sharon Hecker Born on a train: the impact of Medardo Rosso’s
internationalism on his legacy

In 1977 and 2014, the Italian Ministry of Culture (Soprintendenza Archeologia,
Belle Arti e Paesaggio) declared numerous sculptures by Medardo Rosso
(1858-1928) to be of national cultural interest and therefore not exportable.'
This decree is based on the premise of Rosso’s ties to Italy, his country of birth
and death, as well as on the Ministry’s belief in his relevance for Italian art,
culture and history. However, Rosso’s national identity has never been secure.
Today’s claims for his ‘belonging’ to Italy are complicated by his international
career choices, including his emigration to Paris and naturalization as a
French citizen, his declared identity as an internationalist, and his art, which
defies (national) categorization.” Italy’s legal and political notifica (literally
meaning ‘notification’ or national ‘designation’), as it is termed, of Rosso’s
works represents a revisionist effort to settle and claim his loyalties. Such
attempts rewrite the narrative of art history, and by framing Rosso according
to exclusively Italian criteria, limit the kinds of questions asked about his
work. They also shed light on Italy’s complex mediations between laying claim
to an emerging modernism and to a national art.

This essay assesses the long-term effects of Rosso’s transnational travel
upon his national reputation and legacy. I contend that Rosso, by his own
design, presented himself as an outsider who did not belong to national
schools and nationally defined movements of his time. This was a major factor
that contributed to his modernity. Today, his life, career and art continue to
challenge ideas about sculpture’s entrenchment in projections of national
identity. As I will show, Rosso’s case highlights specific difficulties faced by
sculptors as opposed to painters with respect to discourses of national and
international identity. His example calls for a more nuanced reading of the
definition of ‘cultural patrimony’ and perceptions of an artist’s national
cultural ‘belonging’ as single, unified or homogeneous.

Such a contested allegiance is not necessarily the case with émigré
sculptors from other countries. Many who sought international recognition
by emigrating abroad, such as Constantin Brancusi, Alberto Giacometti and
Jacques Lipschitz, have not been reappropriated by their respective countries
of origin, which seem happy to share these artists with other countries. The
enduring internationalism of these artists is part of their modernity and
their lasting appeal. Rosso’s case is exceptional because of Italy’s particular
way of conceiving and constructing the concept of national patrimony. Its
desire to maintain the notion of culture as something inherited, and its use
of culture to lay claim to a sense of ownership, contrasts with the idea of
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shared cultural heritage seen in the cases of the abovementioned sculptors.
The Italian terms patrimonio and patria both refer to the patriarchal idea
of fatherland. The etymological root of the word ‘patrimony’ is originally
related to the property of the Church or the spiritual legacy of Christ, from
the Latin patrimonium, a paternal estate, inheritance from a father, or male
ancestor. In a marriage, ‘patrimony’ is defined as that which is inherited.
Patrimony gifts a sense of belonging and strives not to be dispersed. One
might compare this with the etymology of ‘matrimony’, which is an action,
state or condition related to mater or the mother. Matrimony suggests
something brought into the marriage, such as the gift of dowry and the gift
of life.

Recent research into the internationalization of the arts in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries has focused on painting,
leaving a gap where sculpture is concerned. On the whole, when it came to
internationalization, sculpture remained more conservative than painting.
In the age of ‘monumentomania’, sculptors still established their reputations
through public commissions in their home countries, typically producing
traditional monuments that reflected collective national and political ideas.
Furthermore, monuments were site-specific and not mobile, thus hampering
sculptors’ ability to move easily from one country to another.

While many sculptors studied abroad for limited periods (such as the
French artists who won the Prix de Rome), worked abroad (as in the case of the
French sculptors Jules Dalou in London and Auguste Rodin and Albert-Ernest
Carrier-Belleuse in Belgium, or the Belgian sculptors Constantin Meunier
and George Minne in Paris), or took part in large construction projects and
prestigious foreign commissions (such as Frédéric Auguste Bartholdi, who
made the Statue of Liberty for New York), they still, by and large, relied on
an association with their countries of origin to promote their reputations
at home and abroad. Even the most international of avant-garde sculptors,
Rodin, remained committed to institutional recognition in France during
his lifetime, despite clashes with French commaissioners over his daring
proposals. Rodin’s international success and popularity around the world
after 1900, in fact, depended on his earlier canonization in France. The results
in Rodin’s case were twofold: transnational canonization and personal gain
through increased transnational sales.

The demise of the French Salon opened up new markets for all artists,
increasing significantly around 1900. The democratization of art and the
rise of internationally minded dealers catering to demand from bourgeois
consumers in Europe and the United States led artists to become more
entrepreneurial and cosmopolitan. For sculptors, the growing popularity,
lower costs and technical improvements of industrially produced serial
sculpture afforded an alternative way to make and distribute casts with
greater speed and efficiency:3 The smaller scale of serial casts rendered
sculptures portable and mobile, facilitating circulation, transport, exhibition
and sales in different cities and to more clients. Seriality also enabled
sculptors to disseminate mechanical reductions of their more famous
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1. Medardo Rosso (1858-1928),
Bambino ebreo (Jewish Boy,
1892-94), photograph by the
artist (date unknown)
(photo: private collection)

large-scale monuments. The greater ease of producing two-dimensional

mechanical reproductions of sculptures in prints, such as those made and
sold by the French dealer Adolphe Goupil, provided another modern way for
sculptors to extend their reputations abroad.

Rosso was one of the first sculptors to construct his career outside his
home country and to make a reputation without having created a monument.
He took full advantage of the growing international status of sculpture,
relying on serial sculpture’s popularity and especially its mobility. He also
employed serial sculpture for artistic experimentation.* In all these ways,
he engaged with issues that modern sculpture would continue to explore
in the following two centuries. After the first decade of the twentieth
century, sculptors from Brancusi to Giacometti became famous while
living in Paris and would no longer have to create reputations through
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traditional site-specific monuments. Nor did they need to seek the full
support of institutions in their home countries in order to become successful
internationally.

Today, the Italian Soprintendenza has no special provisions for artists
such as Rosso whose careers were marked and defined by their transnational
mobility and developed in more than one countrys It is true that Rosso was
born and raised in Italy, where he began his career as a sculptor in the 1880s,
but it is also true that he felt unappreciated and misunderstood in his country
of origin. Early on, while still a young artist in Milan, he developed a decidedly
internationalist outlook. He exhibited in Vienna, Paris and London and
befriended internationally minded literary figures such as the writer Luigi
Gualdo, who divided his time between Milan and Paris, and Felice Cameroni,
who was the first Italian translator of Emile Zola.® He also looked abroad for
inspiration. His first sculptures reflected a direct interest in French Realism
and Impressionism, specifically the works of Honoré Daumier, Gustave
Courbet and Edouard Manet.” This raises the question of foreign influence:
artists have always taken ideas from beyond their national borders, but with
the increased international circulation of illustrated newspapers, journals,
exhibition catalogues and photographs, this became easier than ever.® An
artist did not have to travel abroad to become inspired by the art of another
country. For all these reasons, Italian critics had difficulty categorizing Rosso’s
works within national parameters.

The Soprintendenza does not question how artists perceive their
individual national belonging and how their particular histories impact
their national identity. Rosso’s categorization as Italian, both in his time and
today, was complicated by the fact that in 1889, at the age of 31, he decided to
move to Paris. His decision to leave Italy belongs to the broader phenomenon
of displacement and emigration that defined the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Between 1876 and 1914, fourteen million men of working
age emigrated from Italy; the primary destination was France.® While
most Italians left home in search of improved economic conditions, other
immigrants were politically motivated, and this was the case to some extent
with Rosso. He was disillusioned by the official promises of progressive reform
made by the Italian government, promises that remained unfulfilled three
decades after the Risorgimento. His move was a form of self-exile, a dramatic
sign of protest against his own country.”® In addition to ideological elements,
Rosso’s motives were economic and artistic. Like many young artists from
other countries, he viewed Paris as the principal metropolis of modern art.

It offered numerous opportunities, such as a vibrant art scene, a burgeoning
market for sculpture, and a network of sophisticated artists, collectors and
critics.” Bolstered by his friend Cameroni’s encouragement and financing,
Rosso viewed Paris’s effervescent cultural scene as a place where his radically
conceived sculptures, which were not appreciated by critics at home, would
find recognition.

And yet emigration does not necessarily mean absorption into another
country. Rosso’s case shows the difficulties for the foreigner in integrating
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into the lively Parisian scene. It also reflects the foreigner’s unstable position
in Boulanger’s France during the Dreyfus years.”? Additionally, it illustrates the
problems faced by an unknown artist struggling to make modern sculpture

in an epoch and a city dominated by French sculpture, notably the work of
Rodin.

One of the main problems that Rosso faced was his attempt to forge a
new, cosmopolitan identity without recourse to national definitions. His
brand of cosmopolitanism led him, instead, to tread a fine line between
nationalism and internationalism. Many foreign artists who came to Paris
hoping for artistic acceptance, fame and market success adopted French-
sounding names on arrival, adjusted their art to fit French themes and
styles, and sought protection under the umbrellas of French dealers and
institutions. In other words, they abandoned their national roots and joined
the French scene. The Italian painters Giovanni Boldini, Giuseppe De Nittis
and Federico Zandomeneghi are examples of this trend.? Others took the
opposite approach. They used stereotypes of their native countries, and in
doing so remained exotic and ultimately unthreatening outsiders.* Rosso
avoided both extremes. Although he did not fully embrace Paris, neither
did he want his work to signal exclusively Italian origins. He constructed his
own ‘cosmopolitan-as-outsider’ identity. At the same time, while drawing on
Parisian resources, he resisted assimilation and attempted to give his arta
universal flavour.

Rosso fits the description of those figures whom the philosopher Samuel
Scheffler terms ‘cultural cosmopolitans individuals who ‘are not to be
thought of as constituted or defined by ascriptive ties to a particular culture,
community, or tradition’s For the film theorist Peter Wollen, ‘cosmopolitanism
asserts neither the need for nationality, nor an identity based upon the
lived vicissitudes of expatriation, but for what we might call the voluntary
assumption of “dispatriation™.' Such people forged heterogeneous identities
drawn from disparate sources and flourished as a result. Scheffler credits
cosmopolitans as the catalysts for cultural flexibility and transformation,
for they view history and memory as shared rather than bounded, malleable
and changing across time and space. They therefore ‘demonstrate the very
capacities that make it possible for human beings to create culture in the first
place ... enrich[ing] humanity as a whole by renewing the stock of cultural
resources on which others may draw’.” Wollen cites cosmopolitanism as a
critical factor in cultural regeneration, yet he also notes that nationalism made
this position problematic: in the twentieth century, Paris was

decisively influenced by expatriate artists, even though this influence
was later underplayed, denounced, denied or funneled into a national
art discourse ... The effect of substantial expatriate presence ... was

to encourage a cosmopolitan turn in art, inseparable from the
breakthrough and paradigm shift which occurred ... and which later,
due to nationalist pressures, was shut down and ‘repatriated’ as
typically French.®
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On an ideological level, Rosso rejected the idea of nations, nation-states
and hierarchies of any sort. His writings and statements indicate that he
cultivated a form of cultural anarchism that included a broad sense of
universal solidarity. This outlook was characteristic of cosmopolitan and
anarchist ideology.” The exiled poet and playwright Pietro Gori captured
this sentiment in his play Senza Patria (c. 1899): ‘We are foreigners of every
country! We are outcasts! We are bastards!?° The new ideal became the
world viewed as a single family: ‘The whole world is our country/ liberty is
our law.” For many Italians, estrangement from the nation-state was seen
as ‘painful and alienating but ultimately emancipatory, [a realization] that
to have no country of one’s own means that one is instead a citizen of the
world’.>? After moving to Paris, Rosso would often proclaim that he was a
world citizen and a maker of art without borders or limits.» His friend the
Symbolist poet Jehan Rictus would report Rosso’s definition of himself as a
‘European anarchist’.»

Rosso’s ambition led him to avoid the path taken by some Italian sculptors
who moved to Paris for success but ended up working unrecognized in the
ateliers of major French sculptors.® Instead, his autonomous trajectory
resembles more closely that of émigré painters. Like other foreigners,
he exploited connections from home, but he maintained a measure of
separateness, remaining somewhat aloof from institutional settings and
avoiding gathering places, clubs, expatriate communities, artistic circles and
educational institutions.* Rosso’s letters to Cameroni during his early years
in Paris make no mention of culture shock, the language barrier, or curiosity
about local habits. Nor do they convey nostalgia for Italy. Seldom do they
indicate discouragement. They also express no enthusiasm on Rosso’s part for
the city of Paris, an attitude that was not shared by other Italian expatriate
artists. The art historian Marion Lagrange writes that for Italian painters:
‘Paris, its urbanism, nightlife, cafes, theaters, the Seine ... and Parisian women
[were] the first subjects of curiosity’.?” Anselmo Bucci wanted to ‘breathe
“the air of Paris”, while for Federico Zandomeneghi, the compulsion was to
‘look, look, look’. Vincenzo Cabianca wrote, ‘Ah! If you could see Paris! It is a
fabulous thing’, and Giovanni Fattori noted the ‘grandiose immense streets
and squares’, while Edmond de Goncourt mentioned Giuseppe De Nittis’s
enthusiasm for ‘the modernity of the spectacle’.?® In marked contrast, in his
letters to Cameroni, Rosso ignored Parisian landmarks, museums, the new
Eiffel Tower and Jules Dalou’s plaster model of The Triumph of the Republic
shown in September 1889 in the Place de la Nation.

As an outsider, Rosso had no access to public commissions: a national
monument in France made by a foreigner was unimaginable. Thus he was
forced to find other ways in which to attract attention and find patrons,
including seeking the support of the noteworthy French dealer Goupil.
Goupil’s firm promoted artists who were seeking to expand their audiences,
but this required a measure of commercial compromise. He encouraged
artists who made huge historical paintings to begin making small paintings
from which he might produce printed reproductions and photographs. These
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were then distributed for consumption around the world.* Yet although

Rosso wrote to Cameroni of ‘three bronzes of which one goes to Coupil [sic]’*°
no deal seems to have been struck. While Rosso eventually exhibited a few
sculptures at the Boussod & Valadon Gallery (formerly under the ownership
of Goupil) in London in 1896, the dealer evidently did not see a potential
market for prints of his radical sculptures. Perhaps he, like others whom Rosso
approached, sensed and disliked the sculptor’s desire for artistic autonomy.

Rosso was equally unsuccessful in approaching other French art dealers
such as Georges Petit. He must have known Petit’s name from Milan, for, in
characteristically optimistic form, he contacted the dealer shortly after his
arrival in Paris. But Petit did not seem interested in showing Rosso’s works in
his gallery in the heart of the city. Rosso wrote to Cameroni: ‘This spring at
Petit’s I will gather all these works and with these other ones I will make an
exhibition.* But no such exhibition materialized.s

Rosso eventually developed a market for his eccentric sculptures that
relied on the new success of serial sculpture (reproduced in multiples by
mechanical means). He had only very limited market success in Italy, but he
was able to sell casts of his sculptures in plaster, wax and bronze to several
sophisticated collectors in France, as well as to numerous collectors in
Austria, Germany, Holland, Britain and Belgium.# Still, the peculiarity of his
works left him more economically vulnerable than some of his compatriots.
It did, however, allow him to escape criticism for the excessive artistic and
commercial accommodation practised by painters such as De Nittis, winner
of the 1878 Légion d’honneur, who had been derided by Italian critics for
‘making himself Parisian’ and ‘abandon[ing] himself to the genre sought by
the public’3s

Rosso found himself caught between French expectations of a
performance of Italian national identity (and exhibition of clear signs of a
national school) in his art and the beginnings of a pan-European view of
modernism. The thirty years he spent in Paris, which represent nearly half
of his life, were his most fertile period artistically. He created the greatest
number of his most revolutionary works there, deepened his experiments
with photography and drawing, came into close contact with the leading
artists of his time and the Parisian intelligentsia, and was written about by
some of the most important French critics of the period.

A further factor complicating Rosso’s belonging to Italy was the fact that
he renounced his Italian citizenship on 25 July 1902 and became a French
citizen in the same year3° Yet he did not consider himself French. His
Italian friend Mario Vianello Chiodo recounted how Rosso recaptured and
reconfigured his Italian origins into a new myth of international mobility:
‘Rosso did not like to say in what city he was born, he did not like such
specifications, because of his concept of being an enemy of classifications;
if somebody persisted, he would respond that he was born on a train, given
that his father worked for the railways.”” In 1909 the Belgian critic Louis
Piérard characterized Rosso as an artist who was completely free from the
constraints of national identity:
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Rosso is Italian by birth. This has no importance to him: he is ready to
learn without a frown that he is not Piedmontese but rather Chinese or
Papuan. His internationalism is simple, clean, radical, and impetuous.
One must hear him speak about borders and the prejudices that idiots
have against a man because he uses a different language with respect to
theirs.3®

Rosso frequently gifted to patrons a small head of a child, known as
Bambino ebreo (Jewish boy, 1892—-94), as if it were a calling card. This gesture
may suggest that he identified with the stereotype of the Wandering Jew, as
embodied in rootlessness and a perennial feeling of being the outsider. A
photograph made by the artist of the Bambino ebreo perched on a suitcase
(fig. 1) and a drawing of a man packing his bags might further allude to Rosso’s
sense of himself as a nomadic world traveller. In a letter from Vienna to his
friend Jehan Rictus back in Paris, he expressed, in his own idiosyncratic
French, his painful awareness of his status as an outsider and his Italian roots:

[[am here] to take advantage ... of whomever has been able to

be interested in me and come to know [my works] ... I come here
with two works that I brought with me — my calling cards. Like the
ancient Genoese goldsmiths did on their voyages. Visiting with their
merchandise. You can see how I live and that many people never see
me complain believe I am happy and completely in a good mood and
completely at ease.?°

Rosso likely petitioned to become a French citizen in order to further increase
his opportunities there rather than because of a national identification

with France. In 1900 he had applied to exhibit in the French Pavilion at the
Exposition Universelle, probably sensing that this would give his works
greater visibility, but he was rejected, almost certainly due to his Italian
citizenship. He was also eager to have his works accepted into major French
museums such as the Luxembourg, but not out of any feeling of kinship with
France. He wished to be seen but not branded, recognized by movements and
institutions but not defined or exhausted by classification.

For Rosso, Paris became a springboard for greater international recognition
after the turn of the century. From 1900 to 1910 he travelled extensively
around Europe to further internationalize his career and reputation. Thanks
to expanding European interest in French Impressionism after the turn of
the century, he exhibited in Vienna, Berlin, Dresden, Leipzig, Rotterdam,
Amsterdam, Brussels, the Hague and London. During his many years abroad,
he built a highly sophisticated international reputation that he could never
have created had he remained in Italy. His inclusion in landmark shows
such as the 1903 edition of the Vienna Secession exhibition, Entwicklung des
Impressionismus in Malerei und Plastik, situated him among the originators of
modern art, and he was included in Julius Meier-Graefe’s seminal history of
modern art, Entwicklungsgeschichte der Modernen Kunst (1904).

Rosso saw himself as part of a larger and broader international history
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of modern sculpture. In the Vienna Secession catalogue, he was placed in a
history that included Jean Antoine Houdon, Jean-Jaques Caffieri, Francois
Rude and Jean-Baptiste Carpeaux, while living sculptors exhibited, in
addition to Rosso, were Rodin, Constantin Meunier, Jules Desbois, Alexandre
Charpentier, Frangois-Rupert Carabin, Emile Bourdelle, Camille Lefevre, Pierre
Félix Fix-Masseau, Gaston Toussaint and the Norwegian sculptor Gustav
Vigeland. Rosso was the only Italian-born modern sculptor included in the
show. This confirms the fact that nineteenth-century Italian sculpture played
no role in the narrative of modernism traced by Meier-Graefe, and that Rosso
had gained access to that narrative through internationalization.+* His point
of origin was noted as Paris in the catalogue, indicating how the boundaries
of national identity for émigrés were continually shifting. In another critical
move with respect to his earlier grouping with the Italians at the Exposition
Universelle, Rosso was now being billed among the most important French
and European sculptors of the time.

Rosso’s last years of international expansion occurred in the context
of the cultural climate of the turn of the century, which was characterized
by rising nationalism and imperialism on the one hand and an expanding
internationalist climate on the other. Artists were expected to shore up
national traditions, while their lives were cosmopolitan and their practices
were shaped by cross-cultural collaboration. Rosso’s continued efforts to
create an international legacy increasingly clashed with the nationalist ideals
developing in Italy.

After a twenty-one-year absence from his country of origin, in 1910
Rosso participated in his first exhibition in Italy, titled La prima mostra
dell'impressionismo francese e delle scolture di Medardo Rosso. The aim of the
show, organized by Ardengo Soffici and held in Florence, was to introduce
Italians to French Impressionism. However, what was meant to be his
triumphant homecoming — now as a cosmopolitan artist seen through the
lens of Impressionism - elicited instead ferocious criticism that Rosso had
suppressed his Italian roots. Between 1910 and 1914 he continued to maintain
Paris as his home base, but he travelled back to Italy for numerous exhibitions
there. He stayed in Italy during the First World War. After the war ended in
1918, he went back to Paris, but returned to Italy permanently in the same
year.

The story of Rosso’s reappearance in Italy in the final decades of his life, at
a time when the country was making an uneasy transition into modernity,
is one that remains to be written. In addition to the nationalistic factors, his
well-known resistance to categorization impeded any easy absorption into
the history of modern Italian art. He continued to oppose others’ attempts
to position him as the forefather of modern Italian art by rejecting acclaim
from Futurists such as Umberto Boccioni.# At the same time, the implications
of Rosso’s return within a growing nationalist climate need to be taken into
account. His case demonstrates his enduring sense of his own difference and
autonomy with respect to the Futurists’ nationalistic enterprise.

Still to be analysed is the role played by interactions between Rosso’s

113 | Hecker: Born on a train



supporters and detractors in Italy during his late years. In an increasingly
rigidly nationalistic European environment, Rosso befriended Benito
Mussolini’s lover, Margherita Sarfatti, who reframed Rosso’s art within the
regime’s Novecento Italiano movement. However, this was another national
category that Rosso did not accept easily. Neither did some modern Italian
sculptors accept Rosso. The regime sculptor Arturo Martini would attack
Rosso’s small, anti-heroic ‘impressions’ depicting vulnerable figures as weak
and alien to the virile Fascist image of Mussolini’s Italian popolo. Martini
had been intrigued by Rosso in 1908 but soon rejected his ideas, stating that
he was unable to decide whether Rosso was a ‘European value or a Milanese
waste product’.+?

From 1910 until his death in 1928 Rosso rarely exhibited again outside Italy,
and his international reputation all but disappeared. After his death, whatever
remained of his legacy in Italian museums was due entirely to the tireless
efforts of his Dutch patroness Etha Fles, who divided her large collection of
the sculptor’s work among the national museums of Rome, Venice, Turin and
Florence, despite resistance from Italian museum authorities.

Rosso’s posthumous reputation also remains to be studied. For years there
was no agreement in Italy among critics and sculptors about his belonging to
Italy. Some critics such as Ardengo Soffici, who continued to publish books on
Rosso in Italy, felt that Rosso was ‘great because [he was] traditionally Italian’.s
Others, such as the critic and journalist Giuseppe Prezzolini, disagreed.
Prezzolini wrote to Soffici:

I don’t believe that your book, not even today, will succeed in
convincing Italians that Rosso is a great artist; but with the aggravating
factor that by now I believe that Italians are right, in the sense that in
this way they deny an art that is not in their tradition; and that you
yourself, with other works and writings, comfort them to exclude Rosso
from their tradition.+

Rosso survived internationally only through a handful of enlightened art
historians, such as Carola Giedion-Welcker and H. W. Janson, who included
him in their histories of modern European art.

In 1963 Rosso was suddenly propelled back on to the international art
scene by Margaret Scolari Barr, who wrote the first English monograph on
the sculptor and organized a solo exhibition at the Museum of Modern
Art in New York. This show brought Rosso’s art to the attention of post-war
American artists such as Jasper Johns, and scholars such as Jack Burnham,
Jeffrey Taylor and Rosalind Krauss. However, in the 1970s, Rosso was fully
reclaimed by Italy and reframed within the nineteenth-century Italian
Scapigliatura movement, a tale of local origins that he himself had denied.
In view of all these conflicting ways of understanding Rosso, it seems that a
more nuanced understanding of his national loyalties is still needed. Perhaps
the Soprintendenza, rather than taking a patrimonial approach and laying
an exclusive claim to Rosso, should consider a new matrimonial project of
sharing him with the world.
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