraria VII, no. 51 (February 15, 1931): 4. 
149 "Classificandole cronologicamente non si arriva a comporre una coerenza […]si tratta piuttosto di 
notazioni a margine, di episodi grafici di una tenace e prontissima memoria visiva." Cesare Brandi and 
Giulio Carlo Argan, “Su alcuni giovani: Afro, Magai, Manzú, Mirco (C.B.); Fontana (G.C.A),” Le Arti. 
Rassegna Bimestrale dell’Arte Antica e Moderna I, no. II (March 1939): 187—195, p.293. Similar 
accusations were published in Luigi Pennone, “Il «fenomeno» Fontana,” Il Secolo XIX (February 21, 1937). 
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engagement with materials, primitivism, self-contradiction—that resonated with 

Fontana's work at the time. On the other hand, critics like Edoardo Persico and others 

associated with Corrente referred to notions of critical Realism, arguing that the plurality 

of Fontana's work indicated his refusal to submit to pre-existing schemes and his honest 

approach to reality. As I will show, over time these two interpretative threads were 

intermingled in the criticial reception of Fontana's work during the fascist era; thus 

Fontana's Baroqueness came to be understood as a form of committed engagement with 

reality in all its diversity, but also as an aesthetic praxis compatible with Fontana's own 

status as a frondist critic. 

 The interpretation of Fontana as taking on a form of Baroque was a constant in 

the critical reception of his work throughout the 1930s and 1940s. In December of 1931, 

Fontana exhibited some of his most unconventional sculptures in the Milanese gallery Il 

Milione. In one of the first readings of Fontana’s sculptures as Baroque, the critic 

Raffaello Giolli identified in them the continuation of a line that had started with 

Leonardo, Michelangelo and Bernini, and had its most recent precedent in Medardo 

Rosso.150 Noting how unusual Fontana’s aesthetic was in a period in which there was a 

renewed interest in formal encroachment—Classicism, Constructivism, even Wildt’s 

“heroic abstractions”—Giolli observed that Fontana was the last link in a chain of 

sculptors concerned with art as an “excited passion, almost a physical orgasm, a touching 

vibration” who have “turned sculpture upside down, involving it with problems of light, 

                                                
150 Raffaello Giolli, “Esposizioni Milanesi. È Scultura?,” Cronache Latine (December 20, 1931). Rassegna 
Stampa. Fondazione Lucio Fontana (Milano) 
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pictorial thrills, interlocking pulsations.”151 As Giolli’s reading reveals, by 1931 the 

concept of the Baroque was linked to a form of vitalism, to a “restless impetus of life.”152 

No longer the non-art that Croce proposed, nor Wildt's art of power; rather, Giolli 

understood the Baroque in the same manner as Simmel and d’Ors, as a vitalistic impulse 

that struggles against the limits of form. 

 Critic Leonardo Sinisgalli also referred to the Baroque when describing the work of 

Fontana exhibited in 1934 at the Galleria Milano and in the exhibition of the Lombard 

Fascist Syndicate of Fine Arts. Sinisgalli observed that the colored plaster that Fontana 

used produced a “sculpture that wanted to bend matter to unaccustomed rhythms, even 

against nature. Fontana, that is, made us think of Góngora, Borromini, the Baroque.”153 

Only a few months later, Sinisgalli elaborated on this interpretation, pointing out that like 

his seventeenth-century predecessors, Fontana had broken the closed form of sculpture, 

including “air” and “light” within it, “working to broaden the limits of that prison.”154 

Like Giolli, Sinisgalli conceived of the Baroque as a trans-historical movement that 

struggled against Classical form and pushed matter to its limits, even to the point of 

formlessness. 

 The references to the Baroque in the critical literature on Fontana became more 

numerous once he concentrated on his production of ceramics, terracotta, and maiolica. 

                                                
151 “passione concitata, quasi l'orgasmo fisico, la struggente vibrazione […] aveva rovesciato dalla base il 
problema della scultura, impegnandolo in problemi di luce, di fremiti pittorici, di compenetranti pulsazioni” 
Raffaello Giolli, “Esposizioni Milanesi. È Scultura?,” Cronache Latine (December 20, 1931). Rassegna 
Stampa. Fondazione Lucio Fontana (Milano) 
152 “ecco che tuttavia in quest'altro giovine si rifà attuale l'impeto della vita senza termini e senza pace.” 
Raffaello Giolli, “Esposizioni Milanesi. È Scultura?-”  
153 “una scultura che voleva piegare la materia a ritmi inconsueti, magari contro natura. Fontana, cioè, 
faceva pensare a Gòngora, al Borromini, al barocco.” Leonardo Sinisgalli, “La quinta Sindacale 
Lombarda,” L’Italia Letteraria X, no. 19 (May 13, 1934). 
154 Leonardo Sinisgalli, “La Scultura di Lucio Fontana,” L’Italia Letteraria X, no. 31 (November 15, 1934). 
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Although he had worked in this medium in Argentina, in 1935 Fontana developed his 

skills in Albissola, famous for its artisanal ceramic production, and in 1937 continued his 

training at the Sèvres factory near Paris.155 The ceramics and plaster reliefs of these years 

resemble manipulated materials more than completed works. They also achieve two 

important goals for Fontana: the breaking up of the boundaries between space, color, and 

form, and physical engagement with the world of materials.156 In an elegiac review 

published in 1939, the poet and art critic Raffaele Carrieri analyzed the organic shapes 

and plastic explorations of the maiolicas exhibited in the Galleria del Milione after 

Fontana’s return from Sèvres. Carrieri described traditional Sèvres porcelain as “rococo 

laces of Arcadia shepherds.” On the contrary, Fontana began to “model the most 

extravagant oceanic metamorphosis,” using garish colors instead of pastel hues, firing 

“incandescent lumps” instead of the “precious, transparent, and smooth” traditional 

figurines. Carrieri described the results of Fontana’s “demonic” activity as “Baroque 

trophies,” and as “scherzi e capricci” of nature—two expressions associated with the 

Baroque imagination.157 The Baroque now acquired overtones of primitivism: Fontana’s 

rejection of the dainty statuettes of the rococo tradition implied a return to natural forms 

not mediated by the conventions of the medium.  

                                                
155 Tullio Mazzotti, the son of the owner of Giuseppe Mazotti Manifattura Ceramiche, had invited Fontana 
to create a series of unique pieces in Albisola. Lucio Fontana, Lucio Fontana: lettere 1919-1968, ed. by 
Paolo Campiglio and Loredana Parmesani (Milano: Skira -Fondazione Ambrosetti - Fondazione Lucio 
Fontana, 1999), p. 50. Fontana had first practiced ceramic while still in Argentina, as his work Charleston 
Dancer (1926) proves. Lucio Fontana, Lucio Fontana: lettere 1919-1968, ed. by Paolo Campiglio and 
Loredana Parmesani (Milano: Skira -Fondazione Ambrosetti - Fondazione Lucio Fontana, 1999), p. 101. 
156 Paolo Campiglio, “«Io sono uno scultore e non un ceramista». La ceramica di Lucio Fontana nella 
seconda metà degli anni Trenta: uno scritto e alcune ceramiche inedite.,” Faenza. Bollettino del Museo 
Internazionale delle Ceramiche di Faenza LXXX, no. 1—2 (1994): 34—41, p.35. 
157 Raffaele Carrieri, “Le maioliche geologiche di Lucio Fontana,” L’Illustrazione Italiana LXVI, no. 2 
(January 8, 1939): 63—64. 
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 After Fontana left for Argentina the criticism of his work in relation to the Baroque 

continued. During his exhibition of terracotta and ceramic sculptures in the Galería 

Müller in Buenos Aires, for example, critic Miguel Alfredo D’Elia evoked an image of 

frenetic exhilaration in order to make sense of the Baroque overtones of the works on 

view: “This is a new phase of [Fontana’s work] in which it is possible to appreciate a 

bold and multifarious understanding of the Baroque, which reveals itself as a feverish 

overexcitement.” D’Elia’s interpretation aligns with those of Giolli, Sinisgalli, and 

Borgese, who associated the Baroque with a form of vitalism and rupture of Classical 

form. If D’Elia associated the Baroque with feverishness, in 1941 Fontana’s friend Juan 

Zocchi —who in 1946 wrote the first monograph on Fontana to be published in 

Argentina—evoked the seventeenth century, together with the Byzantine and the Gothic 

periods, to explain what he perceived as the otherworldly aspects of Fontana’s work.158 

Three years later, Riccardo Ratti would identify a form of “subconscious Baroque” in the 

work of Fontana, particularly in his ceramics.159 Like his Italian colleagues, Ratti 

identified two opposing tendencies in Fontana’s oeuvre: a tendency towards abstraction 

and a tendency towards a vital materialism. These two centrifugal forces struggle to 

prevail, but it is this struggle that Fontana thematizes in his sculpture, and that Ratti 

identified with the Baroque. Observing the similarities between the elongating tendency 

of El Greco and Fontana, Ratti pointed out that like his Baroque predecessors, Fontana 

                                                
158 "La escultura y los dibujos de Fontana obedecen a una época en la cual, como durante el bizantinismo, 
el primitivismo, el gótico, el barroco, el acento está sobre el espíritu y no sobre el cuerpo humano y el 
"soma" en general.” Juan Zocchi, “La aventura artística de Lucio Fontana,” La Capital, March 1941. 
Rassegna Stampa. Fondazione Lucio Fontana (Milano) 
159 “el barroco subconsciente de Fontana.” Riccardo E. Ratti, “Del ardoroso y muy expresivo lenguaje 
plástico que anima las producciones del escultor Lucio Fontana,” Histonium VI, no. 65 (October 1944): 
33—36. 
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rejects “typical” schemes, and sculpts “freely, without submitting to other laws than those 

that dictate that solids are three dimensional.”160   

 It is in Argentina where the connection between Futurism, the Baroque, and 

Fontana’s work takes shape. One of its first instances, after Fontana’s Manifiesto blanco 

of 1946, is an article that Juan Corradini published in Histonium in 1947.161 Corradini 

elaborated on the limited discussion of these two movements in the Manifesto and 

connected them with explicit choices in Fontana’s sculptures. In particular, Corradini 

argued that dynamism was the key feature that brought together Fontana with his artistic 

predecessors: “[Fontana’s] dynamism has its precedent in the Baroque.”162 After the 

publication of Manifiesto blanco and Fontana’s explicit acknowledgment of his debt 

towards the Baroque, Argentinian critics continued to refer to this notion to explain the 

plurality of his work. For example, in 1948 Julio Rinaldini published a review of 

Fontana’s sculptures produced in Argentina—such as Baroque chair, Aquiles, and Lot’s 

Wife (Fig.6-20)—in which the Baroque was also evoked. Firstly, Rinaldini observed that 

the “vibrating expansion of an essential Baroque” was just another historical reference 

among the many that Fontana deployed at the time. Secondly, he pointed out that 

Fontana’s Baroque tendencies are always accompanied by a “Classical notion of 

proportion.” In Rinaldini’s words, “in Fontana, the Baroque is a mode of intensity and 

                                                
160 “La calidad mental en Fontana es rica, abundosa. Nunca necesita de lo típico, de lo hecho. Plasma en 
libertad, sin sujeción a otra leyes sino las que ciñen con su imperio tridimensional al sólido.” Riccardo E. 
Ratti, “Del ardoroso y muy expresivo lenguaje plástico," 33—36. 
161 Juan Corradini, “Lucio Fontana profeta del arte espacial,” Histonium VIII, no. 94 (March 1947): 166—
171. 
162 “Tal concepción y uso de la materia tiene un precedente en el barroco.” Juan Corradini, “Lucio Fontana 
profeta del arte espacial,” Histonium VIII, no. 94 (March 1947): 166—171. 
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vibration that affects the character of forms but does not alter the rigor of structures.”163 

In sum, for Rinaldini, Fontana’s work epitomizes a struggle between Baroque and 

Classical tendencies, between a will towards matter and a rational tendency.  

 While several Italian and Argentinian critics evoked the Baroque to make sense of 

the multifariousness of Fontana’s work, Edoardo Persico and the critics associated with 

Corrente explained it differently. To counter the accusations against Fontana as merely 

doing “polemical deformations,” Edoardo Persico wrote the first long-form analysis of 

the sculptor’s work in 1935.164 Persico’s monograph—which was published 

posthumously in 1936—included a brief five-page introduction and several photographs 

of Fontana’s work juxtaposed with their preparatory drawings (Fig.6-21).165 Persico 

explained the “taste of influence” of Fontana’s work—between Wildt and Archipenko—

as a “severe and controlled critical research of the goals of European art.”166 Thus, 

concluded Persico, “this book includes the reproductions of many drawings and ‘abstract’ 

sculptures of Fontana: natural and allusive shapes in the taste of the French Surrealists; 

elegant and perverse women such as those beloved by the German Expressionists. One 

could shout mystification, yet the artist has seen in these experiences a single and 

touching truth.” To make sense of this “truth”, Persico evoked a German philosopher 

whose work was of great importance to Wildt, as I have shown in chapter 5, and to the 

Scuola di Milano: Georg Simmel. “For Simmel,” Persico quoted, “the meaning of 

Expressionism is ‘the internal commotion of the artist that extends in the artwork, or 

                                                
163 " En Fontana lo barroco es un modo de intensidad, de vibración que afecta a los caracteres de las formas 
pero no altera el rigor de las estructuras." Julio Rinaldini, “Lucio Fontana o la visión inflamada y dinámica 
de objeto,” Cabalgata III, no. 16 (February 1948): 16. 
164 Dino Bonardi, “Le Mostre d’arte a Milano. Lucio Fontana,” La Sera (January 22, 1935). 
165 Edoardo Persico, Lucio Fontana (Milano: Campo Grafico, 1936), no pages. 
166 Edoardo Persico, Lucio Fontana (Milano: Campo Grafico, 1936), no pages. 
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better yet, as artwork, as immediately as it is experienced.’ This is Fontana’s point of 

departure: life in art.”167 Isabella Amaduzzi has identified this passage as part of 

Simmel’s "Conflict in Modern Culture" (1918) which had been translated into Italian in 

1925.168 In Simmel's Rembrandt (1916) “form”—a central concept also for Fontana’s 

1930s oeuvre, which experiments with the tension between form and formlessness—is 

inseparable from life: it is the manifestation of life as the appearance of a unique event.169 

In Rembrandt’s portraits form is a “membrane” of life: unlike Classical form, which 

imposes a specific style, in Rembrandt form adapts to the vagaries of change. Persico’s 

mention of Simmel in order to make sense of Fontana’s adherence to diverse styles, 

techniques, and materials could be then interpreted as calling attention to the vitalistic 

component of Fontana’s work. Such vitalism is linked to a constant research of materials 

and the experimentation with new techniques. This is a conception of style not as the 

constraint of tradition, but as an expression of artistic freedom. From this standpoint, 

Persico’s decision to publish both the preparatory drawings and the finished sculptures 

becomes particularly important: what this juxtaposition shows is how the form given by 

intellectual reflection——the drawing—changes once it encounters matter, which 

imposes its own logic. The Scuola di Milano expressed a similar position in its writings 

on the importance of technique and materials: contrary to Croce’s position, for the 

                                                
167 “Questo libretto reca le riproduzioni di molti disegni e sculture «astratte» di Fontana: forme naturali e 
allusive nel gusto dei surrealisti francesi, donne eleganti e perverse come piacquero all'espressionismo 
tedesco. Si potrebbe gridare alla mistificazione; eppure l'artista ha intravisto in queste esperienze una sola 
toccante verità. Per Simmel il significato dell'espressionismo è «l'interna commozione dell'artista che si 
prosegue nell'opera, o, meglio ancora, come opera, del tutto immediatamente così quale viene vissuta». 
Questo è il punto di arrivo di Fontana: la vita nell'arte." Edoardo Persico, Lucio Fontana (Milano: Campo 
Grafico, 1936). 
168 Isabella Amaduzzi, Io sono uno scultore: Lucio Fontana nella Milano degli anni Trenta (Milano: 
Guerini e associati, 1999), p.12. 
169 Georg Simmel, Rembrandt : un saggio di filosofia dell’arte ([1916] Milano: Abscondita, 2001). 
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philosophers of the Scuola di Milano the material realization of the sculpture adds 

qualitative information to the original conception. 

 The connection that Persico established between Fontana’s plurality of styles and 

his search for creative freedom also explains the sculptor’s relations with the Corrente 

group. While Fontana did not actively participate in the group’s activities, his work was 

reviewed in the journal on several occasions and was included in the second exhibition of 

Corrente. In January 1939 art critic Duilio Morosini wrote the first critical article on 

Fontana to be published in Corrente.170 Illustrated with Ragazza che si pettina [Girl 

Combing her Hair], the article aimed to make sense of Fontana’s “gratuitous reputation 

for discontinuity”. Rather than a form of “disorder,” Morosini pointed out that the 

“sketch-like plasticism” of Fontana’s sculptures must be understood as a “form of 

interpretation, as the proof of a free and untroubled attitude with respect to reality.”171 

This form of “Realism," in Corrente’s terminology, is what gives meaning to the entire 

production of Fontana and allows to identify continuities—in the modeling, use of color, 

and exploration of space—between his abstract, figurative, and “formless” sculptures.  

 The interest in Fontana’s “subversive and constructive” sculpture, in Morosini’s 

words, also explains why the Corrente group, like Persico, paid so much attention to his 

drawings. The issue published in January 1940 included three of these drawings (Fig.6-

22). An article by Leonardo Sinisgalli argued that they were unusual because they were 

neither an instance of the return to Classical training so in vogue at the time, nor a form 

                                                
170 Duilio Morosini, “Lucio Fontana,” Corrente di Vita Giovanile II, no. 2 (January 31, 1939). 
171 “Quella plastica cruda, quasi allo stato di abbozzo, va intesa al di là del temperamento e anche di 
un’esclusiva inquietudine di ricerca, proprio come un modo di interpretazione, come la prova di un 
atteggiamento libero e felice di fronte alla realtà.” Duilio Morosini, “Lucio Fontana,” Corrente di Vita 
Giovanile II, no. 2 (January 31, 1939), no page. 
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of romantic emotional transcription. Instead of going to the museum, Sinisgalli pointed 

out, Fontana had looked at fashion magazines—an observation that builds upon the 

complex idea of Fontana as “primitive.”172 The sculptor’s drawings placed him within the 

interests of Corrente, particularly for their unmediated depiction of reality and their 

references to popular culture.  

 In 1940, Corrente organized an exhibition of Fontana’s drawings, although the 

sculptor had already left for Argentina.173 The catalogue of this show included another 

critical reading by Morosini, who expanded on some of the ideas he had first mentioned 

in his Corrente articles.174 Morosini reiterated his understanding of Fontana’s primitivism 

not as an expression of Romanticism’s love for the unfinished, but as the “faculty to 

arrest the gesture in its ‘eternally’ provisional movement, the image in its ‘definitive’ 

openness.”175 For Morosini, the rough and unpolished sculptures that Fontana was 

working on at the time express his intuitive approach to art. Morosini pointed out that the 

plural cultural references present in Fontana’s work are not influences but rather 

“immediate means for his work,” which he uses indifferently as problems that need to be 

solved in order to carry his artistic research forward.176 Thus, Morosini argued that the 

reference to the Baroque was, for Fontana, a concession to the fads of the time, but it was 

                                                
172 Leonardo Sinisgalli, “Disegni di Fontana,” Corrente di Vita Giovanile III, no. 2 (January 31, 1940). 
173 Duilio Morosini, Lucio Fontana. 20 disegni con una prefazione (Milano-Firenze: Edizioni di Corrente, 
1940). 
174 Duilio Morosini, Lucio Fontana. 20 disegni con una prefazione (Milano-Firenze: Edizioni di Corrente, 
1940). 
175 “la felice facoltà di fermare il gesto nel suo moto «eternamente» provvisorio, la immagine nella sua 
«definitiva» apertura." Duilio Morosini, Lucio Fontana 20 disegni con una prefazione, p.12-13. 
176 “mezzi più immediati che, al di là di ogni qualsiasi pregiudizio, servono al suo lavoro.” Duilio Morosini, 
Lucio Fontana. 20 disegni con una prefazione, p.13. 
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also“a particular solution to formal problems by freely deploying artistic means, exalting 

matter itself.”177 

 Yet a crucial difference between Fontana and the Corrente group also has to be 

noted. Unlike many members of Corrente, Fontana was not antifascist. Although he was 

not a vocal fascist, his letters do contain quite enthusiastic views of the regime.178 His 

presence in the Corrente exhibit points to a feature of the group that has not been 

frequently taken into account, but that was evident to one of its protagonists, Raffaele de 

Grada. In an interview given in 1976, de Grada lamented the “sanctification of the 

antifascist movement,” observing that Corrente reunited a group of committed 

antifascists who were attentive to political developments, but also another group who 

were mostly “incited by the spontaneous necessity of finding a vehicle of expression 

more free than what the system allowed: for some, then, antifascism was above all the 

recovering of expressive freedom.”179 De Grada’s remark indicates the different 

motivations that animated the participants of Corrente: rather than being a group of 

politically committed and militant antifascists, as the literature has frequently presented 

them, some of them were opposed not to the regime itself, but to the expressive 

restrictions mandated by the regime. Fontana could be counted among the latter: his 

                                                
177 “la particolare soluzione dei problemi formali nella libera disposizione dei mezzi, nell'esaltazione stessa 
della materia.” Duilio Morosini, Lucio Fontana. 20 disegni con una prefazione (Milano-Firenze: Edizioni 
di Corrente, 1940), p.17. 
178 “I love Farfa’s idea “Beat, beat intelligently.” But I think that in Italy it would be necessary to beat, and 
quite hard, to extirpate the rot that is flourishing at the shadow of fascism.” Lucio Fontana, Lettere di Lucio 
Fontana a Tullio d’Albisola (1936-1962), ed. by Danilo Presotto (Savona: Editrice Liguria, 1987), p. 59. 
For an analysis of Fontana’s sculptures’ political underpinnings, see Anthony White, “Wounded: Lucio 
Fontana’s Wartime Sculpture in Italy and Argentina,” in Crossing Cultures. Conflict, Migration and 
Convergence: The Proceedings of the 32nd International Congress in the History of Art, ed. by Jaynie 
Anderson (Carlton: Miegunyah Press, 2009), 734—738. 
179 Renata Ghiazza, “Per una lettura critica di ‘Corrente’” (Undergraduate thesis, Università degli Studi di 
Milano, 1975). Fondazione Corrente (Milano). Interview with Raffaele de Grada, December 1976,  p. 106. 
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oppositional attitude was geared toward criticizing the restrictions on artistic expression, 

rather than the concrete repressive policies of fascism. As Argan observed, Fontana 

aspired to the “dimension of indetermination, of absolute freedom,” not to the engaged—

and inevitably demarcated—positions of the resistance fighters of Corrente.180  

 The association between Fontana’s work and the Baroque refers to a set of concepts 

that were also prominent, as I have shown, in d’Ors’ conservative reading of this style. 

Some of the features identified by d’Ors as pertaining to the Baroque—the tendency 

towards contradiction, its close relation to primitivism—are intertwined with the 

interpretation of Fontana’s sculpture during the 1930s. For instance, in d’Ors’ view the 

Baroque is a tendency towards self-contradiction, which for him is (of course) a female 

characteristic: “Whenever we find united in a single gesture several contradictory 

intentions, the result belongs to the category of the Baroque style. The spirit of the 

Baroque—to put it in a vulgar way—does not know what it wants. It wants both the pros 

and the cons. […] It mocks the requirements of the principle of contradiction.”181 It is 

therefore not coincidental that Fontana’s lack of a recognizable signature style prompted 

a plurality of critics to evoke the Baroque. His anti-Classicism, furthermore, was also 

related to a form of primitivism, as critics like Carrieri and Morosini pointed out. D’Ors 

had observed this aspect in the dialectic between Reason and Life as well, where the 

primitive stood on the side of Life. Instead of following the long-standing tradition of 

                                                
180 Giulio Carlo Argan’s “Lucio Fontana,” in Umbro Apollonio, Giulio Carlo Argan, etc. eds., Cinque 
scultori d’oggi: Moore, Fontana, Mastroianni, Mirko, Viani (Torino: Minerva Artistica, 1960), 51-92, p. 
53. 
181 “Dovunque troviamo unite in un solo gesto parecchie intenzioni contraddittorie, il risultato stilistico 
appartiene alla categoria del Barocco. Lo spirito barocco—per esprimerci in modo volgare—non sa quel 
che vuole. Vuole allo stesso tempo il pro e il contro. [...] Si fa beffe delle esigenze del principio di 
contraddizione." [1920] Eugenio d’Ors, Del Barocco, trans. by Luciano Anceschi ([1945] Milano: SE, 
1999), p. 27. Cursives in the original. 
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explaining order as the origin of civilization and conceiving of barbarity and disorder as 

tendencies that had to be crushed for human culture to go forward, d'Ors described them 

as dialectical forces. As he put it, "our profound barbarity is the guarantee of our 

common civilization."182 Classicism is the style of civilization, and Baroque is the style 

of barbarity. But there is no definite triumph of one over the other. Rather, a residue of 

barbarity is always latent in civilization, ready to take over. If for d'Ors the Baroque has 

its origin in primitive barbarity, this implies that the primitive, rather than being firmly in 

the prehistory of humanity, is always lurking.  

 For D’Ors Nazism was a return to the Baroque, an irruption of irrational and 

vitalistic energy in a century that had until then been more sympathetic towards Classical 

values than to Baroque ones: “The essential aspect of Hitler’s paganism is the cult of the 

Wildermann [Primitive Man]. In every major public Nazi manifestation the Panic fire of 

the primitive ages irrupts. If it is true that in the soul of the 20th century Classical light 

shows itself again, the Germany that we now have in front of us does not belong any 

more to the 20th century.”183 To carry this argument further, it could also be pointed out 

that the lack of coherence in Fontana's production, his contradictory nature, was also a 

feature of fascist ideology. As has been shown, the ideological makeup of fascism was 

fiercely anti-ideological: to become an expression of the conflicting aspirations of 

                                                
182 “la nostra barbarie profonda è la garanzia della nostra civiltà comune. Da ciascuna di queste realtà 
deriva uno stile. Uno stile si sovrappone all’altro, ed è bene che sia così. Lo stile della civiltà si chiama 
Classicismo. Allo stile della barbarie persistente, permanente sotto la cultura, non daremo noi il nome di 
barocco?” (1911). Eugenio d’ Ors, Del Barocco, p.20. Cursives in the original. 
183 “L’essenziale del paganesimo di Hitler è il culto del Wildermann. In ogni grande pubblica 
manifestazione nazista fa irruzione il fuoco pánico delle prime età. Se è vero che, nell'anima del XX secolo 
la luce classica si mostra di nuovo, la Germania che noi abbiamo oggi davanti agli occhi non appartiene più 
al XX secolo.” Eugenio d’ Ors, Del Barocco, trans. by Luciano Anceschi (Milano: Rosa e Ballo, 1945), p. 
138. Although d'Ors book has been reedited several times since 1936, this passage has been understandably 
omitted; but it is nonetheless key to understanding the implications of his notion of the Baroque. 
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different sectors of Italian society, fascism adopted in its origins a pragmatic stance that 

was marked more by its opposition to the values of liberal society than by a concrete set 

of proposals.184 This plurality and lack of foundations, then, linked the Baroque with 

fascism.  

 The entwinement of notions of Baroque and critical Realism with the politically 

problematic work of Fontana reveals how, by the 1940s, the concept of the Baroque 

could indicate a rejection of mainstream classicizing values but not a necessarily leftist 

criticism of the regime. D’Ors had liberated the Baroque from its historical context and 

defined it as intrinsically contradictory and dialectical. Corrente’s critical Realism could 

also refer to a desire to access and evaluate reality without cultural mediations, but 

without necessarily translating it into a militant position. Fontana’s Baroque work is thus 

symptomatic of the ideological ambiguity at the core of frondist criticisms of the regime. 

                                                
184 Emilio Gentile, Le origini dell’ideologia Fascista (1918-1925) (Bologna: Il Mulino, 1996). 
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Conclusion 
 

In the previous pages, I have demonstrated the Italian modernists' complex and sustained 

engagement with concepts of “Baroque” by charting an inter-generational dialogue about 

the art and culture of the seventeenth century that began immediately after Unification 

and reached its apex with the fall of the fascist regime during the 1940s. The plurality of 

meanings associated with the Baroque allowed it to be evoked in modern Italy to bolster 

a variety of cultural and ideological projects. The term Baroque usually designates a form 

of art that replaced the closed forms of classical art with open, dynamic structures, and 

that challenged the restrained Renaissance style through the use of decorative splendor, 

artifice, and drama. Hence in the first and last chapter of this dissertation — on the 

Decadentists and on Lucio Fontana, respectively — I have argued that the Baroque was a 

privileged interlocutor for those Italian artists and intellectuals who were unsatisfied with 

the values of classicism, a style embraced by the Italian state both immediately following 

1871 and prominently during the fascist ventennio.  

 However, for Italian modernists the Baroque was not only a signifier of political 

dissidence. The Baroque is also tied to the centralization of monarchic and ecclesiastical 

power, and the opulent displays associated with royal, imperial, and papal rule. By 

staging lavish pageants and commissioning grandiose public buildings, the fascists 

appropriated methods pioneered during the Baroque era that were meant to foster a new 

collective identity.1 Artists and critics who were sympathetic to the fascist regime turned 

to the Baroque as a model for modern Italian art that would counter the internationalist 

                                                
1 John Beldon Scott is at the moment doing groundbreaking research on the impact of Baroque architecture, 
and the mass persuasion it fostered, as a predecessor of totalitarian spectacle. John Beldon Scott, “Bernini’s 
Colonnade and the Antecedents of Totalitarian Spectacle” (conference, Duke University, October 1, 2015). 
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tendencies of the avant-garde, a subject that I explored in the central chapters of my 

dissertation by focusing on how committed fascists such as the cultural promoter Ugo 

Ojetti and the sculptor Adolfo Wildt deployed references to the Baroque during the 

interwar period.  

 In the second and third chapter, this dissertation also explored the emergence of the 

Baroque as an object of study for Italian art history. The Positivism of the founder of 

Italian academic art history Adolfo Venturi and the Idealism of philosopher Benedetto 

Croce encouraged the study of the Seicento, but also hindered a complex understanding 

of its artistic contributions. I have also studied how under their double influence a new 

generation of art historians interested in avant-garde movements such as Futurism viewed 

the Baroque as the origin of a quintessentially Italian experimental tradition. Thus I hope 

to have shown the multiple ways in which prominent Italian artists, writers, philosophers, 

and ideologues reimagined the Baroque in order to remake modern Italian culture and 

national identity.  

 Nevertheless, an undeniable fact needs to be taken into account. Despite its 

important role in key cultural and artistic debates, the Baroque is surprisingly absent from 

the popular and mass culture of the fascist ventennio. This explains in part why this topic 

has been generally overlooked in studies of the period. For example, an analysis of the 

covers of the Rivista Illustrata del Popolo d’Italia [Illustrated Magazine of the Popolo 

d'Italia], the illustrated weekly that accompanied the Saturday edition of the official 

mouthpiece of the fascist government, reveals that not a single Baroque artwork, 

building, or figure was depicted, even though the covers frequently included references to 

Italian cultural heritage. Many of them featured Roman monuments, such as the 
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Colosseum juxtaposed with an industrial chimney, like in this cover designed by Bruno 

Munari (Fig.c-1), or again shown with the Arch of Titus and a creative reinterpretation of 

the Obelisk of Axum, which had been taken as war booty during the invasion of Ethiopia 

and shipped to Rome in 1937 (Fig.c-2). Roman history was used to collapse the distance 

between Italy’s past and its fascist present, as in the November 1933 cover in which the 

Augustus of Prima Porta — with the Arch of Constantine in the background — appeared 

to be responding to the salute of a Blackshirt (Fig.c-3). Monuments from other historical 

periods, such as medieval turrets (Fig.c-4) or the leaning Tower of Pisa and the Cathedral 

of Parma, were also included (Fig.c-5). Yet between 1923 and 1943, no examples of art 

or architecture from the period between the end of the Renaissance and the beginning of 

the Risorgimento were featured on the cover of the Rivista. 

 Another key example of the popular press making strategic use of the past, this time 

to rally Italians against the Allies and their perceived encouragement of miscegenation, is 

the racist weekly La difesa della razza [The Defense of the Race], directed between 1938 

and 1943 by the anti-Semitic propagandist Telesio Interlandi. The covers of La difesa 

della razza frequently contrasted Italy’s supposedly vigorous Classical and Renaissance 

past with the primitive and degenerated cultures of non-Europeans. Examples include a 

photomontage of a Roman bust merged with a Polynesian tiki sculpture (Fig.c-6), and the 

famous August 1938 cover in which a Classical bust is divided from a Semitic profile and 

a photograph of an African woman by an arm holding a Roman sword (Fig.c-7). 

However, only in one case did a cover include art from the Baroque period: a racialized 

reinterpretation of Guido Reni's 1620 Susanna and the Elders (Fig.c-8), in which the two 

leering male figures undressing a defenseless Caucasian girl have acquired African and 
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Jewish traits. 

 The same elision of the Baroque past appeared in the covers of school notebooks, 

another example of mass culture. These exposed schoolchildren to key aspects of fascist 

ideology by representing important moments in the history of the regime, such as the 

foundation of the fasci di combattimento in 1919 (Fig.c-9) and the signing of the Chart of 

Labor in 1928 (Fig.c-10). To my knowledge, only the Lateran Pacts, the 1929 

reconciliation between the Italian government and the Vatican, were commemorated with 

a Baroque construction, Bernini's colonnade (Fig.c-11). Yet Bernini’s monument is 

presented together with Saint Peter’s and the Vatican palaces to indicate that the 

message's focus is its political rather than stylistic associations. Indeed, as Roberto 

Morozzo della Rocca has shown, until 1929 Saint Peter's square was a very contested 

space that symbolized secular rather than spiritual power, as it was officially part of the 

Italian state. The Pope refused to use it for religious ceremonies as a way of underscoring 

that he was — as a consequence of the annexation of Rome and the Papal States to the 

Italian state — a prisoner in his palaces.2  

 My research of Baroque ciphers in the postcard and poster collection at the 

Wolfsonian Library proved equally fruitless. These ephemeral materials helped to 

establish a sense of nationhood on the basis of a shared collective culture, and frequently 

included simple messages in favor of the regime. Examples include a worker in front of a 

factory and a colossal fascio proclaiming "Fascism has given me serenity and work," 

(Fig.c-12) and a postcard celebrating the military alliance between Italy and Germany 

(Fig.c-13). Although the sample that I was able to consult at the Wolfsonian is far from 
                                                
2 Roberto Morozzo della Rocca, “Piazza San Pietro,” in I luoghi della memoria: simboli e miti dell’Italia 
unita, ed. by Mario Isnenghi (Roma-Bari: Laterza, 1996), 514–523. 
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being representative, it is interesting to note that this genre of materials very rarely 

included any references to the cultural past of Italy. Posters, by contrast, did establish 

relations between fascist nation-building and Italian history, but like the magazine covers 

of La Rivista Illustrata and La Difesa della Razza they included references to the Roman 

past, but not the Baroque (Fig.c-14) 

 My research on this topic has not concluded, but even at this preliminary stage it 

raises interesting questions. The absence of seventeenth-century references in fascist 

popular culture is all the more surprising given the almost banal resemblances between 

the Baroque and totalitarian culture. In 1945, in the wake of the collapse of the fascist 

regime, the newly-appointed head of the British Institute in Rome, classicist Roger 

Hinks, wrote "I looked into [the Chiesa del Gesù] for a few minutes, but was again put 

off by the totalitarian atmosphere which had repelled me in St. Peter's. [...]I am out of 

sympathy with the Baroque: we know altogether too much these days about the ways of 

absolutism here on earth to look with complacency upon its encroachments on the life of 

the spirit."3 Studies that connected the Baroque with notions of mass persuasion were 

already widespread in the interwar period.4  

 Even before José Antonio Maravall (1975) argued that Baroque art was a technique 

for mass propaganda, it was not too hard to see in the architecture of Carlo Maderno, 

Guarino Guarini and Giacomo della Porta, in the sculpture of Bernini and Stefano 

Maderno, in the painting of Caravaggio and Andrea Pozzo, an explicit intent to persuade 
                                                
3 Cited in Denise R. Costanzo, “Giedion as Guide: Space, Time and Architecture and the Modernist 
Reception of Baroque Rome,” in The Baroque in Architectural Culture, 1880-1980, ed. by Maarten 
Delbeke, Andrew Leach, and John Macarthur (Farnham, Surrey ; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2015), 129–
138, p.129. 
4 Giulio Carlo Argan studied the influence of Aristotle's Rhetoric on Baroque art in "La «rettorica» e l'arte 
barocca," first published in 1955 and reprinted in Immagine e persuasione: saggi sul barocco (Milan: 
Feltrinelli, 1986), 19-29. 
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the audience and to involve it emotionally with the aesthetics and ideologies conveyed by 

the work of art.5 Perceived similarities between religious and political propaganda and 

between moral manipulation and psychological warfare, and their link to the emergence 

of modern mass culture, further underscored the totalitarian resonances of Baroque art. It 

appeared that the proselytizing intentions of their patrons and makers, and the way in 

which they were received by a presumably passive audience, were common to both 

seventeenth-century and fascist visual culture as systems of mass persuasion.6 

 The fascist resonances of the Baroque were not only evident to coeval observers 

and those who had survived the Second World War. As Jane Newman, Ute Engel, and 

Evonne Levy have shown, studies of the Baroque were quite popular among German art 

historians who became involved with National Socialism.7 Conceptualizing the Baroque 

as a constant principle of Nordic-Germanic art and culture, and identifying it with 

heightened emotionalism and spirituality, the style was described as integral to notions of 

German national identity, and was used as a way of distinguishing the cultural production 

of the newly-unified nation from that of other (supposedly materialistic) western 

societies. Establishing parallels between the Thirty Years War that had devastated the 

country in the seventeenth century and the First World War that had recently shattered 

the German empire, German art historians emphasized that just as the nation had rebuilt 

itself after 1648 it would also recover from its military humiliation. In the interwar 

                                                
5 José Antonio Maravall, La cultura del barroco : análisis de una estructura histórica (Esplugues de 
Llobregat: Ariel, 1975). 
6 For her discussion of the differences between rhetoric and propaganda in the Italian Baroque and how 
they would influence its reception in the interwar period, see Evonne Anita Levy, Propaganda and the 
Jesuit Baroque (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004),  
7 Jane O. Newman, Benjamin’s Library: Modernity, Nation, and the Baroque (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell 
University Press, 2011); Ute Engel, Stil und Nation: Barockforschung und deutsche Kunstgeschichte (ca. 
1830 bis 1933) (Paderborn: Fink, 2013); Evonne Anita Levy, Baroque and the Political Language of 
Formalism (1845-1945): Burckhardt, Wölfflin, Gurlitt, Brinckmann, Sedlmayr (Basel: Shwabe, 2015). 
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period, German art historians thus represented the Baroque as the pinnacle of the German 

spirit, and after the advent of Nazism in 1933 deployed it in terms ideologically close to 

National Socialism.  

 Thus we must ask ourselves, why was the Baroque not massively disseminated in 

fascist propaganda, even when the previous chapters have shown that intellectual and 

artistic circles were actively debating its cultural contributions? One possible explanation 

might be that while references to the Roman or Medieval past could be read as 

unquestionably secular, and therefore serving the purposes of a regime that considered 

itself a secular religion, the Baroque heritage was too easily conflated with Catholicism. 

After 1929, when the Lateran Pacts between the Italian state and the Vatican were signed, 

the relations between fascism and the Catholic Church were less tense than they had 

previously been. Still, the fascist authorities aspired to create "a new Italian" who would 

form part of a disciplined mass that followed its political leader unquestionably, 

participated in secular rites, and had changed long-established patterns of speech, dress, 

and behavior to conform to fascist values. An exalted virility, anti-intellectualism, and 

patriotism were promoted through participation in fascisticized institutions such as the 

family, school, military service, leisure-time organizations, and physical education 

programs.8 Although in some respects the "new fascist Italian" was compatible with the 

gender and class expectations promoted by the Catholic Church, the regime aspired to 

have fully committed and faithful citizens, and therefore looked at religious organizations 

                                                
8 Barbara Spackman, Fascist Virilities Rhetoric, Ideology, and Social Fantasy in Italy (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1996); Luca La Rovere, ‘‘‘Rifare gli italiani’’: l’esperimento di creazione 
dell’ ‘‘uomo nuovo’’ nel regime fascista’, Annali di storia dell’educazione e delle istituzioni scolastiche, 9 
(2002), 51–77; Sandro Bellassai, "The masculine mystique: anti-modernism and virility in fascist Italy." 
Journal of Modern Italian Studies, 3 (2005), 314-335. 
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as rivals vying for the Italian soul and conscience.9 For this reason, the Baroque, a style 

so closely tied to Counter-Reformation Catholicism, was better avoided in mass 

propaganda. 

 Another possible reason for its absence in mass culture is that the Baroque resisted 

popular appropriation. It had accumulated many contradictory meanings since its 

rediscovery in the 1880s: a signifier of political and artistic decadence, a precursor of 

experimental art, the locus of Italianness as well as its absolute opposite, an icon of 

totalitarian rule as well as an example of a critical view of power. Such ambiguity was 

out of place in a system of propaganda that required unequivocal and clear-cut signifiers 

of nationhood and political identity. The Ministry of Popular Culture (MINCULPOP) 

"fabricated consent," in the words of the historian Philip V. Cannistraro, by using a 

variety of mass media such as the radio, the press, and film to mold public opinion and 

rally the Italians around the fascist hierarchy.10 Although the fascist construction of 

consent was tailored to different sectors of society, its overall aim, in Mussolini's words, 

was to "bring the masses to the state," to instill a cohesion to the crowds that had 

provoked disorder and anarchy under democracy.11 The fascistization of Italy implied the 

construction of a population as homogenous, coherent, and unified as possible.12 To this 

end, clear and unambiguous messages were indispensable, and references to the Baroque 

— with its unavoidable overtones of creative chaos, sensory stimulation, and lawlessness 

                                                
9 See Pietro Scoppola, La Chiesa e il fascismo. Documenti e interpretazioni. (Bari: Laterza, 1971); Emilio 
Gentile, "Il fascio e la croce," in Il culto del littorio : la sacralizzazione della politica nell’Italia fascista 
(Roma: Laterza, 1993), 120-129. 
10 Philip V. Cannistraro, La fabbrica del consenso : fascismo e mass media (Roma ; Bari: Laterza, 1975). 
11 Victoria De Grazia, The Culture of Consent: Mass Organization of Leisure in Fascist Italy (Cambridge 
[Eng.]; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981). 
12 Simonetta Falasca-Zamponi, Fascist Spectacle : The Aesthetics of Power in Mussolini’s Italy (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1997). 
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— might have backfired. 

 A third explanatory framework — and it is necessary to point out that all three do 

not exclude each other, but rather add levels of complexity to the lack of seventeenth-

century imagery in fascist mass culture — is that the discussion of the Baroque, despite 

extending beyond the confines of academic art history and taking place in a variety of 

journals with a broader readership, was very much a "middle-" or even "high-brow" 

topic. Although the audience of La Voce, Valori Plastici, and Corrente was comprised of 

readers interested not only in art but also in literature and politics, it is safe to deduce that 

it was mostly middle class, with a disposable income that allowed for the acquisition of 

relatively expensive periodicals, a humanistic education that made it possible to 

understand the scholarly references included in each issue, and most probably with some 

knowledge of foreign languages or at least significant interest in the cultural politics 

outside of Italy.13 The same audience attended the exhibitions that Ojetti organized, the 

national venues where Wildt exhibited, and the private galleries where Fontana showed 

his work. 

 The fascist regime, despite being interested in regimenting the entire Italian 

citizenship, preserved class distinctions in its approach to ideological dissemination. For 

Giovanni Gentile, the regime's greatest intellectual, the true ideals of fascism were only 

comprehensible to an elite, while the masses required "simple slogans [...] which 

                                                
13 For a study of the readership of modernist journals, see Robert Scholes and Clifford Wulfman, 
Modernism in the Magazines: An Introduction (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010). On the role of 
intellectuals during fascism see Mario Isnenghi, Intellettuali militanti e intellettuali funzionari: appunti 
sulla cultura fascista (Torino: Einaudi, 1979); Luisa Mangoni, L’interventismo della cultura. Intellettuali e 
riviste del fascismo (Roma–Bari: Laterza, 1974); Giuseppe Carlo Marino, L’autarchia della cultura. 
Intellettuali e fascismo negli anni trenta (Roma: Editori Riuniti, 1983); Angelo D’Orsi, La cultura a Torino 
tra le due guerre (Torino: Einaudi, 2000); Ruth Ben-Ghiat, Fascist Modernities Italy, 1922-1945 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001). 
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practically and immediately distinguish friends from enemies, create myths, arouse blind 

support and put into motion the forces of will and feeling."14 The iconography of fascism 

maintained this class distinction. As Laura Malvano has shown, the regime differentiated 

between a "cultured artistic production" and "mass images."15 The first addressed a 

selected audience, and were shown in settings that already predetermined their reception 

as unique artworks, such as new public buildings, exhibition venues, and museums. This 

form of art emphasized quality and sophisticated cultural references. "Mass images," by 

contrast, were highly legible and easily understandable by a broad audience, conveyed a 

clear and elementary message, and repeated a set of iconographic tropes such as the 

image of Mussolini, references to Roman heritage, representations of the Balilla and the 

Blackshirt, etc. In conclusion, the fact that seventeenth-century imagery was not among 

these tropes raises interesting questions about the class politics of modernist engagement 

with the Baroque, as well as of the fascist rewriting of Italian collective memory, which I 

plan to explore in future research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

                                                
14 Adrian Lyttleton, The Seizure of Power: Fascism in Italy, 1919-1929 (London: Weidenfeld and 
Nicolson, 1973), p.377. 
15 Laura Malvano, Fascismo e politica dell’immagine (Torino: Bollati Boringhieri, 1988). 
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Figure 1-1 Mario de Maria, La Peste a Roma nel 1600 (1886), published in Romualdo 
Pantini, “Artisti Contemporanei: Mario de Maria,” Emporium XV, no. 86 (February 

1902): 83–107, p.89 
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Figure 1-2 Daniele Crespi, The Fast of Saint Charles Borromeo (1625), oil on canvas, 190 x 
265 cm, Santa Maria della Passione (Milan) 
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Figure 1-3 Massimo d’Azeglio, A Vendetta (1835), oil on canvas, 225x179 cm, Galleria 

d’Arte Moderna – Villa Reale (Milan) 
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Figure 1-4 Nicola Cianfanelli, The encounter between Lucia and Don Rodrigo (1834-1837), 

Palazzina della Meridiana, Palazzo Pitti (Florence) 
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Figure 1-5 Nicola Cianfanelli, Fra Cristoforo releases Lucia from her vow (1834-1837), 

Palazzina della Meridiana, Palazzo Pitti (Florence) 
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Figure 1-6 Giuseppe Molteni, The Nun of Monza (1847), oil on canvas, 149 x 117 cm, 

Musei Civici (Pavia) 
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Figure 1-7 Francesco Hayez, The Unnamed  (1845), oil on canvas, 108 x 63 cm, private 

collection 
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Figure 1-8 Vespasiano Bignami, Masthead of the Cronaca Bizantina (1881), David 

Rubinstein Rare Book Collection, Duke University (Durham, North Carolina) 
 
 



 

450 

 
Figure 1-9 Giuseppe Cellini, Masthead of the Cronaca Bizantina (1885), David Rubinstein 

Rare Book Collection, Duke University (Durham, North Carolina) 
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Figure 1-10 Giuseppe Sacconi and others, Altar of the Fatherland or Il Vittoriano (1885-

1925) (Rome) 
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Figure 1-11 Arnaldo Bocelli, “Un romanzo, un’epoca,” Civiltà Rivista della Esposizione 

Universale di Roma II, no. 7 (October 28, 1941): 25–32, p. 28-29. 
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Figure 1-12 Villa Ludovisi (1622-1885), Rome. Photographed by Ignazio Boncompagni 

Ludovisi in 1885, just before the re-development of the Villa. From Archivio Digitale 
Boncompagni Ludovisi, http://villaludovisi.org/2012/12/27/the-1858-visit-of-nathaniel-

hawthorne-to-the-villa-ludovisi-illustrated/ 
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Figure 1-13 Giovanni Boldini, The man who smiles. Portrait of Enrico Nencion (1864-1871), 

oil on canvas, 45x35 cm, private collection. 
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Figure 1-14 Alessandro Termignon, San Moisé  (1632), Venice 
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Figure 1-15 Leonardo Bistolfi, International Exhibition of Modern Decorative Art in Turin 

(1902), public domain. 
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Figure 1-16 Raimondo d’Aronco, Turinese Pavilion (1902), International Exhibition, Turin. 
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Figure 1-17 Galileo Chini, Decoration of the Cupola of the First Room of the Italian Pavilion 

(1910), IX Venice Biennale (Venice), photo of the author. 
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Figure 1-18 Plinio Nomellini and Galileo Chini, Room X- Sala del Sogno (1907), VII Venice 

Biennale, (Venice), Modelli d'arte decorativa, a. I, fasc. V-VI, 1907, p.21. 
 



 

460 

 
 

Figure 1-19 Sala della Cupola, Italian Pavilion (1905), VI Venice Biennale (Venice.) 
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Figure 1-20 Galileo Chini, Bizantine section (1910), Cupola of the First Room of the Italian 
Pavilion (Venice), photo of the author. 
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Figure 1-21 Galileo Chini, Modern section (1910), Cupola of the First Room of the Italian 

Pavilion (Venice), photo of the author. 
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Figure 1-22 Galileo Chini, Baroque section (1910), Cupola of the First Room of the Italian 

Pavilion (Venice), photo of the author. 
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Figure 1-23 Giò Ponti, redesign of the Sala della Cupola (1928), Venice 
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Figure 2-1 Ettore Ferrari, Plaque on the façade of via della Mercede, 12, Gianlorenzo 

Bernini's supposed residence in Rome (1898). Photo by the author. 
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Figure 2-2 Gianlorenzo Bernini, Bust of Giovanni Battista Santoni (1612 ca.?). Photo by the 

author. 
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Figure 2-3 Ettore Ferrari, Stefano Porcari (1871), published in Paolo Orano, “Artisti 

contemporanei: Ettore Ferrari,” Emporium XI, 66 (June 1900), 407-426, p. 409. 
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Figure 2-4 “Commemorazione di Gian Lorenzo Bernini,” Il Secolo illustrato della 

Domenica, anno XI° (May 14th 1899). 
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Figure 2-5 Ugo Fleres, “Onoranze Centenarie a Gianlorenzo Bernini,” L’Illustrazione 

Italiana XXV, no. 51 (December 8, 1898): 399–402, p.400 
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Figure 2-6 Il Secolo Illustrato della Domenica, anno XI (May 14th, 1899) 
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Figure 2-7 Foto Danesi, [Apollo and Dafne], N.CV- Bernini, in Adolfo Venturi, Il museo e 

la galleria Borghese (Roma: Società laziale, 1893) 
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Figure 2-8 Gianlorenzo Bernini, David. Foto Danesi, full-page illustration in Stanislao 

Fraschetti, Il Bernini, la sua vita, la sua opera, il suo tempo (Milano: U. Hoepli, 1900). 
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Figure 2-9 Giacomo Caneva, Tempio di Vesta in piazza Bocca della Verità [Temple of 
Vesta in piazza Bocca della Verità] (1847), salt print from calotype, mm.148 x 202, 

Museo di Roma (Palazzo Braschi). 
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Figure 2-10 Giacomo Caneva, Gruppo del Laocoonte ai Musei Vaticani (1849), calotype 
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Figure 2-11 Heinrich Wölfflin, Renaissance und Barock: Eine Untersuchung über Wesen und 

Entstehung des Barockstils in Italien (München: Theodor Ackermann, 1888), p.87 and 91 
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Figure 2-12 "Per il centenario di Gian Lorenzo Bernini- Le sue sculture (Fotografie Brogi, 
Alinar e Anderson," in Ugo Fleres, “Onoranze Centenarie a Gianlorenzo Bernini,” 

L’Illustrazione Italiana XXV, no. 51 (December 8, 1898): 399–402, 401. 
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Figure 3-1. Alfred Barr, Chart illustrating the development of modern art, dust-jacket for the 
catalogue Cubism and Abstract Art (MOMA, March 2-April 1936) 

 



 

478 

 
 
 
 

Figure 3-2. Alfred Barr, Chart illustrating the Italian sources of three great traditions of European 
painting, dust-jacket for the catalogue Italian Masters lent by the Royal Italian Government. 

(MOMA, January-March 1940). 
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Figure 3-3. Umberto Boccioni, “Per L’ignoranza Italiana. Sillabario Pittorico,” Lacerba no. 16 

(August 15, 1913): 179–181. 
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Figure 3-4. Ardengo Soffici, Scomposizione di piani di zuccheriera e bottiglia, 1913, Collezione 
Vallecchi. 
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Figure 3-5 Carlo Carrà, Ritmi di oggetti, 1911, Pinacoteca di Brera (Milan) 
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Figure 3-6. Umberto Boccioni, Elasticità, 1912, Collezione Jucker, Milan; in Roberto Longhi, “I 

pittori futuristi,” La Voce V, no. 15 (April 10, 1913): 1051–1053, p.1052. 
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Figure 3-7. Jean Metzinger, La Femme au Cheval, 1911, Statens Museum fur Kunst 

(Copenhagen) 
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Figure 3-8. Carlo Carrá, La Galleria di Milano, 1912, Collezione Mattioli- Peggy Guggenheim 

(Venice) 
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Figure 3-9. Carlo Carrá, Ritmi di oggetti, 1910, Pinacoteca di Brera (Milan). 
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Figure 3-10 Umberto Boccioni, Fusione di testa e finestra, 1912, destroyed 
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Figure 3-11 Umberto Boccioni, Sintesi del dinamismo umano, 1912, destroyed 
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Figure 4-1. Telemaco Signorini, Mercato Vecchio in Florence, 1882-83. Current view, 

Piazza della Repubblica. 
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Figure 4-2. Baccio Maria Bacci, Ritratto di Matteo Marangoni, 1919 (Genova, Wolfsoniana) 
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Figure 4-3. Caravaggio’s Bacchus,1595 
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Figure 4-4. Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, Portrait of Madame Rivière, 1805 
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Figure 4-5. Leon Bonnat, The Crucifixion, 1880 
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Figure 4-6. Giorgio de Chirico, Departure of the Argonauts ,1920 
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Figure 4-7. Piero della Francesca, Flagellation,  1455–1460 
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Figure 4-8. Giuseppe Maria Crespi’s Saint John Nepomucene Confessing the Queen of 

Bohemia, 1742. 
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Figure 4-9. Ettore Tito, The Birth of Venus, 1903 
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Figure 4-10. Announcement of Biblioteca d'Arte Illustrata in Valori Plastici. 
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Figure 4-11. Archivio della Galleria d'Arte Moderna di Roma- Fondo Valori Plastici- 2. 

Valori Plastici U.A.1 Documentazione sulle edizioni di Valori Plastici 1.2. Depliants 
copertine abbonamenti 10. 
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Figure 4-12. Alessandro Magnasco, Interrogations in Jail, c.1710. 
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Figure 4-13. Mostra della pittura italiana del Seicento e del Settecento in Palazzo Pitti 

MCMXXII, 2a ed. (Roma-Milano-Firenze: Casa editrice d’arte Bestetti & Tumminelli, 
1922) 
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Figure 4-14. Nicolò Cipriani, Firenze. Mostra Della Pittura Italiana Del “6-”700 a Palazzo 

Pitti. Cappella. Sala Del Piazzetta photograph, 1922, Fondo Nicolò Cipriani, Fondazione 
Giorgio Cini- Fototeca 
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Figure 4-15. Niccolò Cipriani, Firenze. Mostra Della Pittura Italiana Del “6-”700 a Palazzo 

Pitti. Gabinetto Della Regina. Sala Del Canaletto E Guardi photograph, 1922, Fondo 
Nicolò Cipriani, Fondazione Giorgio Cini- Fototeca. 
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Figure 4-16. Nello Tarchiani, “La fiorentina primaverile di Belle Arti,” Emporium LV, no. 

329 (1922): 281–290. 
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Figure 4-17. Pavillion of Artistic Industries, Turin, International Exhibition of 1911, 1911, 

postcard. The Wolfsonian FIU Library Collection 87.19.60 
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Figure 4-18. Ugo Ojetti and Luigi Dami, Atlante de storia dell’arte Italiana (Milano: Editrice 

d’arte Bustetti e Tumminelli, 1925). 
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Figure 4-19. Amerigo Bartoli, Gli amici al caffè, 1930 
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Figure 5-1. Adolfo Wildt, Benito Mussolini, 1925, bronze, Musei civici d'arte e di storia, Brescia 
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Figure 5-2 Adolfo Wildt, Santa Lucia, 1926, marble, Palazzo Romagnoli, Forlì. 
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Figure 5-3 Adolfo Wildt, Vedova (Atte) (1892) in Paola Mola, ed., Adolfo Wildt, 1868-1931, exh. 
cat. (Milano: A. Mondadori, 1989), p. 45. 
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Figure 5-4 Adolfo Wildt, Uomo che tace (1902-1910), photograph by Emilio Sommariva, 
albumen gelatin print,. Biblioteca Nazionale Braidense (Milano), fondo Sommariva, SOM. ST. D. 

a. 532. 
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Figure 5-5. Adolfo Wildt, Maschera del dolore (Autoritratto) (1906), in Paola Mola, ed., Adolfo 

Wildt, 1868-1931, exh. cat. (Milano: A. Mondadori, 1989), p. 50. 
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Figure 5-6 Adolfo Wildt, La Trilogia (1912), in Giorgio Nicodemi, Adolfo Wildt. (Milano: U. 
Hoepli, 1929), no pag. (Foto by Emilio Sommariva, 1911-1912 ca.) 
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Figure 5.7. Adolfo Wildt, La Vittoria (1918), marble. Palazzo Berri Meregalli (Milan), 
photograph by Emilio Sommariva, albumen silver print,. Collezione A. Montrasio (Monza). 
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Figure 5-8. Adolfo Wildt, Parsifal (1931), in Paola Mola, ed., Adolfo Wildt, 1868-1931, exh. cat. 
(Milano: A. Mondadori, 1989), p. 160. 
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Figure 5.9. Adolfo Wildt, Un Rosario (1915), marble. Paola Mola, ed., Adolfo Wildt, 1868-1931, 
exh. cat. (Milano: A. Mondadori, 1989), p. 57. 
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Figure 5-10 Exhibition of Adolfo Wildt and Alessandro Mazzucotelli, Venice Biennale of 1922, 

Room 19. Archivio Storico Arti Contemporanee (Biennale di Venezia) Fototeca. Attualità e 
Allestimenti. 1922. Allestimenti sala 19- Wildt e Mazzucotelli. 
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Figure 5-11. Antonio Paoletti, Pio XI- Particolare, 1921- 1929, in Giorgio Nicodemi, Adolfo 
Wildt (Milano: U. Hoepli, 1929), no pag. 
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Figure 5-12. Emilio Sommariva, Vir temporis acti, 1911-1920, albumen gelatin print, 24 x 30 cm. 

Biblioteca Nazionale Braidense (Milano), fondo Sommariva, SOM. ST. C. a. 64. 
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Figure 5-13 Emilio Sommariva, Larass, 1903-1910, albumen gelatin print,, 24 x 30 cm. 
Biblioteca Nazionale Braidense (Milano), fondo Sommariva, SOM. C. ls. II. 226 and SOM. C. ls. 

II. 229, 
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Figure 5-14. Emilio Sommariva, Paesaggio Genova- Porto al tramonto, 1911, carbon print, 24 x 
30 cm., Biblioteca Nazionale Braidense (Milano), fondo Sommariva, SOM. ST. C. c. 100, 
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Figure 5-15 Antonio Paoletti, Avv. Sarfatti- 1926. Milano. Istituto Stomatologico,, in Giorgio 
Nicodemi, Adolfo Wildt. (Milano: U. Hoepli, 1929), no pag. 
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5-16 Medardo Rosso, La Portinaia (date unknown), Museo Medardo Rosso (Barzio), 
http://www.medardorosso.org. 
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Figure 5-17 Ditta Alinari, Gianlorenzo Bernini, David-Galleria Borghese, 1890 ca., Antonio 
Muñoz, Roma Barocca, Con 438 Illustrazioni, 2a. ed., interamente rifatta. (Milano-Roma: Casa 

editrice d’arte Bestetti & Tumminelli, 1928), p.97. 
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Figure 5-18. Fototeca Danesi, David (Museo di Villa Borghese), 1880-1890 ca., in Stanislao 

Fraschetti, Il Bernini, La Sua Vita, La Sua Opera, Il Suo Tempo (Milano: U. Hoepli, 1900), p.25. 
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Figure 5-19. Foto Anderson, David in atto di scagliare la fionda. Opera scultorea di Gian 
Lorenzo Bernini, conservata nella Galleria Borghese a Roma, 1890 ca. (Postcard dated 1922), 
gelatina ai sali d’argento. Archivi Alinari-archivio Anderson, Firenze  ADA-F-001922-0000, 

http://www.edu.alinari.it/search.aspx. 
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Figure 5-20 James Anderson, Apollo Belvedere, 1852 ca. Dorothea Ritter, Rom 1846-1870 : 

James Anderson Und Die Maler-Fotografen  (Heidelberg: Edition Braus, 2005), p. 92. 
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Figure 5-21 James Anderson, Laokoon-Gruppe (Vatikanische Museen), 1852 ca. Dorothea Ritter, 
Rom 1846-1870 : James Anderson Und Die Maler-Fotografen (Heidelberg: Edition Braus, 2005), 

p. 89. 
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Figure 5-22 Medardo Rosso, Ecce Puer (date unknown), Museo Medardo Rosso (Barzio), 

http://www.medardorosso.org. 
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Figure 6-1. Giulio Carlo Argan, “Il Caravaggio e la critica del Seicento,” Corrente di Vita 

Giovanile III, no. 9 (May 1940). 
 



 

530 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 6-2. Renato Guttuso, Fucilazione in campagna [Execution in the countryside] (1938) 

Aligi Sassu, Fucilazione delle Asturie [Execution in Asturias](1935), oil on canvas, 63,8 
x 47 cm, private collection. 
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Figure 6-3. Carlo Levi, Edoardo Persico (1928-1930), Oil on canvas, 17.72 x 13.78, private 

collection. 
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Figure 6-4. Masthead of Vita Giovanile, January 1st 1938. 
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Figure 6-5. Renato Guttuso, drawing published in Corrente di Vita Giovanile III, no. 9 

(maggio 1940). 
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Figure 6-6. Illustration by Pino Ponti, “Realismo Rivoluzionario,” Camminare III, 4 

(February 28, 1934). Fondazione Corrente (Milano). 
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Figure 6-7. Mario Tozzi, Mirage (1929), collection Eugenio d'Ors, published in Eugenio d’ 

Ors, La peinture italienne d’aujourd’hui: Mario Tozzi (Paris: Croniques du jour, 1932), 
p. 15. 
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Figure 6-8. Ignacio Zoloaga, Belmonte (1924), oil on canvas. Exhibited in the Spanish 
Pavilione of the Venice Biennale of 1938. Published in Padiglione Spagnolo, Biennale di 

Venezia (1938), p. 77. This painting won the Premio del Duce at the Biennale. 
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Figure 6-9. Diogo de Arruda, Janela Manuelina (Convento de Cristo, Tomar, Portugal), sec. 

XVI. 
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Figure 6-10. The varieties of Baroque. Del Barocco (1945) 
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Figure 6-11. Illustrations of Del Barocco (1945): Temple of Venus in Baalbeck (Syria); 

Borromini’s Oratory of Saint Philip Neri in Rome; Churriguera’s portal of the Hospice of 
Saint Ferdinand in Madrid; the Window of Tomar; an Art Nouveau entrance in Paris. 
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Figure 6-12. Gregorio Sciltian, Bacco all’Osteria (1936), oil on canvas, cm 242x187, Galleria 

Nazionale d'Arte Moderna (Roma). 
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Figure 6-13. Lucio Fontana, Monument to Juana E.Blanco, Cemetery of Rosario de Santa Fe 

(Argentina), 1926. Rassegna stampa, Fondazione Lucio Fontana (Milan). 
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Figure 6-14. Lucio Fontana, L’Auriga [The Charioteer] (1928), plaster, location unknown. 

Catalogue raisonné 28 SC 12. 
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Figure 6-15. Lucio Fontana in his studio in via De Amicis, Milan. Published  in Juan 

Corradini, “Lucio Fontana profeta del arte espacial,” Histonium VIII, no. 94 (March 
1947): 166– 171; in the backUomo nero [Black man] (1929-1930), gesso covered in tar, 

lost. Published in Edoardo Persico, Lucio Fontana (Milano: Campo Grafico, 1936). 
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Figure 6-16. Lucio Fontana, Vittoria dell’aria [Victory of the Air] (1934), colored plaster or 

cement, in blue and gold, Catalogue raisonné 34 SC 2, destroyed during the Second World 
War. Published in Edoardo Persico, Lucio Fontana (Milano: Campo Grafico, 1936) 
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Figure 6-17. Lucio Fontana, Scultura astratta (1934), Cement, location unknown. Catalogue 

raisonné 34 SC 16. Published in Edoardo Persico, Lucio Fontana (Milano: Campo 
Grafico, 1936) 
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Figure 6-18. Lucio Fontana, Donne sul sofa [Women on the Sofa] (1934), 40 x 43 x 20 cm. 

Catalogue raisonné, 34 SC 23. Rome, Collezione Giulio Carlo Argan. 
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Figure 6-19. Giò Ponti, “La Sala della Vittoria,” Domus no. 103 (July 1936): 7-11, p. 9. 
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Figure 6-20. Lucio Fontana, La silla barroca [Baroque chair] (1946).Plaster, 120 x 80 x 70 

cm, Collection Pablo Edelstein (Buenos Aires). Catalogue raionné 46 SC 16.  Published in  
Juan Corradini, “Lucio Fontana profeta del arte espacial,” Histonium VIII, no. 94 (March 

1947): 166– 171, p. 168. 
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Figure 6-21. Page from Edoardo Persico, Lucio Fontana (Milano: Campo Grafico, 1936). 
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Figure 6-22. Drawings by Fontana in Corrente di Vita Giovanile III, no. 2 (January 31, 1940). 
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Figure c-1 Bruno Munari, Cover of La Rivista Illustrata del Popolo d’Italia, Anno XIV, n. 4, 
April 1936, with industrial chimney a window in the shape of a fascio in the center and an Italian 

flag at its top, and the Roman Colosseum in the background The Wolfsonian - Florida 
International University, Miami Beach, Florida. 
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Figure c-2 Salietti, Cover of La Rivista Illustrata del Popolo d’Italia, Anno XV, n. 5-6, May-June 

1937, with montage of the Roman Colosseum, the Obelisk of Axum, and Arch of Constantine 
with marching figures through the principal archway. The Wolfsonian - Florida International 

University, Miami Beach, Florida. 
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Figure c-3 Cover of La Rivista Illustrata del Popolo d’Italia, Anno XII, n.11, November 1933, 
with Augustus of Prima Porta, Arch of Constantine, and Colosseum, The Wolfsonian - Florida 

International University, Miami Beach, Florida 
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Figure c-4 Cover of La Rivista Illustrata del Popolo d’Italia, Anno  VII, n. 10, October 1929, 

with crenellated turrets, The Wolfsonian - Florida International University, Miami Beach, 
Florida. 
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Figure c-5 Buffoni, Cover of La Rivista Illustrata del Popolo d’Italia, Anno XI, n. 10, October 
1933 with Leaning Tower of Pisa, Parma's Cathedral, and Roman Aqueduct. The Wolfsonian - 

Florida International University, Miami Beach, Florida. 
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Figure c-6 Cover of La difesa della razza, anno II, n. 6 (20 Gennaio 1939, XVII), photomontage 

of a Roman bust merged with a Polynesian tiki, The Wolfsonian - Florida International 
University, Miami Beach, Florida. 
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Figure c-7 Cover of La difesa della razza I 2 (August 20 XVI), photomontage of hand holding a 

Roman sword cutting between an image of a Roman bust and that of a Jewish man and an African 
woman The Wolfsonian - Florida International University, Miami Beach, Florida. 
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Figure c-8 Cover of La difesa della razza II 11 (April 5 XVII), with reinterpretation of Guido 

Reni, Susanna and the Elders (1620), The Wolfsonian - Florida International University, Miami 
Beach, Florida. 
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Figure c-9 Marcello Dudovich, Notebook commemorating the foundation of fasci di 

combattimento, March 1919 (ca. 1935), The Wolfsonian - Florida International University, 
Miami Beach, Florida. 
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Figure c- 10 Marcello Dudovich, Notebook commemorating Chart of Labor, October 1928, (ca. 

1935), The Wolfsonian - Florida International University, Miami Beach, Florida 
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Figure c- 11 Marcello Dudovich, Notebook commemorating the Lateran Pacts, February 1929, 

(ca. 1935), The Wolfsonian - Florida International University, Miami Beach, Florida. 
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Figure c-12 Postcard " Il fascismo mi ha dato tranquillità e lavoro" (Fascism gave me serenity and 

work), The Wolfsonian - Florida International University, Miami Beach, Florida 
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Figure c-13 Postcard, "Pace Civiltà Lavoro Hitler Mussolini" (Peace, Civilization, Labor, Hitler, 
Mussolini), (ca. 1938), The Wolfsonian - Florida International University, Miami Beach, Florida 
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Figure c-14 Poster, "Soldati d'Italia Fate Vostra La Fatidica Parola "Obbedisco" – Garibaldi," 
1943. The Wolfsonian - Florida International University, Miami Beach, Florida, The Mitchell 

Wolfson, Jr. Collection. Augustus of Prima Porta addressing the troops with Giuseppe Garibaldi's 
famous response, "I obey," when ordered to abandon Trento. 

 
 
 


