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CONVINTIONS OF DEFICTION OF THE AFOCALYFTIC SCINE

of desth, The “superficial” sance, which derives, among other things, from
the use of the photographic medium, cxposes the external, theatrical aypecty
1 death, This is the interface between the “death of glamor™ and the
“glamor of death”.

'As the world approaches the third millenium, from the "80s of the
20th century intimations of the end have become intensificd. The nuclear
theeat, the loss of control over the technological reservoir which man has
created, the ecological damage and the AIDS epidemic, are conceived as a
“punishment” for wild years of permissiveness and progress. But while the
o s of the end imagined by 19th-century man were transcendental with
espect to tman and were rooted in the fundamental enmity between man
2nd the universe, at the end of the 20th century the causes involved are
immanent, clos and palpable. Many texts have been devoted to the
subjece,2 some being diagnoses of the condition of civilization, some being
warnings. 1 will mention only the book by Christopher Lasch, The
Culture of Narcissism: American Life in an Age of Diminishing
Expectations, published in 1979, and Jonathan Shell's The Fate of the
Earth (1982). Many more such essays have entered the cultural discourse
and had considerable impact on the art discounse 0o, especially in the
United States. Early in the '80s New York was flooded with 3 wave of
~apocalyptic” exhibitions.* The most ambitious was undoubtedly the one
held at the New Muscum of Contemporary Art, under the title “The End
of the World: Contemporary Visions of Apocalypse™ (1983-1984). The
curator, Lynn Gumpert, wanted to situate the apocalyptic tendencies of the
period in broader social-cultural-historical contexts, and to examine how the
apocalyptic mentality had influenced art. Thematically she focussed both on
the nuclear holocaust produced by human activity and on natural disasters as
a metaphior for the end of the world that is being forced upon humanity.?”
In 1988 the Carnegic | devoted its prestig |
exhibition to the state of the art-work at the end of the century. The
curator, John Caldwell, sought to give the artistic discourse 3 meaning on
the background of the proximity of the year 2000, which embodies the
fictional and threatening contexts of the notion furure* As for
the end contents which were again presented in painting at the beginning
of the '80s, one could identify two parallel approaches: the return of
painting 35 an expressive cthos (the New German Expressionism, the ltalian
Trans Avantgarde) and also a new discussion of the meaning of “the end of
painting”, Artists like Robert Reiman, Philip Taaffe, Ross Bleckner and
Peter Halley reject the painterly clement in painting, and in their abstract
paintings arrive at effects of photography, almost of “ready-mades”. The
:pmlmwml moutners of painting” scem to Want to ravage ity corpie:

since the end has come, since it's all over, we can rejoice at the killing of
the dead"™ The very act of deconstruction, onc of the distinctive features of
postmodern culture, is largely grasped as a negation of the act of painting.
o (‘):_nelof yh: central works in the Carnegie International exhibition was
m;s- nd of the Twenticth Century, an installation by Joseph Beuys from
1985 (il. 15, se p. 18), which i linked to his obsessive preoccupation
::fi;r;m_-:ln of disaster and images of death (corpses, skeletons and
s l_n;m ;‘) These have generally been linked to a traumatic event in
5 periences of surviving a plane crash during his military
setvice in the Crimea. At first glance the fourty-four basalt rocks look as if
they have been placed abirrly throughoat the galley space. Fom up
E Nll: can see that an attempt has been made to reconstruct a kind of
lll”mw;ad‘dv:mrm of the rocks lic in a horizontal position, some of
el ;‘nu chilling effect is botn of the association of the
eokighinlis Pﬂv;:‘u an archacological environment, perhaps ruins of
ST ey pre-historic site (Stonehenge), something like
B ings of p lyp I This journey

nd future times re 5 the ambiguity. The dualism also

arises from the fact that Beuys marked the rocks (imprinting an eye-circle

on each of them)

appropria

them to cultural space. The ambiguity

xists in the very need to reconstruct a collapsing civilization and to mark it

introduce order into it), just s it is present in the

ne (nature), which has fallen or been cast up, with
the apparently stable museum space (culture)

For Beuys's disciple Anselm Kiefet too, the apocalyptic theme is 2
central intersection, from which Many subjects connected with German
mythology and history branch out. Huge vistas of burnt forests and charred
desere soil have filled his canvases since the early 70s. In Cockchafer, Fly
(i o 18), which belongs to the Scorched Earth Paintings serics

(1974), one can see how the clumps of scorched carth, the rutted trees and
the murky furnace-like coloring (black-red-brawn) create an atmosphere of
Jament that reconstructs the traces of a fresh destruction - perhaps 3 huge
conflagration which destroyed everything in its path, perhaps 2 volcanic
cruption or a nuclear explosion. Although these vistas appear at fint like
landscape paintings, and sometimes even hear the names of particular places

in Germany, it should be recalled that Kiefer has never seen himself s 2

landseape-painter, and henee we must read these landscapes a3 mental spaces,

as exteriorizations of internal landscapes. The magical effect of fire has
occupied Kiefer on both the conctete and the metaphorical levels. Fires and
storms also mark the works of Robert Morris from the early '80s. In the
End of the World exhibition in New York there was a work of his from
the Storms series (i1, 17), based on Durer's Deluge - a relief made of parts
of corpacs which appeat to have been sprayed onto collapsing walls — which
integrates the myth of the Deluge (the fint End of the World) with firc,
black mud rai active dust and fall-out.

Mimmo Paladino, who in the early "B0s was part of the Tralian Trans-
Avantgarde movement, has also conducted a fruitful dialogue with
representations of the Apocalypsc as expressed in the Christian tradit
and especially with descriptions of the cosmic struggle (the eradicai
evil). His canvases abound in demonic hybrid creatures, perhaps animals,
perhaps monsters, heads without bodics, skeletons in constant struggle that
symbolize both the sensual urges in man and the power of nature (dl. 18).
The original apocalyptic ethos t00, we will recall, was laden with animal
symbols, rich in hybrid creatures, and the hybridizing of man and animal
symbolized a distortion which originated with Satan. But while in the
Christian tradition these representations posited the triumph of “good” as
the central value in the struggle, it would seem that in Paladino's
death-suffused works the struggle has long since been won by the dark
forces. Unlike Franz Marc who at the beginning of the century integrated
animals in visionary mythological scenes according to the best of Romantic
traditions and accorded them utopian significances (the noble savage), it
appears that here, at the century's end, Paladino has replaced utopia with
dystopia, or, 3s Achile Bonito Oliva phrased it, the Utopia of the

de with the Apocalypie of the Tr e

The last work worth concluding this survey with is one by Robere
Lonigo - an installation from 1983 which is called Noweverybody (1l 19).
This installation was dedicated to the movie-director Fassbinder, and
includes what looks like 3 huge enlargement of a photograph of 3 bombed
strect in Beirut, extending over four pancls and serving as 3 background for
the figure of 2 man cast in bronze, which seems to have emerged from the
photograph and stepped out towards the viewer. The metaphor of survival -
The disorted figare, perhaps soot-covered, perhaps petrified, of the man -
on the hackground of the sights of destruction, the ruins of 3 metropolis,
brings to mind the notion of “spectacle”. Longo offers here 2 broad
spectrum of modes of representation which to a large extent operate against
each other: the historical event (the bombed city of Beirut), which at fiest

f
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Robert Morris, Untitled, 1983
Paint on hydrocal with watercolor and pastel o

paper, 210 x 250, Sonnabend Gallery and Leo
Castell Gallery, New York
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Mimmo Paladino, Amengit the Olive Treer,
1984. Mixed media on paper on canvas, 360 X 400
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