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1998 – Gianluca Marziani   "A fine creative dilemma"

" that of becoming contemporary artists working on basic figurative subjects communicated in a lay way; it is a fine dilemma and equally a primary reality which rules the world of figurative art of any time, the real diaphragm to separate a wisely active research of pure copies without new evident language elements.

My words sound evident, however it is on apparent plainness that Massimo Catalani works, walking on a thin aesthetic diaphragm which affects him in the key subjects of painting (landscapes, still-lives, nudes and portraits) but with something to restore the active contemporary element of the operation. From here he develops his exclusive choice of earth, sands, so to personalise the entire synthetic structure of the image; figurative synthesis in which frames, front or direct, simulate the trivial just because the procedure itself clearly crosses transversally the constructive vision of the painter.  

The game at issue seems refined at first sight, with a chance to decorate easily and plainly the chosen icons; from the structural viewpoint, we can see how the use of tones works, how colour ranges are stretched from earthy colours to extremely acid value ranges which tend to electric blue, red or yellow of worthy retinal intensity. It is a technical choice which actually fascinates and captures the eye with immediate mechanisms, precisely because the material and the subjects act in the psychology of mainstream taste. However it is the first level, which does not exhaust totally the language value in so far as the semiotic strength of the paintings regulates other mechanisms, less visible from the interior.
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2002 - Gianluca Marziani  - NATURAL NATURE


Making the spirit of nature breathe through his painting, and using the vital force of natural materials to portray fragments of real life, MASSIMO CATALANI paints PULSATING SCENES with obsessive premeditation, producing works which, zoom in, detail by detail, on a live and b (l)ooming slice of reality.  I have always found that there is a fiery passion driving MC, a frenetic quest to capture images of architecture, vegetables, bodies, animals, parts of our universal heritage and fragments of a truly disarming ORDINARINESS.  An ordinariness that is so prosaic as to become unique and irreplaceable, capturing the gaze of every observer of those satellites on board or canvas.  The artist's freneticism can be felt in the way his discourse intertwines, in the ocean of ideas he expresses in rapid syntax, in his never-ending projects, and in the pace of the commitments and commissions that constitute his WAY OF LIFE. But above all else, it can be felt in his works:  small or large scale formats that enter our environment, rendering plausible images of nature that lie mid-way between bas-relief and painting, architecture and sculpture, recognizable reality and mental digression.

MC is by training and profession an ARCHITECT.  That may have little to do with conception behind his painting, but it has a lot to do, however, with the rigor with which the artist comprehends and categorises reality.  In essence, to construct buildings is to take pre-existing materials with primary structure and status (iron, concrete, glass, wood, or stone), and to endow them with the final appearance of an architectural composition (iron, reinforced concrete and glass are what comprise most of the buildings around us). With due account given to all the differences and similarities, MC imports that mechanism into his pictorial vocabulary, using natural materials (soil, sand, cement, and pozzuolana) to construct upon a flat surface his two-dimensional vision of reality.  Today, the artist's occupations lie outside of the architectural profession:  and that may be where his intuitive and instinctive fortune lies, in that he can focus on his capacity for graphical synthesis.  MC has freed himself from what was an intellectual hindrance so as to fluidify, in the matter-based architecture of nature, the DNA of a cathartic composition.  

Undeniable, then, is MC's value as an archetype in figurative painting, in that he adopts a formal and constructive approach that redefines the way we look at a picture, the changing nature of the image and the ethics behind the codes and meanings. On the aesthetic level, the artist remains independent from the current trend of pictorial sensationalism.  On the contrary, one can perceive a quintessential purity in the way he positions himself in the world, and equally pure evidence of how he places himself within the picture.  It is not within everyone's reach, today, to cast himself the profile of a RECOGNIZABLE ARCHETYPE given the whirlwind of positions in contemporary art.  Whether one likes his works or not, and this is a justifiable and subjective fact, one cannot, objectively, fail to recognise MC's role as a pathfinder leading to areas where others have not ventured.  

But let's look at the seeds from which all of this stems.  We can start by examining the roots, which can be felt to quite an extent here (fortunately).  MC in no way reneges his graphic and literary, film and photographic studies undertaken during years of unbridled passion.  Indeed, his breeding ground contains deposits of fertile ITALIAN MEMORY, slippery membranes that have turned his attention towards the GENRE of figurative painting.  For the artist, History is the stuff that guides us, choice after choice, synthesis after synthesis.  This creative core is a mixture of landscapes, portraits and still lifes:  and it is no coincidence that these three aspects represent, both traditionally and at present, the height of universal iconography.  They are three worlds in which it is most natural to "quote" others, albeit invisibly, which proves that the CULTURE OF GENRES requires a continuous and silent filter, a method based on intuition and intelligence, generated by one's "approach" to real life.  

There is no need, in this text, to quote an array of references to suit all tastes. Instead, we can mention just a handful of names that serve to illustrate, in a few words, the equilibria between past and present.  And we can start, without further ado, with Caravaggio's still lifes:  a beacon of realism in which one can smell the lemon peel, hear the seeds popping and taste the fizziness of over ripe fruit.  The same concoction of fruit and vegetables can be seen again, painted with astuteness and sublime touches, in the universal compositions of Fede Galizia, a feminine star of seventeenth-century painting who portrayed the honest beauty of plain objects, the subliminal eroticism of a vegetable, and the manifold sensuality reflected by vegetable life in human life.  Mention must also be made of Arcimboldo with his collagist irony and his way of turning normality upside down within normality.  Fruits and vegetables make up human faces on the basis of their compositional similarity in a union of two genres (portrait and still life) producing an unclassifiable archetype of organic sublimination.  

More help comes from Claes Oldenburg, the master of pop sculpture who magnifies reality and plasticizes it, stimulating a fetishism for an EXCESS OF NORMALITY.  The same can be said for Daniel Spoerri's leftovers in his sculpture boxes where the remains of a lunch are fixed forever and hung vertically, demonstrating that we only have to look at the world from new angles and everything changes, and things take on an unthinkable and awesome appearance.  I should also mention "Georgica 2000" by Domenico Colantoni, a cycle in which a series of huge canvases portray invading still lifes on a backdrop of country landscapes - a mental leap in which reality remains the same but puts a spin on the rules of perspective.  It is precisely here that lies the key to MC and his obsessive universe:  a voyage in the transparent tube of the quotidian, a passage from real life to picture without any hyper-realistic detours.  Forms glide from real-life volumes to bi-dimensionality in a particular and DE-REALISTIC way, reminding us that the world's basic materials can be rebuilt, in an equally vibrant manner, on canvas.  In this way, figurative recognisability derives not from a veiled simulation in oils or acrylics, but by transposing the skeleton of things (the soils and sands of the mixtures) into the new skeleton of the picture.  Reality descends from the level of simulation to enter the realm of ORGANIC SUBLIMATION, the only world that embraces the de-realistic process of painting.  Reality rewinds in order to grow, goes back to the infancy of its form in order to present us with a mature version of its contemporary approach.  

The list of references and prominent events one could quote in order to back the theories up with a philosophical content is endless.  But basically, at the root of everything is COMMUNICATION, which is perhaps the term that most suits MC's work. You look, and you understand everything straight away. Nothing is hidden from you. The surface of the picture contains the concept and the plan, the execution and the contents.  The truth is there, visible before one's very eyes.  The works speak using the vocabulary of a MATTER-BASED ESPERANTO that comes from a genetic understanding of the materials, their colours, smells, and flavours.  It is painting constructed around the five senses, literally SENSORIAL in the way it places itself within nature (external and internal).  It is no coincidence that some years ago, MC undertook a project for the non-sighted, an idea whereby touch, the child of emotional sight, could effectively provide an understanding of the world portrayed.  MC shows a capability for mature and well-rooted communication, while his pictures remains free of rhetoric and indifference.  The artist does not banalize things, but exalts their iconic rank of pure material value.  He chooses frontal views, direct visions, natural tones, and flat backgrounds that make the subjects appear to leap out of the surface.  It's like seeing live TV images of pure shape, or conversing with the limpid banality of the things that day in day out fill our cities, our houses, our lives, and our small dreams.  

The NATURAL NATURE of the artist's approach gives his painting a POPULAR dimension.  Yes, highly and coherently popular.  In spite of the craze for changing the shape of noses and mouths, and despite the snobbism that raises its own neurotic temperature, I find that the marriage between high-level culture and popular communication is ideal.  I feel that the "popular " dimension attaches itself like a tan to the skin of the picture.  It defines the artist's primary communicative level, the level that most strikes the viewer in the eye.  It also outlines the successive layers, the layers hidden behind the shapes, the metaphors and the allegories, behind the colours and varying tonalities, and behind the choice of every material and the value of an entire cycle.

NINE CYCLES span more than ten years of painting - nine phases that have developed in a discrete and cross-sectional manner.  It is not that each cycle represents a self-contained period, but rather a long and unstoppable process of accumulation, experimentation, change, and revision.  MC portrays the entire PRISM OF THE WORLD in these nine segments, covering all aspects of life, suffering, growth, pain, love...  

In the end, NATURE remains the same.  It goes back to its evolved primitivism, avoiding any noxious compromises. NATURAL NATURE:  the link between the nine segments of a world that is still ours, a place without artifice. And at the end of the day, it is a nature that lies within our future, albeit always arousing our memory. 

ANIMALS 

The use of sand highlights the SENSE OF BEING ALIVE of this NATURAL NATURE in nine dialoguing cycles.  It comprises people, animals and vegetables as well as the places that are generated by the people, that serve the living, and that go towards the orchestrated harmony of the land.  And thus animals appear along the artist's creative path. Inspired knowledge, a bestiary that says something about his private vision, his growth in life, about the way he vigilantly makes himself known in the real world.  There is no rhetoric in his instinctive approach, in the untamed poses, in the small formats in which an animal suddenly becomes unportrayable, humanized at the moment in which the viewer feels like them.  Nature shows itself here as it should:  true and poetical, with no indulging in emotional blackmail.  Each of the nine cycles transports us to sentiments that all alone, without any narrative input, we recreate around the picture.  MC does not explain what emotions should be stirred, nor does he interpose himself in the baggage of memories that the viewer arouses or diminishes in intensity.  He leaves it to us to experience the objective presence of the animals:  just as he does in his other cycles in which he sets out the structure of places, bodies, or organic nature. 

ARCHITECTURAL IMAGES

The artist's vision of architectonic landscapes is sweeping, but privileges Rome, with its history of ferocious stratifications, its impossible perfectionism, and the intensity of its stone that soaks up its atypical light.  MC's Rome is a city that does not exist since many people fail now to see it. They have forgotten its radical energy, its crude and cruel state of mind.  His painting thus makes precise choices. It explores the residential neighbourhoods and districts, the suburbs and the centre, the major and minor arteries.  In his works, you can feel the crux of an ethic that opts for ARCHITECTONIC MORALITY, ignoring fashion in favour of style, of rigor, and of aesthetics, becoming perfect function.  The fascist rationalism of the Piacentini school could but lead way the like a huge public square from which all else departs:  we thus see the Farnesina, the Youth Hostel, Termini Railway Station in Via Giolitti, [a building by] Mario De Renzi in Viale XXI Aprile...  The paintings exude pozzuolana, white marble, travertino, and river silt, i.e. the living matter that feeds Rome, without any chimera, within a vital metropolis that makes it spasmodic, but exceptional, absurd without any form of provincialism, and cathartic like the things that remain, by nature, eternal. 

BODIES 

Here MC opts for sensuality and eroticism. He smoothes over the feminine body with a gentle mastery of the eye that photographs the epidermis and its evocative volumes.  The painted figures adopt hidden poses, angulated contortions, strange ecstasies that turn the skin into an unstable geography, mutant like the materials that give life to the painting itself.  His attitude to the feminine sex tells us a lot about the artist's  "whys" and "wherefores", about the balance he keeps between maintaining his private truths and unveiling himself without inner qualms.  But that is not the prevailing characteristic since it is we who give life to that unstable voyeurism of the libidinous eye.  The woman's body, regardless of its exciting forms, confirms that NATURAL NATURE is an escalating exchange between the viewer and the other, the only one that complements us, leaving our instinct intact and our reason elastic.  Civilization remains, at bottom, a constructive dialectic between parts that want to amalgamate, despite the fact that they are acutely diverse, in partial conflict, and arrive from dis-homogenous distances.  It may seem impossible to portray a WOMAN with coloured sands and soils, rough materials on the opposite end of vertiginous physicality.  And yet it works. The impasto softens and captures the regenerative virtue of the body and the inner eye.  

CLOUDS 

These landscapes demonstrate the artist's determined abstraction, a radical predisposition towards the mysticism of evocative forms of nature.  The clouds glide through the sky like patches of frenetic paint, silky and fluffy in some places, chaotic where an impalpable force requires sudden density.  These are the artist's most indefinable works, those where his eyes look upwards, into the deep forests of the soul, and into the mystery that surrounds the apotheosis of nature.  Painting becomes a form of extended SACRAL ENERGY, a malleable balm that allows mystical leaps, impossible dreams, Pindaric flights within the physical gravity of the living.  MC confirms here the eclectic rhythm of his figurative painting, marking out an ambiguous border between concrete shapes and growing abstraction - the world as an object of subjective interpretation; vision as an instrument to interpret the world in a subjective form.  Painting becomes the symptom of the age in which the vision is born.  The paintbrush, on the other hand, turns into something dense, a kind of thermometer that pierces things and then moves along the surface of the iconographical record.  Clouds dissolve by nature, and yet painting can make them immobile, eternal within the synthesis of the figurative power - a mark of the limitations and of how to overcome them through the poetry of vision and the emotions of thought.  

LANDSCAPES 

Using soils and sands taken from the places portrayed, mixing in colours and pigments to make impasto depictions of the landscapes he has chosen to paint, MC's long-range vision looks to the places he has been to in his travels, flashbacks to his first-hand glimpses of evocative beaches, jagged coastlines, harsh mainlands and islands, mountains and hills that breathe life into his painting with passionate gestures.  There is no impact of steel or concrete in the landscapes he has chosen.  On the contrary, NATURAL NATURE comes to life through the emotions inspired by a CHROMATIC ATMOSPHERE that leads us through pleasant spaces, outside the city, far away from motorways and one-way systems.  MC's world is flattened out in colour so as to open itself up to the deep roots of memories, to the MAGNETS OF SILENCE that recall the absolute power of things.  The landscapes magnetize us and present us with true, though unknown geographical areas, impressive and yet as fleeting as the flash of other people's cameras.  You only have to browse through his works to feel that all these places can be found in some area of our DNA.  We are not sure exactly where they are; sometimes we recognize a place we have been to.  But here again, as always for MENTAL PAINTING, the crux of the matter is the emotional visibility of the images. 

PASTA & CO.  

Here the dish contains more than just pasta. It contains the SUBSTANCE OF MEMORY.  Plates of pasta are thus raised to a princely and solemn rank.  The object of the fetish is found at the centre, in a dish containing maccheroni and other pasta shapes with a perspective that puts water in one's mouth.  Pasta with a Mediterranean flavour becomes an outright ICON.  And it recreates a culinary journey where irony boosts the visual dimension, enhancing the pop extravagance of a type of painting that remains matter-based, dirty, and extremely enrooted in the moral ground of the artist.  MC makes huge images of  pasta: "Pasta alla Checca", "Pasta al Sugo", "Cacio e Pepe" or "Pasta alle Gemme".  He plays truly with the widespread cult of excellent eating, highlighting the elementary perfection of taking minimum ingredients and putting them together to make good food.  Food becomes an ICON, a lofty and solemn icon relocated generously to the centre stage.  It suggests to us that all that was needed was to force the rhetoric of contemporary genres, the spirit of mediatic contamination, and the cultural borders between ups and downs.  If we look back on the past twenty years, we see several perspectives from which to view the objects of ordinary life.  MC has "simply" done this, bringing the privileged values of daily life to the universal value of the pictorial image.  

PORTRAITS 

In this cycle, close-ups or head and shoulders views have been chosen as the poses that most adequately convey the artist's moral intentions.  We see friends and acquaintances of MC, real faces that tell a story with equally sincere looks and manners.  You can perceive the artist's honest attention to human inter-relationships, to the exchange of looks that he transforms into painting without any scenic effects or inventions.  MC's portrait painting does not go in for sugary tones but is based on a literally carnal matter.  It is striking how every genre, including portrait painting, is subject to the mark of stylistic and conceptual choices.  Living materials create unexpected harmony between those diversities that nature alone can approach and alternate.  As with his clouds or roses, the portraits are also painted, unthinkably, with the very substance of the natural landscape.  What is more, the huge amount of works for every cycle is evidence of a veritable productive concept.  He reinvents the same image over and over again, using new formats, new supports, and new materials.  It is thus a vision that is multiplied in his works, in his banners, in his objects of basic design, and in his video walls (where televised content challenges the imagination with elements that we never see in programs).  

ROSES 

A wondrous flower, symbol of the universal cult of human passion, and mystery-filled object that charms and perfumes:  The Rose remains the emotional archetype in floral nature, the most intriguing and complex of bulbs in common usage.  Its colours, firstly, are the primary shades with which we define nature itself. This brings us, in fact, to the biological mechanism to which the nine cycles belong, a synonym of visible life and added mystery, of a continuous flow and a series of unfathomable contents.  Red stands for "revolutionary", as permeates all the works, conferring on the painting the meaning of a radical PASSION FOR LIFE, for intense feelings, for love as a primary raison d'etre.  The Rose wraps itself around the frames and the canvases, climbing out of the picture like a monochrome body, stratifying its membranes with solid lumps of impasto.  It becomes the beginning and the end of the thematic prism, the timeless symbol of an obsessive and radical project, both sentimental and coherent.  The artist's powers of communication are the result of a direct and never distorted vision, in the same way that every work reveals itself without artifice.  In the end, we understand that there exists no utopia in terms of vision since dreams already circulate in the veins of the obvious.  

VEGETABLES

MC's obsession with fruit and vegetables catalyses the deep significance of his entire project.  Artichokes, lemons, bunches of grapes, chilli peppers, tomatoes:  these are the raw materials of which we most frequently see versions.  These are not fluke choices, but archetypes of Italian food, living symbols of a cuisine that is unparalleled in the world.  The artichoke as a refined vegetable with an unmistakable flavour, the lemon as a real citrus fruit of the Mediterranean heat, the grape as the sound of the countryside from which wine is born, the chilli pepper as a basic euphorising condiment, the tomato as the magnetic heart of pasta.  There is more risk of becoming rhetorical in painting these vegetables than in the simple fruition of their pictorial being.  We should watch them closely without saying anything else, turn them over in our hands, and put them on the table to study them deeply, not so much so as to understand their biological history but because within those shapes is enclosed the art of good living.  Life remains superior to any history of art, beating any emulation that imitates the universal force of genetic reproduction.  MC reaffirms this in every work, in every colour and impasto, in every apparent repetition.  The world in a lemon or an artichoke.  The world like a lemon or an artichoke.  A question of perspectives and objectives, one could say.  A question of THE WAY WE SEE THINGS, one could say...
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