HUMANITY WITHOUT A TRACE

There are human conditions which are looked on with suspicion when not precisely avoided as possible sources of contagion.

In societies dedicated for a long time to the dogma of unstoppable miraculous progress, old-age, like illness, disturbs the harmony of an artificial creation populated by eternally young humans, certainly beautiful, always fit and efficient: voracious consumers and docile workers, programmed by the high-pressure publicity which, like a drip, undermines the common will. Publicity (perhaps the greatest art invented beyond the ocean) constructs, day after day with the bricks of its message (which by constant repetition is permanently fixed in the depths of the mind), the new collective images of the possible in which human suffering, internal pain, or decadence of the body can never find asylum.

It is necessary to exit from the scene with discretion at the opportune moment, it is necessary to retire, like waiters through a secondary door, so that the attention of the cohabiting media is stopped, almost petrified, rendered unable to cross the threshold of the natural decay of the human body.

In this, the powerful witness given by a Pontiff of the new millennium, capable of breaking schemes and breaking down fears, seems to have been sterilised; ably acclaimed as an extraordinary exception, it was attributed to another register in respect to the human everyday.

A similar attitude, perhaps even harder, is reserved for the marginalised, for those who do not fit into the cycle of consumption and production, to those who through their existence, their brutally different behaviour, mark out different ways of life, annoyingly alternative to that programming universally accepted and consolidated by publicity; by the vortex dictated by the acquisition of goods behind the transfer of time itself: this is of course not acquirable in any stock exchange of the world.

The process undergone by those on whom the indelible mark of infamy, variously named, has been placed, counts for little.

Faced by the crystallized images of art, efficacious biblia picta of the Poverello par excellence who stripped himself, even physically, of all his goods before the Bishop of Assisi, there spontaneously arises a doubt of whether there is in any space today for anyone who would imagine living like the birds of the air.

Having come up against themes of Franciscanism, it was almost inevitable that Ivo Batocco, with that patronage of technique which is his own, would get close to people without a history. 

There was an unravelling in the artistic journey of Batocco, constituted by the Triptych of St. Francis of Assisi in the Franciscan Gallery-Library of Falconara Marittima and of the later Crucifix and Triptych of Saints James of Le Marche, Bernardine of Siena and John of Capestrano for the church of St. Francis in Macerata.

In the work at Falconara (1.87x7.00 metres), Batocco went back over the lesson of the great masters through both the centrality given to the greater panel (freed from the rigid chronological scansion with respect to the two side panels by having placed the pivotal element in the teaching and spirituality of St. Francis around which all the complex events of the Franciscan Family revolve) and through the wise use of hidden geometry.

Armando Ginesi, on presenting the work, said that “a play of a numerical nature, which could bring to mind the ancient methods of the Jewish Cabbala, also emerges, though with a doctrinal imposition that is totally Christian and Catholic: the name of Francis is made up of nine letters and, therefore, divisible by three: there results three groups of letters which are further divisible by three, which give unity as the result, as is the starting point of the “play”, that is, one name. It almost says that the ineffable Mystery of the Trinity, that is, of God, who is, at the same time, One and Three, is revealed in the name (and in the figure) of the Holy Poverello of Assisi, that God who, in fact, had chosen Francis as the humble but determined and powerful spreader of His message of love and peace”.

To dwell on such a painting is not misleading, for Batocco must have reasoned and thought about it for a long time, even to the smallest technical and constructive detail, but above all, as the power imprinted in the characteristic traits of the people gives testimony, he had participated with a vibrant emotional passion.

Batocco, in the works carried out for the Franciscans, which also represented a significant dialectical confrontation with Fr. Giancarlo Mandolini, shows that he had entered into some mental journeys of the revolutionary intuitions of St. Francis, which gush generously from the enormous depths of the mysteries of faith.

This is why these three works inevitably mark a change in the horizons of the Artist, in his taking in of reality through the innate genetic sensitivity which he had increased through unceasing, useful work during the course of years.

It was inevitable, therefore, that Batocco would arrive at a socially uncomfortable and certainly not an easy pictorial rendering of a theme such as that of a clochard or, in a more crude but widely used term in the more industrialised Italian ambience, that of a vagabond.

But this comes about through his personal key of reading. The attention of Batocco does not, in fact, follow the painful path of the punch to the stomach of Gabriele Muccino in the 2007 film “The search for happiness”. Even if the opening painting of the exhibition is a clear warning of the frailty of human endeavour and success, depicted by the fall of Icarus indicated by the presence of a man of modern times turned in on himself, yet despite this awareness (on which Batocco had already meditated in order to later leave it in a corner of his mind), there are now other aspects which attract him. In his individual research, in the approach work which Batocco carried out during this last year and a half among the people who live on the margins of society, he no longer has a fear of slipping into a whirlpool, of being swallowed up by the failure that always lies in wait for human projects, because now the words of St. Francis re-echo in his work. And so the vagabonds are not men without honour lost under heavy burdens such as the stone of monolithic judgement of materialistic society, of the market for the market. Humanity is no longer divided in a simplistic way between the majority of worker-consumers for whom creation must always and ever give way and that of the derelicts as the inevitable rejection of the system. The world of those without a history assumes a softening of outlines, almost as if emerging from the cloud of convention.

Batocco basically hopes that behind the “mask” of the vagabond there might be concealed a shipwrecked hero in search of his own Ithaca, and gathers the dignity which is hidden in everything that animates the people of the unseen. The reality depicted by Batocco is willingly filtered or mitigated (with the exception of a pair of canvases with de-contextualised figures through the wise use of broad areas of saturated and contrasting colours). The clochard, with a Tuscan jug of wine, not with a banal litre in a tetrapak carton from a supermarket of a consumerist city, or even playing like a child, despite his age, with a wooden truck, is, thus, a reminder of a lost peasant civilisation. It is not the case that here and there the fragments of a figure made familiar by American cinema or, rather, by the genial Charlie Chaplin, intervene.

This is a precise choice, as it was, on the other hand in the painting of the Seventeen Hundreds, the depicting of powerful scenes dealt with by literature or mythology for an elitist refined society, where the “theatrical nature” prevailed over the crudeness of the violence which, seen in a detached and dreamy way, was really a spectacle to enjoy. Although aware of how hard, and at times dramatic, the life of a vagabond was, Batocco was fascinated by the alternative offered to living day by day (almost a return to the time of man the hunter, to the logic of the American Indians and not only of these), of living without having to work as a more or less interiorised rejection of an imposed system, of the power given by not being the proprietor of goods, of the freedom of fully possessing one’s own time, one’s own years (or at least of having the illusion). It is in this optic that he curiously looks at a phenomenon which does not seem to him to be the inescapable discarding of the system, but of being the strangled cry in the throat of those, deprived of the constructive sanctity of Francis and of his enlightening teaching, who would really like to live in a different world, in a world which they probably intuit, but which they are unable to construct.

Mindful of the biblical drunkenness of Noah, it cannot escape the Artist that in vino veritas and that, therefore, in determining conditions, without the social superstructures and distances from wealth, the vagabonds, like the powerful on earth, as he himself stated, “make the same grimaces and profess to be great friends”.

Batocco is, besides, faithful to his way of seeing things and of conceiving the picture where, Ginesi correctly wrote in 2003, he “unfolds his uniting forms, in a result of happy linguistic originality, the iconic (figurative) and non-iconic (abstract). The former deduced […] from mannerist example as a subjective reaction to balanced objectivity and the sense of perfection; the latter derived from informal suggestions. The final result, it can be said, is a kind of encounter between the mannerist quotation of a pictorial kind […] and the literary kind of Decadent […] which is translated in affinity with naturalist symbolism and the monumental nature which were proper to Aristide Sartorio […] in counterpoint to vibrant notes of a multi-material non-iconic nature. In his design, on the contrary, above all the monochromatic, Batocco is shown to be still close to the golden taste and the classical, even though the mannerist strokes – in the composition in general and in the gesturing of the people in particular, as well as in their certain anatomical contortions – are very obvious”.

As the natural consequence of his encounter with St. Francis, Batocco was immersed in this experience without revolutionary intentions, but with the simple franciscan vision.

This is the key for reading his works in which there was no deliberate intention of dealing with the strident contrasts found in the city (vagabonds are a metropolitan constant), which, in turn, sends us back to the cultural counter position of the City to the Countryside.

This is a theme of extraordinary complexity for which I will have recourse, for example, to the German Romantics between the Seventeen and early Eighteen Hundreds when Prussian troops fought against the armies of Napoleon. France was then felt to be like the great aggressive and expanding city to which was opposed a Germany understood as a country of poets, artisans and peasants. Richard Wagner, thinking of Paris and of the model repeated throughout Europe, preferred “our provincial Germany with its comfortable backwardness”.

In truth, from the beginning, much before the scandalous City of Man pride, imperial buildings, secularism, individualism and the fascination for money were already associated with each other. These are concepts which return in the European cultural chess-board. And so slogans like “get out of Berlin”, or “flee the bricks of Berlin” were sentiments very much present in Germany during the final decade of the Eighteen Hundreds and up to 1933, affirm Ian Burume and Avishai Marhalit, “Berlin symbolised all that was unpleasant, not only in the eyes of the Nazis, but also in the eyes of many German romantics”.

But the war between City and Countryside incubated in Europe had, for example, dramatic results outside the confines of the west, it is enough to think of the times of Mao Zedong and Pol Pot (who, moreover, had studied in Paris). Buruma and Margalit, writing about this (in Westernisation. The West in the eyes of its enemies, Einaudi, 2004) said, “when the Khmer Rouge had finished their work and made Phnom Penh a phantom city and schools into torture chambers, the dead amounted to more than two million. That act of vendetta was carried out in less than three years. Like the raid of Al Quaeda on New York, it was a question of a real and symbolic vendetta. For the Khmer Rouge, Phnom Penh was diabolical, capitalist, ethically mixed and compromised by colonialism. Because they has lost their soul, the inhabitants of the city were not worthy to be treated humanely. Crushing the Cities of vice through programmes of mass killings, the Khmer Rouge would have restored the virtuous purity of the ancient country”.

In Batocco, on looking closely, there is a romantic root, the idea of a purity preserved in the countryside, but it risks remaining outside of the contraposition which, for centuries, has been writhing with pain in the entrails of European culture, with tragic results in some parts of the world, for it knows how to get into the well of humanity without trace with the poetic gaze of St. Francis which transports one into a world where poverty (like death) can be called Sister by mankind.

Through this vision, the vagabonds earn full respect which is guaranteed to each human being, not because the projects of life unavoidably come to nothing at times, despite the greatest proposals, but because their existence cannot be quickly situated as a mere dribble from the scheme of things in the metropolitan area but must lead to reflection, outside the misleading scheme of City and Countryside, on how to really improve the quality of life (which is also given by immaterial, non-commercial goods), and on how to make society grow without remaining anchored in the reductive logic of the increase of production and of the purchase and sale of goods.

Alberto Mazzacchera.
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