End at the beginning

A comment to the first photograph by Rosso

Shortly after April 1883 Medardo Rosso sends Roman painter Baldassarre Surdi a photograph of his studio or, better, a self-portrait in his Milan studio at twenty-five
. His whole early production, from November 1881 to May-June 1883, is here exposed, in a more or less chronological sequence. Starting on the right: a dainty seated form, the Innamorati sotto il lampione (Lovers under the streetlamp), Madre e bambino che dormono (Mother and child sleeping), the bronze Bersagliere, the plaster and bronze of the Birichino (Gavroche)), the Cantant a spass (Unemployed singer), the Locch ( the plaster in the foreground and the bronze behind) and the Ruffiana (The procuress). Works which, apart from the Ruffiana, even present some virtuous studied carelessness but are still contained in the late nineteenth century modes and are in no way made to let us foresee later wanderings and their experimental  immersion , were it not for the way in which the works are shot and arranged. For the form of the staging. And the final result of the image in the photograph.

The setting is peculiar. A pillar in the background half-reveals a vault and suggests a church or a cistern, a cellar. A nail, at the arch springer, holds a curtain which is probably hung at the other end to a symmetrical pillar, as if it should cover the dark opening of an apse. A line of puppets hangs from the curtains, behind the sculptures. We can see a black hooded friar, an elegant dame, a man with a straw hat and one wearing a white gown, lifting his arms. On the far left, between the curtain and us, a screen opens up to form an L shape. In front of it the Ruffiana is placed on a fragment of a knobbed main gate, with the word End slantingly painted on it. Behind the screen, slightly out of focus, we can see him, the author, at twenty-five. Above the curtain a photograph cut-out of a Ruffiana  plaster cast, a previous version, one would say.

Leon Battista Alberti said that each painting is a self portrait of the artist and it’s true that each picture exposes painting and its author, but there are paintings which openly tell about a work and its proceedings. The picture revealing the picture is born with picture itself and in this case the topos, the declaring sign, is the curtain. Behind it, being drawn, we stand to observe. The curtain, sign of the unveiling of the mystery of art. In The art of Painting  Vermeer, whom we see from behind, tells us with the curtain on the left, which shows its reverse, that we are talking about art, not nature, about art which, like brocade lienzo, exposes itself in its doing. In Rosso’s photograph the curtain is behind and it similarly says that we’re talking about art: we can feel the staging, the camera on our side, the long shooting time, and the artist who has moved from behind the camera and is standing in front of it. The curtain is behind and the artist is in front because the art here is not painting. It’s the art of photography. And in photography the curtain, the drapery, is something which stays behind the object that is being shot and in front of the lens, not in front of a finished canvas, as it used to be, to declare that art is revealing.

It reveals itself in the photograph by Rosso in a device of many images and one word. On the left, in the foreground, End painted on a door cut-out, taken from the street and used as a basis for the Ruffiana, opens a surreal dialogue between the concrete object, which the physicality of the painted word makes even more objectual, and the head of the Vecchia  above which by contrast becomes more and more image , shape and representation. End  is then a title, rich in now lost assonances and not slightly polemical because La fine (the end) in the Milan milieu was at the time the title of Morbelli’s painting with the old people at the Pio Albergo Trivulzio (now at Gam in Milan, called Ultimi giorni) which in April 1883, that is one or two months before this photo, had won the renowned Fumagalli Prize at Brera Academy. The academy from which Rosso had been expelled, exactly one month beforehand for, among other reasons, the vehemence with which he had accompanied his request for life anatomical parts, to pursue the scientific and cruel way to realism he was picturing against the graciousness of a Morbelli and which would shortly lead him, after being thrown out of the institution, to the Ruffiana which pointed directly to Leonardo, via Baudelaire and his  ravine and the sacred mounts.

And End says that’s the most recent of his works, point of arrival at the end of a display which starts on the right with the gracious small figures of the madre and the Innamorati, starting point the previous year when he returned from his national service. 

End is also the end of representation. Epilogue writing on the scene of a studio reinvented as a puppet theatre (not the great seventeenth century theatre of the Sacred Mounts –which in fact the Ruffiana isn’t part of - but the puppet theatre of the Scapigliatura) where the artist/puppeteer peeps from the curtain/screen at the end of the show while another ghostly Ruffiana dominates above the curtain/Time like Death dominates over the world swarm. With the bronze statue under it, on the door, which suddenly stages the Great Procuress’s laughter on the large Door.

Furthermore the End, the last of the works or the final word appears at the beginning, in a sort of reversed time line, counterpoint and reflection of that other substantial reversal which Rosso acts out here for the first time, as if in a game, with the photomontage of the Ruffiana  conversely on the curtain: not photography as an unquestionable instrument to make sculpture but sculpture as a means to photography, which will be the landing place of all its history and the end of all his work, coherent with his idea cherished through the years, till the end, that we are “nothing  but tricks of light”. The End looks then like a prophecy. 

And if we want to keep on exercising thought even beyond the author’s intentions, we seem to realize that the time staged in the atelier, place of art, of its making and being exposed, is not the linear time of  “le magnifiche sorti e progressive” but a repeating of findings, always and again the same thing, a revealing, an unveiling not of something new but of what remains in art or in the artist, or in us.

When Parrhasius to confound Zeuxis, who had been so crafted to deceive a bird with his grapes, when Parrhasius to confound Zeuxis paints a curtain and Zeuxis gets near to draw it aside, isn’t that the same curtain by Vermeer or Rembrandt in the Sacred family, an identical reference to form and a reflection of art about itself? About deceiving and unveiling. And isn’t it again Rosso’s curtain or the voyeur’s hole invented by Duchamp in the scene of the Etant donnés? 

And the Ruffiana displayed on the door, in that first Venice exhibition in 1887, which is at the outset of the Biennale, isn’t it related to the future ready-made? Related, of course, not the same thing, just kindred. In the same way as the worlds of the wunderkammer, of objects woven again into the secret relationships of words, are kindred to Duchamp – who sent Scheiwiller, like Rosso to Sforni, an exhibition by letter
.

And isn’t this manoeuvring between word and image from Rosso at twenty-five, which comes form that world of puzzling irony constituted by the artistic Indisposizioni, isn’t it the history of meanings developing by analogy of shapes and sounds, which from Alexander’s dream in Tyre (Artemidorus, 4.24) through Seventeenth century concettism and Goya’s Caprichos erupts again in the great Dadaist carnival?

There is then the possibility that the last thing which is done in the arts may also be the most ancient one and maybe it’s high time we imagined its history above the straight line of historiography.

Captions to the images

1. Rosso in his studio at 12, via Solferino in Milano in 1883, photograph of a photograph with inserted collage, 1883; lost photograph, previuosly Baldassarre Surdi, Roma, then Margaret Scolari Barr, New York. Published in Barr, Medardo Rosso, 1963 p.18.   

2. Aetas aurea in the atelier in Boulevard des Batignolles, modern contact printing from original negative on glass, 27,4 x 19,5, 1904-1907. Photo Rosso, Barzio Museo Rosso. The waxwork is the work displayed at 1904 Salon d’Automne now in Parigi, Petit Palais. The curtain is an accessory in photographic art, like the rope and the ladder you can make out at the bottom on the right are instruments of sculpture.

� At the beginning of the 60s the photograph was given by Baldassarre Surdi’s daughter-in-law, Agnese, to Margaret Scolari Barr who published it in her Medardo Rosso, The Museum of Modern Art, New York, 1963, p. 18, see note 21 p. 66. Nowhere to be found in the Barr Foundation at Moma the photo is currently regarded as lost.


The place has been undoubtedly and unanimously recognised to be Rosso’s studio in via Giusti. I’ll speak about this topic during the Secondo Convegno internazionale sulle gipsoteche:gli atelier degli scultori scheduled for next October 24th-25th at Antonio Canova Museum and Plaster Cast Gallery in Possagno.





� See A.Andrighetto, P.Mola, Les 58 numéros flottent, “Riga” n.19, 2001, pp.335-40.








