Contemporary Art in Italy during April 2010
By Minette Visser
We went to Italy to see the Botticelli’s in Florence, Rome and Naples. But chance
took our feet to a few more exhibitions, most of which were very welcome surprises.
This is a report of all the contemporary art exhibitions that we were privileged enough
to attend during our travels.
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Street art
Very early on, we ran across street art, i.e. art amidst graffiti. There is a fine line
between street art and graffiti, as both have very strong statements and a
rebelliousness associated with the images, as well as being illegal. Maybe I did not
interpret the images as street art rather than graffiti accurately, but I believe these
images are more than just angry/bored teenager’s spray-painting on walls.
The interplay between images is also rather interesting. Because the art is made on
public ground, anyone can edit it afterward – and they do. Juxtaposing one piece with
another immediately opens up a dialogue between them, as the example seen in
Venice shows. The right-hand figure is of a pigeon wearing a carnival mask. Only
the wealthy were invited to the traditional Venice carnival balls of the 19th century. A
starving child is juxtaposed with this wealthy “flying rat” (as pigeons are known in
many places in Europe) to make a strong statement about Venetian society.

Figure 1: Artists Unknown – Street art in Venice (2010)

Palazzo Strozzi in Florence
Beneath the Palazzo Strozzi in Florence is an exhibition space called Strozzina –
Centre for Contemporary Culture. The exhibition that we saw, Gerhard Richter and
the disappearance of the image in contemporary art
(http://www.strozzina.org/gerhardrichter/e_index.php) highlights Gerhard Richter’s
work and some young artists that were influenced by him, including Turner Prize
nominee Roger Hiorns (http://www.strozzina.org/gerhardrichter/e_hiorns.php).

Figure 2: Roger Hiorns - Corvi-Mora (2006)

They showed the only film made by Gerhard Richter, which I want to mention for the
exquisite manner in which they presented it. The film was projected onto a board that
hung from the ceiling and was about 3cm thick. What was so remarkable was that not
a millimetre of light went beyond the screen, nor did it come short – the entire screen
was filled, but not more than that. This attention to detail was seen throughout the
exhibition.

Figure 3: Gerhard Richter - Schädel mit Kerze (1983)

The oil on canvas paintings by the various young artists explore the idea that an image
can be super-realistically copied from the source without being figurative. In the case
of Lorenzo Banci’s paintings (http://www.strozzina.org/gerhardrichter/e_banci.php),
the subject was light, filtering through curtains and windows into his apartment.
These large paintings are exceptional in their beautiful rendering.

Figure 4: Lorenzo Banci - Untitled (2007)

Scott Short (http://www.strozzina.org/gerhardrichter/e_short.php) explores the idea of
the “error in the machine” by photocopying a blank piece of paper and rephotocopying the result until an image that is interesting to him is produced. This
black and white noise is painstakingly reproduced and enlarged on canvas.

Figure 5: Scott Short - Untitled (green) (2009)

Xie Nanxing (http://www.strozzina.org/gerhardrichter/e_nanxing.php) starts with a
painting of a garden which is scanned and viewed on a television screen. The
television screen, with the reflections of the room it is in and the artist, becomes the
subject of her very large oil paintings.

Figure 6: Xie Nanxing - untitled (no. 3) (2007)

And finally, Wolfgang Tillmans
(http://www.strozzina.org/gerhardrichter/e_tillmans.php) takes photographs by
manipulating photo-sensitive paper in a darkroom without the aid of a lens or other
traditional photography equipment, literally painting with light.

Figure 7: Wolfgang Tillmans - Freischwimmer 42 (2004)

M.A.D.RE. in Naples
The Museum of Contemporary Art in Naples, referred to as M.A.D.RE to reflect the
building it is housed in, contains a number of controversial pieces such as “Heaven”
by Damien Hirst (http://www.museomadre.it/opere.cfm?id=1047&evento=73) and
“Artist’s Shit” by Piero Manzoni. (http://www.museomadre.it/opere.cfm?id=259)
There is much debate going on as to whether these pieces are true art or not.
However, next to Damien’s shark is a piece called “Fraught Times: For Eleven
Months of the Year it's an Artwork and in December it's Christmas” by Philippe
Parreno (http://www.museomadre.it/opere.cfm?id=981&evento=73). This is a large,
white Christmas tree with baubles double the size of my head. I found this very
funny, feeling that the artist was making fun about conceptual art in such a subtle way
that even the museum did not catch the joke, which I found even funnier.

Figure 8: Damien Hirst – Heaven (2008/2009)

Figure 9: Piero Manzoni - Merda d'artista [Artist's Shit] (1961)

Figure 10: Philippe Parreno - Fraught Times: For Eleven Months of the Year it's an Artwork and
in December it's Christmas (2008)

In another exhibit at the museum
(http://www.museomadre.it/mostre_show.cfm?id=74), a series of 13 large paintings
were exhibited with an opera played on speakers. The addition of the music
immediately gave the impression of a grand story being played out.

Figure 11: Ryan Mendoza - The Possessed: Go nowhere,do nothing (2009)

RISO in Palermo
Our main reason for visiting Palermo was to attend a wedding. Luckily, the Riso
Museum of Contemporary Art has free internet access, which is why we went to the
museum initially. The exhibition, “Essential Experiences,”
(http://www.palazzoriso.it/en/node/250) explores themes of death and ‘what makes up
a life?’ Upon entering the second floor we were greeted by some very familiar sounds
– the William Kentridge video “Procession” with South African music in the
background.
The pinnacle of the exhibition was an installation by a German artist that included a
piano that was dropped on a mirror, a rotating piano string inside the piano and a TV
showing video footage from Nazi Germany. It’s a work that really intrigued us, in that
although there is no physical sound, the images evoke a very loud bang.

Figure 12: Gunther Uecker – Fall (1988)

The work that really epitomises the phrase “essential experiences” is a sculpture by
Kevin Francis Gray (http://www.kevinfrancisgray.com/main.html). The kids are
making out underneath a blanket. Where their body parts stick out, everything is fine.
But the shapes that show through the blanket are of two skeletons.

Figure 13: Kevin Francis Gray – Kids on a Tomb (2008)

MACRO in Rome
The exhibition “Digital Life” held at MACRO – Future (the exhibition space is an old
slaughterhouse in Rome) blew us away. To get to the venue we had to walk past
some very interesting places, including a pyramid (like the ones in Egypt, just
smaller) that everyone else completely ignored. The area is reminiscent of Newtown
in Johannesburg, an old industrial area being renovated. To get to the exhibition, we
had to walk past where the animals would be kept, and inside the venue between the
exhibits are the meat hooks and blood baths. Each exhibit was separated from the rest
with two black curtains – creating the feeling of entering a very secret space each
time. Three of the videos were displayed on a 360 degree 3D screen (like Avatar, but
all around you), but there are three other works that I want to highlight here.

LIFE: fluid, invisible, inaudible by Ryuichi Sakamoto and Shiro Takatani is an
installation of nine tanks of water, with spouts in each corner to keep the water
moving, suspended from the ceiling above your head. Each tank has, on top of it, a
smoke machine so that it looks like steam rising from the water. From above, images
are projected through the tank onto the floor. We lay on our back beneath the tanks to
have a good look: the following scenes were repeated over and over, with sounds to
match:
• Organic images (cells, clouds, earth from space, desert scenes)
• Numbers rotating very quickly (like something from the matrix)
• War images (WWII, Cuba’s revolution, Vietnam. At one point, it was scenes
of bombs dropping from aeroplanes).
The nine tanks did not show the same video or sound, but they seemed to be related
(one would start with the digital sequence, then a next one, looking at all nine it
reminded me of a neutron network of ideas spreading). Because of the water, the light
projected onto the floor (and onto us watching it) was very relaxing, but then the war
scenes would start with jarring sounds to keep us awake.
This link has some more information and a video, well worth checking out:
http://www.digicult.it/en/2010/LifeFluidInvisibleInaudible.asp

Figure 14: Ryuichi Sakamoto & Shiro Takatani - LIFE-fluid, invisible, inaudible ...

Continuing on the theme of sound and imagery, “Ondulation” by Thomas McIntosh
(http://www.digicult.it/en/2010/ThomasMcintoshOndulation.asp) uses sound to create
visual images. Two speakers beneath a tank of white liquid create a monotone sound
that causes the liquid to ripple. A series of lights shine onto the surface of the water,
and this is reflected onto a screen to create the image. The sound and the lights would
change constantly but subtly to create different effects – sometimes the visuals are
beautiful sinusoidal waves, sometimes a flickering oval, sometimes ripples, and the
colours range from yellow to green to purple. The rest of the room is pitch dark.

Figure 15: Thomas McIntosh – Ondulation

The final piece that we saw at Digital Life was seemingly simple at first: a black and
white pixelated image of a woman. On closer scrutiny, however, the cleverness of the
piece becomes clear – each “pixel” is an angled mirror. The mirrors point to a curved
wall with a spotlight that creates a range of light levels on the wall, and each “shade”
of the image is created by pointing to a corresponding point on the wall. The piece is
like a memory: when you stand close enough, only your own reflection may be seen.
From certain angles it is only a black shape on the wall. Only when you stand back
can the portrait be seen.

Figure 16: Christian Partos – M.O.M

Roberto Ferri
Just before I was tempted to think “painting is dead,” especially after the “Digital
Life” exhibition, we stumbled upon the talents of Roberto Ferri
(http://www.robertoferri.net/) in a small gallery in Rome. The subject matter and
technique is very much based on the old Masters of the Renaissance but the paintings
are decidedly contemporary – maybe it is the people themselves who, despite the
angel wings and saintly symbolic objects, look contemporary. Although the nudes in
Ferri’s paintings are of beautiful people, he did not make them perfect as Renaissance
painters would have; they are painted with their tan lines and cellulite

Figure 17: Roberto Ferri – Apollo and Daphne (2009)

