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“Dali: Revolution and Tradition” Exhibit at
Rome’s Palazzo Cipolla

His lifetime fascination with Velasquez, Raphael, Vermeer and Picasso served as the
engine to his creativity

Italian Hours
3 Lucy Gordan
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In this self-portrait (1921) Dali portrayed himself with the same neck as Raphael's self-portrait in the Uf zi. Courtesy of the Fundacié Gala-Salvador Dali
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On until February 1 in Rome’s Palazzo Cipolla, “Dali: Revolution and Tradition” explores the Catalonian artist’s creative
universe through a selection of over 60 works: paintings, drawings, photographs, and audiovisual materials on loan from
the Fundacié Gala-Salvador Dali, the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, the Museo Nacional Thyssen-
Bornemisza, Museu Picasso Barcelona, and the Uffzi. The exhibition delves into the paradox that defines Dali’s artistic

life: his urge to break away from tradition and his equally obsessive need to master it.

Dali’s artistic career fluctuated between these two poles that at first seem insurmountable: revolution and tradition.
Therefore, it’s not surprising that Dali chose to conclude the catalog of his first monographic exhibition in Barcelona
exactly a century ago when he was 21, with a quotation from the French essayist and art historian Elie Faure: “A great
painter only has the right to take up tradition again after he has gone through a revolution, which is simply the search for

his own reality.”

Fauré’s words resonate in Dali’s work like a portent. At first Dali tried
out the different idioms ending in ism: Surrealism, Dadaism, and
Cubism, also studying the Impressionists-in particular Cezanne- and
becoming deeply attracted by the fractured geometries and emotional
violence of Cubism and the figure of Picasso, the embodiment of
revolution. This explains why from their first meeting in Paris in 1926,

Picasso became Dali’s lifelong friend turned rival.

After this initial adventure, Dali realized that the evolution of his own
style must inevitably involve a dialogue with tradition. So, he began
studying history of art with Velasquez, Vermeer, and Raphael becoming
his favorite painters and his “teachers”, each exerting a strong influence
over him. Thus, Rome’s exhibition unfolds in four sections, each

dedicated to one of his “teachers”.

“Dali seen from behind while he’s painting his wife and muse
As for Picasso, when still an unknown artist, Dali’s admiration for him Gala” (c.
1972-3) inspired by Vermeer’s “The Allegory of Painting”.
Courtesy of

but to proclaim himself the heir of classical art, his admiration for the Fundacié Gala-Salvador Dalt

was reverential. Then, in the 1940s, when Dali aspired not only to shine

Picasso gradually transformed first to a relationship of comparison

between equals and eventually to one of confrontation. Picasso had to be refuted and surpassed.
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Dali’s version of Raphael’s “School of Athens” (c.1979). Courtesy of the
Fundacié Gala-Salvador Dali.

Dali had a lifetime fascination with Velasquez starting before he was expelled from art school when he included this
Baroque genius in his essay “The Great Masters of Painting” for Studium, the school magazine. Its high-point came in the
1950s, when his reinterpretation of Veldsquez, especially of his naturalism, took on a central role in Dali’s output,
particularly in his version of “Las Meninas”. On the personal side, his long, curved mustache was inspired by Velasquez’s.

He also kept a photograph of Velasquez's self-portrait and a reproduction of “Las Meninas” in his Port-Lligat studio.

Vermeer’s technical precision, his attention to detail, and his handling of
light deeply fascinated Dali. He even went so far as to declare that he would
be willing to have his left hand cut off in return for being able to spend ten
minutes with Vermeer in front of the Dutchman’s easel to learn the exact
formula of the mixture on his brush, which Dali described as “precious
juice”. During the 1930s Vermeer’s influence emerged in Dali’s surrealist
works, and later in his detailed study of Vermeer’s “The Lacemaker”. Of

Vermeer Dali said: “I started where Vermeer left off.”

Like Velasquez, Raphael was a constant in Dali’s career-his artistic ideal
because of Raphael’s classical and divine harmony and his idealization of the
human figure. Raphael was Dali’s benchmark of perfection and the
inspiration for his dream to create a masterpiece and remain immortal. On
more than one occasion Dali declared: “Who knows if someday I shall not

without intending it be considered the Raphael of my period.”

A detail of Dali’s “The pearl. The Infanta Margarite of
Austria” (c.1981) inspired by Veldsquez’s “La
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