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Novecento Italiano and Italian Soft Power in South America
in the Aftermath of World War 11

Ana Gongcalves Magalhdes

Museum of Contemporary Art

University of Sdo Paulo, Brazil

The issues to be presented in this paper derive from
the research I have been developing on the modern art
collection of the Museum of Contemporary Art of the
University of Sdo Paulo (MAC USP), since 2008."
I have been giving attention to a set of 71 Italian
paintings of the interwar period, which was acquired
between 1946 and 1947 for the creation of the first
modern art museum to be founded in South America,
the Sdo Paulo Museum of Modern Art (MAM), now
belonging to MAC USP collections. While studying
this collection, our attention was brought to the
presence and long-term relation between the South
American artistic milieu and the values promoted by
Fascist ideologist of Jewish ancestors and Italian art
critic Margherita Sarfatti, and her Novecento Italiano
group in the 1920s.” In addition to this, while in exile
in the subcontinent in the 1940s, she acted as the major
mediator of MAM’s president, the Italian-Brazilian
businessman Francisco Matarazzo Sobrinho®, in the
acquisition of these works in Italy.

We will demonstrate that this set of works was
formed in a specific context, of the rehabilitation of
modern Italian art in the international arena, after
the fall of the Fascist regime in Italy. A series of
exhibitions on modern Italian art travelling the various
capitals of South America took place between 1946
and 1947, in which the notion of Novecento Italiano
was used to promote the works on show. Contrarily.
and at the same time, in the United States, a major
exhibition of modern Italian art was organized at the
Museum of Modern Art in New York (MoMA), but
which instead searched to avoid choices of works
under the notion of Novecento Italiano, giving more
emphasis to the avant-garde Italian groups of the first
decade of the 20th century.

I shall first discuss what was behind the term
Novecento Italiano, and its liaisons with Sarfatti’s
writings in the 1920s and 1930s. Then, I shall analyze
the exhibitions that took place in South America, to
finally compare them to the one organized by MoMA
in 1949. Such a reasoning will be the guidance to my
final considerations.

ok

In modern Italian art history, we can identify
three very distinctive moments in the dissemination
of Novecento Italiano, during the 1920s and the
1930s. The term had been first coined by Margherita
Sarfatti to designate a group of artists that had
retaken the fundamental values of Mediterranean
classical tradition, while reinterpreting the works of
some important Renaissance masters, mostly of the
Quattrocento. The initial group of six artists who
presented their works at Galleria Pesaro in 1923, and
who would call themselves the Novecento group, was
rapidly reconfigured.* In the I Mostra del Novecento
Ifaliano that took place at the Palazzo della Permanente
in Milan in 1926, the term then incorporated the
national origin of the artists in the group’s name,
which from then on consisted of some hundred artists
of different backgrounds, but who, in Sarfatti’s vision,
shared the common grounds of a figurative language,
of Mediterranean roots, all indebted to classical
tradition in the arts.’ The issue of the relation of this
new style and Fascist politics marked the second
moment of the promotion of the group. The invitation
for Mussolini to make the inaugural speech for the
exhibition, written by Sarfatti and explicitly talking
about an official art for the regime. was an attempt to
transform the Novecento Italiano into the expression
of the Ttalian society under Fascism, and the idea of a
New Italy, with a modernity rooted in its own classical
tradition.® While taking the leadership of the group
that had exhibited at Galleria Pesaro three years before,
Sarfatti seemed to be launching herself as a political
figure. 1926 was the year that her famous biography
on Mussolini—her partner in politics and her lover—
came out in Italian.” Dux, as it was titled in Italian,
was an immediate editorial success. Moreover, Sarfatti
alone had won the role of the commissioner of the
Ttalian delegation for the pavilion at the International
Exhibition of Decorative Arts in Paris, in 1925.
Finally, she organized a special room of the Novecento
Italiano group for the 1926 Venice Biennale, where her
prominence as a member of the jury and art critic of
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prestige would be well-known.

Her intense campaign for the promotion of
Novecento Italiano would later unfold in a series of
exhibitions of the group abroad. She was to organize
them in various European capitals between 1926 and
1930. Such exhibitions would reach South America,
when Sarfatti first visited the subcontinent in August
1930. Coming as a representative of the Fascist
regime, she organized an exhibition of the Novecento
Italiano that toured Buenos Aires, Rosario and
Montevideo.® During her short visit to South America,
she gave conferences on modern Italian art in Buenos
Aires and Rosario, and seemed to be promoting her
freshly published book Storia della pittura moderna
(History of Modern Painting), where she tried to
interpret modern art under the paradigm of the
opposites of synthesis and analysis.” In such a scheme,
Mediterranean, Italian art corresponded to the forces of
an art of synthesis, embedded in classical tradition, and
to peaks of great art produced in the Western world.'®
The art of analysis, according to her, was typical of
Northern European traditions, inclined to abstraction,
and emerged in periods of crisis.

Her book seemed to have been a major hit, as even
in Brazil, where she was to stay for only 15 days, it
was often commented in the press, as proven by the
large excerpts from it that could be read in Rio de
Janeiro and Sdo Paulo newspapers.'' Her contacts with
the South American artistic milieu, both in Brazil and
Argentina, seemed to have lasted until her exile period
in the subcontinent, between 1939 and 1947, when she
finally left her mark in the first museum of modern art
to be created there."

The 1930s would not be of success for her. After
her trip to South America and the Novecento Italiano
exhibition in the River Plate region, she came back
to Italy under attack, and from 1931 on, would lose
her prestige until her total ban due to the Racial Laws
in 1938. She was to be replaced by new critics and
cultural mediators, who actually made use of the
notion of Novecento Italiano and a certain idea of
classicism to promote modern Italian art.

In the context of the creation of the official
national exhibition of the Fascist regime, the
Quadriennale di Roma, as well as in the exhibitions
organized by the regime abroad along the 1930s, the
term Novecento Italiano circulated and was used to
designate modern Italian art, but in a larger sense,
which could even include the participation of the
futurists and aerofuturists, for instance."

In the 1930s, thus, the use of the term Novecento
Italiano served the purposes of promoting modern
Italian art in general, of various currents, while trying
to present them in the lenses of their Latinity and
Mediterranean traits. This strategy was also important
to affirm Italy’s national identity, both by refusing all

the “foreign traits™ of the Paris School and reassuring
Italy’s cultural supremacy in the international context.
Once Mussolini made his alliance with Hitler’s
Germany. the promotion of exhibitions of modern
Italian art in European capitals switched into an
internal project. As the Minister of National Education
from 1939 on, Giuseppe Bottai (himself a collector of
modern Italian art) would establish a policy of fostering
the making of private collections of modern Italian
art inside the country. This project reached its peak
between 1941 and 1942, when a series of exhibitions
held at the gallery of the artists national trade union (the
Galleria d’Arte di Roma) were to present the private
collections being formed in that context.” The most
illustrious of them was the collection of the Venetian
editor and soon-to-be gallerist Carlo Cardazzo."” When
talking about such collections, the notion of Novecento
Italiano confinued to be employed, though it could be
simply apprehended as a synonym of Italian art of the
20th century. However, the term seemed to guarantee
the common roots of Italian artists as descendants of a
Latin/Mediterranean culture, or as the Fascists would
put it, of ifalianifa (Italianness).

In such a context, Italian art history would be
understood as having one sole continuous current,
which would come from classical antiquity into the
modern era. Surprisingly enough, the first museum
of modern art founded in South America, the Sio
Paulo Museum of Modern Art (MAM), formed
its first collection of paintings guided by such a
debate that took place in Italy in the interwar period.
Not only in terms of what it can tell of the idea of
Novecento Italiano, but also and most importantly,
of the figures that helped to gather these artworks,
and their renovated activity in the aftermath of World
‘War II. The fact that it was to be Margherita Sarfatti
to guide the president of the MAM in his choices for
the museum’s collection must be understood from the
deeper and larger knowledge that the S3o Paulo artistic
milieu had of Novecento Italiano, and their legitimate
bonds and beliefs in such artistic values. Detached
from its political implications, Novecento Italiano
was the current by which the paulista new school of
painting of the mid-1930s/beginning of 1940s would
create its own language of modern painting. The so-
called Grupo Santa Helena that was in the basis of the
creation of the Sdo Paulo MAM would give emphasis
to a figurative language of realist modes, which they
would read into the values of a classicizing language.'®
This defines the first layer of the making of the
museum’s collection, and its connections with modern
Italian art.

The second layer of the making of MAM
collection reveals the continuation of certain Italian
diplomatic strategies renewed, and often, reinvented
cultural institutions. That the names of gallerists
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Vittorio Barbaroux'’ and Carlo Cardazzo would
still appear in such a context is very symptomatic of
these strategies. Both Barbaroux and Cardazzo were
gallerists and collectors of the so-called Novecento
Italiano, and both sold paintings to Matarazzo for the
MAM collection. ™

The notion of Novecento Italiano as a synonym
of modern Italian painting was still being used in the
immediate postwar years, in the promotion of modern
Italian art in South America. Though since the early
1940s, there was already a reconnection with avant-
garde practices and the Parisian artistic milieu in the
emergency of new currents—like Gruppo Corrente and
others, these were first presented in the subcontinent
through the lenses of Novecento Italiano. Between
1946 and 1947—the very same moment when the
collection of the Sdo Paulo MAM was being formed—
a series of exhibitions of modern Italian art toured the
main capitals of South America. The first exhibition
of those took place between Santiago de Chile and
Buenos Aires and actually searched to propose a
renewed vision of modern Italian art, while effectively
trying to break away from Novecento Italiano.” When
reviewed by Argentine art critic Jorge Romero Brest in
its venue at Galeria Peuser in Buenos Aires, the show
is given a different tone, as Romero Brest questioned
the absence of some artists linked to Novecento
Italiano.”

In 1947, two other exhibitions of modern Italian
art in South America still gave emphasis to Novecento
Italiano. The gallerist Vittorio Barbaroux presented
a selection of his private collection at the Galeria
Miiller, in Buenos Aires”; and art critic and gallerist
Pietro Maria Bardi organized a show of modern Italian
painting at the exhibition room of the Ministry of
Education and Health, in Rio de Janeiro.” In the case
of Barbaroux’s exhibition, the catalogue presentation
text signed by Mario Bonini (owner of Galeria Miiller)
would speak of a kind of painting that overcame
futurism and worked with a metaphysical vocabulary
based in the classical tradition of Italian art. While
reviewing the exhibition, the famous Argentine art
historian Julio Payro, despite his clear antagonism
towards Novecento Italiano (for its political bonds),
would highlight the fact that Barbaroux’s collection
was a perfect example of the art produced in Italy
in the interwar period, marked by a reactionary and
conservative modernism expressed by the notion of
Novecento Italiano.”

Bardi’s exhibition in Rio at the Ministry of
Education and Health, is quite explicit in seeking
a dialogue between the paintings on show and the
acquisitions being made for the Sdo Paulo MAM,
while also giving more emphasis on a modern Italian
painting embedded in classical tradition. In his text
for the small exhibition catalogue, Bardi would use

Session 6: Politics of Identity: Tradition and Origin

the term “contemporary neoclassicism” to designate
the paintings on show. It is also very symptomatic that
one of the most important Brazilian modern art critics,
Mario Pedrosa, while reviewing Bardi’s show, would
also speak about the classicizing trends of modern
Italian art. In Pedrosa’s own words:

Fascism was a Great Wall not only around the
best artists, but also around everything that the
Italian genius bared of authentic during this long
interregnum in which a clown ruled the country like a
megalomaniac.

Now, luckily, it is the direct contact that is re-
established between the old Latin she-wolf and us,
Latin-American bugres who speak Latin.™

South American artistic milieu, and particularly
Brazil and the Sdo Paulo circle of artists, would
understand such exhibitions, by reading them into
the notion of Novecento Italiano. In addition to this,
Sarfatti’s exile in South America resulted in the
acquisitions to the Sdo Paulo MAM. At the same time,
she was launching a panorama on modern painting
written in Spanish, which she herself understood as a
revision and more finished version of her Storia della
pittura moderna from 1930. Her book Espejo de la
pintura actual (Mirror of Contemporary Painting),
published in Buenos Aires, in 1947, would not only
reaffirm her ideas on modern painting of her previous
book, but also searched to give support to the reading
of the collection that the Sdo Paulo MAM was
forming.”

If one considers still a bigger picture, of how
Italy was to make its atonements after the end of the
Fascist era in the international scenario, the American
continent proves to be a battlefield of ideologies
and political agendas. At the same time newly-born
societies and para-diplomatic associations promoted
the series of exhibitions touring South America in the
aftermath of World War II, North Americans were to
prepare a major exhibition reviewing Italian art of
the 20th century. As from 1946, the MoMA Board of
Trustees had given curators James Thrall Soby and
Alfred Barr the duty to prepare a large exhibition on
modern Ttalian art.”® Some incidents postponed the
first trip Soby and Barr were to make to Italy, but we
finally see them reporting back to MoMA’s president
Nelson Rockefeller and MoMA’s director, after their
stay during the summer of 1948, when they had the
chance to see both the first postwar Venice Biennale
and Rome Quadriennale.”” The delays in the trip
emerged from the fact that MoMA decided that their
own curators should be the ones to propose a selection
of artists and works, and not let them in the hands of
their Ttalian counterparts and institutions.”® This, of
course, resulted in a different perspective of reading



Novecento Italiano and Italian Soft Power in South America in the Aftermath of World War II 705

modern Italian art. Although we see some of the
figures actively circulating in South America behind
some of the loans for MoMA’s exhibition, there is
in fact an intended rejection of such conservative,
classicizing modernism as expressed by Novecento
Italiano. Instead, Barr and Soby were to give much
more weight to historical futurism (from the early
decades of the 20th cenfury, not tinged with Fascist
liaisons), in the figure of artist Umberto Boccioni,
and historical metaphysical painting with Giorgio de
Chirico, than to the evolvement of such trends in the
1920s and 1930s. Novecento Italiano was mentioned
as part of the panorama of the interwar decades, a
period where it was to be the “principal school of
the mid-1920s™ and “deliberately reactionary,” in the
curators’s own words.”

Despite the different weights given to Novecento
Italiano, and the incorporation of new allies in Italian
territory—by the centralization of all contacts around
the newly established collector Romeo Toninelli—
MoMA’s selection of works still had to pass through
names attached to that notion. Although there was an
attempt to lend directly from the artists, names like
those of Cardazzo and Sarfatti still appeared, not to
mention Benedetta Cappa Marinetti, who was to be
an important lender and seller of futurist works for
the exhibition, some of which to be incorporated into
MoMA’s collection.”® Widow of the leader of the
futurist movement, and a futurist artist herself, she
was to contribute to the major historical works for the
exhibition, while still arguing with the North American
curators to show the futurists of the Venfennio—
which they, of course, refused to do. On what concerns
Sarfatti, despite her direct association with the
Novecento Italiano, she was to lend a Luigi Russolo
futurist painting of her own collection.™

On the backstage of the organization of MoMA’s
panorama of modern Italian art and the smaller
exhibitions that took place in South America in the
second half of the 1940s, there were more similarities
than one would have thought. Despite their almost
opposite ways of seeing modern Italian art—MoMA
by highlighting futurism and metaphysical painting of
the 1910s, the touring exhibitions in South America,
by still promoting Novecento Italiano—they counted
on the same infrastructure and kinds of associations,
and sometimes the same figures. They all tried to put
into an art system that would be fostered by private
sponsors and associations, searching support of newly
created para-diplomatic societies (as in the case of
Bardi’s initiatives in Brazil) and private collections.™
Although this might have been a way to escape any
explicit nationalistic governmental propaganda, it tells
a lot on the new American way of making business
in the art world, something that the Italians since
the Fascist era had been learning in their attempt to

modernize the country, and that South Americans had
been taught in the debates that had given rise to the
making of modern art institutions, like the Sao Paulo
MAM.”

The major difference between North and South
is the way MoMA and North Americans negotiated
with Italians. If in the case of South America there
seems to have been no questioning on the choices
being made by Italian art critics and collectors, the
US mediators took into their hands to construe their
own reading of what modern Italian art should be.
This in fact was the major tension between the two
North American curators and the Italian artistic milieu,
whose representatives were at pains in accepting that
the choice was to be made by the North Americans—
sometimes questioned by the Italians on their expertise
to do so.*

However, in both cases, they had as a main aim
the fostering of Italian art in the new art markets of
the American continent, and resulted in important
acquisitions on both sides. The making of the
Sdo Paulo MAM collection has to be seen in this
perspective, where an entire set of Ifalian paintings was
bought in a 10-month campaign in Italy, so as to foster
such a market. In the case of MoMA and the North
American art system, the exhibition Twentieth Century
Italian Art not only resulted in adding important pieces
to the museum’s collection (Boccioni’s bronzes of
Unique Forms of Continuity in Space and Development
of a Bottle in Space being the highlights), but also
helped to create a taste and a market for Italian art
along the 1950s.%

There are still some aspects to be considered
in this operation of reemergence of modern Italian
art in post-war American continent. In addition to
holding what are the three larger communities of
Italians outside Italy, cities like New York, Sdo Paulo
and Buenos Aires were to be, since the last half
of the 19th century, the main goals of Italian and
American immigration policies, which in the case
of South America favored the growth on commerce
and industry, helping to modernize these countries.*®
By the same time, and accordingly with the Monroe
Doctrine®’, North American policies seemed to
understand the importance of such communities both
in the United States and in South America, where
the presence of working class leaders educated in
anarchist, socialist and communist theories might
represent a threat to the liberal economy and market
being built under the slogan “America for Americans.”
Secondly, it is interesting to see how North American
representatives dealt with both Italian and South
American counterparts. The stimulus into embracing
private ways of supporting art and culture, of reading
modern art into an autonomous sphere by emphasizing
abstract practices, and the refusal of any national/
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governmental structure not to stain such a discourse, is
a perfect parallel of the liberal, free economic market
promoted by North American policies in the aftermath
of World War II, and which gave rise to the Cold War
era.

Finally, what appeared to be a contradiction in the
making of the Sdo Paulo MAM collection—because
it totally went off the trail into the discourse of avant-
garde and abstraction—might be explained in this
major framework, of North American soft power in
the promotion of modern art as a value of the Western
world. North American hegemony was to be felt both
in South America and in Italy from then on. But North
American soft power policies, so to speak, would
adopt some slight differences in one and the other
territory, where a hierarchy existed also between Italy
(as the cradle of European culfure and an equivalent of
universal humanistic values that had to be preserved
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