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In her essay “The Originality of the Avant-Garde,” Rosalind
Krauss concluded with a brief discussion about Sherrie Le-
vine’s original photographs of reproductions of other artists’
photographs (Fig. 1). Originality and repetition, Krauss ar-
gued, could not exist without each other. The former was the
basis for both the myth of the avant-garde and, in a somewhat
ironic pairing, the authority of institutional bodies—that is,
the museum, the historian, and the artist. The repression of
repetition, moreover, was crucial for the perpetuation of its
twin. Endless replication, from Auguste Rodin’s multiple
original bronze casts to Levine’s deliberate repetitions, chal-
lenged the modernist obsession with the originality of the
avant-garde.'

In a similar move, Abigail Solomon-Godeau identified “se-
riality and repetition, appropriation, intertextuality, simula-
tion or pastiche” as the primary devices employed by post-
modernist artists.” More generally, Craig Owens subsumed
these practices under the “allegorical impulse.” The post-
modern artist or allegorist, Owens suggested, appropriates,
interprets, and confiscates images not to “restore an original
meaning that may have been lost or obscured” but instead to
add, replace, supplant, and supplement one meaning with
another.® This is evident, for instance, in Levine’s photo-
graphs after photographs, which are no longer about the
objects photographed but instead about repetition as an
essential aspect of the act of representation in and of itself.

Commenting on her own work, Levine borrowed Roland
Barthes’s pronouncement on the death of the author; sub-
stituting “painter” for “author,” she suggested that “the
viewer is the tablet on which all the quotations that make up
a painting are inscribed without any of them being lost. A
painting’s meaning lies not in its origin, but in its destination.
The birth of the viewer must be at the cost of the painter.”
At bottom, there is a desire to subvert the institutionalization
and commercialization of artistic production by denying
unique authorship and objecthood to the work of art. Two
epistemological transformations can be noted here. The first
is the displacement of an antiquated and somewhat reaction-
ary understanding of originality as an essential quality of the
omnipotent, selfsufficient artistic genius as manifested in the
unique object (the singular autograph painting, the autho-
rized photograph, sculpture, and so on). The second is an
alternative investment in a modified notion of the work of art
as a context with its own intentions, in which the possibility of
originality is continuously negotiated between the producer,
the object, and the spectator with each new viewing experi-
ence.

Keeping these issues in mind, this essay will explore repe-
tition as a critical strategy in both Baroque practice and
theory.” With the renewed interest in and quotation of Ve-
netian Renaissance art at the beginning of the seicento,
originality and repetition, as we shall see, were intimately

bound to one another in the painting and artistic discourse
of this period. Even though Krauss’s essay has acquired its
own mythic status, the myth of originality maintains its hold
on art historical discourse, especially when it is concerned
with a period, like the seventeenth century, populated by
Geniuses and Great Masters. One often makes the assump-
tion, for instance, that originality is an immanent category of
judgment, but the term “originality” is itself an eighteenth-
century invention.® This is not to say that a concern with, an
abiding interest in what we now call originality did not exist
prior to its formulation as a word. In order to gain a better
understanding of the historical context in which the term
“originality” came into being, we must listen more closely to
the discourse that brought it into existence and that it even-
tually replaced. Repetition played an important role in the
formulation of both Baroque practice and theory. Rather
than a classic modernist axis of originality versus repetition,
premodernist discourse addressed the question of artistic
innovation within the limits of imitation and emulation. Sev-
enteenth-century beholders articulated their reception of an
aesthetic mode that embraced demonstrative repetition
through its own historically bound terms, among which we
will consider mixture (misto), wit (acutezza), novelty (novita),
theft (furto), and pastiche (pasticcio).

If Barthes and Levine speak about the birth of the reader/
viewer at the expense of the death of the author/painter, we
can also entertain the prospect of a more fluid and less binary
relationship between the two categories, for in all cases the
author/painter is his or her own first reader/viewer, and in
many cases, subsequent readers/viewers are also themselves
authors/ painters.7 This is the situation, in any case, for the
specific group of Italian Baroque artists on whom we shall
concentrate here. It may come as no surprise to art historians
of the dubiously termed “early modern” that many postmod-
ernist attitudes about artistic production and interpretation
find a certain resonance in both the practice and theory of an
earlier premodernist age; this may not, however, be so evi-
dent to scholars of subsequent periods.

When Julia Kristeva referred to the text as a “mosaic of
citations, which absorbed and transformed its individual com-
ponents,” or when Barthes called it a “tissue of quotations”
and a “multidimensional space in which a variety of writings,
none of them original, blend and clash,” or when Jacques
Derrida described it as an archive of “always already transcrip-
tions” (or the “always-already-read,” according to Fredric
Jameson), these authors were all drawing from a classical
topos of eclectic imitation outlined by authors long before
them.® Predating postmodernism by over three hundred
years, the Baroque theorist Secondo Lancellotti pointed out,
“There are many books in one book, and many authors speak
through the mouth of one author.” Crediting Aristotle as his
own point of reference, Lancellotti explained that this type of
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1 Sherrie Levine, After Walker Evans (no. 21), black-and-white
photograph. Collection of the artist

invention elicits a certain type of pleasure from us because
“we feel great delight when we see two equal forces (or two
forces between whom we are unable to detect too much
difference) come together in competition.” In spite of the
historical and ideological differences that necessarily sepa-
rate Lancellotti from Kristeva and the others, a useful paral-
lelism can nevertheless be drawn from the postmodern ap-
preciation of repetition and early modern theories of
intertextuality.

It goes without saying that imitation is an embedded prac-
tice that can be traced in one form or another throughout
the history of Western art. Although specific motivations and
ends necessarily change, imitative practices remain essentially
the same. In certain periods, artistic creation is said to be
burdened by an “anxiety of influence.”'” For generations of
post-1789 artists, the urgency of establishing a new culture
that disassociated itself from the past may have contributed to
a very real anxiety of influence, but this was not always the
case for Baroque practitioners and spectators. In this regard,
because postmodern theory is sensitive to the creative possi-
bilities of pastiche, appropriation, and repetition, it offers us
an alternative way to appreciate seventeenth-century art,
which is more generous and appropriate than the Romantic
myth of artistic genius and the early modernist obsession with
originality.

If imitation is a general category of artistic activity, repeti-
tion is an insistently demonstrative species of imitation. Rep-
etition, to be more precise, is a particular type of imitative
creation that intentionally glosses, appropriates, or recontex-

tualizes previous works (as Levine does) and that builds into
the logic of the work of art the moment of recognition of the
repeated elements. Repetition cannot be compared, for in-
stance, to forgery, which is a form of imitation that does not
seek identification; the forger does not want the viewer to see
the deception, whereas the artist of repetition does.'' Rather
than pursuing originality in the utterly new and hitherto
unseen and unheard, premodernist artists, as in the case of
some of their postmodernist successors, enacted a certain
type of originality that was located precisely in the imitation
of great masters and in the competitive repetition of eternal
tropes. It is both the production and articulation of this
alternative aesthetic of repetition that concerns us.

This is not to suggest that Baroque artists and theorists
were unanimously receptive to an aesthetic of repetition, or
that repetition was somehow the dominant mode of an over-
generalized Baroque perception, rooted in a Baxandallian
notion of a period eye. Against such an understanding, these
remarks attend to the idea of a culturally and group-specific
lens or, more appropriately (as we shall hear below), tele-
scope. The recognition of pastiched materials in works of art
appealed to a particular mode of aesthetic pleasure that
coexisted with others at a given point in the past. If an artist
like Federico Zuccaro accused Caravaggio of imitating Gior-
gione, there were also other spectators, like Giovanni Pietro
Bellori, who praised the Milanese artist for the same.'? In
some instances, repetition was perceived positively as wit and
novelty and in other instances negatively as theft—although
even theft could itself be considered a good thing when in
the hands of an able thief. The focus of the argument that
follows is precisely the fine line between praise and censure
and the problematized distinction between originality and
repetition in early-seventeenth-century practice and theory.

A Tale of Two Cities: Venice, Rome, and Neo-Venetianism
In 1614 a virtually unknown Venetian artist, Alessandro Varo-
tari (b. 1588, Padua—d. 1649, Venice), who would later be
known as Il Padovanino, arrived in Rome, where he copied
Titian’s Bacchanals in the palace of the Aldobrandini family
(Figs. 2—4). On that occasion the twenty-six-year-old Pado-
vanino also painted a fourth picture (Fig. 5), which was a
proficient pastiche of works by Venetian, Roman, and Bo-
lognese masters of the sixteenth and very early seventeenth
century. Padovanino was not alone in copying the Baccha-
nals. Many artists of diverse talent and for different moti-
vations did the same. Giovanni Andrea Podesta dedicated
his engraved copies to Cassiano dal Pozzo and Fabio della
Corgna in order to gain influence with members of the
Barberini papal circle. The Florentine painter Giovan Battista
Vanni was paid 200 scudi for his copy of the Bacchanal of the
Andrians."® Peter Paul Rubens copied the two Titian paintings
for the king of Spain.'*

Others made replicas as an aide-mémoire for future use.
Domenichino made two drawings (now lost) of Titian’s Bac-
canaria, which he might have consulted as he painted his own
Diana and the Nymphs (Fig. 23) for Cardinal Pietro Aldobran-
dini, who in 1616 was the owner of Titian’s Bacchanals.'®
Nicolas Poussin and Francois Duquesnoy made sculpted cop-
ies of Titian’s Worship of Venus.'® This influence was not
overlooked. Baroque spectators were quick to make the con-
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2 Padovanino (Alessandro Varotari),
after Titian, Worship of Venus, oil on
canvas, ca. 1614. Bergamo, Accademia
Carrara

3 Padovanino, after Titian, Bacchanal
of the Andrians, oil on canvas, ca. 1614.
Bergamo, Accademia Carrara
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nection between the seventeenth-century artists and their
Renaissance forefather: Orfeo Boselli compared the tender-
ness of Duquesnoy’s sculpted infants with Titian’s; André
Félibien and Gianlorenzo Bernini connected Poussin’s style
with Titian’s."” Anthony Van Dyck similarly transcribed the
Andrians in his sketchbook (Fig. 6) and repeated many of
these figures and compositions in paintings like Amarilli and
Mirtillo (Fig. 7).'® As late as the second half of the seven-
teenth century, the Neapolitan artist Luca Giordano likewise
copied Titian’s Bacchus and Ariadne (Fig. 8) and immediately
reused the figures in the numerous paintings after the same
theme that he produced in the 1670s and 1680s (Figs. 9, 10).

The painted copies made by Padovanino and the others
after the Bacchanals are not demonstrative, creative, or com-
petitive repetitions per se. They belong to another category
of imitation that fulfills a documentary purpose in an age
before cameras, photocopiers, and digital reproductions.
The works like Domenichino’s Diana or Van Dyck’s Amarilli
that resulted from these imitations, however, are proper rep-
etitions. Padovanino’s fourth painting certainly was. Marco
Boschini, the most outspoken seventeenth-century champion
of Venetian painting (and a good friend of Padovanino’s
family), effused in front of the four works. Titian’s Baccha-
nals, he wrote, “are three in total, but Padovanino of his own
invention added a fourth, which is so beautiful and good and
which, next to the others is a unique construction. ... Itis a
fantastical invention, currency minted from the finest of
metals.” Roman virtuosi and artists, he continued, went to
watch the young artist as he painted, and jealous rivals, who

| 4 Padovanino, after Titian, Bacchus
and Ariadne, oil on canvas, ca. 1614.
Bergamo, Accademia Carrara

mistook the picture to be by Titian himself, were converted
into admirers. There was such intelligence in his own inven-
tion that in seeing this painting people were astonished.'?

Many of the details in the Triumph (Fig. 5) are paraphrastic
repetitions from Titian’s three Bacchanals. For instance, the
tree that extends into the scene from the right-hand edge is
transplanted from Titian’s Bacchus and Ariadne. The ring of
putti dancing in the top right corner against the shadow of
the tree and the little winged putto crawling onto the plate
on the left are kidnapped from the Worship of Venus. The ship
in the background of Titian’s Andrians has sailed into the
background here. The bacchanalian crowd and luscious
nudes are rented from the Andrians. The musculature and
tonality of the men in the lower right-hand corner are rem-
iniscent of the bearded figure in Titian’s Bacchus and Ariadne
(itself a quotation of the Laocoén).

At the same time, new actors discovered in Rome also
perform on this cinquecento Venetian stage. Michelangelo’s
Sistine Adam (Fig. 11) carefully reclines in the lower left-
hand corner of the Triumph. The merriment in Raphael’s
Farnesina Galatea (Fig. 12) is also at work in this Baroque
production. The conch-blowing figure, for instance, has been
hired for a similar role in Padovanino’s party. The fluttering
cape of the seated goddess in the Triumph is a hand-me-down
from Annibale Carracci’s Galatea in the Farnese Gallery (Fig.
13) or perhaps Guido Reni’s airborne Aurora in the Casino
Rospigliosi (Fig. 14). Although the two young recumbent
women in the foreground are clearly inspired by a Ti-
tianesque ideal, the immediate reference may have been
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5 Padovanino, Triumph, oil on canvas, ca. 1614. Bergamo, Accademia Carrara

from one of Francesco Albani’s many mythological and alle-
gorical paintings of this period in which a similar grouping is
used.?

Although the trio to the right seems to draw its inspira-
tion from Tintoretto and Palma Giovane, it also points to
certain religious images that Padovanino would have seen
in Rome in 1614. The attenuated musculature is Titian-
esque and classical, on the one hand, and thoroughly Ro-
man and modern, on the other. The tension between the
push and pull of the figures may have been influenced by
dramatic post-Tridentine death scenes such as Caravag-
gio’s Martyrdom of Saint Matthew (Fig. 15). The strangely
bent leg of Padovanino’s female victim appears like a
disrobed revision of Annibale’s triumphant Virgin in the
Cerasi Chapel (Fig. 16). Annibale’s was a highly unusual

design in 1601, and one that did not go unnoticed by other
artists. Domenichino, his own pupil, repeated the pose (in
reverse) for an octagonal ceiling painting in S. Maria in
Trastevere of the same subject fifteen years later (Fig. 17).
One might suggest that Annibale’s Cerasi Assumption sim-
ilarly inspired Padovanino. The bizarre positioning of the
woman’s foot, which tries to gain purchase on the aggres-
sor’s back in the Triumph, resembles the Virgin’s step on
the putto’s head in Annibale’s Assumption. This is not to
conclude that they are indisputably Padovanino’s sources;
instead, they give us an impression of the general visual
vocabulary of a relatively well-informed early-seventeenth-
century spectator.

To modern eyes, Padovanino’s Triumph may appear to be
nothing more than an amusing cut-and-paste job. In his
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