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Abstract

This MRP has been based upon direct in-situ research and observation in
Florence, Italy during the spring of 2018, of the subject artwork,
Michelangelo’s David (1501-1504). Observation and research into the
production, distribution and sales of kitsch objects related to the chartreuse
David souvenir in all forms available in Florence as well as globally
online was also undertaken. Research on the historical development of the
kitsch movement through an examination of Pompeo Batoni’s works, the
Grand Tour and the rise of global tourism and the souvenir industry was
conducted through examination of writings and journals on the subject as
noted in the bibliography and referenced within the body of the MRP.
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Introduction

“In this age of reproduction, David has become an image of quality made
cheap. It’s a badge to be worn and traded like Marilyn Monroe and James
Dean. Something once unique, now churned out by the millions; industry
showing its mastery over art.” — Samuel West (narrator), in the BBC

documentary ‘The Private Life of a Masterpiece: Michelangelo’s
David’(2001).

How can a kitsch object allow one to think about, or even uncover truths,
concerning a highly praised Renaissance object of art? How might kitsch objects
and Renaissance art be theoretically and aesthetically connected, given the many
centuries between their production? From its art-historical significance in 1504,
through its ongoing transformation into pop-cultural references, Michelangelo’s
David (1501-1504) has become one of the most recognizable artworks of today.
David (1501-1504) is an item that is now subcategorized within popular culture
rather than solely within the Renaissance. As many items of popular culture tend
to do, the objects that emerge from this subject matter are kitsch. Hence, an
interesting direction of research is to examine Michelangelo’s David through the
lens of kitsch. Like Hollywood celebrity figures such as Marilyn Monroe or Elvis
Presley, David has been grouped into this sub-set of pop-culture for reasons that
involved the artist’s reputation, the success of which grew consistently long after

his death.



Kitsch is a term that first appeared in the art markets of Munich in the late
nineteenth century as a means of selling cheap souvenirs to tourists following the
Industrial Revolution. Kitsch’s translation from the German word means “tacky”
or “garbage;” since this was a means of distinguishing low and high art from one
another.! The well-known arts-based community blog Artsy describes kitsch

appropriately as a means of something ‘other’ from art:

The word “kitsch” originated in the 19th century to criticize art seen as
being in poor taste, or which hopelessly copied “high art” but remained
mediocre or lacking in refinement. In the 20th century, with the rise of
industrial manufacturing, the term has become more generally associated
with mass commodities or cheap entertainment, considered decorative or
evocative of lowbrow taste.?

Despite the reputation kitsch has acquired through the twentieth and
twenty-first century, it is inevitable that Kitsch has inspired artists and filtered its
way into the art market. For instance, contemporary artist Jeff Koons uses
materials such as polished stainless steel and aluminium on large scale structures
to create kitsch objects. In 2010, Koons re-created a series of antique sculptures in
the style of modern kitsch and placed one of them directly in the Piazza Signoria
in Florence. Koons was taking direct inspiration from antiquity and the

Renaissance and modernizing it as a means of creating an intriguing juxtaposition

! Stephanie Brown, “On Kitsch, Nostalgia and Nineties Femininity,” Studies in Popular Culture
Vol.22, No. 3 (2000). Pp. 40-41.
2 “Artsy: About Kitsch,” Artsy Online, DOI: https://www.artsy.net/gene/kitsch.
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of the old and new. Koons’ work encapsulates the banality of the contemporary

capitalist market, using kitsch objects or materials to disrupt the system of high

and lowbrow culture. He humorously demonstrates art as commodity, relating it

to how everyday kitsch objects are also commodities.

In our contemporary context, David has appeared in commercial
advertisements ranging from the obvious, touting underwear for Calvin Klein©
[Figure 1.1] to the far-fetched, sporting an automatic weapon for the gun
manufacturer Armalite Inc.© [Figure 1.2]. David has even shown up on television
in an episode of the Nickelodeon cartoon series SpongeBob SquarePants [Figure
1.3]. These are only some examples of the endless representations of David
produced since the year 2000. Michelangelo and his masterpiece, however, were
obviously not always a reference within popular culture. The meaning of David
became blurred throughout the centuries by those who appropriated the statue,
whether it was in artwork from periods such as the Enlightenment, or in 20t"-

century advertising.

The statue has a celebrity-status draw for tourists, who visit Florence to
specifically see David. Today, almost everyone living in the Western world has at
some time or another seen the image of David, most likely not in history books
but in popular culture. The historical art context of Michelangelo’s sculpture is

thus mediated through the Kkitsch object. For contemporary



artists who are aware of art history, David is the ersatz of high culture,
recognizable to anyone with or without a background in art history. In the form of
a souvenir to be bought, the consumer is then capable of taking a piece of the
Renaissance home. Along with other Renaissance masterpieces such as Sandro
Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus (1484-1486) or Leonardo da Vinci’s La Gioconda
(1503-1506), iconic works of art like David are turned into items of Kitsch, such
as snow globes, hand-held fans, magnets, aprons and miniature statues. When this
happens, different ways of visualizing ‘object’ and ‘art’ merge into one. By
looking at reproductions of Michelangelo’s David across time one can examine

how this sculpture shifted from high art to kitsch.

In Florence Italy, there are many souvenirs that appear to be kitsch due to
their humorous or their sentimental effect. One such souvenir that is displayed in
many Florentine shops are the miniature, brightly coloured replicas of
Michelangelo’s David made by Perseo [Perseus] Souvenirs since 1993. This local
company hand-crafts Michelangelo artworks [Figure 1.4]. In the spring of 2018, |
spent six weeks in Florence for my university’s graduate Florence program,
offered to students interested in the Italian Renaissance. My purpose in Florence
was to explore contemporary art in a medieval city heavily decorated with
Renaissance artwork. My interest lay with these miniature, coloured David
souvenirs, for they evoked something more than just a representation of the
Renaissance, also being contemporary objects. For further inspection, | purchased

a twelve and a half centimeter chartreuse-coloured David, on a base
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that sits four centimeters by four centimeters in width [Figure 1.5]. To
explain its aesthetic, the pose is identical to the original and this gives the object
its instant recognizability; everything else, however, is inaccurate.
Proportionately, the head is too small and appears squashed. Its forehead is more
dramatically furrowed. The nose is pointed further outward and its lips are
lopsided in relation to the rest of the face. As one would expect in a small
souvenir, there is little definition in the musculature, contrasting with its historical
prototype, David. The mass-produced object presents an interesting point of
departure from what the David once was, pointing to how the masses understand

iconic artworks today.

To this day, | am still more interested in the smaller, colourful souvenir
than the famous version | have seen on several visits to the Galleria
dell’ Accademia in person. I came to the realization that what I was intrigued by
was a kitsch side to Michelangelo’s David; perhaps because this oggetto strano®
resonated more with my time than the original statue. The size, colour and its
functionality as a souvenir stand in contrast to its original, making it new, exciting

and interesting to the consumer.

3 Ttalian for ‘strange object’.
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This paper will explore different historical periods, first with the
production of David between 1501 and 1504, and its importance and meaning in

sixteenth-century Florence. Second, it will investigate the souvenir and its rise in

popularity during the Grand Tour and Pompeo Batoni’s (1708-1787) mid-
eighteenth-century portraits of wealthy aristocratic travellers. The Grand Tour and
Pompeo Batoni are the point of focus in this section as a means of understanding
how objects of voyage have changed through time. Contemporary theorists of the
souvenir such as Rolf Potts will be contrasted with this history. Third, kitsch will
be investigated through its twentieth-century concept by Clement Greenberg
(1909 — 1994). As a contrast, the ideas of later theorists such as Gillos Dorfles,
and most recently Bill Brown, John Morreall and Monica Mjellman will be used
to support a counterargument against Greenberg. Finally, I will discuss
polychrome sculpture in ancient Greece — a history that predates Michelangelo

— and discuss its relevance to the souvenir David.

Audiences typically know David’s image, but not its story throughout
time. The biblical tale of David and Goliath was used to position Michelangelo’s
David as a symbol for the Republic of Florence, eventually bringing together a
story and an object within popular culture. Kitsch objects are commodifiable
objects of culture; and kitsch has much to offer for its sentimental impact.
Through the examination of kitsch objects like the chartreuse David we can better
understand not just the use of art objects in the production and circulation of

cultural meaning, but the ideas through which we make sense of them. It has been

12



argued that the original David sculpture has been examined and academically
dissected so heavily, that it should be vaulted for at least two to three centuries
before releasing it to the public again.# This chartreuse David is not merely a
tacky object as kitsch is commonly considered, but the foundation for a set of
theories that help argue that society’s notion of kitsch is open to reinterpretation.
It is not tacky or ugly, but exuberates a type of kitsch-like strangeness that is
academically and historically intriguing as well as humorous; opening up a new
possibility of seeing something which appears outrageous, yet true to historical

and contemporary fact.

4 A 2013 article in Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC News) by Kate Evans suggested

that Michelangelo’s David (1501-1504) be hidden from the public for several centuries because it

is known among art history scholarship that Michelangelo’s masterpiece has now become the

‘ersatz’ of high culture. https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/booksandarts/4794208.
13
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Section 1: Michelangelo’s David (1501-1504)

Over the later period of the Italian Renaissance, David (1501 — 1504)
became the ultimate symbol of which the Florentine people are still proud to this
day. Michelangelo’s David was for Florence “a symbol of republican liberty,
which was protected by God which no enemy would ever be able to overthrow.”®
It metaphorically underlined themes of triumph, strength, and glory for the city,
with its capability to confidently face any one of its foes no matter how powerful
or great. Art historian Paul Barolsky writes that “David [is] a protector of the
patria (the homeland), a tradition most highly developed in the art— above all, in
the proud line of statues of David from Donatello to Michelangelo.”® Prior to the
completion of David, from 1492 until 1501, Florence encountered tensions and
threats coming from the Holy Roman Empire, Naples and France, since this was
during the Great Wars of Italy between 1494 and 1559.7 It was the consistent
threat of war that strengthened David’s symbolism, which was partly the basis for

its popularity in the sixteenth century.

5 Antonio Paolucci, David: Michelangelo, Thames and Hudson Ltd., London 2006. Page 6.

6 Paul Barolsky, Machiavelli, Michelangelo and “David, ” Notes in the History of Art, Vol. 23, No.
3 (Spring 2004). p. 32. https://www.jstor.org/stable/23206849.

"In 1492, Lorenzo di Medici had died from gangrene, which was a direct invitation for other
leading forces such the Italian born Dominican friar and preacher Girolamo Savonarola to take
over the city. Second, Florence was under threat by other key figures in power, such as King
Charles VIII of France (1470 — 1498). In 1494 King Charles marched into Tuscan territory to
reach the Kingdom of Naples. Simultaneously the Pope, Alexander VI (Rodrigo de Borgia, 1431 —
1503) was sending threatening letters to Savonarola in 1497 demanding to silence his
[Savonarola’s] accusations against the Pope and his family. This was all during the height of
Savonarola’s success in Florence. This success was Savonarola’s influence of Florentine citizens
to abandon all vanities such as pagan books, make-up, brightly coloured costumes and paintings
into his infamous Bonfire of the Vanities on February 7, 1497. His other demand was to appoint
Jesus Christ as the King of Florence.

14
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In 1408, The Operai® of Santa Maria del Fiore commissioned the sculptors
Donatello (1368 — 1466) and Nanni di Banco (1385 — 1421) to begin a set of
twelve marble Old Testament prophets atop the buttresses of the then dome-less
cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore. Although their work was sufficient, it was
realized the statues were too small to be seen from a great height, thus the
commission remained in an ambivalent state for several decades.® On April 16,
1463, the artist Agostino di Duccio (1418 — 1468), a collaborator and pupil of
Donatello’s, was then commissioned by the Operai to create a sculpture atop the
buttress of the Cathedral.® Duccio began his project in the quarries of Carrara, a
town north-west of Florence. This labor-inducing process required a team of men
and oxen to bring the marble down from the mountain and back to the city.
Despite the efforts, Duccio broke his contract with the Operai when deciding to
use one gigantic slab of marble, instead of the four pieces of marble that would

later be assembled as the Operai wanted.! This was a common process that was

8 The Operai were a group of noblemen participating in the commerce and government of
Florence, and part of the trading guilds during this period. The Operai were under the membership
of the wool-trading guild named the Arte della Lana. Florence at this time was a guild republic,
where there were three sets of guilds, such as the Arti Maggiori (greater trades), the Arti Mediane
(the middle trades) and the Art Minor (the minor trades). The system worked to hire emerging
artists for commissions around the city.

9 Donatello had sculpted a David (1408 — 1409) and Banco the prophet Isaiah (1408). Because of
their small scale, the statues were not deemed fit to sit atop the cathedral. Thus, Nanni di Banco’s
Isaiah remained in the Operai art collection, while Donatello’s David was placed around different
locations in the city through time. It now sits in the Museo Nazionale del Bargello in Florence. In
1415, the commission had begun to change in terms of the scale and figure when Donatello and
Filippo Brunelleschi (1377 — 1486) collaborated with one another through art and architecture.
Donatello had constructed a Hercules which was to be gilded in gold. See Victor A. Coonin, From
Marble to Flesh: The Biography of Michelangelo’s David, (Prato: Collana The Florentine Press,
2014), P. 31.

10 1bid. p. 32.

1 bid. p. 36.
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more cost-efficient and safer. As a result, Duccio was then pardoned from the
commission.*?

It is necessary to note that when Duccio brought the colossal slab of
marble down from the Carrara mountains, he was the first artist to attempt to
sculpt something from a single block of marble since Roman antiquity. Coonin
states that “nothing like it had been quarried since ancient Roman times. There
must have been a perfect storm of circumstances that told the experts at the quarry
that this particular specimen, as imperfect as it was, could actually be freed from
the mountainside and transported safely to port. In effect, the mountain had
chosen the massive block to be the David.”*? This quote reflects the fact that the
block of marble was a true material of Renaissance ideals, the carving of which
was to achieve the level of mastery from the ancient world, making

Michelangelo's David appear bold and competitive to other artists.

The commission was then handed to Antonio Rossolino in May of 1476 to
complete.'* Rossolino, like Duccio, was heavily inspired by Donatello, with both
artists using similar methods. There is little written about Rossolino’s process
with the worked marble. Art historian and Michelangelo expert Victor A. Coonin
claims that “Rossolino’s name disappears completely from the blocks

documentation.”® Coonin also states that “Antonio was an excellent sculptor,

2 pid. p. 36.
13 bid. p. 42.
1 1bid. p. 48.
15 bid. p. 50.
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whose works are charming and elegant, but by the 1470s he was working in a
relatively conservative vein and would offer little risk, even if offering little true
innovation.”® For twenty-five years after Duccio and Rossolino, the marble was
abandoned and the commission was eventually handed to Michelangelo after his
immaculate job with the Pieta in 1499.

Born in Arezzo on March 6, 1475, Michelangelo di Lodovico Buonarotti
Simoni (1475-1564) is celebrated as one of the foremost Italian Renaissance
artists in history. This is due to the fame of works such as the Pieta (1499) made
in Rome, Florence’s David (1501-1504) and later the Sistine Chapel ceiling in
Vatican City (1508-1512). Michelangelo once humorously told his second
biographer Ascanio Condivi (1525 — 1574) that he was gifted with the technique
of sculpting, by suckling the milk of his wet nurse as an infant.!” In Condivi’s
biography The Life of Michelangelo (1553), his wet nurse came from a family of
stone masons, thus according to the artist this paved the path to his skills with

marble, or so he claimed.

As a minor, Michelangelo began serving as an apprentice to Domenico
Ghirlandaio (1449 — 1494) at the age of thirteen in 1488, and, after one year, left
his studio to work in the Medici Palace in the presence of Lorenzo di Medici (Il

Magnifico) 18 after Lorenzo was impressed by a faun he had sculpted, according to

16 Ibid. p. 49.
17'William E. Wallace, “Michelangelo’s Wet Nurse,” Arion Vol. 17, No. 2, 2009. P. 51.
18 Ttalian for ‘The Magnificent’.
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Michelangelo’s first biographer, Giorgio Vasari, in Lives of the Artists.*® While
residing at the palace, Michelangelo was fortunate enough to work from the
Medici art collection and receive constant commissions from Lorenzo.?° It would
be this privilege in the Medici palace and his consistent dedication to drawing and

sculpture from antiquity that made Michelangelo's David so impeccable.

Now standing in the Galleria dell’ Accademia, on Via Ricasoli in Florence,
David [Figure. 2.1] stands seventeen feet high and nearly seven feet in width.
Typically, when the subject of David was sculpted by those who came before
Michelangelo, such as Donatello (1386 — 1466) and Verrocchio (1435 — 1488),
the prophet was depicted as a youth after the succeeded battle, with David resting
his foot on the severed head of Goliath [Figure. 2.2]. But the pose of
Michelangelo’s David shows that David is presenting himself in front of Goliath
before the battle takes place, which was new and inventive for the time. He looks
out onto his foe with discernment, preparing his action of attack, ready to grab his
sling wrapped across his back and a rock clasped in his right hand. His left knee

bends outward, as if he is eager to move towards his targeted enemy. The statue

19 According to Giorgio Vasari, the artist first came to prominence when he was discovered by
Lorenzo de Medici (1449-1492). Lorenzo had stumbled on a thirteen-year-old Michelangelo when
he was visiting Ghirlandaio’s workshop and noticed the young artist carving the head of a satyr,
but with all of its teeth intact. Lorenzo noted this to Michelangelo, who immediately chiselled two
of the teeth out of the mouth, bringing it back to Il Magnifico for further inspection. From then on,
Michelangelo lived among nobility of the highest status, with Lorenzo guiding and teaching him
poetry, philosophy, science and art. The artist would go on to have an indecisive relationship with
the powerful family during its political turmoil. Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Artists, (New York:
Dover Publications Inc, 2005). Pp. 114-115.

20 1bid. p. 115.
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was executed between 1501 and 1503, and then completed and revealed in

September 1504. Vasari claimed that David exceeded all other statues before it,

including ancient Greek statues. In Lives of the Artists, Vasari writes:
The work fully completed, Michelangelo gave it to view, and truly may
we affirm that this statue surpasses all others, whether ancient or modern,
Greek or Latin. Neither the Marforio at Rome, The Tiber and the Nile in
the Belvedere, nor the Giants of Monte Cavollo can be compared with it,
to such perfection of beauty and excellence did our artist bring his
work...Never since has there been produced so fine an attitude, so perfect
a grace, such beauty of head, feet and hands; every part is replete with

excellence; nor is so much harmony and admirable to be found in any
other work.?

In order to appreciate the value and praise placed on David, it is important
to describe the context of Renaissance aesthetics and art history. This quote by
Vasari is a bold one, for the Renaissance was a time deeply indebted to the study
of Graeco-Roman antiquity and aesthetics. Many, if not all artists and scholars
within Florence and outside Tuscan borders dedicated their time to discovering
ancient scriptures and artworks, because their purpose was to bring those
ideologies back that were once forgotten. Thus, for Michelangelo to
surpass ancient art is claiming Michelangelo’s talent is next to divine. The
Renaissance acknowledged and yearned for the ancient world in all of its aspects,
hence for a young, talented and motivated artist like Michelangelo, it was ideal for
him to not only study the Medici’s art collection of ancient statuary but to have

the privilege to live and dine under Lorenzo de” Medici’s roof, the same patron

2L Ibid. pp. 120-121.
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and Florentine leader responsible for the commissioning of what is now the most
famous Renaissance paintings and sculptures in the world.

The study of Graeco-Roman statuary came from the deep belief and
practice of studying Humanist philosophy, which arose from the preceding
fifteenth century. Humanism or what scholars of the time called studia
humanitatis, is a discipline in grammar, rhetoric, poetry, moral philosophy,
history from classical antiquity and the values and benefits that derive from it.
The practice of studying Renaissance humanism was to strive for human
goodness, not only in scholarship but in daily life. To no surprise, while humanist
literature was being practiced among scholars, artists like Michelangelo interested
in studia humanitatis produced work like David in a very Graeco-Roman manner
based on its contrapposto pose and its distinct style, different from David

sculptures made before it.

Contrapposto is an Italian term for “set against,” and was a frequently used
pose in Ancient and indeed Renaissance art. It is a relaxed, standing pose where
most of the weight sits on one leg which simultaneously turns the torso and
shoulders off-axis, creating a natural yet difficult pose for the artist to construct.
Contrapposto demonstrates complexities of how the body moves when it rests on
one leg. One example of an ancient contrapposto sculpture is Polykleitos’
Doryphoros (450 — 440 BC) [Figure 2.3]. Doryphoros bends his left knee
outward, as if stepping into a scene, where the left arm is lifted with the left leg

underneath. This subtle shift in movement creates a composition where different
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angles are present, similarly to the pose the David holds. David perfectly
represents the ideal contrapposto pose, where David’s left leg is slightly lifted,
and the placement of his shoulders and arms help shift the torso on an angle. In
Classical studies, sculpting a contrapposto pose centered around creating the
natural human body as closely as possible, and at this time in Greek culture, there
was a growing interest in human capability and knowledge.

Although the contrapposto is a very distinct feature in David, another
noticeable trait of Michelangelo’s sculpture is the style in which the biblical
David is described. For instance, in the Bible, David is depicted as a young
shepherd boy who should not