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ANTONIO MANCINI
1852 - 1930

LA MODELLA
c.1883

Oil on canvas, signed ‘Mancini Antoni... MM.....
N3.7 x 62.2 cm
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Mancini executed La Modella soon after his decisive move, in 1883, to Rome, his primary
city of residence for much of his life thereafter. Careful study of the canvas reveals that the
artist cleverly inscribed his name along the shaft of the paintbrush held by the young model.
Perhaps Mancini’s decision to inscribe the brush - the artist’s instrument of creation - was a
gesture meant to announce his profession as a painter in his new place of domicile.

The model is dressed in the type of folkloric costume worn by a ciociara, a country girl from
the Ciociaria, the rural area surrounding the Italian capital. But this image is not simply
a didactic rendition of local Roman tradition: the young woman daintily holding the brush
slightly extended towards her audience (presumably the artist and the viewer), is more than
just a model and ciociara. Together with the tools of the painter’s trade, she also becomes the
muse of painting, casting this work in an allegorical light,

However, there is a further dimension to this depiction: Mancini presents the model just after
she has ostensibly broken through a picture that has been placed backwards on an easel
(the heavily impastoed palette hanging diagonally from the easel’s corner tells us that we are
seeing the front of the easel). The model’s smiling face pushes through a triangular opening
of the work, forcing back a corner of the painted canvas, while her hand and forearm separate
the fabric from the bottom of the wooden stretcher. This apparently destructive act reminds
us that art is but an illusion, easily eradicated by the physicality of the real. Yet, Mancini
doubles this illusion upon itself by reproducing an image within an image. Thus, the scene
denoting the destruction of the represented painting constitutes the actual object we are
viewing. This complex, multifaceted composition demonstrates Mancini’s investigations into
the very meaning of painted representation and the multiplicity of signs that define an image.
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