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When I first saw Maria Cristina Carlini’s work during the Opera-Ambiente exhibition in Madrid in May 2009, I was struck by the scale and the visual weight of each piece.  Their physical presence, the space they occupy, and their organic forms demanded my attention.  During this initial encounter with her work, I became aware of Carlini’s ability to manipulate both the physical and psychological properties of sculpture.  The forcefulness of this experience led me to contemplate the power of these physical creations, the act of their creation, and the viewer’s experience of a work of art’s physical presence.   Carlini's public sculptures do not stand alone; by traversing the globe, they exist in continually changing contexts.  The monuments that I viewed in Madrid had first traveled from Milan, the place of their conception, to an exhibition in Paris, and then to Madrid.   Carlini creates most of her monuments with the expectation that they will traverse the globe and encounter multiple horizons and disparate audiences.   Wherever placed, Carlini’s sculptures create sites of engagement, glimpses of the experiences of being human amidst the play of cosmic dualities--past and present creation and destruction, stability and flux.

Maria Cristina Carlini‘s work is an exploration of the human desire to make, a desire that she describes as insistent and demanding.  Carlini conceives, creates, and then releases her art to travel the world.  After completing a work, Carlini says that she feels outside of the piece; the finished work has a sense of being separate and foreign.  By making large-scale outdoor monuments she invites the general public, whether they be art enthusiasts or casual viewers, to encounter and experience the work.  Through the combination of her interest in humankind’s various relationships with the earth and the placement of the works in public spaces, Carlini’s monuments transform their settings and enliven the spaces for viewers.

The works selected for this exhibition—Madre (Mother), Betulle (Birches), Out and Inside, Icaro (Icarus), La Vittoria di Samothrace (The Victory of Samothrace), Isole (Isolate), Granvia (Grand Road), and Assedio (Besiege)— call attention to the mystery of “the given.”  I define “the given” as that which is familiar, unobtrusive, often unconscious in day-to-day experience,  such as  the need for nurture and shelter, the hunger for communication,  knowledge and achievement, or the often unnoticed yet inescapable passage of time.  Carlini’s work speaks to transcendent concepts, yet her focus on the physical object in space, especially public spaces, resists reduction to the purely conceptual. The titles of her sculptures encourage the experience of the transcendent, the mythic, and the cultural, yet the works themselves are created out of the most fundamental materials.  In the process of creating and naming, Carlini gives form to the interplay between the finite and infinite dimensions of human existence, continually contemplating where we stand in the order of nature and in relation to one another.  
Creation

Over the course of a relatively short career, Carlini has been intensely productive. She has demonstrated an ability to produce new levels of aesthetic experiences, constantly putting her hands to new materials and responding to the demands of her ideas and concepts. Since the 1970s Carlini’s commitment to sculpture has been evidenced by her unending experimentation with conventional mediums. Pottery preceded sculpture.
She discovered her passion for making art almost by chance. Carlini’s family was not in the arts.  Her father was in industry and Carlini herself earned a degree in law, but she quickly changed her path after being introduced to clay.  In 1983, following a friend’s suggestion, Carlini enrolled in a ceramics workshop at the California College of Arts and Crafts. During this workshop she began her engagement with clay, apprenticing herself to the materials and tools of a ceramicist. She fell in love with shaping, sculpting, and molding; subsequently she spent the following ten years working on the wheel. The first sculptures she created were functional –vases and platters –her hands learning to build and shape with clay. In studying the techniques humans have used throughout the centuries for building with clay, like coil construction and throwing on the wheel, Carlini entered a long tradition of builders and shapers. She became engrossed in the experience of making, and as she responded to her insistent need to make her penchant for experimentation began to emerge. Through her early work Carlini gained a mastery of the standard clay building techniques, but after learning these standard practices and principles she wanted more expression from her materials.  Carlini's experimentation with clay began with combining clay bodies with different firing temperatures, pushing the traditional boundaries of her materials.   

Clay introduced Carlini to the physicality of materials. Learning the techniques of pottery and clay building became her starting point for exploring the touch of other materials such as resin, concrete and steel. This initiation into “handling” the materials was a key part of developing her creative instincts. She developed a sustained engagement with the materials, learning their innate properties, the history of their human use, their possible interactions with other substances and environments, and the way they respond to the passing of time. 
As her career progressed, Carlini’s work shifted to an exploration of and dialogue with the creative process. A functional piece, such as a vase or platter, could become a means to exploring the malleability of a material. Instead of a glaze, Carlini let the clay itself be the decorative element by using a thin layer of slip to give surface color and pattern. Carlini's experimental relationship with raw clay also included the use of textures and decorative patterns. Nothing about the fundamental material (clay) or forms (vases, platters) themselves signifies experimentation. The material and forms are thoroughly ordinary. But Carlini’s objects call attention to the wonder in the ordinary, the human ability to discover and use the latent power of the materials. The expansive scope of her ideas not only led her to push the forms and conventions associated with the materials, but also shifted her focus to matters of form, concept, and the existence of these forms in space.  

Carlini trusts in and works with the innate tendencies of the materials and their capability to explore form. She acknowledges contradictory tendencies and seeks to give them physical form. She directs her energies toward the experiential, the expressive nature of work itself rather than solely the symbolic. The essence of her work is the physicality of the object and its material nature. Her hands work the material to create objects in space.  

Carlini constantly seeks different ways to make the materials interact. Her investigation into the expressive qualities of clay led her to explore her ideas on larger scales and with new materials. Though Carlini’s exploration into larger sculpture began with clay as seen in works such as La Porta (The Door) and Passaggio (Passage), the desire to work large brought her to industrial materials such as steel, Cor-ten, resin, and cement. Working with these new materials, Carlini’s interest in the shaping of forms supplanted her interest in craft. As in her earlier work, her more recent larger sculptures and monuments show the importance she places on experimentation and physical interaction with the materials.

Carlini moves from small to large. Most of her sculptures and all of her monuments start from maquettes; these maquettes are her creative seeds, the beginning of an expression of a form. But unlike the natural notion of a seed, Carlini herself is the source of the seeds. Instead of casting seeds into the earth, Carlini gathers the earth in her hands and gives physical form to her dreams and feelings. Concepts for maquettes often surface from her own dreams or unconscious thoughts. Using clay, she will shape twenty or so maquettes and then choose the ideas she wants to translate into a larger form. Making the maquettes out of clay is a practical necessity, since only smaller pieces will fit in the kiln in her studio. But working with clay also allows an intimacy with material and form that is not as readily available when working with industrial materials. Clay allows Carlini to explore structures on small scale; she can put her hands to shapes and material in the intimate space of her studio. Carlini has a dialogue with her materials, and as she explores new material her vocabulary changes. She pushes materials to the extent of their abilities. Clay is over- fired and sometimes burnt. Steel is oxidized and then sealed. She sometimes seeks to create feelings of lightness when using weighty metal. Carlini explores the range of expression in her material, especially their ability to express paradox and contrarieties. 

During the past several years Carlini has continued experimenting with all aspects of large scale sculpting, creating works such as Icaro (Icarus), Madre (Mother), Granvia (Grand Road), Isole (Isolated), La Vittoria di Samotracia, (The Victory of Samothrace), Out & Inside, Betulle (Birches) and Assedio (Besieged). By necessity, the large sculptures and monumental pieces are fabricated away from her studio in workshops and foundries, places better suited to the materials and scale of her monumental work. Nevertheless, these grow out of her day-to-day studio practice and clay maquettes. Her large-scale work is simultaneously introspective and expansive.  

The scale of Carlini's work is powerful. Madre and Vittoria are at eye level for most viewers, whereas Out and Inside and Isole are the height of a one-story building. You cannot see through or around these larger works. They block vision. Yet, they also create an architectural space for the viewer to move in and around. Out and Inside has human- sized passageways and window-like forms that invite entrance. The power of large works like Out and Inside can be engulfing, yet the openness of the passageways is graceful and inviting. In contrast, when standing close to Madre and Vittoria, viewers can see the space around the work. The forms they call to mind are vast, yet both Madre and Vittoria’s scale offer a sense of intimacy. The activity of seeing through or around something, or having vision blocked by something, is an inescapable reminder that our visual reality is grounded by the perception of physical things as we experience them  from our particular vantage points. 

Metal and earth are ancient materials which became key building components of the industrial age. Coupled with Carlini’s expressive choice of materials is a passionate relationship with the surface of the materials. Mesh textures create a sense of lightness; oxidation creates the appearance of aging. Carlini weathers the materials so as to create a sense of temporal and visual movement. Carlini does not simply age the sculptures in their entirety; instead she uses these processes as compositional elements on each piece. She controls the oxidization to the desired point and then seals the material to prevent further corrosion. She makes her materials speak, and thus gives form to the contrarieties of creation and decay, heaviness and lightness, strength and fragility.  

Isole, Madre, and Betulle give viewers the chance to ponder elusive matters such as the passing of time and the activity of creation. Through Carlini’s vocabulary of geometry, materials, and surface texture, intangibles become more tangible, more knowable. Carlini deliberately specifies interpreting the essence of the primordial earth as one of her main artistic goals. She seeks a connection with first moments of creation and the first creators, whether they are the first mothers or the first builders of sheltering structures. Her works are often an evocation of the ancient, fundamental human needs combined with the continual activity of creating the new.

Isole is an elegant merging of two materials, the clay with all of its primitiveness, and the modern alloyed steel. Rectangular sheets of Cor-ten (also known as weathered steel and frequently used for bridges, railcars and other large structure) stand on edge in fan-like forms which create a powerful feeling of triangular stability. In the center of the sculpture, panels of fired clay emerge from the sheets of Cor-ten. Carlini has created monumental books—open books—enlarging the form to the height of the average ceiling. Isole contemplates the act of visually isolating forms as well as focuses on the isolation of earth amongst a sea of steel. The cut center piece reveals cracked earthen clay underneath. The earth is isolated formally; the steel barrier frames the clay. Although the framing of the fired clay separates the two materials, the work is not solely about isolation because the forms are paired. The larger book form is mirrored in a smaller version; they have company and do not stand alone. The earth in Isole seems part of natural geology. The clay is kiln-fired and cracked. Here, again, Carlini works in tandem with the materials, allowing their intrinsic tendencies to come through. In this sculpture, the concept of isolation is about editing and confining materials. Carlini uses isolation to create movement, repetition, pattern; isolation is part of the process of making and composing. 

Isole brings to mind to monumental American sculpture such as the work of Richard Serra or Mark Di Suvero. Carlini, like Serra and Di Suvero, puts her hands to grand ideas through the use of industrial materials. Like many of Serra’s public works, Isole, stands as a barrier or wall; it blocks views. The large scale of the work makes the viewer aware of the scale of their own body in relationship to space. Serra, speaking about his infamous public installation Tilted Arcs said, "The viewer becomes aware of himself and of his movement through the plaza. As he moves, the sculpture changes. Contraction and expansion of the sculpture result from the viewer's movement. Step by step the perception not only of the sculpture but of the entire environment changes." The size of Isole in real space confronts the viewer not only with the artwork but with their own physical body. But unlike Di Suvero and Serra, in Isole Carlini combines industrial Cor-ten and fired clay, connecting industrial creation with the material of the most basic human making.
Isole speaks to the paradox of how truly connecting isolation can be. One material can only be isolated through the use of another. Carlini uses mediums in their pure form to pull out contrasts and highlight discussions of the creative process. Though she allows materials to express their innate tendencies, Carlini is constantly exercising her mastery over them like a conductor over an orchestra. In Isole, she allows only a certain amount of oxidization on the steel, and allows only so much earth to reveal itself. 

In Madre, Carlini orchestrates the form and materials differently, with carefully conceived overtones of contradiction. Madre is a beautiful composition of basic geometric elements; a cracked sphere that is reminiscent of a globe stands atop a cubic pedestal. Madre evokes ideas of a mother earth, but not solely a bountiful one or a purely natural one. This hollow sculpture made out of rigid Cor-ten has a cracked crust that creates a sense of incompletion or disrepair. Carlini gives us a fragmented, yet rigid and perhaps broken monument to the earth. The Cor-ten is filled with sensory contradictions. It is as thin as the cover of a textbook and as solid as the hood of a car.  But in spite of the fragmentation and sense of disrepair, the elevated steel base honors the sphere and makes it precious.  So too do the traces of gold on the fractured edges of the sphere. 

Like all of Carlini’s monuments, Madre evolved  from maquette. Transforming the sculpture in both scale and materials had a significant effect on the concept of the piece. Because of the clay material, the maquette has a small conceptual gap when translating the sculpture into a form of mother earth’s crust.  By choosing steel for the sculpture, Carlini transformed the sculpture into an abstraction of the concept.  No longer is she using earth as a material for representing the earth itself; instead, she forms the earth with industrial materials. But unlike the actual planet earth, Madre is hollow.  Contrary to the intrinsic heaviness of steel, it evokes the feeling of lightness. The cracked globe reminds one of the discarded skins of a reptile. Madre’s cracked sphere looks like the remains of the top layer of the earth shed and left behind. The sculpture offers viewers a paradox; it evokes the formation of the earth, the movements of its crust and plates, which have the possibility to be both forces of creation and destruction. If one were to run a finger down the edges it would feel like tracing the horizon of a mountain range with your finger. The organically uneven edges form a fluid line that weaves in and out of the sculpture.  

The body of Madre is composed of several sheets of steel. The sheets are welded together with pools of solder. These solder joints can be seen both internally and externally in the sculpture. They read as a linear story of how the piece was made, and as such provide a powerful counterpoint to forces of fragmentation. One can find points where Carlini clearly saw that the connection needed to be stronger because of external forces (like gravity) and other points where she merely uses a tap weld. The function of the welds is obvious, she makes no attempt to hide them and her process is revealed to the viewer. In almost all of her recent work, Carlini does not seek to conceal her creative process. Her work is not about creating a perfectly manicured or seamless whole; rather it is about the process of making itself. All of her works show beautiful evidence of Carlini’s movements from functional to conceptual sculpture, and her movements from the seed-like clay maquettes to monuments formed with industrial materials. 

With Madre, Carlini brings the sphere out of the conceptual realm and into the viewer’s space. Madre asks us to contemplate the human relationship to the globe, to reflect on the assumptions implicit in a human perspective on the cosmological. What do we really know at any given time? The globe becomes not only the idea of the earth but also a snapshot of the cultural conceptions of the earth operative in our world. Once again, Carlini moves from small to large, and her intimate experience shaping clay with her hands evolves into a larger statement she releases for other viewers to experience. But there is another twist: because she also moves from large to small, her reflections on the cosmic forms on a human scale make them palatable and partially knowable. In Madre, the sheets of metal fit together in geometric patterns coming together at the base of the sphere. The oxidization of the sculpture is largely on the exterior of the sphere and the base of its interior. The pooling of oxidation at the base evokes the pull of earth’s gravity on the sculpture, reminding viewers that this is a representation of the earth, a human creation that can be touched.

Betulle is another meditation on the relationship between form and material, the natural and the human-made. As with Isole, Carlini has created a monumental book—an open book—enlarging the form to the height of a one-story building. She has created a work that calls attention to the formal qualities of the book, literature, and knowledge in general. Carlini titles her work Betulle (Birches) and thus references the material used in the piece. Betulle tells multiple stories.  It contemplates knowledge and it discusses the material quality of the book and the book’s form. With its fanned form, it seems partially open and partially closed, illuminating and concealing. The steel sheets frame the birch trees. Like a painting of birch trees, the steel encloses the work and creates a specific vignette to frame the natural.  

 Betulle evokes the book form, but in place of pages are the trunks of birch trees. Carlini grounds and frames remnants of the natural amidst industrial material, encapsulating them, controlling view points, closing them in with steel. This work could be seen as a comment on human domination over nature. Carlini’s forms evoke the human desire to know and thus control the natural world. The birch trunks are controlled and allowed to be seen from one vantage point and without foliage. Like Madre, Bertulle is elevated on a pedestal causing the forms to tower above viewers. Carlini chose concrete to set the roots; the steel sheets are hinged to base. Again in this sculpture the artist’s process of making is not hidden, rather it is revealed to the viewer and it is part of the viewing process.

Betulle reveals only the trunks of the birch trees, the part of the tree that is most often appropriated for  human use. Carlini’s handling of the trunk alludes to the use of the tree as material. Birch wood is highly practical, often used for basic, practical human needs: paper, firewood, furniture, and toothpicks. There is little that birch has not been used for. The text or content of this “book” is the raw material itself, gouged, defoliated, thus suggesting wood on its way to becoming paper that forms the leaves or pages of an actual book. Carlini’s appropriation of the tree allows an open-ended interpretation. The strong trunks used in Betulle are not pristine; the trunks show abrasions, scrapes, and burns, evidence of human use or interaction.
Carlini’s sculptures can’t help but evoke the passage of time. Her monuments are reminiscent of ruins or sculptures that have been unearthed after hundreds of years of seclusion. Although she works with modern materials, she will often oxidize portions of the work, bringing to the forefront the passage of time. We are used to seeing monuments age over time and become associated with a specific site, its climate and population. Her monuments are aging over time in ever changing settings. Carlini often makes use of the properties of her materials to bring together old and new. Her work unites the ever-present slip into the future, and the pull of the past. She gives shape and form to the essential forces of humanity, the human need to create and construct, to establish a sense of place, combined with an awareness of the passage of time.

While many European cities contain ruins of ancient civilizations, the urban spaces in the United States do not. In 2010, Carlini’s monumental nomads have come to rest in a landscape where the traces of geological time are often more prominent than historical time, or where the traces of more ancient civilizations have been erased. 

Traveling Monuments

The words “monument” or “monumental “ are most often used to refer to the scale of a work, but also carries with them connotations of permanence—the work as  grounded in a place and its function as a reminder. Traditionally monuments are site-specific sculptures created to memorialize an event or honor a person. Most often they are tied to a history, a place, or a culture; most often they pay homage to the memory of event or person. They are other than the thing itself. They stand for things, not as things. Through form and exhibition, Carlini’s works often dislodge the monument from a traditional, comfortable fixity and makes new demands upon the genre and its viewers. Carlini's monuments not only traverse the world, traveling across continents and oceans, but the concepts expressed in her sculptures are closer to non-representational art works, asking just as much from the viewer as they tell. Because Carlini invites the viewer to explore their own interpretation of her works, the monuments contain a certain anti-monumentality. In the course of multiple exhibitions, her monuments hopscotch the oceans and continents. They are created with the assumption of portability. Carlini creates her works so they can be dismantled and re-formed, picked up and re-placed, and be viewed against any number of horizons.  For example, La Vittoria di Samotracia will cross the Atlantic and be viewed against the horizon of the Rocky Mountains in Denver, Colorado. Her monuments embrace the seeming paradox of monumentality and mobility. Sophie Allgårdh aptly describes Carlini’s sculpture as nomadic, as “temporary interventions in the urban space.” Until recently, Carlini’s nomads have only ventured into regions close to the artist and  European artistic traditions. With this exhibit, they are making the voyage to more distant places, inhabiting new environments.
These European sculptures are now coming into a new cultural context. It was a common concern for American artists throughout the nineteenth century to see the absence of cultural foundation as a hurdle to be overcome. Just as common was the American obsession with the new world and the virgin land. Such is evidenced by the history of American painting which is filled with sublime images of nature. Americans still have a relatively short cultural history, one certainly without classical ruins. Carlini’s monuments reinterpret classical ruins; give physical presence to ancient myths and histories. This exhibition puts European monuments front and center into the public sphere of the United States. By virtue of their scale, they cannot be tucked away into corners of museums.

The movement of Carlini’s sculptures is not the grand movement of conquest or the visit of a head of state. Their movement is on a more intimate, domestic scale, like the breaking down, packing up, and unpacking of a domicile. Through these works Carlini makes a powerful, direct statement about fundamental human types of motion: the process of birth/coming into being, the building of a structure, and the marking of one’s presence. Carlini's monuments will travel into two of Denver's active campuses, the Auraria Campus (home of a university, a state college, and a community college) and the Rocky Mountain College of Art + Design. The monuments will stand in active places of thought where young generations are forming the future of the culture. Carlini's sculptures will bring with them European sculptural traditions, the sense of antiquity, and the use of the monument as cultural center. Their placement will create new experiences for viewers, connecting continents, cultures, and histories. They will provide places to stand while contemplating the pull of the past and the ever-present slippage into the future.
Carlini makes monumental works that are nomadic in nature and abstract in content.  Parts of this exhibition have toured throughout Europe, China, and now the United States. Carlini’s nomadic sculptures enliven any space that they are placed in. There is a reciprocal interaction between sculpture and space. Every time her sculptures are placed in a new context the work changes. The monuments most fully manifest themselves in a dialog with the place they occupy. Carlini’s art makes accessible the interplay among the past, the present, and the future. Her forms are modern, her inspirations include myth and history, and she incorporates both fundamental and industrial materials. Though she is working with the historic genre, her concept of the monument is contemporary.  Relationships amongst past, present, and future ebb and flow like the perception of time in a Quentin Tarantino movie. When viewing her works one can be led from a surface that exhibits rust or other signs of age, to a shape that puts you in the post-industrial world.  

For Carlini, the distant past is not so distant. Her monuments allow for the experience and  interpretation of concepts in real time and real space. Is she reacting to specific mythic or historical events themselves, or to the previous artistic interpretations? We don’t know. All we do know is that she’s adding to the lineage of the discussion and putting this topic front and center for us to deliberate now.
Carlini’s nomadic monuments are ever changing in their relationship to space and people.  She makes monuments that bring together historical topics with the present moment experience of sculpture. By doing this Carlini’s work makes history a part of life and an inescapable part of daily human existence. The act of making public sculptures does not elevate these historical concepts; instead, it makes them approachable. There are no designated viewing hours, no apparatus of the museum. The monuments are part of the place they stand. People interact with Carlini’s monuments in the present  tense, in real time, and a specific place; but the real time and place always interlace with both the experience of the past and the expectations for the future.  

While fluidity between past and present is an innate part of Carlini’s art, she further expands her concept of monumental sculpture through La Vittoria di Samothrace and Icaro. Through these works, which both pay homage to winged figures, Carlini extracts the essential human stories from myths and historic sculptures. La Vittoria di Samothrace is the namesake of the Louvre’s famous Greek marble sculpture of the Nike of Samothrace, also called the Winged Victory of Samothrace. The sculpture, a figure draped in flowing garments, now headless and armless, commemorates a naval victory in the third century BCE. In the Louvre, it currently sits atop the Daru staircase, but in an uncanny resonance with Carlini’s work, the Nike of Samothrace has had a nomadic existence. Not only was it removed from its original Roman grounds, but within the Louvre itself, the statue has been in several different locations. Icaro invokes a well-known story of triumph and fall—the story of Icarus and his father Daedalus attempt to escape imprisonment by King Minos . A skilled craftsman, Daedalus built wax wings for himself and his son to fly to freedom. In spite of his father’s warnings, Icarus is caught up in the sheer joy of flight, soars too close to the sun and falls into the sea.
Both Vittoria and Icaro are abstract in nature, inspired by figural representations but abstracted to shapes reminiscent of human form. Because of their abstract nature both works are open in the sense that they are not illustrations of their historical references; rather, they allow personal interpretation or reaction. In these monuments Carlini connects with the human experience of history and myth. She gives primacy to the form and shares humanistic response to the ancient Greek myth. Even though her choice of materials emphasize industrial making, her monuments evoke human experience. The materials and their arrangement suggest the human form but do not literally say human form. The title and shapes unravel a timeless story linked to the immediacy of human experience.

The story of Icarus has appeared many times in the history of painting, as well as in other art; Frederick Leighton and Joseph-Marie Vien are two historic examples. In most visual representations of the story the emphasis is on the fall of Icarus, with little or no attention given to the creation of the wings or preparation for the flight. Carlini’s monument departs from this tradition; Icaro has the formal qualities of a piece poised on the verge of motion. Its wings are spread and the torso-like form is firmly grounded in the solidity of a cruciform structure. Icaro has a dense, heavy foreground of substance; mesh netting arises from behind. As she shapes the Cor-ten, Carlini creates a dialogue of lightness and heft, potential movement and stability. Carlini’s form calls attention to the beginning of the story, the creation, and the aspiration for freedom instead of the concluding plummet. Icaro gestures toward a story of making, the forces inherent in the act of creation, and the power latent in the concept, form, and materials.  

Likewise, La Vittoria di Samothrace brings together the seeming opposites of solidity and transparency. Carlini’s sculptural vocabulary is consistent in both pieces. The center supports, standing in the place of the torso, are solid steel I-beams, the building blocks of industrial civilization. Steel netting creates the lightness and shadows against the solid forms. The dimensions of the i-beam in this sculpture are not dissimilar from the dimensions of a torso. The weathering of the I-beam makes it more organic, less sterile. Aging is part of artist’s transformation of the material, making the industrial more human. 
Many contemporary American sculptors have used the I-beam. In Colorado, Mark di Suvero’s -Lao Tzu (1991) is composed of bright cadmium steel I-beams and sits between the Denver Public Library and the Denver Art Museum. Di Suvero’s use of industrial materials conveys the sense of forces existing in balance. Both Di Suvero and Carlini bring a simultaneous sense of weightlessness and weight to their industrial materials; both are inspired by history and myth. Here, Carlini is using the I-beam to portray victory, to express a lineage of historical events existing amidst a swirling context of time and action. The Vittoria brings together possibilities for dialogue linking past, present, and future; the work creates a place where one can respond to past histories and anticipate future actions or events. Remembering and dreaming are crucial to how we live in the world.
Carlini’s works are physically grounded in a manner that embraces the paradox of mobility and fixity. She creates with the awareness that her monuments will travel, but these monuments do not travel lightly or rapidly. Their movement requires cranes, forklifts and other heavy machinery. Much planning goes into their placement. How a monument stands on its ground is part of its conceptual integrity. Carlini chooses different methods for placing her work. Sometimes forms sit on a pedestal as seen in Madre and Betulle, or as in the case of Out and Inside, Vittoria, and Isole, they rest directly on the earth.

Out and Inside is composed of two forms that function like parallel walls. The walls interact with each other through mirroring forms and vignettes. The sculpture sits directly on the ground and is approached like a wall or barrier. Its dimensions and materials make it feel strong and stable. The structure suggests a wall, a military bunker, a shield, or a maze. Similar to a military bunker or a wall, slots are cut out of the form allowing the viewer to peer into and out of the sculpture. These windows allow the sculpture to have a play of interior and exterior. Not only is the title of this work, Out and Inside, descriptive of the viewer’s experience of the work, but it also alludes to various interpretations of the barrier and its function. Carlini beautifully creates a play of interior and exterior spaces.
Out and Inside was previously titled Gaza (Check Point). The sculpture evokes issues that are pertinent to the Gaza barrier—protection, defense, control and power—but which can be mapped to an infinite number of situations and locales. The change in title makes the sculpture more open- ended, not tied to a specific place or event. The new title Out and Inside directs the viewer to think about inclusion, exclusion, selection and control. This change nudges the viewer into thoughts of organization of space and how it affects people. As with many of her other monuments, Carlini creates vignettes and shapes possible views. Her monuments speak to how we compose our worlds, whether it be by creating barriers or walls, or commenting on tales of the past.  

The surface of Out and Inside has a controlled patina.  While it looks weathered, the patina is not caused by natural exposure to the elements. Like many of Carlini’s other Cor-ten sculptures the oxidization is controlled for compositional effect. The patina is applied in gestural strokes, adding not only an aura of time past, but also a sign of the artist’s touch. In Colorado, viewers might be surprised by Carlini’s intentional oxidization. For most Americans, rusted steel brings to mind disrepair and neglect. These weathered steel monuments could seem alien next to brick and stucco university buildings. Carlini’s touch disrupts the continuity of time and disorients our understandings of the new and the old.

Carlini’s treatment of the monument is a profound reconsideration of the genre. When a work like La Vittoria of Samotracia traverses the globe, it pays homage to monuments of the past and creates new conceptual possibilities for the monument. This is a ground-breaking occasion for the genre. The global perspective of the nomadic monument explores humanity’s constant need to infuse space and place with human meaning. Carlini’s sculptures reveal stories of human relation to the places we live. 
Carlini’s monuments only rest for a moment and then move on to new places. Although some of these nomads take residence, most are short-term guests. The works in this exhibition have endured many climates, hop-scotched continents, and will continue to engage with new publics and new environments. No matter what pubic or place these works visit, they speak to the human need to survive, communicate, and understand. Carlini’s abstract forms do not dictate specific stories, but they are imbued with the sense that humans are storied creatures. “The sculptor is driven by a primordial need that demands embodiment: to bring forth the solid, to make the invisible tangible, to enliven space, to bring us back to our withness with things.” Carlini’s monuments truly enliven space and offer occasions to contemplate human “withness” through the experience of physical form. The monuments exist in real world, in real time and demand not only a physical interaction with viewers but also a direct connection to their setting. They are a part of “now” but one’s understanding of the past, and one’s dreams of the future are inseparable from now. After all, Carlini’s work reminds us that as humans we live in a series of moments.









