“Travel for the art to Oriental Asia:
Vittorio Pica fictitious traveller and critic of art”

Motoaki Ishi (Professor of History of Art at Osaka Academy of Fine Arts, Japan)

(this is a summary of the article given in Italian language by Prof. Ishi)
Vittorio Pica, a Napolitan critic of literature and art, was the first to introduce Japanese art in Italy, where, unlike in France, Britain and the United States, it was not well known. His interest had its origin in an enthusiastic admiration for Edmond De Goncourt, the famous japonisant and author of Outamaro, le peintre des maisons vertes (1891). Under Goncourt’s strong influence, Pica wrote a review of Goncourt’s book, and later on, in 1894, produced a book of his own on Japanese art, L’arte dell’Estremo Oriente. In this work, Pica translated almost literally from French critics, especially from Goncourt, Luois Gonse and Théodore Duret. L’arte dell’Estremo Oriente made him the key-person for that field of study in Italy, remaining the basis of his future work.

His monopoly, however, came to an end when Japanese art was exhibited at the second Biennale of Venice in 1897: other critics could see the exhibited works, and especially Ugo Ojetti, Pica’s rival, showed an accurate knowledge of the subject matter, which he had probably obtained from English and French sources. Ojetti pointed out also some Pica’s and other authors’ errors. The Venice exhibition was for Pica an occasion for observing directly the contemporary art of Japan.

In 1905 the Chiossone Museum of Oriental Art was opened in Genoa by Alfredo Luxoro after long preparations, and Pica presented it to the public on the magazine Emporium. His criticism seems to have entered a different phase on that very occasion.

As a conclusion, it can be said that Italian art critics like Pica could not rely on native Japanese unlike the critics in Paris, where there was Tadamasa Hayashi, and that, more generally, Italy had remained behind European avant-garde. In addition, Pica was not such a zealous art collector like other critics, and did not own significant collection of books and engravings. For this reason his criticism on Japanese art was not fully convincing, and he was responsible for the limits within which Japanese art was received in Italy. L’arte dell’Estremo Oriente
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