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When Place Becomes Sculpture
Mauro Staccioli’s Contextual Poetics

Mauro Staccioli was one of the main protagonists on the Italian art scene
from the beginning of the seventies. From the very start his work has repre-
sented the innovative coordinates of what the artist has defined as “scultura
intervento” (intervention sculpture). This indicates that the meaning of his
work is directly related to the context as well as modifying it. In other
words, similarly to the widespread and more comprehensive international
site-specific art, his work is characterised by a directly generative rela-
tionship with the context it is destined for. Staccioli’s intervention sculpture
represents, however, a highly specific and complex aspect of site-specific art.
In fact, in his work the ‘site’ is not only identified (not even in superficially
formal terms) with the space-time coordinates of the context, but is
receptive to a wider interpretation of the sites’ identities, something that
also takes into account their history, their function (present, past, future, or
possible), and their architectural and environmental presence (or absence)
both in terms of pre-existence and of formative possibilities. Staccioli’s
intervention sculpture is characterised by the very active way it has of
relating to the space: it is a plastic form, a possible hypothesis, and a
model which in turn models, and one which acts inside a situation, inside
a given contextual and environmental state, and which alters its meaning.
In this process of progressive acquisition and redefinition of various contexts
the theoretical and explicative aspect is not, for Staccioli, something a
posteriori but something that is contextual and begins when he starts to
elaborate his images. In fact it is as a result of his immediate contact with
various particular places that the artist begins his innovative reflections
which he expresses through related verbal and plastic aspects. It is with
this in mind that a perusal of the artist’s essays, which always accompany
his intervention sculpture and which have been selected and published in
this book,1 is of the greatest interest. Staccioli’s writings clearly individuate
motives deeper than a superficial and contingent interpretation of his
work – one restricted to a structural or formal level – might indicate.
They allow us to connect, both historically and critically, interpretations
of his work to that network of relationships which lies at its heart. In his
writings, in fact, we frequently find references to the history and function
of the various places: elements that are an integral part of the genesis of
the sculptural ‘marks’ or ‘signs’ with which Staccioli intends to give a
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the most obvious difference between Staccioli’s minimal language, one
consisting of essential form, and the primary structures of the American
Minimal artists. What is fundamental to each of Staccioli’s intervention
sculptures is, in fact, this communicative and dialoguing first step: he uses
his marks not so much as absolute structures but as the letters of an
alphabet for possible relationships between states of awareness. His
forms are never self-sufficient but always conserve a relationship to man
and his presence in the world, to man’s ‘civilised’ dimension. It is possible
in this sense to speak of Staccioli’s sculptures as an anthropology of
marks: marks as signals, the underlining of the specificity and particularity
of individual contexts that illuminate the sense and give back to art
(which, for Staccioli, has always been a ‘public’ fact, something social in its
widest sense) its rightful and basic symbolic function.

This constantly varying aspect is evident in the numerous contexts that
Staccioli’s work has had to contend with over the past decades. One
recurring group is that of the historic centres of Italian cities such as, for
example, Volterra (1972 and 1973), Parma (Piazza della Steccata, 1973)
and Turin (Piazza Solferino, 1974), Milan (Piazzetta Einaudi, 1974),
Verbania (Piazza San Leonardo, 1974), Verbania-Pallanza (1976), Mantua
(Rotonda di San Lorenzo, 1978), Martinafranca (1979), Verona
(Castelvecchio, 1981), and then on many other occasions up to San
Giovanni Valdarno (Corso Italia, 1996). A comparison of the different
situations in which Staccioli has worked with this kind of contextual
typology goes to confirm the close relationship between the form that
he has chosen and constructed and the coordinates – not only spatial
but also temporal and anthropological – of the place.
In the intervention sculpture created for San Giovanni Valdarno, a medieval
district built according to the plan of Arnolfo di Cambio, Staccioli placed a
series of five great circles in the centre of the main road which follows
the axis along which the tiny city extends. This choice did not simply
result from the medieval aspect and the historical identity of the place,
but aimed at relating this to problems closely linked to the condition of
contemporaneity, such as the progressive development of great arterial
communications, even in a symbolic sense, or the idea of potentially infinite
progression and the a-centric dynamics characteristic of the post-modern
situation. As with the case of the interventions in Volterra, this intervention
sculpture creates a significant measure of the place’s relationship to the
moment the work was realised.
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renewed identity to individual contexts. In this sense we might speak of
the specific ‘contextual poetics’ that characterise the artist’s creative
work and that find their expression as much in his intervention sculpture
as in his working notes.2

The complexity of Mauro Staccioli’s intervention sculpture can be seen in
the different and interacting modes of specific relations that each single
piece establishes with its final context. First of all there is what we might
call the dimensional and formal level, in other words a relationship of
scale and commensuration established between the place (with its natural
or anthropical earlier states) and the sculpture. Then there is a second
level which we might call factual and tactile and which can be seen in a
certain consistency of materials and marks and is expressed through
assimilation or by contradicting the existing context. There is also a third
level, a historical-critical one, which regards the spatial and temporal
position, or rather collocation, of the intervention with regard to the
potential for significant enrichment that that particular mark produces in
that particular place.
This richness of connotations was implicit in Staccioli’s work from the
first environmental ideas at the end of the sixties. These were to reach
their full development in 1972 in his solo show Sculture in città
(Sculptures in the City) held in Volterra, his home town.3Two interventions
in particular seem to be significant and confirm the particular relationship
initiated by the artist through his plastic marks and the various dimensions
of time. One is a sequence of black stakes placed at right angles to the
Etruscan walls near the precipice Le Balze and which aimed at replicating
the dimensions of this ancient barrier though also making it a possible
passageway, in sharp contradiction to its historical identity. The other is a
series of triangular elements placed diagonally across the Piazza dei
Priori square and in which the artist makes tangible the extremely tense
social situation that characterised Italian cities of the period.4 It was
already clear at this time that the artist’s interests were mainly in the
identity and function of a place, and that his formal decisions were
inescapably determined by this total assimilation and understanding of
the context.
In this new shift of meanings onto places, a shift denoted by a symbolic kind
of aim and which Staccioli has continued to pursue, we can identify a
strongly anthropological aspect. This significant symbolic aim (etymologically,
the connection between two distinct entities, such as mark and place) is
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Galleria Bocchi, Milan, 1975

Another aspect of Staccioli’s work is characterised, instead, by his need
to install an immediate relationship with historical architecture. A highly
meaningful example of this is his series of intervention sculptures realised
for Staccioli’s solo show held in Vigevano castle in 1977 and significantly
titled Lettura di un ambiente (Reading of an Environment). On this occasion
it was possible to see in the artist’s work a linguistic and significant deviation
that allowed him from this moment on to establish with the contexts,
often but not only urban ones, a relationship that is more liberal and less
ideologically conditioned by an understanding aimed at underlining
conditions of tension and aggression. A significant detail might be considered
emblematic of this passage. The cover of the catalogue reproduces, in
fact, a photomontage by Staccioli for one of his sculptural interventions
inside the castle: a pyramid placed at the centre of an underground
room the apex of which, underlined by a sharp iron point, indicates the
centre of the circular vaulted covering. In the work as actually constructed
the aggressive iron point disappears and gives way to the pure archaic
form of a pyramidal sculpture, one that preserves the same relationship
with the architecture of the place but in a more serene and absolutely
expressive way.
Another fundamental instance of Staccioli’s reinterpretation of a historically
characterised context is to be found in the large-scale intervention sculpture
created for his show in the Rotonda della Besana, Milan, in 1987. The
work was situated inside the complex and articulated architecture of the
centrally-planned church in the centre of a courtyard which was also
centrally-planned and surrounded by a portico. In this case the architectural
structure extended along the two opposite directions of a space
fragmented by a forest of columns, but it was constantly contradicted by
the strong unifying effect resulting from the repetition of the semi-circular
module of the arch, and the convergence caused by the central plan
itself. And it was this very element that Staccioli’s intervention sculpture
used as its starting point to become an enormous upturned arch ideally
linking the entrance of the building to the centre of the dome’s lantern
(thus indicating a possible vectoral and not simply centrally-based awareness
of the space). An ascending progression moved towards this and generated
a further possible interpretation of its symbolism, one relating to infinity.
In this way the architectural space rediscovered, not only its formal and
physical continuity as a result of being traversed by a single large mark,
but also, and indeed above all, its own immaterial identity as a place allusive
of an absolute dimension rather than being limited by what was contingent.
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anthropoid vegetation: this work, a kind of meridian, is partly sunk into
the ground and gains its sense of scale from its relationship to the
surrounding trees. This experience in Celle made even more explicit,
operatively speaking too, his relationship to other protagonists on the
international scene (Staccioli’s was part of the first group of nine works
created for the park, together with those of Alice Aycock, Dani Karavan,
Robert Morris, Anne e Patrick Poirier, Dennis Oppenheim, Ulrich
Rückriem, Richard Serra, and Georges Trakas), while, at the same time,
underlining the consonances and particularities of Staccioli’s intervention
sculptures.5

In its relationship with the natural context, too, the sculpture of Staccioli
does not limit itself to investigating and redefining the formal coordinates
of the place, but aims at interpreting its deepest identity by underlining
determined physical and experiential aspects which, with the communicative
concurrence between primary sign and message, also become existential.
The Celle sculpture is placed orthogonally with respect to a curve in
one of the main pathways through the park: placed as it is, partly hidden
by the trees, it seems in the first place to allude to the progressive discovery
that characterises the exploration of gardens, traditionally intentionally
constructed as a series of pathways for discovering surprises. Another
important aspect of this intervention, and one that is coherent with the
preceding one, relates to the choice of harmonising the constructed
form with the environmental context: the sculpture is softly incorporated
into the earth and seems almost to have been organically generated by
the woods. Its presence is not invasive or abusive by underling the use
of different materials or shapes (though these are in the work), but it
tends instead to underline the very possibility of a meeting with nature
and endorses the imposing identity of the deliberately constructed,
anthropoid dimension of the park itself.
From these elements, as from an analysis of other intervention sculptures
realised by Staccioli later on in exclusively or mainly natural contexts,
there emerges the specificity of his way of operating even when we are
dealing with works that might be related to Land Art. In his relationship with
nature and the landscape Staccioli does not try to establish a proportional
correlation that is primarily formal or dimensional (Michael Heizer) or to
intervene and modify drastically an existing situation (Robert Smithson,
Richard Serra). His aim is exactly the opposite: Staccioli does not aim at
underlining the evident and spectacular contrast between a constructed
form that can modify and abuse (often irreversibly), and a nature that
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It is also important to highlight – and we are not dealing with an unimportant
detail – something that endorses the versatility of Staccioli’s figural language
and derives from his extreme attention to adapting to a specific situation:
the elaboration of this form, which was to become one of the most
notable aspects of his style, came to maturity at a very particular
moment and following on the thoughts he had been developing in the
preceding months about different architectural and environmental contexts,
when he came to engage with the interior of the La Jolla Museum of
Contemporary Art in California. The same kind of formal typology was
also found again on two further important occasions in 1988, and both
involved Staccioli with the context of new buildings. One was the large-scale
sculpture realised in front of the Luigi Pecci Centre for contemporary art
in Prato, a work which aimed at ideally linking the museum (the height
of which it matched) to the motorway running across the front of it and
indicating its presence. The other was the intervention Staccioli created
for the Olympic Park in Seoul in his role as Italian representative at the
sculpture symposium held at that year’s Olympic games. The genesis of
this Seoul sculpture dated back to 1987. It was placed in the centre of
the large square between the two Olympic buildings after the artist had
abandoned an earlier horizontally-extended project ideated for another,
more natural, and less ‘constructed’ area in the Olympic Park. In this case
the great upturned arch becomes, ideally, a fragment of the spiral
Olympic symbol and has the proportions of the area it was destined for :
its height reflects that of the two buildings and its length is one third of
the whole square. Its symbolic meaning is also reinforced by a further
relationship to the meditative aspect of Oriental culture.
Precisely due to this multiplicity of allusions there was to be, in later
years, a varied use of this form: lengthened horizontally, in intervention
sculptures visually opening up the landscape, natural or anthropoid, as in
the cases of San Casciano Val di Pesa in the Chianti region (Torre di
Luciana, 1993) or of Panicale in Umbria (1997).

From the eighties onwards Staccioli’s sculpture went beyond exclusive
references – often characterised by conflicting interpretations – to the urban
context in order to create a freer dialogue with the natural environment.
His first intervention of this type was in 1982 for Giuliano Gori’s sculpture
park in the Fattoria di Celle (Santomato di Pistoia). On this occasion the
artist created a huge triangular shape placed orthogonally along one of
the park’s main alleys characterised by an extremely well tended and
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Le Balze, Volterra, 1972 >

function contradicted: in these cases Staccioli’s attitude is one of a strongly
dialectical relationship with the place and tends to invert its spatial coordi-
nates with the aim of redefining its identity in a more articulated and less
binding manner.
A first example is the couple of interventions realised simultaneously in
1975 in the Bocchi and Studio Santandrea galleries in Milan. In the first
Staccioli completely closed the entrance door to the exhibition by filling
it with a jagged triangular structure, having three iron points, in order to
underline for the visitors the need to reconsider the scale they have to
measure themselves against: not the reassuring scale of an elitist place for
celebrating art but that of the reality of the streets with all their violence.
A similar inversion of the identifying coordinates was to be found in the
Studio Santandrea where the back room of the gallery became a chilly
wall ‘armed’ with a menacing triangle.
Another highly significant occasion was that of the 1978 Venice Biennale:
here Staccioli created a huge square wall right at the entrance to the
path leading to the Biennale gardens and thus contradicted the celebrative
and rhetorical pretensions of the event in the hope of arousing thoughts
about what was happening outside these spaces devoted to art, and
underlining the dimension of the pathway between these different possible
experiences. This very reflection on the identity of the threshold as a
metaphor for change (something already presented the year before in
Vigevano castle with the transformation of the entrance arch to the
courtyard into a hypothetical yet immobile door to be walked around)
therefore became a decisive aspect of Staccioli’s work. In his intervention
in the Rome National gallery of modern art in 1981, the artist decided
to create a large-scale irregular form on the stairs leading to the entrance
of the museum with the aim of contradicting the celebrative and rhetorical
identity of the building by proposing an unstable equilibrium. He made a
similar intervention for his solo show in the University Gallery, Amherst,
in 1984, where the apparent precariousness of the intervention sculpture
was further underlined by its relationship to the peremptory frostiness
of the architecture. In the Museum of Contemporary Art, La Jolla, in
1987 and the Museum of Contemporary Art, Kwachon, in 1990, he
suspended huge triangles along the edges of the architectural structures
in an attempt to establish a contextual relationship that might supersede
the traditional dynamic between work and exhibition space. The dimension
of the threshold was further investigated in his work in the Mercato del
Sale, Milan, in 1981. Here Staccioli created a barrier halfway into the
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becomes a gigantic theatre of plastic material that can be modelled. The
meaning of his intervention sculptures lies instead in indicating a possible,
harmonious cohabitation of natural and constructed forms, in the progressive
and reciprocal convergence (either through opposition or symmetry) of
their configurations, through an action that we could call ‘ecological’ in its
respect for pre-existing environmental features.
Emblematic in this regard is the series of six intervention sculptures created
for the Djerassi Foundation in Woodside, San Francisco, between 1987 and
1991. Among these there is one in particular that is a vertical, triangularly-
sectioned element that Staccioli constructed and placed in relationship
to the crossing point of two large branches of a tree at the edge of the
great forest occupying the area: from the image of a kind of embrace
conjured up by this natural configuration, Staccioli got the hint for an
inserted form that is proportionate and makes explicit both its formal
and psychological meaning. The form was derived from this hint by nature
and made its communicative potential explicit without even disturbing a
leaf of the tree. Similarly, the great upturned triangle in the Fondation
Européene pour la Sculpture in Brussels (1996) delicately leans one of its
apexes on the trunk of a tree creating an intense yet calibrated relationship
of balance between forms and different hues.
Obviously a choice of this kind is linked to the bond of assimilation that
Staccioli has always had with the Tuscan landscape, his homeland, in
which nature is an element already in itself formalised according to a
mainly anthropoid logic, a situation unique in the world. In this sense too
the development of the interventions in Woodside, which I have already
analysed in detail elsewhere,6 was an extremely complex process for
Staccioli because of the need to measure himself with a natural condition
characterised by a wildness in which it is impossible to recognise any element
of anthropoid formalisation or of historical stratification. This very interest
in a place, not only in terms of formal relationships but also in those of
a reinterpretation of its historical and functional identity, ensures that
Staccioli’s intervention sculptures cannot ignore what we might define as
its ‘human coordinates’. Thus his great ring in Ordino d’Arcalis (Andorra,
1991) is placed so as to frame the landscape of the Pyrenees but only
from the point of view of the viewer following the road along which it
is sited.

Then there is a series of intervention sculptures made by Staccioli for
enclosed spaces, often galleries or museums, which then find their very
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exhibition space, one which separated a smooth surface from a rough
one, and thus posed the problem of giving thought to one’s own passage
through time as well as to the choices that characterise one’s own identity.
This was a situation seen again in the evocation of ‘suspended equilibrium’7

characteristic of many sculptures by Staccioli, as, for example, in the
‘visually navigable’ form of the large-scale square in Brussels (Rond Point
de l’Europe, 1998).

From this brief list of possible interpretations there emerges an almost
paradoxical identity for Staccioli’s intervention sculpture: even though
linked to the specific space-time coordinates of its construction, ideally it
never relates to the context transitorily but in permanent terms. In this
sense, by denying the traditional celebrative function of a public monument,
it also redefines at the same time this particular expressive typology:
once the rhetorical, decorative, descriptive aspect has been eliminated
Staccioli’s signs intend their presence to halt the passing of history and
to take on its symbolic identity realistically. In this sense it is highlighted
by a significant detail, above all in the past decades: Staccioli’s preference
(even though not exclusive) for forms that allude to the physical and
communicative mobility of actual living conditions. We are, in fact, dealing
with circles conveying a dynamism which is at times free (Parco della
Fara, Bergamo, 1992; Santa Sofia di Romagna, 1993) or limited
(Fondazione Mudima, Milan, 1992); or spheres referring to the cosmic
expansion of the universe (Nuraghe Burghiddu, Ozieri, 1995); or open,
navigable forms like rings (Ordino d’Arcalis, Andorra, 1991; Elisenstrasse,
Munich, 1996), deformed squares (Rond Point de l’Europe, Brussels,
1998), triangles that develop his ideas on the threshold and continuity;
sequential series of similar forms (School Centre, Vignate, 1996 and
Corso Italia, San Giovanni Valdarno, 1996) or flattened arches (Pescheria,
Pesaro, 1997) that underline the dimensions of the path covered, or, on
the contrary, the scattering of irregular forms suggesting an enlargement
of possibilities of action (Djerassi Foundation, Woodside, 1987-91; Castle
of Pergine Valsugana, 1999).

In this complex process of acquiring and giving a new meaning to contexts,
for Staccioli, together with his theorising, drawing has a basic role. The
importance of this is emphasised by the artist himself by concretising of
such analogies as ‘drawing sculpture’ and ‘using space like a white page’.
Graphic experimentation is for Staccioli a first step towards the imaginative

interpretative possibilities of a space. Frequently the drawing is accompanied
by written notes: significantly theoretical elaboration is pushed ahead at
the same times that marks are drawn. In his drawings the artist almost
always places his forms in a more or less defined context: it is rare that
there is no line indicating the extension of the ground or the horizon,
thus giving a spatial reference to his intervention. He also frequently uses
drawing in order to try out and superimpose various possible solutions
(drawn in various colours).
But drawing is only one of the phases through which Staccioli develops
his ideas. The genesis of each individual intervention sculpture is, in fact,
articulated through a complex series of successive and firmly correlated
stages which go to confirm the close relationship with its destined context.
The first stage is what we might call the ‘survey’ which is generally done
with the help of photographic reportage. At the same time as this physical
acquisition of the place’s spatial coordinates, Staccioli begins to study its
history and function in order to be in harmony, even psychological harmony,
with it. There then follows an initial graphic elaboration which is both
drawn and theorised and which leads to possibilities for formal solutions,
their links with the context then being expressed both visually and
emotionally. The drawing is then translated into a photomontage as a
kind of halfway house to three dimensions: Staccioli makes various series of
photos from his previously chosen viewpoint and on them he constructs
his formal ideas in scale. It must be underlined that at this point these
photomontages are never binding but always allow a choice from
various possibilities.
At this point he chooses which solution to make and so he then begins to
elaborate his working drawings and to evaluate the static and constructive
problems they might involve. In the case of Staccioli’s work this is in no
sense a secondary aspect: not just for the needs imposed by the large
scale on which he works, but also, and above all, because often this
moment of calibration further influences his final choices. From these
working drawings Staccioli creates a model which includes a simulation
of all the elements of the context and he also frequently inserts cut-outs
of people.
In his selected place he then begins to construct a full-scale model from
lightweight materials, and then he proceeds to the construction of the
work itself: in this phase too his choices can still undergo changes because
of the optical and basically contextual aim of Staccioli’s work. In fact the
artist is always present during the executive phase and at times alters the
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its theoretical aspects, seems particularly significant in a moment like the
present, one characterised by the progressive loss of the symbolic identities
of space, becoming ever more homologised and virtual. Mauro Staccioli’s
intervention sculpture – a cognitive expression insofar as it is an unexpected
way of interpreting the places he works in and with – is instead completely
different as its aim is to create remarkable symbolic qualifications for the
contexts in which we live. When we examine his works in various parts of
the world, we see in them the applicability and adaptability of similar formal
solutions to places which are geographically, temporally, and culturally
distant. In this sense his primary alphabet, his universal language – which
grows by testing various relationships and contexts against each other
and which over decades has linked together, on the plane of existential
recognizability, the various aspects of life in a world of such diverse
cultures – seems one of the most convincing and definitive replies to the
risks of cultural relativism imposed by global homologation.

Francesca Pola
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work in progress, a confirmation of the fact that his is not a purely conceptual
work even though complex intellectual activities are involved in relating
form and environment. The concept assumes its full value only insofar as it
is a tangible presence (concretely constructed and able to be experienced
at a tactile level) in a particular place, in a space-time context that is precise
and defined. The aim of the work is, for Staccioli, that of revealing the
situation’s ‘here and now’ aspect through an extra-temporal dialogue
that enriches and renews its meaning.
Finally there comes the photographic documentation of the work: in this
case too this is not just a case of recording but is a primary means of
interpreting the intervention. At times a photograph is the only record
because of the temporary nature of some of his work, but above all it
reveals perspectives and viewpoints specifically chosen by the artist in
order to show the correct relationships of form and context. In all this
sequence of events theoretical elaboration is both present and continually
in development: it gains its final form at the same time as the sculpture.

For all these reasons critics frequently indicate an analogy between
Staccioli’s work and architecture, an analogy suggested by their resem-
blances of size and their creative and executive procedures. However,
rather than referring to sculptures that recall architecture, it is more
plausible to speak of Staccioli’s complete urban vision, one experienced
in humanistic terms: in other words he constantly relates the constructed
form to existing ‘civilisation’. Staccioli is neither a functionalist aiming at
resolving problems of relating form and destination, nor an abstract
post-modernist visionary. He continually relates himself to reality, always
from a secular viewpoint and without any explicit transcendental references
– except in his extra-temporal interest which is anyway constantly resolved
on an existential plane – and this relationship is established in the very
form of his intervention. With regard to this, the metaphysical disorientation
generated by the splendid and intense intervention sculpture in Ozieri,
1995, is emblematic. Here a triangle of spheres ideally connects three
distant points in human history (the Domus de Jana, the Sardinian nuraghe,
and asphalted roads) while maintaining their own ‘exact’ and absolute
cosmically referential dimension. In a certain sense it recalls James
Turrell’s Roden Crater though that lacks the memory references and the
anthropoid stratification that characterises the work of Staccioli.

From this point of view Staccioli’s work, also and above all in relation to

1 The writings by Staccioli printed here consist of a careful selection of essays
previously published in M. Staccioli, Idea dell’oggetto dell’idea, edited by F. Tedeschi, A arte
Studio Invernizzi, Milan, 2000, now arranged in chronological order and further
containing some of his most significant recent essays.
2 This is what the artist, from the early seventies, called these theoretical and
explanatory texts which were elaborated at the same time as his sculptures.
3 It is not by chance that it was in Volterra, following the success of this occasion, that
in 1973 he was to take part in an important group show on the same theme. At the
same time there was also a seminar in which Staccioli took part.
4 Condizione città (The City Condition), was, in fact, the title chosen by Staccioli for
various of his works at the beginning of the seventies.
5 For a detailed analysis of Staccioli’s intervention in Celle in 1982, see my essay in
Mauro Staccioli in California, Istituto Italiano di Cultura, Los Angeles, 2002, pp. 35-37.
6 Ibid. pp. 44-45.
7 This was how Staccioli himself titled this particular intervention sculpture, made for
a roundabout (another kind of landscape transit feature).
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Mauro Staccioli’s Writings and Interviews

1. Sculptures in the City, Volterra, 1972
The Etruscan city extends northwards on a spur of the hill on which it
is located. In the most inaccessible and easily defendable part, the
remains of the walls attest to the danger that existed in the past and the
determination of the inhabitants to defend their city. A series of black
poles placed in the ground, each a few meters from the other and aligned
to form a right angle with the remains of the Etruscan walls, constitute
the indication and the underscoring of a state of violence.1

2. Volterra, 1972 and 1973
In the exhibition last year, when I tackled the space of the Piazza dei
Priori (an installation that I regard as exemplifying the whole work), I was
faced with an architectural space that I, a Volterran born and bred, had
never perceived in its entire plastic power or its architectural severity.
The discourse on violence, abuse of power, and the aggravation of the
human condition in the modern technological society had to be located
in a space charged with historical interest and, at the same time, with the
mystifying atmosphere of a tourist itinerary: it’s a type of fascination that
takes us into a timeless dimension far from the real world. I had to interrupt
this situation in order to take the individual – the visitor – back to present-
day reality (from the suburbs to the city traffic, from the mental time of
the assembly line to the attacks on Vietnam, etc.).
I solved the problem with a barrier of inclined pyramidal elements placed
in a crossable diagonal line that would form a structural contrast with
the static vertical volumes. The relationship between idea, form, matter
and space of action was fundamental for the solution that I was seeking.
The public could act by passing through the idea, colliding with the
objects forming an obstacle, with their “state of a barrier.”
For Volterra 73 I realized a work on the Piano del Castello. The space is
immense and the ancient monuments present here are charged with
meaning. The Fortezza Medicea, erected as a Florentine stronghold after
the conquest of Volterra in 1472, is today among the toughest prisons in
the country; Etruscan, Roman and medieval archeological remains attest
the presence of temples and palaces, hence of powerful people. It’s a
situation of power, violence and privilege in an unlimited historic and
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individuals through reflection on their own condition. I do not, therefore,
intend to produce peaceful objects – that is, forms that will tranquilize
the conscience – but rather ones that will stimulate in individuals an active
process of criticism of their state in the world of today. I use simple,
elementary forms, with the intention of making them immediately
communicative.The forms are, in a way, the synthesis of things observed
and then proposed in the objective terms of an idea. Thus the observers are
easily guided towards physical and mental situations that they experience
every day. Even the materials that I use (concrete and iron) are intended
to help explain my discourse.2

3. City Condition, Turin, 1974
“On the one hand they can run into me, on the other they can’t get
close to me because of the points.” This comment, heard during the
installation of the pieces in piazza Solferino, is a simple and precise manner
of “reading” the meaning of this work.
A scratch, the simple underscoring of a necessary alarm, of a condition
of danger that involves everyone. A critical reflection on one’s own condition
as an individual in everyday life.

Piazza della Steccata, Parma, 1973

physical space: the view is splendid; on high, in the safest place is power,
those who control it and those who protect it.
Here I shall build a simple form that is both evocative and indicative of this
situation, I’m thinking of a pyramid-wedge with a triangular base culminating
in an iron point. It will be inclined from its vertical axis, like a large arrow:
an indication and a weapon (...).
Obviously I do not believe that the sculptor’s craft can by itself solve problems that
do not regard it, or that it can accomplish things that are not specifically
its province, such as the class struggle or revolutions. It is, however, evident
that at the concrete level of intellectual debate, of stimulus, and of participation
in the problems of men, it is able to make an active contribution.
With my work, I am seeking to undertake a cognitive investigation of the
existential condition of this period in history: the state of oppression and
mortification that the technological and consumerist society expresses.
I am interested in stimulating in the individuals a critical reflection on
their own condition without recounting or describing an episode, but
involving them in a situation arising from the presence of an idea-object;
this absorbing situation, in an urban setting (or closed spaces) must act
on the mind; there must be interaction between the object-situation and
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4. Intervention sculpture, Studio Santandrea, Milan,1975
The orderly, geometrically regular space, typical of the venue for exhibitions
and social or cultural encounters, has been emptied; only the lighting fixtures
remain. In the center of the cemented and “modeled” end wall, a pointed
blade is fixed, facing the observer.
The context of the gallery itself becomes the subject of connotative
signification: it rejects, it doesn’t attract, and it involves the observers,
obliging them to undertake a critical reading of the setting assigned to art.4

5. Intervention sculpture, Galleria Bocchi, Milan,1975
In this intervention sculpture, which is contemporary with the one in the
Studio Santandrea, the gallery as a place of encounter and exhibitions is
negated: a triangular concrete wedge with three iron pointed blades on
one of its edges obstructs, rejects, and forbids entrance, causing a reaction
that brings into play critical reflection on the contradictions of the
aesthetic production and its consumption.5

6. Verbania-Pallanza, 1976
(...) Starting from the concrete impact with ordinary materials (iron and

Piazza Solferino, Turin, 1974

Not dialectic insertion in the Baroque architectural setting, or an aestheticizing
insertion, but a provocative presence.
I had already displayed these sculptures in Parma (in Piazza della
Steccata) in a group exhibition. I have presented this new work in Turin,
which I have entitled Condizione città (City Condition), with a leaflet where
I have replied to a number of questions – the most frequent on these
occasions – with a collage of headlines taken from Italian newspapers
(I could have found the same headlines in any Latin-American, American
or European newspaper...):
“Diletta Pagliuca Cruelly Killed Children in Her Care;”
“Woman Dead in Crush to Buy Sugar ;”
“Two Fascists in Bloody Raid: Child Wounded by Revolver Shots in
Critical Condition;”
“Police Clear Occupied Homes of 284 Families: They Immediately Move
to Other Accommodation;”
“Save Chilean Patriots from Coup Leaders’ Death Camps;”
“Archbishop of Turin Has Stern Reply for Fascists.”
Thus Condizione città is the everyday condition of injustice, of violence...
of the will to do battle and seek a reply. 3
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concrete) and their elaboration, the commitment to make sculpture is
my way of extending my knowledge of things; this is the means of my
participation in the definition of a dialectic relationship with the changes
in society and my intervention in the process of modification of reality.
In this relationship, the exploration of an artistic language is the necessary
consequence and the principal modality for the definition of a field of
use and intervention, and the reason for my creating sculpture. This is the
path along which the investigation of the relationship between the politico-
cultural position and the quality of the intervention must proceed. In this
relationship between the conception of reality and the will to intervene,
it is the artistic language that contains the motivation and the substance
of my sculptural message, which tends to express the most coherent and
definitive structure of a language. In this case, I do not mean language
either as pure formal recording – figurative or otherwise – or as a
stereotype, an obligatory module mechanically consequent to and
reductive of a politico-ideological position. As a result of this I seek and
use succinct, elementary forms that explicitly lead to a cognitive, creative
and dynamic relationship with the environment, with the real world.
As well as by the internal logic of its praxis, the form is furnished by the
need for a reference that is connotative, not descriptive, to the critical
reading of the contradictions in this society.
This is why I would like to save my work from the exclusive and limiting use
of the normal systems and circuits of diffusion and enjoyment, preferring to
place it within a broader and more direct dialectic relationship. Also for
this reason, I create my intervention sculptures on the spot; they are no
longer either monuments or objects intended to embellish the public
space, but rather critical actions regarding the use of sculpture, the
object and subject of a critical analysis of the human condition in the
environment and the city, which is not regarded as a mere container or
pretext for an exhibition, but rather as a sphere for intervention and
work. The “interventions” are intended to encourage a new reading of
the relationships between special forms and of our relationships with
them; because of their provisional nature, what also remains afterwards
– perception of the creative process and of its incidence and projection
in time – is of primary importance as a sign of an event or the density
of an absence. In fact, the intervention sculptures are neither definitive nor
stable: they offer themselves as provocative presences in the organized
living space of the city, a statement that “artistic” work can no longer be
confined exclusively to “dedicated spaces”(...).6
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7. Environment as Social, Biennale, Venice, 1976
The urban environment – with differentiated spaces and an unselected
public – stimulates and accentuates the contradictions of the artist’s role,
giving rise to a vision of aesthetic work that is different from that of the
traditional art galleries, and reviving the relationship of patronage that
the latter had eschewed, if one intervenes in it with the intention of
verifying the possibility of a critical use of sculpture.
My sculptures are produced with this aim, and are expressly designed for
specific environmental situations, constructed on the spot (whether on
the urban sites or in the art galleries) with building materials (iron and
concrete) in simple, explicit forms and destroyed at the end of the exhibition.
They are a means of intervening temporarily in a particular setting, with
an interactive relationship, in order to modify the reading of this and its
habitual use. They are not intended to be permanent objects for embellishing
the city, as monuments are: they do not illustrate or celebrate an event or
anything like that, but they are rather a means of provocation, of involvement,
and critical interpretation, a reminder and manifestation of the present
existential condition, and an opportunity for a public discussion. 
Research and formal investigation – the contents of my work, in other
words – are justified by the will to participate actively, through the use
of this specific language, in the conflicts of the current historic process.7

8. Reading of an Environment, Vigevano Castle, 1977
The entrance doorway (designed by Bramante) of the Castello
Visconteo, with its Renaissance splendor, is emptied of its natural contents:
the door. The formal space takes physical shape, it opens (...) the sign of
the passage offers itself as a serene conquered form; the monumental
presence of the plastic sign relates to the ideational and constructive
processes.
In the heart of the masonry of the tower, in a quadrangular space, covered
with a brick vault, a plastic form takes shape and is “naturally” modeled.
A pyramid with a quadrangular base and a solid structure penetrates the
central space, pointing at the center of the vault; formal germination: it is
an idea of space in the physical space of history.8

9. The Biennale Wall, Venice, 1978
Thanks to its central position, the quadrangular concrete wall
(800x120x800 cm), constructed at the entrance to the Venice Biennale at
the beginning of the avenue giving access to the Italian pavilion, obliges
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those entering to make a detour from the usual path. Since it prevents
the main avenue from being seen, it compels visitors to make the effort
of walking round the obstacle in order to enjoy the object of their cultural
or ludic interest: the celebration of the artistic event. In the opposite
direction, towards the exit, it blocks the view of the sea and the world
beyond; it hinders the visitor’s return.
With its physical presence and plastic specificity, this work, designed and
executed on the spot, is an intentional instrument of critical intervention
in the environment; it is, in other words, a provocation and a hypothesis
for a different relationship with the environment. The connotation of
concomitant physical sign assumed by the sculpture is established as a
product determined by the relationship with the site and its critical reading.
This is also related to an interest in discovering the “formal beauty” of
the large quadrangular object and, indirectly, of its execution. The use of
simple materials (bricks and concrete) exalts the construction, the value
of manual work, and the pleasure of freely handling materials in space,
which is what sculpture is all about. Thus its formal elaboration is, in its
unique way, based on and organized around the logical development of
a project and its execution, the premises for which are recognizable in the
work previously carried out thanks to the dialectical relationship – involving
knowledge – with the concomitant situation deriving from this environment
and its unique historical, natural, social, and cultural connotations.9

10. Working Notes, Martinafranca, 1979
The extent of the action of every artist is determined by the specific
ambit of his/her artistic language. Creating sculpture is one of the various
ways of speaking about human beings and their condition: about history
and life, about their present. It’s a way of questioning oneself about the
past by reflecting on the present. It’s a way of projecting oneself in a utopian
manner into fantasy, into the future.
It’s using the hands, touching the material, modifying it, organizing it, transforming
the hand into the mind and thought made of stone or concrete.
Creating sculpture is a way of enjoying, of loving. Touching is one of the
senses of the love typical of the human body. It’s the physical nature of
the relationship with the land and its existential dimension.
Sculpture affects the space – it modifies its size and the way it’s perceived.
It’s a form of erotic action in space.
Space is female: it receives and generates – it produces and arranges its
new image.10

Wall, XXXVIII Venice Biennale, 1978
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11. Castelvecchio, Verona, 1981
The practice of sculpture ‘built’ from laterite derives from the craft of
building (an archaic and modern craft) and enjoys the tactile pleasures
of materials and utensils. It heightens the sense of creating with the
hands and thinking of man and his world.
The plastic idea is manifested in the image of space obtained through the
wish to transform it. Sculpture activates space by modifying its scale and
our perception of it. It gives a new meaning to the environment, it is an
erotic action. The vital space (the place) of sculpture is female: it receives,
generates, produces its new image, which is another entity (September
1980; data sheet, Mercato del Sale, Milan).
Art is the trace of its making. Art is the past, the sign of an intervention:
formed intuition.
Interpretation (fruition) is an archaeological task, a recuperation of sense
(meaning).
History is a mixture of things and facts, art distinguishes the future, other,
new sense and what it will be, must be. Art deals with the utopian, with
what might be. To understand what is – and will be – and to express it
in the right way is art’s work (1980).
The handling that is inherent in undertaking a sign-sculpture leads to an
experience based on critical, practical, theoretical, practical etc. feedback.
The hand ‘listens to’ and ‘guides’ the process.
Drawing an idea means undertaking the practice of inquiry through images.
Drawing represents above all an idea, it is the image of something that
has to be: sculpture is the physical object.
The work of art develops in the mental space of the imagination, it develops
through hypotheses, a utopian practice. The practical execution of marks,
the high point of art, and what remains, the work, is its trace.
The research undertaken by marks is the political value within art.
Calling into question and constructing-reconstructing formal strategies is
the constitutive element of making. Rules mean repetition. The repetition
of marks means the loss of their significant sense, death (1981).11

12. Working Notes, 1971-1981
(...) The hare running in the fallow leaves its tracks; it leaves the sign of
its passage – it models the land – willy-nilly. The sculptor intentionally
models, marks and leaves traces in order to produce something else.
Sculptors don’t make sculpture in order to produce a closed, self-referential
physical object – this would be a death certificate – but so that it can

Via Cavour, Martinafranca, 1979
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produce something else, or lead towards something else, conveying an
idea, a concept or a thought (...).
Sculpture combats void, obliging it to assume a dimension; as a physical
presence, it offers itself in its material tangibility; it physically measures
space, of which it is the language. In its political dimension, it isn’t the
practice of mediation, the strategy of government, celebration – death –
but rather the product of destabilizing, provocative actions driven
towards new horizons and dimensions of knowledge (...).
Critical possession of the dimension of space requires tactile awareness.
The solid and the void appear in the physicalness of the organization of
the material, the hand follows the mind, which, in its turn, acts in accord
with – responding to – the hand, the physical perception of the material.
The (sculptor’s) mind acts in accordance with the needs and the impulses
deriving from the need for knowledge, from the desire to possess things in
their significant fullness. Knowledge – form is a dimension of knowledge –
allows the hand to respond.
Sculpture exists and is other than itself: it exists insofar as it is the physical
act of existence, but it is something other than itself insofar as it is a
code, a sign or a signifier. It conveys something other than itself.
(...) Sculpture takes possession of the three-dimensional experience; it
restores the aesthetic dimension of space. Working with sculpture is
tantamount to an action generating new dimensions (1979).
(...) Sculpture exists in a relationship with the environment; it gives the
environment its image, its expressive physiognomy. It expresses itself
completely in the relationship/action, something other than itself.
Sculpture is an erotic expression, a relationship between the plastic form
and space. Sculpture doesn’t exist without space, without any kind of
relationship with it.
Art is a way of subjecting the world to criticism; it’s thought expressed
in global concepts (1980).
(...) The theoretical dimension of the work of art consists in awareness of
the design and in the degree of control of the process of forming the idea.
If the linguistic structure of the image is based on a sign – a feature peculiar
to the individual – the work is created within the political discourse that
the sign reveals and communicates.
The practical process, the actual making of a sculpture, involves technical
knowledge and manual skill closely linked to – and controlled by – the
theoretico-linguistic framework.
The capacity to pay attention to the process of formalization – the making
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of the work – involves receptiveness to chance, to the small (or large)
formal transgression, and to the acquisition of the “suggestion,” thus
theoretical control: the residue, what isn’t resolved in the single work,
returns, reproposes the hypothesis and opens up new possibilities....
The hand reads the third dimension, it sees behind it, it embraces the
form: it transmits the hidden part to the mind.
The hand works on two levels: the sensitive and instinctual one and the
rational and cultural one (1979-80).
The artistic operation isn’t representation or illusion: it’s the idea of the
object of the idea: the idea to which the subject of art (the artistic
object) refers (1980).
If art becomes a commodity, it cannot be asserted that it becomes the
economic system. If art is critical thought regarding the world, it isn’t an
economic system, but, like the economy, forms part of the cultural
system.
If, in its specificity, art is work regarding language, its questioning
(“destructuring”) operates in the crisis: it’s the culture of crisis, a projection
towards utopia and a life of uncertainty (1980).12

13. Note: Drawing Sculpture, Rome, 1981
The reading of the process of representation continues with the development
of the thought of the thing to be represented and gives, above all, a
renewed structure to formal conventions capable of referring to the real
physical space of the place.
The drawing encloses the white surface of the sheet of paper by a pencil
line or a system of lines. The space takes shape in the mind of the sculptor
as a volume of material that one cannot look through: an object that
obliges one to go round it stimulates the imagination of what is hidden,
it suggests crossing through it; it gives the impetus required for physical
movement, the action necessary for covering the course.
The object, its volume, and the material constituting the “sign-sculpture,”
remain as a surface in the drawing: complicity and quotation. Only the
conventionality of the representation remains a concrete fact.
I draw, representing the object that doesn’t exist. I draw what could be
and what will be necessarily different: the plastic sign – the sculpture –
doesn’t exist, it’s only the idea represented. The material and the space
aren’t tangible; the drawing is their representation, the recording of a
hypothesis, the elaboration of a datum intuited in a system of communication.
The muscular work of the hand with the tool of the representation controls
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the intention, defines the communication of the hypothesis. In the
drawing the interior definition of the idea is developed. The choice is
interruption, another work within a work: theoretical analysis and
synthesis; reflective suspension, passage towards speculation (...).
I think of space within space and the mind moving, as a body with the
same weight as the liquid it displaces floats in water, in an upside-down,
left-to-right movement: the movement is continuous, like time. Sculpture
is static; the idea of molded sculpture is dynamic – it’s intellectuality.
The photograph is the transformation of a specific, real place into an
image on the surface of the paper. It’s quite a different thing from what
it represents, but refers unequivocally, with various easily recognizable
features – height, width, dimensions, lines – to the subject of the image.
The idea of the sculpture – a physical body – is developed by drawing a
sketch of the body (of the place) represented on the sheet of paper; the
reference to the context is mental, but guided by the visual reading,
memorized from the photograph. The creative work delineates the sign
and its form on the cultural body of the image; it immerses itself in its
physiognomy. The search is not resolved by the sign or the object: it is,
therefore, based on the relationship between the sign and the context.13

14. From the Interview with Mario Perazzi, 1981
(...) Every moment that you live requires passion. In this sense, that sculpture
is a sort of sign that stimulates us to find the strength to give a reply,
whether this is static or dynamic – that is, towards the future and what
has yet to happen. You walk along the street and you find a boundary, a
precipice that produces what I described previously as vertigo, activating
rational energies.14

15. From the Interview with Manuela Crescentini, 1981
There’s a physical, existential charge (anthropological, maybe) in your work,
in which, in my opinion, the presence of Volterra’s natural setting is almost
palpable. In this sense, also the “furrow”, which you made this year at the
Mercato del Sale in Milan, is easier to explain – it isn’t, in other words, casual.
Volterra has those cliffs, that verticality in a positive and negative way: the
Torre del Porcellino in one sense, the Balze in another; the physical and dry
presence of the Etruscan land....
(...) I have to confess I’m not fully aware of the influence of these aspects
of the Volterran landscape. However, I believe that in me, as in everyone
else, there are active elements of an anthropological nature that link me
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to the land, the power of the materials, the discovery of the physical
pleasure of creation, and an interest in the finished form in the relationship
with the material. Rather than having a relationship with the natural
environment in an exterior sense, I believe that my work is linked to the
environment in all its different aspects: with its strong characteristics, this
has certainly had an influence on my cultural formation, and this is still
present in my unconscious even today (...).
Another constituent of your work, linked to your background, could be – as
you have already, in fact, mentioned – the one concerning craftsmanship. I’m
thinking, in particular, of the fact that your father was a bricklayer and your
aptitude for building things; and it seems to me that your way of going about
sculpture should be seen in relation to this. It’s the culture of homo faber (as the
sculptor Giuseppe Uncini says about his own works): making, working, and
thinking while you work. It is, in other words, a pragmatic culture based on
direct experience rather than concepts. On some occasions you have, in fact,
constructed your works with the physical assistance of your father.
Yes, my father has been – and as far as possible, still is – a valuable helper.
But I’m a little doubtful about what you say. My work – my “sign” – was,
in fact, formed in a specific context: Milan in the period from 1968 to
1970. And it gradually became more clearly defined as my relationship
with this context became more precise.... I would say that, rather than
my father, there is the presence of a basic culture that regards the hand
as an intelligent part of the body and not as an executive part unrelated
to reason. I don’t believe that the work of art is realized in its making,
but in a motivated making (...).
You use simple, primary materials for your sculpture: earth, concrete, iron. In
practice, you exclude all the rest, including color. If anything, the color is that
of the material itself. How did this come about?
Here I brought into play an element of my work that the critic Enrico
Crispolti had already noted in 1972: my political formation. In reality, my
formation as an artist was closely linked to the way in which I felt politics
to be a poetic affair, not as the politics of praxis. I could say that politics
has been for me the “humble” instrument of those who don’t have any
other instruments and feel the need to express themselves, to make
things, to conceive a new image of the world (...). Why certain materials?
Perhaps because the conflict with the big city has meant a conflict with
the insurmountable limits and difficulties, a conflict with a sort of crushing
of individuals and their potentialities. And the things I started to make in
1968 were insurmountable walls made dangerous by pieces of glass and
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iron spikes, like the ones used to defend private property. Certainly, this
exacerbation was a form of narration in which I was deeply involved. The
difference was evident when, after the sign had been completed, I went
beyond description. Then the glass disappeared and the iron spike remained,
but as an idea (...). Meanwhile, the fundamental motivation was purified
and the need to make things in order to transform was stated. Thus the
signs, in my case the sculptures, did not become forms, but were projected
towards the exterior, and from 1970-71, they related, at the same time,
to the context in which they were situated. Then they gradually focused
on the environment through a sort of dialogue with this, in a continuous
work involving references of dialectical type – a sort of critico-theoretical
provocation. In order to carry out this work, the exaltation of the “skin” of
sculpture wasn’t necessary: what was needed was the material suited for
the form intended to be a “critical sign” with all its expressive physicality (...).
Yet this period corresponds to the one when, in Milan, many artists abandoned
their artistic activity in order engage in politics: in substance, you went in the
opposite direction.
When in 1968 I left the secretariat of the Lodi branch of the Italian
Communist Party and moved to Milan, I was, in a certain sense, immune
to the debate that was getting underway in intellectual, artistic, and student
circles. On the one hand I had become sufficiently conscious of my role not
to fall into the rhetoric of art as illustration; on the other I had gone beyond
the period when politics was everything for me. For this reason I had all the
drive and enthusiasm necessary to produce art with determination and
political intentionality (...).
You put the accent on the effect of your work on aspects directly linked to
the existential condition of the individual. If we limit ourselves to the exterior
aspects of your declarations, this seems to be a neo-romantic or even
moralistic attitude.
I have never rejected the use of technology or its products. If anything,
I am in favor of a more correct and controlled use of the car, television, and
the other media. Old people, children, the sick, and the weak do not have
citizenship in the functionalist society. The speculative use of technological
discoveries produces a culture of the abuse of power. This demonstrates that
there are enormous defects in modern thought and profound contradictions
between the technological discoveries and the use that is then made of
them on man. Mine isn’t a romantic, backward-looking discourse, in the
sense that I don’t yearn for a return to a carless society. I am of the opinion
that a better knowledge of the environment and oneself produces a different,
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more aware result, and a critical relationship: thus, a different idea of life (...).
In particular, I would say that for you sculpture isn’t a private, personal affair
– if anything, it’s a personal need – but, at the same time, it’s a means of
provocation, of investigating society.
But, in my case, the provocation is also related to a context and is never
an abuse of power: it isn’t provocation just for the sake of it, it isn’t a
gesture, but involves the carefully thought-out, physically constructed sign.15

16. Fattoria di Celle, Santomato di Pistoia, 1982
Between the nib and the sheet of paper there occurs a physical relationship
determined by the desire to transmit based on the recognition of the
formal conventions of writing as a means of communication. The pen-point’s
action is determined by a visual thought that must be elaborated. It is a
tool for a theoretical research into something being defined in the mind,
something that will eventually be formed from the experiences of a
place as well as from the specifics of the artist’s or sculptor’s career. The
physical relationship produced by the necessary work for communicating
the idea of a sculpture, of its analysis and of thoughts on its execution, are
perceived by the hand – something that is not external to communication –
through the vibrations produced by the meeting with the paper.
Tactile, physical, concrete, certain, the measure and control of the form-sign,
plastic qualities are made explicit through material, through the defined
and intentional qualities of the object. Form finds its motivation in the
sensitive interpretation of experienced space and is related to the cultural
dimension of its perception. The plastic sign (the sculpture) is therefore
an intentional critical answer; it is the will to transform a perceptible and
sharable space; it is the trace and underlining of the human passage.
Sculpture does not pretend, it does not make overtures; sculpture, with
its material presence, can be verified at a tactile level: it is force, an immediate
physical personality explicitly interacting with the environment. The plastic
object is not enclosed in itself, it is an object that is part of the place both
in its extension and in its aesthetic dimension. In fact, interpreting the
place, the context, is an extension of thought: from the concrete specificity
of the place, in a spherical movement, to the totality, to the condition of
the present, to the dynamic action of time (...).
To make sculpture is to be in a place, to possess it, feel it against yourself
like the warm nakedness of a body. I go to a place with the idea-aim of
making a sculpture. The physical pleasure that I feel when writing reminds
me of the imaginary physique of a sculpture to be made: the pleasure of
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an embrace full of air, air to be filled with the sense of life. The sculpture
will be (I imagine it), it is (I produce it), it remains (I look at it). The process
– the experience – moves from the initial chaos of searching for a form,
bases itself on personal facts, and is projected forwards into a time still
to come, the tension of making.
Between the site (Celle) and the idea the formal nucleus is stretched like
an elastic cord; the hypothesis is gradually shaped through the various
moments of working (...) it finds a consistency. The park is spectacular,
organised by a plan, and modelled centimetre by centimetre. For over a
century nature here has been tended season after season, day after day.
It is a typically Italian landscape (Tuscan above all) as can be seen by the
position of every shrub. Here landscape culture has its roots in local
history from the Middle Ages to the present day. Here we are in the land
of the human scale, of the form of man the protagonist, sensitive and
rational: the land of Masaccio, Donatello, Brunelleschi, Alberti, Leonardo (...).
The hand of man has passed over each centimetre of woodland, of
earth. Nature has not been offended but corrected and paced out to
the point where it is difficult, if not impossible, to distinguish the natural
from the rational. The plants, mainly Mediterranean, are only apparently
spontaneous (exotic plants are the testimony of an age, that of the
eclectic nineteenth century, with its particular taste, interests, cares). The
aim and the use of the park are demonstrated by its formal connotations:
the pathways, the buildings, and the spaces. The whole presents itself as
a grand aesthetic work (the Tuscan landscape is an immense work of
Land Art). My work in the eighties is, therefore, placed in an aesthetic,
historical, and ideological context clearly defined in its formal connotations.
A sign, an elementary form of any kind, of technologically modern material.
A constructed form built up with the hands, thought out and planned by
way of various forms of measuring and testing the site. The sculpture
consists of two parts: an external, explicit, visible, and measurable one,
and another one that is internal, implicit, hidden, and legible in the earth
and among the branches of the trees. A single mark, a point. The maximum
convergence of energy. There is no dispersion in its description, in its
linear development, its description as a mark. The sculpture overlooks
the road and is orthogonal with respect to it; like a meridian it rises up
under the branches of the trees and the shapes from the sides follow
the downward slope of the landscape towards the interior, under the
supporting surface, beyond appearance. This is a temporal and global
interpretation: a strong presence, like a stone thrown into a pond, like a
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sound in the midst of silence (...). Many tall trees give a vertical rhythm
to the space by creating a network of architectonic ribbing. A totality of
natural subjects and a single, unique, full form (...). The object of the idea,
organised form, constructed and built. Two complementary materials in
the new aesthetic form of this place, a form determined by the physical
presence of the sculpture: dialectic and interaction of two forces belonging
to the same cosmic system. The union, not a simile or a celebration,
between two distinct entities: necessity and inquiry, hypothesis and concrete
fact, material of primary matter, the original earth and cement (modern
technology), a product modelled with the intelligent work of the hands.
Questioning and prodding to arrive at a renewed relationship between
man and things.16

17. Malcesine, 1983
The small square, sloping gently towards the bank, opens suddenly onto
the lake for those arriving from the narrow side streets, inviting them to
focus their attention on the magnificent mountain landscape opposite; from
the lake, the limited dimensions of the place make it appear to be a small
natural stage. The environmental context favors a pause, looking, thought....

The sculpture is located like a floating material sign in an inclined position
with regard to the surface of the water and, with its highest part, appears
to touch its horizon line. The perspective lines of the triangular form lead
the eye towards the ample spaces of the landscape; seen from the lake,
the sculpture prolongs the form and space of the square towards the
water. The plastic sign finds its motivation and is placed within this urban
and environmental context, significantly giving it a new connotation.
The physical dimension of the triangular form in a continuous interaction
with the movement of the waves and the level of the lake – which change
with the passing of the days and according to the wind and the succession
of the seasons – is a solid, hard material presence in the mobile, dynamic
liquidity of the water. Thus the continuous breaking of the waves on its
surface and the surrounding space become part of the sculpture, an
intelligent sign, a form of tangible imagination of the present and its
coming into being.17

18. Using Space as a Blank Page, 1983
The social milieu, the levels of cultural exchange and human materials it gathers
together are the motivational matrix, the circumstances of production, expli-
cit or implicit stimuli that determine the personal receptiveness and the
capacity for resistance, poetry’s antibodies to elements contrary to
“commonsense.”
The urban space and the collective social milieu are an accumulation of
individual products. Working artistically, in the sense of the urban collective,
obliges one to use the city, the countryside, and the environment as if they
were the blank page on which one composes the idea by means of a
drawing: imagination is revealed. This consists in a way of thinking or imagining
idea-forms in aesthetic contexts, just as the white, yellow, red, black, etc.
sheet of paper is an aesthetic context. An apparently unimportant thing
changes: the color of the paper is no longer used as a stimulus (I use
sugar paper rather than white paper), an inert support of the idea,
drawing, painting, etc., but it becomes part of the game. Another difference:
the city and the environment in general are not, like paper, an aesthetic
abstraction, or rather an aesthetic category, the formal one. The city and
the environment are an aesthetic dimension in the total sense, which
comprises customs, economies, cultures, etc.
The sheet of paper on which to design, imagine, modify and thus change
the thought of the object (...) environmental thought is economic, technical,
social, historical thought – it’s political thought: I would do it this way, no, this
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the relationship between man and his environment, the importance of
which is difficult to calculate. This is particularly notable for us in Italy,
where we have experienced this phenomenon with a certain delay, but,
from a critical point of view, it has kept its significance whole.... The general
diffusion of means of transport, the spreading of technology, audio and
televisual means of communication, and now of computers... from one
end of the planet, images come from other planets in real time. The
generations that are now adults, who were adolescents just after the
war, are those that have progressed from the bicycle to the motorcycle
and the car in the space of just a very few years. From the sedentary life
in the hometown, with its strong traditions, they have moved on to an
eventful life, nomadic I might say, extending to increasingly large areas –
regional, national and international.
Thus young people today – our students and the new artists – find a
rapidly changing society before them. The students now attending art
schools are only twenty or thirty years younger than us, yet they have
grown up with color television, baby food, scooters, and affordable cars.
They travel easily, from one end of the country to another, and, if cheap
transport is available, all over the world. Children today have electronic
toys, both in the rural areas and in the cities.
From a cultural point of view, the new generations have an amount of
information at their disposal that the older generations have only had
access to in their mature years – suffice it to mention the spread of color
reproductions available for artists. If we focus our attention for a
moment on the power that television has as a means of visual information,
on this real miracle of the transmission of images on an interplanetary
level – we have seen the live broadcast of men landing on the moon –
then I believe that from a cognitive point of view we have extraordinary
new materials that intervene naturally in our way of thinking about and
imagining form, space, and time.... While we’re here talking, by pressing a
button we could hear opinions about our conversation from the inhabitants
of New York, Sydney, and Tokyo in real time. In the present new state,
thought and imagination certainly receive direct and indirect stimuli,
explicit and implicit conditioning.... Thus the way of thinking about and
imagining the world derives in large measure from action-additional certainly,
but benefiting from a series of completely new elements that were practically
unknown just a few years ago.
Why did I refer to Brooklyn Bridge above? Those who have been to
New York and have had the opportunity to cross it on foot have certainly

way (this is the typical function of the political choice...). The artist-sculptor
regards the environment as a sheet of paper on which to draw the idea.
The knowledge of the physical place derives from the type of visual
relationship that is established with it. The image that I read derives from
my level of culture (the accumulation of experience translated into other
theoretical possibilities...).
Diversity, exceptionality and innovation are socially possible if they form
part of the collective knowledge – that is, if they aren’t confined to sheltered
spaces, protected by the worldliness and privilege (...) in this sense they
are the power of penetration of the politics of renewal.
The condition that can render the city, the area and the “new sheet” on
which the idea, art is determined as form, derives from the assumption of
the locus of art as a public place (...) [and] from the quality and cultural
levels of the political choices driven not by a state of necessity and
rationalization of what exists, but by the imagination of the desire of
transformation: dynamic planning.
In this sense, the work of the artist becomes an integral part of the political
project for change: it is the power – the imagination – governing the
direction of the change, nurturing the energy of the utopian possible.18

19. The Training and the Work of the Artist, 1984
(...) Art manifests itself first and foremost as a profound reason for com-
munication – not to be confused with visual communication tout court –
as speculation on the significance of our relationship with the surroun-
ding world, with the imagination, the cognition of being, the utopias..., just like
philosophy and mathematics, I dare say.
(...) Wishing to discuss this aside from the academic idea, the question
about art and art school must be asked preliminarily as a contemporary
problem of a general character and just for this reason it is opportune, in a
way, to focus our attention on the reasons that determine the production
and use of the image; on the social and cultural context in which the
system of art and educational activity are organized and act. The place in
which contemporary artists can feel they are at the center of the problems,
in physical contact with our age may be indicated in New York, more
precisely the center of Brooklyn Bridge. (But it could be Tokyo or even
Moscow or the Sahara Desert if one is riding a Honda motorbike).
I’ll try to explain this conviction of mine.
People of my age – between forty-five and fifty – have had direct experience
of a period of a number of years as a historical caesura with regard to
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study is based on and is motivated by the objective to be pursued.
The ability to draw is an expressive possibility that liberates the desire
for communication; without desire and the need to communicate, artists,
designers, architects, etc. wouldn’t exist. Instead, for duty and need, they
could be designers of buildings, executors (...).
The production of artworks and culture involves research into meanings
and the value of things: they are momentary truths not tied to the needs
of the market and fashion; they are the moment in which utopia is realized
and becomes an experience, offering itself again. So, at that moment, artists
and intellectuals have the duty to say, to give voice to their discoveries,
to express, therefore, support or disagreement fearlessly: the ignorance
of the workers or middle classes is neither innovative nor revolutionary!
It remains as ignorance, not knowledge. At this point, the artist’s role can
be disruptive and can be politically active in the process of development
and change. But the capacity for intervention in the processes of change
also means accepting the risk of solitude, the risk of not listening: those
who work on a powerful utopian image expressing new knowledge,
effect a transformation of the world. The work of art, the plastic signs
may be constructed stones, as in my case, or forms of another type, but
they can never be works of mediation. Certainly the need for listening is
very strong, but this is nearly always absent, or isn’t clear: thus, in this context,
the artist must somehow find a way of proceeding, even if there’s the
risk of solitude. This is the condition from an operative point of view of
the moment when the artistic manifests and realizes itself; this is objec-
tive situation in which the artist – and the intellectual – must work....19

20. Three Sculptures at Amherst, 1985
An idea should be constructed like a building; the space for its material
realization should be regarded as an opportunity for the interpretation
and imaginative hypotheses of the environmental context.
The object to be made is organized and dimensioned in the mind as
something possible in a transparent, spherical, material image; at its edges
are the walls of the building, the trees, the sky; the floor, the ceiling, the
walls (...).The details: the colors, the materials, the descriptive forms, such as
a railing, a flight of steps, a door jamb, a handle, or a lamp, enter, revealing
strong connotations in the qualitative, formal, and historical definition of
the place.
The plastic signs, the sculptures, take shape in the network of signs on
the sheet, through representation by superimposed layers; they are defined

experienced the strong sense of excitement produced by the noise and
surrounding space.
If, instead of explaining certain things by protecting them from the
contamination of the contemporary world, we brought the students
into contact with these situations and then, with reference to them, we
made them work, we would probably give lessons that are much more
interesting and incisive than a whole year spent copying from the life and
a year looking at masterpieces of the past, such as a wooden statue from
the Museo di San Matteo [in Pisa] or a picture by Piero della Francesca
and so on.
Among these notes I have found another note in which I say the best
art school shouldn’t use pencils or clay, but ought to use philosophy or
mathematics: only a critical idea of human affairs gives a meaning to the
aesthetic work. Works of art have a meaning if they give form to a highly
imaginative, progressive idea of the relationship between human beings
and their world. The “beautiful form” derives from the intensity of the
need and the awareness of the communication. Thus we must teach the
students to think and analyze the human phenomena before teaching
them to represent things: obviously the two stages cannot be mechanically
divided. I distinguish between the two things, deliberately separating
them because, in the past, some maintained that art education involves
teaching ingenuity. The term that Toscano used in the past to indicate
creativity made me suspect that he used it in the sense of a traditional,
academic concept, suggesting that creativity derives from intuition. This
moving around the sensitive, emotional aspects means that representation
doesn’t require systematic knowledge, thus not the means for handling
the capacity for design. If one must speak of intuitiveness, I believe one
should think of polite, cultivated intuitiveness, but this is inappropriate.
I believe it’s more correct to speak of availability for experience and
research, and also for chance as a possible event from which to derive
creativity. But artistic creativity isn’t instinctual: it is based on operational
systems. Each artist organizes his or her own method of work. The idea
that art is pure ingenuity is rooted in all the disciplinary and politico-cultural
areas (...).
It is, therefore, more important to teach students to think than to teach
them to draw. A well-executed drawing is always obtained from the
reason for its being produced. A significant drawing derives from the
need to represent something and the need to represent something
produces the reason for knowing how to represent this thing: the

64
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in the possible and infinite profiles. The choice of the form that is suited to
and consistent with the place requires a reasoned decision and a critical
selection: the possible object totally frees itself by emerging from the
hypothesis just as the butterfly emerges from its cocoon. Regarding the
previous comment and the visual reading contained in the photographic
image – iconic document and visual memory – the imagination extends
with specificity of reference, organizing possible locations, bases, thick-
nesses, dimensions, and colors.
When drawing, the trace of the environment offers its signs, the classical
formal coordinates; the horizon line, the height, the profiles. In this
unavoidable datum, the plastic sign is defined by arranging itself according
to form, dimension, material, color (...).
The form of the environment – the environmental context – is presented
as material of the operative scene, the initial part of the plastic work of
the sculpture. The shifting of the levels of interpretation and the formal
relations with the new sign modify declinations and spatial sense: the
environmental world is redefined in the meaning and is revealed in its
active presence. No longer a container, the environment is the structural
element of the new container.
The construction of the form leads to the hypothesis, in the utopian
sense of things; it gives a profound meaning to existence. The work is
free: the result is the human object; a thought, an intelligent trace; a stone
constructed in the time of a passage like a cosmic event.
A question, a suspension of meaning and a question: the marvel of existing
in time and space and perceiving materiality, to experience its possible
transformation. Three sculptures, three suspended forms, tangible signs
on the path and in the everyday place: the moment of decision is
suspended; the synthesis suspends the process by again proposing reflection,
the active thought of the hypothesis (...).20

21. Notes, 1985
Sculpture. Organizing a solid form means giving form to an idea. In any
case, the idea is that of human beings and their relationship with the
world, its possible development, and its possible evolution.
Art is also a moral concept of life. In this sense, the work of art questions
everyday reality and the history from which this history derives. It develops
around a question.
Thinking of the world of humans for those who live in a part of the
world – such as our part of the Mediterranean – involves tiring, difficult
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(of sculpture), but rather in the culture of synthesis, in the practice of the
democratic dialectic. It is in such creative tension that sculpture, art, finds
its motive for manifesting itself. The Greek sculptors have the motive of
saying, of doing in order to say.21

22. From the Interview with Tommaso Trini, 1985
When working with Morris, Serra, and Oppenheim, what difference did you
note between your approach to the environment and theirs?
A different way of relating to the environment and also different approach
to their work. The American artists worked cool-headedly, with a certain
indifference to the special features of the park of the Villa Gori:
Oppenheim, with his megastructures of an industrial and technological
character, Serra with his monolithic forms. I was more uncertain about
tackling such a characteristic landscape: my impact on this place seemed to
be to be more carefully considered. For example, they work by delegating
the execution to others. We instead are always keen to be present; to
put it another way, when we walk we always watch where we tread (...).
Your sculptures, which were once regarded as primary structures, now
appear to be trapezoids – they are forms of risk. Is this the case?
My sculpture is never minimal, except for certain formal, exterior
aspects. I am always in a critical relationship with the environment.
Sculpture is a form and a sensitive material; it’s the physical presence of
an idea; it’s an object that is born of an idea of the place and is with this
that it relates. I have always been interested in expressing ideas and not
the form. The form is thus the consequence of the reasons underlying
the expression.
(...) Now the trapezoidal outline, the irregularity of the planes, and the
suspension of the objects infuse the sign with meaning and a more physical
presence. The irregular form augments the level of anxiety, doubt, and
suspension. What derives from this is promptitude, the message, the
question – it’s the question that precedes the event. The perception that
something new can happen is a physical sensation that activates our
energy; it’s the best moment of our intelligence.
The critic Hugh Davies has written that you humanize the minimal form
because you endow it with instability, unlike the stability typical of your previous
primary structures.
Yes, certainties frighten me. I prefer the desire for suspension as a state
of creativity, the desire to govern the uncertainty of the conception that
isn’t, however, definitive: these sculptures are definite but not definitive.

choices. The main one consists in recognizing and using historical values in
order to produce the form and the sense of the new possible meanings.
The other difficulty derives from the ever-present risk of being attracted
by the idea that it isn’t possible to surpass the great values of the past,
allowing oneself to be overcome by the maternal warmth of our history
without managing to discover the unripe, risky beauty of the new body
that takes shape before us.
The withdrawal towards the sphere of the great Mediterranean mother
culture in order to overcome the difficulty of the crisis of values of our
times requires the capacity to put the models of the past in the right
place. Ours is a world of ideology and models. The crisis is the suspension
of certainties and the possible hypothesis is the response.
The imagination of the possible innovation is a form of reorganization of
the plastic sign and its meaning.
The sculpture works on and in the material, physical space. The plastic
sensibility moves in the enveloping material of the cultural and historic space,
revealing the meaning of the present and indicating its new possibilities
and qualities: just as a body of equal specific weight moves in a liquid.
In the age of communication and electronic production, the perception of
the base, of the sense of time present a dynamic moment – or passage –
often dense with germinating qualities, endows sculpture with the
profound sense of the speculation regarding knowledge and the physical
perception of time and its aesthetic quality.
The locus of contemporary man, the city, is characterized by the mechanical
presence of speed. Our relationship with things has changed without any
possibility of returning to the past. Only our immersion in the new reality,
which is extremely changeable, can produce cultural innovation.
Sculpture can define the qualitative sense of the new urban dimension
that now involves large areas, not only the city in the traditional sense.
(...) The greatness of Greek sculpture did not reside so much in its formal
qualities as in the sense conveyed by the sculptor of his awareness of the
meaning represented and its purpose. The sculptor isn’t a simply a craftsman
or manual executor; he is, above all, the person who, although capable
of handling the material needed to give shape through the process of
representation – the execution – to the idea of the things, seems to lose
the thread of the meaning: the sculptor thinks of man and nature as an
idea, producing the significant image of the concept. The man of the polis,
he is its cultural expression.
The “Greek model” doesn’t reside in the high expressive level of art
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In my work, moreover, the interlocutor is always present: there’s always
another person in my work. My works don’t have a base and rest on the
ground: they take part in a dialogue with what supports and contains
them – in this sense, they can be said to be humanized (...).22

23. Working Notes, 1987
My work – my “sign,” that is – was structured in a very specific setting:
Milan in the second half of the 1970s. And it was gradually determined
with greater clarity as my relationship with this setting became more
precise (...). In effect, this was what allowed the re-emergence of the
fundamental cultural elements of a person whose formative years were
spent in a provincial milieu characterized by a culture based on farming and
handicrafts, where the relationship between man and the environment was
a harmonious one. In my work, contact with the urban environment of
Milan produced a series of reactions resulting in the predominance of a
violent, provocative image.
One may observe, in the quality of the artifact, the presence of a culture
that regards the hand as an intelligent part of the body, and not as an
executive part extraneous to reason – which is, indeed, in the best crafts
tradition. In fact, artists work on the hypotheses, constructing them and
making them tangible. The important aspect – the decisive one – of the
artists’ poetic power is their capacity to go further without getting lost,
to retrieve the initial hypothesis through the theoretical dimension of
their work: this can occur only, or principally, after “seeing” the result: thus
ours is a continual revival.
This process of relating the “signs” to the environment has gradually driven
me towards an increasingly deep reading of the relationship between man
and the environment. It has led me, as a result of a series of considerations
regarding the cultural value of the sense of touch and the basis of a new
way of seeing, to realize how sculpture – the plastic “sign” – located in a
specific setting gives rise to a different reading that automatically, I should
say, induces a phenomenon producing reasoning. Because of this, sculpture
is no longer an element of embellishment, a form absorbed by itself, but
rather an opportunity for a critical reflection on a renewed relationship
with objects (...).23

24. Olympic Park, Seoul, 1988
I go around the Olympic Park tired of the humid heat, the fatigue of the
first project, which has been shelved for reasons unrelated to its aesthetic



7372 Olympic Park, Seoul, 1988

quality or the technical problems; tired of the frustrating waits, I feel
estranged from everything. I have worked for a number of weeks and, as
always happens, in the site allotted to me, between the water of the lake
and the slope of the park, I’ve made my “nest.” Going back and forth to
tighten the ropes, fix the boards, take photographs, correct and adjust
the form and, centimeter by centimeter, I “take possession” of the site
and its morphological, formal and visual features.
(...) Now I start again, I look around, I seek trees, pedestrian routes and
points for visual interpretation; I take photographs. I spend a number of
days, a week here; I persuade myself that I have to radically change the
situation and identify a site that is completely different from the first if I
want to find the right energy, the anger necessary in order to say
something. I accept a challenge, a challenge to myself.
The area of the park where the buildings for the different indoor sports
are located is new; it seems cold because of the engineering technology
and the building activity. The spaces are empty. Among these, the largest
and emptiest is the central square, which is at the end of the wide avenue
linking the Olympic village to the city.
I start moving back and forth, around... in the humid sun that stupefies, on
the wide concrete pavement. Charming Heran, my helpful and patient
interpreter and assistant, seems even more petite; she moves around holding
measuring-rods in order to provide a standard for comparison when
studying the sculpture. I behave like my dog when I used to take him in
the country: I continue to go round and round to find the right place
where I can make my “lair.”
Vertical, horizontal, high, low, long, short, straight, curved? I open my arms:
it’s vast! I open my arms: I’ve won! I’ve found the solution. I think of my
daughter Giulia, her hard work as a gymnast, always in balance between the
perfection of the execution and creative desire, the need for a result. I think
of the athletes on the podium with their arms raised and their exaltation.
The form opens, it takes in the space and describes its meaning by disposing
itself in a suspended movement and the memory finds fragments of
things already seen and past experiences: the Korean Olympic symbol
with its ascensional movement; a work recently realized in a Milan church:
the forest of arches, the dome – aren’t they a formal metaphor for the sky?
I’ve resolved the idea-sign, its physical, tactile meaning: I’ve managed to
get the relationship with the rotundity of the buildings and the vastness
of the open space right; the rest is a question of honing up and refining,
calibrating the dimensions, choosing the materials, visual calculation,
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reflection on the volumetric and spatial relationships of the site. The rest
is also a long battle. Hours, days, months, in order to win the war of
the realization of the sculpture as best I can, in order to make the idea
tangible and express its most significant meaning... and I discover Korea
without ginseng.24

25. From the Interview with Seung Duk Kim, 1991
Do you think that history is a basic element in the formation of an artist or,
at least, do you think that certain historical events you have experienced
have been important for you?
I am only an artist and I can only speak by analysing experiences I have
undergone myself. I try to reflect on what I have done so far. I try to
understand what elements have had most importance for my development.
But, having said this, I am also convinced that no human being can get
outside his own skin, he cannot modify his own chromosomes. Your
mother and father are what they are and nothing else. But, to leave
metaphors aside... culturally we are forced to be affected by history: the
present is a portion of time conceptually conceived like the surrounding
world, a portion of time that is being experienced (...).
With regard to the planning of your work, we have spoken about drawing
and two levels of elaboration. The first level is that of annotations, perhaps
on a tram ticket, and the study of an idea without any specific reference to
a place; from this first note you elaborate a possible sign. The second is when,
finding yourself in the place where you sign will be placed, you change method,
you use photographs, photomontages, and models. Why do you use this
lengthy process? Let’s start with the photos: why are there so many of them?
Photography is useful to me for analysing the various aspects of the place
in which I will intervene with my sign. Photography in itself is useful to me
for discovering views and perspectives. I am better able to evaluate the inci-
dence of the light. I observe materials and forms, I discover architectural,
natural, and landscape elements that often escape a first glance. Then I
dig into my memory for possible formal solutions, ideas I have earlier
noted down and elaborated. So the photos I have shot are the basic
material for deciding where to insert one or more forms in the setting I
have chosen. Drawing on photos or photocopies is rather like working in
the space itself, in the context. Photos offer me a visual memory full of refe-
rences. I always work like this in order to get nearer to the final solution.
How do you experience the elaboration of your sculptures – the photomontages and
the models? For instance, do you have them made or do you make them yourself?
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When I am working with an idea I am enthused as I see an idea progressively
become a definite and concrete form. When I make a photomontage I
am excited by ‘navigating’ through the photo until I find the itineraries for
the views of the sculpture I am working on at the time. It is though I had
returned to the place where I had first snapped the photo. I also really
like the deceit of photomontages: at times, when I take a glance at a
photomontage I have mistaken it for a photo of the finished piece. When
I work on the models I discover once again the pleasure of manual work,
that primary sense of making an object that, I think, we all enjoy. Obviously
there is also the pleasure of constructing a scale model and its setting
using materials and colours that attenuate the usual chilliness of the
models produced by architectural studios. I find, instead, a certain difficulty
if I try to make a single sculpture on a small scale. I feel that something is
missing, the possible place for its site and with which it has to interact (...).
You have written, ‘By following your own path you can come up against an
idea’. Why, in this show in Seoul, have you used phrases instead of titles for
your sculptures?
In the past, in the seventies, I gave generic titles such as Barrier or
Intervention Sculpture. Then I stopped because it seemed more correct to
use the place and date as a title. A title limits interpretation of the work.
So yes, in the brochure I have used phrases like fragmentary annotations
about the works. I also refer to works I have already made and hark back
to those experiences. So these phrases are not titles. They are, if anything,
arrows of thought. Yes, I believe that by following your own path, giving
continuity to your own thoughts, and being aware of what is happening
around you then you meet up with ideas. Ideas are those special moments
in which you receive something like a sudden electric shock: a sensation
that is halfway between pain and pleasure. A sculpture is not simply a mass
of iron and cement: it is above all a concentration of emotions. To follow
your own road, to listen to the sounds of life – I believe this is one of the
pivots of an artist’s work. This is how you can discern significant solutions.
The earliest ideas originate like de-contextualised sketches. Later you elaborate
them according to the place, whether it is an urban or natural space or a
gallery. In the case of urban spaces, then what role do architecture and
architects have? More particularly, what difference is there, if there is one,
between working in historical places in Italy and Europe or in contemporary
ones (I am thinking in particular of your recent works in California and in Seoul)?
Architecture or, rather, the urban dimension of contemporary life, has
been from the early seventies – and I have in mind the show Sculture

nella Città held in Volterra in 1972 – a very important reference point,
I would even say a buttress to my work. Perhaps my way of considering
sculpture in relationship to the life of a city, to architecture – despite some
provocative interventions – has a historical basis: I search for an interactive
relationship, one that is difficult to obtain under current conditions. Artists
are always invited to intervene when the architect’s work is already completed.
This has a disastrous effect: the casual and incorrect use of sculpture
which is placed in amorphous spaces and often seems to have been
parked casually somewhere while waiting to be shipped to a storeroom.
For this negative aspect of the passive use of sculpture the architects are
mostly to blame besides, of course, the dominant culture and the great
passivity of many sculptors. There really are very few times when a sculptor
is invited – I don’t say at the start of the work, though that would be
correct – at least to intervene during the work, as has happened to me
now with my sculpture in the Il-Shin Building here in Seoul. For a contemporary
sculptor it is very important to have an active, dialoguing, and critical
relationship with the architecture. With my work I try to involve what
surrounds it so it is not possible to separate the sculpture from its context.
Together with nature, history is the great mother who produces in us
the best creative ideas. I work in an ancient town-centre in Italy, as has
often happened to me in the past, and it is something really extraordinary:
you feel the stones and bricks breath: you hear the distant echoes from
the squares. To erect a sculpture in front of an ancient doorway or near
to Etruscan walls – and this has happened to me in Venice, Verona,
Bergamo, Volterra, and Gubbio – imparts a strong feeling and strong
creative stimuli. Working in a Californian forest at first produces a strong
sense of disorientation, then you feel naked and alone with yourself; it is
only after having walked a long time beneath these majestic trees and
having discovered their magical architecture, that you realise you too can
leave behind your human vestiges. But when you come up against the
anonymous building of the city outskirts or disordered urban spaces, you
only feel anxiety and your strongest wish is to run away or cry, just as
when you are caught up in unavoidable events without managing to find
any kind of logical explanation for them. How is it possible to play
Mozart in the roar of a stadium?25

26. Sculpture. Self-critical Considerations, 1991
“Suspended Equilibrium;” “Intelligent Trace;” “Constructed Idea” – these are
possible titles for my sculptures of today: but I do not give my sculptures
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titles except for the date and the place where they have been realized.
My sculptures are ideas and constructed forms, erected according to
building and crafts criteria, and critico-emotional states produced in
myself by specific settings. Before deciding on the site and selecting possible
ideas, I need to visit, stay in, and experience the place so I can become
fully aware of its dimensions, forms, and physical nature.
I think of sculpture and use it as a sign, as emphasis, as a trace of my passage
– a human trace in a place. Sculpture is an intelligent sign – a human one,
in other words. In the last few years my sculptures have been suspended
forms, in precarious equilibrium between earth and sky (floor and ceiling,
urban site and the forest).
Sculpture is the sign of a contact with the site and its history and form;
and the site is the locus of the sign, of its raison d’être. Thus I experience
the natural, urban, or domestic setting in a sculptural manner. Sculpture
relates to its site as the drawn sign relates to the space of the sheet of
paper; sculpture is conceived with regard to possible settings and it to
these that it refers in its realized form.
Without the setting, the form, the sculpture – despite its intrinsic formal
quality – becomes inert and devoid of communicative power.
The work is the interpretation of the site and the act of transforming it
(the human site); the construction and the materials constitute the processes
of my activity, of my creativity and modeling in quest of a new meaning.
The sculpture is realized through the pleasure of imagining a possible sign
(the object-work) to be realized, of the new possibility to be conquered.
The tension of creation, the tactile, physical pleasure of the operational
process of the thinking hand is linked to the pleasure of the discovery of
the dimension of the intuitive creativity of art; of the new possibility (...).26

27. From the Interview with Walter Guadagnini, 1991
There is another condition that comes into play at the moment of the conception
of the work, and it is that of the different physical quality of the spaces in which
we live. If, in fact, the “historic” context that we talked about before is decisive,
equally fundamental is the idea of place as it emerges in contemporary
sculptural thought and to which it seems to me that you yourself refer. This idea
of place, both physical and mental, makes the appearance and perception of
the same form quite different according to the physical space in which it is located.
I think that in your work – which is based on the sparing use of formal motifs
and sometimes on their flaunted iteration – a thought of this kind plays an
ideational role and represents an exegetic, constitutive point, or am I wrong?
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In effect, the form, with its irregular, interrupted geometries, is defined
through a gradual approach to an equilibrium between the sign and
place of which I don’t know the secure point beforehand, if not by
intuition: the way of proceeding is slow, it takes a long time. I need to
understand the motive gradually, to form a relationship with creation in
the space, in that space, in that place, to assimilate its lines and
dimensions, and feel the materials that go to make it up. The reason why
one makes a sculpture is that of finding the sense of being, of existing in
time and space, to give a significant form to my – to our – passage. When
I work in a place, what is most important for me is managing to
become part of it and feeling it around my body like a liquid.... It is
then that the sculpture starts to take shape with its possible forms and
become my presence, my voice. In the intuitive geometries, the emotion
of giving form stirs, the idea grows and the thought that guides it until it
creates an active, possible form develops: when sign and place interact,
the work functions.
(...) The work is like a fragment of form as long as the length of the time
for which we work; a work on its own is never exhaustive.
Likewise, the work becomes significant when its capacity for communication
doesn’t need any explanation, when it shakes you, and makes you feel
uneasy. A volume composed of irregular geometric forms, made of concrete
and iron, placed in a precarious equilibrium on a flight of steps, wedged
between two walls or leaning on a tree, functions as a question. If the
form and the material are physically perceptible, the precarious condition
of its equilibrium engenders anxiety and demands replies: the work thus
produces a free effect – in other words, it is direct, but not explicit. It is
up to the observer to reorganize its meaning.27

28. Work in Progress, Campigna, Santa Sofia di Romagna,1993
When they discuss my work, many critics, while making fine distinctions,
refer to Minimal Art. I don’t agree – I don’t identify with Minimal Art, a
trend that starts from premises distant from my approach. In my work
there isn’t so much a preoccupation with form as with that of producing,
through sculpture, a strong kind of communication that acts on the
profound aspects of our existence, our living in the world. In my case,
there’s evident intentionality, an evident elaboration aimed at the sense
of expression rather than the mode of expression.
(...) Artists are particularly reactive to events and the cultural and historical
characteristics of their time. My works of the 1970s were perhaps more



83Djerassi Foundation, Woodside, 1987-1991

direct, they derived from a stimulus, from a stronger need to participate.
The Barriere (Barriers) and the Anticarri (Antitanks) had to do with alignments
or ideological, political and cultural conflicts; they had to do with the
transformations underway, violence expressed and latent in the tensions
that these transformations produced.
In reality, that violence was less dangerous than the kind we have today:
it was motivated by strong ideals, the conflicts resulted from hypotheses
regarding objectives (...). Today violence is more widespread and more
insidious: it manifests itself in degenerative forms due to the lack of an
aim and the dispersion of forces; everything seems to be adrift (yet this
is a period of extraordinary creativity!).
I regard my works of today as being more powerful because they are
less emphatic, less strident. Despite the notable differences between the
works of the 1970s and those of today, in my sculptures the internal
relationships have always been in control of the “formal harmonies.”
In the Anticarri, too, the relationship between the iron insert and the
geometric body of concrete is subject to criteria of proportion and
formal equilibrium. Even in the hardest works, I haven’t burdened my
sculpture with gesturality, mere provocation or pure action. Today this
aspect is perhaps more evident.
The choice of the public space, the urban dimension as a field for one’s
artistic work requires a different way of considering art, not a different
location. I used to say this as long ago as the early 1970s, when, as a
result of certain political and social phenomena, many artists ventured
into the open air without in any way modifying their “sign,” their way of
using the brush or chisel. Our artistic culture cannot be renewed by
replacing the Madonna with the Pasionaria, the crucifix with the hammer
and sickle, Christ with Che Guevara (...). The problem is managing to find
a new way, the new language of modernity.
I do not like gardens and I am not very fond of parks, but I do adore the
Tuscan landscape. When I am creating sculpture, in any part of the world,
I always try to think about the sense that what I am doing has both at
present and will have in the future. Regarding parks and gardens, let’s say
that I limit myself to constructing a sign of my passage, an intelligent – that
is, human – trace. I can’t do more than that. When I attempted to give a
meaning to what I was doing at the Djerassi Foundation, I found this very
wearing, I suffered a lot. Finally I decided that it was only by leaning the sculptures
on the trees, recognizing that they provided a scale, a secure point of
reference, that I was able to solve my problem (...).28



31. From the Interview with Sergio Milani, Sergio Griffini, Giovanni
Dominoni, Vignate, 1996
Why in a small town like Vignate?
For my work these possibilities are very important events, I’d even say
they are essential because they give me the possibility of definitively
verifying my ideas. In fact, for me it is only in the reality of live, lived in
space that that the sculptures fully define themselves in all their plasticity
and reveal their real meaning.
(...) Here too, in this small town, we can see how life and work are the
expressions of a new modernity. Many firms – some off which I’ve had
the pleasure of visiting – are a tangible proof of high technological level
of organisation and production, and have their place in the international
financial and productive circuit. Without a doubt this is due to the capacity
for applying avant-garde technological – and, therefore, cultural –
systems and solutions.
These are the times I live and work in and this is the rapidly changing
situation that stimulates me greatly, giving me hints for my work and its
elaboration. And I do this paying a lot of attention to the place and the
people who experience this daily reality, its inner connections, its complex
links to the past. These are all elements that allow me to find the necessary
support for clarifying better the sculptural sign I am creating. It is not only
a formal knowledge of the place that interests me but its ‘personality’, its
human breadth (...).31

32. Corso Italia, San Giovanni Valdarno, 1996
Corso Italia: part of a route, the axis, the backbone of the city planned
seven hundred years ago, the vibrant heart of today’s community. Corso
Italia is like the main streets of Kansas City and Bishop – or Broadway in
New York – the street along which the modern city has grown up with
its bustle and planning fantasies: the aspiration to design the pre-existent
town better.
Corso Italia is open to the south and the north, from where one arrives,
to where one goes. It’s an open sculpture, disseminated, or constructed,
modeled by measurement of plastic and formal equilibria; one approaches
the urban or architectural environment by degrees, heeding its human
pulsation, its morphological, tactile and visual features.
It’s a route that is repeated, back and forth: a street open to the external
spaces entering and leaving, going and coming, coming and going, here
and there.... Where do I come from, where am I going to? What am I, why
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29. Ozieri, 1995 (1998)
Remote, ancient, distant things.
Black silence, geometric matter. I pass round: the wind, like a warm liquid
on the body, confirms.
I intuit, and the possibilities reveal the sense of a thing to do: an idea is
determined.
Three points in the speaking space of the place, an experience, a constructed,
tangible and tangent idea of a passage.29

30. From the Interview with Alessandra Pioselli, 1997
Does your relationship with the history of places always include their form?
The form of a place is a page that has already been written on and
on which I then want to draw my sculpture. When I begin a work I
photograph the place a great deal. Photography offers me a network of
marks, shapes, heights, and hints of memories. By drawing on top of the
photographs I have reference points that allow me to increase, lower,
thicken, restrict, chop up and elaborate an idea. Halfway through the
seventies I wrote that creating art for a town meant taking on the town
– with all its human, historical, formal, and visual morphologies – as both
material and a plastic mark. The human and historical context of the
town becomes a part of the sculpture. Communication is contained in
this interaction.
Your work attempts to find the meaning of the place, its human history. This
intervention in Ozieri [Sassari, Sardinia] seems particularly significant in this
sense...
I wandered for days around the plain that lies in front of Ozieri, until I
discovered a nuraghe, dating from 1,000 B.C., on a rocky hill. Near to
this an asphalted road branches off and, on the other side, two
almost parallel hills emerge from the land. A tomb dating from
2,500 B.C., the Domus de Janas, is excavated from the rocky side of
one of these. It is a deeply moving place because of these human
testimonies hundreds of centuries apart. How could I leave a significant
sign? I made three red cement spheres, each measuring three metres,
in order to imitate the local red stone from which they should have
been constructed. I placed them in such a way as to embrace the three
presences. From the nuraghe you can see the spheres, the road, and the
Domus. The only possibility had been to mark my passage, my segment
of time, with a form that belongs to the archetypes of construction,
and nothing else.30

84
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do I exist? What am I doing, why am I doing it? I’m here, now. And what
is now, here? I’m thinking what a thing, a sculpture, will be: what it’ll say
and to whom it will address itself. And will it say something to someone,
and will what it says – if it says anything – be useful? Why and for what
purpose?The forms are suspended in their precarious equilibrium. It is a
precarious present; it is my present! Like the split second that accompanies
thought, it is the perception of existence in time, in the time of men.
These are distant archetypal forms that are historically close to us, closer
than light, water and fire: they are archetypes of the project, of technique,
and, above all, of what is possible. I am thinking of the emotion of discovery:
the magic moment of the discovery of what it is possible to realize, and
the imperceptible moment of the perception of a discovery, of a value,
such as the life in a blade of grass or the emotion produced by a young
animal, which speak to me of the whole plant world and all living beings...
and above me, above us, is the universe, the immensity of time and
space. And I, or we, with our existence in time and space seek the sense of
being in this limited, extremely limited, portion of space, time, and life that
is conceded to us. A sculpture is a tangible, constructed sign, determined by
the intention to communicate, since it is located in the time of ideas and
men; thus we communicate, comprehend and make mistakes – we seek
a possible reply, perhaps, and then we start again from scratch. The
beauty of creation and the tactile pleasure of the material reveals and
determines the physicalness of the body in the formation of ideas.32

33. Notes for a Reflection, 1998
(...) “Environment Art” is an imprecise term: it easily lends itself to incorrect
usage and ambiguity.... In view of the phenomenon that we are observing
(with regard to this delay, the critical shortcoming is evident), the definition
of “Public Art” is more precise and correct: in other words, it is art for
public use, but it is neither “site-specific,” nor “Environment Art,” nor
even art conceived for urban sites.
“Environmental Art” induces us to think of the experiences that had
their origins at the end of the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s; it’s
a label applicable to the few artists who started to work from 1968
onwards (this was the climate, the breeding ground, the cultural and artistic
foundation), shifting their attention towards “open works” that the spectator
can enter. Moreover, among an even more restricted group of these artists,
there are those who have not only realized “open works” but have also
taken the next step towards the city, the urban environment and the



may free itself in order to set off towards other imaginary spaces beyond
the physical condition given by the context. The work of art always
opens towards another space outside itself. Does it reflect my freedom?
I think it reflects my anxieties, my tensions... the desire to navigate the
possibilities, the utopian possible; we all think of possibilities beyond ourselves,
something else, as well as the space occupied and circumscribed by our
own bodies....
Would you like to tell about your project for the traffic circle at Boitsfort?
On this occasion I have listened to a lot of different opinions and not just
the experts. I have devised a sculpture, an open form – that is, it crosses
and can be crossed – incorporating the surroundings as in a mirror. The
place, the landscape and its vegetation enter and leave, as in a movie screen
everything moves as a result of the observers in motion – the drivers.
It’s a “sculpture-frame” suspended in a frontal position with regard to the
traffic flowing along the road, apparently rolling on its curved bottom
edge. Its dimensions, the color and physicality of the material – Corten
steel – confer plastic density on the place, a new identity linked to the
passing of time, seen not only as the passing of the days and the seasons or
the daily traffic, but as the highlighting of a crossing, the end and beginning
of a portion of time and space: this is the existential space of each of us
in the sequence of everyday activities.34

35. From the Interview with Tommaso Trini, Milan, 2000
Your sculpture is closely linked to the dialectic of global vis-à-vis local, of the
pauses in the passages, the roots that continuously change their spatial and
social context. A possible utopia: this is the extent of greatest opening of your
sculpture, regarded as a means of intervening in the history of ideas and the
various places where you work on from time to time. There are still lively ideological
echoes in the ethical position of your art; but there are also the postulates
of a new perspective vision, almost as if the contexts in which you determine
the forms of each of your sculptures had, for you, the geometry of many
different possible points of view.
Don’t forget my political formation, as a result of which my introduction
to the world of art was tardy. I came from a political activity with a didactic
and political passion that was always imbued with ideals that were charged
with strong utopianism and a desire to transform the meaning of human
presence and recover its traces. That’s why sculpture should be seen as
an “intelligent trace,” a contextual sign. You will remember the dialogue
that we had following my exhibition in Massachusetts in 1984, in which
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landscape, focusing on the redefinition of their artistic language. And then
there are those who have sought new forms suitable for the different ways
of relating and giving voice to the grounds for and the aims of their artistic
practice: forms capable of receiving and giving voice to the fascination, the
stimuli, and desires of the public world – “social issues” as we used to say
in the early 1970s. The objective was that of breaking with the private
world, with the closed circuit of elitist knowledge, with art reserved for
the select few, and then coming down off one’s pedestal in order to
encounter life and its emotions and desires – and there have been significant
results from the beginning of the 1970s (not two or three years ago!).
What is happening today in the world of art bears witness to a sort of
rediscovery of the possibilities of finding the forms of communication
with the public again – thirty years later – and the rediscovery of the aim
of its becoming form or word; the rediscovery of the possibilities of
experiencing an intense creative activity, outside the circumscribed loci
of its specificity (...).33

34. From the Interview with Yvonne Resseler, Brussels,1998
The harmony of your works with their context is very evident: does the context
influence the form, or is it the other way round?
For me it’s the place that’s the motivation and the stimulus for the
imagination that can be grafted onto the possible sculptural solutions, the
ideas that can be developed (...). Each of my works is a “half sculpture”:
the plastic sign, if decontextualized, becomes inactive – dormant, I would
say. The real sculpture is there in the middle, in that tactile something that
we can pass through and perceive physically just as we perceive the
warmth of the air – or the water when we abandon ourselves to its
liquidity. The triangular form in the Tournay-Solvay Park is an example in
this sense, as is what I am now constructing in the traffic circle at Boitsfort.
The dimensions of the sculpture in the Tournay-Solvay Park originate
from and relate to the tree and its trunk, which is an element of static
equilibrium and visual plastic counterpoint – without the tree and its plastic,
formal, and symbolic pregnancy, the sculpture and its significativeness
couldn’t exist; the tree is the constitutive counterpoint of a plastic nature, just
as the dominant green of the surrounding trees is its color counterpoint (...).
One has the impression of being before a mobile work: nothing seems static
in the impetus you give to your work, as if you were seeking to free yourself
of its substance so as to better transcend it: is this a reflection of your freedom?
The work is dynamic: it moves towards another mental space where it
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I said I was faced with architecture that for me was cold and aloof in a situa-
tion that was new with regard to my experience – because I was an Italian
artist – which ranges from the Middle Ages of my hometown, Volterra, to
the dimensions and the much warmer forms of our Tuscan landscape.
Insofar as it is an exchange with a precise place that conditions you, doesn’t
your dialogue with the given context appear to be a subtle way of reviving
the old “perspectivism” – or rather, to return to it, in view of the catastrophe
into which it was plunged after Cubism? I only want only to point out that
there’s an underlying aspect in your sculpture that has yet to be explored: it is
the reworking in a continuous sense of the invention of scientific perspective
faced with the globalization of the advanced societies, in which the idea of
the center is lacking. In your work there are as many centers as the number
of different installations you have realized, although some of these are only
temporary. When we indicate its “Italian” character, we are implicitly saying
that the work involves a method of representation that is Italian par excellence:
central perspective. But the old centrality has branched out into a network
comprising an infinity of centers, like the centrifugal rolling of your spheres. It
is necessary, therefore, to add that your sculpture applies the perspective
with an infinite number of viewpoints to the series of installations that you have
disseminated in different countries. Regarding the way your art is perceived
abroad, do you remember how the Koreans, for example, interpreted or saw
your work? I’m referring to the combination of your Italian, Renaissance, and
even Mannerist roots with the technological force of your geometries.
I would say that they were aware of an emblematic aspect of my sculpture,
the sharpness of the sculptural form; and I’d like to add that they appreciated
its latent association with the oriental sign.... This applies not only to the
huge red curved form cutting across the Olympic Park, but also the large
triangle located on the eternal wall – I stress external – surrounding the
sculpture park of the Kwachon Contemporary Art Museum in Seoul.
This is a sign, a red triangle, and it’s the oriental red.... The red I have used
from the outset is the red you find on the columns of the Indian,
Japanese, and Korean temples. But it’s also a Roman color, a color as
ancient as iron oxide and Pompeian red....
This sense of proportion escapes the majority of the American artists, and in
this lies one of the most evident differences between the your art and theirs.
I recently saw a huge installation by Richard Serra at Gagosian in New York:
there was an intentional, almost violent, excess in the enormous sheets of
iron and I felt as if I were in a yard where a ship was under construction.
Serra has acquired what the Greeks called hubris and has lost his sense of
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proportion, and this is enough to give you vertigo. In your work, instead,
I always find a sense of proportion. Even when you make use of large dimen-
sions in order to challenge the setting, they maintain a humanistic constant
– that of the control of human relations – even where they seek to go
beyond the limits of humankind.
This is the aspect that, in my opinion, is evident even to those who
approach my work for the first time. If I think of the reactions, for example,
to my sculpture at the Rotonda della Besana [in Milan], they were all
rather like this, and I’ve also found this type of attitude elsewhere. The
Rotonda della Besana work originated in this vein: I always try to find a
relationship, a point of contact with the context. Thus the keystone, the
central point, the lantern of the Besana was the reference point of the
conclusion of this inverted arch that formed the sculpture: it started
from the entrance and crossed the whole of the nave, rising up to indicate
the centrality of the architectural body of the dome. In Seoul, another
version of the same sculpture, only minimally modified as regards the
size and some details, used as its reference point the height of the roofs
of the two sports buildings that were located next to it: I didn’t go either
a centimeter above or a centimeter below and the overall length of the
inverted arch was a third of the width of the square. But it was an intuitive
third: I didn’t measure it....
You had the golden section in you.... It’s the Renaissance genius loci par
excellence: this harmonious relationship of man who is between nature and
God – the proportion and the measurement and the proportion.
I believe that it’s important that, when I was younger, I was able to observe
that a stone that disturbed the farm-laborer wasn’t just put anywhere,
but was used to build an orderly pile of stones, in proportion to the rest
of the field, or that, when a tree was pruned, they sought to remove a
branch because “it was ill.”
Do you believe you work on the borderline? Or rather on the idea of the limit?
Or instead on a frontier? We may note, briefly, that the frontier is the thing
towards which we go, but it moves continually. In this sense, the frontier is an
extension of man’s destiny, like his endless journey. On the other hand, the
limit exists in things we can’t do because of the lack of freedom or incapacity
or inadequacy. You are on the borderline, when you say, for example: “I am
an architect and a sculptor at the same time”; or else: “I am a planner of
events that can last only for a short time and then disappear.” In these cases
you plan continuous crossings of the borders between genres that are
normally kept separate. It’s obvious that you can work on more than one of
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these three boundary lines. Which one do you mainly work on? And how?
I believe I’m closer to what you were saying at the beginning of this question
– that is, to the frontier – if I think of how I behave with regard to my
work: I’m driven more towards what happens afterwards, to the thing to
be done, rather than to the work as a finished object.
There are two works that are very significant in this sense. At the
Mercato del Sale (1981) I created the caesura on the floor: there I was
stressing the borderline, but in order to suggest a sort of awareness of
the beyond of the work and its limit, what lies beyond what we do;
where we arrive is always a new starting-point. The other work was in
San Giovanni Valdarno (1996) where I placed five discs in the main street
of the town designed by Arnolfo di Cambio, which recalls not only the
layout of the Roman castrum but also New York or the main streets of
other American cities. In San Giovanni I was working around a plan of
1290 that was to some extent utopian (it defines spaces and places for
a new community, a new socio-economic settlement), indicating the
blocks that were the result of its realization: there are five discs that indicate
these spaces and they are on this path; they indicate going and a beyond;
they reflect on time, existence here and relative existence. The path that
we have to follow is a microscopic path, after all, because of its length
and, at the same time, ours is a condition requiring us to relate to our
surroundings, human and otherwise, and so to seek the meaning of the
movement that you do and the things you say.... I have conceived and
continue to think of sculpture as a means of reflecting existence and
being in the world: if I lose this reason for giving form to an idea, I lose
the reason for making sculpture. For me it works insofar as it defines a
dimension and this dimension is practicable as an element serving to
measure what I can think or imagine: this is the mechanism that helps me
to continue this work – generally I’m attracted by this aspect.
At the Galleria A arte Studio Invernizzi I’m attempting a further elaboration
of this way of working: peremptorily drawing a difficult place from an
architectural point of view, attempting to find a sign that has the capacity for
stirring sensibilities with regard to this aspect of being in the place – in the
physical place, but also in the place of the mind and the ideas: thus I put
the placing of the sculpture in this vein.35

36. Between Architecture and Art, 2001-2002
Sculpture exists as an active relationship between itself and a space. In
traditional sculpture the work is defined in the studio of the artist and is
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finished by being placed in its site. The public space has historically destined
for this use architecturally defined places: pediments, niches, shelves, squares.
With post-modernity sculpture became a contextual urban sign. In this
period of renewal there were created certain expressive forms that
have changed our way of thinking about the work, the plastic sign.
Painting too has left pictures behind or has gone beyond them. Sculpture
has decidedly stepped down from its pedestal and has abandoned its
central or frontal position and has discovered itineraries, time, series.
Materials and techniques too have produced an effect of great and incisive
formal results to the point of redefining genres. In these genres we can
see a lot of overlapping where sculpture becomes painting, video, and
light and, vice versa, painting becomes electronics, photography, a chromatic
environment.
The architectural place, the site, the natural environment are all part of
my thinking, they are part of the reason a work comes about. What typifies
my activity began at the beginning of the sixties as the outcome of a certain
‘way of being inside things’, so to speak, of my thinking about completed
experiences in the form of sculpture. Already then I stated that ‘it is
necessary to choose a public place, the urban situation, as the field for
one’s own way of thinking about art, not any other kind of location’.
This aspect has a fundamental importance. To manage to give a poetic
life to a work in its context requires of the sculptor sensitivity towards
space and morphologies, as well as an ideating and planning responsibility
similar to that of an architect. Even the verification necessary for the
technical and structural aspects requires a sensitivity and ability in mani-
pulating materials such as to safeguard the artistic aspect from corrosive
or harmful contaminations.
The environmental impact of sculpture in the city is mainly determined
by: volumetric interference, the dominant materials (details, contrasts);
such chromatic signs as the colour of the materials (laterite, bitumen,
glass etc.) or the paints; fixed or moving images (screens, luminous signs,
billboards); the movement of persons or things (the various means of
transport). To these must be added: light, the ‘classical’ element for relating
sculpture and environment and which is taken into consideration in its
dominant aspect (strong, weak, fixed, intermittent, coloured) and sound,
the least considered but equally important component, consisting of
urban noise (cars, building sites, ambulances, bells) or silence.
The choice of material creates a semantic relationship with all these factors
and must be resistant and visually forceful. In cities and outdoor spaces
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this interrelation is extremely important. The morphologies supplement
history and contemporaneity and produce motivations in which possible
ideas and formal solutions appear. The work will result from the rela-
tionships established on the site, that particular site. The traces become
historical expression, the breadth of material on which and with which
the sculpture develops. I am convinced that sculpture, inasmuch as it is
the tactile image of constructed meaning, is also important when it has
a controlled dimension, the dimension of the hand, and above all when
it manages to speak and communicate something that lies at the heart
of the meaning of our essence, of our being in the world.36

37. Arch, Galleria Fioretto, Padua, 2003
The rising and falling development of the arch mimics the movement of
self-questioning thought: it turns back on itself and becomes the form of
the work. The sculpture originates from the segment resting on the
ground and, progressively narrowing, it ends in a kind of wedge shape at
the terminal point of the two walls. From here the form is ‘converted’
and returns to its origins with the same development.37

38. Brufa, 2004
The intervention in Brufa is articulated into three ‘cumuli’ or heaps placed
in a square-shaped space, a threshing floor, of compressed earth with an
olive tree in the centre (...). The form conveys the sense of germinal
architecture the constitutive elements of which allude, I believe, to
thinking and remembering time, above all in these places. I did not take
into consideration mystic elements but only historical and cultural ones.
I considered the place as a generator of experience and, therefore, of
thought and reflections on being and staying in a place, with all that that
entails. The sculpture is concrete and substantial, a tactile space and the
generator of... experience. So I will be happy if this installation allows
people to rediscover thoughts about their own experiences as well as
being a motive for reflection, an image of their own future (...). In this
work in Brufa you can clearly see the basic elements of my development
which, with the passing of time, are shown with greater evidence. The
landscape and places, Medieval rather than Renaissance places: the landscape
of intuitive scale resulting more from necessity than from the needs of
form or beauty; the human scale was most in evidence in the
Renaissance but it was during the Middle Ages that our society elaborated
those cultural and political forms that have been handed down to us.



germinal architecture the constitutive elements of which allude, I believe,
to thinking and remembering time, above all here in Florence where I have
considered the place as the generator of experience and, therefore, of
thought and reflections on being and staying in a place, with all that that entails.
(...) I think I have, in the latest works of this period, completed a step in
the direction of work drenched in the problems of our modernity: work
on the reorganisation of the meaning of sculptures which might find in
marks and places their reason for existing.39

40. What-How-Why, Fondazione Arnaldo Pomodoro, Milan, 2005
The Utopia of what is possible. Ideas constructed on the page/place:
segments of time, organised space marked by the passage of man.
The Utopia of the activity of searching for a new order, the search for
sense in our activity.
Hope in the reason for the utopian idea of doing something in order to
express it and give meaning to our existence in time.
A form, an object, that conveys the idea – an object of the idea – a silent
word on the page of space.
To restore the emotion of living a moment of life and time in a place in order
to search in the construction of the particular sign the depths of experience.
To give sculpture’s silent voice the eloquence and clarity of a scream in
the desperate silence of a lonely night.40

41. Architecture for Art, 2005
(...) Consideration of public art needs a kind of complex and articulated
preliminary condition on all fronts. I cannot analyse this here, but I must
at least make mention of it.
For every artist research for and into specifics is an unavoidable starting point.
Such research today is ever more strongly conditioned and determined
by the changes to be found within society, it is modulated by the time
taken for interpretation and execution, as well as by the interferences, of
sounds, light materials, speed, attitudes, languages...
All the more reason, then, for an artist invited to leave a mark within a
certain context, in a public place, to give renewed and sensitive attention
to the new external stimuli, to the new attitudes that contemporary
society experiences, even explosively, in criticism, information, and history.
And it is precisely in a specific site within the local community that the
old and new meet, that history and contemporaneity are invited to
cohabit and integrate.
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I have in mind the age of the city states, of the city halls, the merchants’
loggias, the organisation of agriculture...
I rediscover in this work of mine the order conveyed by fields, and much
more. I am trying to find an aesthetic dimension, a further qualification
of the order and form of working that might also be capable of revealing
a recognisable order in living and being together, a dimension that resides
in the need to find once more the ethical sense of the relationships
between us and places. Sculpture can make a contribution to this new
Gramsci-like memory which we so need.
I think that here in Brufa I have taken a step in the direction of inquiring into
the problems of our modernity and have worked on the reorganisation of
the meaning of sculpture that can find its meaning in being the sign of a
place. I see this curve, the hills, the space and its dimensions and I hope
it will become clear that these forms cause us to reflect on our living in
a place, with its images and passing time.38

39. Galleria Il Ponte, Florence, 2004
The experiences I have undergone, and still undergo, force me to think
again and reflect on my personal artistic experience; thoughts of the cultural
history of my own land have become ever more frequent. Often I think
of my homeland from afar, I see things and places... I think again about my
development and the history of my country. Answering the questions put
to me by the students in a university in Seoul or Taiwan, Los Angeles, San
Francisco or, more recently, Puerto Rico, ‘forces’ me to reconsider the
motives that generate my work: where are they? Where do they come
from? How are my sculptures formed? In the present case I would
answer that this particular intervention derives from sedimentations of
my experiences, my personal life. Time, in fact, has always been present
in my works where space acts, where the allusions to the time of history,
as well as to passing time, is evident. Here in Florence my ‘contextual
mark’ is openly part of history, my personal history as well.
In this work for Florence the triangular sculpture acts on the place and
takes on its historical and cultural depth, all the balances, elaborations of
form, and the morphologies of the city itself. The sculpture becomes ‘a
place for thought’ and the elaboration of form where the relationship
with the work becomes the measurement of thoughts about our being
and staying in a place (in a world). Sculpture becomes thought.
What I am trying to capture, in the place where the sculpture is sited, is
the history of the place itself. So the sculpture, then, conveys the sense of
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I have always tried to use the place and its time, its marks, just as I do
people and their histories. These signs or marks can give a meaning and
force to the site chosen for my intervention and to the surrounding
space. The sculpture itself aims at being a sign that can give to a particular
history the form and meaning of its very existence, almost like form
organised and constructed with the very material of its meaning.
And this is the case of Brufa too, of my sign left within a tiny rural community
that is still able to use its own past as the form and substance of its present.
In Brufa the celebration of the festival of its patron saint happens at the
same time each year as the inauguration of a new sculpture, a new mark
left on the place in order to trace out its history. Everything has a simple
but genuine atmosphere, one still marked out by natural time, by the
cycle of nature and mankind. The moment that, even for just a few days,
during the summer becomes the time of those who by now live far from
the local context and allows them to regain certainties and an apparently
lost cultural heredity.
History as part of human certainties is a fairly recurrent element and
also characterises my own personal activities; but deep down sculpture,
like all art, is nothing other than a form expressing what one has within
oneself, one’s own experiences, which then becomes the expression of
what otherwise would be left unsaid.
Art, and sculpture in particular, is an object-form that, during the processes
necessary for its creation, leads to experience.
So sculpture itself can give a voice to an individual as well as to a community
and a place. In Brufa I have tried to elaborate and execute, not simply a
form, but a place, a place relating to what surrounds it and to its history
besides, obviously, being a place for possible meditation and thought.
Brufa is a concrete and tangible example of how form can acquire the
sense of germinal architecture in which its very constitutive elements can
also allude to the constitutive elements of thought and the memory of
time. In the three ‘cumuli’ which articulate and develop the intervention
in Brufa, and which are placed in a square-shaped space, a threshing floor,
of compressed earth with an olive tree in the centre, the creative idea
and the resulting artistic expression of it were sparked off by my visit to
the place and by the impact of the village and its vocabulary on me. So
dry-walling was employed instead of cement, and symbolisms and allusions
typical of farming civilisation were used to organise and qualify themselves
in a new possible formal order.
In Brufa, just as in my interventions in California if not in those in Belgium
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and Seoul, the final result – the work – obeys all those unwritten rules
about becoming a form through defining the meaning and motivation for
communicating. The material, the space occupied, can never be replaced
by words and, therefore, by the concept alone: the concept or idea
builds the intention itself of becoming a work.
I am working in order to upgrade the order and form of working, and
this I do in order to highlight a recognisable order in being together and
living; a dimension to be found in our need to rediscover the ethical
sense of the relationship between us and places.41
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1 Mauro Staccioli. Sculture intervento 1972/1976. This leaflet of four pages contains
illustrations of the main works executed by the artist in this period, with captions
by the author explaining the motivations for each work. 
2 Volterra ’73, exhibition catalogue, Volterra, 15 July - 15 September 1973; reproduced
in Le Arti, November - December 1973, p. 62. A part of this text, including almost all
the passage quoted here, is reproduced in M. Staccioli, “Presenza di un oggetto-idea,”
Gala, year 10, no. 61, Milan, July 1973, p. 46.
3 Interventi sullo spazio urbano, exhibition catalogue, Turin, April-May 1974.
4 Mauro Staccioli. Sculture intervento 1972/1976.
5 Mauro Staccioli. Sculture intervento 1972/1976.
6 See Verbania-Pallanza, July 1976, in J. De Sanna, Aptico. Il senso della scultura,
Verbania-Pallanza, 1976, pp. 121-26. Staccioli intends the text to express an independent
position with regard to the poetic purpose of the artists involved by Jole de Sanna in the
exhibition she curated in Verbania in that year. Staccioli had created another work in the
Piedmontese town two years previously. Reference was made to this work in other
writings by the artist published in 1977 and 1978 in the journals In, D’Ars and Scultura (see
bibliography), and summarized with variations in the catalogue of the 1976 Venice Biennale.
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7 “Documenti di ricerca,” in La Biennale 1976 - Ambiente come sociale, exhibition
catalogue, Venice Biennale, 18 July - 10 October 1976, p. 9.
8 The artist’s unpublished notes.
9 Published in Data, no. 32, Milan, summer 1978, p. 53.
10 The work is described in a press release distributed on the occasion of Incontri in
Martinafranca ’79, which was not, however, subsequently published. In this respect,
Staccioli writes in another note: “And, when I say that tactile experience allows me
to interpret objects and forms composing the environment differently, I mean that
sculpture can truly become a way of constructing a different relationship between
people and the environment and a different awareness on their part. A different
perception: physicalness is no longer a coarse matter ; the body is not a secondary
matter, neither is enjoyment. Physical enjoyment is generally as something detached
from intellectual enjoyment. On the contrary, the intellectual is aware of physicalness,
practicality and tactility. My sculpture attempts to wed the ‘material’ with the
‘intellectual’...”. (Staccioli, “Maestri Contemporanei” series, Vanessa, Milan, 1986).
11 These ‘notes’ were published in Il luogo della forma, exhibition catalogue,
Castelvecchio, Verona, 1981. The dates in brackets in are to be found in the published
article and refer to the moment in which the artist elaborated these ideas.
12 From the proceedings of the conference Poetico/Politico, organized by the Cultural
Department of the City of Pavia, 1979; parts of Mauro Staccioli’s speech are reproduced
in “Note di Lavoro,” Il gioco delle perle di vetro, no. 1, October, 1982, pp. 32-40.
13 Arte e Critica 81, exhibition catalogue, Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna, Rome,
July-October 1981, p. 32.
14 “L’intervista. Mauro Staccioli. La scultura come una vertigine,” interview conducted
by M. Perazzi, in Corriere d’informazione, Milan, 29 January 1981.
15 Incontro con Mauro Staccioli, interview conducted by M. Crescentini, in E. Crispolti,
Mauro Staccioli: il segno come scultura, Coopedit, Macerata, 1981, pp. 63-71.
16 Essay published in the book Arte ambientale. Collezione Gori. Fattoria Celle,
Allemandi, Turin, 1993, pp. 381-387. Staccioli’s essay was elaborated while he was
creating his sculpture in the park of Villa Gori and, therefore, was earlier than the
published book.
17 Nota per la scultura “Malcesine ai caduti del lago e del mare”, text written for the
Galleria Stendhal, Milan, January 1983.
18 La Tribù, Milan, 28 March 1983.
19 The proceedings of the conference Professionalità artistica - Strutture formative -
Lavoro, Pisa and Volterra, December 1984, published in 1987, pp. 25-30. Although in
an abbreviated form, the text is reproduced here because it contains Staccioli’s
reflections on the role of education in art and the possibility that the artist’s work
will have an effect on the social context. This text also illustrates the positions
expressed by the artist in other cases with regard to the individual aspects of the
question of the social function of art and educational themes.
20 La Vernice, Venice, May 1985, p. 40. The same text with a variation at the end – “A
sculpture, a suspended form, a tangible sign in the path and in the everyday place,
between the museum and the city, between art and nature” – is to be found in
Europa Oggi, exhibition catalogue, Centro per l’Arte Contemporanea Luigi Pecci,
Prato, 1988, p. 198.
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21 Unpublished text written for the realization of a sculpture for the Fifth International
Biennale of Sculpture, Skironio Museum, Athens, summer 1985.
22 “Mauro Staccioli,” interview conducted by T. Trini, in Flash Art, Milan, November
1985, p. 49.
23 Note di lavoro, in exhibition catalogue, Rotonda di via Besana, Milan, April-July
1987, p. 12.
24 Arti Visive, no. 2/3, Rome, April-September, 1988, pp. 66-67.
25 Seung Duk Kim, “Artist of Sculpture. Mauro Staccioli,” interview, Space, Seoul,
December 1991.
26 Text for the solo exhibition, Galleria Mara Coccia, Rome, 1991.
27 Intervista con Mauro Staccioli, interview conducted by W. Guadagnini, in Mauro
Staccioli, exhibition catalogue, Galleria Fioretto, Padua, 1991.
28 “Lavori in corso,” Il Campigna, 37th Premio Campigna, Santa Sofia di Romagna, pro-
vince of Forlì-Cesena, 18 September - 7 November 1993, edited by R. Barilli and C.
Spadoni, p. 4.
29 Sculture Ozieri, in La pietra e il ferro. Scultura contemporanea a Ozieri, edited by
R. Lambarelli, Edizioni di Arte & Critica, Rome, 1998.
30 A. Pioselli, “Mauro Staccioli - La forma del luogo è una pagina scritta sulla quale
disegnare la scultura,” interview, Flash Art, Milan, January-February 1997, p. 84.
31 Interview with S. Milani, S. Griffini, G. Dominoni, in Mauro Staccioli. Vignate ’96, exhibition
catalogue, Vignate, 13 October - 7 November 1996, p. 31.
32 Mauro Staccioli, exhibition catalogue, Casa Masaccio and Corso Italia, San Giovanni
Valdarno, 1996, p. 10.
33 “Notes for a reflection,” Next. Arte e Cultura, 14th year, no. 44/45, Rome, winter
1998-99, pp. 21-24 (part of the survey L’arte e il suo sistema. Dibattito sulla situazione
delle arti visive in Italia).
34 Y. Resseler, “Mauro Staccioli. Une oeuvre d’art nécessite un choix, un jugement,”
Flux-News, Brussels, no. 17, November 1998, p. 24.
35 Scolpendo i contesti, segno per segno. Una conversazione fra Mauro Staccioli e
Tommaso Trini, interview realized on the occasion of the solo exhibition at A arte
Studio Invernizzi, Milan, 25 May - 8 July 2000.
36 Unpublished text for the conference Tra Architettura e Arte, ovvero l’Architettura e il
valore della contemporaneità, Latina, 2001-2002.
37 Unpublished text written for the sculpture realized at the Galleria Fioretto, Padua,
in 2003, and then shown again in the Musée Ianchelevici, La Louvière, Belgium, in the
same year.
38 Colloquio tra Giorgio Bonomi e Mauro Staccioli, in Mauro Staccioli, exhibition catalogue,
Brufa, 25 August - 5 September 2004.
39 Mauro Staccioli, exhibition catalogue, Galleria Il Ponte, Florence, 2 October - 4
December 2004, pp. 9-10.
40 La scultura italiana del XX secolo, exhibition catalogue, Fondazione Arnaldo
Pomodoro, Milan, 24 September 2005 - 22 January 2006, Skira, Milan, p. 144.
41 Unpublished text for the conference ARCHITETTURA AD ARTE. Architetti ad-versus
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