Poetic vocation and the environment: the role of cities and nature in the
works of Mirella Bentivoglio.

“It is easy to classify, but to classify well is difficult and perhaps also pointless. It has been
authoritatively sustained that to classify works of art is difficult and of no use (...) Yet, if the
Subject is environmental art, it would seem that there may be reason to attempt to classify,
more so that in other artistic fields”. By debating the validity of labelling works of art as
environmental in his essay in 1997, Paolo D’Angelo brilliantly challenged the theory of
grouping works that differed in technique, size, materials, collocation and purpose, under
the same heading. He affirmed that possible criteria could involve “taking into
consideration the type of natural experience - and let’s say, environment — which the works
themselves are inspired by”. ' Ever since the essay was written twenty-five years ago, the
debate continues to stimulate discussion and speculation, leading to ever more deepening
reflections on the idea of nature, urban space and landscape.

There are innumerable threads to this argument, one of which is around the artwork itself.
Indeed, some works exemplify their connection to place, and others find it through their
unexpected collocation away from the vision. Then there are those that are conceived for a
determined space, yet they claim a kind of independence and interchangeability with other
spheres such as the substance of symbols, traces of time and the consistence of the
materials. The artist and keen critic, Mirella Bentivoglio (Klagenfurt 1922-Rome 2017) was
no exception. She was one of the first to explore the creativity of language, morphing it
into images, rebuses and semantic messages. Much of her research revolves around
using the letters “E”, “H” and “O” to identify the principal content of everything and using
them to create ever more communicative microcosms, filled with meaning.2 When she
extends her research area to inserting these signs into public spaces, the meanings also
spread out over new sensory trajectories and thoughts.

Mirella Bentivoglio had an erudite relationship with words and the symbolism of signs. Her
knowledge was so complex,3she felt compelled to unveil the signs of the world in her
multiform and secret manifestations. She had a singular talent in seeing the link between
symbols and words, between shape and space, and was confident that she could express
this best by assembling thick and dense material. Thanks to her prolific critical and artistic
vitality,* she turned the relationship between words and form, between nature and abstract
symbols, into fertile aesthetic short circuits and witty puns. It is not easy to classify her
‘environmental’ interventions, but what transpires from her work produced in this area
stands out for its content and technique. There are works that physically withhold the
secret meaning of symbols and other works that have a more extended impact on the
territory itself, with references to local identity and respect for its surroundings. ‘The Egg of
Gubbio’ (L’'Ovo di Gubbio, 1976), ‘Poem to a Tree’ (Poesia all’albero, 1976), ‘The Egg and
the Tree’ (L'uovo e [l'albero, 1982), the ‘E-Conjunction’ series (E-congiunzione,
1981-1985), ‘Operation Orpheus’ (Operazione Orfeo, 1982), ‘Field-book Agri-
Culture’ (Libro campo Agri-cultura, 1998) and ‘Walled Faces’ (Facce murate, 2005), to
name but a few of her works that started in the mid 1960s, and exemplify a fascination for
a new order, for a real shift into the wider dimension of the environment, for a real chance
to create new ‘symbolic structures’ with connections and references to unusual metaphors.



For Mirella Bentivoglio “knowing adds nothing new to reality’, it transforms reality. This is
typical of her disconcerting way of finding fluid shifts between different territories of
expression and the history of the location or between the architypes and choral
dimensions of rituals. In the ‘Egg of Gubbio’ (L’'Ovo di Gubbio), made in 1976 for the
Gubbio Biennial, Mirella Bentivoglio had a brilliant idea for a new juxtaposition of symbols.
She created a monument over two metres high, against a kind of stone backdrop: a
symbolic monument to ‘lapidated adultery’,* made of stones?, just like the walls of the
houses in Gubbio. “The Egg was made of stones, whole but cracked, big enough to hold
a human being” — she remembered- “it included all the symbols of my poetic research, the
H and the O were in the wooden cage of the frame. In other words | had shifted from the
words to a symbol of universal significance, less altered by the trappings of history”. & In
reality, and without little experience in sculptures, the artist had created a “symbolic
structure” against the medieval town walls, thereby resolving “in a positive sense the
problem of the contemporary intervention versus historical heritage (...) in such a
spontaneous connection with the reality of its surroundings” — wrote Enrico Crispolti — “that
somehow it even seemed original”®.

By aiming at the symbolic-alchemistic aspects, she differentiated herself. In ‘Operation
Orpheus’ (Operazione Ofeo 1982), she highlights the Socratic power of symbols
depositing a cement egg (the symbol of Origin) in a Cave in Mount Cuccu (not far from
Gubbio). It was a kind of magical ritual in which she thanked Mother Earth for saving her
sculpture of the Egg in the Umbrian city from an earthquake'©. In ‘Poem to a Tree’ (Poesia
dell’albero) she uses a traditional local agricultural symbol — the branches of an oppiello
tree (a kind of maple) — to interact with the terrain. She found a crown of branches of a
local ancestral tree (an oppiello tree, whose branches are typically used to support and
train the vines), " and placed it in the Piazza della Signoria in Gubbio, turning it into a
centre for collective poetic activity. “Each passer-by was invited to write whatever
comments the trunk inspired them to say, on a piece of paper. By the evening the tree was
covered, not with its leaves, but by small leaves of paper”, she recalled, “The fruitful result
of collective poetry written by passers-by.”2 The imaginative change in location had
worked and people had reacted spontaneously. The ancient tree had been brought back to
life by the people’s comments,'3 unleashing collective poetic expression and giving a voice
to its surroundings’. In the years that followed the artist wanted to leave a trail, and used
the tree as a lasting symbol of this experience. This led to the decision to transform the
tree-fetish into a massive sculpture of an oppiello tree, entitled ‘Logos’ (the meaning of
which oscillates between ‘reason’, ‘speech’ or ‘word’). She donated the sculpture to the
Maga Museum in Gallarate’>. From there she moved on to the idea of the semantic
potential of symbols by putting the egg and the tree together (1982)6 in public spaces in
the city. The installation (made of an egg placed in the trunk of the tree), was her way of
representing the anthropological value of the relationship between man and woman,
between male and female, history and sexuality.

A further example of this “hyper-symbolism” is the series of the letter “E” collocated in
public spaces in 1981 in Gubbio. The performance, developed from an idea which had
already been used in the architectural project at the 1978 Venice Biennale'?’, when she
arranged the initials in groups of three, enabled the artist to use a new way of presenting
word forms through an architectural dimension. Instead of being ornamental objects or
monuments in a public space, the letters became an alphabet to communicate with'8. A
physical symbol to use and to touch, three-dimensional wooden figures, that took on
meaning through the actions of the passers-by, creating a new interpretation of the
relationship between the artist, the spectator and the territory in “between sign and
nature”.’® To re-enforce this symbolic conjunction, the artist resorted to several different



strategies. One of these was to prop the letters up against the wall. Another was to
replicate the same letter several times so as to encourage a variation on a theme, and
suggesting on a practical level “other possible conjunctions between collective signs,
playful moments and nature™°.

Undoubtedly all the artist’s projects were carefully considered: “the city, the chosen venue,
the material, the form, everything was woven into a network of communications.”?
However, in order to evaluate how Mirella Bentivoglio’s experience shifted to ‘completed
constructions’, one has to look at her de-constructed and more ‘ephemeral’ works, such as
‘Field-book Agri-culture’ (Libro campo Agri-cultura)??, which is a masterpiece of conceptual
wisdom. In summer 1998 for the Stelle Cadenti (Falling Stars) Contemporary Art show in
Bassano in Teverina (Viterbo), she chose an opening surrounded by trees for an
installation with a natural short-circuit: heavy mounds of earth were heaped together to
look like an open book, its pages engraved with lines, but no writing. The work was soon
returned to the soil it was made from, when a storm dissolved the lines on its pages and
nature wrote new words with the windswept falling leaves.23

In addition to this work, there are her performances that are like theatrical appearances
that run for a brief period and then disappear, such as ‘Walled Faces’ (Facce Murate), in
Prague in 2005. Here the extent of Mirella Bentivoglio’s conceptual gravitation reaches
new heights, not only for its historical and artistic references but also for the strength of its
impact. Massively enlarged photographs of faces from imperial Rome (fluvial deities and
matrons), designed by Francesco Borromini for the turrets of Palazzo Falconieri in Rome,
were inserted into niches along the wall running alongside the Moldava river.2* The
rectangular shape of the reproductions significantly cut out the oval shape of their faces,
which was once the key to their identity. The temporal synchronicity was in the iconic
relationship between ancient and modern, between myth and language. These were
evoked with simple communicative tactics: a large picture and a short caption, with a
strategic plan for the spatial context: to use the city to host the work and its walls as a
gallery.25 “Now, more than ever,” explained the artist, “language misses the images it grew
up with. The sphere of our brain that deals with language is too full; it needs to offload into
the other sphere, where perception is. This also explains why there are so many urban
graffiti, this general sense of anxiety and need amongst the young to express themselves
everywhere with words that look like images.”26

The projects that followed, some of which came to fruition and others remained on paper,
merely confirm the poetic potential of her artistic work on environmental terrain. After
completing her work on water, Writ in water, dedicated to John Keats at the Villa Schiarra
lake in Rome (2005),27 she moved on to corrugating material on land, often involving an
asperity that could be upsetting. She imagines putting the letters of her name within the
folds of a hill ‘Three-dimensional Graffiti. Name survival: written characters as open
tombs’, (Graffiti tridimensionali. Sopravvivenza del nome: i segni della scrittura come
piccole tombe aperte, 2007)28 and an egg the colour of basalt lava, inside a volcano:
‘Concept of Zero’, (Concetto di zero, 2009)29, a way of bringing back the wonder of the
forgotten, imagined or familiar.

The sense of representation in strict relationship with outside spaces, the attention to the
anthropological value of the relationship between man and nature, were all aspects widely
researched in the 1970s. In Europe and in lItaly, there were artists and collectives
researching social and territorial realms3°, and spaces in nature.3' They made up an active
and vital network, that Mirella Bentivoglio responded to, with her proposals of complex and
singular poetry. Without succumbing to convention, she elaborated her own personal style,



that corresponded to her complex view of the world, where everything was connected and
could condition others, while being conditioned itself. Thus, even the choice of the city
destined to host her work, became an opportunity to reiterate the speculative and multiple
potential hidden within everything. “The western monument is a fetish of power and the
occult emblem of fear: it celebrates death, and has unambiguous meaning”, she wrote in
1983, ‘instead | try to create public structures that establish a relationship with their ethnic
and spatial context, and release open metaphors”.32

Rosanna Ruscio
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