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GIORGIO VERZOTTI ON PRIVATE MILAN
Party Lines

ON 11 N1GHT of July 16, 1993, the Pavilion of
Contemporary Art (PAC) in Milan became the first
target inasteing of bombmgs that were later
attriboted to the Matios The Ulhzom Florence
andd o Roman church were danagged by explosives
afew days later, and the pac, analready fragile
building, was razed when acar homb setoff a
subsequent explosion in nearby gas lines. The city
of Milan claimed that the pavilion would be rebuile
within a year, although it refused monetary aid
from the central government in Rome. Milan had
recently come under the rule ol the Northern
League, the federalist and now openly secessionist
party that wants to cut ties with southern Ttaly,
which is less prosperous than the northern region,
and also with “thieving Rome.™ Becase of this, it
wast 't uinl Last stmmer—on the taed aonversary
ol the hombing — that Milan's only civie space dedi
cated to contemporary art was reopened to the
public. Fxcept for new lightmg, aoventilation
systen, and modifications for handicap access, Ig-
nazio Gardella, the architect who had built the pac
in 1943 over the war-torn stables of the Villa Reale,
essentially re-created what was and still is an
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extremely beautiful building (save tor the mexplica-
ble white wallpaper throughout).

The rac’s inaugural show Last summer was an
honage 1o L eo Castelly, the Amencan gallery
owner bor i Trieste, This was somewhat sur
prising given the longstanding contempt of
ltaly’s public mstitntions—including those in
Milan-—for the art market and its agents, who
are considered emissaries of the devil. Yet were it
not for the city's thriving core of commercial gal-
leries and nonprofit spaces, Milan would hardly
be an obligatory stop on the art lover's tour of
Furope. The public sector of Milan's art scene is
i the midst of a long decline. Fven at the PAc,
the number of teuly interesting shows in the past
lll'\‘.“l" «an "\' \"“I"l‘ll O one ILI“(I, /\ll”l‘\‘ a
year alter its reopening, no exlibion schedule
Ias been ofticially announeed, and besides the
Castelli tribute, the only other show mounted
was a display of work from a Limons private col
lection. Worse still, a director has yet to be
named, and one even wonders it there are plans
to do so: the rac falls under the jurisdiction of
the Civiche Raceolte d"Arte (Civie Art Collections),
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which direets all ity museums, and whose head,

NMaria Teresa Frovio, s a distinguished scholar of
ancient art.

The show dedicated to Castelli was conceived
by Nilan's commissioner of culiure, Philippe
Daverio, who has made it clear that, unhike Tny
predecessors, e will participate diectly in curat-
ing exhibiions, A former gallery owner in NMilan
who also made a brief, unsuccesstul go obitm
New Yorl, Daverio s not interested i the avant
parde (though he loves hgaanye ait om de
Chirco to Sandro Chia's pamted teacups). So s
possible that Robert Morris felt pieces and Andy
Warhol's Brillo boxes from the Castelli show,
which date back some thirty years, will be the
most experimental art visitors to the PAC will see.

Ultimately, the stagnation at the PAC s just
one Lacet of a scene inwhich polities and burcao-
cracy have led to widespread cultaral decline,
Many intellectuals accuse Daverio of being lazy,
stoblhish, and prepdiced; for is part, Daverio
accuses his crities (ncduding arnses such as
Lucrano Fabro) ol colluding wirh former civi
povernments supported by the Socialist Party. As
with most other parties, the Soctabsts have now
disappeared, alier commg under attack fram e
judiciary which, starting right m Milan, arrested
numerous politieal figures, public adimimstrators,
and well-known business people throughout Iraly
on charges of corrupuon. Overlooking the
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antipathy, justified or not, that Daverio has
inspired in certain quarters, his accusations may
have some basis in tath, (For the record, Fabro
was never involved with the Socialists, and his
significant contribution o cnltural policy in
the ti|y IS o mere recent |v||l'llulm'tmn.)
Nevertheless, the Northern League has not
made good on its promises to iniprove urban
life. Transportation and sanitation scrvices
remain ineflicient, even as charges of corruption
have landed on the doorsteps of some of the
Northern League commissioners—who are, by
their own definition, incorruptible.

One of the cultural consequences of this less-
m exhibition of interna-
tional scope planned for the city's central

than-edifying discovery:

Castello Sforzesco was abruptly canceled without
its chiel curator, Adelina von Farstenberg, heing,
notified. Then there's the case of the Piecolo
Teatro di Milano, whose funding, inits fifticth
anniversary year, was decreased by about a bil
lion lire—a perfect example of public officials’
disinterest in cultural affairs. Morcover, construc-
tion of a new building for the Piceolo has been

.

on hold for almost a decade. The project, hacked
by the theater’s former director Giorgio Strehler,
was blocked midway by burcaucratic snags and a
lack of funds. The city’s new government quickly
resumed construction, but work soon \lum\ul
again and Steehler was dismissed, resulting in o
scandal and a request that the Ministry of
Culture resolve the decades-old problem. Walter
Veltroni, the new minister of the center-leflt gov-
ernment (despised by the Northern Leaguc),
intervened directly, appointing none other than

Jacques Lang, the former French minister of cul-

ture, as the acting director of the Piccolo; yet it's
doubtful that Lang can accomplish anything
hefore stepping aside for a permanent director.
So much for the Northern League's promise to
streamline bureancracy: compare this situation
with the construction of the Bastille Opera in
Paris, which ook but a few short years despite

the controversy that preceded it.

Over the long haul, the decline of Milan's civie

support ol the arts is reflected predominantly in
the exhibition policies of its public spaces.

During the cornipt Socialist era, large shows of

ancient and Modern art were mounted at the

Palazzo Reale, next to the Duomo. Despite suspi-
ciously inflated budpets, these were almost
always Lavorably received by both critics and the
public. However, the past three years have
broupht ouly scaled-down exlibitions of equally
diminished sigmilicance. Even those devoted 1o
masters such as Malevich and Giacometti put
Milan i a bad light, since these artists received
more exhaustive retrospectives elsewhere in
Lurope—at Paris’ Musce d'Art Moderne, the
Stedelijk, and Cologne’s Ludwig Musewn.
Mecanwhile, a paltry exhibit of Enzo Cucchi's
work, shown for the first time in a public space
in Milan, was mstalled in a wing of the Palazzo
Reale. And a recent survey of lmpressionist and
Post-Tmpressionist painting at the same venue,
sponsored by Giorgio Armani, got a very poor
write up from promment art eritic Albert
Arbasino. I his amsingly harsh review,
Arbasino asked Armani why the awful colors
used tor the exhibiton walls—lilac and lemon
yellow for Picasso and Van Gogh—don't turn up

in the fashion designer’s showrooms or on his
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runways. In the end, Arbasino voiced a question
many of us continually ask: Why can't Milan
manage to suceessfully compete with Paris,
London, and Berlin?

There are a few public institutions in Milan
that function efliciently, or compare favorably
with those abroad. ‘The Tricnnale is responsible
for a recent historical survey of the past thirty

years of contemporary Ttalian design as well as a
major exhibition of Giuseppe Terragni, a master
of Rationalism. Under a new director, the
Accademia di Brera has initiated a strong exhibi-
tion program (although the commissioner of cul-
ture refused to finance one important show, a
survey of Milanese sculpture from Canova to
Fontana). A school for muscum curators similar
to the one that used to exist at the Magasin in
Grenoble was established this year, Of conse,
there is also the ‘Teatro alla Scala. Indeed, one
might say that La Scala has heen responsible for
the only truly noteworthy cultural event in recent
years, ane that has been written up in hoth the
Italian and the international press: the discovery
ol a new Tiaviata. No soprano has come close to
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Maria Callas™ legendary 1956 interpretation of the
opera (directed by Carlo Maria Giulini, produced
by Luchino Visconti), though Mirella Freni and
Anna Mofto made valiant efforts in 1964. It was
only in the carly "gos that the young Tiziana
Fahbricii was able to measure up to Callas in
terms of both vocal range and interpretive Cinpac-
ity. Fabbricmi was discovered by Giovanni
denconi, a tireless organizer of musical events
and president of the Associazione dei Loggionisti
(members® association), which brings together
the music lovers of Milan. Tenconi pointed her
out to maestro Riccardo Muti. In 1990 Muti's
passion for sticking to the original score resulted
on of La

in the staging of a full-length ve
Traviata (which not even Callas had attempted)

under the direction of Liliana Cavani. Fabbricini’s

petfommuance was received with acclaim, and
nimerous repeat performances have been insulfi-
cient to satisfy public demand.

Stilly what is said about Italy in general also
applies to Milan: only those institutions managed
by the private sector function properly. This is

especially true of the visual arts, when one con-

siders the number of thriving nonprofit spaces,
foundations, and galleries. Care of Viafarini, a
computerized archive of young artists working in
Milan that is especially helpful to critics and
curators organizing shows of cmerging artists,
wars conceived and organized by two existing
nonprolit spaces—Viafarini, named for the street
on which it's located; and Care of, in Cusano
Milanino, on the outskirts of Milan. Elsewhere in
Italy, similar initiatives to promote contemporary
nd

art and “local™ culture are proving effectiv

1 some cities— Venice, for one—this sort of
activity has received the encouragement it
deserves. Yet Milan's cultural commission has
refused to grant funding for the archive, although
moneys have been found for the sports and
youth commissions,

Private fonndations tor Modern and contem
porary art are perhaps the most interesting,
innovation in Milan, and date back only a few
years. Considering its small exhibition space, the
Fondazione Antonio Mazzotta, dirccted by the
publisher of exhibition catalogues, has already

sponsored some ambitious events since its
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founding in 1988. Shows have been devoted to
Boccioni, never-before-shown works by Chagall,
Andy Warhols from a private collection, the hus-
band-and-wife team Mikhail 1 arianov- Nataliy
Goncharova, the Bauhaus, and most recently, the
'60s as seen through visual art (design, architec-
ture, and photography). The Fondazione Prada
focuses exclusively on contemporary art, and the
designer’s showroom has featured exhibitions of
work from Eliseo Mattiacci, David Smith, Anish
Kapoor (a particularly beautiful installation that
included some site-specific sculptures), and
Michael Heizer, who radically transformed the
space with his gigantic stone slabs.

As for the private galleries, they constitute
the most positive and stimulating cultural force
in the city, affording the art public firsthand
information about the current international art
scene. In recent months several galleri=s, includ-
ing Salvatore Ala, have reopened; others, such
as Gian Enzo Sperone, have inaugurated new
spaces; and still others—Lia Rumma, for
instance—plan to follow snit,

Claudia Gian Ferrari has completely reorga-
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nized. Transforming the gallery inherited from
her father into a Novecento archive, she has col-
laborated with public institutions to organize
exhibitions of the works of Mario Sironi, Filippo
De Pisis, and Arturo Martini, while devoting her
own gallery space to the work of Julian Schnabel,
Lawrence Carroll, and, soon, David Salle. Ferrari
is also collaborating with Sperone on his new
Milanese venture. The well-established Marconi
galleries have been passed down from parent to
child: Gio Marconi, who succeeded his father
Giorgio, has exhibited recent work by Emilio
Vedova and soon will present the work of Joan
Miré, but he also shows the more provocative
work of the Chapman brothers and early Robert
Mapplethorpe. Christian Stein is now located in
the Palazzo that houses Lucio Fontana’s studio
and the foundation named after the artist.
In this new space we have been treated to a
splendid show of Giulio Paolini’s work and a
sclection of Antoni Tipies’ recent pieces.

A few less blue-chip venues merit particular
mention, having changed the face of the city
with an international perspective that public

institutions persistently ignore. Veterans such as
Massimo De Carlo, Le Case D’Arte, and Studio
Guenzani have brought us the work of Marlene
Dumas, Fehix Gonzales Torres, Maul M ‘arthy,
Cindy Sherman, Mart Mullican, and Charles Ray,
and recently have shown younger artists such as
Lisa Yuskavage. It is thanks in part to these gal-
leries that ltalians Maurizio Cattelan and Mario
Airo have received international recognition,
Recently, other galleries have followed their
example. Monica De Cardenas quickly gained the
necessary prestige to dedicate shows to Thomas
Struth, Gabriel Orozco, Richard Wentworth,
and Chiara Dynys, and Emi Fontana (who
shows the work of very young artists, such as the
Lovett-Codagnone team) exhibited Renée Green,
Rirkrit Tiravanija, and Olafur Eliasson, Fontana
must also be credited with mounting an
espeaially significant solo exhibition of the work
of Robert Smithson—the only private European
gallery to have done so in many years. []

Giorgio Verzotti writes regularly for Artforum.

Translated from the Italian by Marguerite Shore,
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