It VoLo o1 LEONARDO,
80x100 cm, 1975
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A PERPETUAL INVITATION TO TRAVEL
(/iannetto Bravi, 1967-2007

I'he Traveller and the Tourist

Plorre Restany called his first writings on Giannetto Bravi Une perpetuelle
invitation au voyage'. When | decided to give this book the same title as
Iis text, even though it was an Italian or English translation, | wondered how
host to translate the adjective “perpetuelle”. Words like “never-ending, con-
stant, assiduous” seemed better than the literal perpetual which in today’s
language sounds vaguely liturgical and sadly final. Perpetual, nevertheless,
[hanks to the prefix per evokes a sense of crossing, an uninterrupted temporal
prospective in which the invitation, the action of urging or encouraging one to
lravel, seems limitless.

From the moment Restany came on the con-
temporary art scene, he travelled constantly,
almost compulsively. As far as | know, in his
last few years, his constant commuting be-
tween Paris and Milan was broken by frequent
expeditions to Asia and Latin America, which
always seemed to take an adventurous turn.
His journeys were motivated by curiosity and
an attraction towards the unknown, a belief
in the existence of new situations which still
needed to be discovered, making him seem like a character from another time
(pre post-modern or certainly prior to globalisation) and making him appear
sweetly old-fashioned. “The most diverse and ambiguous journeys” of which
he speaks in his writings in Giannetto Bravi's “suitcases” are only in part his.
They were intentionally epic; journeys out of a Jules Verne story; but also of a
manageable size that invited one to * escape” and where they were placed in
a “constantly open prospective”; when looked at again from close to, they say
something that is deeply rooted in him, too.

Paesacsio RipeTuto N. 1, 100x90 cm, 1975

Compared to Pierre Restany’s journeys, those of Gianneto Bravi move in a dif-
ferent sensory direction. For both of them, a journey is a way of coming out of

| Une perpetuelle Invitation au voyage was written by Pierre Restany in 1971 for Gianetto Bravi's
exhibition at the Apollinaire Gallery in Milan.

K7




oneself, to find one’s way towards another, to stay as long
as possible in a deep opening. However, the purpose of
this opening and the way of staying there are different,
almost mirror opposites. During his life and as a critic, Re-
stany travelled mainly in space. He stepped forward and
pushed for the discovery of ever more fleeting borders of
the world, as if he wanted to preserve a certain literary
topos to which he was assiduously faithful. During his
artistic career, Bravi has mostly travelled in time. He has
stepped backwards and pushed for the discovery of solid
. ground in his memories. Restany travelled towards an

end which is always deferred; continually and deliberately
postponed. Bravi has travelled to a beginning, never completely reached and
therefore constantly longed for. By travelling, Restany tried to confirm his idea
of never-ending novelty, one that is constantly - and paradoxically - repeatable.
Bravi has verified the existence of an infinitely variable repetition of a module
able to elude even the need for novelty, since it shows the everlasting and the
old as being prototypes of the new. The literary premises for Restany’s travels
belong to a line that goes from the Aeneid to Marco Polo’s? “Travels” to Verne's
Journey to the Centre of the Earth. Those for Bravi are placed in a line
that includes The Odyssey, the sagas of Knights on their return from the cru-
sades and, of course, Recherche, maybe not the first but certainly the most
exciting instance of “chronological tourism” in western literature.

1L PirocLasTo, 59x93 cm, 1975

The book which vividly outlines this mirrored relationship is nevertheless Paul
Bowles Tea in the Desert in which he clearly makes a difference between
the “traveller’-that is, someone who travels from one place to another in a linear
way without ever going back over his tracks - from the “tourist” - who travels in
a circle, going from place to place but always returning home.* In his own way,
Pierre Restany was a rare example of a traveller and Giannetto Bravi is an
equally rare example of a tourist. Moreover, this artist has drawn a great deal of

2 | saw Pierre Restany for the last time a year before his death at a dinner at Giannetto Bravi's home.
Restany had just returned from China- Listening to him talking about his trip, | really thought it could have
been an update of one of the chapters in Marco Polo's book,

3 Porter Moresby, the principal character of the book, “did not consider himself a tourist, but rather a
traveller. And partly, the difference lies in time, he explained. Where, after a few weeks or months, the
tourist is anxious to return home, the traveller who does not seem to belong to one place more than any
other, moves on slowly, for times of the year, from one place to another over the earth”. (Paul Bowles,
The Sheltering Sky, New York, 1949. Tea in the Desert, Milan 2006, It. Trans. pp12-13)
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atmosphere from tourism in its highest form and in the pe-
riod of its greatest splendour, which permeates all his work
and surrounds all the raw materials that go to create them.
The rhythm of the complete four in which the return to the
point of departure can take heart from the inexorability of
another movement where nothing returns to the same point.
Man'’s journey par excellence - his existence, is an ongoing
development with no way back. | do not believe that | am
stretching the point when | say that Bravi's particular kind
of tourism represents a way of avoiding the inescapabilty of
this itinerary, a conscious effort to sweeten the bitter end of
the journey.

It Vesuvio e0
ALCUNI SUOI REPERTI,
30x50,5 cu, 1975

“Home is where one starts from” states an oft-quoted line of
| S Eliot*. Perhaps, during his artistic career, Giannetto Bravi left over and over
1gain, every time to discover a home, a starting point, a beginning. This work is
(ledicated to checking this hypothesis.

Ihe eloquence of multiples or pictures as bricks Giannetto Bravi enjoys sin-
cere and unusually wide appreciation from critics. | have several times, jokingly
but with some truth, described him as ltalian critics’ best-loved artist of the last
‘ow decades, which provoked his sarcastic reply regarding the slight affection
howed by collectors. The good literature written about his work was usually in
the form of introductions to exhibitions, often signed by prestigious writers, or
| least those with a discerning air, and copious, high-standard reviews. There
ere also friendly comments, witty notes, warm, perhaps hastily-written greet-
1 cards, but bathed with an odd dash of genius. The brief text used as an
introduction to a short exhibition at the Lo Zibetto Milan® gallery dated January
981 is of this last type.

\ly Dear Bravi” begins Pierre Rouve from London, “those of us who persist in
clieving in the eloquence of multiples, must however accept that there can only
2 one New Year per year. Let's celebrate it, too, since it gives me the opportu-
11ty to wish you the success that your visual escapes deserve, where the rhythm

Home is where one starts from" opens verse 190 of East Coker, the second of the Four Quar-
/s, published in London in 1940.

Introductory text to Thank you for your rose, Mrs. Palmer (from a London visit), a personal
ibition at the Lo Zibetto Milan Gallery held on 19 November 1981, written by the writer and director
Iierre Rouve.
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of thought becomes the music of the imagination.”

e These few, entertaining words - in particular “ the
[ X eloquence of multiples” in which he gives a nod to
“The eloquence of symbols” of Edgar Winds and
% above all in “visual escapes, where the rhythm of
% thought becomes the music of the imagination” -
* sum up a fundamental aspect of Bravi's work. This
3 s the construction of the image through the rep-
* efition of the same element, which, since the sev-
enties on, nearly always seems to be a postcard.
Another illuminating fragment on this topic, which
is quoted almost in its entirety, once again comes
from Pierre Restany and is as follows:

*** s *;****4

Srars of Nogooy, 100x120 cw, 1975

“Really, Bravi's pictures, which are made up of postcards stuck onto canvas, are
closer, let's say, to the architecture of the image rather than a repetitive analysis.
| think this is very important, because it's obvious that the postcard, especially
through the diverse conceptual proposal today, has become a double-edged
element. | mean, it's something we need, but in the end, we can also become
its victim. | have the impression that, very often, when using such objects, the
artist has lost control of the assemblage. With Bravi however, there is a very
precise consciousness of the relationship between the structural image and the
base image. This relationship is highlighted in his collages, where, for example
in the series of car postcards, there is a reference to the basic model. This type
of concrete consciousness of a modular element like a postcard, is, | believe,
no longer a fetishism of the memory but, as | have already said, the memory
of fetishism. In other words, the distant recollection of g ————_—_——_=_"

fetishism used in a very objective way as a base el- : il
ement to create a new architecture of the image. If |
can conclude for the moment, | would say that Bravi in
using postcards as bricks has created a new proposal
for the architecture of fetishism. | would say that we
need to look at his images as if we are looking at a
wall. This transformation of the repetitive module into
an architectural structure of the image seems to me to
be the most positive thing in Bravi's current quest. (...)
| see in Bravi a great detachment towards the image Lzl
at a level that is, let's say semantic. (...) | see an even

Funicuul' FunicoL', 39x55 cu, 1976
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liuse comments were made during a discussion
' Hravi's work, a brief summary of which | shall

lly 1976 and the participants included, in addition
' Restany and the artist himself, also Vicky Alliata,
Jllo Dorfles and Lea Vergine. The discussion be-
i with Dorfles comparing the way Bravi worked
I that of Andy Warhol, whom he defined as a

vater detachment towards the image.. the image
a brick in fact.”

o here. It took place in the Milan gallery on 17"

o-runner of the Neapolitan artist even if there
re many differences. Restany then spoke, sug-

justing that the comparison with Warhol was rather
fl I~.y. Bravi, at least regarding the performance side has,if any, a precedence in

PARTICOLARE DI UN INTERNO

CON RIPRODUZIONE INCORNICIATA

peL Prrtore G.BoNALINA,
50x60 cm, 1976

' Kawara whose work shows that “objectivization”, of that “semantic detach-

ont” that is conceptual art. However, the objectlwty and
. . not ends in themselves

can also be extended to

Aooio Gonoouere, 130x90 e, 1977

the detachment are
but are instruments

“to create a new architecture of the image”,
in which the “repetitive module”, i.e. the post-
card, is used as a “brick”.

The architectural interpretation of Bravi's work

his debut work, that

is, the work he did in the second half of the
seventies. The Verifiche paintings, shown
in his first personal exhibition at the Fiamma
/ijo gallery in Rome in 1967 were presented by the not yet thirty-year-old Achille

iravi used postcards for the first time in 1973, creating a kind of “prosecution performance” of Opera-
Vesuvius, a plan thought up by Pierre Restany to save the slopes of the volcano from developers
ugh ideas and projects formulated by artists. As Restany himself admitted in a conversation at the
in gallery, the Operation did not go beyond “the ante litteram conceptual state”, made up of different
Ibitions of international projects” which he himself organized. “The only one who wanted to go further
ie intervention on Vesuvius, was Bravi." Restany in fact, told of how he had ‘received, during the
half of 1973, that is, during the six months after the start of the Operation, a series of postcards of
uvius as testimonials of Bravi's extended activity to this end.” Some of these postcards were included

In the work Postcards sent, 1973-1974.
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Bonito Oliva. As Angela Vettese’ says, they show.
traces of a constructional influence and an echo of
an optical quest, but they are first and foremost a
montage of coloured lines, continuously multiplied
and varied, making the first examples of Bravi's
‘repetitive modules”, the first “bricks” with which
to build perceptive “walls” which the viewer's gaze
shrinks back or rebounds from.

F8 According to Bonito Oliva, “the use of industrial
colours” in creating these works “allows the con-
struction of a surface which has deliberately lost
its depth so as to move as close as possible to
the external space. In this way Bravi offers a shining surface in which the signs,
arranged in totally rational colour coordination, through their expansive quality
throw themselves out of their initially static aesthetic space into the retina of the
spectator’s eye. “

GiLLo DorrLES AUTORITRATTO GUARDANDO
se Stesso, 160x160 e, 1979

Bravi produced some apparently similar paintings some twenty years later. Even
in works such as Mussini 480-492 or M 434-451 dated 1987 there are mon-
tages of coloured strips, but each of these is articulated inside in small symbolic
rectangles. These pictures are in the same tradition as those constructed from
postcards, which the artist built uninterrupted-
ly from 1974 to 1986, and from 2002 to date.
Since the end of the eighties and throughout
the nineties, attention was instead focused on
the single “ brick”. In the works created during
this time, the postcard was used individually,
and dilated or enlarged and printed onto the
canvas using a transfer of photographic gel.
In adopting this approach, it is as if “the elo-
quence of the multiple” has been put to the
test, as if he wanted to check the expressive
potential of the card itself, to see if “melody of

Lea VERGINE, QUATTRO DONNE E UN
SecreTo SiciLato, 130x130 cm, 1979

7 * Athis debut, his first personal exhibition at the Fiamma Vigo gallery in Rome (1967)", wrote Angela
Vettese in her introductory text to the Associazione Artistica Legnanese in 1991, “Bravi showed the so-
called Verifiche, geometrical paintings with industrial colours whose aim was to highlight the relation-
ship between space and colour: the origin was perhaps constructionist, but most of the attention was
given to the emotional reaction, beyond the retina, of the viewer.
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/11 typology and function of Bravi's “architecture” still
vds to be clarified. Doubtless, we can say that the

(lcards indeed generates “visual flights”, fluctuating

1um in their semantic premise. The specific “bricks”,

/11 one place to another, from one moment — when

Imagination” could be made with a single note.

slruction is anything but static. The montage of
eptive situations that manifest an inherent dyna-
lhe postcards, with which they are constructed,

In fact carriers of meaning, tools that “move” mes-
|05 in space and time. Their task is to communicate

Tannk You For Your Rose Mrs PaLMER,
50x70 cw, 1981

as sent - to another - when it is received. We can

1 up their function by saying that they “host” time, giving it a place to stay
ore it can collect itself without needing to stop. As time, in Bravi's works, acts,
/es, but it moves in a confined space and in a circular mode.

/A Bourgeois Epic

115 curve in time, this delimitation of chronological flow within the confines of

ound” image, which makes one retrace one’s steps, goes by the name of

1v/th. The Greek mythos which is the origin of this word, means “story” but with
particular meaning and with a tautological development, where the end recon-

ts with the beginning. The myth par excellence is that of the “eternal return”
ch passes into modernity through the hands of Nietzsche.

alian art in the seventies went through a kind of rediscovery of the myth. Part

of the avant-garde scene — or at least what is left of
it — tends to fold in on itself, to reflect on the valid-
ity of its outcomes, on its being paradoxically con-
verted into tradition. Interest in myth comes under
an overall reassessment of the past historic in art,
of the presuppositions and the determining factors
of its history, condensed into a totalised vision of
the museum that for the following decade would
spread quotations.

Giannetto Bravi tackles the myth in his work for the
first time in works dedicated to Pompei such as
The kitchen garden of death or The house

NapoNNA E LA Rosa, 39x48 cm, 1984
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of the deer created in the late seventies and
early eighties. Other works of this period take
account of some masterpieces in the history
of art, while never losing sight of archaeology
and classical subjects. Since the nineties, the
artist has swung his interest towards anoth-
er mythical typology, that we can call either
“modern” or “bourgeois”. In fact, Bravi chose
to investigate the mythic implications of the
“bourgeois Epic”, burrowing into the years o
its greatest achievement, between the late nineteenth century and early twenti-
eth century, and those of its decline, and dispersal into mass culture. This trip -
which can be divided into a long series of exhibitions that go from We all have
a Neapolitan family in 1994, to The repossessed memory in 1995, to
The barber’s cinema in 1997, to Erotic collection of the same year, to
The Cinema my love in 1998, to Douce France in 2000, to Atlantic
crossing in 2002 - seems to leap out of this fragment of Roland Barthes’ fa-
mous text, Myth today.

Senza Titoro, 45x35 cm, 1987

“...that myth has the task of giving an historical
intention a natural justification, and making con- |
tingency appear normal. (...) Now this process
is exactly that of bourgeois ideology (...) What

the world supplies to myth is an historical reality,
defined, even if this goes back quite a while, by

the way in which men have produced or used

it; and what myth gives in return is a natural
image of this reality.”

In Bravi's work, too, myth is naturalised making
it seem familiar, falling into a hypothetical col-
lective memory as in “we all have a Neapolitan
family”. The “historical reality” is dispersed in an
eternity from an operetta into a past where we
can move and navigate but above all else, be-
come shipwrecked. These verbs from nautical
vocabulary are precisely borne out in the subjects of the work carried out during

M 434-451, 120x80 cw, 1987

8 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, Paris 1957, English translation, London,1993
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‘epic moment”
Bravi's quest.
o exhibition en-
od Transatlan-
Crossing, held
the Studioven-
lcinque in Milan in
02, has again travel as its central point. This time, it is travel by sea towards
\erica, a destination that was particularly sought after by European tourism
he beginning of the twentieth century. In the same period and even using
o same idea, but in less comfortable conditions, we can find the postcards
d'in We all have a Neapolitan family, a personal show at the Ken
imy Museum in Brescia in 1994. The early decades of the twentieth century
are still the source of inspiration for the works
collected in Erotic Collection shown at the
Ken Damy museum in Milan in 1997 and also in
Douce France, a personal show held in the
Bergamasca gallery of Vanna Casati in 2000.
Instead, the postcards presented in the cinefile
exhibitions of 1997,1998 and 2001 belong to
the fifties and early sixties.

Senza Tirowo, 240x74 cw, 1987

Bravi prefers this period of the twentieth cen-
tury because in both their significant moments
as well as everyday affairs, they exemplify the
mythification process described by Barthes. Al
‘ periods produce and consume their myths but
some are able to immortalise them in such a
way that they are never completely dismantled.
travi prefers those decades in which status
15 not only iconic but also sentimental of “ be-
Ing” - or rather - “feeling” = bourgeois”. In other
words, the years of adventurous mental expan-
sion, of a lifestyle, or of a world vision, those
ke the beginning of the century; the years of
Ihe pervasive spread of this mentality, but also

its imitation, of its loss of identity and the

VIio Cuore 0'ARGENTO IN UNA GagBIA D'ORO,
16,5x16,5x17 cv, 1988

consequent wanderings of its first born purity,
lhose placed towards the middle of the century.

La Casa et CoLTerLo paL Manico Rosa,
35x30x27 cm, 1990
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In the course of time covered by these decades, Bravi
catches sight of and highlights the mythification proc-
ess of the bourgeoisie itself, which gives “contingent”
reality to a social class and is transformed into a “natu-
ral” entity, in a category of the spirit.

| would even attribute “the mythical phase” of Bravi's
quest, to a particular exhibition, possibly the most par-
ticular of his exhibitions, that was held at the “Marconi
Studio “ in Milan in 1980. At the centre of his work on
this occasion was the critic, both as the subject of a
portrait and to certain extent also as a self portrait, a
work to which even the subject could contribute. In
1979 Bravi asked Guido Ballo, Achille Bonito Oliva, Antonio del Guercio, Gillo
Dorfles, Filiberto Mena, Pierre Restany and Lea Vergine to give him a pho-
tograph of an object which expressed symbolically, a hidden aspect of their
personalities. The photographic image was used by the artist to produce a se-
ries of prints in a postcard format. These were assembled
and fixed onto a canvas. The work was then completed
by fixing it to a notice board containing whatever each
critic had chosen as their own representative emblem:
“ images, words things to which a particular value has
been given, transitional objects like Linus’s blanket’, as
Filiberto Menna defines it in his memorable introductory
text to the exhibition. ?

La Casa oL Fumo CELESTE,
37x37x50 cm , 1989

This cycle of Bravi's works looks at the critic’s role in a
very different way from that established by the art sys-
tem (bureaucratic and functional). He rather attempts to
“mythicize the critic”, emphasising their literary allure,
probing their intimate and secret side, making the por-
trait a totem of the Proustian memory cult. At one time, at the cost of seeming
rhetorical, those who write about art would have been offended if they heard
themselves called “curators” but perhaps would not have reacted if they had
been called writers.

bl e,
i e

bt T

379 Tipt NAPOLETANI,
60x93 cm, 1995

9 Filiberto Menna, Linus’s Blanket, an introductory text to the exhibition -Portrait —self portrait
of seven critics: Guido Ballo, Achille Bonito Oliva, Antonio del Guercio, Dorfles, Filib-
erto Menna Pierre Reastany, Lea Vergine, Studio Marconi, Milano 1980
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/A domestic museum

o
M

I long excursus into Bravi's works has
1ought us up to the present, which in this
o Is set in teaching an expression recov-
| from the past like Modern art picture
ollection °

A
N
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%
\
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- recent years our artist has taken long
wandering strolls through the most impor-
lunl European Museums. In their so called book shops, there are piles of
poslcards showing pictures that are well-known by the public at large as well
i+ paintings of which the majority are ignorant. Acquisition of these images has
(iven birth to a series of works assembled in the usual architectonic way de-
wiibed by Pierre Restany. In their free-flowing and potentally unlimited totality,
(ho works \_Nhich make up the Picture collection, enclosed in frames which
bislow an ironic and pleasing taste of yesteryear, aspire to provide an evoca-
llve, grandiloquent vertical section of assorted centuries of artistic production.

Nuoo con Perte, 155x100 cw, 1997

hore is, understandably, a strong temptation to link this recent fruit of Bravi's
|oumey to the climate of the late seventies, when the rediscovery of museums
it a source of inspiration was a widespread and often deadly fashion. From it,
monstrous deformations of artistic practice welled up, such as anachronism,
hypermannerism and the compulsive use of quotations that were all the rage in
[ darkest reefs of the eighties. However, the reading of his work carried out so
[ offers another possible motivation, to be found entirely within his own poetry.
A picture collection is, in fact, a domestic museum, a place where you can travel
without moving, where it is possible to travel freely through time without need-
In¢ to make lengthy journeys through space. Itis a perfect opportunity for some-
one who is keen on “chronological tourism” yet it is not a situation which can be
indicated as a starting point like “home” in the
sense of Eliot's verses. On the other hand,
the starting points, by definition, slip away,
since they cannot be contained in any build-
ing, no matter how dynamic this may be, and
perhaps cannot even be reached after any
journey. Only the semblance of some places
or some cities can be suggested, or perhaps

il R only the need for them can be perceived.

Originally called : Picture collection of ancient, modern and contemporary art.
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