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Italian Culture as White Culture in Postwar United States

When American art and architecture critic Aline B. Louchheim highlighted the
work of modernist sculptor Marino Marini in an exhibition review for the New
York Times in 1950,  she began by describing the artist’s physiognomy. It was
the description, Marini’s “gently sensual lips” and “high forehead” that told
readers about the sculptor in her article.1 These traits suggested, according to
the critic, that Marini had an “ancestor [who was] one of the Florentines…
whose  pristine  profiles  was  [sic]  caught  by  Antonio  Pollaiuolo  […  or]  a
descendant  of  Verrocchio’s  ‘David’.”  Louchheim’s  description stands  out  in
the reviews of  Marini’s  work,  on both sides of  the Atlantic,  in the lengthy
description  of  his  physiognomy.2 In  the  broader  American  context,  this
description  of  Marini  is  illustrative  of  the  disjunctive  acceptance  of  Italian
modernism into the Western canon as dictated by American institutions.3 His
physiognomy connected the modern Italian to the great humanist tradition of
the Renaissance, of which the US saw themselves as inheritor.4 As part of their
bourgeoning Cold War strategies, the US wanted to be seen as inheritor of
humanism because they were positioning themselves to lead Western culture.5

The US as humanist inheritor was also influenced by shifting racial politics in
the US. For example, after Second World War, Italians started moving out of
their  urban enclaves,  such as  East  Harlem (NY),  into which they had been
segregated.6 This is just one external marker to the shift of Italian Americans’
place in America's racialized society. Marini and his work served as an ideal
representation  of  the  humanist  heritage  of  Western culture  and  its
constructed beginnings. The artist and his work also served as the face, quite
literally, of broadening definitions of whiteness in America’s racialized society.
Italian artists  and designers became the physical  manifestation of  the new
postwar  white  Western culture  that  was being inherited by the Americans
from European humanist traditions. 

Italian  modern  art’s  patronage  by  US institutions  was  part  of  an  effort  to
secure  American  cultural  hegemony  after  Second  World  War.  Support  for
Italian modernism was used to both present the US’s place as inheritor  of
Western white culture and also to secure Italy, and its culture, as part of the
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modern East/West divide of the Cold War. Importantly, it was not a natural nor
neutral progression that led to Italian modern art being part of the Western
art  historical  canon.7 Rather,  key  figures  in  elite  cultural  circles  chose  to
include Italian modern art in order to uphold evolving ideas of whiteness and
Western culture.  The use of  exhibitions at  the beginning  of  the Cold  War,
ofttimes directly funded by the US government, worked to incorporate Italian
modern  art  into  the  developing  canon  of  Western  modern  art  history.
Exhibitions served as a way to present Italy and its culture as prime examples
of capitalist democracies within the racialized-white West in this new Cold War
global climate. 

This article will  focus on the moment of the American  “Cultural  Cold War”
when Western culture was set up to be in opposition to communist  Eastern
culture in  the USSR and its  allies.  The “Cultural  Cold War” interacted with
shifting  ideas  about  race  in  the  US  with  regard  to  Italians  and  Italian
Americans.8 Exhibitions like MoMA’s 1949 Twentieth-Century Italian Art [fig. 1]
and  the  1950–53  Italy  at  Work:  Her  Renaissance  in  Design  Today not  only
opened markets in the US for Italian material culture, aut also helped establish
this cultural link between the US and Italy’s humanist past. Though this work
had begun before the war, the postwar shift to supporting modern art and
design was important to solidifying America’s position as the Western cultural
leader.9 As many have shown since Serge Guilbaut’s 1983 book How New York
Stole  the  Idea  of  Modern  Art,  the  US  and  its  allies  worked,  sometimes  in
disagreement,  to  fight  for  American  cultural  supremacy  within  the  West
during the Cold War.10 Italy played a key role in this space not only because of
the peninsula’s legacy (namely ancient Rome and the early modern period, or
Renaissance), but also because of its strategic geographical location on the
Mediterranean.11 Recent  scholarship  by  myself,  Raffaele  Bedarida,  Elena
Dellapiana,  and  others  have  shown  that  Italian  modern  art,  design,  and
architecture was having a moment in the US after Second World War.12 This
paper builds on this scholarship by track how exhibitions of Italian art in the
US  after  Second  World  War  presented  Italian  culture  as  white  culture  to
strengthen American claims to Western humanist  culture at the same time
that Italian Americans were working to be seen as fully,  culturally  white in
their communities.

The intersections of politics, economics, culture, art, and race are at the heart
of the importance of looking at exhibitions of Italian art in the post-Second
World  War US.  Bringing  in  research  from  fields  outside  of  art  history  are,
therefore,  necessary.  In  part,  this  study  serves  to  add  the  context  that
scholars like Miguel Mellino have called for since the 2010s. As Mellino wrote:
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what still needs to be done [in the study of postcolonial Italy’s relationship to
“capitalist modernity”] is to dislocate modern Italian history — particularly the
nation-building  process  —  and  put  it  back  into  the  global  context  of  what
Peruvian  postcolonial  theorist  Anibal  Quijano  has  called  “the  coloniality  of
modern capitalist power […].”13 

Though Mellino considers  constructions of  “race,  racism,  and racialization”
inside Italy, a broader look at Cold War-era geopolitics fits within his linkages
between capitalism, colonialism, and racism.14 For example, the reassertion of
Italy’s place as a capitalist democracy after Italian Fascism’s fall was important
on both sides of the Atlantic.15 At the same time, Italy wanted to keep the
political and cultural power that it lost with the war and with the dissolution of
their colonies in North and East Africa.16 Likewise, the US wanted to shore up
power in the Mediterranean at the beginning of the Cold War and make sure
they were seen as the inheritors of the patrimony of Western culture.17

Conceptions of US racial whiteness in the first half of the twentieth century
put Italians in proximity to whiteness. Positioning Italians as not fully white,
specifically  not culturally  white in the US,  served political  actors as well  as
individuals. The construction of the Western canon of art history, for instance,
relied on hierarchies of race, nationality, and even artistic medium (painting is
art but ceramics are craft, for instance). These contexts are connected to the
politics in Italy and the US that helped secure Italian cultural productions as
part of the Western canon. From Fascism to the Cold War, Italy was strategic
politically both for its physical proximity to the East and its Communism. At the
same time, Italy was valuable for its humanist legacy. For the US to present
itself as the inheritor of Western culture from Europe, it had to incorporate
Italy  into  the  colonial  hierarchies  of  white  and  western.  Just  as  Mussolini
weaponized Imperial Roman and Early modern culture to justify his claims to
establish a “Third Rome”, the US deployed Italian art and culture in the Cold
War. One way they did this was by supporting, overtly and covertly, postwar
Italian  art  and  design  exhibitions  in  the  US  and  throughout  Europe.  US
exhibitions  that  packaged  postwar  Italian  art  and  design  as  Western,
democratic, capitalist, and therefore white, Italian modern art validated the
Western art history canon as part of American-lead humanist culture. 

Italian Americans and Their Proximity to Cultural Whiteness in the US after
Second World War

Italian Americans and recent Italian immigrants to the US were experiencing a
rapidly shifting political and social environment in the decade after the Second
World  War.  This  was,  in  part,  because  Italian  Americans  were  becoming
considered culturally  white  in  the  US.  Since  race  is  a  cultural  construct,  it
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works inside and outside of legal channels, often in seemingly contradictory
ways.  As  sociologist  Erik  T.  Writhers  notes,  “whiteness  is  ‘done’  through
culture” and “is in a constant state of working and reworking.”18 Whiteness is
as constructed and ever shifting as the definitions of Western culture. Culture
itself is used to construct racial hierarchies; and art is a powerful cultural tool
in creating ideas about race.19 The integration of Italians and Italian Americans
into whiteness is connected to Italian modern art and design’s integration into
the Western canon after Second World War.

Race  for  immigrants  to  the  US  often  shifted  their  own  preexisting
understandings of race, which were often different in their countries of origin.
Even if they already held racial privileges at home, American writer and civil
rights activist James Baldwin described how the American racialized system
was paramount to US culture. He wrote:  “It bears terrifying witness to what
happened to everyone who got here,  and paid the price of the ticket.  The
price  was  to  become  ‘white’.  No  one  was  white  before  he/she  came  to
America.”20 Baldwin was alluding to way in which immigrants to the US would
leave behind practices, customs, and language, as they were made to embrace
a hegemonic white racial identity within the US. Of course, many immigrants
would have embraced cultural assimilation, but what is important for Baldwin
is that the US racialized system was more endemic to culture than in Europe,
for  instance,  because  of  the  legacy  of  colonialization  and chattel  slavery.21

Over  the  course  of  the  nineteenth  and  early  twentieth  centuries,  Italian
immigrants  became  less  segregated  in  the  US.  First,  Italians  segregated
amongst themselves into regional groups, then unified in a national identity of
Italian  Americans,  and  then,  after  Second  World  War,  into  broader  white
communities.22 For Italians, a position as white became more urgent during
and after  Second World  War  because  of  the  shifting  international  political
landscape.23 

Within scholarship on race in the US, studies of race have extensively looked
at  the  systems  of  oppression  that  affected  Black,  Indigenous,  and  other
People  of  Color  (BIPOC).  However,  there  are  a  growing  number  of  more
studies that have looked at how various ethnic groups became white over
time.24 Unlike  BIPOC  immigrants,  Italian  immigrants  had  some  legal
protections but did not benefit culturally from whiteness until the second half
of  the  twentieth  century.25 The  first  important  shift  came  in  the  late-
nineteenth  century,  when  attitudes  towards  non-Anglican  European
immigrants  started  to  change,  bringing  more  European  groups  closer  to
whiteness; though they were the lowest in the nineteenth-century European
racial hierarchy.26 Italian American and Italian immigrants’ raised proximity to
whiteness did not protect them from racial violence at the end of the century.
For example in 1891, eleven Italians were lynched by a mob after a “acquittal
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of nine alleged Mafia members believed responsible for killing New Orleans
Police Chief David Hennessy.”27 This event was closely followed by a national
celebration of the holiday for Christopher Columbus in 1892  – it  would not
become an official national holiday until 1964.28 This holiday became important
to the Italian American population over time. As historian Thomas J. Schlereth
shows,  Columbus  was  first  used  as  a  symbol  in  a  search  for  a  national
American identity by Anglo Americans since the 1790s.29 It is not until almost
hundred years  later  that  celebrations  of  the  historical  figure  within  Italian
American  communities  become  popular  and  when  they  saw  him  as  “an
American ethnic saint in an era of unprecedented immigration.”30 The shifts in
the holiday symbolizing Italian American identity seem to follow the shifts in
Italian American’s racial status in the US. 

Though Italians were legally “white on arrival,”as historian Thomas Guglielmo
has  termed their  legal  status  in  the US,  their  experiences  in  the racialized
hierarchies  of  American  culture  were  more  complicated.31 These  legal
privileges included the rights to naturalize as US citizens and have full voting
rights, like other white Americans. This meant that Italian Americans did have
many privileges within US society that their BIPOC neighbors did not, even if
they still experienced discrimination because of their liminal status with regard
to cultural whiteness.  However, their legal status did not protect them from
legal discrimination.

Scholar  and memoirist  Louise  DeSalvo’s  examination  of  her  grandmother’s
naturalization in the US in the 1890s illustrates the  double-edged whiteness
held by Italian immigrating to the US in the first half of the twentieth century.
DeSalvo  grandmother’s  papers  recorded  her  as  “color  White;  complexion
Dark.”32 As she emphasizes that this description as “complexion Dark” could
not have been a phenotypical  observation,  because “my grandmother was
most certainly fair.”33 The coding of her visibly fair complexion as “dark” was
meant to signal her otherness as an Italian in America. These distinctions were
made  to  show  immigrants  that  though they  were  able  to  gain  citizenship
because of their European whiteness they were a not fully-white American.
The  Immigration  Act  of  1924  specifically  restricted  immigration  of  Italian
immigrants alongside other liminally-white European groups. Historian Peter
G.  Vellon  shows  that  support  1924  bill  highlighted  specific  anti-Italian
sentiments among some “old stock” Americans.34 This happened because the
construction  of  whiteness  was  not  so  clear  cut;  “an  immigrant  might  be
considered  white  [legally],  yet  at  the  same  time  be  perceived  as  racially
distinct from other whites.”35 It was not until the second half of the twentieth
century that the 1924 bill was repealed.36 
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With  these  shifting  ideas  about  race,  Italian  Americans  and  recent  Italian
immigrants to the US were often “placed between whites and blacks.”37 This
started to shift more dramatically after Second World War at the beginning of
the  Cold  War.  Discussing  the  often-parallel  Jewish-American  experience,
anthropologist Karen Brodkin writes: 

programs [helping GI’s]  reinforced white/nonwhite  racial  distinctions  even as
intrawhite racialization was falling out of fashion. This other side of the coin,
that white men of northwest European ancestry and white men of southeastern
European ancestry were treated equally in theory and in practice with regard to
the benefits they received, was part of the larger postwar whitening of Jews and
other eastern and southern Europeans.38 

Italian Americans were not passive actors in these shifts either. Before and
after  Second  World  War,  they  began  to  make  moves  to  differentiate
themselves from the Black communities that they had once been an integral
part.  Rising anti-black violence among the Italian American community was
one signal to the Italian American push to be perceived as culturally white in
the US.39 These “complicated and contradictory ways Italians have adopted
and challenged the practices of white supremacy” showed they were gaining
access to cultural whiteness in the US.40 The colloquial knowledge of this shift
to whiteness is still discussed by Black folks today, from the 2002 NYC radio
deejay at  WAXQ-FM Chuck Nice making the remark “Italias [sic]  are niggaz
with short memories” to the jokes about Italian Americans being People of
Color in the film Sorry to Bother You (Significant Productions, 2018).41 

These internal and external moves to secure a place for Italian Americans as
culturally  white became interconnected with American Cold War politics. For
example, in response to the 1952 immigration act  – which had replaced the
1924 law – the American Committee on Italian Migration (ACIM) critiqued the
law  by  saying  that  “Italy  would  go  Communist,  and  the  already  delicate
equilibrium  in  Western  Europe  would  tilt  toward  the  Soviet  bloc”  if  poor
Italians were not allowed to emigrate to the US.42 Among other things, the
predominant religion of most Italian Americans, Catholicism, played to their
favor. A public anti-communist stance was being championed by key American
Catholics, including Joseph McCarthy.43 The church also supported groups like
the ACIM with resources for their advocacy.44 The immediate decade after the
Second World War saw continued legal exclusion of Italian immigrants in the
US, on the one hand, and moves by the Italian American community to be
seen as fully white, on the other. None of these shifts, however, were neutral
or natural. They were individuals, communities, and governments working to
reorient in the new Cold War context of America’s capitalist democracy.  

6



 palinsesti n. 12 (2023)                                        Italian Culture as White Culture

Western Culture as White Culture

The social status of Italians in the US was connected to the related cultural
construction of so-called Western culture. Similar to the cultural dichotomy of
black versus white in terms of race, the West is a social construction. Modern
ideas of East and West are essentially a rebranding of Orient and Occident  –
terms still used in Italian today: oriente and occidente.45 Neither sets of terms
are neutral; both are constructed from the perspective of Europeans (more
specify Northern Europeans) and facilitate various forms of power (colonial,
religious, etc.). 

As Edward Said outlined in his canonical text on Orientalism, the separation of
Orient and Occident simplified the complexities of culture in order to create a
hierarchical order.46 Historian Georgios Varouxakis tracked the usage of terms
like West and Western in the British lexicon to be a specific replacement for
the term “Occident.”47 It  was used in the nineteenth century to reflect the
geopolitical differences both between UK and their colonies specifically and
also  between  Europe  and  Russia,  the  Ottoman  Empire,  and  so-called
“Oriental”  Jewish  people  more broadly.48 As  Said  had already alluded,  the
East/West construction brought in issues of colonialism, race, and religion that
were all  at (messy) play together.49 These hierarchies overlap and informed
racial hierarchies. It is this Eurocentric understanding of history that generated
the modern ideas about Western culture – what fits in it and what does not fit
in  the Western canon of  art  history.  The Ancient Greek states,  the Roman
Empire, and Ancient Egypt are part of the Western art historical patrimony,
while  the  pre-Christian  Germanic  people,  the  Romani,  Jewish  Europeans
culture are not.

Occident/Orient, West/East are distinctions that have guided the development
of the field of art history since the European Enlightenment. Though the field
has started to shift, most art history surveys have Italian art history include
numerous Catholic altarpieces by everyone from Giotto to Verrocchio but not
a single item now housed in the Museo Ebraico (Jewish Museum) in Rome.
This shows that it was not just someone’s physical position in Europe or on the
Mediterranean  that  situated  their  cultural  patrimony  within  Western  art
history. Even within one location, Italy, not all their cultural patrimony would
count  as  Western.  Beyond  religion,  growing  conceptions  of  race  placed
modern Italians outside the canon in the beginning of the twentieth century.
In  the  books,  Italian  art  is  ostensibly  omitted  between  Bernini’s  Baroque
sculptures and Boccioni’s Futurist paintings, as if the three centuries between
those two did not exist. Just as Mussolini strategically chose Imperial and not
Republican Rome to champion under Fascism, these canon choices within art
history  were  political  as  much  as  aesthetic.  Politics,  economics,  religion,
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culture,  and  shifting  ideas  about  race  during  the  European  Enlightenment
influenced  the  Western  art  historical  canon  that  was  the  foundation  for
American art historians and curators after Second World War. 

The explicit  connection between art  history  and race,  at  least  in  American
scholarship, starts with the work of Kymberly Pinder, in her 2002 book Race-
ing  Art  History.50 Since  this  foundational  volume,  there  has  been  more
scholarship of both race inside art and art history and also the variety of art
omitted from the Western canon.51 It is not just historical art that has been
framed inside or outside the Western canon. For modernism in particular, “as
a product of the Enlightenment epistemology, [modern art] has operated as
self-evidently ‘universal’, silencing the histories of the non-West.”52 Therefore,
it is important not only to recognize the constructed and biased nature of the
canon, but also to understand the canon’s broader social and cultural impacts.

The construction of the West, just like the Western canon of art history, relied
on a racial hierarchy to get and maintain power. Institutions like the Museum
of Modern Art (MoMA) actively used their exhibitions to shape these ever-
evolving ideas about Western culture and whiteness before and after Second
World War. One of the latest books on MoMA, by Caroline M. Riley, highlights
the  museum’s  use  of  politics  and  culture  in  intentional  canon  creation.53

Similarly, the often-contradictory nature of connecting modern Italian culture
with the dominant white Western culture is evident in a variety of ways. The
press around Cold War exhibitions illustrated the shifting position of Italians
inside the American racialized culture in real time. As with the description of
sculptor Marino Marini that opened this paper, images of Italian artists also
reflected the othering of contemporary Italian people in the US. 

For the 1950-53 Italy at Work exhibition in the United States, a photo of Lucio
Fontana was used to entice exhibition viewership for the opening to readers
of  Interiors magazine  [fig.  2].  The caption reads:  “In a whitewashed cell  at
Albisola,  on the Italian  Riviera,  Lucio Fontana works his  sophistication into
ceramics with a texture as rough as the bare walls around him.”54 Fontana
pensively looking at his ceramic creations reads as the old world, as a man
connected to his past, to the land that made the clay. The only discussion of
his work in the accompanying article reiterates the caption of the illustrated
image:  “Fontana  showing  his  powerful  achievements  in  clay  in  a  vaulted,
whitewashed stone cell in Albisola, lighted by a barred window and one light
bulb.”55 The text for this article reinforces this orientalizing view of Fontana,
discussing the curatorial research trip to Italy as a “shopping trip” for exotic
wares without broader aesthetic or historical context.

Of course, Fontana would have been keenly aware of the positionality in such
a photograph. He had been working in ceramics for two decades, in part, as
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Iria Candela has described, because “modeling [in clay] gave the artist room
for spontaneous gesture and free experimentation with form.”56 Beyond the
materiality of the ceramic media, as Candela, Sharon Hecker, Anthony White,
and others have shown, Fontana’s interest in the intersections of high and low
connect this work to his work that was praised in high art circles.57 However,
Fontana’s voice and agency is missing from the Interiors article. Nowhere do
they  acknowledge  Fontana’s  really  avant-garde  use  of  ceramics,  his
experiments  in  media  like  neon,  nor  the  broader  import  of  his  work
internationally.  I  would even suggest  that this  is  likely  why the 2019 show
Lucio Fontana: On the Threshold at the Met Breuer sparked so much discussion
about Fontana’s American reception at midcentury.58

By  comparing  this  “Romanticizing”  image  of  Italian  aesthetic  production,
borrowing Paulo Scrivano’s terminology, to others made to represent Fontana
as a genius artist, the framing of Fontana as other is stark.59 Like the famous
1962 images by Italian photographer Ugo Mulas, the less often reproduced
photographs  by  German  photographer  Charles  Wilp  [fig.  3]  create  a  sharp
contrast to the image used in  Interiors. In Wilp’s photos, taken around 1960,
Fontana is  dressed in  a  tweed suit  and red tie,  standing to the right  of  a
matching red slash paintings. Wilp’s photos of Fontana show an artist and his
work in a more authoritative way. Fontana is shown looking out at the viewer,
meeting their gaze. These are images of an artist-genius, an artist who knows
his  and  his  works’  value.  In  contrast  to  the  image  used  to  illustrate  the
Interiors magazine article, he is an artist and not a romanticized craftsman. For
an American audience, the contemporary Italian artist Fontana was Western
because of his artisanal connection to the Italian Renaissance. He was framed
as other (not fully  white)  in the  Interiors article  because of  the still  liminal
space Italians held in the US. Despite Fontana’s innovative use of ceramics in
his contemporary artistic practice, his work was presented in proximity to folk
art  of  the  non-white  groups  in  Europe  (Jewish,  Romani,  Pagan,  etc.).
Distinctions of high and low, art and craft happening in the early twentieth
century  therefore  likewise  informed  and  were  informed  by  other  cultural
constructions of East/West.

These images are coded with cultural as well as political value. The  Interiors
image was produced for  the publicity,  or  better  yet  propaganda,  for  a  US
Marshall Plan funded exhibition of Italian design. It was meant to show the
American public  how quaint  Italian producers were,  how they were slowly
starting to make work after the devastation of Fascism. These small simple
people,  making simple things,  deserve the power of American consumerist
support.  On  the  other  hand,  Wilp’s images  engaged with  a  contemporary
trend of capturing artists, following the likes of Hans Namuth’s photographs
of  Jackson  Pollock  in  1951.  These  are  images  that  fit  Fontana  into  a
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contemporary art context alongside the other greats of the postwar period.
Despite Fontana’s own connection between his ceramic work and those in
traditional and non-traditional high art media, for an American audience, the
Interiors magazine image and accompanying article does little to make that
link. 

Thought it was important to American cultural elites for modern Italian artist
patrimony  to  become  part  of  the  Western  canon,  as  I  have  discussed
elsewhere, the lingering understandings of Italians as only liminally-white in
the  American  racial  hierarchy  still  peeks  through.60 Among  other  historical
prejudices,  the  country’s  physical  proximity  to  Africa  and  leftist  political
undercurrents  both  made  the  incorporation  of  Italian  modern  art  into  the
modern Western canon tangled. Even as their work was being championed as
part of the new modernist art history of the West, Italian artists still were held
to  the  racist  standards  of  the  American  racial  hierarchy.  This  was  only
amplified during the Cold  War,  where  distinctions  between West  and East
gained even more political and cultural import globally. 

Cold War Politics and Italy in the West

The US political interest  in  Italy  started before  the First  World  War  as  the
popularity  of  leftist  politics  grew  during  the  period  of  liberal  Italy  and
continued in the interwar period as Mussolini took over and established the
fascist  state. American official  support for  Mussolini  under pre-war Fascism
see parallels in the postwar support for Italy. In 1929, German-Swiss author
Emil  Ludwig  interviewed  Benito  Mussolini  for  the  New  York  Times.  In  the
interview, Ludwig outlined: 

there seems to me to be a distinct contrast between the Italian and Russian
methods, which formerly were so alike… [and Mussolini’s] belief in his new form
of  State  might  bring  him  to  the  point  of  not  desiring  to  see  it  established
anywhere else.61 

Fascism was  modernizing the  backwards and therefore  liminally-white  Italy
illustrated in  Grand Tour  novels;  however,  fascists  were  not  as  much  of  a
political  threat  as  the  Soviets.  Not  only  would  Mussolini  not  enact  Italy’s
colonialism beyond interests outside the West (tellingly, it was ok that he was
colonizing  parts  of  North  and  East  Africa),  but  his  strong  control  of  the
peninsula  would  mean that  Communism would  not  spread there  from the
recently established USSR.  

The decade after the fall of Fascism the push to bring Italy into the fold of the
West increased during the bourgeoning Cold War. Communism was an Eastern
political ideology, in opposition to Western  capitalist democracy.  For Italian
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Americans and for the US Government alike, there were fears that Italy would
fall the Communist expansion in Eastern Europe. This was immediately evident
to leaders of both countries. Italian Prime Minister Alcide De Gasperi’s 1947
visit  to the United States reflected his  use  of  this  fear  to vie for  more US
support of Italian reconstruction efforts. De Gasperi spoke publicly of a wish
“to convince the American authorities that [Italian] economic necessities and
the  need  to  normalize  political  life  […]  should  be  dealt  with  as  a  single
problem.”62 The  equation  of  economic  stability  to  political  stability,  both
against  resurgent  Fascism  and also  against  Communism,  is  inherent  in  the
understanding of American Cold War ideals.63 Economic, political, and cultural
control linked here. 

Italy’s position in these early Cold War policies was central to the American
project. As historian David Ellwood notes, “the Marshall Plan in a country like
Italy was never just an abstract affair […] Nor was it merely another weapon
in America’s  Cold War  anti-communist  crusade.”64 This  was because of  the
unique qualities of the new constitutional democracy as well as the country’s
important cultural history within the West (namely Italy’s humanist history).
One of the ways that the US Government worked within this complex postwar
Italian context was by funding exhibitions of Italian art and material culture in
the US. These initiatives not only served to bring Italian modern culture into
the white West but also helped Italian cultural elites rebuild. This rebuilding of
the Italian cultural elite class was both ideological and financial.  They could
separate  themselves  from  any  possible  connections  to  either  Fascism  or
Communism (the second was only in some cases), at the same time as they
found new wealthy business connections in the robust American markets. 

Italian Americans also participated in these Cold War initiatives as a way to
both solidify their cultural power in the US racialized society as well as support
the incorporation of the post-fascist Italian state into the Cold War alliance
with the US. The leading figure in this is antifascist, Jewish Italian, and recent
American immigrant and  intellectual Max Ascoli.65 Ascoli was founder of the
Handicrafts Development Incorporated, a private organization to help artists
and artisans in Italy,  and the organization CADMA (Commissione Assistenza
Distribuzione Materiali Artigianato or Artisan Materials Distribution Assistance
Commission),  headed by theorist  and art critic  Carlo Ludovico Ragghianti.66

After  the  war,  these  organizations  would  be  utilized  by  the  Marshall  Plan
funded  organization  the  CNA  (Compagnia  Nazionale  Artigiana  or  National
Artisan Company) and was funded through the U.S. Export-Import Bank under
the Economic Recovery Program (ERP) starting in 1947.67 The American arm of
CNA was the New York City based House of Italian Handicraft (HIH) of which
Ascoli  was  on  the  board.68 In  addition  to  supporting  these  organizations,
Ascoli’s  writings  also  championed  the  Cold  War  ideals  that  capitalist
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democracies  not  only  made  stable  nations  but  were  necessary  for  good
cultural production.69

These  US  Government  funded  initiatives  (CNA  and  HIH)  were  one  of  the
avenues in which American museums organized exhibitions of Italian Art and
material culture. As these Marshall Plan initiatives were forwarding loans to
Italy’s various industries, American cultural elites were eyeing Italian modern
art  and design for  incorporation into  the still-developing modern canons.70

This  necessitated  Italians,  and  Italian  Americans  with  them,  move  from
liminally-white to fully, culturally white.  

US Exhibitions Presenting Italian Modern Art as White Western Culture

Through  public  and  private  ventures,  exhibitions  did  political  work.  The
postwar Venice Biennale, for instance, were not only a symbol of Italy’s rebirth
after Fascism, but also an international arena for political power.71 Exhibitions
in the US also helped to secure American cultural soft power during the early
Cold War. 

American  post-Second  World  War exhibitions  were  often  publicly  funded,
though  in  most  cases,  the  government  support  was  covert.  For  example,
initial  investment in  the Museum of  Modern Art’s  (MoMA) important  1949
exhibition  Twentieth-Century Italian Art [fig. 1] was kept hush-hush as to not
sully  the public  presentation of  curatorial  objectivity.  The exhibition’s  early
curatorial research trip to Italy was funded by Marshall Plan funds through the
Office  of  International  Information  and  Cultural  Relations  (OIC).72 Yet,  co-
curator Alfred H. Barr, Jr. wrote to Charles Rufus Morey (Barr’s former mentor
at Princeton, who had become the American Cultural Attaché  in Rome) that
“if it were to appear that the exhibition was officially sanctioned or supported
it would immediately be discounted by artists and critics everywhere.”73 The
public  perception  that  the  MoMA’s  exhibitions  were  objective  and  not
politically motivated is aligned to the ideal of the Western canon, one in which
Barr was a key figure in developing.74 As with earlier Orientalists described by
Said,  Barr  weaponized the rhetoric of  scholarly  objectivity  to make choices
that had serious cultural impacts. 

Exhibitions,  like  this  one  at  MoMA,  needed  to  be  publicly  perceived  as
politically neutral to keep their cultural authority. This helped the institution
build its  position as an authority  in canon formation.  MoMA curators were
keenly  aware  of  their  role  in  canon  formation:  “[e]xhibitions  are  sites  of
experimental  art  history,  where  curators  act  as  arbiters  of  taste,  selecting
artists, both new and old, for art critics and general visitors.”75 For MoMA’s
integration of Italian modernism into the Western canon, curators wrote that
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Italian modern art had been “neglected” by Americans, in part, “because of
two formidable counter-attractions in Europe  – the Parisian present and the
Italian past.”76 This telling line in the exhibition catalogue’s introduction was
not part of the canon a priori like “the Parisian present and the Italian past.”77

In  this  case,  Barr  and co-curator  James Thrall  Soby,  from their  position  as
white arbiters of Western culture, were inviting Italian modern art into the
modern canon through their show. 

Their curatorial choices reflected this move to bring Italian modern art into
this canon, which necessitated the perception of modern Italy as part of the
white West. One way they accomplished to prove modern Italian art’s viability
in the Western canon, and by proxy Italian’s whiteness, was by editing out key
parts of fascist era art.78 From reducing Futurism to its pre-First World War
moment  (this  had  already  been  done  in  the1936  Cubism  and  Abstract  Art
exhibition by Barr) to separating artists like Lucio Fontana, Giorgio Morandi,
and Marino Marini from the sponsorship that they received under the fascist
state,  the  MoMA  exhibition  created  an  easily  dismissed  version  of  Italian
fascist  art  for  their  American audiences.  Other edits by Barr and Soby that
helped to separate Italian modern art from Fascism, including the ratification
of the Novecento group as the primary iteration of fascist art. This selection
made  it  easier  to  expunge  the  deep  connections  many  important  modern
artists had to the fascist state. Twentieth-Century Italian Art, conversely, came
to  present  Italy  and  correspondingly  Italian  art  as  free,  democratic,  and,
therefore, worthy of a place within the Western art historical canon.79 

Another way this was done at MoMA was by presenting Italian modern art as
“formal exercises that allied Italian artistic production with that of America’s
cultural  (and political)  allies.”80 As  art  historian  Kristina  Wilson  has  shown,
however, “Barr posited that a work of art whose formal sophistication was
complemented by  significant  social  content  had a  greater  value  to  society
than a work concerned only with stylistic experimentation.”81 By presenting
Italian  modern art  as  politically  neutral,  MoMA curators  were using  coded
language understood by Western viewers  that  Italian art  was part  of  their
culture; the culture associated with white people of the West. 

For Twentieth-Century Italian Art, this “value to society,” as Wilson puts it, was
allied with the Cold War need to bring Italy into the fold. Museums were key
interlocutors of these actions. In 1948, US Ambassador to Italy James C. Dunn
wrote as much to Nelson A.  Rockefeller  (son of  one of  MoMA’s founders,
then, current MoMA Museum President, and future Vice President of the US)
that Twentieth-Century Italian Art was intended to “help our relationship with
other countries, and [...] [give] to those who are really trying to improve their
own situation and that of their respective countries.”82 MoMA and its curators
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were part of a vast network of public and private entities supporting Cold War
initiatives.  These initiatives were invested in making sure Italy,  Italians, and
their  cultural  production  were  solidly  part  of  the  white  West  in  the  fight
against the Eastern communists of Soviet Russia and their allies. 

For  other  exhibitions,  like  the  1950-1950  Italy  at  Work:  Her  Renaissance  in
Design Today  exhibition, the US State funding was overt.  Italy at Work  was
produced under the auspices of the Marshall Plan, openly funded through the
CNA. The exhibition came three years after the 1947  Handicraft as a fine art,
organized  by  HIH.  As  part  of  their  official  mission  as  a  state-sponsored
exhibition,  both  Italy  at  Work  and the earlier  Handicraft  as  a  fine  art were
meant  to  spark  an  American  market  for  Italian  goods  to  support  their
economic  recovery.  Again  capitalism,  democracy,  and  culture  were  being
linked explicitly to bring Italy and the US together during the early Cold War. 

Italy  at  Work was a  huge exhibition,  even by  today’s  standards,  with over
2,500 individual objects. Organized in collaboration between Meyric R. Rogers,
Curator of Decorative and Industrial Arts at the Art Institute of Chicago (AIC),
and  Director  of  the  Brooklyn  Museum  Charles  Nagel  Jr.,  their  two  home
institutions were the first  two legs of  the multi-state tour that traveled to
thirteen institutions between 1950 and 1953.83 This exhibition had a far greater
reach that the previous show at MoMA, with over half a million visitors across
all thirteen venues.84 

Since this  exhibition was openly funded by the US Government,  organizers
were more explicit in the political import of the show. They claimed the variety
of objects displayed in the exhibition, everything from a Lambretta scooter to
children’s toys made of straw, was meant to reflect a newly liberated “Italian
vitality that […] stored itself up during the long, grey fascist interim, waiting
for this day of sun again.”85 In short,  Italy was no longer fascist and it  had
reignited the earlier heritage to become a productive member of the West.  

Yet, the liminal  space that Italian’s held in the American racial  hierarchy of
whiteness still  pervades the exhibition’s  texts,  as  already alluded to in  the
Interiors image of Fontana that was used to publicize the opening of the show
at  the  Brooklyn  Museum  in  1950.  In  the  introduction  of  the  exhibition
catalogue,  Rogers writes that the show was “designed to give the American
public  the pleasure that comes from seeing objects made in our own time
[and]  that  are  at  once  useful  and  beautiful  or  stimulating  to  the
imagination.”86 The  various  works  created  by  Italian  artists,  architects,
designers,  artisans  and  craftspeople  were  there,  ultimately,  for  American
“pleasure.” This can also be attributed to the complexities of the Western art
historical canon, which categorized some media (painting, sculpture, etc.) as
art and some media (ceramics, textiles, furniture, etc.) as craft. The exhibition
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Italy  at  Work  illustrates  a  complicated  web  of  references  in  which
knowledgeable  white  audiences  would  easily  navigate  Italy’s  previously
outsider space in Western culture and their newly necessitated insider space
during the early Cold War. 

Italian art and design served the US Cold War initiatives in a variety of ways. It
positioned the US as inheritor of the humanist heritage that Italy possessed,
which itself was posited as the foundations of white Western culture. Not just
inheritor either, the US was positioned as the savior of Italian culture (from
both Fascism and Communism). Exhibitions like  Italy at Work  and  Twentieth
Century  Italian  Art  helped  to  bring  Italians  and  Italian  Americans  into
whiteness,  in  part,  because  of  the  import  of  Italy  (culturally  and
geographically) in the Cold War. If Italian artists and designers were fit to be
showcased in major exhibitions at places like MoMA and the Art Institute of
Chicago, then they had to be fully, culturally white. Therefore, their political
alliance was strengthened as being on the side of  white Western capitalist
democracies and not the Eastern Bloc of communists and non-whites.
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1 Installation view of the exhibition  Twentieth Century Italian Art
(June 28 – September 18, 1949). Photographic Archive, The Museum of
Modern Art Archives. Digital Image © The Museum of Modern Art / Licensed
by SCALA / Art Resource, NY.
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2 Walter Dorwin Teague. “Italian Shopping Trip: Twelve American Museums 
Send Out a Battery of Buyers.” Interiors CX, no. 5 (November 1950): 144.
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3 Wilp, Charles (1932-2005), Lucio Fontana with a painting. Ca. 1960.
bpk Bildagentur / Art Resource, NY © Copyright bpk/Charles Wilp.
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