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I am delighted to join you in 
celebrating the 30th birthday of 
The Oxford Italian Association.

The recent global spotlight 
on the extraordinary successes of our 
Life Sciences departments - the best in 
the world - has quite properly focussed 
on their achievements in Oxford. They 
have been in the vanguard of work 
on a vaccine for coronavirus and on 
the efforts to improve treatment of 
patients during the pandemic. Their 
achievements elsewhere in research 
are just as formidable, if not always as  
well known.

But that should not encourage 
anyone to ignore the great successes 
elsewhere in the University. We still have 
one of the finest Humanities schools in 
the world. We will see a lot of attention 
paid to this over the next few years as we 
build the new and spectacular Centre 
for the Humanities, complete with 
library, conference facilities, and a large 
hall for public performances. It will be a 
great bonus for music and for the arts in 
general in Oxford.

The study of Italian is, of course, 
one of the jewels in our crown in 
the Humanities. Today, we have 150 

THE CHANCELLOR OF THE UNIVERSITY  
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undergraduates studying Italian and 30 
graduate students, of whom 20 are involved 
in doctoral studies.

The study of Italy goes, of course, well 
beyond the country’s beautiful language. 
For some years I was co-chair, with a great 
Italian public servant, Giuliano Amato, of 
the annual conference brought together 
in Siena for discussions between British 
and Italian partners, of the problems and 
challenges that our two countries faced. 
Giuliano had done most of the important 
jobs in the Italian state and was a marvellous 
and welcoming co-chair.

We were brought together at an old 
monastery outside Siena called Pontignano 
- academics, business leaders, politicians, 
public servants, writers and others - to share 
two or three days of open debate. Sometimes, 
the discussions were argumentative, but 
never quarrelsome. Many of our colleagues 
at the University attended, for example, 
the former President of Trinity College, Sir 
Ivor Roberts, who had been Ambassador 
for some years in Italy. Indeed Ivor, like 
other ambassadors, regularly offered those 
organising the conference hospitality at the 
official ambassador’s residence in Rome, the 
Villa Wolkonsky.

This conference was regarded by the 
British Council, which supported it, as one 
of the flagships of all its similar engagements 
with other countries. The establishment of 
the conference owed a great deal to Oxford 
and to St Antony’s in particular. I followed 
the former Warden of St Antony’s, Ralf 
Dahrendorf, as British Chairman. This was 
just one example of Oxford’s engagement 
with the politics and culture of Italy and 
with those outside the University who share 
a passion for the country, its civilisation 
and its language. This relationship should 
continue to be strengthened, not least as – to 
the consternation of many of us – we set out 
on a journey outside the European Union. 
In many ways, Brexit makes it all the more 
important for us to strengthen, wherever 
we can, our relations with other European 
countries and the relationship with Italy 
brings its own huge measure of delight.

I recognise the big contribution made 
by the Association to this. There have been 
150 core members of the Association, many 
of whom were there at its beginning. The 
Association provides opportunities in so 
many excellent ways of remembering the joy 
which Italy brings into so many of our lives.

The food, the wine, the climate, the 
civilisation, the cities and the countryside 
are all an immeasurable pleasure. I look 
back myself on the joy of seeing the 
sunshine break through a misty morning 
in Venice and to many other pleasures – 
walking from the Piano Grande through 
Norcia to Spoleto, strolling across the 
magical piazza in Todi and seeing the 
extraordinary marquetry in the stalls in this 
city’s cathedral, looking at the Caravaggios 
about the life of St Matthew in the San Luigi 
dei Francesi in Rome, gazing in wonder at 
the astonishing mosaics in the great Sicilian 
cathedral at Monreale. I could go on for 
several pages! 

How could one fail to be a lover of Italy? 
We all experience these pleasures, which I 
am sure are ones that bring people together 
regularly in the Association. After saying all 
that, I guess it’s time for us to have another 
glass of Gavi di Gavi! So, buon compleanno!
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The history and depth of connections 
between the British Isles and 
the Italian peninsula predate 

the creation of both countries, as do the 
Universities of Oxford and Padua. We have 
been fascinated by each other’s cultures and 
traditions for many generations. The bonds 
are strong and those historical ties resonate 
still today. 

For example, in 2020 we celebrated the 
bicentenary of Florence Nightingale’s birth 
in Florence on 12 May 1820. The esteem 
and affection that Italians hold for the “lady 
with the lamp” is palpable; the Italian nurses’ 
pledge is based upon some of the principles 
Nightingale set out in her pioneering work. 
Although both countries were living under 
Covid-19 restrictions, we worked closely with 
the Italian Nursing Institute, the Istituto 
Superiore di Sanità (ISS), the Spallanzani 
Hospital, the Florence Nightingale Museum, 
and Guys and St Thomas’s Hospital in 
London, to stage a fitting tribute on the 
anniversary: simultaneous illuminations of 
the two hospital facades and of the Houses 
of Parliament in London (a first and agreed 
as an exception). Against the background 
of the pandemic, this was also a special 
moment to thank the courageous nurses 
and medical staff in Italy and the UK, and 
throughout the world.

Throughout the challenging year, we 
saw our two countries coming together. 
There is a constant dialogue and sharing of 
best practice on a range of issues relating 
to Covid-19, from education to culture, to 
managing health services. And there is the 
important collaboration between Oxford 
and Italy on a vaccine. More generally, Italy 
is an important research partner for the UK. 
Italian academic staff make up the largest 
foreign community in the UK research 
sector. The UK is also the top destination for 
Italian Marie Curie fellows. 

Our cultural ties are also as dynamic as 
ever: the British Council Italy is concluding 
its first ever UK-Italy Season of Culture: 
“Being Present”, which explored how the 
culture sector can respond to crises through 
increased resilience and agility, via a digital-
led programme of activities co-created by 
partners in the UK and Italy. This year has 
also seen Italian citizenship being awarded 
to the National Gallery Director Gabriele 
Maria Finaldi for his contribution to the 
diffusion of Italian culture in the UK and 
in the world. Rome’s Globe Theatre, in 
the Villa Borghese, has been named after  
much-loved Gigi Proietti, now sadly 
mourned by us all. The Keats and Shelley 
Memorial House, ensconced in the heart 
of Rome, will celebrate the bicentenaries 
of Keats’ and Shelley’s deaths in 2021 
and 2022, with the launch of Keats-
Shelley200, and a rich programme of 
initiatives, exhibitions, scholarships, and 
events in the UK and Italy.

Looking ahead, in 2021 the UK and Italy 
will have a unique opportunity to shape 
together the global response to the C19 
pandemic, economic recovery, and climate 
change. It will be a “Year of Presidencies”, 

with the UK holding the G7 Presidency, 
Italy holding the G20 Presidency and the 
UK, in partnership with Italy, presiding 
over the 26th UN Conference on Climate 
Change, COP26. We are committed to 
“Building Back Better”, and to harnessing 
all our creativity, our expertise and our 
international networks to promote a 
sustainable and inclusive global recovery. 

HER MAJESTY’S AMBASSADOR TO ITALY, 
JILL MORRIS, REFLECTS ON THE DEEP AND 
LASTING CONNECTIONS BETWEEN ITALY 
AND THE UK
A REFLECTION ON THE RESONANT INTERCONNECTEDNESS BETWEEN THE BRITISH ISLES AND ITALY

Her Majesty’s  
Ambassador to Italy,  

Jill Roberts

Florence Nightingale was projected in synchronisation  
onto two major hospitals in the UK and Italy
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RAFFAELE TROMBETTA, AMBASSADOR  
OF ITALY TO THE UNITED KINGDOM, 
REFLECTS ON THE CHALLENGES OF  
2020 AND THE OPPORTUNITIES OF 2021
RAFFAELE TROMBETTA LOOKING FORWARD AND BACKWARD 

2020 was a difficult year for all of us. The 
pandemic caused many losses, forced 
everybody to adapt to unprecedented 
constraints and altered the political and 
economic landscape in our societies. 

The year was, in other words, a 
rollercoaster of emotions. And while we 
transition into 2021, it is unfortunately clear 
that the pandemic is still far from being 
over. However, it is important that we avoid 
letting a sense of powerlessness set in. 

It is actually in this vein that I have been 
working throughout this period.

The pandemic has been a transformative 
event in many ways and it has also had an 
effect on diplomacy and on how embassies 
and consulates operate. Webinars and 
a panoply of new digital tools are now 
inherently part of our daily job – and I am 
sure they are there to stay. 

During the first days and weeks of the 
pandemic, the Embassy and the Italian 
Consulates in the UK provided our fellow 
citizens in this country with information 
and assistance through the Embassy’s 
website and social media profiles, sometimes 
engaging in a direct and fruitful dialogue 
with those in need. 

Many thousands of Italians (and many 
students among them) needed or wished to 
return to Italy at a time when airlines were 
suspending their flights. Working with the 
Italian Ministry for Foreign Affairs, the 
Embassy made sure that our national carrier, 
Alitalia, kept operating its connections 
between London and Rome. 

We did not stop there. Once the most 
severe stage of the emergency was over, we 
put in place a set of online events to carry on 
with our economic, cultural and scientific 
activities. We called the programme 
#ItalyReStart. And I am delighted that 
thanks to it we were able to offer the 
public a number of appealing webinars on 

a wide range of topics presented by high-
profile guests. They are still available on the 
Embassy’s website, and I do invite those who 
did not have the opportunity to attend live to 
go and have a look at them now. 

As the lockdown eased in Italy and 
summer was approaching, I engaged in a 
series of interviews on the main UK media to 
give a better understanding of the measures 
put in place in our country to welcome 
tourists in a safe fashion. The latest data 
available show that in 2020 16% of the UK 
nationals who spent their summer holidays 
overseas chose Italy. And many of them went 
for the very first time. It is a trend that has 
been growing during recent years. And I 
believe it to be particularly significant that it 
continued in 2020 as well.

Looking ahead, as Ambassador of Italy 
to the UK, I am pleased to see that in 2021 
there will be plenty of opportunities for Italy 
and the United Kingdom to work together 
on issues of particular importance in the 
framework of three major international 
fora - COP26, G7 and G20. Ahead of the 
annual UN Climate Summit (COP26) that 
the United Kingdom will host at the end of 
2021, the Italian government is working on 
a number of preparatory events, including 
a youth summit, that will be held in Italy. 
Leaving aside the current pandemic, 
climate change is probably the single 
most important challenge that the world 
faces. It is stimulating that for the whole 
of 2021 London and Rome will be leading 
discussions on this subject together.

Furthermore, through their respective 
presidencies of the G20 (Italy) and the G7 
(UK), in 2021 our countries will have the 
opportunity to shape international consensus 
on matters of critical importance, such as the 
international economic recovery, promotion 
of human rights, security and multilateral 
cooperation. The Italian presidency of the 

G20, in particular, will focus specifically 
on policies devoted to the wellness of the 
people, to our collective prosperity and to the 
preservation of our planet. 

Those mentioned above are just few 
examples of the endeavours that we have 
committed ourselves to at the Embassy, and 
of the projects that will keep us busy in the 
months to come - despite and beyond the 
difficulties and limitations imposed on us by 
the virus. 

I should like to hope that the same spirit 
will guide the members of TOIA and the 
entire community of Oxford throughout the 
months to come.

i  To follow the valuable work of the 
Embassy of Italy in the UK, please see 
the below links and hashtags:
Embassy of Italy:  
www.amblondra.esteri.it
#ItalyRestArt:
www.amblondra.esteri.it/ambasciata_
londra/en/i_rapporti_bilaterali/
cooperazione-culturale/italyrestart
Twitter: @ItalyinUK
Facebook: Italian Embassy London
Instagram: ItalianEmbassyinUK
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https://amblondra.esteri.it/ambasciata_londra/it/i_rapporti_bilaterali/cooperazione-culturale/italyrestart
https://amblondra.esteri.it/ambasciata_londra/it/
https://amblondra.esteri.it/ambasciata_londra/en/i_rapporti_bilaterali/cooperazione-culturale/italyrestart
https://amblondra.esteri.it/ambasciata_londra/en/i_rapporti_bilaterali/cooperazione-culturale/italyrestart
https://amblondra.esteri.it/ambasciata_londra/en/i_rapporti_bilaterali/cooperazione-culturale/italyrestart
https://twitter.com/ItalyinUK?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
https://www.facebook.com/ItalianEmbassyLondon/
https://www.instagram.com/italianembassyinuk/?hl=en
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TOWARDS THE CREATION OF THE OXFORD 
ITALIAN ASSOCIATION 
PROFESSOR JOHN WOODHOUSE AND PATRICIA MILNER REFLECT ON TOIA’S FOUNDATION

Any person interested in forming 
an association concerned with 
Italy, and Italian life and 
culture is invited to a meeting 

in 47 Wellington Square at 8.30 p.m. on 
Wednesday 6th June, 1990 

That notice, expertly designed by a local 
cartoonist, was circulated in what seemed 
every available spot in city and university. 
Surprisingly, more than eighty people 
attended the meeting, and the provisional 
Chairman was immediately forced to 
move the meeting to a larger lecture 
theatre. Among the group were our first 
Honorary Secretary, Dorothy Rowe, along 
with other loyal members, later including 
Patricia Milner, who became Dorothy’s 
immediate successor for over 21 years. 
There was a goodly number of enthusiastic 
Italian nationals, including the hospitable 
Luciana John, who went on to occupy such 
important roles as Vice-Chair, Treasurer, 
and our (unofficial!) ambassador to 
Naples, hosting parties with her husband 

in their house and garden, and frequently 
offering accommodation in their home 
for visiting speakers and guests. Patricia’s 
husband, Alan, whose wine-tasting skills 
provided universal enlightenment and 
good will, was one of several prominent 
founding members. Clara Florio Cooper, 
the University Instructor in Italian, was 
another hard-working enthusiast, alas 
tragically cut down in her prime. The 
enthusiasm of these and other volunteers to 
establish a harmonious cultural association 
was remarkable. Before that first evening 
ended, an Oxford Italian Association had 
been formed, an ad hoc committee recruited 
and temporary individual offices allocated, 
indeed, before 10.39 p.m. that evening an 
improvised timetable had been devised for 
the coming term. 

Generous financial scholarships were 
later and still are offered by the Cooper 
family, enabling pupils to travel in Italy, and 
David Rowe, after the death of Dorothy and 
his creation of a Lectureship in her memory, 

came to be relied on upon to subsidise 
the guest speakers, guaranteeing them a 
generous welcome and hospitality, often in 
Magdalen College.

The first event to be scheduled was 
a showing of the classic film Il giorno 
della civetta, at what was then the Oxford 
Polytechnic. It seemed an easy test - as 
a prelude to our first full meeting on 10 
October, 1990 in Magdalen’s Summer 
Common Room, at which John Woodhouse 
spoke on ‘Mafia and Violence in Sicily’; 
and Anne Mullen, visiting from London 
University, gave a paper on ‘The Conspiracy 
of Violence in Italian novels’. By now 
the members had begun to familiarise 
themselves with the new abbreviation 
of TOIA, though the Chairman had 
reservations about the sound of the title, 
which were soon dismissed. 

Good humour prevailed over the next 
week or so when Oxford was alive with 
notable Italian guests, celebrating the 
creation of the Italian Chair now to be 
newly endowed by FIAT after three barren 
years of neglect. Our members were able 
to rub shoulders with guests who included 
Francesco Cossiga, the Italian Prime 
Minister (and Honorary Fellow of Oriel 
College), along with the Italian Cultural 
Attaché, Alessandro Vacciago, Director 
of the Italian Institute (and an Honorary 
Fellow of Brasenose). The guest list which 
was blazoned in all reputable newspapers in 
Italy was inevitably outshone by the figure 
of the Avvocato, Giovanni Agnelli, creator 
of the feast, and of the new Chair. 

The Sheldonian was crowded for our 
Chairman’s inaugural lecture, an exposition 
of Baldassare Castiglione’s advice to rulers 
and courtiers. Signor Agnelli also gave  
one of several speeches. He was to leave for 
London for his induction by Lord Jenkins 
into the University’s roll of benefactors. 
FIAT had arranged for the Lion of  
Venice to be brought over to London in 
October that year, where it was lodged in 
the entrance Hall to the British Museum. 

Patricia Milner
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The magnificent beast presided over a late 
dinner arranged in one of the Museum’s vast 
display courts in the evening. Brought down 
to earth the Lion is a very impressive beast. 

Back on Earth, the programme of TOIA 
events for that initial Michaelmas Term and 
in the Hilary Term of 1991 included lectures 
in the Examination Schools by Denis Mack 
Smith on Italy’s political state, and another 
by Nicholas Mann on Francesco Petrarca’s 
Lyrics. By 21 November 1991 the University 
Gazette carried one of its longest small items, 
describing our ambitions, and announcing 
that numbers of enthusiasts joining the new 
venture had by then reached three hundred. 
Membership had been fixed at £5 per 
annum, with a lower rate of £3 for students, 
but with an entry charge for certain events.

Dorothy Rowe viewed all these 
developments with justifiable pride. Her 
great energy and enthusiasm fuelled the 
enterprise, and she deserves a special 
mention to herself. She and her husband 
David had spent many summers holidaying 
in Italy, where David’s brother, a renowned 
architectural expert, organized teaching, 
mainly for American academic researchers 
seeking inspiration in Florence and Rome. 
In Rome particularly, Dorothy and David 
assiduously took Italian lessons and spent 
hours studying classical architecture. The 
news of the new election to the Oxford Chair 
(later to become the Agnelli-Serena Chair), 
delighted her. Although we had never met, 
she telephoned congratulations from Italy, 
and when she returned to her Oxford house 
in St Margaret’s Road, she invited me to 
meet her there to discuss the idea of an 
Oxford Italian Association. Sadly, she was 

soon to fall ill. She passed away on 9 April 
1996, aware, we believe, that she had been 
awarded the medal of the Cavalierato della 
Repubblica Italiana then being prepared 
and on its way to be presented. The honour 
was awarded posthumously a few days later 
by the Italian Ambassador, His Excellency 
Paolo Galli, in a brief ceremony held in the 
wonderful Italianate garden of Nicholas and 
Pamela Coote, scene of so many of Dorothy’s 
parties and receptions. The medal was 
received by Dorothy’s younger son, Simon. 

Our Committee was very keen to 
include invitations for members to attend, 
or participate in, any Italian-related events, 
courses, readings or exhibitions with an 
Italian interest taking place in the University 
generally, and particularly at the Ashmolean 
Museum. Dorothy never neglected to 
inform TOIA of any musical or dramatic 
performances taking place in Oxford, or 
lectures, classes or weekend schools being 
organised by the Department for Continuing 
Education. The field was soon to spread 
beyond such relatively narrow bounds. 
It was a tradition followed by our next 
Hon. Secretary, Patricia Milner. Elected 
unanimously by members, she has recently 
retired from the post after some 21 fruitful 
years, full of good cheer and helpful advice, 
and supported by Alan, her husband who 
brought his wine-tasting skills to provide 
more good will of a scientific nature. 
Patricia was subsequently honoured when 
the Italian Ambassador presented her with 
the medal and title of Cavalierato della 
Repubblica Italiana. 

Let me take a liberty here and quote 
from Patricia herself a brief statement 
which sums up her warm feelings for the 
Association, reflected in the words of many 
of its adherents. “My own experience with 
TOIA as a committee member from 1990, 
and later Secretary for 21 years has been 
enormously enjoyable and instructive. I have 
met so many talented, and indeed famous, 
people that I regard it as one of the most 
gratifying periods of my life. Not least I have 
made so many lasting friendships.”

It would be invidious and anyway 
impossible to enumerate the wonderful 
helping hands, so generously offered and so 
keen to carry out the main objectives devised 
in that first meeting. From the beginning, 
close relationships were built up with every 
institution offering aspects of Italian culture: 
fine art and architecture, history, literature, 

music and language courses. Our great 
advantage was to have such rich sources 
of expert academic knowledge to hand, 
and next to have splendid speakers from 
outside Oxford, proud, or at least pleased, 
to be invited. We were able to draw upon 
our Chairman’s many contacts to make our 
meetings attractive to members and their 
guests. The Ashmolean Museum has always 
been a fertile source of scholarly speakers 
and an attraction in itself, and we were 
privileged on occasion to hold joint lectures 
there, often supported by financial help from 
David Rowe, who has been always ready to 
subsidize a worthy occasion which might 
need unexpected help. Alongside concerts 
and recitals, a more formal alliance was very 
successfully established with Rewley House, 
generating several years of Saturday study 
groups where scholars from both Oxford 
and other more far-flung Universities came 
to whet their learning. 

Emphasised in our original foundation 
was the idea that the Association should 
encourage sociability among members, 
alongside academic respectability. Wine 
was to be served before each event where 
possible, and every form of social gathering 
encouraged. This led to the annual and 
very popular Garden Parties, wine tastings, 
cookery demonstrations, Xmas celebrations 
with panettone and spumante, dinners and 
receptions for guest speakers, and talks 
from well-known authors of Italian cookery 
books, including Claudia Roden, Anna Del 
Conte and Gillian Riley. Interestingly, in 
the early ’90s Italian food and wine were 
becoming very fashionable everywhere in 
the UK and we profited from this, and in a 
small way contributed to the growing local 
knowledge of Italian regional traditions of 
food. Italian restaurants began to multiply 
in the city. Our Circolo Gastronomico was 
active for some years, meeting in members’ 
homes to sample contributions from all over 
the Peninsula. Alan Milner held more than 
twenty wine tastings based on his contacts 
and visits to wine growers in almost every 
region of Italy. They were always sold out 
and greatly enjoyed. Alongside concerts 
and recitals, a fashion show and visits to the 
opera, two very successful art exhibitions of 
the works of contemporary Italian artists 
were arranged.

TOIA has enjoyed a hugely successful, 
enjoyable and invigorating 30 years. Long 
may this continue!
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When John Woodhouse asked 
me to take over as Chair of 
TOIA in 2010, I was of course 

deeply honoured and gratefully said yes. Of 
course, I had attended many TOIA events 
during its first twenty years, including the 
very first lectures given by Nico Mann and 
Denis Mack Smith in 1990-91. But until I 
became Chair I was not aware of the huge 
amount of work undertaken by members of 
the TOIA Committee to ensure the smooth 
running of the programme. So I want to take 
this opportunity to thank that hidden army 
of helpers.

I have on many occasions remarked on 
the prescience of my predecessor in setting 
up TOIA to widen academic horizons in a 
precocious appreciation of the importance of 
‘outreach’ for university departments, a good 
20 years before Impact became an obligation 
for humanities subjects as well as for the 
sciences. So my first thanks are to John 
himself for creating this vibrant association.

Associations like ours depend hugely on 
a Secretary, and I was lucky to overlap with 
some of Patricia Milner’s period in that role. 
She was a supremely efficient Secretary for 
two decades until 2015, and I was delighted 
when she received her well-deserved 
Cavalierato from the Italian government. 
When she retired we were able to present 
her with a fine Paolo Gheri watercolour 
(following an exhibition of Gheri’s works 
set up in Oxford thanks to our friend and 
colleague Diego Zancani). 

I personally owe a huge debt of thanks to 
Patricia’s successor, Spencer Gray, for taking 
over in 2015: Spencer is supremely efficient 
and is the only person I know who can find 
the time to be eloquent in an email! I am also 
grateful to both Spencer and Dante Ceruolo 
for volunteering to take over the editing of 
this Newsletter, for revamping imaginatively 
the termly programme of TOIA events, and 
for their work on the Film sub-committee, 
along with Anna Di Stefano: their work has 
allowed us to see many excellent recent (and 
also classic) Italian films.

After the Secretary, the next most 
important person is of course the Treasurer. 
We are all very grateful to Luciana John 
who has managed TOIA’s finances so 
carefully, but in addition she has filled many 
other vital roles. At the last event we hosted 
before pandemic lockdown, on 2 March 
2020, the Italian Ambassador to the UK, 
Raffaele Trombetta, and the Chancellor of 
Oxford University, Chris Patten were in a 
fascinating conversation about Britain, Italy 
and Europe, chaired by former Ambassador 
to Italy, Ivor Roberts. It was thanks to 
Luciana’s contacts and hard work that this 
prestige event came about as a celebration 
of TOIA’s thirtieth anniversary.

Another person and institution we 
must thank is Richard Gadeselli and 

FIAT FCA for their financial support and 
technical expertise in producing the new-
look TOIA Newsletter. Richard kindly 
agreed to give a fascinating talk to TOIA 
about FIAT, and to supply a written 
contribution to this Newsletter.

We would not be able to function without 
a Membership Secretary: Martin Gray was 
in this role when I first began as Chair, and 
he performed it with great aplomb and 
good humour. So we are very grateful to 
Martin and to his equally able successor as 
Membership Secretary, Dante Ceruolo. In 
addition Dante has to be thanked for his 
work, with Giuliana Pieri and Antonella 
Braida, in the selection of the candidates for 
the Clara Cooper Memorial Bursaries, an 
excellent initiative.

PROFESSOR MARTIN MCLAUGHLIN 
REFLECTS ON A DECADE AS TOIA’S CHAIR
TOIA’S CURRENT CHAIR CELEBRATES THE ASSOCIATION’S CONTINUED SUCCESS

Professor Martin McLaughlin,  
TOIA Chair 
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We must express our gratitude to Anna 
Proudfoot who has helped us out on many 
occasions with her technological expertise 
at lectures (and now with Zoom events). 
We were also ably served by Clare Painter 
who provided IT support and looked after 
website development for a number of years, 
now managed by Rowena Dossett.

One other vote of thanks must go to our 
colleague Giuseppe Stellardi and St Hugh’s 
college for generously allowing us to put on 
so many of our events there.

We are indebted to all our speakers 
of course, particularly to regular speakers 
from the University’s departments of Italian 
and Art History, as well as those from the 
Ashmolean Museum. Catherine Whistler 
has given us excellent talks on a number 
of exhibitions, such as those on drawing 
in Venice and on Raphael’s drawings. Jon 
Whiteley was also a friend of TOIA and a 
regular speaker but sadly he passed away in 
May 2020. He is much missed by all of us 
in TOIA: you can read Catherine Whistler’s 
excellent obituary of Jon in this Newsletter.

A major vote of thanks goes to TOIA’s 
benefactors, especially Richard Cooper and 
his family for the Scholarships mentioned 
above, and for the annual Clara Florio 
Cooper Lecture which brings important 
speakers to Oxford to talk on Italian 
language and culture. The other benefactor 
we must mention and give special thanks to 
is David Rowe for his remarkable generosity 
in a number of areas but particularly in 
sponsoring the annual Dorothy Rowe 
Memorial Lecture. In recent years we have 
had cutting-edge lectures in that series from 
the likes of Martin Kemp and former Italian 
Prime Minister, Enrico Letta. Most recently 
of all, David Rowe decided to celebrate 
the Raphael quincentenary of 2020 with 
a trilogy of lectures dedicated to the great 
painter and architect: this brought to Oxford 
Ingrid Rowland in 2018, Brian Kelly in 2019 
and in October 2020 Catherine Whistler 
should have given the third lecture on 
Raphael but pandemic restrictions made 
this impossible. When we finally return to 
something like normality, Catherine’s lecture 
will help us celebrate that return.

TOIA has completed thirty years of 
existence and looks in good shape to continue 
to flourish for many years to come, but none 
of this would be possible without you, the 
members of TOIA. We put on three or four 
events per term, so at least ten per year: that 

makes it over 100 lectures or events since 
I took over as Chair in 2010, a remarkable 
record. So let me end by thanking all of you 
who turn out on cold February evenings (or 
cold June evenings!) to share your passion 
for all things Italian at a TOIA event. 

The future is looking good: TOIA 
has adapted to the pandemic restrictions 
by holding its first Zoom lecture on 10 
November 2020 with over 70 people 
logging on to hear Jan Cox give a finely 
illustrated talk about 15th-century Ferrara 
and has held 3 subsequent talks in Hilary 
Term 2021, ranging from Galileo’s reception 
in Britain to an introduction to olive oil 
and the launch of a new book on Alberto 
Savinio, an Italian writer, painter, musician 
and set designer.

Emeritus Professor  
Martin Kemp

TOIA’s first Zoom lecture:  
Jan Cox on Ferrara

Former Italian  
Prime Minister,  

Enrico Letta
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THE GENIUS OF ITALY
DAVID ROWE, HONORARY PRESIDENT OF TOIA, ON THE CULTURAL LEGACY OF ITALY

The usual view of Italy is that 
Italians started the Renaissance 
and, in their arts and letters 
and in their explorations, they 

conquered the world. But the usual story goes 
on to say that with the Counter Reformation, 
initiated by the decrees of the Council of 
Trent in the early 1560s, that spirit was 
extinguished. The flame of creativity could 
not survive a severe religion. What rubbish!

Italy had a second re-birth in the 17th 
century. This gave us the Baroque - a surge 
of architectural innovation that the rigid 
orthodoxy of Paul IV Carafa, the austerities 
of St Pius V Ghislieri, and even the burning 
of Giordano Bruno in 1600 could not stem.

Of course, it took a while before the 
new style was accepted. But Rome and its 
monuments are a triumphal achievement 
of the 17th century - Bernini’s fountains, 
Sant’Andrea della Valle, the Oratory of San 
Filippo Neri, the two great Jesuit churches 
of the Gesù and Sant’Ignazio, the churches 
of San Carlo Borromeo and Santa Maria in 
Campitelli, Borromini’s Sapienza, Bernini’s 
colonnades, and the majestic and elegant 
sweep of the Spanish Steps. 

And it was this surge of inspiration which 
inspired the Piedmontese to try to outdo 
Rome’s baroque with their own version 
and with their own architects – Filippo 
Juvarra, Guarino Guarini, Bernardo Vittone, 
Benedetto Alfieri, and Claudio Beaumont. 
One thinks of the hunting lodge of Stupinigi, 
the Palazzo Madama by Juvarra, the Palazzo 
Carignano and Cappella della Sacra Sindone 
by Guarini.

That in turn carried the baroque into 
South Germany and into Austria at about 
the same time as the works of yet another 
Italian architectural genius, Andrea 
Palladio, inspired Lord Burlington and 
his school to cause the ‘Palladian style’ to 
dominate the designs of English and Irish 
country houses effectively during the whole 
of the 18th century and later. Incidentally, 
it is worth recalling that James Gibbs (who 
is responsible for the most iconic building 
in Oxford) was a Roman Catholic who 
spent ten years of his early architectural 

life training in the practice of Carlo Fontana. 
He might have been even more successful 
had he been a Protestant. 

Ah, you may say, what about Italian 
painting - did that not take a nose-dive in 
the 17th century? Well, of course, it would be 
hard to maintain the white hot heat of the 
high Renaissance. But the Italians did not do 
badly. Guercino and Guido Reni and Pietro 
da Cortona were no slouches. And then there 
was that genius Caravaggio. Where do you fit 
him in?

But trust the Italians to throw in a curve 
ball. They produced Giovanni Battista 
Tiepolo who, arguably, was the greatest 
fresco painter of the 18th century. And if you 
go and see the Treppenhaus of the Bishop’s 
Palace at Würzburg, you will probably have 
to agree.

So, in the arts, what have we missed 
out? Music. Now we all know that we have 
to accept that Austria and Germany are 
easy winners. But the Italians did at least 
set the ground rules. The whole language 
of classical music is Italian. Does this not 
surprise you? Why do we say allegro ma 
non troppo, andante, scherzo, concerto, 
sonata and so on? 

I think the answer is that the Italians, 
through Venice and Rome, had the best 
choirs and maybe the best instruments, 
which in turn probably encouraged the 
perfection of instrument design. You can 
imagine that trumpets and brass gave an 
edge to Gabrieli and Lassus in the echoing 
spaces of San Marco.

But then someone in Cremona thought 
of the violin, which put the lute in its place. 
Germany won through the harmonious 
confection of religion and the organ. 
Arp Schnitger was producing just what 
the Lutherans wanted in the 1600s and 
Buxtehude and Bach saw it out.

But the Italian fight-back was not bad. 
They produced opera. And the evidence for 
this is the fact that a huge proportion of all 
operas are in Italian. Of course, it is because 
the language is so mellifluous. Monteverdi, 
Scarlatti (father and son), Corelli, Vivaldi. 
And now we have those German opera 

composers who are searching for ultimate 
truth (if such is possible) and this is, 
presumably, Wagner and Beethoven. But we 
also have Handel and Mozart, who adopted 
Italian as their language. And then Rossini, 
Donizetti, Bellini, and Verdi, and shall we 
add, Puccini. 

Before we turn to science, we will throw 
in Vico, the father of cultural anthropology, 
and Beccaria, who introduced humanity 
into the criminal law, no small feat. So, 
now we turn to science and technology, and 
here the genius of Italy shines. Fra Pacioli 
invented double-entry book-keeping, and 
hence, for good or ill, the banking system. 
Piero della Francesca pioneered prospettiva. 
Galileo with his telescope saw the moons of 
Jupiter and drew conclusions without which 
Newton could not have derived his laws of 
gravity. And, finally, Marconi, the father of 
wireless communication and technology, 
gave us the 21st Century.
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The Radcliffe Camera (built 1737-49) 
designed by James Gibbs

Fra Luca Pacioli in a portrait  
by Jacopo de’ Barbari
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THE FIRST THIRTY YEARS OF TOIA:  
A PERSONAL VIEW
LUCIANA ROSA JOHN’S PERSONAL RECOLLECTIONS OF TOIA

W hilst writing this in 
October 2020 my mind 
goes back to October 
1990, and the first TOIA 

meeting, at Magdalen College. I cannot 
recall what was said, but I can certainly see 
in my mind's eye the expressions on the 
faces of our founder members: curiosity, 
excitement, enthusiasm, mixed with a 
pinch of scepticism. However, above all 
I remember the delight when Alan and 
Patricia Milner so generously offered 
cantucci and Vin Santo which they had 
just brought back from Italy in their car. 
We are talking of another world! This was 
a world where the delights of Italian food 
were something of a rarity even in Oxford, 
a world where the excitement for open 
markets and travel was tangible, a world 
where people wanted to know more about 
other cultures and ways of life. 

Thirty years later, and what a 
difference! Usually by now, we would 
have come together like 30 years ago, at 
Magdalen College, for the celebratory 
Dorothy Rowe Lecture; instead we are all 
isolated in our own houses, worried, and 
wondering if the world we knew, the pre-
Covid-19 world, will bounce back again, 
or, will we have to adapt to a profoundly 
changed world?

My mind goes back to these last 30 
years of TOIA experiences as we have 
known them, and the heart longs for 
their return. TOIA has been for many of 
us, I dare say, a sort of “enlarged family", 
analogous to a 21st century family 
where often the couple is made up of 
two people from different cultures and 
languages who build a new set of shared 
experiences. I think TOIA has tried, and 
I hope succeeded in doing this. The long 
traditions of anglophile Italians and 
British “innamorati dell’Italia” have been 
at the heart of TOIA. These expressions, 
"Italian anglophilia" and the "British love 
of Italy", are themselves emblematic of the 
long-standing relationship between the 

two countries. Italians are anglophiles as 
far as they admire and respect the strength 
of British civil society, while the British 
are "innamorati dell’Italia" as far as they 
love Italian cultural heritage, the food, the 
wine, and the "dolce vita". Both attitudes 
arise from real qualities of the two cultures, 
but they are partial views, sometimes 
becoming stereotypes, which can limit a 
deeper appreciation of the two countries, 
and becoming especially inaccurate as 
the countries have developed over recent 
years. I feel that through its events TOIA 
has provided an opportunity for us all to 
widen and deepen our understanding of 
our two countries.

I have always felt that ever since I 
decided to live in Oxford and build my 
life here, I have belonged to the category 
of an insider/outsider. TOIA has certainly 
helped me to become more of an insider 
but, at the same time, has supported me 
to stay as an outsider, enabling me to 

bring my modest contribution to a better 
understanding between the cultures of the 
two countries. Being an insider/outsider 
is not an easy position, but it is certainly 
an interesting one. In the same spirit, 
the Dorothy Rowe studentship, which 
I founded, and has been supported so 
generously by TOIA members with their 
donations and fund-raising, has given an 
opportunity to youngsters, both British 
and Italian, to personally experience the 
ways of life in the other country at an age 
when these experiences are important for 
one's personal development.

As we are approaching  2021, bringing 
us all a world which might not be “our 
oyster” as much as we were accustomed to 
think of it, the full impact of Brexit and the 
unpredictable threat of Coronavirus are 
overshadowing our future. Perhaps these 
conditions mean that we will need TOIA 
more than ever. So “lunga vita alla TOIA” 
and to all its members!

Luciana Rosa John
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CAN IT REALLY BE THIRTY YEARS?
RICHARD GADESELLI, HONORARY PRESIDENT OF TOIA, REFLECTS ON HIS INVOLVEMENT WITH THE ASSOCIATION

C
an it really be thirty years?

I first became involved 
with TOIA right at its start 
in 1990, invited along by 
Professor John Woodhouse 

who had the idea of establishing a local 
Italian cultural association for anyone 
interested in Italy and its culture, social 
and artistic.

I had first met John following his 
appointment, also in 1990, as Professor 
of Italian Studies of the newly named 
Fiat-Serena Chair at Oxford University. 
In my role as then Head of Corporate 
Communications, FIAT UK, I had hosted 
a press conference at Magdalen College 
to announce the Company’s generous 
endowment (driven by the wishes 
of Chairman Gianni Agnelli) which  
saw the chair revived after having been 
‘frozen’ for several years due to lack of 
financial resources.

For me, it was an unusual occasion 
simply because up to that moment, I had 
been more used to standing in front of 
journalists to extoll the benefits of our 
latest new car! Little did I know that I was 
to spend the following 20 years engaged 
with the arts following FIAT’s acquisition 
of the Palazzo Grassi in Venice, turning it 
into the Company’s cultural hub, planning 
and hosting definitive exhibitions on topics 
ranging from the Celts and Futurism to 
Dalí and the Phoenicians. The endowment 
at Oxford thus became part of FIAT’s 
wider cultural activities.

In my career at FIAT, I have spent a 
large part in the defence of not just the 
Company but the nation, its technical 
prowess and inventiveness. Alas, even 
after 35 years, lazy journalism still cannot 
move away from cultural stereotypes. I 
won’t bore you with all the ‘Fix It Again 
Tony’ iterations over these years (critics 
joked that that is what FIAT’s name stood 
for). I suspect that my own background 
made me more stubborn than most and a 
fierce defender of what it is to be ‘Italian’: 
born in London to Italian parents from 
Parma, my father an ‘enemy alien’ and 

promptly interned for the duration of the 
war on the Isle of Man together with my 
grandfather who perished on the Arandora 
Star in 1940. Meanwhile, my mother was 
busy keeping downed RAF crew in village 
attics in the Apennines.

TOIA has been a real delight over the 
years, meeting mainly British members 
that have respect, a deep love and 
understanding of Italy – warts and all. 
And who’d have thought that in this year of 
Coronavirus, the country where ignoring 
rules and regulations is a national sport, 
the Italian government and Italians were 
at one stage being held up (by the New York 
Times amongst others) as the example to 
follow in curbing the virus. But then the 
pandemic gained the upper hand again in 
every country. However, it would be nice if 
the WHO-endorsed Oxford/AstraZenica 
vaccine, which is partly manufactured in 
Pomezia in Italy, were to prove part of the 
solution to the pandemic.

A SPECIAL THANKS 
TO LUCIANA  
AND PHILIP JOHN 
FROM TOIA
PATRICIA MILNER, FORMER TOIA 
SECRETARY, PAYS TRIBUTE 

W e have profited over 
the years by members 
willing to act as hosts 
in their own homes 

and gardens to welcome members 
and guest speakers on our behalf. In 
particular, TOIA owes a huge amount 
to so many altruistic members, pre-
eminently Luciana and Philip John, 
who have entertained us in their 
house and garden over the years on 
numerous occasions, sometimes even 
providing overnight accommodation 
to a speaker from some distance, and 
always making these receptions huge 
fun and greatly adding to our founding 
resolve to cultivate sociability among 
the members. Our warmest thanks 
are owed to them for such continuing 
invitations, always accompanied 
by wine and delicious spuntini, 
prepared by Luciana to whom TOIA 
also owes a particular debt. Luciana 
has occupied almost all the chief 
offices of the Association, including 
that of Treasurer, a most onerous 
job, and Vice-Chair. Her wide range 
of connections and her determined 
pursuit of many distinguished speakers 
have been a fruitful source for our 
events and activities. Her fund-raising 
talents have led to the creation of 
scholarships, bursaries and academic 
exchanges for both undergraduates 
(during vacations) and postgraduates 
writing theses. Long may she continue 
and long may the Association continue 
its splendid work. 

Richard Gadeselli
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The relationship between the 
U.K. and Italy has changed 
dramatically since that day I 
came to Oxford in October 2003. 

Seventeen years ago, many of us in Italy 
looked up to the U.K. for its institutions and 
political scene, much like the Brits admired 
our monuments and food. Westminster 
was our Tuscan countryside and prime 
minister’s questions a soiree at La Scala in 
Milan. In a sense, it was impossible not to 
be an anglophile. Britain was everything 
we wanted Italy to be. And as we searched 
for the deep historical and cultural roots of 
this divide, any change of roles appeared 
as impossible as finding a good pizza on 
Cowley Road.

I left Britain five years ago now, and 
the unimaginable has happened. In 2020, 
Italy’s political scene did not improve much 
– in fact with the administration of Giuseppe 
Conte we have come to miss the days in 
government of Silvio Berlusconi. But Britain 
is no longer the country so many of us 
revered. Prime ministers come and go as in 
Italy’s “First Republic”. The government does 
not see it as a problem to break international 
law. Institutions routinely come into conflict 
with each other, as it is much harder to 
identify “truths” and “facts” that everyone 
can agree on. Britain is no longer the model 
we dreamt of.

The referendum on Brexit clearly 
played a large part in this mutation. The 
U.K. first split and then tied itself in knots 
in a way which is now very hard to reverse. 
But, in a sense, it didn’t have to be this way. 
An honest Brexit was possible, if politicians 
had chosen to make amends for what was 
said during the campaign and be truthful 
about the trade-offs involved. An entire 
political class, from left to right, bears the 
responsibility for the Great British decline 
of the late 2010s.

Many Italians still have faith in Britain. 
To many academics and young professionals, 
the difference in opportunities is just too 
glaring to ignore. My first job after Oxford 

was writing editorials at The Financial 
Times: Italy’s media system would never 
offer such a chance to a youngster, let alone 
a foreigner. And yet, as the bureaucracy 
of Brexit becomes clearer, and as the 
pandemic adds to distances that for years 
had appeared manageable, the calculation 
is changing.  In Milan, where I live now, 
one sees ever more returning Italians, who 
leave London as they seek a better balance 
between their professional and personal 
lives. In some cases, employers are happy 
to move them back to Italy, as they are 
downsizing their operations in London.

Make no mistake: Italy still has plenty 
of problems. The mismanagement of 
the pandemic in 2020 brought to the 
fore many inefficiencies of the Italian 
state, even as doctors and nurses battle 
heroically against the virus. The Conte 
government is not interested in reforming 
the country, but prefers to seek an ever 
greater role for the state for ideological 
reasons and in a bid to promote more party 
loyalists and apparatchiks. Slow growth, 
lacklustre productivity and a high public 
debt risk continuing to haunt the economy 
and restrict opportunities, especially for 
younger citizens. And yet, in relative terms, 
the distance between the two countries  
has shrunk.

Where will Britain go next? It is hard 
to say. I do not buy the ambition of global 
Britain: Brexit was always an inward-
looking venture, aimed at protecting rather 
than projecting. The question is how long 
it will take the British people to remember 
that what made this country truly great 
is its ability to attract people and capital 
from all over the world thanks to its great 
institutions and solid rule of law. I suspect 
that day will come sooner than we expect – 
but I must confess this is a hope more than 
a prediction. For all the sense of betrayal, I 
remain an anglophile, just as I was on that 
first day in Oxford. 

Ferdinando Giugliano wrote this article in 
November 2020, when he was a columnist 
for Bloomberg Opinion. It reflects his 
thinking and the circumstances at the 
time.

O BRITAIN, WHERE ART THOU? AN ITALIAN 
OXFORD GRADUATE'S PERSPECTIVE 
FERDINANDO GIUGLIANO REFLECTS ON ANGLO-ITALIAN RELATIONS AND BREXIT

Ferdinando Giugliano
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THE COMMONALITIES BETWEEN  
OXFORD AND PADOVA
ANNA PROUDFOOT, KEY TO THE CIVIC TWINNING OF OUR CITIES, CASTS LIGHT ON THE GEMELLAGGIO

Oxford and Padova have many 
things in common: their 
renowned Universities, and 
Botanic Gardens are amongst 

the oldest in Europe. Their city centres boast 
historic buildings and covered markets. Both 
cities are ’cycling friendly’ and both are rich 
in cultural traditions. 

Oxford has been officially twinned 
with Padova since April 2019 but the 
origins of the twinning are rooted in the 
close relationship between the Università 
degli Studi di Padova and the University  
of Oxford. Reciprocal visits both formal and 
informal took place between 2017 and 2019, 
and memoranda of understanding were 
signed. Those instrumental in creating the 
link included Emanuela Tandello (Christ 
Church), Tim Wilson (Ashmolean) and Chris 
Wickham (Emeritus Professor of All Souls 
College) and in Padova, Alessandra Petrina, 
the Vice-Rector’s Advisor for Europe, Arturo 
Lorenzoni the then deputy Mayor and Sergio 
Giordani, the Mayor. 

The twinning process is not just about 
institutions, but about communities and 
residents making connections. Late in 2018, 
Oxford City Council invited TOIA to help in 

the process. In April 2019, Oxford’s DIY youth 
theatre group put on the Bernstein musical 
West Side Story in Padova, supported by 
TOIA, Oxford International Links and the 
Ufficio Gemellaggio in Padova, and involving 
31 young actors, 19 musicians, production 
team and family members. The Comune di 
Padova gave the Centro Culturale Altinate 
and a rehearsal space for free. Over 300 
people came to the performances, including 
the then Deputy Mayor Arturo Lorenzoni 
and Assessora Francesca Benciolini.

In the same week, the twinning was 
formally recognized at a signing ceremony in 
Palazzo Moroni, attended by representatives 
of Oxford University, Oxford’s Lord Mayor 
Colin Cook, Padova’s Mayor and Deputy 
Mayor, City Councillors from Oxford and 
Padova, and Oxford musicians, and featured 
on regional TV and in local newspapers in 
Padova and Oxford. 

Out of that first visit to Padova, an 
embryonic committee was born with 
volunteers in both Padova and Oxford. 
The Oxford Padova Link association now  
has a logo, incorporating elements of the 
two city shields, a Facebook page and  
a draft constitution. 

A first open meeting at the Town Hall 
in June 2019 produced several interesting 
ideas for future exchanges (Morris dancing, 
choirs, cycling, rugby, schools). 

In September 2019, a small group of 
singers from Oxford performed Handel’s 
Dixit Dominus in the Basilica of Santa 
Giustina with the University of Padova 
Chamber choir. 

This visit allowed us to explore further 
collaborations and ideas, with support 
from the office of the Vice Sindaco, Arturo 
Lorenzoni. An Aperibici held by the Padova 
branch of FIAB, Federazione Amici della 
Bicicletta at Prato della Valle, was a chance 
to meet cyclists and propose a future visit 
to Oxford.

Members of DIY Theatre group join 
Oxford and Padova dignitaries 

Padova, illuminated in July 2020
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A TRIBUTE TO NICHOLAS COOTE
PATRICIA MILNER CELEBRATES THE LIFE OF TOIA FOUNDER MEMBER NICHOLAS COOTE

I t was with huge sadness that we 
learned of the death of Nicholas in 
November 2020. Nick Coote was a 
TOIA Founder Member and sat on 

the Committee for some years too, where 
he was a most dependable and creative 
member.

I think the image that comes most 
immediately to mind when thinking 
of Nick is that of ‘gentleman’ – an old-
fashioned idea now - but one that fitted 
this talented, scholarly, charming and 
witty man exactly.

Possibly many of the older TOIA 
members will think immediately of 
the many garden parties he and his 
wife, Pamela, invited us to hold in their 
wonderfully beautiful Italianate garden 
in Headington. For more than 20 years, 
these June or July events were warmly 
hosted by them and hugely enjoyed by all, 
including our hosts, as they always assured 
us! They were festive events at which 
their Italian flag was invariably flown, and 
much delicious food and wine of Italian 
inspiration featured.

As well as roaming and admiring 
the extraordinary garden, we organised 
competitions, games, wine tastings and 
always arranged for live music to be played. 
We were only completely rained off once, 
but occasionally had to take short refuges 
in the house where the Cootes made us 
equally welcome.

It was the social highlight of the TOIA 
year and made all the more memorable by 
the welcoming presence of the Cootes: the 
very best of hosts.

Nicholas appreciated and knew good 
wine, especially Italian, perhaps from 

his time working in that country. He 
frequently attended the Wine Tastings 
organised by Alan Milner, and guests 
competed to sit beside him. He often gave 
witty votes of thanks to Alan, finishing 
the evening in complete conviviality. He 
also enjoyed other social events arranged 
by TOIA: dinners and demonstrations 
as well as art lectures. He and Pamela 
gave us an enthralling lecture about how 
they gradually and laboriously created 
their complex Italianate garden – from 
a field and a lone tree at the side of their 
handsome house.

I was personally grateful to Nicholas 
(as Secretary) because at meetings of all 
sorts, if a gracious introduction, or a vote 
of thanks had not been planned for, I could 
always rely on him to do it on request and 
without preparation. He thought on his 
feet with witty spontaneity, eloquence and 
warmth of praise.

It is so sad that his last years were 
overshadowed by illness, during which he 
was admirably and devotedly cared for by 
Pamela to whom we all offer our heartfelt 
condolences and deepest sympathy.

In November 2019, a brief ceremony 
marked the addition of Padova and 
Ramallah to the Twinned City signs at the 
gateways to Oxford.

In February 2020, Oxford City Council 
flew the European flag from the Town Hall 
followed by the flags of our European twin 
cities as a recognition of Oxford’s ongoing 
commitment to our twin cities. 

The Coronavirus pandemic put a stop 
to planned face-to-face activities and 
events, but also brought us closer together. 
Our contacts in Padova sent in photos 
of their life during lockdown which are 
featured in the Museum of Oxford display 
and OPL’s Jo Dolan wrote a lockdown 
diary for our Facebook page. 

In the autumn of 2020, the eight twin 
cities contributed to Photo Oxford 2020, 
on the theme of Women and Photography, 

in an online exhibition coordinated by 
Oxford International Links. Padova’s 
contribution Women who make a difference 
is in recognition of Padova being named 
the Città Europea del Volontariato 2020. 

Plans for 2021 dependent on the 
COVID-19 situation include: 
• 400th Anniversary celebrations for 

Oxford’s Botanic gardens, attended by 
twin city representatives, July 2021.

• Virtual exchanges between primary 
schools, involving video links. 

• A visit of FIAB cyclists to Oxford, in 
collaboration with Cyclox, possibly in 
the autumn, details to follow. 

I’d like to take this opportunity to thank 
everyone involved in the twinning from 
its early beginnings up to now - mayors, 
deputy mayors, city councillors and 

twinning officers, University members, 
TOIA members, musicians and all those 
who have given their help and support. 

Unveiling the Oxford city road  
sign marking the twinning

Nicholas  
Coote 
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Dr Jon James Lamont Whiteley, 
who died on 16 May 2020, 
was an art historian of 
international renown, a 

teacher to generations of Oxford students 
and a much-loved figure in the local 
community for the brilliant talks on art 
and artists given over many years in the 
Ashmolean and to local groups. TOIA in 
particular benefited from his wisdom and 
willingness to talk to us on many occasions. 
While he spent most of his life in Oxford, 
from his student days at the University to 
his 36 years as a curator at the Ashmolean, 
Jon never forgot his Scottish roots, evident 
in his soft Aberdeenshire accent and his 
puckish sense of humour. 

Unusually for someone prominent 
in the world of museums and academia, 
Jon started his public career as a film star. 
Born in Monymusk, west of Aberdeen, on 
19 February 1945, he was the son of two 
schoolteachers. Having been talent-spotted 
at the age of six when his recital of The 

Owl and the Pussycat was heard on a radio 
broadcast, Jon went on to act in five films. 
His debut in Hunted, with Dirk Bogarde in 
1952, was followed by a performance in The 
Kidnappers (1953) that won him a junior 
Academy Award. Directed by Fritz Lang in 
Moonfleet (1955) – Jon’s favourite film – and 
in The Weapon (1956), he worked again with 
Bogarde in The Spanish Gardener (1956). 
However, his education took priority over 
acting, and he left the glamour of the cinema 
without any regrets. 

Like many art historians, Jon had wanted 
to become a painter. But with his profound 
love of art and his keenness to communicate 
that understanding as widely as possible, 
he found great satisfaction as a curator 
and teacher. He read History at Pembroke 
College, going on to study History of Art with 
Professor Francis Haskell, an inspirational 
scholar who became a lifelong friend. He 
married a fellow graduate student, Linda 
Wilson in 1972. Jon’s academic interests 
lay in French nineteenth-century art, and 

the significance of his work in this field 
was recognized by the French government 
with the title of chevalier or Knight of the 
Order of the Arts and Letters in 2009, an 
extraordinary honour. 

In 1975 Jon was appointed to a 
relatively new role at Christ Church, 
where the Picture Gallery had opened 
in 1968 to display the college’s major old 
master collections to the public. This led 
to experiments with exhibitions of modern 
art – including the first ever on Dora 
Carrington – as well as working with the 
distinguished drawings specialist, James 
Byam Shaw. In May 1978 he moved to a 
University position at the Western Art 
Department of the Ashmolean Museum. 
In his first years there, Jon saw the need 
for outreach and education beyond 
a University audience, energetically 
promoting with Michelle Sykes the 
foundation in 1981 of what is today an 
exemplary Learning department. While 
he shaped the Ashmolean’s collections 
with many beautiful and significant 
acquisitions, Jon also worked tirelessly 
to ensure that the works of art were as 
accessible as possible, and that visitors 
were made to feel warmly welcome.

The passion for art and music which 
made Jon’s public talks so memorable was 
underpinned by rigorous scholarship. As 
the curator mainly of Northern European 
art, ceramics and musical instruments, 
Jon produced important catalogues and 
academic publications. His many exhibitions 
on themes as wide-ranging as Oxford 
portraits, the art of Leonid Pasternak, the 
Pre-Raphaelites, the landscapes of Claude 
Lorrain, or the violins of Stradivarius, had 
pleasure and enjoyment at their heart, 
always based on deep knowledge. 

While Jon’s scholarly distinction will 
be justly commemorated, his friends and 
colleagues (including all of us in TOIA) will 
remember him above all as an exceptionally 
kind, generous and honourable individual. 
He is survived by his wife, Linda, his 
son William and daughter Flora, his two 
grandsons, and his sisters Fleur and Marsali.

A TRIBUTE TO JON WHITELEY
CATHERINE WHISTLER CELEBRATES THE LIFE OF DR JON WHITELEY

Dr Jon Whitely with Oscar 
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THE OXFORD
ITALIAN
ASSOCIATION

We are pleased to announce that CNH Industrial have generously agreed to sponsor your new-look  
TOIA Magazine.

TOIA WEBSITE AND FACEBOOK PAGE

We’d like you to visit the TOIA website and 
Facebook page so that you can be informed 
of all TOIA events and those of other 
Italianist groups in Oxford and beyond.

Please do check the links below to  
keep informed and to be part of the  
growing community. 

Our Facebook page includes updates on 
the recent Padua/Oxford twinning:
www.facebook.com/TOIA.co.uk/
https://www.toia.co.uk

To find out more about TOIA and who we 
are, to join the Association, or indeed to gift 
membership to a friend, visit the sites 
above or email: toiasecretary@outlook.com

  

A MESSAGE FROM  
THE TOIA COMMITTEE

The articles in the anniversary issue were authored at 
the end of 2020. We apologise for the late appearance 
of this Newsletter, which was due to a number of 
complex factors, and we thank you for your patience. We 
are now in the process of organizing a series of Zoom 
lectures and talks for the Trinity Term, 2021. Information 
will be posted on the TOIA Facebook Page and our 
website, along with the Zoom links for you to join. 
Mail-outs are also sent with this information.

Of course, what we fervently long for is to welcome  
you in person, face-to-face, but in the interim we hope 
that the forthcoming programme will provide diversion, 
interest, an opportunity to stay interconnected,  
and a vista of Italy.

TOIA is an Oxford-based cultural association for those 
interested in any aspect of Italy and its culture in the 
broadest sense: language, art, travel, politics, literature, 
food and wine, or other. No knowledge of Italian is 
required to enjoy its diverse programme of events. The 
annual subscription is £15 renewable each November  
(£23 for couples, £6 for students under 30, and £6 for 
members living more than 40 miles from Oxford). Further 
information, with an application form, is available from the 
Membership Secretary or downloadable from our website: 
toia.co.uk. The TOIA Magazine is sent to members three 
times a year.

Prato delle Valle

www.cnhindustrial.com

https://www.facebook.com/TOIA.co.uk/
https://www.toia.co.uk/
mailto:toiasecretary%40outlook.com?subject=
https://www.facebook.com/TOIA.co.uk/
www.toia.co.uk

