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PREFACE


 


 


 


The purpose of the photograph is not just to narrate but to capture a moment and make it eternal; it is an extension of the photographer’s eye capable of showing how he sees the world.


Ettore Roesler Franz is an Italian artist, but his curiosity, his talent, his knowledge and his fascination for other cultures, especially the Anglo-Saxon one, have made him a crucial player on the world scene.


In this new essay, Francesco Roesler Franz takes us through the world of art with his great passion, his ability to hold us by the hand on an exciting journey, of which he tells us the behind-the-scenes stories, in a careful, engaging and meticulous analysis that ranges through history, art and literature.


Supporting his words are the many researches he has carried out, but also the works of the great artist, from which his great ability to create new creative horizons emerges.


The 19th century was indeed a period of great changes and revolutions, in which photography made its way as a new form of visual expression. Like many of his colleagues, including Cézanne or Ingres, Ettore Roesler Franz, with his curious and innovative mind, embraced this new medium, understanding its potential before many others did and anticipating what would be the trends of the future such as photojournalism and Neo-realism.


Photography thus became a documentary medium for his work as a watercolourist, allowing him to give greater scope to his production, to tinker with different artistic types, but above all to preserve forever what would inevitably be lost.


Among his photographs, we do not find portraits of celebrities or even mundane events. Because he preferred to become the spokesman of the people of Umbertine Rome, of those ordinary, simple people who had remained defenceless, unheard, who felt lost, on the margins of society. In fact, his great sensitivity led him to devote himself to this form of expression not so much to celebrate the beauty of the world as to launch an accusation against social inequalities, to make his works a testimony of his existence: his education, his ideals, his internationality, the legacy of which he would pay homage to the world.


All this gave rise to works that immortalise fleeting moments, full of emotion, full of drama: in this way, Ettore Roesler Franz was able to demonstrate a perfect understanding of the narrative power of the image, being able to see the future before so many others.


Ettore Roesler Franz documented for future memory both in his paintings and in his photographs the social conditions in which the Roman Jewish community had had to live for centuries, undergoing enormous physical and psychological suffering. Among his friends from the Jewish community was Mrs Amelia Segré née Treves, who in a letter addressed to Ettore Roesler Franz’s only pupil, the


Tiburtine Adolfo Scalpelli, thanked him for a drawing he had given her, inviting both painters to her residence. Mrs Amelia Treves Segré was to be the mother of Emilio, who was to become Nobel Prize winner for physics in 1959 and die in a Nazi concentration camp in Germany.


Through painstaking research and in-depth analysis of his great-uncle’s works, Francesco Roesler Franz allows us to explore the artist’s masterly techniques, to better understand the national and international relationships he forged with painters, intellectuals and politicians, and to glimpse in the past the foundations of the art we know today.


Ettore Roesler Franz not only captured the soul of his time, he influenced and inspired the next generation of neo-realist filmmakers, precisely those Luchino Visconti, Roberto Rossellini and Vittorio de Sica who would bring realism to the silver screen. It made art a means of denunciation, offering visual testimony of the social conditions of the time, bringing the public’s attention to situations of injustice and suffering , raising awareness and calling for action for change. Photography was the medium with which he created emotional bridges between human beings, emotional connections that are difficult to break, succeeding in building a collective memory in art and history.


Ettore was one of the forerunners of the modern photographic reportage in direct contact with the living reality of everyday life, and from his photos, his belonging to the artistic current of 19th century social realism is even clearer and more evident.


Professor Bruno Brizzi points out: ‘Franz’s seriousness, commitment and great intellectual honesty are indisputable. Amidst those who destroyed old Rome and those who went no further than the verbal denunciation of what was happening , he not only understood how important it was to preserve the images of what would disappear, but he concretely committed himself with all his strength to pursuing this goal, of the greatest civil and cultural value.”


Ettore Roesler Franz and Photography is the result of a path of research and a great passion for the world of art, a path that allows us to discover the unseen face of an extraordinary artist. Images and words come together in this work to offer us a cross-section of a society, of a way of thinking , of an art, but above all of an artist who was able to look beyond, laying the foundations of the art of the future.











 


ETTORE ROESLER FRANZ 
BIOGRAPHY AND PAINTING


 


 


 


Ettore Roesler Franz biography


 


Giacomo Casanova wrote in his Memoirs that his entry into Rome caused him great excitement, as it was the cosmopolitan quarter of Piazza di Spagna that welcomed him. Via dei Condotti was one of the streets he loved most for its cafés, a new 18th-century institution, places for meeting and elaborating ideas, art and culture. It was on Via Condotti that the Roesler Franz family, who came to Rome from Prague in 1747, owned the Roesler Franz Bank and the Hotel d’Alemagna. The hotel was known and recommended as one of the most comfortable in Rome and boasted an international clientele, consisting of personalities who were already famous or would later become so, such as Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Marie Henry Beyle known as Stendhal, Richard Wagner, Lucien Bonaparte, Ferdinand de Lesseps, William Makepeace Thackeray, and Johann Joachim Winckelmann. This short list of guests gives an idea of the atmosphere one could breathe there, which became so famous that it was even mentioned in a sonnet by Giuseppe Gioachino Belli.


Ettore Roesler Franz was born on 11 May 1845 at Via Condotti 133 to Luigi and Teresa Biondi and had three brothers, Francesco, Alessandro and Adolfo. All four of them spoke four languages fluently, which certainly, as the hotel was frequented by important artists and intellectuals, influenced their cultural education, fostered their knowledge of the liberal ideas circulating in Europe and influenced the choices they made in their lives.


 


[image: image]


Hotel d’Alemagna on Via Condotti


 


In the nineteenth century Piazza di Spagna was a free port, autonomous from papal jurisdiction, and was referred to as ‘the English Quarter’, inhabited by famous British personalities such as Lord Byron, who lived at number 66 Piazza di Spagna, and John Keats (who came to Rome in 1821 with Joseph Severn) at number 26. In 1848 the building at number 31 became home to the ‘Casino degli Inglesi’, a literary club, which later moved to Palazzo Lepri in Via Condotti. At number 85 was the ‘Caffè degli Inglesi’ decorated by Giovan Battista Piranesi while at the end of the 19th century the Babington Tea Room was opened at number 23.


The four young Roesler Franz attended the school of St John Baptist de La Salle in Trinità dei Monti. In 1863, at the age of eighteen, Ettore Roesler Franz began a painting course at the prestigious Accademia di San Luca, together with Ettore Ferrari, son of the sculptor Filippo, who painted a tempera portrait of him.
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Portrait of Ettore Roesler Franz tempera by Ettore Ferrari


 


On 4 December 1863 Franz finished his studies at the Academy, obtaining his diploma with excellent marks, and on 7 January 1864 he started work as a clerk at the British consulate in Piazza Poli, personally employed by Joseph Severn, whose name remains linked to that of the great poet John Keats whom he accompanied, sick with consumption, to Rome, where they arrived on 15 November 1820. The young English poet could neither recover nor write anything except a farewell letter; but in the three short years in which he had devoted himself completely to poetry, he had already composed Odes that would give him immortality. On 23 February 1821 John Keats, just 25 years old, died and was buried in the English cemetery, as it was then also called, next to the Pyramid of Caius Cestius.


In 1861 Joseph Severn, at the no longer young age of 68, was appointed Consul of England in Rome, the city that became his chosen home for life. Severn was not only a consul but also a painter, who enjoyed a certain notoriety in London in Court and aristocratic circles for having received the prestigious Royal Academy gold medal for his painting ‘The Cave of Despair’.


Severn, despite the fact that the British government was neutral and non-inter ventionist on the Roman question, often took part in diplomatic actions that his superiors saw as excessive in relation to his mandate as consul. In particular, he used his office to free political prisoners. Severn’s great influence on the papal government, the widespread approval his work met with and the general sympathy surrounding his person allowed him many successful negotiations. The Roesler Franz family also experienced his qualities as a skilful mediator: Severn succeeded in getting Francesco Roesler Franz, the elder brother of Ettore and Alessandro, who had been taken there for political reasons, out of prison in 1861 and, what is more, when he went into exile in Naples, he obtained his entr y into the Neapolitan Railways by using his considerable influence on the Italian government which, from September 1860, had entrusted the British Consular Agent in Rome with the care of its subjects.


In the British Consulate, Ettore Roesler Franz was to be an employee of exemplary diligence and loyalty, so much so that he was called upon to perform the duties of secretary, enjoying the total trust of the Consul, who was a talented painter and with whom he also began his apprenticeship. Severn, already in his seventies, was haunted by the idea that his true, rather advanced age might be known because he feared losing his position. In doing so, however, he was constantly aided and almost protected by his faithful secretary, who met all his needs, especially when rheumatism, which the consul treated with frequent stays in Tolfa, made it impossible for him, in its most acute stages, even to sign official documents. In this function of filter and screen, activated also by stratagems and subterfuges, his brother Alessandro, vice-consul, would be close to Hector. This close relationship with Severn would remain strong even after the consulate closed on 25 January 1872.


Hector’s work from 1864 to 1872 at the consulate facilitated his knowledge of Anglo-Saxon culture and the theories that were spreading from England through the publication of fundamental texts such as those of John Ruskin, Walter Pater, and Algernon Charles Swinburne. The English consul, as well as being a friend of artists and men of culture, including John Ruskin, whose influence is often referred to with regard to the aesthetic doctrine that inspired Roesler Franz’s art, certainly played an important role in the relationship between his former secretary and painting. Indeed, Roesler Franz’s approach to Ruskin’s theories on art, of which he possessed at least The Stones of Venice and the Manual of Drawing , came about through Joseph Severn, who was related to Ruskin. The acquaintance between Ettore Roesler Franz and John Ruskin continued in England where they also exhibited together in shows in a few London galleries.


Once the experience at the British consulate was over and after a couple of years working in the family bank, Ettore Roesler Franz in 1875, at the same time as founding together with Nazareno Cipriani the Society of Roman Watercolourists, began the project of Roma Sparita to leave a historical testimony of the social and urban changes of the new Italian capital.


On 3 August 1879, Joseph Severn died. Alessandro and Ettore wanted to join with other Anglo-Saxon and American intellectuals and artists to erect a funerary stele near the tomb of John Keats in the Non-Catholic Cemetery.
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Tombs of Keats and Severn at the Non-Catholic Cemetery at the Pyramid, watercolor by E. Roesler Franz
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