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Wome n Poe ts  and Improvis e rs : Cultural As s umptions  and Lite rary Value s  in Arcadia PAOLA G IULI
INTRODUCTION Las t ye ar's  wonde rful e xhibit at the  Philade lphia Mus e um of art on Eig hte e nth-ce ntury Rome ,
tog e the r with the  publication of its  s umptuous  catalog ue  (in the  volume  Art in Rome  in the  Eig hte e nth
Ce ntury), as  we ll as  the  pane l on Rome  org aniz e d on the  occas ion of the  thirty-firs t AS ECS  confe re nce  in
Philade lphia, have  focus e d Ame rican e ig hte e nth-ce ntury s cholars ' atte ntion on Papal Rome  and on the
Arcadian Acade my. S us an Dixon's  pape rs  on "Arcadia Re vis ite d: Conve rs az ione  in the  Bos co Parras io" and
"Wome n in Arcadia" as  we ll as  Liliana Borroe ro and S te fano S us inno's  collaborative  pape r title d "Arcadian
Rome , Unive rs al Capital of the  Arts ," provide  a fitting  introduction to, re s pe ctive ly, wome n's  pre s e nce  in
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Arcadia and Arcadian patronag e  of the  fine  arts .1 In oppos ition to  a traditional re pre s e ntation of the
Acade my as  the  mirror of a frivolous  inte lle ctual life , the s e  works , as  we ll as  work of Italian s cholars  s uch as
Lucio  Fe lic i, Antonio  Cipriani, Elis abe tta G raz ios i, and Anna Te re s a Romano Ce rvone , provide  a
rÃ©Ã©valuation of the  cultural and lite rary role  playe d by the  Roman Arcadia during  the  e ig hte e nth ce ntury.
Ag ains t traditional as s e s s me nts  of Arcadia as  "the  las t phas e  of our de cade nce , a world of lite rary pe ople
s e que s te re d from life , abs orbe d in the  re e nactme nt of an old idyllic  world, "the s e  ne w s tudie s  prove  that
the  Roman Arcadia s pe ar-he ade d a re action ag ains t the  late  Baroque  and lite rary manne ris m at 6 9  70  / G IULI
the  be g inning  of the  ce ntury, it promote d a re form of tas te  and a prog ram of cultural e ducation (G raz ios i); it
advocate d Enlig hte nme nt principle s  and a tas te  for s e ns is tic  (i.e . s cie ntific  and philos ophical) poe try
(Cipriani; Fe lic i); and it fos te re d the  ris e  and diEus ion of Ne oclas s icis m (Borre ro and S us inno).2 In he r pape r
S us an Dixon obs e rve s  that little  s cholarly atte ntion has  be e n paid to  the  cons ide rable  numbe r of fe male
Arcadians  and the ir profe s s ional accomplis hme nts . In fact an e valuation of lite rary wome n's  contribution to
ArcadiaÂ—and throug h Arcadia to  e ig hte e nth-ce ntury Italian culture Â—s till ne e ds  to  be  writte n. Althoug h
critics  and his torians  have  long  notice d the  le ading  role  playe d by Arcadia in fos te ring  wome n's  lite rary
activity and providing  it with a forumÂ—among  the m G ine vra Canonici Fachini (1827), Be ne de tto Croce  (19 46 )
and Ame de o Quondam (19 73), to  name  only a fe w, the re  have  be e n only a fe w s pe cific  s tudie s  of wome n
poe ts ' contribution to  Arcadia, and the y mos tly de al with the  firs t part of the  ce ntury. Be s ide s  Te re s a
Ve nuti's  and Cle lia Be ttini Attilj 's  date d contributions  (19 22 and 189 1, re s pe ctive ly) little  more  than a lis t of
name s , we  find for e xample  Bruno Me ie r's  s tudy of Faus tina Maratti Z appi (19 59 ), Anna Te re s a Romano
Ce rvone 's  and Luis a Ricaldone 's  s tudy of wome n poe ts  of e arly Arcadia (19 9 1 and 19 9 6 , re s pe ctive ly), as
we ll as  France s co Tadini's  biog raphical s tudy of Le s bia Cidonia (19 9 5).3 To my knowle dg e  the  only
s ys te matic  and s us taine d s tudy of Arcadian wome n e xte nding  to  the  s e cond part of the  ce ntury is  Elis abe tta
G raz ios i's  "Arcadia fe mminile : pre s e nz e  e  mode lli." S us an Dixon attribute s  this  lack of s cholarly atte ntion to
Arcadian wome n to  "the  s e e ming ly incons is te nt and e lus ive  nature  of the  S ocie ty." I would like  to  propos e
he re  a diEe re nt inte rpre tation of this  omis s ion. I be lie ve  that in orde r to  fully unde rs tand the  phe nome non
Arcadia, and the re fore  its  inte rpre tations , we  mus t als o  que s tion the  g e nde r as s umptions  informing  much
his toriog raphical dis cours e  about it. I would like  to  ve nture  he re  that the  Acade my's  fos te ring  of wome n
e xace rbate d the  critic is m of thos e  who oppos e d Arcadia on political and ide olog ical g rounds , g iving  the m
furthe r ammunitions  to  chas tis e  Arcadia as  an "e Ee minate ," and the re fore  corrupt, ins titution. In s tudying  the
de bate  ove r the  Capitol crowning  of the  mos t famous , ce le brate d and controve rs ial woman poe t of
e ig hte e nth-ce ntury ItalyÂ—Corilla OlÃ-mpica ( 1727-180 0 )Â—this  pape r s tudie s  the  role  playe d by g e nde r
value s  in s haping  both Arcadian wome n poe ts ' lite rary authority and his toriog raphical inte rpre tations  of the
cultural ins titution, Arcadia, that fos te re d the ir lite rary care e r. Wome n Poe ts  and ImproOis e rs  / 71 It is  my
conte ntion that Corilla's  crowning  was  the  e ve nt that, probably more  than any othe r, contribute d to  fos te r
the  pe rce ption of Arcadia as  an e Ee minate , whe n not de g e ne rate , ins titution. S ome ...
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