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“Engaged in an Undertaking of the Highest Artistic Culture”: 
Two Projects for a South American Academy in Rome*  
(1897-1911) 
Giulia Murace
Universidad Nacional de San Martín; CONICET, Buenos Aires

This paper revolves around two projects that in-
volved artistic and diplomatic relationships be-
tween Italy (Rome in particular) and South Amer-
ica (especially Argentina) at the turn of the 19th 
and beginning of the 20th centuries. On the one 
hand, I seek to contribute to the discussion about 
Rome as cultural capital: as confirmed by recent 
studies, it never really lost its attraction, neither 
as a place to visit nor as a place of artistic educa-
tion.1 On the other hand, I propose an additional 
perspective about the Argentinian system of art 
consolidation process. Buenos Aires did not have 
a national academy of fine arts until 1905, but in 
1897 the Government constituted the National 
Commission of Fine Arts with the aim of regulat-
ing the flow of young artists who left annually to 
Europe (they were taken under control by the na-
tional Patronage of pensionnaires only in 1909).2

Although the presence of South American art-
ists in Europe has been recorded since the first 
half of the 19th century, their number increased 
considerably during the last decade of the cen-
tury. In my research, I was able to record a con-
siderable concentration of South American artists 
in the Eternal City between 1890 and 1914 (fig. 1).3 

The relationship networks established between 
artists and other compatriots gave rise to commu-
nity dynamics which I believe should be linked to 
the first idea of creating an Argentinian academy 
of Fine Arts in Rome. 

Until 1909, the plenipotentiary minister was 
the only institutional figure Argentinian artists de-
pended on. From 1896 to 1906, the plenipotenti-
ary minister in Italy was Enrique B. Moreno (1846-
1923), who participated in the South American 
sociability of the city (fig. 2).4 He arrived in Rome 
after a long diplomatic career and here he created 
a network of relationships that involved many ar-
tistic personalities, from both Argentina and Italy, 
among which the name of Ettore Ximenes (1855-
1926) stands out.

The creation of an Argentinian Academy in 
Rome was an initiative of Moreno but involved 
Ximenes from the initial drafts. Not only was the 
Sicilian sculptor a sort of advisor of the diplomat, 
but also a mediator between Italy and Argentina 
in the late 19th century. In 1896, he won an inter-
national competition to erect a mausoleum for 
General Manuel Belgrano (creator of the Argen-
tinian flag) in Argentina. The sculptor travelled to 
Buenos Aires three times between 1896 and 1903; 
besides working on the construction of the monu-
ment, he set up an atelier on Corrientes Avenue, 
in the city center, received commissions from the 
local elite families and established relationships 
within the Italian community.5

The First Project: an Argentinian Academy
The first mention of the project for the creation of 
the Argentinian Academy in Rome may be found 
in the correspondence between Ximenes and 
Moreno, in a long letter that the sculptor wrote on 
September 12, 1897 in Rome, shortly before em-
barking for the second time to join the country 
on the River Plate.6 He presented a concrete pro-
posal (including a budget) for the establishment 

Fig. 1. South American artists’ studios (Rome, 1890-1914). Map 
elaborated by Batchgeo software, based on Guida Monaci (Gui-
debook of Rome founded by Tito Monaci in 1871) and archive 
documents from Argentina and Uruguay. 
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tion for the creation of the school in Rome, pre-
cisely in correspondence with the nationalization 
of the Argentinian academy. The news generated 
heated debates, which were echoed by the press. 
While some newspapers applauded the initiative 
because it would have tightened the bond be-
tween the two countries, others accused the gov-
ernment of carrying out demented projects and 
condemned the choice of a city such as Rome.10 
Being the academy already an antiquated institu-
tion, founding it in the city that symbolizes tradi-
tion would have been the worst decision to make. 
However, a few months later the project vanished 
without any specific reasons.

The Second Project: a South American 
Academy
In 1906, the plenipotentiary minister Moreno left 
Italy for Belgium and was replaced by Roque 
Sáenz Peña (1851-1914) who remained there until 
1910, when he was elected President of the Argen-
tine Republic. Despite the few years in Rome, he 
promoted various initiatives to facilitate the rela-
tions between Italy and Argentina. Sáenz Peña is 
known above all for his pacifist ideas and for be-
ing one of the major supporters of an inter-Amer-
ican alliance that could limit the advance of the 
interference of the US, especially in South Ameri-
can countries. He was a supporter of the so-called 
A.B.C., a pact between Argentina, Brazil and Chile 
officially signed in 1914.11

This regional tendency might explain the in-
terest that the project proposed by Santiago Al-
dunate (the Chilean plenipotentiary minister in 
Rome) aroused, that was the idea of ‘using’ art to 
unite peoples. The Brazilian minister Alberto Fial-
ho joined too, and Sáenz Peña officially became 
the spokesperson of the initiative for the Argen-
tinian government. On May 7, 1909 he wrote that 
the plenipotentiary ministers of Argentina, Chile 
and Brazil had agreed on “the convenience and 
opportunity of founding in Rome […] an acad-
emy of fine arts that brings together and binds 
Latin American pensionnaires, today dispersed in 
various centers of Europe”.12 An initiative that al-
lowed the three countries to “unite fraternally for 
the first time”, showing harmony in their ‘civiliz-
ing aims’. This idea of hermandad among South 
American countries already existed in the first 
project: Moreno had thought about the possibil-
ity of allowing the citizens of other South Ameri-
can republics to attend the Argentinian Academy, 

of the academy that was welcomed by Moreno. In 
the official report of the Argentinian Legation for 
the year 1897, the minister announced a series of 
points which summarized the main characteristics 
that the institution should have had.7 Their eager-
ness to compare Argentina with European coun-
tries and with the United States transpired from 
their words: on the one hand, arguing that art 
could bring to completion the process of national 
civilization; on the other hand, taking the acade-
mies that France, Spain and the United States had 
already founded in Rome as an example.8

Although Moreno referred to some Argentin-
ian institutions, to carry out this project he did not 
involve any figure linked to Argentina’s world of 
art. He had been advised almost exclusively by 
Ximenes. In the cited letter, in addition to show-
ing all his support for Moreno, he offered him an 
extensive promotional activity, even in Argentina: 
evidently, he already had solid social circuits in 
which he had accessed during his first stay in Bue-
nos Aires. However, it was only during the third 
trip – which corresponded to the installation of 
the monument – that the sculptor was able to of-
ficially become the spokesman of the project to 
found the Argentinian Academy in Rome. At the 
end of 1902, at the Dante Alighieri Society in Bue-
nos Aires, Ximenes gave a lecture on art in the Rio 
de la Plata and on the need to create an academy 
in Italy.9

The year 1905 represented a point of arrival 
for the project: an agreement was announced be-
tween the Italian plenipotentiary minister in Bue-
nos Aires and the Argentinian minister of educa-

Fig. 2. E.B. Moreno (third person from the left, in the fore-
ground) with Argentinian artists at the banquet in honor of 
José Ingenieros, Rome, 1906. Collection of Pio Collivadino Mu-
seum, Photo Album, inv. 2.8.2/500-99997-1657.
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Nevertheless, the failure of both projects must 
be read as a political and artistic success. The differ-
ent actors unified their intentions for the common 
objective of having an international acknowledge-
ment of the art system that had been consolidating 
in their own country. The first project highlighted 
the need for a greater state protection of the arts 
and was filed when the Academy of Buenos Aires 
was nationalized. The second project arose simul-
taneously with the establishment of a national Pa-
tronage of pensionnaires (based in Paris): though 
it possibly represented one of the causes of the 
defeat for the project – at least in the Argentinian 
context, – it surely reinforced the bond among the 
three most ‘powerful’ countries in South America: 
Argentina, Brazil, and Chile, constituting the first 
real step towards the ABC pact.

Therefore, Rome represented the place where 
South American encounters became projects. De-
centering the analysis perspective and position-
ing it in Argentina,17 I can read the actions that 
Rome promoted as a way to strengthen its role as 
cultural capital.18 Although it is only briefly men-
tioned here, the 1911 Valle Giulia exhibition was an 
important moment of international affirmation. 
In July 1911, with the exhibition already open, the 
Argentinian vice-consul Atilio Parazzoli wrote to 
the patron of pensionnaires Ernesto de la Cárcova 
that a plan by the municipality was still in vogue 
to grant the land used for the exhibition for free 
so as to build an international district dedicated to 
the arts.19 The Eternal City thus re-proposed itself 
as a central place of diplomatic, political, and ar-
tistic representation.

stating that in this way, “the solidarity of the con-
tinent […] would have its first field of action in the 
field of artistic study”.13

On a public occasion, while promoting the ini-
tiative, Sáenz Peña said that the three countries 
“after having fought for freedom […] have to work 
for notoriety, and this commitment, today nation-
al, could be continental tomorrow, associating us 
[…] to increase […] our gravitation in the universal 
movement”.14 Therefore, art was a tool to enter an 
international framework.

Indeed, the project was supposed to be car-
ried out in correspondence with the International 
Exhibition of the fiftieth anniversary of the Ital-
ian unification in 1911. The three South American 
countries were supposed to participate to the 
exhibition in Rome, and the municipality would 
have offered them the land for the pavilion, in 
Valle Giulia area, where the headquarters of the 
Academy would have been built afterwards. This 
was part of a policy supported by Mayor Ernesto 
Nathan, maybe the last episode of the ‘cultural 
mission’ that Rome, as capital of Italy, had start-
ed in 1883 with the first International Art Exposi-
tion.15 However, the results of this second initia-
tive became blurred. A short telegram from Rio 
de Janeiro, published in the newspapers of Bue-
nos Aires at the end of April 1910, is the only indi-
cation of the failure of the project. It announced 
that the Brazilian government, on the advice of 
the director of the national academy, wished 
to decline the idea of accompanying Chile and 
Argentina in the project of the South American 
Academy in Rome.16

Notes

* It is part of my doctoral research. After the presentation 
of this case study at CIHA Florence 2019, I explored the subject 
in depth in a paper: G. Murace “Arte, política y diplomacia: dos 
proyectos de academias sudamericanas en Roma (1897-1911)”, 
MODOS. Revista de História da Arte. Campinas 4, no. 2 (May 
2020): pp. 39-53. https://doi.org/10.24978/mod.v4i2.4581. I 
would like to thank Christina Strunck and Giovanna Capitelli 
for accepting my proposal, they were kind and professional 
chairs and made my participation at the congress very 
pleasant. 

1 On this topic: G. Capitelli, S. Cracolici, eds., Roma en 
México/México en Roma. Las academias de arte entre Europa 
y el Nuevo Mundo 1843-1867 (Roma: Campisano, 2018); G. 
Capitelli, M.P. Donato, M. Lanfranconi, “Rome capitale des arts 
au XIXe siècle. Pour une nouvelle périodisation de l’histoire 
européenne des capitales culturelles”, in C. Charle, ed., Le 
temps des capitales culturelles. XVIIIe-XXe siècle (Seyssel: 
Champs Vallon, 2009), pp. 65-99; C. Dazzi, “Pensionistas 
da Escola Nacional de Belas Artes na Itália (1890-1900). 

Questionando o “afrancesamento” da cultura brasileira no 
início da República”, 19&20 1, no. 3 (Nov. 2006). http://www.
dezenovevinte.net/ensino_artistico/pensionista_1890.htm); C. 
Dupont, Modèles italiens et traditions nationales. Les artistes 
belges en Italie 1830-1914 (Brussels-Roma: Institut historique 
belge de Rome, 2005); P. Musitelli, “Artisti e letterati stranieri 
a Roma nell’Ottocento. Strutture, pratiche e descrizioni della 
sociabilità”, Memoria e Ricerca. Soggiorni culturali e di piacere. 
Viaggiatori stranieri nell’Italia dell’Ottocento 46 (May-August 
2014): pp. 27-44; A. Varela Braga, T.L. True, eds., Roma e gli 
artisti stranieri. Integrazione, reti e identità (XVI-XX s.) (Roma: 
Artemide, 2018).

2 A private academy had existed from 1878, founded by 
Sociedad Estímulo de Bellas Artes. About the construction of a 
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