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ALTHOUGH AMERICAN ARTISTS have been discovering Italy since the
middle of the eighteenth century, they were scarcely the first travelers to have been
attracted to the region. Italy had been a mandatory stop, indeed the focal point, of
the Grand Tour for generations of European travelers before them. But when Ben-
jamin West arrived in Rome in 1760, “to visit the fountainhead of the arts,” he gave
the first suggestion of a shift of American artists’ attention away from England. Al-
though West left Rome in 1763 to go to London, it was but a short time later that
John Singleton Copley followed his path to Italy. Arriving in 1774, Copley studied
in Rome for a year before he too moved to London to join West. These pioneering
American artists were, within a few years, followed by increasing numbers of their
countrymen. In Italy the Americans found an attraction which was not afforded by
any other part of Europe, and by the second quarter of the nineteenth-century Italian
study had become an essential part of many American artists’ training.

Unlike the earlier attraction to Sir Joshua Reynolds’ London, or the later
migrations to the schools of Munich and Dtisseldorf and Paris, the appeal of nine-
teenth-century Italy was not based upon the activities of contemporary Italian
artists. There was no native “School of Rome” to which American artists flocked.
Indeed, Thomas Cole was emphatic in deriding the work of nineteenth-century
Italian painters. “What shall I say of modern Italian art?” he asked. “I am afraid
you will think I looked at all with a jaundiced eye. . .. I can only speak as I have
felt. Italian painting is perhaps worse than the French, which it resembles in its
frigidity. In landscape it is dry, and, in fact, wretched. There are a few German
and English artists in Rome, who paint with more soul than the Italians. It would
scarcely be credited, that, surrounded by the richest works of the old schools, there
should be a total ignorance of the means of producing brilliance and transparency;
and that, among the greater part of the Italians, glazing is unknown: and the few
who, from seeing the English at work, have acquired some knowledge of it, use
magilps and varnishes as though they were deadly poisons. —Indeed, of all meagre,
starved things, an Italian’s palette is the perfection.”™

Instead of Italian artists, it was the Italian landscape, its historic and artistic
environment, which created such excitement among the American tourists. It was
in Italy that the artists from this new nation could immerse themselves in the great
cultural centers of Western civilization. It was on the basis of Roman models that
Thomas Jefferson and others helped fashion a neoclassical architecture befitting an
emerging American society. It was in Italy that American sculptors developed their
most exaggerated concern for neoclassical sculpture, a style which had been first
introduced into this country by Houdon and Cerracchi. It was in the great collec-
tions of Florence, Rome, and other Italian cities that American students were first
surrounded by the fabled works of the Old Masters, from whom so many lessons
were to be learned. And it was in the “many-memoried landscape” of Italy that
these American travelers could lose themselves in revery.

There in Italy, and especially in Rome, the American could step back in time,
indeed, out of time, to a world unknown on this side of the Atlantic. “Rome could
not be fitted into an orderly, middle-class, Bostonian, systematic scheme of evolu-
tion,” wrote Henry Adams. “No law of progress applied to it. Not even time
sequences—the last refuge of helpless historians—had value for it. . . . Rome was a
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complex of ideas, experiments, ambitions, energies; without her the Western world
was pointless and fragmentary; she gave heart and unity to it all; yet Gibbons might
have gone on for the whole century, sitting among the ruins of the Capitol, and no
one would have passed, capable of telling him what it meant.”

By no means, of course, did every American artist make the long and often
arduous journey. And there were those, like the novelist Theodore Fay, who dis-
sented from the popular attraction to Italy. Writing from Florence, Fay objected
that “I do not like to live in the midst of moral abasement, of despotism, a domineer-
ing aristocracy of birth rather than talent; and I prefer a place where the men and
women are better, though the statues and paintings may be worse.”*

Fay’s chauvinistic attitude was, however, for most of the nineteenth century, a
minority opinion. By far the majority of artists, even those for whom the dream of
Ttalian travel was never realized, shared the enthusiasm and awe with which George
Cooke anticipated his first Atlantic crossing. On the eve of his departure for Italy in
1826, the painter wrote to his brother: “I have long felt it my duty to go—a good
Providence has given me the means—and I am sure he will direct and bless the end.
My anticipations are lively in relation to what I shall see, and learn, and know. I
shall see the very spot where Paul was a prisoner for the truth of the gospel of
Christ; where thousands have perished under pagan and papal despotism for this
faith; the scenes that inspired Virgil’s verse, Angelo’s chisel and Raphael’s pencil.”

Once there, the travelers’ enthusiasm was generally maintained. Frequent was
the exclamation “I would rather be poor in Italy, than rich in any other country in
the world.”® Although there were complaints about travel, accommodations, and
the annoying habits of the Italians themselves—whose easy lifestyle was frequently
regarded with puritanical disdain by Americans—these inconveniences seemed only
to add to the exoticism of the Italian sojourn. Like Mrs. Christopher Cranch, many
Americans were “willing to put up with anything for the sake of living in Rome.””

So infatuated with Italy were some Americans that they chose permanent
expatriation. For the great majority of American artists, however, the Italian
journey was an important but not permanent leave-taking from this country. They
may not have shared in the extreme patriotic fervor of Theodore Fay, who felt that
“New York is built of burnished silver, and strewn with roses washed in dew,
contrasted with the receptacles of Europe”;® but most of them were more likely than
not to retain their loyalties to their native land. Curiously, the American tourist
often saw similarities in the Italian landscape to that of his own country. Nathaniel
Willis found the Florentine parks along the Arno to be “more like a half-redeemed
wild-wood in America than a public promenade in Europe,” and he wrote that the
view from Monte-Cimina “reminded me strongly of the country about the Seneca
lake of America.”’® For Thomas Cole, walking on the Pincian Hill, “every sunset
takes my heart with it to my distant home.”!!

By mid-century, American tourism in Italy had reached its high point. Shortly
after that time, the political and social instability of Italy occasioned the return of
many Americans to their “distant home.” Although Margaret Fuller chose to stay
with her Italian husband, and to be active in the Civic Guard of the Republic
through the seige of Rome in 1849, she could nevertheless understand her fellow
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Americans’ decisions to leave Italy. As she replied to one friend: “I was very glad to
have you write that you are going home, for . . . this is no time for an artist to be
here, nor is there any strong probability of tranquillity at present. Few people would
come, Pearse would have but few and scanty orders, and . . . you might have too
trying a time, and become old!™*

The outbreak of Civil War in this country also caused many Americans to leave
Europe. Although not all of the artists were actively involved in the struggle,
nevertheless significant numbers of them did return, if not to fight at least to be
with family and friends during the ordeal.

Following the war, and after the unification of Italy, Italian tours regained some
of the popularity they had enjoyed in the pre-war years. During the third
quarter of the century, travel on the peninsula was considerably easier than it had
earlier been. More than one tourist marveled at the change: “Yes, five old frontiers
passed without ever seeing a soldier or undergoing a stoppage! To a traveler unions
are something.”"® But for William Dean Howells, the opening of frontiers and the
advent of rail travel had a disastrous effect upon the Italian tour. “Indeed, it seems
to me,” he wrote, “that all moisture of romance and adventure has been wellnigh
sucked out of travel in Italy. ... Much of local life and color remains, of course;
but the hurried traveler sees little of it, and, passed from one grand hotel to another,
without material change in cooking or the methods of extortion, he might nearly as
well remain at Paris.”**

In fact, during the last quarter of the century, Paris did become the great
magnet for American artists. While many continued to travel through Italy, the
earlier generations’ adoration of the country was somewhat lacking among the
younger painters at the end of the century. When they did return to Italy, it was
increasingly to Venice, the impressionistic city of water, that the Americans were
drawn. Venice had been a part of the Italian itinerary for many earlier travelers.
But the city, with its Byzantine and Gothic splendor, was both psychologically and
geographically remote from the center of Western civilization which the Americans
had located in the region between Tuscany and the Campagna. The attraction of
Venice was different from that of the historic lands of central and southern Italy.

The change of focus from Rome to Venice could be seen not only in the artists’
works, but also in the accounts of the tourists. As early as 1867, Howells could
declare that “Venice is, and remains, the most beautiful city in the world. . . .”*?
Revisiting the city in 1881, Christopher Cranch realized with some surprise that
Venice “seems even more wonderful for its picturesqueness than it did seventeen
years ago.”’® And in 1890, James Russell Lowell confided to a friend that “A
longing has been growing in me for several years now, chiefly, I confess, for Venice,
but with subsidiary hankerings after Rome and Florence.”"

But if, in 1890, Rome and Florence were “subsidiary” for Lowell, they had for
nearly a century been central to an American’s appreciation of Italy. It was there, in
daily acquaintance with the reminders of Italy’s past greatness and with the evoca-
tive landscape of the region, that the American painters had found suggestions and
solutions for their art which, upon their return to this country, had been instru-
mental in bringing to maturity a native American landscape school.
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