Giovan Pietro Bellori, Commissioner for Antiquities (1670-1694).
Documents for a history of the conservation of the artistic heritage in Rome

This volume annexed to fascicule no. 144 of the Bollettino d’Arte examines an important aspect of the
conservation of the artistic heritage in Italy: the city of Rome in the second half of the 17" century, and pro-
visions regulating archaeological excavations and the export of works of art. The author examines almost a
thousand licences issued by the Papal State between 1654, the year in which the registers of the Presidenza
delle Strade, the main documentary sowrces for these lzcences begin, and 1695, the year of the last excava-
tion report written by Giovan Pietro Bellor, a few months before his death. Bellori, the famous historian
and theoretician of art, was Commissioner for Antiquities of Rome from 1670 to 1694, from the pontificate
of Clement X Altieri to that of Innocent XII Pignatelli, and the long period in which he held this post is par-
ticularly important for the history of the control of the artistic heritage in Rome.

In the introductory essay with which he prefaces the publication of all the licences in question, the author
briefly traces the history of the post of Commissario delle Antichita di Roma, in particular during the sev-
enteenth century. At the same time he places the emphasis on the difficulties of implementing, and enforcing
compliance with, one of the most advanced laws of its kind in the history of Rome: the extremely thriving art
market, the ever more widespread desire among leading European collectors to appropriate testimonies of the
city’s classical past, and the growing weakness of the Papal State in its relations with other States, were often
i conflict with the public institutions in Rome and with the desire to maintain the city’s control over its
extraordinary heritage of ancient and modern art. Eloquent examples of the Papal State’s powerlessness to
stem the haemorrhage of ils patrimony include the transport of the most celebrated antiquities of the Villa
Medici to the collections of the Grand—Duke of Tuscany in Florence, and the continuous exports of antiqui-
ties (and also plaster casts and modern works of art) to the France of Lowis XIV. It was French failure to
observe, or its deliberate flouting of the restrictions imposed by the pontifical authorities on the export of
works of art that led to a clearer and more restrictive regulation, issued by the Cardinal Camerlengo Paluz-
zo0 Altieri with an edict on 5 February 1686. The author also examines the various types of licence: of the
some thousand published here the majority consist of excavation permits, and only 65 regard modern works
of art. Among these, in turn, only a very few paintings are subjected to controls (an indication of the extreme
[freedom of the market in this field). Controls on sculpture of the period, by contrast, are far more frequent.
This is presumably linked to the fear that important antique sculptures could also be exported masquerading
as modern works of art. Bellori tried to refuse the issuing of licences for the export of ancient sculptures if
they were intact or of particular prestige, whereas export was easier in the case of heavily vestored sculptures
(i.e. those with substantial modern integrations).

The volume ends with the publication of two documents that illustrate the conflicting interests of the time:
the Altieri edict of 9 May 1685 that regulates excavations in the Papal State, and the memorandum sent by
the Duc d’Estrées to Lowis XIV in_January 1687 to inform him of the fresh difficulties that had supervened
i the export of works of art from Rome.



