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The cover photo of my book perfectly condenses the
topic of my research in all its complexity and multiple
focuses. (FIG. 1) Two men, quite elegant, are absorbed
in looking at old buildings. Not much is going on, but
they are completely engrossed in their observations.
The two men are the art historian Lionello Venturi and
the entrepreneur and art collector Riccardo Gualino,
and they are major protagonists in my thesis. Even
though they are not recognisable, the picture epito-
mises the connection between the learned and knowl-
edgeable art scholar and the wealthy and cultivated art
collector, sharing their time, expertise and resources in
the name of art appreciation.

One aspect of my thesis addresses the relevance
of the commercialisation of art and social networks in

the analysis of aesthetic ideas. Today we live in the

Image 1. Lionello Venturi and Riccardo
Gualino in San Gimignano, Italy. Family
photo album. Courtesy of the Gualino fa-
mily.
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era of globalisation when mobility and communication
are not an issue. But what was the situation 100 years
ago? Indeed, international and cross-disciplinary con-
nections were not only possible, but actually frequent,
and above all influential. When focusing on theoretical
ideas, one tends to forget that they belong to actual
people with an actual life marked by material interac-
tions. Looking at Venturi’s extensive international net-
work of fellow scholars, art dealers and collectors, |
came to consider the potential impact these connec-
tions could have had on his work.

The terms of my research have thus been renegotiat-
ed many times in the process of undertaking this study.
It began by focusing on Venturi’s aesthetic ideas, more
specifically as a textual analysis of his major book from
the 1920s, The Taste of the Primitives.! However, the an-
gle of my research progressively widened to include Ven-
turi’'s professional life and his historical context because
it was not possible to understand his work in isolation or
solely through employing a theoretical approach.

Lionello Venturi (1885-1961) (FIG. 2) is one of the

founding figures of art-historical scholarship in Italy.? In
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Image 2. Lionello Venturi on the way to

North America by cruise ship. Family photo
album. Courtesy of the Gualino family.

1915, Venturi was appointed Professor of Art History at
the University of Turin. However, this first tenure was
interrupted due to the outbreak of the First World War.
He returned to professional life only in 1918, having
suffered a serious injury to one eye.® In spite of this
traumatic experience, Venturi returned to the Universi-
ty of Turin with a renewed enthusiasm. This became a
fertile period in his personal and professional life. The
outcomes of his work at this time are in many ways
condensed in The Taste of the Primitives (1926).

The Taste of the Primitives is an art-historical ac-
count that involves a critical perspective and aesthet-
ic considerations in the analysis of artworks at a time
when connoisseurship and a documentary approach
prevailed.* The book makes fascinating, yet not easy
reading. It is a complex book that defies classification
due to its idiosyncratic structure and language. In par-
ticular he used a comparative approach, drawing a par-
allel between artworks belonging to a different chrono-
logical context and cultural background.® (FIGS. 3) The
result of these sets of juxtapositions is the definition of
a dualism between primitive and classical taste, which,
in Venturi’'s words, ends up representing the polarity
between art and non-art, creativity and spiritualism on
one side, and imitation and materialism on the other.

The term “primitive” in this text emerges as crucial
and yet ambiguous. It seems to be attached to a plu-

rality of meanings at different levels. Therefore, the first
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question in my study concerned the understanding of
the term primitive in Venturi’'s work, the way in which
it had been employed, and the motivation behind its
usage. The term the primitive had been widely used
before Venturi in different contexts and carried differ-
ent meanings. Thus, | realised that the definition of this
concept presented a challenge of its own.®

The Primitives in Venturi’s book are first of all the
Italian old masters. The term, following the Vasarian
tradition since the 16™ century, referred to those art-
ists who preceded the Renaissance.” But that was not
all. Venturi extended this definition to all those artists
whose works he thought demonstrated similar aesthet-
ic characteristics. Venturi indeed used the term primi-
tive, shifting its meaning from its historical connotations
to its aesthetic qualities, such as creativity, abstraction,
and spiritual inspiration. In other words, he turned a
set of historically determined aesthetic characteristics,
typical of the Italian old masters, into a universal aes-
thetic category, which reveals many points of contact
with Formalist theories.®

However, the concept of the primitive not only
condensed Venturi’'s aesthetical mindset. It was also
used as a discursive frame. The discourse theory, as
elaborated by Michel Foucault, allows an analysis that
calls into consideration contextual elements, such as
the influence of historical, cultural, and sociological

conditions.® From this perspective, primitivism can be
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Tav. 22 - SIMONE MARTINL. S. LUDOVICO E ROBERTO D'ANGIO

Tav. 21 - Trziano. LA MADONNA PESARO i Nipoll IS lisrenkamoggiore

Venezia, S. Maria de' Frari.

Image 3. Plates from Lionello Venturi, Il gusto dei primitivi (1926): Titian, La Madonna
Pesaro (pl. 21); Simone Martini, San Ludovico and Roberto d’Angio (pl. 22)
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interpreted as a discursive practice that, by creating
knowledge and truth, justifies the authority of the tex-
tual claims. The primitivist discourse, therefore, was
used as a means to explain, promote, and provide le-
gitimacy for a set of aesthetic ideas. It provided the
frame needed for the appropriation and interpretation
of single artworks. The discursive frames, therefore,
also constituted a context, which contributed to brand-
ing the value of the artworks presented within an art
collection. As suggested by Mieke Bal in relation to her
explanation of exhibitions in terms of discursive prac-
tices, the context of the collection could contribute to
producing knowledge and authority by projecting the
curatorial agents’ presentation and interpretation over
the objects included.

For instance, the aesthetic premises laid down by
formalist theorists constituted the ground for the in-
clusion of Chinese pieces along with Italian primitive
artworks, making them popular among Western collec-
tors in the 1910s. The appropriation and interpretation
of Chinese art within this discursive frame contribut-
ed to establishing its aesthetic and economic value,
although remaining essentially misunderstood and
interpreted according categories that did not belong
to it."" Because of the potential of discursive practices
to influence the taste of collectors, scholars gained an
important role in the art market at the end of the 19®

century.”? Art historians, in their role as art advisors,
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not only guaranteed quality and originality, but they
could shift the boundaries of what was considered as
art, conditioning the taste of their contemporaries and
setting new trends and new collecting opportunities.®

Similarly, | also consider Venturi’s primitivism in
terms of a discursive practice that promoted his ideas
and his collecting choices as an art advisor. In this
regard, the Gualino Art Collection can be considered
as part of Venturi’s primitivist discursive frame.™ The
collecting choices, including modern and Chinese art
along with Italian old masters, was unusual in 1920s
Italy, but they reflected Venturi’s theories and followed
his strategic advice. As part of the primitive discursive
frame, the collection gained meaning and value as a
coherent whole."

The investigation of the connection between Venturi
and Gualino from the perspective of the concept of the
primitive opened up new insights, as for instance, the
influence that Gualino had on Venturi in terms of fi-
nancial opportunity (and travelling) and gaining access
to a progressive circle. In particular he was exposed
to Theosophy, an esoteric religious current popular
among intellectual circles across Europe from the end
of the 19" century.’® This is a particularly important
aspect that casts some light on the spiritual empha-
sis of Venturi’s aesthetic ideas. Moreover, this theme
also highlights the special importance of Venturi's con-

nection with the Finnish-Swedish art historian Osvald

Sirén, with a special regard to the mystical interpreta-
tion of the artworks and the inclusion of Chinese art
in the collection, which has never been considered
before.!”

In the beginning of the 20" century, Sirén had be-
come a respected expert on Italian old masters. Since
1901 Sirén had travelled to Italy on a yearly basis and
thus there had been plenty of opportunities for Venturi
and Sirén to meet and network." They reconnected in
1920, when Sirén was touring Italian cities, studying
Italian old masters in preparing his last major publi-
cation on Italian Art." His new interest in Eastern art
was blossoming following his first tour of the Orient
(1917-18), but his main focus was still on the Italian
primitives. In that year, Sirén met Venturi (and most
probably Gualino as well) in Turin, as suggested by
Venturi’s dedication on the book he donated to his col-
league.?’ (FIG. 4) In this regard, it is also significant
that two Madonnas published in Sirén’s book in 1922
then entered the Gualino Collection, respectively at-
tributed to Cimabue (post 1924) and to Berlinghiero
(1928).2' (FIGS. 5 and 6)

Although the main reason for Sirén’s trips to It-
aly, and his contact with Venturi in 1920, concerned
the ltalian old masters, it seems likely that he would
make mention of his new interest in Chinese art, as he
was actively preparing for his second journey to Asia

(1921-23).2 Sirén and Venturi met once again in Paris
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in 1923. Returning from his trip to China, Sirén had
settled in the city, where Venturi also started to spend
considerable time with Gualino. At this point, it was
mainly the interest in Chinese art that brought them
together. Indeed, in 1926 Venturi returned to France
with the specific aim to study Chinese art under the
supervision of Sirén.?® The year 1923 was also when
Gualino began purchasing Chinese artworks in Paris.?
(FIG. 7) It is significant that, although the internation-
al art market was quite competitive, the Gualino Col-
lection, in a relatively short time, secured a coherent
group of Chinese art of the first order in terms of their
aesthetic importance and representation of different
epochs and styles. Many of the artworks acquired by
Gualino between 1923 and 1929 indeed show some
link to Sirén.?

The importance of primitivism’s function as a discur-
sive frame emerges as crucial when considered in the
light of the historical context of the 1920s and it indeed
appears as motivated by contextual dialectics. In this
regard it is meaningful that, although Venturi’s aesthet-
ic ideas were rooted in the 1910s, the definition of a
primitivist discourse is specific to the 1920s. In those
years, Venturi became involved in the cultural debate
of the time beyond the limits of the academic context.
Even the nature of The Taste of the Primitives, which is
recognised as polemical, despite its historiographical

content, suggests its role as a critical intervention.
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Image 4. Lionello Venturi's book La critica e I'arte di Leonardo da Vinci (1919), which

includes a dedication to Osvald Sirén. Helsinki University Library.

At that time, Modern Classicism was the dominant
aesthetic trend. Venturi, who had defined the primitive
as an antidote to classicism, interpreted it in terms of
a celebration of the past that lacked creativity and was
subjugated to political control. 2 Venturi instead pro-
posed Impressionist artists — who he considered as the

last primitives — as an inspiration for regenerating con-

temporary art in terms of modernity and spirituality.?”
However, Modern Classicism in the 1920s repre-
sented an international aesthetic orientation that, while
taking the classical tradition as a source of inspiration,
represented a continuation of modernist researches.?®
Classical aesthetic principles, like the constructive ap-

proach, represented an attempt to explore a new hu-
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manism, while transcending the measured harmony to
metaphysical orientations.?

Therefore, Venturi’s statement about Modern Clas-
sicism poses a problem: How should we interpret the
contradictions in his claims about Impressionism and
Modern Classicism? And the connection to political
power?

When Modern Classicism came to dominate, it was
not simply as an aesthetic trend, but as part of a dis-
cursive practice that promoted the Fascists’ values. Al-
though it developed independently from Fascism, and
in fact before the establishment of the Fascist regime,
this trend nevertheless became absorbed by the Fas-
cist strategy of hegemonic pluralism.*® This strategy
aimed at controlling and exploiting art by mainly ma-
nipulating its meaning, i.e. through exhibitions. Modern
Classicism was appropriated because it was consid-
ered a good source of images with which to express
Fascist identity. However, there was a profound gap
between Modern Classicism as artistic practice and its
political interpretation made within the Fascist discur-
sive frame.%'

| found that both the Fascist arts policy and Ven-
turi followed a similar discursive strategy. During the
1920s, the primitivist and Fascist classicist frames
were concurring with each other, supporting opposi-
tional aesthetic perspectives within the cultural debate

of the time by means of appropriation, interpretation,
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7. BERLINGHIERO BERLINGHIERT, MADONNA.
Privat

Image 5. Plate 7 from Osvald Sirén's
Toskanska malare pa tolvhundratalet:
Lucca, Pisa, Flo-rens (1922): Berlinghiero
Berlinghieri (now attributed to Maestro
della Madonna di

Madonna.

Rovezzano),

110, CIMABUES STIL, MADONNA.

Signor Verzocchi, Milano, Privatfoto.

Image 6. Plate 110 from Osvald Sirén
Toskans-ka malare pa tolvhundratalet:
Pisa, Florens (1922):
(now attributed to
Buoninsegna, Madonna con bambino.

Lucca, Cimabue

Duccio di
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and re-ealaboration. Frames could serve in attributing
different meanings to any artwork independently of their
actual content and formal appearance. Both were inex-
act and non-objective in their focus. Venturi’s particular
formulation of a primitivist discursive frame emerges in
its historical context as a reaction to the fascistisation of
the dominant discourse. It was a way to respond and to
challenge it with more efficient tools in order to brand his
unconventional aesthetic perspective.

Within a primitivist framing, for instance, Venturi ex-
alted Felice Casorati’s art in terms of its spontaneity
and spirituality and could thus isolate him from the
dominant discourse. Nevertheless, although adding a
personal twist to it, Casorati’'s work reflected the aes-
thetic trend of Modern Classicism in many ways. His
artworks were executed in a classical manner regard-
ing depth and volume, while his use of colours and the
appearance of flatness, harked back to his formative
Expressionist experiences. His portrait figures, solid in
their physical appearance, stood melancholic and hi-
eratic. Although Casorati escaped a direct association
with the Fascist rhetoric, his work was well received
and was included in the Fascist discourse, which tend-
ed to highlight aspects such as tradition, harmony, and
construction, while neglecting those that were more
difficult to absorb.®?

This clash of frames also involved the interpreta-

tion of the art of the past. Quattrocentismo is a good

125



Tav. 85.

ARTE CINESE DELLA DINASTIA WEI

Prima metd del sec. VI

STELE VOTIVA.
Caleare grigio, alt. m. 1,30, largh. m. 0,99 (pit m. 0,17 di zoccolo).

Nella faccia anteriore & rappresentato il Budda Sakja-muni, ad
alto rilievo, in piedi, tenendo la mano destra in abhaya mudrd, ciot
in atto di rassicurare i fedeli, la mano sinistra in eara mudrd, ciot in
atto di caritd. Lo fiancheggiano due Boddisatva, Kuan Yui ¢ Maitreya,
ritti su uno zoccolo di loto sostenuti da un atlante grottesco e rat-
trappito. 11 fondo & graffito con motivi ispirati al fior di loto ¢ con
piccoli Budda seduti. La stele & ora spezzata superiormente, ma dove-
va terminare a foglia di loto, come vedesi ancora dietro la testa dei
due Boddisatva. Il rovescio ¢ decorato da Budda seduti, da fiori ap-
pena rilevati ¢ da motivi graffiti.

Sccondo il Sirén questa stele proviene dai dintorni di Hua Yin,
nel Schan - i orientale, insieme ad altre due, ad essa molto affini, che
trovansi ora nella Rhode Island School di Providence ¢ nella Freer
Gallery di Washington. Essa rappresenta una delle pid alte espressio-
ni a cui sia giunta l'arte cinese, o meglio l'arte di tutti i tempi.
Dall’India la Cina aveva ricevuto la nuova religione buddistica e in-
sieme I'claborazione delle forme cllenistiche avvenute nell’arte del
Gandhard. Per la prima volta nel periodo Wei I'arte dell'estremo
oriente giungeva ad una rappresentazione sintetica ¢ compiuta della
figura umana, ¢, sotto il possente impulso spirituale del Buddismo,
sinnalzava ad una dignita umana, ad una serenita di contemplazio-
ne, ignote ai sccoli precedenti. In questarte si trovan gid elementi che
richiamano stranamente 'arte romanica ¢ I'arte gotica d’occidente;
si osservino, oltre il cadere sinuoso ¢ festonato della veste, le piccole
cariatidi che sostengono lo zoccolo sotto i due Boddisatva laterali:
il pensiero corre alle figure mostruose dei capitelli romanici.

Questa stele gia nella collezione Vignier di Parigi fu riprodotta
¢ illustrata da Osvald Sirén (La sculpture chinoise du Ve. au XIVe.
siecle, 1, p. 47, tav. 138) ¢ da Curt Glaser (Ostasiatische Plastick,
tav. 26+7).

Image 7. Plate 85 from Venturi, Alcune opera della collezione Gualino (1928): Wei Stele.
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example of how the evaluation of the same phenom-
enon could acquire a different meaning, within differ-
ent frames, although in both cases positive. The art of
the 15th century was seen within the Fascist frame in
terms of the roots of an ltalian artistic tradition found-
ed on classical principles. Venturi instead praised their
spiritual inspiration and synthesis of expression.*

This interpretation of the primitive in terms of a dis-
course with cultural implications helps in understand-
ing the contradictions in Venturi’'s claims, and thus
his departure from lItaly in 1931.3 Venturi’'s anti-clas-
sicism, as part of a discursive frame, addressed the
appropriation of Modern Classicism that was carried
out within the dominant discourse rather than actual
artworks. Primitivism says more about Venturi as an
agent in the cultural debate of the time, than it does
about the artistic practices he evaluated and criticised.
Primitivism was associated with the idea of modernity,
but in truth it turned out to promote a backward-looking
aesthetic perspective. Venturi indeed later, after World
War Il, reconsidered his criticism of the artists working
in the 1920s.%®

As discursive frames had proven to be useful in pro-
moting unusual collecting trends, primitivism also be-
came an empowering tool for justifying Venturi’'s ideas
and promoting his authority as scholar within the cul-
tural debate of the time dominated by a different aes-

thetic orientation. In its shift from a position within an
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aesthetic category, to one in which it occupied a place
within a discursive frame, Venturi’'s notion of primitiv-
ism became a ground within which his theory and his
criticism, his collecting choices and cultural initiatives,
gained meaning and value in a coherent way. Ventu-
ri's notion of primitivism indeed constitutes a common
thread connecting the rich variety of his undertakings
in the 1920s, in his multiple roles as art advisor, pro-
fessor, scholar, critic, theorist, curator, and committed
intellectual. The focus on the concept of the primitive
in this study constituted a perspective for analysis that
provided a more consistent and less fragmented intel-

lectual profile of Lionello Venturi.
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