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Seen from afar, Massimo Catalani's paintings are of sensual, pudgy figures, all lines and curves in reassuring harmony, like a heavily pregnant mother about to give birth over and over again to pieces of creation or civilization. Implicit in them are a blind, fideistic representation of the world that generates beauty, albeit often using the starkest of materials, such as cement. The beauty lies in the sacred act of creativity, regardless of what actually comes into being.
But view the pictures from too close a standpoint and we are overcome by a discomfiting feeling of prickliness, like an allergic reaction:  we are suddenly reminded that, under the microscope, we too are covered with dead skin and hairs. That we are just a mass of natural chemicals, each of which is insignificant. If you stroke one of Catalani's artworks, you'll likely graze your finger. The elements glued to the canvas are fragments of stone and glass, sand, gravel, broken bricks picked up from construction sites, limestone, clay, cement, wood, iron ... all of which thicken the colours, turning them into a dense colloidal plasma. Exploding forth from this mixture of stark ingredients come fiery red roses, in full bloom and radiant; arum lilies open themselves up to the sun like a vagina in love; bunches of ripe tomatoes or peppers appear ready for picking. 
But it is not the illusion of truth that is the inspiration behind Massimo Catalani's works, as it was for seventeenth century still life painters. Nor is it the pursuit of hyperrealism that many of those artists were already cultivating. Instead it is the physical law according to which nothing is created and nothing is destroyed. Every form stems from another.  
Having reviewed the entire body of work this artist has produced so far, I can state without doubt that for him this is an almost religious assumption. It is faith in the magical physiology of the material world. The heraldic chickens he paints (they must be free-range given the way they scratch about playfully in the open air), although staged in a way that puts them on a par with humans, are there veritably in order to endow those living creatures with artistic dignity, despite the fate awaiting them. The chicken's inherent beauty is the be all and end all. It is the beauty of creation and has no other purpose than to show itself off. The utmost expression of ephemerality overlaps, here, with essentiality and with ontology itself. 
Likewise his plates of pasta with zucchini, his vegetables, and his fruits are catalogued alongside his portraits and his paintings of bodies and skies. Not only that, nestled among these paradisiacal landscapes are sudden glimpses of buildings and constructions almost all in the rationalist style, without any visual distortion, like tourist photos taken from below or from the front.  It's as if to say: everything that man does is part of the same encyclopaedia of what nature does. The same materials, i.e. dust, sand, glass, iron are what men, animals, plants and houses are made of.  
This now raises the question: what is the story in all this? How does it start and what happens next? Where is the apocalypse that looms in such an impelling way over the works of Catalani's peers? The impression one has is of someone who has cleared his worktable with big sweep of the hand so as to start again from scratch, creating a blank slate that starts from pre-history, without any reference to pictorial schools or sterile aesthetic concepts. And this only because Massimo Catalani, by nature, through candour, or on principle, is convinced that a flower that blossoms in a pigsty is as beautiful as a flower that blossoms in a garden. 
That is his starting point. He removes the background of human law or ius as the Romans referred to it and creates upon a pure colour an arum lily, which is fas or divine law. The observer of the artwork sees the Platonic idea of ​​a flower, removed from any social context. It is an out-and-out provocation, which nevertheless amazes and impresses, because in that essential vision is implicit the tragedy of the surrounding world, of a context that is unrepresentable because it does not exist.  And it is non-existent because the artist has passed everything through the grindstone, kneading it into his colours, so as to bring into the world a flower that is inessential to human life. To get that arum lily Catalani has pulverized buildings, castles, barracks, monuments, streets; he has drained rivers, collected sand, pozzolana, filings, and shards of glass. "Absence, presence more intense", wrote Attilio Bertolucci. 
What renders Massimo Catalani honour is his candour, his genuine passion for every piece of work made by hand, a hand which transforms raw clay into simulacra of life. In doing so, he pays no heed to costs. He spends more time rummaging through stones and sands, like a gold digger, than in front of the canvas. All his art begins from there.
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