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L’Illustrazione Italiana was for many years the great 
illustrated magazine aimed at the Italian middle class. 
On 14 December 1873, in Milan, under the title 
Nuova Illustrazione Universale, the Trieste publisher 
Emilio Treves decided to launch a new illustrated 
magazine. After a brief presence on the market as 
L’Illustrazione Universale, the weekly magazine ac-
quired its definitive name, L’Illustrazione Italiana, on 
1 November 1875 and remained on the newsstands 
until 1962, when the magazine, already owned by 
Garzanti since 1938, ceased publication [1, 13–19; 
2, 308–319; 3, 97–137; 4, 77–80; 5, 129–131; 6, 
35–37; 7, 179–180].

Since its first appearance, the wide and diverse 
museum offerings made available to the public 
occupied an increasingly prominent place in the 
magazine. Both texts and images were dedicated 
to the multiplicity of forms and contents that the 
museum institution gradually acquired from the 
end of the 19th century onwards. In the columns of 

L’Illustrazione Italiana, no predilection for specific 
types of museums emerges: spaces reserved for his-
tory, art, science, nature, industry and schools are 
equally contemplated as custodians of memory and 
instruments of community education. This consid-
eration is also recognisable in the speeches of Treves, 
who was always very sensitive to the initiatives un-
dertaken, around the 1870s, by Ruggiero Bonghi 
(at the Ministry of Education from 1874 to 1876) 
[8; 9; 10; 11]. His side in favor to the collection of 
the entrance fee in all museums and galleries of Italy, 
introduced by the minister with the law n. 2554 of 
27 May 1875, because “per le cose che si ha tutto il 
comodo di fare o di vedere, si dice sempre: domani” 
[12], reveals a great deal not only about the support 
that the magazine gave to the start of the process of 
ministerial centralisation of conservation functions, 
but also about the change of course that the ruling 
class was beginning to chart, compared to the past, 
with its growing need to have museum institutions 
designed with the visitor in mind, equipped with lay-
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outs and reading tools suitable for interpreting them 
[13, 23–24].

The contributions that, in the early years of the 
magazine, were addressed to Neapolitan heritage and 
were often signed by Nicola Lazzaro should therefore 
be placed in this context [14, 251–252; 15, 141; 16]. 
The journalist, or rather “articolista viaggiante” [17, 
113], worked for L’Illustrazione Italiana from 1876 
to 1901 as a war correspondent and was in charge 
of the Corriere di Napoli column. His visit to the ne-
cropolis of Suessula, published in the periodical in 
two parts in 1879 [18; 19], allows us to add valu-
able details to the history of Italian collecting and to 
understand how private initiative was perceived by 
a bourgeois public in the context of conservation ac-
tion. Together with Giuseppe Cosenza [20], “artista 
speciale dell’Illustrazione”, the journalist went to the 
Calabricito estate, near the Acerra forest, where the 
owner, Marcello Spinelli, baron of Barra and prince 
of Scalea, had recently begun excavations, with a reg-
ular licence, to bring to light the city and necropolis 
of ancient Suessula [21; 22]. Among the large num-
ber of Italian and foreign researchers, who in those 
years followed the work on the site and promptly 
published the results, Lazzaro’s voice could be de-
fined as “out of the choir”. Archaeology had always 
seemed to him “una specie di scienza arcaica, piena 
di nebulosità”, so his is nothing more than the gaze of 
the typical observer who in the presence of antiquity 
“ci trovano quello che vogliono” [18, 42]. Welcomed 
by the baron, the two envoys were accompanied to 
the area of the ancient necropolis. The first chance 
discoveries, the organisation of the excavation, the 
sarcophagi found and the way the dead were buried, 
reported in detail by Spinelli, are the themes around 
which the first part of the visit revolves [18, 42]. The 
second, on the other hand, is rich in food for thought 
and offers a singular report, enriched by Cosenza’s 
lucid illustrations of the initial location of the Spinelli 
collection. This was placed on the upper floor of the 
Vanvitellian villa, next to the ancient Suessula Tower 
[23, 277]:

Sono appena due stanze, una piccola, l’altra vas-
tissima, ed in queste si veggono oggetti a profusione 
gettati alla rinfusa. Classificati, ordinati, posti in adat-
ti scaffali, riempirebbero per lo meno dieci stanze. Il 
comm. Marcello Spinelli si è dato già a tanto noioso 
e lungo lavoro, ma per l’abbondanza non può andar 
per le spicce. Se un giorno ne classifica dieci, ecco 
giungerne altri venti dagli scavi. Ciò non pertanto, la 
prima stanza è già quasi in ordine, essa è destinata ai 
vetri, agli ori, agli argenti, ed ai bronzi; questi molti, 
gli altri pochini. I vetri son rinchiusi in un cassettino 
ricoverto di lastra; appartengono alla civiltà greca. 
Collane e bottoni di varii colori a disparate forme, 
non manca uno odorino a mosaico smaltato, ras-
somigliante molto ai rarissimi delle antiche fabbriche 
venete. Accanto a questo cassettino, avvenne altro 
simile in cui stanno i pochi oggetti d’oro e d’argento, 
e i varii in bronzo (…). A rompere la monotonia, 
ecco delle testine di terra cotta ed un’ampolla raris-
sima raffigurante la testa di un moro. Tutto ciò è nei 
cassettini posti nel mezzo della stanza. Lateralmente 
alle pareti veggonsi armadietti di legno e cristalli. 
Uno è ripieno di ricca raccolta di bracciali in bronzo, 
ve ne sono di tutte le forme e grandezze (…). In al-
tro armadio è una raccolta di oggetti varii, utensili 
domestici anche in bronzo e poi dello stesso metallo 
vien dopo una raccolta di fibbie o fibule piccole e 
grandi da fare, da sé sola, la delizia di un archeologo. 
Poche volte ho visto tante fibbie riunite e di così vari-
ate forme e grandezze. Terminati i bronzi, quasi a 
distrarre l’occhio si presenta una raccolta di anfore di 
grandezze ed epoche differenti (…) [19, 52].

Instead of the “solite anticaglie” scattered along 
the entrance staircase, the journalist prefers the lay-
out of the collection. He dwells on each showcase 
to give a key to its interpretation and thus break the 
monotony of a museum that, following the “ingenua 
e amabile esposizione che poteva essere dettata dal 
gusto e dalla passione di un gran patrizio napoletano 
dell’Ottocento” [23, 278], received visitors without 
any indication. The desire, recurring in the articles 
that the journal has dedicated to museums in these 
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years, to search for the links between the objects pre-
served and make them readable not only for “tutti gli 
scienziati del mondo”, he only ones who regularly 
visited the site, was also dictated by the fact that Laz-
zaro’s writing was intended, first and foremost, as an 
invitation. He recommended the readers of a non-
specialist periodical not to limit themselves, when 
visiting Naples, to the classic visit of Pompeii, Her-
culaneum, Baia and Pesto, and to include a stop at 
the excavations of Suessula in their itineraries [19, 
52]. On the other hand, the journalist had been the 
author of Napoli. A zonzo per il golfo [24], a guide 
to the city and its coastal beauties publicised by the 
magazine for “la facilità e la chiarezza delle sue de-
scrizioni” [25], and with the same practicality he 
also provided all the useful coordinates for reaching 
Acerra. A location that is certainly peripheral, but 
rich in landscape potential, historical resources and, 
above all, archaeological memories saved from dis-
persion thanks to the “opera patriottica e degna” of 
the Spinelli household [19, 54].

Faced with the rampant “moda pericolosa” of 
auction sales of important private collector nuclei 
and the indifference of a government that, in order 
to consolidate the state budget, was allocating a mini-
mal part of public finances to the least productive 
sectors, the magazine took to the field on several oc-
casions, emphasising the opportunity for coopera-
tion between the worthy citizens and public insti-
tutions in the field of heritage conservation. In this 
sense, the “Filangieri case” is also emblematic, which, 
moreover, well sums up one of the many anomalies 
of Italian legislation in those years. The projects 
launched by the prince for the Neapolitan context 
were often the subject of analysis and discussion 
within the journal: his report forwarded to the Min-
istry of Education for the foundation in Naples of 
the Museo Artistico Industriale (Industrial Artistic 
Museum) and workshop schools was received with 
such enthusiasm that the government was urged to 
seriously consider it not only for Naples, but also for 
the main industrially developed centres of the penin-

sula [26]. Once the institution was born, the review 
did not fail to record its progress and the “powerful 
impulse” its production gave to Neapolitan industry 
[27]. With the same admiration, all the measures es-
tablished by Filangieri to ensure the existence and 
prestige of the civic museum donated to the city, as 
well as the excellence of its Documenti per la storia, le 
arti e le industrie delle provincie napoletane [28], were 
presented as examples to be followed in every region 
of the peninsula. The editorial staff of L’Illustrazione 
Italiana even went so far as to openly speak out, on 
behalf of all journalism, against the “strana imposta 
messa sulla generosità cittadina”, or rather the para-
doxical demand by the tax authorities that the prince 
pay 300.000 lire as donation tax [29].

The idea of an exhibition space as a structured 
shelter, the protagonist of a predominantly museo-
logical protection and of a collection as more than 
just art history, emerges fully in another passage 
published in Lazzaro’s weekly, concerning Il Presepe 
al Museo di San Martino [30]. A quick glance at the 
presentation of the complex, placed at the beginning 
of the article, allows us to grasp the close relationship 
that San Martino has had with its city for centuries, a 
relationship that has been evident since the dawn of 
the guidebook dedicated purely to the Charterhouse 
[31, V–VII; 32, 397]. Here too, the image of a trea-
sure chest of rare Neapolitan artistic treasures and 
a privileged observatory overlooking the city’s ex-
ceptional scenic beauty without encroaching recurs 
[33, 303–304]. In the then crowded museum, where 
the materials, arriving at different times, had been 
gradually placed by Giuseppe Fiorelli following the 
organisation by materials and techniques imposed 
as an exhibition criterion by positivism [34, 7–14], 
the journalist tries to convey to the reader the plot 
of a city history that, despite the absence of a unitary 
project, could nevertheless be read in filigree:

•	 Fra di esse mi piace annoverare – you read 
about the collections – una collezione epi-
grafica e di stemmi delle famiglie dal comin-
ciare del Regno di Sicilia, cioè dal normanno 
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Ruggiero, al passato secolo, cioè fino al Regno 
di Carlo III di Borbone. Questa raccolta che 
fa parte integrante della storia di Napoli, è sita 
sotto i portici dell’atrio principale del chiostro. 
Ed oltre di essa veggonsi suppellettili, auto-
grafi, immagini delle nostre grandi individu-
alità storiche ed artistiche, la collezione donata 
dal marchese Del Vasto di dipinti dei principali 
artisti napoletani (…) [30, 62].

The desire to unveil the common thread that 
united the heterogeneity of those objects, placed in a 
space dominated by the logic of accumulation, is the 
same that can be found in the considerations that, a 
few years earlier, Riccardo Armandi had published in 
the magazine about the Chariot of the Elect, the first 
gift to become part of the museum’s heritage.

•	 Quando questo carrozzone della città – wrote 
Armandi –, le cui decorazioni artistiche era-
no del Sanfelice, pittore, architetto e scultore, 
quando a lento passo l’arca municipale dorata 
e piumata in alto, veniva portata per la città, 
i Napoletani si rallegravano e anche il popo-
lino, beandosi della foggia antica, dicea a sé 
stesso Simmo o non simmo? – Siamo qualche 
cosa al mondo o non siamo nulla? – La gioia 
si spandeva ne’ volti (…). Il carrozzone della 
città di Napoli, monumento di grazia nel suo 
barocchismo, è la vera espressione de’ gaudii 
di una città che non temeva la guerra e faceva 
le lodi de’ suoi amministratori (…) [35].

An interesting fact emerges from the excerpt: 
apart from the artistic importance of the artefact, 
the sumptuous carriage featured in the museum as a 
reminder of a history that affected all citizens indis-
criminately. Along these lines, Lazzaro too, speaking 
of the museum, at one point dwells on an important 
gift, a presence that played an essential role in the 
popular interest of this institution: Michele Cucini-
ello’s artistic Presepe opened to the public on 28 De-
cember 1879 [36; 37]. The author had been invited 
to the inauguration together with the artist Eduardo 
Matania, who produced a drawing for the magazine 

that, besides being among the first iconographic rep-
resentations of the admirable exhibition, depicts the 
curious crowd typical of the depictions of museum 
interiors in the 1880s.

“Tutta questa finzione religiosa, essendo cosa 
popolare, dovè soddisfare i gusti, l’intelligenza del 
popolo” [30, 62], observes the guest at the event. 
Even when he was sent by the weekly’s editorial staff 
to the 1877 Esposizione Artistica Nazionale – a deci-
sive circumstance for the arrival of the Presepe at San 
Martino – he journalist welcomed the committee’s 
decision to organise a Presepe in a hall under the 
supervision of Filippo Palizzi, because in this way 
Sammartino’s masterpieces would also be admired 
and known by the people, who would flock to the 
exhibition in large numbers “non fosse altro, per ve-
dere il presepe” [38, 142].

The problems of public order faced by the man-
agement of San Martino on that occasion, and later 
over the Christmas period, due to the large influx 
of Neapolitans who, before then, would never have 
climbed the hill to visit the museum, are well known 
[37]. It was therefore evident to the eyes of his con-
temporaries the component that Vittorio Spinazzola 
then leveraged to create a museum machine within 
everyone’s reach, namely the museum’s wide public 
enjoyment due to the Presepe, its genuinely popu-
lar character and the empathetic relationship, based 
on familiarity with a deep-rooted tradition, that was 
created between the Neapolitans and the colourful 
crowd arranged along the picturesque rocky land-
scape. An attraction had entered the museum that 
could allow anyone to cross the threshold of a place 
that positivism had ended up limiting to a small circle 
of privileged people and thus gradually move from 
the Presepe to the museum. Initially, the boundless 
potential inherent in the Presepe was not fully un-
derstood. In fact, Cuciniello’s gift was not part of the 
exhibition proper [39, 123–124] and its extraneous-
ness to the museum remained unchanged until 1898 
[40, 12]. Even from the writings analysed, the need to 
project the museum towards a broader public is not 
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evident: the various municipal histories, told in local 
museums, contributed strongly to the formation of 
the national history that the ruling class, at different 
levels, was preparing to tell [41]. This was opening up 
in public opinion that museums, as founding institu-
tions of the national educational system, should also 
fulfil their function through an empathic transmis-
sion of the sense of history and tradition.

Thus, all the programmatic excavation activity 
conducted in the last twenty years of the century in 
the archaeological area of Pompeii by Michele Rug-
giero and Antonio Sogliano, which animated debates 
among antiquities enthusiasts, was followed and 
subjected by Lazzaro to a process of “democratisa-
tion”. Indeed, through a language that is immediate 
and simplified in content, he presents the image of a 
Pompeii that is alive and close in time.

•	 Quasi quasi – began the journalist – a parlar 
di Pompei, par sia cosa stanzia. Al nome solo 
della sotterrata ed in parte scoperta città si 
crede a un non so che di vecchio, d’antico, 
di passato, di cui son piene guide e giornali, 
opuscoli e libri, amene descrizioni lettera-
rie e profonde disquisizioni archeologiche. 
Allorché metto i  piedi in quella terra che 
superando i secoli arriva a noi direttamente 
dall’era pagana, io resto compreso di meravi-
glia. Piccino, mi rialzo superbo dalla vastità 
del passato. Pompei è una scuola, un ricordo, 
una memoria, una storia. È un passato ed un 
futuro; un tutto ed un nulla; la vita e la morte 
[42, 358].

With this in mind, the author describes his walk 
through the silent streets of the city observing “tutta 
la storia dell’arte antica farsi strada” up to the present. 
In the face of the fountain and the newly discovered 
paintings in the IX Regio, theoretical questions give 
way to the narration of the myth, the description of 
the customs represented [42, 358–359]. Similarly, 
the mosaics, the objects found in the house in the 
V Regio [43] and the paintings found in the house 
of the Master of the Olympic Games [44], repre-

sent for the journalist a mine of information about 
a reality far away in time but teeming with life. It is 
evident that a transformation is taking place, a dif-
ferent perception of antiquity than in the past. We 
were a long way from the romantic rediscovery of 
ancient vestiges and a completely new way of un-
derstanding and using the site. Since Thomas Cook 
had introduced the first organised trip to Italy in 
1864, including the resorts along the Gulf of Na-
ples, Campania – thanks also to the development of 
connections – had become the favourite destination 
of a predominantly bourgeois tourism [45, 72]. In 
this context, the evocative power of Pompeii, based 
on the contrast between its serenity and the human 
drama of destruction, was increasingly accentuated. 
Una festa a Pompei nel 1877, the piece published on 
the L’Illustrazione Italiana by Cesira Pozzolini Sicil-
iani, brings us close to the climate in the archaeo-
logical area at the time: Neapolitan good society, 
in the wake of past experiences, organised evenings 
in Pompeii. During these festivities, the large num-
ber of guests witnessed, against the backdrop of 
the terrible catastrophe, a whole series of histori-
cal re-enactments with a strong emotional impact, 
thanks also to the rather early use of coloured beams 
of electric light that highlighted certain symbolic 
places among the ruins [46].

L’idea era bella. Una festa, secondo costumi 
antichi in mezzo ai ruderi di Pompei colpiva 
l’immaginazione. Soccorrere coi proventi di quella 
festa pompeiana un’isola che ebbe a soffrire i capricci 
tellurici come Pompei mille ottocento anni or sono 
ebbe a patire quelli del Vesuvio, era un pensiero pio 
e gentile. Gli antichi avevano abbandonata Pompei 
nella sua tomba: la carità moderna accorreva, invece 
un’altra volta in aiuto di una bella infelice: Ischia, che 
quasi fa un anno fu convertita in rovine. Quale effetto 
offriva, durante le feste pompeiane, tutta quella folla 
elegante! Una società moderna in una città antica; 
una popolazione viva in una città di morti! Durante 
i tre giorni delle feste, si ebbero momenti di perfetta 
illusione. Scene interessanti, pittoresche, si offrivano 
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alla vista di chi, facendo tacere per un istante pro-
prio spirito critico e distruttore, si lasciava andare alla 
spontanea ammirazione di alcuni tratti della vita ro-
mana riprodotti con erudizione, con cura [47].

These are the impressions published in the 
L’Illustrazione Italiana about the “feste pompeiane”, 
set up in May 1884 to support the reconstruction 
of Casamicciola affected by the earthquake the 
previous year. The theatricalisation of the ruins, re-
produced in Eduardo Dalbono’s splendid drawings 
accompanying the text, projected the audience into 
different moments in the life of the ancient city, and 
sensory involvement was also guaranteed by the tast-
ing of typical dishes of the period and music played 
by reproductions of ancient instruments [48]. The 
paper written by Michele Uda on the occasion of the 
18th centenary of the eruption of 79 BC, entitled 
Pompei nel suo XVIII centenario [49] and the event of 
Il centenario di Pompei [50] described by Domenico 
Ciampoli, leave no doubt as to the kind of spirit with 
which the bourgeoisie in these years approached the 
ruins of the ancient city: these pages portray a pub-
lic particularly attracted to the literary construction 
of the myth of Pompeii. The excavations themselves 
said little or nothing and often risked boring the visi-
tors. On the other hand, these occasions provided an 
opportunity to experience an atmosphere in which 
“non c’è la musoneria del mortorio: c’è invece la festa 
della vita” [50, 256].

Also fuelling the “consacrazione estetica” of Pom-
peii was, without doubt, the new climate introduced 
into the management of the great site by Giuseppe 
Fiorelli [51]. The bodies of the Pompeians recon-
structed on site with the plaster cast system devised 
by the archaeologist staged a “morte ambientata”; a 
spectacle that left the visitor with the most vivid and 
moving memory of the tragic event [52, 97–100].

In 1882, in fact, it was “bastato il semplice an-
nunzio della scoperta – in the VIII Regio – di due 
nuovi cadaveri per richiamare l’attenzione del pub-
blico intelligente” [53]. The two skeletons did not 
have “per la storia e per la scienza eguale importanza 

di altre scoperte fatte quasi contemporaneamente” 
[53], but Lazzaro was nevertheless sent to Pompeii 
by the magazine’s editorial office to report on what 
happened. After a long narrative sequence, almost 
as if to dilate the reader’s horizon of expectation, 
the author dwells on the recovery of the two bodies, 
one of a woman and the other of a child, held by the 
hand. An aura of mystery seems to surround them: 
“Erano madre e figlio? Perché si decisero a fuggire 
quando già la ignea pioggia copriva per quattro me-
tri il terreno? Perché uscirono dalla finestra?” [53]. 
These and many others were the questions that read-
ers, potential users of the site, would ask themselves 
when faced with what had by then become one of 
Pompeii’s greatest attractions: the casts, the pulsat-
ing life just moments before the harrowing moment.

L’Illustrazione Italiana intercepted everything 
that was in line with the tastes of its public, became 
the interpreter of its models, its mental schemes and 
the spokesman of its various demands. The magazine 
also represented a significant space for debate on the 
political and technical choices made in the field of 
urban transformations that affected the main Italian 
cities in the last two decades of the century. The pe-
riodical addressed the contradictions of the present 
in critical terms, supporting those projects that lived 
up to the exceptional value of the historical fabric 
of the country’s various centres and blaming, in the 
name of art “nelle sue svariatissime forme, nelle sue 
insuperabili testimonianze secolari”, those projects 
justified only by the “nessun sacrificio di opere d’arte, 
di antichità propriamente detta” [54].

As is well known, Naples, which had a popula-
tion of around half a million inhabitants and for the 
most part crammed into dreary “bassi”, had been hit 
by the so-called “febbre napoletana”, in the summer 
of 1884, the cholera epidemic that severely affected 
the districts of San Giuseppe, Vicaria, Porto, Pen-
dino and Mercato. Minister Depretis’ consequent 
decision – dictated by purely electoral interests – to 
“sventrare” those neighborhoods, those neighbour-
hoods, through the introduction of the Legge per il 
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risanamento della città di Napoli (Law no. 2892 of 15 
January 1885) [55], was welcomed by the mayor 
Nicola Amore, first and foremost, for the advantages 
of the new large spaces that would have allowed a 
faster transport of goods [56; 57]. The radical de-
molition and reclamation work, inaugurated in 1889 
by the Società per il Risanamento, took place in the 
oldest heart of the city, where historical and eco-
nomic events had thickened memories and popu-
lations. The interest in implementing a redevelop-
ment plan was so pronounced that it overshadowed 
the protection of monumental buildings and repre-
sentative elements of the city’s urban design. The 
indiscriminate slaughter of monuments, artistic tes-
timonies and symbolic spaces of Neapolitan culture 
increased the work of the Commissione per la Con-
servazione dei Monumenti [58] and the need to fix 
the face of the city, to study its stones, buildings and 
monuments with love, and even with a certain mel-
ancholy. Napoli che muore e Napoli che risorge [59] is 
in fact the title of the column that Treves, between 
1891 and 1892, created for “lasciare coll’incisione 
e colla penna, nell’Illustrazione Italiana, un ricordo 
possibilmente compiuto di quella Napoli che muore 
e che si trasforma” [59]. The textual part and the 
illustrative apparatus were entrusted to the journal-
ist, photographer, illustrator and collector Gennaro 
Amato [60; 61; 62; 63; 64; 65], who availed himself 
of a rich photographic documentation that, in 1930, 
he collected in the album Raccolta di fotografie di 
Napoli del 1800 and donated to the National Library 
of Naples. and donated to the National Library of 
Naples. In presenting the column to his audience, 
the editor listed, in the interest of the country, the 
strengths of the epoch-making land reclamation 
project and his intention to leave a document use-
ful to scholars, dealing with it, we read:

•	 (…) anche le opere d’arte ignorate o neglette 
che incontrerà il piccone demolitore; messe 
in luce, varranno a dimostrare che in mezzo 
all’abbattimento morale di Napoli, si man-
tenne desta la scintilla dell’arte e del genio 

che Dio le concesse, quasi in compenso del 
resto [59].

The articles dedicated to the Risanamento of Na-
ples are interspersed with continuous clarifications 
by the editors. From reading these interludes, one 
gets the impression that in that tumultuous period 
the weekly wanted to change the negative image that 
was spreading about Naples. L’Illustrazione Italiana 
had always given its territory a strong tourist voca-
tion and ennobling its image also meant safeguarding 
the economic interests of the country itself. Amato’s 
illustrations, which accompany the texts, portray the 
most cheerful and pleasant perspectives of the city 
and are often populated by elegant and bourgeois 
characters, regular visitors to those places. At the 
same time, the same combative tones echo among 
the columns of the column that would shortly after-
wards animate the denunciations, both of the looting 
taking place and of the government’s failings, hosted 
in Napoli Nobilissima, founded in 1892.

It was during this period of inexorable desire 
for change that Salvatore Di Giacomo began writ-
ing for L’Illustrazione Italiana. The poet had already 
entered the world of local erudition: between the 
end of 1885 and the early months of 1886 he had 
become a member of the Società Napoletana di Sto-
ria Patria and later a promoting member. Frequent-
ing those halls, he had been struck from the start by 
Bartolomeo Capasso’s sensitivity and, influenced by 
his speeches, had approached the study of the city’s 
historical sources [66]. He had achieved consider-
able fame with his stories, his judicial chronicles 
and, above all, with his songs presented at the an-
nual Piedigrotta song festival. In 1896, he began a 
long collaboration: Treves’s magazine published his 
first essay dedicated to the discovery of the Greek 
hypogeum in Via dei Cristallini in Naples [67]. The 
extraordinary discovery had been made in 1889 by 
Baron Giovanni Di Donato in the garden of his pal-
ace, but it took Gennaro Aspreno Galante eight years 
to complete the first study on the burial ground [68] 
and had little circulation, in any case limited to the 
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academic circle [67; 60]. The irony with which the 
poet addressed the issue is very subtle, but illuminat-
ing on his need to use a medium that would allow for 
a broader reflection on local heritage.

Bisogna proprio dire – he wrote – che il frutto 
dell’intelligenza e del sapere non è assaggiato in Na-
poli. Se non a decadi addirittura e dagli accademici 
soltanto. (…) Qualcuno di noi tenta ancor sempre 
ne’ giornali quotidiani d’iniziare alla conoscenza delle 
cose patrie quanti – e son parecchi – chiedono a certe 
rubriche il diletto non pure l’insegnamento facile e 
breve. Ma spesso, per l’enorme modestia accademica 
che veglia alla incarcerazione de’ suoi stampati negli 
scaffali polverosi, il compito riesce difficile: nessuno 
dunque saprà mai che nuove forme vada svelando 
questa nostra Partenope, a mano a mano spogliata 
dei suoi setti veli azzurrini. Oppur lo saprà otto anni 
dopo che un fatto novello è seguito. (…) L’indagine 
fredda degli archeologi – i quali piuttosto che per sé 
stessi scrivono per gli altri – continuerà dunque a dis-
seppellirci tutta una zona partenopea che assieme a 
quelle pietose memorie de’ primi tempi di Napoli, 
ricondotti alla luce, potrebbe resuscitar la storia del 
costume e della religione antichi, e quella – degna di 
osservazione più pittorica e più poetica – offrir, con-
fortata dalle forme seducenti dell’arte, a ogni amico 
delle cose nostre, a ogni studioso del nostro paese. 
Un tal libro non si è ancora composto: ma quanto se 
ne vantaggerebbe la cultura generale! La fortuna è 
dei volgarizzatori [67, 60–61].

After years of Neapolitan journalism, Di Gia-
como had developed a pessimistic and melancholic 
idea of Naples; the city appeared to him to be at the 
mercy of a corrupt ruling class incapable of look-
ing at real problems. Knowing its history, its urban 
and social structure was also a way to exorcise his 
own pain [69, 319]. His intense passion for ancient 
papers, as well as his desire to protect the archival, 
bibliographical and monumental heritage of the city 
of Naples, were the reasons that led him to propose 
the creation of Napoli Nobilissima [70, 325–343], to 
“tentar qualcosa a vantaggio dei monumenti storici 

ed artistici napoletani che erano assai negletti, e al 
fine di accrescere e divulgare la conoscenza dell’arte 
antica meridionale, in grandissima parte inesplo-
rata” [71]. For Di Giacomo L’Illustrazione Italiana 
was not only an instrument through which he could 
give wide publicity to his poetic production, local 
news and curiosities, and the difficulties of the weak-
er social strata, but also a way to liberate – in a lan-
guage suitable for the frivolous readers of a worldly 
newspaper – the history of the city from the narrow 
confines of local erudition and to raise awareness 
of the defence of the city’s artistic heritage. For the 
salvation of the monuments, the same nationwide 
struggle was thus launched that the young editors of 
Napoli Nobilissima were waging against a municipal 
administration all bent on speculative activities and 
less and less interested in historical memories [72].

The editorial staff of L’Illustrazione Italiana also 
participated in the strenuous battle, expressing their 
positions on the inevitable process of modernising 
the country from time to time. If for the “sventramen-
to” of Milano the periodical welcomed the right bal-
ance that the “piccone demolitore” managed to find 
between conservative and “affaristiche” needs [73], 
it was not the same for the redevelopment works car-
ried out in Florence’s historic centre that seriously 
compromised its “atmosfera estetica speciale”.

The Florentine case is very interesting in that the 
arguments of the journalist Matteo Pierrotti, in fa-
vour of public hygiene [74; 75], did not find support 
from Treves, who intervened personally on behalf 
of the entire editorial staff. The small paragraph that 
accompanies the article by deputy Serristori, sup-
porter of the Società per la difesa di Firenze antica, 
not only demonstrates the editor’s ability to bring 
out, without prejudice, the strengths and weaknesses 
of each side, but is also indicative of the point of view 
expressed by the periodical in the face of modern 
urban upheavals:

•	 Questo articolo – wrote the director – del 
marchese Serristori, deputato, non contrad-
dice del tutto a quelli del Pierotti, per quanto 
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anche in qualche parte venga a rettificarli; ma 
chiudendo gli occhi su ciò che s’è fatto ed è 
irreparabile, richiama l’attenzione su ciò che 
altri minacciano di fare per l’avvenire, più o 
meno prossimo: e qui crediamo ch’egli ab-
bia perfettamente ragione, e che giovi richia-
mare tutta l’attenzione degli Italiani sul peri-
colo che l’arte e il buon gusto corrono nella 
più artistica città della Penisola. Poiché gli 
impresari di fabbriche che guadagnano nel 
continuo fare e disfare, danno ai loro inter-
essi particolari il nome di interesse pubblico, 
di igiene, di comodità; aggiungeremo anche 
noi a tutti gli argomenti artistici, uno pratico 
e materiale. A che giova fare tanti appelli e 
promuovere Società per il richiamo dei fores-
tieri in Italia se poi li allontaniamo col togliere 
la maggiore attrattiva delle città italiane, che 
consiste nell’essere così caratteristiche, così 
differenti dalle altre città europee ed ameri-
cane, fatte tutte sul medesimo stampo? Non 
solo per le ragioni storiche ed artistiche, ma 
anche per l’interesse materiale del nostro 
paese, L’ILLUSTRAZIONE ITALIANA 
manda la sua adesione alla Società di difesa 
di Firenze antica [76, 302].

The situation in Florence was rather alarming 
and the debate that ensued was decisive for the vast 
development of attention to the subject of the man-
agement of things of artistic and historical interest 
that led, between 1902 and 1909, to the approval of 
the first important laws on the subject. The journal 
shared that general vision of protection characterised 
by «uno sguardo del tutto volto all’indietro, al “sen-
timento” della grandezza passata» understood both 
in terms of local identity and in the sense of national 
and tourist promotion and enhancement of the local 
space [77, 15–16].

Towards the end of the century, among the lat-
est issues of the periodical, in addition to the call for 
a reorganisation of the protection system that no 
longer meets the needs of the times, there are some 

contributions that point to the widespread diffu-
sion in Italy of some of the most avant-garde inter-
national experiences. The authors perceived a sense 
of backwardness in the institutions in our country 
and tried, at the same time, to assess their limits and 
needs, starting with the libraries. While in Italian 
libraries there was a “sublime non curanza” for the 
physiological needs of the user, that of the British 
Museum [78], organised by the Italian Antonio Pan-
izzi, was able to meet the needs of the community of 
reference with an exclusive focus on the reader: the 
institution offered well-lit rooms, comfortable seat-
ing and even a restaurant. Here we read: “la scienza 
e l’arte sono come un grande albergo, aperto a gente 
di tutte le qualità e condizioni” [78, 166]. The British 
environment is still mentioned in an article about the 
Sunday opening of museums in London [79], which 
was established with some delay, unlike in other Eu-
ropean countries, only because Sunday in the Eng-
lish tradition was a weekly interval of absolute rest. 
However, the British government considered it nec-
essary to allow the working class (who were busy on 
weekdays) access to museums, so that the opening 
“dal punto di vista morale e religioso, invece che una 
profanazione sarebbe stata un progresso” [79, 270].

The layout of the Metropolitan Museum in New 
York, designed by the Italian Luigi Palma di Cesnola 
[80], an archaeological museum very different from 
those in Europe, which were mostly state or munici-
pal museums, was also highly appreciated. The insti-
tution was self-managed and subsidised by the state 
through donations. What was most striking in its halls 
was the massive presence of plaster reproductions of 
the most representative monuments of antiquity, 
symbols of a culture that America does not possess 
and that it can only evoke: “in quell’aula – it’s written 
in the editorial – si spira un’aria di puro classicismo 
che per un istante trasporta lo spirito nei paesi ellenici 
e latini” [80, 11]. But it is in the gallery of sculptures 
excavated in Cyprus by Luigi Palma that the visitor 
witnesses the admirable vision of “lunghe sfilate di 
sacerdoti e sacerdotesse, coperti di gioie e acconciati 
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con cura minuziosa ed eleganza affettata che popolav-
ano i recinti e i templi di Cibele, d’Apollo, d’Afrodite 
e di Eracle” narrating the history of those places of 
which they were an expression [80, 11].

In conclusion, the museums communicated 
through L’Illustrazione Italiana at the end of the 19th 
century represented, first and foremost, the only 
bulwark against the dispersion of the national artis-
tic heritage, caused by the flourishing antiquarian 
market of those years and the absence of a national 
protection law. At the same time, museums were part 
of the so-called “pedagogie nazionali”, i. e. the whole 
series of different tools, practices and languages (in-
cluding publishing) that were intended to promote 
a true civil religion of the homeland. For this reason, 
the acute description of museum displays is a constant 

in the writings published in the journal, especially in 
the writings dedicated to newly founded museums. 
Places of culture, still reserved for the middle class, the 
same class that followed the magazine, begin to be pre-
sented to the public as living places and no longer as 
places for the accumulation of a past to be preserved. 
The magazine fought for a protection law and also did 
so because it looked at cultural heritage in terms of 
the country’s tourist development. Towards the end 
of the century, awareness of the extent of the change 
in museum communication and information styles on 
a global level began to circulate through its articles. 
The assiduous comparison with other international 
museum realities would then be decisive for the devel-
opment of the form and functions of Italian museums 
in the first decades of the 20th century.
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