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ART REVIEW 

Conspicuous Consumption, Baroque Style: Flaunting tine Power and tine Glory 
B y G R A C E G L U E C K 

When Antonio C a r d i n a l B a r b e r i n i 
died in R o m e in 1671, his art collec
tion, hauled f r o m one f a m i l y palace 
to another, included 116 cartloads of 
paintings and 91 cartloads of sculp
tures , medals , busts, f igurines and 
pedestals, along w i t h a large h a r p . 
Conspicuous consumption w a s the 
rule of pr incely and papal life in 17th-
century R o m e , w h e r e everything 
f r o m the intricate folding of dinner 
napkins to the construction of v a s t 
outdoor squares w a s meant to dis
play the power of power. 

The B a r b e r i n i harp w a s no excep
tion. Considered the most famous 
m u s i c a l instrument s u r v i v i n g f r o m 
17th-century Rome, its c a r v e d and 
gilded pi l lar is composed of three 
segments depicting al legorical f ig
u r e s , with the third topped by a 
prince's crown and the f a m i l y coat of 
a r m s guarded by cherubs. A weighty 
m u s i c a l presence, it is in this case 
also a symbol of dynasty. 

T h e harp , borrowed from the Na
tional Museum of Musica l I n s t r u -

" L i / e and the Arts in the Baroque 
Palaces of Rome: Ambiente Bar-
occo" is at the Bard Graduate Center 
for Studies in the Decorative Arts, 18 
West 86th Street, Manhattan. 
(212) 501-3023. through June 13. 

The possessions of 
Roman aristocrats, 
from rich fabrics to 
a fabulous harp. 
ments in Rome, appears in " L i f e and 
the A r t s in the Baroque P a l a c e s of 
R o m e : Ambiente B a r o c c o , " a sump
tuous exhibition at the B a r d College 
Graduate Center for Studies in the 
Decorat ive A r t s in Manhattan. T h e 
show l a y s out in splendid detail the 
pomp and c ircumstance of R o m a n 
a r i s t o c r a c y in the e r a of high B a 
roque. 

T h e B a r b e r i n i , Borghese, Chigi , 
Colonna, F a r n e s e , Odescalchi, Or-
s ini , Ottoboni, P a m p h i l j and Rospig-
liosi famil ies , among others, w e r e 
R o m a n institutions. And the furnish
ings, fest ivals , f i reworks displays, 
dinners, balls , domestic r i tuals , r e l i 
gious r i tes , paintings, sculptures and 
bric-a-brac of such nobles are given 
close attention in the exhibition and 
its heavyweight catalogue. 

R o m e , where the exuberant spirit 
of the Baroque f irst arose as a reac
tion to the formula c l a s s i c i s m of P a -
ladio and the rules laid down by 
r e v i v a l i s t s of the e a r l y R o m a n a r c h i 

tect V i t r u v i u s , w a s the perfect a r e n a 
for pr incely showoffs. D u r i n g this 
e r a three great talents — G i a n L o 
renzo B e r n i n i (1598-1680), F r a n c e s c o 
B o r r o m i n i (1599-1667) and Pietro da 
Cortona (1597-1669) — v i r t u a l l y r e 
did the city . T h e i r contributions 
ranged f r o m the v e r y part icular , l ike 
B e r n i n i ' s completion of St. P e t e r ' s 
and design of the el l iptical colonnade 
that fronts i t , to the less specific , l ike 
Cortona's deep influence on Baroque 
ornament and the decorative a r t s . 

T h e R o m a n Catholic Church w a s 
at peak prosperity, with its popes 
often d r a w n from the R o m a n aristoc
r a c y . I n the e a r l y part of the 17th 
century a w a v e of competitive p a l 
ace building hit Rome in w h i c h 
c h u rc h and secular nabobs took part . 
Much has been made of palace a r c h i 
tecture (the B a r b e r i n i ' s involved 
B o r r o m i n i and B e r n i n i , among oth
e r s ) , w h i c h formed grand backdrops 
for outdoor spaces, but little has been 
told about the life inside. T h i s ambi
tious show and catalogue address the 
lack . 

In each highly structured palace-
hold, hundreds of people took part , 
f r o m the prince or papal eminence to 
the servants who emptied the c h a m 
ber pots. E v e r y o n e ' s chief function 
w a s .to serve the m a s t e r in his per
sonal and worldly a f fa irs , in accord
ance with smooth-running r i tuals . 
Objects of palace life are wel l repre-

Bard College Graduate Center 

A p r i e - d i e u for k n e e l i n g s u p p l i 
c a n t s , i n " L i f e a n d the A r t s i n the 
B a r o q u e P a l a c e s of R o m e . " 

sented in the exhibition, f rom a m a g 
nificently ornamental , noiseless 
"night c l o c k " lighted inside by a 
s m a l l oil lamp that bears on its front 
a religious painting, to a t iny engrav
ing in a book that shows the proper 
tools for c a r v i n g meat, a serious duty 
assigned to a highly trained servant . 

Other treasures include a Colonna 

f a m i l y prie-dieu, to accommodate 
the kneeling supplicant, made of ebo
ny inlaid with s i l v e r , its m a i n panel 
adorned with a deeply c a r v e d i v o r y 
relief of the Deposition of C h r i s t ; a 
w i l d l y Baroque e x t r a v a g a n z a of a 
Bible stand, c a r v e d and gilded and 
bearing the Colonna c r e s t , and an 
elaborate bench whose rel ief a r c h i 
tectural and f i g u r a l motifs on the 
back and base turn out to be tromfie-
I'oeil painting. 

Weapons, costumes, f a b r i c s , tap
estr ies , s i l v e r w a r e , console tables, 
an inlaid table top, a m a r r i a g e c a s 
ket for j e w e l r y and wedding docu
ments, an elegant porphyry v a s e , an 
imposing walnut medal cabinet, an 
elongated lute and m a n y other prized 
possessions give solid evidence of 
l ives not geared to the ascetic . 

Although devoted m a i n l y to ob
jects , the show presents some of its 
story in paintings and engravings. 
One of the few portraits is that of 
Maddalena Rospigliosi , niece of 
Pope Clement I X , painted about 1667 
by Carlo M a r a t t a (1625-1713). A no
blewoman known for her looks, intel
ligence and love of l i terature , she is 
depicted w e a r i n g a French-sty le 
black overdress paved with expen
sive lace and under it a voguish white 
chemise tied with black ribbons. 
T h i s type of costume w a s considered 
so ostentatious that a decade later it 
w a s forbidden by Pope Innocent X I . 

A p a i r of s m a l l watercolors , done 
around 1730 by Salvatore Colonelli 
S c i a r r a , offer valuable information 
on the extensive a r t collection of the 
Colonna f a m i l y . T h e watercolors de
pict , in minute detail , the north and 
south w a l l s of the f a m i l y ' s picture 
g a l l e r y , copying the w o r k s and their 
positioning to provide a v i s u a l inven
tory of the most famous paintings 
owned by the Colonnas. 

Other details of Baroque l ife a r e 
depicted in engravings , among them 
designs for furniture and chariots , 
v i e w s of palaces and piazzas , and 
spectacular f i r e w o r k s displays like 
the one at T r i n i t a de' Monti , the 
F r e n c h national church in R o m e , on 
A p r i l 20, 1687. While ostensibly cele
brat ing the recovery of K i n g Louis 
X I V of F r a n c e f r o m a severe i l lness , 
it w a s also meant to gain support for 
the Catholic r u l e r in his expansionist 
moves. Unfortunately there is little 
v i s u a l m a t e r i a l in the exhibition re
lating to the bri l l iant e x t r a v a g a n z a s 
staged in honor of Queen C h r i s t i n a 
of Sweden, a Catholic convert who, 
abandoning her throne, took up r e s i 
dence in R o m e in 1655. 

L i k e most B a r d exhibitions, this 
one, assembled by Stefanie Walker , 
an assistant professor at the gradu
ate center , is beautifully produced 
and installed to m a k e the most of the 
l imited display space. It is a big show 
w rapped in a s m a l l one. 


