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Notes and Documents

Donatus Buongiorno’s Oil Paintings as Objects of Material 
Culture Documenting an Italian/American Life
JANICE CARAPELLUCCI

This essay describes the career of Italian immigrant artist Donatus Buongiorno 
(Figure 1) through his paintings. What started as genealogical research about 
my ancestor turned into a discovery of a talented, listed artist whose story 
stands in stark contrast to the overly generalized stereotype of Italian immi-
grants of the early 1900s as a horde of unskilled laborers (Comanducci 2016; 
Falk 1989, 114; Hughes 2002, 169; Mallett [1935] 1948, 60; Murray 2006, 19; 
Opitz 1983, 123; Soria 1993, 44).

Buongiorno immigrated to the United States in 1892 (by himself, though 
he later sponsored the immigration of nine family members) and he stayed for 
twenty-seven years. He worked as a painter during a period of major change in 
art history that manifested in New York City while he lived there. His studio 
was blocks away from the landmark Armory Show of 1913 and the Macbeth 
Gallery, which showcased modern art by Europeans and Americans. Though 
trained as an academician, and though most of his paintings are conventionally 
realistic in style, a few hint that he was aware of modern movements in art, such 
as impressionism, as is indicated by the rendering of the white fabrics in Figures 

left–right: Figure 1. Donatus Buongiorno, circa 1917, photograph, private collection.  
Figure 2. Sleeping Man, 1890, collection of author. Figure 3. Lucia, circa 1900, private collection.
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2 and 3. But his livelihood came from being slightly behind the curve, painting 
representational art for individuals and institutions.

Buongiorno’s career as an immigrant entrepreneur is impressive. He 
developed relationships with affluent individuals who commissioned portraits 
and with Roman Catholic priests who hired artisans to decorate churches. His 
business achievements defy another stereotype, that Italian immigrants weren’t 
as successful as the advantaged English-speaking, politically alert Irish or the 
education-focused Jews. Perhaps Italians’ success was just less visible. 

Biography of the Artist

Buongiorno was born in 1865 in Solofra, Avellino, Campania, Italy. Christened 
Donato, as he was known to family members and other Italians (and in vital 
records), he used the Latin “Donatus” in his American business dealings, 
perhaps as a marketing ploy to attract attention or to seem more “artistic.” 

His family was fairly well off. Some were literate (when schooling in Italy 
was not free) and owned property in Solofra and in Naples, where a Vicolo 
Buongiorno in the Porta Capuana neighborhood remains today. In Solofra, 
they were tailors, landlords, and midwives. The Neapolitan family members 
were jewelers.

In the 1880s, Buongiorno left Solofra for Naples, where he graduated from 
the Accademia di Belle Arti di Napoli (then the Royal Academy of Fine Arts of 
Naples) in 1890 and where he later taught. From 1892, when he first arrived in 
the United States, to 1931, Buongiorno traveled between Naples and New York 
City frequently, working in both countries. He died in 1935 near Naples. 

Buongiorno struggled at first for work in the United States, making commis-
sioned portraits and drawing designs in a wallpaper factory. By the 1900s, he 
had developed steady commissions painting religious subject murals and deco-
rating the interiors of Italian American Roman Catholic churches in New York 
City; Boston; Brattleboro, Vermont; and Indianapolis. 

He also taught painting in Corfu, Naples, New York City, Boston, and 
perhaps San Francisco (Bercovich 1931; Hughes 2002, 169; Murray 2006, 19). 
In 1911, he attended the Congresso Artistico Internazionale in Rome (Atti del 
Congresso Artistico Internazionale 1911, 17), while back in the United States 
one of his paintings was accepted into the prestigious, competitive annual exhi-
bition of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts in Philadelphia, the oldest 
art academy in the nation (Falk 1989, 114).

Buongiorno was naturalized as a U.S. citizen in 1898, perhaps to vote, as he 
demonstrated political savvy in his New York City activities (U.S. District Court 
1898, 69). He painted a commissioned mural of President William McKinley, 
which may have been exhibited at the Pan-American Exposition of 1901 in 
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Buffalo (Murray 2006, 19), and in 1908 he signed an artists’ petition to the U.S. 
Congress opposing tariffs on imported artwork (“The Brief of the American 
Free Art League” 1908, 116). McKinley was protariff, so Buongiorno’s ability 
to acquire that commission despite his difference of opinion indicates some 
possible maneuvering on his part.

Buongiorno wasn’t cowed by power in New York City. He sued, and won a 
judgment against, a celebrity—theater actor and producer William Faversham 
(“Faversham Sued by Volunteer Artist” 1908; “Business Troubles” 1908, 
12). He reported a studio theft to the police, despite being ridiculed by both 
the officers and the reporters who wrote up the story in several New York 
City newspapers. Patronizing descriptions of his “artistic hair” and “excited” 
demeanor display racist scorn routinely directed at Italian immigrants of the 
period (“Stolen: Perhaps a Rubens” 1907, 4).

Throughout his life, Buongiorno made easel paintings, which he sold 
out of his studios in New York City and Naples. They continue to come up 
for sale at regional auction houses today for modest prices, described as 
nineteenth-century Italian genre paintings. One painting I bought came with 
a handed-down story of how the consignor’s mother purchased it in Naples 
directly from the artist while she was on her Grand Tour, making me suspect 
that Buongiorno adjusted his persona to suit where he was selling.

Buongiorno also imported paintings—his own and by others—from 
Italy to the United States and sold them in New York City, San Francisco, and 
elsewhere. This explains his opposition to tariffs. He told my grandfather he 
“more than” paid for his own steamship tickets both ways (in cabin class, not 
steerage) from the profit he made reselling other artists’ paintings in New York 
City, even though he kept the value of the imports below the taxable minimum 
of $300 (Troisi 1970, 6).

Witnesses to his passport applications and other vital records, plus 
boarders he hosted in his homes (another source of income), were other 
educated, bilingual, Italian immigrant professionals of New York City: lawyers, 
artists, musicians, store owners, a photographer, and a customs house agent 
(Department of Commerce and Labor 1900; U.S. Department of State 1919).

Family Connections

Donato Buongiorno was brother to my great-grandmother Maria Michela 
Buongiorno (1854–1906). Her husband’s brother Carmine Troisi (1866–
1948) was a renowned priest—first pastor, later canonico (canon) and 
primicerio (archpriest)—of their historic, seventeenth-century, Neapolitan 
Baroque hometown church: La Collegiata di San Michele Arcangelo. In 1909, 
Donato Buongiorno worked on a restoration of the Collegiata church, and 
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the church hosted an exhibition of his 
paintings. Both activities were docu-
mented in publications of the time and 
following modern repairs necessitated 
by the 1980 Irpina earthquake (“Donato 
Buongiorno” 2017).

My maternal grandfather, Domenic 
M. Troisi (1894–1973), owned paintings 
by his Uncle Donato, which he displayed 
prominently in his home (Figure 4). 
Troisi also wrote a few paragraphs about 
Buongiorno in his memoir, which was 
the only record I had of the artist when 
I started my research nine years ago 
(Troisi 1970, 5–6). 

Buongiorno, though, has become 
more than a point of pride in the family. 
Listed in artist directories in Europe and the United States, he is of interest 
to scholars of art history, the history of the Catholic Church in the United 
States, the history of immigrant entrepreneurs, and students of material culture 
generally (Comanducci 2016; Murray 2006, 19; Opitz 1983, 123; Soria  
1993, 44).

Church Murals 

Starting in the 1900s, Buongiorno’s most consistent, largest, and presumably 
best-paying commissions were murals for Italian immigrant Roman Catholic 
churches. The paintings follow the iconographic “rules” of subject matter (halos 
on saints, dress appropriate for their stories, and required “props” included), 
and the figures’ poses are stiffer than those in easel paintings he made of 
everyday people.

Some commissions were completed on his own account (Levy 1925, 
428), and others were done as a subcontractor to another Italian immigrant 
mural painter, Giovanni Gioscio of Indianapolis, who may have introduced 
Buongiorno to this niche of the business.

Buongiorno earned fees of $500 to $4,000 for projects that took a few 
months to a few years (Gioscio 1910, 287–289; Gioscio 1921, n.p.; San Marco 
Society 1913, 212–213; Church of the Most Precious Blood 1914, 1915) 
to complete. His largest commission was for thirty murals titled Principal 
Episodes in the Life of Christ, of St. Francis of Assisi, and of St. Anthony of Padua 
in the Church of the Most Precious Blood at 113 Baxter Street, New York City 

Figure 4. La Porta Capuana, circa 1900, 
private collection.
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(Figure 5), which he executed from 1914 to 1917. Also in New York City, he 
painted Our Lady of Peace, the Madonna and Child mural behind the altar of 
the Church of Our Lady of Peace, 237 East 62nd Street, completed 1916–1917 
(installed 1920, Figure 6, extant, church closed in 2016). He fulfilled other 
church commissions in Boston and Brattleboro, the conditions of which are 
unknown (Levy 1925, 428).

Easel Paintings: What Do They Reveal?

These paintings are “looser” and more lively than Buongiorno’s church murals. 
Their content possibly tells us something about Buongiorno’s personal and 
business interests. Some suggest familiarity and intimacy with the subjects, 
and others are less personal. Especially intriguing are hints of Buongiorno’s 
attempts to make sellable images. 

One example: My ancestor artist painted many musicians, perhaps 
suggesting that he liked music and knew musicians. But note the difference 
between the guitar players in Figures 7 and 8, who look like actual people 
playing music that engages them, and the clichéd Dickens-like character of 
Figure 9 or the “jolly street musicians” trope of Figure 10. Figures 9 and 10 may 
be examples of Buongiorno painting for the commercial market. 

left: Figure 5. Scenes from the Life of Christ, 1914–1917, Church of the Most Precious Blood,  
New York, extant. right: Figure 6. Our Lady of Peace, 1916–1917, Church of Our Lady of  
Peace, New York, extant; church closed in 2016.
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Notes on the backs of paintings provide information about commissions, 
prior owners, prices, exhibitions, and where paintings were made, such as the 
reference to Indianapolis colleague Gioscio in Figure 11. Dimensions written 
on some canvases purchased in the United States suggest they were painted 
elsewhere (in Italy), shipped flat, and stretched after arriving in New York City. 
Some notes may be prices, suggesting that Buongiorno sold easel paintings for 
$5–$25 each.

Buongiorno’s 1919 passport application contains a clue in his own words. 
He states that he “made my living . . . painting Italian scenery and costumes,” 
perhaps like those in Figures 12 and 13 (U.S. Department of State 1919). These 
sitters may have been friends or family members from his hometown of Solofra.

My paintings conservator noticed blue outlines in several paintings and 
asked, “Did Donatus Buongiorno trace his images from a ‘master’ drawing? 
Did he ever paint subjects more than once?” The answer to both questions is 
yes. Presumably he repeated “best sellers,” as I have found multiple versions 
of several paintings. Figures 14 to 17, four images of the same man, were all 
painted by Buongiorno. 

top, left–right: Figures 7–10. Assorted easel paintings of musicians by Donatus Buongiorno, 
1890s–1920s, author’s and private collections. above, left–right: Figure 11. Verso of Elderly 
Couple with Brown Pot, circa 1890, author’s collection. Figure 12. Elderly Woman with Shawl,  
circa 1900, author’s collection. Figure 13. Elderly Couple with Brown Pot, circa 1890, author’s 
collection.
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Sometimes I am able to identify contemporaries via similar paintings. 
For example, the model seen in Figures 14 to 17 also appears in paintings by 
Vincenzo Busciolano and Raffaele Frigerio—seemingly from the same sitting, 
helping me pinpoint two artists Buongiorno probably knew.

Works Cited

Atti del Congresso Artistico Internazionale. 1911. April. Rome: Tipografia del Senato.
Bercovich, David. 1931. Auction Sale of Paintings, January 21st and 22nd, 1931. Oakland, CA. 
“Business Troubles.” 1908. The New York Times, May 27, 12. 
Church of the Most Precious Blood. 1914. Contract between Rev. Romano Simoni, Pastor, and 

Donatus Buongiorno, Contractor, for alterations, painting, and decorating the interior of the 
church, May 26, 1914. Archives of the Church of the Most Precious Blood, New York. 

Church of the Most Precious Blood. 1915. Contract between Rev. Romano Simoni, Pastor, and 
Donatus Buongiorno, Artist, for painting and decorating of the interior of the church, including 
murals, between January 1 and November 30, 1915. Archives of the Church of the Most Precious 
Blood, New York. 

Comanducci, A. M. 2016. Dizionario illustrato dei pittori, disegnatori e incisori italiani moderni e 
contemporanei. www.comanducci.it (accessed June 11, 2016).

Department of Commerce and Labor, Bureau of the Census. 1900. “1900 U.S. Census, population 
schedule. New York. New York County, Manhattan.” Enumeration District 324, Roll T623, 1096. 
http://ancestry.com (accessed April 30, 2008).

“Donato Buongiorno.” 2017. Solofra Storica. http://www.solofrastorica.it/buongiornodon.htm 
(accessed February 21, 2017).

Falk, Peter Hastings. 1989. Annual Exhibition Record of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, 
1876–1913. Madison, CT: Sound View Press.

“Faversham Sued by Volunteer Artist.” 1908. New York Times, March 21.
Gioscio, Giovanni. 1910. Account Books, 1892–1923. Giovanni Gioscio collection, microfilm F 0635, 

SC 1868. Indiana Historical Society, Indianapolis. 
Gioscio, Giovanni. 1921. Account Books, 1892–1923. Giovanni Gioscio collection, microfilm F 0635, 

SC 1868. Indiana Historical Society, Indianapolis.
Hughes, Edan Milton. 2002. Artists in California: 1786-1940. Sacramento, CA: Crocker Art Museum.
Levy, Florence N., ed. 1925. American Art Annual XXII. Washington, DC: The American Federation 

of Arts.

left–right: Figures 14–17. Man with Red Hat Smoking Pipe, circa 1890, author’s collection, plus 
three other versions, circa 1890, private collections.



Donatus Buongiorno’s Oil Paintings as Objects of Material Culture • 71 

Mallett, Daniel Trowbridge. (1935) 1948. Mallett’s Index of Artists. New York: Peter Smith.
Murray, Christopher John. 2006. Benezit Dictionary of Artists, Vol. 3. Paris: Gründ.
Opitz, Glenn B. 1983. Mantle Fielding’s Dictionary of American Painters, Sculptors & Engravers. 

Poughkeepsie, NY: Apollo Book.
Society of San Marco. 1913. Minutes for Society meetings held on October 6, 1913, and November 3, 

1913. Church of the Sacred Heart, Boston, Massachusetts collection, CMS 062, Series VI, Box 3. 
Center for Migration Studies, New York.

Soria, Regina. 1993. American Artists of Italian Heritage, 1776–1940. Cranbury, NJ: Associated 
University Presses.

“Stolen: Perhaps a Rubens.” 1907. The Sun, March 18, 4. 
“The Brief of the American Free Art League of the Removal of the Duties on Works of Art Submitted 

to the Ways and Means Committee, Washington, D.C.” 1908. The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 
November 18. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Department of Economics.

Troisi, Domenic M. 1970. 50th Wedding Anniversary: Memory Book of Bernardine and Domenic. 
Williamsport, PA: privately published.

U.S. Department of State. 1919. U.S. Passport Application. August 5. Donato Buongiorno. Passport 
applications January 2, 1906–March 31, 1925 (M1490). Digital images. http://ancestry.com 
(accessed April 27, 2008).

U.S. District Court, Southern District of New York. 1898. U.S. Naturalization Certificate. May 21. 
Donato Buongiorno. Vol. 68, page 69. Digital images. http://ancestry.com (accessed September 
14, 2014).

Picture Credits

All photographs by the author, ©2007–2016 Janice Carapellucci, all rights reserved, except for the 
following figures: 
Figure 3: Courtesy private collector, used with permission, all rights reserved.
Figure 4: Courtesy private collector, used with permission, all rights reserved.
Figure 10: Courtesy Charles Sweigart ©2015, used with permission, all rights reserved.
Figure 15: Courtesy private collector, ©2013, used with permission, all rights reserved.
Figure 16: Courtesy Tamarack Shack Antiques, ©2016, used with permission, all rights reserved.
Figure 17: Courtesy Brunk Auctions ©2013, used with permission, all rights reserved.


