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WomenPoets and Improvisers: Cultural Assumptions and LiteraryValues in Arcadia PAOLA GIULI
INTRODUCTION Lastyear's wonderful exhibit at the Philadelphia Museum ofart on Eighte e nth-ce ntury Rome,
togetherwiththe publication ofits sumptuous catalogue (inthe volume Artin Rome inthe Eighteenth
Century), as well as the panelonRome organized onthe occasion ofthe thirty-first ASECS conference in
Philadelphia, have focused Americaneighteenth-centuryscholars'attentiononPapal Rome and onthe
Arcadian Academy. Susan Dixon's papers on "Arcadia Revisited: Conversazione inthe Bosco Parrasio" and
"WomeninArcadia" as well as Liliana Borroero and Stefano Susinno's collaborative papertitled "Arcadian

Rome, Universal Capital ofthe Arts," provide a fitting introductionto, respectively, women's presence in
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Arcadia and Arcadian patronage ofthe fine arts.1Inoppositionto atraditionalrepresentationofthe
Academyas the mirrorofa frivolous intelle ctual life, these works, as wellas work of Italianscholars such as
Lucio Felici, Antonio Cipriani, Elisabetta Graziosi,and Anna Teresa Romano Cervone, provide a
rA©A©valuation ofthe cultural and literaryrole played by the Roman Arcadia during the eighteenth century.
Againsttraditionalassessments ofArcadia as "the last phase ofourdecadence, aworld ofliterarypeople
sequestered fromlife,absorbed inthe reenactmentofanold idyllic world, "these new studies prove that
the Roman Arcadiaspear-headed areactionagainst the late Baroque and literary mannerismat69 70 /GIULI
the beginning ofthe century, it promoted areformoftaste and a programofculturaleducation (Graziosi); it
advocated Enlightenment principles and a taste forsensistic (i.e. scientific and philosophical) poetry
(Cipriani; Felici); and it fostered the rise and diffusion of Neoclassicism (Borrero and Susinno).2 Inherpaper
SusanDixonobserves that little scholarly attention has been paid to the considerable numberoffemale
Arcadians and theirprofessionalaccomplishments. Infactan evaluation ofliterarywomen's contribution to
ArcadiaA—and through Arcadia to eighteenth-century Italian culture A—stillneeds to be written. Although
critics and historians have long noticed the leading role played byArcadiainfostering women's literary
activityand providing it with a forumA—among them Ginevra Canonici Fachini (1827), Benedetto Croce (1946)
and Amedeo Quondam (1973), to name only a few, there have beenonlyafewspecific studies ofwomen
poets'contributionto Arcadia, and they mostly deal with the first part ofthe century. Besides Teresa
Venuti's and Clelia Bettini Attilj 's dated contributions (1922 and 1891, respectively) little more thanalistof
names, we find forexample Bruno Meier's study of Faustina Maratti Zappi (1959), Anna Teresa Romano
Cervone's and Luisa Ricaldone's studyofwomen poets ofearlyArcadia (1991and 1996, respectively), as
wellas Francesco Tadini's biographicalstudyoflLesbia Cidonia (1995).3 To my knowledge the only
systematic and sustained studyofArcadian women extending to the second partofthe centuryis Elisabetta
Graziosi's "Arcadia femminile: presenze e modelli." Susan Dixon attributes this lack ofscholarly attention to
Arcadianwomento "the seeminglyinconsistentand elusive nature ofthe Society." Iwould like to propose
here adifferentinterpretation ofthis omission. | believe thatinorderto fullyunderstand the phenomenon
Arcadia, and therefore its interpretations, we mustalso questionthe genderassumptions informing much
historiographicaldiscourse aboutit.lwould like to venture here thatthe Academy's fostering of women
exacerbated the criticismofthose who opposed Arcadiaon politicaland ideological grounds, giving them
further ammunitions to chastise Arcadia as an "effe minate," and therefore corrupt, institution. In studying the
debate overthe Capitolcrowning ofthe mostfamous, celebrated and controversial womanpoetof
eighteenth-century ItalyA—Corilla OlA-mpica ( 1727-1800)A—this paperstudies the role played by gender
values inshaping both Arcadianwomen poets'literaryauthorityand historiographicalinterpretations ofthe
culturalinstitution, Arcadia, that fostered their literarycareer. Women Poets and ImproQisers / 71Itis my
contentionthat Corilla's crowning was the event that, probably more thananyother, contributed to foster
the perceptionofArcadia as an effeminate, whennotdegenerate,institution. Some...
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