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Abstract

Between 1815 and the early 20th century, Italian sculpture experienced an
unprecedented circulation throughout Europe, driven by the restitutions following
the Congress of Vienna, the dispersal of collections, and the boom in the art market.
This one-day conference aims to analyze the dynamics of this circulation, the
formation of public and private collections, and the role of market actors. It will also
address issues related to the restoration, reproduction, and dissemination of works,
while examining the political, cultural, and heritage dimensions of these transfers.
The goal is to integrate approaches from art history, economics, and politics in
order to shed light on the transnational heritage status of Italian sculpture.
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Between the end of the Napoleonic Wars and the early years of the 20th century,
Italian sculpture—from the Middle Ages to the modern era—experienced an
unprecedented circulation across Europe. The restitutions following the Congress

of Vienna in 1815, the gradual dispersal of numerous aristocratic and ecclesiastical
collections in Italy, and the development of the international art market all
contributed to a profound transformation in the status and perception of these works.

In the 19th century, many Italian sculptures left their original contexts to become
part of private and public collections in France, England, and Germany. This
phenomenon occurred during a pivotal period marked by the professionalization of
art market participants—dealers, experts, and restorers—and by the gradual formation
of specialized museum collections. The acquisitions made by certain curators and art
historians played a decisive role in this process, contributing to the redefinition of the
canon of Italian sculpture and the promotion of certain regional schools.

At the same time, the development of major European collections gave rise to
significant political and cultural debates. The acquisition of Italian works became

a matter of national prestige and fueled competition among museums. Thus,

the formation of collections of Italian sculpture in European institutions sparked
discussions about the place of foreign art within national museums, particularly in the
press and scholarly journals. In this context, Italian sculpture also emerged as a key
tool in establishing art history as a scientific discipline. Reproduction techniques—
casts, tracings, and photographs—as well as the dissemination of works through
specialized publications contributed to the development of a body of knowledge
with a transnational dimension.

The goal of this conference is to bring together established researchers, as well

as doctoral students and postdoctoral researchers, to explore the conditions of

this circulation and this process of heritage preservation, by linking the history

of collections, the art market, and museum institutions with the political history
of heritage.

Several thematic areas will guide the conference’s discussions.

- The first will focus on the circulation of artworks and the formation of collections,
with the aim of better understanding the dynamics of the transnational circulation
of sculptures between Italy and the rest of Europe. In particular, examining the
transition from private to public collections will shed light on the curatorial choices
made by European institutions, while also providing an opportunity to take a
closer look at their acquisition policies. Building on these themes, the analysis
will also focus on commercial networks, emphasizing the role of antique dealers,
intermediaries, and experts, as well as their sales strategies and the development
of an international clientele.

- Special attention will be given to the restoration and physical alterations of the
works, including forgeries. The aim will be both to better understand the role of
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the restorers who worked on these sculptures during the 19th century and to study
the dissemination of technical expertise.

- The issue of the reproduction and dissemination of models will be another
focus of discussion. Presentations will address, in particular, casts, tracings, and
photography, as well as the effects of these processes on the understanding and
reception of sculpture during this period. This perspective will allow for a deeper
examination of the institutionalization of art history in the 19th century, with
particular attention to the role of specialized journals in disseminating knowledge
about Italian sculpture throughout Europe. To date, this aspect remains under-
explored.

- Finally, the conference will provide an opportunity to examine the political and
identity-related issues associated with museum collections. National acquisition
policies and forms of competition among European museums will be analyzed,
as will the public debates sparked by the presence of Italian works in foreign
institutions. Issues related to heritage protection, particularly in Italy, will also be
addressed, as will those of artistic nationalism and processes of heritage designation.

The conference will particularly encourage interdisciplinary approaches that bring
together art history, cultural history, and economic and political history. Provenance
studies, as well as the analysis of art market and museum archives, will play a central
role. Specific attention will also be given to proposals that draw on methods from the
digital humanities, particularly for the visualization of provenance data and circulation
networks, or for mapping the circulation of Italian sculptures.

Presentations will last 30 minutes and may be delivered in French, Italian, or English.

Procedures

This call for papers is open to a broad community of specialists—art historians,
curators, and conservators—f{rom universities, museums, historic sites, and French
and international research institutions. Proposals should include a brief introduction
of the presenter (5 to 10 lines), the title and an abstract of the presentation (1 page),
along with a brief CV including a list of publications (1 page), and must be submitted
by midnight on November 15, 2026, to Giancarla Cilmi (giancarla.cilmi@efrome.it)
and Marion Boudon-Machuel (marion.boudonmachuel@inha.fr).
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