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Contemporary art and landscape: two elements of our socio-cultural heritage.

Taking a look at ethics, aesthetics and protection.

“Es gibt kein Vergangenes, daß man zurücksehnen dürfte, es gibt nur ein ewig Neues, daß sich aus den erweiterten Elementen des Vergangenen gestaltet; und die echte Sehnsucht muß stets produktiv sein, ein neues Besseres zu schaffen.” (No past deserves that we spend our time hankering after it; there is but an eternally new that takes shape from the extended elements of the past: true nostalgia must always be productive, generating something new and better).

Wolfgang von Goethe
Contemporary art is subjected to specific institutional attention by the Italian State, its Regions, its Provinces and its local authorities, which in March 2003 signed an agreement to launch joint actions to promote and augment collections in public ownership. The operation has had substantial not only cultural, but also economic repercussions. In addition, the new Cultural Heritage Law passed in 2004 provides that the landscape is also subject to protection by virtue of its cultural components (hydrology, geomorphology, vegetation and fauna), of its “aesthetic and perceptive value” (in visual, formal, semiological and aesthetic terms) and of its historical cultural contents (its architecture, its role as a testimonial and archive and its evidence of man’s presence and activity), on a par with all other forms of historical and cultural heritage, as its protection and conservation constitute the basic precept for mankind, animals and plants to live, while both laying the foundations for and crowning the achievement of human wellness.

Protection does not equate to blocking all forms of change, but anything that is done to model and transform the landscape must be in tune with the need to preserve biodiversity, nature’s dynamism and the historical and architectural scenario in place before change is undertaken.

The function of the civil servant is to ensure that the entire process is managed correctly, taking not only economic and social requirements into account, but also the features that local populations aspire to have recognised in the places where they live.

Once every two years since 2000, several of the microcosms of landscape constituting the historical parks surrounding royal residences of the Savoy family have hosted the International Sculpture Exhibition. The first to do so was the regional park of La Mandria, followed by the gardens and the glasshouses at the Ducal Residence of Agliè and now is the turn of the Margaria complex and the park at the Royal Castle of Racconigi. Until the day that the event shakes off its nomadic character to become stable and permanent, the themes of invention and innovation in the field of the plastic visual arts are tackled once every two years in settings that preserve Piedmont’s historical memories, where they are treated not merely as exhibitions, but as opportunities for study and reflection, where large numbers of visitors can keep up to date with the cultural debate about the poetics of aesthetics in international sculptural art, while at the same time benefitting from the occasion to find out more about the continuous process of safeguarding the park and the royal residence, discover local history and learn about the physical environment and man’s impact on it, using the original didactic tool of the eco-museum.
From the very outset, the choice of such prestigious exhibition venues became an integral part of the theme in the exhibition design, which has always provided for the inclusion of site-specific sculptures. These are works that, by their very nature, feature a close bond with their host environment and interact not only physically, naturalistically and architecturally, but also sociologically. These exhibitions offer visitors a chance to ponder man’s relationship with nature, to focus on the great environmental issues that are of such major concern to all of us and to adopt a stance in favour of an organic approach to nature as the unity of life, a universal communion with the world that rules out exploitation and manipulation as a matter of principle.

The exhibition makes a worthy contribution to enhancing and promoting the landscape, since its educational side invites everyone to pay greater attention to the need to monitor our territory, as every one of us should feel the duty to love and respect it.

Lastly, an event of such scope constitutes a viable model for a dynamic approach to contemporary art, one that also generates enterprise, jobs and technological skills. It offers the moment’s pause we all need, so that we can think about the fact that new professions are taking shape to tackle the increase in the production of contemporary art and in the spread of ways of exhibiting in situations outside the museums. This complex new organisational process has brought new skills to the fore.

The workers who have assisted the curator Luciano Caramel (who is responsible for devising and designing the exhibition, as well as actually putting it together) and the organiser and installer Riccardo Cordero (whose steady hands directs the whole event) have together ensured that every last one of the works is placed in the right setting, its perfect living space, giving the exhibition a rhythmed sequence. As in every previous edition, special care has been paid to highlighting the similarities and the differences between the artists’ poetics, which have been treated in such a way as to explain the reasons why certain combinations have been chosen, functioning to call attention to the optimum conditions in which visitors can enjoy them. Strict attention has also been paid to ensuring compliance with all safety and safeguarding standards, so that due respect is also always accorded to the surrounding natural context and the prestigious venue hosting the works of art themselves. The organiser is responsible for co-ordinating the on-site work and all the professionals involved in doing it: a heterogeneous blend of assemblers, carpenters, electricians, mechanics, builders, gardeners and all sorts of other people who interact with the shippers and packagers. An alert watch over everything is kept by the vigilant eyes of the assistant and the restorer, who may step in at a moment’s notice to repair or retouch any sculptures that have suffered some minor material injury during packaging and shipping.

So there is a veritable army of people, each bringing different skills and practices, all of them indispensable for a contemporary art exhibition that is increasingly reliant on technological and environmental installations, which in turn depend not only on the space that contains them, but also on efficient, dynamic IT and communication systems. In such a situation, the sheer professionalism of the sculptor Riccardo Cordero and his staff is a guarantee both for the artists and for the client. Every time, this team has respected the often radically different characteristics of the host venue, ensuring harmony with the requirements both of the individual sculptors and of the organs responsible for safeguarding the cultural heritage. There is no question of the organisational skills employed to tackle the bureaucratic procedures related to importing works from abroad, as well as to catering precisely for the needs to make a documentary record of the event by editing a rigorous, well-researched catalogue.
Giovanni Cordero
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