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A life's work, fueled by youthful trauma 
Fabio Mauri of Italy 
will be a featured artist 
at the Venice Biennale 

BY ARTHUR LUBOW 

After the defeat of Fascism in World 
War II, images filtered into Italy that 
portrayed, in horrifying detail, the con
centration camp victims of Nazi Ger
many. At the home of Fabio Mauri in 
Rome, those pictures arrived with un
usual frequency, because among his fa
ther's varied businesses was the dis
tributorship of 300 foreign newspapers. 

Mauri, who was a teenager, reacted 
with profound and paralyzing shock. 
When drafted into the Italian Army, he 
suffered a nervous breakdown; for 
eight years, he shuttled between psychi
atric hospitals and monasteries. Even
tually, his lather, who also represented 
the playwright Luigi Pirandello, sent 
him to assist on a South American tour 
al Mr. Pirandello's "Six Characters in 
Search of an Author.'' Somewhere be
tween Rio de Janeiro and Buenos Aires, 
Mauri fell in love with an actress in the 
production and recovered. He became 
anartist. 

In a career that lasted half a century, 
Mauri, who died in 2009, produced work 
alter work that probed the problem that 
had unhinged him as a boy: How could 
such atrocities happen under every
one's eyes in Europe? In drawings, 
sculptures, performances and installa
tions, he explored the ways in which 
mass media and public spectacle can 
mask and warp the world. The imposi
tion of prejudice and discrimination in 
the service of ideology particularly fas
cinated him. 

Mauri was tittle known outside Italy in 
his lifetime. That is changing. Okwui En
wezor, the director of the Venice Bien
nale, which opens in May, has chosen 
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Mauri as a centrai artist in the exhibition, 
with work displayed in three locations. 

"One ol the great things abom the Bi
ennale is you can make decisions that 
reacquaint the public with work that has 
been under the radar," Mr. Enwewr 
said. "The power of his pictures and the 
defiance of his vociferousness is some
thing I find fantastic- so fresh, contem
porary, very fearless. I hope it will be a 
good surprise lor people." 

Mauri's work is also on view at Haus
er & Wirth gallery in New York, in the 
artist's first solo exhibition in the United 
States, organized by Olivier Renaud
Clément, through May 2. 

When he began in the early 1950s, 
Mauri drew cartoon characters that re
sembled, without his knowing it, the 
contemporaneous Pop Art ol Roy Lich
tenstein and Andy Warhol in the United 
States. But the motivations were differ
ent. Unlike the American artists, Mauri 
was not celebrating or critiquing an af
fluent society. 

''Fabio was interested in how the me
dia manipulates and shapes conscious
ness,'' said Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, 
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Fabio Mauri, who died in 2009, produced wor.k after work that examined the problem that had unhinged him as a boy. Left, an image from his 1971 project "Ebrea" (Jewess). 

an art historian who has written author
itatively on Mauri. "He said to me, 
'When I got out of the war, the sun was 
Fascist.' ·• 

Mauri quickly foresaw the power of 
television 1 which was introduced to 

Italy on a wide scale in 1954. The ubi
quity of the screen reinforced his per
ception that the world as we know it is a 
projection. He began drawing the shape 
of a framed rectangle in late 1957, pro
gressing_guickly to shaQ!?_d "screens" 

inscribed with gnomic sayings or 
celebrity images. He carried his fascina
tion with projection into performances, 
in which, lor instance, he beamed the 
grandly stirring, wartime-era Soviet 
film "Alexander Nevsky" onto a milk 

pail. Bumping an airy representation off 
the silver screen onto the most hum
drum object imaginable, with ali the en
suing distortions, grounded it. This was 
an act of demystification. 

The most famous of these projections 

was staged in 1975, when, pinning a 
work to its creator, Mauri projected the 
film "The Gospel According to St. Mat
thew" onto the body and white shirt of 
its director, Pier Paolo Pasolini, who had 
been a friend since childhood. Although 
Mauri was dose to many Italian intel
lectuals of his era - including Alberto 
Moravia, Gilio Pontecorvo and Umberto 
Eco - his tie to Pasolini was probably 
the most important. 

One of Mauri 's earliest performance 
pieces. "What Fascism Is," in 1971, de
rived !rom a day he spent as a schoolboy 
with Pasolini. They were representing 
their Bologna school in a rhetoric com
petition in 1938, part of a Fascist extrav
aganza in Florence in honor of a state 
visi! by Hitler and other top German of
ficials. In his piece, Mauri symbolized 
the visiting dignitaries with a wax fig
ure and segregated part of the audience 
into a Jewish area marked by a Star ol 
David. A spectacle proceeds, with calis
thenics and athletics, terminated by the 
sounds of bombs falling. 

'' He was asking, 'What if this was you, 
would you be energized or disgusted?'" 
said Sebastiano Mauri, bis nephew. 

Based on his own early experience, 
Mauri recognized that beauty could be 

"Fabio was interested in how 
the media manipulates and 
shapes consciousness. He said 
to me, 'When I got o~t ~~,the 
war, the suo was Fasc1st. 

channeled ali too easily lor pernicious 
ends. 

Pasolini was murdered in 1975. Mauri 
reprised the "St. Matthew" projection 
piece, which was called "The Intellectu
al," after his friend's death, this time 
shining the film on Pasolini 's empty 
white shirt. In 2005, Mauri conducted 
another posthumous collaboration, with 
Pasolini reading in sonorous cadences 
"La Guinea," a poem about the divi
·sions in the world and the survival of 
Fascism in Italy. On the floor, Mauri 
placed a cellophane-covered framed 
photograph of the two men during a re
hearsal ol "What Fascism Is:' 

At the Biennale, \his work will greet 
spectators as they enter the central pavil
ion. Also included will be an installation 
of "EviJ Numbers," a nonsensical math
ematicaJ formula written on a blackboard 
facing a large photomural of Joseph 
Goebbels, the Nazi propaganda rninister, 
at the "degenerate art" exhibition at the 
Haus der Kunst in Munich in 1937. 

Describing these works by Mauri, Mr. 
Enwezor, who is also the director of the 
Haus der Kunst, said, "They are not like 
visual events but more like psychologi
cal events.'' 

Certainly the same could be said of 
"Ebrea" (Jewess), Mauri's most cele
brated and controversial work, tram 
1971. In it, a nude young woman stands 
in front o! a mirror and cuts o!! locks o! 
ber hair, pasting them in the shape of a 
Star of David onto the mirror. 

Mauri surrounded the centrai action, 
which evokes the haircuts giv~n to pris
oners on the way to the Nazi gas cham
bers, with simulated hideous objects -
soap made from corpses and a horse 
harness fabricated from human skin. 
When it was introduced in a Venice gal
lery, spectators sto od at a distance oflOO 
feet or more. No one dared get close. 
What they saw was prirnarily through 
the mirror, which acted as a kind of 
screen. But in the most recent perfor
mance, at Hauser & Wirth in New York 
Jast month, audience members crowded 
to the front and took pictures with cell
phones. 

In a development that would harclly 
have surprised the avant-garde Mauri, 
people no longer need to wait to watch 
television in the evening tor a dose of ar
tificial reality. 

Instead, they carry their projectors 
and screens with them in their pockets, 
all the time, to make and view images, 
and images of other images. 


