Fig. 2. Flying Angels,
Francesco Moratti and
Pietro Papaleo, circa 1695-
1699, Chapel of Saint
Ignatius Loyola, Church of

the Gesu, Rome.

Fig. 3. Funerary Monument for
Francesco Erizzo, Attributed
to Francesco Moratti,

1700, marble, Basilica di

San Marco, Rome.

There he received a number of major commissions. In 1697 he took
over the carving of one of the large Flying Angels for the Chapel of
Saint Ignatius Loyola in the Gesu (fig. 2) from Pietro Papaleo. He
also produced a major narrative group of Saint Francis de Sales with
an angel for the church dedicated to this saint. These angels closely
resemble the present pair. The wings of the right-hand angels in both

N

the Gesu and here are spread to the viewer’s right, with bold swathes of
drapery settling around the midriff. The wings of the left-hand angel
accompanying Saint Francts de Sales, on the other hand, resemble those
of the left angel in the pair presented here; in both cases, the wings

are closed so as not to interrupt the angel’s downward look and the

silhouette to the viewer’s left.

Another pair of similar (although flying) angels attributed to Moratti

support a portrait medallion on the tomb of Francesco Erizzo (d. 1700)

in the Basilica of San Marco, Rome (fig. 3). The deceased was the

young son of the representative of the Republic of Venice in Rome,
supporting the attribution of this tomb to Moratti. Moratti would go
on to produce four statues for the Abbey of Montecassino, one of them
depicting Pope Clement XI (1703-1709); Sawnt Simon, one of the great
Twelve Apostles in the church of Saint John Lateran (1708-1715); and
the Berniniesque Triton Fountain in Piazza Bocca della Verita, from 1717
until his death in 1719. Moratti was thus one of the most important

sculptors of the late Roman Baroque era.
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Terracotta; on a later wooden base with metal label inscribed ] A HOUDON’
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Jean-Antoine Houdon is considered the greatest of all French neoclassical
sculptors, renowned for his exquisite portrait busts and statues that
captured the nce of his subjects with remarkable realism and
emotional depth. At the time of the sculptor’s birth in 1741, Houdon’s
father was a member of the Comte de Lamotte’s household. In 1749,

when Houdon was eight years old, the Comte’s residence was leased

to the French Crown to serve as an Ecole des Eleves Protégés, a school

for the most talented pupils of the Académie Royale de Peinture et
de Sculpture. As Houdon’s father retained his post in the house, the
young Houdon was surrounded by budding artists of both painting and

sculpture, which was a catalyst for Houdon’s interest in art. Working
diligently, his reputation continued to grow and by 1764 he had won the
prestigious Pri Rome, providing him with the opportunity to embark

on a journey to the Eternal City to study at the French Acader

Upon returning to Paris in 1768, Houdon came to the fore as one of
the most promising sculptors of the age. Reflecting his elevated status
as a membre agréé of the Académie in 1769, he took up residence in one
of the workshops in the Faubourg du Roule in March 1772. Regularly
exhibiting at the Salon, Houdon cultivated the patronage of the highest
echelons of society, as demonstrated by his portraits of the Marquis de
Miromesnil, of the acclaimed musician Christoph Willibald Gluck, and
of fashionable women such as Madame de la Houze, the Comtesse du
Cayla, along with Madame Adélaide and Madame Victoire, the two

daughters of King Louis X

In 1777, Houdon achieved full recognition as an Academician and forged
a connection with the Masonic Lodge of the Nine Sisters, a prominent
gathering place for artists and intellectuals. affiliation brought him
into contact with Benjamin Franklin, one of the Founding Fathers of

the United States. Their acquaintance deepened, leading to Houdon
accompanying Franklin to America in 1785. It was during this sojourn

that Houdon created his iconic portrait of Franklin.




In the New World, Houdon also became acquainted with Thomas Jefferson,

another founding father and one of the authors of the Declaration of
Independence. Notably, it was this encounter that led to the creation of
Houdon’s monument to George Washington, of which several versions

survive, with the original housed in the State Capitol of Richmond, Virginia.

The sculptor returned to Paris the following year, in 1786, where his
career continued to flourish. The turmoil of the Revolution, which broke
out in 1789, temporarily disrupted the workings of the Académie but,
undeterred, Houdon sought new patrons during this turbulent period,
including the financier Jacques Necker and the astronomer and politician
Jean-Sylvain Bailly — two exponents of the more moderate and initially

successful Revolutionary faction — both of whom he sculpted in 1790.
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Fig. 1. The Atelier of Jean-
Antoine Houdon, Louis-
Léopold Boilly, circa 1804,
oil on canvas, Musée des

Arts Decoratifs, Paris.

With the return of stability, Houdon continued to be recognised as one of
the most important sculptors of his era, and he died in Paris at the end of a

successful career in 1828.

Although Houdon is more recognised for his insightful portraits, it is also
recognised that sculptures of animals formed a small sub-category within

his oeuvre. A terracotta model of a spaniel-type dog can be seen to the left

of Louis-Léopold Boilly’s painting of Houdon’s workshop of circa 1804 (fig.

1). Furthermore, Houdon was known to have exhibited ‘Several Animals in
Marble’ in the Salon of 1777. A marble group of an eagle atop a deer kid exists
in an aristocratic collection in Irance. Additionally, the sale of works directly
from the sculptor’s studio both during his lifetime (8 October 1795) and after his
death (15-17 December 1828), included various animals beyond dogs, such as
birds and deer.

In 1904 Georges Giacometti conducted a meticulous study of the present
greyhound sculpture, resulting in an almost hundred-page publication in which
he confidently attributed the work to Houdon (Giacometti, op. cit.).
Giacometti’s detailed analysis of the sculptor’s technique, combined

with an examination of the terracotta’s exceptional quality and artistic
characteristics, provided compelling evidence supporting the exclusive
attribution of this sculpture to Houdon. As a further key piece of evidence
Giacometti pointed out the presence of a greyhound in Boilly’s painting

of Houdon’s studio. The painting provides an intimate portrayal of the
sculptor’s life, prominently featuring his wife and three daughters, along
with an obedient greyhound situated in the lower right corner. Giacometti
astutely observed that the dog likely belonged to Houdon and his family
rather than Laplace, as it is depicted without a collar (ibid., p. 29). According
to Giacometti, if the dog belonged to Laplace and had accompanied him

to Houdon’s studio, it would have been portrayed wearing a collar — a

detail that Boilly would not have overlooked. Giacometti concluded that
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the greyhound sculpture in question is, in fact, a reduced model of

Houdon’s own dog.

Indeed, Houdon’s renown for capturing accurate physiognomy in his
portraits of contempo friends, and family members adds weig
to the notion that the present work, an exceptionally detailed model of
a greyhound, could be a meticulous representation of a dog with which
Houdon had a personal connection. The detailed craftsmanship of the
sculpture may reflect not only Houdon’s skill in portraying physical

attributes but also his ability to convey a sense of familiarity and

personal connection with the subject, potentially making it a poignant

representation of a cherished companion.

Since Giacometti’s publication, the work has been positively identified as

a sculpture by Houdon, most notably by Helen Clay Frick (1888-1984),

daughter of the industrialist and art collector Henry Clay Frick (1849-

1919). Helen Clay Frick deve a personal and enduring interest

in Houdon. Motivated by her passion for the artist, she dedicated

over fifty years to researching Houdon’s works, with the ambitious
ling a catalogue r

catalogue was never completed, Frick included the present work in her

extensive research on Houdon. Her commitment to documenting and

understanding Houdoms oeuvre is evident through the inclusion of

charming early twentieth-century photographs of the sculpture in her

research material.

The present work, with its elongated, slender neck and well-defined
musculature, serves as a testament to Houdon’s characteristic attention
to detail. In capturing the essence of nature, Houdon disp

impeccable ability to merge physical reality seamlessly with the

the subje







CHARLES ADRIEN PROSPER D'EPINAY

(Pamplemousses, Mauritius 1836 — 1914 Saint-Cyr-sur-Loire)
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Terracotta
Signed to the reverse ‘D’EPINAY’; on a circular ebonised wood socle
58 cm (22 % in.) high
78 cm (30 %4 in.) high, overall
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In the period which became known as the Belle Epoque, European socie
—1n France perhaps more than anywhere else — was going through
an enormous transition. Social mobility increased for members of the
wealthy bourgeoisie who, nevertheless, continued to try to emulate their
aristocratic forebears. Culturally, it was an era when attendance at the
theatre and at the salons was virtually mandatory for members of the
beau monde with social ambitions. And this cultural world was dominated
a few powerful artists and intellectuals, among whom Sarah

Bernhardt held a special place.

Bernhardt (1844-1923), the illegitimate daughter of a Dutch-Jewish

courtesan, had a lengthy career as a French stage actress. She was feted

by European royalty, and toured North and South America as well

Australia. She was also an accomplished painter and sculptor with over
fifty surviving works, several of which are today in major museums.
However, despite her great success, she led such an extravagant and
eccentric lifestyle that she often had to depend on the generosity of
wealthy male lovers, including Henri, Hereditary Prince de Ligne, with
whom she had a son at the age of twenty. Her acting career spanned the
period of the 1860s until the early age of movies. Plagued by ill health
but still considered a star, she continued to work to great acclaim until

the end of her life.

In 1903, Bernhardt was at the height of her powers and one of the most
famous women of the day. In that year she took on the role of Hermione
from the play Andromache, written in 1667 for the court of Louis XTIV

by the great French playwright Jean Racine. Hermione, driven to

desperation after having been rejected by Pyrrhus, commissions Orestes

g
to murder him. The price is that she will marry Orestes who is in love
with her. However, Hermione repents, and when she hears that Pyrrhus
has died, she scorns Orestes and runs off to kill herself over Pyrrhus’
body. Orestes, tormented with visions of Hermione and the Furies, is

driven insane.

Fig. 1. Head of Medusa (
called Medusa Rondanini),
Helle or Augustan
Roman copy after Greek

inal by Phidias (5th
century BC), Munich,
Glyptothek.







Fig. 2. Charles Adrien
Prosper d'Epinay,

Head of Medusa, 1866,
Amsterdam, Van Gogh

Museum.

The present bust depicts the vision of Hermione in her moment of
wrath, face hardened with anger and her hair writhing expressively with
‘hissing snakes’. It is a work by the celebrated sculptor Prosper d’Epinay
6-1914), who had already sculpted Bernhardt several times during
the course of her career. Known as the ‘Sculptor of sovereigns’ due to
his success sculpting portraits of royalty and high society, d’Epinay has
here created a portrait that is both rooted in antique sources such as the

Rondanini Medusa (fig. 1), and thoroughly modern in its simplicity and

expressive power. It harkens back to an earlier representation d’Epinay

had executed in 1866 of the Head of Medusa — also in terracotta — which 1is

now in the Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam (fig. 2).

The bust of Hermione therefore represents a portrait

important sculptors of Belle Epogue France, depicting Sarah Bernhardt,
a woman famed for pushing the boundaries — both artistically and
socially — of the role of women in the late nineteenth and early twentieth

centuries.




VINCENZO GEMITO
(Naples 1852 — 1929 Naples)

T he Swren Fountain (‘La Fontana della Strena’)

1920

Terracotta; signed and dated to the side of the base “V Gemito 1920 and further inscribed to the reverse

‘La fontana della Sirena’; on a modern shaped wood base.
3 7 1n. (9.9 cm) high
6 s 1n. (15.9 cm) high, overall
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Recently brought back to the attention of the international public thanks
to the important retrospective at the Petit Palais, Paris, and the Museum
di Capodimonte, Naples (Gemito — Le sculpteur de I'ame napolitaine, 2019-
2020), Vincenzo Gemito is rightly considered by critics as one of the
most original Italian sculptors active between the late nineteenth and

early twentieth centuries.

Gemito’s bibliography has mainly focused on his early production: that
is, on the period between his training at the Accademia di Belle Arti in
Naples, and the mental crisis that seized him in 1887, forcing him to
inactivity for more than twenty years. His twentieth-century production,
on the other hand, is still substantially unexplored and sometimes

superficially labelled as a phase of classicist revival.

Despite the obsession with antiquity, Gemito’s work from the first two
decades of the twentieth century is, on the contrary, marked by moments
of unexpected creativity. This is demonstrated by the small terracotta
entitled by the artist the Swen Fountain (La fontana della Sirena), signed and
dated 1920, which is notable for the freshness of the modelling, left in

an almost sketchy state, and for the attention to finely tooled details. The Moo it
sensuality of the terracotta, even more sophisticated due to its diminutive

format, is a distinctive feature of Gemito’s sculpture, which culminates in

the creation of the small precious sculptures on which he worked between

the 1910s and 1920s.

Although a recent rediscovery, the Swren Fountain was published for the first
time by Alfredo Schettini in the Gemito monograph published in Milan
in 1944 (0p. cit.) — although with the incorrect date of 1918 — which was

reiterated in more recent publications. Schettini gave great relevance
Fig. 2. Nude portrait of Giuseppina,

to the small sculpture, reproducing it on a full page, and gave a rare ) .
P » TCP 8 pase, 8 the artist’s daughter; as a Siren,

testimony of the genesis of the artwork: the artist was in the park of Villa

Fig. 1. Self-portrait, Vincenzo 1911, pen, ink wash, and white
Lucia, then frequented by leading Neapolitan artists and intellectuals, Gemito, 1920, location heightening on paper, backed with
when he was inspired by the vision of a young woman in which he unknown. card, Gallerie d’Italia, Naples.
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seemed to recognise the siren Parthenope. He asked her to pose nude
for him, but the girl, ‘a demure virgin’, refused the proposal, so Gemito

modelled the sculpture in his studio using only his imagination.

The enthusiasm shown by the sculptor in the realisation of this small
masterpiece is also documented by the Neapolitan painter Carlo Siviero,
a friend of the artist who, in his 1953 monograph (op. cit., p. 91), refers to
letters sent to him by Gemito in which he told him about his newfound
inspiration and his ‘intent on modelling a little mermaid’. Further proof
of the importance the artist attributed to the Siren Fountan, it is worth
mentioning the unlocated Self-portrait from 1920 in which, behind the
bearded sculptor, one can see the very same terracotta, awaiting its final
touches (fig. 1).

In this work Gemito approaches for the last time, as far as we know,

the subject of the Siren Parthenope whose death — according to some
versions of the legend — resulted in the founding of Naples. In some
drawings made between 1911 and 1912, the artist already portrayed his
daughter Giuseppina as a siren, naked and with the attribute of the lyre
(see, for example, fig. 2). The theme of the siren seems to have been a
recurring fascination for Gemito. Indeed, he would write directly to King
Vittorio Emanuele III: ‘It was the Siren who told me to stay in Rome,
to work here on the new works ... And I, both in my sleep and in my
wake, listen to the Siren. I obey, of course, only the Siren who speaks to
me from the bottom of the sea or the bottom of my soul, not those who
call me from cars or steamships. I was not born a traveller and my only

journey 1s my dream as an artist’ (Afeltra, loc. cit.).

The Siren Fountain probably entered the collections of the Emilian painter
Riccardo Fainardi in October 1923, when Gemito gave him a declaration
of authenticity in which he stated: “The little Siren in terracotta just 9 or

10 centimetres tall is uniquely original, and has never been reproduced in

any material, so that this one you possess there are no others.
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For memory / Naples 10 October 1923 / Vincenzo Gemito’ (fig. 3).
Fainardi owned a villa in Capri, in the bay of Marina Piccola, where he
went annually looking for pictorial motifs. During his vacation periods
between Naples and Capri he met the elderly Gemito, from whom he
probably bought the work, which he then kept in his villa in Gaiano,

protecting it in a glass bell as the most precious of treasures.

Manuel Carrera
February 2020
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Fig. 3. Certificate of
authenticity from the

sculptor.
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