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Casanova's lusty excess \
echoes in #
Tribute to womanizer shows
sensibilities of 18th century
elite have analogues today

eHloo era
By charles Desmarais  i

The18thcenturywasmateriallyavastlydiffer-
entagefromours,asevidenc.edbytheexhibition
``Casanova: The Seduction of Europe," opening

thisweckattheLegionofHbnor.Transportedto
partiesingildedsedanchaifs,resplendentin
elaboratecostumes,therichofthatdayateluxuri-
ousmealsfrommasterpiecesofhandcraftedta-
bleware,astheyenactedritualsofseductionin
roomshungwithprovocativeimagesinsumptu-
ous colors.                                                         '

Well,differentinmaterials,perhaps,butnotin
proportion.Theartanddecorationofcasanova's
timebetrayahungersoinsatiableitpowereda
cinltureandidentifiesanera.Itisacravingwe
mightrecognizeasbeingmuchlikeourownlust
for stuff, our addictions to the sensual. They are
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Giovanni Domenico Tiepolo's "The Charlatan" (1756) in the "Casanova: The Seduction of Europe" show depicts the era's penchant for masquerade and deception.

Casanova's seduction in #Me
Casanova f irom Page El

dependenciessopowerfulthey
havemadeusfatandpeapetu-
allyhomy,oureyesbedazzled
by g:Irish iinages of epic scale
andenthrallingminiature,our
ears ever flooded with the
sound of ... us.

TheLegionanditsmuseum
partnersinBostonandFort
Worthstartedplanningthe
exhibition,whichrunsthrough
May 28, several years ago. The
curators could not have known
that their tribute to the most
famous womanizer of all time
wouldopenatthecrescendoof
a women's empowerment
movement to be called #MeToo.

Norcouldtheyhaveforeseen
anormolupresidencyofregal
pretension,itsoccupantyeam-
ingfortheemolumentsofa
reign`like Louis XVI's (though
not,wecanbesure,foranend

\`1ikethatofthelastkingof

;#=cci:)fit?ivoeFhtehyai:t:Yc¥aes°jrevolutionsoonasbloodyasthe
#,\oriethatfollowedtheperiod
1

i::¥G:i::?cdoiyo"::rdoi:ti°onc°:sE=-ova
;:(1725-98)wasbominveniceto

an actress mother and, .accord-
ingtotheshbw'saccompanying
book,maybeheractorhusband,
mdybeoneofthemembersof
"the aristocratic Grimani fami-

ly,propri\etorsofatheaterand+,protectorsofcasanova'sfami-

#.:,a%r:gmoff€Pptr¥toe:foerr„aftntFhefs
ntext but, nevertheless, the

i,ographicalfactsprovidea
[ructure for the exhibition.
Theshowopenswithscenes

fcasanova'shomeCity,bythe

``CaLsanova= The Seduction of
Europe"= 9:30 a.in.-5:15 p.m„
Tuesdays-Sundays. Saturday,
Feb.10-May 28. $13-$28. Legion
of Honor, Lincoln Park,loo 34th
Ave„ S.F. (415) 750-3600.
http://Leglonofhonor.famsf.org
At a time of heightened aware-
ness to the problems posed by
l8th century art and attitudes,
the Legion of Honor has added
programs that promlse to take
up such qu'estions. ALL will be
held in the museum's Gunn
Theater and all are free after
museum general admission. See
the museum website for details.
» "The Artistic World of Giaco-
mo Casanova": A conversation
with Frederick ILchman and C. D.
Dickerson Ill. 2 p.in., Saturday,
Feb.10.

» "Female Agency in the Age of
Casanova": With Charlotte Cor-
don and Fara Dabhoiwa[a.10:30
a.in., Sunday, April 8.
» "Reckoning with the Past: A
Forum:" Led by JULia Bryan-
Wilson. Saturday, May 12.

/
most famous recorder of such
views,Canaletto.Havingal-
readyadoptedtheapprQachof
comparingAmericatodayto
Europe2oQ-plusyearsago,one
isstruckbyhowlittlechange
there is to be seen in Venice. It
is,of course,acitythatisitselfa
museum, dedicated to its own
preservation,andwiththe
recent ban from the Grand
Canalofthosegiaptcruise
ships, Canaletto's pinpoint
precisionandevocativeeffects
oflightmightalmostbefine
photographsoftheplacelast
summer.

Like his autobiography, Casa-
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Jean-Mare Nattier, "Thalia, Muse of Comedy" (1739) is  '
part of the ``Casanova" exhibition at the .Legion of Honor.

nova's infamous love life - he
claimed to have had more than
loo liaisons with women across
Europe`-isbothevidenceand
reflection of the mores of his
society.Aswith"TheStoryof
MyLife,"aswell,thedepiction
ofloveindsexintheartofthe
eraislikelyhighlyembellished.

Thecuratorswiselyincludea
dozentiny,pomographic``Amo-
iousDrawings,"thesizeof
smallplayingcards,thatdepict
a far seamier version of carnal
interaction than the florid
worksofFran€oisBoucherand
Jean -Honorfe Fragonard, which
are all innuendo. Still, for those

whocangetpastthefrippery-
andthesuspicionthatseduc-
tionwasamaleprerogative-
theyareirresistibleaspainterly
enticements.

Adazzlinglytitillating"Mars
andVenus,Allegoryofpeace"
(1770)byLouisJeanFran€ois
Lagreneegoeswellbeyond
insinuation,despiteitscoytitle.
Lesbianlovemakesitsvoyeur-
isticpitch,aswell,withBou-
cher'ssultry``Companionsof
Diana" (1745).

Evencasanova'sstintsinjail
provideanexcusetoexhibit
selections from Giovanni Bat-
tista Piranesi's great, proto-

00 era
Surrealistprintseries,the"Car-
ceri d'Invenzione" (Imaginary
Prisons),producedinthemid-
century.                          a

Ifyouwereacuratorwho
wished to refer to the period's
penchantformasqueradeand
trickery,youwoulddietoland
the loan of Giovanni Domenico
Tiepolo's``TheChariatan"
(1756),afestivalscenethatsays
itall,byoneoftheperiod's
best-known artists.

Period settings that show off
fashionable costumes, and an
extensivedisplayofdecorative
artthroughoutthegalleries
reinforce the themes. Some of it
looks like filler to me, but it's
hardtoimagineabetterrepre-
sentation of decadence than the
deliciouslydiabolical"tureenin
theformofaboar'shead,"
prominentlydisplayedamong
therococomealtimeimple-
ments.

Casanova was a world-class
name-dropper,andagalleryof
portraitsoftherichandfamous
heclaimedtohavemetisengag-
ingenough.Foranexhibition
that deals with Wealth and
celebritythroughout,though,
thebestinclusionmaybea
curatorialcbmmentonthe
similarities between our time
and his.

Intheveryfirstgallery,
amongtheviewsofvenice,a
wooden box in the form of a
gondolaisonloanfromalocal
private collection. Its owners?
AnnandGordonGetty.
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