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Castello di Rivoli, GAM and the Fondazione Merz are hosting a large-scale retrospective exhibition of the
work of Mario Merz (Milan, 1925 - 2003), one of the most significant figures in the Italian and international
art worlds. The show, which pays homage to this important artist, who died recently, also will serve to
announce the creation of the foundation dedicated to his work, scheduled to open officially in 2005.

Mario Merz began his career in 1953 as a self-taught artist, working first in an abstract-expressionist vein,
and then creating art informel paintings. He participated in the early exhibitions of arte povera and went on
to become one of that movement’s leading figures. He abandoned painting for installation work and
experimentation with both natural and technological materials, such as neon tubes, traces of pure energy
that he inserted into the most ordinary objects. Beginning in 1968, he investigated archetypal structures like
the igloo, which he created in a wide range of materials. He used and interpreted the Fibonacci number
series as an emblem of the energy that is inherent to material, placing neon numbers in both his artworks
and in the exhibition setting, as he did in 1971, along the spiral of the Guggenheim Museum in New York,
in 1984 on the Mole Antonelliana in Turin, and in 1990 on Castello di Rivoli’s Manica Lunga. In 1976 he
began working with the symbolic figure of the spiral, which later came to be associated with another
equally recurrent motif, the table, on the surface of which he arrayed fruit that, left to its natural passage,
introduced the dimension of real time into the work.

In the late 1970s, Merz revived the use of figuration in his work, outlining large, primal images of animals,
which he described as “prehistoric.” The renown that Merz achieved over the years is attested to by the
prestigious exhibitions in which his work was included, such as the Venice Biennale and Documenta in
Kassel, or his solo exhibitions at the most prominent museums in the world. These include: the Walker Art
Center, Minneapolis, 1972; the Kunsthalle, Basel, 1981; the Moderna Museet, Stockholm, 1983; the Museum
of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, and the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York, 1989; the
Fundacié Antoni Tapies, Barcelona, 1993; Castello di Rivoli and the Centro per 1'Arte Contemporanea
Luigi Pecci, Prato, 1990; the Galleria Civica d’Arte Contemporanea, Trento, 1995; the Fundagdo de
Serralves, Porto, 1999; the Carré d’Art, Nimes, 2000; the Fundacién Proa, Buenos Aires, 2002. In 2003 he
was awarded the Premium Imperiale by the Emperor of Japan. He died in Milan in November, 2003.
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The exhibition at GAM, curated by Pier Giovanni Castagnoli, documents Mario Merz’s vast and multi-
faceted production as an artist, beginning with his earliest works from the 1950s, when he appeared on the
Turin art scene with his first solo exhibition at the La Bussola gallery.

Presenting pictorial experiments closely tied to natural elements (in the exhibition: La foglia / The leaf, 1952;
Albero [ Tree, 1953; Foglia a spirale | Leaf and spiral, 1955), Mario Merz appeared on the art scene with a type
of painting that was new and unpredictable, inspired by natural imagery, breaking down forms, and
arriving at a non-representational solution with expressionist cadences, where one can trace the influence
of painters from the preceding generation, such as Pinot Gallizio, Spazzapan, and Mattia Moreni. From
1965 on Merz began to abandon painting, to great object-related and environmental works, where the use
of neon tubes becomes a recurrent structural element that pierces the forms, initially canvas (Nella strada /
In the street, 1967), then objects (Bicchiere trapassato | Pierced glasses, 1967 and Bicchiere e bottiglia trapassati /
Pierced glasses and bottles, 1968), giving rise to the fecund prolific adventure known as arte povera. This
period is represented in the exhibition by a group of significant works from the three-year period 1966-
1968, such as Ombrello / Umbrella, 1967, Sitin, 1968, and Igloo - Mai alzato pietra su pietra [ Igloo — never has
stone been raised upon stone, 1968.

At Castello di Rivoli the exhibition sequence begins with Merz's great creative period in the late 1960s,
typified by the igloo pieces. The exhibition, curated by Ida Gianelli, includes Igloo di Giap / Giap igloo, 1968,
Igloo con albero / Igloo with tree, 1969; Objet cache-toi / Hiding place object, 1968; Igloo nero / Black igloo, 1967-79;
(Igloo) Tenda di Gheddafi | Qaddafi’s tent, 1968-81. The igloo is an archetypal form that emerges from the
three-dimensional development of a spiral, a form in which Merz recognizes the “structural” energy of
nature, and through which he creates an “external space” that is the “measure of an internal space” (Mario
Merz, Mazzotta, Milan, 1983) that replicates the form of the world to which it belongs. Installations from
the 1970s are included, where Merz introduced the “prehistoric” animals, such as Iguana, 1971, or the use
of materials that form complex spiral structures, made out of iron tubes, glass, stones, neon, bundles of
twigs, vegetables, fruit, and newspapers, as in Tavolo a spirale in tubolare di ferro per festino di giornali datati il
giorno del festino / Spiral table in tubular iron for feast of newspapers dated with the day of the feast, 1976. The
exhibition also includes works from the late 1970s that demonstrate the artist’s renewed interest in painting
and figuration, which was fundamental to his complex installations of the 1980s and 1990s. These works
are characterized by the appearance of primordial animals, such as crocodiles, zebras, tigers, or snails (a
return to his interest in the spiral form and the way time winds around itself), which become the subject of
canvases and installations that tend to involve the exhibition space in increasingly extensive and powerful
manner.

General information, Castello di Rivoli: tel. +39/011.9565280
General information, GAM: tel. +39/011.4429518

Press Office, Castello di Rivoli Museo d’Arte Contemporanea, tel. +39/011.9565209-211, fax
+39/011.9565231, e-mail: press@castellodirivoli.org
Press Office, GAM, tel. +39/011.4429523, e-mail: daniela.matteu@fondazionetorinomusei.it

For information about the Fondazione Merz, tel. +39/011.4358519, e-mail: info@fondazionemerz.org




Biography

Mario Merz was born in Milan on January 1, 1925 and grew up in Turin, in a family of
Swiss origin. During World War II 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 arrested 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 exhibition at the Galleria La Bussola in Turin, where he
showed drawings and paintings whose subject matter refer to the organic 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
“projecting structures,” volumetric works seen as a possible fusion 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 materials and always developing new relationships 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 Kiinstlerprogramm, his research focused on
the theme of the table, seen as a unifying element, fundamental for the construction 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 Minneapolis (1972).

During the second half of the 1970s Merz began to develop a renewed interest in pictorial
practice and created a series of works where the igloo, bundles of sticks, neon numbers,
tables, and vegetables also include packets of newspapers. His first solo exhibition in a
European museum was held at the Kunsthalle in Basel and was followed by a show at the
ICA in London (1975). He participated in the Venice Biennale in 1976 and 1978.



During the 1980s Merz's pictorial repertory became enriched with images of primitive,
“terrible,” and nocturnal animals, sometimes pierced by neon bars and created in a variety
of techniques. Major retrospective exhibitions followed, in international museums
including 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 Kunsthaus, 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, Bordeaux, and at the Chapelle Saint-Louis de la Salpétriere, Paris (1987).
International recognition includes solo exhibitions at the Guggenheim Museum, New
York (1989), Castello di Rivoli Museo d’Arte Contemporanea , Centro per l'Arte
Contemporanea Luigi Pecci, Prato (1990), and Galleria Civica d’Arte Contemporanea,
Trento (1995). He also continued to receive invitations to create installations for public
spaces, including the Berlin subway, the Zurich railroad station, and the Strasbourg
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 Fundacido de Serralves, Porto (1999), Merz
developed the theme of the “Fibonacci House.” He began to devote extensive periods of
time to the practice of drawing, which became the focus of a series of large-scale
installations. He exhibited 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 Infinity: Arte Povera 1962-
1972 (2001), the first survey show of Arte Povera in the United Kingdom, organized by the
Tate Modern in London and by the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis. November 6, 2002
marked the opening of Igloo Fountain, a permanent installation for the Passante
Ferroviario, 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
born.

Marcella Beccaria



