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Introduction


 


 This volume talks about three women painters, who managed to emerge in the history of Venetian art: Giulia Lama and Rosalba Carriera, who lived between the seventheenth and the eighteenth centuries, and Emma Ciardi, who lived between the nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries.


 They were great artists, strong and determined women who managed to emerge in a society which, unlike today, did not give space to women.


This edition in English is aimed at an international audience, in fact it can be seen every day how the city of Venice and its history are highly appreciated all over the world, especially in USA and England, and how it reprents a must for the tourist interested in the history of art.


 The translation was done by the author herself with the help of experts.


 We apologize for any errors due to the fact that the italian and English languages differ stylistically and, at times, structurally.


 Hoping to have done something welcome, I wish you a good reading.


 


 


The author
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Church of San Vidal: there is the Crucifixion of Giulia Lama





 


Who was Giulia Lama?


 


 The story of Giulia Lama is singular and emblematic of the female condition: we need to make some dutiful reflections on the events of her life and professional experience.


 She was a talented woman, who lived in the lagoon city between the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and who, aware of the educational value of painting, devoted herself with commitment to the representation of religious and historical themes, but, precisely because of her ability, she was opposed and condemned to anonymity. 


 


 Let's go in order: I learned of the existence of Giulia Lama, an eighteenth-century Venetian painter, while visiting Ca' Rezzonico several years ago.


It is not easy to notice that small painting attributed to her, which represents a gruesome event: “The beheading of Sant'Eurosia”.


It is treated with a ruthless realism that makes us cringe. 


 Immediately I was amazed to find that a painter of unquestionable skill was unknown to most people even those, like me, interested in Venetian art history 


As I began to study her life, I understood why. 


 Talking about the events that involved Giulia's existence is a difficult thing to do, because very little is known about her, and premises such as " it seems, " "perhaps" or verbs in the conditional are a must, since a cloud of indifference covered for several decades this painter who, on the other hand, had immediately demonstrated commitment, ability and a marked personality. 


 


We owe to professors such as Giuseppe Fiocco, Ugo Ruggeri and Rodolfo Pallucchini the great merit of having unveiled her existence, of having attributed t o her some works, which had instead been erroneously attributed to painters contemporary to her, and above all of having placed in the proper attention the value of Giulia, who had the misfortune of being discriminated.


 


 She was born in 1681 in Santa Maria Formosa, precisely in Calle Lunga, the daughter of Agostino, a painter of historical and landscape works, belonging to the circle of Pietro Vecchia, of whom, however, there has remained nothing. It was the latter, a loving father, who understood from the beginning the abilities of his daughter and taught her the first rudiments of the trade.


 In the Venice of that time there were, as there had been in the past, important families of painters, suffice it to mention the Tiepolo, Ricci, and Longhi families; this was because it was difficult for a young man, even a gifted one, to learn to paint and make his way in the field without solid family foundations; for a woman then to learn the art of painting would have been even impossible, indeed unthinkable.


 As a young woman Giulia devoted herself to studying Mathematics, she was also a poet of rare sensitivity, proving herself to be a versatile woman of many abilities. Only at the age of about thirty she began her career as a painter, when her friendship with Giambattista Piazzetta, two years her junior, marked a turning point in her life and artistic history.


 It seems (as usual the news is fragmentary and shrouded in an aura of mystery) that the two were cousins, it seems that there was a more intense bond than that of a pure and simple working relationship, since Giambattista left us two beautiful portraits of Giulia, caught in the instant when with a voluptuous gaze she is distracted from her work as a painter.


 Beyond these conjectures, it is certain that G. Lama was fascinated by Piazzetta's chiaroscuros, which give the scenes an engaging drama. Thanks to his teachings, she rejected portraiture and landscape painting, the only genres that were granted to women, in order to devote herself to highly dramatic historical and religious representations, those that with their force could involve the viewers, giv e an insight into life and have an educational value.


 These kinds of paintings, being generally large in size, needed spaces where they could be seen by the population, thus public palaces or, even better, churches: places where everyone went periodically and where they could admire them to learn from them.


 Consequently, Giulia, in order to express herself, needed a important commission (artists did not paint for themselves then, as they do now, but in the service of someone) and this is where the first difficulties arose, indeed it can be said that a real wall was erected against her: envy, jealousy, malice were her main enemies.


 The other painters, especially Piazzetta's pupils, seeing that she was of a higher level than theirs, tried to discredit her in every way, they felt envy, even anger, at the fact that a woman had dared so much and had surpassed them in ability: they struck her deviously in every way through the coward of backbiting and just in her being a woman.


 So she wh o loved her profession so much to the point of giving up having a family of her own, sh e who had always devoted herself with commitment and passion to learning day after day such an arduous art, she who was fond of her city, in fact never moved from the area of Santa Maria Formosa, she who, if only she had been of a different sex, would have given luster to Venice with her works, this woman was forced to earn a living as an embroiderer.


 Contrary to what one might think, Giulia never despised embroidery because that activity helped her to sharpen her ability to observe details, a skill that helps in painting especially in large-scale painting, proving, once again, that the art of painting was her great passion and represented a reason for living for her.


 


 According to her canons, the work had to be executed with care and extreme precision: a painter of figurative works had to train herself through drawing and copying from life; in a special way, she had to deepen her knowledge of the human body, both female and male.


 Giulia, like her male colleagues, practiced drawing and copying nude bodies with great effort.


Imagine the scandal, criticism and stinging words she had to face in pursuit of her objective!


At the time, it represented a horror to see a woman portraying the bodies of male models from life!


 The collection of her graphic works, housed in the Correr Museum's Cabinet of Drawings and Prints, provides us with a picture of a person of unquestionable ability and strong sensibility.


 


 The study of the nude human figure has been, since the Renaissance, basic to the training of any artist.


 


In the 18th century, Academies were established in the various Italian cities for the purpose of professionally preparing painters, and copying from life nudes, both male and female, was a fundamental subject.


 Giulia Lama was the only woman who had the audacity to approach this discipline.


Probably (we are still in the field of conjecture) she did not attend the Academy directly, but the studio of Giambattista Piazzetta.


 Her drawings, which have come down to us through a purchase made by the City of Venice back in 1935, were attributed to her by Ugo Ruggieri in 1973 and were recently displayed in 2018 in an exhibition, dedicated to her, in a room at Ca' Rezzonico, the current home of the Museum of the Venetian Eighteenth Century.


These sketches show male and female bodies, whose face s are often not recognizable, in particular positions, often in torsion, but what is fascinating is the precision with which the musculature is drawn, almost sculpted.


The most famous drawings by Leonardo, Michelangelo, Tintoretto and his contemporaries, Giambattista Tiepolo and Giambattista Piazzetta, come to mind.


 These are preparatory drawings to dramatic representations, to those great episodes from history, mythology or the Bible that are meant to attract the viewer's attention in order to give him or her a life lesson.


They are a true revelation and constitute, perhaps, the best work, undoubtedly the most complete, of an artist who was not understood.


 As we have already said, graphic activity represents, then as now, the " gymnasium " of an artist, that patient and constant exercise by which he seriously prepares himself for great works.


The large number and quality of Giulia's drawings show us that for her painting was not a pastime but a reason for living.


 Pencil is used sometimes with firm strokes, other times lightly: the figures seem alive, in fact we seem to feel the softness and color of the skin. The very pronounced chiaroscuro overbearingly gives the sense of the volume of the human bodies.


Those strokes of light, obtained by smearing white chalk on the outlines in small t ouches, give us evidence of the presence of a woman of genius.


 Some of her contemporaries found in these works a certain " coarseness ": as usual, she was never spared any criticism, even the most obviously specious!


 It is true that in the drawings as in the paintings, G. Lama's art is profoundly innovative: it focuses everything on spectacularization and aims at the involvement of the viewer rather than adherence to the truth, which is why her impetuous figures were accused of coarseness and inaccuracy.


 Two centuries had to pass before the renewed sensibility of the twentieth century gave due value to his works, which anticipated, in some ways, expressionism.


In these sketches there are male and female bodies, whose faces are often not recognizable, in peculiar positions, often in torsion, but what is fascinating is the precision with which the musculature is drawn, almost sculpted.


 A curious feature, as already mentioned, is that almost all of these models cover their faces with an arm or turn their backs to the viewer, as if to hide themselves (today we would say that "privacy" is respected) and this gives these small works an aura of mystery that creates a special charm.


 The female bodies are vigorous and have excessively accentuated musculature. One must think, however, that here we are in the realm of the exercise daily, the ultimate goal of which was refinement even at the expense of adherence to the truth.
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