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A pair of landmark exnibitions
survey the early career of tne
ltalian avant-gardist and upaate

VIBWETS ON NIS recent, socia
directed endeavors

\ /
\ /
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TWO DISTINGT BUT COORDINATED exhibitions of the seminal post-
World War |l ltaian artist Michelangelc Pistoletto, recentiy on view
at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, gave & ganerous overview of the
astonishing range, beauty and importance of his art, Yot the shows,
traveling to Flome this spring, do not constitute a retrospective as
such. A gap of more than 30 years lies between the end of the sutvey
axhibition. “Michatangelo Pistoletto: From One 1o Marny, 1956-1974," and
“Micheiangelo Pistoletto; Cittadeliarts,” which represents the artst's
curtant conoerns, Odd-—because while Pistoletio retreatea somewhat
from the public ayo after 1974, he
continued 10 deveop his sares and
10 croate discrete works throughout
the three decadas that lofowed
Carlos Basusido, curator of con-
iemporary art &l the PMA, has cho-
san to focus on the cruclal fest 18
years of Pistoletto's e as an artist, a
peciod n which he irvented anough

OPENING SOON for two or throe carears. "From One
Mchalange R hoboy ":-"f 3 10 Many” traces Piatoletio’s practice
e ichaiaraaie P iy from his beginhings as a soltary

Jittadaliarn,” 3t MAXX paintar at work in his studio through
*) L Art his quickly evolving colaborations
with others. The exhibibon, Song with
it% richly ustrated and exhaus-
tvely researched cataiogus, which
includes newly publishod interviows and archival materinis (but unfor-
tunately lacks an Indax), demonsirates how, at a feversh pace, he
gonfounded categories of art-making and crossed formal bouncanes
Tha changes came so fast a8 to bo etfectively simutaneous; al a cor
tain point finear chronology seems 10 break down alogether
Distolatio was assentially born into painting. His father, Ettore
Olivero Pistoletto, was a painter and restorer in Tutin. By the time
he was 14, in 1947, Michelangelio was working in Ettore’s studio,
absorbing the techniquas and esthotic precepts of classical paint-
Ing. As far as Etiora was concerned, a consarvative home schdoing
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enrolled him in an advartiaing school founded in Turin by tha
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PISTOLETTO'S EARLY PAINTINGS OCCUPY

AN AMBIGUOUS POSITION BETWEEN
THE HEAT OF EXPRESSIONISM AND THE
DETACHMENT OF POP.
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In suUCh PaININGS &8 Autaritratto argento (Sliver Self-Portrait

Of ¥ prasanta—Autoritratto in camice (The Present—Sal
ariralt In Shirt), 1981, he also molates himsel! against a sold
ground, thereby emblamatizing an exstential condition. Thess

painings occupy an ambiguous position betwsaen the
axprassioniam and the detachmant of Pop, though with an sy
cast cnlically 1osvard ambiert social anxietiey

The backgraunds, sometiman renderad in metal gold and wiver,
recall tha madioval ioons that Pistoletto had sssstod his tather in

H DI Se2inne Ponn, consarnator of paining

restoring. As t
8t tha PMA, in 2000, “The icon was the piace of the fascination and
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In 1962, while comploeting & painting that set the figure within a
black, varpished field, Pstoletto noticed his oswn reflection in the
surface. The apparition of a fving person moving about In real time
I the otherwise still camposition was startling to him. Resolyving to
mnke paintings on mirromd surfaces, he quickly sattied on sheets
of highly polished stesl 10 provide the reflection, and daveloped
a mathod for tracing ife-alze photographs of figures on tissue,
hand-coloring tha tracings, cutting them out and applying them like
metallic leaf to the surface of the polished steel,

These becama the Mirror Paintings, arguably Pistoletto’s bost-
known worka, which he has continued 1o make through the pres-
anl day. Thay filled several early rooms n the PMA instalation and
rasumed In the final gallares. Pistoletio started out with blowups
of farnily members, friends and associates that he posed in his
studio. The composition for Quattro persone alls balconata (Four
People on a Batcony), 1964, for instance, was assembled from
saparste source photographs of varous individualg; a wooden
folding chair is present In the originals, rather than a balcony rall
In the painting, all the figures are glancing downward. Tha woman
at e left faces us, white 1he three figures on the right turm away
from us 10 peer over the balcony. Tha man in a ight overcosat at
the far nght tums sideways, arms folded, his gaze following that of
his companion, His backside just touches the side of the painting,

Pistoietto’s sense of the spatial intervals batween figures is
acute, a meating between Piero della Francesca and Godard or
Artanionl, About Piero's paintings, Pistoletio says:

The perapoctive (s phanomoenological, [t s not invenied, # I8 true
It is scientific. The mirror is sclentific, too. But the perspective in
the Plero painting [The Flagefiation of Cheist] was going from the
window 10 the stroel, whila the mirror goed from the window to the
slreal and back agan,”

I'he matte coloration and fexturg of the tissue echo the light iIn
frasco painting, while tha photographic randering of the life-
size subjects against the active voids of mirrored steel surfaces
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invokes the scalo and manipulative clarity of cinema.

The Mirror Paintings are an elegant synthasis of photography
and painting, and a profound meditation on the reistionship
betwesn the two mediumy. Gerhard Richter traats the photo-
graphic image and #s surface emulsion as simuitaneous phe-
nomena to be understood via the material surface of the paint.
The polished stesl grounds of the Mirrgr Paintingd, seductively
gorgeous in their own right, and in confunction with paintad and
reflected figures, opens an llusionistic space that exists in real
time rathar than a commemarative past. Catohing our reflections
in the work prompts us 1o recall the lingage of the mirror in art
as a pre-photographic ralerant for mimasis and as the great
poatic metaphor for the doubling of consclousness, When we
stand at the optimal distance raquired to view a Mirrer Painting
as a whole, the scale of the photographic figuras is our own, yet
they are shown obliquely or from bahind, turning away from us
toward our refiections. If they address us at all, It's indirectly, as
they regard us from desp within the mirror

Pistolatto's Intaliectually exacting paintings were oftan associared
with tha coal attitude of Pop art, particularly in the U.S., but they
really have more 10 do with Conceptual and performance art than
with Pop. This s due not only 1o the investiture of the surface with
raal time and space, but also to the participatory nature of their
creation. Pistolstio enlisted his father’s photographer, Paoio
Brassano, 10 1ake the picturas and recrulted his frends o pose,
and the collaborative proceas of the Mirror Paintings fed his
growing intarest in theater and actions. As student and worker
discontant expanded In itaty in the mig-'60s, Pistolatio angaged
the photographer Ranato Rinaldl, whom he had met in Testa's
advertising school, to shoot pictures of demonstrations and
political rallies in Turin. Pistoletto would select figures and
rocompose them in the Mirror Paintings, In a work of 1965,
Pistoletto changed the name of a poitical candidate on a
banner held by a man and a woman to the word “Vietnam."
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Any viewear—avan, say, an industrialist collector—might find
himsalf placed in the midst of an antiwar damonstration

Eventually, the traca of the hand o8t its iImportance aito-
gether, In 1969 Pistoletlo began using silkscrean in his Mirror
Palntings, rathar than the hand-paintad tissue, which alowed
greagler pracigion and richer color contrasts. The move 1o
screenprinting aiso representad a final break with the hand-
painted tradition passed down from his father

IN 1884, PISTOLETTO BEGAN to use clear Plaxigias. Seem-
ingly afloat in tho optical *void" of the Plex are photagraphug
prnts of objects: a power cord, a stepladdar, LPs, And yit
the material prasence of the ground is hinted at in a shad-
owad adge, a slight dimming of light passing through, & fant
reflactivity in the surface. At the same time, Pistoletto real
1zed & serles of sculptures In which Plexigias filis in volds—Ior

Art in America
S. Westfall, ‘Pistoletto: The Collaborative Mirror’
February 2011, p. 68 -75

example the spaces balween the black jegs of a
coffea table, In Tavolino con disco @ glarmale (Small
Table with Record and Newspaper), 1964, which
bears, on its Plexiglas top, an LP that projacts over
the edpe Into real space. (Tables are a recurring
motll throughout Pistoletio’s career, a place where
peopls come together (0 at, talk, rest. Thay are a
site for both the ceremonial and the impromptu.)

Pistolatio tumed a crucial corner with 1he Plexi-
glas work, ceasing to identify solaly with the prac
tice of painting. or at least the two-dimensicnal
image. Batween December 1965 and January 1966
he rapidly ganeratec a serles of diverss three-
dmensional works, the so-called Oggetti in meno
(Minus Objacts), using a wide varlety of materlals
spheras of prassed newspaper; a small painting of
the phrase t# amo (| love you) in block letters and
another of a multicolored and noctumally it water
fountain; a wooden folding table with four fold-
Ing chairs surrounding it and an slongated, graen
woodaen pyramid rastng on its surfaoe

Each of these sculptures and paintings could be a prop axtracted
from 2 play or a parformance, though Pistoletto did not begin his
theatnical activites untd 1987, Many of the places carry a distinct
Surrgalist flavor, partly becauss of thelr mute clarity, and partly
because of their toying with scale. Still, a cardboard rose s gigantic
and a achematically panted woodan house s minlature because
they'ra both roughly human-size. Fistolatto had struck up a friend
shep in late 1965 with Pino Pascall, a conceptual sculptor with a
beckground In stage design, as well as talevision and advertising
The younger Pascak (who was 1o die in a motorcycle socident ondy
three years later, at the age of 32) is credited with mounting one of
the first performance/actions i Italy in July of that year, Pascall pro-
foundly influenced Pistoletto’s thinking about objocts as thoatrica!
props and as vehicies for moreasad audiance interaction

thought the PMA's instaliation o1 the Minus Objects was

a ittle crowded until | saw a picture of them In the catalogue
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.\ustered together In Pistoietto’s studio like gotors milling
ubout backstage. Things cpened up 8 bit, however, In two
yoom period In which he
was being included in Arte Povara exhibi tians (the plecas
nera are from 7-68), including objests in which the
artist played with I‘/1 Jdar and low-level sources al jllumi

s prasenting work from the brief

nation such as lightbulbs and candles. One guiet piecs,
Rittess! sul muro (Reflactions an the Wall), 1967, s just a
rollad-out sheat of mirrored Mylar rasting on the loor and

againgt the wall, onto which it reflacts light from the rest

of the room in looping Sprays

MANY OF THE MINUS OBJECTS CARRY
A DISTINCT SURREALIST FLAVOR,
PARTLY BECAUSE OF THEIR MUTE
CLARITY, AND PARTLY BECAUSE OF
THEIR TOYING WITH SCALE.
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Two of tha works on view hera have become class
Povara. In Vener! degll stracei (Venus of the Hags)

of Venus dis

OIng lace

an ancient stalus as

white marble copy o!

a grotto of colored rags that she appaars 10 0e @ —0
preparing to rummage through, in Orehestira i st uar
tetto (Orchestra of Rags—Quartat), 1988, steaming elecing
teakettles are arranged under glass tabletops sup| irted by
knea-high rings of rmulticolored bundies of rags. in frua Arta
Pavara fashion, thase works seem both gay and sad. Venus
turns her back to us, and the tegketties emit a feable whistle as

vapor collegts undarneath the giass panels

EVEN AS HE WAS MAKING OBJECTS In 1867, Pistolatio wit
nessed a perfarmanca by Julian Beck's experimeantal 1ha
lective, the Living Theatar, which regularly 1oured Italy dunng
ate The Living Theat

ples of a confrontational per

ter col

the
was dedicated 10 Artaud's princi
lormance that would spontanaousty

S06-

60s

and directly engage the audienco. Pistoisllo was anthralled

ing such “actiony” as directly related 10 his own ongoing aesire

the viewer. He invited members of the Living Thaater o

10 en
gtay at his studic thal year, ang went on o pw' m, with others

actlons with props recalling his Minus Objects, At the exhibition
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“Conomp-"aziona® In Turin in 1967, participants rolled
Pistoistto’s iarge ball of pressed newspaper—which would have
many Incarnations—through the streets between the show's
thrae vanues. A month later, he repeated the action, and it was
fimed by Ugo Nespolo (Buonglomo Michelangelo, 1968). The
sphere |s rolled arcund like a giant soccer ball and held aloft
like a ceiebratory aifigy of the moon

His Imagination firad by the possibiities of collabarative
theater, Pigtoletto in 1968 founded—wlith Maria Ploppl (who
wis 10 bacome his lite partnar), Carlo Colnaghi and Giannl
Milano, amaong others—Lo Zoo, an experimental company
that staged and filmed various actions, The group remained
togather until 1870. One large room in the Philadeiphia
exhibition screened fiims and displayed varlous artifacts
from the period, Including posters, photographs and props.
Three enormous trumpal bells, the langth of Alpenhoms,
but much wider, were included; these were playad by Pis-
toietto and Piopp! In the 1968 performance Le trombe daf
guidizio {The Trumpats of Judgmant) in Turin in 1868, The
props were more intarasting than the films documenting
the various performances of Lo Zoo, which felt csught in a
spacific time and place; By contrast, one can imagine the
trumpats being played in different contexts and periods,
from now to hundreds of years ago

As the poltical and sconomic situation in Italy darkened in
the late "60s and early "70s, Pistolatto graw aver more soclally
minded. Where Lo Zoo's actions were playful and enigmatic,
by 1973 many of the Mirrar Paintings suggested proludes to
or afterrmaths of violence, as in Cappio (Noose), 1973, Depo-
sizione (Deposition), 1973, and Uomo che spara (Man Shoot-
Ing), 1974. One of the fast Mirror Paintings in the show, Pericolo
di morte (Danger of Death), 1674, shows a skull-and-cross-
bones warning sign posted on i chain-link fence, Reflected
viewors see themseives caught behind it. it's impossible not
s0e these works as responses 10 the Incraasing violence in Ita-
ly's political ¥e, but Pistoletto is less Interested in editorializing
thart ha Is in letting the mirror draw us Into the threat.

Compared to the sobriaty of the close of “From One to
Many." “Cittadellarte” (a contraction of *City of Art™ and

AT SRR FESRLRY
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*Citadel"), on the other side of the museum, was filled with
a renawed optimism and commitmant 1o community. The
mstaliation takes its title from the artist's Cittadeallarte-
Fondaziona Pistoletto, which the artist founded In Biglla (his
birthplace) In 1998. More than a repository 1or his work and
its documentation, the foundation is also an outgrowth of
Pistoletto's long developing Interest in audience participa-
tion and giobal awareness, a direction that has roots in the
collaborative nature of his Mirror Paintings and theater work,
and that was further stimulated by his teaching at the Academy
ol Fine Arts In Vienna from 1992 to 1999,

Located in a spacious gallery, "Cittadeliarie” featured two very
large mirror-top tables, one in the shape of the Meditarranean and
the other the Caribbean, surrounded by chairs and stools in styles
from around the worid, (Pistoletto sees the Caribbean and Madi-
ferranean as *miroring” each other,) The tabies were separated

Fistoletts and Mara Popo
pacforming The Trumpets of
Judgment at the artist's studso

an vin Heymond, Ture, 1988,
Fhoto Pacio Brassano. Courtagy
Clradailare: Fondazions Pistaleto

Qoposte, viaw of the ingtatiation
‘Cataceliarta” 2010, Cowlesy
Fivadalpten Musoeum of Art

1 Suzanng Penn, *The Complic-
Rty of ths Materain’ In Plutoleln's
Paintings and Miror Paintings.” i
Carios Basuaido, Michsiangalo
Fssolatio: From Qe 10 Moty
9581974, sod. cut,, Philadss
phia Mussum of Art and Roms,
MAXX -~ Musioo Nazionalo deile
Ary dal XX Sacoly, 2010, . 143
2'1bid. p. 181

ne aanibitons ‘Michatangeaio
Pletolottl From One 1o Marny,
1956-1074" andd "‘Michalargeio
Pistoletto; Clitedekarts' pramesrad
at o Priledeghio Museum of

Art [Now. 2, 2610-Jan. 17, 2011]
Thi accompanying 20G-pags
CMAIOGUN COMMAING sty Dy
Curlos Basumida, Anpgsls Wattese
Joar:-Frarcals Chevrsr, Clare
Giman ang Suzanng Para, an well
as texts by Pistoiatio

STEPHEN WESTFALL, = panter
and writgr living In Brooldyn, was

‘ 210 Mbow ot the Amoricar
Academy m Rome

by a tall, room-dividing,
narrowly boxed-out wood-
on building frame. Wooden
letters sttached to the
lintels speled out various
*Offices” —aciua function-
ng arms of tha foundation,
which offer their own pro-
gramming--corresponding
to categories of culturs and
sociaty: Art, Education,
Ecology, Politics, Econom.-
ics, Spirituality, Producton,
Nutrition, Communication,
Architecture and Fash-

on. Vistors had to pass
through the framing struc-
ture to go from one tabie 1o
the othar, where they could
st and converse, Various
performances and discus-
sions partaining 1o Pistolet-
10's work ook place at the
Installation over tha course
of the axhibition,

With the Cittadallarte
foundation, Pistoletto Is
challenging artists to con-
sider sthics and esthetics
in relation to the poltioal,
soonomic and acological
crises that are today test-
ing the imits of meaning.
The toundation sponsors
symposia, competitions,
rasidencies and scholar

ships. Artists are asked 1o axplore the imaginative torrain of the
individual In refation 1o stale and corporate power, and to pro-
vide positive allernatives to various looming dystopsan s¢enanos
through cotlaborative projacts that emphasize a community
embracing soclological sustainability and cultural diversity.

It's hard to be critical of the artist's good nature though one
may doubt his political efficacy. But good nature draws people,
and one saes a real possibility for Cittadellarte to “sponsor
thought,” as Pistoletto puts I1. §0 the participatory flow chart
repiaces the objec! altogether. And who will dream the mir-
rored seas whan Pistoletto ls gona?
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