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Massimiliano Salvo

Hang muse

Another Possible Life of Mario Schifano

Translation by  DeepSeek & Fugace

                                                             For Mirela S.

"Against myself I have fought—I have fought by my side." 

               (Ho combattuto, Polaris, 2021, Casino Royale)

Prelude

A man exits a church where he attended a concert. He pauses in the courtyard, hands in pockets, gaze fixed on the stone rose window of the façade. People observe him, frightened, yet there's no animosity in those eyes, no malice. Were it daytime, one might think he's basking in sunlight—but it is a moonless, pitch-black night. A woman emerges carrying a guitar case in her hand. She sets it against the wall, pulls out keys, and locks the heavy door of the church. She is slender, petite, strikingly beautiful. The man blocks her path, asking for food, drink. Whispers: - if you listen to me, you'll redeem me. She crosses her arms. Presses her lips together. Stares at him intensely, as if she wanted to vanish into him. She doesn't know him. Her husband's camping with their son; she's alone. Yet she gestures for him to follow.  

That night, they make love passionately, exchanging no other words.  

By morning, the man goes out. Sits on the rocky outcrop on the top of the promontory where the house stands, positioning himself to catch the sun's warmth on his face. He has a yogurt bottle in hand—sip after sip, he lets the coolness soothe his throat. The woman appears soon after, leaning against the doorframe. Her hair is electric blue— an homage to Bulma, her favorite Dragon Ball character. She clutches a sandwich. As she bites into it, she ducks her head. She always appears hungry when she eats. She chews almost with pain.  

The man carries an antique elegance, fine features. Seemingly lost in deep reflection—he is present but yet not entirely there. One can almost see the shadow that's seized him, dragging him inward. The woman approaches like a flute-playing faun—bearer of sexual instinct. Delicate yet resolute, wearing an oversized basketball jersey and Bermuda shorts sagging past her knees.  

I'll never grow accustomed to her thinness, thinks the man, watching her bony hips sway.  

"I wonder who truly benefits from Palestine's limbo—Israel or the other Arab nations."  

The woman's eyes widen. She stares with intensified focus, as if wanting to shake him, fix him.  

"That's what I struggle with too. Middle Eastern countries could foster progress there, yet they waste millions on superficial initiatives just to gain recognition. How stupid..."  

Their dialogue feels days old. In truth, she's never pondered Palestine—his words surprise her (she doesn't know their origin) but pleasantly. She wonders if he planted them in her during their night together.  

The man can't meet her eyes. If he did, he'd collapse at her feet, supplicant. This devastates her: she craves his gaze, a heat consuming her from within. She clutches her stomach. I feel no remorse, she thinks bitterly, almost feeling the gut-punches—violent as a stallion's kicks. 

"I'm a fool. Making a mess again." Into the man, there is authentic pain. He grips his neck, rubbing violently. "I can't shake this image—a couple sleeping on a mattress at some alley's mouth." 

"Is that us?"  

The man flushes.  

"How is possible?" 

She shakes her head. Lets the sandwich fall. Crosses her arms tightly over her chest, fists wedged under her armpits. She can hardly believe she must confront such absurd meaninglessness: she doesn't know why she took him in, fed him, and ultimately loved him. She's been reckoning with this since the moment she opened her eyes.

The man thrusts his hands forward, indignant: "We're recognizable under those blankets. You're on your side, hand resting on my face."  

"Where? When?" 

"I don't know. Sometimes decades pass before I find you again."  

"What nonsense? I don't know you. We've never met." 

"Don't you remember that country monastery? Silver-domed roofs, the guesthouse's skeletal walls? Everything conspired to sanctify your aspect—the Madonna holding the Child, you so similar to her."  

Sacredness is our primordial condition, he reflects. The divine spark, the initial indefiniteness - primitive and infantile. The sacred is chaos, the projection of our madness, a state of mind. It terrifies yet enthralls. We react to it by elevating reason to contain it, shaping it into humanly comprehensible forms. 

"I remember wandering woods, utterly lost. I held the abstract idea of sanctuary in my head; in my throat, a song's refrain." He intones it:

"I am now as I've always been / A child standing in the meadow / Amid grass taller than me / I am now as I've always been / And if I just get scared / And if I just get scared / Then I fall down / I fall down."[1]  

The woman smiles at his off-key voice. "The rumba of wind-stirred leaves. Mud, bushes, the creek, the vanishing sun, thorny twigs like knives, berries, drumbeats."  

"Those drums? What they were?" She blushes at her curiosity.  

"A Boy Scout camp. Kids brought to woods. A guy suggests I follow the sign that says Skope, and I finally see it: an upside-down bud that stands out in the sky. The steps. The red bricks. The music. I go in. I change my sweaty shirt."  

She approaches him and touches him on the chest with her open hand, in a gesture that could also serve to push him away.

"Do you know how it feels—trying to believe what you can't see?"  

She laughs bitterly: "My life's work. Always asking: what'll hurt less?"  

Their gazes lock—each of them needing to assert their pain, diminish the other's.  

The sacred is the void, the inexpressible. Love is its ferryman.  

In man blossoms the absurd conviction that he will finally manage to understand what it means to surrender only at the moment when he will be capable of consciously lying with sacredness. And she, for him, is the Madonna descended from the altar, but he does not have the courage to admit it and remains anchored to the image he has of himself, as if restrained by the hands that grab a furious man during a quarrel that has turned into a brawl.  

"To surrender." He lets it go, almost as if it were a secret he is tired of keeping to himself.

The woman catches that whisper with real hunger, with greed. She weighs it. Her eyes fill with tears. There is no beauty in sacredness, she reflects. There is no vanity. Only layer upon layer of torn history, absence of light, deep inner concentration. The sacred is a cradle, it is the willingness to climb down from the tree and mingle with the people. It is tough. It stands there receiving your pain, your frustration. It is not detachment. It is an obtuse openness, an exposed and never vain availability. The sacred makes you lower your eyes, turn your head, pushes you back, inward, forces you to probe your soul because, in its presence, you surrender.

"What does it mean?" 

She isn’t clear whether she’s asking herself in response to her own thoughts or to the man standing before her. The despair she feels pushes down—with open hands—the tears she’d managed to hold back until that moment. They flood her face. She rubs her cheeks with the back of her hand and twists her torso from side to side. She wants to escape the gaze of the man, which now, yes, she feels upon her.

He doesn’t know what to do. He grabs one hand. Digs into its palm with his fingertips. The discomfort he feels paralyzes him. He deems any romantic gesture inauthentic. Him—who’s actually so inclined to them. What a living mess… 

The woman, tired of waiting for something that never comes, regains her inner balance with the swiftness of someone who’s misstepped: she clenches her jaw and wipes away her tears. She feels something rising inside her. She can’t tell whether it’s resentment, embarrassment, or a mix of both and something else indefinable. She just wonders: when will I ever learn?

"Surrender's first step: reject artifice. From my first waking thought, I deceive myself, dressing up the pneuma inside me."  

That term, ‘pneuma’, he uses for its musicality. He does not know that in Greek philosophy it is a word akin to soul, understood as the original and universal principle, the conscious source of every organism. For Christians, the most noble part of the self, whence ‘pneumatic man’, he who, thanks to the spirit, knows the actions of God. In truth, those two do not quite know what they are talking about. 

To surrender is to abandon the intricate game of thought, to withdraw from one’s inner dialogue, and to rediscover oneself in a state of stillness. Do you know puppets, those glove-like dolls manipulated from below? The term derives from 'buratto,' the coarse, durable fabric once used to cover them, which originally served to sift flour and separate it from bran. We are but marionettes: to believe is to manifest, yet the ego is the enemy’s yoke, our wound. The presumption of controlling reality allows the malevolent counterpart to deceive us and divert us from God’s promise, which is inherent in our talents. Far greater is to let go—that is, to have faith[2]. We reign through conscious surrender, which illuminates the wounds that mark us. To muster the courage to be authentic, one must first be aware of what one is. Holiness is this very awareness. Lies are a waste of life, an assertion contrary to one’s deepest desires, and the Antichrist is the concealment of one’s personal truth.

Refer to Jesus on the cross. Consider Him as the symbol of nailing one’s ego hand and foot. What resistance must He have felt at the idea of being sacrificed to save a humanity that had denied Him? What anguish, to feel upon Himself the Father’s horror in that moment when, as the Son, He clothed Himself with all the world’s sin? 

"What are we doing? Why keep talking?" 

The woman's eyes flood again.  

A car goes back up the mountain along the spiral road. Her husband drives, their son beside him. From her vantage, she could see them—if only she'd stop staring at the stranger. The valley is a barren chasm, sightlines unobstructed. No wonder the boy, leaning out, spots the electric-blue bush atop the promontory easily. The little one is happy. He stretches out to be swept away by the air and wonders who the man he sees from behind is.  

The two on the outcrop seem to have grasped something vital: surrender requires awareness. Both fight to stay present—but for him, the battle's lost. Memory unrelentingly fuels his imagination. He finds himself in the passenger compartment of a car together with that woman. He is holding the travel bag with his own clothes. He clutches it and rests his chin on it, struggling to keep his eyes open, tired from the long journey made. She sits in the front seat, keeps turning to question him. He mentions a producer's name; she doesn't react. She keeps flipping the song on the radio. On a couple of occasions, she chooses her own as if she wants to test something but then she takes them off immediately afterwards, with annoyance. 

The car pulls into a gas station. The man offers to pay for the gas; the woman bristles and refuses. She steps out of the car, annoyed. A sudden thought—to offer him a way to repay her—makes her pivot: she invites the man for coffee. But he remains anchored to his duffel bag, locked in his discomfort from her initial reaction. And just like that, the moment slips away. Both prisoners of what? 

And now, there they are again—still hostages. They don’t have much time. The car will reach them soon. She’s so tense in her effort to pull him toward her. The feeling of not being enough keeps tormenting her. If only he would follow her inside the house. How is it possible they still don’t understand this time either?  

Each of us is engaged in a journey of growth that unfolds across multiple existences, aimed at achieving greater self-awareness. In this individual path, others play supporting roles. Yet these lives lived as extras are not useless. They allow us to gather information, insights, and thoughts already thought, which together compose the mind's ceaseless discourse. They will prove useful for completing one's personal growth.

Sometimes, lives lived as protagonists intertwine. These are individuals who appear vastly different but share memories of past lives and the same purpose. They bring to mind the thermal hysteresis state of shape-memory alloys, metal combinations that can endure enormous stress without permanent damage because they can return to their original state. This condition occurs when the alloy's two crystalline structures coexist.

In our case, he is more structured and rigid; she, more complex and unstable. The resulting frustration triggers an inner change in both, as they seek equilibrium that would allow them to stay together. It is when the two—by overcoming traumas and fears—reach their highest version of self, their other manifestation, also striving to be fully itself in life's play.

The urgency to relieve himself drives the man to break his stillness and rush into the house. Seeing him move, the woman startles, then smiles bitterly as he passes her by.

These two behave like storks building their nest on power lines. They recoil to great heights, seeking an equilibrium to sustain them—one they desperately cling to. Beneath them, the void. They ought to use their tightrope-walker skills to ride the waves, but instead waste them on futile exercises, like the woman, in our case, holding her cigarette at lip's edge, James Dean’s image in her head.

The man isn’t thinking of the American actor when he finds her standing in the narrow hallway. His mind goes to Lucky Luke,[3] because of that lock of hair falling over her eyes, like the plexiglass of riot helmets. It’s unclear whether she’s ready to storm in and free a hostage or clear a squatted house; and, certainly, the man does not know whether to take on the role of the kidnapped person or the trespasser.

This is the impasse the child finds them in when he runs inside. Awareness is needed, and those two don’t have it. The boy does. He’s already understood and stands there, in humble suffering. Love is conscious trust, an act of faith. Deliberate assent. Those two will never be capable of it.

Prelude No. 2

(Composed with the quotations attributed to Mario Schifano)

I've been fortunate since 1960, the year I painted Aut Aut[4]. Two words, an imperative: transform your life! I had to leave my museum job. I couldn't bear having obtained it through my father's connections. It was too convenient a foothold for my detractors.  

There's an intensity within me that doesn't always find an outlet. I was an exceedingly serious child, prematurely adult, acutely aware, endowed with formidable intelligence and exceptional memory. Then I lost my intelligence. What remained was my capacity to remember.  

I've no interest in understanding myself. I couldn't care less. I just live.  

We’re built like idiots. Sometimes we simultaneously like and dislike a thing. It's absurd, yet the only beautiful things are those etched into one's very skin.  

I don't define myself as a painter. It's a label, and as such I reject it. Yet I'm acutely conscious of the risks I take with painting. It's not unlike walking a tightrope. But better to stay atop it than descend. This is just, because, ultimately I find myself loving painting ever more deeply. My painting. More than my own life. Some believe one matures through work, grows through it, and I—at the risk of sounding foolish—flatter myself that I was born with my art, that I share its years.  

Human labor expresses itself through toil, energy, sacrifice. Yet for a painter, it's not about sacrifice. It's about privileges, which everyone chooses as they believe, which I've invented in my own way—though ultimately enduring the same torments as those who labor in a world of renunciations. This notion of the artist as more fragile, or, if you'll indulge the luxury, more sensitive, doesn't convince me. For me it wasn't vocation. It was something more intelligent. It was the right passage.  As a youth, I lacked the will to study and thus perpetually lied. While my peers entered school, I remained outside. I knew not how to occupy my time. I loitered about pretending to seek work. I began as a scullion in a pastry shop, delivering orders by bicycle, deliberately choosing every hill and longest route out of love for cycling. Then my father secured me a position as restoration assistant at the Etruscan museum. The work was mortally tedious, and through negligence—rather than cleaning shards—I used the brushes to create childish little things. Negligence, far from vocation... It was a necessary masochism. A means to grow. To learn to live.  A man must first identify with himself, then with his talent. If this identification, over time, entails contradictions that one can make irony about or dictate malice with, they do not belong to me, but to those who utter them.  

The art of the moment was informale[5]. One either frequented galleries to admire informal paintings or took to the streets to gaze at billboards. I attempted works with earth, cement, steel—but it afforded me no satisfaction. Trying to extract semblances of images from grime too closely resembled my day labor. I refused to restore while painting. I chose the streets.  

The most captivating landscape to reproduce is the images I encounter. It's not unlike working with artifacts. Undoubtedly the museum employment influenced me. To observe them is the primary act. Then one lingers. To manipulate images, to maintain a relationship with them, to reopen a path for reality as a process of seeing, of being seen, of being considered. I reclaim Coca-Cola signs, Esso ovals, realize paintings with blue, red, yellow, recreate road markings, white asphalt lines. I strive to work with things everyone sees or has seen, illuminating their essence so their germinal, primal potential might emerge.  

In nature you find only beauty—lines, colors, volumes. All is functional, obedient to forces and necessity. No moral perspectives intrude. Everything simply is as it must be: coexisting without conflicts beyond those natural to life's dynamics, which is to say, survival.  

My paintings wish to signify nothing. They wish to be themselves. They exist beyond, or perhaps before, any cultural intention. To paint a yellow canvas is to create a yellow canvas—full stop. I don't conceive of myself as a painter. I'm not so cretinous as to make an entirely yellow painting and then declare "I am a painter." It's something else, more violent. I want to create what does not yet exist. Thus I feel less ridiculous: to paint reality faithfully would be too artistically pretentious.  

Before the paintings, I hold their titles in mind. I take no pleasure in creating them—I enjoy thinking them. All my works exist complete within my head. I depict not what I see but what I think. The most logical portion of my existence is my work.  

I execute my works with great facility. I think with great facility. I've come to understand my art germinates from another instinct, another possibility. My paintings are born so far beyond common things, beyond what's universally comprehensible, that I dislike explaining them. What influences me? Definitions are nearly administrative to a work's reality. True inspiration is what I know I no longer wish to paint, coupled with the uncertainty of what I'd like to realize. It differs little from a natural phenomenon. I act autonomously. My work belongs to me alone. The right paintings are those I feel compelled to complete. I know not whether they fracture contemporary taste.  

For me, anyway, something else.  

Chapter 1 – Rome  

Rome’s sky is starless—a compact mass of clouds cracked by the lantern spires atop domes that punctuate the darkness. The moonlight oozes from those cracks. It is filtered by them, in a way, squeezed out. Mario feels as though he’s inside a presepe[6]: ochre façades and clay roofs—barren fields and stretches of dirt. A skill to translate every possible realities that, as a child, made him impossible to stay focused in class: a pencil would become a rocket, every smudge on his notebook a map to uncharted lands, and Mario, punctually, found himself on a runway, astride a camel, atop a mountain peak, inside an airplane’s cockpit.  

The rain-slicked streets reflect lamplight, warped like coins at the bottom of a glass. On the threshold of a bar, two men speak in hushed tones. A car’s headlights illuminate their silhouettes, casting their outlines onto the flaking walls behind them. A woman, sprawled on the steps of Santa Maria Maggiore, screams an incomprehensible lament at the top of her lungs. She’s stubby and squat, like a cannon barrel, and naked beneath a quilt. Those cries seize Mario by the collar and jerk him forward, spurring him to quicken his pace as if they were an indictment. He walks hunched under the weight of an enormous painting lashed to his back. With each step, his heel strikes the wooden frame. Why does he insist on painting them so large? They’re a mortal fatigue, even to move. Mario needs to be liked. He needs to earn good money for his work. If he didn’t sell his paintings, he couldn’t make new ones.  

A gust of wind makes him lose his balance. He should have gone to the appointment by bicycle. Downhill, with the painting on his shoulders, he would have certainly taken flight and would have arrived, gliding, onto the notary's terrace 

Tano[7] still hasn’t appeared. He’d promised to help. Mario has no intention of climbing four flights of stairs with that weight on his back. It must have crumpled his jacket. He should’ve listened to Anita and dressed like a laborer. Not stubbornly clung to appearing elegant. If Tano doesn’t show, he’ll abandon the delivery.  

Mario should listen to Anita also with regard to America. Something is happening in the art world, and he knows that to grasp its meaning, he must go there. Women are a constant instigation to risk. They bestow complex, exhilarating emotional experiences—the closest thing to life’s critical point.[8] Mario loves what his eyes become when he gazes at them. The attraction he feels renders him, in a certain way, a witness, and this gives the world back to him more vividly. This must be the reason he finds painting easier when in the company of a beautiful woman, this is why he's so prone to falling in love with them.  

Two nuns push a stalled Fiat 500 toward the basilica’s portico. The priest steers. Mario spreads his arms in apology for being unable to help and nods at their greeting. He struggles to press forward against the wind with his geisha-like steps. At a bend, another sudden gust lifts him off the ground. Mario floats above sun-worn terracotta roofs, past taut clotheslines and a tangled snarl of antennas. A cat, sprawled on a terrace pergola, meows as he passes. Mario pumps his legs and arches his back, the fist thrust skyward, the arm stretched along his side. From that height, the cars seem like grazing sheep and the screeching of the brakes sounds to his ears like neighing in the stables. For an instant, Mario truly believes he could seize a star. He stretches further in flight and reaches out. The twist of his torso empties the canvas of air, and it makes him glide down amidst the tracks. Two trams approach from opposite directions. Mario turns sideways to avoid being run over. Beyond the last carriage, he spots Tano—winded and grinning—running toward him with open arms.  

"I had a mad dream. I found myself in the distant future."

He uses the adjective ‘deplorable’ to sketch it.  

"Men and women roamed around in tattered clothes."

They carried screens before them, casting a bluish glow on their faces. They were so estranged to keep other men on leashes to avoid colliding with passersby or obstacles.  

A strange figure, his face masked by a skull, began describing the future they inhabited:  

"Humanity has lost control of its own life."

A different kind of intellect, non-sentient, had surveilled them through those machines, mapped their every impulse, until it reduced them to slavery. A resistance had organized. What made it possible was the use of dialects, unintelligible to mathematical algorithms, which could only replicate a standardized idiom with grammar and syntax pared to the bone. The new leaders were men accustomed to the smell of earth, raised in the shade of trees, their skin scorched by the sun. Shepherds, fishermen, craftsmen. Exiles. Keepers of ancient knowledge. Mostly incapable of speaking proper language.  

"That guy sang a song I can't get out of my head."  

Tano warbles it right there in the street, in his graceless voice:  

"In the third millennium / Beauty will be ugly / White will be black / Sombreros will be mandatory / And chickens will be fruit / We'll have fifty-three degrees / At evening, by day and by night / Houses will be the cupboards / And schools will be the caves / We'll call women 'men' / And men 'steak' or 'ham' / But a kiss remains a kiss / And a burp remains a burp."[9]  

Mario laughs. Tano shrugs and finally lends a hand. He loosens the rope knots and grips one end of the painting.  

"To hell with them," he blurts, a smirk crimping his lips.  

*

With Tano’s help, Mario delivers the painting and sets off toward Caffè Rosati[10]. He winds through narrow, foul-smelling alleys. The darkness isn’t thick enough to conceal the grandiloquence of marble staircases and fountains gushing water—not that it matters, what with trash bags slit open by cats’ curiosity and, everywhere, piss stains at ankle height. Mario feels ill at ease. He rubs the backs of his shoes against his heels and straightens his tie knot. Tano, by contrast, possesses a brashness that renders him impervious to such provocations, as jarring as a fine suit that hangs poorly. People dawdle, shuffle in slippers, speak too loudly, as if intimidated and eager to flaunt their indifference, in a deluge of dialects that amplifies the rhetoric. They insist on calling these streets ‘the capital of the world.’ Mario has had his fill of people who call themselves artists.  

Nature seems to have been cut out. No grass between the cobblestones—just flattened chewing-gum like urban fossils. Even the Tiber, squeezed between embankments, looks more like a drainage ditch than a river. Everything is cobbled, plastered, civilized—as if every blade of grass might offend the city’s majesty. There are no trees, one cannot hear the chirping of birds and, in place of palm trees with their broad leaves, one must make do with noble ladies walking stiffly, with their fur collars and swollen heads; and even the wind seems to have been tamed. Mario is weighed down by not being able to run at full speed, roll in the sand, laugh his head off. He continues to chase the effect of the African breeze by speeding along on his bike: along a downhill road, he straightens his torso on the handlebars and spreads his arms – the salt on his skin, the sun blinding him.  

Tano rants deliriously. He wants to wage war on technology by robbing objects of their ontological meaning: "We must reduce artifacts to mere forms for the eyes. Objects are prisons." With a kick, he sends a garbage can to the ground. "Let’s free them."
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