Olevano Romano

by Louis le Maire

Justice of the Supreme Court, Doctor of Laws Louis le Maire depicts the small town in the Sabine Mountains Olevano Romano, which from the romantic period to present day has attracted Danish artists. (Danish essay from 1962)

The blue Sabine mountains have always been a destination with an alluring influence on Danes in Rome. Works of art from some of the best periods in Danish art bear evidence of this, and when we seek out these locations it has to be somewhat of a pilgrimage. 

Olevano Romano which is about fifty kilometres from the capital will this time be our destination.  Thus we depart for the Roman bus centre in Viale Castro Pretorio, where we quickly succeed in finding a coach with the same destination as we have.  Our accommodation will be Albergo Roma on the outskirts of town, not only – which in itself would be a sufficient motive – because it probably is the only hotel at the location, but also because the place throughout the years has been highly valued by Danish artists and other like-minded spirits. 

The hotel is modest in all respects. It is, nevertheless, classy. Each meal under the shadowy foliage is an exquisite delight. Breakfast consists of delicious bread with fresh butter covered by dewy wine leaves. Dinner is supplemented by an ample supply of the local wine, which is free of charge, grown by Franco Zonnino, our excellent inn keeper. When the last decanter is emptied, you set out for bed, with never a thought of sleeping tablets ever entering your mind. 

Nevertheless, you awake at dawn to the sound of pattering mules. It is the caravan of work, the daily migration to remote and poor plots of soil, from where people and animals return towards evening weary and tired. Quickly the shutters are opened. In the light of sunrise wine fields and olive groves stretch before us as far as the eye can see, and at the centre of all, the small hill town with the grey walls encircling a secretive network of streets and alleys in which you may get lost in for hours. 

Elling has in his fine little booklet ”From the Sabine mountains” portrayed all this with far greater intensity. Olevano looks, he says, splendid at a distance, it seems only with difficulty fastened to a mountain slope tapering downwards, as pointed as the bow of a ship. “But the inside of the town is frightful, possibly the most ghastly rocky nest I have seen among scores of examples in Latium.”

Originally it was not in Albergo Roma, but in Casa Baldi that Danish artists were lodging. The first domestic names we find in the guest book of our hotel are “F. C. Lund, Blichfeldt, H. Jerichau, Artisti Danesi.” They entered their names in March 1881 and illustrated their notes with characteristic portraits. F. C. Lund, who presumably had been the leader, is the very good painter whose greatest merit probably was the new cardboard sketches for Sonne's frieze. He otherwise preferred Genazzano, which also frames the excellent Sabine-novel by Vilhelm Bergsøe and is the centre of Elling's inspired essay. Blichfeldt, an architect, who went on lengthy study tours before he became employee at Meldahl.  Jerichau was  the landscape painter Holger Hvitfeldt Jerichau, then only twenty years old who later travelled widely and became very productive. However, among the visitors in the town there have been more renowned artisti danesi than these, and this area thus has made its way to deserve a small chapel in our art history.

It was Ernst Meyer, who in 1824 “discovered” Olevano. However, the town was conquered for the German circle of painters by Josef Anton Koch during late 18th century. Thorvaldsen's Museum owns a delightful Olevano painting with the artist himself in the foreground. We can read in the memoirs of J. M. Thiele  about how Ernst Meyer with short notice disappeared there and how in the course of one week he succeeded  creating friendships so close, that in the following time country folk from out there visited him   several times in Rome  – although he at that time did not know one word of Italian. It was Meyer, who in the following years got his Danish artist friends involved in the magic aura of the town. 

During the thirties it was Petzholdt who could be met up here. H.C.Andersen visited him in January 1834 in Rome and saw here his sketches and paintings ”Olevano”. This happened shortly after they had celebrated the Christmas Eve of which Andersen in his Roman diary notes, ”Sonne, Petzholdt and others were terribly drunk.” The paintings, however, have not given the poet rise to comment. 

In 1846 Meyer was visited by Lundbye, who came together with the Raffenberg family. From Olevano it is only a short distance to Bellegra, the former Civitella, where Lundbye had stayed shortly after he had arrived in Rome during summer 1845. It is a town of the same type as Olevano, only marked to a higher degree by poverty.

Civitella competed with Olevano in those years to find favour with the artists. The German painter Ludwig Richter, who had made an extended journey on foot during summer 1825 during which he and his friends were to stay overnight in Olevano, met with Don Vincenzo, who was the governatore (government official) in Civitella.  Don Vincenzo, who was the last of his noble line, had his mind on supporting his declining finances by receiving as lodgers visiting artists, such as the Baldi family in Olevano was already doing. 

Richter has in his ”Lebenserinnerungen eines deutchen Malers” given an amusing description of this distinctive nobleman and public officer. He is portrayed as a middle-aged man with loosened features and totally governed by the most adamant phlegm. He was, no matter what happened in town, firmly anchored in his armchair. When the German artists returned shortly after to take possession of their new domain, they found him as they had left him, with his tobacco tin and his handkerchief in his hand.

Other artists and travellers followed suit as guests in this spacious residence, and we are allowed to assume that it was here too, that Lundbye, twenty years later, found shelter. In ”Kobberstiksamlingen” (the Danish collection of engravings) – with the hospitable and satisfying atmosphere - Lundbye’s small diary is one of the priceless treasures, and in here we find from Civitella a charming description of a young girl on the scene of ‘The inn at the old nobleman Signor Mobili, where we lodged’. Travelling with the Raffenbergs he later passed again through Civitella where ”the old Mobili still sat on his stone steps, spitting and taking snuff”. The description is undeniably and entirely applicable. 

”The most glorious of the Roman mountain sceneries” Lundbye called this place, but the diary notes onwards are nevertheless characterized by melancholy. Late in July he wrote, ”How can I enjoy  working in Civitella? This is what all questions are centred on and on that subject depends my future wellbeing, both as regards material as well as spiritual matters.” And one month later, after returning to Rome, only these laconic words, ”I have been in Civitella and Tivoli, finished a few studies, started a painting, but as yet have not received any money from home. My debt is growing.” Nevertheless, we do find beautiful paintings originated in these landscapes in the collection, both a lovely little coloured drawing with formations of rocks and the drawing of the peasant woman, keeping her child in leading strings, preliminary work for the etching with this motif. 

But we return to Olevano, where Marstrand himself appears a short time after, and from his hand we know the masterpiece “In Olevano. The host is carried from church to the dying.”

The activity of Ernst Meyer can still be traced. In a letter from Marstrand to Constantin Hansen (May 1847) this is written, ”Meyer attempts at all cost to prove to me, that nowhere in the world you feel less bad than here, and although this his opinion often is close to infecting me, I will nevertheless live with him in Olevano during the summer months, truly in the bosom of nature, without letting myself be seduced to amend the now determined plan to return home next spring.”

No, it was not easy to tear oneself away from Olevano. When Pietro Krohn visited the town in 1873 in the company of Otto Haslund, he gave this description of the artists' life in the south in a homebound letter, ”I painted old hairy donkeys during the day, and in the evening the whole community gathered, and if the moon was shining we moved tables and seats and the dear, dear wine outside in the loggia, and there we remained seated until far into the night.”

And this is how life can be lived still. In one of the last pages in the guest book we even meet a saintly figure with a halo around his head. This is ”Santo Bendix di Olevano”, the draughtsman Hans Bendix (September 1959). A direct line leads from the Roman sketchbooks of the old artists to contemporary draughtsmen such as Hans Bendix and Ebbe Sadolin. Italian motifs have continued to bring our art to life.

During an evening sitting in the garden of Albergo Roma with a bottle of the Sabine Vino Cesanese on our table, we may ponder how all of these threads weave into a pattern of understanding. We feel a sense of brotherhood with those who – unbeknown to the down-to-earth motives of modern ”Danish expatriates” - longed for ”the south”,  and had seen it in a transfigured light, which on sober consideration, seemed to be at odds with daily life in the small grey town on top of the rock. 

There was a compatriot who died at the turn of the century for whom the dream of the south seemed to have come true in Olevano. His name was Edward Falkner Murphy, stepson of the Government Official H. H. Berg, Vice Governor of St. Thomas. H.C.Andersen, who had known Murphy when they were young wrote in his Roman diary – oddly enough – just one remark on him: “Murphy is here. It was he, the so-called Dane, who the other day fired a pistol at Lepre and almost killed the cameriere.” But from C. St. A. Bille who visited him a generation later – and just like other Danes benefited from his extensive hospitality – we find a totally enchanted description depicting the ideal life lived in this location:

”Chamberlain Murphy, who belongs to a Danish West Indian family of Irish origin and in his youth was Officer in the Danish Horse Guards, has for some years been  the owner of an estate in Olevano. On a rocky hillside, to which a path turns off from the main road, somewhat before one arrives to the town itself, he has in a beautifully located Vigne, with a view towards Paliano and Valmontone, built a country house, in which cosiness and comfort create a highly attractive contrast to the normal Italian villa, and here he lives alone with a few Italian servants amongst his grapes and roses, practising art, philosophizing and making music, far from the world and only at a distance following its noisy activities”.

The ardent horse guardsman with the dangerous pistol had become a serene practitioner in the art of living, a worthy descendant of ”the golden age” in the Sabine mountains.

(Translation: Jytte W. Keldborg, supported by Jean Wilson)
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