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Abstract: Photography has been a heuristic tool of historical documentation since the
historiographical revolution introduced it during the twentieth century by the French Annales
school, reinforced by more recent historical-educational study models. This paper analyses a
series of photos published in 1903 in Italy to document school life in the Mompiano kindergarten
in Brescia (Italy), which followed the pedagogical and methodological principles introduced by the
sisters Rosa and Carolina Agazzi under the guidance of Pietro Pasquali. The study shows how those
photos became a fundamental tool for training educators and spreading an innovative reform
experiment in pre-school education for children’s emancipation.

Keywords: photos; pre-school education; Italy; 20th century.

Resumo: A fotografia tornou-se um instrumento heuristico de documentacao histérica desde a
revolucao historiografica introduzida no século XX pela escola francesa dos Annales, refor¢ada por
modelos de estudo histérico-educacionais mais recentes. O artigo seguinte analisa uma série de
fotografias publicadas em 1903 em Italia para documentar a vida escolar no jardim de infancia de
Mompiano (Brescia), de acordo com a renovagao pedagogica e metodolodgica introduzida pelas irmas
Rosa e Carolina Agazzi sob a orientagao de Pietro Pasquali. O estudo mostra que essas fotografias
tornaram-se um instrumento fundamental para a formacao dos educadores e para a difusao de uma
experiéncia inovadora de reforma da educacao pré-escolar para a emancipacao das criangas.
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Resumen: La fotografia se ha convertido en una herramienta heuristica de documentacién histérica
desde la revolucion historiografica introducida durante el siglo XX por la escuela francesa de los
Annales, reforzada por modelos de estudio histérico-educativos mas recientes. El siguiente articulo
analiza una serie de fotografias publicadas en 1903 en Italia para documentar la vida escolar en el
jardin de infancia de Mompiano (Brescia), segiin la renovacién pedagdgica y metodoldgica
introducida por las hermanas Rosa y Carolina Agazzi bajo la direccion de Pietro Pasquali. El estudio
muestra que las fotografias se convirtieron en un instrumento fundamental para la formacion de los
educadores y la difusiéon de un innovador experimento de reforma de la educacién preescolar por la
emancipacion de los ninos.
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The Use of Photos to Create a New History of Education:
A Case Study of the Mompiano Kindergarten in ltaly in the Early 20th Century

INTRODUCTION

The photographic work documenting a kindergarten renewed by three Italian
educators — Pietro Pasquali and the sisters Rosa and Carolina Agazzi — can be
understood as a heuristic tool of historical evidence in the fight against children’s
poverty and cultural deprivation during the transition between the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. According to the recent methodological advancements to the
History of Education, its study offers a deeper understanding of early childhood
education and its development at the institutional and pedagogical levels (Sani, 2016;
Lascarides & Hinitz, 2011; Luc, 1997).

Starting in 1896, Pietro Pasquali and the sisters Agazzi made direct educational
interventions in the Mompiano kindergarten (located in a rural area near the city of
Brescia in northern Italy). They also published handbooks, journal articles and
developed training courses to prepare new educators to guide the working-class
families to take care of children with educational intent. Their educational
programme was illustrated systematically in a set of 55 photos collected in Pietro
Pasquali’s book titled Il nuovo asilo: Guida per le maestre e le madri nell’educazione della
prima infanzia sulle tracce dell’Asilo di Mompiano [The New Kindergarten: A Guide for
Teachers and Mothers in Early Childhood Education on the Traces of Mompiano
Kindergarten], published in 1903 by Canossi Publishing House in Brescia. It was not
based on mental instruction, but on attitudes, therefore, more deeds than words. This
is the cornerstone of the entire system: things for actions, and actions for habits and
for life’ (Pasquali, 1903, p. 21, my translation).

Pietro Pasquali and the sisters Agazzi’s educational work was characterised by
the unified development of the body, mind, and heart of each child and the
pedagogical principle of inner personal ordering and its daily educational practice.
These principles transformed the Mompiano kindergarten into a casa dei Fanciulli
[children’s home], as Giuditta Contesini defined it (Contesini, 1903, p. 79). This place
was animated by the industrious life of the children following a precise rational
discipline that gradually led them to develop a personal intellectual and moral order
from respect for and maintenance of the material order in the school setting.

Rosa Agazzi, in collaboration with her sister Carolina, succeeded in a short time in
showing in practice how the didactic plague of the educational habit of the ‘mixed
method’ could be definitively defeated. It was a heterogeneous patchwork of empirical
educational inspirations, often of dubious origin and effectiveness, which forced children
into immobility and silence, instead of educating them to freedom of action and speech.

The recognition of an interdependent relationship among social
modernisation, the educational role of the family and school activism was placed at
the heart of the renewal plan in a speech given by Rosa Agazzi at the first National
Pedagogical Congress in Turin in 1898, entitled Ordinamento pedagogico dei giardini

p. 2 of 23 Rev. Bras. Hist. Educ., 25, €393, 2025



Scaglia, E.

d’infanzia secondo il sistema di Frobel [Pedagogical Reorganisation of Kindergartens
According to Frobel’s System]. Starting from an idea of educational reorganisation
based on a new vision of the child’s distinctive nature, Rosa Agazzi argued that it was
important for kindergarten teachers to ‘cultivate their minds’ and give ‘educational
form’ to the physical and spiritual aspirations of each child, inspired by a ‘maternal
method’ as a natural method of infant education (Agazzi, 1973). This approach offered
a pedagogical option to overcome the ‘wildness that sometimes borders on ferocity’
exhibited by most of the poor girls and boys entering kindergarten for the first time,
due to ‘serious defects in family upbringing’ (Agazzi, 1973, p. 71 [my transl.]). Agazzi
did not fail to highlight the limits of traditional maternal education and the distorted
interpretation of the Frobelian conception of the mother as the first child educator
and of the professionalisation of kindergarten teachers, caused by the persistence of
a ‘vicious circle’ of the ineffective promotion of the maternal educational role and
child neglect (in terms of hygiene, health, psychology and affection, etc.).

The educational project of the Mompiano kindergarten was made possible
thanks to the convergence of at least three factors, which made it much more than a
proposal for a new educational method for kindergarten. These factors were as
follows: 1) the implementation of an internal reform of Frobelism to adapt it to the
characteristics of Italian families, animated by their Catholic faith and in the majority
of humble origins (Mazzetti, 1967, pp. 29-59, 107-114); 2) the creative educational
genius and the inquiring spirit that animated Rosa Agazzi, assisted by her sister
Carolina, in the original educational experiment implemented in a systematic manner
in Mompiano after years of attempts (Agazzi, 1951, p. 69); and 3) the prospect of the
educational awakening advocated by Pietro Pasquali to promote a process of human
and social redemption for poor people, especially in light of the pedagogical
inspiration underlying the Austrian law of 1872. This law relates to kindergartens in
the Habsburg empire and the methodological innovations proposed by the French
author Pauline Kergomard in L'éducation maternelle dans I'école [Maternal Education
in Nursery School] in 1886 (Grazzini, 2006, pp. 148-149).

THE THEORICAL/ METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK OF A QUALITATIVE
INVESTIGATION

The volume published by Pietro Pasquali in 1903 was an innovative example of
a handbook with practical purposes, reflecting the new educational focus of late
Positivism on the hygienic and social functions of kindergartens and schools to
promote children’s healthy growth (Polenghi, 2021).

The choice to analyse the set of 55 photos, illustrated at the end of the book,
reflects the recognition that photography has become part of historical
documentation in the field of the History of Education. This historiographical
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revolution was promoted by the Nouvelle Histoire movement with the foundation, in
1929, of the journal Annales d’histoire économique et sociale by the French historians
Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre. The Nouvelle Histoire movement was characterised by
the promotion of a ‘total history capable of recovering even the real experiences’ of
people (Sani, 2008, p. 69), which had been marginalised until then. The movement
involved other disciplines, including the social sciences and geography, as well as the
valorisation of archival sources and documentary typologies that had long been
neglected or completely ignored as they were considered ‘sources from below’, such
as cartography, oral sources and figurative documents (including religious images and
family photographs) (Le Goff, 1980, pp. 9-46).

The perspective inaugurated by the Nouvelle Histoire movement coincided with a
turning point that, between the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth
century, saw the gradual abandonment of the study of childhood as an ideal type
formulated by adults, in favour, instead, of the study of a ‘real child’ in his/her daily life
(Polenghi, 2017, p. 31). Children were the protagonists of the coeval pedagogical
revolution introduced by the international development of the New Education movement,
influenced by innovative ideas from developmental psychology and psychoanalysis, which
saw children increasingly placed at the centre of the public space and of a progressive
process of recognition of their rights (Chiosso, 2012, p. 46; Pironi, 2010).

In recent times, the international scientific debate has recognised the
importance of photography as a source for History of Education, particularly in studies
concerning the evolution of schools and educational practices (Comas Rubi, 2010;
Grosvenor & Lawn, 2001; Depaepe & Henkens, 2000). Within this framework, the
photos taken in the Mompiano kindergarten represent an interesting case study for a
qualitative investigation, starting from the assumption that ‘the classroom has indeed
remained the “black box” of the pedagogical historiography’ (Depaepe & Simon, 1995,
p. 10) and the interpretation of the cultural history of classrooms as ‘living cells of the
school’ and the ‘beating heart of the educational system’ (Braster, Grosvenor, & del
Mar del Pozo Andrés, 2011, p. 9).

In line with Sjaak Braster’s methodological proposal of a ‘triangulation of
sources’ (Braster, 2011, p. 25) and with some key studies in the domains of the cultural
history of the classroom, the material culture of schools and visual history (Dussel &
Priem, 2017; Meda & Badanelli, 2013; Braster, Grosvenor & del Mar del Pozo Andrés,
2011; Escolano Benito, 2008; Grosvenor, 1999), a qualitative examination of photos
and their written descriptions might usefully be informed by the following questions:
What were the main educational goals of the pupil-led teaching/learning processes?
What representation of kindergarten teachers’ professionalism did they promote? In
what kind of educational context did the depicted experiences take place?

These questions can be addressed by examining specific indicators that can help
us better understand the context in which the images were produced, in terms of
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space, time and creators of the photos (Braster, 2011, pp. 26-34). They consider,
especially, the arrangement of classroom benches, the presence or absence of
pedagogical objects in the classroom, pupil discipline and mood, as well as the position
of the teacher. In addition, more detailed parameters are introduced, such as how the
photos were taken, how many pupils are depicted in the photos and whether the
kindergarten teachers are present, whether the pupils are undertaking an educational
task or they are just posing for the photo, whether the photos depicted pupils and/or
teachers, how the pupils and teachers are dressed and what kinds of didactic materials
are depicted. In this sense, it is also possible to focus on the meaning of gestures, facial
expressions, posture and the use of space (Depaepe & Henkens, 1998).

For a better investigation, as prompted by the international visual turn in the
History of Education, the analysis of the photos should be guided by an awareness that
‘images can be quite treacherous sources’ (Burke, 2001, p. 9), but they are necessary
as testimonies of the reconstruction of a History of Education. If, on the one hand,
they show ‘objective’ or ‘actual’ realities, according to the perspective of Grosvenor
(1999), who focussed on the empirical knowledge and visual ‘truth’ conveyed by
images, on the other hand, they show us a ‘representation’ or an ‘interpretation’ of
these realities, as affirmed by Burke (2001). In this second meaning, they are not a
‘mimetic reproduction of the past’ but rather a ‘social construction’ and a product that
is historically defined. If their main potential, as historical sources, lies in their ‘visual
formation’ (Liepe, 2003, pp. 415, 417-418), the ‘treachery’ of the images is connected
to the more or less arbitrary linkage between context and expression (Bolvig, 2003,
pp. xxiii-xxv). In this direction, photos are considered ‘active means’ by which society
is constructed rather than ‘innocent tools’, and they are influenced by the power
relationships that exist within society (Plutz, 1995, p. 10).

It is important to point out two main considerations: First, as argued by
Grosvenor and Macnab (2015, p. 117), each photograph can be considered an ‘agent
of transformation’ because it is a ‘tool of meaning-making and societal
transformation’. Our hypothesis is that all the photos in Pasquali’s book had the same
aim, which was to contribute to the promotion of an educational innovation process
and the professionalisation of kindergarten teachers, thanks to the new school culture
they conveyed and the reflections they provoked, with important consequences at the
social level, which would follow the development of children’s emancipation.

Second, the analysis of the photos should consider the specific social and
cultural contexts in which they were taken to correctly understand the educational
processes depicted because the ‘work of history is always a work of interpretation’
(Peim, 2005, p. 7). Above all, the Mompiano kindergarten can be investigated as an
‘educational space’ and a ‘social space’, with a specific atmosphere and particular
cultural artefacts (such as the benches and the didactic material) and social artefacts
(such as school rules, regulations, classroom organisation, etc.) (Dams, Depaepe, &
Simon, 1999, pp. 15-17). For our hypothesis, the photos published by Pietro Pasquali’s
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volume can be considered ‘social objects’, understandable only within their context
and in terms of the relationships in which they were produced. In this sense, the
material and social qualities of the images are inseparable, and the visual evidence
can be considered a source of investigation. For their specific material and affective
qualities, all the photos are objects to think with and to problematise as ‘signs or
traces’, because the images they convey become active each time they are represented.
As emphasised by Karin Priem (2017, pp. 687-694), they are a sort of an ‘artefact’, not
only to transmit meanings, create emotional responses and relationships, but also to
produce pedagogical reflections about the complex and original world of the
educational practices in the Mompiano kindergarten.

PHOTOS AS SOURCES FOR A PEDAGOGICAL ANALYSIS

To start the qualitative analysis of the set of 55 photos published in Pasquali’s
(1903) volume and taken in 1902 by a professional photographer (Giona Ogliari) from
Brescia, it is important to recognise that they were created intentionally as ‘snapshots’
to show viewers what was happening in that innovative scholastic experiment. They
were created to inform a select group of people (kindergarten teachers, headmasters
and educationalists), who were interested in the new pedagogical practices being
introduced by the Agazzi sisters in the Mompiano kindergarten, to intentionally
promote an ‘inner reform’ of the Italian pre-school education system by enhancing
teachers’ professionalisation. It is important to remember that the innovative
transformation of that kindergarten was the fruit of an extensive series of national
and international discussions and exchanges, with the figure of Pietro Pasquali at the
centre. He was the protagonist of a process of pedagogical/cultural transfer that
characterised his own training and his commitment to the educational field during the
period 1873 to 1894, in terms of subsuming external pedagogical/didactic models in
order to construct and consolidate his own scientifically avant-garde perspective,
which was capable of supporting a new vision of Italian pre-school education
(Morandi, 2014; Macchietti, 1984). Pasquali’s main references were the French
children’s educators Marie Pape-Carpentier and Pauline Kergomard, as well as some
Italian educators influenced by late Positivism, such as Costantino Delhez, Adriano
Garbini and Pietro Cavazzuti (Grazzini, 2006, pp. 95-101).

The photos reproduced in Pasquali’s volume were ‘public’ images with an
explicit formative and scientific purpose concerning a child-centred school
experience; in other words, they were ‘constructed’ based on specific cultural and
aesthetic criteria and with a given educational intention. They depicted daily
educational situations in which the pupils were the protagonists of their school day,
with experiences of self-government and self-regulation. Pietro Pasquali and the
Agazzi sisters believed that the purpose of this new pre-school education was to allow
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the pupils to develop good habits, providing them with conditions favourable to the
establishment of a detailed, executive, attractive order, capable of maturing respect and
dignity in each child (Pasquali, 1910, p. 32). Avoiding the risk of reducing education to
forms of moralism that were linked to the reduction of education to ‘little repetitive
lessons’, in the Mompiano kindergarten, the formative value of objective teaching
based on the intuitive method for an initial acquisition of ideas through the education
of the senses was prioritised. This approach was complemented by the introduction of
the school museum, which allowed the pupils to make the most of the potential of the
outside world as a stimulus to observe, think and speak (Agazzi, 1932, p. 415).

The viewers of the photos, like the children in the kindergarten, were put
spontaneously in the best conditions to observe the different educational scenes,
making comparisons, judgements and associations between the ideas that were
intentionally proposed and illustrated. They were encouraged to note that in the
Mompiano kindergarten, the pupils were initiated into reflexive thinking through
everyday activities of practical life, which became objects of learning. Moreover, the
educational context was organised in such a way as to reflect, as far as possible, the
domestic and social lives of the children and to promote activities in which concrete
dimensions always took precedence over theoretical ones. Thus, the children were
educated via the ‘variously civilising, educational and utilitarian intentions’ of the
objective method (Orlando Cian, 1967, p. 145).

Figure 1. Gl’indumenti [The clothes].

ol

Note. Source: Pasquali (1903), Table no. 2.

To better interpret the contents of the photos, it is useful to refer to the concept
of the ‘iconotext’ (del Mar del Pozo Andrés, 2006; Wagner, 1995, pp. 9-13), because
all the images depicting real teaching/learning situations were accompanied by very
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short captions, and they were part of a larger project in which they represented a
complement to the text, with which they should be interpreted in a pedagogical
orientation. Each caption corresponds to a specific group of activities, explained in
the table of contents of Pasquali’s (1903) book as follows: first activities as the
children arrived in the kindergarten in the morning (pp. 24-25); washing (pp. 26-31);
medical care (pp. 32-34); the three sections of the kindergarten (pp. 35-36); feeding,
play and games (pp. 40-43); physical activities (pp. 44—-49); maintenance (pp. 50-52);
the didactic materials to distinguish one’s belongings, called contrassegni (pp. 53-55);
studying (pp. 56-67); and gardening (pp. 68-69).

All the photos were taken in the courtyard of the Mompiano kindergarten,
except the two photos taken on a trip to the nearby countryside and the four photos
that focused on the contrassegni, because the educational activities were usually held
outdoors if the weather was good. Also, for the lezioni delle cose [lessons of things], the
blackboard and the wooden benches were brought outside so the lesson could be
conducted outdoors.

Figure 2. I contrassegni disegnati sulla lavagna [Didactic materials drawn on the blackboard].
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Note. Source: Pasquali (1903), Table no. 51.

Many of the photos showed examples of co-education, in which girls and boys
played and learnt together, similar to a big family in which sisters and brothers lived
together and helped each other.
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Figure 3. I colori [The colours].
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Note. Source: Pasquali (1903), Table no. 30.

In most of the photos, we can see the teachers, Rosa and Carolina Agazzi,
supported in some cases by assistants; they were not placed in a higher position than
their pupils, since they were not seen as holding a position of power. Instead, they
engaged in the educational activities in the same manner as the pupils. According to
the principle of ‘indirect education’, Rosa and Carolina Agazzi were the ‘directors’ of
the teaching/learning scene, similar to the gouverneur of Emile in Jean Jacques
Rousseau’s Emile, ou De I’éducation (1762/2016). In this sense, there was no
authoritarian relationship between the teachers and pupils, but the photos incited
educational activism, with the purpose of conveying a new pedagogical perspective
aimed at promoting pupils’ emancipation throughout education.

It was the direct responsibility of the teacher, who was pedagogically qualified,
to use things to teach the child ‘to overcome the struggle between the instinct that
imposes itself and the reason that tries to make its way’ (Agazzi, 1973, pp. 71-72, my
translation) doing so through her example, her gestures and her words. The teacher
demonstrated that she knew how to discipline herself in her own habits and, at the
same time, knew how to nurture feelings of brotherhood, sisterhood, and mutual help
in the children, as the basis of spontaneous educational practices of mutual teaching.
In assuming this professional posture, the teacher was animated by a positive attitude
towards each child, aware of their potential, their desire to learn and their aspiration
for freedom.
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Figure 4. L’arrivo [The arrival].

Note. Source: Pasquali (1903), Table no. 1.

As emphasised by Sjaak Braster, the teacher’s position or visibility in a
classroom photo is an important degree indicator of the teacher or child centeredness
in the classroom (Braster, 2011, p. 30). The humble position of the women teachers,
staying close to and sitting down next to the pupils, identified a child-centred
approach, typical of the New Education movement, in which there was a wide space
for the individual expression of each child. They displayed a caring attitude, akin to
that of a mother bending down to listen to her children; they adopted a posture typical
of early childhood care within the domestic sphere (Cavarero, 2013, p. 180), a mode of
interaction termed “mother pedagogy” by Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1803) and
Friedrich Frobel (1874) as cited in Scaglia (2021, pp. 10-14).

Figure 5. La lezione delle calze [The lesson of the socks].

Note. Source: Pasquali (1903), Table no. 7.
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In the Mompiano kindergarten, the pupils were serious, and they did not appear
to pose for the photographs, in which they are usually shown concentrating on their
work, wearing their school aprons and shoes as symbols of external equality, but not
clothes for a special occasion. They collaborated in the teaching/learning processes,
and they were the real protagonists of a new way of schooling based on self-education,
cooperation between peers and the exercise of personal responsibility, as exemplified
in the activities of washing and maintaining their school setting and furniture. In this
sense, the Mompiano experience was an exceptional example of a pre-school reform
experiment aimed at disseminating a new concept of child education and a new way
of professionalising kindergarten teachers.

Figure 6. Lavature di tavolini e seggioline [Washing tables and chairs].

Note. Source: Pasquali (1903), Table no. 41.

It is also important to emphasise that none of the activities represented in the
photos taken at the Mompiano kindergarten followed the so-called ‘grammar of
schooling’ (Tyack & Tobin, 1994), a set of standardised and predetermined features
present in a good number of schools, such as age-graded classrooms, that characterise
many schools and have long posed significant obstacles to educational reform (Tyack
& Cuban, 1995, p. 85).
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Figure 7. Le bavaglie [The children’s feeding bibs].

Y

Note. Source: Pasquali (1903), Table no. 22.

The school’s activities were designed to meet individual children’s educational
needs and developmental rhythms. In fact, most activities were not designed for a single
section but rather for all three sections, involving children from three to five years old.

THE PRE-SCHOOL EXPERIENCE OF SELF-REGULATION AND CIVILISATION

The results of this qualitative analysis reveal two additional considerations. The
first one concerns the discursive construction of childhood in the photos taken in the
Mompiano kindergarten, which convey the image of self-regulated and autonomous
poor children. All the photos show a strong coincidence between the real conditions
of the children portrayed and the idealised norm of childhood, so strong that some
critical interpreters of the Agazzi sisters’ pedagogy considered the children as ‘small
soldiers’ trained by the teachers and not self-governed children. The photos provide
clear evidence of the mutual teaching practice among peers in the everyday life of the
kindergarten and the relationships of fraternal collaboration and correction between
‘tutors’ and ‘pupils’. The same relationships were depicted in the promotion of
practical life exercises aimed at personal care (hygiene, fastening of aprons,
cleanliness checks, washing, etc.), and sociability exercises designed to build a
democratic infant community based on habits of respect, cleanliness and order,
gardening and the rearing of small animals.
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Child-centred education, as conceived by the Agazzi sisters, was enacted in the
concreteness of the educational action, starting from sensory education and
children’s personal experiences, making them objects of investigation and learning
(Chiosso, 1995). In this sense, it contributed to overcoming both the empiricism of
late Positivism and the excessive formalism into which Frobelism had fallen in Italy.

Figure 8. In catena pel trasporto della legna [In a wood transport chain].

Note. Source: Pasquali (1903), Table no. 38.

The second consideration revealed by the qualitative analysis relates to the
modality of depicting poverty: All the pupils in the photographs wear neat and clean
aprons, their hair is well-cut, and they are behaving in a civilised manner. All the
scenes depict the spontaneity of everyday activities, according to the civilising
mission of pre-school education and the interest in promoting the circulation of these
photos among teachers, educators and mothers all over Italy. In the Mompiano
kindergarten, the school spaces were always full of pupils along with one or both
teachers and an assistant. They were ‘lived spaces’ with a clear pedagogical tension
and a specific design. For this reason, the photos suggested that the gradual
transformation of the Mompiano kindergarten into a scuola materna [maternal
school] was achieved by more than a change in the physical structures. For example,
the school playground, where all the school activities took place in good weather, was
the territory for the development of a children’s community based on the principles
of personal emancipation and civilisation. There were no social divisions or gender
discrimination among the pupils, who were generally from poor families. The school
climate was characterised by a deep, serene and spontaneous collaboration, similar to
the first infant school, founded by Robert Owen in the industrial village of New Lanark
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in Scotland in 1816. Owen was particularly committed to counteracting the
conditioning effects provoked by social marginalisation and cultural deprivation in
the children of poor families through a programme of ‘rational education’ of the new
generations (Owen, 1994, 1816).

Figure 9. Preparativi per la mensa [Lunch preparations].
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Note. Source: Pasquali (1903), Table no. 21.

The images contained in Pietro Pasquali’s volume were part of a more general
discourse aimed at promoting the full education of poor children through a didactics
of poverty, based on the introduction of cianfrusaglie [waste materials] as ‘coefficients’
of exterior order and didactic tools collected in the school’s museum, called museo
delle cianfrusaglie [waste materials museum], which had multiple uses in sensory
discrimination exercises for learning colours, materials and shapes. The educational
strategies, methods and tools depicted in the photos contributed to developing a close
interdependence between feeling, thinking and observing in each child’s development
through sociability exercises and linguistic teaching, aimed at supporting reflective
thinking (Pasquali, 1903). All of them became integral parts of a national educational
model for a new pre-primary school, aimed at the full education of individual
personalities and future citizens.

In this context, the photos published in Pasquali’s book promoted the visibility
of a successful Italian experience of pre-primary school for poor children in the history
of education field. The photos affirmed several innovative pedagogical/organisational
dimensions aimed at the realisation of a tripartite model of physical education,
intellectual education and moral education explicitly inspired by Johann Heinrich
Pestalozzi (Veiga, 2018). This tripartition was integral to the promotion of a civilising
process (Elias, 1939), in terms of self-ordering, self-regulation and the internalisation
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of norms for the autonomous and responsible development of each child. In the
Mompiano kindergarten, little boys and girls from humble origins, after hygiene and
medical care, washing, and wearing school aprons and shoes (as a symbol of external
equality), had the opportunity to experience ‘the intuition of a civilised life’ (Pasquali,
1903) in a context of social normativity, in which the educational relationships were
animated by joy, intelligence and affection. Their civilisation involved a change in
their emotional heritage, with the adoption of personal habits based on the principles
of fairness and respect for others as the result of the spontaneous learning of social
rules and disciplinary methods (Agazzi, 1932).

Figure 10. Il grembiule dell’asilo [The kindergarten apron].

Note. Source: Pasquali (1903), Table no. 13.

In this direction, it can be affirmed that Pietro Pasquali and the Agazzi sisters’
experience contributed to the evolution of the modern practice of disciplining the
body and soul (Dekker & Wichgers, 2018) into a more contemporary form of self-
discipline, characterised by paying systematic attention on a practical level to the
natural needs of the youngest. Moreover, this practice of self-discipline promoted a
deep process of civilisation in the children in terms of personal emancipation, thanks
to the development of teaching/learning activities characterised by active methods
and the use of didactic aids collected or made by the pupils (Lombardo Radice, 1928).
This approach, inspired by Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi and Friedrich Frobel,
contributed to the inner work of constructing the children’s personal identity and
knowledge, legitimising the primacy of educational goals over merely custodial ones.
It was also the result of a ‘transnational transfer’ (Cowen, 2020; Roldan Vera & Fuchs,
2019), which contributed to placing the experiment in the Mompiano kindergarten
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within the broader international framework of the institutional development of
nursery schools (Luc, 1997).

FINAL REMARKS

Our two initial hypotheses about the heuristic function of historical
documentation provided by the photos in Pasquali’s book have been confirmed: The
photos had the common aim of promoting a new school culture to implement
educational innovation and increase in the kindergarten teachers’
professionalisation, and they can be considered ‘social objects’. In fact, the photos can
be understood in terms of their innate educational purpose if they are analysed
considering the material, social and affective qualities of the images as ‘artefacts’,
because they continue to prompt viewers’ pedagogical reflections about the
educational practices promoted in the Mompiano kindergarten, even decades later.

Together, the photos show the process of reciprocal educational mirroring
between pupils and teachers, as Rosa and Carolina Agazzi accompanied each child in
their spontaneous expressions on an educational level; at the same time, if one looks
at the purpose of the actions performed, the photos show the children following their
teachers in the gradual conquest of their moral freedom through the most joyful
spontaneity. There was a sort of ‘virtuous circle’ in which the promotion of an
authentic educational relationship represented the best ground for the development
of each child’s personal identity and, at the same time, for the professionalisation of
the kindergarten teachers.

One of the original motives that cemented Pietro Pasquali’s collaboration with
the Agazzi sisters was, in fact, the search for an educational solution to the poverty,
neglect, and ignorance of which many boys and girls in poor families were victims.
This rationale, which aligned their work with what had been accomplished decades
earlier through the international diffusion of the kindergarten movement (Albisetti,
2009; Taylor Allen, 1982), was inseparable from another, in some respects
unprecedented, grounded in an emerging understanding of the child as a “vital seed
aspiring to its full physical, intellectual, and moral development” (Agazzi, 1932, p. 11,
my translation).

The study of photographs, as heuristic tools of historical documentation, has
contributed to identifying and highlighting the connection between the process of
modernization and the innovations in educational practices introduced in pre-school
by Pietro Pasquali and the Agazzi sisters. We can observe some similarities with the
main results of recent research on the public dissemination of the Montessori method,
promoted by Catalan bourgeois reformers through the press and photojournalism
during the first decades of the twentieth century. These include the advocacy of
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children’s autonomy, the practice of self-education without external pressures, the
freedom as a fundamental educational tool, the promotion of practical exercises and
recreation in open spaces (often outdoors), and the teacher’s discreet intervention
(Comas Rubi & Sureda Garcia, 2012, p. 582).

In both cases, the introduction of new educational methods in pre-school broke
with traditional education, within a historical context characterized by strong social
tensions, in which bourgeois intellectuals—like Pietro Pasquali in Italy—considered
the dissemination of values such as order, harmony, and discipline through education
to be the most effective means of ‘civilizing’ the lower classes.

Moreover, both studies show how iconography was intended to reinforce the
message contained in written texts, to ‘impress’ readers with the efficacy of the
proposed methods and the importance of well-trained teachers, aware of the need to
respect children’s freedom and individual nature to foster their full personal
development. Nevertheless, it cannot be denied that there is a risk of adopting a
‘method-centric focus’ and an ‘ideology-laced discourse’ (Comas Rubi & Sureda
Garcia, 2012, p. 586), in line with a sort of ‘mythology’ of the New Education
movement (del Mar del Pozo Andrés, 2003-2004).
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