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“The work is here”

Mario Merz between presence and representation


Dieter Schwarz


The death of Mario Merz has meant not only the loss of an extraordinary human being and artist; 
access to his work has also fundamentally changed. Part of his work passed away with him, far it 
needed his hand, his words, his presence, and resolutely resisted the notion of permanence and 
ownership. His work was so closely connected to its creator that every presentation was directly 
dependent on him personally. He was forever placing his works in new locations and artistic 
contexts, which in itself led to new works a steady creative flow precipitated by concrete 
challenges. The work, the exhibition and the person were inextricably linked, for the person Mario 
Merz was realised in the work. At the same time, his message was not about his own biography but 
about the energy of life; it went beyond the individual to encompass all phenomena. Therefore our 
first task in looking back at his work is not to recount Mario Merz's personal history but to seek to 
understand his work. "First the work, then Mario Merz", he declared as he greeted me on my arrival 
in Salzburg in August 2003 for the inauguration of a large igloo made from bare steel ribs, rising up 
into the sky, adorned with bluely shimmering Fibonacci numbers. And he meant what he said, for 
he really did position himself behind his creations and always insisted on talking about his work. 
Any work by Mario Merz came to life not in the studio but only when it was shown elsewhere, 
viewed by others, verbalised, discussed. It was not supposed to be a fetish of some sort which 
would ensure that the artist's name was on everyone's lips, but an object that set in motion looking 
and thinking, suggesting reflection, an appeal to all those that encountered the work.

So how should works look that might inspire discussion, and how should an artist work anyway? 
Mario Merz was remarkable for the fact that he never stopped asking these questions, in 
conversation with many of the people he met, but also in dialogue with himself. "If someone doesn't 
know what to do, he becomes an artist" was one of his sayings. And he was not being in the 
slightest ironic, for he felt that this very real embarrassment was the necessary prerequisite to being 
an artist: not already knowing that one had to do this or that, but arriving at the point where one had 
discarded all one knew and now had no idea how to go on - in terms of a particular work, in terms 
of life itself. So when Mario Merz adopted Lenin's "What's to be done?", this had nothing to do 
with political theory. Constantly being confronted with the question of what is to be done means 
that the moment of decision is always precarious and the future remains open. Mario Merz was 
never able to say with any certainty what he would be doing the next day; there were no readymade 
solutions, he was harried by unmade decisions and openness; the risk could not have been greater. 
This in itself can be seen as the necessary basis of the thinking and the melancholy that have been 
part of the figure of the artist since the Renaissance. Mario Merz often spoke of his "saturnine 
drawings"; they were the instrument he used to come to terms with these questions, an instrument 
within which question and answer raise each other. "Saturnine drawings" because in quattrocento 



Florence Saturn was the most revered planet, attracting all those who indulge in extravagant 
speculation, oppressive and illuminating in one.

Any works that first have to lay their own foundations, because they constantly question their own 
existence, cannot take stylistic considerations nor a fixed farm as their starting point, for they 
develop in accordance with their own inconstant motifs. As a young man Mario Merz was already 
turning to Nature for his motifs, but given that his images do not describe a single phenomenon but 
suggest instead the endless growth and expansion, the very intensity of natural phenomena, the 
works themselves therefore have to bow to an equally expansive movement that breaks free from 
any existing forms. So it was about devising a form that is still evolving, that is not fixed, a form 
like its creator - that is not detached from natural processes but subject to them, a form that 
demonstrates the flow of life, to quote Simmel, whose words were to have such an effect on Italian 
art in the 20th century. At the same time, this form should not so much endure these processes as 
celebrate them, unlike other formulations that arose north of the Alps. The answer to the question 
turned out to be something of a paradox: if Mario Merz chose a particular place for his work, a 
particular component such as a leaf or a snail's shell, then the work would at first appear to be 
ineluctably drawing closer to that specific moment and becoming one with it. The hand of the artist, 
which touches the materials, is indistinguishable from them, and artist and materials are locked 
together in a process that is identical with a person's own lifespan. The materials are like the words 
in a text - they have their own sound, qualities, meanings, but they only develop their full potential 
and harmonise with each other in a unique configuration. And just as words only take on meaning 
when they are spoken aloud, it is at the moment of the exhibition - fare la mostra - when the work 
arrives in the world, that the objects, charged with energy, become the bearers of a particular 
message. The work is not cast in stone, it is happening in situ, a performative act, and in the 
moment of the exhibition the ephemeral glows all the more brightly. Nothing should go beyond 
that.

All of Mario Merz's work is striving towards this extreme situation, yet at the same time it 
paradoxically also points in the other direction, to its polar apposite. Although materials may be tied 
to a certain place and time, thoughts have neither place nor time. Perhaps this is even a way of 
describing what Arte Povera is about: allowing oneself the greatest possible freedom and room for 
improvisation in the means one uses to convey a message - without being tied to materials or a 
place. When Mario Merz draws plants, he does it with an eye to the organic, expansive growth of 
their forms, indicated by the circular, centrifugal lines of the drawing. It is not the static structure of 
the plants but their dynamic development that he is drawing, not their essence but the patterns that 
determines their becoming. Thus the movement towards the individual motif encounters a second 
movement that travels through the motif and seeks to grasp its abstract form. It is only at first sight 
that it may seem to contradict that first impetus which is realised in the moment, for it confirms and 
celebrates the ephemeral nature of natural phenomena in that it establishes a relationship to what 
gives rise to them, what produces them.

In the sense that the neon tubes that passed through a screen, a coat, a bottle of wine - light and 
energy taking hold of objects - was a metaphor for the ecstatic moment of contact with materials, 
the igloo form and the numbers of the Fibonacd sequence were, for Mario Merz, tools to point to 
the structures behind the phenomena. Although it's true that the igloo is derived from the traditional 
housing of certain peoples still living in the wild, when it takes its place as an elemental curved 
form in a museum, a gallery or some other space, it no longer has ethnological implications, but 
becomes a wholly independent spatial concept. Under the dome of an igloo space seems denser, and 
the curves that meet at its crown suggest a dynamic sweep in stark contrast to the right angles of the 
walls and floor of an ordinary room. The other evocative concept that Mario Merz made his own 



was the Fibonacd sequence. Known since the Middle Ages, in this sequence of numbers each 
number (except for the first two) is the sum of the previous two, which can itself be translated into a 
dynamically expanding spiral. Over the centuries, scholars had noted that the Fibonacci sequence is 
found in a whole variety of situations - in the reproduction patterns of some animals, in the 
construction of fir cones, sun flowers and so on - and they came to the conclusion that all these 
processes were founded on laws that could be expressed as numbers or letters. The spiral, as a form, 
pushes outwards, affecting objects and driving them beyond themselves. The tiny snail's shell is not 
the thing itself but the natural model that the drawn or painted form takes up and expands in space. 
It is a script that has existed since time immemorial and only needs to be read in order for us to 
understand the formation of the universe and to learn to think in terms of infinity.

The notion of the model, the structure, the rule goes back to the platonic theory favoured during the 
Renaissance which saw the origins of art in the disegno, the root of all pictorial composition and 
architecture. The term disegno is taken to mean both a mental or spiritual concept and a drawn 
diagram, and in this term spoken or written and drawn formulations are still connected to each 
other, as the common denominator for thoughts and thinking. Mario Merz's work is about the 
formulas that regulate certain phenomena; accordingly he constructed igloos and Fibonacci 
sequences in ever new ways. The numbers might shine out in cold neon light, they might be sprayed 
using signal-like stencils or noted down in pencil. Whether a sequence consisted of just the first few 
numbers or was taken to its tenth step - little was needed for it to come alive in the viewer's 
imagination. The persuasive power of the sequence even made it possible for the artist to return to 
means such as painting, which might seem to have long been abandoned. Mario Merz reclaimed 
painting, adding to it glowing neon figures, penetrating the picture surface, crossing over it, even 
marking the prehistoric animals which inhabit it with their unrestrained, primeval power.

Although the structure may be made of steel rods, the rounded surfaces of the igloo dome may be 
made from glass panes, stone plates, wax, fabric, sheets of lead or anything else. The form of the 
igloo could be duplicated, placed next to or inside each other; its walls could be cut through with 
other materials, words or numbers might occupy its surface, yet the form was always the same. 
Therefore the igloos necessarily always look new, it is as though they have no history. Not that this 
is the place to discuss the storage and conservation of Mario Merz's works, and to lay down a code 
of conduct. Nevertheless, when we consider how to present and show his work, we must somehow 
do justice to the radical statements embodied in his work - succumbing to the ecstatic moment of 
creation or recognising the infinitude of time, for even "if the form vanishes, its root is eternal".


