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HOMO FABER
The revival of "making" in contemporary art
Text by Mimmo Di Marzio
The first one to throw a pebble into the pond of Modernity was Walter Benjamin, with his essay The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction which, announcing the end of the bourgeois exploitation of art thanks to its technological diffusion, declared the end of art as an act of hic et nunc, unique and irreproducible. The farewell to the so-called “aura” was to be considered a fortune for a champion of Marxist historical materialism. In fact, Benjamin himself was well aware of how this revolution would have influenced artists and especially the critics, requiring a redefinition of the status of art in its traditional form. The twists and turns which marked the twentieth century saw an alternation between a strictly conceptual art (“Think with the Senses, Feel with the Mind” was the emblematic and disturbing title of the Venice Biennale Robert Storr organised) and a “return to order” which rarely subtracted itself from the inexorable principle of standardization already unveiled by the French philosopher. Because, beyond any aesthetic concept, this is what philosopher Massimo

Cacciari defined as “the crisis of the artistic, art as such, of a philosophy of crisis in art, destined, in so doing, to take on tones of a real philosophy of history”.

It is a subject which here in Italy, since the sixties and the advent of Arte Povera, has never been without political overtones of sometimes almost grotesque proportions, pitting “leftist” art linked to the conceptual lobby which dominates the market, against “rightist” art which preserved an aesthetic ideal that looked to the masters of the past in a post-modern version.

The crisis of the speculative bubble which in recent years has increased the level of disorientation among consumers who have become hostages of a merchant mentality which is increasing less comprehensible has paradoxically revived - as a sort of lifeline for art - the concept of “aura” as a paradigm for a return to the “authority” of the unique work of art which is both authentic and one-of-a-kind. This need is felt on several fronts in a return to “technique” - a word deriving from the Greek tèchne - which, in this case, refers to “art” in the sense of “know-how”. A sense which, now more than ever, reconnects to the Renaissance ideal of homo faber, a Latin idiom which means, simply put, man as the crafter, the creator. This homo faber, as the American sociologist Richard Sennett explains, distinguishes himself from the animal laborans, or he who works mechanically and mechanically reproduces. A return to healthy artisanship can be seen in art first of all as a cultural phenomena, that is, as an antidote for a society which is increasingly a victim of a globalisation that has erased the principle of quality in the name of quick and easy technical reproducibility resulting from exasperated economic competitiveness. This recovery of manual ability, in a broad sense and to be understood as the restoration of a skill worthy of the Renaissance experience, is now invoked in all fields, and art is not at all antithetical to conceptual progressivism because, as the Sennett underscores in his essays on modernity, true mastery is always identified by the perfect harmony between hand and brain. This combination was already very clear from the times of the ancient Greeks, whose word for artisan was demigouros, a synthesis between the concepts of production (ergon, work) and demios, that is, that which belongs to the people and is therefore “public”. In the Homeric hymn to Hephaestus, the patron saint of artisans was celebrated as follows: Sing, clear-voiced Muses, of Hephaestus famed for inventions. With bright-eyed

Athene he taught men glorious gifts throughout the world, men who before used to dwell in caves in the mountains like wild beasts. But now that they have learned crafts through Hephaestus the famed worker, easily they live a peaceful life in their own houses the whole year round”. Not only, but in recognition of the great human and cultural value of technical skill, Plato made reference to the verb poiein (create), from which, coincidently, the word “poem” derives.

By recovering aura through a return to practical skills inexorably tied to talent, even art takes possession of Thomas Edison’s famous aphorism in which “genius is one percent inspiration and ninety-nine percent perspiration”. This expression would shake up thirty years of conceptual art - all the way back a century to Duchamp – and today could cheer the traditionalist defenders of traditional arts such as painting and sculpture, whose de profundis has been celebrated for a long time now.

The reality, as this exhibition strives to highlight, is far more complex and refined because art, the crisis notwithstanding, has turned to contemporary society to develop and elaborate its style, it has taken it over and, compared to the beginnings of the age of the technical reproducibility mentioned by Benjamin, it has gone ahead without any chance of ever turning back. But the Renaissance ideal of “homo faber, creator of himself” - as Pico della Mirandola defined it - depends entirely on styles which, today, intersect and only in the rarest of cases place a contemporary artist in a strictly defined role. Then as now, it was not a matter of “what”, but of “how”. It was not by chance that the Castello Sfrozesco (a highly unusual venue for contemporary art) was chosen as the venue in which to represent some of those international and Italian artists who now aim to affirm the pre-eminence of technique without, however, agreeing with past ideals but rather by developing radically new styles and techniques. This huge fortress, built by Galeazzo Visconti, houses some of the most meaningful examples of artistic expression born to emerge from the artisanal workshops from the middle ages to neoclassic times. The various museums inside the Castello, which is famous for hosting Michelangelo’s final masterpiece, the Rondanini Pietà, are actually a concentration of the finest expression of technology as applied to the arts, a heritage little known by the public at large: this is true of the collection of XV to XIX century furniture and decorative items, of the Rocchetta rooms which houses the Museum of Decorative Arts made up of a vast collection of refined ceramic items, of the art of the goldsmith and of one of Europe’s most extensive collection of musical instruments, not to mention the Trivulzio tapestries and those from Armenia, the rich picture gallery, the Egyptian museum and that of prehistoric art.

This exhibition strives to initiate a virtual dialogue between these rich collections – expressions of mastery born in workshops which then became artist ateliers in which groups of apprentices and artisans learned from their maestro - and contemporary works of art which reaffirm the importance of manual ability and the beauty resulting from work and artisanal skills. In this way art, combined with Renaissance “material culture” and modern originality, actually recovers its lost aura and once again manages to thrill, even in this age of technical reproducibility. The exhibition at the castello offers valid and different examples, such as that of the English artist Mat Collishaw, one of the most fascinating exponents of Young British Art and the author of installations identifiable for their sophisticated and aesthetic use of technology. In his work entitled “Parnographia”, Collishaw develops an amazing synthesis of technical ability and artistic expression offering references and citations of western culture to create a complex multimedia work: it is a sort of live cinematography of the sacred ideal of Mount Parnassus, dedicated to the cult of Apollo and the nine Muses. It is an extraordinary technological piece which shows how the culture of homo faber is a winning one applied to any field, including science. Another example of technical mastery is the work created by the Anglo-Indian artist Raqib Shaw who, through bi and tridimensional visions, composes complex images whose details are the result of a blending of all sorts of different elements - from shells and coral to precious stones. Many of today’s greatest artists develop their own poetic works using traditional artisanal techniques such as ceramics. An association founded by Bertozzi and Casoni in Imola in 1980 represents a rare demonstration of fine manual skill, yet at the same time ingeniously contemporary. Their Pop, almost hyper-realist sculptures represent grotesque microcosms reminiscent of Hieronymus Bosch: intertwined tangles and organic and inorganic sedimentations bring together disasters and beauty, a play on the ambiguity of the materials which exquisitely expresses the unease and restlessness of post-industrial civilisation.

Among the artists on show there is an apparent anomaly in the presence of Alighieri

Boetti, the only non-living artist being shown at the Castello. He belonged to the conceptual generation of the seventies and is still today considered a model for contemporary artists. The presence of an exponent of Arte Povera seems a contradiction as it was a current which placed anti-materialism as a substratum of art in open conflict with tradition. Yet Boetti was the only one of his generation who recognised the value of the artisanal workshop - that of the Afghan embroiderers from whom he commissioned his tapisserie - a primordial basis for his political and conceptual artistic experimentation. 

This came about notwithstanding his provocative disassociation from the principle of creation: “The embroidered map”, he said, “is, to my eyes, the epitome of beauty. I have done nothing for that, I chose nothing, by which I mean that the world is as it is, and I did not design it”. 

As one goes from work to work and artist to artist, it is worth pausing to reflect on the Swedish artist Nathalie Djuberg’s section. Her disturbing sculptures, installations and dreamlike films made with a stop-motion style and clearly show a desire to represent symbolic narrations through infinite manipulations of an archaic and infantile material: modelling clay. Her intense relationship with the material and her artisanal vocation break forth in the video transposition to create a contemporary style in which Djuberg expresses her pathos-filled imagination. In a different, yet somehow similar manner, conceptual artist Markus Schinwald develops his works along an ambiguous line of aesthetic beauty in which he paints over and changes the stylistic basis of paintings and ancient prints. His “etchings” rediscover the concept of beauty and skilfully hide his almost grotesque changes. 

A playful journey somewhere between concept and artisanality is what Swiss artist Beatriz Millar has created. Born to a family of bakers, Millar elevates this manual labour to the level of feminine artistic and conceptual experimentation, the common thread that distinguishes all of her art. Her series of bread sculptures, which seem to recall the divinities of an imaginary matriarchal society, also evoke the ecology of a type of work based on the transformation of a foodstuff full of symbols and meaning. 

True to manual skill, but not for this reason in any way anachronistic, the work of Mario Ceroli is on show at this exhibition with a joyous homage to Alberto Burri. Ceroli began working wood in the late fifties and won the prize awarded by the National Gallery of Modern Art in Rome for a piece crafted with tree trunks and nails.

All of his enthusiasm and humility is evident in the stories of this artist-artisan: “I would go to the nursery in Rome, the San Paolo nursery, and get these tree trunks from the gardeners there. I would load them into the car and take them to the studio, and then split, cut and refine them. [...] I did a lot of things with all sorts of material - I used wood, made ceramics, used marble, made things with ice, water and even with paper and fabrics. I chose wood in the beginning because I was very poor and because it gave me the chance to work with my ideas without turning to anyone (a smith or print shop) for help. I have always done all of my work by myself, without any outside help”. 

In Italy today, there are many artists, famous and not, who (fortunately) follow an artistic ideal in which technique and talent are used with equal dignity, and the only aim of the exhibition at the Castello Sforzesco is to highlight how this trend has, by now, contaminated all styles: starting with a return to drawing and refined painting - as in the case of Federico Guida and Vanni Cuoghi, for example - all the way to sculpture which, no longer affected by the chill of minimalist installations, is returning to knowledge and the manual use of materials, such as the silicon embroidery of Davide Nilo and the penelopesque weaving of Sissi.

