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The Fairest of Them All
The beauty pageant gets a fine art makeover. Tiffany Parks reports.

Overlook a painting’s stylistic context, 
the merit of the artist, and the deeper 
meaning of the work, and what are 

you left with? In many cases, beauty (or the 
lack thereof). In a fun and frivolous initiative, 
the National Gallery of Modern Art (or GNAM, 
for short) is holding a beauty contest for the 
loveliest male and female subjects of the 
museum’s many portraits.
   Late last year, the staff of the GNAM—including 
curators, managers, restorers, and guards—
selected the most visually pleasing specimens 
from the hundreds of portraits that line the 
gallery walls. Contestants were chosen without 
discrimination on the basis of sex, religion, age, 
race, ideology, origin, or social background, 
and include cardinals and courtesans, princes 
and queens, artists and aristocrats, knights 
and commoners, gods and goddesses. The 
works were then presented to the public for 
voting online. Voters were asked to judge 

the contestants on the criteria of physical 
appearance, posture, and expression. The creator 
of the project Paco Cao explains the inspiration 
for this unusual competition: “What might seem 
like a childish exercise at first, is actually nothing 
less than a work of political art, which asks the 
question: how do you organize a beauty contest 
without turning the contestents into erotic 
objects and consumer products? The answer: by 
using works of art from the past, with whom it is 
virtually impossible to have a carnal relationship.”
          Now that the tens of thousands of votes 
have been counted, the finalists have been 
announced and are on display side-by-side in the 
gallery’s central hall. But the voting doesn’t stop 
there. Visitors to the gallery can now peruse the 
candidates up close and personal before casting 
a final vote, at the museum or online. Voting will 
continue throughout March and Miss and Mister 
GNAM will be announced on the 27th. 
www.museumbeautycontest.com

Artists at Play
In 1947, writer and intellectual 
Paola Masino asked her painter 
friends, some of the greatest 
Italian artists of the 20th-century, 
including Carla Accardi, Primo 
Conti, Giuseppe Capogrossi, 
Carlo Levi, Renato Guttuso, and 
Fausto Pirandello, to illustrate 
playing cards. This extraordi-
nary and rarely seen collection 
of cards—from Neapolitan 
to French, from poker to the 
Tarot—are on exhibit at the Mu-
seum of Rome at Palazzo Braschi.
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