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GIORGIO DE CHIRICO (1888 – 1978) 

Il Ritorno del figliol prodigo (The Return of the Prodigal Son), March 1924 (recto)

signed and dated lower right G. de Chirico 1924
with Mercurio e i metafisici, March 1920 (verso; see separate entry, below)
tempera on canvas
105 x 70 cm. (41 1/3 x 27 ½ in.)
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Provenance:
Commissioned in Rome by Paul Éluard (1895 – 1952), Paris, by Jan. 1924 and received circa May 1924; executed on the verso 
of a canvas known to have been in the Artist’s studio, Rome, by 1922 [see separate entry, below].
Galerie Surréaliste, Paris, acquired from the above after 1925.
Eli Burthoul (1875 – 1948), Brussels. 
His Estate sale; Galerie Georges Giroux, Brussels, 11 March 1950, lot 30.
Baron Joseph-Berthold (1910 – 2003) and Baronne Gaëtane Urvater, Brussels, acquired at the above sale. 
Galleria Gissi, Turin, (probably) by 1965.
Umberto Agnelli (1934 – 2004), Turin, acquired from the above via Mario Tazzoli, Galleria Galatea, Turin, 10 Nov. 1965.
Private Collection, Switzerland, since 1995.

Literature:
P. Éluard, letter to De Chirico, 1 March 1924, conserved in Éluard’s bound copy of A. Breton and P. Soupault, eds., Littéreture, 
1919-24, Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris, René Gaffé archive. 
J. Marcenac, Inventaire Marcenac, a handwritten inventory of 44 works by De Chirico in the collection of Paul Éluard, 1925, 
Saint Denis Musée d’Art et d’Histoire, Paul Éluard archive, inv. no. 940856. 
Exhibition of Paintings by G. De Chirico, exh. cat., Balzac Galleries, New York, NY, 1930, n.p., no. 12.
Giorgio de Chirico, exh. cat., Galerie Alfred Flechtheim, Berlin, 19 Oct. – Nov. 1930, p. 11, no. 31. 
Exposition Anniversaire, 1911 – 1946: Trente-Cinq Ans d’Activité, exh. cat., Galerie Georges Giroux, Brussels, 1946, p. 19, no. 35 (titled 
Composition).  
Paintings from the Urvater Collection, exh. cat., Arts Council of Great Britain, London, 1958, n.p.
Nadrealisti i apstraktni: Zbrika Urvater, exh. cat., Art Pavilion, Belgrade, 1959, no. 15.
L. Carluccio, Le muse inquietanti. Maestri del Surrealismo, exh. cat., Galleria Civica d’Arte Moderna, Turin, 1967, p. 22, no. 149.  
I. Far, De Chirico, New York, 1968, p. 18, no. 9 (illus. in colour).
C. Bruni Sakraischik, Catalogo Generale Giorgio De Chirico, vol. II: opere dal 1908 al 1930, Milan, 1972, n.p., no. 136 (illus.)
M. Fagiolo dell’ Arco, et. al, De Chirico, Paris, 1981, p. 291, no. 112 (illus. pl. 72).
M. Fagiolo dell’Arco & P. Baldacci, Giorgio de Chirico. Parigi 1924 – 1929. Dalla nascita del Surrealismo al crollo di Wall Street, Milan, 1982, 
pp. 50, 269, 270 & 349 (illus. p. 50).
M. Fagiolo dell’Arco, ed., L’opera completa di De Chirico 1908 – 1924, Milan, 1984, p. 113, no. 217 (illus. p. 114; dated ‘1923-24’). 
M. Fagiolo dell’Arco, De Chirico, Gli anni Venti, Milan, 1986, p. 88 (illus.)
P. Baldacci, Giorgio de Chirico: Betraying the Muse. De Chirico and the Surrealists, Milan, 1994, p. 109 (illus. p. 110, fig. 99). 
P. Baldacci, De Chirico. 1888 – 1919. La metafisica, Milan, 1997, p. 421, no. A 13 (illus.; with erroneous dimensions). 
P. Baldacci & G. Roos, De Chirico, exh. cat., Palazzo Zabarella, Padua, 2007, p. 122, no. 29 (illus. p. 123). 
M.G. Messina, ‘Giorgio de Chirico. Padua’, in The Burlington Magazine, vol. 149, no. 1251, June 2007, p. 435. 
D. de Temmerman, et. al, Urvater: Histoire d’une Collection, Oostkamp, 2013, p. 106 (illus. fig. 88) and p. 192 (illus. fig. 164). 

This work will be included in the forthcoming vol. II, tome 3 of the Catalogue Raisonné of the Work by Giorgio de Chirico (1908 – 1943), 
edited by Paolo Baldacci and Gerd Roos and published by Archivio dell’Arte Metafisica (Milan) and Allemandi editore (Turin), 
anticipated in Nov. 2023.

Exhibited:
(Possibly) Paris, Galerie Surréaliste, Giorgio de Chirico, 15 Feb. – 1 March 1928. 
Brussels, Galerie L’Époque, Exposition Chirico, 1928, no. 6. 
New York, NY, Balzac Galleries, Exhibition of Paintings by G. De Chirico, 21 May – 14 June 1930, no. 12.
Berlin, Galerie Alfred Flechtheim, Giorgio de Chirico, 19 Oct. – Nov. 1930, no. 31. 
Brussels, Galerie Georges Giroux, Exposition Anniversaire, 1911 – 1946: Trente-Cinq Ans d’Activité, Sept. – Oct. 1946, no. 35 (titled 
Composition).  
Antwerp, Koninklijk Museum Voor Schone Kunsten, Kunst van Heden L’Art Contemporain, 14 May – 12 June 1955, no. 145.
Otterlo, Kröller-Muller Museum, La Collection Urvater, June – Sept. 1957, no. 15; this exhibition then travelled to Liège, Musée 
des Beaux-Arts, 1957.
Leicester, Museum and Art Gallery (Arts Council touring exhibition), Paintings from the Urvater Collection, 13 Sept. – 4 Oct. 1958, 
no. 8; this exhibition later travelled to York, City of York Art Gallery, 11 Oct. – 1 Nov. 1958; and London, Tate Gallery, 12 Nov. 
– 14 Dec. 1958. 
Belgrade, Art Pavilion, Nadrealisti i apstraktni: Zbirka Urvater, 7-21 April 1959, no. 15; this exhibition later travelled to Zagreb, 
Moderna Galerija, 29 April – 14 May 1959.
Turin, Galleria Gissi, Maestri del ‘900, 1967, no. 135. 
Turin, Galleria Civica d’Arte Moderna, Le muse inquietanti. Maestri del Surrealismo, Nov. 1967 – Jan. 1968, no. 149.  
Padua, Palazzo Zabarella, De Chirico, 20 Jan. – 27 May 2007, no. 29. 
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GIORGIO DE CHIRICO (1888 – 1978) 

Mercurio e i metafisici (Mercury and the Metaphysicists), Nov. 1920 (verso) with 
Il Ritorno del figliol prodigo, March 1924 (recto; see separate entry, above)

tempera on canvas
105 x 70 cm. (41 1/3 x 27 ½ in.)
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Provenance:
(Probably) commissioned by Mario Broglio (1891 – 1948), Milan, 1920.
The Artist, returned from the above in 1922. 
Paul Éluard, Paris, received circa May 1924 with Il figliol prodigo painted recto.
For continued provenance, please refer to the above entry for Il Ritorno del figliol prodigo.

Literature:
Inventory of works by De Chirico in the Broglio Collection between 1918-22 as Statua verde con quattro figure, Fondo 
Valori Plastici, S.3, UA62, G. de Chirico, Sottofascicolo 2, UD 4, Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna, 
Rome. 
Das Junge Italien, exh. cat., Kestner Gesellschaft, Hanover, 1921, n.p., no. 18. 
P. Baldacci & G. Roos, De Chirico, exh. cat., Palazzo Zabarella, Padua, 2007, p. 122, no. 39 (illus. 
fig. 71). 
M.G. Messina, ‘Giorgio de Chirico. Padua’, in The Burlington Magazine, vol. 149, no. 1251, June 2007, 
pp. 435-36 (illus. in colour, p. 436). 

This work will be included in the forthcoming vol. II, tome 3 of the Catalogue Raisonné of the Work by 
Giorgio de Chirico (1908 – 1943), edited by Paolo Baldacci and Gerd Roos and published by Archivio 
dell’Arte Metafisica (Milan) and Allemandi editore (Turin), anticipated in Nov. 2023.

Exhibited:
Milan, Gallerie Arte, Jan. 1921. 
Berlin, Nationalgalerie, Das Junge Italien, April – May 1921, no. 18; this exhibition later travelled to 
Hanover, Kestner Gesellschaft, Das Junge Italien, 22 May – 19 June 1921; and Dresden, Kunstausstellung 
Emil Richter, Oct. – Nov. 1921. 
[After this date, the painting entitled Il Ritorno del figliol prodigo on the recto of this canvas was exhibited 
as noted above, until 2007.]
Padua, Palazzo Zabarella, De Chirico, 20 Jan. – 27 May 2007, no. 39 [both recto and verso].
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1) MERCURIO E I METAFISICI (STATUA DI MERCURIO CHE RIVELA AI METAFISICI I MISTERI DEGLI DEI / STATUA 
VERDE CON QUATTRO FIGURE), 1920

The execution of a painting on the back of an existing canvas is a relatively rare thing, but it is extremely 
rare in the case of De Chirico, by whom only one other large painting similar to this one, executed at 
the beginning of 1925, is extant.1  In fact, in April of that year, the crates with the works destined for 
the dedicated exhibition to be held from 6 to 30 May at the Galerie de l’Effort Moderne, arranged by 
Léonce Rosenberg, were sent from Rome to Paris. One of the paintings, titled Légionnaire romain dans le 
pays conquis (92 x 73 cm), had been painted a few months earlier on the back of a composition generally 
known as The Departure of the Argonauts, painted in Milan in June 1909.2

On both these occasions De Chirico reused previously painted canvases to save money during a period 
of extreme poverty3, but he was careful to keep the original paintings intact. In the case of the Argonauts, 
the work was in fact an important step on his youthful path, at the threshold of metaphysics. Regarding 
Mercurio e i Metafisici, now the verso of another painting, only three years earlier he had written, in the 
brief introduction to the catalogue of his solo show in Milan4, that the painting was ‘a rare thing, 
destined for a few and of great destiny’ 

Let’s begin with this work, painted in Florence towards 
the end of 1920, to illustrate the rare and extraordinary 
case of two paintings of great importance sharing the 
same canvas, which we now have the opportunity to 
admire.5

The theme of Mercurio e i Metafisici was developed in 
1920 by De Chirico in two versions, one of which is 
now lost. Why Mercury, the Roman interpretation of 
the Greek Hermes? Because Hermes is a god who, for 
an artist steeped in classical culture like De Chirico, 
meant a great deal from an allegorical and symbolic 
point of view and therefore allowed him to play with 
certain topics. Mercury or Hermes is a specialist in 
enigmas and mysteries, as well as in the science that 

1. Much more frequent is the reuse of a canvas already begun or 
even finished, by covering the underlying composition, which De 
Chirico generally did not wish to preserve, with a coat of white 
lead or another colour.
2. P. Baldacci & G. Roos, eds., Catalogue Raisonné of the work of 
Giorgio de Chirico, Turin, vol. I, part 1, pp. 90-99. Today the Légionnaire romain no longer exists because it was destroyed during 
a theft. For the entire story with illustrations of the two paintings, see the Catalogue Raisonné.
3. Between 1919 and the beginning of 1925 De Chirico went through periods of extreme poverty. The war had almost 
eliminated the family’s capital which was invested in government bonds. What remained was barely enough to support his 
mother and the sales of paintings in Italy were almost non-existent until the arrival of Paul and Gala Éluard in Rome at the 
end of 1923.
4. Mostra personale del pittore Giorgio de Chirico, exh. cat., Galleria Arte, Milan, 29 Jan. – 12 Feb. 1921, no. 21.
5. The painting was presented for the first time in public on the occasion of the exhibition De Chirico, curated by P. Baldacci 
& G. Roos, at the Palazzo Zabarella, Padua, 20 Jan. – 27 May 2007, no. 39 (exhibition catalogue published by Marsilio 
Editore, Venice).

1. Giorgio De Chirico, Autoritratto con Mercurio, 
1923, tempera on canvas, 64.8 x 50 cm., Private 
Collection

PAOLO BALDACCI
`
TWO MASTERPIECES BY GIORGIO DE CHIRICO (NOVEMBER 1920 AND MARCH 
1924) RECTO AND VERSO OF THE SAME CANVAS
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is capable of interpreting them, hermeneutics (the adjective ‘hermetic’ also derives from this root). 
His main responsibility was to be the herald (ἄγγελος in ancient Greek) of the gods, a sort of angel 
sent to bring the irrevocable decisions of Mount Olympus to lower divinities or to mankind. Playing 
on his family name, derived from the Greek kérux (κῆρυξ, also meaning herald or messenger), and 
seeing himself as the herald of a new art, De Chirico painted a famous self-portrait in 1923 in which he 
likened himself to Mercury (fig. 1). Several of the god’s additional traits also appealed to De Chirico. 
For instance, Hermes possessed ingenuity and inventiveness in the arts: from the shell of a large turtle, 
he drew the lyre, the first stringed instrument, which allowed Apollo to win the dispute with the satyr 
Marsyas, who played a primitive bagpipe, thereby asserting the supremacy of Apollonian art, governed 
by reason, over Dionysian art, driven by emotion alone. He also invented the flute and the mouth 
accordion, and in practical life he showed few scruples, as he protected thieves and swindlers and did 
not hold back from devising clever tricks to cheat or rob his Olympic companions himself, thereby 
exhibiting a bit of that Levantine character that Giorgio himself and his mother had inherited from 
their ancestors and from the long administrative and political practices of the family in Constantinople.

Mercury therefore plays a key role in both De 
Chirico’s metaphysical and later periods (think 
of Le Rêve de Tobie (fig. 2), in which the column 
of mercury used to measure the temperature 
alludes to the god as well as to the artist, and 
to his function as a messenger, who with 
metaphysical art heals the artistic ‘blindness’ 
of the casual observer).6 In the two versions of 
Mercurio e i Metafisici, the god – the alter ego of 
De Chirico himself – performed his function 
as a messenger and mentor who teaches new 
painters the metaphysical secrets of the gods 
(the second version had both a shorter Latin 
title – Mercurius docet – and a longer one – 
Mercurius deorum arcana metaphysicos docet – which 
provoked some irony among the German 
commentators).

Disappointed by the intellectual environment 
of Rome, where he had arrived from Ferrara on 
New Year’s Eve 1919, De Chirico left the city in 
the last week of October 1920. After a brief stop 
in Florence to meet Giovanni Papini, at that time the most influential Italian writer, and to greet the 
painters Ottone Rosai and Ardengo Soffici, he joined his brother Alberto Savinio and his mother in 
Milan, settling in November in a marginal neighbourhood at the end of Corso di Porta Romana and, 
finally, in early December, in a very central apartment in Via del Lauro 2, behind La Scala and near the 
Brera. Here, and later in Florence, he began to experiment in how to convey the values of metaphysical 
painting in new forms of expression closer to the Post-War ideological climate.    
 
In the exhibition referenced in note 4, which opened in Milan on 21 January 1921, De Chirico 
presented twenty-six paintings divided into two sections: Opere giovanili (Youthful works), ten pictures 
executed between the end of 1909 and mid-1915, and Opere dell’ultimo periodo (Recent works), sixteen 

6. The title of the painting (The Dream of Tobias) refers to the biblical tale in which the young Tobias cures his father of 
blindness with the liver of a fish, following the instructions of the angel (messenger) sent to him by God. The enigmatic 
word AIDEL written beside the mercury column comes from the Greek a-idelon (invisible): in other words, the metaphysical 
arts allow people to see what is generally invisible. 

2. Giorgio De Chirico, Le Rêve de Tobie, 1917, oil on canvas, 
58.5 x 48 cm., Private Collection
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pictures executed between spring 1919 and winter 1920 in Rome, Milan and Florence. The Youthful works, 
only seven of which are identifiable, were the very few metaphysical paintings still owned by him or 
remaining under his control. Writing in the catalogue foreword about the most representative pictures 
in the first group, he observed that those were works to which he attributed ‘a high spiritual value [...] 
which I believe few painters have reached so far’. With regards to the second section that included the 
works of the last two years, he pointed out that the two paintings dedicated to Mercurio e i Metafisici were 
the most important in the entire group: 

‘As for the spiritual side of my painting, there is a lot to say. [...] Those who follow me must have 
understood by now what I want and what I am looking for. Among my latest works I believe 
that certain imaginations such as the two versions of Mercurio e i Metafisici, are rare things 
and destined for a few. Therefore [they are] works of great destiny; I know it and I am relaxed 
and happy […]’. 

The list of the sixteen pictures exhibited in Milan is one of our main information sources on De 
Chirico’s work and purposes in the years 1919 and 1920. He made a selection of figure paintings (self-
portraits, portraits and larger compositions, excluding still lifes) which recorded the most significant 
developments in that period. 

While in Rome, during the summer of 1919, De Chirico began studying the Old Masters in the Borghese 
Gallery (fig. 3), experimenting with a thicker impasto of oil painting which he continued to use in 
Milan, where he arrived at the end of October. Here there were days of settling down until at least 6 
November, when he announced to Ottone Rosai that he had returned to work, but without mentioning 
the paintings he had begun. However, in a letter to Soffici dated 8 December, he wrote: ‘I made a good 
self-portrait (fig. 4) with a statue at the back [...]. I’m also working on other paintings with figures’. 

Speaking of ‘other paintings with figures’, De Chirico refers to a great horizontal Return of the Prodigal 
Son (fig. 5), a picture he worked on from late November 1919, full of quotations from the Old Masters 
arranged in a landscape composed of metaphysical architecture. Despite his research into materials, a 
subject that fascinated him, many technical problems remained unresolved, and conservation issues 
have in fact arisen over time in those paintings, including a darkening of the pigments and exaggerated 
craquelure.

3. Titian, Sacred and Profane Love, 1514, oil on canvas, 118 x 279 cm., Borghese Gallery, Rome
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4. Giorgio De Chirico, Autoritratto con statua 
sul fondo, 1919, oil on canvas, 81 x 66 cm., 
Private Collection

5. Giorgio De Chirico, Il Ritorno del figliol prodigo, 1919, tempera on canvas, 80 x 99 cm., Private Collection, courtesy of Clau-
dia Gian Ferrari, Milan
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At the end of March, disappointed by the results of his work, De Chirico left Milan and moved to 
Florence where he tried to master the secret of pictorial materials, which he then called ‘the divine 
impasto of the Old Masters’ (‘la divina pasta degli antichi’).

The move to Florence changed the situation quickly. The Milan exhibition, scheduled for November 
1920, was rescheduled to the following January, and De Chirico explored a new manner of painting, 
having learned the Renaissance technique of egg tempera from the Russian painter and restorer Nikolai 
Nikolaevich Lokhoff: ‘while I was copying at the Uffizi Museum the Holy Family by Michelangelo, I met 
the Russian painter Nicola Locoff [sic] who explained to me how many ancient paintings, which look 
like oil paintings, are actually varnished egg-yolk temperas. Tempera tempted me, I started looking for 
recipes of this technique and for a few years I painted in tempera’ (fig. 6). 

In daily contact with the ancients in Florence, De Chirico, gifted as he was with a remarkable eye and a 
fine interpretative intelligence, recognised in them, almost rarefied and diluted but strongly present, 
many of the elements that made up the backbone of metaphysical aesthetics: the anti-naturalism imposed 
by the contour line, the strangeness conferred by the skies and idealised atmospheres, the sense of 
mystery inherent in the colours and in the profound richness of the materials. In a few months his aim 
changed and he no longer sought to establish a second metaphysical phase by combining elements of 

6. Michelangelo Buonarroti, Holy Family, also known as Tondo Doni, 1505-06, tempera on panel, 120 cm. (diameter), Uffizi 
Gallery, Florence
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7. Raffaello Sanzio, Estasi di Santa Cecilia, c. 1514, oil 
transferred from panel to canvas, 220 x 136 cm., 
Pinacoteca Nazionale di Bologna, Bologna

8. Bartolomeo Suardi, called Bramantino, 
Crocefissione, 1503-11, oil on canvas, 372 x 270 cm., 
Pinacoteca di Brera, Milan

new and old iconography. Rather, he decided to 
resurrect those atmospheres of magical suspension 
present in their works, stealing the secrets from 
the ancients – the Greeks, the Romans, and the 
Italians and Germans of the Renaissance – and 
inserting them, like a perennial metafisica, into his 
sophisticated postmodern intellectual system.

Again, in the Preface to the Milan exhibition 
catalogue, he takes Mercury and the Metaphysicians as 
an example of the surreal atmosphere he reached 
through his new pictorial technique: ‘In my last 
paintings, like [...] the two versions of the Statua 
di Mercurio che rivela ai metafisici i misteri degli dei, one 
will find that tendency to bright painting and 
transparent colour, that dry sense of pictorial 
matter, which I call Olympic and which had its 
highest results in the work of Botticelli and in that 
of early Raphael’.

The painting, publicly rediscovered in 2007, 
was identified only thanks to the descriptions 
of contemporary art critics (1921) and above all 
thanks to the observations of Margherita Sarfatti, 
according to whom the painting emulated the 
composition of Raphael’s Santa Cecilia in the 
Pinacoteca di Bologna (fig. 7).7 In fact, in this 
extraordinary and surreal composition De 
Chirico has adopted the structure of the Santa 
Cecilia, with a central figure who looks skyward 
and four monumental attendants on the sides. 
But no one has previously observed, however, 
that he was also inspired by Bartolomeo Suardi, 
il Bramantino, more so than by Raphael, to give 
the scene that unknown and morbidly disturbing 
element that constitutes its modernity, beyond the 
didactic assumption. 

Limiting ourselves to the paintings that the artist, 
as a frequent visitor to Milanese art galleries since 
1908, could have seen personally and not in the 
scarce and bad reproductions of the time, we 
are struck by the apparent absent-mindedness, 
compared to one another, of the main figures of 
the composition, an attitude that we also often 
find in the works of Bramantino and that is found 
in two or three monumental figures wrapped in 
the coloured cloaks in the Crocefissione in the Brera, 
who seem more absorbed in their plastic function than in the lamentation of Christ (fig. 8). 

7. For the critical comments on the paintings in the 1921 exhibition, see the catalogue of the Padua exhibition, op. cit., p. 
148 (no. 39).
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As for the strange green hue of the statue of Mercury, which looks like oxidised bronze, it is certainly 
the most intriguing element in the whole picture, and I cannot deny the conviction that it derives from 
the two figures of the corpse and of the great toad lying on the proscenium of the Madonna in trono con 
sant’Ambrogio e san Michele in the Pinacoteca Ambrosiana (fig. 9). Furthermore, in the profile head seen 
second from left in De Chirico’s painting, we cannot exclude an echo of the reddish-blonde profile 
of the Archangel Michael from the large panel in the Ambrosiana. In Bramantino, in fact, more than 
in many others, De Chirico could rediscover architecture that was strangely metaphysical, and that 
‘human absence in man’ which is one of the cornerstones of the metaphysical spectrality.

9. Bartolomeo Suardi, called Bramantino, Madonna in trono con sant'Ambrogio e san Michele, c. 1515-1520, tempera and oil on 
panel, 122 x 157cm., Pinacoteca Ambrosiana, Milan
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2) IL RITORNO DEL FIGLIOL PRODIGO, 1924

Once the Milan exhibition came to an end in February 1921, De Chirico handed over to Mario Broglio, 
founder of the organisation Valori Plastici and director of the homonymous magazine, a group of paintings 
and drawings, including the two versions of Mercurio e i Metafisici, for a series of travelling exhibitions in 
Germany, entitled Das Junge Italien. Beginning at the Nationalgalerie in Berlin (7 April – early May), the 
exhibition then moved on to the Kestner Gesellschaft in Hanover (22 May – 19 June); and to Hamburg, 
Göttingen and the Kunsthausstellung Emil Richter in Dresden (dates unknown). Following the return 
of the paintings from Germany, at the end of 1921 or beginning of 1922, there was a new exchange 
of works, sold or delivered, between De Chirico and 
Broglio, on the occasion of the exhibition Fiorentina 
Primaverile, which was to open in April (but where, 
however, neither of the two versions of Mercurio e i 
Metafisici was exhibited). Our work, which must have 
been the smallest, appears, in fact, for about a year, in 
Broglio’s personal picture gallery, registered with the 
descriptive title Statua verde con quattro figure (fig. 10). We 
do not know exactly when the painting was returned 
to the artist. After the exhibition in Florence, in fact, 
De Chirico began to disengage himself from Broglio 
and the Valori Plastici group, relying instead on the 
Florentine art historian Giorgio Castelfranco, who, 
in 1923, became his exclusive representative. It was in 
the context of the ending of relations with Valori Plastici 
that this version of Mercurio e i Metafisici reappeared in 
De Chirico’s possession.

Let’s now focus on the circumstances that led to the 
creation of the second painting, circumstances which 
are closely linked to De Chirico’s resumption of 
his contacts in France and to his decision to return 
to Paris at the end of 1924 (fig 11) and settle there 
definitively the following year. 

10. Inventory of artworks by De Chirico in Broglio’s 
personal collection (Mercurio e i metafisici is there titled 
Statua verde con quattro figure). Courtesy of the Galleria 
Nazionale d’Arte Moderna e Contemporanea, Rome, 
su concessione del Ministero dei Beni e delle Attività 
Culturali e del Turismo. Riproduzione vietata

11. First Surrealist Group at the 
Bureau Central de Recherches 
Surréalistes, 15 Rue de Grenelle, on 
11 Oct. 1924, photograph by Man 
Ray, published on the cover of the 
first issue of La Révolution Surréaliste, 1 
Dec. 1924 (Standing: Jacques Baron, 
Raymond Queneau, André Breton, 
Jacques-André Boiffard, Giorgio De 
Chirico, Roger Vitrac, Paul Éluard, 
Philippe Soupault, Robert Desnos, 
Louis Aragon. Seated: Pierre Naville, 
Simone Breton, Max Morise, Marie-
Louise Soupault)
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From December 1921 in Rome, De Chirico was in correspondence with André Breton for the sale to 
him and to other friends from the Dada group Littérature of the numerous works he had left in his studio 
in rue Campagne-Première after leaving Paris for Italy at the end of May 1915.1 Unfortunately we do not 
have the letters sent by Breton because De Chirico did not keep his correspondence, but we understand, 
from the replies, that De Chirico was extremely flattered by Breton’s praise, and by the appreciation 
of the group. This encouragement satisfied him after the general inattention, if not hostility, of the 
Italian critics, and prompted him, in exchange for this admiration, to sell his works at very low prices. 
At the time, in France, there was an ongoing hunt for De Chirico’s works among future members of 
the Surrealist group, partly to collect and partly to sell (let’s not forget that Breton was then in charge 
of advising purchases for the extraordinary collection of Jacques Doucet). The correspondence with 
Breton, which developed between 1922 and 1923, focuses mainly on the availability of works from 
the metaphysical period to be sold to Doucet, who in 1922 bought the painting Le Revenant (1917-1918) 
through Breton. The relationship continued through ups and downs during 1923 and sometimes even 
extended to more recent works. In the meantime, a kind of competition was emerging in Paris between 
Breton (fig. 12), who was the first to come into contact with De Chirico, and Paul Éluard, who, coming 
from a wealthier background, had surpassed his friend in the number of paintings owned by buying 
directly from Paul Guillaume. 

It was this unacknowledged competition that prompted Éluard to travel to Rome with his wife Gala 
at the end of December 1923 to meet De Chirico and to draw directly from the source by visiting the 
Seconda Biennale Romana (open from 15 November) where the artist exhibited 18 works, including two 
of the first metaphysical masterpieces of 1909 (L’enigma dell’oracolo and L’enigma di un pomeriggio d’autunno). 
Once in Rome and having met De Chirico, the couple immediately bonded with him, thanks also to the 
initiative of Gala who showed interest in the painter’s new experiments, exchanging technical recipes 
with him to share with Max Ernst and sending him boxes of colours from Paris as a gift. The Éluards 
(fig. 13) got caught up in a frenzy of enthusiasm and bought no fewer than 16 paintings, including those 

1. On this topic see: A. Ensabella, ‘La métaphysique abandonnée à Paris. L’affaire Jean Paulhan’, in Ligeia – Dossier sur l’Art, 
XXXIII, no. 177-80, Jan. – June 2020, and in Studi OnLine, VII, no. 14, 1 July – 31 Dec. 2020.

12. André Breton in his Paris 
apartment with De Chirico’s 
Le Cerveau de l’Enfant, 1960, 
photograph by Ida Kar
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14. Giorgio De Chirico, Ritratto di Giorgio e Matilde Castelfranco, 
1924, unknown medium and size, Private Collection

taken or ordered from De Chirico directly, 
those purchased at the Biennale Romana and those 
bought from Giorgio Castelfranco (fig. 14), 
De Chirico’s patron and dealer in Florence.2  
They made no distinction, appreciating both 
recent pieces and metaphysical works alike, and 
managed to put together a truly remarkable 
group of works. Among those ordered directly 
from De Chirico were: a version of the Odisseo 
from 1922, a Trovatore (now in the Boijmans van 
Beuningen Museum, the third of a particularly 
successful series begun in 1917), a Revenant (a 
variant of Le Cerveau de l’enfant, 1914), a flagship 
of the Breton collection, and, finally, the 
Ritorno del figliol prodigo, the second version of a 
theme that in the Ferrara period had only been 
explored in a drawing and of which a tempera 
on canvas was realised in 1922 (fig. 15, now in 
the Museo del Novecento, Milan).3 For this 
painting De Chirico used the back of the canvas 
he had already used for Mercurio e i Metafisici.

From the documents in our possession, it seems that, of the four pictures ordered, the Ritorno del igliol 

2. For details of the works see G. Roos & M. Weidlich, ‘Giorgio de Chirico et la “Bande Breton”, 1918 – 1928’, in Ligeia – 
Dossier sur l’Art, XXXIII, no. 177-80, Jan. – June 2020, pp. 114-16.
3. The entire group of works ordered from De Chirico by the Éluards has been exhibited and is illustrated in colour in 
the catalogue of the aforementioned 2007 exhibition in Padua: Odisseo (no. 42, pp. 154-55, with the 1922 version in black 
and white); Il Trovatore (no. 25, pp. 116-17, with the previous versions from 1917 in colour p. 111 and from 1922 p. 115); Le 
Revenant (no. 17, pp. 98-99, with the version from 1914 Le Cerveau de l’enfant in colour p. 97); Il ritorno del figliol prodigo (no. 29, 
pp. 122-23, with the previous version from 1922 and the drawing from 1917 on pp. 120-21).

13. Gala and Paul Éluard, 
1927, photographer 
unknown
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prodigo was begun last. In a letter written to Gala 
and Paul Éluard between the end of January and 
the beginning of February, De Chirico informs 
Gala that the Ulisse is almost finished and that he 
is preparing the stretchers for the Trovatore and 
for the second version of the Le Cerveau de l’Enfant, 
while he confesses to Paul that, ‘to console 
himself for the moral emptiness that oppresses 
him following their departure’, he has started to 
work ‘with the fury of a Negro whipped by Belgian 
colonial officers’. In a second letter dated 10 
February he announces that the Trovatore and the 
second Le Cerveau de l’Enfant are almost finished, 
and adds that he does not love this title, bestowed 
by Paul Guillaume, as for him the picture was 
intended to represent a Revenant, the ghost of his 
dead father. However, it is in the yet unpublished 
letter to Éluard dated 1 March that we finally 
find mention of the Ritorno del figliol prodigo. De 
Chirico apologises for the delay due to his need 
to finish a large painting destined for the Venice 
Biennale and writes that, in a few days, as soon as 
that work is finished, he will return to take care of 
the order received in January. He also writes that 
he decided to organise only one shipment with 
the Trovatore, the Ritorno del figliol prodigo, the Ulisse 
and the Ritornante, together with the Diana al riposo, 
the first painting purchased by the Éluards in De 
Chirico’s studio in Rome. He adds that the Ulisse 
was completed while the Ritornante and the Figliol 
Prodigo were only just started. The paintings were 
actually shipped to Paris between late April and 
early May.

The biblical theme of the prodigal son was for De 
Chirico first envisioned in 1917 in Ferrara (fig. 
16), and develops, depending on the occasion 
and the inclinations, two different metaphors: 
on one side the return to classical traditions 
after the iconoclastic fury of the avant-gardes 
and, on the other, the reunion of the son with 
his father, which is at the same time an allegory 
of the confluence between past and future. This 
second aspect is the one that prevails both in the 
Ferrara drawing and in the 1922 painting in the 
Museo del Novecento in Milan, as well as in this 
version dated 1924. As in the Trovatore now in 
the Boijmans Museum (fig. 17), instead of a view 
from above, De Chirico adopts a ground level 
perspective that enhances the monumentality of 
the figures and leaves a substantial space for a 

15. Giorgio De Chirico, Il Figliol Prodigo, 1922, 
tempera on canvas, 87 x 59 cm., Museo del 
Novecento, Milan

16. Giorgio De Chirico, Il figliol prodigo, 1917, 
pencil on paper, 31 x 20 cm., formerly Rothschild 
Collection, New York, NY
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cloudy and romantic sky. As in other cases, the father is white and evanescent like a cloud, but many 
details emphasise a human emotion that was absent elsewhere: both characters cry on each other’s 
shoulder and the almost naturalistic detail of the curly hairs surrounding the balding head of the old 
man tenderly emphasises a personal memory. The building at right recalls contemporary architecture 
while the hilly landscape in the distance is an echo of memory and the passage of time.

The painting, made using a sophisticated technique that overlays a thin infrastructure of linear marks 
similar to those of a drypoint on the so-called tempera grassa, conveys an intense sense of pathos and 
includes the most personal elements of all the works dedicated to this theme. Not only because the 
death of his father, in 1905, had caused a strong trauma followed by persistent melancholic depressions 
and physical disturbances in the sixteen-years-old De Chirico, but above all because the influential 
and affectionate paternal figure had been replaced by a cold and authoritarian mother who had always 
preferred, without attempting to hide it, his younger brother. In this series of paintings, as well as in 
recurring male figural monuments in the metaphysical paintings, we therefore find the continuous 
nostalgic expression of the need to reunite with the paternal figure, which is one of the cornerstones of 
De Chirico’s artistic inspiration and imagery.

17. Giorgio De Chirico, Il Trovatore, c. 1924, oil on canvas, 
100 x 65 cm., Boijmans Van Beuningen Museum, Rotterdam
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THE TWO WORKS IN RELATION TO METAPHYSICAL PAINTING AND TO THAT OF THE 
SECOND PART OF THE 1920S

The question we must now ask ourselves is how these two paintings fit in relation to the previous 
metaphysical phase of the artist, what is their relationship to the expressive styles with which De Chirico 
was experimenting in those years, how they relate to the series of paintings he would exhibit in Paris in 
the second half of the 1920s, and finally, how they were acknowledged by his patron Éluard and by the 
Surrealist environment. To answer these questions we must say a few words about De Chirico’s early 
career, about the purpose he felt he had to assign to his work (which he summarised using the term 
‘metaphysics’), and eventually about the reasons that led him, between 1919 and 1924, to seek new paths 
and to renew himself while maintaining his main identity, which was that of being a painter of concepts 
and sensations, rather than of forms.

DE CHIRICO’S EARLY CAREER

Just to start, we have to say that De Chirico’s fascination with the classical world is rooted in his origins 
and was stimulated by his early life in Greece, where he was born in Volos, capital of Thessaly, second son 
of Baron Evaristo de Chirico (Istanbul 1841 – Athens 1905), a railway engineer, and Gemma Cervetto 
(Izmir 1852 – Rome 1937). His family was a merchant family of Greek origin that moved to Sicily at 
the very beginning of 16th century and, after taking refuge in 17th century in the Dalmatian Republic of 
Ragusa (Dubrovnik), settled down circa 1710/20 in Constantinople as diplomatic representative of the 
Republic of Ragusa. In the early 19th century Giorgio’s great-grandfather took care of the establishment 
of the new Embassy of the Kingdom of Sardinia and Piedmont in Constantinople and became the head 
of the inner staff. During the Risorgimento and the Second War of Independence (1858 – 1859) the De 
Chirico family moved to Italy and acquired Italian citizenship 
within the new Italian Kingdom (1861). The young Evaristo 
completed his studies in Florence and Turin, but in the mid 
‘70s he went back to Turkey and the Balkan countries, finally 
establishing in Greece the centre of his business. Volos, the 
port city on the mainland where the family lived, was said to 
be the site of the departure of Jason and the Argonauts, who 
sailed the Mediterranean in search of the Golden Fleece. 
Following the death of the family patriarch, Evaristo, in 1905, 
De Chirico and his younger brother (who later earned fame 
as an author, painter and composer under the pseudonym 
Alberto Savinio) relocated with their mother to Germany 
(fig. 18). De Chirico became a student at the Academy of 
Fine Arts in Munich in 1906, and integrated into the late 
romantic German culture, highly represented at that time by 
Richard Wagner in music as well as by Arnold Böcklin and Max 
Klinger in painting. Having left Munich in May 1909 without 
completing his academic studies, he settled with the brother 
and their mother in Milan and then Florence for a period of 
more than two and a half years. In Italy he and his brother 
discovered the philosophy of Nietzsche and Schopenhauer and 
established the basis of the metaphysical artistic theory (the 
first metaphysical paintings were painted here in late Autumn 
1909). Alberto moved to Paris in late January 1911 and Giorgio 
joined him in mid-July. It was there that he met in Spring 
1913 the poet Guillaume Apollinaire, who introduced him 
to Picasso and the artistic circle of ‘Les Soirées de Paris’ and 
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19. Guillaume Apollinaire in 
the atelier of Pablo Picasso, 
1910, photographer unkown

opposite: 18. Giorgio De 
Chirico, 1907, Munich, 
photograph by Fritz Gartz

became his strongest supporter (fig. 19). At the same time his brother gained fame as composer in the 
Russian Ballets milieu. In 1914 Giorgio started working with the gallery owner Paul Guillaume who 
became in the second half of the year his official dealer until mid-1917. When Italy entered the First 
World War alongside France and Great Britain in late May 1915, Giorgio and his brother left Paris and 
settled down in Ferrara, a magnificent Renaissance city, to complete a period of military service. The 
Ferrarese years (June 1915 – Dec. 1918) later came to be known as the Metaphysical period, although 
in fact the Metaphysical style has to be dated much earlier, to the artist’s time in Italy and in Paris. 
Indeed, the Autumn 1909 painting Enigma di un pomerigio d’autunno might be considered De Chirico’s 
first truly Metaphysical work (fig. 20). De Chirico started using the term ‘metafisico’ in 1912 as an 
adjective to describe the main feature of his paintings, and this same term was adopted by Guillaume 
Apollinaire in his first article dedicated to De Chirico published on 9 Oct. 1913 in L’Intransigeant, where 
the author describes De Chirico’s urban landscapes as ‘étrangement métaphysiques’ (metaphysical but 
in different and strange way). As a matter of fact, the term ‘metafisica’ used in painting simply means 
that the spiritual side of the world and of things should not be sought beyond the physical world but 
in things themselves. The mystery is not beyond the earth but in the earth, as De Chirico wrote in 
1912: ‘There are many more enigmas in the shadow of a man walking under the sun than in all past, 
present and future religions’. The discovery of this ‘language of things’ is combined into a new way of 
seeing and representing that uses the evocative abilities that images possess, just as in modern poetry the 
word does not have a unique and only descriptive meaning but also a psychological value and material 
sound. All of this means that metaphysical painting does not seek the naturalistic representation of 
things and human beings but makes extensive use of archetypes, symbols and metaphors. The language 
of metaphysical painting, as it was later noted by the Surrealists, allows one to show what cannot be 
seen: for example, through particular combinations of images, it can induce in the viewer the intuitive 
perception of a philosophical concept or a feeling. ‘To paint the thought’, as Magritte would later say.
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Having mastered this language, in the years spent in Paris (1911 – 1915) De Chirico developed a series 
of themes concerning his dualistic conception of the world, his need to conquer a precise cultural and 
civil identity and a personal vision of art as a poetic and prophetic language, summarised in 1914 in the 
figure of the faceless mannequin, which represents the artist himself, endowed with a superior vision 
(fig. 21). Feelings of loneliness, abandonment and mysterious and fatal juxtapositions or contrasts 
of forces prevail in the Paris period, whereas in the paintings of Ferrara (1915 – 1918) he explores the 
aspects of madness and lack of sense of the world and things, even the most common things, which 
become ‘signs’ left alone and devoid of logical references: a lack of meaning that is emphasised through 
an increasing hyperrealist pictorial treatment of the represented objects. 

The movement generally called Scuola Metafisica 
took form in Spring 1917, when the former 
Futurist painter Carlo Carrà joined De Chirico in 
the hospital ‘Villa del Seminario’ near Ferrara (fig. 
22). The two became friends, and working aside 
him, Carrà took possession for some years of the 
same style. One year later Giorgio Morandi was also 
influenced by the solid appearance of De Chirico’s 
and Carrà’s shapes. However, the ‘metaphysical 
painting’ of Carrà and Morandi is a phenomenon 
of mainly formal and external quality, which 
had a large following both in Italy and abroad in 
the climate of the ‘ritorno all’ordine’, but, at the 
same time, does not have the same conceptual and 
philosophical basis as that of De Chirico.

20. Giorgio De Chirico, Enigma di un pomerigio d’autunno, 1909, oil on canvas, 45 x 60 cm., Private Collection

21. Giorgio De Chirico, The Seer, 1914-15, oil on canvas, 89,6 x 70 cm., The Museum of Modern Art, New York 
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THE TURNING POINT OF 1919, THE DISCOVERY OF THE ‘MAESTRI ANTICHI’ AND THE 
PERMANENCE OF THE METAPHYSICAL ASTONISHMENT

If on one hand De Chirico’s metaphysical painting was about to establish itself in France in the most 
advanced intellectual circles at the end of the war, on the other it was not successful in Italy, and, 
indeed, it was decidedly rejected and torn apart by some of the major critics. In fact, in the immediate 
Postwar period, any artistic phenomenon that could even remotely suggest an influence of German 
thought and philosophy was very much frowned upon. The concept of transferring literary methods 
and procedures into pictorial language, which was the greatest and most revolutionary innovation of De 
Chirico’s art and which would later inspire the Surrealists, was also rejected. 

But metaphysical painting, with its use of images taken from other cultural contexts, including those of 
the Classical tradition, and with its preference for a type of architectural and constructive composition, 
had also anticipated many characteristics of the ‘ritorno all’ordine’. If Picasso, in his stay in Rome in 1917, 
had quickly mastered the plastic strength of Raphael’s frescoes in the Vatican rooms, we must not forget 
that De Chirico had anticipated it by drawing inspiration from the skies and the symbolism of the circular 
buildings of Raphael and Bramante starting in winter of 1911-12, with the difference that Picasso was a 
painter of forms while De Chirico was a painter of concepts who, from his modern predecessors, such 
as Gauguin, Cézanne, Matisse and Picasso himself, could openly infer some perspective infringements 
or pictorial solutions, but from the ancients he tried above all to steal some spiritual secrets that were 
expressed through symbols.

Having never renounced his cultural foundations rooted in classical and above all pre-Socratic thought, 
De Chirico, when returning to turn his gaze to the ancients, did not follow a fashion of the moment 
but tried to understand through what means ancient painting, and above all that of the 1400s in Italy 
and Germany, had created a world rich in mystery and spirituality without the need to resort to those 
unusual combinations of images or literary devices characteristic of metaphysics (fig. 23). If we confine 
oursleves to his writings of 1919 – 1923 and do not let ourselves be diverted from the distorted image 
that he gave of these researches in his Memorie from 1945, we see that he identified two elements that 

22. Villa del Seminario, Ferrara, early 19th century, photographer unknown
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gave a particular charm to the painting of the 15th century and of the beginning of the 16th century: 
the ‘demone lineare’ (‘linear demon’) and the extraordinary preciousness of the pictorial materials. As he 
wrote in 1920, the linear drawing of the contours is a sign of an expressive aristocracy that characterises 
both primitive man and the modern painter: ‘there are primitive emotions that cannot be lost without 
running the serious risk of leaving every path of classicism. Thus the emotion of the troglodyte who 
traces the profile of the bison on the walls of the cave is classic, just as the emotion of a Douris, an 
Apelles or a Polygnoto is classic, and closer to us that of a Botticelli and of a Ghirlandaio, a Holbein 
and a Dürer’. The line, an anti-naturalistic element that prevents the figure from breaking up in the 
atmosphere, is entrusted with the task of revealing the demon, the soul of a thing or a person, which is 
what metaphysics defined as ‘the ghost’ or the ‘spectre’.

In this sense, although the reading and complete enjoyment of the painting and its composition are 
prevented by the central bar of the frame and much also by the side bars that suffocate the composition, 
the Mercurio e i Metafisici preserved on the back of our canvas is an excellent example of what De Chirico 
meant when he spoke of a ‘linear demon’: the composition is entirely aggregated around the central 
figure, through a concatenated system of lines that delimit volumes of drapery and figures completely 
absent from each other so as to seem inanimate presence around a statue that appears as the only 
living being (fig. 24). In the painting the ‘human absence in man’ triumphs, the human statue and the 
statue human which for De Chirico, according to an article on Valori Plastici from 1919, are one of the 
cornerstones of metaphysical aesthetics.

As for the preciousness of the pictorial material, De Chirico is here at the beginning of his Florentine 
research on tempera, and the material, which perhaps would require some light cleaning, is deliberately 
uniform and compact: an egg tempera with as little as possible of oily additives or emulsions.

23. Fra Angelico, The Annunciation, c. 1438-47, fresco, Convent of San Marco, Florence

opposite page: 24. Giorgio De Chirico, Mercurio e i metafisici (detail)
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The above is exactly the opposite of what happens in the 1924 painting Il Ritorno del figliol prodigo, which 
is a triumph of transparencies and romantic atmospheres, almost a three-dimensional embroidery 
printed on the sky that occupies almost the entire background and surrounds in its grey-pinkish shades 
the two characters, the buildings and nature itself. The subject is a typical metaphysical subject which 
has abandoned the ghostly atmospheres of the piazze of Ferrara and is entering everyday nature: a 
land strewn with small stones and some rare grass, distant hills populated by houses in which it is 
assumed that a normal life goes on. But the two huge characters in the foreground give a strong sense 
of disorientation because the mannequin isolated on a platform in the urban desert of Ferrara was 
certainly more at ease compared to these ones, which are moved into an environment that has many 
natural elements that highlight the strangeness of that white cloud-man and of that hybrid wanderer 
halfway between the faceless puppet and a beggar laden with strange objects (fig. 25). The effect of 
metaphysical estrangement and appearance is above all the result of a conceptual shifting that makes us 
find a certain thing where we would not expect it to be: a deer, in fact, appears normal to us in a forest 
but not if we find it alive in our living room. This is one of the principles of metaphysics that was later 
most exploited by artists like Magritte.
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These two paintings are therefore very relevant examples of how De Chirico’s experimentation in the 
early 1920s is still linked to the principles of metaphysical art.

The distance in between the above works and the paintings of the second half of the 1920s, which De 
Chirico would start to exhibit in May 1925 with Rosenberg and then in June 1926 with Paul Guillaume, 
is shorter than it seems. As Jean Cocteau wrote in his Mystère Laïc – essai d’étude indirecte in 1928: ‘Chirico 
n’est pas un paysagiste mais un dépaysagiste’, that is, a master of disorientation, of shifting. Horses 
and gladiators in the rooms, landscapes on the floor and cities on the table, furniture clustered on the 
slopes of a hill or in the middle of a landscape, and so on.

This concept of shifting is the basis of every pictorial surprise – just like Magritte’s big apple and 
toothbrush in the room – but, in the paintings of the so-called neoclassical period, De Chirico – and 
Picasso – apply it in a subtle and less evident way. When Picasso clearly alludes to the fullness of Raphael’s 
figures, to his incredibly light and elegant turgidity of faces, arms and hands, he never does it directly 
but by filtering it through other models such as Ingres, a chromolithography or a Pompeian painting. 
In this way he produces a stylistic shift that makes the work completely his. De Chirico does it too, 
with the unexpected method of taking images from the most varied cultural traditions, from posters 
to postcards or academic plasters (fig. 26). In his ‘return to the ancient’ nothing is truly ancient and 
everything is the result of a form of postmodern quotation, which manages to transfer the metaphysical 
surprise right into the works of the early 1930s.

26. Giorgio De Chirico, La Notte di Pericle, 
1926, oil on canvas, 93 x 62 cm., Cà 
Pesaro International Gallery of Modern 
Art, Venice, donated by Fondazione 
Chiara e Francesco Carraro

opposite: 25. Giorgio De Chirico, Il 
Ritorno del figliol prodigo (detail)
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It is evident that Paul Éluard (1895 – 1952), who had personally known neither De Chirico nor 
Apollinaire in the Parisian years (1913-1914) and who had entered the proto-Surrealist literary circles 
only between 1918 and 1919, appreciated and understood, together with his wife Gala whom he had 
married very young in 1917, De Chirico’s world during his trip to Italy at the end of 1923 and the 
beginning of ‘24, as this is well demonstrated by their extensive purchases and commissions of paintings 
(fig. 27). Some of these works were then sold at auction as early as 1924 to finance the trips of Gala 
and Max Ernst to Indochina, where Éluard, overwhelmed by a strong personal crisis, had taken refuge, 
but others passed shortly after through the Galerie Surréaliste, and entered the collecting market. The 
ideological break up, which was also of speculative and commercial nature, between De Chirico and 
André Breton was definitively consummated in the course of 1926 and the beginning of 1927, and 
also determined a division in the Surrealist movement, within which those who were in defense of De 
Chirico, like Jean Cocteau, were considered traitors. But this is another story.

Paolo Baldacci

Berthold Urvater (far right) chairing a board meeting with Il Ritorno del figliol prodigo, on display in the background

opposite: 27. Inventaire Marcenac, the inventory of 44 works by De Chirico in the collection of Paul and Gala Éluard, 1925
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