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Giovanni Gasbarri
(The “Sapienza” University of Rome, Italy)

BRIDGES BETWEEN RUSSIA AND ITALY: STUDIES IN
BYZANTINE ART AT THE BEGINNING OF 20th CENTURY"

There is a general consensus that Byzantine Art History as a modern discipline was
born in the last two decades of the 19th century, thanks to the contribution of many spe-
cialists from different countries. On the wake of the remarkable historical researches pub-
lished by personalities like Gustave Schlumberger or Charles Diehl, a new generation of
French scholars — like Gabriel Millet, Emile Bertaux and others — made a big input to
the gradual rediscovery of Byzantine culture’s important role in the development of Eu-
ropean art. Germany’s major contribution in this process was the Byzantinische Zeitschrift
journal, founded in 1892 by Karl Krumbacher, and immediately considered as an interna-
tional guiding light in each field of Byzantine studies. Great Britain and the US gave birth
to scholars like Ormond Maddok Dalton and Charles Rufus Morey?. As for the methodol-
ogy, one of the most remarkable contributions came from the Austrian School of Vienna.
In this regard, we can mention the researches of Alois Riegl on the late Roman art, as well
as Wickhoff’s studies on the illuminations in the Vienna Genesis, not to mention the revo-
lutionary theories of Josef Strzygowski about the role played by the culture of Eastern
Mediterranean over the growth of the medieval forms?®.

Before all these experiences, we cannot overlook the fundamental role played by Rus-
sian scholars, which are considered the real “founding fathers” of Byzantine art history in
Europe. In short, the deepest root of this phenomenon must be searched in a very peculiar
historical process, which stimulated collectors and art historians to better identify the
contribution of Byzantine and post-Byzantine culture in shaping the Russian national
identity*. Far before being appreciated for their beauty and artistic qualities, Byzantine
and post-Byzantine works of art began to be collected and enshrined in churches, monas-
teries, and, from the 17th century, even in private collections. These operations involved,
above all, ancient medieval icons®, often assumed to be miraculous and sometimes related
to prodigies or victories in battles. Tt was only in the 18th century, however, that we can
notice the beginning of an intentional intervention aimed to rediscover monuments and
objects from medieval Russia, considered like traditional relics from the national past.
Starting from mid-19th century, a rational and scientific approach towards medieval art
history eventually replaced the previous operations. Several elements definitely contrib-
uted to this development: the foundation of Byzantine and Russian-oriented museums,
the publications of journals and periodicals, as well as the contribution of national insti-
tutions like the Russian Archaeological Society, or the Archeological State Commission.
Fedor Buslaev (born in 1819) who first recognized the fundamental Byzantine substrate
under ancient Russian art, gave birth to a new generation of scholars, provided with a
strong cosmopolitan education. His pupil, Nikodim Pavlovitch Kondakov, born in 1844,
became one of the most important and acclaimed specialists of Byzantine art history in

© Giovanni Gasbarri, 2010
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Europe®. Together with the younger Dmitri Ainalov, Pavel Muratov and others, he offered
a crucial contribution in detecting the most important characteristics of Byzantine art,
and in developing new methodologies for this particular field of studies.

Looking at this context, if we consider the Italian background of Art History at the
end of the 19th century, we may notice, instead, a very peculiar situation. While several
scholars in Europe were gradually discovering the most important features of Byzantine
art, the idea of “Sailing to Byzantium” was not immediately accepted in Italy. This state-
ment could sound strange, even absurd, since several geographical areas in Italy had been
fully part of the Byzantine Empire for centuries, and there is no doubt that, apart from
Turkey, Greece, and the Eastern Mediterranean, Italy is the European country where the
bulk of Byzantine buildings and decorations have survived.

We can briefly point out some very general reasons in order to explain this anomaly.
First of all, Ttaly preserved a persistent academic tradition, based on classical and Renais-
sance’s criteria on art and beauty, which strongly denied any possibility to appreciate Byz-
antium. According to a rooted historiographical convention, especially claimed by Gior-
gio Vasari in 16th century, Byzantine art was substantially identified with the so called
“maniera greca”, namely a style considered to be decadent, flat and anti-naturalistic’. In
agreement with this view, this manner had been ruling in the Western art as well, but it
was “finally” abandoned thanks to Giotto and to his revolutionary naturalism: the as-
sumed origin of Ttalian art was somewhat identified in a sort of “negation” or “overtaking”
of Byzantine art®. Furthermore, from the Italian viewpoint, the history of Byzantium was
often considered as a sort of corruption or degeneration of the Roman Empire’s powers
and institutions which represented the natural point of reference for building an Italian
national identity.

Therefore, the conditions for re-discovering the features of Byzantium, seem to lay
in a field of studies separated from the Art History, even if strictly close to it: the field of
Christian Archeology, which was rising as a modern and independent discipline precisely
in the second half of the 19th century. The real difference between “Byzantine art” and,
more generically, “Christian antiquities”, was not perfectly clear; in those years, in fact, we
can notice how several works of art produced in Constantinople or in the Eastern Medi-
terranean before Iconoclasm were considered typical topic for archeologists and experts
in the so called “cose cristiane”. Talking about the Italian cultural context, it is hardly sur-
prising that the first attempts to study pre-iconoclastic Byzantine art came from Chris-
tian archeologists, like Giovanni Battista De Rossi® and especially Raffaele Garrucci, with
his Storia dell’arte cristiana, published between 1872—1881".

In spite of this contribution, however, Byzantium started to be fully considered in the
field of Art History in Italy only from the last decade of the 19th century, when a new gen-
eration of scholars showed a growing interest in that topic. One of the most relevant boost
in this process was the important role played by the cultural context in Rome, which had
recently become the capital of a new-born united country, and was still considered as a
natural destination of primary importance for anyone who dealt with art history. On the
turning of the 20th century, some new campaigns of excavations in the central areas of the
city uncovered relevant early-medieval frescoes in a strongly Hellenistic style, like the
fragments in the lower level of the Church of San Saba''. Amongst all, the extraordinary
frescoes found by Giacomo Boni between 1900 and 1901 in the Church of Santa Maria
Antiqua in the Roman Forum were immediately recognized as one of the most important
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archeological discoveries of the time, and an unmistakable evidence of significant influ-
ences from Byzantine artists in Rome in the Early Middle Ages'?. Thanks to these new
evidences, the general interest in Eastern Christian and, consequently, Byzantine art rap-
idly rose.

A contribution of primary importance for the rediscovery of the art and culture of
Byzantium came from many foreign personalities who lived in Ttaly. The city of Rome
hosted several scholars and collectors from abroad, as well as embassies and rgsearch In-
stitutes sponsored and supported by European governments, like the eminent Ecole Fran-
caise, then the Deutsches Historisches Institut and the British School at Rome. Even
temporary events like the 10th International Congress of Art History, held just in Rome
in 1912, represented a really important chance for improving the international cultural
exchanges between Italy and the other European countries: many experts had also the
opportunity to deliver speeches devoted to the arts and culture of Byzantium!®. Talking
about the intervention of foreign personalities in Rome and Italy on the turning of the
20th century, we cannot forget the remarkable role played by Russians, whose familiarity
with Byzantine art was well known and considered in Italy, even if their language could
often be a troublesome obstacle. For this reason, translations and synopses became often
necessary. A shining example was Nikodim Kondakov’s book about Byzantine art and ico-
nography, originally published in 1876: the translation in French — the most “internation-
al” language in those years — entitled Histoire de 'art byzantin considéré principalement
dans les miniatures, provided a crucial contribution in that sense'.

A major role in this context was certainly played by Adolfo Venturi, born in 1853, and
considered the pioneer of the modern school of art history in Italy's. Mainly remembered
for his unfinished Storia dell’arte italiana started in 1901, during his long activity in Rome
Venturi created a consistent school of art historians, provided with a strong knowledge of
the most updated outcomes of European historiography. As director of the eminent journal
Archivio Storico dell’Arte in 1888, later renamed LArte, he was in touch with several top for-
eign scholars, whose articles and writings on Byzantine works of art were often translated
and published directly in Italian'®. Thanks to its many sections devoted to reviews, news
and reports from correspondents in Moscow and St. Petersburg, LArte offered an excellent
opportunity for its readers to be in touch with Russian personalities and their researches, al-
though indirectly. Kondakov’s production, for example, was quite well known: Adolfo Ven-
turi himself reviewed some of his works, recognizing his importance as founder of modern
art method for Byzantine studies. A good example is Venturi’s opinion about Kondakov’s
catalog on Byzantine enamels preserved in the Alexander de Zwenigorodskoi collection,
published in 1892 in a limited edition'”. Being conscious of Kondakov’s scientific career, the
reviewer correctly granted the author’s absolute supremacy in this particular field of stud-
ies, and considered his book as a “brilliant masterpiece” of art history. However, he criticized
the decoration of the book’s cover and binding, which was a luxury imitation of an enamel
work of art: “It’s a pity — he stated — that the rich ornamentation of this book is so trashy,
and that Byzantine art was adopted only to get a theatrical impression!”

Contacts between Italian and Russian scholars could become far more direct. There
are records about a trip made by Adolfo Venturi in 1904 to Moscow and St. Petersburg,
where he was welcomed by eminent personalities like Nicolas Romanov and Dmitri Ain-
alov'®. On the other hand, Rome and, generally speaking, the whole Ttaly were ideal desti-
nations for several Russian specialists and collectors: Nikodim Kondakov and later Pavel
Muratov, for example, spent many weeks in Rome, where they had the opportunity to
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meet important figures in the field of philology, Christian archaeology and art history, like
Giovanni Battista De Rossi, Louis Duchesne or Antonio Munoz". Amongst the Russians
living in Rome between the 19th and the 20th century, the name of count Grigorij Stro-
ganoff definitely emerged. Established in Italy from the 80’s and immediately known as
an eminent and sometimes bizarre personality in the group of “foreign aristocrats”, during
his years spent in Rome count Stroganoff gathered a large collection of precious works of
art, taking particular care of early Christian and Byzantine pieces, which were jealously
preserved like precious relics in his palace?. The quality of his collection, unluckily bro-
ken up after his death in 1910, together with Russian personalities he hosted in his home,
were certainly a big boost for Italian scholars in improving the knowledge of Byzantine
art and culture. Maybe it is not casual that the curator of his collection, the young An-
tonio Munoz, born in 1884 and educated in Venturi’s school, became the leading Italian
specialist in this field of studies, at least until the second decade of the 20th century?'.
From his first contributions in 1904, at the age of 20, Mufioz showed a strong aptitude for
early Christian and Byzantine art. Unlike most of the Ttalian scholars of his time, he was
able to extend his interests also beyond the borders of his country, studying for example
the funerary sculpture in Siria** and the mosaics preserved in the Kariye Cami in Istan-
bul?. His name is also remembered because of his participation to one of the most impor-
tant cultural events of the time. In 1905, a large exhibition of Byzantine works of art was
mounted in the ancient Greek Abbey of Grottaferrata*, and Antonio Mufioz himself was
involved as main editor of the official catalogue, published in French with the aim to be
more accessible to the international readers. Later, after the death of Grigorij Stroganoff
in 1910, he edited the catalogue of his collection. Muifioz also played a very important role
in spreading the outcomes of the Russian research in the field of Byzantine art, revealing
a good knowledge of the contributions written by Russian scholars, and sometimes even
providing translations and overviews of different works: “Kondakov and his school — he
used to state — deserve to be considered as the pioneers in analyzing early Christian and
Byzantine monuments. However, their books are written in a language that is not well-
known by most of the scholars: unluckily, the outcomes offered by these competent Rus-
sians are not producing a significant change of direction in studies”®.

Even if Russian studies remained (and often still remain) poorly known by the Italian
public, Russian scholars, however, sometimes settled permanently in Ttaly and pursued very
relevant researches in the field of early Christian and Byzantine art. Amongst the less con-
sidered protagonists we can definitely mention Wladimir de Griineisen. He was scholar and
collector, and his work and personality are currently one of the main topics of my research.
Nowadays, De Griineisen is usually remembered as the main author of the first scientific
monograph ever on the frescoes in Santa Maria Antiqua, published in Rome in 19112, He is
less often mentioned because of his general treatise published in Florence ten years later, in
which he described and analyzed the most important features of the Coptic art in Egypt?’.
The remaining part of De Griineisen’s contributions, instead, are much less considered,
sometimes almost completely neglected. Nevertheless, they reveal a steady interest in the
early Christian and Byzantine art, with particular attention to the stylistic developments
in the Christian Egypt and Minor Asia. Looking at his broad and unusual areas of interest,
therefore, Wladimir De Griineisen cannot be considered just a minor figure in the survey of
the Byzantine studies in those years. After all, even his life seems to be quite obscure, since
so far it was impossible to find any biographical sketch about him in Italy, nor a picture or
a portrait, despite the long duration of his stay and the importance of his works there. We
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are informed about his Russian nationality and his commission as a foreign correspondent
in Rome for the Imperial Archeological Institute of Nicolas IT, in the first decade of the 20th
century. From 1903, he began to publish his works both in Italian and French on some of the
most famous national periodicals of the time, like Rassegna d’Arte, and also on the official
journal of the Ecole Francaise in Rome, namely the Mélanges d’Archéologie et d’Histoire*.
De Griineisen was fully absorbed in the Ttalian cultural context, participating to lectures
and conferences, and often joining the most relevant debates concerning early Christian
and Byzantine art. His bond with Rome, after all, had to be really strict, also from the emo-
tional point of view. In this regard, the preface to his major work, the book on Santa Maria
Antiqua, represents a significant example of the welcoming and cosmopolitan atmosphere in
Rome on the turn of 20th century:

“Je dédie cet ouvrage [...] a la Ville Eternelle. [...] m’a ouvert ses portes hospitaliéres,
me facilitant l'acces de ses innombrables trésors, me faisant connaitre des amis fideles, de
savants collaborateurs, que je remercie ici, et de tout mon coeur.”

From the mid-twenties all De Griineisen’s scientific works were written in French and
published in Paris, where he began to sign with the title of “Baron”. During the later part
of his career, he focused his attention on a broader area of interests, such as the Greek, Ro-
man and Etruscan antiquities, particularly dealing with sculpture. His last writings attest
that he sold his library and his rich collection, which already seems missing in 1930%.

This overview I presented here intends to be just a first attempt to explain how the
Byzantine Art History came to light as an independent field of studies in Rome and in
Italy; as we have seen, the Russians provided a crucial contribution in this process: how-
ever, some important protagonists and studies are still waiting to be investigated in depth.
My aim — or I should say my ambition — is to enrich this investigation as much as I can.

JlxoBannu [asbappu
(Pumckuit yausepcuret «Canueniiay, Mtams)

MOCTbI MEX Y POCSZI/IEI7I N UTAJIVIEN.
N3YYEHUE BUSAHTUNCKOIro UCKYCCTBA
B HAYAJIE XX B.

[TpeacraBientas paboTa ABJSETCS YACTDIO JUCCEPTAMOHHOTO UCCIeJ0BAHS, HA4aTo-
ro B 2009 r. B Pumckom yauBepcutete «Canmentias. MccienoBanme nMeer 11eJ1b10 BBISIBUTD
HEKOTOpPbIe KJII0UeBbie COOBITHS, KOTOPbIE IPUBEJIN K TOMY, YTO MCTOPUS BU3AHTUHCKOTO
HCKYCCTBA CTajla He3aBUCUMOIT qucMIUIMHOi B Mtanuu B Hauane XX B. B qansoM coobiie-
HUH, B YACTHOCTH, 0C000€E BHUMAHME YAEISeTCS TOMY, KaK UCCIEA0BAHUS PYCCKUX YUEHbBIX
[TIOMOTIJIA UTAJIbTHCKUM KOJLJIEraM 3aHOBO OTKPBITh UCKYCCTBO U KYJIBTYpY Busantumu.

Cuuraercst OGIIETIPUHSITHIM, YTO UCTOPHUS BU3AHTUHCKOTO UCKYCCTBA KaK COBPEMEH-
Hasl cCaMOCTOSATeNIbHAS AUCHUILIMHA Bo3HuKAa B Poccun B XIX B. Baarogaps paboram
takux nepsorpoxozies kak M. M. Cuerupen (1793—-1868 rr.) u 1. I1. Caxapos (1807—
1863 rr.), 3aHUMaBIINXCA WKOHAMU, KOJJIEKIIMOHEDPHI W YUeHble HAYaJl WHTEPECOBATH-
€5 BUBAHTUNCKUM HCKYCCTBOM, KOTOPOE CYUTAJIOCh UCTOKOM HMCTOPUYECKOTO PA3BUTUSA
PYCCKOH HaIMOHAIBHON KyJIBTYpbl. My3en 1 rocy/iapcTBeHHble OpraHu3aliui, Takrie Kak
Pycckoe apxeosiornaeckoe o61ectBo wi ViMepatopckoe 00IIecTBO UCTOPUE 1 IPEBHO-
cteit PoccuiicKux, HEPEIKO TI0 TOPYYEHUSIM IPABUTETHCTBA, 3aHUMAJINCh UCCIET0BAHNEM
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U pecTaBpalueil [peBHUX XPUCTUAHCKUX MAMSITHUKOB U MPOU3BEIEHUI NCKyCCTBa. Bo
BTOpOIi mosoBrHe XIX — Hauasre XX B. BO3HUKAET HECKOJIBKO MOKOIEHUH yaeHbIX. OCHO-
BOTIOJIOKHUKAMH UCTOPUH BU3AaHTHUIICKOTO cKyccTBa B Poccuu cuntatorcest M. U. Bycaa-
es, H. I1. Konnakos, /I. B. Aitnanos, I1. II. Mypartos. B 1886 r. kaura H. I1. Kongakosa
«VcTopust BU3aHTUICKOTO UCKYCCTBA 110 MUHUATIOPaM Tpedeckux pykomnuceit» (Opecca,
1876 r.), BoITIEAIIAA HA (PPAHITY3CKOM A3bIKE, ChITPAJIA PENIAIONTYIO POJIb B PACHIUPEHUN
WHTEpeca K BU3AaHTUHCKOMY UCKYCCTBY B EBporre.

B nauane XX B., ciiefyst B 00IIeM pycJie pa3BUTHsI BU3AaHTUICKIX MCCJIEI0BAHIIT BO
Beeit Esporie (ocobenHo Bo Dpanimn, Auraun u Tepmanun), Vtanust Toke BHeCIa CBOI
BKJIa/l B [I€PEOLIEHKY TO KyJIBTYPHOI POJIM, KOTOPYIO BusanTus cpirpaja B CTAaHOBJIECHUN
€BPOIIEHCKOTO CPEJIHEBEKOBOT0 NCKYCCTBA. MHOTHE U3BECTHBIE yUeHble 3aHUMAJIICh PaH-
HEXPUCTUAHCKUM U BU3aHTUHCKUM McKyccTBoOM (Amosnbdo Bertypu, Koppano Puyun,
Anrtonno Myunnboc, ITserpo Toacka, ¥Yro Mouunepe sie Buiisip u ap.).

B aTOM KOHTEKCTE, KYJBTYPHbIE CBSI3M ¢ Poccueil cTaau ofHUM U3 HauboJiee BJIMs-
TEJIbHBIX (PAKTOPOB, CIIOCOOCTBOBABIINX PAa3BUTHIO BUBAHTHIICKUX MccenoBaHuii B Mta-
s, HeeMoTpst Ha TPYAHOCTH O3HAKOMJIEHUS C PYCCKOSABBIYHBIMU TEKCTaMU, PaGOTHI
PYCCKUX yUYEHBIX 110 UCTOPUU ¥ KyJbType Busantuu Bce GoJIblIe IIUTUPYIOTCS U YIOMU-
HAIOTCS B UTAJbAHCKUX MCCJAEIOBAHUAX Ha 9TH e TeMbl. OcobeHHo AHTOHIO MyHbOC
(1884—-1960 r.), B MOJIOZIOCTH MHOTO 3aHUMABIIUICS BUBAHTUHCKUM UCKYCCTBOM, MCIThI-
TaJI CUJIbHOE BIMSTHHE OCHOBOIOJIATAIOMINX TPY/IOB PYCCKUX CIennanancTos. Kpome Toro,
MHOTHE yueHble u3 BocTounoii EBpoITbI mucaniy Ha UTATbsTHCKIE TEMBI U TIPOBOJIUITA Me-
canpl (nHorzaa roabl) B Utamun. Apkuit npumep — Baagumup ge [proneiizen, koroporo
06BIYHO 3HAIOT KaK aBTOPa MepBoil HayyHO! MoHoTpadun o dpeckax repksu Canra Ma-
pust Autuksa Ha Pumvckom Dopyme (1911 r.). Kak B crosuile HelaBHO 0ObeIMHUBITET -
Cs CTpPaHbl, B 9TU TOJIbI B PUMe BO3HUKAIN HOBbIE MCCIEI0BATENbCKIE HHCTUTYTBI, CIO/IA
MIPUE3KATN yUeHbIe U BBIJIAIOTINECS JIIOM U3 Pa3HBIX CTPaH. BumHelimmii mpesicTaBuTe b
Poccun 8 Pume — rpad I C. CTporanos, o/inH 13 caMbIX 3HAYNTETbHBIX KOJIJIEKITMOHEPOB
TOTO BpeMeHHU, 0cO60 MHTEPECOBABIIUIICS BU3aHTHIICKUM UCKYCcCTBOM. Bee atu dhakTh
1 MMeHa CBUIETEbCTBYIOT O TOM BasKHOH poJin, KoTopyio Poccust urpasa B UTalIbsIHCKON
HayKe 0 BU3AaHTUICKOM UCKYCCTBE.
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