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Director’s Foreword

The Metropolitan Museum’s commitment to
collecting and exhibiting twentieth-century art
has been confirmed with the opening of the Lila
Acheson Wallace Wing. Boccioni: A Retrospective
is the first exhibition comprised of international
loans organized by the Department of 20th-
Century Art to be shown in the Wallace Wing’s
galleries. It inaugurates a program of scholarly
exhibitions focusing on major figures and move-
ments in twentieth-century art.

Umberto Boccioni (1882-1916) is best
known as perhaps the leading exponent of
Futurism. This is the first exhibition in the
United States devoted to documenting Boccioni’s
complete achievement as an artist: his early
landscapes and portraits; his Expressionist and
Symbolist experiments and his observations of
the industrial urban scene; and his heroic devel-
opment of Futurism. It affords an unprecedented
opportunity to evaluate the artist through his
paintings, sculptures, drawings, and etchings.

William S. Lieberman, Chairman of the
Department of 20th-Century Art, initiated this
exhibition, and it profited greatly from his
expertise and guidance. Ester Coen, an author-
ity on Boccioni, has acted as consultant to the
exhibition and has written the substantive cata-
logue. She has also given important assistance
in securing loans from abroad.

I would like to give particular thanks to the
members of the Museum staft who have con-
tributed to the organization of the exhibition
and to the publication of its catalogue: Mahrukh
Tarapor, Assistant Director, who played a major
role in the planning stages and negotiated im-
portant loans; Anne L. Strauss, Research Assis-
tant, Department of 20th-Century Art, who
dealt with all aspects of the project with exem-
plary care and skill; Kathleen Howard, Senior
Editor, who shaped the exhibition catalogue;

Daniel Berger, who gave much-appreciated
assistance in Rome; and Gabriella Befani
Canfield, Assistant Museum Educator, for her
efforts in organizing the lecture program.

A great debt is owed to the lenders; with-
out their participation this retrospective, in
which a number of works are exhibited for the
first time in the United States, could not have
been assembled.

The collaboration with our colleagues in
Italy has been marked by generosity and good
will; their invaluable support secured many
essential loans. Among those who have our
deep gratitude are:

Ministry of Foreign Affairs

Giulio Andreotti, Minister of Foreign Affairs

Bruno Bottai, Secretary General, Ministry of
Foreign Affairs

Giulio Cesare Di Lorenzo Badia, Director
General for Emigration and Social Affairs

Corrado Taliani, Permanent Representative to
the United Nations, Vienna, former Director
General for Cultural Relations

Sergio Silvio Balanzino, Director General for
Cultural Relations

Umberto Vattani, Diplomatic Advisor to the
Italian President of the Council of Ministers,
former Chief of the Office of the Secretary
General of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs

Giancarlo Riccio, Chief of the Office for
Cultural Activities, Directorate General for
Emigration and Social Affairs

Gianluigi Mascia, Italian Embassy, Pretoria,
former chief of the Director General’s Staff,
Directorate General for Cultural Relations

Elisabetta Kelescian, Head of the Office for
International Exhibitions, Directorate Gen-
eral for Cultural Relations
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Maria Rosa Girace, Office for International
Exhibitions, Directorate General for Cultural
Relations

Ministry of National Patrimony

Vincenza Bono-Parrino, Minister of National
Patrimony

Francesco Sisinni, Director General, Central
Office for Environmental, Architectural,
Archacological, Artistic, and Historical
Patrimony

Rosetta Mosco-Agresti, Divisional Chief,
Central Office for Environmental,
Architectural, Archaeological, Artistic, and
Historical Patrimony

Ministry of Tourism and Entertainment

Franco Carraro, Minister of Tourism and
Entertainment

Milan

Paolo Pillitteri, Mayor, City of Milan

Rome

Vincenzo Balzamo, Member of Chamber of
Deputies

Embassy of The United States of America to Italy

Maxwell M. Rabb, United States Ambassador
to Italy

viil

Robert C. McLaughlin, Cultural Attaché, Em-
bassy ot The United States of America, Rome

Daniela Masci, Cultural Assistant, Embassy of
The United States of America, Rome

This exhibition has been made possible by
EniChem Americas Inc., without whose gener-
osity it could not have taken place. We would
like to extend our special thanks to Alfredo de
Marzio, President and Chief Executive Officer
of this corporation. Additional support has
been received from the National Endowment
for the Arts, the Italian Cultural Institute, and
the William Randolph Hearst Foundation. An
indemnity has been granted by the Federal
Council on the Arts and the Humanities.

The Metropolitan Museum of Art dedi-
cates this catalogue to Lydia Winston Malbin,
one of the foremost American collectors of
twentieth-century art. We are most pleased to
honor her extraordinary discernment and her
unfailing commitment to making a wider pub-
lic familiar with modern works, especially those
of the Futurists.

Philippe de Montebello
Director
The Metropolitan Museum of Art
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Raffaele Boccioni, the artist’s father, 1903.

Photo: Luciano Pollini. Courtesy private archive,
Padua

preti

Cecilia Forlani Boccioni, the artist’s mother, 1899.

Photo: Luciano Pollini. Courtesy private archive,
Padua

Umberto Boccioni as a young child.

Photo: Luciano Pollini. Courtesy private archive,
Padua



Umberto Boccioni

Umberto Boccioni was born in Reggio Calabria on October 19, 1882. His family was from
the Romagna region in Northern Italy, but his father, a minor government employee, was
never posted in one place for long. Soon after the boy’s birth (he had an older sister,
Amelia), the family moved to Forli in the Romagna, then to Genoa on the western coast,
and later to Padua on the other side of the peninsula. In 1897, at fifteen, Umberto followed
his father to Catania in Sicily, where he finished his schooling—presumably irregular and
varying in quality because of the family’s many moves—and began to develop an interest in
literature. After 1898 he settled in Rome to attend courses in drawing at the Scuola Libera
del Nudo.

Boccioni’s Roman years are still poorly documented, but some episodes can be
reconstructed from Tutta la vita di un pittore (1948—68), the autobiography written by Gino
Severini (1883-1966). The two young artists were introduced by another young painter,
Basilici, about 1900 during a musical evening at the Villa Borghese. They shared the same
sense of rebellion and the thirst for new knowledge and for direct experiences: “We agreed,
evidently, on all points, and on Nietzsche especially our enthusiasms were the same.”

At the time, as Severini recalled more than four decades later, their reading was
oriented toward a humanitarian socialism: “Books and pamphlets by Karl Marx, Bakunin,
Engels, Labriola. . . . The relationship between the artist and society didn’t interest us much;
nevertheless the general Marxist principle, according to which ‘man is the product of his
environment,” drove us if not to become formally interested in politics, at least to accept its
influence, in the socialist and communist forms that were beginning to be taken seriously.
One should keep in mind that we were living in a period of social upheaval, of demands and
class struggle, of strikes put down with violence, and we fully experienced all of this with
the enthusiasm of youth, the desire for ‘social justice,” and with the deep emotional sympa-
thy for the oppressed and indignation toward the rulers so characteristic of young people.”

It was in that frame of mind that Boccioni announced to his mother in a letter of
March 9, 1901, that he had composed an “epico-historico-erotico-tragicomic poem
CARCEREIDE”’ [from carcere, prison] and a story in three chapters titled Sufferings of the
Soul. Further, he proclaimed himself an “atheistical-skeptical-materialistical philosopher.”
In that same vein of mingled irony and outrage that would always mark him, he wrote
a mock denunciation of the art of the past to his friend: “Dear Signor Severini, I give you
this comforting news: In Rome, in the other cities of Italy, and Abroad, public meetings
are being held requesting permission to throw into the Tiber and into the similar rivers of
other cities all of the Madonnas existing in the museums and churches. . . . As for myself, I

X111



: Ry
Umberto Boccioni, studies from Rubens and Umberto Boccioni, 1904.
Hals(?), 1902—1903. Photo: Luciano Pollini. Photo: Electa Editrice, Milan

Courtesy private collection, Padua

swear to you . . . that [ await trembling and sighing this high manifestation of contem-
porary mystic art” (September 2, 1902). '

That same expressive violence and will to revolutionize the present that characterize
Boccioni’s youthful literary efforts are still found eight years later in the Manifesto of Futurist
Painters (February 11, 1910): “Out with you, then, bought-and-sold restorers of hack paint-
ings! Out with you, archaeologists infected with chronic necrophilia! Out, critics, you
complaisant panderers! Out, gouty academics, besotted and ignorant professors! Out!”

Boccioni’s impetuosity, intellectual liveliness, and critical and rebellious spirit con-
tributed substantially to the formation of the Futurist group. A group of sketches recently
discovered among his papers shows the young Boccioni, eager to explore and learn and
endowed with a deeply analytic spirit. He made dozens of studies after carlier paintings
(copies from Pontormo, Rubens, and Leonardo) and dozens of studies of nudes in academic
poses. These show that his rebellion and revolution against past and present had a precise
foundation: thorough knowledge of earlier art and a methodical study of past forms.

“In the meantime Boccioni, who had a nose for persons of real worth,” reports
Severini, “had discovered Balla, only recently back from Paris and fully imbued with the
ideas of Impressionism. It was Giacomo Balla, once he became our teacher, who initiated us
into the new modern technique of ‘Divisionism’ without teaching us its fundamental rules.
Giacomo Balla was an absolutely serious man, deeply reflective. . . . a painter in the broadest
sense of the word. Following the example of the French painters, he had a single-minded
love of nature, demanding from it all inspiration, even to excess. If an old shoe was lying in
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Umberto Boccioni, study from Pontormo, Umberto Boccioni, Ciociara, 1904.
1902-1903. Private collection. Private collection

Photo: Electa Editrice, Milan

a landscape he would have painted that too. . . . Balla painted with separate and contrasting
colors, like the French painters; his ‘pictorial quality’ was first-rate, genuine, something like
the material and quality of a Pissarro. It was a great stroke of luck for us to meet such a
man, whose direction was decisive for all our careers. The atmosphere of Italian painting

at that moment was the foulest and most harmful imaginable.”

Giacomo Balla (1871-1958) was then best known in Roman art circles as a portraitist.
A very refined painter, he learned from the French Post-Impressionists to divide his colors
into minuscule, superimposed brushstrokes and to apply that technique to isolated frag-
ments of reality, distorting the composition with highly personal, camera-like foreshorten-
ings. In Balla’s studio Severini and Boccioni learned from the more expert artist “truthfulness
of method, Divisionism, study from life without preconceptions, and that love for the
hostility of the public that would later unite us in the Futurist struggle.”

At times Boccioni expressed a desire to break away from Balla’s still too realistic
painting: “His work was impersonal and solitary, of an almost mystical severity. We young
ones—Sironi, Boccioni, Severini—were drawn to him” (unpublished article, 1916).

He did, however, value Balla’s judgment. On September 7, 1902, he wrote to Severini:

“I feel for landscape what I would almost call a fever. I dream only of large canvases and
think only of luminous landscapes, yet I lack canvas, 1lack paints, I lack good health. . . .
took my landscape to Balla and it pleased him greatly. I asked him why he says our works
are always going along well, and he replied that, not being able to see the original view, he
cannot make all the observations called for. If he says ‘Good! Good! Keep it up! Keep it up!?’
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he does so because he sces progress in the choice of lines, in the coloring, and in the general
tonality.”

Balla started the young Boccioni toward that colorism of complementaries that
would take on ever more dramatic and violent values. And Balla transmitted to him the love
for landscape and nature that would remain a constant in his pictorial work. In the letter of
September 7, 1902, quoted above, Boccioni also stated: “‘I remember that in matters of
black and white, where there are no colors and the arrangement of planes must be exactly
right and can be judged even without knowing the model, he always has something to say,”
thus emphasizing Balla’s attention to composition and arrangement of planes. These picto-
rial elements would be exploited and even exaggerated in Boccioni’s later work. But the
young artist had not created his own stylistic language; thus few works can be securely
placed in this period. If few dated paintings are known, there are many studies, tempera
sketches, and publicity posters.

Severini recalled that in Rome Boccioni “lived with his father in an uncle’s house and
in fact told me that his father, to second him in his desire to devote himself to art, sent him
for lessons with one of those poster painters who defaced the city’s walls around 1900. This
pseudo-painter made him copy his horrible posters, and it was those drawings, one uglier
than the next, that he showed me. . . . It called for neither great knowledge nor special
intellectual capacities to see that that was a wrong path.” Describing the cultural environ-
ment in which they lived, Severini added: ““In Rome, where life went along blissful and
quiet, the ones who won out were Lionne, Innocenti, Coromaldi, Arturo Nogi, etc., etc. In
that milieu of vulgarity, of banality, and of mediocrity, the severe personality of our Balla
stood out. Following his example and in reaction to that milieu, my works and Boccioni’s
became increasingly aggressive and violent; both of us had made progress.”

The Roman art world was still tied to nineteenth-century formulas, and painting
followed the general taste for a gloomy realism. In those years the Roman artists showed
their works annually at the Societa degli Amatori e Cultori. These were official exhibitions
held in the society’s headquarters on Via Nazionale where the latest efforts of Italian and
foreign artists were selected by a commission of judges. Boccioni showed there for four
years, from 1903 to 1906. In 1905 the artists turned down by the jury organized their own
*“Salon des Refusés’ in a theater lobby, and Boccioni, together with Severini, showed there
even though one of his paintings—a self-portrait (no. 4; Collection Lydia Winston Malbin,
New York)—had been accepted for the official exhibition.

In the spring of 1906, tired of the provincial life of the Italian capital, the artist
managed to scrape together enough money to escape to Paris. In a long letter to his mother
and sister he described the journey, his first impressions of a new city, his sensations and
emotions. In the small number of works he painted during his few months in Paris, his
palette became livelier and his brushwork more assured; the structure of his work became
more complicated, and space was represented with greater authority.

Late in August he left for Russia on the invitation of friends he met in Paris. He
was the guest of the Popoff family in Tsaritsyn (later Stalingrad) and painted a portrait of
Sophie Popoff. After a month’s stay he went to Moscow for a few days, then to Saint
Petersburg. In November he was in Warsaw: “Warsaw, believe me, was terrible,”” he wrote
to his father on December 4, on his return to Italy. “Soldiers, guards, Cossacks, artillery
fire, rifle fire, everything on the streets in continuous movement! Every government house
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under guard, every corner patrolled, continual orders to keep walking, to raise one’s arms
for frisking, etc. In four days I saw innumerable arrests, crowds, people stopped and pistol-
whipped across the face. . . . Once when I was walking with my coat buttoned up an official
shouted at me to undo myselt and show myself unbuttoned. Having observed that I had
nothing on me, he allowed me to go on. I was already able to stammer in Russian, but there
I always spoke French, which I now can speak like Italian.”

Returning to Italy in December, Boccioni settled in Padua where his mother and
sister were living. He soon found life in that small city suffocating, as he recorded in the
diary he kept from January 1907 through August 1908. With almost obsessive regularity
he questioned himself on the meaning of his painting and expressed the desire to find new
forms that abandoned the modes and subjects of the past. This anxiety over things new and
old was accompanied by a growing need to detach himself from Balla’s teaching. In a letter
to Severini written in October or November 1907, Boccioni wrote that Balla “wanted to
stride forward without seeing that he was surrounded by a closed wall. His stopping too
often to observe a leaf made him forget that birds were singing over his head. The clouds
roll on and on; the butterflies chase each other and make love. . . . He catches marvelously
that chance tone of the leaf, but his feeling rests there, circumscribed, cold, isolated. . . . His
universe does not throb! The nostalgia for what does not exist, for what perhaps never
existed, that will never exist, is not satisfied! You keep on both suffering and wanting even
while you are contemplating his work: That is why he is not great, why to my mind he is on
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the wrong path!
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The Popoff house in Tsaritsyn, 1906.
Photo: Electa Editrice, Milan
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Umberto Boccioni, card with a self-portrait Boccioni’s sister, Amelia. Photo: Luciano Pollini.
and a drawing, ca. 1906. Photo: Luciano Pollini. Courtesy private collection, Padua
Courtesy private collection, Padua

Yet the break with Balla’s example, with his “Divisionist verism,” would come
about very slowly: “Balla 1s losing sway over me, but [ am far from liberating myself
entirely from him,” Boccioni wrote in his diary on March 28, 1907. He had begun to tire
of studies from life: “I am fed up with fields and little houses.” More and more he sought
the element of innovation.

There are almost daily notes in Boccioni’s diaries about his working method, his
progress, his difficulties: ‘I am beginning to make my eye linger less over details, to the
advantage of the whole.”” These words, written in March 1907, show him already interested
in broadening the field of vision in his painting. In the months following his return to Padua
he deepened his explorations, especially in Luminism; his study of the fall of light and of
chromatic combinations becomes more and more evident.

By April 1907 Boccioni was in Venice; there he made his first tentative experiments
in etching, and he also thought more deeply about bringing to art new formal solutions: “In
the work of art the veristic details, I would say, are nothing else than the point of contact,
the bridge the artist places between his idea and the world. At that point everyone under-
stands, though in their own fashion, so-that little by little the artist has led everyone to
where he wishes” (diary, June 15, 1907). In August 1907 he decided to settle in Milan; the
possibility of a second visit to Russia evaporated, and he rushed off first to Brescia and
then for a few days in September to Munich, where he visited the Sezession exhibition.

In October he spent a week in Paris and saw an exhibition of Italian Divisionist painting
which greatly impressed him.
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On his return to Milan he began a new period of experimentation, as the pages of his
diary testify. Here we read of his difficulties in translating his ideas into images: “I do not
know how to transfer a literary or philosophical vision into a pictorial one. Yesterday I was
struck by a doubt as to whether I had lost my love for color, since [ am always falling back
on drawing and neglecting the brushes. [ also try this however: I don’t think I want to make
use of color except in things of great importance. The little impressions come to my eyes
only as drawing” (September 27, 1907).

Early in March of 1908, while working on his portrait of Signora Massimino (no.
19), the troubled young artist visited Gaetano Previati (1852-1920), one of the most inter-
esting proponents of Italian Divisionism. Of Ferrarese birth, Previati had a passion for the
study of light. In the last decade of the nineteenth century he had already arrived at a studied
“division” of luministic texture into filament-like signs, mostly in monochrome. His desire
to transform paint into an ethereal substance led him to set down his theories in several
books: La tecnica della pittura (1905), I principii scientifici del Divisionismo (1906), and Tecnica ed
Arte (1913). Boccioni was particularly struck by La tecnica della pittura and by the way in
which Previati had resolved his theoretical idealism in his paintings. Boccioni turned to
Previati in an effort to discover new ways out of Balla’s brand of Divisionism; he de-
tached himself increasingly from Realism, seeking to arrive at a broader general vision. In
an article Boccioni wrote a few months before his death, he remarked: “Previati is the only
great Italian artist who has conceived of art as a representation in which visual reality serves
only as a point of departure. Only this great artist had the intuition, more than thirty years
ago, that art was escaping from Realism to elevate itself into style. He is greater than
Segantini, who, in a somewhat elementary pantheism, had intuited the need for firmness in
style but had sought it in perfection of execution, in analysis. . . . Gaetano Previati was the
precursor 1n Italy of the idealist revolution that today is routing out realism and documented
study from life. He has intuited that style commences when the conception is built upon
vision. But while his vision has renewed itself in modernism, the conception, like a skele-
ton, remains in the old material elaborated by the Italian Renaissance” (Gli Avvenimenti,
March 26, 1916).

In 1907-1908 Boccioni showed in the annual exhibitions sponsored by the Permanente
and the Famiglia Artistica in Milan. In these years he retraveled the paths of Symbolism and
Divisionism in an effort to find a different formal solution for his ideas. Besides Previati’s
Divisionist painting, Boccioni studied the graphic art of Aubrey Beardsley with its curvilin-
ear design and strong contrasts of black and white; he experimented also with a palette of
thick and full-bodied paint, an Expressionist matrix. He turned to Previati and Edvard
Munch in the hope of freeing himself from expressive modes linked with the past. Munch
represented the quality of inward analysis, which offered a formal solution to his restless
thoughts. Boccioni knew the Norwegian artist’s work as early as 1904 from the nine litho-
graphs in the Amatori e Cultori exhibition, to which he himself had contributed a painting.
But only in the beginning of 1907 did the young Italian approach a solution of more
Northern stamp than anything he had attempted so far. This brought a more complicated
vision into his design, transforming its linearism into a sinuous curvature of lines and
weighting his colorism. The Dream is the most evident example of this passing phase: The
entwined bodies of Paolo and Francesca turn and twist in a spasmodic embrace above an
undefined magma wherein rise the faces of the damned, distorted by a hopeless suffering.
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Boccioni would persist in this vein until 1910. Mourning represented his last and most
successful attempt at an advanced Expressionism. The drama of the subject is charged with
a profound rawness, in both the sudden stabs of bright reds and yellows in the flowers and
hair and the desperate deformation of the faces drowned in pain, repeated in a deliberately
seething black background. This venture into an Expressionist approach would continue
to develop in later works where strange visions and implacable torments reappear.

Boccioni’s encounter with Futurism came after long years of study and private
clarification of artistic problems. After an early phase of painting in a neo-Impressionist
technique, broken up here and there by sudden brushstrokes that were more Expressionist
in character, he took to distorting his forms through violent colors at the start of 1910. The
influences on him were then still diverse: His search oscillated between the polished luminism
of Impressionism and the coloristic and formal solutions of Expressionism.

Sometime between late 1909 and early 1910 Boccioni met Filippo Tommaso Mari-
netti (1876-1944), the first formulator of Futurism, a movement that was originally literary
but would come to embrace the visual arts, music, theater, dance, cinema, and even, eventu-
ally, politics, mathematics, and cooking. For the young artist uncertain of his way, acquaint-
ance with this polished, worldly, and highly verbal gentleman-firebrand was a fundamental
step toward the creation of an art liberated from traditional formulas. In his autobiography,
La mia vita, Carlo Carra (1881-1966) recalled: “Boccioni, Russolo, and I met Marinetti,
who was then living in Via Senato. Who could have supposed that so many things would
have come out of that meeting? None of us had the remotest perception of what would
happen. We were brought into a sitting room luxuriously adorned with rich Persian carpets,
where Marinetti welcomed us most effusively and cordially. After a lengthy examination of
the situation of art in our country we decided to launch a manifesto to young Italian artists,
inviting them to shake off the lethargy that choked every legitimate aspiration. The next
morning Boccioni, Russolo, and I got together in a café at Porta Vittoria, near where we all
lived, and with great enthusiasm we sketched out a plan for our appeal. Drawing up the
definitive version proved rather laborious: We three worked all day, and that evening,
together with Marinetti and his friend Decio Cinti, secretary of the group, we completed it
in all its parts, and got Bonzagni and Romani to sign it, then we turned the text over to the
printer. Distributed in several thousand copies a few days later, that cry of bold and open
rebellion had the effect of a violent discharge of electricity in the drab artistic sky of our
country.”

Aldo Palazzeschi, a young writer who took part in the birth of literary Futurism but
soon broke with it because of disagreements with Marinetti, described the events: “In
January of 1910 Umberto Boccioni introduced himself to Marinetti in his house on Via
Senato in Milan, accompanied by Carlo Carra and Luigi Russolo, with the intent of associ-
ating themselves with the poets’ movement, and on the following February 11 the manifesto
of Futurist painters appeared which Boccioni himself would read on the evening of March
8 at the Politeama Chiarella in Turin. On the following April 11 the Technical Manifesto of
Futurist Painting appeared. . . . The first manifesto was also signed by two other painters,
Aroldo Bonzagni and Romolo Romani, who then refused to subscribe to the second; Boccioni,
speaking with lovable generosity of his apostate colleagues, declared in his book: ‘More
than courage, it called for heroism and an unrestrained patriotism to join with Futurism
then, surrounded with ferocious hatreds, the vilest calumnies, and every sort of hostility,’
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almost as if wishing to excuse their weakness by finding some justification for their refusal.”
Gino Severini presented his own account: “After Boccioni returned from Russia
very rarely had news of him, so I was most happy to get his letter in, I think, 1910. In it he
spoke to me about Futurism and Marinetti; my friend Lugné-Poé, director of the Théitre de
I’Oeuvre, had entertained me several times about Marinetti, because his Roi Bombance had
been presented at that very theater. But of Futurism as a collective movement [ knew
nothing. Boccioni in his letter wrote about it with much enthusiasm, then told me of his
project, to create in Italy an analogous movement for painting. Indeed, at that time a first
manifesto had already been issued, signed by Boccioni and by other Italian artists I did not
know. He wrote me several letters to keep me up to date, and because I had spoken of the
matter with various Italian friends (Cominetti, Bucci, etc.) he gave me the delicate task of
selecting those who, to my mind, could join the group. He put it to me this way: ‘Dear
Gino, I am writing to ask you secretly (!) your judgment of who can sign our manifesto. . . .
We have full confidence in your judgment. But I must warn you that the signers must be

F. T. Marinetti, Carlo Carrd, Umberto Boccioni, and Gino Severini, Paris, ca. 1910-11. Photo: Paolo
Luigi Russolo, ca. 1912-13. Photo: Luca Carra, Milan Pellegrin. Courtesy Severini archive, Rome
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young men absolutely convinced of what the manifesto asserts. Adherence must be com-
plete and without mental reservations. What we need is those intellectuals who would make
up the complete Futurist to join themselves together around an absolute faith in congenital
complementarism. Wanted are young men (and there are few of them) with faith and a secure
selfless devotion; men of culture and action and who in their works, uncertain as those may
be, may aspire to that fullness of perfection that marks the luminous path of the ideal.””

Severini put his name to the Manifesto of Futurist Painting which is dated February 11,
1910. His and Balla’s signatures replaced those of Bonzagni and Romani who had deserted
the group. The manifesto proclaimed itself a violent denunciation of all the outworn rub-
bish that had become nested in Italian art. Boccioni so identified himself with the shared
faith in “rebellion” that he enthusiastically took on the part of chief agitator for the movement.

The initial manifesto was followed by a second, dated April 11, 1910, which specified
the motives behind the rebellion and laid down a more precise programmatic line: “Gesture,
for us, will no longer be a single moment within the universal dynamism brought to a sudden
stop: It will be, outrightly, dynamic sensation given permanent form. Everything is in move-
ment, everything rushes forward, everything is in constant swift change. A figure is never
stable in front of us but is incessantly appearing and disappearing. Because images persist on
the retina, things in movement multiply, change form, follow one another like vibrations
within the space they traverse. Thus a horse in swift course does not have four legs: It has
twenty, and their movements are triangular.”

Another passage-—which Boccioni asserted he had written—is fundamental to an
understanding of the style and pictorial ideas of the Futurists: “The sixteen people you have
around you in a tram in rapid motion are one, ten, four, three; they stand in place and at the
same time are in movement; they go and come, are projected out into the street and swal-
lowed up by a patch of sunlight, then suddenly are back in their seats: perduring symbols of
the universal vibration. And at times it happens that, on the cheek of the person we are
speaking with in the street, we see a horse that passes by a good way off. Our bodies enter
nto the very sofas we sit on and the sofas themselves enter into us, in the same way as the
passing tram enters into the houses which, in their turn, hurl themselves on the tram and
become one with it. The way pictures are constructed is stupidly traditional. Painters have
always shown us things and persons as if set directly in front of us. We however will put the
viewer himself in the center of the picture.”

The violence of these literary images and the precision of intent found no direct
application in the language of painting: Boccioni himself was still caught up in the investi-
gations on which he had been working for years. It was only in the summer of 1910 that he
began to paint The City Rises (no. 50), the first canvas in which he would succeed in
working out and applying his ideas on movement, light, and color. In the spring of that
year, however, he had exhibited a number of pastels and drawings in the annual Famiglia
Artistica show. Another participant was Luigi Russolo (1885-1947) who later wrote: “I met
Boccioni one evening in Milan, at the Famiglia Artistica. It was in 1909. He was wearing a
Russian fur hat, knee-high boots, a short topcoat with a broad fur collar. He could have been
taken for a Russian. He had in fact only recently arrived from Russia and had traveled over
much of it, venturing as far as the steppe of the Kirghizes! His clothing attracted attention,
his eyes and expression attracted sympathy. We introduced ourselves. We found that our
ideas were much alike, our artistic ideals very close; an equal hatred for things already done,
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warmed up again, for the commonplaces of art, brought us immediately into close contact.
We became friends, truly friends. One evening in front of a large poster announcing a
Futurist manifestation we both commented with admiration on the courageous work Mari-
netti was carrying out for literature, and Boccioni said: “We need something like that for
painting.’

“A few days later, having met Marinetti in person, I expressed to him exactly the
desire that some action like the one he was carrying out for literature and poetry should also
be undertaken for painting. Marinetti, with the lively enthusiasm that characterized him,
not only approved the idea but invited us to write down our ideas about painting as quickly
as possible, pledging himself to publish them and launch them! So was born the manifesto
of Futurist painters and the joining of the painters—Boccioni, Balla, Carra, Russolo, and
Severini—to the Futurist movement, which until then had been only literary.”

In July 1910 Boccioni exhibited forty-two works in the summer show at Ca’ Pesaro
in Venice, including the Stage Directress, Morning (no. 36), Twilight (no. 37), Gisella (no. 15),
The Old Woman (no. 7), and the self-portrait with a fur hat (no. 20). Marinetti later wrote:
“With the venturesome and restless spirit of a fighter he wandered over the world trying
out innumerable paths, was active in anarchist and revolutionary circles, was attracted in
turn by violent action and the dream, before making up his mind to devote himself to
painting. . .. In all his exhibited works Boccioni, marvelously endowed with what the
Futurists would later call congenital complementarism, went on developing his diligent and
victorious choices of a maximum of light and a maximum of pictorial dynamism.” The
Futurists had affirmed in their first manifesto that motion and light destroy the material
solidity of bodies, and Boccioni tried to apply that programmatic declaration in his works.

In the months following the Venice exhibition he worked frantically toward a new
definition of space in painting, in which the perspective was based on chromatic juxtaposi-
tions and on deformation of bodies in movement. Space explodes and fragments in a kalei-
doscopic vision; color takes on new values, becoming more somber, harsh, and pure, a
formal motif in itself.

Dynamic form and spatiality were amalgamated in a synthesis with color, analyzed
and studied in new combinations of complementaries, tonal contrasts, and expressionistic
deformations.

At the Permanente in Milan from July 24 to August 12 Boccioni exhibited a portrait
and the much praised lyrically luminous Three Women (no. 41) of 1909-1910. But by that
December the paintings he sent to the Famiglia Artistica exhibition in Milan—among
them Baruffa and Mourning—showed that his art had undergone an extraordinary evolution.
In March 1911 in an interview in the newspaper Il Panaro the artist said: “‘I move always
ahead; I go forward always in continual struggle with myself to liberate myself from objec-
tive fact and arrive at an entirely spiritual expression: In me is the ultimate aspiration to try
to reproduce the object as a sensation.” The interviewer noted: “The art of Umberto
Boccioni has never truly and properly succeeded—in the usual ways—but for him true
success consists of the lively discussions his pictures have aroused and the polemics that go
on around his name and his work.”

Boccioni painted movement as a powerful vortex — the frenzied churning of modern
urban life—in The City Rises; he expanded himself with the irrepressible hilarity of the harlot
in The Laugh (no. 53), the entangled scintillation and chaos in Riot in the Galleria (no. 49).
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These and other pictures were shown in Milan in the first “collective manifestation of
Futurist art,”” a section of the Mostra d’Arte Libera, which opened in April 1911 and in
which Russolo and Carri also took part. The promoters’ statement of purpose—Boccioni
was among the signers—proclaimed that an exhibition has “‘the duty to welcome all the
artist’s personal expressions, from the most humble and infantile dream of a child to the
most complex manifestations of a genius’s maturity.” Among the four hundred works on
display, those of the Futurists caused the greatest sensation. Nino Barbantini, then director
of the Museo d’Arte Moderna in Ca’ Pesaro in Venice, wrote that while the exhibition was
“useless and meaningless, worthy of note are the works by Umberto Boccioni and Carlo
Dalmazzo Carra.” It was Barbantini, the critic who had invited Boccioni to show in Venice
nine months earlier, who now perceived in the artist’s work a new maturity and develop-
ment: “‘In his restless aspiration to test new and daring spaces, to represent original visions
in unusual forms evading conventions, he brings a youthfulness and exuberance that cannot
fail to arouse warm sympathy in all who consider him openly, without prejudices. Since last
year he has made appreciable progress because, if he has lost in equilibrium and measure, he
has gained in boldness and fervor, so much so that his works of a year ago seem almost
awkward, timid, and even academic beside the more recent ones; but if in his extreme
tendencies he resembles an unbridled Frenchman, he is always sustained by a seriousness in
exploration and a solidity of preparation that reveal in him an Italian temperament.” During
this Milanese exhibition The Laugh was damaged by a viewer who was unconvinced by the
new forms of this “free art.”

By the end of June the important Florentine review La Voce published a savage
denunciation of the Milan exhibition, signed by Ardengo Soffici. Soffici had stopped in
Milan on his return from Paris, a city he often visited, where he had come to know the
Cubists. He was curious about the new art which, according to its programmatic declara-
tions, seemed determined to liberate itself from the provincialism that stifled Italian art. The
paintings on view, Soffici wrote, “in no way represent a highly personal vision of art, as
some intrepid newspaper scribblers may believe. No. They are on the contrary stupid and
repugnant blusterings by unscrupulous persons who, taking a gloomy view of the world,
with no poctic fecling, through the eyes of some thick-skinned American pig farmer, want
us to believe they see it flowering and flaming; and they think that by slapping colors madly
onto a picture worthy of academic janitors, or by dragging back into the limelight the nasty
strings of Divisionism—that moribund error alla Segantini—they can put their game across
in the eyes of the foolish mob.”

Stung by this violent attack, the Futurists decided to go to Florence to organize a
punitive expedition against Soffici. They had already participated in various public demon-
strations which ended in uproar—in May Boccioni had declared to a conference that soon
the traditional picture would have no point or purpose, that colored gases would replace
traditional colors and the hues would be perceived as sentiments. Carra later described the
Florentine episode: “We were guided by Palazzeschi to the Caffé delle Giubbe Rosse where
we knew we would find the Voce crowd. Indeed, right away Soffici was pointed out to us,
and Boccioni addressed him abruptly: ‘Are you Ardengo Soffici?’ A hearty slap followed the
affirmative reply, Soffici reacting energetically with right and left blows of his cane. In no
time the pandemonium became hellish: Little tables loaded with glasses and coffee cups
were overturned, bystanders fled screaming, waiters came running to restore order.” The
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brawl finally calmed down, and, after the two groups set forth their respective ideas, the
Florentines, led by Soffici, joined the Futurists.

It was now decided to make Futurism known outside Italy, and Marinetti made
contacts with the Galerie Bernheim-Jeune in Paris. An exhibition scheduled for the end of
1911 had to be postponed because Marinetti was in Libya as a war correspondent. Carra and
Boccioni went to Paris on their own to investigate the atmosphere and the state of the art.
Their guide in Paris was Severini: ““It is impossible to imagine their joy, their surprise and
amazement at discovering a world of art of which they hadn’t the remotest idea. I took
them to my neighbors’, then to Picasso’s, and then everywhere modern painting and paint-
ers were to be seen. The life of Paris itself made them ecstatic. They were very unhappy at
having to leave, but they departed brought up-to-date, rich with priceless notions and
visions, and their thanks to me were not sparing. The visit to Paris made an enormous
impression on Boccioni, perhaps even greater than on Carra and Russolo. I must say that
thanks to my hospitality, he was able to remain eight or ten days after the others left and
became better acquainted with the artistic circles I frequented.”

During that visit Boccioni met Guillaume Apollinaire and told him he had painted
two pictures expressing and representing states of mind, the essence of a feeling transcribed
into image. In an article in the Mercure de France Apollinaire alluded to the episode that had
taken place in Florence between the Futurists and the Voce writers, and the hard-hitting
tactics they had used “pour forcer ’'admiration,” to ensure their admiration; ironically he
added: “In May 1912 the Futurists will exhibit in Paris. No doubt, if they want to resort to
the same arguments, they will have their hands full at that time.”

Boccioni’s Paris visit permitted him to judge at first hand the Cubist aesthetic of
Picasso and Braque, of whom he knew something from the news in Severini’s letters and
from Soffici’s article on them in La Voce in August. The difference between the Cubist and
Futurist approaches would be a major topic in the preface to the Italian group’s catalogue for
their Paris exhibition.

While the Cubists’method of disintegrating the image doubtless impressed
Boccioni, this type of analysis would not find an application in his own painting. In Cubism
the formal element and the will to reconstruct the image is preponderant over the other
aspects of representation; for Boccioni, vision was based above all on the complementary
quality of colors and on the relationship of the objects with their surroundings. The preface
to the exhibition catalogue, signed by the “Futurist quintet” but largely written by Boccioni,
contained an attack on the Cubists and their undynamic vision of reality: “They obstinately
continue to paint objects motionless, frozen, and all the static aspects of Nature. . . . To
paint from the posing model is an absurdity, and an act of mental cowardice, even if the
model be translated upon the picture in linear, spherical or cubic forms. To lend an allegori-
cal significance to an ordinary nude figure, deriving the meaning of the picture from the
objects held by the model or from those which are arranged about him, is to our mind the
evidence of a traditional and academic mentality.”

In the same preface the new Futurist aesthetic was revealed: “In order to make the
spectator live in the centre of the picture, as we express it in our manifesto, the picture must
be a synthesis of WHAT ONE REMEMBERS and of WHAT ONE SEES.”’ |

In the pictures Boccioni exhibited in Paris—the three States of Mind (no. 56), The
Laugh, Modern Idol (no. 55), Simultaneous Visions (no. 57), The Street Enters into the House,
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The Strengths of a Street (no. 58), The Roundup—he succeeded in transposing his theoretical
discussions from the linguistic plane to the plane of imagery. Fractured, shattered, and
refracted, the representation took the form of a luminous vortex. The planes intersected
according to the contrasts of forces internal to the image itself: “If we paint the phases of a
riot, the crowd bristling with fists and the noisy attacks of the mounted police are translated
onto the canvas in bundles of lines that correspond to all the forces in conflict according to
the laws of the overall violence of the picture. These force-lines must envelop and sweep
along the viewer who will be in some way obliged to struggle himself with the personages
in the picture. All the objects, in accord with physical transcendentalism, tend toward the
infinite by way of their force-lines, whose continuity is gauged by our intuition. It is we
who must draw these force-lines if we are to bring back the work of art to true painting. We
interpret nature by giving these lines on the canvas as the beginnings or prolongations of the
rhythms that the objects imprint on our sensibility.”

The Paris exhibition was received coldly by the critics. Apollinaire reviewed it in
L’Intransigeant on February 7 and singled out Boccioni’s superiority over the other Futurists.
But at the same time he emphasized the dependence of this pictorial form on that of the
French: “Picasso’s influence is thus undeniable, as it is on all contemporary painting. Boccioni’s
best canvas is the one most directly inspired by Picasso’s latest works. It does not even lack
those numerals in printing type which bring in such a simple and grandiose reality. . . . The
young Futurist painters can hold their own with some of our avant-garde artists, but so far
they are only feeble pupils of a Picasso or a Derain and as for charm, they have no idea what
thatis.”

Marinetti wished to spread Futurism on an international level, and the exhibition,
thanks to his skill as an organizer, moved from Paris to the Sackville Gallery in London in
March 1912. There the composer-pianist Ferruccio Busoni purchased Boccioni’s The City
Rises. The following month the exhibition opened in Berlin, in Herwarth Walden’s re-
nowned Galerie Der Sturm. Boccioni wrote from Berlin to his fellow Futurists at home:
“Dear Carra, The exhibition opened this morning with the city all white with snow. The
visitors were very few compared with what I saw in Paris and London. The cause of it all:
the bad weather, the people unenthusiastic over artistic events, and, I fear, the organizer
being a journalist and therefore the friend or enemy of the whole lot of journalists, and so of
the only means of publicity in cases like ours.”

‘Boccioni continued: “While these days my entire being feels the need and urgency of
construction, I am prepared to sacrifice anything if I can deepen in myself the new concep-
tion of things which is brought out, incidentally or deliberately, in many works of the
younger avant-garde and which we have not intuited in the dark depths of Milan. Marinetti
says I am inclined to exaggerate the worth of others. But I cannot deny myself the pleasure
of considering the work of certain young Frenchmen as excellent and of declaring to myself
that Picasso is an extraordinary talent, but that they lack everything I myself see and feel,
and because of that I believe and hope I will soon surpass them.”

A large number of works were sold in Berlin, and in May the exhibition was moved
to Brussels. A series of traveling shows organized by Walden took off from Berlin and were
seen from July to October in Hamburg, The Hague, Amsterdam, Munich, Budapest, and
Prague.

Meanwhile Boccioni was both deepening and broadening his conception of dyna-
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Louis Marcoussis, Guillaume Apollinaire, Umberto Boccioni, caricature of Carlo
1912-20. The Museum of Modern Art, Carra, 1910. Photo: Luca Carra, Milan
New York

mism. Around 1912 he tried his hand for the first time at working in three dimensions. On
March 15, 1912, he wrote to his friend Vico Baer: “These days I am obsessed by sculpture! I
believe I have glimpsed a complete renovation of that mummified art.”” Less than a month
later, on April 11, the Technical Manifesto of Futurist Sculpture appeared, signed “Umberto
Boccioni, painter and sculptor.” In it he aimed his blows at traditional sculpture, above

all for its inability to create new forms and free itself from the “traditional concept of
sculptural form.”

“As point of departure,” he went on, ‘““we must proceed from the central nucleus of
the object we wish to create, and from that basis discover the new laws—that is, the new
forms—that link it invisibly but mathematically to the visible plastic infinite and to the inner
plastic infinite. That new plastic art will therefore involve translating the atmospheric planes
that link and intersect things into plaster, bronze, glass, wood, and any other material one
may wish.” He gave a rallying cry, proclaiming ““the absolute and total abolition of the finite and
of the statue complete in itself. Let us fling open the figure and let it incorporate within itself
whatever may surround it.”” The artist went on to develop his theories, steadily realizing the
ideas set forth in his manifesto. A group of sculptures was created— Head + House + Light,
Head + Window, Antigrazioso, Empty and Full Abstracts of a Head—at the same time as he
completed a new series of paintings notably influenced by Cubism; he would show the
sculptures at the Galerie La Boétie in Paris from June 20 to July 16, 1913.
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In January 1913 the first number of a new fortnightly review, Lacerba, came out; it was
founded by the writers Giovanni Papini and Ardengo Soffici and printed in Florence. Lacerba
would contain the most ferocious polemics between the Futurists and the former writers for
La Voce. Soon afterward in Rome, on February 11, the “First Exhibition of Futurist Paint-
ing”” opened in the foyer of the Teatro Costanzi in Rome. Boccioni exhibited new paintings
—Matter (no. 60), Elasticity (no. 69), Decomposition of a Figure at a Table, Horizontal Volumes
(no. 59), Antigrazioso (no. 66), and Abstract Dimensions (no. 67)—that exemplified his studies
of the intersection of planes, of force-lines, and on decomposition of the object, principles
he was applying at the same time to sculpture.

The Rome exhibition became the scene of one of those stormy serate Futuriste (Futur-
ist evenings). The newspaper La Sera reported on March 1: ““The painter Boccioni was
expected to illustrate and comment on the exhibition of pictures that expound the theories
of the new school; however, the continual heckling of the audience and the infernal noise of
a few groups of merry interrupters almost totally prevented the young and bold-spirited
orator from being heard. He avenged himself by insulting quite efficaciously the intolerable
nonlisteners and promising punches and slaps to the lot of them.”

And in Lacerba on March 15, Giovanni Papini published a declaration “Contro il
Futurismo,” in which the Florentine writer, though not joining the new movement, took a
position favorable to it: “l am not, as [ said at the start, a Futurist. But I maintain . . . that
before condemning these young men once and for all, before burying them under ridicule
and a rain of ripe tomatoes, it should be the duty of every man of integrity to evaluate the
reasons for and against. It would be only honest to read their theses, to try to understand
their pictures, to examine their ideas, and to see if in this case prejudices and antipathies
should be overcome and their worth and good intentions recognized.”

In the same issue was an article by Boccioni, “The Plastic Foundation of Futurist
Sculpture and Painting,”” in which he distanced himself from Cubism: “The refuting a priori
of areality: Therein lies the abyss that separates us from Cubism, that puts us Futurists at
the farthest point in world painting.”

The opposition between Futurism and Cubism exploded after Apollinaire’s article on
the subject in the Parisian review Montjoie! of March 18, 1913. Boccioni replied in Lacerba
on April 1 with an essay eloquently titled “The Futurists Plagiarized in France,” insisting on
the newness of the Futurist aesthetic, which sought to represent an object that prolongs
itself in its environment, that is, to represent movement. Let the scoffers, he wrote, “remember
that expansion of bodies in space as a stylization of Impressionism, that simultaneity and
consequent compenetration of planes, that dynamism in painting and sculpture, that force-
lines and the devout exhilaration over the new certainties of modernity—new, profound,
unshakable—these are our ideas, created by ourselves, springing from our pure and inex-
haustible Italian genius. They are ideas we give with great love to everyone and above all to
the rising young Italian painters. They are ideas which, while being plagiarized or absorbed
for use abroad, are scoffed at in Italy with a superficiality unworthy of a great people such as
the Italian people are becoming.”

Later in 1913 an exhibition of Boccioni’s sculpture opened at the Galerie La Boétie in
Paris. In his preface to the exhibition catalogue the artist went deeper into the theories
already set forth in the Technical Manifesto of Futurist Sculpture. In particular he explained the
significance of Unique Forms of Continuity in Space (no. 88), one of his most important
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Umberto Boccioni, A Futurist Evening in Milan (Una serata
futurista a Milano), 1911. On the stage are Boccioni, Balilla
Pratella, F. T. Marinetti, Carlo Carri, and Luigi Russolo.

Photo: Luca Carra, Milan

works: “To render a body in motion, I definitely do not present the trajectory, thatis, the
passage from one state of repose to another state of repose, but force myself to ascertain the
form that expresses continuity in space.” In reviewing the show, Apollinaire noted that
many of the Italian artist’s experiments had already been attempted by Picasso and the
sculptor Agéro. But he did admit that there were innovations in the variety of materials and
in the representation of the simultaneity and violence of movement. He added, however, a
postscript: “Latest news. Rumor has it that Boccioni’s ‘Muscles in velocity’ have run off
with the bit between their teeth. One can’t yet catch up with them.”

In September the Futurists returned to Berlin to show as a group with the leading
avant-garde painters of Europe in the Herbstsalon, a major event organized by Walden and
his Galerie Der Sturm. Meanwhile on the home front the battle continued. In August, Carra
wrote his own manifesto, The Painting of Sounds, Noises, Odors. Boccioni published a series
of articles in Lacerba including “‘Futurist Dynamism and French Painting”” (August 1),
“Italian Ignorance” (August 15), and “Against the Italian Artistic Cowardice” (September
1). These were attacks on Italian indifference to the new Futurist aesthetic, together with a
violent appeal for an all-out campaign against the provincialism pervading all forms of art in
Italy. His position would become more overtly political after the Futurist political manifesto
was printed in Lacerba (October 15). Signed by Marinetti, Boccioni, Carra, and Russolo, it
trumpeted their total opposition to the current political program along with an extreme
—even extremist—exaltation of Italian nationalism.

Papini, the perpetual fellow-traveler rather than partisan, wrote in a rider to the
manifesto that he was “with” the Futurists but a bit skeptical about the originality of their
political proposals; he and Marinetti were becoming increasingly opposed, finally creating a
battle of words between Futurists and “Lacerbians” in the pages of that review. Despite the
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controversy Lacerba organized an exhibition at the Galleria Gonnelli in Florence where
Boccioni showed new paintings incorporating his recent studies of dynamism.

The concept of dynamism, as expressed by Boccioni, was different from that of the
other Futurists, notably from that of his onetime teacher Balla. While Balla was represent-
ing successive instants of action in space and time, playing on the rhythms set up by moving
objects, Boccioni sought a synthetic form, a single image which could express the fusion of
the object and its surrounding environment. He came to think that dynamism could make
simultaneously perceptible, and, through a strong process of abstraction, could represent
the sensation of speed, not merely the evolution of states of motion.

At this time Boccioni published his first parole in liberta, “words-in-freedom” or,
better, “words set free”” that Marinetti had invented. Scarpetta da societd + orina (more or less,
“dancing shoe +urine”) was written as commentary to Marinetti’s article on the death of
free verse and on the typographic revolution that permitted words to be infused with the
new dimension of velocity. Another such effort, Uomo + vallata + montagna (‘‘man + valley
+ mountain’), appeared in Lacerba on February 1, 1914. In the next number of that review
Papini’s article 1l cerchio si chiude (““The circle closes”’) deepened his adversarial position
toward the Futurists and, in particular, toward Boccioni’s recent activity: “It happens that,
out of love for that art which is our only love, one may fall away from art and return to the
utter disgrace of verisimilitude—to working from life and at first hand. It happens too that
out of lusting for anything new at whatever cost, one may end up with something so old as
to be older than art itself —that is, with nature in its natural state.”

Papini’s virulent attack against Boccioni’s “overly realistic”” art was answered by the
artist in the article I cerchio non si chiude (““The circle does not close”) in Lacerba on March 1:
“The new conditions of the life we live in have created an infinity of natural elements that
are completely new, and therefore have never entered the domain of art; for these the
Futurists are resolved to discover new means of expression—at any cost! Thus, in the Futur-
ist system, there is a process of destruction of the old means of expression that is parallel to
a process of research to discover new ones. Now, dear Papini (it is painful to have to address
these words to you, when we are fighting against everyone), when in painting, sculpture,
words-in-freedom, and the art of noises you find the things themselves ‘substituted for the
lyrical or rational transformation of things’ this does not mean that the circle is closing on
itself. . . . It is at just that point that the circle of creative possibilities opens widest. It is the
moment when the artist, to escape the imitative procedure that makes him fall inevitably
into the most tired resemblances, puts himself in the place of reality. But no sooner does
that reality enter to become part of the worked material of the piece than the lyrical purpose
to which it is called, its position, its dimensions, the contrasts it creates, all transform its
objective anonymity and set it on the path toward becoming one of the worked elements.’
Indeed, he adds, to find new emotive elements it is necessary to return to reality, and as

b

support for his thesis he adduces various examples of Futurist experimentation: plastic
dyamism, words-in-freedom, ‘“‘noise-music.”’

This exchange closed with Papini’s reply, Cerchi aperti (““Open circles”), in Lacerba
on March 15. He called for an explanation of the “realistic use of fragments of reality in
painting and sculpture” and pointed out that “‘you [Boccioni] should have explained to
me why you did this and why you no longer do so (at least in painting), and demonstrated
to me in what way those elements are not the naive expressions of crude and gross verism

but enter into the work of art as new materials of expression.”

XXX



Some chapters of Boccioni’s new book Pittura, scultura futuriste (“Futurist painting
and sculpture”’) were published in the same issue of Lacerba together with news of his recent
and current exhibitions, notably the show of his sculpture in Sprovieri’s Galleria Futurista in
Rome which had opened in December 1913 and which would move to the Galleria Gonnelli
in Florence in March 1914.

Boccioni’s book, on which he had worked for an entire year, finally came out at the
end of February 1914, dedicated “to the genius and muscles of my brothers Marinetti Carra
Russolo who with me sacrificed everything for the great Futurist action, battling by day
against the furious circle of hatreds and passéist slanders and creating during the electric
nights of Milan and Paris the great antitraditional and dynamic avant-garde atmosphere
which must renovate Italy and the world by goading their spiritual velocity.” In seventeen
chapters all the ideas of Futurist aesthetics are expounded in mature and definitive form.
The first five discuss the modifications of Futurist ideology and its relation to reality. The
chapter titled “Why We Are Not Impressionists” traces the reasons behind the birth of an
avant-garde art; the remaining chapters deal with Futurist language and synthesis: ‘“Absolute
Motion and Relative Motion,” “Dynamism,”” “Force-Lines,”” ““Solidification of Impres-
sionism,”” “The Compenetration of Planes,” “Dynamic Complementarism,” “We Shall
Place the Viewer in the Center of the Picture,”
talism and Plastic States of Mind.”

The reactions to the book’s publication were decidedly mixed even within the Futur-
ist ranks; Carra in particular resented certain of Boccioni’s references to himself. In his
autobiography Severini recalled the book’s reception: “‘Bocciont’s book, Pittura, scultura
Juturiste, had come out. This 1s not the place to criticize this book whose value is more
polemical than critical. As regards theoretical explanation, it contains all the thinking of the
moment, in which however that of the other Futurists is reflected. It cannot be denied that
the Futurist theoretician who seeks to condense all of our intentions into definitions and

Simultaneity,” and “Physical Transcenden-

sometimes axioms is Boccioni. One needs to take into account many things that were, so to
speak, only indistinctly intuited in Milan, an environment still amorphous as regards art. As
we have seen, Boccioni’s contacts with a better informed and more developed artistic world
were only too rare. On the other hand the book sufters from an insufficient cultural history. . . .
When, by force of intuition, he arrives at a fundamental truth such as that of ‘physical
transcendentalism,’ it is a truism everyone knows. Yet there are many points of view I
would call luminous, prismatic, which show what a fine document of the period it is, even
if its greatest value is, as [ have said, polemical.”

Severini reports Carra’s reaction: ‘It was in Paris that he received Boccioni’s book,
but from what I gathered from his letter it did not exactly please him; in the first place,
according to him, at a certain point in the book Boccioni describes him as derivative of
himself, at least theoretically speaking; and in the second place he considers it puerile, as
Boccioni wrote, ‘to base Futurist painting on his three little States of Mind pictures.’”

And with the detachment of one recalling a happening long past, Severini remarked:
““Today, after so much time has gone by, all those rivalries, those megalomanias growing in
the shade of Marinetti’s megalomania, make one smile a little, the more so because the ideas
expressed in the manifestos and in Boccioni’s book, however interesting their attitudes may
still be, are no longer considered anything but summaries of a theory or points of departure
for an aesthetic, and not as true and proper bases for an aesthetic. Yet later, as various ideas
of ‘avant-gardism’ developed, they became again a valid stimulus and fount of creation.”
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Carlo Carra, Umberto Boccioni, 1916. Charcoal on paper,
9Y4 X 6% in. (23.5 X 17.2 cm.). Collection Mr. and
Mrs. Joseph Slitka, New York

Umberto Boccioni, ca. 1913-14.
Photo: Luciano Pollini. Courtesy private archive,
Padua

In the first half of 1914 Boccioni took part in exhibitions organized by Sprovieri in
the Galleria Futurista in Rome (February—March 1914) and Naples (May—Jjune 1914). Com-
pared with his preceding paintings, the works produced at this time shine with an unusual
liveliness and brilliant color, a denser and more full-bodied use of paint, and an ever deeper
investigation of spatial solutions. Space in these works no longer has a dimension that
follows specific laws of perspective; it responds instead to the laws of the object that is
represented and of its relationship with surrounding reality. Absolute motion and relative
motion are dynamic qualities intrinsic to the object. As Boccioni wrote, “The plastic poten-
tiality of the object is its force, that s, its primordial psychology. This force, this primordial
psychology, permits us to create in the picture a new subject that does not aim for a narrative
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reproduction of an episode but is instead the coordination of the plastic values of reality, a
coordination purely architectonic and free from literary or sentimental influences. In that
prime state of motion, which I explain as something separate though in reality it is not, the
object is not seen in its relative motion but is conceived in its vital lines which reveal how it
would decompose according to the tendencies of its forces. Thus we arrive at a decompo-
sition of the object which is no longer in the Cubist formula but is rather the very look of
the object, its interpretation by way of an infinitely refined sensation superior to that of old
art.”

Elsewhere in his book Boccioni clarifies his concept of velocity: “A horse in move-
ment is not a stationary horse that moves but a horse in movement, which is something else,
which must be conceived and expressed as something completely different. It means that
objects in movement must be conceived otherwise than in the movement they have within
themselves. This means finding a form that will be the expression of this new absolute:
Speed, which is a truth no genuinely modern temperament can ignore. It means the study
of the aspects life has assumed in velocity and in the consequent simultaneity.”

In the works of this period Boccioni arrived at an unprecedented abstraction, which
did not exclude the recognizability of the subject in its lines of dynamic tension, because, in
his words, “Dynamic form is a kind of fourth dimension in painting and sculpture that does
not take on real life without the full affirmation of the three dimensions that determine the
volume: height, width, depth.” This group of pictures already shows evidence of a return
to Cubist formal analysis which, by the end of 1914, would lead Boccioni to paint accord-
ing to the principles laid down by Cézanne.

In-the spring of 1914 Boccioni went to Paris for a few days. He was passing through a
period of grave crisis that would persist for a number of months. On July 19 he wrote to
Emilio Cecchi, a literary figure of some importance: “I feel myself overmuch alone. . . and
incredulity and diffidence leave me perplexed. There are moments when I don’t understand
the reason for the battle and ask myself a thousand things I would say aloud with great
joy. .. butin aletter they irritate me. The long hours at the writing table working on the
book have left me almost nauseated with theoretical exposition.”

The First World War began in early August. In September Boccioni took part in
demonstrations against Austria and in favor of Italian intervention in the war. He was
arrested along with Marinetti, a not unexpected turn of events as a letter of September 16 to
his family makes clear: “You have surely read that, from a box in the [ Teatro] Dal Verme
during a gala performance yesterday evening, I ripped up an Austrian flag and Marinetti
waved the Italian. Tonight we will begin again. Perhaps they will arrest us for a few hours.
It is necessary.” And then, referring to his mood, he added: “It’s the usual thing. I am not
working. I am going through a period of great calm.’

By the start of 1915, however, Boccioni was back at work. At the end of March he
wrote to Cecchi: “I am working fairly well, and you? [ am in any case very happy and full of
material for construction. Let us hope. Construction. . . that is the word that terrorizes
those poor powerless sansculottes.”

’

In July he enlisted in the Volunteer Cyclists’ Battalion. There is a chronicle of this
period in the pages his fellow volunteer Marinetti wrote a few months later for La Gazzetta
dello Sport: “Milan adores her sons, and in truth the Lombard Volunteer Cyclists’ Battalion
contained the best of her sons, of every age from seventeen to fifty, the very ones who,
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Boccioni with his sister, Amelia, 1916.
Photo: Electa Editrice, Milan

F. T. Marinetti, Boccioni, and Mario Sironi in 1915 during

their service as members of the Volunteer Cyclists” Battalion.
Photo: Marinetti Archive, Beinecke Library, Yale University,
New Haven

Boccioni, 1916, shortly before his death.

Photo: Luciano Pollini. Courtesy private archive,
Padua
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coming from . . . the most diverse groups—students, monarchists, revolutionary workers,
lawyers and clerks, poor men and millionaires, traditional painters and poets, avant-gardists,
semi-Futurists, and Futurists—had already met each other in Piazza del Duomo and in the
Galleria almost every evening, during the winter and spring, to exchange punches and put
the neutralists to flight.”

At the start of the Great War Italy was neutral. The majority of the population
favored maintaining a nonbelligerent status. The neutralist ranks were made up mostly of
Catholics, socialists, and liberals who followed the policy of the prime minister, Giolitti.
Those declaring themselves in favor of entering the war were the conservatives and the
nationalists, the latter with hopes that intervention might put Italy in a position of greater
economic and political expansion. The Italian government, after long diplomatic negotia-
tions with the countries of the Entente (Britain, France, and Russia), declared war against
the Axis powers in May 1915.

Boccioni’s expressive energies found an outlet in the direct experience of combat at
the front. The war diary he kept between August and December of 1915 records in tele-
graphic language his impressions of life in the trenches: “Hunger fatigue nervousness’;
“Reveille, cold! cold! cold? Some of us exhausted or near so. Sironi doing very badly. A
corporal has to go down [from their mountain position] sick. A lieutenant in the Alpines [a
regiment] arrives with letters. Having won a trench they ask what we are doing. Monticelli
replies that attack for our side means a massacre. . . . Another Alpine arrives, then another.
Very handsome beasts. We are heroic; we lead the same life without the shadow of equip-
ment and training and without having the right physique. In short the life we are leading is
moved by a continual effort of will.” Later: “Now the lieutenant comes and tells me to stay
behind because my cough is dangerous for everybody at night in a surprise action like that
being planned. . . . I protest with energy I would rather quit the corps than stay behind, ‘I’ll
cough with my head in a blanket but I want to be in the front line!”

The Cyclists’ Battalion was dissolved in December 1915. Among its volunteers had
been Marinetti, Sironi, Funi, Erba, Piatti, Sant’ Elia, Russolo; Boccioni returned to Milan.
In June 1916 he was the guest of the marchese and marchesa di Casanova in their villa at
Pallanza on Lago Maggiore where he began to paint again: “I am working a lot and in
various ways. . . . Itis terrible, the burden of having to work out for oneself a century of
painting.”” He abandoned his strident and highly charged palette and turned to a new
imagery related to the French Post-Impressionist tradition. He passed through another time
of crisis, in confronting his earlier experiments, and deepened his formal interests, finding
inspiration in Cézanne’s volumetric analyses. In that brief period of the artist’s work a new
approach to space and image became evident, with a return to a more analytical phase in
studying the figure and color. In the few works painted in Pallanza his old love for luministic
effects mingles with a renewed awareness of structure and space, and the portrait of Ferruccio
Busoni (no. 85) shows the new Boccionian expressiveness.

In July 1916 Boccioni was declared fit to join the regular army and assigned to the
field artillery. At the end of the month he left for Sorte, near Verona: “You can’t imagine
what it means to re-become a soldier at thirty-four and in my condition and with what life
was about to give me. Courage, but it’s terrible,” he wrote on July 29 to Vico Baer, the
friend who had always helped him in moments of need. On August 17 Boccioni died
following a fall from a horse. On the occasion of the posthumous exhibition held from
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December 1916 to January 1917, which Boccioni had asked Marinetti to organize in the
event of his death to help his aged and ill mother, his battle companion Carra wrote a
moving testimony to his dead friend: ““I see him there, in the July atmosphere of the road, at
the edge of an islet of electric light, amid broad shadows stretching around him in the torrid
immensity of the night. His words were of the first hours of our fraternal friendship when
at evening, work done, in a perfect spiritual communion our spirits mingled in the same
felicity. . . . We felt we had tormented ourselves overmuch, and we would have liked to give
vent to all the tenderness that filled us with agitated emotion on that eve of departure for
Verona, for war and death. I should have liked to clasp him to my breast, and for him to take
with him that act of my brotherly feeling, but I lacked courage to do so, and at the dawning
of the day (oh how many dawns had found us together conversing about art) we exchanged
a firm handshake, and I could think of nothing except a salutation: Addio, caro! Addio. How
could I have thought that those words were the terrible salute to the brother about to die?
Forever moving forward, with an impetus forever new and always different, he was setting
out to surpass even himself, and his last spiritual steps forward speak to us of the even
greater ardor of the first struggles.” ’
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The Futurists and Their Contemporaries

The Futurists had been a long time formulating their theories and were determined to
maintain their identity by standing firm in the storms of innovation that were sweeping
over the art world. While all the Futurists agreed to this separation, it was upheld especially
by those best informed about the international scene—Marinetti, Severini, and Boccioni.

Severini had moved to Paris in 1906, and he had become the link between the Futur-
ists and the artistic and cultural world outside Italy. He moved in the circles that championed
the most avant-garde tendencies and knew many literary figures. He would marry the
daughter of Paul Fort, the prince des poétes, and Apollinaire, Max Jacob, Blaise Cendrars,
Braque, Picasso, Raoul Dufy, and Suzanne Valadon were among his friends. In 1910 Severini
accepted his friend Boccioni’s invitation to sign the first Manifesto of Futurist Painters and
thenceforth kept the band informed of the latest news in Paris through long letters which
remain of great interest. In 1911, during their first official showing as a group (an exhibition
held in Milan in the former premises of the Ricordi music publishers), they were vigorously
attacked by Ardengo Soffici. the Florentine champion of Cubism who accused them of
using worn-out forms and iconography made irrelevant by the Cubists. Soffici’s articles
in the review La Voce about Picasso, Braque, and the other Cubists stirred the newly
formed group to confront the French challenge. For the Futurists the renewal of Italian
culture was a matter of international as well as national import. To break through the
limitations of a vocabulary still tied to a pronounced idealism, they needed to under-
stand just what their artistic rivals were up to. The theoretical texts they wrote clearly
distinguished their aesthetic from that of the Cubists, a definition that was as necessary
for their development as for the public’s.

The first significant contact with Cubist ideas came from a lengthy letter that Severini
wrote to Boccioniin 1911. It read in part: “The most modern [painters] can be divided into
Cubists, Picassoans, and Independents. I give the latter that name because I don’t know
what other to give a number of individuals who propose to turn out painted canvases
following only their minds’ impulses but with neither aim nor direction. They say they
don’t want to confuse their fellow creature by giving him the illusion of something true by
means of paint. When they have produced a nude woman, for example, they say: “This is
canvas and these are the colors, but I did not set out to produce a laughing woman or, better,
I made this woman as my brain wished it and not as my eyes and everyone else’s have seen
her in life.” In landscapes some of them attempt to present trees and houses from the greatest
possible number of sides; indeed, their aim is to present objects from all sides, and in that
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they are in direct contact with the Cubists but with the difference that the Cubists resolve
the problem directly by showing half the object in perspective and the other half immedi-
ately alongside, sectioned like an engineer’s blueprint, whereas these others compose bizarre
perspectives that at the most give the impression of seeing the objects in a bird’s-eye view
from above. Those who strictly speaking are Cubists do not even know why they are called
thus. Perhaps it is because of the geometric forms that predominate in their pictures. Their
endeavor is certainly heroic but infantile. I allude to the goal they have set themselves to
achieve: painting an object from several sides or dissected. The engineers have resolved that
question in a more complete fashion, and there is no need to go back to it. Some Cubists
become decorators and caricaturists, but then their sincerity is open to doubt.”

Severini distinguishes between the Cubists and Picassoans by explaining, according
to his own point of view, how much the process of abstraction practiced by Picasso and
Braque differs from the self-styled Cubists’ fanciful and even arbitrary tricks of perspective.
(This distinction between Picassoans and Cubists, with the latter term reserved for painters
like Metzinger, Gleizes, Le Fauconnier, and Lhote, reflects the general critical position of the
time.) His observations sum up the polemics that raged around the Salon des Indépendants
which opened at the end of April 1911. In Room 41, the focus of much heated debate, there
were works by Le Fauconnier, Gleizes, Metzinger, and Delaunay, all of them artists strenu-
ously defended by Apollinaire in the pages of L’Intransigeant. In an article published on April
21 the poet stressed the force of these works and the modernity of their style, though with-
out denying that they looked very much stripped down to basics and sometimes overly
rigid. All of these artists made an obvious effort to solve the problem of reducing and
concentrating form, a problem Picasso and Braque had resolved with a considerably greater
intensity of synthesis. But the latter pair demonstrated an aristocratic aloofness in their
refusal to participate in the official exhibitions, and in any case during this period their
efforts were increasingly concentrated on issues of spatiality and on the dialectic between
image and reality.

Since 1910 Severini had been living at 5 Impasse Guelma in Montmartre, the same
building in which Braque had his studio. There he observed his French colleague’s develop-
ment firsthand and discussed the problems that had concerned him for some time, notably
the relation between form and movement that was the cornerstone of the Futurist aesthetic.

Severini wrote further: “If you say to them that a chair has no inherent movement,
they reply that because man can impart one to it, they consider [the chair] as a thing en-
dowed with movement. However, sometimes they fix on an object constituting part of the
picture, for example, a dice cube or a drawer handle, and they put a good deal of emphasis
on that detail. If you ask them why, they will tell you that a die does not have the same
movement as a drinking glass or a bottle or a chair; and if you tell them that this affirmation
is purely gratuitous and is a rather obvious contradiction, they reply: ‘There are so many
things like that that one can’t explain!” And then they pretend they are not intuitive! Some of
their theories come fairly close to our truths. For example: If you look at a man, you can see
him circumscribed within a definite plastic form because now you have to see him in con-
nection with all the movements he can make and in all the deformations resulting from
the movements. Yet they do not accept that one can give the impression of movement by
giving a man in motion more arms or more legs, because by that means one would arrive at
most at an impressionistic physical truth to the detriment of the plastic and pictorial point
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of departure which, for them, is the same as that adopted by the masters, from Rembrandt
right up to Corot.”

“In front of one of his pictures,” Severini went on, “I made Braque confess that
his art was in principle descriptive, and once I got this assertion out of him I pointed out
that by the force of things it became anecdotal. And so very anecdotal that to depict a table
you use the kind of walnut stain sold in corner paint shops and applied to ordinary soft
wood to make it look like walnut. And the same for ebony and rosewood. In that way, he
says, it works out to be much simpler and less arty.”

The young Futurist was trying strenuously to grasp the basic principles of the Cubist
method, but the significance of the structural intuition Braque and Picasso relied on eluded
him, as did their fundamental credo that their images had nothing to do with empirical
reality. He did, however, recognize the importance of their efforts to simplify forms and to
render the image in simultaneous views. He saw too that, while the paintings of Braque and
Picasso were strikingly similar in this period, each painter was in fact exploring entirely
different aspects. Picasso aimed at his own kind of pictorial truth by confronting the prob-
lems of spatiality and looking deeply into the reality of the objects he represented. Braque
was more concerned with the relation between things and colors, and he concentrated more
on the problem of their relationship with the space around them (whence the charge of
illusionism that Severini brought against his paintings).

Severini continued: “They make a show of a great distaste for the nobility of colored
material and for painting in general. When I tried to remind Braque that the Greeks inserted
hairs into a sculptured head to create a beard, he said that he himself was following this
principle but that the Greeks had turned away from it because they aimed at an expression
of beauty whereas he did not wish his painting to be beautiful. . . . This exaggerated repug-
nance of theirs for beauty has an explanation in something their friends told me: It seems
they are convinced and fervent Christians. For that reason they make use of the humblest
materials in order to enhance a kind of intimate modest beauty, something perhaps inherent in
them [the materials]; this constitutes their ultimate goal in art, quite outside any contempo-
rary metaphysical problem.”

Severini’s reference to the placement of a realistic element, convincingly naturalistic
in appearance, into an obviously unrealistic context is of special interest, above all in
light of the future development of both Cubism and Futurism and the revolutionary innova-
tion of collage. Even more significantly it anticipates the introduction of real-life materials
into sculpture which Boccioni himself would practice beginning in 1912.

Severini’s long letter reveals the gulf that, from the outset, separated Futurist and
Cubist aesthetics. On the one hand, Futurist painting: compounded out of light and color,
based on the dynamic decomposition of forms—forms broken down not for analysis of
their structure and components but in consequence of their motion in space and the associ-
ated emotion—and accentuated by a fierce and pure-toned coloring. On the other, Cubist
painting: exploration of tonal modulations conceived in relation to the forms as such. While
the Futurists’ approach was based on the harsh clash of pure colors and a palette emphasiz-
ing complementary colors, Braque and Picasso looked to analogies of tones, not contrasts,
within a limited variety of colors. “I should like my colors to be diamonds,”” Severini
wrote, echoing an idea developed at length in the Technical Manifesto of Futurist Painting of
April 11, 1910, “and to be able to use them abundantly so as to make my pictures more
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dazzling with light and richness. Before siding once and for all against Picasso and his com-
rades, [ want to continue the analysis of them and their works. Certain of their theories
appear to have a good deal of truth in them and cannot be condemned a priori: Indeed,
certain of them are indisputable truths. The only thing is, I am not in rapport with their
artistic expression.

“In a portrait, they say, there is no need to work out exactly the physical harmony
that exists between the eyes, the nose, and the mouth, but one does need to understand the
moral link between those details of the face; and that moral harmony can be understood and
must be conveyed despite all the deformations imprinted on them by movement. If you tell
them that they are drifting into caricature, they reply that their deformations are in rapport
with their conception of what a picture is, that is, quite outside the physical harmony
everybody understands and sees, whereas in caricature the nose is always placed beneath the
eyes and the mouth beneath the nose.” But “moral harmony” was exactly what the Futur-
ists were denying in this first phase of their activity.

“The art of the Cubists,” Severini observed, “beginning with Léger and up to
Le Fauconnier and Metzinger traces no new path nor will it leave any trace despite the num-
erous imitators and the few admirers. They are still too attached to the bygone laws of
plasticity to enter into the field of abstract painting or purely metaphysical expression. In
fact, in some of their canvases they do not go beyond Impressionism, applying it to com-
municate some anecdote or other. They have their origin in Derain whose figures without
chiaroscuro (Matisse fashion) seem to glorify the grotesque, but a deliberate and consciously
infantile grotesque. The Cubists say they base their work on the ethics of Corot, but they
follow the aesthetics of Cézanne.”

This passage anticipates Guillaume Apollinaire’s affirmation in Les Peintres Cubistes
(1913) that André Derain was the real precursor of the Cubist aesthetic. But while Derain
pursued a course that began with the study of Cézanne and would lead him in about 1906 to
concentrate on the transposition of forms, he never analyzed subjects structurally. Yet both
Severini and Apollinaire seem to have intuited that Derain’s particular approach played a
fundamental part in the discovery of the aesthetic possibilities of African art, its primitive
imagery and its reduction to essentials. Certainly Apollinaire and Severini saw much of
each other in 1911 and may well have exchanged opinions on the burning issues of the day.

As Severini saw it, “only Picasso and Braque, who only recently broke with the
Cubists, have a formidable, new boldness. They truly take as little as possible from nature
and break away from all the laws of art accepted till today. They do not paint forms and
colors but sensations, and because of their total renunciation of the laws of art, [ believe they
are closer to literature than to painting. In fact, if it is true that artistic expression needs to be
liberated from atavistic slavery to form, and that form must be subjected to all the sensations
and deformations due both to movement and to the almost simultaneous succession of
different impressions on the retina, it is also true that (to remain in the field of painting)
certain artistic principles must be retained to reveal the cause of the sensation the painter
expresses. Those principles are moreover exclusively intuitive, and therefore often confuse
the sensation with the cause that produced it. And perhaps this is why those two artists, and
Picasso in particular, are often suspected of bluffing, and their sincerity is questioned by the
majority of people. They can also be accused of being one-sided because both of them, with

an identical manner of coloring and with the same rhythm of line, always express the same
sensation.
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Gino Severini, Dynamism of a Dancer (Dinamismo di Jean Metzinger, The Dancer, 1912.
una danzatrice), 1912. Pinacoteca di Brera The Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo, New York
(Collezione Jucker), Milan

“Be that as it may, they are the most interesting artists of our age, and their art is one
of our Futurist verities. . . . One needs to be grateful to the Cubists for the formidable slap in
the face they have given the Academy and the public that enjoys commonplace expressions
that call for no effort. They aspire to lead the public toward a new aesthetic and in that
respect are admirable. They want no more landscapes with dazzling colors. Nature is too
materially beautiful and kind to the eye. To our tormented souls all that healthy delight in
color and line is as irksome as the laughter of children amusing themselves while we are
gnawed by doubt. If a modern painter wishes to spare modern spirits, who seek new and
profound sensations in art, the noisome impression of that importunate laughter, he must
garner in life other beauties than the physical ones of color and form; color and form
should no longer exist save in the guise of sensations and not as goal in themselves. Here
is our point of contact with the truth of Braque and Picasso, whom I classify with the
name of neo-artists.”

When Boccioni received Severini’s long letter he had very likely not yet written the
text for the lecture he would give in May 1911 at the Circolo Artistico in Rome. Certainly
his friend’s ideas and his highly detailed descriptions of the current innovations in the Paris
art world must have come as a boon. The letter, along with Soffici’s article on Braque and
Picasso in La Voce, must have played a large part in persuading Boccioni to make a sortie to
the French capital, which he did in October.

A previously unpublished letter (now in the Museum of Modern Art, New York) by
Boccioni dated October 15, 1911, indicates that he arrived in Paris some ten days after the
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Salon d’Automne opened: “I have already seen the modern painters who interested me. |
will continue to study them, but I see that I had already intuited virtually everything about
them and it is merely a certain outward look they have (due to the enormous incredible
influence of Cézanne and Gauguin and others) that makes the ideas of some of them appear
more daring than they really are. Of the Cubists I have not yet seen Picasso, Braque, and a
few others. Of those I have seen—Metzinger, Fauconnier, Léger, Gleize [sic], etc.—only the
first is really venturing into an unexplored field . . . but what metaphysics!! Everything I
myself have done in the way of metaphysics (physical transcendentalism) is still something
of an absolute reality. . . .

“It is strange how nothing, absolutely nothing, has escaped me of what goes to make
up the complex of aspirations of the finest modern painting! I say strange because, thinking
of Italy,  marvel that I haven’t died there of drowning. ... And now that I am about to
touch shore I think with infinite tenderness of the person who helped me keep afloat in that
sad sea of social and intellectual mediocrity which is Italy today! I have a great longing to
return. I have to work like a madman, even if it kills me, but it is sad to think that I will
have to spend my entire life sweeping up Italy’s trash and refuse! Here I am extremely well
known among the young artists and my incognito under my mother’s name Forlani has
given me a lot of amusement.

“At the Bal de la Galette last evening word got around among a band of Italian
painters that I was there, and throughout the evening they all buzzed about our group.
Finally one of them came up to me and asked if I was Boccioni. I replied yes but that having
left in Italy all my ideas about painting, I wanted to have a rest and avoid all discussion.
There were introductions, and a Genoese painter with a horrific look of bohéme poured out
all his woes to me. . .. The young man ruling the roost here now is Picasso. There is much
talk about him, and the dealers put his tiniest and most insignificant pen-and-ink sketches in
their windows in huge sumptuous and even antique frames and, underneath, with great
ostentation: Picasso(!). It is a real and marvelous launching, and the painter scarcely finishes
a work before it is carted off and paid for by the dealers in competition with each other.”

Boccioni had been in Paris only two days but had already seen the works of most of
the Cubists who interested him. His first reaction was defensive. He claimed he had already
intuited what the artists were up to from Severini’s description; this was not an idle boast, as
can be seen in the text of the lecture he had given five months earlier. His letter indicates that
the indebtedness to Cubism some find in him has been asserted much too strongly and at
times too uncritically. Cubism was, of course, extremely important in the forging of the
Futurist aesthetic, but it is also true that for years Boccioni had been developing new ideas that
only needed to be put to the test—therein lies the importance of his trip to Paris in the fall
of 1911.

This was not Boccioni’s first visit. He had been in Paris for a few months in 1906
when he was overwhelmed by the look and feel of that great city. Rome had a population of
five hundred thousand—a village compared to the Parisian megalopolis. “Think of the
thousands of carriages,” he wrote to his family on April 17, 1906, “and the hundreds of
omnibuses, horse-drawn, electric, and steam-driven trams, all double-deckers, and the
motorized taxicabs in the streets; think of the Metropolitan, an electrified railway that runs
under all of Paris and the tickets are bought by going down into great underground places
entirely illuminated by electric light; the ferry boats, exactly like those in Venice and always
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packed with people. It is something simply past believing. In the midst of all this movement
put thousands of bicycles, lorries, carts and wagons, private automobiles, delivery bicycles. . . .
The streets are full of advertisements; signs even on the roofs; cafés by the thousands all
with tables outside and all of them packed; in the midst of all this three million souls

who rush about wildly, run, laugh, who work out deals, and so on and so on as much as
you want. . . .

“I have seen women such as [ never imagined could exist! They are entirely painted:
hair, lashes, eyes, cheeks, lips, ears, neck, shoulders, bosom, hands and arms! But painted in
a manner so marvelous, so skillful, so refined, as to become works of art. And note that this
is done even by those of low station. They are not painted to compensate for nature; they
are painted for style, and with the liveliest colors. Imagine: hair of the most beautiful gold
topped by little hats that seem songs in themselves—marvelous! The face pale, with a pallor
of white porcelain; the cheeks lightly rosy, the lips of pure carmine shaped clearly and
boldly; the ears pinkish; the neck, nape, and bosom very white. The hands and arms painted
in such a way that everyone has very white hands attached by the most delicate wrists
to arms lovely as music” (Birolli 1971, pp. 332-38).

In October 1907 Boccioni again visited Paris, this time for a week. When he returned
to Milan, he was exhausted and racked by doubt. He was seized by violently religious and
metaphysical emotion and felt impelled to delve into the depths of the spiritual and physical
worlds. Between late 1909 and early 1910 the discouraged young artist met the self-styled
“cafteine of Europe,” Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, poet by trade and firebrand by inclination.
The encounter infused Boccioni with a new vitality. While the works he produced at that
portentous moment of his life do not depart from traditional pictorial formulas, they push
to an extreme a Divisionism marked by intense color and complex brushwork.

With the parturition of the Futurist movement the troubled artist would suddenly
win greater assurance. He would throw himself into a life outside his narrow world, open
himself to the risks of unrestrained emotion. He would move ever further away from a
traditional conception of form and, at last, venture into the exploration of himself and his
art that he had been contemplating for years. In 1910, when he began work on The City
Rises (no. 50), he would declare that he had meditated on the idea of the picture for four full
years, that he had worked painfully and obsessively on that whirling frenzy of colors which,
original as it is, still bears the stamp of a markedly Symbolist approach.

For years he had been pondering the problem of how to represent modern life, and it
was in large measure the contact with the great urban world of Paris that finally moved him
to create more modern, more timely expressive forms. The adventure of Futurism, launched
in 1910 with an intense theoretical program formulated in its manifestos, unleashed the
twenty-eight-year-old’s pent-up aggression. For all the new movement’s determination to
stir up an Italy still dreaming of its past, Paris was the artistic heart and center of the world,
and Paris would be the Futurists’ touchstone and lodestar.

When Boccioni went off to Paris in October 1911, he was already pondering the
ideas that underlie States of Mind (no. 56), the canvases he completed in the months just
before they were shown at the Galerie Bernheim-Jeune. If Boccioni’s conception was tainted
by a certain evocative Symbolism, it nonetheless already involved a dynamic element that is
unrelated to the Cubists’ frigid and static optic. The works by Le Fauconnier and Gleizes
that Boccioni saw at the Salon d’Automne and mentioned in his letter were perhaps too
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descriptive for the budding Futurist, and Léger’s canvas had in fact been criticized by Apollinaire
as a modest product of a still unripe personality. Room 8 in the exhibition which housed
those artists had been dubbed “Cubist” by the poet-critic who made much of the fact that
they had now truly taken on the character of a school. In Room 8 there were also works

by the brothers Marcel Duchamp and Jacques Villon whose acquaintance Boccioni would
make a few months later on the occasion of the Futurist exhibition at the Galerie Bernheim-
Jeune. Duchamp was then working on Nude Descending a Staircase, a painting which, criti-
cized by Gleizes, would be refused by the Salon des Indépendants in March 1912.

In Souvenirs: Le Cubisme 1908—1914, the memoirs he wrote during World War II,
Gleizes recalled the excitement of the exhibition opening: “The ensemble no longer pre-
sented the homogeneity of Room 41. The representatives of orthodox Cubism—Le Fauconnier,
Léger, Metzinger, and myself—found themselves side by side with artists having only
remote resemblances to them, who did not have the same point of departure and who would
for a long time or forever deny any connection with Cubism. . .. In any case, despite that
lack of homogeneity, the ensemble had a fine provocative air about it. In those painters one
sensed an air of battle. . . . Very curious, that rush of visitors denser in that year of 1911 than
in earlier years because they had been alerted by items in the newspapers announcing the
participation of the ‘Cubists’ whose appearance, six months earlier, had been a surprise.”

Boccioni arrived in Paris just as the new movement was taking off. Picasso and
Braque, who did not choose to show with the other artists, were not, however, classified as
Cubists, and in fact Gleizes and Picasso would not meet until after the inauguration of the
Salon d’Automne. Boccioni declared that the artist who impressed him most was Jean
Metzinger, because his theoretical position was both more advanced and clearer than that of
the other Cubists (Picasso and Braque as always excepted). Metzinger had published articles
on the relationship between the new art and the classical tradition and, in addition, called for
a “totality” in painting that would synthesize all possible views of the object represented.
Apollinaire’s review of the Salon d’Automne stressed Metzinger’s richness of imagination
and profound culture, noting that he had finally shaken off the influence of Picasso so
conspicuous in his earlier paintings. His compositional structures, once very similar to
Picasso’s, were now being simplified and resolved in a manner less volumetric and more
confined to the picture surface. Unlike works from the same time by the first Cubists, his
paintings treat the decomposition of the image without aiming at three-dimensionality. He
emphasized instead the intersection of planes without overly stressing the feeling of form.
In Metzinger’s works of this period there is a certain effort at abstraction, but he still appears
the most naturalistic of the Cubist group. The abstraction of the forms, which may have
been what appealed to Boccioni in Metzinger’s work, was based on very different values
from his. For Boccioni the new form and the new color, as he had proclaimed in his lecture
of the preceding May, must arise out of the emotion aroused by the subject itself.

Boccioni met Apollinaire in the fall of 1911. “I have not yet seen any Futurist pic-
tures,” the critic wrote in the Mercure de France in November, ‘‘but if I have understood
correctly the point of the new Italian painters’ experiments they are concerned above all with
expressing feelings, virtually states of the soul (this is an expression used by M. Boccioni
himself), and with expressing them in the most forceful manner possible. These young
people also desire to move away from natural forms and claim to be the inventors of their
art.”” With a tone of half-amusement half-irony Apollinaire also made much of Severini’s
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whim of wearing socks of different colors. Fernande Olivier, Picasso’s mistress at the time,
also mentioned this detail and described Boccioni’s first meeting with Picasso: ‘“During the
winter after the return from Céret—Picasso had spent the summer of 1911 there together
with Braque working in isolation—the Italian Futurists burst upon Montmartre convoyed
by Marinetti whom Apollinaire was simply dotty about. Naturally enough they came to
Picasso’s. Severini as well as Boccioni who died in the war were hot-headed fanatics who
dreamed of a Futurism dethroning Cubism. They made a great thing out of their professions
of faith. . .. They tried to give themselves bizarre airs, attempting to stand out physically at
least, to create a sensation, but their means were mediocre and they often made themselves
ridiculous. Boccioni and Severini, leaders among the painters, had inaugurated a Futurist
fashion which consisted in wearing two socks of different colors but that matched their ties”
(Olivier 1933).

Even before their introductory exhibition the young Futurists elbowed their way into
the Parisian art scene spoiling for a fight. To impress that (presumably) hostile (or merely
indifferent?) world, no weapon was neglected: rhetoric, dialectic, debate, demonstrations,
unmatched socks. No surprise then that these foreign artists were greeted with a certain
wariness. If nothing else, with their theories and their pictures (it is difficult to say which
were more disturbing) they were introducing still greater confusion into a situation already
far from clear-cut. Having prepared a bumpy way for themselves, they made their official
bow before the Parisian public in February 1912. The preface to the catalogue of their show
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Gino Severini, cartoon (ca. 1913), with portrait Carlo Carra, ca. 1914.
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at the Galerie Bernheim-Jeune was written in the aggressive language characteristic of their
manifestos. Though the preface was signed by the Futurist quintet Boccioni, Carra, Russolo,
Balla, and Severini, a note made it clear that the ideas expressed had been propounded by
Boccioni in his lecture of May 1911. The stand they took against the Cubists was harsh and
unequivocal, and their shrill tone antagonized critics and artists alike.

From their first programmatic pronunciamentos the Futurists had brandished the
banner of Modernism. The time, they announced, was overripe for new aesthetic canons,
and they were prepared to invent them. Modernism called for new and regenerating ideas,
for broadly comprehensive images for which reality was a source of inspiration but not the
measuring rod. The Futurists were the first to declare the aesthetic of the machine and of
speed as the single all-decisive principle for a cultural ideology. In his lecture of 1911 Bocciom
had grappled with the dilemma of how one could represent modern life. To be truly modern
a work of art had to mirror the urgent and relentless rhythms of the new times, had to strip
away every trace of concern with the object as such which had made fleeting phenomena
cold and lifeless.

Theories notwithstanding, in the works Boccioni showed in Paris the relationship
with reality was still very strong and was rendered in a contradictory manner. The objective
fact, the given, the point of departure constantly broke through to the fore no matter how it
was swept along in the impetus of the movement and deformed by force-lines. The Futur-
ists” extrovert art, which shone—glared—with violent colors and swift, aggressive images
was completely different from the introverted experiments of the Cubists who conceived of
a work of art as an object in itself whose form obeyed no laws outside itself. With their tense
straining toward the future and toward a modern ideal, the Futurists transformed the very
meaning of the object, while for the Cubists the object was a stable point on which to build
their reflective vision.

The theory of physical transcendentalism—of moving beyond the physical properties
and limitations of “‘real”” things—that Boccioni seems to pit against Cubist theories was
based on an absolutism that arose from the Symbolist sensibility. The philosophical ideas of
Henri Bergson—which stressed reliance on intuition and held that individual consciousness
was superior to all closed systems and rigid mental categories—had been circulating for
some time in French and Italian intellectual circles (his L’Evolution créatrice had appeared in
Paris in 1907); Boccioni could certainly have been influenced by him.

“All objects,” according to the catalogue of the first Futurist show in Paris, “in line
with what the painter Boccioni felicitously calls physical transcendentalism tend toward the
infinite by their force-lines whose continuity is measured by our own intuition.” This state-
ment sums up the fundamental difference between the Futurists and the Cubists. But
when the Futurists (Boccioni in particular) attacked Cubism, their opposition was directed
mainly toward the pictorial illusionism and the emphasis on the flatness of the canvas that
were characteristic of the second generation of Cubists. While insisting on their profound
ideological differences from Picasso and Braque, the Futurists maintained a respectful atti-
tude toward those two artists, which increased over the years (this is especially notable in
Boccioni’s admiration for Picasso).

Gertrude Stein knew every corner and secret of the French art world, and her greatest
admiration was reserved for her friend Pablo Picasso. It was through him that she met and
entertained the Futurists in the rue de Fleurus: “It was about this time that the futurists, the

xlvi



italian futurists, had their big show in Paris and it made a great deal of noise. Everybody was
excited and this show being given in a very well known gallery everybody went. Jacques-
Emile Blanche was terribly upset by it. We found him wandering tremblingly in the gar-
dens of the Tuileries and he said, it looks alright but is it. No it isn’t, said Gertrude Stein.
You do me good, said Jacques-Emile Blanche. The futurists all of them led by Severini
thronged around Picasso. He brought them all to the house. Marinetti came by himself later
as I remember. In any case everybody found the futurists very dull” (Stein 1946, p. 82).

While Stein was strenuously championing Picasso’s talent and conception of form,
Apollinaire was beginning to turn his back on all that and to campaign for a brand of
Cubism he baptized “Orphic” and whose boldest representative was Robert Delaunay. At
this time Metzinger and Gleizes brought out their book Du Cubisme which proposed an
aesthetic based on the approach to form practiced by Cézanne and Derain.

In the midst of these more or less open disputes the Futurists came in search of a
corner for themselves in the crowded, unsettled Parisian art scene. It was refused them.
Only Gustave Kahn and Félix Fénéon, longtime friends of Marinetti, praised the new
movement though less for the right reasons than because of the residue of the Symbolist
spirit in Futurism which characterized their own approach. (A generous selection of reviews
of the Futurist exhibition is found in Lista 1986.) For Apollinaire, Futurism was merely an
Italian imitation of the French schools, in particular of the Fauves and Cubists. He criticized
the Futurists’ dispersion of the image and their insistence on representing various aspects
of reality filtered through emotions without taking into account the element of time.
Against that approach he held up that of the Cubists who brought together in a single object
all the various perceptions and reduced them to a single phenomenon. But Delaunay re-
mained for him the artist who could best express the modern spirit. Delaunay’s colored

Giacomo Balla, Study of a Moving Automobile (Studio di
un’automobile in movimento), ca. 1912. Private collection, Rome

Umberto Boccioni (left) and F. T. Marinetti in front of Boccioni’s The Laugh
(no. 53) during the Futurist exhibition at the Galerie Bernheim-Jeune, Paris,
in 1912. Photo: Luciano Pollini. Courtesy private archive, Padua xlvii




Carlo Carra, The Swimmers (Nuotatrici), 1910. Robert Delaunay, The Eszel Tower (La
Museum of Art (Gift of G. David Thompson, Tour), 1910. Collection Sonia Delaunay,
1955), Carnegie Institute, Pittsburgh Paris

volumes and rejection of the laws of perspective were entirely apt, Apollinaire thought, for
subjects based on a new reality, such as the paintings of the Eiffel Tower he began in 1909.
For Delaunay the Eiffel Tower was his compotier, his substitute for the standard fruit dish
painted over and over by one Cubist after another. Quite unlike the Picasso or Braque still
lifes, here was a subject aggressive in character and symbolic of the new industrial era.
Delaunay’s dogged and obsessive repetition of the theme would lead him to disaggregate
the form and to burst it asunder in an explosion of violent colors.

Around 1912 Delaunay began to paint the “‘simultaneous contrasts’ that enchanted
Apollinaire. Because of Delaunay’s use of the word “simultaneity” there ensued a long and
interesting debate with Boccioni which went on into early 1914. For Delaunay color had
both a dynamic and a constructive value and represented at one and the same time form and
subject. As the “Heresiarch of Cubism” (Apollinaire’s sobriquet for Delaunay) would
explain later in writing, his painting took its departure technically from color and then
developed through time, though the whole of it could be perceived simultaneously in a
single glance. Color thus became in itself a function of space.

Boccioni felt betrayed by Apollinaire. While the critic had never sided with the
Futurists, and indeed energetically attacked certain aspects of their approach, he had none-
theless shown a certain curiosity, if not a veiled interest, and had even confided to Severini
that he was preparing a book in which he would include the Futurists as “Orphics.” For all
their irreconcilable differences the theories of Boccioni and Delaunay had certain key words
in common, most notably the term “simultaneity.” For Boccioni this signified simulta-
neous representation of states of mind, toward which end he strove to reproduce the plastic
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sensations of the subject and its setting in a single profoundly unified vision. A painting
must be a synthesis of “what is remembered and what seen” (a phrase that was used in the
introduction to the catalogue of the Futurist exhibition at Galerie Bernheim-Jeune) and
involve an intersection and interpenctration of lines and forms which, through the image’s
movement, would draw the viewer toward and into the picture’s center. Simultaneity, for
Boccioni, expressed the exaltation of speed, the affirmation of modernity. Place, time,
form, and color coexist in a single composition conceived to bring out the object’s dynamic
reality through a simultaneity not limited to the simple unfurling of an action in time but
embracing all the elements that could convey the sensation of speed visually. While Delaunay’s
theories, translated into paint, ended up by canceling out all the phenomena of exterior
reality and achieving a total formal abstraction, Boccioni never lost the feel of (and for) the
object, and it is this, filtered through the emotions, that gave rise to the rhythm of the signs
and the vibration of the forms in his paintings.

The Futurist manifestos circulated quickly and were widely read and discussed.
Propaganda was the group’s most effective weapon, especially in the early period when
their pictures were more in their minds than on canvas. Nonetheless this does not explain
why groups and artists of a very different stripe should have held ideas so close to theirs.
There is, for one, an astonishing similarity between Boccioni’s theories and those Kandinsky
propounded in The Spiritual in Art, which he published in Munich in late 1911. To begin
with, the cultural climate in which the Futurists and Kandinsky developed their ideas was
much the same. Whether Italian or German (or, like Kandinsky, a Russian émigré), artists
were not likely to have escaped or ignored the discussions on philosophical materialism, the
polemics against the positivistic scientific approach, and the scientific discoveries that were
overturning traditional notions in physics and in other fields of knowledge. Einstein’s the-
ory of relativity, first formulated in 1905, upended the traditional conception of an unre-
lated absolute space and absolute time. The discovery of radioactive phenomena by W. K.
Rontgen, A. H. Becquerel, and Ernest Rutherford meant that the idea of the atom as the
ultimate physical particle had to be reconsidered and that a new science had to be established
that would take into account hitherto unknown forces of radiation. Max Planck, with his
quantum theory, threw open to discussion the wave theory of light. In philosophy the crisis
that attended the birth pangs of the new century was sensed and expressed in a diversity of
approaches: in an outburst of interest in spiritualism and the occult, in the various currents
of methodological and critical investigation proposed by German thinkers, in a new psy-
chology allowing for both conscious and unconscious factors as against the schematic
explanation and positivist determinism of a Bergson.

Kandinsky maintained that nothing is absolute and that art is born out of the principle
of inner necessity. A marked mystical strain runs through his writings: Painting, defined as
pure art, is one of the manifestations of the divine; the artist’s subjectivity is subordinated to
an inner voice that harmonizes oppositions and contradictions. These theoretical principles
are the origin of Kandinsky’s visual compositions, constructed out of chromatic notes that
spread like sonorous vibrations, like music, across the space of his canvases: abstract com-
positions that are entirely without a material objective model and that exist precisely and
only because forms and colors have value in themselves.

In his 1911 lecture Boccioni expressed a very similar concept: “Only that painting
will be Futurist whose colors can represent and communicate a sentiment with the min-
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imum possible recourse to the concrete forms that gave rise to it.”” Nonetheless, for
Boccioni, abstraction proceeds out of reality itself. Because the artist aims to represent the
becoming, the developing, of the object, his intuition will transform elements from the
external world into a creation manifesting a sense of universality. Whereas Kandinsky with
his philosophical reflections immersed himself in the spiritual substance of the universe, and
the Cubists sought to capture the essence of things by means of intellectual investigation,
Boccioni strove to penetrate reality by contemplating the relativity of phenomena and the
way they manifest themselves in relation to the absolute. This was a tortuous and difficult
quest in an age of increasingly concrete thinking which impelled him to seek, as he would
himself state, a new finite “symbol of our conception of the infinite.”

In March 1912 the Futurists exhibited in Berlin in Herwarth Walden’s Galerie Der
Sturm where Delaunay and Kandinsky had shown on other occasions. Kandinsky now
asked Walden not to promote these Italian artists: “You know my opinion of them. And the
last manifesto (painting of noises and odors—without gray! without brown! etc.) is even
more frivolous than those preceding it. Do not take this badly, dear Herr Walden, since for
me likewise it is not something pleasant to talk about. But art is something sacred that should
not be treated with such flippancy. And the Futurists merely play with the more important
ideas they bring up every so often, though everything is thought through so little and so
little felt. These things pain me. I know that all of this is part of our present-day life, which
is infinitely varied and creates with an unprecedented multiplicity of manners. But I have
none the less the right to withhold my support from elements I find antipathetic. It will be

Herwarth Walden, owner of Galerie Der Sturm in Berlin,

with his wife, Nell; behind them hang two paintings by Chagall.
Photo: Staatsbibliothek Preussischer Kulturbesitz,
Handschriftenabteilung, Berlin (West)



enough that I do not fight against them” (letter 137, dated November 12, 1913, Staats-
bibliothek, Berlin).

It is obvious that the chief concern of all artists of whatever stripe was to
safeguard their personal field of action, their small corner in the vast world of art. The
game consisted (as it does today) in setting up a policy of alliances and oppositions which in
an instant, virtually without warning, could shift out of either conviction or expediency.
Such a change transformed the virtually fraternal bond between Delaunay and Apollinaire.
As early as mid-1913 their accord was showing signs of strain. It was then that Apollinaire
issued his own manifesto, L’Antitradition futuriste (dated June 29, 1913), which aimed to
reconcile the Cubist and Futurist positions; he also took steps to heal the breach with Boccioni
which had opened during the dispute about simultaneism. A postcard (private collection,
Padua) Apollinaire sent to Boccioni early in 1914 testifies to the cordiality with which the
contact was renewed: ‘“Dear friend, Forget about Delaunay and work well; soon we shall
put together an issue with reproductions of the Futurists. When do you come to Paris?”

The great mobility in the cultural would—new arrivals, upheavals, reversals, quick
successes and quicker failures—induced each group to conduct its discussion in its own way.
Certainly the manner the Futurists adopted topped all the others in violence and white-hot
polemics. If in one sense that constituted their strength, in another it created their isolation.

On February 17, 1913, the Armory Show opened in New York. For the first time the
American public was brought face to face—emphatically, even violently—with the works
of those European artists who, particularly in the preceding decade, had overturned and
transformed the vocabulary of traditional and academic forms in painting and sculpture.
All in all the venture proved thoroughly worthwhile and had important consequences:
in Europe because of the debates raging in those months over such artistic and literary
currents as Cubism and its heretics, Futurism, and the “spiritualism” of a certain Russian
and German tendency; in the United States because those stimulating controversies were
extended to a new and fertile terrain and, above all, because on a practical plane a new and
as yet unexploited market was opened up for both foreign and domestic art.

The Armory Show oftered a selection from those currents that had most appealed to
the organizers who, only a few months before, scarely knew more than the general talk
about a Picasso or a Braque. Not everyone was satisfied. In an article titled “Evolution and
Revolution in Art” published in The International Studio in April 1913, the critic Christian
Brinton noted that the exhibition failed to provide a comprehensive and unified view of the
latest tendencies. “One was not a little disconcerted to discover Klimt, Bilgas, Marc, Mestrovic,
Minne and Burljuk, while such significant groups as the Dresdener Briicke, the Berliner
Neue Sezession, the Miinchener Neue Vereinigung, and the Stockholm Eight, not to men-
tion Severini and the Futurists, were substantially or wholly without representation.”

With Braque, Delaunay, the Duchamps, Kandinsky, Léger, Picabia, and Picasso pres-
ent in the Armory Show, even if represented by only a limited number of pieces, why were
the Futurists excluded? Their name at least was known, however much misinterpreted and
misused. The term “futurist” appears again and again in the blizzard of articles the
Armory Show elicited; it was almost always used erroneously to describe, usually pejora-
tively, anything considered to be avant-garde. No end of Cubist works were labeled “futurist,”

and it was the adjective most frequently applied to Marcel Duchamp’s Nude Descending a
Staircase.
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The appearance in America of the artists who were legitimately termed Futurists was
eagerly anticipated. The organizers of the Armory Show had offered the Futurists a room
in which their works could be shown together and thereby avoid confusion with the lower-
case “futurists.” Why did the group decline the invitation? In November 1912 the organiz-
ers met in Paris with Severini and Boccioni, who was making a brief visit to that city. In a
letter that seems to date from that month Boccioni wrote to his fellow Futurist Carlo Carra
asking him what Futurist projects were planned and what agreements had been reached
concerning the exhibitions in which members could or should take part. Boccioni turned to
Carra for this information because Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, the literary and artistic capo
of the Futurist movement, was in the Balkans as a war correspondent. Marinetti’s Milan
home had become the Futurists’ headquarters and meeting place, the site of their discussions
and debates, and the place they received their mail. Its “official” status is confirmed by the
fact that its address appears on all the Futurist manifestos put out in those years.

As it happened, shortly before the approach from the American organizers, the
group had been invited to participate in a Rome exhibition, one whose title constituted a
program and, for Italy, a challenge: the First International Roman Secession Exhibition.
Planned to run from March 31 through June 30, 1913, its aim was to extend Italian artistic
debate into a broader, European context like that created in Austria and Germany by the
Sezession exhibitions. Among those already committed to lend Impressionist works were
the same Parisian galleries that had promised their collaboration to the Americans, including
Galerie Bernheim-Jeune where the Futurists had already shown.

The Rome exhibition was designed as a homage to Impresstonists and Divisionists
with emphasis on Italian Symbolists with French antecedents; paradoxically the latter repre-
sented a more advanced position than the D’Annunzio-influenced approach of the Italian
official and academic painters. The selection committee included Giacomo Balla, onetime
teacher of Boccioni and Severini and himself a signatory of the Futurist manifesto on paint-
ing. Aninfluential member of the committee, he saw to it that his Futurist comrades were
invited to take part in what was planned to be a major event in Rome.

If the Futurists opted to show in Rome, however, they could not join in the Armory
Show since the dates overlapped. In his letter to Carrd mentioned above, Boccioni instructed
him to “go to Marinetti’s and have them show you his correspondence. From the envelopes,
[ hope, you will be able to see if there is a letter from Balla or from the Secession committee.
If you find a letter, write and tell me what it says. . . . Wire [Rome] to get a categorical reply
about the exhibition at the Secession. In any case and as soon as you have any news write or
wire me at Severini’s. All of this because we are invited to show in New York with Picasso,
Braque, the Cubists, Cézanne, etc. . . . The matter would be of no interest to me if one of
my friends had not written to Severini that he has heard about a forthcoming Futurist show
in New York. This (I imagine) is the work of Dr. Borchardt who for purposes of outright
speculation, with the paintings bought at half price, is moving ahead of us and despoiling all
the most important cities in the world. Our triumphal entry into all the capitals is com-
pletely compromised! This really annoys me and will annoy Marinetti even more to whom
[ am writing right away. . . . Besides, we are committed to Amsterdam, I think, with the
contract for April 1913” (Archivi del Futurismo 1962, vol. 1, pp. 246—47; corrected follow-
ing original in Carra archives, Milan).
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Boccioni in Paris(?), ca. 1912.
Photo: Luciano Pollini. Courtesy
private archive, Padua

Immediately after their first show in Paris at Galerie Bernheim-Jeune in February and
March 1912, the Futurists were, as mentioned above, given another exhibition, this one in
Berlin at the invitation of Herwarth Walden, the German poet and journalist who had
recently taken to promoting new art. The Futurists’ show was only the second such under-
taking of this enthusiast. Long interested in Symbolist and Expressionist currents, he was
now championing somewhat more innovative trends in both literature and the visual arts
through his review Der Sturm and the Galerie Der Sturm in Berlin. On the face of it the
Berlin show was an unexpected success. A single collector, the Wolfgang Borchardt men-
tioned in Boccioni’s letter to Carra, bought twenty-one paintings, almost all of those on
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The room of Futurist works at the Panama-Pacific
International Exposition, San Francisco, 1915. In the center
is Boccioni’s sculpture Muscles in Movement (Muscoli in
velocitd, 1913), which was later destroyed. Photo: G. Lista,
Il Futurismo, 1986

view, as a block. This windfall was, however, a far from unmixed blessing. The transaction
was completed very slowly because the purchaser found it difficult, he said, to pay the artists
in full. (It cannot be ruled out that this apparent Maecenas was fronting for Walden, whose
promotion of the avant-garde may have been a crass scheme to profit from the craze for the
very latest in the arts.) The Italian artists were suspicious of such a conspicuous, almost
wholesale purchase of their works (still of untested commercial value), and Boccioni’s
concern about Borchardt’s injudicious and badly timed presentations of Futurist art in all
the major centers was doubtless justified.

“If I had not been in Paris,”” Boccioni wrote further to Carra, ““Severini would have
known nothing about previous commitments or anything else, and everything was heading
toward disaster with commitments and counter-commitments. Anyway, if Marinetti wants
well-staged entries (and he is right) he ought to see to them himself: War is beautiful, just
looking at it is better, but our and my future matters more to me. . . . Write me what you
think about New York. The whole thing is free. A hall 16 meters by 8 [52%2 by 264 feet]:
shipment December 7. Only drawbacks: lack of [separate] Futurist entrance, Rome exhibi-
tion: Amsterdam exhibition.”

Marinetti returned to Milan just about the time Boccioni wrote to Carra. The capogruppo
reacted strongly to Boccioni’s complaints about Borchardt’s raids on the Futurists’ potential
European market and, notably, its German sector. On November 15, 1912, the fiery, Machi-
avellian impresario wrote to Walden: ‘““We are very angry with you for not letting us know
about the various exhibitions of Futurist painting you have organized with Dr. Borchardt. It
would have been useful to do so, in the interest of those exhibitions themselves. . . . We are
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extremely angry because in your lectures you have jumbled together the Futurists with the
Expressionists and others who have nothing to do with our movement. I have written a
long letter to Dr. Borchardt on this subject. I beg you to read it with due attention. No one
among the Futurist painters, those truly Futurist, that is, the founders Boccioni, Carrd, Russolo,
Severini, has exhibited in the Salon d’ Automne. But in that Salon there are a good many
Cubist, Post-Impressionist, and other painters who imitate the Futurists. They are all epi-
gones, as you yourself call them, who are now turning away from cold and static Cubism and
are making a great effort to produce pictorial dynamism, compenetration of planes, and painting
of states of mind, etc. We are therefore all the more distressed to see that you, our great friend
and such a brilliant connoisseur of art, are increasing the confusion the world press is creating by
considering as Futurist all those who imitate our movement in painting.

“We therefore wish to be informed about the exhibitions you are preparing, and we
want those exhibitions to include exclusively genuinely Futurist pictures. Write me immediately if
it is true that you are preparing an exhibition in New York, because in that case I would plan
to give lectures in that city” (Archivi del Futurismo 1962, vol. 1, p. 253).

Marinetti’s letter makes it clear how strenuously he was prepared to defend the
position of his quintet of artists and to brook no confusion with other artistic trends. He
was more and more convinced that the group’s success depended on maintaining its individ-
uality and autonomy.

On November 15, the same day he wrote to Walden, Marinetti wired Boccioni in
Paris: “Hope to receive telegram from Rome tomorrow. Will advise you by telegram.
Waiting for reply Walden about New York. We are all absolutely against exhibition with
Cubists New York. Wire me if remaining in Paris for long. Greetings to Severini. . . . Yours
Marinetti” (private archive, Padua).

Marinetti’s chief reasons for refusing the invitation to the Armory Show must have
been his protective feelings for his Futurist artists and his fear of compromising more
interesting prospects. Consultation with Carra and Russolo, the only members of the group
then in Milan, could only have confirmed his own opinion that exhibiting alongside the rival
and even enemy group would only compound the existing confusion between Futurists and
Cubists. There was no further discussion about Futurist participation in the American
exhibition. Their refusal was a gallant or perhaps a provocative gesture, but it effectively
cut them off from the potential support of the dealers, galleries, critics, and patrons across
the Atlantic.

It did not take the Futurists long, interested as they were in self-promotion, to realize
the chance they had missed. American collectors were snapping up the work of the other
European avant-garde artists, and this was a market the Futurists could not afford to over-
look. It was proving difficult to make a place for themselves outside Italy; in France and
Germany, where they had hoped to find an enlightened public, they were beginning to be
regarded with a certain hostility. In Italy it would require a slow and patient effort to bring
the national artistic consciousness into the twentieth century, and the moderation and toler-
ant persistence necessary was not in the Futurists’ character. And there were subterranean
rumblings in the European political and economic situation hinting of the world conflict
that would explode in the summer of 1914 and would encompass Italy as well after a year of
neutrality. Thus, although it was a time when their efforts were turned to urging Italian
intervention against the Austrian “occupier” of Northern Italy, the group accepted the
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invitation that came to them at the end of 1914 to show in San Francisco, at the Panama
Pacific International Exposition celebrating the completion of the Panama Canal. Yet here
again things would not go smoothly for the Italian group; a new international market would
not be opened to them. ‘

The Futurist works were probably transported to San Francisco from London where
they had recently been. After the Panama Pacific International Exposition closed on Decem-
ber 1, the paintings and sculptures remained in San Francisco for some months since the
international section in which they were shown remained open until May. Whatever their
expectations, the Futurists passed almost unnoticed. The war in Europe, which had entered
a critical phase, was a more absorbing topic than “modernistic” art, and many years would
pass before American interest would quicken with regard to this art.
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Young Man on a Riverbank (recto)
Giovane sulla riva di un fiume 1902

Study of a Wagnerian Scene (verso)
Studio di composizione 1902 (?)

Recto: gouache and colored charcoal on paper
Verso: pencil on paper

11%X8%1in. (29.8X21.9 cm.)

Signed and dated lower right (recto): B. 902
Collection Lydia Winston Malbin, New York

Young Man on a Riverbank is the earliest known
work by Boccioni. Although Ballo has dated
it 1908-1909 on the basis of stylistic resem-
blances to works of that period, there is no
reason to doubt that the date 1902 at the lower
right was written by Boccioni himself when
he painted the picture. Both composition and
technique reveal a beginner’s uncertain hand
or at any rate an artist whose technical com-
mand is not completely developed, further
disproving Ballo’s dating, since by 1908-1909
Boccioni’s treatment was secure and rapid. Yet
already, in this youthful work, the artist was
using an untraditional viewpoint and estab-
lishing an emphatic contrast between fore-
ground figure and background plane. There
is no gradual transition between topographi-
cal elements: The contrast between them is
deliberately emphasized in the figure seen from
the rear, which serves as the only link
among them and creates a curious dispropor-
tion in the overall image.

This picture was undoubtedly created
during the artist’s Roman years, and the scene
—a bend in a river, possibly the Aniene or
the Tiber, both of which flow across the
Roman countryside—connects it with a pas-
sage Gino Severini wrote in 1945, recalling
his close ties with Boccioni when both were

young. In about 1900, when Severini first
knew him, the young Boccioni had moved to
Rome from Sicily where he had been living
with his father; he had only elementary skills
in drawing and was taking lessons from a post-
er painter much in fashion at the time. On one
of their first excursions to try their hand at
copying from nature, the two young artists
went outside the city walls one Sunday morn-
ing: “When we arrived at Ponte Nomentano
he sat down alongside me on an outcropping
almost in midstream, took out a piece of paper,
and began to draw the bridge. I messed about
with my poor colors with a dogged determi-
nation that only took me further from any
satisfactory result. From time to time [ looked
over at Boccioni’s sheet of paper, but his draw-
ing was always at the same point. He had done
it and redone it at least twenty times without
ever succeeding in getting the entire bridge
on the sheet. Each time he began at the left
and continued doing one detail after another
right across the page to the right margin. When
he got there he realized he had drawn scarcely
half the bridge. My poor friend puffed and
panted, was in a sweat, got red in the face and
furious, and then suddenly asked me, ‘How
do you ever manage to get the whole thing
onto your little page?’”
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A few studies in perspective and of places
and buildings in the city belong to the same
period as this gouache. All of them are char-
acterized by an effort to push to the limit the
possibilities of a viewpoint that is never di-
rectly frontal. The view is almost always fore-
shortened, looking from below to above or
vice versa, and Boccioni would increasingly
concern himself with this compositional de-
vice, especially in his Roman period.

On the verso is a very rapid and sum-

mary pencil sketch of a scene Taylor (1961b)
calls “Wagnerian,” evidently a compositional
study based on a painting or engraving of a
warlike episode.

LITERATURE: No. 1a—Taylor 1961a, p. 22 (ill.); Tay-
lor 1961b, no. 1 (1909); Archivi del Futurismo 1962,
no. 53; Ballo 1964, no. 123, p. 488 (1908—1909); Bruno
1969, no. 1; Calvesi and Coen 1983, no. 5

No. 1B—Taylor 1961b, no. 1a (ca. 1910); Ballo
1964, no. 350 (1910); Calvesi and Coen 1983, no. 633



Roman Landscape
Campagna romana 1903

QOil on canvas
24%,x 48 in. (63 X122 cm.)

Signed and dated bottom left: Umberto Boccioni 1903
Museo Civico di Belle Arti (Collection Chiattone), Lugano

This work bears the earliest date of any of
‘Boccioni’s known canvases. The signature and
date at the bottom left— Umberto Boccioni 1903
—are written in block letters and framed by a
thin red line. Close examination, however, re-
veals that this inscription covers another sig-
nature that has been canceled out. This type
of inscription is found in other works by
Boccioni from around 1908, for example,
Lombard Landscape (no. 23a), but for known
works catalogued so far, there are no similar
signatures before 1908. That fact, along with
certain technical factors, suggests that the can-
vas may have been retouched in 1908, five years
after it was painted. The paint is full-bodied
and built up considerably, with dabs and clots
that cause multiple coloristic reflections. This,
together with the fact that a sense of distance is
achieved through variegated paint thicknesses,
can be taken as a sign of an artist already fully
formed and no longer tentative in his proce-
dures. Further, while the quality of the paint
treatment suggests a date later than the one
given in the signature, the horizontal plan and
decidedly nineteenth-century organization tend
to confirm the earlier date. Moreover, there is
concrete evidence that the work was conceived
in 1903. In an unpublished letter to his sister
dated August 4 of that year, Boccioni drew a
pen sketch of a composition that is very close
to the finished canvas. The drawing was ac-
companied by a rather high-sounding phrase:
“The subject I am sketching for you here is
extremely simple and, precisely because of
that, terribile.”

Conspicuous here are the influence of the
rural symbolism of Pellizza da Volpedo and
the example of Giacomo Balla, whose studio
was much frequented by the young Boccioni

and Severini. Balla had returned to Rome in
March 1901 after spending seven months in
Paris where he saw firsthand the new devel-
opments in painting after Impressionism. His
teaching was based on the study of new
techniques in the use of color, on optical sen-
sations, and on the effect produced by juxta-
posing contrasting colors, and he demonstrated
his theories in paintings that have an exacer-
bated realism. In a 1916 essay in honor of his
teacher, Boccioni wrote: “Balla’s value did not
lie in the, so to speak, ethical significance he
attributed to his paintings but in the stubborn
quest for subjects that would war against the
run-of-the-mill look of pictures. He carried
on a struggle against the Sublime with a su-
perhuman solitary labor of almost mystical se-
verity. We young men were drawn to him:
Sironi, Boccioni, Severini, Constantini. To
shake oft the artificially prettified quality of
art found in Rome, Balla saw that the only
salvation was to plunge deeply into a kind of
scientific sensibility. . .. The more art struck
him as sweet, romantic, and sentimental, the
more he strove for a reaction through a scientif-
ically exact mortification of reality. . .. Balla
tears emotion as a weakness, and there you
have in essence the antiliterary and antisen-
timental stance of modern art.”

Balla taught his young students to lay out
the planes of a picture correctly and to set up
a perspective that would not be merely ba-
nally descriptive but analytic, thus ensuring
that the forms would acquire greater force. In
the present picture the composition is almost
completely flattened. The cow, set very high,
is rendered with painstaking detail, while
the rest of the image is painted with oblique
and Divisionist brushwork and with a very






dense impasto of color built up over color.
The painting was first shown under the
title Meriggio (Midday) in the 1904 exhibition
of the Amatori e Cultori, an annual event at
the Palazzo delle Esposizioni in Rome. That
same year Balla presented his Bankruptcy,
which Severini would describe years later, em-~
phasizing its overly realistic approach: “It
showed the lower part of a shop, shut down
because of bankruptcy. The shutters, no longer
open, derelict, filthy, covered with doll-like
figures and hieroglyphs that children had
drawn in chalk, truly suggested neglect and
sadness. In a corner of the stone step there
was a magnificently rendered glob of spit.”
On April 5, 1908, Boccioni noted in his
diary: “Have sold the picture Midday (Roman
Countryside) to Signor Gabriele Chiattone for
reproduction. Took 80 lire.” And again, in
the list of works sold, after August 24, 1908,
he wrote: “To Signor Gabriele Chiattone a
landscape done in Rome and exhibited in Lu-
gano [as] Midday. Eighty lire. Good.” Boccioni
had come to know the Chiattone family in

Cloister of S. Onofrio
Chiostro 1904

Oi1il on canvas
27Y2X38% in. (70X 98 cm.)

Milan and had been particularly friendly with
one of the sons, Mario, an architect who for
some years would be close to Antonio Sant’Elia
and to Futurist ideas. Gabriele Chiattone
owned a printing house—which explains the
comment ‘‘for reproduction”’—and usually
bought directly from the artist, who was often
in financial difficulty. The Chiattone family
would later bequeath to the Museo Civico di
Belle Arti, Lugano, twenty-two works by
Boccioni, all from his pre-Futurist period.

It is likely that when the present painting
was sold to Chiattone, Boccioni retouched it,
freshening the color and adding the gloss that
makes it resemble his 1908 works. Three small
preparatory studies for this painting have been
found among Boccioni’s papers.

EXHIBITIONS: Rome 1904, no. 965 (Meriggio); Milan
1916-17, no. 92; Milan 1960, no. 1; Reggio Calabria
1983, no. 9; Verona 1985-86, no. 7

LITERATURE: Argan and Calvesi 1953, p. 33;
Archivi del Futurismo 1962, no. 2; Ballo 1964, no. 2;
Archivi del Divisionismo 1968, p. 182, no. 2208;
Bruno 1969, no. 2; Calvesi and Coen 1983, no. 8

Signed and dated bottom right: Boccioni Padova 1904
Museo Civico di Belle Arti (Collection Chiattone), Lugano

There are at least four small preparatory stud-
ies in which the composition of this painting
is laid out from different angles. Since one of
the pencil sketches is inscribed “S. Onofrio,”
the cloister depicted can be identified with cer-
tainty. Only one drawing (84X 11 in. [20.8 X
28.1 cm.]; private collection, Padua) has the
same basic composition as the definitive paint-
ing. The finished painting has details not found
in any of the preparatory drawings, among
them the tree and fence at the right.

The church of Sant’Onofrio is located on

the Janiculum, one of the most picturesque
sites in Rome. An impressive panorama ex-
tends from the neighboring piazza, ranging
from Castel Sant’Angelo to Palazzo Farnese.
The church was founded in 1419 by Nicola
de Forca Palena, 2 member of the Hermits of
Saint Jerome. The interior of the single-naved
edifice contains paintings by Antoniazzo Ro-
mano, Agostino Carracci, and Domenichino.
The adjoining monastery, where the poet
Torquato Tasso died in 1595, has a rectangu-
lar cloister constructed in the mid-fifteenth cen-






tury; in its loggia are frescoes depicting the
life of the titular saint by the Cavaliere d’Ar-
pino and other artists.

In the present painting Boccioni attempted
to utilize Divisionist brushwork with short
strokes that—here and there, however—be-
come longer and more rapid. It was a diffi-
cult undertaking for a young artist, both
because the subject afforded little scope for
imaginative invention and because he had not
achieved a sufficient level of technical skill.

The signature indicates that the picture
was probably painted, or at least finished, in
Padua, where Boccioni’s mother and sister
were living. They would remain there until
late 1907 or sometime between the end of
1907 and early 1908, when they followed
Umberto to Milan where he had recently taken
up residence.

In 1905 the present picture was submit-
ted to the Salone dei Rifiutati, an exhibition
organized by a group of dissident artists whose
works had been rejected by the jury of the
Amatori e Cultori exhibition. Of the five or
six paintings Boccioni submitted to the latter

Self-Portrait

Autoritratto 1905

Oil on canvas

20% %27 in. (51.4X 68.6 cm.)

Signed bottom right: Boccioni

Collection Lydia Winston Malbin, New York

Assigned to the year 1907 by various writers,
notably Ballo and Bruno, the painting was
given its proper date of 1905 in Futurism and
the International Avant-Garde, the catalogue of
the exhibition organized by Anne d’Har-
noncourt at the Philadelphia Museum of Art
in 1980-81. The portrait was reproduced in
the May—June 1905 issue of the magazine
L’Italia industriale e artistica, and Boccioni had
had it printed on adhesive paper with the let-
terhead of the Lxvn Esposizione Internazionale
di Belle Arti, the Amatori e Cultori, held in
Rome in 1905.
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exhibition, only one was selected, a self-portrait
(no. 4). Boccioni therefore joined other artists
in showing their rejected works in the lobby
of the Teatro Nazionale. On that occasion,
Boccioni’s works caught the attention of Primo
Levi, a noted art historian, who wrote in the
Rome daily La Tribuna of March 12, 1905: “By
Boccioni, who expresses himself with an au-
dacity that is not always well balanced, there
are numerous studies which in a large exhibi-
tion would slip by unnoticed, but here much
more easily attract the eye of the seasoned
observer.’

This painting belongs to the bequest of
the Chiattone family to the Museo Civico di
Belle Arti, Lugano.

’

EXHIBITIONS: Rome 1905b; Milan 1916—17, no. 86
(Interno di un chiostroy; Milan 1960, no. 2; Reggio
Calabria 1983, no. 21; Verona 1985-86, no. 8

LITERATURE: Argan and Calvesi 1953, p. 33 (Interno
di un chiostro); Archivi del Futurismo 1962, no. 1
(Chiostro nel Veneto), Ballo 1964, no. 3; Archivi del
Divisionismo 1968, p. 182, no. 2206; Bruno 1969,
no. 3; Damigella 1972, p. x1vi; Calvesi and Coen
1983, no. 31

Severini is the most informative firsthand
witness for the Roman period, when the two
young artists were jointly seeking their indi-
vidual artistic identities. In his Vita di un pittore
Severini tells of the difficulties both artists had
at the Amatori ¢ Cultori exhibition: “Even
though Balla was part of the selection com-
mittee, | was rejected in toto. I had presented
six or seven works including a large autumn
landscape, Come le foglie |Like the Leaves].
Boccioni had submitted five or six works to
the jury, and of these the only one accepted
was a self-portrait which was the least inter-



esting of the lot. I should say that both
Boccioni and I, instinctively and logically
working out for ourselves Impressionist vi-
sion and theory (with a daring and violent way
of working), were without realizing it draw-
ing close to the expression of Cézanne. Only
Balla could understand that attitude and stand
up for it, which he did. But he did not suc-
ceed in winning the point. Along with other
painters not selected by the jury, we went ahead
and organized the first exhibition of the rifiutati
in the lobby of the Teatro Nazionale, which
no longer exists.”

The Self-Portrait mentioned by Severini
1s the present one (now Collection Lydia Win~
ston Malbin, New York, which acquired it
from the artist’s family). Boccioni must have
valued this work highly if he never disposed
of it during his lifetime. Severini’s remark
about the change in their painting style be-
ginning in 1904 1s well confirmed in this work.
By that date the volumetric feeling in Boc-
cioni’s work had already become progressively
strengthened with respect to tonality, which
was now relegated to a secondary role. The
quest for a new dimensionality is nonetheless
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still achieved by means of color, which be-
comes interwoven like the threads of a coarse
canvas.

In the present painting Boccioni seems
to have been secking a more rapid technique,
something less minutely detailed which dis-
pensed with painstaking analysis of reality. The
face is not supported by a descriptive back-
ground, and nothing underlines its form. The
large leaves of a tree at the left impel the figure
to the foreground and accentuate its flesh-and-
blood solidity. In two other portraits of this
period, one of an elderly man and the other
of the artist’s aunt, Boccioni made much of
the structure of the face, as here, hollowing
out deep zones of shadow and markedly

La Signora Virginia 1905

Qil on canvas
55%%5x 45" 1n. (140X115.5 cm.)

brightening other areas with strong slashes of
light. He would soon abandon this new style
of painting, and only in his last works, those
of 1916, would he again experiment with this
technique of broad constructive brushwork,
which Severini called *“Cézannian.”

EXHIBITIONS: Rome 1905a; New York 1961, no.
21; New York 1973-74, no. 26 (ca. 1908); Philadel-
phia 1980-81, no. 15

LITERATURE: Italia industriale 1905, p. 23; Argan and
Calvesi 1953, p. 35 (Collection Callegari-Boccioni);
Archivi del Futurismo 1962, no. 55 (34X 71 cm.);
Ballo 1964, no. 22 (34 X 71 cm., 1907); Bruno 1969,
no. 16a (1907); Damigella 1972, p. xLvi; Calvesi and
Coen 1983, no. 40

Signed and dated bottom right: U. Boccioni, Roma giugno 1905
Civico Museo d’Arte Contemporanea, Palazzo Reale, Milan

Between 1899 and 1901, his first years in Rome,
Boccioni lived with his father in the home of
his paternal aunt, a relative of Signora Vir-
ginia Procida. Signora Procida’s son-in-law,
Duilio Cambellotti, was six years older than
Boccioni. Chiefly interested in the decorative
arts, Cambellotti was an illustrator of con-
siderable elegance; he was also a painter and
sculptor and later a set designer. He immedi-
ately took to the young Boccioni, inviting him
to his home and introducing him to other art-
ists active in Rome. Years later, in testimony
to his gratitude and friendship, Boccioni would
give his Pittura, scultura futuriste to Cambellotti
with the inscription: ““To the dear and great
artist, to the friend who supported my first
steps with constant friendship.” Boccioni never
forgot the help given him in his lonely, difficult
youth and always retained a great affection for
Rome.

When he left for Paris in April 1906,
Boccioni stored some of his belongings with
relatives and friends in Rome. The present
painting was entrusted to Signora Virginia or
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to Boccioni’s good friend Mario Sironi. In Oc-
tober 1907 he wrote to Severini from Milan:
“See if you can arrange for my things to be
sent to me (payment on delivery). ... Sironi
will do what he can with Signora Virginia.”
He invited Severini to visit him in Milan—a
city “full of masterpieces,” he said, among
them Leonardo’s Last Supper and ““a Pietd by
G. Bellini, miraculous!”’—and added: “You
will see nothing of mine. Everything I have
done has been either destroyed, given away,
or sold. Unfortunately, the latter case is rare.
This is because of my movement from city to
city. I want to settle down once and for all
and have all my things from Rome. Busy your-
self with this for a moment and see to it that
they send me my books and canvases. These
will help me to work here.”

Boccioni studied with Giacomo Balla in
Rome, and the older artist’s influence is evi-
dent in the present painting. After using a more
volumetric painting style, Boccioni returned
to his teacher’s approach. He abandoned
squared-off volumes and almost-distorted






faces, adopting odd perspectives and lighting
effects, oblique brushwork, and overlapping
colors to emphasize pictorial depth.

Balla’s teaching is especially evident in the
photographic angle of the image, which is
viewed from below, and in the foreshorten-
ing of the bedroom at the left. The light in
the picture comes from the bedroom and from
an unseen source in front of the sitter. Signora
Virginia emerges from the sharp contrast be-
tween bright light and darkness as a massive
black figure.

As early as 1901, in his tempera and pas-
tel Portrait of the Artist’s Mother, Balla experi-
mented with foreshortening large dimensions
to make his mother’s face appear as if mod-
eled by light. He continued to explore this
concept for several years, and it became the
basis of the theory he taught the young Seve-
rini, Boccioni, and Sironi. In 1904 Balla por-
trayed his wife, Elisa, in a doorway with a
play of almost monochromatic oppositions in
which light and shadow shape the figure’s con-

Mother and Child
Madre e figlio  1905-1906

Pastel on cardboard
38X28in. (96.5x71 cm.)
Signed bottom right: Umberto Boccioni

tours. The following year he was still at work
on his group of four canvases about aspects of
human life, in particular The Madwoman, a
painting not only of pronounced pious feel-
ing but also of disturbing desperation, height-
ened by the violence of its color. By that date,
however, Boccioni had not yet brightened his
palette; he still relied on a limited number of
tones, while placing great emphasis on the
harsh drama achieved by unusual perspectives.

EXHIBITIONS: Rome 1906, no. 493; Milan 1909,
no. 143 (Ritratto della signora Virginia); Milan 191617,
no. 17; Milan 1934, no. 279; Venice 1960; Milan
1973-74, no. 18; London 1979-80, no. 360; Milan
1982—-83, no. 1; Verona 1985-86, no. 17

LITERATURE: Sarfatti 1916, p. 12; Emporium 1917,
p. 77; Costantini 1934, p. 191 (Galleria Nazionale
d’Arte Moderna, Rome); Nicodemi and Bezzola 1935,
no. 217; Argan and Calvesi 1953, p. 30; Ballo 1960,
no. 40; Ballo 1964, no. 5; Archivi del Divisionismo
1968, p. 182, no. 2207; Bruno 1969, no. 4; Caramel
and Pirovano 1973, p. 13, no. 15; Calvesi and Coen
1983, no. 43

Private collection. Courtesy Galleria dello Scudo, Verona

This previously unpublished pastel can be
dated, for stylistic reasons, to 1905-1906. It
1s possible that it was completed by Boccioni
before his departure from Rome in the spring
of 1906; the signature at the bottom right is,
however, quite similar to that located in the
same position in a pastel of his mother dated
December 1906, though here it looks faded
and perhaps lightly retouched.

The technique, while rapid and sketchy,
demonstrates considerable analytical ability. An
intense effort lies behind this image, whose
style and palette bring to mind The Old
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Woman (no. 7). Here the composition is sim-
pler; the perspective is less daring than in other
works of this period, but the color and light
are vibrant, remarkable for their sensitivity.
The gleaming white of the tablecloth reflects
on the clothing and faces, creating an expres-
sive immediacy that approaches the in-
stantaneity of a photograph. The interior is
suggested through Divisionist pastel strokes.
The hatching of the color becomes more rapid
in some parts, and the form is barely suggested
in places where the artist wants to create a
sense of movement and vitality, as in the child’s
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hands. The dominant colors, except of course
for black and white, are yellow and green,
which are softened in some areas by cobalt
blue shading.

In this work Boccioni seems to allude to
future developments in his art; the oblique and
ragged technique foreshadows the luminous
bands in Modern Idol (no. 55a). The Division-

The Old Woman
Nonna 1905-1906

Pastel on paper
487/5%x31Vs1in. (124 X79 cm.)

ism with which the artist experiments brings
the whole composition toward a dynamic res-
olution, surmounting the static, French-
derived Pointillism. This work also shows an
interest in Klimt’s linear style and in the Vi-
ennese Sezession.

UNPUBLISHED

Signed and dated bottom right: U. Boccioni, Roma 905-06

Cassa di Risparmio di Venezia, Venice

This pastel belongs to the group of works ex-
ecuted by Boccioni during his years in Rome.
Finished in the winter of 1905-1906, a few
months before he left the city, the work shows
the influence of Giacomo Balla. Balla’s philos-
ophy is evident even in the choice of subject.
The older master liked to portray subjects den-
igrated or ignored by society. Describing him-
self in the third person, the artist wrote: “His
friends were the people whom everyone de-
spises and finds repugnant: madmen, beggars,
the sick, those rejected by society.”

This portrait of an old woman warming
her hands at a small copper brazier is imbued
with the humanitarian socialism Boccioni had
absorbed from his reading. As Severini later
wrote: “The relationship between the artist
and society didn’t interest us much; neverthe-
less the general Marxist principle, according
to which ‘man is the product of his environ-
ment,” drove us, if not to become formally
interested in politics, at least to accept its in-
fluence, in the socialist and communist forms
that were then beginning to be taken seriously.
One should keep in mind that we were living
in a period of social upheaval, of demands
and class struggle, of strikes put down with
violence; and we fully experienced all of this,
with the enthusiasm of youth, the desire for
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‘social justice,” and the deep emotional sym-
pathy for the oppressed and indignation to-
ward the rulers so characteristic of young
people.”

In this work Boccioni fully exploited the
possibilities of pastel. The white highlights and
the oblique stroke so typical of Degas, em-
phasize the hands and the face as the focal points
of the composition. These clements then dif-
fuse the light to the rest of the work.

The work, along with La Signora Virginia
(no.5), was exhibited in Rome in 1906 at the
Societa degli Amatori e Cultori. The same ver-
tical thrust, exaggerated by the view from
below, is used in both pictures.

EXHIBITIONS: Rome 1906, no. 509; Milan 1910;
Venice 1910, no. 22; Milan 1916—17, no. 85; Venice
1958, p. 65, no. 1 (Ritratto della nonna); Verona 1959
(Vecchia con lo scaldino); Milan 1973-74, no. 19; Milan
1982-83, no. 2; Reggio Calabria 1983, no. 29;
Verona 1985-86, no. 19

LITERATURE: Adriatico 1910a; Gazzettino 1910;
Adriatico 1910d; Gazzetta di Venezia 1910b; Difesa
1910d; Argan and Calvesi 1953, p. 35; Taylor 1961b,
no. 2; De Grada 1962, no. 3 (Ritratto della nonna);
Ballo 1964, no. 6; Perocco 1965, p. 91 (Ritratto della
nonna); Archivi del Divisionismo 1968, p. 182, no.
2211; Bruno 1969, no. 6; Perocco 1972, p. 91 (Ritratto
della nonna); Calvesi and Coen 1983, no. 51; Ballo
1984, no. 25 (ill.)
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Sophie Popoff
Ritratto di Sophie Popoff 1906

Oil on canvas

78%4x39% 1n. (200X 100 cm.)

Inscribed left center: unfinished (in Russian)
Private collection. Courtesy Ellen Melas Kyriazi

This portrait was painted during Boccioni’s
visit to Russia in the late summer and fall of
1906. He left Paris on August 27, and after
a week’s train journey with stopovers in Co-
logne, Berlin, and Warsaw, he reached Tsari-
tsyn (now Volgograd) where he stayed for
about a month. There he was the guest of
Count Popoff and his family, Russian aristo-
crats who were probably acquaintances of Au-
gusta Petrovna Berdnicoff and her husband,
the friends who had asked him to join them
for a visit to Russia. Succeeding in raising the
money for the trip, Boccioni expressed his en-
thusiasm in a letter to his mother and sister
(August 25, 1906): “I will be able to put out
the ninety lire needed for the journey without
beating around the bush and with no difficulty
and will arrive decently fitted out!!!! You ask
me if these people think well of me? Do you
believe that they would take me there if that
were not the case? Naturally I will be a guest
in their house, or else how could I manage?
Meanwhile the portraits will get done, but I
have no worries about that. Doesn’t it strike
you as a stroke of luck?”

As the letter indicates, Boccioni planned
to pay his expenses by painting portraits, an
activity which, given the number he produced
in his early career, was an unfailing resource
whenever penury threatened.

It was probably in appreciation of the
Popoffs’ hospitality that Boccioni painted this
portrait, which is of great importance in re-
constructing his artistic development. Few
documents survive from his Russian sojourn
—scarcely more than this canvas and another
one that has been recently discovered, a few
photographs, and a letter written to his father

from Padua after his return, in which he briefly
described his journey.

Before leaving Paris, Boccioni cautioned
his mother to take care of the photographs
she would receive “because I will send many
from Russia and want to make an album of
them” (letter, August 25, 1906).

In 1912 the countess visited her daughter
in France and brought her this portrait; it re-
mained in the family until recently. Compared
with the canvases Boccioni had produced in
Paris, in which he had begun to use violent
colors in strident and bold combinations, this
image is notably more studied and carefully
worked out. Iconographically close to the
Roman works and to the vertically composed
portraits of Signora Virginia (no. 5) and of
an old woman (no. 7), this work makes use
of much less dense and more liquid paint
whose transparency is achieved by successive
glazings of color. Small touches of varicol-
ored hues recall the Divisionist technique,
applied sensitively, however, rather than scien-
tifically. In the lower zone the brushstrokes
become longer to model the sitter’s body. This
portion of the picture demonstrates a dynamic
feeling for form—the paint is manipulated to
accentuate the movement that begins in the
woman’s hands.

EXHIBITIONS: Milan 1982-83, no. 3; Verona
1985-86, no. 24

LITERATURE: Calvesi and Coen 1983, no. 241
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10.

The Mother
La madre 1906

Pastel on paper
28%X2021in. (72X52 cm.)

Signed and dated bottom right: Umberto Boccioni, Padova 1906 Dicembre

Collection Antonio Catanese, Milan

This portrait in pastel of the artist’s mother
was executed by Boccioni a few days after his
return from Russia. This work shows a deeper
awareness of technique, a greater composi-
tional precision, and a more decisive and
confident use of the pastel medium than do
his earlier efforts. In early January Boccioni
began to write his thoughts in a notebook, a
practice he would continue for several months.
“I’ve been doing enough work these days but
am still searching for a conscientious expres-
sive skill, and nothing more than skill. Here
too I'm weak,” he wrote on March 18, 1907,
revealing his difficulty in finding a new means
of artistic expression. Balla’s influence 1s still
evident in this work, despite Boccioni’s at-
tempts to separate himself from his teachings:
“Certainly Balla is losing his sway over me,

Virgilio Brocchi 1907

Oil on canvas

15% %23 1n. (39.2X58.5 cm.)

Private collection. Courtesy Galleria Cafiso,
Milan

Born in 1876 in Rieti of a Venetian family,
Brocchi lived chiefly in Milan. Boccioni may
have read his Fascino (1902) and Le aquile (1906)
in which a vaguely socialist ideology is ex-
pressed in a rather moralizing and rhetorical
style. Brocchi presented his settings with rare
photographic precision, and his narratives have
an idealistic and romantic air.

While Brocchi declared that art should ex-
press itself in a “harmonious synthesis of re-
ality and idealization,”” Boccioni, around
1906-1907, on his return from his trips to

but I'm far from being completely free of him”
(diary, March 28, 1907).

In this pastel the depiction of details is
important in the definition of the whole; this
approach emerged from Boccioni’s experi-
ments, and he referred to it in his writings of
this period: “My pictures must have. .. that
religious observation of details, that marvel-
ous union of the true and the ideal, that calm
glorification that ought to penetrate all the way
from a gentle and grandiose whole to the sub-
tle intimacy of the humblest detail” (diary,
March 30, 1907).

EXHIBITION: Verona 1985-86, no. 25

LITERATURE: Severini 1933, p. 353 (Ritratto della
madre); Ballo 1964, no. 12; Archivi del Divisionismo,
1968, p. 182, no. 2210; Bruno 1969, no. 9; Calvesi
and Coen 1983, no. 244

France and Russia, wrote about the difficulty
of finding a meeting point between these two
entities. It 1s not known when Boccioni met
Brocchi, but based on stylistic comparisons,
this portrait can be dated to 1907 with confi-
dence. The figure of the writer is pushed for-
ward and seems to lean toward the spectator.
Dense brown brushstrokes mingle at the ho-
rizon with other resonant notes in long streaks
that seem to represent an extended seashore
and the reflections of a sunset; the brief strip
of sky is enlivened by large motifs with floral
decorations. A highlight that strikes the head
emphasizes the melancholy expression of the
face, executed with a rapid, heavily loaded
brush. A few touches of color—ranging from
pink to yellow mixed with white—highlight
the complexion, whose shadows are indicated
by an olive green.
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In this painting Boccioni is increasingly
distancing himself from the naturalism he
learned during his years in Rome; here he tries
to render the atmosphere of the setting and
the sensibility of the sitter with a solidity that
1s ignited and alive, that vibrates in rapid ex