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The Spirit of Collaboration: Gino Severini, Jacques Maritain, Anton 

Luigi Gajoni and the Roman Mosaicists  

Justine Grace 

Art is a collaboration between God and the art-
ist, and the less the artist does the better. 

André Gide 

This paper considers a little-known aspect of Gino Severini‟s œuvre, his re-

ligious commissions, in light of his collaborative friendship with the French 

neo-Thomist philosopher Jacques Maritain. The collaboration between 

Severini and Maritain was a dynamic process of exchange, in which they 

shared both directly and indirectly their individual expertise as artist and 

philosopher to arrive at their creative objective of a modern sacred art. Gino 

Severini‟s futurist canvases inspired Maritain‟s understanding of the avant-

garde, while Maritain‟s aesthetic treatise Art et Scholastique (1920) pro-

vided the means for Severini to reconcile the spheres of discipline and in-

tuition, to realise the common ground between the spiritual and the artistic 

researches of the avant-garde, and to find an accord between art and mo-

rality. It was also thanks to his friendship with Maritain that Severini be-

came one of the first protagonists within Europe to renew sacred art in light 

of the artistic languages of the avant-garde. Through the specific case stud-
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ies of the church of Notre-Dame in Lausanne (Switzerland) and the mosa-

ics of the Via Crucis in Cortona (Italy), I outline the relationship between 

Maritain‟s neo-Thomism and Severini‟s sacred aesthetic. I also consider 

Severini‟s collaborations with the Milanese artist Anton Luigi Gajoni, who 

worked alongside Severini in the church of Notre-Dame, and the group of 

Roman mosaicists who assisted Severini in the execution of La Via Crucis. 

I interrogate these collaborations and argue that ideologically they chal-

lenge the fragmentary individualism that was understood by Maritain and 

Severini to characterise modern art, while in practical terms they demon-

strate Severini‟s reticence in wholly embracing the collective enterprise. 

Gino Severini is acclaimed in Italy and abroad as one of the founders 

of futurism and there are innumerable texts and exhibitions dealing with this 

aspect of the artist‟s œuvre. Yet his religious commissions, church decora-

tions, and Christian-inspired easel works, despite being produced almost 

exclusively for ten years during the 1920s and 1930s, and continuing to 

engage the artist throughout his career, have been largely ignored within 

the majority of the literature concerning the artist. This in no doubt relates, 

as Daniela Fonti likewise observes, to the enduring preconception that reli-

gious art falls outside the scope of twentieth century art scholarship—a 

tiresome legacy of the past that is ostensibly seen to be ruled by the dog-

matic prescriptions of the church rather than the artistic imagination.
1
  

Nevertheless, since the 1980s scholars have periodically addressed 

Severini‟s sacred compositions, re-evaluating their artistic value and seek-

ing to demonstrate a sense of coherency with the artist‟s earlier avant-

garde and rappel à l‟ordre experiments.
2
 The scholarship establishes that 

his religious commissions were not an incongruous interlude within the art-

ist‟s œuvre (recovering them from the ash heap that is sacred art history), 

to firmly locate them within the cultural sphere of modernism. While the im-

portance of Maritain‟s Art et Scholastique for Severini‟s art practice is 

agreed upon by most scholars, there is a paucity of research that considers 

precisely how this theory was visualised by Severini and how it modified his 

way of conceiving art.
3
 Situating Severini‟s work and method within the 

ambit of neo-Thomist aesthetics is essential to articulating how a philoso-

pher became an agent for the reprisal of Christian art. The concept of neo-

Thomism in this context relates to Maritain‟s particular engagement with the 

medieval philosophy of St Thomas Aquinas; utilising a dialectical model of 

argumentation, he drew upon the Christian metaphysics of Thomism, Aris-

totelian reason and the theoretical ideas of Charles Baudelaire to establish 

a new framework for thinking about modern art.  

This paper also addresses an aspect of Severini‟s œuvre, his religious 

commissions, that remain largely unheard of in Anglo-Western scholarship. 
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In addition, no-one to date has considered the artistic collaborations of 

Severini and their broader relationship to the theoretical writings of both art-

ist and philosopher. The study begins by considering Severini and Marit-

ain‟s somewhat anachronistic return to Catholicism. 

Two Atheists and their Return to Religion 

Then Ervin‟s religiosity began to affect us … we believed that man 

was degraded by his material needs … Every day we searched out 

new poor unfortunates in need of assistance, and even newer 

immortally great Catholic authors requiring to be rescued by us from 

undeserved obscurity. St Thomas and Jacques Maritain, Chesterton 

and St Anselm of Canterbury buzzed in our conservation like flies.
4
 

Although Gino Severini was a devout Christian in his infancy, his return to 

religion was in stark contrast to an intervening period of rebellion, when, 

alongside his futurist friends, he railed against the Catholic Church and its 

institutionalised morality.
5
 In 1913 he married Jeanne Fort in a civil cere-

mony because he “had lost faith and was a total atheist.”
6
 In the same 

year, he wrote a text entitled Art of the Fantastic within the Sacred, in which 

he declared: “to the great Christian error ... we oppose our Futurist ethic 

and aesthetic,” rather than adore “puppets in wax, symbols of a false con-

ception of creation and of human instinct,” man in the world of machines 

would now be adored.
7
 Two years later, in an article for Lacerba, the artist 

celebrated French civilisation as “the most advanced in the world,” as her 

people were “irreligious, and no longer needed dogmas or moral and su-

pernatural institutions to regulate her marvellous social progress.”
8
 But by 

1918 religious questions began to stir in the artist.
9
  

There is no one account that wholly explains the artist‟s perplexing re-

adhesion to Christianity—Severini provided two versions of this decision in 

his autobiography—but there was a multitude of significant events that pre-

ceded his return to the Church. In 1917 he had suffered the loss of his first-

born son Tonio, and the death of his close friends Umberto Boccioni, 

Amedeo Modigliani, and Guillaume Apollinaire. The artist‟s own ill health 

and the consequent isolation he found himself in during a long convales-

cence in hospital also encouraged a period of interior contemplation.
10

 Dur-

ing this time, between 1917 and 1918, the artist and his wife also read the 

novels of Émile Zola and Joris-Karl Huysmans, which according to Jeanne 

suggested to them the possibilities offered by faith.
11

 In addition, the post-

war period was more generally a time of anxiety and disorder in which the 

certainties of the post-Enlightenment man were threatened by the atrocities 

of the previous four years. This succession of experiences led Severini to 
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aspire “toward a truth superior to art.”
12

 He came to reflect on the “impossi-

bility of Science to explain life‟s mysteries” and, “driven by an internal need 

of the heart,” he found confirmation in the philosophy of Christ.
13

  

The artist‟s rediscovery of his internal faith culminated in the baptism 

of his and Jeanne‟s daughter Gina in 1919, and the renewal of the couple‟s 

vows in a religious wedding ceremony in January 1923. The priest Gabriel 

Sarraute, whom Gino and Jeanne had fortuitously met in the house of Mau-

rice Denis, presided over the couple‟s Catholic marriage.
14

 Abbé Sarraute, 

who had a decisive role in reconciling the artist with faith, had to depart 

Paris soon after the ceremony and, not wanting to leave Gino alone with 

his spiritual problems, recalls that he “entrusted Severini to Maritain.”
15

 

Thanks to this introduction, Jacques invited Severini to his household in 

Meudon in August 1923.
16

 After their first meeting Maritain gave Severini a 

copy of the first edition of Art et Scholastique.    

The aesthetic philosophy of Maritain immediately engaged the artist, 

who found within the pages of Art et Scholastique an account of art spoken 

of “with a depth, and tact, and wisdom, which I have never found around 

me amongst our modern critics.”
17

 The theoretical premises of the tract 

formed the new basis of Severini‟s artistic choices and helped to formulate 

his response to Christian art. He developed an artistic theory heavily in-

debted to it, cited passages from it throughout his artistic career, wrote re-

views of it for the Italian press, and, as letters sent between the artist and 

the collector Angelo Signorelli reveal, in the early 1930s he endeavoured to 

translate and publish the text for an Italian audience.
18

 In short, the book 

became Severini‟s “artistic breviary” on which he always depended.
19

  

But who was Jacques Maritain and what was so singular about his text 

Art et Scholastique? Maritain, like Severini, had spent most of his youth as 

an atheist. But, when Jacques and his future wife Raïssa Oumançoff were 

scarcely twenty years old, a deep sadness—a metaphysical anguish—

descended upon them. Their study at the Sorbonne, although providing 

them with specialised knowledge, was ultimately “undermined by the rela-

tivism of the scientists, by the scepticism of the philosophers.”
20

 Raïssa 

had long believed herself an atheist, but the absence of any meaning for 

truth, and for a distinction between good and evil, meant that it was no 

longer possible to live humanly, and she writes: “I wanted no part in such a 

comedy. I would have accepted a sad life, but not one that was absurd.”
21

 

Jacques‟s despair was as great as Raïssa‟s, so around 1905, seated within 

the seventeenth century gardens of the Jardin des Plantes, they decided:  

To extend credit to existence, look upon it as in experiment to be 

made, in the hope that … the meaning of life would reveal itself … 

and deliver us from the nightmare of a sinister and useless world. 



░    The Spirit of Collaboration 93 

But if the experiment should not be successful, the solution would be 

suicide; suicide before the years had accumulated their dust, before 

our youthful strength was spent. … We wanted to die by a free act if 

it were impossible to live according to the truth.
22

 

It is at this point that the two came across the teachings of Henri Berg-

son, whose formulations of liberty gave them enough strength to again 

consider the future. However, it was not until they read Léon Bloy‟s La 

Femme Pauvre that they found themselves before the reality of Christianity. 

They increasingly studied the doctrine and sources of Christianity and: 

Little by little, the hierarchy of spiritual, intellectual, scientific values 

was revealed to us, and we began to understand that they could not 

be inimical to each other. ... Once we recognised as inoperative the 

objections of rationalistic scepticism and pseudo-scientific positivism 

... the veracity of faith became a plausible hypothesis.
23

 

In February 1906, eight months after their first encounter with Catholi-

cism, Raïssa fell dangerously ill. It was a time of great anguish for Jacques, 

and during her illness, Raïssa tells us that her husband “gave way, and felt 

himself ready to accept Catholicism.”
24

 The Maritains (including Raïssa‟s 

sister Vera) were baptised on 11 June 1906, marking their definitive adhe-

sion to Christianity and paving the way for their subsequent discovery of 

the medieval Christian philosopher St Thomas Aquinas.
25

  

Towards the end of 1910, after much passionate encouragement from 

his wife Raïssa, Maritain set himself to read the works of Aquinas. Jean-

Luc Barré, the Maritains‟ biographer, remarks that the couple‟s interaction 

with Thomism was more than simple adherence to a philosophical school 

of thought, it was a kind of filiation, or spiritual intimacy.
26

 Though perhaps 

more importantly, as Piero Viotto writes, the Maritains‟ “meeting with the 

writings of St Thomas transformed their moral convictions into solid intellec-

tual knowledge, preventing them from falling into Fideism.”
27

 What was so 

exciting and innovative about Maritain's project was “that it was not a scho-

lastic Thomism, the Thomism of manuals, but an alive Thomism open to 

the problematics of contemporary philosophy, very existential.”
28

  

The Maritains were modern day disciples of St Thomas Aquinas and 

turned their home in Meudon (situated in the south-western suburbs of 

Paris) into a centre of debate during the Renouveau catholique—a cultural 

movement during the inter-war period that was marked by a widespread 

desire to renew the paradigms of Christian art, architecture and literature.
29

 

Their home became a meeting place throughout the 1920s and 1930s for 

the cultural vanguard, where philosophers, artists, writers and musicians 

converged to discuss problems of contemporary culture, politics and relig-
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ion. It was a site of fertile discussion, impassioned debate and conversions, 

the most famous of which being the poet and opium-addict Jean Cocteau‟s 

“miracle of faith.”
30

 It was into this context of religious spirituality and intel-

lectual freedom that Severini was introduced when he arrived on the Marit-

ains‟ doorstep in mid-1923.  

Art et Scholastique: a new aesthetic framework 

 

Figure 1. Jacques Maritain, Art et Scholastique (front cover), Paris: Librairie de l‟art 
catholique, 1920. Printed with permission. 

 

A month after Severini left his first meeting with Maritain, he wrote the 

philosopher a letter in which he praised the text, writing: “I found in your 

book the confirmation of my ultimate conclusions and the tools for deepen-
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ing this aspect of the artistic problem.”
31

 He similarly wrote in his autobiog-

raphy that: 

Before my encounter with Thomist philosophy through Maritain, I 

had almost reached the same conclusions through the logical devel-

opment of my work, intuition and thought, but what a great sense of 

joy I felt upon discovering, in Maritain, the confirmation of certain 

thought patterns, certain ways of clarifying these to myself and to 

others.
32

 

Severini seeks to emphasise that Maritain‟s ideas were in line with the logi-

cal development of his work (only natural for an artist who wants to main-

tain a sense of his own autonomy and genius). Nevertheless, in Maritain‟s 

text the artist discovered some resolutions to artistic problems and a new 

way of conceiving the artistic problem.  

The artist highlighted the value of Maritain‟s aesthetic philosophy for 

approaching contemporary art, writing in his introduction to Raggionamenti 

sulle Arti Figurative that: 

Thomist thought, more than any other, accords with modern aspira-

tions. … It is in light of this thought that we can examine the action of 

Picasso in art, or certain modern exhibitions, or certain modern art-

ists such as Manet, Matisse, and Renoir.
33

 

He considered the principles of Art et Scholastique as constituting the only 

theory of art that permitted the artist to think of the past while looking to the 

future.
34

 For Severini, neo-Thomism established a sense of equilibrium be-

tween the subject and object, between the human qualities that nourish art 

and the distinctly pictorial activity of the artist.
35

  

Maritain‟s small tract Art et Scholastique, published in 1920, sought to 

relate the medieval metaphysics of St Thomas Aquinas to the modern art 

world—establishing a new lens, grounded in Christian metaphysics, 

through which to approach modern aesthetics.
36

 It was a book of the mod-

ern man and the medieval because, as Umberto Eco writes, Maritain did 

not view “the medieval as an historical island, but as a dimension of the 

spirit.”
37

 Like the scholastic tradition, which had Aquinas as one of its prin-

cipal theorists, Maritain utilised dialectical reasoning to overcome the dis-

cord between apparently irreconcilable spheres—art and morality, modern-

ism and scholasticism, and avant-garde culture and Catholicism—as a way 

of re-conceiving art and the creative act.
38

 Inspired by his appreciation for 

avant-garde art, he provided an analysis of art that responded to enduring 

aesthetic problems such as beauty and social engagement. 

The book was a major, if unexpected, success and was almost imme-
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diately translated into languages all over the world.
39

 What was so remark-

able about Maritain‟s views on religious art was that he approached the 

genre from both a religious and an artistic point of view, traversing a new 

path between conflicting tendencies. On the one side was a Catholic world 

restrained by clerical conformism that for centuries had not ceased to scorn 

contemporary artists, and on the other side were the most extreme aes-

thetic experiments, such as surrealism or Dadaism in which the principle of 

art itself needed to be defended.
40

 For Maritain, religious art not only had to 

serve dogma and answer the prayers of the faithful, it also had to partake in 

contemporary artistic languages. Hence the abstracted forms evidenced in 

Rouault‟s clowns, Severini‟s dancers or Picasso‟s seated women were 

considered appropriate means for confronting Christian topics because, re-

vealing more than objective reality, they sought to evoke an inner essence 

of the subject. Like the work of the great medieval masters, Maritain saw 

the modernists as seeking to explore the metaphysical essence of things 

through what Stephen Schloesser has termed the “de-formation of surface 

representations”.
41

 

In summarising Art et Scholastique five salient characteristics concern-

ing the nature of art can be ascertained: art as an intellectual virtue; the 

autonomy of the creative act; the notion of beauty; the problem of imitation; 

and the interrelationship between society and the artist. The degree to 

which these principles sustained Severini‟s imagination is demonstrated 

both in his journalistic interventions (after reading the tract Severini became 

a regular contributor to journals such as Nova et Vetera, L‟Ambrosiano and 

L‟Information) and art practice. But, for our present purposes, it is Maritain‟s 

discussion of beauty and art‟s role in society that is particularly pertinent, 

revealing the reciprocal influences that flowed between the artist and the 

philosopher. In the analysis below, I outline the impact that Severini‟s futur-

ist paintings had on the philosopher, and following this how the artist‟s ap-

proach was reoriented toward neo-Thomist aesthetics through his medita-

tion on Art et Scholastique. 

The third characteristic of Maritain‟s theory of art is the concept of 

beauty. For Maritain, the principal aim of the fine arts is to produce beautiful 

objects, and in this sense they are distinguished from the more utilitarian in-

tentions of the useful arts such as architecture or carpentry. Beauty is not 

an interested activity, and consequently the fine arts are defined by their 

disinterestedness, which means “they are not made to be used as a 

means, but in order to enjoy them as an end.”
42

  

Maritain begins his discussion on beauty by quoting Aquinas and de-

fines the beautiful “as that which, being seen, pleases.”
43

 He does not in-

tend this as an authoritative definition, but as more of an experiential ac-
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count. According to Maritain, beauty stimulates the intellect through the de-

light of the senses where the intellect is pleased because “in the beautiful it 

finds itself again and recognizes itself.”
44

 The act of perceiving beauty 

“gives delight in knowing; not the delight peculiar to the act of knowing, but 

a delight which superabounds and overflows from this act because of the 

object known.”
45

 So beauty resides both intrinsically within the object, and 

in the relation between work and viewer.  

The second definition of beauty in Art et Scholastique, which follows 

on from the first, outlines the three essential characteristics of a beautiful 

thing: integrity, proportion, and radiance or clarity. Integrity “is the inner 

logic of the product,” its perfection or completion.
46

 This means both that no 

parts are missing and that there is a fullness of being, not in the philosophi-

cal sense but in relation to the work to be made. Maritain provides his 

readers with an example which simultaneously demonstrates that Severini 

was not unknown to the philosopher. He states: 

If it pleases a futurist to give the lady he is painting only one eye, or 

a quarter of an eye, no one denies him the right to do this: one asks 

only—here is the whole problem—that this quarter of an eye be pre-

cisely all the eye this lady needs in the given case.
47

 

According to the artist‟s memoirs Maritain later told Severini: 

That he had been thinking of one of my futurist paintings while mak-

ing that consideration, more specifically of La Danseuse Obsédante. 

He spoke of the painting with the same freedom of spirit that we 

painters did, that is, detached from any external limitations.
48

 

The second condition of a beautiful object is proportion, which refers to 

matter intelligibly arranged. It is both the object‟s intrinsic proportion and its 

“harmony and adaption to the observer‟s mind.”
49

 Like integrity, the prop-

erty of proportion will be different according to the ends of the work and it is 

not constrained by the laws of the natural world. For Maritain, Rouault‟s 

clowns are as perfectly proportioned as figures constructed according to 

the Greek canon.
50

 The final, and most important condition of beauty, is ra-

diance, which is “the splendour of the form on the proportioned parts of 

matter;” a flashing of intelligence on the forms or arrangements of a work.
51

 

While these three characteristics are essential, they have no absolute signi-

fication because “beauty is not conformity to a certain ideal and immutable 

type” and it is always relative to the proper nature and end of the thing.
52

  

Severini was particularly attracted to Maritain‟s definition of beauty and 

the artist often adopted Maritain‟s phrase in his writings after 1923 that 

“beauty is the splendour of form on the proportioned parts of matter.”
53
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Severini‟s attraction to this definition relates to its rehabilitation of the spiri-

tual, its emancipation from the ideal of beauty, and the idea that a painting 

could be beautiful independently of the things represented. In his review of 

the second edition of Art et Scholastique for Critica Fascista in 1928, 

Severini summarised Maritain‟s theory of beauty as a notion “stringently in-

trinsic, inseparably tied to the work and to the workman, resulting from the 

spiritual radiation that the artist knew to disclose in things, and from his 

creative spirit.”
54

 He celebrates Maritain‟s notion of beauty, because it is 

not that of Hegel, Kant, Winckelmann, the bello-ideale, and neo-

Platonism.
55

 

An important aspect of Maritain‟s theory, as mentioned above, was his 

synthesis of apparently discordant ideals, such as art and morality (or what 

Maritain terms Prudence). Although he acknowledged that art has its own 

rules that are distinct from the human realm, he also maintained that art 

must take account of humanity. For Maritain, the artist has a responsibility 

to the society in which they live; they “provide a food and not simply intoxi-

cation.”
56

 So there appears an antinomy between the essence of art (Art) 

and the conditions of its human existence (Morality). Maritain does not 

deny these contradictory forces, stating rather prosaically that “the sole 

question for the artist is not to be a weakling,” to be strong enough to domi-

nate matter without being distracted by the human ends pursued.
57

 For the 

philosopher, good workmanship (a human virtue) and humility (denial of the 

cult of celebrity and individualism) reconciles the artist‟s absolute freedom 

with the need to act morally.  

Maritain was particularly disparaging of artistic individualism or the 

idea of the lone and grandiose genius, which he saw as being first culti-

vated during the Renaissance. Setting up a somewhat problematic dichot-

omy, he celebrated the social structure of medieval civilization where “the 

artist had only the rank of artisan” (in contrast to the Renaissance where art 

production was still collective in nature).
58

 For Maritain, the virtue of the ar-

tisan lay in the fact that he represented “the general run of men” and be-

cause “If Christ willed to be an artisan in a little village, it is because He 

wanted to assume the common condition of humanity.”
59

 For Maritain, an 

artisan during the medieval period worked alongside others where “every 

kind of anarchical development was forbidden his individualism” and for 

“the whole mass of mankind” rather than for the “rich and fashionable and 

for the merchants.”
60

 

In the immediate post-war period, ideas of social responsibility in-

creasingly preoccupied artists and the role of art in society was hotly de-

bated. But, as knowledge of the artistic situation in the Soviet Union slowly 

filtered through to the environs of Paris, social engagement was progres-
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sively seen as a hostile constraint to artistic freedom. Severini was very 

sympathetic to the idea of an engaged art and Daniela Fonti has noted that 

Severini had a desire to communicate with a public beyond the intellectual 

elite that frequented the Parisian galleries.
61

 Severini saw Maritain‟s inter-

pretation of art and the artist as providing a resolution to the conflict be-

tween social commitment and artistic freedom, where independence did not 

have to mean indifference. It was ultimately religious art and mural decora-

tion that provided the chance for Severini to realise a more universal form 

of communication and to establish a new rapport with the masses.  

In this regard, Maritain‟s examination of religious art is integral. Under-

standing the genre from both sides of the divide, he argues that religious 

art needs to arrive at a synthesis between the innovation, novelty, and inte-

rior emotion that are characteristic of modern art and the tradition, instruc-

tion and dogma that defines religious art.
62

 To achieve this end he estab-

lishes a number of theoretical foundations. Sacred art must be legible, as it 

is there for the instruction of the faithful, and it must be finished, that is, as 

summarised by Severini “the work has a surface carried out according to all 

the rules of the craft and according to the relative needs of the form of ex-

pression.”
63

 Religious art must partake in contemporary artistic languages 

and it must have religious emotion, which does not depend on the subject 

or technique, but on the interior accord of the artist with the spiritual life of 

the Saints.
64

 These observations found currency with Severini, who was 

almost exclusively engaged in church decoration between 1924 and 1933. 

Lausanne (1933-1934). 

I should think there are at least a thousand Holy Families in exis-

tence: and yet the subject seems as fresh to me as ever. The reason 

is that the subject embodies the purest form of human love, and 

echoes the religion of the home, the ideal of family life in our own 

time.
65

 

Between 1933 and 1934 Severini completed his fourth religious commis-

sion in the church of Notre-Dame in Lausanne. The fresco is a summary of 

his artistic experiences and marks an evolutionary point in his mural deco-

rations toward a more Byzantine aesthetic.
66

 This is an important aspect of 

the artist‟s development as it brings him further in line with the aesthetic 

disposition of Maritain who celebrated the simplicity and interior order of the 

Italian Primitives throughout Art et Scholastique. Indeed, in a letter sent to 

Severini on 9 June 1934, Maritain exclaimed that the fresco decoration was 

“a magnificent work.”
67
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Figure 2. Gino Severini, Mater Divinae Gratiae, apse decoration, various techniques, 
L‟Église di Notre-Dame du Valentin, Lausanne, 1933-1934. Printed with permission. 

 

The apse decoration Mater Divinae Gratiae (figure 2) depicts the principle 

figures of the Virgin and Christ against a gold background that was made 

with sheets of pure gold. Mother and child are surrounded by four auxiliary 

scenes: to their left the Coronation of the Virgin with the church of St Peter 

behind and to their right the Annunciation with the city of Lausanne in the 

background.
68

 Representing actual cities behind religious scenes is a par-

ticular characteristic of medieval art, but it also serves to bring the Christian 

story into the domain of the contemporary, a sign of Christ‟s enduring pres-

ence. In the lower part of the fresco, saints, angels and a priest are repre-

sented encircling a crucifixion, behind which is depicted the tessellated fab-

ric of Harlequin‟s costume—an affectionate nod to the humanist theatre of 

the Commedia dell‟arte.
69

 The overall effect of the fresco is one of simulta-

neous vision (a principle first utilised in Severini‟s futurist experiments) in 

which interior and exterior scenes, or figures from different time periods 

(the Coronation of the Virgin for example is situated next to a contemporary 

image of Monsignor Besson offering up the new church) are collaged to-

gether in the one composition.
70

 

Perhaps one of the most exciting and innovative aspects of this 

fresco is Severini‟s synthesis of different artistic styles and techniques em-

ployed according to the requirements of the subject. The focus of the com-

position, the attention for the prayer of the faithful, is Queen Mary, Mother 

of Mercy and accordingly Severini depicts a recognisable type, the noble 
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queen of Byzantium. Whereas the secondary figures of the angels, sus-

pended in winged flight in the upper left and right parts of the fresco, draw 

upon the cubo-mechanical forms of Fernand Léger. The decorative com-

ponents utilise geometric abstraction while the religious symbols, such as 

the pigeons and lambs, recall the Christian primitive tradition. In relation to 

this work Severini explained that: 

One can easily renew contact with the most antique traditions and 

keep them actual by bringing into the dominion of mural art certain 

conclusive experiments from modern art.
71

  

Severini maintains a balance between the antique technique of fresco 

and cubist forms, innovation and legibility, and between the tradition of the 

Christian doctrine and the contemporary circumstance of its execution. He 

resolves the essential problematic of religious art defined by Maritain and 

creates a work that recounts the principal narrative of the Virgin‟s life with-

out renouncing the formal lessons of contemporary art.  

Another important principle of Maritain‟s philosophical aesthetics was 

that art, especially in a church, should not deceive through illusion.
72

 In the 

lower right side of the fresco, Severini has represented the construction site 

of the church. Replete with Cezannesque bricks, a hammer, trowel and 

painting instruments, the detail reminds us that the work is a construction, 

not to be confused with God‟s creation. Severini also inserted a stylised 

self-portrait in the guise of a bishop in the lower left part of the composition. 

The addition of his portrait is another action that points to the constructed-

ness of the work, defining the work as a human, rather than divine, inter-

vention.  
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Figure 3. Gajoni, first to the left, and Severini with the newspaper hat at work in the 
church of Notre Dame du Valentin, photograph, 1933-1934. Printed with permission. 

 

As mentioned above, Maritain despised the decadent individualism 

that had come to characterise modern art, and as Stephen Schloesser 

writes, one of the continuous threads of Maritain‟s thought was his con-

tempt for bourgeois-capitalist individualism, positing the cult of celebrity as 

the cause for modernity‟s fragmentation.
73

 To redress this situation, Marit-

ain esteemed the anonymous artisan of the medieval—an historical period 

that was elevated in Art et Scholastique to the golden age of collective art 

production. In the introduction to the text Raggionamenti sulle Arti Figura-

tive (1936), Severini likewise criticised contemporary artists for their ex-

treme individualism and materialism, which he argues—in line with Marit-

ain—was brought about by the Renaissance.
74

 In an article published in 

the same collection of texts, Severini also suggests: 

One should persuade artists to consider and conduct themselves 

like artisans; the social question, in turn, needs to be resolved within 

a corporate organisation in which the spirit of the “bottega” ... the 

spirit of camaraderie should be brought back.
75

  

In the church of Lausanne, Severini realised this ideal of a collective 

art, collaborating alongside the Milanese artist Anton Luigi Gajoni, who was 

his artistic aide throughout the enormous undertaking. A photo taken during 

the execution of the fresco (figure 3) shows the two seated under their 

work-in-progress. Although Severini recommended a model of art produc-
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tion based on a rhetoric of camaraderie, in actuality he eclipsed the partici-

pation of Gajoni. In fact, we only know of their collaboration through schol-

arship published on the artist Gajoni.
76

  

This was not the first time that Severini had worked alongside others. 

In his first religious commission for the Église de Saint Nicolas in Sem-

sales, Switzerland (1924-26), he was assisted by some native painters of 

Fribourg. Marie Torche-Julmy‟s archival research is exemplary in this re-

gard, as it provides us with further insight into how the artist defined himself 

in relation to the process of collaboration.
77

 Torche-Julmy describes the 

historical episode in which, at the completion of the Semsales frescoes, 

Severini offered Pope Pio XI an album presenting the designs for the deco-

ration. Important for our present discussion is the detail that Severini sup-

pressed the participation of his Swiss collaborators (a fact which particu-

larly upset the Fribourg artists).  

So on the one side, Severini advocated collaborative art production 

and undertook work alongside others. But on the other side, he never ac-

knowledged his collaborators or discussed the particular instances of his 

collective enterprises. It seems that ideologically the principle of shared 

work, unity, and collectivity appealed to Severini, but the implication of 

anonymity or shared kudos that such collaboration entails was fraught by 

enduring modernist conceptions of the lone artist. Ultimately it would ap-

pear that Severini could not extract himself from the Renaissance legacy, 

from Vasari‟s construction of the lone genius, not only suppressing the 

names of his collaborators, but, as we will see below, insistently defining 

and distinguishing himself as the individual artist in contradistinction to the 

labourers he employed. 
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La Via Crucis 

 

Figure 4. View of hill leading up the Via Crucis. 

I saw his Via Crucis in mosaic which ... accompanied me on the up-

hill journey toward the sanctuary of Margherita ... I remember that 

the difficult road had become a joyful surprise from the first, to the 

second, to the third station; a sort of race anticipated by the spirit 

onto the eye, to have more light and colour, and then light and col-

our again.
78
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Severini‟s love for the quasi-obsolete craft of mosaic may appear, at first 

glance, as an almost retrograde interest for one of the principal innovators 

of modernist aesthetics. Yet a closer look at works from the height of his fu-

turist experiments, such as The Dance of the Pan-Pan at the Monico, 

where the frenzied movement of the dancers is expressed through a tessel-

lated surface of contrasting chromatic shapes and shifting planes, reveals a 

sensibility that is closely aligned to the craft of mosaic.
79

 Severini himself 

stated, after seeing the Ravenna mosaics for the first time, “that I was im-

mediately aware of the close analogies, of both intention and motivation, 

between the art of these antique artisans and so-called modern art.”
80

 

Severini‟s foray into the art of mosaic dates from his first religious commis-

sion in Semsales, where he produced a Crocifissione in Majorca tiles for 

the church façade. He continued to experiment with the form throughout 

the 1930s, creating numerous portable mosaics and utilising the artistic 

form in his public commissions.
81

 These experiences culminated in the Via 

Crucis mosaics, which were commissioned by the parish priest of Cortona, 

Monsignor Franciolini in 1944, a brief overview of which provides further in-

sight into Severini‟s collaborative practice. 

Although these mosaics marked Severini‟s first religious contract in It-

aly, at the time of their commission in 1944 the artist had also undertaken 

numerous monumental works for the fascist state including, among others, 

mosaics for the Foro Mussolini in Rome (1937) and a fresco for the Univer-

sity of Padova (1941). However, Severini‟s fascist sympathies are complex 

and cannot be reduced to a discrete piece of biographical information. On 

the one hand his connection to the regime is clear. He published articles in 

the fascist journal Critica fascista on numerous occasions, and from early 

1934 he was also in direct contact with Mussolini, writing letters in which he 

expressed his “most deep fascist devotion” and “absolute fascist faith.”
82

 

But on the other hand, as Fabio Benzi deftly articulates, Severini‟s monu-

mental works for the fascist regime are also underpinned by an intricate 

symbology and anti-celebratory monumentality that point to anti-fascist 

sentiments.
83

 While we cannot deny Severini‟s implications in the fascist 

regime, it is likewise important to acknowledge that the artist did not wholly 

embrace the fascist enterprise.
84

 Furthermore, Severini had a strong desire 

to return to his home country, which, as a financially struggling artist, was 

only possible through some form of allegiance to the fascist regime.  

Whatever the degree of Severini‟s fascist sympathies, they should not 

be seen to have productively informed or influenced his religious aesthetic. 

His state commissions were executed during an intervening period from his 

religious commissions between 1937 and 1942, by which stage the artist 

had already completed five church decorations and established the pictorial 
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language of his religious aesthetic. Furthermore, his religious commissions 

were not only made possible by Maritain (who not incidentally was an ac-

tive participant in France‟s anti-fascist movement) their ideological founda-

tions were underpinned by neo-Thomist philosophy and were not drawn 

from fascist ideology.  

Monsignor Franciolini commissioned the Via Crucis mosaics to honour 

Santa Margherita of Cortona, who was understood by the parish to have 

saved the town from destruction by an advancing front in 1944. Monsignor 

Franciolini contacted Severini in mid-1944 contracting the artist to design 

fifteen cartoons, of which fourteen composed the Stations of the Cross, and 

one apart, which described an episode from the life of Santa Margherita. 

The fourteen designs for the Via Crucis were translated into mosaic by a 

group of Roman mosaicist's under the direction of Severini, while the even-

tual transportation and installation of the mosaics in Cortona was under-

taken by another mosaicist, Mattia Romualdo (also from Rome). Despite 

the appearance of a collaborative enterprise, Severini maintained total 

creative control, directing all aspects of the commission, from the design to 

its execution in mosaic. For example, in the employment contract between 

Severini and one of the mosaicists, Vincenzo Renzi (who was charged with 

executing five of the Stations), the artist stipulates not only that he will 

guide the production, but that he reserves the right to intervene and correct 

both the mosaicist and the work carried out. This point is rather interesting, 

as despite Severini's rhetoric against the cult of celebrity and criticism of 

modernism‟s excessive individualism, he followed a model of collaborative 

practice where the mosaicist‟s were executors, employed labourers, and 

not co-creators with equal status.
85

 

Collaboration and individualism 

Severini‟s return to the religious subject was a return to a more universal 

and collaborative form of art, one that was not directed or defined by the 

fashionable, the rich, or the merchants. His extensive religious decorations 

were the perfect forum to implement the lessons of Maritain and from the 

late 1920s onwards he sought to renew the paradigms of Christian art 

based on a neo-Thomist framework. Although Severini advocated a par-

ticular model of collaboration in which the artist would be an artisan working 

alongside others as they did in the medieval, in practice he was ultimately a 

product of the early twentieth century, unable—and perhaps unwilling—to 

renounce authorial control and entirely submit to the collective enterprise 

and all that it entailed. 
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