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Detail, cat. 79, Catel, View of Naples through a
Window, c. 1824

Foreword

n the Light of Italy: Covot and Early Open-Air Painting explores the work of

two generations of European artists between about 1780 and 1840, who were

the pioneers of painting in oils directly from nature in the open air. These

young painters were drawn from many different countries and backgrounds
to work in Italy, especially around Rome and Naples, by the rich historical, literary,
and artistic traditions embodied in the Italian landscape since ancient times. Their
common intentions in working outdoors were to be literally and pictorially as close as
possible to nature, in all its untrammeled beauty but also with all its classical associa-
tions; it was their inspiration and the primary object of their study. Their aim was to
respond as immediately as possible to the scene before them, to avoid conventional
ways of seeing, and to fill their works with a sense of open air rather than studio light.
However, a surprising element for the modern spectator is that their works were made
for private study, as part of the working process, and were not intended for public
viewing. Indeed, most of these paintings were virtually unknown outside the artists’
immediate circle until their “discovery” in the twentieth century.

By the time that the twenty-nine-year-old Camille Corot made his first trip to Italy
in 1825, a tradition of open-air painting was already well established there. This exhibi-
tion shows the development of that tradition, from its origins in the work of British
and French artists in the 1780s to its maturity in the works of Corot between 1825 and
1828. Corot, his predecessors, and his contemporaries in the open-air tradition antici-
pated the freshness, immediacy, and sensitivity to changing light and atmosphere of
impressionism, as well as the radical compositional innovations of photography.

The exhibition’s curator at the National Gallery is Philip Conisbee, curator of
French paintings, who has worked jointly with Sarah Faunce, curator of European
painting and sculpture at the Brooklyn Museum of Art, and Jeremy Strick, curator of
modern art at the Saint Louis Art Museum. Planning for this exhibition began several
years ago when Dr. Strick was on the staff of the National Gallery. Guest curator Peter
Galassi, chief curator of the department of photography at the Museum of Modern
Art in New York, has given invaluable advice on the concept of the exhibition and the
selection of works, and has assisted in negotiations with lenders. Each of the curators
has contributed an illuminating essay to the catalogue, as has Vincent Pomarede,
conservateur au département des peintures at the Louvre, which has been a generous
supporter in lending an important group of works by Pierre-Henri de Valenciennes.

In the Light of Italy: Corot and Early Open-Air Painting coincides for some of its
duration with the bicentennial Coror exhibition organized by the Louvre, The Metro-
politan Museum of Art, and the National Gallery of Canada. Cooperation among the



curators of both exhibitions has assured that they are complementary events, with the
present exhibition celebrating an important aspect of Corot’s art in the wider context
of European landscape painting in his time.

We are very grateful to The Florence Gould Foundation for a generous grant
which made the exhibition possible in Washington and Brooklyn. The Brooklyn
Museum is pleased to acknowledge support for both planning and implementation
from the National Endowment for the Arts. We all thank the Federal Council on the
Arts and the Humanities for granting an indemnity for the exhibition. Finally, we
are deeply indebted to our many lenders, whose generous cooperation made this
exhibition possible.

Ear] A. Powell 111
Director, National Gallery of Art

Robert T. Buck
Divrector, The Brooklyn Museum

James D. Burke
Divector, The Saint Louis Avt Museum

Detail, cat. 71, Dahl, Scene from the Villa Malta, 1821
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Detail, cat. 85, Corot, View of the Roman
Campagna, 1826

Introduction

There is nothing comparable in beauty to the lines of the Roman horizon, to the gentle
slope of its planes, to the soft, receding contours of the mountains by which it is bound.
The valleys in the Campagna often take the form of an arena, a circus, a hippodrome;
the hills are carved like terraces, as if the mighty hand of the Romans had moved all this
earth. An extraordinary haze envelopes the distance, softening objects and concealing
anything that is harsh or discordant in their forms. Shadows are never heavy and black;
no mass of rock or foliage is so obscure that a little light does not always penetrate.

A singularly harmonious tint unites earth, sky, and water: all surfaces, by means of an
imperceptible gradation of colors, coalesce into their extremes without one being able
to determine the point at which one nuance ends or where the other begins. You have,
no doubt, admired in the paintings of Claude Lorrain this light which seems ideal and
more beautiful than nature itself? Well, that is the light of Rome!!

Chateaubriand, 1804

n the 1850s and 1860s, painting landscapes in oils directly from nature moved

from the margins of artistic activity to become a central creed and practice

for many radical young European painters. In England around 1850, the Pre-

Raphaelites attempted to render every blade of grass with almost scientific
precision, and introduced a sensation of outdoor light into their works by painting on
canvases prepared with white grounds. In France in the 1860s, the early impressionists
also painted on light-toned grounds and worked in the open air, but with more spon-
taneous and sketchy brushwork to convey the transient light and atmosphere of a par-
ticular moment. For these artists, a work painted in the open air, whether minutely or
brushily executed, was something complete in itself, ready for public exhibition and
hopefully destined for the walls of a sympathetic collector. However different their
final products were, these advanced young painters shared several common goals: to
be literally and pictorially as close as possible to nature; to avoid traditional methods
of representation; and to replace the conventional illumination of the studio with the
natural daylight of the outdoors.

These later artists legitimized painting in the open air, and in time saw their works
accepted both on a critical level and in the marketplace. But they were by no means
the first to practice painting in the open air. For two generations before them artists
had been setting off into the countryside and painting extraordinarily fresh landscapes
on the spot, illuminated by the natural light of the sky. But for these earlier genera-
tions of artists, the direct study of nature was merely part of the working process,
the results of which were intended to be seen only by the painters themselves, their
friends, and perhaps students. Their freely painted oil sketches, executed “sur le motif,’
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as Paul Cézanne would later say, were not considered finished works, but rather
studies through which a painter trained hand and eye in matching his palette with all
of nature’s effects, and in the process acquired and recorded the knowledge of a partic-
ular place and moment in time.

The open-air paintings of these artists, active during the sixty years between 1780
and 1840, are the subject of this exhibition. Italy is the focus, because it was there that
a tradition of open-air painting developed in the later eighteenth and the early nine-
teenth centuries. This tradition grew over a period of time and involved the activities
and inventions of many artists from different parts of Europe, who began coming to
Rome in increasing numbers in the 1780s. These were artists who, for the most part,
had a primary interest in landscape painting, and who spent the majority of their time
there making drawings and oil studies in the numerous sites in and around that city,
as well as in the region of Naples. Part of the Italian experience was meeting and ex-
changing ideas and information with those who had been there before them. By the
time Corot arrived in Rome, in 1826, the tradition was at its peak, enabling him to
learn what he needed to know without any waste of time. His own contribution to the
tradition, which proved to be its high point, is represented here by twenty of his finest
paintings made during his first visit to Italy. That Corot is the most widely known and
respected open-air painter of the early nineteenth century is partly a result of his ability
to maintain that tradition when he returned to France, where his work as a landscape
painter remained solidly based on the practice of outdoor painting. This exhibition
brings together works by Corot and other artists who contributed to this tradition.

Although the art of Edgar Degas (1834 —1917) was produced well outside the date
limits of the present exhibition, he was the one impressionist painter to make the con-
ventional trip to Italy in his youth. There, in the mid-1850s, he painted a handful of
exquisite open-air Jandscapes in thinned-down oils on prepared paper, such as Italian
Landscape Seen through an Avch (fig. 1), which form a coda to the Italianate tradition
and a bridge to the generation of the impressionists.? Indeed, Degas expressed his
admiration for Corot by collecting no less than seven of his paintings, including the
open-air sketch The Roman Campagna with the Claudian Aqueduct (cat. 88).

The works in this exhibition betray different degrees of finish. But all of them,
whether sketchy or more finished, share a sense of immediacy and a vitality that come
from the close relationship between the painter’s visual experience of nature and the
rendering of it, the finding of a match or equivalent for the engagement in “the oleous
paste in its sticky inconvenience” The descriptive and expressive possibilities of oil
paint are quite distinct from those of drawing, because the paint conveys color at the
same time; they are also distinct from watercolor, because oil paint has real substance
and physicality, enabling the painter to apply “the touch that not only describes but
associates the material of paint with the liveliness of the world”* Many of these paint-
ings are unequivocally oil sketches, rapidly noted on prepared, light-toned paper, which
would have fit easily into the lid of a painting box, which usually also served as a
portable easel. Corot’s brushy and rather informal The Tiber near Rome (cat. 104) or
his View of the Roman Campagna (cat. 85) are of this type. Also included in the exhibi-
tion are some more highly finished pictures, which are, however, small in scale and
usually painted on canvas. They are more precisely executed than the sketches, but
nevertheless may have been begun outdoors and completed in the studio —or begun

in the studio on the basis of a drawing made from nature but completed in oils in the
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fig. 1. Edgar Degas, Italian Landscape Seen through
an Arch, 1856, oil on paper, mounted on canvas,
37 x 32 cm. Private collection.

open air, as was the practice of Christoffer Wilhelm Eckersberg (cats. 54 —57). Corot’s
carefully meditated pendants View of St. Peter’s and the Castel Sant’Angelo and Island of
San Bartolommeo (cats. 9o —91) fall into the category of small finished pictures, surely

considerably worked in the studio, although his style is always more painterly and less
precise than that of Eckersberg.

Rome, the surrounding Campagna, and the nearby hill towns are the chief topo-
graphical points of this exhibition, because Corot and many other artists followed
fairly well-beaten paths to those places. The natural beauty of Italy had been sanc-
tioned by literary and artistic traditions since antiquity, and for the educated visitor
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, these associations, as well as historical
ones, were part of the attraction.

A lively expression of these sensations and memories of nature, art, and history
appear in the journal of the Welsh painter Thomas Jones, a remarkable sketcher
in oils of the Italian scene (cats. 7-13) and a pupil of Richard Wilson, also represented
in this exhibition (cat. 1). After returning from a walking tour of the ancient towns in
the Alban Hills, near Rome, Jones recorded:

INTRODUCTION | 17



We then continued Our route through Marinoe, through, Castello Gondolfo, L'arici and

arrived at Gensano in the Evening — This walk considered with respect to its classick
locality, the Awful marks of the most tremendous Convulsions of nature in the remotest
Ages, the antient and modern Specimens of Art, and the various extensive & delightful
prospects it commands is, to the Scholar, naturalist, Antiquarian and Artist, without
doubt, the most pleasing and interesting in the Whole World — And here I can not help
observing with what new and uncommon Sensations I was filled on first traversing this
beautiful and picturesque Country — Every scene seemed anticipated in some dream — it

appeared Magick Land....5

Charles-Nicolas Cochin, giving advice to young French artists setting off for Italy
in the 1770s, encouraged them to work out-of-doors there:

In Italy nature is so beautiful and so picturesque, that you must take advantage of

your stay to study a variety of things, landscape and architecture among them....It was
through such efforts that Monsieur Vernet was able to make nature so familiar to us.
Despite the difficulties of always having the necessary equipment at hand, he has always

painted directly from nature.

In the first and second decades of the nineteenth century, oil painting from nature
became a more common practice throughout Europe and often developed inde-
pendently from the Italianate tradition: for example, in England in the work of
J. M. W. Turner and John Constable, or in Denmark in the work of Christen Kabke.
A pioneering exhibition in 1969, A Decade of English Naturalism, 1810—1820,” explored
English open-air painting with special reference to the work of Constable and Turner,
who were working at a time when British artists were insulated from the Continent by
the Napoleonic wars. Indeed, Britain’s virtual isolation from Europe in the mid-1790s
until Napoleon’s defeat in 1815 fostered native painting to the extent that the British
contribution to this exhibition is quite limited.

Two other exhibitions in 1980 and 1981 explored the theme of open-air painting:
Painting from Nature: The Tradition of Open-Air Oil Sketching from the 17th to the 19th
Centuries took a broad view of the subject,® and Before Photography: Painting and the

18 | INTRODUCTION

LEFT: fig. 2. Carl Johan Lindstrom, The French
Painter, 18281830, pencil and watercolor on
paper, 14.9 x 10.9 c¢m, inscribed “II faut faire la
nature en ravage.” Nationalmuseum, Stockholm.

RIGHT: fig. 3. Carl Johan Lindstrom, The German
Painter, 18281830, pencil and watercolor on
paper, 14.9 x 10.9 cm, inscribed “Ach! Welch ein
gemiitliches Bliimchen!” Nationalmuseum,
Stockholm.



LEFT: fig. 4. Carl Johan Lindstrom, The Italian
Painter, 1828-1830, pencil and watercolor on
paper, 14.9 x 10.9 ¢m, inscribed “Piu presto di me,
non fara nessuno.” Nationalmuseum, Stockholm.

RIGHT: fig. 5. Carl Johan Lindstrom, The English
Painter, 1828-1830, pencil and watercolor on
paper, 14.9 x 10.9 ¢m, inscribed “The effect I am
sure of, when I first have the lineaments”
Nationalmuseum, Stockholm.

Invention of Photography took a narrower and deeper look at the influence of open-air
painting on the earliest photographers.® Collectors, led by the late John Gere, were
becoming interested in what was still a byway of the history of art, while dealers such
as Jack Baer and Wheelock Whitney played an important role in the formation of taste
through exhibitions such as The Lure of Rome in 1979.'° A 1990 exhibition in Berlin

on Carl Blechen presented that leading Romantic painter in a wider German and even
European context, and revealed especially the work of a number of less well-known
German artists who, like Blechen, made landscape sketches in oil during their trips to
Italy in the early decades of the nineteenth century.!! The most complete and scholarly
study of open-air painting to date is Peter Galassi’s Corot in Italy, published in 1991,
which has largely inspired our exploration of the tradition that Corot found in place
on his arrival in Italy.!?

Since the seventeenth century, Rome had been the meeting place for artists and
other international visitors. The second half of the eighteenth century saw an even
greater influx of foreign artists and tourists that continued into the next century.
Broadly speaking, however, each national group tended to keep to itself. In the 1820s,
Ludwig Richter was painting and drawing at Tivoli with a group of German artists,
delineating nature as precisely and objectively as possible. On the arrival of some
French artists, the Germans were struck by the contrasting approach of the French-
men, who sketched broadly in oils using large brushes, rendering nature in a more
dramatic and generalized style.!* This perception of even open-air work as having
definable national characteristics is confirmed in a set of caricatures made by the
Swedish artist Carl Lindstrom, where the Frenchman looks for drama in nature (fig.
2), the German seeks precisely observed detail (fig. 3), an Italian paints too rapidly and
superficially (fig. 4), and the English artist is interested only in general “effect” (fig. 5).!*

British, French, and German artists tended to stay within their own national
groups, although there are some notable exceptions. In the nineteenth century Ger-
mans and Danes associated with each other, united by their common Baltic heritage,
their lingua franca of German, and also by the sphere of influence and patronage
around the Danish sculptor Bertel Thorvaldsen, the most famous northern European
artist in Rome during his long residence there from 1796 to 1838. When Frangois-
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Marius Granet arrived in the city in 1801, he sought the advice of the Belgian painter
Simon Denis, who in any case was close to the French community because he had
studied art in Paris before commencing his stay in Rome in 1786. The Swedish painter
Soderberg struck up a friendship with Achille-Etna Michallon in Rome, and together
the two traveled to Sicily. On several occasions they sat down and painted the same
sites. Painting studies from nature had been an integral part of Michallon’s artistic
education with Valenciennes. For S6derberg it was a novelty but only a pleasant
diversion during the relative freedom of his time in Italy. There was neither occasion
nor tradition in Sweden for such open-air work, and Séderberg did not continue the
practice after he returned home in 1821."° Corot met the German Ernst Fries at Civita
Castellana in 1826, when Fries made a drawing showing the Frenchman sitting and
musing on his portable sketching stool. These and other acquaintances are men-
tioned in the brief biographies of the artists in this catalogue.

For northerners who made the trip south of the Alps, there was a sense of both
artistic and personal freedom, but for some artists, the freedom of life in Rome was
a mixed blessing. Eckersberg, for example, expressed his complicated emotions in
a letter to a friend in Copenhagen, describing the exhilaration of this liberation. At
the same time, he missed a sense of responsibility and was depressed and bored by
the moral indifference engendered by his situation abroad:

As an artist and a foreigner here you have all possible advantages, because you live in
the greatest freedom and can do or leave what you will, so it follows that you must be
happier here than anywhere else. But because of that you must be indifferent to every-
thing or else a complete egoist; I have never in my entire life had such a boring and
disagreeable time than the past two years I have spent here; one is not always happy

to live without cares and without any personal concerns; my happiest hours have been
when I run out into the open air to paint a little, with my paintbox and stool under my

arm, to paint after nature.!”

Painting from nature was essentially a private act. The studies and sketches in this
exhibition rarely contain figures: the artist himself is the figure in the landscape,

so to speak, giving it an immediate, even urgent presence. We as spectators are also
granted that privileged role. Although conceived for private reference, as quasi-
scientific studies, as means to an end, or as mere exercises, these oil sketches, studies,
and occasional small finished landscapes exert a strong appeal. Many modern viewers
will prefer them to the more finished and monumental studio works to which most
of their creators attached greater artistic and financial value. They offer a more imme-
diate sensation of nature and therefore convey a more authentic experience. These
studies retain some of the moral resonance that was present when they were done. For
Valenciennes, a painter’s excursions into the open air were both morally uplifting and
delectable experiences, “where the pure air and the spectacle of nature at once simple
and noble elevate the mind and produce delicious sensations”*® There is nothing like
being out-of-doors just after a storm, when everything takes on a new life and “the
birds seem, by their chirping, to be thanking the Supreme Being and singing the mar-
vels of nature”® Citing the example of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s novelistic hero Emile,
Valenciennes states that the landscape painter should travel on foot, not by carriage,
“leaving this luxury to the rich ignoramuses who travel the world like trunks and who,
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closed up in their vehicles, only see the country they are passing through as if in a
magic lantern, framed by their doorway.”°

Through the immediacy and authenticity of their experience, the early open-air
painters have entered the mythology of the heroic struggle of modern art in its quest
for originality and unity of feeling and expression. It is no accident that Lionello Ven-
turi, the scholar of impressionism and author of the catalogue raisonné of Cézanne’s
paintings, felt compelled to write an article on the open-air studies of Valenciennes.?!
Lawrence Gowing’s moving tribute to an admired fellow artist, in a memorable
lecture on Thomas Jones, who represented to Gowing “individuality in its primal
state,”?? is perhaps the finest and most Romantic example of this assimilation of these
artists and their open-air work into the history of our own sensibility. PC, SF, JS

Notes

1. Chateaubriand 1951, 6-7: “Rien n’est comparable pour la beauté aux lignes de ’horizon romain, a la
douce inclinaison des plans, aux contours suaves et fuyants des montagnes qui le terminent. Souvent les val-
Iées dans la campagne prennent la forme d’une arene, d’un cirque, d’un hippodrome; les coteaux sont taillés
en terrasses, comme si Ja main puissante des Romains avoit remué toute cette terre. Une vapeur particuliere,
répandue dans les lointains, arrondit les objets et dissimule ce qu’ils pourroient avoir de dur ou de heurté
dans leurs formes. Les ombres ne sont jamais lourdes et noires; il n’y a pas de masses si obscures de rochers
et de feuillages, dans lesquelles il ne s’insinue toujours un peu de lumiere. Une teinte singulierement har-
monieuse, marie la terre, le ciel, et les eaux: toutes les surfaces, au moyen d’une gradation insensible de
couleurs, s’unissent par leurs extrémités, sans quon puisse déterminer le point oli une nuance finit et ot
Pautre commence. Vous avez sans doute admiré dans les paysages de Claude Lorrain, cette lumiere qui
semble idéale et plus belle que nature? eh bien, c’est la lumiére de Rome!”
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Detail, cat. 5, Attributed to Dunouy, Rooftops in
Naples, c. 1780

A Tribute to ]. A. Gere

PETER GALASSI

ohn Gere died in London in January 1995, at the age of seventy-three. Were he

still living you would be reading his words instead of mine, for he had agreed

to write an essay for this catalogue. It was to have been a general introduction,

cast as the story of the progressive discovery of early open-air painting as a
coherent episode in the history of art.

John was uniquely qualified to write such an essay, because he had played a key
role in the story. This turned out to be a problem, however, for his deeply inquisitive
mind was drawn to virtually all subjects except modern technology, its commercial
applications, and himself. In a typical passage of self-deprecation, he once wrote in
a letter, “as you must have realized, I am not an art historian at all, but, rather, a dilet-
tante enthusiast” When pressed by friends and by Charlotte Gere, his wife and partner
in oil-sketch connoisseurship, John made an effort to include himself in the essay.
The discomfort this caused him is palpable in the following sentence from the result-
ing draft: “It is difficult to reconstruct the growth of a spontaneous change of taste
except by the unavoidably egotistic and inevitably incomplete method of recalling
my own experience.”

John’s underscoring of the term “art historian” was indeed self-deprecating, but it
was also a disparagement of modern professional specialization. That may seem odd,
coming as it did from a celebrated connoisseur of Italian drawings and distinguished
former Keeper of Prints and Drawings at the British Museum. The disparagement was
quite sincere, however, and well justified. John’s vast erudition dismissed the strictures
of academic scholarship as petty impediments to his curiosity. That curiosity, together
with a loving respect for the unique objecthood of works of art and a mischievous
affection for objects that scholarship had overlooked, led John to make an original
and lasting contribution to the appreciation of early open-air painting.

He did it above all by collecting. Eventually he and Charlotte assembled a splen-
did collection of more than eighty small landscape studies in oil (several of which
Charlotte has generously lent to this exhibition), ranging in date from the late seven-
teenth to the early twentieth century. In the process they accumulated a rich store of
attendant knowledge, from the scholarly to the anecdotal, but their passion remained
focused on the objects themselves. The collection contains many outstanding works
(including studies by Pierre-Henri de Valenciennes, Thomas Jones, Simon Denis,
and others now recognized as masters of the form), but it is most fascinating and
compelling as an organic whole —as a laboratory for connoisseurship. Visitors were
welcome, for the Geres always were eager to share the collection, to compare, to dis-

cuss, to look again, to teach, and to learn.
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In his draft essay, directly after the sentence quoted above, John went on as fol-
lows. (The reference to the Donation Croy is to the bequest to the Louvre, in 1930,
of more than one hundred previously unknown oil studies by Valencicnnes, the
event John had selected as the beginning of his story.)

I came to the sketch not so much by the obvious English route of Constable as by way
of Turner’s Roman sketchbook of 1819 and Corot’s Italian, also chiefly Roman, land-
scapes of 1825—28 —but thesc I saw as a group of separate small views, without at all ap-
preciating their significance in the artist’s development or their place in the tradition of
French neoclassical landscape. It was only after reading Lionello Venturi’s article on the
Donation Croy (published in The Art Quarterly in 1941) and the sight of the sketches
themselves and—also in the Louvre and a telling comparison - his large-scale idealised
view of Agrigentum, that I came to see that the sketches were paintings of a unique
kind, resembling drawings (my own professional ficld) in their freshness, their informal-
ity, their directness of vision, and their emphasis on effects of light and atmosphere, but
having a resonance of color beyond the reach of all but the greatest watercolorists. This
must have been in about 1955, for to my lasting regret it did not occur to me to take ad-
vantage of the dispersal of Thomas Jones’s sketches in 1954; and I have a note recording
my first purchase of a landscape oil-sketch in 1956 —not a romantic view in Rome, but
of a London suburb in about 1860, The Crystal Palace from Penge, by William White
Warren —which I still cherish and which I bought for less than £10 from Jack Baer.

A successful art dealer must have antennae exceptionally sensitive to the movement of
taste, and it would not have been possible to find the material to study this subject
without the active assistance and co-operation of Jack Baer, John Lishawa and James

Mackinnon in London, Jacques Fischer in Paris and Bob Kashey in New York.

It is our loss that John went no further in committing his recollections to paper.
Between that first purchase in 1956 and 1980, when I met him, he had elaborated his
perception “that the sketches were paintings of a unique kind” into a deep under-
standing, at once visceral and sophisticated. In this period of uncharted adventure
and discovery, the progress of his self-education was aided far more by sympathetic
personal encounters than by the more formal exchanges of scholarship. Charlotte Gere
recalls, for example, the infectious enthusiasm of Pierre C. Lamicq, a prescient col-
lector with a particular interest in the work of Corot’s teacher, Achille-Etna Michallon.
Also important were John’s friends at the Fine Art Society, who helped the Geres
eventually acquire ten landscape studies in oil by Frederic Leighton, such as The
Villa Malta, Rome (fig. 1).

Part of John’s special interest in Leighton, as in Frangois Desportes, was that large
numbers of the painter’s oil studies had been preserved together, providing the sort of
collective record of artistic experiment that so appeals to the connoisseur of drawings.
Some of these large holdings were in museums (the studies of Valenciennes in the
Louvre, for example, or of Frangois-Marius Granet at Aix-en-Provence), but the explo-
ration of public collections was in itself something of an adventure, even in the 1980s.
I remember a delightful evening at the Lamont Road Museum, as I came to think of
the Gere home in Chelsea, when Lawrence Gowing shared with John, Charlotte, and
me color slides he had made surreptitiously of the Granet studies, which the then-
director of the Musée Granet regarded as a personal preserve and refused to exhibit
or publish or even to have photographed. There was the persistent hope, often in fact
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fig. 1. Frederic, Lord Leighton, The Villa Malta,
Rome, 1853—1854., oil on canvas, 26 x 40.6 cm.
Private collection.

rewarded, that a visit to some provincial museum would yield a new piece of the ever-
expanding puzzle. A report of the discovery, accompanied by a slide or a photograph
or a thumbnail sketch, soon would be sent to one or another member of the still tiny
circle of enthusiasts.

Within that circle, alert and imaginative dealers played a crucial role, which John
was right to stress. The landscape oil study had fallen into oblivion in the second half
of the nineteenth century. Recovering it meant assembling many widely scattered,
frequently misidentified or entirely unidentified works, and inevitably dealers formed
the advance guard in this campaign. Recovering early open-air painting also meant
recognizing that the individual works belonged to a larger whole, to a form of artistic
practice whose coherence and meaning had been forgotten. Here, too, the most
thoughtful dealers were ahead of many curators and scholars, whose indifference John
explained in characteristically down-to-earth terms:

One practical reason for the neglect of the oil-sketch was the problem of classification.
These small paintings, usually on paper, are not pictures in the sense of having been in-
tended for exhibition and for display on the walls of picture galleries or private houses.
They were not even meant to be framed. They were part of an artist’s private working-
material, kept in a portfolio in his studio and shown only to pupils and fellow-artists.
Curators of paintings dismissed them as not being pictures in the true sense, since they

had the function of drawings; curators of drawings tended to reject them because of
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their technique. The landscape oil-sketch was thus relegated to the critical limbo from
which it has only recently emerged.

A further difficulty was the problem of attribution. Authorship can sometimes be
established by provenance (as in the case of the Donation Croy) or by a studio stamp or
a contemporary inscription (though rarely by a signature), but when the contents of an
artist’s studio were dispersed his sketches, particularly if not signed or inscribed, tended
to gravitate, scattered and unconsidered, to the marcheé aux puces and the portfolios of
the small dealer. They record an immediate reaction to a landscape, and their similarity
of purpose and technique gave them a general resemblance which often permits no
more than an approximate conclusion about their origin and date.... There are many oil-
sketches of Rome and its neighborhood of which it 1s still impossible to say more than
that they must date from the late eighteenth or early nineteenth century. In view of the
importance of Rome as an international artistic center at that period it would be rash to

guess about their origin, but one’s first instinct 1s always to ask “Is it French?”

He was not exaggerating the primitive state of attribution. In the late 1970s an Italian
dealer classified an unattributed study as anonimo tedesco (anonymous German), pre-
sumably on the basis of its rather painstaking execution —until a cleaning revealed

an inscription in English. Such difficulties doubtless played upon the insecurities of
some collectors, but they only whetted John’s appetite. He liked nothing better than
to acquire an anonymous study and then set about puzzling out what it was. Here

1s an abbreviated passage from a letter he wrote in February 1993:

I think I told you when I last wrote that I had bought the sketch of Tivoli...[A friend]
suggested that it might be by Simon Denis, and it does seem to go well with our
Torrent. Also a particularly beautiful sketch by Frederic Leighton — beautiful because

it has no subject, simply a hillside with a wood on top — from Sotheby’s sale at the end
of last November. And, as a final extravagance, the original of the enclosed photograph.
I wonder what you think of it, and what you will think when you see it: its date is a

matter of some argument.

I knew this meant that John had a very precise idea of the date of the study —and of
its author. Having spent decades brilliantly classifying Italian drawings, he couldn’t
resist assigning a name, no matter how provisionally, to each new treasure. He knew
perfectly well that there might never exist a sufficiently large secure corpus of oil
studies and related documents to permit the sort of masterful analysis that he and
his great colleague Philip Pouncey had applied to the Italian drawings in the British
Museum. I believe, however, that the sea of uncertainty not only pleased but moti-
vated him, that his eye and mind were thrilled and sharpened by the impossible chal-
lenge. Also at work was his instinct in favor of the neglected — the same instinct that
had led him to rescue the sixteenth-century artist Taddeo Zuccaro from the shadow
of his brother Federico or, still earlier, to give serious attention to the Pre-Raphaelite
painters, then thoroughly out of fashion. If each oil sketch had come with a certain
attribution John would have loved the paintings no less, but he would not have so
enjoyed collecting and studying them.

In 1977, at John Gere’s instigation, the British Museum presented French Landscape
Drawings and Sketches of the Eighteenth Century, an exhibition drawn from the col-
lections of the Louvre, which included open-air oil studies by Desportes and Valen-
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ciennes. Three years later, with Lawrence Gowing and Philip Conisbee, he organized
the exhibition Painting from Nature at the Royal Academy in London. Together, those
exhibitions and their catalogues began the process through which both scholars and

a broad public have come to embrace John’s private passion. It is in order to pay trib-
ute to that passion that I have resorted to “the unavoidably egotistic and inevitably
incomplete method of recalling my own experience.”

It is the historian’s job to shed new light on old problems, to revise our under-
standing of them and thus to keep them alive. As a collector and connoisseur of early
open-air painting, J. A. Gere did something a great deal more original. He discovered
a splendid problem where none had existed before.
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Detail, cat. 1, Wilson, Tivoli: The Cascatelli Grandi
and the Villa of Maecenas, 1752

The Earvly History of Open-Awr Painting

PHILIP CONISBEE

one of the landscapes in this exhibition, except possibly for a few of

those which are more highly finished and may have been worked up

in the studio, was publicly exhibited or sold in its creator’s lifetime.

They were rarely seen outside the studio until after the artist’s death —
and even then, in some cases, they remained concealed in portfolios until the twen-
tieth century. Yet for us they are among the most accessible works by these artists. In-
deed, Corot has been more loved in our century for the open-air oil sketches and small
finished landscape studies he made during his first visit to Italy, from 1825 to 1828, than
for the larger and more elaborate works he subsequently offered for sale or sent for
exhibition at the Salon. Peter Galassi has carefully charted this critical history in a
recent book, pointing out that Corot’s sketches and studies were known only
to a limited circle, although one which included such influential critics as Théophile
Silvestre and Paul Ganz.! But these works did not begin to receive public recognition
until the memorial exhibition and the subsequent sale of Corot’s estate after his death

in 1875. At that moment another sympathetic critic, Philippe Burty, wrote:

Some of these studies, very personal works and marked by the delicacy of the drawing
and the keenness of the overall structure, are famous in the studios. Corot lent them

willingly, and they have had a happy influence on the contemporary school.

Note that the Corot exhibition and auction took place just one year after the first
impressionist exhibition in 1874, which had announced the end of “finish” in painting.
Corot was not unique when he made his open-air paintings in Rome and the sur-
rounding Campagna: he was part of a tradition that had been gathering strength since
the late eighteenth century, and which he and his contemporaries brought to a high
point of development. But why did their open-air works remain hidden from general
view for so long? Today it is understood that landscape painters work out-of-doors at
least part of the time; for us, a landscape painting is the artist’s response to nature, or
at least an attempt to capture, to some degree, an actual scene in paints on canvas.
It is now nearly forty years since E. H. Gombrich dispelled any illusions that the art
of landscape, even a naturalistic scene by John Constable or an impressionistic one
by Claude Monet, is anything other than a construct, an invented visual scheme, or a
form of painterly shorthand, however much it might be based on intense study in the
open air.®> As Constable observed, “It is the business of a paiﬁtcr not to contend with
nature & put this scene (a valley filled with scenery so miles long) on a canvas of a few
inches, but to make something out of nothing, in attempting which he must almost

of necessity become poetical >
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Humanistic art theory, developed during the Renaissance when artists were
struggling to gain social and intellectual respectability, carried weight well into the
nineteenth century. Still life and landscape painting were placed at the bottom of
the hierarchy of the genres, because lowly nature was their subject and their basis
in perception was contradictory to the more cerebral, conceptual approach of ideal,
imaginative art, which was invested with a moral dimension. In seventeenth-century
academic theory, the direct observation of nature was regarded as a potentially danger-
ous process, because too subjective an approach might lead away from the established
norms of the ideal. But Henri Testelin, speaking before the Academy and its founder,
Louis XIV’s powerful finance minister Jean-Baptiste Colbert, had to admit that the
effects of light and shade could only be fully understood by the empirical study of
nature: “la contemplation des choses naturelles The relationship of light and shade
in landscape, for example, should be observed in a single regard, “pour en repre-
senter la véritable sensation (si Pon peut user de ce terme).”® While Testelin recognized
that everyone perceives the world differently, “selon la disposition des organes & du
temperament,” the purpose of art was not to seek beauty on the basis of “inclinations
particulicres,” but rather to apply judgment, choice, and the rules of art —the norma-
tive standards of the accepted masters —and to avoid the “oppositions extravagantes”
and “obscuritez excessives” that might result from a purely subjective response to
nature.” From the tension already inherent in Testelin’s position as a spokesman for
the ideals of the Academy to Emile Zola’s celebrated definition of a work of art as “a
corner of creation seen through a temperament,”® or Paul Cézanne’s “I paint as I see,
as I feel —and I have very strong sensations,” is a history of naturalism in European
landscape painting.

Before the rise of impressionism, any spontaneous or subjective response to the
thing seen remained carefully absorbed and integrated into standard academic practice.
Pierre-Henri de Valenciennes, for example, an advocate and practitioner of open-air
painting, is quite clear about this in his influential treatise Elémens de perspective pra-
tique, published in 1800. For Valenciennes, the painting of immediately observed and
spontaneously executed études or studies was but one stage in the larger process of an
artist’s education, the ultimate objective of which was the finished exhibition picture.
His observations on such exercises only occupy a dozen pages of a book that runs
to more than five hundred, and are absorbed into what is both a wide-ranging dis-
cussion of landscape painting and an often highly technical and scientific treatise on
perspective. But open-air landscape studies do, nevertheless, have an important role
for Valenciennes. On one level, they were a way of studying and recording different
aspects of nature in a wide variety of climatic conditions. On another, they were a
means of training the hand to render in paints on paper the observed effects of light,
color, and form. They could also teach the painter how to select and compose a
coherent pictorial image from the bewildering variety of perceptual experience. '
Valenciennes kept his own studies for reference and as models for his students. There
is no perceptible correlation between the informal type of work Valenciennes painted
in the open air and the finished, conceptual, formal works he undertook in the studio.
He maintained the academic distinction between study from nature and the serious
business of the history painter or, for him, the painter of the paysage historique. But
there is no reason to think that Valenciennes, or Corot, or indeed any of the artists in
this exhibition felt constrained by such conventions of artistic practice, or saw their
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fig. 1. Richard Symonds, diagram of a box for
open-air painting, from a notebook used in Rome,
1650-1652. British Library, London, Department
of Manuscripts.

fig. 2. Alexander Cozens, diagram of a box for
open-air painting, from a sketchbook used in

Rome, 1746. Yale Center for British Art, New
Haven, Paul Mellon Collection.

landscape studies as anything other than one element of their overall production. That
is why such works were hardly known outside Valenciennes’ studio during his life-
time. They came to public view only briefly in April 1819, when Valenciennes’ estate
was sold at auction after his death, but then disappeared into a private collection until
the 1920s, an even longer period of relative obscurity than that suffered by the studies
and sketches of Corot.!!

All the works in this exhibition were painted in Italy, particularly in and around
Rome, because that is where the tradition of open-air painting became established
in the second half of the eighteenth century. Since the early sixteenth century, artists
had been drawn increasingly to Italy to study the remains of ancient Rome and the
wonders of modern art that were being created by masters such as Raphael and
Michelangelo. From the late sixteenth century onward, landscape painting in Rome
was dominated by northern artists, who were less constrained than their Italian col-
leagues by the humanistic idealism of the Renaissance, which emphasized the human
figure. The actual landscape of Rome and the surrounding Campagna and the nearby
Alban and Sabine Hills was in itself a tremendous draw, because of the rich historical
and literary connections of antiquity. Almost any walk, any prospect, could arouse
associations with an emperor or a poet, a military triumph or a defeat, or the mythic
presence of ancient gods, goddesses, and heroes. It was also a landscape of considerable
natural beauty, a warm southern paradise, a rich mixture of nature and art, interspersed
as it was with picturesque ruins, and enveloped with exquisite light and atmosphere.
The climate was amenable to working out-of-doors, with relatively steady, constant
effects of light and shade and a long, reliable summer season, without the almost
hourly changeability of northern climates. Moreover, the steady and reliable light of
the Mediterranean sun and the sharp shadows it cast gave a simplicity and monumen-
tality to form and already suggested a reduction to essentials before they were put
down on a piece of paper or canvas a few inches square.

According to several sources, artists in seventeenth-century Rome already were
painting in oils in the open air. A piece of material evidence is found in the notebook
kept by the English traveler Richard Symonds during his residence in Rome from
1649 to 1651. In it he illustrates a painting box specially designed for outdoor use,
“Una Scatola p. portare in Campagna p. dipingere” (fig. 1).'? The case was divided into
sections for the brushes (“B” in Symonds’ diagram), an oil glass (“C”), and paint rags
(“D”), with a palette (“E”) to fit over the top during transit (“F” designates a thumb-
hole in the palette). It seems from Symonds’ annotations that the oil colors were
arranged on the palette before the artist set off, although we cannot rule out the possi-
bility that more small compartments to contain the colors, such as those marked “C”
and “D;” continued across the case underneath the palette. The lid (“A”) of the case,
when opened, served as a small easel, to which a canvas was attached. Such equip-
ment has been common enough since the early nineteenth century, but documented
examples are rare before the Romantic era. The next one does not appear until 1746,
but again significantly in Rome, where the British landscape painter Alexander Cozens
made some drawings of his open-air painting equipment in a sketchbook. His most
informative drawing (fig. 2) shows paper mounted in the center of a rectangular
board, which serves both as easel and paint box. It is surrounded by twenty small pots
for containing and mixing pigments; the “pastboard” must have been laid over the
top, and the whole strapped together for carrying. In this same sketchbook Cozens
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noted that he had been painting outdoors both in watercolors and oils, and that he
had been taking instruction from the French painter Claude-Joseph Vernet.!?

Just as northern artists had become the specialists in landscape painting in early
seventeenth-century Rome, so their freedom from humanistic and academic restraints
enabled them to explore new modes of seeing and representing nature and to pioneer
working out-of-doors. All the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century artists in this exhi-
bition are northerners who went to Italy to study and, either with previous intentions
or from a sense of discovery when they got there, painted outdoor landscapes.

If Symonds’ painting box is rather concrete evidence of the practice of open-air
painting in seventeenth-century Rome, Joachim von Sandrart’s Teutsche Academie,
published in 1675, provides early written accounts of the custom, if we accept his
descriptions of Claude Lorrain’s painting practice during the early 1630s. Sandrart
has Claude walking out into the Campagna to contemplate nature profoundly and

to prepare his colors in the field, before returning home to paint with them:

He tried by every means to penetrate nature, lying in the fields before the break of day
and until night in order to learn to represent very exactly the red morning-sky, sunrise
and sunset and the evening hours. When he had well contemplated one or the other

in the fields, he immediately prepared his colors accordingly, returned home, and applied
them to the work he had in mind with much greater naturalness than anyone had ever
done. This hard and burdensome way of learning he pursued for many years, walking

daily into the fields and the long way back again.'*

Lawrence Gowing was the first to note the importance of this passage and its full
implications in the context of conventional painting techniques in the seventeenth
century.'®> What is unusual in Claude’s procedure as described by Sandrart is his
mixing of pigments to match observed colors in nature, rather than layering and
glazing paints, one over another, to achieve a cumulative effect. Colors mixed on
the palette in this way could be directly and rapidly applied alla prima, while layers
and glazes of paint require time to dry between several painting sessions. Sandrart

seems to be still referring to this novel technique when he writes:

As a master of perspective [i.c., aerial perspective], he knew how to break the hard quality
of the colors and to mix them so that they no longer resembled those colors, but what he

wished to represent.!

However, if we are to believe Sandrart, it was his own example that was to lead
Claude away from the presumably inconvenient business of mixing colors outdoors
and later applying them to canvases in the studio; for Claude was soon to follow

him in actually painting out-of-doors before nature:

...he finally met me, brush in hand, at Tivoli, in the wild rocks of the famous cascade,
where he found me painting from life, and saw that I painted many works from nature
itself, making nothing from imagination; this pleased him so much that he applied him-

self eagerly to adopting the same method.!”

A certain credibility is lent to this account by the fact that Sandrart continues to distin-
guish between the type of scene which he himself painted from nature, and the features
that attracted Claude:
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ToP: fig. 3. Claude Lorrain, A View of Rome with
the Church of Santa Trinita dei Monti, 1632, oil on
canvas, 9.5 x 84 cm. National Gallery, London.

BOTTOM: fig. 4. Claude Lorrain, View of Santa
Trinita dei Monti, 1632, ink on paper, 14 x 21 cm.
Hermitage, Saint Petersburg.

We loved each other very much and lived for a long time together in Rome, often also
painting together from life in the field. But while I was only looking for good rocks,
trunks, trees, cascades, buildings and ruins which were grand and suited me as fillers for
history paintings, he on the other hand only painted, on a smaller scale, the view from
the middle to the greatest distance, fading away towards the horizon and the sky, a type

in which he was a master.!8

In other words, while Sandrart sought out picturesque features of the natural scene,
Claude focused on the light of the sky and its effects on the more distant parts of the
landscape. The natural features studied by these two artists remained in the repertoire
of all the open-air painters who succeeded them through the next two centuries.
Claude’s oil studies from nature described by Sandrart await rediscovery. Gowing
drew attention to the purely tonal painting of the background in his A View of Rome
with the Church of Santa Trinita dei Monti (fig. 3), which dates from the period early

1in the 1630s discussed by Sandrart. Such a passage might indeed have been painted

from nature, and we can almost hear Sandrart before it, “...on a smaller scale, the view
from the middle to the greatest distance, fading away towards the horizon and the
sky...” A drawing (fig. 4) of the church and part of the panorama seems to have been
made from the edge of the Pincio, approximately in front of the Villa Medici, above
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Claude’s house in the Via Margutta.'? Claude has adapted the view slightly in the

painting, pushing it back into space. But in any case a comparison of the drawing and
the painting rather demonstrates the difference between the types of information that
can be recorded by graphic and painterly means, as Sandrart and later advocates of
open-air painting were at pains to point out. By contrast with the picturesque conlisse
of transposed antique ruins and the scene of mercenary love going on in their shadow,
evidently painted in the studio, the attics, rooftops, and chimney pots in the slanting
rays of the evening sun are rendered with astonishing sensitivity and truth of tone; the
touch of the brush is broad and economical, yet deft and precise, while the unifying
effect of the evening atmosphere means that the range of the palette is very restricted.
We can understand the development of Claude’s sense of tone in respect of such an
intense observation and its equivalent matching in pigment. But identifiable views of
given spots are uncommon in his work, and there are no convincing candidates as real
oil studies from nature.?

Sandrart returns to the practice of making oil studies from nature in his chapter on
landscape painting. This is illustrated with an engraving by Sandrart himself (fig. 5),
which is adapted from Claude’s 1636 etching of the Campo Vaccino. A significant mod-
ification is that the spectators in Claude’s print are joined in the Sandrart by an artist
sitting in the open air at an easel, holding brushes and charged palette, painting the
scene before him. To the left of the easel leans a youth, apparently taking down the
master’s words. The illustration serves to underline Sandrart’s justification in the text
for painting from nature:

In the open country at Tivoli, Frascati, Subiaco, and other places such as San Benedetto,
we [i.c., Claude and Sandrart] began to paint entirely from nature with colors on pre-
pared papers and cloths, the mountains, grottoes, valleys and deserted places, the terrible
cascades of the Tiber, the Temple of the Sybil, and the like. This is in my opinion the
best manner to impress the truth precisely on the mind; because body and soul are as it
were brought together in it. In drawings, on the other hand, one goes too far back, since

the true shape of things no longer appears really as pure.?!
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fig. 5. Engraving after Joachim von Sandrart,
An Artist Painting in the Campo Vaccino, Rome,
in Sandrart 1675, 1:71.



RIGHT: fig. 6. Claude Lorrain, Landscape with a
Goatherd, c. 1636, oil on canvas, 52 x 41 ¢cm.
National Gallery, London.

LEFT: fig. 7. Claude Lorrain, Tiees in the Vigna
Madama, 1636, ink on paper, 33 x 22.5 cm. British
Museum, London.

All later writers on open-air oil sketching echo this assertion of the value of painting
rather than drawing from nature, because only then are color and drawing combined
simultancously in the creative act, as they are, in effect, in the act of perception.
Landscape with a Goatherd (fig. 6) is probably the picture that Baldinucci describes
Claude working on in the Vigna Madama, and which the artist kept all his life.? The
subject and the composition are so close to some of Claude’s luminous wash drawings
made in the Vigna Madama (fig. 7) that maybe at least the lovely trees in the painting
were worked from nature; such a partial working from nature was later reccommended
by the theorist Roger de Piles and practiced by several artists in this exhibition. But
the physical substance and the manner of the painting’s richly textured, brushy execu-
tion are, of course, quite different from Claude’s drawings. It is not surprising that
John Constable loved this painting —“his Study from Nature...[which] diffuses a life
& breezy freshness into the recesses of the trees which make it enchanting” —and paid

homage by copying it.?
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If for Sandrart the admirable characteristic of Claude’s art was its “greater natural-

ness” than earlier landscape painting, then no doubt the notion of naturalness in art
was discussed in the circle of mainly northern painters frequented by Claude and
Sandrart in Rome around 1630. Sandrart’s engraving can be compared with a drawing
by Jan Asselijn, who arrived in Rome in 1635, the year Sandrart departed; it shows a
group of artists working together outdoors, one at a large easel, and may well illus-
trate an axiom of the northern fraternity in Rome, the Dutch members of which are
here gathered together as the Bentvueghels (Birds of a Feather).?*

When Velazquez visited Rome and spent two months at the Villa Medici in the
summer of 1630, he may have executed the two views made in the grounds of the villa
that have been connected by some scholars to the open-air painting practices described
by Sandrart, although it is possible that they were painted on a later visit to Rome.?®
Each painting is in quite a different style, and they form a contrasting pair. The one
(fig. 8), with an archway framing the famous antique statue of Ariadne with a visitor
behind, is thinly and loosely brushed in. It is essentially a study of the flickering dance
of dappled sunlight, as it filters through the trees arching overhead and plays across
forms to break them up into shifting patterns of light and shade. The other (fig. 9)
is more meditative in its observation, with a thicker, more patient application of the
pigment that matches the more static conditions of direct sunlight falling onto the
solid surfaces of masonry and wood. It is a moving rendering of a quite inconsequen-
tial subject: an abandoned loggia boarded up as a makeshift garden store.

Artists in Naples in the seventeenth century were less subject to the theoretical
restrictions of idealist art theory that prevailed upon native painters in Rome, so it was
perhaps easier for Salvator Rosa to leave the studio for the countryside.?® He certainly
enjoyed the solitude of nature and had a lively appreciation of wild and remote natural
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LEFT: fig. 8. Velizquez, View in the Garden of the
Villa Medici, Rowme, with a Statue of Ariadne,
c. 16302, oil on canvas, 48 x 42 cm. Prado, Madrid.

RIGHT: fig. 9. Veldzquez, View in the Garden of the
Villa Medici, Rome, c. 16302, oil on canvas, 48 x 42
c¢m. Prado, Madrid.



fig. 10. Salvator Rosa, Landscape with Figures, 1630~
1640, oil on paper, mounted on board, 28.4 x 42.1
cm. Private collection, London.

sites, which he often expressed in his correspondence and in his dramatic studio land-

scapes. Passeri, who knew the artist, tells us that in his youth Rosa went out on open-
air painting expeditions:

He went in giro in the environs of Naples, where he saw various views of landscape and
marine, which suited his genius, and he settled himself in such a place as he could do his
best, and copied with oil colors such a site from nature (copiava con li colori ad oglio quel

sito dal natuvale).¥’

A small oil landscape painted on paper (fig. 10) may be one of Rosa’s open-air paint-
ings, with figures added for scale; the type of site and the viewpoint recall some of
Claude’s more audacious drawings of sandy banks, although the way in which Rosa
has introduced physiognomic formations into the rocky overhang is characteristic
of his more quirky genius.

Gaspard Dughet’s contemporaries admired him for producing relatively natural-
looking landscapes, if not exactly studies from nature. Filippo Baldinucci tells us that
in the early 1630s Gaspard’s brother-in-law Nicolas Poussin encouraged him to paint
views (landscapes?) in a natural manner: iz disegnar vedute al naturale (not dal naturale,
from nature) — presumably in contrast with Poussin’s own more conceptual and ideal-
ist ambitions. Baldinucci adds that Gaspard owned some country properties, including
a house at Tivoli, per poter dipinger belle vedute al naturale.*® If examples of Dughet’s
open-air work have so far proved hard to find, it is, nonetheless, significant for our
story that his reputation followed him well into the eighteenth century. Pierre-Jean
Mariette was one of the best informed connoisseurs of the mid-eighteenth century
and wrote in his notes toward a biography of the artist:

Gaspard was not content merely to draw his studies after nature as most landscapists
are. He also painted from nature a good number of his pictures [une bonne partie de ses
tableaux could also mean a large part of any one picture]. A little donkey, which he kept
at home, and which was his only servant, was used by him to carry all his painting

equipment, his provisions, and a tent, so that he could work in the shade, or sheltered
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from the wind: he was often to be seen thus, passing whole days in the countryside

around Rome.??

The fragmentary literary remains gathered above and in a handful of paintings
mark the tentative beginnings of a tradition of open-air painting in Italy during the
seventeenth century. The amenability of the climate surely helped this development,
in addition to the northern artists’ detachment from the constraints of academic theory.
Yet north of the Alps there was virtually no comparable activity at this time, which
makes the case of Alexandre-Frangois Desportes in France all the more remarkable.
For the first time there is sound documentary evidence that an artist worked in oils
directly from nature in the open air, supported by a surviving group of his painted
studies. The document comes from his son, Claude-Frangois, in a biographical lecture
given at the Paris Academy in 1749, six ycars after the death of his father. Here Claude-
Frangois gives a detailed account of his father’s remarkable sketching practice:

Previously he had made many of his studies in pencil, but subsequently reflecting on the
importance of uniting exactitude of form with precision and truth of local color, he made
it a custom to paint them on a strong paper which was not oiled. What he painted was
at first absorbed, thus making it easy to retouch and finish immediately, with the speed
required on such occasions. He did the same thing with regard to landscape: he took
into the countryside his brushes and a loaded palette, in metal boxes; he had a stick with
a long pointed steel tip, to hold it firmly in the ground, and fitted into the head was a
small frame of the same metal, to which he attached the portfolio and paper. He never
went to the country, to visit friends, without taking this light baggage, of which he

never tired nor failed to make the best use.3®

The contents of Desportes’ studio were purchased from the painter’s nephew in
1784 by the Direction des Bitiments, and deposited at the Manufacture Royale de
Sevres, where the dozens of painted and drawn studies of animals, birds, and
plants were probably intended to serve as models for the decoration of porcelain.®!
Desportes made oil studies after every aspect of the natural world that might concern
a painter of still life, animals, the hunt, and landscape. While it is historically mislead-
ing to isolate the landscapes from Desportes’ work as a whole, as Hal Opperman has
pointed out, they nonetheless have a special appeal for modern taste.?? Nevertheless,

a visit to the Musée de la Chasse in Paris, where studies of all kinds and related finished
works hang close together, gives a sense of the completeness and the interrelationship
of Desportes’ works and shows how some of the studies of animals and birds found
their way directly into pictures commissioned as decorations for the royal palaces. This
is also true for some of the landscape studies. One of several identified examples is the
remarkably open and unpicturesque study of a river winding through a valley (fig. 11).
It was used in the background of a large picture of Louis XIV’s bitches Folle and Mite,
painted in 1702 for the royal Chiteau de Marly.** Desportes painted numerous land-
scape studies, including several views of this favored river valley, which has yet to be
identified. This landscape sketch has a place in the history of originality for its rejection
of picturesque composition and any academic conventions of perspective in favor of a
perceptual response of remarkable directness. Yet for Desportes, painting from nature
was not just a matter of training hand and eye but also a direct source of material for

the larger, monumental studio works, which he proudly regarded as the principal end
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fig. 11. Frangois Desportes, Valley with a River and a
Clump of Willows, c. 1702, oil on paper, mounted
on cardboard, 28 x 53 cm. Musée national du
chiteau, Compicgne.

of his art. Insofar as a few of his outdoor studies were employed as models for parts of

his finished studio works, Desportes was unusual among the artists under discussion.
Prolific open-air painters later in the century such as Thomas Jones (cats. 7-13) or
Valenciennes (cats. 14—23) did not intend to incorporate their open-air studies into
studio landscapes. The younger Desportes does not indicate the precise relation his
father saw between studies and studio works. But he does suggest that the close obser-
vation involved in painting from nature played a part in making the studio works so
convincingly naturalistic that Louis XV’s physician was able to identify for the king
the different varieties of plants —a feature that distinguished Desportes’ works from
the more decorative conventions of the seventeenth century.®* Here are the begin-
nings of a more empirical, scientific appreciation of nature (as opposed to a merely
picturesque one), which was characteristic of the Age of the Enlightenment: the very
word “étude,” study, carries a scientific resonance.

Desportes’ landscape, plant, and animal studies can be compared with the painted
or drawn figure studies of contemporary history painters, as preparations for studio
work; but one difference is that most other painters generally made their figure studies
with a specific work in mind, whereas Desportes made a wide range of studies as a
repository of images, only some of which he might use. Desportes’ oil studies cover
a wide selection of subjects, including different species of birds and animals, and rang-
ing from the pattern of a woodman’s ax-marks on some tree stumps, to a patch
of worm-eaten cabbages nibbled into an almost rococo grace, to tufts of grass, roses,
individual trees or groups of trees, and so on. Together they form an almost scientific
inventory of nature in its manifold variety, although this is no evidence that he con-
ceived or ordered them with any taxonomic intent.

Desportes appears less isolated in his sketching activities at the turn of the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries when we consider him in relation to Roger de Piles’
celebrated Cours de peinture par principes of 1708. Desportes was forty-eight when de
Piles died in 1709 at the age of seventy-four, and the two men must have becn quite
well acquainted in the small Parisian art world of their day. De Piles’ book, which
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Detail, cat. 8, Jones, Rooftops, Naples, 1782

went into several editions, contains a long chapter on the theory and practice of
landscape painting, which became a standard text for more than a century. De Piles
emphasizes the dignity of the landscape painter among artists, making his book a
significant document in the long struggle to give greater academic recognition to this
relatively lowly genre. The landscape painter is a privileged being whose pursuit offers
considerable creative freedom to choose and dispose a whole pictorial world as he
pleases; and he is at particular liberty to wander in the solitude of nature, to take his
rest there and to muse agreeably. In addition to discussing landscape painting in a
theoretical way, de Piles offers a certain amount of practical advice. He urges the
painter to study the changing light effects to be observed in nature, especially
“Accidents,” which are the “obstructions of the sun’s light by the interposition of
clouds”; this creates “wonderful effects of claro-obscuro, as seem to create so many
new situations. This is daily observed in nature® There follow several influential
pages “Of the Sky and Clouds,” where he discusses the different weathers and times
of day; he sees the sky as the principal source of light, the major determining factor
in the appearance of nature. There are so many changing effects that they are best
studied by painting them: “there is an infinity of particular (observations) which the
painter must make upon the natural, with his pencil in his hand, when occasion
ofters” (le pincean & la main sur le naturel).>® De Piles recommends both drawing and
painting after nature and lists a variety of subjects such as rocks, trees, water, and so
on, that recall the objects of Sandrart’s studies in Rome. These studies should be kept
together by the artist, so that he may reference them when the need arises. When it
comes to the practice of painting, he writes:

There are some artists who have designed after Nature, & in the open fields, and have
there quite finished those parts, which they had chosen, but without adding any colour
to them. Others have drawn, in oil colours, in a middle tint, on strong paper; and found
this method convenient, because, the colours sinking, they could put colour on colour,
tho’ different from each other. For this purpose they took with them a flat box, which
commodiously held their palette, pencils, oil and colours. This method, which indeed
requires several implements, is doubtless the best for drawing nature more particularly,
and with greater exactness, especially if, after the work is dry and varnished, the artist

return to the place where he drew, and retouch the principal things after nature.?”

De Piles’ words seem to reflect the practice of Desportes, whose activities are surely
those he refers to as “ceux que j’ai vu pratiqué” (“those I have seen practiced”) in the
original French edition of the text. The recommendation of de Piles to paint rather
than draw from nature echoes the words of Sandrart, and indeed sets a refrain that
was taken up by most subsequent writers on landscape painting.

The Cours de peinture remained the fundamental essay on landscape painting —in
France, certainly, but John Constable also read him in the English translation —until
the end of the century, when it was replaced, but by no means invalidated, by the
Elémens de perspective of Valenciennes. Thus, Watelet and Lévesque’s Dictionnaire des
arts de peinture (1792), the most serious French artistic treatise of the decade, appropri-
ates de Piles’ discussion of landscape for its own article on “Paysage,” paraphrasing and
substantially quoting page after page from the Cours de peinture. In the Dictionnaire,
the landscape and marine painter Vernet is subsequently presented as the model open-
air painter: “M. Vernet, as much as he could, always painted his studies from nature
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By thus connecting the recommendations of de Piles with the practice of Vernet

in their dictionary, Watelet and Lévesque conveniently return us to Italy, the principal
field of open-air painting. The study of landscape had already been encouraged early
in the eighteenth century at the French Academy in Rome —no doubt with relatively
good conscience because of the distance from the more doctrinaire constraints of
Paris — by the director Nicolas Vleughels in the 1720s and 1730s (and later by his one-
time pupil and successor as director Charles Natoire in the 1760s and through the
1770s). It was drawing, not open-air painting, that Vleughels encouraged, although
an artist in French circles may have painted the deftly handled oil sketch showing
Santa Trinita dei Monti in the evening light (fig. 12), which probably dates from carly
in the eighteenth century. Certainly Vleughels created a sympathetic context for a
young landscape painter such as Vernet when he arrived there in 1734 and encouraged
him to go off and study in the open air. Much later Sir Joshua Reynolds recalled see-
ing Vernet painting from nature in Rome early in the 1750s, and advised the young
marine painter Nicholas Pocock to do the same:

I would recommend, above all things, to paint from Nature, instead of drawing; to carry
your palette and pencils to the Waterside. This was the practice of Vernet, whom I knew
at Rome. He there showed me his studies in colours, which struck me very much for the
truth which those works only have which are produced while the impression is warm
from Nature: at that time, he was a perfect master of the character of Water, if I may use

this expression.®

A group of oil studies made in Rome and Naples was included in the 1790 sale of
effects after Vernet’s death, and what is very likely one of these, painted at Tivoli
probably in the 1740s, has recently come to light (cat. 2). It bears comparison with
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fig. 12. Unknown artist, Santa Trinita dei Monti,

Rome, c. 1700-1730, 0il on canvas, mounted on

wood, 13.5 x 24.8 cm. Private collection, London.

Detail, cat. 2, Vernet, View at Tivoli, c. 1745
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small finished pictures that Vernet made in Rome, such as his celebrated view of The

Ponte Rotto, Rome (fig. 13), where the exquisite nuances of the soft light are evidence of
his close scrutiny of the scene before him. Vernet himself wrote an extremely interest-
ing text, in which he argues for painting directly from nature as the best way to avoid
the dry mannerisms of academic art education and the studio.** Morcover, like the
other writers on oil sketching before him, Vernet says that painting from nature is also
an excellent way to train the eye and the hand, to learn how to match exactly in pig-
ment what is perceived in the world; further, the student also learns the effects that
light and atmosphere have on the perception of distance, on the appearance of objects
outdoors, and on the overall visual harmony of a scene.

Vernet passed on his own interest to a number of artists who encountered him
in Rome, especially British painters such as Reynolds and Cozens and the landscape
painter Richard Wilson. Indeed, it was Vernet who encouraged Wilson to take up
landscape painting, when the two artists met in Rome and shared lodgings at the
Palazzo Zuccari on the Via Sistina. They also shared patrons such as Lord Dartmouth
(through a common agent, Thomas Jenkins) and Ralph Howard, later carl of Wick-
low. Vernet’s influence must lic somewhere behind two works Wilson painted for
Howard in 1752, where in one scene we see a painter at his casel at Tivoli (cat. 1 and
fig. 14), and in the other his assistant subsequently staggering home with an enormous
canvas or portfolio (fig. 15). A few years later the young (and short-lived) Jonathan
Skelton set oft from Rome to Tivoli in July 1758 with the intention of working from
nature in watercolors, “as they do not shine on the picture...which will make the study
more commodious than that of painting in oil-Colours for in the open Day-light they
shine so much when they are wet that there is no such thing as sceing what one
does”*! One solution was to employ a parasol, such as the one shading an open-air
painter at Tivoli in a drawing attributed to Wilson (fig. 16).** Another was to paint the
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fig. 13. Claudc-Joseph Vernet, The Ponte Rotto,
Rome, 1745, oil on canvas, 40 x 77 cm. Paris, Musée
du Louvre.



LEFT: fig. 14. Richard Wilson, Tivoli: The Cascatelli
Grandi and the Villa of Maecenas, 1752, oil on
canvas, 49.5 x 64 cm. National Gallery of Treland,
Dublin.

RIGHT: fig. 15. Richard Wilson, Tivoli: The Temple
of the Sibyl and the Campagna, 1752, oil on canvas,
50 x 66 cm. National Gallery of Ireland, Dublin.

fig. 16. Attributed to Richard Wilson, An Artist
Painting at Tivoli, c. 1752, chalk on paper, 25.8 x
19.7 cm. Victoria and Albert Museum, London,
Dyce Collection.
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view from a window, as Skelton eventually did from his room in the Villa d’Este in
August: “I have half finished another [picture] in Oil from Nature, from the Window
of my Bed Chamber* Frangois-Marius Granet painted a small study of himself, or
perhaps a friend, sketching from the window of a Roman gallery in 1792 (fig. 17).
Several works in this exhibition are testimony to this continuing practice, for example,
by Thomas Jones, Léon Cogniet, Johan Christian Dahl, Franz Ludwig Catel, and
Friedrich Wasmann. '

Circumstantial evidence suggests that Vernet may have put his thoughts on paper
in his “Letter” during the mid-1760s, when he was settled in Paris and young French
artists were beginning to seek instruction from their most celebrated landscape painter.
Among them in the next decade was Valenciennes. He had already been in Italy since
1777, where “Having studied perspective in Rome, down to the minutest details under
an excellent professor of mathematics, and having filled more than five hundred folio
pages with drawings and perspective figures, I thought that I knew this science inside-
out™** But on a return visit to Paris in 1781 Valenciennes sought out Vernet, who, on
seeing the younger artist’s first efforts, told him that he had little understanding of
perspective, in spite of his studies. In a single lesson, Vernet taught him about “le
véritable point de distance, et...'application de ce principe a la Peinture”; and also
about the importance of the sky and clouds and their effects on the appearance of a
landscape. In making open-air studies the painter should begin with the sky, the
source of light in nature that sets the overall tone of a landscape.*® It was surely Vernet
who encouraged Valenciennes to work in such a way that led the younger painter
away from the neat, tight, academic drawings of trees made before and during his first
visit to Italy, such as those in the Louvre (fig. 18), to the open and broadly painted oil
studies, which he began on his return to Rome in 1782 (cats. 14-23). In these works
Valenciennes comes to terms with the problems of rendering aerial perspective, devel-
ops a versatile and eloquent pictorial vocabulary to capture the changing effects of
light and atmosphere, and finds a painterly equivalent for the rich variety of texture
and matter in the nature he observed. With the extensive practice of Valenciennes and
his subsequent codification of open-air painting in his Elémens de perspective, discussed
above, the tradition became established.
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fig. 17. Frangois-Marius Granet, An Artist Working
from a Window, 1792, oil on panel, 28.5 x 21.5 cm.
Musée Magnin, Dijon.

fig. 18. Pierre-Henri de Valenciennes, Study of a
Tree, 1773, red chalk on paper, 31.4 x 20.3 cm.
Musée du Louvre, Paris, Département des arts
graphiques, inv. R.F. 13001.
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Detail, cat. 92, Corot, Cascade of Terni, 1826

Rome and Its Envivons:
Painters, Travelers, and Sites

SARAH FAUNCE

here are certain natural phenomena and certain confused ideas which

can be understood and straightened out only in this country.” Thus

wrote Goethe in his journal on 17 March 1787, a month after he had

arrived in Naples after a stay of four months in Rome.! This lucid yet
loaded remark might only have been made by this poet and civil servant who, at age
thirty-seven, had suddenly —or perhaps finally —decided that what he must do was
run off to Italy. With only a by-your-leave (no destination named) from his duke, he
slipped out of Carlsbad, where he had been staying with the duke and other members
of the Weimar court, at three in the morning, caught the early mail coach, and headed
south.? He spent the next year and a half arriving at the many realizations of why he
had come, and of how deeply grateful he was that he had made that decision. His
Italian Journey is, among many other things, an account of these realizations and an
elucidation of that remark. For him the time in Italy was a voyage of discovery of his
own mind, through the activity of close observation of both nature and art. One of
the most important reasons that he came to Italy was to learn to see.

Goethe’s creative intellect ranged from botany and geology to poetry, history, and
art, and every aspect of the Italian landscape and culture had something from which
he could learn; but he shared with other active, if less universal, minds of his time the
idea of Italy as an aim, an expectation, and finally a satisfaction, a crucial experience
in the development of mind and sensibility. On 3 December 1786, a month after his
arrival, he wrote: “...the entire history of the world is linked up with this city, and
I reckon my second life, a very rebirth, from the day when I entered Rome?™ This
image of Italy, and of Rome in particular, as essential to a complete education has be-
come such a familiar aspect of the cultural history of the eighteenth century that it can
be easily ironized and dismissed as banal. The stereotypes of the English milords on
the Grand Tour, for example, or the undeniable fact that some important artists
of the period were not formed by Italy, may combine to reduce, in contemporary
minds, the seriousness of the role played by the idea and the experience of that jour-
ney. But we lose an important key to the understanding of the period if we do not
take seriously the serious feelings of those who lived it.

These feelings were not confined to artists and poets. Charles Mercier Dupaty,

a brilliant public servant (who doubtless would have been better known had he not
died in 1788 at the age of forty-two), traveled in Italy in 1785, just a year before Goethe.
His Lettres sur Pltalie already had been translated into English and published in London
by 1788; like other early travel writings, the account of his experiences, although not
intended as a guide, was often used as such by later travelers, one of whom was Lord
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Byron.* Dupaty writes of spending a first sleepless night in Rome, imagining all that
he is going to see, and telling himself — using a still fresh metaphor of expectation —
“Here there is not a stone that does not conceal some precious information, that is
not capable of helping to build the history of Rome and of the arts: learn how to
question them, because they know how to speak? He later visits an ancient fountain
outside the city walls, then thought to be the Nympheum of Egeria, a goddess of
health-giving waters and childbirth, said to have been the counselor of Numa, the son
of Romulus. Meditating on the murmuring water, ancient stones, and twining plants,

he writes:

Others may bring home from Rome paintings, sculptures, medals and productions of
natural history: as for me I will bring back sensations, feelings, and ideas; and above all
those ideas, feelings and sensations which are born at the foot of ancient columns, on
the top of triumphal arches, in the depths of ruined tombs, and on the mossy banks of

fountains.®

Through the Romantic rhetoric one can see the writer setting himself apart from the
conventional travelers to Rome, such as those English on the Grand Tour who seem
interested only in the number of treasures they can transport to their ancestral homes.
For Dupaty, the experience of Rome is one in which history, imagination, and the
knowledge of the senses make a powerful mixture that has a unique and indelible
effect on the self. It is not what he takes from these sites, either in the form of objects
or pure information, that matters; it is, rather, what his own spirit makes of the expe-
rience of Rome.

This idea is echoed some thirty years later by another traveling French writer,
Philippe Petit-Radel, a physician whose successful career was interrupted in 1793 by
the need to leave France for political reasons. He traveled in the East Indies and the
Americas until it was possible to return in 1796. In 18121813, he made a different kind
of trip: what he called a “philosophical voyage” to Italy, the land which, unlike his
other exotic destinations, spoke to him of his earliest education.” Following Dupaty,
elaborating upon the earlier text in his own words —a not uncommon practice among
the travel writers of the period —he writes:

proud favorites of Fortune will talk, on their return, of their acquisitions of paintings,
medals, and engraved stones; others will show off their diamonds and their precious
vases...as for me, I will bring back only my sensations; these are my riches...acquired...
at the foot of those immense monuments...in the depths of those ancient tombs in

ruins...on the shady edge of fresh fountains....#

These sensations must be rendered into language with feeling, to convey something
of the color of the objects that inspired them: “A travelling observer must, like any
painter, feel thoroughly before he picks up his pen This remark indicates his inter-
est not only in the historical significance but also the visual qualities of the places he
describes. At Tivoli he writes of how nearly impossible it is to describe “the lively
countenance of these beautiful places,” which have so often been given visual form

by the painter’s art; but for a writer, despite his limitations, “how can he remain silent
at the sight of this view which awakens so many feelings, even in the most indiffer-
ent!”!* The views of Tivoli, he writes, are so many pictures in themselves. This phrase,

already current in the travel literature, is the writer’s way of establishing the intrinsic
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and authoritative beauty of the sites, and this beauty is the source of the feelings that
will be his permanent treasures.

The attraction of Italy for transalpine culture was, of course, well established by
the middle of the eighteenth century; from the sixteenth century onward, a growing
number of scholars and artists, collectors and prelates, were drawn to the city that was
the center of both the Christian church and the classical civilization it had displaced
and was in the process of rediscovering. In their wake developed a vast literature of
travel, which, in time, became a subject of study in itself.!! The emphasis on subjective
experience and feeling that begins to emerge in this literature in mid-century goes
hand in hand with a new awareness of landscape. Earlier writers focused firmly on
monuments and works of art, with all their attendant history; those of the second half
of the eighteenth century, while not necessarily neglecting the monuments, give in-
creasing attention to their natural settings, and to the thoughts and feelings that these
juxtapositions can arouse. This attention takes many forms. It is still rudimentary in
the cight majestic volumes of Joseph-Jerome Lalande’s Voyage en Italie, first published
in 1768 with several later editions (it was Goethe’s guidebook, in its German adapta-
tion by J. J. Volkmann). Lalande was thoroughly versed in the travel literature of his
time, and concerned primarily with providing all of the information available in a
period when interest in archaeology was high, but the science was in its infancy.
Occasionally he will stop to point out the “belles vues” that should not be missed;
of the villages near Lago Albano he writes that “the landscapes that one sees there are
very suitable for painters’ studies”'? It is a long way from this to the soul-expanding
experience at Tivoli described by Petit-Radel; and longer still to that of Madame
de Staél’s fictional lovers, as they wend their way through the hilltop villas of Rome

in Corinne ou Pltalie (1807):

One sees from there [the Villa Mellini] in the distance the range of the Apennines: the
transparency of the air colors these mountains, unites them and shapes them in a singu-
larly picturesque manner. Oswald and Corinne stayed in this place for a while in order
to enjoy the charm of the sky and the tranquility of nature. One can’t have an idea of
this exceptional tranquility without having lived in the southern countries....

Don’t you think, said Corinne as she and Oswald contemplated the Campagna that
surrounded them, that nature in Italy inspires the imagination more than anywhere else?
One could say that here nature exists more in relation to mankind, and that the Creator

makes use of it like a language between himself and his creation.

Of the view of the Campagna and its ruined aqueducts from the Villa Borghese,

de Staél writes: “Everything is there for thought, for imagination, for reverie. The
purest kind of sensation mingles with the pleasures of the soul and permits the idea
of a perfect happiness”!?

Such excerpts may create the impression that the author and her surrogate central
character were possessed of an entirely idealizing view of the Italian environment, with
no awareness of such darker aspects as the backwardness and poverty of the citizens
of the ill-managed papal states. Such awareness is in the novel, but here the focus
is on an idea of the concurrence between nature and the human mind that de Staél
had developed from her reading and in conver<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>