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‘I realised that art was, above all, humility’

roberto almagno
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"They are souls no longer bearing

the weight of life'

roberto almagno



REACHING INTO SPACE

by ian rosenfeld



"My sculptures are suspended somewhere between
a search for perfection and an awareness

of its fragility and its precariousness’

roberto almagno



The well known twentieth century Italian writer Italo
Calvino gave a celebrated series of lectures at Har-
vard University where he juxtaposed various contrasting
properties. Probably the most famous and influential of

them was the lecture featuring weight and lightness.

‘I tried to find some harmony between the adventur-
ous, picaresque inner rhythm that prompted me to
write and the frantic spectacle of the world, some-
times dramatic and sometimes grotesque. Soon I became
aware that between the facts of life that should have
been my raw materials and the quick light touch I
wanted for my writing, there was a gqulf that cost me

increasing effort to cross' - italo calvino

When we first look at Roberto Almagno's sculptures,
we do not necessarily think immediately of lightness
because when confronted with the miraculous signs
that appear to defy all laws of gravity, our initial
thought is that these works must be realised by the
fusion of metal. On closer inspection, it is clear
that they are exquisitely made from wood and our
perceptions change dramatically. Now these beautiful
shapes are suddenly seen to embody light and air as

they reach out towards the sky.

"To cut off the Medusa's head without being turned to
stone, Perseus supports himself on the very lightest

of things, the winds and the clouds' - italo calvino
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Roberto Almagno's sculptures may begin life rooted to
the ground or attached to the wall, but they extend
out into space as they attempt to almost dissolve

into nothingness.

His most celebrated sculpture is the 24 meter 'Scia-
mare' which was shown in the vast Throne Room of
Rome's Palazzo Venezia. The ground was completely
covered with ash which his elderly parents had been
patiently collecting from their log fires over a pe-
riod of some 4 years. Out of the ground emerged these
thin, perfectly formed, elongated and abstract forms
which at seemingly impossible angles, soared upwards
to the heavens; an army of silent Pegasuses floating

out into the sky.

So much contemporary sculpture is concerned with
weight and a commentary on man's place in the world,
that Roberto Almagno's uniqueness in the present pan-
orama becomes even more special. Instead of being
about man and society, he is concerned with levity
and spirit. His is a search for the purity and per-
fection of form; an attempt both to take art out of
the world, yet also a search for a metaphor for the

perfection of the universe.

‘Sculpture is prevalently form, its shadow is si-

lence' - roberto almagno

The artist affirms that when he goes to the forests

outside Rome to collect his raw materials, he never



cuts down but only collects branches which have al-
ready ended their lives, having been separated from
the trees to which they once belonged. He gathers
these abandoned pieces and takes them back to his
studio to breathe into them a new spirit and give
them a new life. This shamanic quality to his prac-

tice is evident in all his utterings about his art.

‘I no longer think of sculpture as a stable object
but as form, an ongoing and unending flow, and also
as a process that marks existence through that con-
stant uncertainty, through a dialogue resolved by
obeying space but without concretely occupying it. I
am searching for fleeting shapes which move from very
light semblances and rise into the air

- roberto almagno

The sculptures carry with them an absolute clas-
sicness in their formal attributes, and with that
an understanding of the history of the medium in
particular and art in general. Yet there is also a
perception that these are also works of his time.
In this acceptance of his place in the grand story,
there is a humility which can be seen in his working
method and which derives from the ancient craftsman
who, since very early on in man's history, would take

fire to a dampened wooden surface to bend it.

The artist's family were blacksmiths and he has a strong
childhood memory of the pleasure he would get from light-

ing the forge and watching the fire as it grew. Now he
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uses that fire to bend the sculpted wood to his will.

Although, as I stated at the outset, Roberto Almag-
no's sculptures are about lightness and about staring
into the void, they do have a weight to them and that
is the shadow they cast. This becomes a form of echo
of the work itself but whereas the sculpture may soar
out into space in its quest for lightness and flight,
the shadow will always remain rooted to the surface

it is reflected in.

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the artist's
concern with lightness is that it has nothing to do
with size. 'Flutto' which is in our exhibition 1is
over 8 metres in length and the previously mentioned
‘Sciamare' needs a room 24 metres long to accommodate

its galloping army of forms.

'l bend and flex my pieces of wood so that they can
capture the wind which covers them and allows them to
begin a journey, resting and supported by that wind
and by that breath of air which caresses and supports

them' - roberto almagno

When one looks at these delicate, sinewy and often
impossibly large creations, what strikes one most
strongly is the question of how they manage to sus-
tain themselves. Why do they not just collapse under
their own weight? This idea that there must be great
weight to balance such works is revealed to be as far
from the mark as is imaginable. Even the very minimal

attachment to the ground is achieved through light-



ness and balance. The illusion created is that they
are sustained virtually by air alone. In this perfect
balance between weight and form lies their poetry and

the unique voice of the artist.

His search for an artistic perfection contains a
strong element of mysticism; an alchemical process of
transforming the base metal of apparently randomly
selected abandoned pieces of wood into the pure gold

of an absolute form.

‘I see in ashes the essence of all forms, continu-
ally changing, precarious and transitory' - roberto

almagno

His drawings made with ash and soot continue this
shamanic process. He has no interest in any kind of
figuration because his search is for a formal per-
fection, yet allied to an element of mystery. How do
these sculptures stay up? And how do layers of ash
and soot give the illusion that we are looking at
paintings? So perfect are his works that they can
make us forget that a human hand, through enormous
dedication and time consuming labour, honed these ob-
jects into a perfect shape, then through an ancient
ritual of water and fire, bent them into the forms he
was searching for. We feel we are witnessing objects
from a long distant golden age and yet also a form
which in our modern fascination with oriental mini-
malism and mysticism sits easily and comfortably in

a contemporary artistic context.
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Proust in 'Remembrances of Things Past' recounts an
episode of the aesthete, philosopher Bergotte admir-
ing Vermeer's 'Vue of Delft' and dying in front of it.
It seems that Proust himself had had a fit in front of
the same painting at a point in his life. Did Bergotte
die with a smile on his face? Certainly Proust had no
doubt of the power of art to profoundly affect human
sensitivity. Stendhal talked of losing all bearings
when confronted with the beauty of Florence and this
had subsequently become known as the famous 'syndrome
of Stendhal'. The importance of 'beauty’ (however we
define it) not as a mere bourgeois adjunct, but as
a fundamental vehicle for change was understood by
these literary giants but during the social revolu-
tion of the 60s and the critical philosophies coming
out of the Frankfurt School, 'beauty' became a dirty
word; at best an irrelevance, at worst a mere sop to
the bourgeoisie. The fundamental error, in my view,
was seeing beauty as a passive object and ignoring
the unique cathartic ability of 'beauty' to elicit
great emotional responses on the part of the beholder

and maybe change him or her forever.

‘T want to make sculptures which seem to rise into
the sky with force yet full of harmony; works that
express the prayer and sacrifice of men when faced

with time and infinite space' - roberto almagno



‘we can read an unmistakeable idea of counterpoint
into this elementary construction, of a dialectic
between the elements which, by marking out space,
creates it and does so by means of presence and
absence, each necessary to the other as if it were

an allegory of living and dying'

claudio strinati
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"I want to make sculptures which seem to rise
into the sky with force yet full of harmony; works
that express the prayer and sacrifice of men when
faced with time and infinite space. We, compared

to them, are like the flash

of a thought'

roberto almagno
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‘'my sculptures are wanderers clothed in ashes’

roberto almagno



ROBERTO ALMAGNO

by fabrizio d'amico
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When they first went on public view in an exhibition
held in Rome in the early 1990s, Almagno's strange
wooden pieces, which had been slowly bent and dark-
ened, seemed both incredibly new and ancient at the
same time. They bore strange titles which conjured
up a vaguely Far Eastern atmosphere. They rose up from
a fragile base and stood precariously in the gallery
space where it seemed that virtually nothing could
justify the equilibrium they had achieved and main-
tained. The works were full of mystery; on the edge,
however, there was a caption which stated, with almost
obsessive precision, the materials from which they
were made - apparently all wood: ‘'poplar, chestnut,
cherry'; or 'chestnut, olive'; or 'manna ash'; or even

‘balsa', ‘'beech', and 'fir"'.

Almagno had therefore not only spent the last few
years seeking out a form, but to count and recognise
his materials. This procedure made it possible to as-
cribe a double, and contrasting, meaning: on the one
hand, it underlined - in an utterly old-fashioned way
- the artisan-like calling, the almost craftsmanlike
know-how of the sculptor, who had chosen the woods
one by one, where each one piece of wood possessed a

special characteristic; on the other hand, it was the
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sign of a highly intellectual approach which had sup-

ported, during the years that had - at the time - just
gone by, the rise and full development of an analyti-

cal propensity for painting and sculpture.

This natural inclination led the artist to name and num-
ber the stages in the formation of the work; had this
declaration led him to identify the formal substance of
his work prior to the image that stemmed from it? This
suspicion soon proved to be false. What remained was
the clear, opposing certainty that this strange sculp-
tor had spent many years in radical seclusion, brooding
over the reasons for an obstinate indifference towards

any canon of contemporaneity which might imply the ero-




sion of the most ancient canons of sculpture. He had
learnt about and loved these canons in the many differ-
ent forms of sculpture from the previous century; in the
works of Giacometti and Noguchi, Calder and David Smith
and, among his closest influences, the works of Pericle

Fazzini and Arturo Martini.

Almagno studied under Fazzinij; initially, Fazzini had
inculcated in him the strongly-felt need for excess
and impetus, the need for a wind that shakes existing
structures and uproots sculpture from the ties to the
earth, in order to project it into otherworldliness.
No single work by Martini has directly influenced Al-
magno's work (with the possible exception of Donna che
nuota sott'acqua [Woman swimming underwater], and its
dazzling insights: its capacity to wriggle free from
the volume and space that lock form in, its infinite
capacity to spread itself around). More important were
the final ‘'commandments' bestowed by sculpture on a
young man who wanted to practise this art, and ulti-
mately on the work itself: 'make sure that I do not
become an object but an extension'; and 'make sure

that I am no longer a rock, but water and sky'.

These words are deeply embedded in the cultural milieu
of a period and vocation that differs considerably from
the environment that fostered the work of Almagno.
However, I believe that they contain some of his most
persistent creative tensions: the desire for sky, as a
place of excess, and the need for a harmonious agree-

ment of forms in that space; they also embody the risk
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(always worth running) of an obstinately pursued 'fig-
ure' which is not the memory of a body but the memory
of a thought. Here, we can see, albeit only vaguely,
the re-emergence of the Orient that he has always cher-
ished. It is undoubtedly more of a mythical dimension
than one that has been achieved philologically, but one
which Almagno has charged with so much: the lightness
that would become a hallmark of his sculpture, as it
gradually became detached from the wall, and invaded
the space of the environment; the ambiguity between the
sign (the lengthy work conducted on the raw material
eventually leads Almagno's fluctuating wooden pieces
to achieving the purity of this sign) and the body
(the ultimate end of the image, which the woods regain
thanks to the active role of the shadows they project);
this therefore refers to the ambiquity between the void
and the solid, between concealment and epiphany. Last-
ly, there is the double meaning which the sign, written
in space, assumes and preserves as a precious treasure:

between writing and image.

The sign is accompanied by the materials that he
chooses which are simple and randomly selected in the
initial collection carried out in the flow of life -

Almagno only uses fallen branches scattered in a wood




where he recognises, chooses and gathers them. The

material is abandoned and unadorned, although it is
then worked at length and with determination; it is
explicitly transfigured from ancient knowledge so that
it lacks proximity and complicity with the panorama
of contemporary art: the material is just Almagno's.
Just as the figure that emerges from this material is

his and his alone.

It sometimes seems as if a gentle, well-meaning wind has
cast the edges of the material into disarray, freeing
it from the ground and projecting it upwards, towards
the sky, scarcely ruffling its hair. The images that
emerge are ones of absolute chastity, almost as if they
were searching for a silence that protects and envelops
them. At other times - and this often reappears today -

the figure almost tends only to designate an intimate,



secret place where it can exist: a 'Nest', a 'Womb', a
place of concealment and shelter, possibly of a secret
birth. Thus, unyielding to other noises, these secluded
places retreat into themselves as in self-defence; they
place their need for solitude, the gradual listening to
the image as it comes into the world, into the form of

a figure, with the gentle bending of a small hollow.

The artist uses a small amount of material to mark
out a vast space, in a shifting equilibrium "between
being here and going elsewhere". He marks it almost
only with the light that lies inside shades of black,
and from there creates a flickering flame where rust
re-emerges at certain points, striated by a plane. He
marks the surrounding space with a rapid gesture which
is "wandering and directionless": until there is si-
lence, until, as Almagno once said, "those signs, which
seemed so strong to me, vanish": until the only thing
that remains of their appearance is an echo - the image
of their rapid passing through the world. While, next
to these signs, the shadows court the slender forms:
they settle at the feet of their routes, leaving their
traces on the wall, on the ground and in the environ-
ment; they restore to the 'figure' its fragile body, a

certainty that seemed to have been lost.



"already skilled as if he had held it inside him
forever as if the drawings had always strode
alongside the sculpture without repeating its stages

but sharing all the reasoning of its forms'

fabrizio d'amico



"scattering ashes on paper is a rite,

a religious moment'

roberto almagno
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"they swarm in an impossible yet explicitly delin-
eated flight...seeming to overcome the weight of
their material and soaring into the air instead of

being anchored to the ground’

claudio strinati



THREE QUESTIONS FOR ROBERTO

by fabrizio d'amico






Q. From the wood to the studio, leaving out the forge

A. I swear that I have never cut a branch from a tree
to make a sculpture, even though sometimes, when I find
myself in front of a piece which is already so perfect
I felt the temptation to do something. My work is born
in the woods where I look for and gather abandoned
branches which have been cut by woodcutters. I know
what I can expect to find in a forest but it is not easy
to identify the right branch which will react well to
all the things I submit it to, bending it, plying it,
bathing it and raising it I believe and I hope this
initial search is also a way of me expressing my com-
plicity with nature which even now, after many years,

gives me great joy. This is not so much at a mental
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or theoretical level and not even problematic level,
in reality I am just content to be in the forest with
its silence which is similar to no other place. I feel
that my nest is in the forest and in the solitude which

surrounds me there.

If I wasn't afraid of falling into rhetoric, I could
even say it is my birth. Something in fact connects
the experience I have when I am finding my raw mate-
rials with when I was a child and my most distinct
memories. I come from a family of blacksmiths and I
remember that I loved looking for and burning the wood
to ignite the forge, and observing the flame; right
from my early days I felt comfortable with fire and
that comfort has never left me. Today, my going into
the forest is also a return to those magical times;
it is similar to a fairy tale. Even though so much has
changed: I no longer use the wood to make a fire but

I bend it to a form.

Q. The form therefore...

Yes I still pronounce this word even though it is so unusu-

al with a great risk after Duchamp of being old fashioned.



For me the form of a sculpture is to find and possess a
place: its own place. My place is always an extension,
a voyage, a gesture towards somewhere else. So I curve
and flex my pieces of woods, but here I would call them
signs because they capture the wood which wraps them
and they take up a path, resting on and supported by

that wood, that breath of air that holds them up.

At a certain point, I realise that this likeness and
imponderability which I was looking for, negate the
body of the sculpture, reducing it to a drawing in
space which wasn't what I was searching for. It was
then that I began to realise the role of shadow: the
shadow which those wood signs project on the ground and
on the walls. The shadow did not make them heavy, but
created a kind of loudspeaker, returning it to becom-
ing a body. Now, I look with great attention at this
other dimension which I realise is right and essential

for my sculpture.

A voyage always begins from a point and there, on occa-
sions, like with the root, it returns. So I look there
as well for my place, and I wanted to give form to that
root which each of us posses. I think of it as a nest,

a hiding place, a secret.
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Q. The material: is it a damnation, a decoration, a

refuge or a sister?

I don't know, a little bit of all these things and
maybe others as well. I feel a profound sense of aban-
donment and of dialogue when I touch the material. But
I also know that I mustn't indulge it too much and I

mustn't indulge myself too much in it.

I remember Arturo Martini said that "sculpture is the
art of the poor" and in the beginning I think that I
started to use wood which has remained my chosen mate-
rial, a wood found in the heart of nature, also because
of Martini's words. In effect, mine is a sculpture
that costs nothing: the added value is the difficulty
in achieving it. And I believe it is mine also because

of this great "effort" which is contained within it.

The struggle and effort of the work is its artisan
quality, the manuality which it needs to be born. The
risks that I run in making them, they have to be born
like this, there is no other way, they must be a re-
sponse to the weight. Therefore, the effort and the

material are two sides of the same coin. I love both



and I know that if they were left on their own they
would be lost. They need a thought which governs them
and I think that for me that thought is the sign which
guides and becomes an image. My image: that will be the
daughter of the tree in the forest, its form and its

skin but also its desire for height and unlimitedness.
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"that characteristic of instability has a dual
importance; that of the challenge to the blacksmith
and the mental dimension which maintain it within

the bounds of the world'

fabrizio d'amico
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"the constellation to which Almagno
belongs shapes the history of that
development in which sculpture lost a great
deal of its material weight so that it could
discover the new energy of its

liberation in space’

lorenzo canova
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"he marks the surrounding space with a rapid gesture
which is "wandering and directionless" until there
is silence, until, as almagno once said, "those
signs, which seemed so strong to me, vanish"
and until the only thing that remains of their
appearance is an echo - the image of their rapid

passing through the world'

fabrizio d'amico
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"My sculptures are suspended somewhere between a
search for perfection and an awareness of its
fragility and its precariousness. My work, on the
one hand, tries to take flight upwards and,
on the other, constitutes a descent

into the depths of my psyche’

roberto almagno
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