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“I have felt the pull of darkness from the lip of a great open pit beneath the earth, and wondered just for a moment why there are people who will never take the first step—from which all great journeys begin”

Ronald C. Kerbo

How is it possible, asks the speleologist Ronald C. Kerbo, that there are people in this world insensitive to the call of Mother Nature? To that urgent desire of exploring the womb of she who has borne us? Of sinking into her belly to listen to the whispers of she who marks the beginning of our eternal wanderings? 

For Angelo Musco the calls are primordial and irresistible. But instead of throwing himself into the real exploration of them, the Neapolitan artist decided to give these subterranean worlds, by way of his compelling artistic journey, not only a physical dimension but a mental and, in particular, an existential one. The caves that Angelo Musco illustrates in his works make up a complex system that is to the terrestrial surface as veins and capillaries are to the human organism. They make up the hidden structure of the indivisible whole. 

They are natural architectures that pulsate with a mysterious life of their own. The organisms which inhabit them are human embryos, adult-looking fetuses, apathetic individuals immersed in a placental system that links them together; a uterine universe within which these caves transform into hospitable nests.

Silence… Suspension…Waiting…A solemnity which recalls Mantegna’s sober architectures… These are some of the characteristics that best describe the atmosphere of the digital photographs that make up the series Terra (earth), the first stop on this intriguing journey into the artistic universe of Angelo Musco.

The artist, like Dante’s Virgil, accompanies us and illustrates the different worlds that live and flourish, almost unbeknownst to us, beneath the earth’s crust

In Terra the spectator’s viewpoint is central; we still see fragments of New York streets and buildings and, though rarely, bits of a deep-blue sky. As we begin to go down into the underground, following our guide, we are surrounded by earth and rock; we can almost feel the dampness on our skin and a feeling of claustrophobia that brings us back to those Tom Sawyer-like explorations that we all, at least once, experienced as children. We are surrounded by the inhabitants of this first “circle,” more nestled than imprisoned in their placentas, suspended beings waiting an indefinite wait. 

In conceiving this subterranean world the artist was strongly influenced by his hometown Naples. A Naples rich in history and superstitions, a pagan universe that to this day keeps alive the adoration of the bones in the Fontanelle Cemetery in exchange for luck and good fortune. Irresistible to the artist is the allure of the immense tunnel system that runs beneath the entire modern city, the remains of ancient Naples—for centuries asleep under the ashes of Vesuvius—which were used for shelter during World War Two.

The journey continues and almost inadvertently we slide farther down: we are now fully in Dante’s Inferno in the company of the “damned because they are sinned within the flesh, / subjecting reason to the rule of lust.”
. In Fuoco (fire) the artist depicts couples rather than isolated individuals: man-woman, woman-woman and man-man. The fetuses, the human larvae that we previously encountered, have woken from their pre-natal hibernation and seem to let themselves be overpowered by the fire of passion.

Like a modern Paolo and Francesca, the lovers abandon themselves lasciviously to the temptation of the flesh. But here instead of condemnation there is participation, ours and the artist’s, as he voluptuously portrays the protagonists’ bodies in the nude. The couples are embraced in their placentas which are immersed in a world of lava and magma. Like the lovers described by Dante, they seem destined to remain embraced for an indeterminate time: “Love, that releases no beloved from loving, / took hold of me so strongly through his beauty / that, as you see, it has not left me yet.”

From a formal point of view, an interesting aspect of this second series is the bond that Angelo Musco has with an artist whom he admits has had an enormous impact on his work, the Flemish painter Hieronymus Bosch. Little is known of this extraordinarily inventive painter whose life straddled the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries. However, his curious and terrifying religious compositions painted on panels and altar-pieces quickly earned him international fame and were a major influence on the artistic production for the centuries to come. 

His representations of the torments of hell are well-known (from the celebrated Garden of Delights, 1504 ca. to Heaven and Hell, 1510 ca., both at the Prado Museum in Madrid). As for the case of Angelo Musco there is a particularly curious affinity with a work of 1485 ca. titled The Seven Deadly Sins. The painting’s circular composition recalls a photograph titled Madre F. (mother F.), 2001, of the Fuoco series in which the bodies are concentrically placed

“At this I turned and saw in front of me, / beneath my feet, a lake that, frozen fast, / had lost the look of water and seemed glass.”
. Like Dante who at the IX circle found himself surrounded by the frozen waters of the Cocytus, we too suddenly find ourselves in the cold and desolate moor depicted in the photographic series dedicated to Ghiaccio (ice). Here passion’s fire has extinguished and has been replaced by total immobility. The bodies have increased in number: we’ve gone from couples, the protagonists of Fuoco, to groups of 4 or 6 individuals who lie inert, like fossils imprisoned in ice. For Angelo Musco this has to do with a return to reason, and its analytical aspect. After the abandon to passion the artist returns, in this series to which the artist feels particularly close to, to the mind. 

The position assumed by the bodies in many images is curious. In some they seem to have been surprised by a sudden cold spell that paralyzed them in their sleep. The eroticism of the couples in Fuoco has disappeared and has been replaced by the innocence of siblings sharing a bed. In others, the bodies seem to be arranged according to precise geometric schemes, perhaps the result of ancient pagan rituals or of some dark cryogenics experiment. 

From this glacial world the journey continues toward our last stop: Aria (air). We emerge on the surface opposite from where we entered: the ice has melted thereby allowing the bodies, once its prisoners, to move freely. However, there is a lingering sense of constraint and oppression

The bodies (the group is now made up of an imprecise number of individuals) move within a sort of limbo. They are free but restricted to a specific environment; these figures seem to lack any kind of individuality. They are aphasic, absent organisms whose features that are barely distinguishable. 

The strong chiaroscuro contrasts, the play of light and shadow, recall the compositions of another fundamental figure in art history, the father of Baroque painting, Michelangelo Merisi, better known simply as Caravaggio. The dramatic lighting used by the Lombard painter to emphasize the tragic quality of the subjects portrayed is used here, accompanied by a blurring effect, as a device to highlight the absence of identity of the characters living in this limbo. 

These individuals have nothing in common with the Blessed that Dante meets in Heaven. Far from having obtained the freedom and the certainties of the author of The Divine Comedy when he arrives in the Kingdom of the Lord, we, like Angelo Musco and the protagonists in his works, continue our journey in search of new worlds, real and mental, that perhaps one day will provide us with answers that have long been coveted.

And so, as we wait, we and the artist continue our journey… 

Ombretta Agrò
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