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Introduction

Sharon Hecker and Marin R. Sullivan

The year 2015 marked the thirtieth anniversary of The Knot: Arte Povera at PS1, an exhibition curated by the Italian art critic Germano Celant and installed at the Museum of Modern Art’s PS1 in New York.1 While some of the included artists had previously exhibited in the United States, in either small solo exhibitions at mostly private galleries, or in group exhibitions at a range of institutions, The Knot today is remembered for helping to introduce contemporary Italian art to American audiences. The exhibition was a continuation of Celant’s promotion of Italian artists he began in the late 1960s, and can be credited with laying the foundation for the ever-growing interest that contemporary Italian art garners in the United States. The Knot, however, proved, and continues, to be problematic on several accounts. First, Americans were presented with a very focused vision of Italian contemporary art, framed through the lens of only one of its so-called movements: Arte Povera, which emerged in Italy during the 1960s. Second, by the time Arte Povera had reached American shores in 1985, it had already existed in Italy for over twenty years and had been radically reshaped for this show.

During the late postwar period, the label “Arte Povera” encompassed a loose group of heterogeneous, fiercely independently-minded artists who advanced the newest forms of art being made both inside and outside of Italy, working in a spirit of dialogue and experimentation. The Knot presented these artists to American audiences in very different terms, neutralizing the original spirit of political contestation.2 The productive tensions and instabilities were stabilized, international influences and exchanges diminished, and the artistic output was repackaged in the form of a unified, nationally and culturally-identified art movement whose conceptual framework by now appeared to be firmly consolidated.3 Celant has championed Arte Povera artists since the earliest shows in Italy and Europe, and is responsible for coining the label “Arte Povera” in the late 1960s as a way of understanding these artists through a common framework. Given Celant’s effort to strengthen and centralize these very disparate artists into a single narrative, it seems entirely apt that the title and central metaphor he came up with for the PS1 exhibition was that of the knot. He wrote at length in the catalog,


There are various reasons why I am applying the image of the knot to a group of artists. Perhaps, I wanted to affirm a creative power of the imagination that has been tying and untying them for over twenty years—a “grand tale” based on autonomous and independent travels. Perhaps, I hit upon this figure of a knot because all ropes converge in a single point to establish the art that when untied reveals the essential experience of the knowledge of reality. Furthermore, the knot tends to be the sign of a ramification that rejects linear unfolding. […] In its tangle of threads—material, historical, political, anthropological, and psychological—the knot implies a contiguity and continuity of languages and parlances. It is an orgy of colors and words, of technology and philosophy, alchemy and chemistry, forms and transparencies.4


The structure of the knot or perhaps more specifically Celant’s conceptualization and deployment of it as a curatorial strategy provoked confusion in US critics and induced suspicion from American audiences who seemed to see the included work as “Conceptualism and Minimalism, Italian-style” being presented as a “uniquely Italian manifestation.”5 As New York Times critic Vivien Raynor wrote in her review,


No one seems to know for certain why, not even the curator who came up with the name, although he allows it may have something to do with “the Gordian Knot of European art whose problems and invisible roots haven’t yet been disentangled and recognized.” Apropos the original knot, which tethered the Phrygian King Gordius’ wagon to a temple, it was said that whosoever managed to untie it would become lord of all Asia.6


Celant’s enduring promotion and support of Arte Povera and, more generally, postwar and contemporary Italian art, undoubtedly represented a major accomplishment. His efforts gave rise to an institutional internationalization of these artists, and he ably shaped the parameters of the scholarly debate—a task he continues to engage with through exhibitions and publications.7 At the same time, the critical framework of Arte Povera that Celant had put into place in 1985 continued to dominate the broader discussion of postwar Italian art for many years.

Perhaps by reason of Celant’s towering presence, even in the immediate wake of the PS1 exhibition, few scholars in North America and the United Kingdom chose to take up Arte Povera or the subject of postwar Italian art more broadly. Nor did they attempt to question, refute, reshape, or amplify Celant’s narrative. Only much more recent exhibitions like Zero to Infinity: Arte Povera 1962–1972, organized by Tate Modern in London and the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, spurred scholars on both sides of the Atlantic to seriously attend to the art created in Italy after World War II and to ask critical questions about it—an approach this volume seeks to continue and further extend.8 Our aim is not only to expand and re-evaluate Arte Povera, but also to contextualize it within unexplored yet significant aspects of the broader field of postwar Italian art.

Postwar Italian Art History Today: Untying “the Knot” originated in an international conference co-sponsored by the Italian Art Society and the Center for Italian Modern Art in New York, where it was held in February 2015. In selecting our title for the volume, we decided to return to Celant’s seminal PS1 show and the idea of the knot, but to deploy the metaphor in a new way. We wished to take up Celant’s claim that in postwar Italian art, “everything is confused and interwoven […] made up of memories and archaeological strata.”9 Rather than the heroic process of severing the Gordian knot from its sources, we return to Celant’s “tangle of threads,” taking an alternate approach to untying: disentangling the knot and closely examining its various strands. In doing so, we aim to present a cross-section of the field that addresses the complicated, often unruly nature of postwar Italian art.

Postwar Italian Art History Today: Untying “the Knot” is the first edited volume to take stock of the parameters and impact of the field of postwar Italian art and its histories. The volume comprises a selection of essays originally presented at the conference, written by a broad range of early career and established scholars from the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, and Italy. The nationalities of the authors and the diversity of subjects within the pages of this volume alone tell us a great deal about the way the field has grown and developed beyond national borders and how it has matured to encompass diverse and often contradictory critical outlooks.

Our volume builds not only on the PS1 and Zero to Infinity exhibitions of Arte Povera, but also on several important texts produced in English after 1985. These texts offered more comprehensive overviews of artistic production in Italy during the postwar period, thereby creating a necessary intellectual and art historical framework. The texts include Emily Braun’s now-classic Italian Art in the 20th Century (1989) and Sandra Pinto’s A History of Italian Art in the 20th Century (2003) both published in English and Italian, as well as the catalog for the Guggenheim’s 1994 exhibition The Italian Metamorphosis, 1943–1968—though in the case of the two former they did not focus exclusively on the postwar years and the latter was again heavily shaped by Celant, who was the exhibition’s co-curator.10 The majority of recent scholarship on postwar Italian art has tended to focus on Arte Povera, building on the critical re-assessment presented in Zero to Infinity—notably the 2008 multi-authored special issue of October.11 Another approach taken by scholars has been to study a single artist who became famous during the postwar period, such as Anthony White’s Lucio Fontana: Between Utopia and Kitsch or the Guggenheim Museum’s recent exhibition Alberto Burri: The Trauma of Painting. Such studies have made valiant efforts to re-situate and reintroduce postwar Italian artists within the established narrative of Modernism.12

Admittedly, and perhaps unsurprisingly, Arte Povera still looms as a specter, a critical fulcrum to expand upon or react against, and our volume is no exception. There has been, in the last few years, an explosion of excellent new work done on Arte Povera’s best-known artists and new private institutions dedicated to showing their work.13 Perhaps for this reason, we did not receive proposals for essays that exclusively examined the “big names” of Arte Povera: Giovanni Anselmo, Jannis Kounellis, Mario Merz, Pino Pascali, Giuseppe Penone, and Michelangelo Pistoletto. Nor did we receive essays on established figures from the postwar period before Arte Povera, such as Burri, Fontana, and Piero Manzoni. Instead, the essays in this volume and the other excellent papers included in the conference all reflect emergent interests in broader themes of transatlantic exchange; the burden of ancient and contemporary Italian history; the role of exhibitions, display, and patrons; the influence of activist and labor politics; the impact of urban spaces and industrial economies; and an attempt to reevaluate the parameters of Modernism in both an international and uniquely Italian context.

That these new and more complex thematic strands should be emerging now is not surprising. A major boost has come from the increased accessibility of Italian archives. Additionally, more primary texts by critics, theorists, and practitioners have been translated into English or revisited by scholars. A rising number of museum and gallery exhibitions, conferences, and English publications have further expanded and complicated the history of postwar Italian art.14 Numerous Italian artworks from this period have entered major public and private collections around the world, and the art market has followed suit, with prices growing exponentially for postwar Italian artists and both Christie’s and Sotheby’s introducing dedicated Italian sale auctions in 1999 and 2000.

Today, Italian postwar art that once appeared to Anglo-American audiences and scholars as provincial, homogenous, or retrograde is considered a crucial art historical moment, bursting with distinct artists as well as radical groups and trends. At the same time, Italian scholars have begun to explore their own artistic legacy with a critical eye. European and American scholars in fields outside art history are starting to contextualize historically the complex dichotomies that defined Italy during the period. This research demonstrates that Italian artistic production was deeply informed by concurrent historical developments in science, industry, politics, literature, architecture, and film, and these fields have helped shape this new art historical turn. An international scholarly outlook on the art created in Italy during the postwar period has now fully emerged, and it is our hope that this volume can begin to take stock of it.

The chronological parameters of the volume roughly adhere to the traditional boundaries of the postwar period, 1945–75. Our focus is neither contemporary Italian art writ large, nor the broader changes to the Italian art and design landscape that occurred later in the twentieth century, including Transavanguardia/Neo-Expressionist painting and Postmodernism—though some of the included essays look back to the postwar period from the vantage point of these later moments and the twenty-first century. In focusing on the three decades following the end of World War II, the essays in this volume examine the impact of key historical distinctiveness of the period, characterized by social, political, and cultural developments that shaped art production. The impact of a devastating world war, the defeat of fascism in 1943, and the death of its leader, Benito Mussolini, in 1945 proved to be watershed moments for Italy. The period of reconstruction, significantly promoted by a heavy economic investment from the United States through the Marshall Plan, led to forty-eight years of political rule by the Christian Democrats (Democrazia Cristiana or DC), with the Italian Communist Party (Partito Comunista Italiano or PCI) in opposition. An unprecedented period of economic growth
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