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LEONARDO CREMONINI (1925-2010): TIMELESS MONUMENTALITY
Paintings from The William Louis-Dreyfus Foundation

T

he Italian painter Leonardo Cremonini (1925-2010) attained the height of
recognition and critical acclaim in the second half of the twentieth century.
His British contemporary Francis Bacon was an early admirer and praised him to
the poet W. H. Auden. Italian literary giants Umberto Eco, Italo Calvino, and Alberto
Moravia authored lyrical appreciations of his work. Another champion was William
Rubin, legendary director of The Museum of Modern Art, who articulated the
essential idea that Cremonini’s canvases embody a “spirit of timeless monumentality,”
a formulation appropriated for the title of this exhibition.
Although he enjoyed this renown, and his work is to be found in numerous public
collections across Europe and the United States (including MoMA), Cremonini is today
largely unknown to all but a few art-world specialists. The ascendancy of abstraction
and Conceptual art and concomitant marginalization of figurative painting in the
later twentieth century are part of the explanation for this arc of acclaim followed
by obscurity (a trajectory that is by no means unique in the history of art). It is hoped
that this survey exhibition of some forty works from the peerless holdings of The
William Louis-Dreyfus Foundation—the first devoted to the artist in over two decades,
presented at a moment of renewed interest in modern and contemporary Italian
painting—will serve to introduce Cremonini to new audiences and foster a critical
reappraisal of his art.
Cremonini’s canvases are striking both for their obvious technical mastery
and for their distinctive, haunting imagery. Primeval, lithic forms (both human and
geological), dark, untamed beasts, and over-effulgent foliage dominate the artist’s
early works. In the 1960s, his palette lightens and his figures become more ethereal
and anemic. Psychologically remote, languid and detached, they are eternally frozen
in train cars and bedrooms, in bathing huts or on seaside terraces, caressed by a
sultry Mediterranean light that induces indolence rather than industry. Even when
the figures themselves are absent, their erstwhile presence lingers in the carelessly
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opened drawers, doors left ajar, discarded clothing and overturned chairs (all rendered
with acute descriptive power), while vaguely sinister cast shadows belonging to
unseen passers-by promise their imminent return.
Although he lived and worked for much of his career in Paris, Cremonini’s art
is fundamentally Italian in its privileging of a figurative idiom, and in its deliberate
grounding in Italian art history. His geometric clarity and purity of form recall
the still lifes of Giorgio Morandi (1890-1964). Surrealist elements like detached,
floating eyeballs invoke Giorgio de Chirico (1888-1978). Flayed and butchered animal
carcasses, a favorite subject in Cremonini’s paintings of the 1950s, have a long
tradition in European art, with some of the most celebrated examples having been
produced in his native Bologna in the later sixteenth century. And the architectural
spaces that adhere to the rigorous geometric rules of perspective hark back even
further, to Piero della Francesca and other artists of the Italian Renaissance.
Cremonini’s technique became increasingly painstaking and laborious over time.
A meticulous and careful application, scraping away, and reapplication of paint
layers resulted in the paradoxically smooth, tissue-like surfaces that his canvases
so frequently exhibit. Reminiscent of the dilatory practice of Leonardo da Vinci five
centuries earlier, his method often included long periods of scrutiny unaccompanied
by any movement of the brush. At least some of the many works formed of two
joined canvases are the product of this protracted genesis, which could transpire over
months or years. In a two-part campaign, the artist would join a new canvas to an
existing, earlier painting, then rework the original to create a unified and integrated
whole with its extension. The slow, meditative process, and the sense of timelessness
these long-gestating and occasionally hybrid works project are not unrelated.
Contemplation and permanence, rather than speed and flux, are the essence of
Cremonini’s technique and subject matter alike.
Linda Wolk-Simon, PhD
Frank and Clara Meditz Director and Chief Curator
Fairfield University Art Museum
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ILLUSTRATED CHECKLIST OF THE EXHIBITION

Balconi d’Italia (Italian Balconies), 1953-1955
Tempera and oil on panel
51 ½ x 69 inches

Donne fra le rocce (Women among the Rocks), 1954-1955
Oil on canvas
43 x 56 inches
5

Donne addormentate alla luna (Women Sleeping under the Moon), 1956-1957
Oil on canvas
45 x 57 inches

I cavalli che urlano (Screaming Horses), 1954-1955
Oil on canvas
32 ⅛ x 42 ½ inches

Cheminées (Smoking Chimneys), 1957
Oil on canvas
15 x 25 ½ inches

Donna con una rete da pesca (Woman with a Fishing Net), 1956
Ink with gouache on paper
8 x 13 ¼ inches

Vegetazione invadente (Invasive Vegetation), 1960-1961
Oil on canvas
38 x 52 inches
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Giochi senza regole (Games without Rules), 1962
Oil on canvas
45 x 57 ½ inches

Da una stanza al balcone (From a Room on the Balcony), 1962
Oil on canvas laid down on plywood
35 ½ x 47 ¾ inches
8

Vertigini (Vertigo), 1964
Tempera and oil on canvas
77 3/5 x 45 3/5 inches
9

Première classe (First Class), 1965
Tempera and oil on canvas
25 ½ x 39 ⅓ inches

Les sens et les chose (Meanings and Things), 1968
Acrylic on canvas
70 ¾ x 76 ¾ inches

Les animaux domestiques (Domestic Animals), 1967-1968
Oil on canvas
46 x 35 inches

10

La fin de l’été (The End of Summer), 1969-1970
Oil on canvas
51 x 130 ⅓ inches

11

Obstacles, parcours et reflets (Obstacles, Routes, and Reflections), 1975-1976
Tempera and oil on canvas
76 ¾ x 103 inches

12

Les tiroirs de la nuit (Night Drawers), 1976-1978
Oil on linen, diptych
46 x 64 inches

13

L’insolence de l’été (Insolence of Summer), 1977-1978
Oil on canvas, diptych
24 x 52 inches

Les passe-partouts du visible (Passages through the Visible), 1977-1978
Oil on linen, diptych
23 ¾ x 53 ¾ inches

14

Les parenthes du voyage (Parentheses of the Voyage), 1977-1978
Oil on canvas
93 ⅓ x 76 ¾ inches
15

La mise à nu du pére (The Laying Bare of the Father), 1980-1982
Oil on canvas, diptych
54 ⅛ x 115 ⅛ inches

Le cap (The Cape), 1981
Oil on cardboard
8 x 11 ½ inches
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Les géométries évasives (Evasive Geometries), 1981-1982
Tempera and oil on linen
45 x 115 inches

Le cerf-volant (The Kite), 1982-1985
Oil on linen
18 ¾ x 52 inches
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L’horizon, le soir (Horizon, Evening), 1986
Watercolor on paper
15 x 22 ½ inches

Silences ensoleillés (Sun-Filled Silences), 1984-1985
Oil on linen
51 ¼ x 76 ¾ inches

Les vides et l’ombre (Voids and Shadow), 1985
Tempera and oil on canvas, diptych
15 x 43 inches
18

Les vides de l’été (Emptiness of Summer), 1986-1987
Oil on canvas
45 x 92 ½ inches
19

Les beaux jeux (Beautiful Games), 1987-1989
Oil on linen
57 ½ x 69 ½ inches

20

Au dos de l’ombre (In the Back of the Shadow), 1988-1990
Oil on canvas
45 x 58 inches

21

La sortie (The Departure), 1989-1990
Oil on canvas
57 ½ x 85 inches

La nuit chaude (The Hot Night), 1991-1992
Oil on canvas
32 x 75 ½ inches
22

Les Balcons (Balconies), 1992-1994
Oil on canvas
105 x 51 ½ inches

Les voyageurs indiscrets (Indiscreet Travelers), 1994-1995
Oil on canvas
45 x 76 ¾ inches
23

Les horizons du comptoir (The Horizons of the Counter), 1970-2000
Oil on canvas
40 ¾ x 84 inches

Weekend, 2003-2005
Oil on canvas
91 x 46 ½ inches
24
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valuable guidance and input, as did Fred Bancroft, Phyllis Hattis, and Beatrice Scaccia.
The greatest debt of gratitude is owed to William Louis-Dreyfus, whose legendary
perspicacity as a collector is particularly evident in the case of Leonardo Cremonini,
and whose deep admiration of the artist’s work was instinctive and infectious. The
collection he put together over several decades includes the largest concentration of
works by Cremonini in public or private hands, a staggering trove generously made
available by The William Louis-Dreyfus Foundation for this exhibition.
William Louis-Dreyfus passed away on September 16, 2016. It is a great sadness that
he did not live to see the exhibition about which he was so enthusiastic, and which we
dedicate to his memory.

All works in the exhibition and illustrated here are from the Louis-Dreyfus Family Collection, courtesy of
The William Louis-Dreyfus Foundation Inc.
Titles are those given by Cremonini in Italian or French, followed by an English translation.
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LECTURES AND EVENTS

All events are free and open to the public but advance registration is recommended.
Please register at fuam.eventbrite.com
Thursday, November 3, 5-6 p.m. – Wien Experimental Theatre, Quick Center for the Arts
Lecture: Raphael’s Garden in Mussolini’s Rome and the American Countess Who Made it Modern
Dr. Yvonne Elet, Associate Professor of the History of Art and Architecture, Vassar College

Monday, November 14, 6:30 p.m. – Kelley Theatre, Quick Center for the Arts
Film: La dolce vita (Directed by Federico Fellini, 1960)
Introduced by Dr. Mary Ann Carolan, Director of the Italian Studies Program and Professor of Modern
Languages & Literature, Fairfield University
Part of the Italian Film at Fairfield program, funded by The Humanities Institute of the College of Arts &
Sciences
Tuesday, November 15, 5-6 p.m. – Wien Experimental Theatre, Quick Center for the Arts
Lecture: Cremonini and Magic Realism in Italy
Dr. Emily Braun, Distinguished Professor, Hunter College and the Graduate Center of the City University of
New York
Part of the Edwin L. Wiesl, Jr. Lectureship in Art History, funded by the Robert Lehman Foundation
Monday, December 5, 6:30 p.m. – Multimedia Room, DiMenna-Nyselius Library
Lecture: The Films of Nanni Moretti: The Restless Priest and the Reluctant Pope - From The Mass Is Over to
Habemus Papam
Dr. Millicent Marcus, Professor of Italian, Yale University
Part of the Italian Film at Fairfield program, funded by The Humanities Institute of the College of Arts &
Sciences
Tuesday, January 31, 5 p.m. – Walsh Gallery, Quick Center for the Arts
Gallery Talk: Leonardo Cremonini: Timeless Monumentality, with Exhibition Curator and Museum Director
Dr. Linda Wolk-Simon.
Thursday, February 9, 5-6 p.m. – Diffley Board Room, Bellarmine Hall
Lecture: Leonardo Cremonini: Obstacles, Journeys and Reflections
Dr. Stephan Wolohojian, Curator of European Paintings, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
Part of the Edwin L. Wiesl, Jr. Lectureship in Art History, funded by the Robert Lehman Foundation
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