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Women Photographers in Italy. The Work of Edith Arnaldi (Rosa Rosa/Edyth von Haynau)

ABSTRACT
Following the current perspectives offered by international gender and feminist studies, this paper
aims to analyse the history of a very interdisciplinary artist, Edith Arnaldi, for her pioneering role
inside the History of Italian Photography. Even if Edith Arnaldi has been deeply studied as an
illustrator and writer within Italian Futurism, her photographic production has been the subject of
little interest in scholarly context until recently. This essay is intended to provide an opportunity to
reflect on her photographic production in relation to early 20th century art and photography in Italy,
especially for what concerns the so-called photography of the invisible, both to verify to what extent
her interest in the medium of photography and her special attraction for female portraits can be read

from a gender perspective and not only for its impact on her literary and pictorial work.
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Women Photographers in Italy. The Work of Edith Arnaldi (Rosa Rosa/Edyth von Haynau)*

Women and photography in Italy?

The history of Italian women photographers has yet to be written, not only as a wide-ranging,
exhaustive and in-depth examination that can dedicate to many of them the study and appreciation
they have never received from the sector's historiography, but also as a possibility for a new
interpretation of the contribution they have made to the history of Italian art from a perspective that
highlights their gender identity and feminist message.® In the few specialised publications that have

dealt with Italian women photographers,* essays, articles and texts in exhibition catalogues, the years
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most studied by scholars were the 1970s. This was because in that decade the feminist message, which
had finally become explicit, militant and combative, became the focus and subject of Italian women's
artistic production, and in this sense the work produced by female photographers was no exception.
Remaining within the sphere of photography, it would suffice to cite great photographers like Carla
Cerati, Paola Mattioli, Paola Agosti and Anna Candiani to identify some of the female photographers
who represented an awareness that marked Italian history and art, thanks also to the decisive role
played by Carla Lonzi's feminist thought and choice. An art critic and key figure of Italian feminism,
in 1969-1970 Carla Lonzi abandoned militant activity altogether to found the Rivolta Femminile
group and dedicate herself to feminism and self-consciousness.®> This meant making a choice to
remain on the fringes and periphery with respect to the contemporary art system, and with respect to
the ideas of art and the artist in Italy.® A choice of resistance to the homologation in force in the very
system that Bell Hooks described as the key element of every feminist movement: revolutionary
sabotage as the only act capable of liberating women's creativity.” But as far as the mid-19th century
and the first half of the 20th century are concerned, remaining on the fringes and the periphery was a
necessary condition and not a choice for Italian women photographers who aspired to visibility and
attention. And revolutionary sabotage, the kind capable of liberating women's creativity, was still a
mirage that was very difficult to even glimpse. For this reason, trying to bring to light the stories and
production of Italian women photographers from the origins of photography to the Second World
War is an important and complex challenge, which must also take into account the long 20 years of
patriarchal Mussolini ideology that, in order to achieve the goal of building fascist Italy, rejected
women's intellectual ambitions and desires for freedom and emancipation. Thus, very little of the
activity of Italian women photographers up to the early 20th century has really been recounted and
studied, with a few exceptions such as those of the sisters Wanda and Marion Wulz from Trieste,
Ghitta Carell and Eva Barrett, the former Hungarian and the latter English but both Roman by
adoption. But even for these better-known cases there is still a lack of a broad contextualisation of

their work and a feminist reinterpretation that frames their production in a new perspective. Wanda
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Wulz, Ghitta Carell and Eva Barrett are among the few Italian female photographers from that period
who appear in Italo Zannier's classic Storia della fotografia italiana [History of Italian Photography],®
while, to give just a few historical examples that are always referred to when it comes to taking the
pulse of the first real awareness of Italian artistic photographic production, the volume Fotografia.
Prima rassegna dell attivita fotografica in Italia [Photography: First Review of Photography in Italy]
by Ermanno Federico Scopinich, with the collaboration of Albe Steiner and Alfredo Ornano (Gruppo
Editoriale Domus, 1943) indicates only three women out of the 90 authors presented (Ada Galimberti,
Ada Niggeler, Maria Vellano Icardi). The scarcity of interest in and historical study of the work of
Italian women photographers, which has also been emphasised in more recent studies,® is very clearly
stigmatised by the Swedish scholar Eva Nodin who, before dedicating herself to a specific in-depth
study on Ghitta Carell, briefly reviews the main publications on the history of Italian photography,
from the essays by Zannier and Becchetti to the Annali [Annals] by Bertelli and Bollati, emphasising
that: “Common to all the works mentioned here is that they include few female names”.°

Therefore, with the precise aim of at least in part remedying this oversight that deprioritises the
reflection on Italian photography with respect to the feminist rereading of its history, and that on an
international level had a decisive contribution in the recent Historie Mondiale des Femmes
Photographes edited by the French scholars Luce Lebart and Marie Robert, within the "Art,
Photography and Feminism" research group a project was launched dedicated precisely to the
verification of how and in what way the work of Italian women photographers has been recounted
from its origins to 1980 within the Italian cultural and artistic system.! Because, as Nodin concluded,
the fact that the many Italian women photographers have left very few traces in the history of
photography is deemed to be the result of a conscious silence, and probably “this silence is due to
their being women”.*? But what is being done today in scientific studies and research borrows what
was already the method of resistance that women applied in their effort to rewrite feminist history: to
disregard social and cultural contexts in order to reclaim an autonomous space with respect to a

dimension that is completely dominated by the male identity.



The analysis this essay is dedicated to concerns a special chapter in the history of the relationship
between women and photography in Italy. In fact, we will focus on a still little-studied period, that of
the early 20th century, but above all on a person, Edith Arnaldi, whose photographic production is
interpreted in connection with her activity as a Futurist writer and illustrator interested in the role and
identity of women. As Arnaldi was a “foreigner” in Italy, her presence is linked with that of other
foreign photographers active in Italy who in those same years produced reportages on our country

and its landscapes, cities and inhabitants.

Futurism, Fluids and Fingers — Edith Arnaldi on her way to photography

“You see, I’m not a feminist - but an "-ist' for which the first part of the word has yet to be found”.*3
With this self-reflection, Edith Arnaldi (1884-1978) summarised her own extraordinary situation as
a woman, writer and artist in the Florentine magazine L 'Italia futurista in 1917 - paradoxically at a
time when she was very active in the lively debate about the new image of women. One might also
be tempted to describe the aristocrat born Editha Johanna Ida von Haynau as a Futur*-ist”, as today
she is mainly known under her Futurist pseudonym Rosa Rosa.'* Furthermore, it would not be
accurate to describe her as a spiritual“-ist”, although having grown up in Vienna, where the search
for a renewal of art was also characterised by a widespread fascination with spiritualism. A similar
atmosphere prevailed in Rome where she moved in 1909, one year after her marriage to Ulrico
Arnaldi.*®> Nevertheless, these are precisely the themes — the image of women at the beginning of the
20th century, the aesthetics of Futurism and the fascination with invisible forces — that characterise
many of Arnaldi’s artistic works, including her photography, which has only recently become
known.16

This article examines the significance that photography already had in Edith Arnaldi’s early artistic
oeuvre. Long before her practical involvement with photography, traces of Arnaldi’s fascination with
this medium, which was an important part of her creative process, can be found in some of her works,

as it not only served her for preliminary studies, but especially as an inspiring source for pictorial
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inventions. By analysing three of the artist’s book illustrations, I will show that the artist already had
at least a theoretical interest in scientific photography in 1917. In my opinion, the so-called
photography of the invisible in particular played an important role in her aesthetics, her image-making

and even the origin of some of her own photographic experiments can be found there.

Feminism, Futurism and Forces of nature

Until recently, Edith Arnaldi was known exclusively for her short creative period within Italian
Futurism. From 1917-1918 she published numerous articles in the Florentine magazine L ’ltalia
futurista,’’ illustrated four books by her fellow Futurists*® and wrote Una donna con tre anime (One
woman with three souls, 1918), one of the first feminist science fiction novels in history.'® The
founder of Futurism, F. T. Marinetti, was not the only one to appreciate the ingenious Viennese,?° as
her participation in several exhibitions demonstrates.?! Arnaldi’s creativity and love of
experimentation further led to oil paintings, pastels, watercolours, portraits, illustrations, maps,
calendar pages and ceramics. Unfortunately, information on other works from these and subsequent
years is only available from her descriptions in two letters to Emilio Settimelli and a photograph.??
The only other known works are Arnaldi’s colour drawings for two fairytale books, an oil painting,
her photographs and negatives, which are held in the Alinari and Malandrini archives, and two
historical treatises with numerous illustrations. In fact, the versatile artist and writer was active well
into old age.®

Edith Arnaldi’s profound interest in the role of women is a common thread throughout her artistic
oeuvre. In her critical texts published in L Italia futurista she provides food for thought on how
women could reposition themselves. In her Parole in liberta entitled Ricevimento-thé-signore-nessun
uomo (Reception-tea-ladies-no-man, 1917), she humorously ridicules the superficial tradition of the
upper class.?* In her novel Una donna con tre anime, the protagonist undergoes a threefold
transformation from a simple housewife into radically different (new) images of women, while her

drawing Mona Vanna could allude to Maurice Maeterlink’s play of the same name, in which a new
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type of woman is presented.?® These very different works share an inherent social criticism, with
which the artist alludes among other things to the women’s limited opportunities for development in
those years. They also reveal her fascination with invisible (natural) forces, which she shared with
some Futurist artists.?® The desire to visualise these hidden currents, vibrations and states of mind is
particularly evident in the aesthetics of some of the book illustrations for Bruno Corra’s novel Sam
Dunn & morto (Sam Dunn is Dead, 1917).2” Among others, the presence of hidden forces and energies
is shown by means of abstract organisms, some of which completely dominate the image or are
inserted into the context.?® In the first depiction in Sam Dunn & morto, stars in the background refer
directly to a parallel world <FIGURE 1>. The pose in which Sam Dunn is portrayed is also striking:
seated in an armchair next to a curtain adjoining the room, Arnaldi’s composition is reminiscent of
the setting of popular photographs of mediums at the time. These were much discussed, and Anton
Giulio Bragaglia, who worked in Rome, even produced a fake ghost photograph <FIGURE 2>.?°
Arnaldi, as well as other Futurist artists, were ready to embrace everything new in their art, such as
the radical changes in people’s world view at the turn of the century, and thus to incorporate occult

phenomena into their art.

The photographic visualisation of the invisible

From 1839 onwards, photography also played a key role in this process, visualising aspects that had
previously been imperceptible to the naked eye. In particular, the experiments of the physiologist
Etienne-Jules Marey, the photographer Eadweard Muybridge and the physicist, philosopher and
scientific theorist Ernst Mach on the capturing of motion sequences had a significant influence on the
image creation of some artists in the early phase of Futurism.3® However, the so-called “photography
of the invisible”! was also to be significant for some Futurist artists. New media and the development
of the physiology of perception increasingly revealed the inadequacy of the human eye.
Electrographs, such as those by Jakob von Narkiewcz-Jodko, as well as fluid photography, which
was intended to visualise an invisible stream of life (fluid vital) outside of normal human perception,
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also had an important impact on avant-garde art.*> Edith Arnaldi was also fascinated by these

photographs, and transferred them directly into some of her drawings.

Fluids, Fingers and Photography

Fluidal photography is based on the fluidal hypothesis discussed in mesmerism, which states that the
human body is surrounded by an aura whose fluidal currents were perceived by somnambulists and
described, for example, as golden lights around the magnetiser’s hand.®®* One of the best-known
representatives of fluidal photography was the neurologist Jules Bernard Luys, together with Emile
David. Their photographic experiments were preceded by a long series of hypnosis experiments in
which the neurologist investigated the psychological effect of magnets and different currents on the
test subjects. Luys saw the increased sensitivity of the test subjects under hypnosis as a sensorium
that might give insight to phenomena that otherwise could not be perceived. Sensitive people who
were given increased vision through hypnosis were thus almost equated with a recording device -
both were able to perceive things that would otherwise escape observation.®* In the course of the
experiments, the hypersensitive test subjects reported seeing red and blue light emanating from the
eyes, lips and ears of people in the room.3® These findings convinced Luys that something visible
under hypnotic conditions could inevitably also be captured by the camera. The sensitivity of the
photographic plate was to replace the special sensitivity of the hypnotised visionaries.3® Luys did
indeed succeed in catching the emanations from his patients’ fingertips using a photographic plate.%’
These photographs by Luys and David were received with great interest in occult circles and were
also published in magazines such as Revue spirite and Die tibersinnliche Welt3® and might have also
had an inspiring effect on Edith Arnaldi.

In her illustration for Bruno Corra’s volume of poetry Con mani di vetro® (With hands of glass,
1916), which also addresses occult themes, five dark shapes rise up into the air against a lighter

background, with stars flying around them <FIGURE 3>. The title of the collection of texts, the
number five and, above all, the clearly recognisable fingernails at the tips of the objects indicate that
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Arnaldi intended to represent the fingers of a hand. Furthermore, in his text Spiraglio, to which this
drawing is directly attributed, Corra mentions “sketched gestures with the fingers of the right hand
only”*® and thus reinforces this interpretation. A very similar depiction can be found among Edith
Arnaldi’s ten drawings in pure blue for Mario Carli’s collection of poems Notti filtrate (Filtered
Nights, 1918). They are each juxtaposed with a poem by Carli and impressively convey the
atmosphere beyond the written word.*! The first illustration shows seven objects rising steeply into
the air, moving within themselves and tapering upwards <Figure 4>. Narrow strips of light swirl
around them and the depiction is framed in an oval. The impression that the objects could be treetops2
could be supported by the cipressoni (Cypresses) that Carli mentions in his poem. However, the
similarity with the drawing in Mani di vetro casts doubt on this interpretation. Carli also writes about
mani di sonnambulo (hands of somnambulists),*? it can therefore be assumed that again fingers with
radiations emanating from their tips are shown in Arnaldi’s drawing. Furthermore, Arnaldi’s interest
in the subject of somnambulism, is attested by the title of her novella Romanticismo sonnambulo
(Sleepwalking Romanticism), which she published in L Italia futurista in 1917.* Both drawings,
with their luminous elements circling around the ends of the fingers, were certainly inspired by the
photographic experiments by Luys, David and Narkiewcz-Jodko.

According to Zoccoli, another special feature of Arnaldi’s drawings for Notti filtrate is how they
“anticipate the automatic writing of Surrealism”, as the artist’s hand, like a seismograph, traces “the
flow of sensations rising from within”.#> In my opinion, the homogeneous composition of text and
image in pure blue tones also reinforces the suggested somnambulistic impression. However, the
choice of colour could also be a reference to the illustrator’s and Mario Carli’s unusually keen powers
of perception: infrared photographs around 1800 showed for the first time that human perception is
also limited in terms of the colour scale. This was another realisation that would change the world
view of the time and also influence the works of some Futurists such as Umberto Boccioni, according
to whom blue and violet hues represented a purely spiritual perception of the modern world as an

expression of a deeper understanding of reality. 5



Edith Arnaldi’s interest in topical issues found its way directly into the visual language of some of
her works, and her intense involvement with photography also had an impact on her artistic work at
various stages of her life. On the one hand, photography must have served her as a practical medium
to Aide-mémoire, as she took photographs of a model in her studio in Rome in 1938, for example.
On the other hand, photography of the invisible appears to be an unmistakable source of inspiration
for some of her pictorial creations. In her illustrations for Sam Dunn & morto, Mani di vetro and Notti
filtrate, individual aspects are taken from photographs of mediums or, closely related to them, from
ghost photography and also from electrographs and fluid photography. In addition to the examples
cited above, it is worth mentioning her 1938 studies of asphalt workers in Rome, which depict not
only people at work but also individual transparent flames, which were presumably also motivated
by photography of the invisible.#” Her theoretical interest in photography thus had a direct impact on
her literary and pictorial work. Conversely, in my opinion, the artist also transferred the themes and
aesthetics of her earlier works into her later photographic experiments. While she was best known for
her texts in L 'Italia futurista, which discussed a new image of women,* Edith Arnaldi’s interest in
the role of women culminated in her photographs of the inhabitants of mountain villages in the
southern region of Italy, taken between 1934 and 1937. In them, Edith Arnaldi succeeded in
portraying these women in their traditional costumes not as stereotypes but as individual personalities,
and some titles such as “She knows life” and “She sees beyond” reveal that, as with her previous

book illustrations, she again intended to visualise the states of mind of the women portrayed.*°

Edith Arnaldi and photography

The photography of Edith Arnaldi has gone almost unnoticed in studies devoted to her work, and
especially in those devoted to the women artists of Italian Futurism.® While mention is always made
of her special aptitude for interdisciplinarity and the talent she displayed through experimentation in
various fields of creativity, from illustration to fictional literature, from word boards to painting and

on to critical exercises in art-history, photography is hardly ever mentioned among her interests.>* It
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is only in recent contributions on the figure of Rosa Rosa (pseudonym of Edith Arnaldi) offered by
Lisa Hanstein,> that her photographic production begins to be mentioned and considered. Yet the
collections dedicated to her at the historical Alinari Foundation for Photography,> and partly at the
Photographic Archives of the Monte dei Paschi di Siena Foundation - Malandrini Collection,>* hold
many images that Edith Arnaldi took between 1933 and around 1954. After all, it was Franca Zoccoli
who had already defined Rosa Rosa, Edith Arnaldi's futurist alter-ego, as “a 'total' artist in the Futurist
sense of the word: in addition to writing, she engaged in a wide variety of media that included
painting, sculpture, ceramics, fabric patterns, posters, maps and calendars”. In later life, curiously
enough, Arnaldi said that black and white drawing was her true passion, suggesting that she also had
the minimalist purity of the black and white photograph in her mind. Strange, then, that in this long
list of great multimedia experimentation by Arnaldi the lack of experience with a new medium such
as photography was not immediately evident, even though it had a conflictual relationship with
historical Futurism that was only belatedly remedied by Tato and Marinetti's “Manifesto of Futurist
Photography” of 1930.% Certainly, as visionary is her art in drawings and illustrations, hallucinated
and attracted by “walks in the labyrinthine meanders of the unconscious”,*® matured in contact with
the environment of the magazine L ’Italia futurista and the Florentine group that she frequented while
her husband was at the front at the outbreak of the First World War, her photographic production
marks a very precise attention to the reality of landscapes, cities, people and their customs and habits.
But photography belongs systematically to a post-futurist interest in Arnaldi’s career, having already
abandoned the identity of Rosa Rosa in the early 1930s to become Edyth (Edith) Arnaldi. After the
end of the Futurist experience, how much did she have left of the emancipatory and feminist thinking
that had led her to write “Le donne del posdomani”, “Perché la borghesia sia meno noiosa” and “Le
donne cambiano finalmente” (which came out in L ’Italia futurista in 1917)? We deliberately attribute
feminist thought to her here, despite the fact that in the famous “Risposta a Jean-Jacques" in L ’ltalia
futurista (11, No. 20, 1917) Rosa Rosa took up the controversy stirred up by Filippo Tommaso

Marinetti's Come si seducono le donne, calling for an end to the division of the world into men and
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women in favour of a distinction between intelligent and unintelligent beings. Thus, in the conclusion
she stated: “You see, I’'m not a feminist — but an ‘-ist’ for which the first part of the word has yet to
be found”. But it would be enough to read Le donne cambiano finalmente. (No. 27, 1917) to say how
much in Rosa Rosa’s mind the resistance to chauvinist and patriarchal values was not only very clear,
but also stated in the blunt question: “In short: who can tell me how to be?”.

From the sale of part of the Malandrini collection to the Alinari Foundation, a sale that took place in
1986, some 355 bundles of negatives made between 1933 and 1954, mostly on 35-millimetre film,
and in some cases 6x6, are preserved in the original containers with some handwritten notes. On the
bands Arnaldi often noted the city or country where the shot was taken, along with the date. In
addition to this, as indicated on the Foundation’s website, the Arnaldi collection contains a box with
around 130 glass slides measuring 8x8 cm (not attributable to her as they date between 1893 and
1913) with images of travels (to Madrid and Cordoba in Spain, to Lisbon, Portugal, to Cairo, Egypt,
to Tangier, Morocco and then Somalia and Kenya), with subjects such as architecture, monuments,
groups of people and individuals, including many women and children. On the other hand, the 231
photographic prints at the Alinari Foundation made between 1934 and 1937 belong to Arnaldi, glued
on cardboard with holes in the edge (as if to indicate the actual or imagined collection in special
albums) with which the artist archived positives dedicated above all to socio-anthropological
photography. Many are the images of the towns and populations of Sicily, Rome (such as the
photograph with puppets hanging from a stall in Piazza Navona in 1938 <FIGURE 5>) and Lazio
(such as “Ciociara girls”, in Veroli, in the summer of 1935) <FIGURE 6>, and musical instruments
(such as “Music” taken in Anticoli Corrado in the summer of 1935). But the prints also include scenes
of everyday life (such as “On the Banks of the Rhine” from the summer of 1937 in Diisseldorf
<FIGURE 7> or “Fishermen on the Tiber” at Ponte Milvio in 1937), and domestic glimpses in foreign
lands (such as “Interior of a Farmer's House” made in Herencsény in 1937). But it is above all women
who are the protagonists of Edith Arnaldi’s photography: there are many women farmers from

Ciociaria <FIGURE 8> and above all water bearers who are reminiscent of the Mexican Teuane
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admired and photographed in the same years by Tina Modotti in Mexico. But Arnaldi’s photography
also lingers on the traditional clothes of Hungarian women and their wedding dresses <FIGURE 9>.
Then many portraits: of young women in Mogadishu, a “Little Girl of Mongolian Type” in Holloko
in 1937 and the hieratic veiled woman in “She Sees Beyond” taken in Orhalom in 1937 <FIGURE
10>. So many portraits of common women, of women with wrinkles, of identifiable women and
anonymous women <FIGURE 11>, commoners bearing fatigue and pride on their faces and elegant
women posing with fashionable hats on their heads. Other pictures, referring to trips to Madrid, Rabat,
Somalia and Egypt, correspond to places where Arnaldi visited her daughter Maria Enrichetta, who
was travelling with her husband Giovanni Fornari as Italian Ambassador. Arnaldi paid scrupulous
attention to the construction and the method she used for making the cards for her prints, gluing the
images on the right, and on the left writing down all the technical details of the development and
printing stages: the type of paper, the duration of the exposure, the type of chemicals used for
development and the type of fixing. The same scrupulousness and precision can be found in the copy
of a notebook kept by the Siena Foundation and entitled “Photographic Recipes 1937” on the cover
by Arnaldi herself, in which she noted down (in Italian and German) details, materials and personal
comments on her photographic technique and experiments <FIGURE 12>. She was certainly
passionate about shooting and developing techniques, both colour and B/W, different formats, and
even infrared film. She noted on one page, number 26, a list of technical and procedural references
of photographic operations: “Me: I like photography, because it's an art that’s still searching for its
laws of aesthetics, its canons and rules —and in that lack of canons not ‘yet’ found there’s a breath of
lively dynamism around photography that is still being discussed: whereas for music sculpture and

painting almost everything has already been said, and is no longer up for discussion” <FIGURE 13>.

From the inscription on an envelope of negatives, “Rome no. 17, in which Arnaldi noted: “Rome -
first film made (winter 1933) with Helga Ebert as teacher. 1933” it is possible to date Arnaldi’s
photographic practice in a conscious and systematic way.>” Certainly Edith Arnaldi made classic use

of her images as a preparatory tool for the study and exploration of themes that later recurred in her
12



other artistic productions: illustrations, calendars and paintings. However, it is also evident that
Arnaldi nevertheless nurtured artistic ambitions for her photography, which she saw as being
something more than a mere documentary and preparatory tool for pictorial or illustrative work: if
this were not the case her active participation in exhibitions and competitions would be difficult to
explain, as happened several times in those years. However, this utilitarian use undoubtedly retained
a lingering gaze on the role and identity of women that quantitatively prevailed in her production

(among the prints, at least 60 are portraits of women).

Edith and the other “‘foreign” female photographers in Italy

Around the 1930s, retracing the steps that had brought intellectuals and artists to Italy engaged in the
Grand Tour since the 18th century, several foreign female artists and scholars chose Italy to do the
same as part of a new petit tour. That this also constituted an opportunity for collaborations, mutual
acquaintance and influence, and even joint projects between the women artists is something very
interesting and worthy of further investigation.>® What interests us here for the moment is that being
able to rely on the power of storytelling, witnessing and “domestication” that photography allowed,
for women photographers the habit of constructing narratives in images of their experiences and
journeys became an important constant. Sontag already defined the role of photography when
travelling in foreign countries with emblematic clarity: a kind of filter for mediating an unknown
reality with which one must come into contact. An aesthetic exercise, even before the need to make
images, that makes the new environment less traumatic, and in this sense translates it into something
whose gradual metabolisation becomes easier. And while for Arnaldi this “Italianisation” at one point
became permanent and definitive, other foreign women and intellectuals who photographed Italy in
the early 20th century certainly include, in addition to the “master” Helga Fietz, the German Hilde
Lotz-Bauer and the American Esther Boise Van Deman. Indeed, it is interesting to note that in

addition to the documented link that connects Arnaldi at least to Fietz, there is also a common interest
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in the Abruzzese lands of Scanno in the work of three of these photographers (Arnaldi, Fietz and
Lotz-Bauer) <FIGURE 14-15>.° Having met in 1935, Helga Fietz and Hilde Lotz-Bauer travelled to
Italy, to the Abruzzo region, taking pictures that were published in a photo-essay with the German
title “In italienischen Bergnestern” (with the Italian subtitle “Il mio paese”) in the illustrated
newspaper Beyer flr Alle - Die GrolRe Familien-lllustrierte of 1937-1938 (Vol. 17, Otto Beyer
publisher). Six photos (but not specified) were attributed to Fietz (still called Franke after her second
husband with whom she was linked from 1935 to 1941) and two to “Dr. Degenhardt-Bauer”, one of
several names by which Hilde Bauer called herself during her career as a photographer. And it is
precisely to Hilde Lotz-Bauer’s work that the Trastevere Museum in Rome has just dedicated an
exhibition accompanied by a very thorough catalogue.®® Lotz-Bauer made several visits to Italy: after
her trip as a young adult, there was a first Roman period from 1934 to 1939 after which she moved
to Florence, then a second stay in Rome from 1962 to 1981. In her professional work she
photographed the works of art and monuments of historic Italian squares, but she also had a great eye
for scenes of everyday life such as the portraits of women and mothers sitting on the marbles of the
Imperial Forum in Rome, the curious scenes of markets, and above all the intense portraits of women
from Enna and Scanno. She was certainly in Scanno between 1935 and 1936, when she photographed
the hard-working and proud community of women in the village, and in 1938 when she photographed
them proudly dressed to celebrate Our Lady of Mount Carmel. So, Italy and the passion for
photography, and the attraction for Abruzzo and Scanno, are all common to the stories of these three
women in these years. <FIGURE 16>

The goal of more closely studying Italy was also shared by Esther Boise Van Deman,%! an
archaeologist and scholar who arrived in Rome in 1901. She conducted pioneering studies on the
techniques and materials of ancient Roman construction, and, apart from some periods teaching in
the United States, resided in Italy where she died in 1937. Her travels included Tunisia, Algeria,
Libya, Germany and then Rome and its surroundings, Anzio, Tivoli, but also Agrigento and Verona,
Aosta and Venice. A photographic activity of archaeological documentation, and writing, reminiscent

14



of another great contemporary photographer and writer, the Swiss Annemarie Schwarzenbach.®?
Schwarzenbach was also motivated by a desire to photograph environments and peoples, which in
her case were primarily those of the Middle East and Asia, but also the Belgian Congo and the United
States, not to mention Europe (Spain, Austria, Germany and Czechoslovakia), but unfortunately not
Italy.

Despite their different personalities and social and psychological contexts, these European women
photographers of the early 20th century travelled with their cameras around their necks in search of
a world to be recounted and valued, but also of an autonomous and emancipated identity to be
solidified. Photography was their means for building a relationship with new dimensions and with
different cultures and realities, but it was also the tool that allowed them to acquire intellectual and
professional independence. The reportage and documentation of landscapes, environments and
populations was both the key to the outside world, to their original and domestic contexts, and their
way of building a profile: that of the modern women of the future. Or, as Arnaldi herself called them
in her aforementioned article, “Le donne del posdomani”,? that is, “the new women, who want their
own atmosphere to breathe — because at this point — the walls of the gynaeceum have come crashing
down”. Perhaps the definition of feminist might have been worrying at the time, but the artistic and
photographic thoughts and actions were nonetheless feminist, if it is true that one must look above all

at what is able to “carry feminist aesthetics” in experiences and testimonies. 54

! For the drafting of this short essay, we would like to thank in particular the Director of the Alinari
Foundation Archives, Claudia Baroncini, who, together with the staff and the archivist Francesca
Bongioanni, made it possible to study and research Edith Arnaldi's material, thanks to Giulia
Brandinelli, research fellow, and her work for the PRIN/Italian Feminist Photography national
research project. We would like to thank the consultant Emanuela Sesti and Ferruccio Malandrini,
who identified Arnaldi's photographic work before it was transferred to the two Foundations that

still preserve it today, and who made himself available for an interview that allowed us to
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reconstruct the stages of the acquisition of the Arnaldi collection. Finally, we would like also to
thank the Fornari family for their help.
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