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Introduction

The year 2021 marks the Bicentenary of the birth of the painter 
Antonio Ciseri (1821-1891). To celebrate this event there are 
numerous initiatives in the Cantone Ticino, to which MASI also 
takes part with an exhibition centred on Ciseri’s works held in the 
Museum’s collection. 

Antonio Ciseri was born in Ronco s. Ascona in a family of 
ornamental painters, he mostly worked in Florence. He is 
well-known for his scenographic compositions with religious 
themes, and for the numerous portraits. Ciseri left some 
significant testimonies also in the Cantone Ticino. Among these 
are: Christ Carried to the Tomb, which is property of the City of 
Locarno and that is held in the Sanctuary of the Madonna del 
Sasso in Orselina, the Pietà in the Church of Saint Charles in 
Magadino and the Saint Anthony Abbot e Saint Martin Bishop of 
Tours in the Church of Saint Martin in Ronco s. Ascona and also 
Saint Francis Receives the Stimmate in the Church of Saint 
Francis in Locarno. Apart from his pictorial career, Antonio Ciseri 
also founded a flourishing private art school and he was 
Professor at the Accademia di Belle Arti in Florence. The artist 
has been member of numerous committees of the Cantone, 
among which, the examination board of the School of Drawing, 
along with Vincenzo Vela. 

MASI has one of the most significant collections of Ciseri’s 
artworks, held in a public institution. 
The Self-portrait (exhibited as a long term loan at the Museum  
of the Madonna del Sasso in Orselina), the Portrait of Anna Walter 
and Cesira Bianchini are testimonies of the heighest results in the 
genre of commissioned portraits and of the more intimate 
portraits of his family members.
The drawings, sketches and studies document the careful and 
attentive procedure of Ciseri in the realisation of great 
compositions with religious themes. Among these there are the 
ones for the paintings: Christ Carried to the Tomb, The Martyrdom 
of the Maccabees, Ecce Homo!, Give to Caesar What is Caesar’s, 
and also Joseph Sold by His Brothers. 
The Departure of Giano della Bella for the Voluntary Exile is an 
example of his academic painting style, which is centred on the 
historical subjects of the homeland which were painted at the 
vigil of the birth of the Nation States, and which was widely 
popular all over Europe in the middle of the 19th century. 
Finally, The Outcast is more experimental than other paintings, 
and it testimonies Ciseri’s great composite and colour sensibility, 
besides the attention to non-religious and social themes of great 
actuality at the time.





Exhibition room 1

The display of this room presents at the start the large painting 
dedicated to The Departure of Giano della Bella for the Voluntary 
Exile, which is usually exhibited in the Mirror Room of Villa Ciani  
in Lugano. It is one of the first paintings of large format that have 
arrived to our time. Ciseri started it at the end of his academic 
studies in 1844 and finished it in 1849, it entered the collection  
in 1931, thanks to the donation of Francesco Ciseri, the son of the 
artist. The painting is put into dialogue with The Outcast: both 
works deal with sensitive themes in the middle of the 19th century 
in Ticino.
Giano della Bella, who was also remembered by Dante in the 16th 
Chant of Paradise, belonged to a Guelph noble Florentine family. 
He was a merchant, and a supporter of the politic of Carlo d’Angiò, 
in 1289 he was part of the council of priori and he was on the side 
of the people. The noble Florentine families were against Giano’s 
politic, and also Pope Boniface VIII excommunicated him as an 
enemy of the Guelphs. However, Giano della Bella did not want to 
lead a people’s army, and in 1295 he left the city for his exile in 
France, where he was a banker and merchant until his death, 
which occurred between 1311 and 1314. 
The determination of Giano della Bella to avoid a civil war resulted 
in his renunciation of power in Florence at the end of 13th century, 
and a similar situation occurred in the 19th century in Switzerland, 
where important political decisions avoided the escalation of  
the war of Sonderbund in 1847, during which the radical Liberal 
party openly confronted the Conservatives with armed forces. 
On the other side, in the lonely figure of The Outcast echoes the 
experience of the Ticinese people and of the numerous Italian 
outcasts that were sent away from the Milanese lands due to the 
return to power of the Austrian Empire and after the Five Days  
of Milan in 1848.





Apart from the complex compositions with religious themes, 
Ciseri has distinguished himself as an excellent and appreciated 
portraitist. This recognition brought him to represent, according 
to what the documents tell us, more than three-hundred people, 
painted from life or from a photograph. On the one hand, 
commissioned portraits were painted more or less precisely, 
depending on the amount the commissioner was ready to pay;  
on the other hand, the portraits of his family members are more 
intimate and experimental. 
The Portrait of Anna Walter, who was an important patron for 
Ciseri, arrives in the collection in 1931, after it was bought from 
the Marquise Olga Peratoner Guadagni. Ciseri represents  
the elderly lady at real life size, seated on an armchair. It was 
probably painted “dal vero” in the present of the woman.
“The adherence to reality – like the elderly traits of the woman, 
the minute details of the lace and the details of the dress – and 
ingresian suggestions masterfully merge on the painting, in  
the motif of the shawl over the armrest and in the changing colours  
of the dark silk, which was an element to show the social status 
of the woman and the virtuosity of the artist”. 
The portrait of Cesira Bianchini, painted fifteen years before, is 
also under the influence of the French painter Dominique Ingres. 
At the time she was the fiancé of Ciseri, and she would later 
become his wife, in 1855. The artist paints the young lady in an 
austere pose with her gaze towards him, she is not at all 
intimidated by this intimate moment with the painter. This is one 
of the most successful portraits thanks to the attention to details 
in the rendering of the textiles and the top rail of the chair, the 
composite synthesis and the centrality of the face that is lightly 
illuminated. He also realises a big collective portrait of the 
Bianchini family, which was a very popular genre in the middle of 
the 19th century. The family portrait was exhibited at the Universal 
Exposition of Paris.
Instead, it is not possible to know if the delicate pencil drawing  
of His Daughter Maria Pia was preparatory for the realisation of the 
oil painting of the same subject. The artwork documents the great 
flexibility of Ciseri and his ability to represent facial expressions, 
with pencil drawings. It met a fortunate critical reception since 
the beginning of the 20th century, when it was reproduced in the 
monographies of Annibale Casartelli and Vincenzo Monetti of 
1906, and in the one of Giuseppe Rosadi in 1916. 

Exhibition room 2



1 
Date a Cesare  
quel che è di Cesare 
Give to Caesar  
What is Caesar’s 
1861-1863
Oil on canvas
148 x 190 cm
Private collection

2
Giuseppe venduto dai fratelli 
Joseph Sold by His Brothers
1867
Oil on canvas
151 x 200 cm
Blaru (FR), Church of Saint-Hilaire

3 
Ecce Homo!
1871-1890
Oil on canvas
292 x 380 cm
Florence, Galleria d’Arte Moderna  
di Palazzo Pitti

 



Exhibition room 3

Before painting the subjects on the final canvas, Ciseri works  
on numerous pencil and oil sketches of the different subjects 
that animate the scene. The series of drawings in the collection, 
bought from Francesco Ciseri in 1931, are usually drawn on both 
sides of the paper. The side that is not visible in the exhibition  
is documented through a label reproduction. 

In this room we can see the studies for the face of Giano della 
Bella, who is the protagonist of the large painting exhibited in the 
first room, for the figure of Christ in the Give to Caesar What is 
Caesar’s (ill. 1; the first version of 1860-1861 is held in the Church 
of Saint-Hilaire at Blaru in France), and for the two male figures 
for the Joseph Sold by His Brothers (ill. 2; the first version of the 
painting is lost).

The series dedicated to the Ecce Homo! (ill. 3) is more articulated. 
The painting was commissioned him in 1871 by the Italian 
Government as a sign of gratitude for having taught freely for 
more than a decade. The commissioner asked for an “Italian 
subject”. Ciseri accepts the commission and identifies in the 
“Plebiscite of Pilato” the theme of the painting. The artwork, 
finished in 1890, has been long in its development, which is 
documented by the drawings in the collection. The final studies 
before the definitive transposition of the oil on canvas are the oil 
sketch and the drawing of Pilato dressed with a tunic that covers 
his raised arm to indicate the figure of Christ. The study of Christ 
upheld by a Soldier is of an intermediary phase, and at its back 
there is the study of a figure standing on the right of Pilato  
(the quaestor). The Ecce Homo! is one of the last works painted 
by Ciseri before his death, and it is characterised by a 
composition with a scenographic cut and an original light effect. 
The visitor is placed as a witness in a privileged position, behind 
the scenes, from which it is possible to see the presentation  
of Christ to the people after the flagellation, with his body 
wrapped into the red kingly mantel and with the thorns crown  
on his head, in the moment when Pilato says the words written  
in the Gospel of John: “Here is the man”. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4 
Il martirio dei Maccabei
The Martyrdom of the Maccabees
1852 ca. -1863
Oil on canvas
500 x 300 cm
Florence, Church di Santa Felicita

5
Trasporto di Cristo al sepolcro
Christ Carried to the Tomb
1864-1870
Oil on canvas
154 x 237 cm
Orselina, Sanctuary of the Madonna del 
Sasso (Città di Locarno Collection)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6 
L’apparizione del Sacro Cuore  
di Gesù alla beata Alacoque
Apparition of Jesus’s Sacred 
Heart to Blessed Alacoque
1875-1879
Oil on canvas
510 x 260 cm
Florence, Church of the Sacro Cuore



Exhibition room 4

A particular theatrical composition characterises also  
The Martyrdom of the Maccabees (ill. 4) of which MASI holds  
an oil sketch and the study of the figure of the naked boy  
that is supported by his mother’s knee at the centre of the painting. 
The work has been commissioned by the Opera of Santa Felicita 
for the homonymous Church in Florence around 1852 and placed 
in a lateral chapel in 1863. Since the beginning, this painting  
is very successful. Once again, the realisation of the final artwork 
has been characterised by numerous changes. These are 
documented by a number of drawings and sketches, among them 
there is one showing the first phases of the composition which 
belongs to a private Ticinese collection. The Luganese sketch, 
instead, is very close to the final outcome: the group of the mother 
and martyrs will not change anymore, while the figures in the 
middle ground will change their placement, in this drawing they 
are represented showing their back. Later, Ciseri will make these 
figures face the central scene with the intention to strengthen  
the link between the lit foreground and the shadowy middle ground, 
and also to heighten the emotional participation of the people 
(both the ones represented and the viewers) to the tragedy of a 
mother that saw all her children killed. 
In the same room there are also some studies for the face of the 
Blessed Alacoque for the Apparition of the Sacred Heart of Jesus 
to Blessed Alacoque (ill. 6), but especially a study of the face  
of the Virgin for Christ Carried to the Tomb (ill. 5). The latter is one  
of the most well-known paintings in the Cantone Ticino, which 
was printed in numerous Ticinese houses as a devotional image. 
Also for this painting numerous preparatory sketches exist.  
A significant number of them is displayed at the Museum  
of the Madonna del Sasso of Orselina, where a small oil sketch of 
the MASI collection has been given as a long term loan. 



1821
Antonio Ciseri is born in Ronco sopra Ascona on the 25th October.  
He is the son of Giovanni Francesco and Caterina Materni.

1833
He moved to Florence, in the house of his father, who was a frame maker 
and an ornamental painter, as it was the family tradition.

1834
He is accepted at the Accademia di Belle Arti of Florence and starts  
to study there, he is mostly taught by Pietro Benvenuti.

1839
He starts to paint the first artworks for academic prizes: he creates 
sketches for a Death of Lorence the Magnificent and for a Dante  
in Giotto’s Workshop, thanks to the latter he wins the minor prize for  
the oil sketch of invention. 

1842
He exhibits at the Accademia his first important painting, Charles V that 
Kneels to Pick Up Titian’s Brush. 

1843
He wins the triennal prize at the Accademia with his Saint John that 
Admonishes Erode and Erodiade.

1844
He paints Jacob Recognises the Bloody Clothes of Joseph after some 
insights by Giuseppe Bezzuoli, his first influent teacher. He starts to 
paint The Departure of Giano della Bella for the Voluntary Exile and begins 
his career as a portrait painter.  

1849
He finishes the The Departure of Giano della Bella for the Voluntary Exile, 
which is exhibited with great success at the Accademia in Florence.  
He starts to teach to some young students in his studio. This activity will 
soon start to be shaped as a proper private school, which is officially 
recognised in 1860. Among his first students there are Silvestro Lega 
and Giacomo Martinetti, the latter will later become his personal 
assistant. 

1851
He finishes the Pietà for the Church of San Carlo in Magadino.  

1852
He is nominated Professor of the Accademia in Florence. He starts  
to work at The Martyrdom of the Maccabees for the Church of Santa 
Felicita in Florence.  

1853-1855
He paints Christ that Separates from His Mother which was commissioned 
him by the Locarnese lawyer Bartolomeo Rusca, and that was originally 
destined to the Sanctuary of the Madonna del Sasso in Orselina.  
The painting, due to its wrong dimensions, remained in the property  
of the commissioner and it will be irreversibly damaged during its transfer 
on the way back from the Exposition for Industry, Agriculture and Arts  
of Bern, where it was exhibited in 1857.

1855
He paints the Portrait of the Bianchini Family, which was sent to the 
Universal Exposition of Paris. He marries Cesira Bianchini, who was the 
daughter of the Florentine mosaic artist Gaetano, and for whom Ciseri 
prepares some cartoons for commissioned works.  

Biographical note 



1860
He paints the Saint Anthony Abbot for the Church of San Martino in 
Ronco sopra Ascona. 

1861
The Ecuadorian collector Miguel Luzarraga buys the Give to Caesar 
What is Caesar’s, work that was initially destined for Rusca, for whom 
Ciseri will paint a second version. This later version was also planned for 
the Sanctuary of the Madonna del Sasso and, just like the previous 
version, it had uncorrect dimensions for its placing in the Sanctuary, 
Rusca decides to keep it for himself. The first version of the painting is 
now visible in the Church of Saint-Hilaire du Blaru, in France. 

1863
The Martyrdom of the Maccabees is placed in the Church of Santa 
Felicita where it meets great success. He finishes Joseph Sold by His 
Brothers for an American patron.

1864
He starts the Christ Carried to the Tomb, which was commissioned by 
Rusca for the Sanctuary of the Madonna del Sasso.

1866 
He buys Villa Gazzeri all’Erta Canina, verso San Miniato, where he will 
live until his death.  

1867
He paints for Luzarraga a second version of Joseph Sold by His 
Brothers, which is also visible at the Church of Blaru.

1868
He is elected member of the Superior Council of Public Education 
(Junta of the Fine Arts) by the Italian Government. This investiture will 
encharge him to take care of the restoration of the Spouses’ Room at 
the Ducal Palace in Mantua. 

1869
He finishes the Saint Martin Bishop of Tours, for which he received  
a commission five years earlier. Two years later the painting is placed  
on the high altar of the Church of Ronco sopra Ascona. He paints  
a replica of the Christ Carried to the Tomb for an English patron. 

1870
He finishes the Christ Carried to the Tomb which is exhibited with great 
success in his atelier in Florence, and then is sent to Locarno and 
publicly presented in what today is known as the Palace of Sopracenerina. 

1871
The Italian Government commissions him the Ecce Homo!

1872
The Directory of the Carità Hospital in Locarno, in honour of Rusca, 
commissions him the portrait of Bartolomeo Rusca who was one of the 
Hospital’s main benefactors. 

1872-1873
He paints four paintings for the Church of Santo Sepolcro in Jerusalem: 
Saint Peter, Saint Paul, Saint Francis and Saint Margaret from Cortona.



1873
He wins the gold medal for The Martyrdom of the Maccabees at the 
Universal Exposition of Vienna. 

1874-1875
He becomes the Director of the Accademia di Belle Arti in Florence. 

1875
He sends to the Council State of Cantone Ticino the request for the 
renunciation of the Swiss citizenship due to the high taxation.  
He finishes the Dream of Saint Joseph for the Church of Santa Maria 
delle Grazie in Florence. 

1875-1884 
He paints four artworks for the Church of the Sacro Cuore in Florence: 
The Apparition of The Sacred Heart of Jesus to Blessed Alacoque 
(1875-1879), Our Lady of Lourdes (1876-1879), The Immaculate 
Conception (1877-1879) and Our Lady of the Sacred Heart (1881-1884).  

1877
He receives the Italian citizenship. 

1878
He is called to be part of the Examining board of the drawing schools  
of the Cantone Ticino, where he will be active until 1890.  

1884
He paints the Christ Resurrected for the Chapel of the Dupré family  
in the Cemetery of Fiesole.  

1884-1886
He paints three artworks for the Church of San Salvatore in Jerusalem: 
The Incredulity of Saint Thomas, The Apparition of Christ Redeemer and  
of the Virgin to Saint Francis (The Pardon of Assisi) and The Apparition of 
Baby Jesus to Saint Anthony from Padua.  

1887
He is nominated by the assembly of the Ticinese artists and friends  
of art to be part of the Committee encharged to promote the creation of  
a Federal School of Fine Arts in the Cantone Ticino, Vincenzo Vela  
was also part of this Committee. He finishes the Saint Francis Receives 
the Stimmate, which is exhibited in the Church of San Francesco  
in Locarno in 1924, after the painting was donated to the church by 
Francesco Ciseri, in memory of his son that died during the war. 

1889
Ciseri is elected Honorary President, along with Vincenzo Vela, of the 
Ticinese Society of Fine Arts, at the time of its foundation.

1890
He finishes the Ecce Homo!, today exhibited at the Galleria d’Arte 
Moderna of Palazzo Pitti in Florence, along with a copy of the Christ 
Carried to the Tomb. 

1891
Antonio Ciseri dies in Florence the 8th of March.



Although he was a painter of great success during his lifetime, 
the critique of Ciseri’s work saw a slow decline after his death 
and there was a full arrest of studies on him in the second half 
of the 20th century. The loss of interest in the interpretative 
analysis of his work was mostly derived by his own art, which was 
characterised by an hyper-realistic iconography pervaded by  
a mystic emphasis and by an “effusion of a human and tangible 
spirituality”, which was more in line with the Catholic propaganda 
of the time of Pope Pio IX than with the ideal of “art for art’s sake”. 
It is thanks to the studies of the first years of the 1970s and  
the ones brought about by the celebrations of the first centenary 
of his death in 1991, that the analysis of Ciseri’s oeuvre has been 
approached with an art historical viewpoint. For the first time  
it is underlined how his career was a result of the time and of the 
ideological forces that were present in the second half of  
the 19th century. It has also been highlighted how much the artist 
introduced original and modern elements in his compositions.  
It is thanks to these more recent studies that today it is 
still possible to gain a critical reception of his wide artistic 
production.
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