Mario

“Look here, I am nature, I am nothing other than nature,

and I don't like talking about nature. I prefer talking about

the stars, or about going to the most distant star there is:

nature can get by on its own. I see it, [ love it.

Because I am one and the same thing.”

The GAM exhibition

hen T was just out of prison,
‘ g /- you know what 1 did? I
took a piece of paper and a

pencil and the next day I went out into the
field, far from home, far from everyone, to
do something, to draw, because I thought:
art has to become my message for the fu-
ture.” In 1945, after spending several months
in the Nuove prison in Turin, where he had
been incarcerated for his activities with the
Giustizia e Liberta group, a still very young
Mario Merz made his return to daily life
with a pressing desire to create art and to
draw.

Mario Merz, who was self-taught, had
artistic and literary encounters throughout
the 1940s. They were both direct and
through reading, and through meetings in
the lively intellectual and artistic scene in
Turin. While his mother got him on to
reading Katka, and his History of Art and
[talian teacher introduced him to Picasso
and Braque, the artist made the personal
acquaintance of Mattia Moreni, he fre-
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quented the La Bussola gallery in Turin, read
books published by Einaudi, met Pavese and
Vittorini, listened to Spazzapan, met Ezra
Pound and was in contact with Luciano Pis-
toi. Even though literature accompanied
him throughout his life, his artistic career
concentrated on painting, and he worked
on this exclusively until the mid-1960s,
when he opened out to three-dimension-
al creations and installations. “I was fasci-
nated by the speed of painting as a possible
means of linkage with reality — as opposed
to literature, which on the contrary ap-
peared slower even in its linguistic process-
es.

The Galleria d’Arte Moderna e Contem-
poranea in Turin tells the story of the artist’s
work, with paintings dating from 1952
through to the mid-Sixties, and with some

of his most famous installations, which he
made in subsequent years until 1968.

Merz’s oil painting was, as he put it, very
robust and yet, at the same time, highly pu-
rified. Even though conversing with
Moreni, he always kept at one remove from
Informal Art, so while Moreni was still get-
ting to grips with geometry and its break-
down mnto shapeless background masses,
Merz was taking the initial cue for his
painting from nature. However, “he com-
placently started oft’ towards a formal
break-up, and a disintegration of reality”
(Pistoi, 1954),in which ‘the brushstroke’in
the words of the artist, “rather than being
a negative-positive stroke, was one that
took up the entire surface.” These natural-
istic origins can be clearly seen in Leaf
(1952) and in Seed in the Wind (1953),as can
the expansion of the image over the entire
surface of the painting, in which “drawing
is an all-encompassing element that is dic-
tated by the need to be — rather than by the
need to represent.” The naturalistic starting
point was not a copy, but had its own sym-
bolic dignity, almost as though it were a
“symbol of the global system.” It has an ex-
istence of its own, made of matter and of
dreams. It is painted and repainted with
layers of colour, becoming an object in its
own right.

Very much part of the liveliest artistic cir-
cles in Turin, through Tapié Merz also came
into contact with the painting of Pinot
Gallizio, of which he said he was never
fond. Although he did consider the works
of the Situationists, he preferred Pollock,
whom he had seen in international jour-
nals and considered more forceful, less su-
perficial.

A number of movements in painting went
by between his first solo exhibition in 1954
at the La Bussola gallery in Turin, and the
second, which was put on in 1962 by Lu-
ciano Pistoi in his Notizie gallery, also in
Turin. Naturalistic subjects alternated with
themes taken from city life. “I suddenly
started making paintings like The Welder
because I always went out at night and was
struck by the welders’ torches on the rail-
way tracks. And I thought: why not make
pictures out of them? Instead of flowers, I'll
make a picture of a welder holding an oxy-
hydrogen burner.” Some of these paintings
are on show in the exhibition.

Towards the end of the 1950s, Mario Merz
met Marisa and together they enjoyed a
long stay in Switzerland, where he made
paintings that later went on display, to-
gether with others, in his 1962 solo event.
In the catalogue, Carla Lonzi wrote: “It
would not be too daring to say we are in
the presence of an authentic painter and
one of the most serious works by the
younger generation — and not just in Italy.
Those of his age tackle perfectly — and, if
anything, with excessive normality — the

problems of a roughly figurative culture,
which basically appears to constitute the
limit of what Italy has been able to make
of the inventions it has received from
America and Paris. Merz, on the other
hand, appears to be one who has made his
way along the toughest route... Ever since
1952, his works have had a common char-
acteristic: they do not link up to anything,
they do not fit into a set culture that gives
them familiar terms within which to direct
themselves... His signs have objective jus-
tification and relate to each other with the
precision with which the moments of his
life are arranged. Unexpectedly, with no
guiding principle to make their flow pre-
dictable”

Paintings thick with impastos like Berry in
the Wood, dated 1963, herald an unforget-
table episode in the pictorial life of Mario
Merz. During a stay in Pisa, he made a
painting consisting of countless layers of
colour one on top of the other.The paint-
ing is so thick that it appears to mark the

““shift to the projecting structures of 1964-

65, which can be clearly seen in the pho-
tographs of the artist’s studio in Via Santa
Giulia. There, alongside two-dimensional
pictures, we can see volumetric paintings,
in which a three-dimensional part breaks
free from the support and projects out in-
to the surrounding space. It shows a new
awareness of space which, from that mo-
ment on, became a feature of the artist’s en-
tire production, actually leading him to
abandon painting for a while. During the
exhibition at the Museo Sperimentale
d’Arte Contemporanea in 1967, the artist
donated three works to the Galleria Civica
d’Arte Moderna di Torino. They recapitu-
lated his progress up to that time: The Welder
of 1956, the Circuit, a painting he made in
1964, and In the Street, of 1967, a three-di-
mensional structure in space that is inter-
sected by neon tubes. In an interview with

Pisto1 in 1967, Merz stated: “My paintings -

don’t necessarily have to be hung on the
wall — they could be placed on the floor or
attached to the ceiling... My latest works
end up by not even being pictures any-
more, for they are simply projections of
modern sensitivity.”’

B Maria Cristina Mundici

Merz

Mario Merz was born in Milan on Jan-
uary 1, 1925 and grew up in Turin,
in a family of Swiss origin. During World
War Il he dropped out of his studies at
medical school and joined the “Giustizia
e Liberta” (Justice and Freedom) anti-
fascist movement. In 1945, he was ar-
rested while leafleting and spent a year
imprisoned at the Carceri Nuove in Turin.
During his detention there he executed
numerous drawings, experimenting with
a continuous graphic stroke, obtained
without ever removing the pencil point
from the paper.

In 1954 Merz had his first solo exhibi-
tion at the Galleria La Bussola in Turin.
He showed drawings and paintings
whose subject matter refer to the organ-
ic universe and from which there
emerges an awareness of “art informel”
and the language of American Abstract
Expressionism. In 1959 he married
Marisa, an artist who would become his
inseparable companion, and in August
1960 their daughter Beatrice was born.
The couple moved to Switzerland, then
Pisa, before returning to Turin, where
Merz created a series of “jutting forms”,
volumetric works seen as a possible fu-
sion of the expressive means of painting
and sculpture. He participated in group
shows in Italy and abroad, including the
Societa Promotrice delle Belle Arti in
Turin.

Beginning in the mid-1960s his desire to
work with the idea of the transmission of
energy from the organic to the inorganic
led him to create works where neon
pierces objects of everyday use, such as
an umbrella, a glass, a bottle, or his own
raincoat. In Turin he met the critic
Germano Celant, who coined the term
“Arte Povera” and included him among
the proponents of this new language. He
participated in the early exhibitions of this
group.

With the adoption of the form of the
igloo, around 1968, Merz definitively
broke away from the two-dimensional
wall plane. The first igloos were shown
at the Deposito d’Arte Presente in Turin.
He produced numerous examples over
the years, using a wide variety of mater-
ials and always developing new relation-
ships with the context in which the work
was shown.

Beginning in 1970 he began using the
Fibonacci series of numbers, wherein he
saw a system that could represent
processes of growth in the organic
world. In Berlin, where he spent a year
in 1973, as a guest of the Berliner Kiin-
stlerprogramm, his research focused on
the theme of the table, seen as a unify-
ing element, fundamental for the con-
struction of a possible “Fibonacci
House.” Principal group shows from this
period included those at the Kunsthalle,
Berne (1969), the Tokyo Biennial
{1970), the Kunstmuseum, Lucerne
{1970), Documenta 5, Kassel (1972),
and the Venice Biennale [1972). He had
his first solo exhibition in the United
States at the Walker Art Center in Min-
neapolis (1972).

During the second half of the 1970s
Merz began to develop a renewed inter-
est in pictorial practice and created a
series of works where the igloo, bundles
of sticks,.neon numbers, tables, and veg-
etables also include packets of newspa-
pers. His first solo exhibition in a Euro-
pean museum was held at the Kunsthalle
in Basel and was followed by a show at
the Institute of Contemporary Art in Lon-
don (1975). He participated in the
Venice Biennale in 1976 and 1978.
During the 1980s Merz’s pictorial reper-




(14

The Castello di Rivoli exhibition

nal”: in this verse by the mystic poet

Roumi, one can recognize Mario Merz's
complex view, based on the ideal dynam-
ic continuity of the cosmos, of living crea-
tures, and of nature’s processes of transfor-
mation. His poetic and cognitive investiga-
tion is a search for the principles

CCI made the igloo for

three intersecting reasons:
the first, the abandonment
of the plane as projecting
or mural plane, and thus
the idea to create a space
independent from the fact
of hanging things on

the wall, or to dislocate
them from the wall

and to place them

on a table ’,

that govern the organic universe articulat-
ed through works that represent progres-
sive discoveries within the secrets of the per-
ceptible world.

The exhibition at Castello di Rivoli brings to-
gether some of the most significant periods in
Merz’s evolution, beginning in 1968, the year
when he began to employ the form of the
igloo, connecting the present to a prehistoric
past. A dwelling structure and archaic
metaphor for the cosmos, the igloo is part of
nomadic culture, and consistent with this
principle, it is the form that accompanies
the artist’s development. Created out of

If the Form Vanishes, Its Root Is Eter-

clay, metal, glass, asphalt, jute, or bundles of
twigs, Merz’s igloo exists in materials and
proportions that are in organic relation-
ship to its site. It becomes double or triple
in format, alternating conditions of open-
ing and closure, transparency and opacity.
An environment for encounters, the first
examples, created during the period of the
Vietnam war and the student rebellions,
collect on their domes words and phrases
that lie beyond anecdote, to confirm, in-
stead, a quest for philosophical principles,

as in the case of General Giap’s phrase: “If

the Enemy Masses his Forces He Loses
Ground if He Scatters He Loses Strength.”
A real and symbolic form, the igloo repre-
sents, in three-dimensional space, the dy-
namism of the spiral, sign of the cosmic
movement that directs the artist’s iconog-
raphy. In the field of mathematics, it cor-
responds to the Fibonacci progression, the
numeric sequence discovered by Abbot
Leonardo of Pisa in the early 12th centu-
ry, according to which every number cor-
responds to the sum of the two preceding
numbers (1,1,2,3,5,8,13,21,34...). Merz
used the Fibonacei numbers as an element
that describes the laws of nature through
the truth of numbers, recognizing in it a
system capable of representing an object’s
growth in space.With the Fibonacci series,
the artist inserted his own works into the
continuous cycle of transformation that
governs the physical universe, projecting
them into infinity. This is what happens in
Accelerazione = sogno, numeri di Fibonacei al
neon e motocicletta fantasma (Acceleration =
Dream, Fibonacci Numbers in Neon and Mo-
torcycle Phantom) (1972), the motorcycle ex-
hibited 1n Kassel in 1972, a technological-
animal hybrid, hurled into a virtual race, or
in the installation through the outdoor
space of Rivoli’s Manica Lunga, animated
by the progression of neon numbers (1990).
The relationship between space, people,
and things is investigated by Merz through
the theme of tables, considered the first

The Merz Foundation

piece in the construction of a possible “Fi-
bonacci House” A place of social inter-
change, the table is present both as a phys-
ical structure and as a pictorial image, a
practice to which the artist returned in the
early 1970s, beginning with this very
theme. With the collection of vegetables,
fruit, bundles of twigs, and newspapers in
Tavolo a spirale in tubolare di ferro per festino
di giornali datati il giorno del festino (Spiral
Iron Tibing Table for Banquet of Newspapers
Dated the Day of the Banquet) (1976), the
work becomes what the artist calls a true
“modern landscape.”’

Merz’s panic-stricken view during the
1980s,led him to create numerous paintings
of animals, where he endowed his subjects
with the dignity of mythical creatures. His
bestiary includes crocodiles, lizards, iguanas,
rhinoceroses, lions, tigers, and bison, as well
as nocturnal animals, such as geckos or owls,
since Merz considered animals “the night-
time of humanity”, more ancient than it.
Sometimes, the animals are enlivened by
neon bars, luminous spears that grant the
painting greater velocity.

The specific feeling of time, free from the
logic of linear succession, which guides
Merz’s ideas, is evident in his capacity to si-
multaneously draw upon all the themes
identified over the course of his investiga-
tions. BEach new work can accommodate
and interpenetrate an earlier one, resulting
in new proliferations of meaning. In Senza
titolo (Tavolo per Marisa) (Untitled - Table for
Marisa) (2003), the spear, a vector since his
early Art Povera works, enters the dynamics
of the table, imbuing the dedication con-
tained in the work with the value of an in-
finite dimension.

B Marcella Beccaria

“A comma in the meadow appears suddenly but has been there for some time”

here are places, architectural build-

I ings which can become a symbol of

a collective identity and make the

work of humans and experiences made
concrete and evident and include aspira-
tions,ideas and future projects.Works which
are able to activate and direct forces, invest-
ments, resources and energies in direction
of a common aim of civil increase of our
society. The road we are embarking upon is
that of continuity and innovation so that the
Fondazione may increasingly be an integral
part of the process of social and cultural de-
velopment of our community, and at the
same time become a protagonist and pro-
moter of a meeting place for all those who
believe in culture as the “engine” of change.
The newly-founded Fondazione Merz in
the former Lancia heating plant aims at giv-
ing the visitor the immediate sensation that
he is not only visiting an “art-exhibition”,
but is getting the chance to immerse in an
entire landscape. It achieves this through the
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strong dichotomy of its being the “memo-
ry” of an intense industrial identity on the
one hand and the “load-bearing structure”
of a complex found of works of the artist
on the other.

We wish to flank the undisputed role of the
Fondazione as a place in which to safeguard
a heritage of inestimable historic worth —
the collection of works by Mario Merz —
with that of an observatory on the latest and
most interesting research through divulga-
tion and the organization of exhibitions,
publications, workshops, meetings and in-
terdisciplinary events.

The program for developing and recon-
verting the building may be summarized as
tollows: to show to best effect the prestige
of the architectural complex of the former
Lancia heating plant, proceeding with a
conservative restoration taking into account
the existing structure.

The internal spaces are redefined, accentu-
ating the building’s nature as gallery.

Catalogue:

“Mario Merz”, monograph,
Edizioni Fondazione Merz
(publication date: April 2005)

Location:

i1 Castello di Rivoli
Museum of Contemporary Art
Piazza Mafalda di Savoia
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Tel. +39 - 011/9565220
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info@castellodirivoli.org

Hopening hours:
Tuesday-Thursday 10 a.m. 5 p.m.
Friday-Sunday 10 a.m. 9 p.m.
closed Mondays

The plans take into account the artistic, cul-
tural and didactic activities the Fondazione
intends to undertake, so the spaces will be
divided into areas in which to place the
works of the permanent collection, small
exhibitions dedicated to other artists, study
center and services.

The whole architectural complex has the
following surface: exhibition area: 1400m2,
services, 550m2 garden, terrace 1250m2.
Moreover, the Fondazione is already col-
laborating on projects with other bodies,
foundations and private galleries at an in-
ternational level for the organization of ex-
hibitions.

It is also creating, privately for the moment,

what will form the basis of the Study Cen- -

ter, and is working on the creation and op-
eration of archives of artists. It is to be a melt-
ing-pot, therefore, operating on three levels:
conservation, research and training.

H Beatrice Merz

Bookings:
tel. +39 - 011/9565280

Tickets:
Full price € 6,50
Reduced € 4,50

Location:

[ GAM - Galleria d’Arte Moderna
e Contemporanea di Torino
Via Magenta 31
10128 Torino
Tel. +39 - 011/4429518
www.gamtorino.it
gam@fondazionetorinomusei.it

Hopening hours;
Tuesday-Sunday 9 a.m. 7 p.m.
closed Mondays

tory became enriched with images of
primitive, “terrible”, and nocturnal ani-
mals. Major retrospective exhibitions fol-
lowed, in international museums includ-
ing Museum Folkwang, Essen, Stedelijk
van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven (1979],
Whitechapel, London (1980),
ARC/Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville,
Paris (1981), Kunsthalle, Basel (1981),
Moderna Museet, Stockholm, Palazzo dei
Congressi, San Marino (1983}, and Kun-
sthaus, Zurich (1985). He participated in
numerous group shows, including the
Sydney Biennial (1979), Documenta 7
(1982), and the Venice Biennale (1986).
He was awarded the Oskar Kokoschka
prize in Vienna in 1983. His writings
were published in Voglio fare un libro
subito (1985), a collection edited by
Beatrice Merz.

Merz created numerous installations in
outdoor spaces in Turin, Paris, Geneva,
Sonsbeck, and Miinster and large-scale
works at the Museo di Capodimonte, the
capc Musée d’art contemporain, Bor-
deaux, and at the Chapelle Saint-Louis
de la Salpétriere, Paris (1987). Interna-
tional recognition includes solo exhib-
itions at the Guggenheim Museum, New
York (1989), Castello di Rivoli Museum
of Contemporary Art, Centro per I'Arte
Contemporanea Luigi Pecci, Prato
(1990), and Galleria Civica d’Arte Con-
temporanea, Trento (1995). He also con-
tinued to receive invitations to create in-
stallations for public spaces, including
the Berlin subway, the Zurich railroad
station, and the Strashourg tramway.
During this period he also participated in
other important exhibitions, including
Documenta IX, Kassel (1992) and the
Venice Biennale (1997).

In new solo exhibitions, such as one at
the Fundacao de Serralves, Porto
(1999), Merz developed the theme of the
“Fibonacci House.” He hegan to devote
extensive periods of time to the practice
of drawing, which became the focus of a
series of large-scale installations. He ex-
hibited at the Carré d’Art - Musée d’art
contemporain, Nimes (2000), and he
showed his work for the first time in
Latin America, with a solo exhibition at .
the Fundacion Proa, Buenos Aires
(2002). He participated in Zero to In-
finity: Arte Povera 1962-1972
(2001), the first survey show of Arfe
Povera in the United Kingdom, orga-
nized by the Tate Modern in London and
by the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis.
November 6, 2002 marked the opening
of Igloo Fontana (Igloo Fountain), a
permanent installation for the rail link
for the city of Turin. Merz’s numerous
honors included the Laurea honoris
causa from DAMS in Bologna (2001) and
the Praemium Imperiale from the Japan
Art Association (2003).

Mario Merz died at dawn on November
9, 2003 in Milan, in the same house
where he was bhorn.

Marcella Beccaria
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