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THE MAGAZINE OF THE BRITISH ITALIAN SOCIETY

Review of the year
Peter Jones CMG, Chair

Welcome to the latest edition of the 
British-Italian Society’s annual 

magazine Rivista.
This provides an opportunity to reflect 

on another rewarding programme of 
events and activities in 2025, and to 
thank everyone involved in making them 
a success, especially our Events and 
Communications Officer, Rhuna Barduagni.
We began the year in January with Dr 

Gabriele Mancuso’s webinar on The Jews, 
the Medici and the Ghetto of Florence. In 
February we partnered with the Venice 
in Peril Fund for Deborah Howard’s talk 
Venice and the Sea in Art and Culture, 
followed in March by Dr Michael Hall’s 
lecture Art, Passion and Power: Italian 
Treasures in the National Collection.
April brought two thought-provoking 

events. Dr Carlo Greppi joined us in 
conversation about his book A Man of Few 
Words: The Bricklayer of Auschwitz who 
saved Primo Levi. Later that month, Matteo 
Augello explored Italian identity in his talk 
Being Italian is Fashionable: But Why? Our 
spring programme concluded in May with 
Professor Martin Millett’s lecture Roman 
Towns in Italy – a New View.
June featured two in-person events 

open to members. We enjoyed a piano 
and violin recital by Antonio Morabito 
and Beatrice Limonti, organised with Il 
Circolo, followed by a viewing of Venice, 
the Forgotten Century at the Charles 
Beddington Gallery in association with 
Classic Art London.
June also saw our annual Charles de 

Chassiron Memorial Lecture, honouring 
the Society’s former Chairman. This year 
Lord Llewellyn, His Majesty’s Ambassador 
to Italy, spoke about his Italian journey, 
offering insights into his connections with 
Italy and the State Visit by the King and 
Queen in April.
In July, members were invited to a private 

guided visit to the Ashmolean Museum in 
Oxford. We viewed Fra Angelico’s Crucifixion, 
which the Society helped save for the public 
through the Ashmolean’s campaign, as well 
as exceptional Raphael sketches not on 
public display. We were delighted to learn 
the Ashmolean received the 2025 Apollo 
Magazine Award for ‘Acquisition of the Year’.

The autumn programme opened in 
September with Nicola Moorby’s talk 
Turner’s Italian Odyssey. Members also 
attended Il Circolo’s event Beyond Art: 
an Evening of Music and Literature at 
the Italian Cultural Institute. In October, 
we combined the Society’s 85th Annual 
General Meeting with a lecture by Matthew 
Dennison on A Good Match: Livia, Wife of 
Augustus.
Our 2025 programme culminated in 

November with the Leconfield Lecture, the 
Society’s flagship event, held at the Italian 
Cultural Institute. Tom Parker Bowles 
spoke warmly about his lifelong love affair 
with Italy, particularly its food, and spent 
time with members afterwards.
The year concluded with a festive 

Christmas drinks reception in December, 
kindly hosted by our President, Olga 
Polizzi, and her husband Sir William 
Shawcross. We are grateful to them both 
for this and for their support.
We thank all our speakers for delivering 

a varied and professional programme, 
and our members for attending in good 
numbers. During the year, the Society also 
made grants supporting projects aligned 
with its aims: £300 towards the musical 
Where’s Home?; £500 towards the podcast 
Treni della Felicità; and £250 to support a 
school twinning project between Cornwall 
and Puglia.
We welcomed three new Trustees in 

2025: Francesca Barra, Jonny Malim and 
Jon Wareing, all already making a strong 
contribution. We also said farewell to 
two long-serving Trustees, former Chair 
Richard Northern and former Treasurer 
Silvia Pieretti, whose service we warmly 
acknowledge. We are pleased they will 
remain connected with the Society.
As always, we are grateful to our 

Patron, His Excellency Ambassador Inigo 
Lambertini, and his team, as well as to Dr 
Francesco Bongarrà, Director of the Italian 
Cultural Institute, and his staff, for their 
support. Finally, my thanks to Philippa 
Leslie for producing another beautiful 
edition of Rivista.
We already have an impressive 

programme planned for 2026, and I look 
forward to seeing you then.

28
A tale of two cities

14
Jews and the Medici in Florence

34	 Italian travel news for 2026
Susan Kikoler summarises new 
itineraries for the intrepid traveller

36	 Carrozzeria Touring and the 
Sunbeam Venezia 
by Cameron Slater

38	 Churchill’s legacy celebrated 
Salvatore Murtas recounts a very 
significant event

Disclaimer
The views expressed in Rivista are those 
of the authors of each article, and do not 
necessarily reflect those of the British-Italian 
Society. Neither the Society nor any trustee or 
representative of it accepts liability for any direct 
or consequential loss arising from any reliance 
on those views or from any use or reproduction 
of this magazine. Every effort has been made 
to trace copyright holders and to obtain their 
permission for the use of copyright material. 
Any suggested errors or omissions should be 
notified to the publisher, and, if appropriate, 
corrections can be made in a subsequent issue.

38
Churchill’s legacy celebrated
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In March we had the pleasure of welcoming Dr.Michael Hall, art historian, editor and 
author, who delivered an insightful and 
humorous talk on the provenance and 
attribution of Italian artworks – “quite a 
substantial portion of la crème de la crème 
of the Royal Collection.”
For many centuries Italy was more a 

perception than an experience for British 
monarchs. It was only in the 19th century 
that direct contact began, with the rise of 
State visits and Queen Victoria’s holidays in 
Tuscany. Earlier monarchs rarely travelled, 
instead, learning about Italy from the tales 
of friends returning from the Grand Tour.
A key point of Dr. Hall’s talk was how 

the Royal Collection itself developed. 
“Contrary to museums, where collections 
are put together by curators with a 

strategy, the Royal Collection has come 
together in different ways – a distinctive 
feature of the collection itself.” The 
collection, he noted, has a “specific 
function” rooted in the monarchy’s origins 
in 1066: to legitimise royal status. The 
earliest items were the regalia of William 
the Conqueror, created to affirm his right 
to the throne. Over time, art joined the 
collection in service of the same purpose, 
not just for the love of art.

Early Italian connections
Artistic links with Italy began under Henry 
VII, when Italy was an important trading 
partner. The King gifted the Duke of Urbino 
the Order of the Garter, and it is thought 
that a small painting by Raphael of St 
George may have been given in return.

Art, passion and power: Italian 
treasures of the Royal Collection

A talk by Dr Michael Hall

Roberta Faccio was there

The Renaissance appealed strongly to the 
Tudors for its classical references. Yet the 
period also reflected its tensions: Henry VIII 
commissioned a ‘Protestant Allegory’ from 
Girolamo da Treviso, depicting the Pope 
struck by stones – a witty political statement 
rendered in Italian style.

Royal collectors and compulsive 
shoppers
Not all royals shared an interest in art, but 
some were, as Dr. Hall said, “compulsive 
shoppers.” Among them was Anne of 
Denmark, wife of James I, and her son 
Henry Frederick, Prince of Wales. The 
young prince’s enthusiasm for Italian 
art was widely known. He corresponded 
with Cosimo II de’ Medici, Grand Duke of 
Tuscany, purchasing paintings directly 
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Opposite page: Johan Joseph Zoffany The 
Tribuna of the Uffizi (1772-78); this page from 
top: Raphael The Miraculous Draft of Fishes 
(c.1515-16); Luigi Bisi: The pulpit in the Duomo, 
Milan (1851); Artemisia Gentileschi Susanna 
and the Elders (1610); Thomas Hartley Cromek 
Naples: the Strada di Santa Lucia (c.1843); 
Benedetto Gennari A Sleeping Shepherd 
Discovered by Two Women (1680-81). Images 
reproduced by kind permission of The Royal 
Collection Trust. © Royal Collection Enterprises 
Limited 2025 | Royal Collection Trust



6

Correggio and Caravaggio, among others. 
This deal was made possible by the 
Gonzagas’ financial and political situation.
Charles I also commissioned 

contemporary Italian artists such as 
Orazio Gentileschi, father of today’s 

better known Artemisia, who joined her 
father in London. Queen Henrietta Maria 
shared her husband’s passion and the two 
often discussed where to hang their new 
acquisitions.

Tragically, following Charles I’s execution 
in 1649, his collection was dispersed 
during the Commonwealth period. Many 
Italian works were sold abroad. However 
the tapestries were spared as they were 
needed for furnishing the state rooms. 
One exception, kept perhaps for its 

symbolism, was Domenico Fetti’s David 
with the Head of Goliath (1620), seen as an 
allegory of Parliament’s triumph over the 
monarchy.

Restoration and renewal
With the Restoration of Charles II, efforts 
began to rebuild the collection. Among 
his greatest acquisitions were the 600 
drawings by Leonardo da Vinci, still one 
of its most precious components. His 
Catholic wife, Catherine of Braganza, 
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Henry reportedly unpacked 
these treasures “like a child at 

Christmas.”

from him. Henry reportedly unpacked 
these treasures “like a child at Christmas.”
A potential marriage alliance between 

Cosimo’s sister Caterina de’ Medici 
and Henry further strengthened ties. 
As a gesture of goodwill, Cosimo sent 
several bronze horses modelled after 
Giambologna’s sculptures. Henry loved 
them so much that he refused to part with 
one for his brother Charles, exclaiming, 
“I want everything for myself!” He even 
requested a copy of Michelangelo’s David.

Charles I and the Gonzaga deal
Another great collector was Charles I, 
whose passion for Italian art became 
legendary. Through an arrangement with 
the Gonzaga family of Mantua, he acquired 
masterpieces by Mantegna, Tintoretto, 
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favoured Italian painters such as 
Benedetto Gennari, who became a court 
favourite. Gennari was even asked to 
paint erotic works for the King’s gabinetto 
segreto, a private retreat for royal liaisons 
(well, mistresses!).

The Hanoverians and Italian art
Under the Hanoverians, enthusiasm for 
Italian art revived. George II and Queen 
Caroline became connoisseurs, but the 
Queen constantly rearranged paintings, 
to her husband’s irritation. When he 
discovered that his favourite, Venus and 
Sleeping Adonis by Gennari (1677), had 
been removed, he reportedly grumbled, 
“Thank God she left the wall standing!” 
and demanded his “fat Venus” be 
returned.

TALKS

George III greatly enriched the Royal 
Collection, acquiring works by Bellini, 
Raphael, Michelangelo, Canaletto and 
Guercino. This last declined an invitation 
to England, unwilling to work for a 
Protestant monarch “in such terrible 
weather!”
Canaletto, on the other hand, seized 

the opportunity and moved to London 
after the King bought 240 views of Venice; 
he produced views of London aiming at 
leveraging business with British patrons.

The Royal Collection today
Over the centuries, the Royal Collection 
has continued to reflect the tastes and 
personalities of Britain’s monarchs. Today, 
its Italian holdings — from Renaissance 
masters to Baroque painters — remain 

among the finest outside Italy. Exhibitions 
such as the 2019 Leonardo da Vinci and 
the 2024 ‘Drawing the Italian Renaissance’ 
show at The King’s Gallery remind us how 
deeply these works are embedded in the 
British royal narrative.
Although the late Queen did not acquire 

significant Italian art, her son King Charles III 
embodies this affection for Italian heritage, 
recalling a similar feeling developed by 
Prince Albert. The King’s recent State Visit 
to Italy with Queen Camilla in April 2025 
reaffirmed this enduring cultural bond – 
proof that the dialogue between Britain 
and Italy, begun in the days of Henry VII, 
continues to flourish.

Roberta Faccio is a Trustee of the British 
Italian Society

Opposite page: Domenico Fetti David with 
the Head of Goliath (c.1620); top: Artemisia 
Gentileschi (1593-1652) Self-Portrait as the 
Allegory of Painting (La Pittura); below: Jan 
Frans Portaels A Sicilian Woman (1861);   
this page above: Thomas Patch A View of 
the Arno in Florence by Day (1763); left: Lady 
Louisa Harriet Jenkinson View on Lake Como 
(1831). Images reproduced by kind permission 
of The Royal Collection Trust. © Royal 
Collection Enterprises Limited 2025 | Royal 
Collection Trust
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for Bosnia and Herzegovina, and then Paris. 
He stopped for a moment to reflect on these 
splendid and varied experiences, and then 
said: “It was on the Ponte Sisto that I asked 
my wife to marry me!”

Amazing diversity, unexpected 
British links
Therefore, it was a deep honour when, 
In February 2022, he was appointed Her 
Majesty’s Ambassador to the Republic 
of Italy. And a day later, Russia invaded 
Ukraine  – “a strange time to start a 
diplomatic posting.” To get to know Italy 
better, he followed the advice of President 
Mattarella – to travel around by train to all 
of Italy’s regions. “What an education in a 
hundred days! What diversity!” He learned, 
too, about unexpected British links – and 
began an odyssey to visit all of the British 
war graves: 30,000 British are buried there 

RIVISTA

My Italian journey 
HE Ambassador Edward Llewellyn, His Majesty’s Ambassador to the  

Republic of Italy, presented The Charles de Chassiron lecture 2025

Rivista’s editor was spellbound

Ambassador Llewellyn started his June 
25th talk acknowledging the deep 

friendship between the British Italian 
Society and the Italian Republic, on the 
75th anniversary of its creation, and paying 
tribute to  the remarkable contribution of 
Charles de Chassiron in promoting these 
special ties.
Turning to the packed room, the 

Ambassador reminisced on his long and 
affectionate links with Italy. He first went 
there at the age of eight, his father being a 
naval officer based outside Naples. He was 
at boarding school in Britain, but was in 
Italy for every holiday period – indeed, so 
often, that he was teased for being a British 
Airways junior ambassador! It was in those 
years that his love for Italy was nurtured. 
During that time, the family drove all 
over Italy – to Palinuro, Garda, Pompeii, 
Sperlonga. It was fun – and held splendid 

memories: “I remember the marvellous 
fresh fruit salads, the pizza at Pozzuoli, the 
spectacular sunsets. The love of all this has 
never left me.” 
Some years later, he returned as a 

student, which was great fun too, but from 
time to time he ran out of money and 

so needed to be somewhat inventive to 
survive… [solutions not disclosed].  Then 
working life took over and he has lived in 
many countries – Hong Kong, Brussels, and 
Bosnia, where he was chief of staff to Paddy 
Ashdown in his role as High Representative 

Childhood memories: “…the 
marvellous fresh fruit salads, 

the pizza at Pozzuoli, the 
spectacular sunsets…”
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CHARLES DE CHASSIRON LECTURE

the Italian Parliament, for the first time. His 
speech was unique in uniting all parties. 
Last week was his birthday and a party of 
3000 celebrated it. 

In all, the amazing Visit underlined the 
very close ties between our countries. In 
breve: Our Foreign Secretary has clocked 
up 18 visits to Italy, our commercial ties are 
flourishing, British film makers are coming 
to Italy and we support the Biennale, our 
defence ties are stronger than they have 
ever been. In times of danger, friends stick 
together. By standing together, Dante’s 
phrase summarises the effect: ‘e quindi 
uscimmo a riveder le stelle’ – a powerful 
message of hope.  And the Ambassador 
emphasised: “We are working together 
because we need to be.”
The evening concluded with a delightful 

video of the State Visit, followed by 
the audience’s standing ovation for His 
Excellency’s excellent presentation, which 
was full of enthusiasm and energy for the 
work in hand, and for his fascinating and 
enchanting Italian journey – a country for 
which he clearly has great affection. 

Philippa Leslie is the Editor of Rivista

agreement for sixth generation fighter aircraft 
between Britain, Italy and Japan  is to be set 
up; there is a strong relationship between 
our Prime Minister and Italian Prime Minister 
Giorgia Meloni – Italy was one of the first 
countries Keir Starmer visited on being 
elected; we have worked closely with Italy 
on Ukraine. In 2024, the G7 Presidency was 
Italy – and Italian soft power was clearly on 
display, Italy having organised to hold 24 
meetings country-wide. “Wow. Well done 
Italy!” [And it is worth noting, he adds quietly,  
that Italy has fantastic trains!] 

Four magical days
A recent highlight was the State Visit 
last April – the first of the King’s reign – 
although it was his 18th visit to Italy! “The 
Visit was four magical days. The King and 
Queen hosted a wonderful reception for 
the British community; the King planted a 
tree, a gift from President Mattarella and 
for four days we had a mini-Buckingham 
Palace! The Visit created a huge impact 
in Italy. There was a flypast by the 
Red Arrows, the King and Queen were 
photographed in front of the Colosseum, 
we had a State banquet, the King’s pipers 
performed at the Quirinale – and the 
crowds in Rome lined the streets to see 
the royal couple.” The party moved on 
to Ravenna, where ‘Viva il re Carlo’ flags 
were flying in the city – it was the 80th 
anniversary of the liberation of Ravenna, to 
the day. It was a pleasure to see how much 
the King and Queen enjoyed it all. But the 
standout event was the King addressing 

and Ed has seen thousands of the graves. 
He recalled a very touching one – that 
of Private Ron Strickland, aged 20,  who 
died on 7 December 1944. The tombstone 
read ‘May some kind hand lay flowers for 
thee’. He attended the 80th anniversary of 
Anzio/Salerno, meeting Harry Schindler, 
an 80-year phenomenal campaigner for 
voting rights for British expatriats who have 
lived abroad for over 15 years, and then 
joined in his 101st birthday celebration. “A 
great man. I asked him ‘What was it like at 
Anzio?” And he answered that he was lying 
on the beach in the line of fire and what a 
daft question this was!” Ed reflects – “those 
soldiers made D-day possible.”

UK/Italy Young Leaders Programme                                                                
Over the last few months, the Ambassador 
has launched, together with the Italian 
Ambassador to the UK, Inigo Lambertini, 
a UK/Italy Young Leaders Programme 
– to strengthen the ties that unite the 
two countries and build a network of 
relationships between outstanding young 
professionals from all sectors. He says “Our 
relationships are really on a roll!” They have 
grown in the last few years in a world of 
increasing danger and irregular migration 
issues, in which Italy has demonstrated 
considerable success. For example, an 

… the standout event was the 
King addressing the Italian 

Parliament…

Opposite page: The beautiful Ponte Sisto in Rome at sunset; this page top left: HE Ambassador 
Edward Llewellyn, CVO, OBE; centre left: UK/Italy Young Leaders Programme; bottom left: British 
military graves at Anzio in 1944 (original b/w photo colourised); above: King Charles’ address to 
the Italian Parliament
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not because they had been defeated, but 
because they could no longer afford to 
sustain a military presence on the island. 
Even so – according to the same book –
they left behind a robust economy, whose 
level of strength was not surpassed until 
a thousand years later, during the reign of 
Henry VIII.
Turning to Brexit – now ten years on – 

he observes that it is an established fact, 
even as the Labour government shows a 
willingness to reset and rebuild relations 
with the European Union. This process, 
however, requires case-by-case solutions 
to address the obstacles posed by the EU’s 
fundamental principles, notably the free 
movement of people, goods and services. 
Steps toward closer ties are already visible, 
Erasmus being one example. “We are now 
in a new era. The UK is important for the 
European Union, and vice versa. The issue 
is complex, and progress will not be rapid,” 
the ambassador said.

series of fascinating diplomatic postings – 
Washington, Paris, New York, and currently 
London, which, he notes, will be his final 
posting. He considers himself fortunate 
to have served during the tenure of Prime 
Minister HE Giorgia Meloni, a figure very 
popular in the UK.
The mission here is also fascinating. “We 

are two countries, not similar, but we like 
each other and we work well together – it’s a 
very strong and long-standing relationship. 
Often,” he reflects, “one can have better 
relations with less similar people.”
It is striking for an Italian to see how 

Roman influence in Britain is valued and 
thoroughly investigated – for example, 
the excellent research work at Hadrian’s 
Wall and its detailed explanations of the 
Roman past, and the preservation of 
the city of Bath – “where the baths still 
work!” He also notes – citing a historical 
book recently published in the UK that he 
read – that the Romans left Britain in 410 

Light streams into the spectacular 
new offices of the Italian Embassy 

in Buckingham Gate, central London. 
Ambassador Inigo Lambertini comes 
forward from his desk in greeting, saying 
that these splendid new premises are 
part of his legacy. Modern paintings and 
sculptures adorn the walls, beautiful Italian 
upholstery and carpets create a warmth 
and lightness. The Ambassador gestures 
to a marvellous pot in a glass case. It is 
Etruscan, around 2,500 years old. “People 
know about the Romans,” he says, “but 
few know about the Etruscans – and so 
our Embassy showcases current works, 
and also works that date back over two 
millennia.”
The Ambassador, born in Naples, is a 

passionate football supporter (although 
not of the Naples football team) and an 
“addicted” opera-goer (“London is the 
capital for opera!”). Multilingual, with 
French and Spanish ancestry, he has held a 

The final mission
Italian Ambassador to the United Kingdom, HE Inigo Lambertini

A captivating interview with Rivista’s editor Philippa Leslie
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INTERVIEW

pride that Italian cuisine has deservedly 
been recognised as a UNESCO intangible 
Cultural Heritage of Humanity. 
What does he consider the most 

memorable event during his posting? 
“Without doubt, the Royal Visit to Italy last 
year. The speech of King Charles to the 
Italian Parliament was a masterful example 
of soft diplomacy, in which he conveyed 
much while remaining measured in detail. 
Also, the warm welcome His and Her 
Majesties received once again confirmed 
the fascination Italians have for the British 
Royal Family.” During the visit, the royal 
couple went to Ravenna for the opening 
of the Lord Byron Museum (he lived there 
for over a year) and to see the Byzantine 
mosaics, the oldest in the Western world. 
It was also the anniversary of the 

Liberation of Ravenna, commemorated by 
a plaque in the town square. Ravenna has a 
strong republican and left-wing tradition: it 
has always voted left, and continues to do 
so even today. But when the Royal Couple 
arrived, British flags were everywhere – a 
true tribute to the appreciation felt for the 
British King and Queen.
As he dashes off to his next engagement, 

the Ambassador leaves us with an 
impression of the perfect example of the 
diplomatic representation of his country. 
We will miss him and wish him so well in 
all his next endeavours. 

financial leaders. They are from a wide 
range of backgrounds and the aim is to 
work together and understand each other. 
Further ties are strengthened through 

participation in conferences involving both 
countries. Recent events include the 33rd 
Pontignano Conference, held in Siena 
and organised by the British Embassy in 
Rome and British Council Italy, and the 
30th Venice Seminar for the British Media, 
hosted in the beautiful city of Venice. 
This year, on the occasion of the Venice 
Seminar’s 30th anniversary, participants 
also spent a few hours in Rome, where 
they were received at the Quirinale by 
President Sergio Mattarella. Discussions 
included humanity, the economy, AI, the 
culture of hospitality, how to deal with 
‘over tourism’. 
With regard to this last, the Ambassador 

quoted an example from his own 
hometown: in the centre of Naples, there is 
a statue of Pulcinella. There is always a long 
queue at the statue because, apparently, 
it is an old tradition to touch his nose for 
good luck and joy. In reality, however, the 
statue has only been there since 2014, and 
it is mostly tourists – not locals – who form 
the queue. This is a clear demonstration of 
the influence of social media, rather than of 
the 17th-century Neapolitan mask from the 
commedia dell’arte!
Food is an unavoidable topic. 

Lambertini recalls living in London in 1976 
and how poor the food was everywhere. 
“But today, it’s hard not to find good food 
in the city. London has become one of 
the world’s gastronomic capitals, offering 
a richness of cuisines found in few other 
places. Stereotypes about food still exist,” 
he adds with a smile. “I love the Sunday 
roast,” he says, while also expressing 

There are around 530,000 Italians 
resident in Britain, and potentially more 
if their children and grandchildren apply 
for Italian citizenship. It is the second or 
third largest Italian expatriate population 
in Europe, with the majority in London. 
There is a Consulate in Manchester that 
covers the North of England (the Italian 
community numbers around 120,000), 
and a Consulate in Edinburgh that covers 
Scotland and Northen Ireland, which 
together count about 30,000 Italian citizens. 
Lambertini is the first Italian Ambassador 
to visit the Isle of Man, Jersey, Guernsey. 
The Isle of Man had a thriving tourism – 
“And wherever tourism is present, Italian 
professionals in the hospitality industry – 
such as hotel directors, restaurant owners, 
and chefs – are also present. They came, 
liked it, and stayed.”

The Ambassador is proud of the 
continued success of the Young Leaders 
Programme – the model set up three 
years ago, based on that created in Paris 
by the then British Ambassador, Lord 
Llewelyn. The forty awards are selected 
every February/March, choices prompted 
by candidates’ connections  with Italy. 
This year there are 220 applicants. The 
Programme’s great contribution to our 
countries is that it is a way to create a 
network. The winners travel to Rome and 
to London, meet MPs and cultural and 

There are around 530,000 
Italians resident in Britain, 

and potentially more if their 
children and grandchildren 
apply for Italian citizenship. 

Opposite page: Hadrian’s Wall; this page left: 
the Ambassador’s beloved city of Naples; 
centre top: the statue of Pulcinella; centre 
below: King Charles III and Italian Prime 
Minister Giorgia Meloni epitomising the 
strength of the British-Italian relationship 
during the King’s Visit to Italy in 2025; above: 
Ambassador Lambertini
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A maritime environment of beauty 
and terror
Venice’s maritime environment has 
long evoked an artistic, sense-based 
response, from Venetians’ early voyages 
of exploration, trade and pilgrimage 
on. Always, the sea offered beauty and 
terror. Artists’ work over the centuries 
has reflected both these aspects, from 
pictures of marine serenity to the drama 
and tragedy of visions of piracy, storm 
and shipwreck. Sculptures of dolphins 
represented good fortune. 
The sea has channelled and mixed 

ideas and language, as well as people, 

Deborah Howard gave us a fascinating 
illustrated talk on Venice’s intimate 

relationship with the sea, and the 
expression of that relationship in art, 
architecture and music over the centuries. 
Deborah’s presentation powerfully evoked 
Venice’s connection with the sea in all its 
forms, colours and changing moods, as a 
phenomenon that engaged all the senses. 
It was not just a question of vision and 
sight. As shown in works such as Joseph 
Brodsky’s book Watermark, other senses 
came into play too. The smell of the sea, 
and even of seaweed, is part of Venice’s 
potent sensual mix. 

from different parts of the Mediterranean 
and the wider world. It is a liminal 
environment, where different cultures 
met and merged. The physical sensation 
of liminality would have been clear for 
anyone travelling in a traditional Venetian 
galley, lying close to the water’s surface. 
The city itself has an amphibious nature, 
with the sea simultaneously its protection 
and its vulnerability. 
Venetian culture has always had a 

strong maritime dimension. Seamanship 
in Venice was prized in a way that 
horsemanship was in other cities firmly 
rooted on dry land. Indeed, in Venice the 

Venice and the sea in art and culture
A talk by Deborah Howard

A joint event between the British-Italian Society and the Venice in Peril Fund at the Society of Antiquaries

Peter Jones, BIS Chair, reports on fascinating new views of Venice
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Mare. Deborah highlighted the use of new 
techniques including bellows and devices 
simulating rotating waves in Venetian 
opera productions of the period. 
Turning to modern times, Deborah 

closed her talk with a dramatic image of 
the cruise ship Costa Deliziosa after its near 
collision with the Venice seafront in 2019, 
the same year as a particularly high acqua 
alta caused significant flooding in the city.  
Cruise vessels are now subject to tighter 
regulations in Venice and the lagoon, so 
a repeat of the near collision is unlikely. 
But such recent events are a reminder that 
Venice’s intimate relationship with the sea 
– at times beautiful, at times threatening – 
is as much a feature of the contemporary 
world as of the past. And so, Venice’s long 
sea story continues. 

Deborah Howard is a Trustee of the Venice 
in Peril Fund and Professor Emerita of 
Architectural History and Fellow of St John’s 
College, Cambridge University.

Peter Jones is a former diplomat and Chair of 
the British Italian Society

TALKS

maritime aspect was seen as having a 
moral quality: to be described as a uomo di 
mare was to be seen as of good character 
and standing. Venice’s Festa della Sensa 
and symbolic marriage ceremony with the 
sea underlined the bond between city and 
water. 
Deborah shared a dazzling range of 

sea-related scenes drawn from the art and 
architecture of Venice, from the Creation 
scenes and other biblical mosaics in St 
Mark’s Basilica to paintings from Lorenzo 
Veneziano in the fourteenth century, 
through Titian, Tintoretto, Carpaccio and 
others, to Canaletto and contemporaries 
in the eighteenth century. The mosaic 
floor in St Mark’s features sea scenes 
and wave patterns, and the surface itself 
undulates as a physical result of the effects 
of flooding over the years. In a sense, 
therefore, the Doges of Venice had indeed 
walked on water.  

The sea in its different moods  
and forms
Deborah’s illustrations included close-
up details from many of the paintings, 
highlighting artists’ varied use of colour, 

texture, paint medium and brushwork to 
portray the sea in its different moods and 
forms. 
Throughout, artists had grappled with 

an ambivalence in the city’s relationship 
with the sea: a polarisation between its 
benign, tranquillity-inducing aspect and an 
elemental, terror-inducing side.

However, Venice never produced a 
school of maritime artists in the way 
that England or the Low Countries did 
in the early modern period, and by the 
seventeenth century, the peak of Venetian 
sea-power had passed.   
Artistic expressions of the sea also 

featured in Venetian music, such as the 
Ave Maris Stella in Monteverdi’s Vespers. 
Storms were a frequent theme in baroque 
music, as in Vivaldi’s La Tempesta del 

The smell of the sea, and even 
of seaweed, is part of Venice’s 

potent sensual mix. 
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Opposite page: Canaletto, Return of the 
Bucintoro to the Molo on Ascension Day, c. 
1727; this page top left: acqua alta flooding 
in Venice; bottom left: the historic Ponte de 
la Chiesa; centre top; the intertidal Barene 
saltmarsh in the Venice lagoon; left and above: 
elaborate costumes at the annual Venice 
Carnival; top right: Grand Canal and Basilica 
Santa Maria della Salute
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The Jews, the Medici  
and the Ghetto of Florence

A talk by Dr Piergabriele Mancuso

Richard Northern on an illuminating evening

We have all visited or heard of the 
historical Jewish Ghettos of Venice 

and Rome; but few of us were aware of a 
Jewish Ghetto in Florence, which was at 
one time the third largest in Italy, because 
there are few physical traces of it left today. 
Dr Piergabriele Mancuso, Director of the 

Eugene Grant Jewish History Programme 
at the Medici Archive Project, Florence, 
explained the history of the Florence 
Ghetto to us in a fascinating online talk 
about the major exhibition of the Florence 
Ghetto and the Medici, which he had 
organised at Palazzo Pitti during the winter 
of 2023-24. 

The Florence Ghetto dates from 1570
The Jewish community in Italy is one 
of the oldest in Western Europe, dating 
back to the second century BC. In 
Tuscany, Jews had lived for centuries 
dispersed throughout the region and 

well-integrated into local communities 
before the Renaissance. In all respects 
except for religious rites, they were Italians, 
speaking Italian and following Italian 
customs. But in 1570 Cosimo I de’ Medici, 
the Grand Duke of Tuscany, created a 
Ghetto in the centre of Florence for them. 
At that time the Jewish population of 
Tuscany only numbered just over 700, far 
fewer than in Venice or Rome; but their 
cultural output, in the form of artefacts, 
manuscripts and art, was impressive. The 
Ghetto was eventually demolished at the 
end of the 19th century, though the Jews 
had long since moved out and had been 
emancipated after the unification of Italy. 
The final exhibit in the exhibition was a 
photograph of Hitler in 1938 addressing 
a rally in the central piazza in Florence, 
where the Ghetto had once stood.
In a wide-ranging talk, Dr Mancuso 

examined Cosimo’s motives for 

establishing the Ghetto; what the Ghetto 
itself looked like; what sort of inhabitants 
lived there; what their economic and 
cultural lives were like; and what part the 
Jews played in the Medici state. He also 
considered what happened to the Ghetto 
after the Jews left. 

With Medici archival data a 3D 
architectural model of the Ghetto 
could be constructed
It is possible that Cosimo established the 
Ghetto as a gesture towards the Vatican or 
at the request of the Church, because 1570 
was also the year in which he was formally 
recognised as Grand Duke. But he also 
had practical reasons. The Medici owned 
the land and buildings of the Ghetto and 
derived considerable rent and tax revenue 
from its inhabitants. For this reason, the 
dynasty kept copious records, which, 
along with contemporary diplomatic 
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Opposite page: Telemaco Signorini La Via 
del Fuoco (1881); this page from top: Jan 
van der Straet Piazza del Mercato Vecchio a 
Firenze (c.1600-30); Fra Bartolomeo Portrait 
of Girolamo Savonarola as St. Peter of Verona 
(c.1498); Bronzino Lorenzo de’ Medici (c.1560); 
below left: Via Calimala at the corner with 
Via del Fuoco, before demolition work began 
(c.1892-1895) (by permission of the Ministry of 
Culture – Uffizi Galleries – further reproduction 
or duplication by any means is prohibited); 
Bronzino Cosimo I de’ Medici in armour (c.1545)
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reports, marriage contracts, prayer books 
and other registers, survive in the local 
archives. A few pieces of marble with 
inscriptions from institutions in the Ghetto 
have also been identified. This material 
enabled Dr Mancuso and his team to build 
up a detailed picture of the life of the 
Ghetto in the time of the Medici, and even 
to construct an impressive 3D architectural 
model of the district. This model formed 
the centre-piece of the recent exhibition. 
The team also used online technology to 
develop a virtual tour of the Medici Ghetto, 
which can be found on their website. 

The exceptional 17th century Jewish 
artist, Jona Ostiglio
During the 15th century, Florentine 
artists and their patrons were particularly 
interested in Old Testament Jewish 
statesmen – for example, Michelangelo’s 
statue of David in front of the Palazzo 
Vecchio. The Medici themselves liked to 
be seen or portrayed as quasi-biblical 
figures. The 16th century was less tolerant, 
and Jews were generally portrayed in 
contemporary religious paintings as darker 
and more Levantine in appearance than 
Christ or Christian saints. In general, Jews 
were restricted to certain professions and 

were not admitted to professional guilds. 
But Dr Mancuso had discovered one 
Jewish artist, Jona Ostiglio, who lived in 
the Ghetto and was able, exceptionally, 
to work as a professional artist in the 
17th century, in a studio founded by 
Vasari. Ostiglio, who later lived with a 
Christian widow and seemed to move 
in both Jewish and Christian circles, 

painted landscapes and still life paintings, 
including commissions from the Medici 
and other aristocratic families. Dr Mancuso 
has been able to identify eight surviving 
works by Ostiglio. So, in spite of the 
separation of the Ghetto, the boundaries 
between Jewish and Christian cultural 
life in the city may have been more fluid 
than previously thought. Dr Mancuso also 
displayed images discovered in the archives 
of some beautiful, illustrated manuscript 
Jewish prayer books, including rare 
prayer books for women which had been 
commissioned by wealthy Jewish families. 

Late 19th century sees the Ghetto 
demolished 
At the beginning of the 18th century, 
Cosimo III de’ Medici enlarged the Ghetto; 
but by then  many of the Jews had moved 
out. Gradually the area became home to 
the poor and marginalised of Florence.
After its demolition (between c.1888 and 

1895) the Ghetto district was completely 
rebuilt in a more modern style to reflect 
post-Risorgimento Italy. 
The Society’s Chair, Peter Jones, had 

introduced the speaker as a “Renaissance 
man”. Dr Mancuso has several degrees in 
Jewish studies and in music / musicology, 
and has held university posts teaching 
Venetian history for more than twenty 
years. He is also an accomplished 
professional viola player. It was therefore 
no surprise that he was able to bring so 
vividly to life many aspects of the life of the 
Jewish community in the Florence Ghetto at 
the time of the Medici, about which little or 
nothing had previously been known. 
The Palazzo Pitti exhibition was a tribute 

to his expertise and curiosity, as well as to 
the extensive and original research his team 
had carried out in the local archives and 
elsewhere. 

Richard Northern  Is a former diplomat and 
former Chair of the British Italian Society

… their cultural output, in the 
form of artefacts, manuscripts 

and art, was impressive

Historical map of the City of Florence showing reorganization of the city centre and the new 
planned street alignments (1888).
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EVENT

is the central message of the movie.
Hans Zimmer’s haunting Now We Are 

Free from the global blockbuster Gladiator 
closed the concert – or at least tried to. The 
guests could not stop clapping, enticing 
the musicians to come back for a final 
encore. The Czardas by Vittorio Monti 
with its accelerating tempo and interplay 
between piano and violin had everyone 
standing up and cheering the virtuosity of 
the duo in what was a magnificent evening 
of musical excellence.

Antonio  Morabito, together with Beatrice 
Limonti and Asia Bonuccelli, are the founders 
of BriosOrchestra in London, a social impact 
ensemble uniting young international 
musicians.

Manfredi Bargioni is a fintech entrepreneur 
based in London and a longtime member of 
the Society. As a dual-national, he is deeply 
passionate about the Society’s mission to 
act as a cultural bridge between the two            
countries he loves.

a Russian winter, then Anonimo Veneziano 
by Stelvio Cipriani guided us through the 
misty canals of Venice at night.
The towering genius of Ennio Morricone 

emerged in full force from three pieces: 
Gabriel’s Oboe from The Mission, starting 
with its simple melody and then soaring 
into a powerful hymn, prepped the 
audience for the gorgeous and moving 
Deborah’s Theme from Once Upon a 
Time in America ahead of Nuovo Cinema 
Paradiso. 
Limonti, an acclaimed violinist who was 

recognised as a Global Talent by the Arts 
Council of England and has performed on 
some of the grandest stages in the world, 
including the Royal Opera House, Teatro La 
Scala, Royal Albert Hall and many others, 
had the opportunity to be directed by 
Morricone himself in the past and fondly 
remembered the maestro explaining to 
the orchestra how he had built Deborah’s 
Theme to evoke the sweetness of fond 
memories and bitterness of the road-not-
taken remembrance of things past, which 

The universal language of music and 
art was on full display at ‘The Shape 

of Melody: From Bach to Morricone’, the 
chamber concert evening organised in 
conjunction with Il Circolo last June and 
splendidly hosted by Leslie MacLeod-
Miller.
Against a fitting frame of classical and 

modern sculptures and paintings, the 
gifted young musicians Antonio Morabito 
and Beatrice Limonti regaled the guests, 
including His Excellency the Italian 
Ambassador Inigo Lambertini and Deputy 
Ambassador Riccardo Smimmo, with a 
wonderful programme of piano and violin 
duos.
They explored the theme of ‘Melody 

through the ages’ through a selection of 
pieces that included favourites like Bach’s 
‘Air on a G-String’ and Saint-Saens’ ‘The 
Swan’. The first part of the concert focused 
on classical music, starting with a Sonata 
and a Serenade by Franz Schubert and 
reached its apogee with the hauntingly 
beautiful notes of ‘Meditation’ from Thais 
by Massenet. The Valse Sentimentale by 
Tchaikovsky soothed the audience before a 
barnstorming piano solo of the Hungarian 
Rhapsody by Liszt closed the first part 
of the chamber concert, highlighting 
the virtuosity of Morabito. A Philosophy 
graduate, as well as an alumnus of and 
teacher at the Royal College of Music in 
London, and a prize-winner at several 
major international competitions, 
he brings an intellectual intensity to 
his performance that stimulates and 
challenges the listener.

Music as an integral part of the 
cinematic experience
The second part of the evening was 
devoted to musical scores and highlighted 
how music is such an integral part of the 
cinematic experience. It opened with the 
magnificent Astor Piazzolla’s Libertango, 
with its poignant message of freedom and 
brotherhood. Lara’s Theme from Doctor 
Zivago by Maurice Jarre transported the 
entire room to the snow-covered plains of 

The Shape of Melody
An evening with Antonio Morabito and Beatrice Limonti

Manfredi Bargioni, as well as the entire audience, was spellbound
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north. I’m very interested in the food in the 
north – with specialities such as truffles, 
and truffle hunting.” He interrupts to say 
“Truffle oil is the devil’s juice!” In Bologna 
it’s a pleasure to sit in a trattoria, talking 
about food with the locals – and by the way, 
there’s a very good knife shop in one of the 
central arcades – something chefs always 
need. Now I need to learn more about 
the food in Calabria, in Puglia. The more I 
travel and discover the range and varieties 
of food, the less I think I know! I’ve eaten 
so well everywhere, with special moments 
savoured in Tuscany by the sea, in Bologna 
their slow cooked ragout.” And in Venice – 
which he finds deeply sinister – the draw is 
risi e bisi, and shrimp with polenta. And of 
course Harry’s bar – but only after dinner. 

“they pay no attention to traffic lights!” 
The family would stay at an old fashioned 
hotel on the island of Ischia, “which was 
magical” where the children could run wild 
late into the night. Ischia offered a look 
into southern Italian life and food, and 
delights included school trips to wonderful 
sights like Pompeii. In Rome they stayed 
in the British Institute and sight saw from 
there. “Rome still blows me away.” 

A continuing discovery 
Tom finds the recent history enthralling – 
Garibaldi, the unification. But moving on, he 
reflects, there is such diversity in the country 
that it always fascinates. “In the south, my 
friend from Lipari has told me a lot of its 
story; then I travelled to Sicily, then to the 

Chair Peter Jones welcomed the 
attendant members and friends, 

acknowledging with much appreciation 
the kind hospitality of the Italian Cultural 
Institute and its Director, Dott. Francesco 
Bongarrà for this prestigious lecture 
engagement. The annual Leconfield 
Lecture, inaugurated in 1963, was named 
in memory of Hugh Wyndham, Lord 
Leconfield, first Chairman, who served for 
12 years.
Tom Parker Bowles began his ‘Italian 

evening’ relating that he had been brought 
up in the country, looked after by his 
grandmother’s wonderful Italian couple. 
Then, every year from the age of six, the 
family would go to Italy for two weeks, 
staying near Naples, where, he observed, 

Italy: a lifelong love affair
Tom Parker Bowles

The Leconfield Lecture, 15 November 2025, Italian Cultural Institute

In conversation with Chair Peter Jones
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many of the migrants came from. He 
concluded his delightful tour of Italian food 
regions and recommended that all serious 
home cooks need ‘good kit’ – a wooden 
spoon, a good knife and a really good Le 
Creuset dutch oven.    

Peter Jones is a former diplomat and Chair of 
the British Italain Society 

panettone!” [on a snap vote, it turned out 
that many in the audience don’t either!]
He recommends some of the famous 

cookery books, in particular Anna Del 
Conte, the Silver Spoon, the River Café. 
“You can eat well, in Italian, in London – 
the River Café, Angela Hartnett.”  
His own recent book, Cooking and the 

Crown: royal recipes from Queen Victoria 
to King Charles III, was published last year. 
It records that, in the time of Edward VII, 
lunch ran from 12 to 14 courses, followed 
by tea at 5pm, and then dinner! “Edward 
VII ate a lot!” 
Parker Bowles also noted that Italian 

food in America was ‘americanised’ – there 
was so much food, a strong contrast from 
the poverty-stricken southern Italian towns 

Touring through the culinary 
favourites
Among his favourites – pizza, from Naples 
of course! He observes the growing interest 
in good pizza offerings here in Britain, 
such as the Franco Manca chain, and Pizza 
Pilgrims which was started in a van and is 
now a huge company. “In England we are 
very receptive to different cuisines. And 
we have good food too – for example, we 
now have more cheese varieties than the 
French. And I’m obsessed with sausages, 
especially the spicy ones. Now it’s winter 
and slow cooking is key. Lasagna is 
slightly cliché, but when done properly, 
is really great.” In summer, fresh fish is 
the favourite, and spaghetti alle vongole, 
and maybe burrata. “But I don’t like 

Opposite page; Italian pizza is famed and 
copied the world over; this page top left: 
freshly dug truffles; top right: the beautiful 
island of Ischia, where Tom spent many happy 
moments as a child; left middle: one of many 
restaurants in Bologna, Italy’s “food capital”; 
bottom left: shrimp with polenta; above centre: 
Spaghetti alle Vongole; above right: sausages 
and cured meats at a market.
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Italian fashion is fun!
Successful Italian brands and fashion 
houses, such as Dolce & Gabbana, aim 
to convey and commodify Italianness in 
many of their shows and promotions. 
The ballroom scene from Visconti’s Il 
Gattopardo with its elaborate recreation 
of 19th century aristocratic ball gowns 
had a strong impact on cinema-goers. 
Dolce & Gabbana alluded to this film in 
a spectacular recent exhibition in Milan, 
full of luxury items which evoked an 
Italianness rooted in local traditions. Dolce 
& Gabbana even worked images of bowls 
of pasta into their promotional material! 
French haute couture is considered 
austere and serious: Italian fashion is fun 
and infused with irony and joie de vivre. 
Italian fashion brands have come to rely on 

Unable or unwilling to compete in the 
1940s and 1950s with the high-end fashion 
houses in Paris for style and tailoring, 
Italian fashion brands tried instead to 
market a popular view of what constituted 
‘Italianness’ in the eyes of the world. This 
was particularly true of men’s fashion. 
The success of Italian cinema of the 

1960s and 1970s gave a boost to this taste 
for the Italian lifestyle. Stars like Marcello 
Mastroianni wearing Brioni suits in La 
Dolce Vita made Italian men glamorous, 
sexy and desirable. 
The formula persists to this day. The 

American show Emily in Paris recently 
featured a fashion episode set in Rome 
(not Milan, the home of Italian fashion) 
with scenes and images closely echoing La 
Dolce Vita. 

To a packed meeting of the Society 
at the Medical Society of London in 

April Dr Matteo Augello gave a witty but 
scholarly talk on the history of Italian 
fashion, and the way in which fashion 
brands have marketed Italian culture. 
Matteo, a lecturer and researcher in the 
history of fashion and Italian culture, is of 
mixed heritage (British father and Italian 
mother). Born in Bergamo, he is now 
based in London. In his talk, he developed 
themes he had first covered in his book 
Curating Italian Fashion: Heritage, Industry, 
Institutions, which was published in 2022.

The debut of ‘Italianness’
Matteo traced the development of the 
Italian fashion industry from the 19th 
century through a series of beautiful slides. 

Being Italian is fashionable. But why?
Dr Matteo Augello 

Linda Northern was intrigued
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based on a highly researched character 
or theme. He felt the Naomi Campbell 
exhibition at the V&A in 2024 lacked any 
depth or a real narrative. By contrast, a 
Wanda Ferragamo exhibition in Florence 
in 2023 had painted a full picture of the 
extraordinary life and contribution of the 
head of the Ferragamo brand in the many 
roles she had played as a mother and a 
businesswoman.  

The role of vanity and ‘bella figura’
Finally, Matteo spoke about his own 
wardrobe and the way in which he used 
his body to illustrate the link between art 
history and the history of fashion. The cover 
of his book and the picture used to promote 
this lecture both showed Matteo himself in 
poses and wearing clothes which evoked 

famous Renaissance figures or works of art. 
Though criticised by a supervisor for vanity, 
Matteo defended this approach: fashion 
is built on vanity; and it is important to re-
enact and relive history through and with 
one’s body. After all, this is part of the Italian 
fondness for bella figura.
Matteo’s lecture was much more than 

just a talk; it was performance art. His 
flowing Botticelli curls and the shimmering 
top and graceful skirt he wore for the 
evening only enhanced the impact of his 
charismatic delivery. It was no surprise 
to learn that he is the proud owner, and 
sometimes wearer, of an iconic red dress 
worn by one of his idols, the singer Milva! 

Linda Northern is a former Editor of Rivista

evoking a popular image of Italian culture 
seen through the eyes of foreigners, 
because most of their clients are overseas. 
The major brands often use iconic Italian 
buildings or scenery in their fashion 
photography, advertising not just clothes 
but an enviable lifestyle or holiday.
Matteo described some landmark 

fashion exhibitions, starting from the 
International Exhibition in Milan in 1906, 
running through a Palazzo Pitti exhibition 
in the 1970s, which evoked artefacts in 
the Palazzo, to a dramatic 1989 Versace 
exhibition in Milan which featured clothes 
on armless and legless mannequins 
(l’abito per pensare). Turning to what 
makes a fashion exhibition great, he 
explained that some merely provide a 
spectacle, others have a real narrative 

Opposite page: Models walk the runway at the 
Versace show during Milan Fashion Week; this 
page top left: Dr Matteo Augello pictured for 
his book Curating Italian Fashion: Heritage, 
Industry, Institutions; left: the famous Vittorio 
Emanuele II Gallery interior in Milan; above: 
Italian style: sharp suit, good coffee and a 
newspaper
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New processes reveal buried 
structures – a forum, houses, 
temples…
A geophysical survey using maps 
originally created in preparation for road 
construction was first carried out between 
1997 and 1998 at Faleri Novi, a town 
originally founded after the destruction 
of Faleri Veteres in 241BC. Students from 
Durham and Southampton Universities 
mapped out whole areas of Faleri Novi 
to reveal both light (nonmagnetic) or 
dark (highly magnetic) patches produced 
by the different magnetic fields below. 
Consequently, it is now possible to make 
out below ground the forum, houses, 
temples and street grids including a 
hitherto unknown urban element – a 
peripheral street to which many temples 

is still much to learn from other sites 
which hitherto have been subject only 
to limited excavation which has yielded 
only fragmented knowledge. For a better 
understanding of their overall structure 
towns need to be studied in their entirety.
Prof.Millett’s focus was centred initially 

on the now deserted “green field” Roman 
towns of Faleri Novi and Portus, once the 
port of Imperial Rome on the Tiber River. 
Research was aided by new methods of 
exploration which no longer involved 
digging below the surface. 
Aerial photography, once forbidden 

by Italian law, started to be used around 
the year 2000, and geophysical means 
of measuring the earth’s magnetic field 
through ground penetrating radar have 
yielded phenomenal results.

Over the last twenty-five years new 
techniques have revolutionised the 

study of archaeology, and these ongoing 
developments were the subject of the 
British Italian Society’s May lecture given 
by Professor Martin Millett, Emeritus 
Professor of Classical Archaeology at the 
University of Cambridge and President of 
the Society of Antiquaries of London.
His particular focus was the study of 
some of the thousands of small Roman 
settlements, given legal status as towns, 
which were so central to the operation 
of the Roman Empire. Once thought 
to be standardised, modern research 
now proves them to be highly diverse in 
structure.
While much has long been known about 

the larger centres, such as Pompeii, there 

Roman towns in Italy: a new view 
A talk by Professor Martin Millett

Susan Kikoler records an intriguing evening
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complex which the British School in Rome 
and others continued to explore.
Professor Millett was then invited to map 

the area of Isola Sacra where he delineated 
the coast, the necropolis of Portus and a 
canal for barges travelling between Ostia 
and Portus. This also revealed that the 
north bank had similar huge warehouses 
to those on the south bank.

Radar providing a 3-D image
Other urban centres studied in the Tiber 
valley included his favourite – Ocriculum. 
With temples dating from Imperial Rome 
its series of structures had been difficult to 
understand, and presented something of a 
mystery. It had been explored in the 1780s 
by Giuseppe Guattani and today mosaics 
and statues from the site can be found 
in the Rotunda of the Museo Clementino 
in the Vatican museums. A geophysical 
survey involving ground radar initially 
produced disappointing results, but 
traditional excavation managed to trace a 
plan of the Basilica similar to that mapped 
by Giuseppe Pannini in 1784. With this as 
the base it was then possible to place other 
buildings in the town to reveal a “true” 
map including a very large re-engineered 
area built over a land-fill site. This in turn 
helped them decipher the results of the 
magnetic data with the radar providing a 

potential three-dimensional image rather 
than merely two.
At Faleri Novi radar, rather than 

excavation, was used throughout the 
area and, with the aid of a brilliant 
mathematician to interpret its complex 
computer data, the walled town and its 
edifices emerged in such detail that even 
the individual columns of temples could 
be discerned. It was in Professor Millett’s 
words “the nearest thing to magic!”  
Further revelations included a type of 
building, not previously recorded, shaped 
rather like a tennis court surrounded by 
porticoes and the surprising fact that 
temples were built not just in the centre 
but along the peripheral road too. In all, 
a new plan of the town was revealed, and 
these results were recently published 
by MacDonald Institute Monographs, 
University of Cambridge. 

Transformational surveys
With other excavations in towns further 
away from Rome revealing even greater 
differences, these surveys are now proving 
transformational in archaeological 
research in Italy and adding new 
dimensions to familiar places.

Susan Kikoler is an Honorary Director of the 
British Italian Society

were linked. Since all archaeological 
research in Italy is undertaken in 
collaboration with the Soprintendenza 
dei Beni Culturali, these results have 
stimulated Italian archaeologists to make 
use of these new processes in their own 
research.
In 1998 Professor Millett was invited 

to explore Portus, the area near Rome’s 
Fiumicino Airport. It once had an 
enormous hexagonal harbour, created 
by the emperor Trajan. Some areas had 
already been excavated before the airport 
was constructed to safeguard the site – but 
this area cannot now be visited.

Here the use of mapping revealed 
canals, an aqueduct and roads as well as 
how the Tiber delta itself had developed. 
This mapping was also aided by the 
unexpected presentation (in a surreptitious 
brown envelope) of aerial photography 
taken by the Guardia di Finanza while 
monitoring drug traffickers in the area. 
The result was a new map of the Portus 

xxx

…“the nearest thing to 
magic!”…

Opposite page: Faleri Novi ground penetrating 
radar survey showing numerous structures 
and (inset) case study area; this page above: 
mouth of the Tiber leading to the hexagonal 
Roman harbour of Portus and (inset) a rare 
roman coin showing Portus, struck in Rome 
circa AD 64; above right: Jupiter’s Gate in 
Faleri Novi; right: the ground penetrating 
radar used for the survey; detail from a floor 
mosaic from Ocriculum.
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An unkind history
Matthew Dennison on the Empress Livia 

An appreciation by Eugenio Bosco

Matthew Dennison – author of ten 
critically acclaimed works of non-

fiction, which include ‘Empress of Rome: The 
Life of Livia’ and a revisiting of Suetonius’s 
The Twelve Caesars – gave us an intriguing 
insight into the life of Livia, wife of Roman 
emperor Augustus and helped us dispel 
some myths surrounding her.
Livia Drusilla was born in 58 BC into 

the prominent Claudian family, an old 
and respected senatorial family. Her first 
marriage was to Tiberius Claudius Nero, 
with whom she had two sons: Tiberius 
and Drusus. In the upheaval that followed 
Julius Caesar’s assassination, her father 
and first husband sided with Mark Antony 
and the losing faction against Octavian 

provided a catalyst for Augustus’s 
propaganda, and Livia came – in stark 
contrast – to embody all the traditional 
Roman virtues and values.
In 27 BC Octavian received the title 

‘Augustus’ becoming the first Roman 
emperor. As time went on, it was apparent 
that the two understood their value to 
each other. Their marriage lasted more 
than 50 years – she was well matched 
with her husband, noted Dennison, with 
powerful sexual chemistry. Although they 
had no children together, Augustus treated 
Livia’s sons as part of his household, a 
decision that would later shape imperial 
succession, when he adopted Tiberius to 
be his successor. 

(the future Augustus) which led to a 
three-year exile from Rome also for Livia. 
This period of her life was marked by 
uncertainty but also gave her first hand 
knowledge of survival during political crisis 
and exposed her early to the realities of 
power and loyalty in Rome. 
In a dramatic turn of events, Octavian 

met Livia in 39 BC and divorced his own 
wife Scribonia to marry her, despite 
Livia being ten years older than him and 
pregnant with her second son. Their union 
symbolized reconciliation after years of 
civil war and helped Octavian present 
himself as a unifier of Rome after the 
destruction of Mark Antony’s faction. Mark 
Antony’s own relationship with Cleopatra 
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matrons. This public representation led to 
powerful recognition.
As we were invited by Matthew Dennison 

to separate historical facts from enduring 
legends, a portrait of Livia emerged 
as intelligent, politically astute, and 
influential, but constrained by the gender 
norms of her time. Her true “crime” was 
probably exercising power and influence 
within a male-dominated society.
Though Roman women were officially 

excluded from political office, Livia 
exercised power in subtler ways. She 
was Augustus’ closest advisor, often 
consulted on important political and 
personal matters. Ancient sources 
describe her as intelligent, self-
controlled, and deeply loyal to her 
husband’s vision of restoring Roman 
values.
Livia embodied the traditional 

Roman virtues of modesty, fidelity, 
and domestic responsibility. Statues 
and coins often depicted her as an ideal 
Roman matron, reinforcing Augustus’s 
moral reforms. She survived into old age 
– at 86 widely admired, and less than a 
century after her death, Livia’s cult was 
celebrated with her being deified in 42AD. 

Eugenio Bosco is a former Vice-Chairman of 
the British Italian Society and he’s currently 
Honorary Director.

One of the most debated aspects of Livia’s 
legacy concerns the imperial succession. 
Augustus outlived several potential heirs, 
including his grandsons Gaius and Lucius 
Caesar. Eventually, Livia’s son Tiberius was 
adopted by Augustus and named heir. Later 
historians hinted – without proof – that Livia 
may have manoeuvred events to ensure 
Tiberius’s rise. There were unexpected 
deaths but not enough sources/evidence. 
These claims however highlight how 
influential Livia was perceived to be.
Much of this image – that she was a 

villain, had a lust for power and that her 
family would stop at nothing, draws on 
ancient rumours like those preserved by 
Suetonius and Tacitus, even when those 
sources didn’t categorically assert such 
deeds. She dominates Robert Graves’ ‘I 
Claudius’ – as sinister, calculating, likely 
to cause catastrophe and suffering. But 
history has been unkind to her, argued 
Matthew Dennison.  
There was another side of Livia. She was 

schooled at home, and we know of some 
of her interests, which are more appealing 
– for example, that she grew herbs and 
remedies in her garden – considered an 
appropriate female activity with positive 
associations – and that she also learnt to 
weave. This helped with her being later 
associated with the traditional Roman 
values of Pietas, Fidelis and Concordia.
Octavian commissioned a series of 

portraits of Livia in which she wears 
no jewellery or makeup – a deliberate 
rejection of such vanities. Livia changed 
her hairstyle into a bun which was less 
elaborate than the fashion of the time 
and was associated with virtuous Roman 

Opposite page: Jean-Baptiste Wicar Virgil 
Reading the Aeneid to Augustus, Octavia, 
and Livia (c.1790); above left: one of many 
spectacular frescoes in the Villa of Livia; above 
right: Ingres Augustus Listening to the Reading 
of the Aeneid (c.1814);  below: Marble Bust of 
Livia (c.14-23AD)
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tradition, with its precision and formality, 
but in the years prior to his first Italian 
journey, Turner also studied landscape 
drawings and paintings by those who 
had made the journey. Finally in 1819 he 
set off on a journey lasting six months, 
following an itinerary well established by 
the Grand Tour – crossing the Alps, and 
visiting in turn Milan, the Lakes and Venice, 
where he spent a week, before moving on 
via Bologna, Ancona and Terni – where 
he visited the famous Falls – to Rome. He 
made a special expedition south to Naples 
and Paestum, but just missed an eruption 
of Vesuvius. On the return journey he 
travelled via Florence and reached England 

work up subsequently in his studio into 
watercolours and finished images.

Italy as the bedrock of artistic 
culture
Turner was also an inveterate traveller, 
a restless soul, unsettled at home and 
constantly keen to go off on his travels. 
Travel to Italy was a sine qua non for an 
artist, since Italy was seen as the bedrock 
of artistic culture, an essential part of an 
artist’s education. But for many years the 
Napoleonic wars prevented Turner from 
undertaking this vital part of his artistic 
development. His studies at the Royal 
Academy concentrated on the classical 

Nicola Moorby* opened her richly 
engaging talk by pointing out that 

2025 marks the 250th anniversary of 
Turner’s birth, and significantly, the Tate, 
which holds the Turner bequest, is just 
completing the online catalogue of all 
the 37,000 items in the bequest. Among 
these are the 23 sketchbooks which Turner 
compiled during his first visit to Italy in 
1819, which formed the central focus of her 
presentation.
As she explained, Turner was an 

inveterate creator of sketches, which he 
used as a fundamental tool for gathering 
visual information on the spot - outlines 
and key details which he could then 

Turner in Italy
Looking over the artist’s shoulder: The Italian sketchbooks of J M W Turner

A talk by Nicola Moorby

Jane Everson admires the precise sketching of Turner’s Italian travels
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Crossing the Alps in winter… not  
for the faint hearted
We are the beneficiaries of this wealth 
of artistic creativity, but it is worth 
remembering, as our speaker stressed, 
the sheer discomfort and dangers of 
travelling in the first decades of the 
nineteenth century. Turner travelled down 
through France by ‘diligence’,  a heavy and 
lumbering carriage, which guaranteed 
an uncomfortable journey, and by post-
chaise in Italy – a slight improvement 
but nonetheless a very slow mode of 
transport. But above all, crossing the 
Alps in winter as Turner did on his return 
journey was not for the faint hearted – 
with carriages overturned on the slippery 
roads or blocked in snow drifts – scenes 
which Turner the inveterate sketcher also 
recorded and worked up later.
Nicola Moorby concluded her 

fascinating survey of Turner in Italy 
by explaining that Turner’s house in 
Twickenham is now owned by a trust 
which is in the process of developing a 
programme and opening the house to 
the public. Information about this can be 
found at turnershouse.org.uk  

*Nicola Moorby is an art historian specialising 
in British art of the 19th and early 20th 
centuries and formerly Curator of British Art, 
1790-1850 at Tate Britain

Jane Everson is Emeritus Professor of Italian 
Literature, School of Modern Languages, 
Literatures and Cultures, Royal Holloway and 
Vice Chair and Secretary of the British Italian 
Society

as Nicola Moorby illustrated with Turner’s 
watercolour of Rome from the Loggia of 
Raphael in the Vatican.

The warm, golden glow of Italy
This first trip to Italy revolutionised 
Turner’s style and also sparked off a whole 
new fashion of landscape painting. Turner 
was overwhelmed by the brilliant light and 
colour of the Italian landscapes, to such 
an extent that ever after his watercolours 
are infused with the warm golden glow 
of Italy, even for scenes representing 
much colder and greyer climes. But it was 
Venice above all that produced the most 
profound change in his palette. The light, 

the reflections on the water, the limpid sky, 
the shimmering mist, established what 
most viewers probably think of as typically 
Turner: half seen forms dissolving into a 
pale and glowing background, a free and 
expressive technique which is almost the 
polar opposite from the views of Venice by 
Canaletto with which most British people 
of the time were familiar. But Turner 
changed the way artists painted Venice, 
and has a right to be considered, as Nicola 
Moorby said, the poet laureate of Venice.

again in January 1820. At the beginning of 
his journey Turner seems to have had the 
idea of keeping a diary, but gave up on the 
first page. 

Turner’s Italian travel diary: his 23 
sketch books 
Nevertheless his 23 sketch books from 
the Italian trip constitute a much more 
effective diary, allowing us to trace his 
precise route via the scenes represented 
in them, and to appreciate Turner at work 
while on the move. Indeed in many cases 
the sketches represent views seen from 
the carriage window while travelling, and 
though the sketches often suggest only 
the major outlines, when put side by side 
with a modern photograph of the same 
scene, as Nicola Moorby demonstrated, 
it is easy to appreciate just how precisely 
Turner captured a building or landscape 
en passant.
Before setting out Turner had done his 

homework, reading guidebooks, noting 
what to see, and asking advice of friends. 
In Rome in particular he was assiduous 
in sketching and recording what he saw, 
filling the sketchbooks for that city with 
1,500  drawings of Roman monuments and 
streets, often exploring the same subject 
from different angles, and reproducing 
not only large general views, but also 
minute details of carvings, inscriptions 
and the like. These particular diverse 
elements might subsequently be fused 
together in the completed watercolour, 

Turner changed the way 
artists painted Venice
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Mass tourism has driven local residents 
out of much of the centro storico and led to 
growing disneyfication, where authenticity 
is squeezed out by bland iterations of the 
Florence Experience for short-stay tourists. 
Stand in line to see the David. Check. 
Stand in another line to get a panino on 
Via dei Neri. Check. Top 10 Things to Do in 
Florence.  The challenge for international 
people who live here or make frequent and 
/ or extended visits to Florence, is how to 
find something a bit more authentic, a step 
away from the wildebeest.
The City and the City is a brilliant novel 

by the magisterial British writer China 
Miéville. It is set in an imagined metropolis 
in eastern Europe, where two separate 
cities have evolved in the same urban 
space.  Some areas are 100% one or other 
of the cities, but in the centre there are 
many streets where both cities coexist, 
with subtle distinctions demarcating 

It’s relatively quiet in Florence this month. Hey it’s the middle of winter, dark 
and cold outside. But as soon as Easter 
approaches they’ll be back, in greater 
numbers than ever: the mass of mordi e 
fuggi (literally ‘bite and run”) tourists, the 
foot soldiers of over-tourism that have 
got people who live in Florence nostalgic 
for the quiet days of pandemic. They 
make short visits, often just a few hours, 
clog up the streets, grab a few selfies and 
contribute little to the local economy.  
Fortunately, rather like the enormous 
herds of wildebeest on their annual 
migration across the Serengeti, the mordi 
e fuggi crowd follow highly predictable 
routes. Cross the Ponte Vecchio and take 
a right under the arches of the Vasari 
Corridor, on past the Uffizi and into Piazza 
della Signoria; then up Via dei Calzaiuoli 
to the Duomo. You won’t be alone, I 
guarantee – wildebeest everywhere!  

which bit of the street is in which city.  The 
citizens of the two cities are required to 
exist only in their own city and are trained 
from birth not to see or engage with 
the other city, even when it is just a few 
centimetres away. It’s a wonderful book, 
strongly recommended. 
In the years I have been living in 

Florence, I have come to apply Miéville’s 
conceit to our urban environment. Here 
there are also two cities entwined, one 
called Florence, the other called Firenze.  
Florentines operate mostly in Firenze, 
whilst Florence is the domain of tourists.
Clearly nearly all the city outside the 

centro storico is entirely Firenze;  and 
parts of the centre are almost completely 
Florence – think Ponte Vecchio, the 
Porcellino and its market, or the Sofia Loren 
restaurant on Piazza Repubblica. But what 
makes this game interesting, and possibly 
useful, is that in many places Florence 

Florence and Firenze: 
A tale of two cities

Simon Gammell, Director of the British Institute of Florence

O
pp

os
ite

 p
ag

e:
 is

to
ck

; t
hi

s 
pa

ge
 to

p 
le

ft
: B

ri
tis

h 
In

st
itu

te
 o

f F
lo

re
nc

e:
 a

ll 
ot

he
r 

im
ag

es
 T

ra
tto

ri
a 

Ca
sa

lin
ga



29

FEATURE

and Firenze coexist. This is particularly 
true of the Oltrarno, round Santo Spirito, 
for example. If you are eating your dinner 
in Trattoria Casalinga, you are in Firenze. 
It’s family run, has maintained its tradition 
of simple but delicious Tuscan cuisine 
at reasonable prices, the menu is only in 
Italian, and the staff prefer to talk to you in 
Italian…  and many of the customers are 
Florentine. Walk 20 metres down the street 
to stand in line for a pizza and none of these 
criteria apply – you are most definitely in 
Florence. Round the corner the tour groups 
finish up in the Piazza, and adjourn to a bar 
facing Basilica Santo Spirito for an Aperol 
Spritz (a sure sign that you’re in Florence!). 
Very few of them venture inside the Basilica, 
which is an active local community church 
that just happens to have been designed by 
Brunelleschi and contain some outstanding 
renaissance paintings plus a Michelangelo 
crucifix. Pure Firenze. You get the idea.
Most people who come to our city on 

an extended visit, or are frequent visitors,  
long to get beyond the surface of Florence, 
the tourist mecca, and experience the 
authenticity of Firenze – to really “live 
like a local”.  But that is not always easy 
– there is no guidebook to Firenze, and 

its secrets are often carefully guarded. 
In Miéville’s twin cities there is a special 
building, Copula Hall, which allows people 
to transition from one city to the other. 
In Florence the age old British Institute 
performs that function. In our beautiful 
heritage Library with a View, on the 
piano nobile of a 16th century palazzo 
overlooking the river by Santa Trinita,  
you can attend an entertaining event and 
meet with international residents and 
Florentines over a glass of wine – and all 
the while starting to get the inside track on 
Firenze. Not a wildebeest in sight!

Celebrating the History, Art and 
Life of Florence 
Founded in 1917 by a committee 
comprising the leaders of the self-styled 
“English Colony at Florence” (think Room 
with a View) and their Florentine friends 
(intellectuals and artists), The British 
Institute of Florence in 2026 is a proudly 
independent non-profit dedicated to 
the study and celebration of the History, 
Art and Life of Florence, our home. We 
operate as Florence’s international 
cultural, educational and social centre 
where residents and discerning visitors can 

attend brilliant Art History courses, study 
Italian, and enjoy sublime concerts, literary 
evenings and wine tastings. Discussions on 
contemporary issues with leaders of the 
city, workshops in renaissance art making, 
a life drawing session, traditional afternoon 
tea and even a Bridge group. It’s all 
happening at il British (as the Florentines 
call us)!   
So next time you’re in Florence and you 

want to get inside Firenze, come on by – 
everyone is welcome! And if you cannot be 
here but want a quality dose of this most 
wonderful city, we have a rich offer of Art 
History Lectures, seminars and virtual visits 
available online. All details on our website: 
www.britishinstitute.it/en

Simon Gammell has been Director of the 
British Institute of Florence since 2018. 
Cambridge educated, former theatre director, 
he has 30 years’ experience with the British 
Council, with postings in Rome, Buenos Aires, 
Sydney, Mumbai, Los Angeles, Warsaw. 

Opposite page: “Florence”; a delight for mordi e fuggi tourists; this page top left: view from il 
British (the British Institute); top left and above: the wonderful Trattoria Casalinga in “Firenze”.
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working on the site as a bricklayer for an 
Italian company since April 1942. He had 
previously worked in France and then back 
near his home town of Fossano, but in 
the years of the war, work was scarce. He 
walked to Poland (indeed he had walked 
to France too), to follow a job possibility. 
About three days after their first meeting 
(working on some scaffolding together), 
Lorenzo turned up for work with his mess 
tin. It was full of soup. He held it out to 
Primo, saying only to bring it back, empty, 
before evening. Greppi suggests that 
maybe there was a bond as both were 
Piedmontese, Primo from Turin, Lorenzo 
from Fossano. But after the war, Levi 
describes their meeting as pure luck. 
The help Lorenzo gave his friend over 

much later film about the Holocaust (in the 
early 2000s) where Perrone was mentioned 
in one of the files in the Yad Vashem 
archive in Jerusalem. With the historian’s 
persistence, he started to collect the bits 
and pieces he found, to create the story of 
a life of someone who would never have 
expected such a research. Why? Because, 
as Greppi relates, in Perrone’s legacy he 
uncovered ‘a universal story of damnation 
and salvation.’
The meeting between the two came 

about in Auschwitz (which Perrone 
called ‘Suiss’) in June 1944, where Levi 
had been transferred earlier that year as 
prisoner labourer no. 174,517, because 
he was Jewish and had been in the 
Resistance, and where Perrone had been 

This is a story of the nobility of humanity 
in the face of unbearable misery. How 

did historian Carlo Greppi come across it? 
Lorenzo Perrone was an illiterate civilian 
bricklayer working in Auschwitz who 
risked his life to bring food to one of the 
prisoners. That prisoner was Primo Levi, 
then a skinny twenty-four year old chemist. 
Greppi concedes that the story became a 
sort of obsession with him and he started 
to piece together the fragments of a life 
that was documented in the writings of 
Levi but that otherwise would have slipped 
away unknown and certainly uncelebrated. 
Greppi had read about Perrone through 

Levi’s If this is a man (first published 1947) 
and through his subsequent  writings. His 
interest was further prompted on seeing a 

A man of few words  
(Un uomo di poche parole): 

The bricklayer of Auschwitz who saved Primo Levi

Chair Peter Jones in conversation with award-winning historian, Dr Carlo Greppi

The Editor on an intense and moving presentation
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writings, including The Truce he goes back 
to Lorenzo again and again. ‘Nobody 
knows how much I owe that man…I could 
never repay him.’
Lorenzo can be seen as both 

unremarkable and remarkable. Greppi 
sees him as representing the best of 
mankind, as a force for good, who asks for 
nothing, who is someone who seeks to 
help, but does so because that is what is 
needed in the situation. That he is so self 
effacing makes him hardly knowable, but 
his actions, full of risk, are admirable and 
courageous. We should so remember him 
and see him as an example of what is best 
in humanity, and accept that there may be 
other Lorenzos, both then and now. 
The taciturn, reserved Lorenzo Perrone 

would surely have been embarrassed 
at the thought of a book being written 
about him. It is to Dr.Greppi’s credit in his 
touching book – exhaustively researched 
over a number of years seeking out local 
resources, documents, interviewing 
members of his family and his local priest 
– that his compassion for Lorenzo and his 
courage has meant that his heroic gesture 
is kept alive. What does his story teach us? 
Greppi’s reply: That even under the most 
horrific of circumstances the challenge is 
to remain human and kind.

Peter Jones is a Former diplomat and Chair 
of the British Italian Society

journey which would take four months 
and cover thousands of  kilometres. Primo, 
recovering from his illness, also arrived 
home, in Turin, after the liberation. One of 
his first thoughts was to find Lorenzo. Their 
friendship endured until Perrone’s tragic 
early death in 1952 from tuberculosis and 

drink. It was as if he did not wish to live any 
more, that his memories had become a 
burden to him. 
Why and how did Levi portray Perrone 

in If this is a man? Why – because he owed 
him and wanted the world to know that, 
but to know about the Holocaust too. 
How? In the book, and then in many later 

the six months they were working in the 
camp is what kept him alive. At first, soup 
in his mess tin (which Primo shared with 
his friend Alberto), then clothing, and, also 
hugely important, he transcribed Primo’s 
messages to his family on scraps of paper 
(despite being almost illiterate) and posted 
them. All at great risk to himself. His words 
about the misery – of both their situations: 
‘Oh well, what do you expect from people 
like this?’ and at one point Primo says to 
him that he is taking a big risk in talking to 
him. Lorenzo replies: ‘I really don’t care’. 
He won’t take money, he hardly accepts 
thanks – he is truly acting for good, in 
a way that is simple, uncomplicated, 
extremely touching. 
In December 1944, Primo fell ill with 

scarlet fever and was hospitalised. The 
illness prevented him from joining the 
enforced march the other prisoners 
had to undergo shortly thereafter, as 
the camp was evacuated and moved to 
Buchenwald and Mauthausen – for the 
few who survived the gruelling journey. 
By 21 January 1945 Lorenzo had left the 
camp – six days before the arrival of the 
Red Army. His plan was to walk home – a 

Their friendship endured until 
Perrone’s tragic early death 

in 1952 from tuberculosis and 
drink. It was as if he did not 
wish to live any more, that 

his memories had become a 
burden to him.

Opposite page: Arbeit macht frei (“work sets 
you free”) sign at the entrance to Auschwitz; 
this page above: Lorenzo Perrone, aged 20, in 
1924 and Primo Levi, aged 31, in 1950; Dr Carlo 
Greppi; left: map of Buna Werke, Monowitz, and 
nearby subcamps of Auschwitz
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“The real role of this position is to be a 
showcase for Italy (‘Italy in vetrina’) and 
to recount what we have been, what we 
are, what we want to be.” He explains: “We 
are not only Michelangelo, for example, 
but we are also paramount in many areas, 
such as science – with fascinating work in 
space, our amazing telescope, our neuro-
sciences, our economy, which is going well 
and is successful.” And there are special 
elements. Take opera, for example. “Opera, 
Italian opera, is The Best!” He notes that 
there are very many opera houses in Italy 
– as well as the famous La Scala in Milan, 
there is also La Fenice in Venice, and opera 
houses in Naples, Palermo, Rome, Verona 

“Out of the temple, to the world”
Italy ‘in vetrina’

The Editor in conversation with Amb.Dott. Francesco Bongarrà,  
Director of the Italian Cultural Institute, London

Francesco Bongarrà has quite a story 
– law graduate from the University 

of Palermo, a political journalist for 30 
years, starting from his coverage of the 
story of ‘Tangentopoli’ and continuing to 
the present day – he is also a historian, a 
recordist, a philanthropist, an academic, 
and a witness to many events of historical 
significance. An experienced reporter, he 
was previously head of the Parliamentary 
service of the Italian news agency ANSA, 
for which he was a correspondent in 
Berlin, London and Buenos Aires. He is an 
Ambassador at large of the Republic of 
San Marino. He lectures in Parliamentary 
and Political Journalism and Crisis 

Communications at the LUMSA University 
in Rome and is Honorary Senior Visiting 
Fellow at the Faculty of Finance, Bayes 
Business School, London. Before joining 
ANSA he worked at the Osservatore 
Romano, The Times, Reuters and the BBC.
Now two years in post, the very energetic 

and charming Director of the Italian Cultural 
Institute, London, engagingly passionate 
to reveal the many splendid achievements 
of his country to the world, the events he 
organises are created to reflect and involve 
the community – and they are not only 
cultural events. He selects ‘gente motivata’, 
presenters from a wide pool of talent, as 
they are always full of interest.
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doesn’t exist any more. “There are no men 
wearing ties, for example, which was a very 
elegant English tradition.” 
He mentions that the Institute also 

showcases photography, recently 
organising two big photography 
exhibitions. The first featured Gianni 
Barengo Gardin, Milanese, now aged 96. 

He is considered the Cartier Bresson of 
Italy. The next event will be the last before 
the Institute moves premises – it will 
be a retro exhibition of the work of the 
eclectic photographer, writer, traveller, 
mountaineer, anthropologist, academic – 
the Florentine, Fosco Maraini (1912-2004). 
And then the Institute will move to another 
very attractive location, leaving Belgrave 
Square for Buckingham Gate. And another 
chapter will begin.

Opposite page: The magnificent Arena di 
Verona, home to world class opera; this 
page top left; the Galileo National Telescope, 
(Telescopio Nazionale Galileo; TNG), a triumph 
of Italian scientific endeavour; centre left: Amb. 
Bongarrà; left: photograph from the Fosco 
Maraini exhibition; above: visitors enjoy the 
Gianni Barengo Gardin exhibition

– to note just two: the famous ballerino 
Virgilio Siemi danced at the Victoria and 
Albert Museum; the pianist Beatrice Rana 
played the Goldberg Variations in the 
National Gallery in front of the paintings.”
At Pembroke College, Cambridge, the ICI 

made three presentations in Italian: “We 
wish to transmit the spirit and the ‘vibe’ 
of Italy! What we present is selections of 
the great beauty of Italy.” He pauses. “The 
variety is always a surprise. When I am in 
Rome, I see something new every day. I 
count myself lucky to have this pleasure  
– to have these experiences and these 
sensations.” Now, living in Britain, he 
observes that the traditional Englishman 

– the list is impressive. “And who comes 
to the opera premieres in these wonderful 
places? The English!”
There are 80 million Italians around the 

world, but everyone speaks English. So 
to counter balance this, Dott.Bongarrà 
presents 12 books in Italian, per year, but 
here, also in English – it diffuses the works 
and the appreciation of current Italian 
literature. He has also invited English 
authors to present to ICI audiences – 
recently, for example, Olivia Lang was 
invited to present. The challenge: “I’ve 
come out of the temple, to the world.” He 
continues: “For example, in this past year 
we set up a number of exciting projects 

“The real role of this position is 
to be a showcase for Italy (‘Italy 

in vetrina’) and to recount 
what we have been, what we 

are, what we want to be.”
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RT MUSIC: The 72nd Puccini Festival at Torre del Lago will celebrate the centenary of 

Puccini’s Turandot with a new production of the opera. Other highlights include Cinema 
in Music, a tribute to Ennio Morricone and Nino Rota, and exceptional individual Gala 
performances by ballerina Eleonora Abbagnato, and tenors Jonas Kaufmann and Placido 
Domingo (in an evening of Zarzuelas, and Spanish and Neapolitan song).

MODERN ART: Gibellina, Sicily, is Italy’s Capital of Contemporary Art 2026. Alba, in 
Piedmont, will be the Italian Capital of Contemporary Art 2027 as part of the 1st Biennale 
delle Langhe, a dialogue between art, landscape and people. 

CINEMA: The 14th Spello Film Festival in Umbria, in March 2026, focuses on the behind-
the-scenes crafts of moviemaking, highlighting the roles of makeup and hairdressing 
artists, together with a costume exhibition dedicated to the colour black and the range of 
emotion it invokes – mourning, horror, seduction.

MUSEUMS: Signa (Tuscany) has a new Museum of Straw – with hats, bags, fashion and 
temporary exhibitions. From the early 18th century until the 1950s Signa was the centre 
of hat making, so popular in the USA that their men’s hats were nicknamed Leghorn 
hats, after Livorno from where they were shipped. Signa still supplies filmmakers with 
millinery.  In Naples, a new museum dedicated to Pompeii, showcasing previously 
unseen exhibits is due to open in 2026.  

MULTIMEDIA: Inaugurated in 1911 with a comedy by Eduardo Scarpetta, Teatro Trianon 
Viviani is now dedicated to Neapolitan popular song. Its artistic director since 2020 is the 
Neapolitan actress Marisa Laurito. From March 2025, visitors have been able to immerse 
themselves in its Room of Wonders – a 30-minute multimedia experience in three scenes – 
the Market, the Sea and the Landscape, from the Amalfi coast to inland, through time and 
space and song, from the 19th century to 1940, serenaded by all the famous songs which 
have made Naples world renowned. Not to be missed!

34

Italian travel news for 2026
Susan Kikoler summarises tantalising new itineraries for the intrepid traveller

Cuneo, in Piedmont, a renowned cycling area, is proposing 
numerous routes both for enthusiastic experts and beginners 
tempted by new E-bikes: the Alta Via del Sale, the old salt route 
into Italy once used by traders and smugglers, takes the rider from 
the Alps to the Ligurian sea. Combined with Piedmont’s famous 
gastronomic delights at Bra and Alba, it’s a winning combination.

2026 sees the 3rd edition of the Rome Half Marathon 
(Colosseum to Circus Maximus) and the 26th edition of the full 
Marathon (Circus Maximus to the Colosseum). Its 2025 event 
attracted almost 35,000 runners, 80% of them from abroad.                   
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VISIT CALABRIA

Calabria is growing in visitor popularity and now offers a wide variety of attractions

Calabrian Food Festival 
2026 will see the second Calabrian Food Festival, attracting not 
just visitors seeking their roots but, in an increasingly isolating 
and frantic world, people who simply seek connection and a 
chance to savour life at a stress-free pace.  

Find the website at calabriafoodfest.com/

New Museum in Rossano
The town of Rossano has one of the 
first diocesan museums to be opened 
in Italy and is home to an extraordinary 
Greek Byzantine masterpiece the Codex 
Purpureus Rossanensis (pictured), 
recognised in UNESCO’s Memory of the 
World Register in 2015. Older than the 
Book of Kells, its 6th century illuminations 
are masterpieces of Byzantine art and 
contain the first depiction of the Last 
Supper.  

Italea
Italea is a new organisation designed to attract both Italians 
living abroad and people of Italian descent (of whom there are 
over 80 million mainly in North and South America) to discover 
the places and traditions of their origins with custom-made 
itineraries and specialist genealogists. Several small towns in 
Calabria, like Gerace, are investing in this appeal, with Norman 
and Byzantine Trails and a revival of traditional textile weaving. 

Find the website at italea.com/en/

Find the website at en.museocodexrossano.it/
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British Italian Society
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Carrozzeria Alessio was founded in 1895 in 
Torino and was an important contributor 
to the rise of automobile designers and 
manufacturers in the city.
The location of these two businesses is 

significant because the development of 
the automotive industry in Italy was – and 
still is – based in these northern cities of 
Milano and Torino.
Many carrozziere took on the challenge 

of the motor car but not all survived. 
However, some of the best known and 
biggest names emerged in the 1920s. In 
1926, for example, Carrozzeria Touring was 
founded in Milano by two lawyers, Felice 
Bianchi Anderloni and Gaetano Ponzoni. 
They bought a small company called 
Carrozzeria Falco from Vittorio Ascari who 
was the brother of Antonio Ascari, who was 
the father of the great racing driver of the 
1950s, Alberto Ascari. 
The two new owners then changed 

the company name to Touring and 

From the beginning of the 20th century 
in Italy, economic activity was essential 

to the survival and growth of the new 
country. Remember that the Risorgimento 
had unified the nine separate kingdoms, 
dukedoms and other powers into a single 
Kingdom of Italy only in 1871.
So traditional industries had to 

modernise in order to survive and 
therefore to contribute to the success of 
the new country. This was a life or death 
challenge for the many carrozzerie which 
had supplied horse-drawn coaches 
and other vehicles for many years. The 
new, radical motor car began to make 
previous forms of transport outmoded. 
Those carrozzerie with vision embraced 
the motor car from a very early date; 
Carrozzeria Castagna had been in the 
coachbuilding business in Milano since 
1849 but by 1905 they were building 
bodies on chassis from FIAT and other 
manufacturers of the new motor cars. 

began to specialise in providing stylish 
and beautifully made bodies on Alfa 
Romeo and Isotta Fraschini chassis for 
very wealthy customers such as Benito 
Mussolini and King Vittorio Emanuele III. 
In 1936, Felice Anderloni patented 

a construction system for automobile 
bodywork called Superleggera – super 
light. This consisted of fixing aluminium 
panels to a steel space frame chassis which 
gave designers great flexibility and made 
the finished body very light. Touring’s 
motto was “Weight is the enemy, air 
drag the obstacle” which is not a million 
miles away from Colin Chapman of Lotus 
sports and racing car fame’s famous edict 
“Simplify then add lightness”. 
In the late forties Touring came up with 

a design for Bristol Cars based on their 
pre-war design for the Alfa Romeo 2500 
and using the Superleggera system. Bristol 
Cars were not impressed by the quality of 
the workmanship at Touring but they liked 

Carrozzeria Touring and  
the Sunbeam Venezia

by Cameron Slater
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using the Humber Sceptre chassis and the 
Rootes 1592cc engine. 
This was the Sunbeam Venezia – a 

strikingly beautiful car with many typical 
Touring styling cues. Its launch took place 
in Venice in St Marks Square in September 
1963 and was attended by the Mayor of 
Venice and the British Ambassador. The 
event gave the car the distinction of being 
the first motor car ever to enter Piazza San 
Marco. However, someone failed to engage 
the handbrake and the car nearly ended up 
in the Grand Canal, saved only by the quick 
reaction of an assistant! 
So the omens were not good; the car’s 

introduction to the world took place in 
the middle of a city with no roads and no 
vehicles of any kind. It was not a success. 
It was expensive even in Italy where it was 
in competition with the Alfa Romeos and 
Lancias which the Italians loved. It was 
not sold in Britain because import taxes 
would have made it more expensive than 
a Jaguar 2.4 Mark II. Strikes at both Rootes 
and Touring didn’t help matters and the 
writing was very much on the wall when 
Italy raised taxes on cars with engines 
over 1000ccs. By 1965 the Sunbeam 
Venezia was dead in the water and only 

the design so they negotiated a licence to 
produce the bodies themselves using the 
superleggera process. This collaboration 
resulted in the very striking and innovative 
401, 402 and 403 Bristols of the early 1950s. 
Touring’s influence spread and their 

reputation in Britain increased with their 
design for the very beautiful Aston Martin 
DB4 in 1958. By this time Italian designers 
such as Giovanni Michelotti and Battista 
“Pinin” Farina were changing the style 
of British popular motoring, working 
with Triumph Motors and British Motor 
Corporation respectively. 
Now, not to be outdone, the Rootes 

Group was also flirting with the Italians. 
In 1960, the company commissioned 
Carrozzeria Touring to work on 
improvements to their Sunbeam Alpine 
sports car and that was the start of the 
relationship. Towards the end of 1961, the 
head of Rootes European operation, based 
in Milan, was a man with the singularly 
inappropriate name of George Carless (!). 
He first floated the idea of a sporting coupé 
for the Italian market and began talks 
with Touring. By 1962 Touring had built 
a prototype on the Hillman Super Minx 
chassis which was put into production 

somewhere in the region of 150 units had 
been built.
Sadly the failure of the Sunbeam Venezia 

had serious repercussions for Touring. 
They were in financial difficulties which the 
Venezia fiasco simply made worse. In 1966 
the company folded and one of the great 
Italian carrozzerie ceased to exist. 
But that is not the end of the story. 

In 2006 the name was resuscitated by 
a consortium of wealthy Italians who 
called the new company Carrozzeria 
Touring Superleggera Srl which now 
makes fabulously stylish bespoke bodies 
for the cars of wealthy clients as well as 
very small volume projects. For example, 
in 2024, Touring launched the Veloce 12, 
a limited edition supercar based on the 
Ferrari 550 Maranello with all the style and 
sophistication of the original company’s 
designs. 
So the brand lives on – to the delight of 

connoisseurs of fine automobiles all over 
the world. 

Cameron Slater, passionate about 
classic cars, is a retired TV Executive and 
Management Consultant.
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Churchill’s legacy 
celebrated in Rome

Salvatore Murtas recounts a very significant event

celebration of Remembrance Sunday, and 
then a private tour of the Italian Senate at 
Palazzo Madama.
The institutional conference took 

place at the Sala Salvadori in the Palazzo 
dei Gruppi di Montecitorio. Marina 
Churchill and Anthony Tucker-Jones 
were joined on the panel by the Hon. 
Simone Billi, President of the Italians 
Abroad Committee, Lizzie Lovat, Cultural 
Counsellor at the British Embassy in 
Rome, and Salvatore Murtas, President of 
the International Churchill Society Italia.
After sharing personal family memories 

from her childhood, Marina Churchill 
reflected on how “exciting [it was] to 
see how Italy celebrates my great-
grandfather’s legacy with so much 
participation. His message of freedom, 
courage and hope remains today more 
current than ever. Europe must continue 
to preserve those values that Churchill 
helped to defend with such determination.”
Simone Billi emphasised the privilege 

for Rome to host such a momentous 
occasion: “This is an event of great 
cultural and historical importance, which 
has been able to combine memory, 
diplomacy and reflection on the values 

At its 2025 conference the 
International Churchill Society Italia 

celebrated the 80th anniversary of the 
end of WWII and Sir Winston Churchill’s 
invaluable contribution to the fight for 
freedom and democracy.
Held in the eternal city on 7-8 

November 2025, the conference provided 
the perfect opportunity to delve into the 
historical significance of Sir Winston’s 
tenure as Prime Minister, and also to 
experience some of the highlights of 
Rome.
Starting off the programme at the 

Hotel della Conciliazione in the bustling 
streets surrounding St. Peter’s Basilica, 
British military historian Anthony Tucker-
Jones and Simone Filippetti of the 
Italian financial newspaper Il Sole24Ore 
engrossed thirty guests at luncheon 
with a talk on Churchill’s two highly 
consequential terms as Prime Minister 
and his role in cementing enduring peace 
in Europe. 
The guests, led by Sir Winston’s 

great granddaughter Marina Churchill, 
proceeded to the Vittoriano, an emotional 
visit where the group laid a wreath next to 
the monument of the Unknown Soldier in 

that have built the free Europe of today.”
The evening closed with Honorary 

Membership awarded to the distinguished 
guests – Italian Foreign Minister Antonio 
Tajani, Justice Minister Carlo Nordio, 
Ambassador Lord Edward Llewellyn, 
Lord Edward Lister, and Marina Churchill. 
A particularly emotional moment was 
the presentation of the 2025 Richard 
Langworth Award to journalist and author 
Nicoletta Maggi for her contribution to 
promoting Churchill’s legacy in Italy.
A fundraising luncheon at the Hotel degli 

Aranci completed the programme of the 
2025 conference in true Churchillian style. 
Special guest was the internationally 

acclaimed painter and sculptor Paul 
Rafferty, author of “Churchill: Painting 
on the French Riviera” and of several 
Churchill statues, who presented a 
visual journey through Churchill’s Italian 
paintings, featuring the most famous 
canvasses from Lake Como as well as 
his lesser-known works created on his 
many trips to Rome, Venice, Lake Garda, 
Syracuse and Florence. Rafferty offered 
expert insight into Churchill’s technique 
as a painter, his artistic and personal life, 
and wowed guests by showcasing the 
glasses Churchill used exclusively while 
painting, and a cast of his hand, from the 
artist’s personal collection.

Churchill enthusiasts with a passion for Italy 
are encouraged to find out more about the 
International Churchill Society Italia’s future 
events at www.winstonchurchillitalia.com

Salvatore Murtas is President and Founder 
of the International Churchill Society Italia, 
which he created in 2024, now recognised as 
the ‘Italian Chapter’ of the ICS, with a stated 
mission of advancing the education of the 
public in the life and legacy of Sir Winston 
Churchill.
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ck The beautiful Lake Como; a favourite 
destination for Winston Churchill
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