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Medardo Rosso’s Biography

Sculptor, Torino 1858 – Milan 1928

Grown up in Milan, Medardo Rosso attended there the Accademia di Brera. He lived from 1889 to the early ‘20s in Paris, in the international universe of writers, painters, sculptors and intellectuals who founded the language of modern and contemporary art between the late XIX century and World War I.  He had his studio and home in Boulevard des Batignolles and was a close friend of  Degas and Apollinaire. He owned Van Gogh’s masterpiece Diligence des Tarascon, which we can today admire at the Metropolitan of New York.

Rosso led his research on a path parallel in a first moment to symbolism and later to the avant-gards, although he never took part to any organized group, as Futurism. Boccioni defines him in his “Manifesto” nevertheless a master. He works with bronze, plaster and especially wax, getting to such fanshape open, advanced results, that he was for a long time not fully understood by critics, who have erroneously been connecting him (as they had with Rodin himself, after all) to Impressionism: Madam X, an ancestor of Brancusi’s  Musa addormentata (1910),  is a fully abstract sculpture, and that only in 1896, while Yvette Guilbert (1895) and Madame Noblet (1897) are to be considered as expressionist works long before Expressionism as an artistic current had got its name: The Rieuse and the Petite rieuse are in a similar relation to Leonardo and the Quattrocento as Picasso or Bacon are to Velazquez.   

Between XVIII and XIX centuries, after the decline of the great sacred and monumental sculpture with its unbreakable link to Space and Place which it was made for, Rosso shows the way forward for a sculpture that is in many ways in a special relation to Time: a relationship with time and light… the light, the emotion, the instant… the instant and memory.

This is the exact point where the link between Rosso’s sculpture and photography takes life and place. Rosso is in fact an extraordinary, incredible photographer of his own works, which he retakes and transforms into toning-effect developed printings, giving them the same yellows and reds as in his wax works, or the green-light blue of his patina on bronze.

“We are but jokes of light”, Rosso used to say. 

He never worked from models: his first images are figures glimpsed in the precise instant fixed in memory by the emotion: a face flashing in the evening dark, the fleeting reflection of a man in a mirror. In Rosso there is no Idea, there is non concept, allegory nor story to be found; there is originally only the pure perception: he consequently erases any outline or orthogonal line and – first as a sculptor – any kind of  a traditional perspective, which is ideal vision, so founding a new space on the ground of Cezanne’s space. The result is a slanted and ambiguous perspective system taking its form both in bronze or wax (Bookmaker, Homme qui lit, Paris la nuit) and in the photographic works or in some collages.

After moulding the first sculpture, wherein memory takes its shape, even if just from a certain visual point, it otherwise will get lost in the chaos of a formless material – and there Time enters the Sculpture – after that first image, the process of transformation of the shape from a material into a new one starts, up to the sottile, the “subtle” effect of photographic emulsion: the figure, slightly modified, is reproduced from wax into bronze, then taken back to be transferred into plaster, then cut and emptied, to be finally taken into bronze or in a new wax shape again. In the same time the artist takes pictures of his own sculptures with experimental procedures, finally he takes photos of the photographs in a long work progress, so that for each single title, Rieuse, for instance, we don’t have just a single work, but a series of variants. Such a work on form can only be found in the second half of the XX century, from Giacometti to Warhol. A master of fluid matter - onto which the instant is imprinted, and the gesture as well, the hic et nunc, the “the here and now” of our being in the world - Rosso used to fuse in kilns built in his studio. In 1900 he was awarded a medal for bronze fusion at the International Exhibition in Paris.

His works are today at the Victoria and Albert Museum of London, at the State Museums of Berlin and Dresden, at Musée d’Orsay and the Petit Palais in Paris, in Madrid, Rome, Florence, Venice, Milan, Tokyo, Buenos Aires, Camberra, at the MoMa and the Metropolitan of New York, at the Fine Arts Museum of San Francisco, at the Nasher Sculptural Centre of Dallas,  at the Philadelphia Museum of Art,  at the  Pulizer  Foundation  (Missouri),  while the most relevant group of waxes, plasters and bronzes is at the Museo e Archivio Rosso at Barzio (Milan), which is still today Rosso’s heirs property. At Barzio is also kept the rich photographic fondo, an extraordinary collection of drawings and part of the production of Copie dall’antico.   

