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1998 – Filippo Gentili - OUT OF CONTEXT

In this not very spiritual epoch, there is a cult that unites many. It is a secular cult though no less vast and demanding for all that, namely the cult of the "context". Historical context, psychological context, sociological context – in any field of research and thought, the watchword is contextualisation, the act of lifting one's eyes from the individual object to observe the environment that surrounds it and nurtures it. Only there, in that mysterious and electrifying distance, can we find the most profound meaning of the object before us, and to forget that is to vow oneself to ignorance. Of course, the context does not have the poetic charm or the physical impact of the Greek Gods, but it compensates for its aesthetic limitations through strength in numbers. Context today is globalization. It is the boundless mass of knowledge that converges towards us from all corners of the earth like a careering tidal wave. We turn it into a cult in order to play to its opportunities and to exorcise the threat it incorporates. It was likewise with the ancient gods. Every cult is triggered by the survival instinct.

If I expatiated upon this preamble, it is because Massimo Catalani's paintings go against the tide and present us with fragments of architecture taken out of their context.  The context is canceled out, expelled from the canvas with a peremptory and definitive gesture. The context is not even present fleetingly or allusively through the casting of a shadow. It is simply not there and that is that. We could imagine it in a thousand ways, but we end up not imagining it at all because such is the will of the painter, and we owe him as much.  What is more, Catalani does not limit himself to breaking the tie that links the architectonic element to the environment that encompasses it, but indeed separates individual components from the architectonic element itself:  a section of a window from the rest of the façade; a capital from the shaft of a column below...  

While society sacrifices rivers of ink to the altars of contextualisation, the artist immolates tubes of color in order to paint an individual object.  Is there a fortuitous or controversial connection, or is it pure coincidence?  It does not matter.  What matters is the final result - the magnetic force of the objects represented, which compels us to concentrate on them eluding any distraction.  The eye seeks some kind of "context" in which to drift, loosening the vice of that categorical imperative, but there is no escape:  the angel, the column, and the building stand out solitary in the canvas.  The cult of the context can easy degenerate into superficiality and frivolity:  we talk about anything and everything so as to talk about nothing. Catalani's paintings exorcise this danger with a hint of austerity.  When it comes down to it, a solitary object is always austere.  It can be loved or hated, but to joke about it is out of place.  

This removal of context is particularly striking insomuch that we are dealing with architecture.  It is not easy for our expert, amateur or tourist eyes to isolate a building, a monument, or a church from the multitude of stone and concrete siblings that flank it.  We live in crowded places and if we find ourselves in front of an abbey in the countryside, we appreciate the way the monument stands in harmony with the quiet beauty of the surrounding landscape. Catalani's isolationary approach, on the other hand, opens up an unusual scenario to us, leaving out of his paintings the swarming presence of Italy's two biggest cities, in which the selected architectural elements are located:  Rome and Milan.  I was born in Milan and live in Rome, and what strikes me when comparing the two is not so much their startling and all too obvious inequality in terms of beauty, but the relationship that establishes itself between the buildings and the urban context.  In both cities, individual buildings tend to escape our attention, albeit for very different reasons.  Rome's splendors are linked to each other in a chain, so closely connected that every element refers back to another, and our attention is like a kite spinning incessantly to and fro the piazzas, the palazzi and churches.  Milan immerges, hides and discolors its buildings in its milky white colour:  the white of fog, of the pouring rain, and of the endless autumnal clouds in the sky like a film without interruptions.  

Massimo Catalani invites Rome's whirlpool of beauty and Milan's architectural pallor to stop for a moment in order to restore individual segments of their identities.  Segments reduced to geometric shapes and color.  Segments of pictorial matter that walk towards us, we who are so distracted, so contextualised.
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