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The Exhibition (Visualized Thinking Processes)

Jean-Christophe Ammann

Whereas last year, the Museum of Art in Lucerne showed present day art as experienced in the
Federal Republic of Germany by way of the "Diisseldorf scene," the exhibition this spring focuses
on young Italian artists, mainly from the region of Turin. It would seem to us that, for the first time
in years, Italy has an avant-garde which is not only highly esteemed internationally, but which has
been very much involved in a school of art, for which the term "Arte povera" was created three
years ago by the Genovese art critic Germano Celant. In 1969, a book written by him on the subject,
with contributions from European and American artists, was brought out under the same title by the
publishers Ernst Wasmuth in Tiibingen.

"Arte povera" denotes an art form which, in contrast to today's technological environment, aims at
making a poetic statement using the simplest of means. This return to simplicity, to conformity with
natural laws and processes can be equated with a review of one's own behavior in an industrialized
society. It is reflected in the statements made in recent years by Antonioni's Zabriskie Point, Peter
Fonda's Easy Rider or Truffaut's L'enfant sauvage. A drop out who by no means negates society but,
to the contrary, sets its moral standards. The most subjective of sensations in its objectified
authenticity reflects a return to the basic roots, to environmental phenomena in general and in the
light of individual occurrences. The words of Beuys seem appropriate in this context, to the effect
that the development of human consciousness has always in itself been a three-dimensional, plastic
process anyway.

The term "Arte povera", coined three years ago, is rejected by many artists today since, as far as the
words themselves go, it only denotes one aspect of their creative work, the material merely serving
as medium for the statement. The way the material is used always relates to a primarily mental,
thinking context, so that we have decided here to take the title of Visualisierte Denkprozesse-
translated, Visualized Thinking Processes.

In his prefaces, now for the first time available in German translation, Germano Celant has followed
up this line of thought intensively - more as spokesman, in fact, than critic, on the lines of Pierre
Restany a good ten years ago with the Nouveaux Réalistes. 1t is this tracing of poetic transposition
that gives his texts that intense sense of commitment.

Anselmo illustrates the power of imagination particularly distinctively. A compass has been set into
a flat stone, triangular in shape (approx. 200 x 80 cm). The tip of the stone correlates exactly with
the compass needle that points north. In other words, it is the natural, magnetic power which has
positioned the stone so as to face north. Or an iron pole has been coated in fat and propped up
against a wall which bears the wording "Per un incisione di indefinite migliaia di anni" (For one



notch in an indefinite number of thousand years). In other words, the transformation of the iron will
leave its mark on the wall after an indefinite period of time. The impossible becomes so
autonomous that it can only be understood in its poetic allegory, the materials used, and the
(natural) powers aimed at, forming a concrete starting point.

Boetti prefers to work with standardized elements; repeating the form within the context of a work
can be carried out systematically in one specific direction or, alternatively, is subjected to a complex
principle of variation in conformity with natural laws. This was illustrated in 1968, with the
accumulation of painted bundles of logs, the laying out of ground with stones, a vertical group
arrangement of iron piping, the quadratic stacking of four-cornered iron shafts and indeed with
various colored materials being placed in layers to give a practically tellurian cross-section. The
principle of complex repetition can, however, also be expressed otherwise, such as by a lamp that
only lights up once a year. Today the topic is brought over in a significantly more abstract way. On a
paper surface, 20 meters in length, the artist has applied self-adhesive circular areas, giving a
systematic arrangement of form and color that becomes ever more complex without ever deviating
from the basic principle.

With Calzolari, the poetry of words takes on a plastic structure. 2000 lunghi anni lontano da casa
(2000 long years away from home) is written in metal lettering on the ground and, at a distance of a
few meters, are two conically pointed lead hats. Or Il mio letto cosi come deve essere (My bed, as it
should be): metal lettering and between the letters, arranged at right angles so as to pro duce the
shape of a cross, are tobacco leaves, to a length of about 2 meters, covered with a filagree-like
application of moss. Here an utterly personal element is presented so as to appear chilly, even
austere, in a material which renders the idea of being, thinking and acting as something which is
largely intellectual and weightless. Using a copper rod to write, he has worked in the words Impazza
angelo artista. The two ends are so bent that, if one sits down, both ends taper towards the head.
Connected electrically, the copper mists up after a short space of time with synthetic ice. Translated,
the text reads "Go berserk artistic angel." The substance of the words becomes nullified, the words
constitute chains of thought (which is why the two ends point to the head), in deep-freeze as it were,
keeping their meaning to themselves.

A number of works from the /taly series of Fabro are also exhibited. There is ltalia di piombo (Italy
of Lead) hanging by the boot; "Italy" out of lead, seen from below, so to speak, like a drawn out,
wrinkled mountain ridge; "Italy" with "curled" edges (something like a rolled up denticle). A
political and critical voice is expressed here, which is underlined even more by the texts of Carla
Lonzi (see the essay contributed by Fabro in the catalogue). The term "Italy" would seem to have a
female connotation. It is less the formal interpretation that gives rise to associations, but the way the
interpretation is worded, and it is this factor which probably makes for the potency of the works.

Griffa's canvases have no ironical intention as regards the thinned paints and concentric use of color
of Kenneth Noland, nor do they constitute a primarily aesthetic interpretation of canvas. They are a
sublimated, physical and psychic expansion of the artist's own energy impulses, that in turn give
rise to his own aesthetic sensitivity. This direct transfer is not bound to any criteria of composition.
The form is generated from the adequacy in transmission of sensory perception.

Last spring, Kounellis delivered a surprise in the form of ten saddle horses that were exhibited at the
gallery I'Attico in Rome. His contribution to the 1969 Diisseldorf catalogue was a dove. In 1967 he



displayed the cultivation of cactuses in four long boxes. He moved from painting, in which lettering
and figures had become mystical formulas for processes of nature, to the direct presentation of
growth or natural processes. In his own words, the transition was "like someone who, with the
passage of time, is slowly liberated, becoming freer and freer, a bird, something that lacks a mind,
but as a result becomes all the more phantasmagoric" (from an interview with Carla Lonzi in
Marcatre, 30/33, 1967). Actions, objects, plants and animals are always a common denominator
when the direction aimed at is the field of nature, material or thought. It is in this immediacy, that
the secondary function identifies itself with what is actually shown, thus gaining in significance.
Kounellis has given the horses, for example, a political and cultural touch too. His series of stones
that are ever diminishing in size, is abruptly brought to a halt, only to recommence with larger
stones, the absence of the stones in between symbolizing their loss in the passage of time.

Maini has produced an interesting study on the work of Leonardo da Vinci with the figure of a man
drawn in a circle and a square. He shows how the center of the square denotes the gender, and that
of the circle the navel. Whereas the square form symbolizes the rigid, mechanical factor, the circle
denotes the archetypal, cosmic and psychic element. The harmonious link, as something humanity
should strive for, is a subject he always addresses, seeking to heighten awareness of it. And thus it is
that the poles of square and circle appear in the widest variety of contexts. The former student of the
Academy denies any "purposeful approach" in bringing over his topic. He makes his point in a
totally archaic manner, using naive, rudimentary vocabulary, so as to stay as dose as possible to the
theme.

Envisaging the play of energy, growth or natural gravity in a variety of contexts, the Roman artist,
Mattiacci uses materials from every conceivable sector. For the 1969 catalogue, he showed
concentric circular areas in which the lightest colored material at the center was the lightest in
weight and the darkest in coloring on the outer edge the heaviest. The cement cast in a tent bag
gives a form that has been stretched and dictated by the very weight involved. A heavy piece of iron
was laid on several layers of insulation material, a similar structure was construed with an opened
book (both these works are from 1968). As is clear from his article in the catalogue, it is less the
results that interest him, but the process working towards the result.

The work of Paolini is distinctive for the way he addresses the phenomenology of sight. He calls the
picture of a young boy painted by Lorenzo Lotto). Or he covers the "Self- portrait" of Raphael from
the year 1506, as transparent foil, with a copy of the Self-portrait of Raphael by Ingres from the
year 1824. His newest works concentrate on vision. Standing in front of a paper surface, he fills the
oval with small dots, which become sparser and less visible the nearer they are to the periphery,
denoting the impossibility of demarcating the scope of vision in lines.

An immediate portrayal of learning, the exposure of growth and the projection of measurement
units of himself are characteristic of the Penone's work. The iron wedge driven into a tree trunk, on
which the alphabet appears on one side and the row of decimals on the other, is meant to pass on
knowledge to the tree with the flow of time. A huge loaf of bread, in which the letters of the
alphabet have been baked, serves the same function for the birds who pick on it. In painstaking
endeavour, Penone removed one half of a bare tree trunk, working along the branches, until he
arrived at a certain age of the tree, shown by the exposed branch stumps. From December 16-20,
1968 he worked on an action, a photo from which bears the following text written himself: "Ho
scelto un albero su cui ho applicato la mia mano e ne ho seguito il profilo con dei chiodi.



Successivamente ho posto sull'albero 22 piombini (corrispondenti ai miei anni) collegati fra loro da
filo zincato e rame. Ogni anno aggiungero un piombino sino alla mia morte. Lascero per testamento
una disposizione perché venga messo in cima un parafulmine. (Il fulmine scendendo forse fondera i
piombini)" (I chose a tree and placed my hand on it. Using nails, I then traced around the shape of
my hand. I fixed 22 pieces of lead to the tree (one for each year of my age) and bound them, one
underneath the other, with zinc wire and copper. Every year until I die, I will add a piece of lead. In
my last will and testament, I will decree that a lightening conductor be fixed to the tree. If
lightening strikes, it will perhaps make all the pieces of lead melt.) For his contribution to the
catalogue, he exposed parts of parquet flooring to a strong magnet and took a pencil print of it. In
grasping and sounding out natural elements and those that are influenced by nature, a mystical
harmony with natural phenomena comes to light, a sensitive empathy that can culminate into actual
identification.

Pistoletto is an important figure for the young Italian generation of artists. In 1966 he completed the
work which brought him the reputation of Pop artist of significance. An atelier exhibition in 1967
incensed collectors and gallery directors alike, for overnight, as it were, he had simply moved over
to a number of other, different styles. The earlier, realistic pictures of figures adhered to aluminium
foil gave way to a row of burning candles, reflected against an aluminium background. Besides this,
there were monochrome pictures covered in pink flakes of mother-of-pearl, a huge photo of Jasper
Johns, a ball made out of pressed newspaper and a series of lamps. Works which symbolize the
breakaway from a system, the "unrepeatability of each individual moment" (Pistoletto), total
freedom in the expression of action and thought, the playing down of system-related contradictions.
In 1968 he founded the theater Lo Zoo (The Zoo) which, however, ceased to exist at the beginning
of 1970 because most of those involved were foreigners and their residence permits were not
renewed by the authorities. As the letter in his contribution to the catalogue at the end of 1969
shows, it was Pistoletto's intention to take his theater group to Lucerne. In place of this a
documentation will be shown.

His contribution to the catalogue, Si puo partecipare a tutte le mostre contemporaneamente / Non si
puo partecipare a tutte le mostre contemporaneamente (One can take part at every exhibition at the
same time / One cannot take part at every exhibition at the same time), reflects Pistoletto's attitude
of mind. The contradiction is merely a matter of outlook. The possibilities anchored in the diversity
of the statement is not bound by any particular direction. Or put another way, creative diversity is a
label, a documentation of presence in a constellation that is ceaselessly changing.

Prini was responsible for some noteworthy actions in 1967. Some of them have been reproduced, as
translation, in the catalogue. The direct transposition of one's own physical activity, in the sense of a
contemplated union, becoming one with this physical endeavour, is mirrored in the action texts
engraved on lead plates, the weight of the plates corresponding to that triggered off by the hand as it
writes on the plate.

For his contribution to the catalogue, Salvo copied four pages from a text unknown to us, and in
place of the actual author, has written his own name. In similar fashion he also copied excerpts from
the New Testament and in place of the name of Christ, wrote the name Salvo. A series of photo
montages show him as soldier in Vietnam, as wood cutter at his fire, as vegetable seller pushing his
cart in front of him. The actions of Salvo do not mythicize his own person, such as is witnessed, for
example with Urs Liithi, nor do they invest ironically in any construed context (Polke), but they



take possession of a context, in which the artist becomes totally and utterly integrated by identifying
with one of the protagonists.

An important theme of Zorio is that of violence, the violent borderline. The skin of a cow, out of
which a red-hot cable is hanging, is equated in the brutality of the contrasts with the death of a
natural being. The jagged and torn contours are likewise indicative of violence, in analogy to the
burning cable. An invisible wire, drawn across a room and heated up to 80° Celsius can symbolize
the border between two nations, which although invisible, can nevertheless be experienced
physically and mentally.

Text originally published in: Processi di pensiero visualizzati, Kunstmuseum, Luzern, 1970.



