WHAT WOULD BE DA VINCI’S ZIP CODE ?
To stroll through a Chelsea art gallery, like the Robert Mann, or stand in line at a Soho eatery, like Kelly and Ping, you would think that, indeed, you were in Italy.  The sound of the Italian language is prevalent---and the subject almost always is contemporary art.  It is no coincidence that the mother tongue of many  in the art world in New York is Italian.  Though an invasion, the number of Italian artists in New York is becoming substantial.  This raises some very interesting topics about the influences both in the U.S.A. and in Italy.  Has there been a shift, when we were not looking, in the center of art from Europe, and Italy in particular, to the United States?

“I don’t believe that there is a single center for art at all, right now”  says Ombretta Agro', a vibrant young woman from Torino and a curator of growing importance.  She lives and earns her living in the art world in New York.  “However, I am more used to speaking about Italian artists in English.”    Each group of artists, no matter where they live, always need a center and Ms. Agro' seems to be that center for contemporary Italian artists both established and new to the scene.  Born in Torino, Agro' began her career as a curator in 1995 after being graduated from the University of Siena.  As a new curator for the VELAN Association of Torino she spent three years promoting the work of young Italian artists throughout the world and garnering for herself a place of high esteem among colleagues both in Italy and, particularly New York.  Respected for having a “sharp eye” when it comes to identifying the valued artists of tomorrow—today, Agro' is a keystone to the careers of many Italian artists.  Art lovers watch for her opinions, as others watch the stock market, in important magazines like Kult, Arte Critica, Tema Celeste, Art Tribune and the New York Arts Magazine; all have carried articles written by her.  For the artist, Agro' is the “bridge” between them the galleries and the museums.

Although the list of artists in Agro'’s  circle are many, even  more so are the numbers of shows that she has curated on their behalf.  Two recent shows that she has conceived have created a great deal of energized interest.  The first show called “NA.TO”,  is immediately recognizable to Italians as the license plates of two renowned cities NApoli and TOrino.  However, the meaning goes deeper because nato, in Italian, means to be born.  In the context of art, NA.TO expresses the dynamic that that these two vital cultural cities has endowed upon each artist’s work---the most dynamic element is that this show took place in vital New York.  The works included in the show ranged from three dimensional paintings by Alice Capelli to silicon objects of Luisa Rabbia to black & white photography by Paolo Berardinelli and live performance created by Piero Golia.

The second show raised the bar on awareness of Italian contemporary art.  “Fabulae…Fabularum” (Latin for fairy tales) contained the work of eight international artists, three of them from Italy, who expresses themselves through the dimension of reverie and daydreams.

Angelo Musco, an Italian artist in residence in New York says, “I have a very high regard for Italian artists both here in New York and Italy, and I am proud to be a part of that community.  I came for three months, which at this point, has turned out to be seven years.”   Born in Naples and graduated from that city’s university, Musco lives and works in New York.  A frequent participant in shows curated by Agro', Musco is the quintessential artist that expresses a world that is both deeply personal and one which lives inside all of us and suspends us in time.  Musco’s work is both sculptural and performance installation.  It is based on the concept of the “nest” or “container of life both prenatal and post.”  Nests, Eggs, Placentas, Natural Architecture are all the containers of life that intrigue him.  His work transports the viewer to the romanticized and patient waiting cycle  prior to birth, where time is both “non functioning and racing ahead”

“My work is a hysterical research---non-stop ---always searching” His research has, however, stopped almost annually since he has been here to be a part of some major show or other.  The most recent show being the ILLA Project---IL—masculine/La—feminine—at the Armory Show of Contemporary Art in New York.  ILLA, as a performance installation uses models, 23 males and 23 females to represent the chromosomes that determine gender and characteristic identity.  Each model is swathed in fabric by the artist and then choreographed and configured by the artist for viewing, photography, and videotaping.  Although intellectually challenging, this work offers a visceral “revisit” to the sensory recollection of the parts that make up the whole and the awe of the miracle of creation.  “A miracle child” himself, Musco survived a complex birth, and is propelled by an unconscious inner dialogue around issues of the birth process.  It is no wonder that he is intrigued by the writings of Anna Freud, the daughter of Sigmund, whose work pondered just such questions.  It is no surprise that Musco is “at home” where art and culture are always being born and re-born “in a New York minute.”  When asked what he thought his influence on Italian art will be, Musco answers clearly—“My due date is very uncertain.”

“The uncertainty of what effect New York will have on my work is almost exactly what excites me” says, Giancarlo Varotto a young painter from Milano and a newcomer to New York.  “ I am crazy about New York”.  Born in Montemerlo (Padua) and educated at the famous Accademia Delle Belle Arte in Venezia, Varotto’s work brings with it all the moody, mystery, and sensuality of Venezia and a sense of the modernity of Milano.  Almost every canvas raises more questions than provides answers.  The realistic detail of both his live figures and still life borders on the photographic.  His live figures are often stripped of their conventional clothing or are in the act of dressing or undressing so that the person within emerges and draws us into the “story”.  The impact is both startling and extraordinary.  His canvases tell a story that is unresolved and in progress.  They are filled with sexual innuendo, uncertainty, struggle and often a suggestion of imminent violence.  His work is large using canvas and sheets of clear glass.  His smaller canvases repeat still life details from the larger works, almost as scattered clues from a mystery to be solved.  Indeed, Varotto is a great “writer’ of mysteries and sentimental novels on canvas.  His paintings could  be “stills” taken from film.  Even though his live figures are executed in a stylized realism, the “frozen” moments are pure fantasy.  Often he will include in one of his theme shows the same paintings that will tell the same story, but painted as if viewed from a mirror across the room.  Everything is reversed. The colors are subjugated to the blue tones of reflection.  “I always work with live models for each painting, so that I can stay in the present and not get caught up in the history of art or my classic education.”  Yet, it is indeed that classic education that enables him to confidently push forward into the new ideas that will surely come by being in New York.   “My work is very personal. It speaks directly to the viewers most personal ideas.  My experience of living in New York will definitely have an influence on my work and the images that I choose to use.”  Eager always to practice his English, Varotto quickly concludes “This is all cool!”

The consensus is unanimous.  Everyone has come to New York to be a part of a global community of artists...something that is not easily found in Italy these days.   Even though the art scene in major cities like Torino have been vibrant since the “70’s it is still, often, restricted to Italian artists (this is incorrect, a lot of well known international artists show regularly in galleries and Museums in Torino). New York offers artists both networks and lifestyle.  “What seems exotic in Italy is casual happenstance here” says Varotto   “It is my experience that the more successful artists here (New York) have more humility and interact and share their successes with newcomers like me.  There is this sense of democracy”  Agro' adds: “ With the exception of someone like Maurizio Pellegrin, whose work always refers back to Venezia, it is getting harder and harder to identify artists work by their country of origin”  To further help artists Agro' regularly exhibits works in her home and has dinners for inspiration and networking. Musco concludes: “There is a great deal of trust and encouragement from art lovers and corporations in this country.  Americans are more direct and decisive about sponsoring exhibits.  They are not afraid to risk sponsoring something new.  My work and I feel very welcome in New York”

