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In attempting to introduce this review of Eugenio Carmi’s
recent work with a theoretical reflection, the first author that
comes to my mind is Walther Benjamin, whose essay on The
Wark af Art in the Age of its Technical Reproducibifity (Das Kunst-
werk 1m Zeitalter seiner technischen Reproduzierbarkeit),
written in 1936, only now reveals its pertinence (at the time, it
was merely prophetic).

Benjamin perceived as an initial shock the advent of pho-
tography. 'Wllhﬂplmtngruph}; the figurative work of art became
reproducible. Not in the sense that a photograph reproduces
a picture, but in the sense that the photograph, as a picture,
does not have an archetype, a unique original. Every copy ol
a photograph is the original. But there no longer being an
“original” original, one we must not destroy il we do not want
to lose our physical, historical, magical contact with the work
of art itsell, something that had always been the principal
aspect of every work of art has disappeared. Benjamin calls
this something the “aura’: a mystical—or magic—halo that
the veneration and fetishism of admirers raised around that
one object which the artist had produced with his own hands,
and of which all reproductions were nothing but pale copies.
It was of no importance that these copies might be as perlect
as the original; the original was wrapped in a sort of prestige,
a fundamental value, so that it alone breathed the miraculous
air af the moment of ereation,

The modern gallery and museum are based on this principle.
The collector of olden times (take, for example, the treasures
of the Duke de Berry or Charles IV of Bohemia—or even
carlier, the Roman patricians) was interested primarily in hav-
ing something “rare” and “unique”. Whether it was the work
of a gflll'.‘l:ilﬂit’fl, a statue, a unicorn’s horn or the skull of Saint
John the Baptist was of little importance; it was enough that
it was the only one of its kind available.

The modern collector, since the times of the Renaissance
lord and Napoleon, has had a clearer idea about the difference
between a work ol art and a curiosily ; but his attitude has not
changed, The work of art is important because it is beautiful,
but it is sought after not so much to be admired as to be pos-
sessed exclusively, People visit @ musecum primarily lor the
satisfaction of admiring a unique piece which everyone talks
about and which can be seen nowhere else. A modern collector
will probably tell you that he wants to own a painting primarily
because it is beautiful ; but try telling him that his De Chirico,
which he admires so much, is not a De Chirico. All his esthetic
enjoyment will vanish; in part because his little accumulated
capital has become valueless. The myth of authenticity renders
his esthetic enjoyment inauthentic.

The dadaists had indeed already attempted to destroy this
sacral halo that dominates the work of art, putting, for ex-
ample, a mustache on the Gioconda. But the Gioconda with a
mustache itsell became a unique piece and is today an object
of veneration. Because it constitutes the magical and unique
expression ol a gesture against magical and unique expressions.
Protest against Value itself acquired a Value. The difficulty in
separating esthetic value from economic value is based on the
fetish of uniqueness.

The whole battle ol contemporary art has been aimed at
stripping this Value of its myths, The artist broke up and dis-
sociated the image of Man (the temple of the Divinity! Les
demoiselles d' Avignon 15 a terrible insult to God!); he experi-
mented with new ways of perceiving Space and Time (which
had been understood as eternal forms of things); he offended
and reconstructed Nature . . . But not for long. Man, Nature,
Space, and Time, dissociated, broken up, delormed, were in-
carnated in objects that in their turn became the temple of
Value, These objects went into the Museums, and the cycle
began again. Today, if they do not move directly into the
Museum, the Gallery functions in its stead. The Gallery is the
antechamber of the Museum; in the Gallery, the art object is
presented as a candidate for eternity. The market sets to work
to confer an economic value on it; the object passes through
the hands of two or three collectors, increasing in price, like a
stock too mukh in demand on the market, and when its eco-
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nomic value has reached a certain height, almost by magic, its
esthetic value is confirmed. At this point, the doors of the Mu-
scum are flung open,

Why are the ilt‘lplﬂﬁﬂi[llliﬂ[ﬁ great ? Ask the man in the street
and he will tell you, “because at the last auction a Renoir
brought in a billion lire’. But why did it hl‘]ﬂg m a billion ?
Bec ause it was “beautiful”, eertainly, but primarily because it
was “unique”; once it d]"i:tppt’:’l red there would bz no replace-
ment. The genius ol humanity had been incarnated for a single
moment in a fragile physical body, exposed to the corrosion of
time, chemical and atmospheric agents. To save it, and since
it Ims been saved, it must have an immense price.

If we think about it, we shall see that this phenomenon has
always concerned only the figurative arts. .‘Pin one has ever
asked himsell’ whether the Divine Comedy s less beautiful sim-
ply because there are innumerable copies on the market. Or
more exactly, the enthusiasm of a bibliophile for a manuscript
or rare copy has never been confused with the love of a relined
and sensitive reader. Nor have we experienced particular neu-
roses on the part of lovers of architecture; the architectural
object is used, consumed, rebuilt, restored, added to, re-
touched, without scandalizing anyone in particular, except the
historian and the protector of monuments. Hamlet becomes no
less beautiful if we discover that its author is not Shakespeare,
but Marlowe or Francis Bacon; and we can enjoy reading the
Odyssey even though we know it was not written by the same
author as the Hiad. But we destroy a De Chirica when we learn
that it is not by De Chirico.

Interest in the rare and precious object is reasonable and
natural; there is nothing morbid about it. But the point is that
the whole history of the criticism, trade, collection and enjoy-
ment of art has been dominated by this one aspect, pushing all
other values into the background. Thus the esthetic values have
been subordinated to a value that is, in the last analysis, eco-
nomic, since the process of attilhulmg T...l.l'Lu, to the scarcest
objects on the market is basically an economic process. On this
{}rncn:ss the prestige of gold as a universal equivalent is based ;
weause of this same process, produce is destroyed to Lr:tp
prices [rom falling. What difference is there between the mer-
chant who destroys an over-abundant coffee crop and the art-
ist who destroys the plates of his print to maintain the value
and rarity of the few numbered copies? Only one: that the
coffec merchant does his destruction secretly, while the artist

ublicizes it to reassure the collector. The fact that we have
Eﬂ:st the habit of considering this attitude immoral stands as
procf that our sense of art has been deeply corrupted by eco-
o ]:'.II'HI.'I.II'.‘L".

In recent times, artists have become aware of this distortion.
The sit-ins organized by artists at exhibitions where they were
supposed to show their paintings are evidence that the artists
are trying to protect their works and their activities [rom the
iron laws of a market that by now has but lew points of contact
with art itsell, But these artists that sit in at exhibitions and
Biennali do not then have the courage to refuse the oflers of
galleries (nor could we expect them to commit _professional
suicide). "T'hey express discomlort, but they continue to pro-
duce unigque pieces for the ;,.al!:,rwﬁ which the laws of the
market, not the laws of art, will make “valuable™,

11.

What makes the “unique” work of art absurd is the very
pace with whbich forms in the contemporary world follow one
upon the other and are consumed. The artist of the past copied
an unchangeable nature, which had at least as much chance
of remaining unc hanged as the painting that copied it and the
rules of perception through which men would understand
both, But in our century, the artist pursues a series of changing
images that are part of an industrial landscape in perpetual
formation, and the painting does not aim so much at copying
objects as at restoring them in a context that judges them, in a
deformation that debates them. When telephones are no lungm
used, what possibilities of communication will be left to Olden-
burg's monstrous soft telephone, which ironically considers the
universe of telephones, monsters of our daily lives.

While much of the art of the past found its initial pretext in
the surrounding world and went on to invent an autonomous
universe, the universe of the work itsell, contemporary art “con-
verses” with the landscape that inspires it. A Poussin landscape
is still comprehensible even if the nature that inspired it has
long since disappeared; but the vnlur of a Pop painting re-
producing an advertisement, a road sign, an object, lies pre-
cisely in the relationship between the painting and the object
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deformed or reproduced. We cannot understand Lichtenstein
without comic strips, Arman without automobile graveyards,
and the huge junk heaps that industrial civilization creates on
its outskirts. And it is even difficult to understand the universe
ol abstract art, from Moendrian to Vasarely, without reference
to the problems of perception and to the forms that today’s
world has continually set before its inhabitants. In a certain
sense, contemporary art has many points in common with the
comic art of all ages. We know perfectly well that we can under-
stand Acschylus better than Aristophanes and Racine better
than Moliére; and this because the comic develops its message
with a pari.:l:ul:lr reference to contingencies and thus appears
more intimately tied to a particular society, way ol thinking,
epach, The close relationship between contemporary art and
the world about which, ;mJ with which, it speaks makes its
products more perishable, ready to disappear with the land-
scape to which they refer.

[11.

Crisis of the “unique™ object and crisis of the “eternal” ob-
ject. To these two characteristics that dominate the artistic
activity of today, we must add a third: the crisis of a certain
notion of manual and artisan labor. Anyone who visited the
“Cybernetic Serendipity”™ exhibition in London {held at the
[nstitute of Contemporary Art from July to October 1968) will
have seen how electronic machines are capable of \31 ogramming
and executing many objects similar to those produced by con-
temporary art, This does not mean that the machine can per-
form the work of the artist without difficulty and by itsell, but
rather that today the work of the artist can Ec carried out with
the aid of machines. An art that hinges on the repetition of
visual patterns, on situations of interplay, on the invention of
new configurations, or on movement, nn find something more
than just an aid in the machine; it can find a new matenal with
-.-.-hitlj1 to work, just as the fifteenth-century painter found in
il colors a medium that changed the very way of understand-
ing forms, light and the physical consistency of the artistic
object.

[n a certain sense, the contemporary artist, starting lrom his
experience with new materials (iron, resins, plastics, lights),
has gradually discovered new ways of wor kmp; these materials;
and, starting from an investigation of the civilization of ma-
rhinm understood as the “‘object™ of artistic invention (indus-
trial civilization as seen by the futurists or the dadaists, by Pop
painters, by the authors of u_m::'mh]"lgrt:, etc.) has slowly dis-
covered machines as the suh]mt ol invention, or, al any rate,
as a new channel of communication.

IV.

Eugenio Carmi's work can be situated at the point where
these various problems and tendencies of contemporary art
cross, come together and elash.

| I}Lhuii.' that on his driver's license and p: assport, Carmi is
listed as a painter; and until 1962, he was a painter, although
he “painted”, as he paints mda}r, with other materials than
colors and brushes. On the side, he worked as an advertising
designer and graphic consultant for a large industry. He could
have earned his living designing images for the industrial world
and continued his own 'u‘tl".lt} as a p.un[cl without any
attempt to tie the two activities together. He could have de-
5|g11.|:dppldf._1rdq folders and posters lor t_::mmmt{_ rCasons, comn-
tinuing on his own to produce “unigue” pieces to sell in the
E.’IHEHES with other materials.

But in 1962, we find him in a4 machine shop instructing a
group of metal workers and handling a welding torch. He was
taking part in the now historical Spoleto operation to populate
a city remote in time and space with huge metal structures.
Carmi was not alone at Spoleto; he had been one of the inven-
tors and animators of the initiative,

And vet Spoleto still did not represent a clear break with the
traditions of modern art. Spoleto became like a huge gallery,
the works were unique and the artists, even il they directed
teams of workers (and hadn’t the Renaissance masters done
just the same ?) still worked according to the artisan techniques
of always. They made a contribution ol images to modern civi-
lization, but it was still a work anchored to the rules of crafts-
m:iﬁﬁ‘hip of the past.

In 1963, Italsider, the company with which Carmi was
working as artistic consultant, published a book entitled [ colori
del ferro (The Colors of Tron). This book includes works by
Burr, Kemeny and many other artists, but the most interest-
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ing part is that which reproduces, as if they were works of art
{according to the technique ol the ofyet frouré, 1n any event),
industrial waste, rit:ﬁlt‘:‘llt':i] picces of tin, scrap iron and piles of
junk, where time, the weather and traces of processing have
embroidered forms and colors much like those of the great mas-
ters of the informel and of action painting. In a certain sense,
the book sought in the chance products of industry the equiva-
lent of the intentional products of art of those years. In a cer-

tain sense, it still represented an attempt to inter pret industrial
products in the light of artistic experience. But there was some-
thing new in the book, represented in the accompanying notes,

written by a technician or an engineer, which explained how
the materials had come to have their I[Lt:l ticular agpect. These
notes were the same whether they relerred to one of Carmi’s
works or a chance mass of metal waste. And in the light of these
explanations, the work appeared in all its “beauty”. Its esthetic
"..’HLI{‘: arose from a recognition of procedures different from
those of art, but which nevertheless produced absolutely in-
vented forms or forms worthy of having been invented.

Through these experiences, Carmi began to understand the
inventive possibilities of industrial processes. But not in the
sense in which a designer who produces objects for industry
can understand them and celebrate them, Carmi began to sec
the possibilities of exploiting industrial procedures to produce
objects that were not “usable”, but that succeeded in saying
something about our rL'L.Llinmh]pﬁ 1ml.h the world of |J|'rn:|llt -
tion, t:uhrl' ironicizing it or grasping its “contemplatable™ ele-
ments—those elements in which commonplace forms could
open up new horizons to our imagination,

In the same year, Carmi discovered his “*tins”. These are
lithographed bands of tin-plated metal coming from various
print shops, originally intended for use as containers for tomato

saste or such, and *trial sheets™ on which the printer tried out
iis colors, often going over the same surface more than once,
regardless of whether the images came out off-center, super-
imposed or blurred.

It is worth while analyzing more closely the result of this
operation, since we can find here, in embryonic form, the sense
ol Carmi’s successive operations. The first impression these tins
give is that of being, at one and the same time, “Op” paintings
{with various textures that create perceptive ambiguities) and

Iron and stainless steel sculpture, 200 % 150 « 50 em. Photographed at Spoleto by

“Pop” paintings, with a strong sense of irony towards objects
in the world that surrounds us, 1n the same way as Warhol
lines up tins of Campbell Soup. These images are useless by-
products ol industrial [:rmll.nunn bt L.artnn.u w in them cer-
tain rhythms and indications of “programming”. Some of them
were intentional, others the result of chance superimposition ;
Carmi intervened with only a few touches, joining two images,
adding an auxiliary clement, creating a frame . . . But he al-
ways intervencd to emphasize a “seriality” that already existed
from the beginning. This seriality is indeed twolold : on the one
hand, the image as repetition of standard clements that recall
the ITH'II_IEI.I!']ql[ processes and, on the other, the object itsell as a
repeated and repeatable piece. So repeatable that we can find
many other identical ones, if only we know how to look for
them.

These objects are not unique. They are derived from mass-
produced material and they can be n‘:a.lﬂf-.rplutiuuﬁl:i They can
be thrown away, since in principle they are worth nr;rh':ng' the
author himself presents them as seraf. They can be touched,
since even through the fingers it is fun to feel the various lavers
of coler on the rough base material. And touching them does
no harm; they can stand up under much worse. [t was not by
chance that in the same vear Carmi founded the Galleria del
Deposito. Established in an old coal warehouse, the gallery
differs sharply from other galleries in that it gives little im-
portance to exhibitions; it sells by mail order, sending its bul-
letin-catalogue to hundreds of putrnlm] customers, It does not
belong to a dealer who builds up a “stable” of artists; 1t was
the artists themselves, together with a few critics, who ¢ hl]]]’]l{l
in to make the initiative passible. It does not pmduu‘ unicue
works. It produces serigraphs, prints ol various kinds, and mass-
produced metal objects, which can be bought at a reasonable
price. The catalogue includes works by Fontana, Max Bill,
Vasarcly and the Genovese artists who gave the initiative its
start : Carmi, Flavio Costantini, Emanuele Luzzati, and others.
To take part, it is enough to join the Boccadasse cooperative
and be willing to sell a work at a price within the reach of the
gcm'r.il public, without worrying about its unigueness.

Through the Galleria del Deposito, the public can obtain
works of considerable esthetic value at quite low cost. Carmi’s
problem, to use his own words, 15 to “stimulate spiritual con-
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Silkscreen print from one of the images produced by Carmi's SPCE shown
al the Venioe Biennale, 1966

sumption™. His public must be able to have effective images
before its eyes, images that bring to mind the universe of com-
monplace, daily images. And for this reason, Carmi’ sserigraphs
o Mect an obsession with the alphabet, ro; ul signs, labels, those
images that surround us on all sides. But these daily images and
signs are, so Lo speak, revisited by the painter, who [rees them
from lht‘ll immediate utility and from that aggressive ¢ rowd-
ing one upon the other that prevents us from even rec ﬂf_,tttﬂm_,
them—so that they become rhythms, invitations to visual joy.
Ciarm 18 obsessed |:H. these images. In 1966, while Cathy Ber-
berian was preparing her now famous composition using ono-
matopoetic comic strip words as vocal elements (bang, clack,
slam, swoom), he followed up her vocal research with a visual
.amr.];-.. transforming the sounds into images. The result was
that delightful book Stripsedy, where the sounds on the multi-
colored page bounce, vibrate, snap, scurry and explode, pro-
ducing a chain reaction of synesthetic associations. Carmi 18
obsessed by the image, but no obsession has ever been so gay
and [ull of joy. Carm would like all his {ellow men to be able
to fill their houses with these images, and he would like 1o be
able to turn them out in true mass production. But the market
still demands a signature . . . Multiple Works, fine, but num-
bered and signed. Carmi has to live with his trade as a painter,
and he still signs his works. But he waits only for the moment
when dealers will accept them without numbering and when
a public will emerge ready to replace high price with great
number. He is waiting for a public that ceases to see the work
of art as an cconomic investment rather than a simple invest-
ment of imagination. At this price he will be perfectly willing
to see his public throw away Ins images at a certain point when
it has tired of them. The world is full of images to be proposed
or re-proposed,
For example, Carmi has designed fabrics for women'’s wear
for Rudi Gernreich, The woman herself thus becomes the “car-
riecr” of the same images that the painter invents for his pro-

jections or his multiples. It is no longer the case to speak of

“;11:[:liiul art”; these are distinctions that for Carmi have lost
all meaning, Monica Vitti now wears one of Carmi’s dresses,
and Carmi feels that her body 1s better qualified than the '-'-.!.H

ol a museum to offer a new visual opportunity to the eyes of

the beholder. Carmi adds an element of mischievous ars poelica:
muscums have accustomed him to too many female nudes . . .
“Now we have [recd ourselves from the obsession: we are no
longer interested in undre uun"' women (as painters—he speci-
fies), but in dressing them.™

V.

Carmi is obsessed by the image: to the point of lying to him-
self. He says: “We must no 1nn|::=3| care about the techmque, the
m.uml.:l with which the work is done; the structure ol the
image is sufficient.”” This is not true, and he knows it. Because
he chooses the colors and the [orms to be realized in senigraphy,
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with their thin patina in reliel—which we can run our fingers
over—and those to be printed on shiny tin. And in his most
recent works, the 1968 multiples, he knows exactly which parts
must be realized in serigraphy and which instead, work by
work, must be done by hand with a brush; and he wants them
on canvas, because he caleulates the effect of the material on
the result of the double technique he uses. But even for these
canvases, which he turns out in series, he aspires to the tem-
porary. The image of tomorrow will undoubtedly be different
[rom the image of today, and a painting that still costs a certain
sum runs too great i risk of becoming an economic possession
and being used as such, cven when our eyes demand different
stimulations.

For this reason, in the last two years Carmi has turned to
electronic computers and electromechanical means to produce
mobile works in constant formation or, more prnﬁrh gen-
erators of images that offer the spectator ch; anging stin wilations
according to the surroundings and the behaviour of the public.

Thus at the 1966 Biennale, he presented his SPCE (Poly-
cyclical Struc ture with Lrli."[“l[ﬂlllf.' Control). He t:('llf_,l'aphi:d a
series of images (parts of road signs, 1"][|J1:‘:||Ln]. peometrical
structures, letters of the alphabet) on three melinex tapes that
wind and unwind acc ording to an electronic system that reacts
to the sound stimuli produced by its Hl.llt[ﬂll'.lti”lk,“'- The result-
ing images are derived [rom l.|:|: superimposing of three Irag-
ments, and each fragment is in turn chosen from among six
others, so that the total of the elements that make up the image
15 formed by 72 elements. The i images produced by this multi-
plicity f}ft'flﬂﬂ}IchLlH ms are 864, The machine ge Iu rates visual
stimulations, and the public intervenes to determine them, Du-
ration is destroyed; the work lives [espace d’un matin. The
ohject-fetish at last gives way to the free activity of the im-
aginatian. i

Mechnmem of SPCE during constrociion

| bl [




Carmi with some of his multiple paintings of 1957, Each painting measures 80

Silkscreen print of an image produced by the SPLE
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The inspiration of the image generator presented at Lund
in 1967 is no different. Here also we have elements of urban
landscape, words, signs, pieces ol newspaper, which can be
combined in hundreds of different ways. The visitor can com-
bine his own picture, which he then sees projected, on a key-
board. The keyboard controls three projectors that super Impose
various clements on three scre CIs, 'I;'ll"-ﬂ“l'li.. an environmental
situation. But a machine of this sort is expensive and produces
nothing that can be sold, and Carmi has had to realize some
of his projections as serigraphed and handpainted pictures.
Such are his present multiples.

But Carmi wants something else. And anyone who visited
the Cybernetic Serendipity exhibition in London, where Carmi
exhibited lus Carm-o-matc (another image gencrator, based
more or less on the same principles as the SPCE), understands
what his dream would be. I saw children having the time of
their lives yelling into the machine to make it produce unex-
pected i images, to make its rollers turn so that the stroboscopic
lights (which illuminated chance groups of images for infini-
tesimal fractions of time, imprinting variable configurations on
the retina) would do uumcthmg new. And I saw severe, digni-
fied visitors having as much fun as the children, They I.nl.uilu.i
shouted, laughed —and they loofed and naturally they sazw. .‘md
it was no longer the cold, religious looking of museums. It was
life. It was the assurance that the image could disappear im-
mediately after, since in any case a new one would promptly

take its place. Just as in life. In that moment the Museum was
through.
( Translaled by Martha Adams )

Il testo italiano di Umberio Eco pud essere richiesto alla Galleria 1
Segnapassi, via Mazzolari 12, 61 100 Pesaro, Italia.
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