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Int roduct ion 

 

This text stems from a specific desire and, as often happens with impulsive actions, it maintains its 

own partial and consciously episodic character, a form of fragility in production. 

Giulio PaoliniÕs wish to hold an exhibition at GAMeC in Bergamo inspired by the concept of 

the Academy, and thus by the timing and ways by which the knowledge of art is conveyed and 

constantly reshaped, sparked my desire to examine a series of themes in his work Ð not new ones in 

the critical interpretations that have been given of his oeuvre Ð but rather linking these themes to a 

few recent and scattered artistic experiences. The pages that follow do not constitute a map of 

PaoliniÕs possible ÒpupilsÓ but attempt instead to trace the continuity of his research on the 

international art scene, sketched out based on theories and differences, and not on ascertained 

similarities. 

 

A LoverÕs Discourse: Fragments 

 

The work of Giulio Paolini appeared on the art scene in the early Sixties, at a time when not only the 

visual arts, but also the literary culture and human sciences in general were examining themselves as if 

reflected in a mirror, tracing their physical traits back to a last constituent genetic mapping. It is difficult 

to view the self-reflectivity of that period as a form of narcissism, as analytical as it may have been. 

However, introducing the word ÒpassionateÓ to it may help us view PaoliniÕs work not as an act 

against representation but, on the contrary, as a gesture of love towards it, just as what underlay the 

works of Roland Barthes, Jorge Luis Borges and Italo Calvino Ð and, indeed, was the source of the 

limpidity with which these writers deconstructed the literary language Ð was an act of love towards 

the rational understanding of life and towards literature. All three of these writers often come up in 

the critical interpretation of PaoliniÕs work, precisely because they share a similar staging of the object 

of their passion in the terms of a tireless allocution: books that talk about other books, archives and 

libraries that become the subject of a fantastic tale; the reader portrayed as the third vertex in a 

rapport of mutual courtship between author and book; the common object of a sentiment that is 

expressed in reading. PaoliniÕs is also a loving dialogue with representation and, as such, it incorporates 

a series of figures that shift from courtship to hope, and then on to the declaration and rhetorical 



emphasis that springs from absence. They are figures that Roland Barthes portrayed in one of his last 

works, A LoverÕs Discourse: Fragments. It is one of the most beautiful and elusive anomalies of structural 

analysis and, probably more so than any of his other works, it enacts this synthesis of study and 

individual projection, of analysis and pleasure: the seeming contradiction between the moment in 

which an object is taken apart as if to reveal its mystificatory nature and the instant just after that, in 

which enchantment with that same object is recovered and fully re-experienced. 

PaoliniÕs work revolves around the principles that regulate and permit the artistic experience, 

in a research that is far removed from contemporary conceptual practices Ð particularly American and 

German ones Ð even when the visual strategies that are employed seem to be the same, i.e. extreme 

reduction of the iconographic element, nullification of the visual datum, and the articulation of 

representation through the pure display of the supports and instruments that make this possible. The 

difference that characterises his work consists in the fact that if art and representation are probed, this 

is done in the same terms by which the lover mentally reviews the traits of the beloved, through a 

discourse on art that is expressed with the language of proximity and distance, and of familiarity, 

absence and desire. 

I believe that we can plausibly recognise some of these trajectories in the production of 

several artists, both Italian and foreign, who Ð though using extremely different methods and 

objectives Ð examine the theme of the work in its enigma, like an unyielding spectre, through multiple 

narrations that are often highly erudite. Citing both iconic and conversational texts, they enact the 

dramaturgy of citation, in which the document borrowed from the past generates a new philosophy 

of the imperfect and of eternity. 

 

 

Present  imperfect  

 

I believe that the artist does not dwell in space but in timeÉ . It is the work, not the 

author, that gradually grasps the sense and meaning of the passage of timeÉ . The 

author must thus always return to his work because it is the work (not his) that is 

immobile and perfect, elusive, suspended in time: this is why I make every effort to seek 

it each time.  

Giulio Paolini1 

 

In the last two generations of international artists, we have seen a resumption of codes and 

instruments that go back to the experiences of conceptual art, minimal art, process art and so on. On 

the other hand, however, we have also observed that the development of certain premises occurs in 



a heteronomous direction with respect to the self-reflectivity of those very experiences, through 

reliance on autobiographical material and, above all, though an informed look at todayÕs social, political 

and economic situation. Artists such as Felix Gonzales-Torres, Pierre Huyghe, Philippe Parreno, 

Jonathan Monk, Rirkrit Tiravanija and Simon Starling, for example, have often used the displacement of 

aesthetic experience and its postponement or alternation as a precise temporal phenomenon, playing 

with the rules of the context of enjoyment, the role of the spectator and their own expectations to 

demonstrate Ð in relation to the work and to art itself Ð the mood (and perception) that Barthes cites 

as the Òillusion of memoryÓ when he refers to the imperfect as the only tense of the loverÕs discourse: 

 

Endlessly I sustain the discourse of the belovedÕs absenceÉ  the other is absent as 

referent, present as allocutory. This singular distortion generates a kind of insupportable 

present; I am wedged between two tenses, that of the reference and that of the 

allocution: you have gone (which I lament), you are here (since I am addressing you). 

Whereupon I know what the present, that difficult tense, is: a pure portion of anxiety. 

Roland Barthes, A LoverÕs Discourse: Fragments2 

 

It would be inappropriate to seek the figure of anxiety in Paolini work. And yet, if we 

contemplate his works, both recent and remote, in his display of the instruments and the conditions 

of creating art (the space at the studio, the empty canvas, the frame, the easelÉ ) it is not hard to 

seen an operation on time, indeterminate time, suspended between the imperfect tense of memory 

and the possibility of imminent arrival. It is never clear to us if PaoliniÕs works are what remains after 

abandonment and disappearance, or if they are spaces that are waiting to (re)embrace the realisation 

of an image. It may be more fitting to say that his works contain both of these timelines, both of 

which are rendered through courtship. Indeed, what is courtship if not asking to share the future (thus 

re-creating a synthesis and identity as a couple) based on ÒrecognitionÓ (I have always waited for you; 

you have finally come true)? 

Pierre Huyghe, Philippe Parreno and Rirkrit Tiravanija are among the artists who, starting in the 

early Nineties, have most effectively introduced temporality into their works, with a function that is as 

analytical as it is expressive. Above all, they have made temporality act in relation to the very concept 

of ÒexhibitionÓ as the space for a drama between author, spectator and object, in a representation 

that is constantly manipulated. In his exhibition at ARC in Paris in 1998, Huyghe introduced the 

spectator to the exhibition experience through a window-frame, similar to what happens in recording 

studios, where the performance space is separated from the area where the technicians are 

processing the results. In Auditorium he configures the exhibition itself as a moment in which the 

auditory experience precedes the visual one (ÒYou can enter an exhibition and hear what you havenÕt 



seen yetÓ3). By doing so, he forsakes synchronising these two elements that, if synchronised, instead 

produce the ÒveracityÓ of film and television stories. 

The multiple frames that Paolini uses Ð often empty Ð and the verso of canvases frequently 

exhibited in their full function as a scene about to unfold reveal pictorial representation, but without 

enacting them (yet also without debasing their enchantment), whereas the introductory frame of 

HuygheÕs Auditorium shows how the space of life and art in the age of mass media is dotted with 

fiction and scenes, though this does suppress the pathos of their alternation. Revealing a perspective 

viewpoint does not necessarily mean deactivating the Òwilling suspension of disbeliefÓ,4 and this is true 

in all these artists Ð from Paolini to Borges, and from Calvino to Huyghe and Parreno. What applies 

for them is the image that opens the first story in Ficciones, the famous work by the Argentine writer: 

the encounter between Òa mirror and an encyclopaediaÓ, where the revelation of the structures of 

narration multiplies them. This evokes Michel Foucault who, in his essay on Gustave FlaubertÕs The 

Temptation of St Anthony, identifies in ÒknowledgeÓ the origin of the modern imagination: a Òfantasia of 

the libraryÓ, as he defines it. It is not born Ð as occurred in the past Ð through immersion in delirium, 

but instead through the accumulation of concepts, in which imaginative talent feeds on study rather 

than illumination, because Ò[d]reams are no longer summoned with closed eyes, but in readingÉ . A 

true imageÉ  is a product of learningÓ. 

 

 

Absence: the topicality of nostalgia 

 

ABSENCE. Any episode of language which stages the absence of the loved object Ð 

whatever its cause and its duration Ð and which tends to transform this absence into an 

ordeal of abandonment. 

 

Absence persists Ð I must endure it. Hence I will manipulate it: transform the distortion 

of time into oscillation, produce rhythm, make an entrance onto the stage of languageÉ . 

Absence becomes an active practice, a business (which keeps me from doing anything 

else); there is a creation of a fiction which has many rolesÉ .  

Roland Barthes 

 

There is no artist on the current scene who could be further apart from the positions of Giulio 

Paolini than Rirkrit Tiravanija. The artist, of Thai descent but bearing a transnational passport, is one of 

the leading figures of what Nicolas Bourriaud has dubbed Òrelational aestheticsÓ. This is the set of 

artistic practices that, in the early Nineties, became the horizon of human and social relations as the 



appointed arena of art, investigating the transformations of public imagery, economics, media 

mythology, and the new relationships between the subjective sphere and community space.  

TiravanijaÕs works modify the method and operating times of art galleries and institutions, 

transforming them into areas of hospitality and transition, according to a resumption of certain 

process methods, characterised by their update in keeping with the agenda of globalisation. However, 

invited by the Museum Boijmans van Beuningen in Rotterdam and the MusŽe de la Ville de Paris to 

organise a retrospective exhibition, in the void of the exhibition set-up and the overlay of narrations 

he addressed the problem of how to reproduce works structured on the transience of action and the 

ephemeral precision of the here and now. The rooms in the museum are occupied by simple 

structures that Ð like an isometric shift Ð replicate the volumes of the galleries and museums that 

hosted the artistÕs works between 1989 and 2002. Here as well, observers are welcomed by an act of 

replacement and displacement of space in time (and vice-versa): the vision of the exhibition coincides 

with a guided tour that recounts the unfolding of the actions that took place in those same spaces in 

the past, now recreated as simple perimeters, reciting a screenplay written by the artist himself. 

Simultaneously, sound systems in the room broadcast texts by the writer Bruce Sterling and the artist 

Philippe Parreno. And it is precisely the lack of a generative matrix of this hyper-discursiveness, once 

again the iconic vacuity of the mirror (which, in and of itself, bears no image) that produces an infinite 

refraction of stories. This is what often happens in the work of the young British artist Ryan Gander. It 

hinges on the production of multiple fictitious identities and their displacement in narrative moments 

and settings that are scattered in time, history and the use of the media, in a continuous camouflaging 

of the author himself in the space lying between the structures of fiction (of cinema, ideology, and 

information) and the observerÕs personal projections. This is what happens in what is probably his 

best-known work, Is This Guilt in You Too Ð (The Study of a Car in a Field) (2005), in which the observer 

faces the cyclical appearance (and disappearance) of the same short sequence introducing a ÒstoryÓ 

that, instead, never takes place, as the voice of a young girl recounts the narrative antecedents of the 

film we will not see, describes her current surroundings and introduces musical commentaries that 

interrupt the flow of information, thus constructing a parallel and alternative plot that mixes extreme 

subjectivity with the poetic analysis of the conditions of vision. 

Inquiries into the nature and position of the author in relation to the work by artists such as 

Gander, Huyghe and Tiravanija are radically different from those of Paolini, because the former have 

to do with the placement (and dispersion) of the author on the horizon of the media, whereas the 

latter deals with his position within the continuity of the history of art. Equally, it is interesting to note 

that all of them use not only the dimension of the void and of expectation but also the stage set-up 

and dramatisation of the roles to treat this topic.5 



We have to wonder why voids and absence, and thus the multiplication of discourses that, on 

this basis, arise to compensate for desire and nostalgia, have now come to occupy such an important 

place in the art of the new generations. And without wanting to excuse, in a consolatory tone, the 

artistic practices that have made enigma their code, we can reflect on the fact that today art is the 

privileged terrain of this incessant loverÕs allocution inspired by absence, in precisely the moment that 

the production of rhetoric and the redundancy of information by the media has reached a mature 

stage in advertising and merchandising discourses, and has moved on to colonise the territories of 

politics and emotions. Though PaoliniÕs art has never thematised politics, much less sociology, instead 

producing a discourse on itself, its own nature and its own past, almost as if it were a philosophy of 

identity, we can nevertheless discover a common thread between this type of incessant self-reflective 

discourse and the multiple narrations of Huyghe and Tiravanija. And it is the idea that art is a specific 

place within which reality can find space only as an act of language, a language that, even when it 

seems to become false because it acquires heteronomous elements, nevertheless maintains its identity 

based on the dialectics of representation, whose extremes are the absence of image and the hyper-

discourse on it that ensues. 

Once again, Barthes is the one to clarify how, almost paradoxically, passionate love can spawn 

abstract language and a grammar of replacements, towards the progressive rarefaction of the beloved: 

 

DECLARATION. The amorous subjectÕs propensity to talk copiously, with repressed 

feeling, to the loved being, about his love for that being, for himself, for them: the 

declaration does not bear upon the avowal of love, but upon the endlessly glossed form 

of the amorous relation.  

 

The energy of commentary shifts, follows the path of substitution. Initially it is for the 

other that I discourse upon the relation; but this may also occur in the presence of my 

confidante: from you I shift to he or she. And then, from he or she I shift to one: I 

elaborate an abstract discourse of love, a philosophy of the thing.É   

Roland Barthes 

 

Instead, the words of Paolini bring back to the specific discussion of art this progression of 

replacements Ð a strategy continuously implemented in his work, if we consider the use of plaster 

casts, fragments and photographic reproductions Ð along which the formal identity between the 

object of amorous passion and the discourse about it come true. 

 



The image is ÒrepresentedÓ, in turn, through images, it is evoked and announced by its 

own instruments, by the artifices that give rise to it: the pencil, the compass, paper, 

perspective outlinesÉ  by instrumental supports with visible elements, bodies balanced 

on the ÒatlasÓ of representation. 

 

For Barthes this germination of discursiveness hinges on what he defines as Òa paradox of 

languageÓ: that I-love-you which pertains to neither the field of linguistics nor that of semiotics because 

it possesses a function contrary to that of signs. ÒOnce the first avowal has been made, ÔI love youÕ has 

no meaning whatever; it merely repeats in an enigmatic mode Ð so blank does it appear Ð the old 

message (which may not have been transmitted in these words)Ó. Paolini, however, projects this 

dimension of silence onto art itself and, consequently, the insistence of interrogation (and courtship) 

onto the artist.   

 

The silent subject is none other than art. Art, it seems evident to me, does not 

communicate: or rather, it has nothing else to communicate because it has already 

conveyed to us, once and for all, its existence, though without granting us an 

explanationÉ . In short, it has announced its existence to us without adding anything 

to this pure (or presumed) observation.  

Giulio Paolini6 

 

In all of PaoliniÕs work, however, the fact that the instruments that make representation 

possible are individualised amongst themselves Ð and thus juxtaposed like separate entries in a 

hypothetical taxonomy Ð does not correspond to suspension of the suggestion to which we are 

subjected when they instead converge to produce an image, when they are orchestrated and 

ÒsynchronisedÓ so that the enchantment of the representation can take place. But what allows this 

persistence of faith in the power of stories and images, this survival of the ÒpleasureÓ at the reduction 

of narrative connections in their very exhibition Ð and which we can find in the work of artists such as 

Carol Bove, Ryan Gander, Pietro Roccasalva and Simon Starling? 

 

 

The at las and history as navigat ion space 

 

I believe that what ties PaoliniÕs work to artists from the last generations, so diverse from each other, 

is an approach to the past that is evident in a series of formal procedures that are extremely different 

from the ones attributable to the strategies of postmodern practices. They can be summarised in the 



use of citation Ð precise and by no means eclectic Ð and the use of text (both iconographic and 

written) taken up as a fragment and studied as a generative matrix of a successive and highly 

imaginative bibliography, and in erudition as an instrument for developing a progressive transmutation 

of forms between past and present. In this sense, the problem of doing art becomes a question tied 

to the mechanisms of interpretation and translation, rather than those of individual expression and 

invention. In this, we canÕt help but ponder just how crucial it is for Paolini to reflect on nature, the 

position of the author and the qualification of art as linguistic elaboration. For both Giulio Paolini and 

the artists in question (who are not the only ones in the latest generations to proceed this way) the 

past Ð not only artistic but also cultural, in the broadest sense Ð acts as a construction with multiple 

directions. And yet, it is by no mean rhizomatic: perception of the past does not move along a 

horizontal plane, as it has in the highly intellectualised treatises of many artists and theoreticians of 

postmodernity. Instead, it acts in an attempt to discover structures, paths and lines of meaning. This 

process differs with respect to the postmodern practice of appropriation, because it is not based on 

the assumption that reality has been replaced by its own simulation, but on the conviction that, if our 

knowledge is based on images and representations, they are nonetheless historical and specific. 

Certainly, today we no longer think of the past as a rational construction, and we are all aware 

of the partiality of each reconstruction. This is why artists such as Carol Bove, Manfred Pernice, Pietro 

Roccasalva and Simon Starling are all part of an identical cultural climate, in which historical narrations 

may remain fragmentary, discontinuous and intermittent, yet they can be identified as intimately 

contradictory but distinctive, individual and pertinent. If the past is a polyphony of cultural and 

ideological deposits, this does not mean that the artist must face it as an undifferentiated reservoir. 

Indeed, artists must seek an interlocution with it, and in order to do this they must enact a series of 

operations that draw on the figure of translation: to a study in which the need to remain faithful to 

philology converges with the awareness that any act of translation is a compromise between 

adaptation and manipulation. In this masterly choreography of historical continuity and interpretative 

intermittence, Giulio Paolini is a unique example of prefiguration and the simultaneous surmounting of 

postmodern driftage. 

For example, the work of Simon Starling Ð while restricting its field of analysis to the culture of 

modernism and, above all, to how its premises and goals are set in contemporaneity Ð encompasses 

this odd form of coming and going between past and present, between continuity and interruption, 

between tradition and the irreducibility of certain eccentric remnants with respect to history. His 

Inverted Retrograde Theme, conceived for a personal exhibition held in 2001 at the Secession in 

Vienna, is inspired by the twelve-tone theory of the composer Arnold Schšnberg and implements the 

same operations of disassembly, displacement and reassembly Ð not only with regard to two models 

of the instrument that make it possible to perform the score (i.e. two nineteenth-century pianos) but 



also through the exhibition architecture itself. As twelve neon lights flash intermittently to illuminate 

the room, optically reproducing a Schšnbergian score, the two pianos are dismantled in horizontal 

sections, and each of their parts is overturned, for example to reproduce an inversion of the position 

of the low and high notes on the keyboard. What Starling implements is a journey across history in 

search of unusual channels, but through the analysis of several cultural precipitates, adopted in their 

peculiarity. What is important Ð in view of a discussion about PaoliniÕs work and its ÒtopicalityÓ Ð is 

that the transparency of analysis, its investigative lucidity, do not exclude but, rather, generate a form 

of combinatory imagination, in which invention and creativity orchestrate erudition: they manipulate 

but do not plunder it. Here, the deposits of the past are not perceived as carcasses of ÒstylesÓ (and 

this is why we are far removed from any form of postmodern eclecticism). They are instead 

investigated as precise incarnations of narrations and ideologies, despite the fact that this ÒphilologicalÓ 

process encompasses awareness of the fact that history itself is elusive and multiple, and that it cannot 

configure the operations of these artists as further camouflages of ideology. This position is clarified by 

the artist himself, who says: 

 

Creativity works in the interstices that exist between the fragments you put together, 

rather than in the effective creation of something new. Uncommon relations, rather than 

new objects, are created.7 

 

If in the idea of ÒconnectionÓ we acknowledge the new perceptive psychology generated by 

the Internet as the last frontier for overcoming space, starting with the multiplicity of the directions of 

time, then in the mention of ÒcreativityÓ we find FoucaultÕs identification between invention and 

learning, between knowledge and the unpredictable projection in the future that is modern art itself: 

 

A true image is now a product of learning. It derives from words spoken in the past, 

exact recensions, the amassing of minute facts, monuments reduced to infinitesimal 

fragments, and the reproductions of reproductions. In the modern experience, these 

elements contain the power of the impossible.8   

 

Perhaps the only Italian artist of the new generation to move in this direction is Pietro 

Roccasalva, whose work is articulated in the constant transformation of his own personal and complex 

iconography, and in a markedly process-oriented approach towards painting. The oval portrait. A 

ventriloquist at a birthday party in October 19479 is the installation that won him the Furla Prize in 2005. 

It was composed of two figures Ð a sort of maternity that is part allegory and part prose Ð in front of 

a painting on the wall. The tableau vivant was imbued with references not only to the iconography of 



maternity but also to popular traditions (the child was dressed up like the figure from the classic 

childrenÕs story of Struwwelpeter, Slovenly Peter). In an eccentric symbology on aesthetic 

contemplation as a moment of entropy, the painting on the wall pictorially reproduced the 

photograph of one of his previous works, which in turn originated from yet another of his works. In 

this progressive germination of an iconography that develops on the continuous ÒframingsÓ and 

documentation of the work, in view of its further linguistic articulation, we find echoes not only of 

PaoliniÕs position on the opus itself as a Òwager with the infiniteÓ, in which Òall the possible images that 

any surface has represented or could represent can be reduced or expanded to the representation of 

itselfÓ, but also of his discussion on the parallel between photography and drawing as instruments of 

transparency: 

 

Every work of mine is, by extension, a photograph: it implies a photographic viewpoint, 

even when it is not that in a material sense (in the sense that it photographs a gesture, a 

distance or even an absence); in other words, it strives to illustrate the moment of 

eternity of the image.  

Giulio Paolini10 

 

What also recurs here is HuygheÕs suggestion of the artistic experience as an elusive moment 

set between waiting for an event projected in the future and its successive protean existence in the 

manifold memories contained in editing, photographic shots and verbal narration. 

RoccasalvaÕs images live and develop along this dotted line of continuous and reciprocal 

adaptations between one medium and another (in his work, he frequently uses drawing, painting, 

installation, sculpture, video and performance), akin to a transmigration of forms in the contemporary 

media landscape. 

This is an act of translation that, in the works of Manfred Pernice and Carol Bove, is instead 

expressed in a rapport with the text that, in turn, becomes the very foundation for sculpture and 

installation, the one acting principally within a study on architecture, city planning and hybrid spatial 

configurations, and the other probing the transformations of sexual mores and identity during the 

Sixties and Seventies. With both, however, the dimensions of time and history take on the spatialised 

forms of the atlas and icon archives, in sculptures and installations that act as supports for texts, books, 

photographs and artefacts, in which vision is not synthetic but is instead set on the same footing as the 

progression of interpretation.  

 

 

Conclusions 



 

In its transparency, the work of Giulio Paolini is complex and elusive: this is not because it plays with 

multiplying the infinite refractions of the same subject Ð art Ð nor because it adopts simulation to 

confirm the virtual and current perception of reality. Like Italo CalvinoÕs American Lessons, his work 

continues to put itself forward as unsolvable and, paradoxically, it does so precisely because it is light, 

rapid, exact, visible and multiple, in an historical moment in which these qualities are the minimal 

vocabulary of commercial rhetoric on all levels: consumer, political and emotional.  

With these random and asymmetrical thoughts, I wanted to pay a tribute to the topicality of 

this research, which speaks to us about enigma through transparency, in an era that has turned 

transparency into a mystificatory slogan and enigma into a reality of communication.  
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