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Part 1 The Philosophy of Art in Italy

Gentlemen :

Last year, at the beginning of this course of lectures, I set before you the general
law according to which works of art are at all times produced, this is to say, the exact
and necessary correspondence which is always seen between a work and the medium out
of which it is evolved. This year, in pursuing the history of painting in Iialy I find a

striking instance which allows me to apply and verify the law in question.
Chapter 1

We have now to consider the glorious epoch which men are agreed to look upon as
the most beautiful of Italian creation, and which compromises, along with the last quar-
ters of the fifteenth century, the first thirty or forty years of the sixteenth. Within this
narrow limit the most accomplished artistic flourished, - Leonard da Vinci, Raphael,
Michael Angelo, Andrea del Sarto, Fra Bartolomeo, Giorgione, Titian, Sebastian del
Piombo, and Correggio; and this limit is clear defined; and if you look backward or for-
ward of it, you find it preceded by an incomplete art, and succeeded by a degenerate
art; hitherto by those groping, and who are as yet dry, stiff and colorless, — Paolo Uc-
cello, Antonio Pollaiolo, Verocchio, Mantegna, Perugino, Giovanni Bellini; subse-
quently, by exaggerating disciples or defective restorers, - Giulio Romano, IL Rosso,
Primaticcio, ‘Palma the younger, the Caracci, and their school. Up to this time art is a
growth, and after, it declines, its bloom being between both periods and lasting for a-
bout fifty years.

You may compare this epoch of creativeness, perfect and beautiful, to the zone in
which the vine is cultivated on the slope of a mountain; below, the grape is not yet
good , above, it is no longer good; on the low ground the atmosphere is too dense, while
on the upper it is too cold; such is the cause and such the law; if there are exceptions
they are trifling and are easily explained. Thus, our conclusion is that there is a kind of
soil and of temperature with which the success of the plant is connected. In like man-

ner the law which governs the production of a complete school of painting remains un-
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thus enabling us to discover the condition of mind and of manners on which the school
depends.

First of all, we must have a clear idea of it. For, in calling it perfect or classic,
according to the usual term, we do not note its characteristics, we only give it its rank.
But if it has its rank it has also its characteristics, which means its proper domain from
which it does not vary. .

It disdains or neglects landscape; the painters of the great world of inanimate ob-
jects are to be found in Flanders; the Italian painter selects man for his subject; trees,
the ground and structures are, to him, simply accessories; Michael Angelo, the undis-
puted monarch of the entire school, declares, according to Vasari, that these must be a-
bandoned to the pleasure and profit of minor talents, and that the true object of art is the
human figure. If landscape is taken up as a subsequent period it is under the later Vene-
tians, and especially under the Caracci, when high art declines; and then they simply
use it as decoration, a sort of architectural villa, an Armida’s garden, a theatre for pas-
torals and pageantiry, a noble and ingenious accompaniment of mythological gé]anteries
and seigniorial pleasure-parties; there symbolic tress belong to no distinct species, the
mountains being arranged to please the eye, while temples, ruins and palaces are
grouped together in ideal lines; nature loses her native independence and her peculiar
instincts in order to be subordinate to man, to adorn his festivities and expand his apart-
ments.

On the other hand, they still leave to the Flemings the copying of actual life, -
the contemporary in his ordinary dress, in the midst of his daily duties, amongst verita-
ble pieces of furniture, taking his walks, at market, at the table, at the town hall, in

the tavern, just as the eye sees him, a gentleman, bourgeois, peasant, with the innu-

- merable and striking particulars which belong to his character, profession and condition.

They discard these details as vulgar; according as art becomes perfect they more and
more avoid literal exactness and positive resemblance; it is just as this great epoch opens
that they cease introducing portraits into their compositions; Filippo Lippi, Pollaiolo,
Andrea dal Castagno, Verocchio, Giovanni Bellini, Ghirlandaijo, Masaccio himself, all
anterior painters, filled their frescoes with contemporary figures; the great step which
separates perfected art from rude art is this creation of faultless forms which the eye of
the soul discovers and which the physical eye cannot encounter.

Thus bounded, the field of classic painting must be still further limited. In the ide-
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al which it takes for a center, if there is any distinction between the body and the soul,
it is easy to see that the first place is not awarded to the soul. This art is neither mystic,
nor dramatic, nor spiritual. Its aim is not to present to the eye the incorporeal and sub-
lime world, the innocent and ecstatic spirits, the theological or ecclesiastical dogmas,
which, from Giotto and Simone Memmi down to Fra Angelico, constituted the subject
matter of the excellent but incomplete art of the preceding age; it abandons the Christian
and monastic period to enter on the laic and pagan period. Its aim is not to fix some vio-
lent or painful circumstance on a canvas, calculated to excite pity or terror, as with De-
lacroix in “The Murder of the Bishop pf Liége,” or as with Décamps in “La Morte,” or
in the “Bataille des Climbres, ” or as with Ary Scheffer in “Le Larmoyeur. ” Its aim is
not to express profound, extreme, complicated sentiments, as with Delacroix in his
“Hamlet,” or in his “Tasso. ” These diversified or powerful effects are not sought for
until the subsequent period, when the decadence becomes visible in the seductive,
dreamy Magdalens, in the delicate, pensive Madonnas, and in the tragic and vehement
martyrs of the Bologness school.

The pathetic art which serves to arrest and disturb a morbid and excited sensibility
is opposed to its nature. It is not preoccupied with the moral order of things at the ex-
pense of the physical; it does not portray man as a superior being betrayed by his or-
gans; one painter alone, the precocious originator of all modern wonders and ideas, Le-
onardo da Vinci, a subtle and universal genius, an isolated and insatiate investigator,
pushed his divinations beyond his own age until he sometimes reaches our own. But with
other artists, and frequently with himself, form is an end and not a means; it is not sub-
ordinated to physiognomy, to expression, to gesture, to the situation, to action; their
work is picturesque, and not literary or poetic. “The main thing in the art of design,”
says Cellini, “is to cleverly fashion a naked man or woman.” The point of departure
with almost all of them is, in reality, goldsmith’s work and sculpture; their hands have
manipulated the relief of the muscles, traced the curvature of outlines, and felt the artic-
ulation of the bones that which they desire to present to the eye is, first, the natural hu-
man body, that is to say, healthy, active and energetic, endowed with all animal and
athletic aptitudes; and, besides this, the ideal human body, akin to the Greek type, so
well proportioned and balanced in all its parts, selected and posed in such a happy atti-
tude, draped and surrounded by other bodies so well grouped, that the whole forms a

harmony, and the entire work conveys the idea of a corporeal world like that of ancient
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Olympus, that is to say, heroic or divine, in any case, superior and complete.

Such is the peculiar genius of these artists. Others have better expressed, at one
time, rural life, at another, the truth of real life, at another, the throes and depths of
the soul, at another, a moral lesson, a historical discovery, a philosophic conception.
We find in Fra Angelico, in Albert Durer, in Paul Potter, in Delacroix, and in
Décampus, either more edification, more pedagogism, more psychology, more interior
and domestic peace, more intense reverie, more transcendental metaphysics, or internal
emotions. They have created for themselves a peculiar race, that of the aristocratic and
noble bodies which live nobly, and which announce a prouder, stronger, serener, more
active humanity, in short, completer than our own. It is of this race, joined to its elder
born, the child of the Greek sculptors, that, in other countries, France, Spain and Ita-
ly, ideal figures have been born by which man teaches nature how she might have made

him and how she has not accomplished it.
Chapter 2

Such is the work; it is for us, according to our method, to recognize its conditions.
Let us first consider the race of men who accomplished it; if, in the art of design
they have taken this course, it is by virtue of national and enduring instincts. The imag-

ination of the Italian is classic, that is to say, Latin, analogous to that of the ancient

~ Greeks and Romans. Evidence of this is founded not alone in its renaissance work, its

sculpture, edifices and paintings, but also in its medieval architecture and in its modern
music. In the middle ages the Gothic architecture which spread itself over European
penetrated into Italy but slowly, through incomplete imitations; if we encounter there
two churches completely Gothic, one at Milan and the other at the convent of Assisi,
they are the work of foreign architects; even under the German invaders, at the extreme
point of Christian enthusiasm, the Italians built in the ancient style; on reviving it they
preserved the taste for substantial forms, full walls, moderate ornamentation and pure,
natural light, and their edifices, through their aspect of strength, cheerfulness, serenity
and unaffected elegance form a contrast with the grandiose complexity, the bristling fret-
work, the gloomy sublimity, the somber of transfigures daylight of northern cathedrals.
In like manner, and in our days, their vocal music, distinctly rhythmic, pleasing
even in the rendering of tragic sentiments, opposes its symmetries, its fullness, its ca-

dences, its theatrical genius, eloquent, brilliant, limpid and limited, to German instru-
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mental music, so imposing, so untrammeled, at times so vague, so well adapted to ex-
press the most delicate reveries, the most secret emotions, and I know not what of that
grave soul which, in its solitary divinations and tremors, takes in the infinite and the
great beyond. If we should consider the way in which the Italians, and, in general, the
Latin races, comprehend love, morality, and religion; if we should study their litera-
ture, their manners, and their way of contemplating life, we should see a similar kind of
imagination declare itself through a multitude of profound traits.

Its distinguishing trait is the talent and taste for arrangement, and therefore regular-
ity and a harmonious, correct form; it is less flexible and penetrating than the German i-
magination ; it is less attached to the inward than to the outward; it prefers exterior
adornment to conscious truth; it is more idolatrous and less religious; more picturesque
and less philosophic; it is less broad and more beautiful. It comprehends man better
than nature; it better comprehends man in society than the barbarian. It has difficulty in
accommodating itself, as the other does, to imitating and representing savagery, rustici-
ty, the fantastic, the accidental, disorder, the eruption of spontaneous forces, the
countless and incommunicable characteristics of the individual, creatures of the lower
grade or without forms, the still and undefined life distributed to every order of being; it
is not a universal mirror; its sympathies are circumscribed.

But in its kingdom, which is that of form, it is sovereign; the spirit of other races,
compared to it, is coarse and brutal; it alone has discovered and manifested the natural
order of ideas and of images. Of the two great races in which this is the most completely
expressed, one, the French, more northem, more prosaic and more social, has had for
its province the systematizing of pure ideas, that is to say, the method of reasoning and
the art of conversation; the other, the Italian, more southern, more artistic and more
given to imagery, has had for its province the ordination of sensible forms, that is to
say, music and the arts of design.

It is this native talent, visible from the beginning, permanent throughout its histo-
ry, stamped on all sides of its thought and action, which, meeting with favorable cir-
cumstances at the end of the fifteenth century, produced a harvest of masterpieces. In
fine, Italy then had, altogether or nearly at the same time, not only five or six great
painters of extraordinary genius, superior to all we have since seen, Leonardo da Vinci,
Michael Angelo, Raphael, Giorgione, Titian, Veronese, and Correggio, but also a

brotherhood of eminent and accomplished painters, Andrea del Sarto, Fra Bartolomeo,



