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Adolfo de Carolis
(1874-1928)
This month’s essay (October, 2018) discusses the life and works of one of Italy’s most accomplished artists—Adolfo de Carolis. He was an artistic polymath, working as a painter (especially of murals), interior designer, decorator, xylographer (wood engraver), illustrator, theater set
designer, and photographer. He is the best known exponent of Art Nouveau (known as Stile
Liberas) in Italy, although many of his works could also be classified as Symbolism. (Stile
Liberas was a style of art, architecture and applied art, especially the decorative arts, which
was most popular between 1890 and 1910. It was a reaction to the academic art of the 19th
century, and was inspired by natural forms and structures, especially the curved lines of plants
and flowers). Thus, De Carolis was a major artist who was responsible for bringing Italian art and
photography into the 20th century.
Adolfo de Carolis was born on January 6, 1874 in
Montefiore dell’Aso, the son of the town’s doctor, Gioacchino de Carolis, and Ester Pompei de Carolis. Little
is known about his early childhood. He was sent by his
father to attend a seminary in Ripatransone for his
primary education in 1886; however, a year later he was
withdrawn from the seminary and enrolled in the State
Gymnasium of Fermo. In 1888, he was sent to study in
Bologna at the Accademia di Belle Arti di Bologna (the Academy of Fine Arts of Bologna). Upon graduating in 1892, he
went to Rome on a scholarship from the Province of Ascoli
Piceno to attend the decorative painting classes at the Museo
Artistico Industriale (Museum of Industrial Arts), where he studied under Alessandro Morani, who became an important influence on his artistic development.
His first professional work took place between 1895 and 1897. De Carolis assisted
Morani in the decoration of the Villa Blanc, Villa Manzi, and Palazzo Vidoni, as well
as restoration work in the Borgia apartments in the Apostolic Palace of the Vatican.
While he was in Rome, he befriended the painter, Giovanni (“Nino”) Costa, and, in 1896, he
joined the exclusive society In Arte Libertas (“Freedom in Art”) that had been founded by
Costa in 1886. The society opposed official styles promoted by the academies and influential art
critics of the day, and sought a freer representation of nature. Along with members of the
society, De Carolis began to paint outdoors in the Roman countryside. In Arte Libertas
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espoused the politics, philosophy and aesthetics of the British Pre-Raphaelite movement. (The
main figures in the British movement were William Morris, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Edward
Burne-Jones, and Walter Crane. The Pre-Raphaelites were also almost certainly involved with
the Freemasons, and much of the symbolism in their work has been identified as Masonic).
The principles which the In Arte Libertas Society shared with other pre-Raphaelite groups
were:
1. To have genuine ideas to express;
2. To study Nature carefully, in order to know how to depict it as realistically as possible;
3. To empathize with what is direct, serious, and heartfelt in previous art, to the exclusion
of what is conventional, self-parodying, and learned by rote; and,
4. Most important of all, to produce thoroughly good pictures and statues.
De Carolis exhibited his work at the In Arte Libertas annual exhibitions until 1901.
In 1897, De Carolis began painting a decorative cycle of murals in the Villa Brancadoro, San
Benedetto del Tronto in Ascoli Piceno, which took him seven years to complete. In 1899, he
was invited to participate in the third exposition held by
the Venice Biennale, where he exhibited allegorical paintings inspired by the pre-Raphaelites. The following year,
he received a commission from Count Forcioli-Conti to
design a bronze tabernacle for the baptismal font at the
Cathedral of Ajaccio in Corsica, the cathedral where Napoleon had been baptized.
In 1901, he was named an “Academician of Merit” at the
Accademia di Belle Arti di Perugia (Academy of Fine
Frescoes painted on the ceiling of the
Arts of Perugia). That same year, he was awarded a chair dining room of Villa Costantino Brancadoro
(Professor of Ornamental Design) at the Accademia di
in San Benedetto del Tronto.
Belle Arti di Firenze (Academy of Fine Arts of Florence).
As part of his work at the Florentine Accademia, he organized, with Galileo Chini and others,
the first Esposizione dell’Arte Toscana (“Exposition of Tuscan Art)” in 1905.
Murals of the Palazzo del Governo
In 1907-08, he was commissioned to produce murals for the ballroom of the Palazzo del
Governo (also known as Palazzo San Filippo) in Ascoli Piceno, which he did without
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compensation, to thank his home region for the
scholarship that had enabled him to go to Rome
in 1892. This was the high point of his muralist
artistry and one of the most famous of his paintings. On the high portion of the walls, he painted
an uninterrupted cycle of allegories influenced
by the Stile Libertas mode. In the story that he
depicted, he alternated themes that summarized
the various characteristics of industriousness exhibited by the inhabitants of the region, ranging
from the representation of activities related to
the sea to those related to the Sibillini Mountains.
The entire decoration is divided into squares,
distributed in groups of three on each short side
and five on each of the longer sides. All the paintings are united by the variety of blue-colored backgrounds, interspersed with mythological
figures of goddesses and muses. This pictorial cycle synthesized De Carolis’ representation of
the traditions of his homeland, placing them side by side with the myths of the classical Greek
and Roman world and the myths about the people who sailed to Italy, such as the Liburni, the
tribe that founded the ancient city of Truentum (today called Martinsicuro) at the mouth of
the Tronto River. On the walls of the shorter sides of the hall, he depicted scenes of pastoralism
and life in the fields (above) that he romanticized from Virgil’s Georgics; on the opposite wall,
he depicted the activities of the fishing world. On the long sides he illustrated the myths of
Dionysus and Apollo, citing the Georgics of Virgil, the Metamorphoses of Ovid and the
Theogony of Hesiod, all ancient texts that had stirred his imagination.
Xylography (Wood Cutting)
Shortly before his appointment in 1900 as Professor of Ornamental Design in Florence, De
Carolis made his first known woodcut. His talent and originality were quickly recognized by
three of the greatest Italian writers and poets of the day: Gabriele D’Annunzio (with whom he
formed a lifelong friendship), Giovanni Pascoli, and Giosuè Carducci. He became their preferred illustrator. Among his most popular works were many illustrations for D’Annunzio’s
novels, including Laudi di Cielo (The Praises of Heaven, 1903), La Figlia di Jorio (The Daughter of Jairus, 1904), and Il Notturno (The Nocturne,1917); Pascoli‘s books of poetry; and works
by Carducci (who was Italy’s first recipient of a Nobel Prize in Literature).
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De Carolis also frequently contributed illustrations to journals; among them: Marzocco,
Leonardo, and Hermes. His most significant
individual prints were a series of four woodcuts done in 1908 that pictured the life of the
sea.
With De Carolis’ study of the early 16th
century prints of Ugo da Carpi and his followers, he became the key figure in the early
20th century revival of interest in woodcuts in
Italy. His interest in Renaissance woodblock
printmaking also led him to admire British
illustration and book production of the late
19th century. He was well-versed in the products of William Morris’ Kelmscott Press.
From these he derived his keen interest in
typography and mise en page (page layout), as
well as in the Renaissance revival style. Dürer,
Botticelli and Michelangelo were the major Renaissance artists who influenced his wood engraving work. In his famous and exhaustive treatise of 1924 on wood engraving, La Xilografia
(Woodcut), he refers to the early 19th century Berlin printmaker, Wilhelm Unger (1775-1855).
He may have also known about the mid-19th century revival of the chiaroscuro woodcuts by
German artists, such as August Gaber. Through his study and his own woodcuts, he exerted
a powerful influence on the next generation of printmakers. None of these, however, achieved
the quality of his work. He was in part responsible for the organization of major exhibitions of
Italian prints in London in 1916 and in Paris in 1922.
In 1908, in collaboration with the architect Alfredo Brizzi, he won the competition for the
decoration of the Salone del Palazzo del Podestà (Hall of the Mayor’s Palace) in Bologna. He
started work on this project in 1911, and produced a Renaissance-inspired cycle of murals
that illustrated the history of civilization, with a particular focus on Bologna’s past and its
contributions to that history. He worked on it intermittently until his death in 1928, with his
assistants finally completing the work. The wall paintings are still in place; however for security reasons, the ceiling paintings were detached and stored in 1972-73, some being destroyed
in the process.
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Later Years
His later years were spent working on numerous and varied projects.
In 1915, he was appointed to a chair as Professor of Decoration at the Accademia di Belle Arti
di Brera (Brera Academy of Fine Arts) in Milan, but left in 1917 to live and teach as Professor
of Decoration at the Accademia di Belle Arti di Bologna, where he had been a student from
1888-1892. After World War I, he returned to Rome, where he designed medals and certificates for the Ministry of War. He also sat on several committees dedicated to creating monuments for the fallen in the cities of Osimo and Cortona, and choosing sculptors for the Altare
della Patria in Rome.
In 1922, he became Professor of Decoration at the Accademia
di Belle Arti di Roma (Academy of Fine Arts of Rome). At the
same time, he worked on frescoes for the Sala del Consiglio
Provinciale (Provincial Council Hall) in Arezzo (completed in
1924), followed by the Capella di San Francesco at the Basilica
of Saint Anthony of Padua, and the Palazzetto Veneto in Ravenna. He also designed bank notes, theater sets, posters, calendars,
postcards, advertisements, and even product labels. In 1926, he
completed one of his final pieces. He designed the stained glass
windows and mosaics in the chapel of the Villa Puccini in Torre
del Lago (near Lucca), where Puccini is buried along with his
wife, son, daughter-in-law and niece.

Personal Life and Death
Not much is known of De Carolis’ personal life. He was a private man and kept his personal
life to himself. He married one of his models, Quintilina (Lina) Ciucci, in 1902 and they lived
happily together until his death 26 years later. Together, they raised a family of 5 children:
Donatella, Adriana, Eleonora, Mila, and Carlo.
He suffered from cancer for several years in the 1920s. After a brief stay in Paris, where he
sought treatment at the Pasteur Institute, he returned to Rome and died there on February
7, 1928 at the age of 54. He was buried at the Cimitero del Verano in Rome. On September 8,
1950, his remains were returned to his home town of Montefiore by the then-mayor, Francesco
Egidi, and re-interred in a marble tomb in the Church of San Francesco.
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Ten years later, Egidi donated a group of De Carolis’ oil sketches to the Salone del Palazzo
del Podestà in Bologna where De Carolis’ had worked for over twenty years. The De Carolis
family also donated the complete collection of engravings on wood (xylography) in 1976 to the
Adolfo de Carolis Gallery in Montefiore’s Polo Museale di San Francesco Museu. In addition,
this gallery also displays a total of over 500 of his finest works of art.
Adolfo de Carolis was an important artistic presence in the Italy of the early 20th century. His
skill and artistic talent were displayed in a myriad of artistic pieces. In the backgrounds of
many of his paintings, it is possible to recognize the typical landscape of Le Marche, which he
loved so much. He was recognized in his lifetime as an artistic genius, receiving commissions
to beautify the edifices of Italian towns and cities.
He received numerous awards and praise for his creativity. Two examples of many: in 1909,
he was appointed Knight of the prestigious Order of the Crown of Italy; and in 1908, his work
was described by a panel of judges in Bologna as “magnificent, full of evocative fervor, rich in
imagination, and secure in the unity of the whole work.”
Adapted by James J. Boitano, PhD from: Commune di Montefiore
dell’Aso website (Italian, translated into English by Google Translate); Hopkinson, Martin. Italian Prints 1875-1975. British Museum
Press, 2007, from British Museum Website; Montefiore dell’Aso & Le
Marche, Italy website; Wikipedia, (English), and Wikipedia, (Italian,
translated into English by Google Translate).

Self-portrait, 1904.
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