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The future of humankind is a bookcase
Interview in catalogue by Fortunato D’Amico to Chiara Dynys

Who is an artist?

I’ve always thought that an artist is a foreteller, a visionary descended into the everydayness of life. 
I don’t believe that artistic inspiration is to be looked for in transcendental places or exceptional situations. I believe that the “vision” is part of being an artist. It’s in the banal moments – maybe driving a car or cooking spaghetti – that images and information, useful for an artist’s creativity, arrive.

Is there a difference between being an artist in this period and having been one fifty years ago?

The difference lies in the degree of freedom. 

Fifty years ago an artist thought he or she was freer. Probably, it wasn’t so, because they have always had to fight to communicate their own language. An artist was an isolated figure. Today, an artist is free only when he or she is able to allow isolation, when he or she doesn’t have to interact anymore with the everyday system. The contemporary artist is subjected to much pressure in work, which takes place, more and more, in contact with many people. 
This situation makes an artist less free with respect to the past. 
What has changed is the confrontation: the contact now is international, and there isn’t an Italian artist, per se, anymore, not to mention, for instance, a Milanese artist. 
Now there’s a figure who lives uprooted from traditional cultural contexts and follows a nomadic lifestyle, far from social groups or communities. Even though transgressive, this situation is ritualized by everydayness. The artist lives everywhere, within a reality in constant evolution.

How has the role of the artist evolved?

It has not changed. Maybe the artist has broadened his or her intervention sphere and the responsibility of covering more skills by experimenting with more and more languages. 
The contemporary artist may be a consultant in building a section of a large metropolis, or a mentor in planning situations aimed at the public at large. In the recent past, the artist lived inside his or her own shell, speaking through innovative acts which in any event remained limited to the artistic community. Today, the artist must try to leave this restricted sphere in order to build new forms of contemporary language and because, in the midst of all these offers of digitalized and twodimensional virtuality, art needs ever more three-dimensional and true experiences.

The role of the artist of the future will be, as always, to recreate the world.

In which metaphor does the contemporary artist reflect him/herself, after having abandoned the condition of solitary creator?

Now the artist is like a “director”. Usually he or she has a group of people to organize and coordinate, assistants and young artists with whom to travel and know places and people or for example to prepare the materials for the installation of an exhibition. 
Travel companions that each time realize together with the artist this “art film”, each time risking the failure of production. Teamwork where there is no point of return home, nor a moment in which friends are encountered in a place shared by everyone. There are no spaces in which to get together, write a declaration of intents or for example compile the pages of a magazine. Once in Milan there was the Bar Jamaica where artists met each other to discuss in a historical moment in which art was also an open dialogue. 
The artist of the future will be a figure involved in rebuilding the world, collaborating with others in planning projects and visions. This artist will once again share his or her life with others.

Is art revolution?

Once, artists were figures who fought against the system. Art is the strong point of what was once conventionally called “revolution”. It’s the moment of rupture made concrete through an intentional operation, not with a bomb randomly thrown in order to create sensationalism.

Art breaks the mould to recreate other systems that look towards the future.

In this Babylonian setting, how can one distinguish art from marketing?

True art has always announced great changes in society. Michelangelo, Borromini, Piero Manzoni were firstly great figures. That’s why history remembers them as great artists who created a turning point for the language of art and understanding. We can assert that the quality of art lies behind the people who see to making it. 

What would you suggest to a young person who wants to embark upon the career of an artist?

You become an artist by chance… I like this idea a lot. Every one of us has his or her own course, let’s say even random, of encounters and circumstances that are part of that person’s destiny. Every person has his or her own fortune. In any event, you need to believe.

What is your secret wish?

Among my secret wishes that I’d like to make come true, there’s the one of building a large inhabitable sculpture, in which to insert other objects to represent my concept of everyday life. 
I’d like to create a world of objects that come under a language shared by others. 
It’s only logical that I can’t build it on my own; I’ll make it with ten architects, with ten experts in urban planning and landscape, with ten curators, and with you, who’ll come and organize us all. 
I’m interested in this absolute interaction. It may seem like a megalomaniac, impossible dream, but it doesn’t matter: I absolutely have to make it come true!

Technology and research have today allowed the artist to build his or her own universe, using different languages, integrated into a holistic vision. Isn’t this freedom?

I like this question a lot. First, speaking about freedom, I told you that today the artist is subject to much pressure and maybe he or she feels less free. Instead, you talk about this great possibility for the artist to manage the rebuilding of his or her own world alone. If we put these two reflections together, we’ll discover that the artist on the one hand is more restricted, while on the other considers what shape to give the world. The issue of independence must also be considered in relation to the commission. This may give or take away great freedom for the artist. Maybe conditioning the work, not in constructing the concept but in the economic investment put in to make it. Before, the gallery owner bound the life and course of an artist, but even a great art dealer – an excellent companion – supported the work. There was also the collector who visited the studio and chose the paintings to buy, at times commissioning a new piece. 
It’s not like this anymore. Commissioners change from one project to the next, and museums are the direct representatives of the artist. The curators and directors of these institutions are familiar with the artist, directly. Thus the events are put together by the artist with great risk and cost. Today, those who commission an event in a big museum have also become the multinational which sponsors the event. Bank foundations are among the new players on the art scene. 
The art market has therefore changed a great deal. The artist is launched into a system where it has become more and more necessary to communicate with a sector of management professionals. In my opinion, the contemporary artist still isn’t unscrupulous enough to admit it.

What differences do you find between the way in which European artists work and the way artists from other continents work?

For me, the European artist has a greater awareness of history. I believe he or she has the ability, as Pasolini says, to visualize the above and the below. The European artist is in the middle and is able to see the past and imagine the future, even if today we are experiencing, like Americans, a strong identity crisis. 
Latin American artists, for me, are more spiritual, with incredible expressive abilities. Very strong in their convictions, positioned on the road of passion. You see it also from a cinema point of view. Latin American artists narrate stories which in some way are always on this trajectory. 

The Chinese defend themselves quite well. Theirs is a self-fed art market, ready to implode. They present themselves as new subjects, and they have a huge economic potential and willingness to grow, in a hurry. 

You made almost all the products for this show in Syria. Why and what is your relationship with this country?

It’s a very strong and difficult relationship, even if the artisans with whom I work are smart and clever. Interest in money is secondary with respect to the enthusiasm they have for building something with the artist. 
They say these places are risky, but I don’t see it that way. I feel safe in the desert, I don’t know why. The desert is so rocky that anyone would be scared of it. When you cross it to reach Damascus, you’re in a stony land where your phone doesn’t even work. If you feel sick, it’s over. Syria is magnificent; it has incredible archaeological sites and all in all Syrians are people profoundly rooted in the history of humanity. 
I made a film on Syria. I create in this place because I’m in love with it, because it’s full of difficulties, because each time you go, you risk that something might happen.

How did the Labirinti di memoria project come about?

The idea for this show, if we want to be truthful, was mainly born from you, because it never would have crossed my mind to organize an event within the State Central Archive. When you invited me to see this place, the first thing I thought was “let’s run” [laughs]. Out of courtesy and the esteem I have for you I said to myself “okay, let’s see the place, then we can run; let’s say we can’t”. And instead, slowly I entered more and more into the logic of this obsession: holding this exhibition. I understood why you called me to that place, which I had found absolutely absurd before: maybe it’s the right place for my artistic language, for my expression. I talk about passage, crossing, overturning: what better place to put all this into practice than the State Central Archive? Walking in these spaces alludes to the idea that it’s impossible to contain memory and preserve history. You get the feeling of the precariousness of existence. 

Which criteria did you use to start the production of the works and structure the set-up of the space?

The slant I took for the show was the fear of losing myself, which is what happens to me every time I think of the spaces in the Archive. I worked on this exorcism: firstly following my “inner” path and then projecting it out into the architecture of a building intended to catalogue memory. It is a matter of displaying the fear and its meaning. In some way I attempted to build some metaphorical moments by asking myself some questions. How could we lose ourselves? How can we exorcise this daily fear? Why can’t I see the end of a tunnel? Where do we come from? Why can’t we remember anything anymore? I tried to put all this fear together in order to create images and installations.

May you shortly describe the whole show path?

A work in steel made of two words looming like a warning will welcome visitors who may read, encrypted in reverse, the title of the work, Memoria e oblio. 
In the entrance hall there’s once again a large work entitled Doppio sogno. In the two small adjacent rooms, screenings of two interactive books will be held, one with correspondence, the other with diaries.

Another interactive book, projected onto a screen with original Italian documents, will be featured in the meeting hall. 
Along the deposits, there’s a video sequence that shows the Archive in the middle of two large bookcases. 
Cage One is a work installed in the final part of the first large hallway. A sculpture made of a gold cage with a back mirroring surface in which we reflect ourselves along with the books.

On the spiral staircase there is a coloured wall drawing: “Il futuro dell’umanità è una libreria” (The future of humankind is a bookcase). 
You then return to the deposit to assist in another projection at the back of the hallway and then at the end of the tunnel there’s the sculpture entitled Cage Two. 
Three columns built with books surmounted by open books, all kept in the deposit and dedicated to archaeological digs. 
Anomalie, installed along the itinerary, is made of light-boxes that sum up the mental and physical path of the artist through dystonia. 
Along the walls of the long connecting hallway we find writings excerpted from The Library of Babel by Jorge Luis Borges. At the exit, on the grand staircase, once again a neon dichotomy, in red and green: Tutto Niente. 
In the large inside square looms the imposing work Ad Astra, a steel ladder with, on each step, the quotation of some of Italy’s most important events and the date. 
Tutto scorre is a writing made with coloured stones placed on a mirroring surface on the ground.

And the works set in the MLF Gallery of Marie-Laure Fleisch?

In the gallery, the display of Più luce su tutto opens up to, for the first time within my artistic course, an experiment that pairs light and paper, two materials able to find themselves in the same lightness. 
A large installation of over 10 metres, which lends its title to the exhibition as well, in which paper is the protagonist and I’ve interpreted as a page – literally – and as a page of the mind, which contains all the pages. It consists in a large bookcase with 369 glass books, where everybody may recognize his or her own ideal library, or rather their own sensibility. A few books are illuminated inside and give off light: they are, literally, “illuminating”. Coming from the visit of the Archive’s exhibition (over 100 kilometres of shelving, teeming with layers full of documents and information, which outline the shadows of a submerged Babylon, of a close-knit puzzle of memory) the public is confronted with my vision in a luminous and transparent form. 
The entire exhibition investigates concepts similar to those just described and always suspended between memory and oblivion. 
The Gobbo is a work that narrates a combined game of writing, light and private emotions on my own, using the form of the tool which in the theatre or in a TV studio has the task of suggesting. 
Finally, Parole nel vuoto is a large book “in folio” with, thanks to a retroprojection, features literary phrases that have accompanied my life and work and which take shape starting with drops that fall upon the open page. 
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