
RECLAIMING A PAST: MARINO MARINI AND THE
(NON-)CLASSICAL TRADITION

ABSTRACT

Strongly rooted in the cultural and visual tradition of his home country, Marino Marini’s 
artistic production is the result of an uninterrupted dialogue with the art of the past, 
spanning from archaic Greece to Renaissance Italy, from imperial Rome to nineteenth-
century European sculpture. In the vast repository of models that Marini drew upon, 
ancient art holds a significant place; rather than focusing, however, on the Greek and 
Roman artworks that fuelled artistic imaginations for centuries, from the 1920s Marini 
showed an interest in ancient civilizations outside of the established canon of classical 
antiquity, most notably those of ancient Etruria and Egypt. This appropriation is 
usually understood in connection with the widespread coeval fascination for archaic 
and pre-classical forms and as part of the Etruscan revival so proudly pursued by 
artists such as Arturo Martini and Massimo Campigli. Yet, little attention has been 
given to the momentous time at which Marini’s interest in such artifacts developed – a 
time of archaeological discoveries, flourishing scholarly literature, and the 
rearrangement of key museum collections that Marini had direct access to. By placing 
Marini’s interest, above all, in Etruscan artworks within the framework of the early 
twentieth-century cultural interest surrounding that civilization, this paper contributes 
to a richer understanding of Marini’s sculpture, locating his work more accurately on 
the map of the reception of antiquity in modern Italian art.

To an art historian such as myself, whose eye has been trained in the history and 
reception of the classical tradition, the work of Marino Marini appears immediately
familiar, at very first glance.  Its forms and themes speak a language so unmistakably
rooted in the well-established cultural and visual traditions developed out of what we
broadly call antiquity that one feels instantly at home. Yet, while his works come across
as aesthetically remarkable, and could potentially be dismissed as uncomplicated, a
second glance reveals that things are not as straightforward as they seem – suggesting
that much lies beneath the surface. Scholars have long established that Marini’s oeuvre
is the result of the very act of gazing into the ancient past in order to shape and
contribute to the construction of a personal artistic identity; but the mechanisms of
appropriation of that past remain unclear in many respects, for a case-by-case
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examination of Marini’s artifacts does not often allow their tracing back to less-than-
generic clusters of visual references, let alone to precise individual sources of
inspiration. And yet, the uninterrupted dialogue with the past entertained by Marini
throughout his career makes him a particularly interesting case study in the reception of
antiquity in twentieth-century Italy, particularly in the crucial interwar years. What seems
to me most significant and worth exploring is not Marini’s dialogue with what we call
“the classical tradition” – namely, the Greek and Roman antiquity that constitutes the
“canon” of ancient art – but what I would call, for my purposes here, “the non-classical
tradition” – that is, the antiquity which is neither Greek nor Roman, concerning instead
other civilizations of the ancient world, most notably, for Marini, those of ancient Egypt
and Etruria.  This essay focuses on the complex relationship that Marini built in
particular with the ancient Etruscans, whose art and culture have long been recognized
as a major influence on his artistic production. This influence has been largely, and I 
believe correctly, understood as a range of technical and stylistic solutions adopted by 
Marini and also found in Etruscan art; yet, for the scholar concerned with the posthumous 
life of antiquity, the special relationship that Marini entertained with the Etruscans raises a 
number of other questions, having to do with the notion of what constitutes antiquity, the 
nature of the interplay with the past, and the construction of an identity, both personal and 
professional, in relation to a sense of belonging rooted in the past.

Marini’s attitude towards the art of the past has been eloquently described as driven by
a “visual bulimia,”  almost a physical need that urged him to explore with voracious
enthusiasm all that museums, illustrated magazines, books, and other scholarly
publications made available to him. References have been detected in Marini’s work to
a vast array of sources, encompassing archaic Greek and China, imperial Rome and
Renaissance Italy, Cycladic figurines and nineteenth-century European sculpture.
Despite his nonselective, and rather omnivorous, interest in the art of the past, since
the beginning of his career Marini demonstrated his special attention to both Etruscan
and Egyptian art, as noted by his earliest critics and biographers, including Lamberto
Vitali, Filippo De Pisis, and Guido Piovene.

In 1917, when he began studying at the Accademia di Belle Arti in Florence, the
antiquity that became part of Marini’s daily training as a sculptor was the classical kind,
embodied in the academy’s collection of casts of Greek and Roman sculptures as well
as in Neoclassical and nineteenth-century reinterpretations – alas often uninventive – of
that antiquity.  Marini’s twin sister, Egle, who enrolled in the Accademia with her
brother, left a beautiful description of what those rooms in disrepair looked like during
the war years, filled as they seemed to be with ghosts of a long-dead past:
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In aule scolastiche di fortuna, dietro portici oscuri, c’era l’accumulato seccume

It was in the nearby Museo Archeologico Nazionale that Marini discovered another,
non-classical antiquity. The collections from ancient Egypt and Etruria that were
displayed there – still divided at the time into two distinct institutions, the Museo Egizio
and the Museo Etrusco – offered examples of an ancient art outside the established
canon and beyond the conventional repository of forms and themes his daily training at
the Accademia provided. Later in life, Marini spoke often of the profound fascination
Egyptian and Etruscan artifacts exerted onto him in his attempt to create an artistic
language capable of reducing sculptural forms to their essential core, and that could
convey a sense of the realism, the truthfulness, that he perceived to be missing in his
own time and in need of recovering. Marini found, in the art of ancient Egypt and
Etruria, answers to his questioning.  Indeed, the works displayed at the Museo
Archeologico possessed that aura of archaism much sought after by early twentieth-
century artists. The influence that the monumentality embedded in Egyptian sculpture,
even when of reduced size, had on Marini is best appreciated in his Hersilia (1930, but
reworked in wood until 1949, Kunsthaus Zürich), while the geometric, essential forms of
Egyptian heads and masks resonate in portraits such as his Lucosius (1935, Galleria
Nazionale d’Arte Moderna e Contemporanea, Rome; another version is in the Museo
del Novecento, Milan).

Yet, it was among Etruscan works that Marini was most at ease. He felt close to the
Etruscans, whom he eloquently called “miei padri più vivi, più attuali, più vicini a noi”
(“my ancestors more alive, more relevant, closer to us”).  Their realistic, unidealized
representations of men and gods alike captivated Marini’s imagination, and their
characteristic use of terracotta, often in polychrome, gave their artifacts the vividness,
color, and warmth of life itself.  Nothing could have contrasted more neatly the highly
idealized, whitewashed antiquity he was trained upon at the Accademia than the art of
the Etruscans Marini encountered at the Museo Archeologico – and later on, at the
Museo Nazionale Etrusco di Villa Giulia in Rome. There is an additional element to his
fascination with the Etruscans: as he said time and again throughout his life, Marini was
an Etruscan himself, so he could rightly feel that they were, quite literally, his ancestors.
Born and raised in Tuscany, on land that was once Etruria, he could naturally say “Io
sono un etrusco” (“I am an Etruscan”).  That proud statement, beyond being the
declaration of an obvious biographical fact – and commonly heard even in present-day
Tuscany and Latium – laid claim to a cultural and professional identity that Marini
fashioned for himself.

dell’ “ottocento” autunnale, col freddo calco di gesso drappeggiato, il modello di 
carne, in piedi, che impugna un’asta come fosse un’alabarda e fantasmi residui di 
autori veramente morti.8
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Archeologico in Florence, which first fired Marini’s passion for those civilizations, remain 
to this day in Italy among the most remarkable in their remit. They are an excellent 
starting point for anyone interested in getting an insight into these civilizations. But at the 
beginning of the 1900s, when Marini came to know them, they were also regarded either 
as particularly prestigious because of their origins (in the case of the Egypt section) or as 
playing an instrumental role in the establishment of Etruscology as an academic discipline 
and a coherent subject of historical knowledge.

The Egyptian collection of the Museo Archeologico was largely put together in the 1820s, 
thanks to the efforts of Ippolito Rosellini, considered the father of Italian
Egyptology.  The collection was thoroughly researched and arranged as an evocative
display by the great Ernesto Schiaparelli, who spent fourteen years in Florence, from
1880 to 1894, before becoming the director of the Museo Egizio in Turin.  As for the
Etruscan collection, its origins date centuries back, to the Medici. Alongside notable
sarcophagi, alabaster urns, and a wealth of votive statuettes, it included famous
bronzes such as the Chimera of Arezzo and the Arringatore (Orator), both unearthed in
the sixteenth century. A fascination for Etruscan civilization was felt as early as ancient
Rome, but it was only in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries that a significant interest
in their culture began to emerge – an interest which, in Medici Florence, particularly
under Cosimo I, turned ultimately into ideological, dynastic, and politically charged
appropriation.  Over the following three centuries, the exploration of the lands once

Campigli.  Artists were openly encouraged to turn to the Etruscans for inspiration, and
visual sources to that effect were indeed easily available. Heavily illustrated and widely
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18inhabited by the Etruscans, between Tuscany and the Latium, and the systematic 
excavation of their cemeteries, including the recovery and study of objects found in their 
tombs – most notably, in the necropolises of Tarquinia and Cerveteri – contributed both to 
an increased appreciation of Etruscan art and culture and to a romantic and somehow 
generic fascination, particularly felt in popular culture, for a civilization perceived as 
mysterious, enigmatic, and timeless.19

In the 1920s, that passionate enthusiasm, long-standing fascination, and methodical 
scholarship, along with a few groundbreaking archaeological discoveries, coalesced into 
the formation of Etruscology as an academic discipline; in Florence, the foundation of the 
Istituto di Studi Etruschi (born as the Comitato Permanente per l’Etruria, in 1925), the 
organization of the Primo Convegno Nazionale Etrusco (1926), and the publication of the 
annual journal Studi etruschi (beginning in 1927) were fundamental in promoting a more 
thorough investigation of Etruscan civilization.20 It was also in the 1920s that Etruscan 
culture first had significant impact on contemporary arts, above all sculpture, so much so 
that scholars and critics alike have spoken of the “Etruscan revival” of the 1920s and 
1930s, particularly with relation to Marini, Arturo Martini, and Massimo
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read periodicals like Dedalo, published from 1920 to 1933 under the direction of Ugo 
Ojetti, offered articles by leading voices in the field and a wealth of photographs of 
relevant artifacts. In addition, in the revised and much enlarged 1935 edition of his 
L’arte etrusca, the archaeologist Giulio Quirino Giglioli, who rose to fame for his 1916
discovery of the Apollo of Veii, presented his book as a tool useful not only to 
specialists but also, and more importantly, to artists, who were urged to make the most of 
the 1,115 monuments and artifacts illustrated in the volume’s more than 400 plates.

Marini was therefore far from being the only artist, in the 1920s and 1930s, to be
fascinated with the Etruscans. If the Museo Archeologico in Florence had, by all means,
a pivotal role in Marini’s discovery of Etruscan art,  he may also have been influenced
by the collections of Villa Giulia in Rome, which famously fired the imaginations of both
Martini and Campigli. It remains difficult, however, to establish with any degree of 
certainty what specific Etruscan artwork Marini saw or was particularly struck by, for

(figure 1), is most notable among Marini’s sculptures for its unquestionable connection to the 
Etruscans and is emblematic of the way in which he appropriated their art. Begun in 1929 and 
later significantly mutilated by the artist, some time before 1942 and again twenty years later, 
Popolo represents a Tuscan peasant couple embracing like the spouses that recline on the lids 
of Etruscan sarcophagi and cinerary urns. As Flavio Fergonzi has convincingly argued, Marini 
drew upon ancient Etruscan models – in particular, the lid of a cinerary urn, at the Museo 
Archeologico in Florence, which shows the deceased flanked by a female winged demon who 
holds the scroll whereupon his fate is written (figure 2) – and combined those sources with a 
mid-nineteenth-century bronze – namely Les Gracques by Eugène Guillaume (The Gracchi 
Brothers, 1848-1853), which Marini had seen in Paris – that relied in turn on ancient
Roman models. In many respects, Popolo provides a good illustration of Marini’s artistic practice 
and of his nonreverential relationship to the traditions of the past: his works, including Popolo, 
possess an archaic flavor resulting from the contamination, rather than the quotation, of often 
disparate visual sources. Further, the mutilation Marini enacted upon many of his sculptures, 
including Popolo, eliminated overt reference to their underpinning visual models. With the removal 
of the couple’s arms, the key, and somehow narrative, gesture of holding hands, as borrowed from 
Guillaume’s bronze, is obliterated. In the end, what we are presented with is pieces that can be 
likened to fragments, created out of an almost archaeological sensibility, imbued
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26almost no evidence survives of relevant drawings, sketches, or notes. In contrast to the 
very vocal Martini, who spoke enthusiastically of the time he spent at Villa Giulia,27 and in 
whose works the ancient Etruscan source is often easily identifiable,28 Marini left art 
historians deeply puzzled over which specific sources, models, and objects contributed more 
significantly to the shaping of his artistic language.

The terracotta group Popolo (People, 1929), now at the Museo del Novecento in Milan
29
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with a sense of belonging and able to combine past and present without friction. The
wife and husband, modeled on an Etruscan couple, are after all a couple of humble
peasants Marini happened to meet in the Tuscan countryside.

Figure 1. Marino Marini, “Popolo,” 1929. Terracotta, 26 x 
43 x 18 1/2 in. (66 x 109 x 47 cm). Museo del Novecento, 

Milan. © Comune di Milano. All rights reserved.

Figure 2. “Lid of Cinerary Urn Showing the Deceased with 
a Winged Demon,” Etruscan, late 5th century BCE. Fetid 

stone, 18 1/2 x 47 1/4 x 15 3/4 in. (47 x 120 x 40 cm). 
Museo Archeologico Nazionale, Florence. Su concessione 
del Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Firenze (Direzione 

regionale Musei della Toscana).

On the occasion of the 2017 exhibition Marino Marini: Passioni visive (Marino Marini:
Visual Passions), which first located Marini’s production more precisely within the
broader art historical context of 1920s to 1960s Italy, Barbara Cinelli strongly argued for
a reassessment of the Etruscan connotations of Marini’s art, maintaining that such
influence was limited to his formative years and not a more extensive reference point
throughout his career.  I wonder if, by taking into consideration themes rather than
simply forms, this argument could open up to more nuances in Marini’s art. The subject
matter of the Pomona, which Marini focused on between 1938 and 1949, is a case in
point.  In the first decades of the twentieth century, no European artist could tackle the
Pomona as a subject without measuring it against the work of French sculptor Aristide
Maillol, whose version of the mythic figure was a benchmark in the investigation of the
female nude. What I will argue here is that for an artist such as Marini, who strongly
claimed an Etruscan identity, the particular significance of the Pomona should not be
overlooked.

According to ancient myth, Pomona was a nymph who presided over fruits, gardens,
and orchards. Her name derives from the Latin pomum, meaning “apple.” Unlike most
Roman gods and divine creatures, she has no Greek counterpart. According to ancient
sources, chief among them Ovid’s Metamorphoses, from the first century, Pomona
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belongs to an age so remote that it preceded even the founding of Rome; she is
therefore connected to an Italic, pre-Roman history distinct from the canonical Greco-
Roman pantheon. Moreover, she is associated with Vertumnus, the Etruscan god of
seasons and plant growth. Their love story, recounted by Ovid and illustrated in visual
art over the centuries, is the most significant representation in the iconographic tradition
concerning Pomona before the late nineteenth century.  When represented alone,
outside the narrative context of her story with Vertumnus, Pomona is typically shown
holding apples, grapes, and other fruits that qualify her, broadly speaking, as a goddess
of fertility; examples of this depiction include, for example, a first-century (clothed)
statue in the Uffizi (figure 3) and a more essential Renaissance (unclothed) rendition
(figure 4).
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Figure 3. “Pomona,” c. 1st century CE. Marble,
59 1/2 in. (151 cm). Galleria degli Uffizi, 
Florence. Photo: The Warburg Institute 

Iconographic Database.

Figure 4. Pierino da Vinci, “Pomona,” 1547. 
Bronze, 6 11/16 in. (17 cm). Galleria Giorgio 

Franchetti alla Ca’ d’Oro, Direzione 
regionale Musei Veneto, Venice. Su 

concessione del Ministero per i beni e le 
attività culturali e per il turismo.

Rather unsurprisingly, in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Europe, statues of 
Pomona often featured as decorative elements in gardens and other outdoor spaces; in 
the late nineteenth century, Pomona’s popularity gained new momentum in, above all,
the work of Aristide Maillol.  In so many of his sculptures the goddess can be identified
as Pomona because of the apples she holds in her hands, for example a bronze from
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Figure 5. Aristide Maillol, “Pomona,” modelled c. 1910, 
cast 1937. Bronze, 66 47/64 × 22 1/4 × 15 1/2 in. (169.5 × 

56.5 × 39.4 cm). Philadelphia Museum of Art: Gift of R. 
Sturgis and Marion B. F. Ingersoll, 1959, 1959-150-1 © 
Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / ADAGP, Paris.

Figure 6. Domenico Trentacoste, “La dea Pomona,” 
1890. Marble, 18 5/16 x 19 19/64 x 64 61/64 in. (46.5 

x 49 x 165 cm). Galleria d’Arte Moderna, Milan (on 
long-term loan to Palazzo Serbelloni).

around 1909 that is now at the Philadelphia Museum of Art (figure 5). The ingenuity of 
Maillol’s reinvention of the theme can be well understood through the comparison of his 
figures to the more conventional La dea Pomona that Domenico Trentacoste, Marini’s 
teacher at the Accademia in Florence, sculpted in 1890 (figure 6).36 Though he did cast a 
few fully clothed Pomone – examples are at the Manchester Art Gallery and the San 
Francisco Museum of Modern Art – for Maillol the subject was essentially an opportunity to 
explore the female nude, and it was received as such by artists of Marini’s generation.

From a compositional point of view, the Pomona realized by Marini, including a now 
destroyed 1940 gesso (figure 7), openly declare their debt to Maillol, stepping away 
decisively from Trentacoste’s work, even if, as Chiara Fabi has noted,37 Marini had 
surely his teacher’s sculpture in mind when tackling the subject. More often than not,
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Marini stripped Pomona of the very attributes – the apples – that had been part of their
iconography for centuries; this is the case with a 1941 bronze, with both its arms and
head removed, that is now in Pistoia (figure 8).  In another bronze version, from 1945
and also in Pistoia (figure 9), the apple is indeed present but hidden from direct view: in
contrast with traditional versions that displayed the fruit in plain sight, this Pomona by
Marini holds a tiny apple in her left hand, held behind her back. This unusual gesture
has been tentatively related to the ancient, colossal Farnese Hercules (figure 10),
whose right hand similarly holds behind his back the three apples from the Garden of
the Hesperides.
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Figure 7. Marino Marini, “Pomona,” 1940. 
Gesso, now destroyed. Archivio Fotografico 

della Fondazione Marino Marini, Pistoia.

Figure 8. Marino Marini, “Pomona,” 1941. 
Bronze, 61 x 20 1/2 x 20 1/2 in. (155 x 52 x 52 

cm). Fondazione Marino Marini, Pistoia.
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Figure 9. Marino Marini, “Pomona,” 1945. Bronze, 63 25/32 x 26 x 20 55/64 in. 
(162 x 66 x 53 cm). Fondazione Marino Marini, Pistoia.

Figure 10. “Farnese Hercules” (detail), c. 216 CE (from 4th century BCE original). 
Marble, 124 51/64 in. (3.17 m). Museo Archeologico Nazionale, Naples.
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While the exact meaning of this iconographic detail remains problematic, a few general 
observations can be made. Unlike the Horses for which Marini is most famous, which 
turned into the highly dramatic Miracles, Pomona remains a positive, joyful subject in 
Marini’s oeuvre. Because of her protection of fruits and gardens, and her connection 
with fertility and the generative power of nature, Pomona embodies hope and new 
beginnings – even when the fruit she carries is hidden, as if symbolising a promising 
future which is still to come. To me it seems significant that Marini devoted himself to 
the subject of Pomona in the 1940s, and then stopped, never to resume it.40 In the long 
years during which the war raged and then dragged on, the figure of an ancient 
goddess, a bearer of hope untainted by the horrors unleashed around her, must have 
been a comforting presence for Marini to focus on. All the more so, I believe, because 
that goddess was ultimately Italic, more ancient than the Romans and more humane 
than the always-too-perfect Greeks. Ultimately, she was almost an Etruscan, like Marini 
himself.

As this essay has described, Marini built his personal and professional identity – better 
still, his persona – around an essentially Etruscan past, a non-classical antiquity, which 
he claimed as his own. It is likely that this claim was made, at least to some extent, 
against the even bolder one of Arturo Martini, who declared, in his native Veneto 
dialect, “Mi son el vero etrusco” (“I am the authentic Etruscan”).41 The legacy that 
Martini claimed on account of his own in-depth study of Etruscan art was to remain, in 
Marini’s eyes, defective – for nothing, as Marini playfully noted,42 could remedy to 
Martini’s birth outside of Tuscany, notwithstanding the artistic glories that the Veneto, 
too, could boast. The only artist who could rightfully claim to be the Etruscan par 
excellence, by choice and by birth, couldn’t possibly be the northerner Martini. In 2003, 
the sculptor Mimmo Paladino paid tribute to Marini with a large bronze sculpture 
inspired by the most famous of his themes: the horse mounted by a knight. The chosen 
title could not have been any clearer: L’Etrusco (Omaggio a Marino Marini).43
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2. On the long process that ultimately resulted, in the early nineteenth century, in the definition of
“classical antiquity” (and therefore “classical art”), its identification with the Greek and Roman
antiquity, and its establishment as an academic discipline, see the excellent status quaestionis
offered by Salvatore Settis, Futuro del “classico” (Turin: Einaudi, 2004), especially 61–73, with
further bibliography. Much material is also in Salvatore Settis, with Anna Anguissola and Davide
Gasparotto, eds., Serial/Portable Classic: The Greek Canon and Its Mutations (Milan: Fondazione
Prada, 2015). On a rather different matter that is kept in the background here – namely, the early
twentieth-century debate about the idea of classic – see Elena Pontiggia and Mario Quesada, eds.,
L’idea del classico 1916–1932. Temi classici nell’arte italiana degli anni Venti (Milan: Fabbri Editori,
1992); interesting material is also discussed in Ornella Casazza and Riccardo Gennaioli, eds.,
Memorie dell’antico nell’arte del Novecento (Florence: Giunti, 2009).

3. On Marini and Etruscan art, see Martina Corgnati, L’ombra lunga degli etruschi. Echi e suggestioni
nell’arte del Novecento (Monza: Johan & Levi Editore, 2018), 88–99; Angela Pola, “Album
fotografici e ispirazione artistica. Le pubblicazioni archeologiche degli anni Venti-Trenta del
Novecento e le fonti di ispirazione degli artisti neo etruschi,” in Fascino etrusco nel primo
Novecento, conversando di arti e di storia delle arti. Atti dell’incontro di Studio, Milano, Università
degli Studi, Sala Crociera Alta (7 ottobre 2015), ed. Giovanna Bagnasco Gianni (Milan: Ledizioni,
2016), 51–109; and Giovanna Uzzani, “Marino Marini e la fortuna dell’arte etrusca,” in Pistoia,
Montale, Quarrata: il nostro Novecento (Florence: Polistampa, 2017), 21–31. Relevant material is
also conveniently gathered in Laura Montevago, “Etruschi interlocutori di Marino Marini? Fonti
dirette e indirette alla ricerca di un rapporto” (tesi di laurea triennale, Università degli Studi di
Milano, 2016–17).
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