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A New Alphabet for Body and Matter

Tommaso Trini

The last two years have witnessed the appearance of the first fruits of an artistic process which has
rejected every attempt to define it. The advent of this art has not followed the rules of the tradition
of the new. Its stylistic eclecticism, its recoveries and osmoses call to mind instead a "newness of
tradition." Nor has it presented itself as an art that "nobody can stomach or digest" - the last
proponents of such an art were the Pop artists where as the Minimalists who followed them
deliberately encouraged an art that could be readily labeled. But now it seems that the new artists
have succeeded in rejecting all labels. Which doesn't mean that they don't already have a market.
The end of the avant-garde also saw the end to any claim to apparent anticonformism. In Italy this
phenomenon has been dubbed "Arte povera" (Celant) with particular emphasis on the shifting of
interest from the object to the subject, and from things to the man who makes them, expressing a
univocal reality rather than an ambiguous one, as was the case in the past. In America artists who
make similar use of "poor" materials have been named "raw materialists" but other terms exist as
well: "Anti-form" indicates a plastic quality that "happens" and steers clear of forms, "Process-Art"
focuses on the process rather than the result, "Conceptual Art" is based on the intellectual intensity
of certain works. Another definition, coined by Gilardi in reference to a more general vision is
"Microemotive Art" underlining the evident "emotive" element of some works and their lack of
planning. We are faced with an art broadly based on thought which is nonselective and
nondiscriminating. Even the American attempt at a unified art, the so-called "Earth Works
movement" (sponsored by the Dwan Gallery) seems to prove the following: Western intellectualism
is rooted in nature, in its undifferentiated physicality and materiality - which reminds us of William
Carlos William's words "there are no new ideas except in things."

From Turin to New York, from Rome to San Francisco, European and American artists have
gradually been discovering how much they have in common. This unexpected coexistence of
fundamentally similar aesthetic experiences suggests that a peculiar "aesthetic condition" is
growing. These experiences go beyond spatial distance and bring together artists from Italy -
Pistoletto, Zorio, Prini, Anselmo, Boetti, Merz, Kounellis, Pascali and others, from the United
States - Nauman, Serra, De Maria, Heizer, André, from Holland - Boezem and Van Elk, Britain -
Long, Flanagan and Loncraine, and Germany Ruthenbeck, Lohaus, Hoeke and so on.

Moreover, there are no generational confines: Joseph Beuys, for instance, is over forty and although
he is the spiritual father of the latest generation of German artists, his work became known in Italy
only last summer. Morris himself, leader of the Minimalists, with his "anti-form" theories can be
considered part of this general trend. However, one can not really speak of a cohesive movement;
what these various experiences show, rather, is a common way of thinking or, to be more precise, a
similar way of putting into practice a new thought.

What results is neither an art about life nor an art about art but one which concerns the "human
condition." When Zorio, Nauman, Prini or Serra discover a substantial affinity between their works



as they appear in magazine reproductions, without having any direct influence on one another and
engaged in making remarkably different works, they nonetheless realize that they have been led to
similar options by similar forms of conditioning. Generally speaking, we can say that these artists
have carefully evaluated the powers that tend to destroy and discredit new artistic ideas. They are
well aware of the cycles of obsolescence and social illusion, they know what both the general and
expert public expect from them. And their art is intended as an answer to this situation, one which is
positive but at the same time unyielding. No longer content with mere survival they have instead
devised a counter-strategy. Having abandoned the familiar terrain of inquiry regarding art and life,
their works instead embody a search for life and liberty.

The aesthetic condition

It was in Turin that, during the summer of 1966, these experiments began with the exhibition Arte
abitabile at the Sperone Gallery. At the same time Pistoletto was showing his "minus objects" in his
studio, in a move which foreshadowed both his later decision to open his studio to anyone who
cared to enter it, as well as the current model of group action. Meanwhile, Pascali and Kounellis
were working along similar lines together with Rome-based artists at the Galleria dell'Attico. All of
which would appear to be symptomatic in the sense that creative activity seems to be encouraged by
the presence of objectively more repressive social structures. The opulent, conservative and
hierarchically organized world of Turin high society has in effect facilitated the decision making
process of young artists, convinced that, deprived of illusions "nothing else could be clone."
Operating in a society that can afford to have a "fringe" outside the system, these artists are well
aware that they are no longer even encouraged to integrate themselves. This is how the aesthetic
condition begins. In a more precarious way, Roman society, entangled in political power
mechanisms, has encouraged those artists so inclined to regress to reach out towards primary
subjective imagination. Notable is the absence of similar experiences in Milan, where social
dynamism tends to involve everybody in the ongoing process of "improving life conditions," which
is what has lead Milanese artists to their present professionalism. The spirit of Rome and Turin, by
contrast, fosters a post-industrial and post-technological vision which aims at "changing life" by
changing civilization.

For many of these artists, the relationship between art and modern society has disappeared
altogether. Thus on one hand, some try at all costs to restore such a relationship, through multiples
or by planning and activating new techniques and opening new spaces, actions whose underlying
aesthetic is based on procedure, technology and any other form of expression that carries the
awareness that all cultures changes as their means of communication change ("sometimes the
medium is the message"). On the other hand, other artists try to recover their role through their own
first-person experience. Many have a sharp awareness of transformism in art, which they reject
along with the notions of evolution, progress, development, just as they also reject the tendency to
rely completely on tools. For these artists the first tool, the first means of communication is man
himself, and every mutation can only begin with the subject.

Linguistic truce

In 2001: A Space Odyssey Stanley Kubrick depicts a mysterious monolith seen in various epochs,
places and civilizations which is supposedly the proof of the existence of a "higher intelligence." In
his film he uses different styles, from the minimalist to the psychedelic. In a similar way, the objects
and experiences of these artists do not become entrapped within a single style but try to make use of
all available languages. Some situate themselves beyond the object, as though they were finds of
past experiences to exhibit as records, though without any defined logical expectation. All go



beyond any specific language - whether it be spatial, perceptive, plastic, symbolic or metaphoric.
With Kounellis's living nature, Pistoletto's ritual objects, Zorio's and Anselmo's physical processes,
Merz's liberated nature, Prini, Calzolari and Boetti's object sequences, the work of art benefits from
the presence and the participation of an active audience which often includes the artist himself. Like
Kubrick's monolith these objects too aim to prove that a "higher life" exists, which is brought about
by the entire cultural horizon converging towards the present.

Through their non-ideological experiences, these non-politicized artists have nonetheless made
some clear choices and elaborated new ways of putting them into practice. Contrary to the attitude
of the avant-garde, they have abandoned every pretence of novelty: there are no provocatory
expressions, difficult, advanced art or evolutive propositions. If they introduce materials which have
previously never been used in art (e.g. earth, asbestos, lead, graphite, ice, birds, wax, tar, wire,
chemical products etc.) it is first of all a question of convenience, and secondly to make their
relationship with reality as free and fresh as possible. Another widely used tac tic is group action.
Thus Pascali and Pistoletto have begun to eliminate the idea of the work as discourse and
coherence, of a linguistic uniformity useful to the market. 4s all languages are possible, the real
linguistic structure is the sequence of acts and objects which is different each time, together with the
behavior and processes through which these artists seek a way out of art's competitiveness and
commodification. Some of the artists no longer even produce objects but a spectacle, a fluid
creation in osmosis with theater. Hence a participatory audience opposes itself to the market. In my
view, moreover this linguistic truce appears also to be directed against creativity considered as
power, against a social background that transforms the use of creative force into an exercise of
power and creation itself into a status symbol. Here, perhaps, art finds its vital task: to reconcile the
almost biological need of the creator who wants to express himself fully and individually and, even
more importantly, the realization of a generalized creativity with the structure of any social order.
Here too, the artist's response must be a personal one.

An alphabet for matter

If Mario and Marisa Merz, Prini and Zorio, Boetti and Anselmo had the opportunity to use
advanced materials like those used by Minnesota or Dow Chemical, or the circuit boards of IBM
computers, they would certainly use them in the same way they presently use common artisanal
materials, that is to say as a process in which they become totally involved, as tools for liberating
experience and for affirming their primary needs. The same way it rejects the worldly, this art
dreads technological elaborateness. It doesn't even need to state its anti-technological nature: it has
everything at its disposal, everything depends on instrumental necessity. The clearly anthropological
orientation that lies behind their inquiries give to matter and objects the role of pieces in a mental
and behavioral bricolage.

The opposition "natural-artificial" is a technological predicament, although anthropology prefers to
use the term "nature-culture." Yet in the wake of Lévi-Strauss these two notions are no longer
necessarily opposed. On the contrary, they follow identical patterns, cultural products are no longer
intrinsically different from natural ones, language obeys the same laws that regulate cells. For an art
like this, which makes them converge visually and plastically in a substantial unity, nature and
culture are now commonly associated. Indeed, many works begin as psychophysical rhythms
(Marisa Merz), as extensions of manual skills and feasibility (Anselmo, Mario Merz, Prini,
Calzolari), as chemical-physical reactions (Zorio). Furthermore, this convergence of nature and
culture reveals another aspect, by no means less important, of the spirit of these works, that is to say
their predilection for real univocal facts which refuse ambiguity.



In this way a new alphabet for matter is born. If language lives in the manner of cells, the works of
art that materially embody it will have exactly the life-span that the artist decides to give them, and
many of these works live only for one exhibition, the time of an alchemy. Matter evaporates and
becomes an operation, a relationship: two ideas expressed by two successive things. There are no
new materials here as there were new images for Pop Art, but only improvised instruments for
whoever wants to affirm his own original needs in an authentic encounter. And the sense of nature is
such that the attitude of the artists towards nature and matter is based on a non-violent attitude,
against the idea of domination that Western thought has always imposed on them, a form of
scientific conquest.

An alphabet for the body

Having overcome the concept of metaphor and indirect action, some of these artists have confronted
an even greater obstacle, namely that of making an art which takes the form of direct action. In
order to create a work out of what remained of an earlier work, Prini threw one of his old pieces out
of a window. Other such "actions" took place last October in Amalfi. It is difficult to resist the
temptation to interpret them, divide the signifier from the signified, and by so doing return to
metaphor and indirect action. Generally speaking, there is the tendency to work beyond the object -
the object per se, as a concrete and perceptive result - towards the spectacle, the theatrical, a
tendency which has also turned out to be a way of responding to the commodifying power with
which every artistic product is invested, the use of the artist as a source of wealth for the market.
Having abandoned style and linguistic self-realization, the artist then renounces the work's objectual
context and materials in order to further and irreversibly intensify his work and his being in the
world, through the use of his body alone. By theater I refer here to the work of Artaud, Living
Theater, Grotowski and so forth. This osmosis between visual art and theater seems to open up a
new possibility of "imagination in power," a new alphabet of the body that is necessary to both. A
body that in certain early experiments in Rome and Turin in the field of art had the function of
effect and not object, also in terms of the relationship between different social classes equally given
to creating new sources of authenticity. Sensitizing oneself down to the level of one's own body is
the most radical response possible, since it makes medium, message and reception coincide.

Armed with an alphabet for the body, such experiences are destined to found and encourage the
spread of a practice of community which is able to realize this aesthetic in concrete terms.
Therefore this art necessarily appears as a minoritarian art, but a minority which is spreading. The
task of spreading and concretize the imperative to "change one's life" remains the biggest problem
for an art which hasn't so far been able to find its island of authenticity, yet does not intend to seek it
out for its own sake.

Text originally published in: When Attitudes Become Form, Kunsthalle, Bern, 1969.



