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Abstract
Several nations from Latin America are currently represented at the Venice Bienna-
le, either with pavilions in the Giardini, temporary showcases in the Arsenale, or by
leasing spaces throughout the city. Yet the Latin American participation during the
institution's formative years was marked by considerable difficulties. This paper exa-
mines the unsuccessful attempt to create a “Padiglione dell’America Latina”, a cultu-
ral diplomacy initiative that originated in 1932 under Antonio Maraini’s Secretariat.
This visionary project could have provided Mexico, Argentina, Uruguay, Chile, and
Brazil with a stable representation in what was then the leading exhibition of con-
temporary art. Despite significant support from the Biennale administrations, this
initiative did not succeed. The failure to realise the “Padiglione dell’America Latina”
— a situation tied to the global geopolitical issues that arose after the 1929 Wall Stre-
et Crash, rather than disinterest from the Biennale or Latin American nations — had
profound and lasting implications. Yet the notion of “Latin America” is inherently
artificial, burdened with colonial and imperialist associations, and it does not have
widespread acceptance in the region. The arbitrary inclusion of the aforementioned
countries under this label may have jeopardised the project from the very beginning.
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Since its founding in 1895, the Venice Biennale has been a key player in the inter-
nationalisation of the art world. It is still one of the most important places where
art is staged as cultural diplomacy, where geopolitical conflicts are played out in the
supposedly neutral field of aesthetics.? In the first decades of the institution, this
was most evident during the early years of Antonio Maraini’s administration, before
Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia in 1935. At that time, the Biennale briefly presented itself
as the “Geneva of the Arts”.3

Among the various diplomatic initiatives of the Maraini administra-
tion, the project to establish a permanent Padiglione dell’America Latina (Latin
American Pavilion) at the Giardini deserves special attention, and it is the subject of
the following pages. This far-sighted project would have given Mexico, Argentina,
Uruguay, Chile, and Brazil, as early as 1932, a permanent foothold in what was then
the most prestigious international exhibition of contemporary art. At the same time
the artificiality of the concept of “Latin America” - a term laden with colonial and
imperialist overtones, coined by a French intellectual in the 1830s and still not wi-
dely accepted by much of the Mexican and Brazilian intelligentsia — and the arbitrary
inclusion of the aforementioned five countries under such a label may have doomed
the project from the outset.

1
My thanks go to Miriam Basilio, Giovanni Bianchi, Francesca Castellani, Ana Goncalves Magalhées,
Anita Orzes, Vittorio Pajusco, and Stefania Portinari, with whom on various occasions | have shared
parts of this research and who have set me onto new paths and prevented mistakes; to Clarissa Ricci
and Camilla Salvaneschi for their tireless work to get this issue to light; and to the two anonymous
readers for their very helpful suggestions.

2
For the notion of “cultural diplomacy” see (among others) Frederick C. Barghoorn, The Soviet Cultural
Offensive: The Role of Cultural Diplomacy in Soviet Foreign Policy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1960); Max Kozloff, “American Painting During the Cold War”, Artforum 11, no. 9 (1973): 43; Eva
Cockcroft, “Abstract Expressionism, Weapon of the Cold War”, Artforum 12, no. 10 (1974): 39; Michael
Auwers, “The Gift of Rubens: Rethinking the Concept of Gift-Giving in Early Modern Diplomacy”,
European History Quarterly 43, no. 3 (July 1, 2013): 421-441; Patricia M. Goff, “Cultural Diplomacy”, in
Andrew Cooper, Jorge Heine, and Ramesh Thakur (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Modern Diplomacy
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 1-19; David Clarke, “Cultural Diplomacy”, Oxford Research
Encyclopedia of International Studies, November 19, 2020, https://oxfordre.com/internationalstudies/
view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190846626.001.0001/acrefore-9780190846626-e-543, accessed June
2024.

3
Antonio Maraini to Guido Beer, May 12, 1932, Archivio Centrale dello Stato, Presidenza Consiglio dei
Ministri 1934-1936, b.14.1.283.
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In the preceding years, two exhibitions in Paris had already brought
together artists from the American continent under the label of “Latin America”,
attempting to overcome divisions. For example, in 1924 the Exposition d’Art Lati-
no-Americaine opened at the Musée Galliéra with works by Argentine, Brazilian and
Uruguayan artists, while in 1930 Uruguayan painter Joaquin Torres-Garcia presented
the Premiére Exposition du Groupe Latino-Americain de Paris at the Galérie Zak, with
artists from Uruguay, Argentina, Chile, Mexico, Cuba, Guatemala, Brazil, Ecua-
dor, Mexico, and Colombia. In 1940, at the Riverside Museum, a Latin American
Exhibition of Fine Arts of Brazil, Ecuador, Mexico, and Venezuela opened in conjun-
ction with the New York World’s Fair. Yet it was not until 1943 that the Museum of
Modern Art in New York organised its first retrospective of so-called “Latin Ame-
rican art”.# The “Pavilion of Latin America” at the Venice Biennale, then, was quite
visionary in imagining a common exhibition space for countries with such different
histories.

The first years of Maraini’s secretariat (1928-1942) were a challenging
time for international relations. In Latin America, the Wall Street Crash of 1929 had
both political and economic consequences. The decline in industrial production in
Europe and the US shook the economies of Chile, Peru, and Bolivia, which were
based on mining exports. Countries such as Uruguay and Argentina, whose main
exports were staples such as cereals and meat, recovered relatively quickly from the
crisis, while those that exported luxury goods such as coffee, tropical fruits or sugar
struggled. In general, however, Latin American economies were heavily dependent
on foreign credit and trade, and the crisis hit both hard.

The social consequences of the Great Depression (rural depopulation,
rising unemployment, and urban poverty) facilitated the emergence of dictatorial
and populist regimes — many directly inspired by Italian fascism - throughout the
region.’ After 1929, Italy did indeed pursue a systematic geopolitical strategy towards
Latin America, seeking new markets, raw materials, and international allies. While
economic ties between Italy and Latin America remained weak (and could not
compete with those established by the US, Germany, and England), cultural and
ideological ties were strengthened in the 1930s - as fascism was seen by many Latin
American intellectuals and politicians as an alternative model to face the economic
crisis, as a counterpoint to US hegemony in the region, and as a valid response to
the threat posed by communism.® This is therefore the context in which the project
for the “Padiglione dell’America Latina” should be seen. The Great Depression had
profound consequences for Latin American art markets, as it did for other art mar-
kets. With local art scenes still small, only countries with government-sponsored art
programmes (such as Mexico) were able to provide work for artists. The circulation
of works by Latin American artists was curtailed by the collapse of the global mar-

4
Lincoln Kirstein, The Latin-American collection of the Museum of Modern Art (New York: Museum
of Modern Art, 1943). See also Alvaro Medina, “La fondation de I'art latino-américain, 1887-1930", in
Art d’Amérique Latine, 1911-1968 (Paris: Editions du Centre Pompidou, 1992), 26-39; Michele Greet,
“Occupying Paris: The First Survey Exhibition of Latin American Art”, Journal of Curatorial Studies 3,
no. 2-3 (June 2014): 212-236; Michele Greet, Transatlantic Encounters: Latin American Artists in Paris
Between the Wars (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2018); Miriam Basilio, “Evolving Taxonomies
at The Museum of Modern Art in the 1930s and ‘40s and the Definitions of the ‘Latin American
Collection™, in Edward J. Sullivan (ed.), The Americas Revealed: Collecting Colonial and Latin American
Art in the United States (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2018), 28-43.
In the Italian universal exhibition of 1911 there was a pavilion devoted to “Latin America” (which
did not include Argentina or Brazil, which had a separate pavilion, but rather Uruguay, Venezuela,
Ecuador, Peru and Chile), but it was devoted mostly to industrial crafts: Guida ufficiale della
Esposizione internazionale: Torino 1911 (Turin: Momo, 1911), 227.

5
Paulo Drinot and Alan Knight, The Great Depression in Latin America (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 2014).

6
For an Italian fascist take on Latin America, see Oreste Villa, LAmerica Latina Problema Fascista
(Roma: Nuova Europa, 1933).
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ket.”In addition, the economic crisis had made the traditional "European tour’ no
longer viable for many artists, depriving them of the opportunity to show their work
to international audiences and participate in networks with foreign artists. It would
therefore have been in the interest of Latin American artists to be given a permanent
space to exhibit their work at the Venice Biennale.

But despite the encouragement of the Biennale’s administrators, the
project failed: in part, no doubt, because of the international geopolitical and finan-
cial situation following the stock market crash of 1929, but perhaps also because of
the Mexican, Argentinean, Uruguayan, Chilean, and Brazilian art worlds’ confusion
over both the idea of “Latin American art” and the political stakes of Italian fascism.
The fiasco of the Padiglione dell’America Latina, then, had long-lasting consequen-
ces.® Until the opening of the Venezuelan pavilion (1954-56), no Latin American
country had a permanent space at the Venice Biennale. Even today, only three Latin
American countries (Brazil, Uruguay, and Venezuela) have a pavilion in what re-
mains the Biennale’s most prestigious space, the Giardini.

Latin American artists at the Biennale under Fradeletto and Pica’s
administrations

The Padiglione dell’America Latina was by no means the first time in which Latin
American artists were invited to participate in the Venice Biennale. In fact, artists
from many (but not all) of the region’s countries were included in the Biennale from
an early date in its history.? Already under the directorship of Antonio Fradelet-

to (1895-1914), some Latin American artists based in Europe were included in the
Biennale. To my knowledge, the first Latin American artist in the Biennale was José
Fiuza Guimaraes, who participated in the 1899 iteration. Although the Biennial
catalogue states that Fiuza was from Rio de Janeiro, other sources suggest he was
born in Portugal but emigrated to Brazil as a teenager and worked there throughout
his career — according to certain definitions of citizenship, he could therefore be
considered a “Brazilian” artist.*® Conversely, the first Latin American-born artist at
the Biennale was the Argentine (but child of Italian emigrants) Pio Collivadino.*
His diptych Vita onesta (Honest Life, 1901) was included in the 1901 Biennale and
acquired by the Fondazione Artistica Marangoni in Udine, where it remains in the
collection of the Galleria d’Arte Moderna-Casa Cavazzini. Collivadino, who lived in

7
| would like to thank an anonymous peer-reviewer for encouraging me to think about this issue.
On Latin American art markets, among others, see: José Carlos Garcia Durand, Arte, privilégio e
distingao. Artes plasticas, arquitetura e clase dirigente no Brasil, 1855-1985 (S&o Paulo: Perspectiva/
Edusp, 1989); Patricia M. Artundo, “La Galeria Witcomb 1868-1971", Memorias de una Galeria de
Arte (Buenos Aires: Fondo Nacional de las Artes, 2000), 13-57; Maria Isabel Baldasarre, Los duefios
del arte. Coleccionismo y consumo cultural en Buenos Aires (Buenos Aires: Edhasa, 2006); Talia
Bermejo, “La Asociacion Amigos del Arte en Buenos Aires (1924-1942): estrategias de exhibicion
artistica y promocion del coleccionismo”, in Maria José Herrera (ed.), Exposiciones de arte argentino y
latinoamericano. Curaduria, disefio y politicas culturales (Cérdoba/Buenos Aires: Escuela Superior de
Bellas Artes Dr. José Figueroa Alcorta, 2011), 41-50; Maria Isabel Baldasarre and Viviana Usubiaga, “El
mercado del arte en América Latina.Valorizacién, circulacién y consumo de obras durante los siglos
XXy XXI”, H-ART. Revista de Historia, teoria y critica de arte 1, no. 4 (2019): 65-77.

8
For more about unrealised pavilions of countries from Latin America see Anita Orzes, “Latin America
at the Venice Biennale: Histories of Unrealised National Pavilions”, in this issue.

9
| have traced this history in Laura Moure Cecchini, “Tra entusiasmi, dubbi e fallimenti: arte
latinoamericana alla Biennale di Venezia, 1899-1942”, Studi di Memofonte, no. 31 (2024), 158-194.

10
Terza Esposizione Internazionale d’Arte della citta di Venezia 1899: catalogo illustrato (Venezia:
Premiato Stabilimento di Carlo Ferrari, 1899) 107. On discussions about Brazilian identity in relation to
art, see Rafael Cardoso, “The Brazilianness of Brazilian Art”, Third Text 26, no. 1 (January 2012): 17-28.

11
On Collivadino’s ltalian training see Giulia Murace, “Artista geniale e amico di tutti”, in Nora Altridi
and Carolina Vanegas Carrasco (eds.), El taller de Collivadino (Buenos Aires: UNSAM EDITA, 2019),
106-137.
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Italy from 1890 to 1907, also participated in the next two Biennales.’? In 1905 another
Argentine artist (this time not the child of Italian emigrants, but rather the descen-
dant of a Spanish and Argentine family), Cesareo Bernaldo de Quirds, exhibited
his Ritorno dalla pesca (Return from the fishing, 1905) in the International Room, a
fishing scene set in a Mediterranean port (either Naples or Mallorca, where Bernal-
do de Quirds lived at the time).3
The first Venezuelan artist to exhibit at the Biennale, the Impressio-

nist Emilio (or Emile) Boggio, was, like Collivadino, the child of an Italian emigrant.
Trained at the Académie Julien and living in France at the time, Boggio was descri-
bed as “French” in the catalogue of the 1901 Venice Biennale, where he showed a
painting titled Labour in the International Room.* The first Mexican artist to exhibit
at the Biennale (albeit in the Spanish Room) was the Symbolist Angel Zarraga, who
in 1910 presented two works: a sensual interpretation of a biblical scene, Marta e
Maria (Martha and Mary), and a triptych entitled Isabella, Pietro e Pastora (Isabella,
Pietro and Pastora).” The latter, which Zarraga had painted while living in Toledo
(Spain), had already been exhibited to great acclaim at the 1909 Munich Secession
- an institution whose organisation and aesthetic preferences had a profound effect
on the early Biennales.*®

After World War I and under the secretariat of Vittorio Pica (1922-
1927), Latin American artists continued to exhibit — albeit sporadically - at the
Venice Biennale. In 1920, at least two avant-garde Argentine artists exhibited at the
Biennale: Futurist Emilio Pettoruti and the Nabis Guillermo Butler.” In this same
year, the Cuban-born Federico Armando Beltran-Masses became the first artist born
in Spanish America to have a solo exhibition at the Biennale.*®

Pica’s administration should also be credited with spearheading the
first official national representation of a Latin American country at the Biennale: the
Argentine Room at the 1922 Biennale. In this 13* Biennale, thirty works by Argenti-
ne painters and sculptors were displayed in a dedicated room in the Central Pavi-
lion.*® Argentina was thus the third non-European country (after Japan and the USA)
to have a national presence at the Venice Biennale. [Fig. 1]

The success of the Exhibition of Argentine Artists led to more sustained
contact between the Biennale and Argentine art authorities. Just before the 1922
Biennale closed, the organisers contacted the Biennale administration and asked

12
Collivadino returned to Argentina in 1908 and from that year to 1936 would be the director of
Buenos Aires’ Escuela Nacional de Bellas Artes. On Collivadino’s career see Laura Malosetti Costa,
“Pio Collivadino y la Academia de Bellas Artes en Buenos Aires”, Revista Ciencia y Cultura 23, no. 43
(December 2019): 283-295.

13
Sesta Esposizione Internazionale d'Arte della citta di Venezia (Venice: Premiato Stabilimento di Carlo
Ferrari, 1905), 22.

14
Quarta Esposizione Internazionale d'Arte della Citta di Venezia (Venice: Premiato Stabilimento di Carlo
Ferrari, 1901), 48. When no date is provided for the works mentioned, their location and production
date are unknown; the given titles are those indicated on the Biennale catalogue.

15
Nona Esposizione Internazionale d’Arte della citta di Venezia (Venice: Premiato Stabilimento di Carlo
Ferrari, 1910), 28.

16
Rodolfo Panichi, “Angel Zarraga”, Vita d’arte Ill, vol. VI, no. 32 (August 1910): 52-65.

17
Dodicesima Esposizione Internazionale d’Arte della citta di Venezia (Venezia: Bestetti e Tumminelli,
1920), 21; 89 and 92.

18
Dodicesima Esposizione Internazionale d’Arte della citta di Venezia, 22.

19
The most complete reconstructions of this episode are Alonso Rodrigo, Berni y las representaciones
argentinas en la Bienal de Venecia (Buenos Aires: Fundacion Amalia Lacroze de Fortabat, 2013) and
especially Pierpaolo Luderin, “La Mostra degli Artisti Argentini alla Biennale di Venezia del 1922”,
Quaderni della donazione Eugenio Da Venezia, no. 22 (2015): 41-61. See also Maria Teresa Spinetto,
“El arte argentino busca su lugar en el mundo”, in Maria Inés Saavedra (ed.), Buenos Aires: artes
plésticas, artistas y espacio publico 1900-1930 (Buenos Aires: Vestales, 2008), 171-205 and Paola
Natalia Pepa, “L’Argentina alla Biennale d’arte di Venezia”, in Stefania Portinari and Nico Stringa
(eds.), Storie della Biennale di Venezia (Venezia: Edizioni Ca’ Foscari, 2019), 305-317.
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fig. 1
El arte argentino en la
Exposicién de Venecia, Caras y
Caretas, 1243 (July 29, 1922).
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for a space in the Giardini to set up an Argentine pavilion.* [Fig. 2] The pavilion
was originally scheduled to open in 1924. At that time, only European countries

had permanent spaces at the Biennale: Belgium, Great Britain, Germany, Hungary,
Spain, Holland, and Russia. Had it opened then, the “Padiglione Argentino” would
have been the first non-European pavilion at the Biennale, as the US did not yet have
its own space there. However, despite the enthusiasm of the Argentine art world
and Biennale officials, a lack of economic support for the pavilion’s construction
from Argentine congressmen stalled negotiations.* The Argentine pavilion was not
ready for the 1924 Biennale, nor for the ones of 1926 and 1928.22In 1929, the Biennale
finally informed the Argentine organisers that the space originally reserved for their
pavilion would be occupied by the new US Pavilion.” Argentina had missed its op-
portunity to have a permanent space at the Biennale, but as it will be demonstrated,
the Biennale administration still considered the presence of artists from the Ameri-
cas a priority.

Antonio Maraini’s Biennale: “a Geneva for International Contemporary Art”

Under the secretariat of Antonio Maraini, sculptor, art critic, and (after 1932)
“Commissario straordinario” of the Fascist Fine Arts Syndicate, the Biennale made
a sustained effort to increase the number of countries it represented.? As Massimo
De Sabbata put it, the Italian press stressed “art as an instrument of peaceful coexi-
stence among peoples and [the] Biennale as the most accredited place achieving this
aspiration”.” Art and diplomacy, to quote the title of De Sabbata’s book, were the
two poles of Maraini’s vision for the Biennale.

Until the invasion of Ethiopia in 1935 and the subsequent sanctions
imposed on Italy by the League of Nations, Maraini conceived of the Biennale as an
allegedly neutral and non-partisan space for international cultural diplomacy. As he
wrote to Mussolini’s secretary in 1932,

I would like to draw His [Mussolini’s] attention to the fact that the
conclusion of the [1932] Congress of Contemporary Art was to consi-
der Venice as “a Geneva for international contemporary art” [...]. And
if I dare say so much it is because it was He who said in one of the au-
diences granted to me, that this is what the Biennale should aim at.?

For Maraini, the inclusion of as many countries as possible on the Biennale site

was part of the diplomatic role he envisioned for himself and for the institution he
headed. The opening of the US pavilion in 1930 was a particularly significant step in
this respect, as was the fact that the Biennale attempted to become the preeminent

20
Francesco Armellini to Romolo Bazzoni, December 4, 1922, “Padiglione della Repubblica Argentina”,
Fondo Storico, Padiglioni, atti 1897-1893 (serie cosiddetta Scatole nere. Padiglioni), b.15. Archivio
Storico delle Arti Contemporanee, Biennale di VVenezia (Venezia), from now on ASAC—SNP, b.15;
“Pabellén argentino en Venecia. Su préxima ereccidn”, La Prensa (November 13, 1923).

21
Telegram from Esposizione Internazionale di Venezia to Martin Noel, October 8, 1923, “Padiglione
della Repubblica Argentina”, ASAC—SNP, b.15.

22
See documents in “Padiglione della Repubblica Argentina”, ASAC—SNP, b.15.

23
Commissario Straordinario al Comune di VVenezia to Fernando Pérez, Ambassador of Argentina to the
Italian Kingdom, September 20, 1929, “Padiglione della Repubblica Argentina”, ASAC—SNP, b.15.

24
On Maraini’s Biennales see Giuliana Tomasella, Biennali di guerra: arte e propaganda negli anni
del conflitto, 1939-1944 (Padova: Il poligrafo, 2001); Massimo De Sabbata, Tra diplomazia e arte: le
biennali di Antonio Maraini (1928-1942) (Udine: Forum, 2006).

25
De Sabbata, Tra diplomazia e arte: le biennali di Antonio Maraini (1928-1942), 28. All translations
hereafter, unless otherwise noted, are by the author.

26
Antonio Maraini to Guido Beer, May 12, 1932, Archivio Centrale dello Stato, Presidenza Consiglio dei
Ministri 1934-1936, b.14.1.283.
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organiser of exhibitions of contemporary Italian art abroad, after almost a decade
in which this task had been carried out by private individuals such as Margherita
Sarfatti or by a section of the Ministry of Public Education.” These exhibitions orga-
nised by the Biennale abroad (for instance in Vienna in 1933, in Paris in 1935, or in
Berlin in 1937) had, as Sileno Salvagnini writes, “foreign policy intentions, through
which the supremacy of Fascist Italy was also demonstrated in the [art] field”.*® For
Maraini, the Biennale was to be not only the preeminent institution tasked with
hosting international art in Italy, but also the one in charge of carefully shaping the
view of contemporary Italian art promoted abroad.

Therefore, in Maraini’s vision, cultural relations between Italy and
Latin America were to have two directions: the promotion of Italian art in Latin
American countries, on the one hand, and the presentation of Latin American art at
the Biennale, on the other. The former was a pressing concern for many members of
the Italian art world, who, since the 1920s, had noticed that while there was a flou-
rishing art market in cities such as Buenos Aires, Sao Paulo, or Rio de Janeiro, it was
mostly focused on French, German, or Spanish art; Italy lagged behind in marketing
its artistic production abroad. In the case of Argentina, projects such as the Italian
section of the 1910 Centennial Exhibition, the 1923 Italian Fine Arts Exhibition or
Sarfatti’s Novecento show (all held in Buenos Aires) aimed to encourage local collec-
tors to acquire Italian art.® In ideal continuity with this project of promoting Italy’s
art abroad, Maraini’s Biennale was originally intended to organise an exhibition of
contemporary Italian painting and sculpture in Buenos Aires, which finally opened
in 1938, but was limited to the decorative arts.3* Another was planned for 1940, but
Italy’s declaration of war on France and Great Britain prevented it from taking place.
In the end, despite these numerous projects to promote Italian art in Latin America,
during the Fascist regime the Biennale was only responsible for two exhibitions of
Italian engravings and prints in the region. These toured Central and South America
in 1939 — although of the five countries that had been asked to take part in the Padi-
glione dell’America Latina, it only visited Mexico.3

As part of the diplomatic purview of the early Maraini administration,
in preparation for the 1930 Biennial there were several failed attempts to include
Latin American art in the Biennale. In 1929, for example, a last-ditch attempt was
made to persuade Argentina to finally provide the funds needed to build its pavilion,
but to no avail.3> Mexico was invited to participate in the 1930 Biennial, but negotia-
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“Mostre all’estero della Biennale di Venezia”, in Quaderni della Donazione Eugenio da Venezia 15
(2005), 91-100; Francesca Cavarocchi, Avanguardie dello spirito: il fascismo e la propaganda culturale
all’estero (Roma: Carocci, 2010), 185-193; Chiara Fabi, “Arte e Propaganda: I'identita del regime
nelle mostre d’arte all’estero, 1935-1937". In MODERNIDADE LATINA Os Italianos e os Centros do
Modernismo Latino-americano. Anais Museu de Arte Contemporénea da Universidade de S&o Paulo,
2014, http://www.mac.usp.br/mac/conteudo/academico/publicacoes/anais/modernidade/conteudo.
html (accessed July 2022).

28
Sileno Salvagnini, Il sistema delle arti in Italia 1919-1943, 79.

29
Maria Isabel Baldasarre, “La otra inmigracion. Buenos Aires y el mercado del arte italiano a comienzos
del siglo XX”, Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz 51, no. 3/4 (2007): 477-502;
Laura Moure Cecchini, “A Fascist Tango in Argentina: Novecento Italiano in Buenos Aires, 1930”,
Oxford Art Journal 45, no. 3 (December 2022): 359-381.

30
Lamberto Lattanzi, “Aspetti dell’arte sacra all’esposizione italiana di arte decorativa a Buenos Aires”,
Osservatore Romano (Rome, September 30, 1938).

31
It also visited Mexico: Mostra italiana di incisioni organizzata dal Ministero della Cultura Popolare
d’intesa con i ministeri degli Affari Esteri e dell’lEducazione Nazionale, a cura della Biennale (Venice:
Biennale di Venezia, 1939).

32
Commissario Straordinario al Comune di Venezia to Fernando Pérez, Ambassador of Argentina to the
Italian Kingdom, September 20, 1929, “Padiglione della Repubblica Argentina”, ASAC — SNP, b.15.

10



Laura Moure Cecchini OBOE Journal
Vol. 5, No. 1 (2024)

tions seemed to have stalled prematurely and came to nothing.®* The Venetian pain-
ter Cesare Mainella, who was working in Peru at the time, proposed the creation of a
“small room” of Peruvian artists at the 1930 Biennial. But in this instance, unlike the
cases of Argentina and Mexico, the Biennale was not interested in the project: as Ro-
molo Bazzoni, the Biennale’s administrator, wrote to Maraini, “the issue is suspen-
ded for lack of space, since many other nations that do not have their own pavilions
have also asked to exhibit”.>* The consequences of these fiascos were far-reaching: to
this day, neither Argentina, nor Mexico, nor Peru has a permanent building in the
Biennale, instead having temporary spaces in the Arsenale.

All these attempts having failed, the last try on the part of the Maraini
administration to include Latin American countries at the Biennale took place in
preparation for its 1932 iteration.* Celebrating the tenth anniversary of the March
on Rome, the 28" Esposizione Biennale Internazionale d’Arte brought to fruition
the changes planned by the Maraini-Giuseppe Volpi di Misurata administration,
which aspired to fascisticise the Biennale and to turn it into a state-organised
exhibition (rather than a municipal one, as it had originally been).3* With a new
modernist facade by architect Duilio Torres, this Biennale also saw the inauguration
of the Venice International Film Festival and of the first Congress of Contemporary
Art, expanding Venice’s scope as the venue for international debates on an expanded
definition of art.

“Latin America” and latinita during the interwar period

The 1932 Biennale had the highest number, until then, of foreign countries with
their own pavilion, thirteen; the expansion of the international participation was
Maraini’s utmost priority. It was for this reason, then, that the Biennale officials
decided to include Latin American artists in the 1932 iteration.

Perhaps remembering the labyrinthine negotiations with Argentina
and the lack of space in the Giardini, the Biennale did not encourage the creation of
individual national pavilions, but rather a single one, the Padiglione dell’America
Latina. This was a highly unusual step in the Biennale’s history: there was, of course,
no “European Pavilion” — “art” was considered at the time to be an “unmarked case,
implicitly representing “European” art — but neither was there one for North Ame-
rica, Africa, Asia, or Oceania. At the Biennale, pavilions observed strict national
boundaries - and changed when they did: see, for example, the case of the Austrian
pavilion after Hitler’s Anschluss: no longer an independent nation, Austria did not
participate in the 1940 or 1942 Biennales. The only exception at that time was the
USSR pavilion, which included all the nations under the aegis of the Soviet Union.

Conceptually, however, the Padiglione dell’America Latina was a
different proposition from that of the USSR. Mexico, Argentina, Uruguay, Chile, and
Brazil, the countries that would each have a room in this pavilion, were politically
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and economically independent, with different histories and cultures. Four were
Spanish-speaking, one was Portuguese-speaking. Four were in South America, one,
Mexico, in Central America. Although all three under Spanish rule in the colonial
period, what is now Uruguay and Argentina were part of the Viceroyalty of the Rio
de la Plata, while most of modern Chile was part of the Capitania General de Chile;
Brazil, of course, was part of the Portuguese Empire.

In fact, “Latin America” is a Euro-centric term that homogenises very
different geopolitical entities. As historian Mauricio Tenorio Trillo puts it, “[Latin
America] has never been a real place, a clear civilisation, or a well-demarcated and
unique culture or group of cultures”.?® The concept of latinité was originally deve-
loped by French intellectual Michel Chevalier in 1836 on the eve of the first French
military intervention in Mexico. Latinité was intended to justify France’s cultural
and political influence in the region and to counter the growing expansionism of the
United States.

After the independence of the former colonies of the Spanish Empire,
the term was often appropriated by creole elites to mark their difference from the
indigenous and African populations of the region, as well as to diminish the influen-
ce of Spain - associated with a shameful past of colonial occupation and oppression
- and to enhance that of France - associated instead with modernity and positivist
values. In the early 20™ century, however, latinidad (1atinity) was often also a term
that implied the defence of mestizaje (racial mixture) and a new, synthetic, racially
mixed identity.

Further destabilising the category of Latin America has been the role
played by Brazil in its conceptual construction: does this country, despite its diffe-
rent history and language from the former Spanish colonies on the continent, share
enough characteristics with them to be considered part of Latin America? Do former
Spanish and Portuguese colonies have ties that lead to a common Iberian identity?
Should linguistic, geographical and cultural differences between Brazil and the rest
of Latin America be emphasised or played down?3* The tensions surrounding the
idea of Latin America, but also the usefulness of the concept to describe the simila-
rities between certain nations and their differences, on the one hand, with respect
to Europe and, on the other, with respect to the United States, have led the French
historian Guy Martiniere to call for the use of Latin America as a mere “operational
concept”.+

In early 20"-century Italy, the concept of latinita (latinity) acquired
other meanings that need to be addressed in order to understand the Biennale’s
decision to propose a Padiglione dell’America Latina. The term was prominently
used in the interventionist press during World War I in opposition to the idea of
germanita (germanism). Latinita served to encourage Italians to intervene in the
war on the side of the Allies on the basis of a supposed common cultural tradition
between Italy and France.# After the First World War, “latinita” was used to express
the idea of a Latin racial “essence” purportedly shared by Italy and Latin American
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countries, which supposedly justified Italy’s role as the leader of the “Latin race”
and its political and economic intervention in the Spanish and Portuguese-speaking
countries of Central and South America. The actual content of latinita, however, was
extremely vague, including signifiers such as Catholicism, the Baroque, the Latin
roots of Spanish and Portuguese, and the presence of Italian emigrant communities
across the Atlantic.

Emboldened by this fictional Latin “essence”, fascist officials saw
the region as ripe for commercial and cultural intervention.# In the 1920s and early
1930s, the creation of institutions such as the Istituto Cristoforo Colombo (1923),
the launch of journals such as Rivista d’Italia e d’America (1923-1928), Vie d’Italia e
dell’America Latina (1924-1932) and Colombo (1926-1930), and the regular visits of
many Italian intellectuals to Latin America (including Sarfatti, F. T. Marinetti and
Pier Maria Bardi, for example) and Latin American intellectuals to Italy (José Leén
Pagan and Eduardo Mallea, for example), aimed at further strengthening cultural,
but also economic and political, ties between the Italian homeland and the Roman-
ce-language-speaking countries across the Atlantic. Roma caput mundi was seen as
both a counterweight to the growing influence of the United States in the Americas
and as an extension of Fascism’s cultural influence across the Atlantic.®

Because of the aforementioned “Latin" essence that Italy and the
Spanish-speaking countries of the Americas supposedly shared, the Fascist regime
adopted here a very different colonial strategy from the one it employed in Africa,
one based on art and culture rather than military occupation and economic exploita-
tion. In 1926, the Italian government severely restricted emigration to Latin Ameri-
ca, as it was considered a national disgrace by the Fascist regime. Nevertheless, the
aforementioned cultural enterprises — and the Biennale’s Padiglione dell’America
Latina — were meant to maintain ties with the existing Italian communities abroad,
as well as with Latin American citizens in general. We should understand the unpre-
cedented project of creating a permanent pavilion for Latin American countries at
the Biennale within this geopolitical context.

The Padiglione dell’America Latina (1931-1932)

The Latin American Pavilion was meant to be located on the island of Sant’Elena,
which Maraini conceived as an extension of the Giardini.** Here architect Brenno
del Giudice designed a modernist structure to house the Padiglione Venezia (dedica-
ted to the applied arts produced in Venice) and pavilions for Poland and Switzerland.
In front of the pavilion was an elegant exedra around a pool of water, which was
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fig. 3
Padiglione del’America Latina.
“Disegni Padiglione + Scorcio
Giardini”, ASAC - SNP, b.15, ©
La Biennale di Venezia

demolished in 1964 to make way for the Brazilian pavilion.# The Latin American Pa-
vilion was to be located on the site of the present Greek pavilion, with five separate
spaces devoted to Mexico, Argentina, Uruguay, Chile, and Brazil.*® [Fig. 3].

For the Latin American pavilion project, the Biennial’s main interlo-
cutor was the sculptor Vicente Morelli, born in Naples but based in Uruguay - one
of the many unofficial transatlantic cultural diplomats on whom the Biennial has
often relied to forge links with foreign art worlds.# In January 1931, Morelli wrote to
Maraini to inform him that the Italian Foreign Minister, Emilio Pagliano, was “en-
thusiastic” about the project to increase the number of pavilions at the Biennale that
Morelli had presented to him, as it would be “of great benefit for the cultural exchan-
ge between Italy and Latin America”. The next day Maraini received the following
telegram from Pagliano:
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Mr. Vicente Morelli, Uruguayan painter [sic], reported that the mana-
gement of this exposition would be willing to cede one or more pavi-
lions to the governments of the Latin American republics. It would be
appreciated to know the extent of the offer and its conditions.*

Several letters in the Biennale archives written by Pagliano and the frequency with
which he is mentioned in Morelli’s letters demonstrate the importance of the Latin
American pavilion for Italian diplomacy in the early 1930s. With this reassurance,
the Biennale felt justified in directly inviting Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Mexico, and
Uruguay to share a new pavilion in Sant’Elena. It is not entirely clear why these
countries were singled out: they all had important Italian emigrant communities
and were among the largest on the continent, but Peru and Venezuela also did and
yet were not included in the Padiglione dell’America Latina. Artists from Argentina,
Brazil and Mexico, as I have shown above, had already exhibited at the Biennial,
but none from Chile and Uruguay. By sharing a pavilion, Argentina, Brazil, Chile,
Mexico, and Uruguay would also share the cost of building it, while receiving all
the facilities offered by the Biennial: free use of the site, assistance with transport,
packing and unpacking of the works, as well as overseeing the pavilion and press
publicity.>® Invitations were sent out in July 1931.

A month later, the Argentine ambassador confirmed receipt of the
invitation and assured Maraini that he would be in touch as soon as the Minister of
Foreign Relations gave him precise instructions.5* In October 1931, Maraini received
a negative reply from Argentina: despite the project being approved by the Argen-
tine National Directorate of Fine Arts, the country had no funds to contribute to
the Latin American pavilion at the Biennale, “even though participation in such a
prestigious exhibition would be an honour for the nation and an encouragement for
the exhibiting [artists]”, as Argentine officials wrote.5

The Chilean ambassador also acknowledged receipt of the Bienna-
le’s invitation, but there seems to have been no follow-up, as there are no further
letters on the subject in the Biennale’s archives.* The Biennale’s archives also have
no record of how Mexican officials reacted to the Latin American pavilion project,
but they do have a copy of the Brazilian ambassador’s letter to Maraini, in which he
regretted (without further explanation) that “my government finds it impossible at
this time to agree to contribute to the construction of the great Latin American pavi-
lion, despite the importance of this exhibition”.5* We do not know from this laconic
communiqué whether economic or geopolitical reasons, or rather Brazil’s aforemen-
tioned reluctance to embrace the concept of Latin America, led the Brazilian autho-
rities to refuse to participate in the Padiglione dell’America Latina.

The Biennale’s archives contain a copy of the letter sent by the Uru-
guayan ambassador to Italy to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs recommending the
country’s participation in the Latin American pavilion, which gives us a valuable
insight into how some of those involved saw the importance of this project for
countries that aspired to geopolitical importance and yet struggled to have a signi-
ficant artistic presence in Europe. The Latin American Pavilion, as the Uruguayan
ambassador wrote, “would offer painters and sculptors from our country a regular
opportunity to present their works in the international arena that characterises the
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Biennale, and to have them judged in competition with those of European exhibi-
tors”, a long-standing ambition of Latin American artists. “The realisation of this
project”, the Ambassador continued, “would also contribute to the effective intensifi-
cation of our cultural relations with Italy”ss - the Biennale was thus both an interna-
tional environment and a space for cultivating bilateral relations; not really a neutral
“Geneva of the arts”, but rather the genteel face of Mussolini’s international politics.
A few months later, however, the Uruguayan artistic authorities (like their Argenti-
nean counterparts) rejected the invitation because it came “at such a distressing time
for our national finances, which is the reason why its crystallisation into a beautiful
reality will be postponed for who knows how long”.5°

Morelli had anticipated, in a letter to Maraini, that economic diffi-
culties might trouble the project of the Padiglione dell’America Latina: “The crisis
has spread to all those rich republics, and this may stop our enterprise for the time
being - but it will pass”, he wrote at the end of 1931.5 He was probably thinking of
the effects of the Great Depression as well as the political instability that plagued the
region throughout the 1930s. In retrospect, the violent regime changes in Argentina,
Chile, Brazil, and Uruguay, and the unstable short presidency of Pascual Ortiz Rubio
in Mexico (1930-1932), made any form of collaboration between these countries on
a cultural project in Europe virtually impossible. It is not clear whether the Biennale
officials ignored Latin America’s economic and political conditions, or whether they
thought they would be overcome in the interest of establishing cultural relations
with the Fascist regime. In any case, it was clear that the priorities of the art worlds
of Argentina, Chile, Brazil, Mexico, and Uruguay lay elsewhere at the time.

Nevertheless, Morelli did not lose faith in the Latin American pavi-
lion project - for example, he suggested to Maraini that Argentina, Brazil, Chile,
Mexico, and Uruguay be invited to participate in the International Congress of Con-
temporary Art organised during the 1932 Biennale. Even if they could not actually
take part, as Morelli wrote,

it would be an opportunity for these republics to keep the Venice
Biennale in mind, and at the same time for them to see how the
Biennale, despite the impossibility of the moment that prevents these
republics from building their pavilion, always keeps them in mind [...],
which I think will be appreciated by South American artists.>®

In February 1932, Morelli wrote again to the Biennale:

The crisis in Latin America is quite serious — but I have faith that this
situation will soon improve and that we will still be able to reconsider
the pavilion [...] We are at the beginning of [19]32 and we still have two
years ahead of us. Hope is not lost.®

Maraini agreed with Morelli that inviting Latin American representatives to the
Congress was a good idea — and Morelli suggested also inviting Latin American
ambassadors to the opening of the 1932 Biennale since
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almost all [the Ambassadors] have recently changed and perhaps most
of them are not familiar with the exhibition and if they go to Venice
they will see “de visu” the grandeur and importance [of the Biennale]
and of our project”.®°

Acting as veritable diplomats, both Maraini and Morelli believed that the 'soft
power’ of art could help Latin American representatives understand Italy’s institu-
tions and build broad support for the Fascist regime’s economic and political aims in
the region.

Morelli continued to work tirelessly on the Latin American Pavilion
project with his Uruguayan contacts. In March 1932, he sent an official letter to Ma-
raini asking for further clarification on the Padiglione dell’America Latina: would it
be possible to avoid the expense of building a new pavilion by using an existing one?
(A hand-written note from the Biennale laconically replied: “At the moment there is
no such pavilion”). Morelli concluded on a hopeful note:

I am pleased that the country of the promoter of this beautiful project
is the first to take an interest in it, and I hope that, like Uruguay, the
other four Latin American countries invited to participate will decide
to ensure that our aspiration is realised at the 1934 Biennale, both in
the name of art and for a greater artistic and cultural understanding
between the countries of Latin America and this most noble nation.*

1932 was the year in which Uruguay’s economic crisis, linked to the 1929 crash,
reached its climax, and it was also the year in which President Gabriel Terra pushed
for the constitutional reform that he would finally impose in 1933 with a “march on
Montevideo” inspired by Mussolini’s “march on Rome” of 1922. None of these eco-
nomic or political aspects, however, emerge from Morelli and Maraini’s correspon-
dence: cultural diplomacy in this case functions as a veritable strategy of obfuscation
for Italian and Uruguayan geopolitical interests.

And yet the “Pavilion of Latin America” was not to be. The last
attempt to include an official Latin American representation at the Venice Biennale
during Maraini’s Secretariat was a project spearheaded by the Italian ambassador in
Brazil, Vittorio Cerruti, in 1932. The year 1932 was the fiftieth anniversary of Giu-
seppe Garibaldi’s death and the Fascist regime sponsored several celebrations and
public ceremonies that were incorporated into the festivities for the tenth anniver-
sary of the March on Rome.*? Garibaldi’s politics, however, were quite controversial
from a Fascist point of view, so much of these celebrations centred on the figure of
his Brazilian wife Anita, whose remains were buried in Rome and who was comme-
morated with a new monument on the Gianicolo, inaugurated by Mussolini in June
1932. As part of these celebrations, Cerruti encouraged Italian emigrants in Brazil to
finance some form of tribute to Anita. But instead of a “modest monument to Anita
in Rio de Janeiro”, Cerruti wrote to the industrialist Giuseppe Volpi di Misurata
(president of the Biennale),

I had thought that it would be nice, on behalf of the Italian com-
munity in Brazil, to offer this government a permanent pavilion at
the Venice Biennale, a pavilion that could be erected in the name of
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Anita Garibaldi and that would remain as a worthy monument of the
gratitude of the Italians who found ample hospitality in this country.
Brazilian artists, so many of whom are children of our blood, would
have had an incentive to produce ever better works, knowing that
they would be able to exhibit them at the greatest art exhibition in
the world. On the other hand, the Brazilian government would have
had reason to be grateful to the Italians living here for the gift they
received and, above all, for the great influence that their presence at
the Venice Biennale would have had on Brazilian art.®

But the funds that Cerruti was able to collect from Italian emigrants in Brazil were
not enough to build an independent pavilion at the Giardini. Despite the Biennale’s
enthusiasm for Cerruti’s project, this too remained unfulfilled. Like the other Latin
American countries mentioned above, Brazil would have to wait decades to attain
national representation at the Biennale. Its pavilion on the island of Santa Elena was
inaugurated in 1964, although the creation of the Bienal de Sao Paulo in 1951 (spe-
arheaded by a child of Italian emigrants, Francisco “Ciccillo” Matarazzo) perhaps
better fulfilled the aims of Italian-Brazilian friendship outlined in Cerruti’s letter.
Brazil and Uruguay, which inaugurated its pavilion in 1960, are the only countries
originally invited to be part of the Padiglione dell’America Latina that today have a
permanent building at the Biennale.

Conclusion

Although Latin American artists continued to exhibit sporadically during the last
years of the Maraini administration, the Biennale did not pursue the construction of
permanent pavilions for these countries at this time. After the invasion of Ethiopia
and the sanctions imposed on Italy by the League of Nations, pan-American politics
gained momentum, aligning Latin American nations with the United States rather
than with the transatlantic networks envisioned by the Italian fascists. During the
Second World War, contrary to what fascist ideologues in Italy had hoped throu-
ghout the 1920s and 1930s, all of Latin America (with the exception of Argentina)
immediately sided with the Allies against Germany, Italy, and Japan.

However, the idea of a Latin American Pavilion was taken up again in
very different geopolitical circumstances in 1972, when the first "Padiglione dell’Isti-
tuto Italo-Latinoamericano’ was inaugurated at the Biennale. This pavilion opened
regularly at the Biennale from 1986 to 2015. By the 1970s, the idea of "Latin America’
- as a geopolitical entity identified with the Non-Aligned/Third World bloc — was
accepted as a given by many European intellectuals and art critics, for whom the
region’s cultural production was relevant only in so far as it had a strong anti-US
imperialist thrust. However, despite being curated by Latin American critics in seve-
ral of its iterations, the IILA pavilion was not directly managed by Latin American
countries. The Istituto Italo-Latinoamericano is an intergovernmental body based
in Italy, founded in 1966 thanks to Amintore Fanfani, the Italian Foreign Minister
and President of the 20" UN General Assembly that year. The fact that it is managed
by an institution based in Italy, rather than granting autonomy to Latin American
countries directly, makes the “Padiglione dell’Istituto Italo-Latinoamericano” very
different from the Padiglione dell’America Latina envisaged by Morelli and Maraini,
although, like the latter, it remains a diplomatic project disguised as a cultural one.*
In other ways, however, the “Padiglione del'TLAA” was the heir to its unrealised
inter-war predecessor, in that it sought to provide a space for artists from Latin
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American countries who were still struggling to gain a foothold at the Biennale, and
to broaden its scope to include countries that were often absent from the radar of the
Italian (and international) art world.

Nevertheless, the “Padiglione dell’lTLA”, in its various iterations,
often addressed the vexed notion of what, exactly, “Latin America” signified. Such
a notion seems to have been considered unproblematic and straightforward in the
inter-war period, as the correspondence of Biennale officials contains no reflections
explaining why the Padiglione dell’America Latina included certain countries rather
than others, or what characteristics the art of all these nations actually shared - it is
interesting that in the Biennale documents I have consulted on this matter, there is
no reference to a single Latin American artist, even though by the 1930s there was
a fairly long history of painters and sculptors from that region participating in the
Biennale. It was the geopolitical importance of the region, rather than an authentic
interest in giving a stage to a specifically Latin American aesthetic, that guided the
Biennale’s efforts in the 1930s. It is crucial to acknowledge that the Italians’ very
superficial knowledge of the political cultures and histories of Latin America, and
more specifically of the art worlds of these nations, doomed projects such as the Pa-
diglione dell’America Latina from the outset - even if episodes such as these might
force us to note the importance of emigrants’ interpersonal and social networks in
shaping the Venice Biennale.

The idea of the nation-state has been challenged from many quarters,
and its contested nature is one of the most common criticisms directed at the orga-
nisation of the Venice Biennale. Yet the demise of the "Padiglione dell'ILAA’ shows
that as Latin American art thrives in the globalised art world, it is on a national basis
(rather than around the mostly fictional notion of “Latin American art”) that artists
from the region prefer to exhibit at the Venice Biennale. In the 2024 Biennale, for
example, ten of the twenty-one Romance-speaking countries of the Americas were
represented with either permanent or temporary pavilions. This very multiplicity
forces us once again to consider the Biennale as a laboratory of globalisation, as well
as a space of resistance to totalising narratives and the promotion of difference.®
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