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Abstract 

 

 

This study examines how visions of Rome manifest themselves in artworks 

produced by 265 international artists during or after their stay at the city’s foreign 

academies, 1989–2014. I treat the extensive body of aesthetic material as a 

laboratory for exploring the wealth of responsive, sometimes agitated, sometimes 

conflicting ideas which are not passively transmitted by Rome, but framed, 

activated and given form by the artists. The account is wide-ranging in so far as it 

combines a large number of artworks; and it is selective in the sense that it frames 

these artworks within specific thematically oriented chapters. The result is a 

dynamic visual history of how artists reconfigure Rome today – from critical 

evaluations of the institutional frameworks and legacies of the foreign academies to 

explorations of how artists negotiate the spectacle of Roman sites; from portraits of 

the people who inhabit the city to studies of how the notions of history and Roman 

artistic traditions are appropriated and reconfigured in the present. These 

international artists create work that is experimental, open and ambiguous – work 

that situates Rome in the entanglement of past and present as well as in local and 

global contexts. It is through the tensions and possibilities that this entanglement 

brings to the fore that the artworks challenge more traditional historical reflections 

on the city. When artists successfully reconfigure Rome, they provide us with 

visions that, being anchored in a present, undermine the connotations of 

permanence and immovability that cling to the ‘Eternal City’ epithet. Looking at 

this work, we are invited critically to engage with the question: what is Rome 

today? – or perhaps better: what can Rome be? 
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Introduction: International artists in Rome 
 

On 29 October 1903, the German poet Rainer Maria Rilke recounted the following first 

impressions of Rome in a letter, which later would be included in the book Letters to a 

Young Poet:  

 

Rome (if one has not yet become acquainted with it) makes one feel stifled 

with sadness for the first few days: through the gloomy and lifeless museum 

atmosphere that it exhales, through the abundance of its pasts, which are 

brought forth and laboriously held up (pasts on which a tiny present subsists), 

through the terrible overvaluing, sustained by scholars and philologists and 

imitated by the ordinary tourist in Italy, of all these disfigured and decaying 

Things, which, after all, are essentially nothing more than accidental remains 

from another time and from a life that is not and should not be ours.1 

 

It has been more than a hundred years since Rilke’s critique of the obsessive overvaluing 

of Roman pasts at the expense of the present, and yet this response to the Eternal City 

still has some relevance today. In the twenty-first century, Rome is an established global 

mass-tourism destination under constant siege by travellers equipped with digital cameras 

and selfie-sticks. The centro storico has become a sanitised must-see spectacle, where 

capital has moved in and pushed many locals out. More than ever the city has been turned 

into a museum-like space; as if our obsession with the “abundance” of Roman pasts has 

nurtured a resilient (and conveniently marketable) conception of the city as the 

embodiment of history, often at the expense of the present.  

It is clear that Rilke favoured a different way of approaching the relationship 

between past and present in Rome, and although his letter does not elaborate further on 

this, I believe that his critique raises the following implicit question: How do we interact 

in the present with the “accidental remains” of Rome in a meaningful way? Or perhaps 

better: How do we create meaning – meaning which concerns our time and our life – in a 

place like Rome?  

                                                           
1 Rainer Maria Rilke, Letters to a Young Poet (New York: Vintage Books, 1987), 46–47. Three years 

later, in 1906, James Joyce would also write in a letter from Rome that the city “reminds me of a man 

who lives by exhibiting to travellers his grandmother’s corpse”, referring specifically to the “Carriages 

full of tourists, postcard sellers, medal sellers, photograph sellers” that he had seen at the Forum. Quoted 

in Robert E. Spoo, James Joyce and the Language of History: Dedalus’s Nightmare (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1994), 15. 
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The present study is an attempt at answering this question by examining alternative 

visions of contemporary Rome, visions in which the historical reconstruction of Roman 

pasts is replaced with a notion of artistic reconfiguration. The sources for this exploration 

are artworks produced by international visual artists during or after their stay at six so-

called foreign academies in Rome. Not many are aware that there are more than twenty 

foreign academies and cultural institutes scattered throughout the city, and that, at any 

given moment, many of these institutions host international communities of 

contemporary artists. And no one has yet looked in detail at this aesthetic material across 

the different institutions.2  

Here, it is crucial to stress – as I do later in this introduction – that despite dealing 

with artworks, this project is not art-historical in its thrust. Instead it is characterised by 

an interdisciplinary investigation centred on Rome as it has been experienced and visually 

reconfigured by a diverse group of visitors to the city during a twenty-five-year period, 

1989–2014. Also, as distinct from historians and archaeologists, whose work revolves 

around the reconstruction of specific Roman pasts, I emphasise how the contemporary 

city and its histories become a template for experimentation and creation. 

Historiographical issues are still central to this artistic reconfiguration, but the main 

emphasis has shifted towards how Rome as a place, an idea and a historical legacy 

responds to our present world.  

The presence today of international artists in Rome is highly paradoxical. The city 

holds no privileged meaning in the commercially oriented globalised art world, and most 

artists today do not respond to the city with the same enthusiasm as their forbears for 

whom, in centuries past, Rome was a model you needed to imitate and learn from during 

your visit there.3 Also, some might say that contemporary art amounts to little more than 

a self-referential system, which does not say much about the world; it rarely responds in 

a traditional sense (or in traditional media) to a place like Rome, and therefore it makes 

no sense to examine the city through readings of these artworks.  

                                                           
2 Throughout this study I use the terms ‘aesthetic material’ and ‘artworks’ to refer to forms of visual art 

such as painting, photography, video, sculpture, installations and mixed-media. The term ‘source 

material’, in contrast, applies to secondary literature, catalogues, interviews and other publications. 
3 As Jacopo Benci has pointed out, a “widespread art-world prejudice sees Rome as nothing more than a 

tourist resort or a theme park, a place with an immense history behind it but incapable of producing 

anything worth looking at in terms of contemporary culture”. Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, ed., The British 

School at Rome: One Hundred Years (London: The British School at Rome, 2001), 184. 
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However, I contend that it is exactly in the anachronistic clash between 

contemporary artists and Rome that new meaning is created. I believe that by focusing on 

the work of these artists, we can see the city as more than a collection of distant, 

extinguished objects which, as Rilke puts it, “are essentially nothing more than accidental 

remains from another time and from a life that is not and should not be ours”. In order to 

bring out the complexity of this material, it is imperative to anchor my interpretations in 

the present.4 I treat the extensive body of aesthetic material as a ‘laboratory’ for exploring 

the wealth of responsive, sometimes agitated, sometimes conflicting ideas which are not 

passively transmitted by Rome, but framed, activated and given form by international 

artists. The result is a dynamic dialogue with Rome’s present and its pasts – from critical 

evaluations of the institutional frameworks and legacies of the foreign academies to 

explorations of how artists negotiate the spectacle of Roman sites; from portraits of the 

people who inhabit both the centre and the periphery of the city to studies of how the 

notions of history and Roman artistic traditions are appropriated and reconfigured in the 

present.  

In order to map out my general approach, fields of study and challenges involved 

in this project, I have divided this introduction into six parts. In part one I examine some 

of the most recent attempts at writing a history of Rome in the form of academic studies 

that include perspectives from the twentieth or twenty-first centuries. This part introduces 

a selection of historical and anthropological studies of Rome in order to demonstrate the 

key challenges involved in making sense of the city today.  

The second part will look at the foreign academies, focusing on how these 

institutions represent a traditional academic approach to studying the history of Rome 

whilst at the same time hosting contemporary artists. This is not intended to be an 

institutional history, but rather an introduction to the foreign academies that underlines 

their importance. Not only do these institutions play a key role in the framing of Rome; 

                                                           
4 Here, I agree with Mieke Bal’s idea that “by endorsing the present as a historical moment in the act of 

interpretation itself, one can make much more of the object under scrutiny. One can learn from it, enable it 

to speak and to speak back; making it a full interlocutor in debates about knowledge, meaning, aesthetics, 

and about the importance of these in today’s world.” Bal’s defence of the present act of interpretation 

should not be seen as an expression of presentism. On the contrary, she argues against what she calls 

paronthocentrism – that is, the illusion of present-centeredness that positions the present as the endpoint 

of a teleological development. Mieke Bal, “Deliver Us from A-Historicism: Metahistory for Non-

Historians,” in Philosophy of History after Hayden White, ed. Robert Doran (London: Bloomsbury 

Academic, 2013), 86–87.  
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they also become the subject matter in a number of artworks created by international 

artists.  

The third part is dedicated to defining the elusive concept of ‘contemporary art’. 

‘Contemporary’ is a historical characterisation; its primary reference is temporal. This 

concept is used by scholars, artists and institutions in a number of different ways, which 

is why it is crucial to narrow down specific meanings which are relevant to my 

investigation of Rome.  

Keeping in mind how Rome is being studied by scholars and framed by the foreign 

academies, as well as how the concept of the ‘contemporary’ colours the work of 

international artists in the city, the fourth part considers how artistic work can form the 

basis of an alternative exploration of Rome today. I briefly situate the study within the 

larger framework of a so-called ‘visual turn’ in the humanities and social sciences.  

Finally, in parts five and six, I discuss practical aspects of gathering and defining 

the aesthetic material as well as some of the challenges involved in this process, and I 

present preview summaries of the five chapters that make up the core of this study.  

 

Roman historiography 

Throughout the centuries, the history of Rome and the Roman Empire has been chronicled 

by a seemingly endless number of foreign historians, a notable example being Edward 

Gibbon’s famous six volumes entitled The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman 

Empire (1776–89).5 Still today historians continue to produce studies of ancient Rome 

and its legacies, yet one rarely finds studies that include perspectives on the contemporary 

city. This raises the question: is it possible to write a history of Rome that does not render 

invisible the contemporary city?  

In Whispering City: Rome and Its Histories (2011), Richard Bosworth points out 

that it is impossible to write a “single and set history” of Rome.6 Instead, he attempts to 

                                                           
5 Edward Gibbon, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (London; New York: 

Penguin Books, 1995). The wealth of more recent studies of ancient Rome include for instance Stephen 

L. Dyson, Rome: A Living Portrait of an Ancient City (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010); 

Luc Duret, Jean-Pierre Néraudau, and Pierre Grimal, Urbanisme et métamorphoses de la Rome antique 

(Paris: Belles lettres, 2010); Richard Krautheimer, Rome, Profile of a City, 312–1308 (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1980). 
6 R. J. B. Bosworth, Whispering City: Modern Rome and Its Histories (New Haven; London: Yale 

University Press, 2011), 7. 
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show us how famous as well as anonymous sites and monuments, which we encounter in 

Rome today tell us stories about the city’s multiple, conflicting pasts, which have been 

used by people in power – from political leaders to the Catholic Church – to fit the needs 

of the present. Reading studies like Bosworth’s, one gets the impression that Rome poses 

a special challenge to foreign historians: here, time has been condensed into space, 

leaving perforated, historical strata exposed in a way that juxtaposes two thousand years 

old remnants with present-day ones. Like many other historians, Bosworth invokes 

Sigmund Freud’s well-known characterisation of Rome from Civilization and its 

Discontents (1930): 

 

Now let us, by a flight of imagination, suppose that Rome is not a human 

habitation but a psychical entity with a similar long and copious past – an 

entity, that is to say, in which nothing that has once come into existence will 

have passed away and all the earlier phases of development continue to exist 

alongside the latest one.7 

 

This idea of Roman history, according to which all the historical layers of the city are 

simultaneously present, thus producing a palimpsest, has been a persistent point of 

reference in recent historical studies, which are not oblivious to the challenges involved 

in including the present standpoint of the historian. Their authors are perhaps sensitized 

to Freud’s view, which challenges traditional historical trajectories that operate with 

hierarchical or vertical distinctions between past and present.8 At its extreme, the Freudian 

palimpsest of Rome collapses historical trajectories into a horizontal surface where 

multiple, simultaneous perspectives defy a single viewpoint. It allows pasts and present 

to overlap and merge in numerous ways according to the perspective of the beholder, 

which, ultimately, renders the enterprise of writing one definitive history of the city 

impossible.9  

                                                           
7 Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents (New York: W.W. Norton, 1962), 17. 
8 Studies that invoke and discuss Freud’s view include among others Peter E. Bondanella, The Eternal 

City: Roman Images in the Modern World (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1987); 

Bosworth, Whispering City; Dorigen Caldwell and Lesley Caldwell, eds., Rome: Continuing Encounters 

between Past and Present (Farnham; Burlington: Ashgate, 2011); Catharine Edwards, ed., Roman 

Presences: Receptions of Rome in European Culture, 1789–1945 (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 1999); David H. J. Larmour and Diana Spencer, eds., The Sites of Rome: Time, Space, 

Memory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). 
9 Cf. Edwards, Roman Presences, 6. 
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On this reading, even if Rome is as massive and monumental as any city, it turns 

out to be especially elusive and shape-shifting on closer inspection. Or, as David Larmour 

and Diana Spencer observe in The Sites of Rome: Time, Space, Memory (2007): “To write 

‘Rome’ is to conjure up and with a city whose characterization by Tibullus as the urbs 

aeterna barely begins to sketch out the bewildering variety of meanings that exist 

concurrently in all attempts to engage with the city and its classical past(s)”.10 Larmour 

and Spencer go on to suggest that Rome has always generated its own contrasting 

receptions and legacies, which means that we can never escape Rome – see it objectively 

from the outside – because its countless iterations are always already part of our ways of 

seeing:  

 

Rome is always an object of looking and the gaze but is also figured in many 

other ways: as a character or spectator; as the human body or the mind; as 

unmarked space or semiotic overload; as ruin and emblem of decay, or site of 

renovation and source of rejuvenation; as arena, sewer, battlefield, theme-

park, or museum. (10) 

 

Since Rome can be all of these things at once, Larmour and Spencer suggest that it is 

important to “balance a coherent urban ‘legend’ against the fragmentary, messy, and lived 

experience of being in the city” (3). However, these often diametrically opposed ways of 

approaching the city are far from easy to reconcile. On the one hand, we have 

anthropologists and scholars of urban studies who focus on the gritty reality of 

contemporary Rome. An example is the anthology Global Rome: Changing Faces of the 

Eternal City (2014), which examines “a series of concrete urban realities beyond the 

historical city centre” and thereby proves that Rome is struggling with many of the same 

issues as other cities – for instance, a housing bubble, immigration, and environmental 

crises.11  

On the other hand, we find historians, literary scholars and others who focus 

primarily on the imaginary of Rome, examining many contrasting myths and historical 

narratives that have flourished during the centuries and still characterise the city today. 

                                                           
10 Larmour and Spencer, The Sites of Rome, 7. 
11 Isabella Clough Marinaro and Bjørn Thomassen, eds., Global Rome: Changing Faces of the Eternal 

City (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2014), 2. In addition to these urban studies, other scholars 

approach Rome geographically, for instance G. Heiken, R. Funiciello, and D. De Rita, The Seven Hills of 

Rome: A Geological Tour of the Eternal City (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005); Caroline 

Vout, The Hills of Rome: Signature of an Eternal City (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
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We see this in John Agnew’s Rome (1995) where myths of the imperial and sacred city 

are connected to Rome’s status as universal metaphor for decay and downfall.12 The 

metaphorical potential of declining Rome can be reactivated at any given point in history, 

which means that every “generation finds in Rome a moral that resonates with its own 

time”. In the 1990s, when Agnew was writing his book, people emphasised how ancient 

Rome had “committed environmental suicide”, whereas after the fall of fascism half a 

century earlier the city signified “the danger of despotic imperial rule” (2).  

Another example is Peter Bondanella’s The Eternal City: Roman Images in the 

Modern World (1987) which demonstrates how myths of ancient Rome have manifested 

themselves and influenced European thinking from the Renaissance to the twentieth 

century. Like Agnew, Bondanella concludes that Rome is “a vast storehouse of precious 

images, values and tales which each generation may accept, reject, or transform as it sees 

fit”.13 And yet another example can be found in the anthology Cinematic Rome (2008) 

which explores how the medium of film has become a hugely important generator of the 

imaginary of Rome, which means that when foreigners imagine the city today they 

interact with images that owe as much to Federico Fellini and Pier Paolo Pasolini as to 

Michelangelo and Bernini.14  

From alternative historical methodologies to the gritty urban reality and studies of 

the imaginary of Rome, each of these approaches has its advantages and disadvantages. 

For instance, in Bondanella’s case, a dualistic approach allows him to discuss the 

reception of the myths of Rome during more than 500 years, but by focusing exclusively 

on the tensions between the eternal and decaying city, he ends up reaffirming some of the 

most widespread clichés of Rome instead of looking at some of the cases where these 

clichés do not fit. And whereas Global Rome provides us with a variegated portrait of 

Rome as a contemporary global city, its ‘global’ approach also means accepting a major 

paradox: when you focus on all the urban issues that connect Rome with other big cities 

around the world, you necessarily have to focus on the anonymous outskirts of the city 

instead of all the things that make Rome special, namely its monuments, ruins, myths and 

conflicting histories. And if we take Larmour and Spencer’s approach at face value, we 

                                                           
12 John A. Agnew, Rome (Chichester: J. Wiley, 1995), 3. 
13 Bondanella, The Eternal City, 255. 
14 Richard Wrigley, ed., Cinematic Rome (Leicester: Troubador, 2008), xiii. 
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will have to embrace the fact that Rome can mean more or less anything, which might 

well lead to a paralysing relativism.  

All this leads us back to Rilke’s criticism of Rome as a city whose history has been 

overvalued, a process that has been “sustained by scholars and philologists”. In a sense, 

what we learn from the diversity of perspectives exemplified by the above-mentioned 

studies is that Rome is an elusive urban space; it is a chaotic and anachronistic city, a 

continuous flow of transformations which, if one attempts to capture and reduce them to 

a stable entity, slip from the historian’s grasp. Rome is, at once, a very real city with a 

population that struggles with global urban problems and a strangely stilted museum 

permeated by myths and clichés and filled with ancient marvels.  

Perhaps one could argue that the cul-de-sac of writing a definitive history of Rome 

is in fact what Rome is all about. This impossibility points to the fact that the city only 

emerges when we abandon all definitive ideas, including that of a fixed, ‘eternal’ city 

which betrays the ever-present complexity of contrasting myths and perspectives. On this 

reading, Rome becomes an archetypical example of the problems of historiography. 

Being a city in which, according to Rilke, we find “pasts on which a tiny present subsists”, 

we are constantly challenged to rethink the connections between these abundant pasts and 

the present. And, as we shall see later, this is where artistic work comes into play as it 

shifts attention away from historical reconstruction (which stays firmly in the past) and 

instead reconfigures the past through – and gives it form in – the present.  

 

Foreign academies and international artists 

At the time when Rilke was writing his letter from Rome, a number of the most important 

foreign academies – such as the British School, the German Academy, and the American 

Academy – were in the process of finding their current form. Today there are more than 

twenty such foreign academies and cultural institutions in Rome, which host scholars, 

architects, composers and artists who stay in the city for up to eighteen months [fig. 1].15 

Because these national institutions frame Rome in particular ways, it is important briefly 

                                                           
15 For an overview of the different institutions, see Raffaella Rizzo, ed., Accademie svelate: tradizione e 

attualità delle accademie straniere nel Lazio (Rome: Itinera comunicazione, 2010). 
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to explain how they work. But firstly, what actually is a foreign academy? In answering 

this question, I make use of the definition provided by Frederick Whitling in his PhD 

thesis The Western Way. Academic Diplomacy: Foreign Academies and the Swedish 

Institute in Rome, 1935–1953 (2010):  

 

The ‘foreign academy’ is defined by relationships between boards and 

trustees of the home countries in relation to the respective institutions and 

their directors, as well as by the Italian context and international network in 

which these institutions operate. ‘Academies’ is used here as a generic term, 

referring to the (foreign) scholarly educational institutions in Rome; the term 

thus includes ‘academies’ – such as the American Academy in Rome (AAR), 

‘institutes’ – such as the Swedish Institute in Rome (SIR), as well as ‘schools’ 

– such as the British School at Rome (BSR).16 

 

                                                           
16 Frederick Whitling, “The Western Way. Academic Diplomacy: Foreign Academies and the Swedish 

Institute in Rome, 1935-1953” (European University Institute, 2010), 27. 

Fig. 1. The foreign academies in Rome. Note that this map only includes 

approximately half of the total number of academies. Source: Corriere della 

Sera, 9 August, 2015. 
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On a structural level, each of the foreign academies has its own characteristics and 

traditions which affect the way the individual institutions work. For instance, the German 

Academy hosts artists, composers and architects, whereas the British School also hosts 

scholars. At the Danish Academy, artists and scholars typically stay for 1–3 months 

whereas they stay for 12–18 months at the French Academy. Some of the institutions 

seem to favour younger, up-and-coming artists (the British School and the French 

Academy) whereas others are more likely to accept mid-career and high-profile artists 

(the German and American academies).17  

Despite their many individual differences, it has been argued that these institutions 

build on the same two fundamental models. Firstly, having hosted artists at Villa Medici 

since 1666, the French Academy is by far the oldest in Rome and has served as a template 

for all of the major foreign academies when they were founded in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries.18 Secondly, whereas the French model is important for hosting 

artists, the institutionalisation of academic research in the individual academies can be 

traced back to the international foundation of the Istituto di corrispondenza archeologica 

in 1829, where different nations got together in order to systematise the study of Roman 

antiquity.19  

It cannot be stressed enough how remarkable the concentration of foreign cultural 

institutions is in Rome. It is unlike anything found in other ancient cities like Florence, 

Venice or Athens.20 But these foreign institutions in Rome are also themselves profoundly 

                                                           
17 The individual histories and raison d’être of the foreign academies can be found in a number of official 

publications that are written or edited by directors and scholars associated with the institutions. See for 

instance Wallace-Hadrill, The British School at Rome; T. P. Wiseman, A Short History of the British 

School at Rome (London: The British School at Rome, 1990); Joachim Blüher, ed., 100 Jahre Deutsche 

Akademie Rom Villa Massimo 1910–2010 (Köln: Wienand, 2011); Marida Talamona and Peter Benson 

Miller, eds., Building an Idea: McKim, Mead & White and the American Academy in Rome, 1914–2014 

(Pistoia: Gli Ori, 2014); Wayne A. Linker and Jerry Max, eds., Celebrating a Century (New York: The 

American Academy in Rome, 1995); Henrik Lundbak, Det danske Institut i Rom: oprettelse og 

virksomhed indtil 1987 (Rome: Det Danske Institut, 1989); Paolo Vian, ed., Speculum mundi: Roma 

centro internazionale di ricerche umanistiche (Rome: Unione Internazionale degli Istituti di Archeologia, 

Storia e Storia dell’Arte in Roma, 1993). 
18 Angela Windholz has made the most comprehensive study of the early foundations of the academies on 

the French model (1750–1914). See Angela Windholz, Et in Academia Ego: Ausländische Akademien in 

Rom Zwischen Künstlerischer Standortbestimmung Und Nationaler Repräsentation (Regensburg: Schnell 

& Steiner, 2008). 
19 Whitling, “The Western Way,” 39, 66; Windholz, Et in Academia Ego, 27–40; Peter Rietbergen, Rome 

and the World – the World in Rome: The Politics of International Culture, 1911–2011 (Dordrecht: 

Republic of Letters Publishing, 2012), 144–46. 
20 In chapter one, which focuses on the foreign academies, I discuss and compare these institutions with 

the national pavilions at the Venice Biennale.  
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peculiar. To notice this, one simply has to look at the architectural frameworks. In the 

suburban area of Valle Giulia, located on the north side of the Borghese Park, nine foreign 

academies reside within a square mile. To give a few examples, at Via Omero you find 

no residential buildings, only academies representing Denmark, Sweden, the Netherlands, 

Belgium and Egypt. Here, the Danish Academy is a piece of typical Scandinavian 

modernist architecture whose yellow bricks have been imported specially from Denmark, 

whereas the façade of the Egyptian Academy (which is also the embassy) is covered in 

hieroglyphics. A stone’s throw from Via Omero, on the other side of Piazza Thorvaldsen, 

the Cultural Institute of Japan is built in the style of Sukiya, and close by you see Edwin 

Lutyens’s Christopher Wren-inspired façade of the British School.  

A few kilometres further away, in the eastern part of Rome, the German Academy 

in Villa Massimo, created by Jewish-German entrepreneur Eduard Arnhold in the early 

twentieth century, neatly presents all of Italy to the German visitor: the entrance is in 

Florentine style, the main building is Roman, and the artist studios are Venetian. “A 

German idea of Italy”, according to the director Joachim Blüher.21 In this way, many of 

the academy buildings seem to be designed to reinforce a distinct – and rather strange – 

relationship to Rome and to Italy. These institutions are evidently children of their time 

since today it would be unthinkable to create these kinds of imposing buildings simply to 

host a few scholars and artists every year.  

All these aspects of the foreign academies are important to remember if we are to 

understand the strange situation artists find themselves in today in Rome. On the one 

hand, many of the foreign academies are geared to facilitating the work of archaeologists, 

historians and art historians who specialise in the distant Roman past, because their object 

of study has not changed radically since the foundation of these institutions. On the other 

hand, contemporary art has long since moved away from classical ideals of copying or 

borrowing from Roman antiquity, which means that the object of study is not relevant 

any longer. Hence, if you expect artists – who now work with photography, video or 

installations rather than traditional media such as painting and sculpture – to continue 

working as if the twentieth century did not happen, then the idea of hosting international 

artists in Rome (in the French tradition) has become redundant.  

                                                           
21 Joachim Blüher, Interview with author, Rome, 11 November, 2014. See also Angela Windholz, Die 

Deutsche Akademie Rom Villa Massimo (Lindenberg: Kunstverlag Fink, 2010). 
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This is not a new issue, though. Even as many of the foreign academies were 

opening in purpose-built buildings around the time of the outbreak of World War One – 

the German Academy in 1913, the American Academy in 1914, and the British School in 

1916 – the artists who were supposed to use them were already moving on. Artists who 

went to Rome were supposed to learn from and interact with the great artistic traditions 

in Rome stretching back two millennia, but as T.P. Wiseman observes in A Short History 

of the British School at Rome, they were at odds with the institution right from the 

beginning. Influenced by new international styles such as Cubism, Expressionism, 

Fauvism and Primitivism, they “wanted to move away from direct classical borrowings”, 

and from the 1920’s onwards artists were complaining about going to Rome and not to a 

more important centre of modern art.22  

In this sense, the foreign academies were always a backwater for artists as going 

there meant missing out on important developments in the art scene elsewhere. Those 

who did go to Rome were supposed to adapt their gaze, perhaps so that it matched that of 

the historians or archaeologists who also stayed there. As a consequence (at least at the 

British School) many prolific artists did not bother, and the artists who did go there during 

the first half of the twentieth century did not seem particularly interested in interacting 

with contemporary Rome.23 

Since the late 1980s and early 1990s many of the academies have adapted somewhat 

to the new situation for artists, for instance, in the case of the British School, creating 

spaces for multi-purpose work and changing scholarships to accommodate artists with 

contemporary art practices. But despite these improvements, the presence of artists in 

these institutions is still paradoxical. Firstly, there is a sense that those institutions that 

also host academic scholars function predominantly as academic institutions for the study 

of history and archaeology, which means that the artists are only there because of the 

tradition and because they give the institutions a contemporary ‘edge’.24 Secondly, it has 

                                                           
22 Wiseman, A Short History of the British School at Rome, 14, 22. The British School dealt with this by 

providing scholarships for applied art, that is, murals and decorative painting that were more suited for 

appropriating classical themes. See also Alan Powers, British Murals & Decorative Painting 1920–1960: 

Rediscoveries and New Interpretations (Bristol: Sansom & Company, 2013). 
23 “[I]t is as if Mussolini’s dictatorship with its huge modern building programme outside their door had 

never existed. The early period was plagued by politics, with mass destruction and two world wars but 

you would never guess any of it from looking at the art produced”. Wallace-Hadrill, The British School at 

Rome, 158. 
24 Salvatore Lacagnina, Interview with author, Rome, 28 April, 2015. 
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been pointed out that a lot depends on the academy directors: if they are interested in 

contemporary art, then there is potentially a platform for a fruitful artistic exchange with 

the city, but if they are more interested in academic research, then nothing much 

happens.25  

Thirdly, there is the whole issue of national representation which sits rather uneasily 

with some artists and complicates their relationship with the institutions and with Rome. 

Commenting on a number of artist interviews conducted by Italian artist Valerio Rocco 

Orlando for the exhibition The Reverse Grand Tour, at which I take a closer look in 

chapter one, director of the German Academy Joachim Blüher observes that these 

international artists are “talking about the same thing; on the one hand, the problems of 

fulfilling your own expectations; on the other hand, that they have to represent their 

countries, and they do not want to do this. This is a huge tension, which is the same for 

everyone”.26 Staying at the foreign academies, artists inhabit profoundly national milieus, 

which, in the case of the British School, made an Irish artist who stayed at the School 

comment that she “got more of a sense of British culture than Italian”.27  

The tensions are also reflected in general debates about the raison d’être of the 

academies today. In his recent study of Valle Giulia entitled Rome and the World – the 

World in Rome: The Politics of International Culture, 1911–2011, Peter Rietbergen 

argues that Rome benefits from the presence of the foreign academies because these 

institutions help to maintain “Rome’s all-time, global pretences”.28 Others, like curator 

and lecturer at Temple University Rome, Shara Wasserman, believe that the academies 

are anachronisms that play no significant role at all today because they do not attempt to 

interact with Rome.29 And when it comes to the relevance of travelling to Italy as an 

international artist, many commentators point out that the Grand Tour tradition has long 

ceased to be relevant and that Italy in general and Rome in particular is off the map in 

terms of contemporary culture.30  

                                                           
25 Ludovico Pratesi, Interview with author, Rome, 4 May, 2015; Jacopo Benci, Interview with author, 

Rome, 17 April, 2015. 
26 Blüher, Interview with author, Rome, 11 November. See Valerio Rocco Orlando, The Reverse Grand 

Tour (Dogana: Maretti, 2013). This topic will be explored in greater detail in chapter one. 
27 Email from Niamh O’Malley to the author, 27 August, 2015. 
28 Rietbergen, Rome and the World, x. 
29 Wasserman, Interview, Rome, 7 May. 
30 These issues are discussed in the essays by Cornelia Lauf, “La Dolce Vita: Anything but Sweet,” 40–

46; Helmut Friedel, “The Italian Journey. Is There Still Hope?,” 50–52; Ludovico Pratesi and Attilio 

Brilli, “A Conversation between Attilio Brilli and Ludovico Pratesi,” in Viaggio in Italia: Sguardi 
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Thus, it is within this field of tension – negotiating traditions, national 

representations, Roman legacies and the present city – that the foreign academies frame 

the study of and interaction with Rome. However, as we shall see now, the global, 

international character of contemporary art further complicates the presence of artists at 

these nationally oriented institutions. 

 

The contemporary   

In order to sketch out how the notion of contemporary art potentially affects the 

interaction with Rome, we need to clarify what contemporary art really means. In other 

words: What are we talking about when we talk about ‘contemporary art’? Terry Smith 

describes the confusion surrounding this term when he notes that 

 

‘The contemporary’ is a strange locution, like saying ‘the modern.’ It 

indicates that the person using it is putting it in quotation marks and is 

provisional about it, so already the term is contested in some essential way. It 

can be adjectival – ‘the contemporary fill-in-the-blank’ – or a noun. If you 

name a museum of contemporary art, which people have done all over the 

world since the 1990s, it describes what it does – it’s not a museum of modern 

art or masterpiece art or traditional art – whereas in art-world discourse people 

use ‘the contemporary’ trying to find something that won’t sign them up for 

capital C. A., official Contemporary Art, the kind that is driven by the art 

market.31 

 

Clearly, contemporary art is a contested term. On a superficial level, it is not only used 

by many artists, galleries and museums to describe the most recent artistic production, 

but also as a broad art historical category covering the past 25 to 50 years. Terry Smith 

summarises this widespread usage of the qualifier ‘contemporary’ in the art world by 

observing that “When generalization is attempted, it often takes celebrated, successful, 

and expensive art as representative of all art being made today, and then adds to the 

                                                           

Internazionali sull’Italia Contemporanea, edited by Ludovico Pratesi and Carpi De Resmini (Pistoia: Gli 

Ori, 2010), 57–58. It is also a theme in publications like Stephan Berg, “Die Schönheit Des 

Ungleichzeitigen,” in 100 Jahre Deutsche Akademie Rom Villa Massimo 1910–2010, ed. Joachim Blüher 

(Köln: Wienand, 2011), 155–56; Henry Martin, ed., Viaggio in Italia (Ravenna: Essegi, 1988), 18–22. 
31 Jeffrey J. Williams, “The Contemporist: An Interview with Terry Smith,” Symploke 22, no. 1–2 (2014): 

362. 
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adulation, pillories it as evidence of profound cultural vacuity and artistic corruption, or 

wavers somewhere in between”.32  

What most people think about when the term is mentioned is highly commercial 

blockbuster art like that of Damien Hirst and Jeff Koons. Rather than being representative 

of the great variety of artistic work being done today, this is a specific genre of 

spectacular, market-oriented Western contemporary art, to which many artists – both in a 

Western and a global context – do not subscribe.33 Needless to say, it is not this conception 

of contemporary art which is relevant to the present focus on Rome. 

The problem of using a term like ‘contemporary’ to describe art is that it is a concept 

that has come to signify unity where there is diversity. This perhaps explains why some 

scholars have sought to turn ‘contemporary art’ into a normative concept. For instance, it 

refers to an art that participates critically in the “actuality of the present” (Peter 

Osborne).34 Or an art that can be “defined as the opening of a form that is above all a 

question, the form of a question” (Jean-Luc Nancy).35 Or an art that engages with the 

question “What does it mean to be contemporary?” – engages, that is, with the 

“contemporaneity of different types of difference, and the coexistence or co-temporality 

of different kinds of difference” which characterises our globalised world (Terry Smith).36  

Normative concepts like these are an invaluable supplement to the numerous 

simplifying versions of the ‘contemporary’, but in the context of the present study, I do 

not select or evaluate artworks according to criteria of contemporaneity. Instead, we need 

to develop a general and yet specific understanding of what is involved in ‘contemporary 

art’ in order to see how this concept affects the Roman context. In other words, we need 

neither a normative concept nor a vague category including the newest trends or art 

produced within a certain recent timeframe, nor a category of money-driven blockbuster 

art.  

                                                           
32 Terry Smith, “‘Our’ Contemporaneity?,” in Contemporary Art: 1989 to the Present, ed. Alexander 

Blair Dumbadze, Alexander Blair, and Suzanne Perling Hudson (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 22–23. 
33 Jonathan Harris, ed., Globalization and Contemporary Art (Malden: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 470. 
34 Peter Osborne, Anywhere or Not at All: Philosophy of Contemporary Art (London; New York: Verso 

Books, 2013), 2. Osborne also writes that “Art is a privileged cultural carrier of contemporaneity, as it 

was of previous forms of modernity. With the historical expansion, geopolitical differentiation and 

temporal identification of contemporaneity, it has become critically incumbent upon any art with a claim 

on the present to situate itself, reflexively, within this expanded field” (27). 
35 Jean-Luc Nancy, “Art Today,” Journal of Visual Culture 9, no. 1 (April 2010): 94. 
36 Smith, “‘Our’ Contemporaneity?,” 17. 
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What is important to note about contemporary art – and what is presupposed in the 

above-mentioned normative concepts – is that, above all, the art we call ‘contemporary’ 

has an international, globalised character. At least since the late 1980s artists and the art 

world have responded to a number of geo-political transformations (the fall of the Berlin 

Wall, Tiananmen Square, and the collapse of the USSR), to the globalisation of the art 

market (the rise of auction houses, the Chinese art market and the proliferation of 

contemporary art museums and biennials), and to the global dominance of economic 

neoliberalism. Recent scholarship makes 1989 a symbolic point of departure for 

understanding contemporary art as a truly global phenomenon.37 Osborne has summarised 

the new situation in this way: 

 

The transnationalization of art via its production for, and inscription within, 

a transnational space mediates the global dialectic of places, non-places and 

flows, via the institutional forms of the market, the large-scale international 

exhibitions (biennale, triennale, etc.), and the migrancy of artists. This is a 

profoundly contradictory process whereby art-institutional and market forms 

must negotiate the politics of regionalism, postcolonial nationalism and 

migration, overwriting the general spatial logic of postconceptual work with 

global political-economic dynamics. There has never been so much art as 

there is today […] And there have never been so many, or so geographically 

dispersed, regular, large-scale exhibitions of contemporary art. They form the 

nodes of the network structure of a now globalized Western artworld.38 

 

This new situation has profound consequences for the way in which works of art function 

as art today, and specifically in relation to Rome. According to Hans Belting, the notion 

of global contemporary art represents a negation of context and focus that, compared with 

the notion of modern art, “lacks any common idiom in terms of style and no longer insists 

on form as a primary and or independent goal”.39 Despite the fact that traditional painting 

                                                           
37 Studies that acknowledge 1989 as a symbolic point of departure include Alexander Blair Dumbadze 

and Suzanne Perling Hudson, eds., Contemporary Art: 1989 to the Present (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 

2013); Osborne, Anywhere or Not at All; Hans Belting and Andrea Buddensieg, eds., The Global Art 

World: Audiences, Markets, and Museums (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2009); Alexander Alberro, 

“Periodising Contemporary Art,” Australian and New Zealand Journal of Art 9, no. 1–2 (2008); Julian 

Stallabrass, Art Incorporated: The Story of Contemporary Art (Oxford; New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2004). 
38 Osborne, Anywhere or Not at All, 162–63; emphasis in original. Osborne uses the term 

‘transnationalization’, whereas I favour the term ‘internationalisation’ as the preposition ‘inter-’ implies a 

relationship. The preposition ‘trans-’ seems to suggest that one goes through (without being affected).  
39 Belting and Buddensieg, The Global Art World, 53. 
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and sculpture is still being exhibited in traditional museums where the works are regarded 

as embodying intrinsic aesthetic qualities that can be contemplated universally, it is clear 

that the effects of the contemporary art paradigm are far-reaching on both aesthetic and 

institutional levels.  

Nathalie Heinich has argued that the notion of contemporary art refers not so much 

to the most recent art production but rather functions as a paradigm which has caused an 

‘ontological rupture’ that affects all aspects of the creation, circulation, collection, and 

general discourses of art.40 On the level of artistic practices, these shifts – both in the ‘real’ 

world and in the art world – have affected the ways in which many artists work and think 

today. To mention a few of these changes, one can point to a proliferation of 

interdisciplinary artist practices (mixed media, ready-mades, conceptual art, 

performances and installations); a tendency to comment on art institutions and to 

transgress existing concepts of art; a reliance on mediators (curatorial work and art critical 

commentary) to convey the conceptual meaning of the work; blurred boundaries between 

local and global contexts as well as between fine art and popular culture.41  

It does not take a huge leap of the imagination to realise the potential conflict 

between a globally oriented conception of contemporary art and national institutions such 

as the foreign academies focused on the studies of the pasts of an ancient Italian city – 

“pasts on which a tiny present subsists” (Rilke). Artists are not exactly spoilt for choice 

when it comes to finding platforms for contemporary art in Rome where museums have 

always been locally oriented, focusing on ancient Roman history and archaeology. It is 

only in the last decade that a minor art scene has sprung up with the reopening of Museo 

d’arte contemporanea Roma (Macro) in 2002 and Museo nazionale delle arti del XXI 

secolo (MAXXI) in 2009.42 In addition to these institutions, a handful of contemporary 

art galleries have gained an international reputation (for instance Monitor, founded in 

2003), but the fact remains that the contemporary art scene in Rome is small and has a 

limited global outlook compared to other western capitals.43  

                                                           
40 Nathalie Heinich, Le paradigme de l’art contemporain: Structures d’une révolution artistique (Paris: 

Gallimard, 2014), 14–15, 34, 49. 
41 See Heinich, Le paradigme de l’art contemporain, 14–15. 
42 The impact of Macro and MAXII continues to be hindered by poor funding and mediocre directors, 

according to local sources. Jacopo Benci, Interview with author, Rome, 11 November, 2014; Shara 

Wasserman, Interview with author, Rome, 7 May, 2015. 
43 Wasserman, Interview with author, Rome, 7 May; Eleonora Farina, Interview with author, Berlin, 28 

November, 2014. 
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This means that Rome is not only off the map in terms of contemporary art: seen 

from the perspective of the art world, the academies signify an institutional model which 

elsewhere has been replaced by the global proliferation of galleries, contemporary art 

museums and biennials. The reason why Venice holds great importance in the art world 

is because of the international character of the Biennale. Here, different nations are 

represented in individual ‘pavilions’, but, contrary to the foreign academies in Rome, 

these pavilions are part of a globalised art fair which has next to nothing to do with Venice 

as a contemporary city – and, consequently, local history and traditions are not perceived 

as ‘obstacles’. Some artists and curators feel that the academies ought to be more like the 

national pavilions at the Biennale in terms of breaking down national borders and 

encouraging international collaborations.44 Whereas the mushrooming MoCAs (Museums 

of Contemporary Art) and biennials celebrate “contemporary production as an art without 

geographic borders, and without history in terms of Western modernism”, the foreign 

academies, along with old-fashioned art museums, seem to incarnate a nineteenth century 

idea of the nation state and academic research.45 

Throughout the centuries, travelling to Rome has been an artistic litmus test, but in 

the era of the foreign academies, when the city has long lost its relevance as an art centre, 

artists are faced with new challenges when they try to reconcile a trans- or international, 

global conception of contemporary art with the national institutional frameworks of the 

academies and the sanitised mass-tourist oriented spectacle of the city centre. Today, 

Rome is just one among the many art residencies offered around the globe, and artists 

might simply continue to go there because of the funding and sometimes because of the 

prestige, but rarely because Rome represents anything special for them. This might easily 

lead us to conclude that it is utterly irrelevant to study the aesthetic production of these 

artists.  

Yet, I will demonstrate that when in Rome, many of them do end up interacting 

with the city because they have the time and freedom to do so, and they cannot help being 

steeped in the city. In fact, since the local Roman art scene is quite weak, one could argue 

that the ‘art scene’ of the foreign academies have been one of the largest and most vibrant 

                                                           
44 Farina, Interview with author, Berlin, 28 November; Orlando, The Reverse Grand Tour.  
45 Belting and Buddensieg, The Global Art World, 49. It has been estimated that during the so-called 

museum-mania from 1995–2012, up to 80,000 new museums were built world-wide. Guido Guerzoni, 

ed., Museums on the Map: 1995–2012 (Turin: Umberto Allemandi & C., 2014), 27–28. 
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scenes for contemporary art in the city since the beginning of the 1990s, when the British 

School started a popular gallery programme.46 Of course, this ‘scene’ of the academies is 

rather peculiar: firstly because it consists of artists who are always in transition; secondly 

because it remains partly hidden to the Roman public; and thirdly because these artists 

represent a foreign and not a local gaze on Rome.  

So, can art that responds to a profoundly historical place like Rome still be 

categorised as ‘contemporary art’? On the one hand, the answer is of course yes, as the 

practice of responding to an international, globalised world also applies to international 

artists responding to Rome. Also, living in international residencies at the foreign 

academies, many of these migrating artists actually produce art which responds explicitly 

to Rome as a contemporary global city by interacting with themes like immigration and 

tourism. On the other hand, we should not forget that artists in Rome are affected by the 

national institutional frameworks of the foreign academies, which are not in tune with the 

more international character of biennials and other art platforms because they draw on a 

particular tradition for hosting scholars and artists in Rome.  

Moreover, in Rome these artists encounter a city that is immensely beautiful, but 

also – unlike Berlin, London, New York or Shanghai – is focused more or less exclusively 

on its own abundant pasts, not the present and future of a globalised world. Bearing in 

mind these particular circumstances, I tentatively use the term ‘contemporary art’ to refer 

to the art created in the meeting between international artists and the city of Rome. 

 

Close engagement with constellations of artworks 

Rome is a place with an incredible history, but the study of this history tends to 

overwhelm and render more contemporary aspects of the city invisible. This study is 

about showing how alternative visions of Rome, its foreign institutions, sites, people, 

histories and art historical traditions emerge when we start interpreting the aesthetic 

material produced by foreign artists in the city. I contend that contemporary artworks can 

form the basis of an urban exploration, and that these artworks embody a potential to 

shape new visions of Rome.  

                                                           
46 See also “Annual Report, 1991–1992.” (Rome; London: The British School at Rome, 1994), 24; 

“Annual Report, 1992–1993” (Rome; London: The British School at Rome, 1993), 26-27. 



20 

 

My fascination with the hitherto unexplored aesthetic material produced by 

international artists stems from the somewhat paradoxical and anachronistic clash 

between, on the one hand, short-term artistic communities belonging to a globalised art 

world, and, on the other hand, a city which has always been defined by historical studies 

of its abundant pasts and not by its present connection with the rest of the world. These 

artists bring new methodologies and understandings of the world into contact with a 

historical Roman context. Interacting with Rome on a visual level, artists have the ability 

to create work that is experimental, open and ambiguous – work that conveys a tactile, 

lived experience of how the past of the city manifests itself in the present. Thus, their 

work explores the city in ways which often differ radically from the work of the 

archaeologists, historians or art historians, who also stay at the foreign academies.47 Most 

importantly, by dealing with different aspects of Rome through – and giving it form in – 

the present, these artists rarely lose sight of the contemporary city. And it is this potential 

for artistic reconfiguration and for creating alternative, contemporary visions of Rome 

that originates in the meeting between artists and the city, that I examine in this study.  

In order to concretise my approach to and use of contemporary visual art, I wish to 

situate this study within the larger framework of a visual turn in the humanities and social 

sciences, which not only has given rise to fields of study such as visual studies or visual 

culture, but which has also prompted historians, anthropologists, philosophers and others 

to engage with visual sources of history on equal terms with textual sources. The visual 

turn manifests itself in variegated ways within academic fields of study, but generally 

speaking it is characterised by a critique of the dominance of written textual sources, an 

acknowledgement of the fact that different media follow different rules, and a willingness 

to think about images in interdisciplinary ways.48 This is also the case in this study, which 

                                                           
47 Here I agree with Bal’s assessment of the differences between scholarly and artistic ways of working: 

“Works of visual art are frequently explorations of possibilities. The conventions that, for academics, are 

part of their repertory for self-criticism and peer judgments, are backdrops for artists, indispensable to 

make their works understood, yet also to be surpassed or avoided in the endeavor to say the unsaid, or 

even the unsayable. Bal, “Deliver Us from A-Historicism: Metahistory for Non-Historians,” 73.  
48 In an Anglo-American context, W. J. T. Mitchell’s idea of a pictorial turn in the humanities has been 

particularly influential. See W. J. T. Mitchell, Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and Visual 

Representation (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 11–13. In a German context, 

Gerhard Paul has described recent developments of the concept of visual history in this way: “Ultimately 

we are investigating how images go beyond their value as representative signs and function as a medium 

that conditions how we see, that influences our patterns of perception, that transports historical forms of 

meaning and that organizes the aesthetic relationship between historical subjects into social and political 

reality.” Translated and quoted in Lynn L. Wolff, W.G. Sebald’s Hybrid Poetics Literature as 

Historiography (Berlin; Boston: De Gruyter, 2014), 144. See also Gerhard Paul, Visual History: ein 
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originates from a history department, but is deeply influenced by cultural theory and art-

writing in its interpretations of visual art. 

Recently, scholars from academic fields outside art history – for instance, 

philosophy and anthropology – have shown a keen interest in the critical potential of 

contemporary art, which is seen as a prism that reflects and reconfigures our world.49 The 

appeal of contemporary art is that it is no longer limited to long-established media such 

as painting and sculpture or to traditional museum spaces. Instead, many artists make use 

of a wide range of investigative methodologies and media, and thus their work holds a 

potential for interacting critically with local contexts, for instance through notions of 

narrativity, relationality, materiality and site-specificity. In other words, contemporary art 

is seen as embodying the potential of interacting with the world in a more immediate way 

than previously. The present study shares this view. 

Also within the field of academic art history, one can observe a trend towards 

moving away from studying art based on traditional notions of style, influence or the 

artist’s intention. Some have challenged the paradigm of the ‘aesthetic’, which facilitates 

the construction of teleological histories based on style or influence. Already a century 

ago, Aby Warburg (1866–1929) controversially attacked the central position of aesthetics 

in art history, arguing that we should look instead at images in a broad sense (that is, not 

only the exalted category we call ‘art’) if we want to gain an understanding of (the history 

of) man. More recent art historians have sought to escape the rational, omniscient art 

historical model, which has universalised Kantian notions of beauty and the disinterested 

gaze.50 For instance, Georges Didi-Huberman has stated that art historians concerned with 

style or influence create an artificial distance to the object of study: “Not only does the 

history of art desire its object to be past, the object of a ‘simple past,’ so to speak; at the 

                                                           

Studienbuch (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2006), 25ff; Chris Lorenz, “History and Theory,” in 

The Oxford History of Historical Writing, ed. Daniel Woolf and Alex Schneider, vol. 5 (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2015), 34.  
49 A few examples of recent studies include Osborne, Anywhere or Not at All; Aihwa Ong, “What Marco 

Polo Forgot: Contemporary Chinese Art Reconfigures the Global,” Current Anthropology vol. 53, no. 4 

(August 2012): 471–94; Arnd Schneider and Christopher Wright, eds., Contemporary Art and 

Anthropology (Oxford: Berg, 2006); Arnd Schneider and Christopher Wright, eds., Between Art and 

Anthropology: Contemporary Ethnographic Practice (Oxford: Berg, 2010); Arnd Schneider and 

Christopher Wright, eds., Anthropology and Art Practice (London: Bloomsbury Publishing PLC, 2013). 
50 Georges Didi-Huberman, Confronting Images: Questioning the Ends of a Certain History of Art 

(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2005); Hans Belting, An Anthropology of Images: 

Picture, Medium, Body (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011).  
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limit, it desires its object to be fixed, extinguished, worn out, withered, finished, and 

finally discolored: in short, an object that has passed away.”51  

I agree with this critique of the traditional art historical approach. It does not make 

sense to deal with contemporary Rome-related artworks in the same way as art historians 

analyse the work of artists who spent time in Rome hundreds of years ago. Today, artists 

no longer travel to the Rome to copy the work of great masters and generally learn from 

antiquity; rather, they see the city as a space for experimentation and artistic 

reconfiguration, and, in turn, their work becomes a prism that reflects and reconfigures 

our world. 

There are many ways in which one could study how contemporary art reconfigures 

Rome. For instance, one could follow Alfred Gell and focus on “the social context of art 

production, circulation, and reception” within the foreign academies in Rome.52 However, 

whereas I do not reject such socio-anthropological insights, I treat them as secondary to 

the potential meanings generated by each individual artwork. I concede that the foreign 

academies are spaces of national representation, which the artists have been selected to 

represent, even if they object to this idea. But in its extreme, this perspective might lead 

us to assume that whatever the artists do, the institutional context transforms their work 

into a kind of foreign policy presentation of the national. However, at the same time, it is 

necessary to stress that, as a concept, art might be constituted by the social relations of 

the art institution, but that artworks cannot – and should not – be reduced to those relations 

alone.53  

                                                           
51 Didi-Huberman, Confronting Images, 44. Didi-Huberman is not only highly critical of this art historical 

‘necrophilia’, but also of the implicit belief of the discipline that images are legible; that we can exhaust 

their meaning with our words, and that we just need to contextualise and accumulate enough data to 

‘prove’ our points. The problem about turning images into text is that our words are “closing gaps, eliding 

contradictions, resolving, without a moment’s hesitation, every aporia proposed by the world of images to 

the world of knowledge” (6). 
52 Alfred Gell, Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory (Oxford; New York: Clarendon Press, 1998), 

3. Whereas for Gell, anthropology is part of the social sciences and consequently should not deal with 

aesthetics and aesthetic responses to art, anthropologists like Morgan Perkins and Howard Morphy have 

sought to integrate these dimensions into their anthropological perspective on western art. Morgan 

Perkins and Howard Morphy, eds., Anthropology of Art: A Reader (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 11. See 

also the critique of Gell in Tim Ingold, Making: Anthropology, Archaeology, Art and Architecture 

(London; New York: Routledge, 2013), 7–8. 
53 The point where I disagree with someone like art historian Julian Stallabrass, whose otherwise brilliant 

work has criticised the entanglement of art and the economy, is that the strength of his sense of the social 

constitution of the field of art is such that he reduces the field to its social constitution. Consequently, he 

sees contemporary art as not being immanently artistic, but rather following blindly the dynamics of the 

economy. See Stallabrass, Art Incorporated; Julian Stallabrass, High Art Lite: British Art in the 1990s 

(London: Verso, 2001). I tend to agree more with Peter Osborne when he observes in connection with the 
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Instead of letting the social conditions become the framework within which I 

analyse individual artworks, I have opted to build my interpretations around close-

readings of contemporary artworks because I believe that close engagement with aesthetic 

material is pivotal if one is to bring the visual experience of the objects to the fore. For 

instance, in the first chapter, I negotiate the need for thinking about the connections 

between the institutional frameworks and artistic work in a way that does not reduce the 

artworks to the social relations of the art institution. I interpret how artworks engage in 

institutional-specific and critical ways with the foreign academies, which means that we 

get to see how institutions emerge through the aesthetic material and not from external 

perspectives. I rely on the artworks to contain reflections upon the institutions and 

conditions under which they were produced. Thus, in my interpretations, I exploit the 

potential of contemporary art by letting everything revolve around the aesthetic material, 

meaning that the foreign academies and different aspects of Rome are only important in 

so far as they are important in the work of the artists. 

I contend that artworks are not only products of influences or cultural relations, but 

are themselves culture generating, that is, active agents in the production of new meaning. 

Consequently, artworks should not be used as mere illustrations, but must take centre 

stage in the analysis. This approach is inspired by Mieke Bal’s reflections on art-writing, 

which she believes  

 

must sever the all-too-tight connections between disciplinary dogmas, such 

as those relating to influence, context, iconography and historical lineage. 

Instead of following methodological programs, art-writing [...] ought to put 

the art first. It is from the artworks of contemporary culture, not from the 

traditions of the disciplines, that methodological procedure and art-historical 

content must be derived.54 

                                                           

study of art biennials that “for all these social determinations [for instance, that the art system is 

determined by neoliberal economic structures], it is still the art-character of the works on show – their 

particular ways of ‘showing’, their individual lack of self-evidence – that makes all this possible, that 

raises it above the status of an extended series of world exhibitions. In particular, it is the extra-

territoriality of art (which is part and parcel of its illusion of autonomy, and its socially produced ideality) 

that makes this recent art of multiple and complex territorializations possible”. Osborne, Anywhere or Not 

at All, 165; emphasis in original. 
54 Bal goes on to suggest that such an analysis should lead us back to the visual object and that it should 

reflect on “what we see and what kind of seeing is involved. When we see with intelligence, the question 

becomes not where the work comes from, but what the work is, means, and does in the present time of 

viewing.” Mieke Bal, Louise Bourgeois’ Spider: The Architecture of Art-Writing (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2001), xi–xii; emphasis in original. This focus on process of viewing is also central to the 

anthology Compelling Visuality, which asks “what happens when the presence of a given work of art in a 
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It is in this spirit that I want to show how artworks constitute highly individual 

contributions that create meaning in Rome through acts of artistic reconfiguration, which 

we should not immediately suffocate by reducing the works to the artist’s intention or 

social relations. Therefore, this study consists of a number of close-readings of 

contemporary visual artworks, which I have organised in five thematic constellations, 

each of which focuses on a particular aspect of the reconfiguration of Rome: foreign 

academies, urban sites, people, histories and Roman art. In this way I explore the wealth 

of ideas contained in this remarkable concentration of contemporary artistic work centred 

on Rome.  

My use of the term ‘constellation’ is crucial. Drawing on Walter Benjamin, Claire 

Bishop has argued that constellations are about “bringing events together in new ways, 

disrupting established taxonomies, disciplines, mediums, and proprieties”. She stresses 

that creating constellations is essentially a curatorial practice, which curators in museums 

today ought to use radically to challenge our understanding of the world: “For Benjamin, 

the collector is a scavenger or bricoleur, quoting out of context in order to break the spell 

of calcified traditions, mobilizing the past by bringing it blazing into the present, and 

keeping history mobile in order to allow its objects to be historical agents once again.”55 

The idea of creating constellations that challenge “calcified” ways of thinking about 

Rome remains central to my work. Rome is not simply a storehouse or archive that artists 

enter into in order to extract historical or cultural meaning that lies dormant there. On the 

contrary, Rome is a shape-shifting idea that is constantly framed, activated and given 

form by contemporary artists in the present. It is through this dynamic process, which 

crucially always originates from the artworks themselves, that alternative visions of the 

city arise – visions that bring new meaning to the city and make it respond to our world. 

Close engagement with this rich aesthetic material, which is entangled in multiple Roman 

pasts and contexts, becomes key to making this study historical. Like the bricoleur I seek 

to construct constellations of readings that makes it clear how contemporary visual art 

                                                           

given contemporary viewer’s experience is theorized as part of a historical interpretation?” Claire J. 

Farago and Robert Zwijnenberg, eds., Compelling Visuality: The Work of Art in and out of History 

(Minneapolis; London: University of Minnesota Press, 2003), x. 
55 Claire Bishop and Dan Perjovschi, Radical Museology: Or, What’s “Contemporary” in Museums of 

Contemporary Art? (London: Koenig, 2014), 56. 
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can show us visions of Rome that are more than “accidental remains from another time 

and from a life that is not and should not be ours” (Rilke). 

Throughout this introduction I have deployed Rilke’s polemical idea that we tend 

to let the glorious and dramatic past of the city overshadow the present. Of course, there 

are multiple ways of looking at the relationship between the past and the present of the 

city, but Rilke’s gaze points to a general trend in the academic attitude towards Rome, 

which can be challenged by studying how artists reads the past through the present. As a 

result, this study provides the reader with a wide-ranging and yet selective account of 

how Rome is reconfigured by contemporary visions that are embedded in the work of 

international artists. The account is wide-ranging in so far as it combines a large number 

of artworks created during a twenty-five-year period; and it is selective in the sense that 

I frame these artworks within specific thematically oriented chapters, which deal with 

topics that I deem to have a pivotal position in the aesthetic material. If someone else had 

looked at this rich body of material, he or she would probably have come up with a 

different kind of account than the one I have created.56 Consequently, it should not be read 

as the history of how international artists have reconfigured Rome. It is a visual history 

of how Rome is reconfigured today; or, in a different vocabulary, it is a curation of this 

reconfiguration. 

 

Comments on the source material 

I now turn to more practical aspects of gathering and defining this aesthetic material as 

well as some of the challenges involved in the process. Apart from scattered exhibition 

catalogues and yearly publications of the academies, the existing literature describing the 

recent artistic production at the foreign academies is limited to only a few academic 

studies.57 A common feature of almost all the material documenting the artistic production 

                                                           
56 I do not try to conceal the fact that the interpretations of this study rely on my experience of the 

aesthetic material. As Robert Zwijnenberg and Claire Farago write in Compelling Visuality: The Work of 

Art in and out of History, “scholarly interpretation is necessarily entangled with personal involvement 

with the work of art. Every interpretation is, by extension, a self-reflexive act in which the beholder is not 

neutral but actively involved bodily and intellectually.” Farago and Zwijnenberg, Compelling Visuality, 

xiv. 
57 Catalogues that provide information about the artistic production of the academies include: Accademia 

di Romania, ed., What Do Artist Do in Rome? Spazi Aperti 2014 (Rome: Accademia di Romania, 2014); 

Orlando, The Reverse Grand Tour; Shara Wasserman, ed., Accademia delle accademie (Napoli: Arte’m, 

2010); Jacopo Benci, ed., Responding to Rome: British Artists in Rome, 1995–2005 (London: The British 
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is that it is framed by the individual institutions, which is why this project will be the first 

study to really compare material across the different foreign academies.  

I focus on source material from six foreign academies. The French Academy is a 

given because it is the oldest institution with a rich tradition of hosting artists. The British 

School and the German and American academies represent the second wave of important 

institutions that were established in their current locations around the outbreak of World 

War One. These four institutions are still regarded as important and prestigious in their 

respective countries, and they generally host high-profile artists whose work is exhibited 

in the academies (and sometimes in Rome), which also means that the documentation of 

the artistic production sponsored by them is better than for many other institutions.  

In addition to these ‘big four’, I include the Swiss Institute and the Danish Academy 

as these institutions are smaller and newer, having opened in their current buildings in 

1947 and 1967, respectively.58 During my research I stayed for extensive periods at many 

of these institutions, which has enabled me to talk to directors, art advisors and curators 

as well as to collect source material from libraries and archives. This body of material, 

which mainly consists of yearly publications and catalogues of the academies as well as 

individual artist catalogues from Roman museums and from abroad, has been 

supplemented with artist interviews and digital material from the websites of artists and 

galleries.  

                                                           

School at Rome, 2006). Some of the most important yearly publications of the academies include the fine 

arts catalogues of the British School; the various publications of the French Academy that document 

artistic work since the 1980s (most recently a series entitled Théâtre des expositions); and the German 

Academy which issues an annual report (“Jahresbericht”) in the form of a extensively illustrated hardback 

catalogue. Academic studies include Tanja Lelgemann, Ewiges Rom? Bildende Künstlerinnen und 

Künstler in der Deutschen Akademie Villa Massimo von 1957–1999 (Berlin: Logos, 2011); Donatella 

Zanchi, “Contemporaneo accademico: Le Accademie e gli Istituti di Cultura Stranieri a Roma.” 

(Università di Roma, Sapienza, 2012). Lelgemann’s study, based on her PhD thesis, portrays thirteen 

German artists and discusses their work and experiences at Villa Massimo, and Zanchi’s MA thesis 

explores the possibility of making an international exhibition of contemporary art from the foreign 

academies. In addition to this, Annie Verger has produced a sociological report in which she interviews 

442 previous fellows at the French Academy (1971–99), describing their backgrounds and experiences in 

Rome as well as what it meant for their careers later on. Annie Verger, “Enquête sur le devenir 

professionnel et artistique des pensionnaires de l’académie de France à Rome” (Paris: Centre de 

sociologie européenne, 2002). 
58 The Swiss Institute opened in Villa Maraini, a nineteenth century villa which was donated to the Swiss 

State just after the Second World War, and the Danish Academy opened in a modernist building by 

architect Kay Fisker in the late 1960s. See Noelle-Laetitia Perret, L’institut suisse de Rome: entre culture, 

politique et diplomatie (Neuchâtel: Editions Alphil-Presses universitaires suisses, 2014); Marianne Ibler, 

Kay Fisker and the Danish Academy in Rome (Aarhus: Archipress, 2006). 
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The time period the project covers is 1989–2014. Several other studies of 

contemporary art take the year 1989 as a convenient point of departure, but the main 

reason why I start there is related to developments at the foreign academies around this 

time, which meant that the institutions started to adapt to the needs of contemporary 

artists.59 Another reason why I have chosen this time period is that the documentation of 

the aesthetic material becomes increasingly detailed the closer we get to the present day, 

which indicates that the academies have realised the importance of communicating their 

work to the world. It also means that it makes sense to include material up to and including 

2014.  

Finally, there is the question of how to identify the artists. There was a time when 

an artist could be defined as a painter, a print-maker or a sculptor, but such traditional 

labels have long been abandoned in favour of socially oriented practices, performance 

work and mixed-media installations. Sometimes it can be difficult to distinguish between 

artists and anthropologists or artists and architects. I have cut the Gordian knot by 

identifying artists according to how the institutions have defined them, that is, by 

awarding them scholarships in the category ‘art’.60 

In the selection process and subsequent interpretations, I have relied on my 

knowledge of this material and the institutions, which I got to know well during several 

research stays in Rome. Intuition has also played an important role as well as my wish to 

join artworks together in constellations that release them from constricting ideas of 

national representation. Within the selected time frame, I review the aesthetic material 

produced by all the artists who have stayed at the six institutions – a total of more than 

900 artists – which includes both work created in Rome and after the artist returned home 

again. Out of these 900 artists, I have identified 265 artists whose work I have deemed to 

interact with Rome or Rome-related themes.  

All these artists are included in the “Inventory of artists”, where they are organised 

according to the individual institutions. I have listed their names, the year in which their 

fellowships began, and their predominant artistic medium(s). Also, at the first mention of 

each artist in the following chapters, I indicate in brackets the institution they belonged 

                                                           
59 See for instance “Annual Report, 1992–1993,” 25; “Annual Report, 1993–1994,” (Rome; London: The 

British School at Rome, 1993), 23. 
60 For a further discussion of the definition of the term ‘artist’, see Harris, Globalization and 

Contemporary Art, 20. 
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to and the year they started their fellowship in Rome. It should be noted, however, that I 

have not been able to deal explicitly with all the 265 artists in this study, since it would 

have necessitated a quantitative, statistical approach – in effect ‘distant’ readings of this 

extensive body of work – which goes against my intention of giving in-depth 

interpretations of individual artworks. But the artworks of these artists have nevertheless 

been crucial to shaping my idea of the general field of study, which is why they are all 

included in the inventory. 

Because the main objective of this project is to examine how Rome is reconfigured 

in the work of contemporary artists, my primary criterion for selecting aesthetic material 

is that it needs to display some kind of interaction with Rome or with Rome-related 

themes. Rome is the unifying factor of my investigation, and therefore I pursue material 

from across the academies instead of narrowing down the focus to individual institutions. 

However, the criterion that I only deal with artworks that have something to do with Rome 

or with Rome-related themes has also made me discard around 70% of the source 

material, including a lot of brilliant work which just did not have anything to do with 

Rome. This again raises the question: Why do a large majority of the international artists 

not interact with the city?  

Here one has to realise that artists cannot be forced to interact with Rome, although 

many of the academies appreciate it if they do. The language barrier can also hamper the 

interaction with locals.61 And then there is the fact that the city holds no special meaning 

in the art world today, which means that artists no longer go there to imitate and learn 

from antiquity or the baroque, but rather to get funding and to work in great studio spaces. 

To get an inside perspective on this question, Felix Davey, who stayed at the British 

School in 2013, gives the following explanation:  

 

First of all, many of the artists who come to Rome are studio based and those 

that were not often start to build a studio practice because (depending on the 

academy) the studios we are given are fantastic. Secondly, I felt when I was 

there the overwhelming draw of the things and buildings you mentioned and I 

think that coming to terms with the city as a layered monument and a cabinet 

of curiosities can be enough for many people – these are people whose 

residencies can take the form of a sabbatical or a time dedicated to becoming 

                                                           
61 According to Jacopo Benci, only a handful of the artists who have stayed at the British School during 

the past twenty-five years spoke Italian well enough to actually communicate on a more advanced level 

with the local population. Benci, Interview with author, Rome, 17 April. 
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saturated with history, art and architecture. Thirdly, Romans can be an elusive 

bunch and there may be some truth to the notion that families and groups of 

friends are semi-impenetrable units; I was lucky enough to be invited into 

some.62 

 

The fact that only about 30% of the artists interact with Rome – a percentage that is more 

or less uniform across the academies – has also something to do with the selection 

criterion itself: how do I actually determine whether an artwork interacts with ‘Rome’ or 

not? I favour contemporary art practices that engage directly with a given environment or 

Rome-related theme and, as a consequence, art practices that stay firmly within the secure 

walls of the studio have often been given a lower priority. I have also had to comb out 

artworks that were interacting more with Italy than specifically with Rome.  

Another source of error that potentially has an effect on the selection process is the 

way in which the academies have documented the aesthetic material. During my research, 

I have had to accept the fact that I have not always been able to locate relevant artworks 

from the existing documentation material, even though I crossed-checked the work of 

each artist with other sources. It remains a premise of this study that my access to the 

aesthetic material is mediated through the publications of the individual institutions as 

well as through exhibition catalogues and websites. Inevitably, there will be projects that 

did not get documented well enough, which means that I am unable to assess their 

significance.  

On the other hand, the mediation of this material is far from objective in the sense 

that the foreign academies and galleries hire professional photographers to document the 

artistic production because they want it to look great in a book. But simply because the 

documentation looks appealing, does not guarantee that the artworks themselves had that 

effect when displayed. However, since I fully rely on this material, I accept these 

conditions as an integral part of the work itself.  

To summarise, more than the selected 30% of the artists might well have been 

inspired by Rome, but I may have failed to recognise this inspiration because it was not 

obvious on a visual or conceptual level in their work, or perhaps because a lack of 

documentation of the aesthetic material obscured the connection to Rome. To ensure that 

I did not miss out on too much material, I contacted as many artists as possible, asking 

                                                           
62 Email to the author, 21 April, 2015. 
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them if their work relates to Rome. This has helped me to notice connections that I 

otherwise would have missed, but I should stress that I have merely used these pieces of 

information, which relate to the artist’s intention, as guidelines to include more material, 

not as the basis for my own interpretations.  

This particular body of aesthetic material presents one final challenge. Dealing 

exclusively with the work of international artists in Rome, one could argue that there is 

an inescapable touristic element to my analysis. I make no secret of the fact that going 

through the aesthetic material to study the reconfiguration of Rome also entails submitting 

to a particular ‘foreign gaze’ on the city. I am both examining and submitting to a 

particular foreign artistic gaze which is embedded in the material – a bias which I 

explicitly embrace and see as an essential premise of this project. Of course, I could have 

contrasted the foreign artistic gaze with views of local Roman artists, but my intention 

with this study has been to examine Rome seen from the perspective of a diverse group 

of foreigners, something which also finds expression in my use of Anglophone, French, 

German, Swiss and Danish secondary literature. I assume an expatriate point of view: this 

study is not about ‘when in Rome, do as the Romans do’; rather it is about ‘when in Rome, 

observe what and how the foreigners are seeing’.  

The artists I have included in this study may represent different national cultures in 

Rome, but in a globalised art world where national schools have all but vanished I contend 

that they all are in a similar position as foreigners and that they share a foreign gaze which 

manifests itself in the way they interact with Rome in their work. Instead of treating the 

foreign gaze with suspicion – as a naïve and less truthful way of interacting with a given 

context – I turn it into an affirmative concept, which not only accurately records or 

passively reveals historical or cultural meanings that lies dormant in Rome, but actively 

brings new meanings to the city. It is through this gaze that Rome comes alive as a place, 

an idea and a legacy which responds to our contemporary world. 

 

Chapter summaries 

In five thematically organised chapters, this study analyses constellations of artworks that 

each focus on a particular aspect of the reconfiguration of Rome. In the first chapter 

entitled “Institutions: Making the foreign academies in Rome” I examine how the 
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institutional frameworks of academies emerge through the work of international artists 

who spend time there. This chapter draws on a broad selection of artworks as it aims at 

introducing the reader to the aesthetic material, whereas in some of the following chapters 

I provide more in-depth analyses of a small number of artworks. The varied material 

addressed in the first chapter is structured as two ‘guided tours’ of the institutions. Firstly, 

I analyse how some artworks engage in a site-specific manner with the physical 

frameworks of these institutions; and secondly, I focus on institutional-critical work that 

calls into question ideological legacies and highlights the complex relationship between 

the academies and contemporary Rome by understanding these institutions within a 

broader social field. Via a detour to the national pavilions at the Venice Biennale, I go on 

to argue that, intentionally or unintentionally, artists also become part of a process of the 

reinvention of the foreign academies which might lead to us considering them as 

institution-makers. 

Chapter two, “Sites: Negotiating the spectacle of Rome”, deals with artists who, 

having crossed the barriers separating the foreign academies and the surrounding city, 

interact with Roman sites in their work. This chapter is centred on the question of how 

these artists negotiate Rome today: Can artworks penetrate and expose stereotypical 

representations of Roman sites that are designed to be readily consumed by visitors to the 

city? And if so, what kind of alternative city emerges from these artworks? A key premise 

of this chapter is that the artist’s gaze is integral to – and cannot be separated from – 

Roman sites. Therefore, I examine how different aspects of a defamiliarising artistic gaze 

transforms quintessentially Roman sites; how projection-based artworks change the 

meaning of the Colosseum; and how other artists negotiate the spectacle of Rome by 

fleeing the centro storico in order to seek out alternative visions on the edges of the city. 

Consequently, starting in the city centre and ending in the city’s outskirts, the chapter 

presents a tour of Rome that provides us with alternative contemporary visions of the city.  

Moving from explorations of Rome as a city of institutions and sites, chapter three 

entitled “People: Portraying the Romans” looks at how international artists interact with 

inhabitants and tourists. This and the following chapter is built around fewer artworks 

and is aimed at providing more detailed analyses than the previous two chapters. Here we 

get nuanced views into the lives of the people who inhabit the city – from tourists in the 

city centre to local Romans and immigrants in the suburbs, from inmates and their 
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partners at the Rebibbia prison to a Spanish Catholic exorcist. Analysing how the artists 

employ a wide range of media and investigative methodologies to negotiate the distance 

between groups of people as well as between the portrayer and the portrayed, I seek to 

clarify who these portrayed people are, how the artists interact with them, and what these 

examples of contemporary portraiture tell us about the way international artists look at 

Rome. I argue that the portraits are characterised by an urge to explore social structures 

and relationships; that they go beyond the limits of traditional portraiture and challenge 

our perception of what a portrait is or does; and that they show us that Rome is not simply 

an urban space dominated by its ancient pasts, but a contemporary globalised city defined 

by the people who inhabit it at any given moment in history. 

At the foreign academies, the study of Rome is mainly undertaken by historians, art 

historians and archaeologists, but as chapter four, “History: Re-envisioning Roman 

narratives”, makes clear, these scholars are not the only ones exploring Roman history. 

Within the same institutional frameworks, an increasing number of contemporary artists 

make work centred on historical source material and enquiries into historical narratives, 

which prompts the question: What happens when international artists at the foreign 

academies take on the role of ‘historians of Rome’ who re-envision historical source 

material and narratives? Whereas scholars deal with historical sources in written 

discourse, one of the trademarks of artistic work is that it responds to these narratives 

primarily with images and artefacts. Thus, throughout the chapter I examine this shift 

towards a visual reconfiguration of Roman narratives and artefacts – a shift that has the 

potential to reshape the way we think about ancient and modern history of the city. 

Chapter five “Art: Creating a Rome of one’s own” examines how contemporary 

artworks become entangled with Roman art through modes of appropriation. Some 

scholars regard appropriation as an “uncreative, unimaginative, paranoid and destructive” 

way of dealing with the art of the past.63 But by differentiating modes of appropriation I 

set out to explore how contemporary artworks can re-envision Roman art in ways that 

change both the historical and the contemporary artwork. The term ‘appropriation’ comes 

from the Latin verb appropriare meaning ‘to make one’s own’, and in keeping with this 

definition I look at three partly overlapping ways in which international artists are making 

                                                           
63 Donald Kuspit, “Some Thoughts About the Significance of Postmodern Appropriation Art,” in Reuse 

Value: Spolia and Appropriation in Art and Architecture from Constantine to Sherrie Levine, ed. Richard 

Brilliant and Dale Kinney (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011), 240. 
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Roman art their own: spoliation, copying and critical re-staging. Rome is a particularly 

suitable place to look at this phenomenon, since the idea of recycling past art – especially 

in the form of spoliation – has such a long history in the city. A main argument here is 

that spoliation is not the sign of the original’s death but of its (after)life. In fact, I go on 

to argue that appropriation is as vital to the original artwork as to the new work.  

Finally, in the epilogue, I revisit Rilke’s polemical assessment of Rome and 

compare it to the situation that international artists in the city are facing today. Reflecting 

on the alternative visions of the city that have emerged from the five chapters, I argue that 

contemporary artworks – when they are effective – do something that is needed if Rome 

is to remain an important contemporary cultural city. I argue that artists are not merely 

passive beneficiaries of grants in Rome, but active curators of the city. As curators, they 

destabilise the idea of the city as a static heritage site that is consumed by millions of 

visitors every year. Their work shifts attention away from historical reconstructions, 

which stay firmly in the past, to a reconfiguration of the past through the present. 

Consequently, they do not seek to restore Rome to its old cultural importance but rather 

to situate the city in a global context. The work of these artists provides us with alternative 

visions that allow us to critically engage with the question: what is Rome today? – or 

perhaps better: what can Rome be? In order not to separate these somewhat abstract 

reflections from the aesthetic material, the epilogue also includes a number of artworks 

that transform maps of Rome into cartographic artefacts that recode the experience of the 

city. These map-based artworks offer us a glimpse of how alternative visions of the city 

emerge – visions that go to the heart of what it means to reconfigure Rome. 
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1. Institutions: Making the foreign academies in Rome 
 

In 2013, the foreign academies in Rome were the subject of an exhibition by Italian artist 

Valerio Rocco Orlando entitled The Reverse Grand Tour, which was held at the 

prestigious Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna e Contemporanea. The exhibition aimed, 

among other things, at raising “the issue of the relevancy of the academies as a concept 

and, at the same time, [examining] the relationship between the capital and the 

international artists who, by tradition, come to visit and live in the city every year”, as the 

press release put it.64  

The exhibition title alludes to the well-known tradition of the Grand Tour – a 

tradition which has been reversed as it is Orlando (i.e. a native Italian) who adopts the 

viewpoint of the travelling foreigner in his own country. Orlando did so by spending 

extensive periods at a number of foreign academies in Rome, interacting with the artists 

who lived there and gathering material for his work. The results of his research-based 

social art practice were a series of photographs displaying panoramic views of empty 

artists’ studios; a black and white video showing interview fragments with twenty-three 

international artists on a fifty-minute loop; and a catalogue containing a number of texts 

and interviews with Orlando himself as well as documentation of some of the social 

events which he organised with the artists [figs. 2–4]. 

Orlando’s exhibition conveys a typical impression of the foreign academies as 

places in which artists often are disconnected from each other, the institutions and the city 

– an impression also voiced by some of the artists and external curators I have interviewed 

for this study. A feeling of isolation and a lack of interaction are emphasised by the 

exhibition’s three main elements: empty studios, artists talking about the difficulties of 

getting to grips with the institutional setting (in particular) and with Rome (in general), 

and catalogue texts that often evaluate the institutions negatively. This framing is not 

coincidental as the purpose of Orlando’s artistic work is to counteract this isolation by 

                                                           
64 Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna e Contemporanea, “Press Release: Valerio Rocco Orlando – The 

Reverse Grand Tour,” 2013. 
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giving voice to the artists that are featured in his exhibition, and also by facilitating a 

dialogue between artists from different academies by organising communal events.  

Whereas I appreciate Orlando’s idea of examining the academies from the inside as 

well as his inclusion of artists from across the different institutions, I have serious 

objections to his modus operandi.65 Like other studies of the academies, Orlando relies on 

interviews and testimonies, which means that he overlooks completely the content of 

                                                           
65 Some of the problematic aspects of The Reverse Grand Tour, which lie beyond the scope of the 

discussion in this chapter, include the claim that there is a connection between the presence of 

international artists in Rome today and the tradition of the Grand Tour. This idea ignores the changes 

within the field of art that have occurred over the past centuries, for instance radically new notions of ‘the 

artist’, ‘contemporary art practices’ and the ‘art world’. Moreover, it also ignores the changing urban 

environment of Rome. During the heyday of the Grand Tour, Italy was not yet a united national country, 

and the urban setting of Rome had not yet felt the impact of fascist town planning and post-war 

globalisation. And perhaps most importantly, only one of the foreign academies that now host artists 

existed back then (the French Academy). On a more practical level, the exhibition uncritically asserts the 

idea that ‘dialogue’ is inherently good and that absence of dialogue is bad, but the central notion of 

dialogue is never clarified or nuanced. And finally, Orlando does not distinguish between the different 

institutions, which leads him to include artists’ residence programs like the Circolo Scandinavo, which is 

not a national academy and as such is a different kind of institutional environment.  

Fig. 2. Valerio Rocco Orlando, The Reverse Grand Tour, 2013. Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna e 

Contemporanea, Rome. Exhibition view, video installation. Photo: Sebastiano Luciano. 
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the body of artworks that international artists create in Rome – artworks that in some 

cases enter into dialogue with the foreign academies.66 

The following examination of the foreign academies differs radically from 

Orlando’s in that it is anchored in artwork-oriented analysis. To be sure, if you were to 

base an investigation on what artists say about the foreign academies, it would be easy to 

find material to criticise the institutions, but there would always be a risk that an opinion-

based approach would only yield certain types of self-evident and highly subjective 

conclusions ranging from “I love the academies” to “I hate them”.67 Inevitably, there will 

be friction between institutions founded on a traditional idea of studying the Roman past, 

which put very little emphasis on the present situation of the city, and contemporary artists 

who, being part of a globalised art world oriented towards the newest trends, often are at 

                                                           
66 Other studies and films which make extensive use of interviews to paint a more positive picture of the 

academies include: Sara Moretti, ed., Rom Auf Zeit: Villa Massimo-Stipendiaten Im Gespräch (Bonn: 

Bernstein, 2013); Lelgemann, Ewiges Rom?; Donatella Bernardi, Les héritiers de la comtesse, DVD (Box 

production, 2009).  
67 Susanne Knorr reaches the same conclusion when she writes that the feelings among artists who have 

stayed at the German Academy ranges from absolute affinity (“absoluten Affinität”) to absolute rejection 

(“absoluten Ablehnung”). Susanne Knorr, “Ankunft ohne Ankommen. Villa Massimo – die Deutsche 

Akademie in Rom,” in Rom sehen und sterben: Perspektiven auf die Ewige Stadt, um 1500–2011, ed. 

Susanne Knorr, Ulrike Pennewitz, and Kai Uwe Schierz (Bielefeld: Kerber, 2011), 106. 

Fig. 3. Valerio Rocco Orlando, The Reverse Grand Tour, 2013. Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna e 

Contemporanea, Rome. Exhibition view, photo series. Photo: Sebastiano Luciano. 
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a loss as to what they are actually doing in an ancient city seemingly defined by its 

abundant pasts.  

As expected, in the interviews conducted by Orlando some artists emphasise the 

potential of being isolated in Rome because you can forget everything but the work itself, 

whereas others describe the academies as ‘islands’ or ‘aquariums’ of national culture; that 

is, self-contained worlds closed-off from the surrounding city, which, in turn, seems 

closed-off from the contemporary world through its enmeshment in ancient history. These 

viewpoints might be valid enough, but in my examination of the academies I seek to shift 

the focus away from statements and instead focus on how these artists reconfigure the 

foreign academies in their creative work. 

Thus, in this chapter I look at modes of interaction that are left out of the picture in 

The Reverse Grand Tour, which instead argues that “artists often opt for a perspective 

unrelated to the city, from ivory towers or behind windows that are seldom open to real 

fertilization from the place they overlook”.68 Contrary to this, I argue that international 

artists at the foreign academies do interact with the surroundings in their work. In fact, 

they not only engage directly with sites, people, history and art in Rome, as the following 

four chapters will demonstrate: they also engage directly with the academy structures in 

artworks that range from subtle transformations of the physical environment to instances 

                                                           
68 Orlando, The Reverse Grand Tour, 15. 

Fig. 4. Valerio Rocco Orlando, The Reverse Grand Tour, 2013. Video still 
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of institutional critique that highlight tensions between these institutions and their 

surroundings.  

I have identified approximately fifty artists who deal with the academies, and in 

what follows I focus on some of their artworks. The first part of the chapter takes us on a 

‘transformative tour’ of the academies, starting in artists’ studios and ending in the 

gardens and courtyards outside the buildings. I use the term transformative to stress the 

fact that these artworks actively seek to reshape the physical frameworks of these 

institutions. The second part of the chapter is a ‘critical tour’ of three of the academies. 

The critique in question concerns artistic explorations of notions of gates and borders, 

inclusion and exclusion, power relations and administrative hierarchies. In other words, I 

examine how artists scrutinise the relationship between the foreign academies and Rome 

by understanding these institutions within a broader social field. In the final part of the 

chapter, I juxtapose the academies with the national pavilions at the Venice Biennale and 

discuss the implications of a transformative and critical understanding of these 

institutions. This discussion will make clear how artists become part of a process of 

constant reinvention at the foreign academies which might lead us to consider them as 

institution-makers. 

 

Transforming the locale 

Do artists at the foreign academies simply sit behind “windows that are seldom open to 

real fertilization from the place they overlook”, as The Reverse Grand Tour catalogue 

claims? Apart from the fact that this entire project is dedicated to artistic work that does 

interact directly with Rome or Rome-related themes, I contend that even within the 

framework of the studio we can find examples of artworks that subtly negotiate the 

boundaries between inside and outside.  

Orlando’s photographs of artist studios seem to contradict this assumption: deserted 

desks, scattered paper, indirect sunlight through large window panes, eerie emptiness. 

The general feeling about the studios within the academies is cemented in the exhibition 

catalogue where the curators write that the artist studios can be seen “as gratifying islands 

to be reconnected with the mainland, the present, and with a sense of exchange”.69 In what 

                                                           
69 Orlando, The Reverse Grand Tour, 16.  



40 

 

follows I challenge and nuance the idea of isolation and lack of interaction by 

concentrating on two case studies. The first one looks at artists who explore the 

boundaries of the studio spaces by examining windows. The second case study will be of 

artists who take something as mundane as gravel in the courtyards and gardens of the 

academies and make it an integral part of their work.  

But we must begin by thinking about the architectural setting, which Orlando 

depicts in his exhibition, as these studio spaces are the product of a number of historical 

circumstances. Many of the foreign academies opened in the first decades of the twentieth 

century when, as mentioned above, it was still crucial to accommodate work in traditional 

media such as painting, printmaking and sculpture.70 This explains the considerable size 

of these spaces and the windows which provide a strong inflow of light. The paradox 

which Orlando captures in his photographs is that today most of these spaces are occupied 

only by a working table and the ubiquitous MacBooks.71 All this points to the 

development of contemporary art practices away from traditional media – especially 

during the second half of the twentieth century – which created a gap between institutional 

frameworks and artistic needs.  

To give an example of how some of the academies responded to this change in 

contemporary art, the British School decided that the traditional division between 

scholarships in painting, sculpture, print-making and architecture was “no longer relevant 

to the diversity of medium and multidisciplinary nature of contemporary art”, as the 

annual report of the academy put it in 1993.72 In keeping with this strategy, the School 

dismantled the print-making studios a few years later in order to create spaces for multi-

media work, and, at the same time, the composition of the selection panels changed. These 

developments marked a shift towards accepting artists working in contemporary art 

practices.73  

                                                           
70 The German Academy, the American Academy and the British School opened in newly constructed 

buildings around the outbreak of World War One. The three remaining institutions examined in this study 

– the Danish, French and Swiss academies – have slightly different histories, which I have touched upon 

in the introductory chapter.  
71 Susanne Knorr emphasises the same paradox in the context of the German Academy when she asks: 

“Wie sinnvoll ist es, perfekte Künstlerateliers (mit Nordfenstern und geeignet für Grossformate in der 

Malerei und Skulptur) an Komponisten, Literaten order an Künstler, die einzig mit dem Rechner arbeiten, 

zu vergeben?” Knorr, “Ankunft ohne Ankommen. Villa Massimo – die Deutsche Akademie in Rom,” 

106. 
72 “Annual Report, 1992–1993,” 25. See also “Annual Report, 1993–1994,” 23. 
73 Jacopo Benci, “‘Responding to Rome: British Artists in Rome 2000–2004’. Notes for a Lecture at the 

British Academy” (London, March 7, 2005); Wallace-Hadrill, The British School at Rome, 187. Similar 
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The windows of these studios, which in many cases are the product of the particular 

demands of artmaking in the early twentieth century, are not only barriers separating the 

artist studio from the outside world. On the contrary, in a number of artworks windows 

become an elusive threshold, at once separating and creating contact between outside and 

inside.74 Here I focus on Irish artist Niamh O’Malley (the British School, 2000), who 

during several months worked on a 4 x 2.5 metre painting entitled Window in her studio 

at the British School [fig. 5]. Instead of using a canvas, O’Malley painted her work 

directly onto the window frames of her studio, which was facing a garden space behind 

the building. This view of two sheds surrounded by trees and shrubs is represented as a 

trompe-l’œil illusion on the inside of the window frames, which, seen from a particular 

perspective point in the studio space, neutralizes and almost renders invisible the barrier 

between inside and outside.  

O’Malley was 24 years old when she arrived in Rome and as this was her first 

artist’s residency abroad, where she could dedicate herself entirely to her work, the studio 

facilities at the British School became hugely important. O’Malley writes that 

 

[T]he studio was both my work and living quarters and it provoked a certain 

interiority which was both useful & difficult. I believe it helped me to evolve 

my studio practice and understand the ‘labour’ that life as an artist 

necessitates. It seems appropriate now that the primary work which resulted 

from this time was ‘Window’; a work that literally marked out the time and 

space of the studio. The fixing of an image which could not be fixed (the 

seasons changed, the wind blew the branches & leaves).75 

                                                           

developments – albeit not as clear as at the British School – took place at other academies in the late 

1980s and early 1990s. In 1993, Elisabeth Wolken, who had been director at the German Academy since 

1965, was replaced by Jürgen Schilling who revitalised the artist programme. See Angela Windholz, “Zur 

Geschichte der Deutschen Akademie in Rom,” accessed January 20, 2015, 

http://www.villamassimo.de/de/geschichte/geschichte-der-villa-massimo. 
74 Other examples of artistic projects focused on windows include Manuel Franke (the German Academy, 

2005) who built a semi-transparent wall with tiles and plaster behind the huge windows at the artists’ 

studios at Villa Massimo; Volkhard Kempter (the German Academy, 2003) who used a similar studio 

space to film window cleaners at work, which he then projected onto the walls of the studio; and 

Elisabeth Arpagaus (the Swiss Institute, 1991) who juxtaposed abstract coloured panels with the view of 

Rome framed by the windows of her studio. 
75 Email to the author, 27 August, 2015. 
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Window is a work about looking. The effect of the work is entirely dependent on the 

perspective of the beholder as there is only one absolute viewpoint, which you must take 

up in order to appreciate the optical illusion. Put differently, the work requires a very 

particular gaze which seeks to exclude all external factors that might interfere with this 

perfect field of vision. Submitting to this demand, the beholder becomes disembodied, 

reduced to the sense of sight. O’Malley describes this as a gaze that 

 

can be seen as extended, an eternal moment, kind of a revelation when 

everything comes together and makes sense. […] the viewer composes the 

subject or the view by locating the point of focus on the floor but it quickly 

disintegrates, the illusion failing as the viewer moves around the space. The 

view itself becomes hyper-real as the distinction between the real and the 

painted surfaces blur.76 

 

                                                           
76 Email to the author, 27 August, 2015. 

Fig. 5. Niamh O’Malley, Window, 2000 
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Window might be negotiating the studio space within one of the foreign academies, but 

the work also enters into a dialogue with Rome’s rich trompe-l’œil tradition which ranges 

from antique wall paintings to church interiors and Francesco Borromini’s famous 

perspective colonnade in Palazzo Spada. The idea of trompe-l’œil can also be found in 

the frequently cited passage from Pliny the Elder’s Natural History that recounts the story 

of the two artists Zeuxis and Parrhasius. Zeuxis had painted grapes so lifelike that “the 

birds flew towards the spot where the picture was exhibited”, but Parrhasius surpassed 

him by exhibiting a curtain “drawn with such singular truthfulness, that Zeuxis [...] 

haughtily demanded that the curtain should be drawn aside to let the picture be seen”.77  

O’Malley, however, is not uncritically creating a perfect illusion that dissolves the 

barrier between her studio and the garden outside. “For me Rome was a mirage, an 

illusion”, she writes in a catalogue text. Reflecting on the elusive surfaces of the city and 

Borromini’s perspective in Palazzo Spada, she notes that the “trompe-l’œil is more than 

a tricking of the eye; it’s a safety mechanism preserving and wrapping the real in layers 

of concealment”.78 Unlike Parrhasius, O’Malley does not only seek to create an illusion 

that fools both birds and fellow artists. Instead, Window is about the tension between 

creating a perfect moment in which “everything comes together” and revealing this 

moment as an illusion relying on a specific gaze that disintegrates the moment you step 

away from the perfect viewpoint. In a sense, the same happened to the artwork: having 

spent months painstakingly trying to create the illusion of nature inside her studio, 

O’Malley’s work was painted over when her residency ended. Window returned to being 

a window, and the studio was empty again.  

Artworks like O’Malley’s are site-specific in a quite literal sense of the term: 

fashioning a close relationship between work, site and viewer, Window explores and 

transforms the locale.79 At the same time, viewed from the perspective of The Reverse 

Grand Tour, O’Malley might be one of the artists who “often opt for a perspective 

unrelated to the city, from ivory towers or behind windows that are seldom open to real 

fertilization from the place they overlook”.80 So, does a subtle negotiation of boundaries 

                                                           
77 Pliny the Elder, The Natural History of Pliny, vol. 6. (H. G. Bohn, 1857), 251. 
78 Quoted in Benci, Responding to Rome, 56. 
79 Miwon Kwon’s definition of early site-specific artworks: “Site-specific work in its earliest forms, then, 

focused on establishing an inextricable, indivisible relationship between the work and its site, and 

demanded the physical presence of the viewer for the work’s completion”. Miwon Kwon, “One Place 

after Another: Notes on Site Specificity,” October 80 (1997): 86. 
80 Orlando, The Reverse Grand Tour, 15. 
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between the studio space within the academy and the world outside qualify as ‘real 

fertilization’?  

My answer to this question is yes. I contend that artworks like Window arise from 

real fertilization with a particular Roman milieu, especially if we are ready to 

acknowledge that the foreign academies are as much a part of the complex reality of Rome 

as the ancient tourist-swamped monuments are. Rome is many things. As this study seeks 

to demonstrate, international artists interact with institutions, sites, people, history and 

Roman art. It means that there is a lot of interaction going on despite the fact that not all 

the artists do work that is marked by Rome.  

In an article entitled Entsandte Künstler. Die Fremde als Atelier, which was 

featured in the publication celebrating the centennial jubilee of the German Academy at 

Villa Massimo, sociologist Andrea Glauser reflects on artist studios in foreign contexts 

as spaces that are bound up in a complex interplay between the specific institutional 

frameworks and individual art practices – an interplay which potentially has a significant 

impact on the production of meaning in the artwork.81 Glauser divides international artists 

into two broad categories: the first includes those for whom the studio offers above all 

the possibility of concentrating on one’s work by breaking the patterns of everyday life. 

Because artists in this category interact with the studio as a self-contained subjective 

space, they most often continue their artistic practice irrespective of the specific location, 

although their work might have to be adapted to the size of the studio or the available 

materials. The artists in the second category identified by Glauser make use of the studio 

as a platform for exploring a specific context, often in “quasi-ethnographic” ways, as she 

puts it (117). For these artists, the studio explicitly reflects the foreign setting, for instance 

as a space in which you work on the material which you have gathered in the city, as we 

will see in the remaining chapters of this study.82  

                                                           
81 Andrea Glauser, “Entsandte Künstler: Die Fremde als Aterlier”, in 100 Jahre Deutsche Akademie Rom 

Villa Massimo 1910–2010, ed. Joachim Blüher (Köln: Wienand, 2011), 115–18. 
82 In some cases, artists even bring actual pieces of the city back into the academies and their studios. 

Patricia Kaufman’s (the British School, 1997) installation All Roads… (1997) consisted of 230 Roman 

basalt cobbles forming a road inside the British School. Being a sculptor in a conceptual sense, Kaufman 

uses ready-made things, here cobble stones which were purchased from the municipality of Rome. The 

title is of course a play on the proverb ‘All roads lead to Rome’, which here can be understood in a very 

real sense as a Roman road which has been built inside the academy, but perhaps also more 

metaphorically as a road that has led the British School and all the other national academies to Rome. A 

similar strategy of gathering material and bringing it back into the academy setting can be found in works 

like Roman Natural History and Roman Seed Calendar I & II (1995) by Michelle Stuart (the American 

Academy, 1994). During her residency, she collected seeds that were flying all over Rome – seeds which 
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What Glauser does not seem to take into account is the amount of artistic work 

which interacts with the specificity of the immediate milieu of the artists, that is, the 

setting of the foreign academies, which I consider to be part of the Roman context. Seen 

from the perspective of the artists, these institutions, despite their national characteristics 

and mediating role in Rome, represent a foreign territory or at least a sense of foreignness. 

The academies are neither a home away from home, nor are they authentically Roman 

(whatever that is), but they are still situated in Rome, and many artists negotiate the 

physical frameworks and ambiguous status of these institutions in their work.  

O’Malley’s work might well be a continuation of an artistic practice, but it 

manifests itself in a specific way because she made it in the studio at the British School. 

In other words, her work is grounded in the studio space and yet it still enters into dialogue 

with Rome in terms of the immediate milieu and a broader trompe-l’œil tradition. Works 

like Window that examine and transform the physical framework of the academies call 

into question what is art (space) and what is not. “Art cannot live, qua art, within the 

everyday as the everyday”, writes Peter Osborne. “Rather it necessarily disrupts the 

everydayness of the everyday from within, since it is, constitutively, both ‘autonomous’ 

and a ‘social fact’”.83 Window transforms the studio space into a space of creation, and it 

thus both challenges the boundaries of the physical framework and consolidates the studio 

as an art space.  

If we go back to Valerio Rocco Orlando’s series of empty art studios, we now see 

that the foreign academies might appear “cut off from the outside world, almost like 

embassies where one can ask for political asylum”, as the catalogue puts it, because the 

artist studios are framed in this way by Orlando and his curators.84 Perhaps this framing 

is necessary because without it Orlando’s social art practice would not make much sense: 

his work supposedly addresses a deficiency in interaction, which it aims at rectifying, and 

thus it needs this deficiency to be serious. But by framing The Reverse Grand Tour in this 

particular way and by focusing exclusively on testimonies from artists, Orlando’s 

                                                           

she organised in a grid and framed behind glass. Collecting seeds not only shows how Stuart has been 

inspired by early naturalists; it also becomes a visual-poetic way of measuring time in the so-called 

Eternal City. See also Lucy R. Lippard, Sculptural Objects: Journeys in and out of the Studio (Milano: 

Charta, 2010). 
83 Osborne, Anywhere or Not at All, 140. 
84 Orlando, The Reverse Grand Tour, 14–15. 
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investigation misses some important aspects that come to the fore in a more artwork-

oriented analysis.  

It is not only the physical framework of the studio space that can become an integral 

part of artworks created by international artists; also, the interiors and immediate 

surroundings of the academies can be turned into a subject matter in its own right. For 

instance, if we stay at the British School, where O’Malley did her work, we find a series 

of photographs by Susan Trangmar (the British School, 1996) which focuses on the 

library – a space within the institution that Trangmar both represents and transforms. 

There are numerous artworks like Trangmar’s, but here I want to focus on a specific group 

of works that take us outside into the tranquil courtyards and vast private gardens of the 

foreign academies.85  

These outdoor spaces show off the riches and long history of these institutions in 

Rome. For instance, the gardens of Villa Medici which, having been founded in the 

sixteenth century, occupy an area of more than seven hectares close to the city centre; the 

immense walled gardens of Villa Massimo, which Eduard Arnhold acquired in the early 

twentieth century and later donated to the Prussian state; and the more than four hectares 

of gardens of the American Academy which offers stunning views of Rome from the 

Janiculum Hill.86 These extraordinary settings are at once intimidating and obvious places 

to realise artistic practices, and accordingly they have been the subject for many artists 

who explore their beauty in more or less conventional ways.87 Here, however, I focus on 

artworks that make gravel the primary material for artistic transformations.  

                                                           
85 To mention a few other examples: Claire Maugeais’s (the French Academy, 1999) work entitled 

Mémoire locative N°1 (1999) recreates and discreetly transforms interiors from Villa Medici by 

transferring negative images from photographs onto a woollen carpet. And Claudia Comte’s (the Swiss 

Institute, 2010) installation Let’s Go to Rodeo spatially intervened in the physical framework of the Swiss 

Institute in Villa Maraini by using “black and white masking tape to cover the imposing columns of the 

villa’s entrance in a pattern of horizontal lines, breaking not only the vertical composition of the 

architectural structure but also adding a graphic, painterly and formal break to the highly charged Roman 

columns”. Samuel Leuenberger and Guillaume Pilet, Claudia Comte (Luzern; Poschiavo: Edizioni 

Periferia, 2013), unpaginated. 
86 “Villa Medici Gardens,” accessed April 5, 2017, http://www.villamedici.it/en/villa-medici/history/the-

gardens/; Windholz, “Zur Geschichte der Deutschen Akademie in Rom”; “The Gardens – The American 

Academy,” accessed April 5, 2017, http://www.aarome.org/about/place/gardens. 
87 For instance, Matthias Weischer (the German Academy, 2007) draws from nature in the garden of Villa 

Massimo, creating rather old-fashioned looking work which focuses on catching the changing light of the 

garden in a spontaneous, sketch-like manner. The same garden space also features in the work of 

photographer Gudrun Kemsa (the German Academy, 1995), who, by moving the camera whilst using a 

slightly longer exposure time than normal, added impressionistic effects to her views of avenues, hedges 

and flowerbeds. And in the garden of the American Academy, Heather Carson (the American Academy, 

1999) used fluorescent light to make 18 trees glow in her installation black/light/night/white/garden 
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(1999). See Alexander Tolnay, ed., Matthias Weischer. Der Garten: Arbeiten auf Papier (Ostfildern: 

Hatje Cantz, 2007), 57; Gudrun Kemsa, Bewegte Bilder (Köln: Schaden, 2003). 

Fig. 7. Maya Lin, Il Cortile Mare, 1998–99 

 

Fig. 6. Manuel Franke, Cumulus, 2005.  

 



48 

 

Gravel is a material that can be found in the spaces outside most of the academies: 

in courtyards, on footpaths and in symmetrical alleys lined by umbrella pines or 

cypresses. It is perhaps the most mundane aspect of these imposing spaces, and yet it 

becomes the material that many artists reconfigure in their work. At Villa Massimo, 

Manuel Franke (the German Academy, 2005) poured a liquid mixture of plaster out onto 

the gravel in the garden. When the plaster had set in a whitish ‘island’, he took it inside 

and turned it over, thus revealing a light brown, granulated surface in which the individual 

stones had been caught – a work he entitled cumulus (2005) [fig. 6].88 Here, the gravity 

of gravel has been given the lightness of a cloud.  

The idea of transforming gravel by alluding to other elements can also be found at 

the American Academy where Maya Lin (the American Academy, 1998) arranged the 

gravel in the central courtyard in symmetrical wave-like structures in her installation Il 

Cortile Mare (1998–99). As a result, the courtyard was transformed into the sea by adding 

a play of shadow and light to an otherwise flat surface [fig. 7]. At night, when the light 

came from the portico surrounding the courtyard, the waves seemed to mimic the shape 

of the portico arches. One reviewer noted that by “Shaping marble pieces from Siena into 

a series of abstracted waves, Maya Lin played on the material and its rich Italian – and 

Roman – history”.89 Whereas this statement might be stretching the local influence on Il 

Cortile Mare a bit too far, we should note that Lin’s work is situated between fine art, 

architecture and design, and that it clearly draws on a distinctly American land art 

tradition, which finds a particular expression in the American-Italian setting. In both 

Franke’s and Lin’s works, then, allusions to the elements of air (cumulus clouds) and 

water (the sea) are added to the distinctly earth-bound material of gravel. 

Walking from the courtyard of the same institution towards the main entrance gate, 

we encounter Pamela Hovland’s (the American Academy 2006) installation Ineffable bits 

(2006). Using pieces of crushed basalt as ‘ink’, Hovland wrote the words ‘ineffable bits’ 

in cursive letters on the gravel path leading from the stairs of the main building to the gate 

[fig. 8]. As this stretch of pathway is used by residents and visitors every day, the words 

quickly started to fade. The ‘ineffability’ of the work remains an open question. Perhaps 

                                                           
88 See Joachim Blüher, ed., Villa Massimo 2005: Deutsche Akademie Rom: Jahresbericht (Rome: 

Deutsche Akademie Rom Villa Massimo, 2005). 
89 R.J. Preece, “Maya Lin at American Academy, Rome (Review),” World Sculpture News 5, no. 2 

(1999): 72–73. 



49 

 

the self-reflexive and/or descriptive title points to an immanent ambition in the work to 

characterise, order and retain the indescribable complexity of the thousands upon 

thousands of pieces of black pulverised rock in language – that is, in the two words 

‘ineffable bits’. At the same time, the spatial manifestation of these words in a congested 

pathway erodes and obliterates this effort of language to order and retain, returning the 

stones to a natural entropy.  

Across the city, Luxembourgian artist Su-Mei Tse (the French Academy, 2014) 

created a video work entitled Pays de neige (2014–15), in which we see the artist walking 

slowly and silently, raking the gravelled areas behind the academy building and on the 

pathways of the magnificent garden [fig. 9]. The act of raking and levelling out gravel is 

the exact opposite strategy to that of the other artists I have examined. Tse’s video plays 

in a constant 7:40 minute loop. We hear the sounds of her work and her feet. Seeing and 

hearing this again and again, it becomes a work about the suspension of time, about 

contemplation and meditative silence.  

In an article in the Italian newspaper Corriere della Sera, Tse explained that in her 

work she was “focused on how to plough the ground before you start to create. […] the 

act of raking emphasizes the magic moment when we are preparing for action, to be 

Fig. 8. Pamela Hovland, Ineffable bits, 2006. 
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carried away by one’s own desires, to walk in the snow”.90 Tse is literally and 

metaphorically preparing the ground, making it pristine like new-fallen snow. This 

process is founded on a paradox, namely that creating a clean slate – from which real 

work emerges – is actually extremely hard work, perhaps the hardest of all. Tse included 

her video in her 2015 solo show entitled a thousand and one dreams behind us at a galley 

in New York. The title of this show comes from a Rainer Maria Rilke poem which in its 

English translation is entitled Notes on the Melody of Things (1898). The first two stanzas 

can be read as a direct inspiration for the conception of creation embodied in Pays de 

neige:  

 

I. We are right at the start, do you see. 

 

As though before everything. With 

a thousand and one dreams behind us and 

no act. 

 

II. I can imagine no knowledge holier 

than this: 

that you must become a beginner. 

Someone who writes the first word after a 

centuries-long 

dash.91 
                                                           
90 Su-Mei Tse, “Rastrello il cortile: mi preparo all’azione,” Corriere della Sera, September 8, 2015, sec. 

La Lettura. My translation.  
91 See “Notes on the Melody of Things,” accessed December 26, 2017, http://www.pen.org/poetry/notes-

melody-things. 

Fig. 9. Su-Mei Tse, Pays de neige, 2014–15. 
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So, from allusions to air and water, to questions of language and entropy, to a work about 

the act of creation, these artworks show how gravel becomes a material for artistic 

creation. They also highlight the fact that artists who interact with the immediate 

surroundings at the foreign academies make a virtue of necessity by using the available 

means and spaces at their disposal. Again, paraphrasing Orlando’s critique, we can ask if 

this qualifies as ‘real fertilization’? And again, my answer is yes, because artworks that 

explore and transform the physicality of artist studios, interiors and immediate 

surroundings testify to the fact that even within the institutional frameworks multiple 

interactions are taking place – interactions that ground the institutional frameworks in 

their particular Roman locales and provide us with the first insights into how these 

institutions are reconfigured in the work of international artists.  

And yet the critical perspective represented by Orlando’s work should not be 

completely ignored but rather nuanced. This can be done by turning our attention to a 

number of artworks which go beyond an examination of the physical frameworks and 

actively explore the role of the foreign academies in relationship to Rome, that is, 

understanding the institutions as operating within a social field. 

 

Institutional critique 

Having seen how artists transform the materiality of the institutional frameworks and, by 

doing so, ground these institutions in a particular locale, I now turn to artworks that take 

a critical look at the relationship between the foreign academies and Rome. In what 

follows, three of the institutions that I introduced above – Villa Massimo, Villa Medici 

and the British School – will be subjected to a critique that explores notions of gates and 

borders, inclusion and exclusion, power relations and historical legacies.92  

                                                           
92 I have not been able to locate critical artworks that deal with the American, Danish and Swiss 

academies. Artists who have stayed at these institutions have had critical things to say about them, but 

this critique has not materialised in their work, at least not to a degree that has caught my attention. One 

can only speculate why this is the case. At the American Academy the lack of critical artworks might be 

attributed to the fact that such work could potentially be career damaging. There is no incentive to launch 

an institutional critique as long as a stay in Rome is considered a great and career-enhancing privilege 

among US artists, perhaps more so than among their European counterparts.  
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A premise here is that the artworks examine the foreign academies as being part of 

a social field or as being determined by a set of social relations in Rome. This relational 

understanding takes the examination of the academies one step beyond the transformative 

view I analysed above. I discuss in further detail below how these critical examinations 

of the foreign academies are situated within a tradition in contemporary art that since the 

1960s has scrutinised art institutions like galleries and museums.93 But before we see how 

these instances of institutional critique take shape, we should return once more to the 

Reverse Grand Tour to note that these artworks that I am about to analyse, anticipate 

Orlando’s aim at raising “the issue of the relevancy of the academies as a concept” by 

examining “the relationship between the capital and the international artists”. In other 

words, critical-relational examinations of the institutions are already there – if you look 

for them in the work of the artists.  

We start our critical tour of the academies in the eastern part of the centre of Rome 

where, as I mentioned in the introduction, the German Academy in Villa Massimo neatly 

embodies a “German idea of Italy” by combining and presenting diverse Italian 

architectural styles to the visitor. However, it is not the peculiar mix of Florentine, 

Venetian and Roman architecture that some artists highlight in their work; rather they 

point the finger at the way the institution is administered in the present.  

For instance, in 2004 Martin Schmidt (the German Academy, 2004) created the 

light installation Sagra (2004) which consisted of an arch in which red and yellow 

lightbulbs were arranged in V and M shapes, mimicking the official logo of Villa 

Massimo [fig. 10]. It was installed at the main entrance, and at first glance one might 

think that it signifies a celebration of the institution. Sagra refers to a type of festival 

which takes place all over Italy where people of a particular city or area celebrate a local 

specialty or dish such as wild boar or truffles. Schmidt appropriates this Italian custom, 

but – as is the case in much of Schmidt’s other work – he does so in a highly ambivalent, 

ironic way. “The light installation was an ironic response to Director Blüher and his 

                                                           
93 “The modern gallery/museum space […] was perceived not solely in terms of basic dimensions and 

proportions but as an institutional disguise, a normative exhibition convention serving an ideological 

function. The seemingly benign architectural features of a gallery/museum, in other words, were deemed 

to be coded mechanisms that actively disassociate the space of art from the outer world, furthering the 

institution’s idealist imperative of rendering itself and its hierarchization of values ‘objective,’ 

‘disinterested,’ and ‘true.’” Kwon, “One Place after Another,” 88. 
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parties, in which he was (is?) the centre”, Schmidt says.94 He is here referring to the 

traditional annual parties which Joachim Blüher has been instrumental in introducing 

since he became director of Villa Massimo in 2003. In an interview I conducted with 

Blüher he explained the aim of these events:  

 

Our parties attract more than 4000 people, and they are eating German 

sausages, not of the best quality, but it is German and they eat it like it is very 

delicious. And they are drinking our beer. It is beautiful to present your 

country as an entity, of eating and drinking, and discussing new projects and 

ideas. For German people this is much more important than for the French 

because, for them, it is much more natural to be loved.95 

 

The parties are not the only way in which Villa Massimo has been utilised as a tool to 

promote German culture. The gardens and main building have hosted fashion shows, 

opening night parties and car releases – commercial events that happen in close vicinity 

to the studios where the artists live and work. Events like these represent the opposite of 

                                                           
94 Email to the author, 4 May, 2015 
95 Blüher, Interview with author, Rome, 11 November. 

Fig. 10. Martin Schmidt, Sagra, 2004. 
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concentration and peace and thus annoyed some artists, whereas others were inspired by 

the feeling of estrangement created by this commercial interference.96 It is clear that 

Schmidt’s work is mocking the commercial initiatives that he sees as a manifestation of 

the power of the director. Whereas I am not the one to judge whether Schmidt is right or 

wrong to critique Blüher, we can at least conclude that Sagra shows us that the points of 

view of the directors and the artists are sometimes worlds apart. 

 The strategy of approaching Villa Massimo in a critical-ironic way resurfaces in 

Andrée Korpys and Markus Löffler’s (the German Academy, 2004) video work Ti amo 

Massimo (2004), which takes the form of an 11-minute tour around the outside of the 

approximately 800 metre-long wall that surrounds the German Academy [fig. 11]. The 

video consists of still photographs of different sections of the wall which fade into each 

other: we see graffiti, a motorcycle, parked cars, an abandoned scooter with one wheel 

and more graffiti. Occasionally, these images are interrupted by glimpses over the wall 

                                                           
96 Astrid Nippoldt (the German Academy, 2006) created the video work Getaway Inn (2006–7) which 

was based on the commercial events in Villa Massimo. “This celebrity and their posh entourage were 

intruders and made us residents (not very welcome) guests in our own place. I found that turn of 

perspective very intriguing and started moving secretly around the area, just like a paparazzo, knowing all 

the spots from where I could take a glance on what was going on behind the curtain. That was when I 

started to record those hidden moments and interactions”. Email to the author, 6 April, 2016. 

Fig. 11. Andrée Korpys and Markus Löffler, Ti amo Massimo, 2004. Video still. 
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into the garden where we see buildings between trees, almost as if someone is trying to 

trespass. The perspective from outside is then juxtaposed with uncanny views of the 

interior of an artist studio inside the walls: a close-up of a kitchen table, a gliding shot 

through a dim hallway, an electric window closing, a hand pushing a swivel chair against 

a table – all of which is accompanied by scraping or shrieking noises.  

The overall impression one gets from watching Ti amo Massimo is that the video 

destabilises the secure settings of the academy. The use of repetitive, disturbing effects 

makes Sigmund Freud’s concept of the Umheimliche spring to mind, but according to 

Korpys and Löffler the video simply depicts “the institution as we experienced it”.97 This 

can only be understood as a tongue-in-cheek statement which, on closer inspection, turns 

into a thinly veiled critique of the academy. The luxurious setting of Villa Massimo is 

portrayed as a haunted prison. This, in turn, makes it difficult not to read the title as ironic: 

there is little to love about the institution as it is conveyed to us in this work. 

Whereas the artworks in the first part of this chapter were quite literally site-specific 

in that they negotiated the materiality of physical sites, works like Sagra and Ti amo 

Massimo operate within a more conceptual framework where meaning is created by 

mocking the institutional administration in general and the director in particular. 

However, this is not only something that befalls the German Academy. Despite its 

illustrious history and long tradition of hosting artists, the riches of Villa Medici have also 

been the subject of critical artistic scrutiny. The following statement from Jakob Gautel 

(the French Academy, 2000) sets the tone for his scathing views of the institution and its 

lack of integration in Rome: 

 

I had the impression of being imprisoned in some kind of golden cage […] 

which I think was reinforced by the director at the time, who did not care 

much about us residents, and behaved more like some sort of prince in his 

kingdom […] I felt very uncomfortable with this situation, and tried to open 

it up. So, with other residents, we organised ‘des salons’, open door evenings 

with people bringing over participations, like performances of texts, music, 

                                                           
97 Email to the author, 29 May, 2015. Korpys and Löffler did not respond when I asked them to comment 

on the institutional critique in their work. See also Sigmund Freud, The Uncanny (New York: Penguin 

Books, 2012). 
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films. But the direction did not like very much the idea, for ‘security 

reasons’.98  

  

Some artists had similar experiences to Gautel, but just as many found their stay in Rome 

immensely productive, so it does not make sense to rely – as Orlando does in The Reverse 

Grand Tour – on these statements alone.99 Instead, we should focus on how Gautel dealt 

in his artistic work with his frustration at being ‘imprisoned’ in Villa Medici. His first 

reaction was to create an installation that was inspired by a morbid story about love and 

despair from Boccaccio’s Decameron.100 But afterwards he wanted to do something which 

was more exuberant and life-affirming, which became the performance Rosa (2000). With 

this he wanted to make a grand gesture towards Rome and symbolically open up Villa 

Medici and give something back to the city. On 21 June 2000, Gautel and other 

                                                           
98 Email to the author, 12 May, 2015. 
99 To give an example of an opposing account of Villa Medici, Philippe Terrier-Hermann (the French 

Academy, 2001) states that “since the moment I knew about it, [staying at Villa Medici] was one of my 

main goals in life”. Introducing himself as ‘Philippe Terrier-Hermann de la Villa Medici’, he managed to 

get in contact with and portray parts of Roman society which are not readily visible to the average 

foreigner – or Roman. Email to the author, 2 June, 2015. 
100 Jakob Gautel, “Basil,” accessed November 5, 2015, 

http://www.gautel.net/jakob/spip.php?page=classement_date&lang=fr&annee=2000&id_rubrique=1. 

Fig. 12. Jakob Gautel, Rosa, June 21, 2000. Performance at Villa Medici. © Jakob Gautel / ADAGP, courtesy of the 

artist. 
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pensionnaires, all dressed in red, gathered on the balcony above the main entrance of 

Villa Medici, from where they threw 10,000 red roses to people in the street [fig. 12].  

First it was meant to take place on the huge stairs of the Trinita dei Monti, but 

Gautel says that he did not get the authorisation (according to him because the 

administration at Villa Medici might not have bothered to negotiate properly). Therefore, 

he decided to organise the performance at the Villa, where he chose the balcony 

overlooking Rome “as an allusion to the speeches made by the pope and Mussolini, but 

also the nobles, throwing the rest of their banquets from the balcony to the poor”, Gautel 

writes. “Both works are ambiguous, ambivalent, as was my time in Rome. People felt it 

too: the two most interesting commentaries about Rosa by visitors were: ‘Tant d’amour!’ 

and ‘Quel gâchis!’”101  

In the video, which Gautel produced in order to document the event, you see a 

crowd gather below the balcony. People try to salvage some of the flowers which have 

survived the fall. In the end, the entire area outside the entrance is covered by layers of 

broken flowers. The statements of the visitors – ‘so much love’ and ‘such a waste’ – 

encapsulate how Rosa conveys a sense that Villa Medici is a place with great riches, 

which are going to waste. 

In 2013, thirteen years after Gautel tried to open up Villa Medici, the institution 

staged the exhibition Roma città aperta, which aimed at exploring “the interaction 

between the French Academy and the city of Rome as a moment of reflection on the 

reinterpretation of memory”, as the programme notes put it.102 Marseille-based German 

artist Till Roeskens (the French Academy 2013) responded to the exhibition by writing a 

manifesto entitled Roma, città aperta? which was placed on the wall next to his work: 

 

I do not know if this is an open city. But I think I know that, like many other 

cities in recent decades, it has become more closed and less habitable. 

Financial speculation is one of the obvious causes. With the money that was 

put at my disposal for this exhibition thanks to its patron – one of the key 

investment players in Europe, Amundi Asset Management – I wanted to 

support those who engage physically in reopening the city. In collaboration 

with Il Coordinamento Cittadino di Lotta per la Casa, which provides new 

short-term occupations in empty buildings, we bought the tools for future 

                                                           
101 Email to the author, 12 May, 2015. 
102 “Teatro Delle Esposizioni #4 – Villa Medici,” accessed January 26, 2018, 

https://www.villamedici.it/mostre/teatro-delle-esposizioni-4/. My translation. 
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collective creations. To close the circle and give back to Caesar what is 

Caesar’s, we did our shopping at Leroy Merlin, thus putting money back into 

the circuit of French capitalism.103 

 

In the exhibition, Roeskens had piled the tools and boxes, which he had purchased with 

the exhibition money, on top of each other inside two alcoves in the loggia of Villa Medici 

[fig. 13]. At first sight, these arrangements could look like the kind of generic conceptual 

sculpture you tend to encounter in contemporary art galleries, but by placing his manifesto 

alongside the work and listing all the items and their prices (the total amount being 

1546,65 euro), Roeskens changed its meaning.  

In aesthetic terms Roma, città aperta? is an anti-work, but it succeeds both in 

deconstructing the conventional connotations of contemporary art and in calling into 

question the key premise of interaction which lies at the heart of the exhibition organised 

by Villa Medici. Roeskens’s work also reveals the hypocrisy of the global art system 

which, according to critics like Julian Stallabrass, supports ideals of neutralised diversity 

and soft pluralism on the surface but actually is tangled up in neoliberal values and is 

intimately connected with the global economy.104 Whereas artworks like O’Malley’s 

                                                           
103 Quoted in Éric De Chassey, ed., Théâtre des expositions 4–5 (Rome: Drago, 2014), 55. My translation. 
104 Stallabrass, Art Incorporated, 23. 

Fig. 13. Till Roeskens, Roma, città aperta?, 2013. 
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Window are site-specific in a quite literal sense, Roeskens delivers a site-specific critique, 

which works in a way that Miwon Kwon has defined in her article “One Place after 

Another: Notes on Site Specificity”:  

 

To be ‘specific’ to such a site, in turn, is to decode and/or recode the 

institutional conventions so as to expose their hidden yet motivated operations 

– to reveal the ways in which institutions mold art’s meaning to modulate its 

cultural and economic value, and to undercut the fallacy of art and its 

institutions’ ‘autonomy’ by making apparent their imbricated relationship to 

the broader socioeconomic and political processes of the day.105 

 

Roeskens’s institutional critique is about creating a platform upon which an ‘authentic’ 

interaction with Rome can be based. As a contrast to the rather bland contemporary 

artworks which dominated the exhibition at Villa Medici, Roeskens’s ‘Robin Hood 

strategy’ is productively complex. He takes from the rich (at Villa Medici) and gives to 

the homeless (in Rome) in order to forge new social connections rather than blindly 

following the route marked out by the economy. Roma, città aperta? epitomises a 

realisation that what goes on in the luxurious setting of Villa Medici has very little to do 

with Rome as a twenty-first century capital that is struggling with issues such as a housing 

bubble and immigration. But Roeskens also possesses enough self-knowledge to note that 

in the end the money he has spent will benefit French Capitalism anyway.  

At this point, I would like to locate Roeskens’s site-specific institutional critique 

within a tradition in contemporary art. In “One Place after Another”, Kwon defines three 

phases of institutional critique that draw on notions of site-specificity. In the first phase, 

starting in the 1960s, examinations of physical conditions and relation to the site’s 

architecture are the main objectives. In the second phase, starting in the 1980s, the site 

shifts towards the “system of socioeconomic relations within which art and its 

institutional programming find their possibilities of being” (89). The work is not 

necessarily object-based as the main emphasis is put on the process of challenging 

ideological content. In other words, it is the “definition, production, presentation, and 

dissemination of art that becomes the site of critical intervention” (91).  

The third and most recent phase of site-specific critique is characterised by “a more 

intense engagement with the outside world and everyday life – a critique of culture that 

                                                           
105 Kwon, “One Place after Another,” 88.  
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is inclusive of non-art spaces, non-art institutions, and non-art issues” (91). Most 

importantly in this phase, according to Kwon, is the fact that “the artwork’s relationship 

to the actuality of a location (a site) and the social conditions of the institutional frame 

(as site) are subordinate to a discursively determined site that is delineated as a field of 

knowledge, intellectual exchange, or cultural debate” (92; emphasis in original). Kwon 

highlights that these three types of site-specific critique are “competing definitions, 

overlapping with one another and operating simultaneously in various cultural practices 

today (or even within a single artist’s single project)” (95).  

In this context, Roeskens’s work might be seen as hovering between a social-

institutional and a discursive critique. On the one hand, Roma, città aperta? is an anti-

work: it is a pile of boxes containing tools that both undermines the definition and 

presentation of art within an institution (here: Villa Medici), which is keen to present a 

fine art exhibition to the visiting public. On the other hand, Roeskens’s work is concerned 

with issues that extend beyond the art institution, namely the shortage of housing in Rome 

for persons without means. Thus, Roma, città aperta? enters a cultural debate which is 

not limited to the institutional framework of Villa Medici but which is related to urban 

problems in metropolises around the world.  

Having demonstrated how artists at the German and French academies mock, reveal 

and attempt to recode institutional practices and power structures, I now turn to the British 

School where the specific architectural environment has given rise to several critical 

artworks that examine the ideological structures of the institution. British artist couple 

Mark Dunhill and Tamiko O’Brien (the British School, 2003) examine the clear, physical 

demarcation between foreign academies and the city. In their 12-minute video entitled 

Gates (2003), they recorded the movements of the electrical entrance gates of the British 

School, the Royal Netherlands Institute, the Cultural Institute of Japan, the Austrian 

Institute, and the Belgian, Romanian and German academies [fig. 14]. According to the 

artists, they were unsuccessful in obtaining permission to film at the American, French 

and Egyptian academies because they were deemed “too great a security risk”.106  

 

 

 

                                                           
106 Quoted in Benci, Responding to Rome, 32. 
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In the video, we see these gates from the inside and from the outside, slowly 

opening and closing without anyone passing through them. It is clear that the gates are 

markers of difference. They shelter several dozen foreign scholars and artists, who have 

been chosen to live on these islands of national culture in order to study certain, mostly 

ancient aspects of Rome. Moreover, the gates also make sure that the local population 

and much of the contemporary context is kept at a safe distance. 

Fig. 14. Mark Dunhill & Tamiko O’Brien, Gates, 2003. Video stills. 
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Jacopo Benci has stressed the etymological meaning of gates in Dunhill and 

O’Brien’s work, arguing that gates are borders or frontiers that put into play notions of 

inclusion, exclusion, trespassing and intrusion. “Gates are connected to immigration, 

legal and illegal”, writes Benci. “The BSR scholars belong in the first category of 

immigrants, with their ‘Permesso di Soggiorno’ and their ‘tessera’ or token of free 

admission to all state monuments and museums”.107 Whereas Korpys and Löffler’s Ti amo 

Massimo conveyed the impression of someone (an ‘outsider’) circling the wall of Villa 

Massimo as if trying illegally to trespass the boundary between inside and outside, 

Dunhill and O’Brien’s work actively plays on their privileged status as ‘legal immigrants’ 

(that is, as ‘insiders’) which enables them to portray the academy gates from the inside 

and outside, something which would be impossible for the average Roman. The artists 

state that just “as theatre curtains determine whether we are the audience or the 

performers, so our position as viewers in relation to the gates is made to repeatedly shift 

between ‘outsider’ and ‘insider’”.108  

Dunhill and O’Brien show us how generic gates are caught up in notions of 

inclusion and exclusion, insiders and outsiders, which not only pertains to the British 

School but the foreign academies in general. Other artists, however, engage directly with 

the specific façade of the British School – a piece of neoclassical, Christopher Wren-

inspired architecture that was created by Edwin Lutyens and first served as the British 

pavilion for the 1911 Esposizione internazionale d’arte.109  

In Dreams of Empire (1999), Pat Naldi (the British School, 1999) projected onto 

Lutyens’s façade a map of the British empire, which she herself had made during a 

geography lesson when she was in primary school about twenty years earlier [fig. 15]. 

Having been born in the Overseas British Territory of Gibraltar, Naldi’s art practice is 

preoccupied with notions such as empire, colonialism and mapping. Close up we see her 

handwriting on the map and how dutifully she has marked out in red the old British 

colonies around the world. In the installation, using digital animation, her drawing has 

                                                           
107 Benci, “Responding to Rome: Lecture Notes”. 
108 Benci, Responding to Rome, 32. 
109 Rietbergen, Rome and the World, 159. 
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been turned into a globe around which, spinning in the opposite direction, we see the 

words ‘The British Empire in the Early Twentieth Century’.  

For Naldi, projecting her school map as a globe onto a building designed by Edwin 

Lutyens becomes a symbolic act which expresses her uncomfortable feelings about being 

part of an institutional framework which, explicitly or implicitly, carries certain 

ideological structures from the past into the present. 

 

At the BSR […] both the façade and as you walk through the doors it is very 

British. It is like walking into an Embassy. The meal times, afternoon tea at 

4pm – traditionally British. The meal settings at the long tables, and having a 

High Table is again very traditionally British of an upper class structure 

aligned to boarding schools and the Oxbridge educational institutions. The 

job positions at the BSR, as I imagine is the case with all of the foreign 

academies, is at the top reserved for academics from the UK. In all the 

atmosphere and structure of the BSR links very much to notions and traditions 

of colonialism.110 

 

Naldi emphasises the paradoxical feeling of having a “fantastic time” in Rome whilst also 

being aware of the problematic aspects involved in staying abroad in a privileged and 

                                                           
110 Email to the author, 21 November, 2015. 

Fig. 15. Pat Naldi, Dreams of Empire, 1999. 
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quintessentially British institution with its traditions and class structures. She decided to 

project the map onto Lutyens’s façade because it was inspired by St. Paul’s Cathedral in 

London – the image of which, according to Naldi, “had come to assume an increasing 

importance and in fact was depicted as the Heart of Empire within the representation of 

London as the capital of the British Empire”.111 Thus, it is clear that in Dreams of Empire, 

Naldi is highly critical of the tradition of which she sees the British School as being a 

part. Her work infers that the foundation of the British School sprung from imperialist 

pretentions, and that Rome was yet another place to be culturally colonised. By using a 

drawing from the 1970s her work also indicates that these legacies live on into our time.  

Naldi’s discomfort at being part of a quintessentially British institution abroad is 

echoed in the work of other artists as well. Ten years after Dreams of Empire, Lutyens’s 

façade again provoked an artistic response. In Pound (2009), Penelope Cain (the British 

School, 2009) projected images of a falling man in a suit – perhaps a banker or an office 

worker – onto the columns of the façade. Cain’s work reflected the tumultuous situation 

of the global financial crisis which started just before she arrived in Rome [fig. 16]. “I 

purposely responded to the facade of the BSR – a neoclassical facade speaking of 

grounded permanence, stability and rationality”, writes Cain. “I wanted the falling 

business-suited figures to intersect across this architectural premise and talk about a 

present time where all that was held to be stable was no longer”.112  

Instability is a key word, as the title Pound carries connotations of the plummeting 

British currency as well as the fragile body hitting the ground below Lutyens’s imposing 

columns. The falling men could also be connected to the instability created by the 9/11 

terrorist attacks, since falling people have become part of the imagery associated with 

these tragic events. 

The fact that artists feel out of their element in Rome is far from a new thing. From 

the foundation of the British School in the early twentieth century, “artists had chafed at 

being in Rome rather than somewhere more central to modern art”, as T.P. Wiseman puts 

                                                           
111 Pat Naldi, “Dreams of Empire,” accessed November 4, 2015, 

http://www.patnaldi.co.uk/Dreams%20of%20Empire.html. The fact that she chooses to represent the 

drawing as a globe is not a coincidence since, according to Naldi, “The terrestrial globe has throughout 

history symbolised power and imperialism, and never more so than at the Universal Exhibitions during 

the 19th and 20th centuries [which] sought to reaffirm the identity of place in the midst of growing 

abstractions of space”.  
112 Email to the author, 19 April, 2015. 
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it in A Short History of the British School at Rome.113 Back then the main reason for 

discontent was that artists, who were influenced by new international art movements, did 

not want to copy classical antiquity, and that the British School – despite being a new 

institution – already seemed to represent an age, which, by the end of World War One, 

had dissolved into thin air.  

Just under a hundred years later, the development of institutional critique in 

contemporary art enables Naldi and Cain to convert their scepticism about the legacies of 

the British School into artistic work. But even though the façade of Lutyens’s building 

becomes a surface upon which Naldi and Cain project images that challenge and critique 

the institution, we need to ask whether these alternative views of historical legacies and 

“grounded permanence” in a conflicted present actually respond to specific issues, or 

remain vague expressions of discontent?  

                                                           
113 Wiseman, A Short History of the British School at Rome, 22. 

Fig. 16. Penelope Cain, Pound, 2009. 
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Starting with Cain, she might be referencing the “grounded permanence, stability 

and rationality” of Lutyens’s neoclassical façade as her inspiration, but one should be 

aware of the fact that her critique is not that of a traditional postcolonialism, from which 

the British School might have sprung. Rather, her work engages with what Osborne calls 

“the postcolonialism of ’after 1989’ – the postcolonialism of a global neoliberalism”, here 

with an emphasis on economic neoliberalism.114 The precise connection between the 

British School and economic neoliberalism is not that obvious, and this makes Cain’s 

institutional critique seem a bit vague.  

Naldi is quite specific in her attempt to expose an ideological framework, which 

emphasises the continuous presence of hidden imperialist pretentions at the British 

School. Whereas this might be true in the present, the historical circumstances in which 

the institution was founded are not so clear-cut. Of course, the foundation of the British 

School was an expression of a certain ideology, but this cultural colonisation of Rome 

was not a one-sided affair in which the British claimed a piece of Roman antiquity against 

the will of the city. On the contrary, the city of Rome wanted the British to convert the 

temporary pavilion of the 1911 Esposizione internazionale d’arte into a permanent 

institution because the continued presence of foreign nations would consolidate Rome as 

“the chosen goal of studies and desires of the artists of the entire world”, as the official 

1911 exhibition guide put it.115 According to Rietbergen, the academies today contribute 

to making Valle Giulia a “microcosm that encapsulates and exemplifies Rome’s all-time, 

global pretences”, arguing that their presence has been – and still is – crucial for Rome’s 

attempt to remain important in the global world.116  

It was not exactly the great British empire that conquered Rome, then. Moreover, 

the idea that Lutyens’s façade symbolically echoes a symbol of the British empire in the 

form of Christopher Wren’s St. Paul’s also needs to be nuanced. To be sure, there is a 

connection between Lutyens and Wren, but Wren’s building was originally inspired by 

the architectural style which Venetian architect Andrea Palladio (1508–80) had founded 

on classical Roman principles.117 In this way, Lutyens’s building returns – via Wren and 

                                                           
114 Osborne, Anywhere or Not at All, 163. 
115 Quoted in Rietbergen, Rome and the World, 66. See also Gianna Piantoni, ed., Roma 1911 (Roma: De 

Luca Editore, 1980); Stefania Massari, La festa delle feste: Roma e l’Esposizione internazionale del 1911 

(Rome: Palombi, 2011). 
116 Rietbergen, Rome and the World, x. 
117 “Andrea Palladio,” Britannica Academic, accessed November 5, 2015, 

http://www.britannica.com/biography/Andrea-Palladio. 
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Palladio – to Rome. Again, this complicates the picture of the British empire in Rome and 

makes it clear that Rome was the original culturally dominating coloniser of the world 

with a global legacy in everything from politics and engineering to architecture and art.118  

All this does not change the fact that Rome as the original coloniser became 

colonised by the foreign academies in the early twentieth century, many of which can 

rightly be criticised for being strange islands of national cultures. Nonetheless, it is 

important to balance the critique of cultural imperialism and neoclassical rationality 

embodied by this architecture with the complex circumstances in which many of the 

foreign academies were founded.  

Villa Massimo, Villa Medici and the British School are all subject to different forms 

of institutional critique where artists challenge power relations, historical legacies and the 

ubiquitous theme of integration versus isolation. In the last part of this chapter I discuss 

and contextualise this body of critical work by juxtaposing it with instances of 

institutional critique that have taken place at the Venice Biennale. Comparing similarities 

and differences between the national pavilions in Venice and the foreign academies in 

Rome will help us gain an understanding of the paradoxes involved in these critical-

relational interventions. Moreover, it will also clarify what role such artistic work plays 

in a constant ‘reinvention’ of the foreign academies in Rome.  

 

Making institutions 

The guided tours of the academies have demonstrated how artists reconfigured the 

academy settings, from transformations of the physical framework of academies to 

institutional-critical artistic work that calls into question some of the ideological legacies 

of the academies and highlights their complex relationship with contemporary Rome. 

Especially the second category of artworks might have given the reader the impression 

that international artists are not afraid to bite back at these institutions and criticise their 

peculiar role in Rome. But how critical actually are these artworks?  

In what follows we travel five hundred kilometres north from Rome to Venice 

where the national pavilions at the Biennale offer a fascinating contrast to the foreign 

academies. Despite having been founded at roughly the same time in the early twentieth 

                                                           
118 See Marinaro and Thomassen, Global Rome, 29. 
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century, and despite being situated in equally anachronistic cities, there are some key 

differences between the Venice pavilions and the foreign academies that will help us to 

see more clearly the critical potential of the Rome-based work that I analysed above.119 I 

use this insight to argue that, rather than simply transforming the physical framework (the 

first category of work) and criticising the institutions within a social field (the second 

category), international artists play an important role in the reinvention and preservation 

of these institutions. 

Comparing the foreign academies in Rome with the national pavilions in Venice 

immediately highlights two differences concerning their function and popularity within 

the contemporary art world. Firstly, the national pavilions function as exhibition spaces 

– not as settings for artists’ residencies – and the artists who exhibit there are flown in to 

make a singular show in Venice which often has very little to do with the local Italian 

context, most likely because the Biennale is not a place where artists stay for long periods 

of time to develop their work.120  

Secondly, it could be argued that whereas the Biennale is one of the most coveted 

and glamorous places to be represented as an artist, the foreign academies occupy the 

opposite end of the popularity scale. One of the reasons why Venice is regarded as an 

important centre in today’s art world, and why Rome is not, is the fact that the Biennale 

epitomises a globalised, international model, whereas the foreign academies represent a 

Rome-centred model. Osborne has argued that by representing art from across the globe 

in the same exhibition spaces, biennials  

 

exemplify the conditions (and hence the restrictions) under which practices 

of such nationally and transnationally diverse origin come to occupy the same 

cultural space. For the most significant ‘zone of contact’ here is not 

represented within or by the artworks; it is that transcribed by the relations 

                                                           
119 For a comprehensive account of the early years of the Venice Biennale, see Enzo Di Martino, The 

History of the Venice Biennale, 1895–2007 (Venice: Papiro Arte Venezia, 2007). 
120 When you consult the Biennale programmes from 2015 or 2017, it becomes clear that the local 

Venetian context does not take centre stage in most of the artworks exhibited there. The global outlook of 

the 2015 Biennale is reflected in the title All the World’s Futures, and the 2017 Biennale entitled Viva 

Arte Viva is “designed with artists, by artists and for artists, about the forms they propose, the questions 

they ask, the practices they develop and the ways of life they choose”, as the official brochure puts it. See 

“La Biennale Di Venezia – All the World’s Futures,” accessed November 6, 2015, 

http://www.labiennale.org/en/art/exhibition/enwezor/. “Viva Arte Viva: Brochure,” accessed August 8, 

2017, http://static.labiennale.org/files/arte/Documenti/biennale-arte-2017c.pdf. 
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between the works and the biennale itself. This is the real ‘contact’, the place 

of translation, representation, negotiation and power.121  

 

Artworks produced for and presented at the Biennale are symptomatic of a postcolonial 

situation where the national pavilions cater to a globalised art world populated by a 

cosmopolitan audience of international art tourists. Despite being hosted in national 

pavilions the artistic production is most often indicative of an internationalization of 

culture which seemingly effortlessly bridges gaps between cultures and local settings. 

Summarising this situation, Tim Griffin has noted that “Such is the paradoxical situation 

of biennials today, which engage globalization yet seem also symptomatic of it”.122 

In contrast to this globalised model, the foreign academies are relatively closed, 

academically-oriented institutions that are focused on the specific study of Rome. These 

institutions were modelled partly on the French Academy that, as I mentioned above, has 

hosted artists in Villa Medici all the way back to the middle of the seventeenth century, 

and partly on the institutionalisation of systematic academic research into Roman 

antiquity which started with the foundation of the Istituto di corrispondenza archeologica 

in 1829.123 Along with historic art museums, the foreign academies might be said to 

represent a traditionalism that clashes with notions of a globalisation that brings all the 

national pavilions together in one international space at the Venice Biennale. To be sure, 

the academies are still part of the same art world and art economy as the Venice Biennale, 

but these Rome-based institutions are very much on its fringes as they represent an old 

model of artists receiving prestigious grants, that is, a model in which the history and 

traditions of studying Rome are crucial parameters. 

All these differences become important when you compare instances of institutional 

critique at the Venice Biennale and at the foreign academies in order to evaluate the 

critical potential and quality of this work. An infamous example of institutional critique 

which took place at the Biennale in 1993 is Hans Haacke’s GERMANIA at the German 

pavilion. Like many of the artists whose work I analysed above, Haacke launched a 

                                                           
121 Osborne, Anywhere or Not at All, 164. For other critical perspectives on the global Biennale culture, 

see for instance Stallabrass, Art Incorporated; Tim Griffin, “Worlds Apart: Contemporary Art, 

Globalization, and the Rise of Biennials,” in Contemporary Art: 1989 to the Present, ed. Alexander Blair 

Dumbadze, Alexander Blair, and Suzanne Perling Hudson (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 7–16. 
122 Griffin, “Worlds Apart,” 14. 
123 See Windholz, Et in Academia Ego, 27–40; Whitling, “The Western Way,” 39, 66; Rietbergen, Rome 

and the World, 144–46. 
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critique of the institution that hosts his work, but he does so with such ferocious boldness 

that it his work goes far beyond anything produced at the foreign academies.  

GERMANIA has been described as a tour de force of cultural critique, exuding “the 

existential pathos of Samuel Beckett’s Endgame mixed with the delinquent energy of 

rock musicians smashing up their guitars on stage”.124 What Haacke did was radical and 

effective: he explored the historical connection between art and politics at the Venice 

Biennale by recreating and transforming the interior of the 1940 German pavilion that 

                                                           
124 Daniel Birnbaum et al., eds., Defining Contemporary Art: 25 Years in 200 Pivotal Artworks (London; 

New York: Phaidon, 2011), 78–79. 

Fig. 17. Hans Haacke, GERMANIA, 1993. 
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had been modified according to Nazi values [fig. 17]. Among other things he broke up 

the entire floor and replaced the swastika and eagle with the German Mark, which 

symbolised the newly reunified Germany. Thus, in a visually arresting and deeply 

disturbing manner, Haacke succeeded in tackling a national trauma head-on and 

connecting with a sense of place and history, while, at the same time, confronting and 

exposing the ideology of the ‘biennale tourist’ for whom art has become merely a source 

of entertainment.  

Haacke’s piece works so well as institutional critique because it gains its energy 

from engaging directly with the Biennale context. Meaning is not produced immanently 

in GERMANIA but emerges instead from the relations between the work and the Biennale 

context where it draws attention to highly problematic historical undercurrents and 

radically challenges the viewer’s perception of the otherwise beautiful art-fair façade in 

Venice. In comparison, the institutional critique launched by German artists in Rome is 

much more subdued and ambivalent, and I contend that it is difficult to imagine something 

as potent as GERMANIA taking place at the German Academy. Why?  

One reason is that the academies are not empty pavilions which are taken over 

completely by high-level artists who arrive with a fully developed show; rather they are 

shared spaces which artists, who are at different stages of their careers, occupy for longer 

periods of time in order to develop work gradually. Another reason could be that since 

the academies are not at the centre of the art world, the incentive to create radically 

political work like GERMANIA might be lacking: if no one is noticing what you are doing 

– that is, apart from the people who accommodate you and provide you with a grant – 

then why bother making such a big fuss about it?  

I am not arguing that the institutional critique found in the work of international 

artists in Rome is a watered-down version of work that can be found at the Venice 

Biennale. Rather, I am suggesting that different circumstances make it possible for artists 

like Haacke to create highly efficient critical work because the Biennale context, with its 

entanglement in the art economy and its globalising pretentions, invites this kind of work. 

In Rome, on the contrary, the context of the foreign academies requires a slightly different 

approach, which sees artists opting for ambiguous, less direct ways of communicating 

this critique. 
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There is another reason why it makes sense to juxtapose the work of international 

artists in Rome with Hans Haacke’s work: not only does an artwork like GERMANIA put 

the work at the foreign academies into perspective, but Haacke’s critical art practice also 

illuminates the paradoxical status of institutional critique within the field of contemporary 

art. Already in 1974, Haacke stated that artists are “unwitting partners” with the people 

they criticise as “[T]hey participate jointly in the maintenance and/or development of the 

ideological make-up of their society. They work within that frame, set the frame and are 

being framed”.125 What Haacke claims is that an institutional critique can never be 

performed by an impartial actor even though the actor might believe herself to be so. For 

instance, in order to create an impartial institutional critique in Rome, artists would need 

to be outsiders who were not economically dependent on any institutions or even part of 

an international art community. Because all the artists who stay at the foreign academies 

are affiliated with the institutions, an impartial critique will always fail to materialize.  

However, as Andrea Fraser has argued, it is also crucial to realise that “Institutional 

critique has always been institutionalized. It could only have emerged within and, like all 

art, can only function within the institution art”.126 Whenever artists try to make their 

critical work go beyond the boundaries of the institution in order to enter into contact with 

reality “outside”, they simply expand the frame within which they work, meaning that 

they incorporate the world into their work but the frame remains a frame. On this reading, 

the failure or impotence of a radical institutional critique is a primary condition for such 

work in contemporary art. Osborne aptly summarises this paradoxical situation:  

 

At one level, this appears as failure: the liquidation of its aspiration to be 

immediately social or directly practical, a deepening of the sense of art’s 

social impotence, even within its own highly restricted domain. At another 

level, however, as a critical artistic practice, it appears as a constructed 

mimesis of the ability of cultural institutions within developed capitalist 

                                                           
125 Quoted in Andrea Fraser, “From the Critique of Institutions to an Institution of Critique,” Artforum 44 

(September 2005): 281. 
126 Fraser, 282. Peter Osborne has formulated a similar insight in this way: “Institutional critique can only 

be an art of direct practicality by restricting itself to a terrain on which critique is the only form of 

practicality, the only social use-value: autonomous art. However, it thereby implicitly affirms the critical 

value of the art institution, the political conditions and social impotence of which it simultaneously 

exposes. Ironically, this helps the institution to survive its own critique. The very existence of the critique 

within the institution – the institution’s acceptance of institutional critique – negates the practical function 

of that critique, although not its intellectual value. Institutional critique thus strengthens and develops the 

art institution”. Osborne, Anywhere or Not at All, 159. 
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societies to sustain and recuperate their own critique. Its so-called ‘failure’ is 

an operative dimension of this critical functioning. There is thus an additional 

irony here (an ‘irony of irony’, in Schlegel’s sense): the irony of the ironic 

failure of institutional critique as a political practice is that it thereby succeeds 

critically as art. It succeeds in giving artistic expression to the irrational 

rationality of the art institution: the basis of its critical rationality in irrational 

(oppressive) socio-economic forms.127 

 

Rather than being a critique that wounds the institution and brings about the potential for 

radical change, instances of institutional critique in contemporary art demonstrate how 

well institutions can absorb such a critique and transform it into something that, 

ultimately, improves the institution. And, ironically, a by-product of the political failure 

of the institutional critique is that, within the realms of art today, it “succeeds critically as 

art”.  

Keeping in mind Osborne’s rather bleak view of the critical potential of 

contemporary art, we can see, on the one hand, the critical work performed at the foreign 

academies as exposing the boundaries separating the academies and Rome as well as the 

problematic legacies and pretention that these institutions embody; but on the other hand, 

what this work really shows us is the ability and flexibility of the institutions to facilitate 

such critical work. International artists in Rome might challenge the structures of power 

within these institutions but they ultimately rely on them (in terms of grants and 

accommodation) and their work ends up reaffirming the institutions they set out to 

criticise.  

This can be seen as a huge loss of legitimacy of institutional critique in 

contemporary art, but only if we operate with a radical idea of what critique is and should 

mean. Hans Haacke might seem a fierce critic of institutions from the outside, but in 

reality his work “has been an attempt to defend the institution of art from 

instrumentalization by political and economic interests”, as Fraser has put it in her article 

“From Critique of Institutions to an Institution of Critique”.128 A work like GERMANIA 

criticises and exposes hidden historical, political and economic structures and narratives 

in order to recuperate the institution. According to this line of thought, the quality of 

                                                           
127 Osborne, Anywhere or Not at All, 159. 
128 Fraser, “From the Critique of Institutions to an Institution of Critique,” 283. 
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institutional critique does not lie in its ability to destroy, but in its paradoxical ability to 

preserve through critical exposure. Fraser concludes:  

 

It’s not a question of being against the institution: We are the institution. It’s 

a question of what kind of institution we are, what kind of values we 

institutionalize, what forms of practice we reward, and what kinds of rewards 

we aspire to. Because the institution of art is internalized, embodied, and 

performed by individuals, these are the questions that institutional critique 

demands we ask, above all, of ourselves. Finally, it is this self-questioning – 

more than a thematic like ‘the institution’, no matter how broadly conceived 

– that defines institutional critique as a practice. (282) 

 

The idea that artworks can preserve institutions through critical exposure, and that the 

quality of this critique is bound up with the self-questioning caused by these artworks, 

also has consequences for the artistic work which directly interacts with the academies in 

a transformative or critical manner. Artworks that examine the framework of the studios, 

interiors and immediate surroundings not only show us new aspects of these places but 

also transform and reaffirm these physical spaces that are emblematic of the academies. 

Similarly, artworks that critique the ideological structures might challenge and undermine 

these institutions, but they also revitalise the academies within a social field as they open 

up the possibility of evaluating the institutions ethically and historically.  

In short, these artists position the foreign academies in Rome – in both a physical 

and social sense. They make us aware that, despite being rather old-fashioned 

organisations centred primarily on the study of the Roman past, they are also constantly 

being recreated and reconfigured by the fluid communities of international artists that 

pass through them.129  

Taking this thought one step further, I contend that we can illuminate the 

paradoxical relationship between the institutions and the artists by alluding to the 

anthropological concept of ‘liminality’ as it is defined in Victor Turner’s classic study 

The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-structure.130 In drawing on Turner’s concept of 

                                                           
129 Here I see institutions as something fluid and movable rather than static, physical spaces. These are 

dynamic connotations that can be traced back to the Latin verb instituere: in- in, towards’ + statuere set 

up’. 
130 Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1974). 

Turner developed this concept and theory from a study by Arnold van Gennep’s Les rites de passage 

(1909).  
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liminality I am not suggesting, however, that the journey of contemporary artists to Rome 

resembles a ritual process in which the artist, having been separated from the structures 

of everyday social life, is passing through a marginalized liminal period in which 

‘communitas’ emerges as a social modality, and that the artist, upon his or her return back 

home, is reincorporated into the social structure again. I am not talking about rites of 

passage. Instead, I wish to make use of the concept of liminality to describe the tension 

between structure and anti-structure, arguing that detailed examinations and instances of 

institutional critique can be seen as symbolic reversals of central aspects of the 

institutions.  

For instance, in Tse’s Pays de neige raking and levelling out a material as mundane 

as gravel takes on a hugely symbolic meaning as it becomes the poetic foundation for 

artistic creation. And in Gautel’s Rosa, the perceived snobbery of the institution is 

mockingly reversed by the artist who makes a grand gesture towards Rome and 

symbolically opens up the institution by throwing roses to the public, just as nobles used 

to throw their leftovers to the poor. The same goes for all the other artworks focusing on 

the limits of the academy framework – walls, gates and thresholds – in that they negotiate 

these liminal spaces as a way of challenging the closed structure and privileged status of 

the institutions.  

Turner’s concept of liminality enables me to examine the relationship between these 

critical artworks and the institutional structures of the academies. In Turner’s ritual model 

in The Ritual Process the unstructured ‘communitas’ made possible in the liminal phase 

cannot be understood without “some relation to structure” (127). On the one hand, this 

anti-structure reveals an “evolutionary potential” not yet “fixed in structure” (128). On 

the other hand, this perspective only “represents a fantasy of structural superiority” (168). 

From an anthropological point of view, then, Turner argues that the functions of liminal 

inversions have an “existential” or “emotional” quality to them, liberating people 

momentarily from the structures of everyday life, but at the same time “by making the 

low high and the high low, they reaffirm the hierarchical principle” (176).  

Drawing on this crucial point, I argue that the artworks exemplifying an institutional 

critique have a somewhat similar function in that they are part of a dialectic process which 

moves between an anti-structural potential for changing the academy structure and an 

affirmative return to the old institutional framework which initially facilitated the work. 
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Without overstating the conservative social function of liminal reversal within the 

framework of the academies, it is worth wondering whether the liminal character of this 

body of critical artworks might act as a modern-day “safety-valve”, which allows for a 

controlled institutional critique to be released in order to keep the structure of the 

academies relatively unchanged – or whether it actually exemplifies (and momentarily 

creates) a different kind of institution?131  

This is the unresolved tension that Osborne and Fraser emphasise in the quotations 

above. And it is perhaps also this ambivalent acknowledgement to which Roeskens refers 

when, in Roma, città aperta?, he chooses to spend the money for his exhibition at Villa 

Medici on tools that can be used to create short-term occupations in empty buildings for 

destitute people in Rome, but at the same time writes in his manifesto that the money will 

go back into French Capitalism anyway, because he purchased the tools at Leroy Merlin.  

To sum up, whereas Valerio Rocco Orlando’s The Reverse Grand Tour built its 

argument about isolation and the lack of interaction on statements from the artists, I have 

sought to show, through analyses of institution-oriented and critical artworks, how the 

artistic production frames, activates and gives form to the foreign academies. In doing so 

the artists contribute to shaping the framework of the academies by simultaneously 

transforming, challenging and reaffirming it. And in this sense, they become highly 

successful institution-makers.  

 

  

                                                           
131 The safety-valve theory emphasises both the reinforcement of the existing structure and exemplifies an 

evolutionary potential for a different social organization. A more conservative view focusing mainly on 

the notion of reinforcement was formulated by Turner’s teacher, social anthropologist Max Gluckman. 

See Peter Stallybrass and Allon White, The Politics and Poetics of Transgression (London: Methuen, 

1986), 13. 
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2. Sites: Negotiating the spectacle of Rome 
 

Rome has suffered the same fate as many other European cities: having once been a 

bustling urban centre where people lived, rich among poor, and where social and political 

life took place, the centro storico has now been sanitised and capital has moved in along 

with the tourist hordes. Whereas chapter one examined the institutions that host 

international artists in Rome, I now focus on what happens when these artists negotiate 

and visually reconfigure the sites of Rome in their work. What kind of city do they 

encounter when they move beyond the secure walls of the foreign academies? 

The fact that Rome has become a spectacular museum-like city is backed up by 

recent statistics, which shows that tourists outnumber local Romans two to one in many 

centrally located neighbourhoods, and that the population of permanent residents in the 

city centre has fallen from 370,000 sixty years ago to less than 100,000 today.132 In Evicted 

from Paradise: The Restructuring of Modern Rome (2009) Michael Herzfeld shows how 

gentrification, evictions, and the destruction of old social structures have changed Rome’s 

oldest neighbourhood, Monti, during the past 30 years. “What the various enemies of 

Rome did not succeed in achieving, neoliberal economics and especially a rampantly 

speculative housing market, along with a declining birthrate, are now putting into effect”, 

he concludes sardonically.133  

Of course, one could argue that the sanitisation of the centro storico can be traced 

back much further, for instance to the years after the Italian unification or to Mussolini’s 

radical redevelopments. Also, as John David Rhodes points out, “Rome’s countless 

ancient fountains, palaces, piazzas, and other monuments were originally constructed as 

signifiers of power and were also intended to generate visual pleasure in the eyes and 

                                                           
132 Valery Higgins, “Rome’s Contemporary Past,” in Global Rome: Changing Faces of the Eternal City, 

ed. Isabella Clough Marinaro and Bjørn Thomassen (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2014), 191. 
133 Michael Herzfeld, Evicted from Eternity: The Restructuring of Modern Rome (Chicago; London: 

University of Chicago Press, 2009), 39. Herzfeld also mentions heritage politics and the obsession with 

conservation as factors that have turned Rome into a museum. This issue is also discussed in a local, 

national, and global perspective by Higgins, who writes that “The conservative approach to cultural 

heritage in Rome that has been dominant since the end of the Second World War has undoubtedly been 

responsible for the uniquely preserved ancient city that we now enjoy, and it certainly was never the 

intention to create a city center that was more like a museum than a living city. However, changing social 

and economic factors have combined to create just such a scenario and that should make us question 

whether this will continue to be the best approach”. Higgins, “Rome’s Contemporary Past,” 198. 
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minds of their beholders, which is to say that Rome, even ancient Rome, has always 

participated in the spectacular”.134  

Rhodes goes on to distinguish between ‘spectacular’ old Rome and the ‘spectacle’ 

that characterises our times. He draws on Guy Debord’s concept of ‘spectacle’ which 

Debord defined thus: “The spectacle corresponds to the historical moment at which the 

commodity completes its colonization of social life. It is not just that the relationship to 

commodities is plain to see – commodities are now all that there is to see”.135 Such is the 

(un)reality of Rome in the age of mass tourism: the city as a social, lived space has 

collapsed and been replaced by a city of spectacle, which caters to the millions of visitors 

who arrive by airplane or cruise liner to view the ancient wonders that they have seen 

depicted in guidebooks and films.136  

This gloomy assessment of Rome today – an assessment not unlike Rilke’s critique 

of the obsessive overvaluing of Roman history – serves as the background for the central 

questions of the present chapter: How do international artists who work with lens-based 

media (photography, video and projection) negotiate the spectacle of Roman sites today? 

Can artworks penetrate and expose stereotypical representations of urban spaces that are 

designed to be readily consumed by the visitors to the city? And if so, what kind of 

alternative city emerges from these artworks?  

In answering these questions, notions of geography play an important role on two 

levels. Firstly, I make use of the geography of Rome in a straightforward manner to 

spatially organise the selected artworks in this chapter. The result is an alternative tour of 

Rome that begins in the centro storico among tourists and ancient monuments and ends 

in the peripheries where the city not only merges with the countryside of Lazio but also 

becomes a strange terrain vague. Secondly, my interpretation of these artworks is based 

on a notion of geography that carries a wide range of socio-cultural anthropological 

                                                           
134 John David Rhodes, Stupendous, Miserable City: Pasolini’s Rome (Minneapolis; London: University 

of Minnesota Press, 2007), xvi. 
135 Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle (New York: Zone Books, 1994), 8. Also quoted in Rhodes, 

Stupendous, Miserable City, xvi. 
136 Similarly, David Bass has analysed how movies depict Rome as a series of tourist sites: “Such 
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film-city of ‘attractions’ selected from the real city’s obliging scenic reserve. The city of attractions is a 

lazy tourist’s dream: a collection of desirable wonders, visitable without hot slogs through potentially 

boring, dangerous, ‘non-places’ in between”. David Bass, “Insiders and Outsiders: Latent Urban Thinking 

in Movies of Modern Rome,” in Cinema & Architecture., ed. François Penz and Maureen Thomas 

(London: The British Film Institute, 1997), 86. 
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connotations that emphasise that geographical space is intimately connected with a 

spatialisation of social, mental and cultural conditions. What I am implying in this chapter 

is that the artist’s reconfiguration is integral to – and cannot be separated from – urban 

sites. Thus, it is a premise for the present discussion that Rome emerges in these artworks 

as a result of the meeting between artwork and urban space. 

This understanding of Roman sites overlaps somewhat with Guy Debord’s idea of 

‘psychogeography’. Debord defined psychogeography as “the study of the precise laws 

and specific effects of the geographical environment, consciously organised or not, on the 

emotions and behaviour of individuals”.137 The key psychogeographical mode is that of 

urban ‘drifting’ (la dérive) where the subject attempts to merge inner and outer landscapes 

in order to transcend the individual perspective while, at the same time, retaining the inner 

emotional qualities of the experience.138 Whereas drifting is about creating routes through 

urban space – something that is echoed in the geographical organisations of artworks in 

this chapter – my primary concern is exploring how international artists reconfigure a 

number of singular sites throughout Rome.139 My approach is related to the essential idea 

of Debord’s work that subject and city – artwork and site – are inextricably intertwined. 

It is in this sense that the following analyses will be closer to psychogeography than to 

conventional sociological or anthropological urban studies, which are primarily 

concerned with the concrete realities of the city and often have a practical objective such 

as mapping out solutions to problems of sustainability and social change. 

My tour of Rome starts out in the city centre, where international artists are faced 

with the following conundrum: How do you engage with the spectacle of this renowned 

cityscape – that is, with the unique ancient and baroque landmarks that for most visitors 

to the city really define Rome – without relying on stereotypical ways of viewing that are 

disseminated in guidebooks and tourist maps? I examine different aspects of a 

defamiliarising artistic gaze that transforms these quintessentially Roman sites through 

notions of zooming, manipulations of the photographic process, and exploitation of the 

clichés of the tourist gaze. The second part of the chapter takes the form of a case study 

                                                           
137 Guy Debord, “Introduction to a Critique of Urban Geography,” in Situationist International Anthology, 

ed. Ken Knabb (Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006), 8. 
138 See Denis Wood, Rethinking the Power of Maps (New York: Guilford Press, 2010), 172–73. 
139 For other examples of psychogeographical projects based on the notion of drifting in Rome, see 

Tamara Arroyo, ed., Guía psicogeográfica de Roma: 16 mapas para perderse / A psychogeographic 

guide of Rome: 16 maps to get lost. (Madrid: MAEC: AECID, 2013); Benci, Responding to Rome, 8–13. 
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centred on one of the most iconic sites of Rome: the Colosseum. Having once been an 

emblem of Roman antiquity, the Colosseum now also symbolises the city’s status as a 

global mass-tourism destination. I analyse how three projection-based artworks seek to 

negotiate the spectacle of these ruins.  

The tour of Rome continues in the third part of the chapter, where we follow in the 

footsteps of artists who negotiate the spectacle of Rome by fleeing the centro storico in 

order to seek out alternative visions on the edges of the city. The peripheral Rome 

portrayed by these artists emerges not as a series of instantly recognisable places which 

have been conveyed to us in guidebooks and numerous movies; instead the periphery is 

a global space which Rome has in common with metropolitan areas around the world. 

Consequently, starting in the city centre and ending in its outskirts, the tour of Roman 

sites shows us how individual subjective perspectives on the spectacle of the city manifest 

themselves in artworks, which in turn provide us with alternative contemporary visions 

of Rome. 

 

Defamiliarisation strategies 

Today, artists might interact with the same Roman spaces and sites that countless artists 

have responded to before them, but a number of things have changed. In tune with the 

general development of contemporary art, a large majority of the international artists who 

work in Rome have abandoned traditional media like painting and sculpture and use 

instead (digital) photography and video to portray famous sites. However, despite the new 

possibilities offered by these modern media, the cityscape is still weighed down by a 

“history of interpretations”, as American photographer Tim Davis puts it.140 Or as Richard 

Wrigley has noted, “On arrival, [artists] continue to live through an unpredictable rite of 

passage, confronting their accumulated ideas, precise or approximate, with the material 

city, inevitably measuring themselves against some anticipated outcome”.141  

So, the challenges which contemporary artists have to negotiate in Rome today 

include new media, centuries-old traditions and, finally, the city itself, which, as I argued 

                                                           
140 Email to the author, 17 August, 2015. A similar idea is expressed in Larmour and Spencer, The Sites of 

Rome, 10. 
141 Richard Wrigley, Ruination: Photographs of Rome (Nottingham: Djanogly Art Gallery, 2008), 6. 
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above, has been reduced to a sanitised spectacle that is being consumed by mass tourism. 

Thus, in this first part of the chapter, I examine how artists working with photography 

and video negotiate these contemporary conditions in order to see the centro storico of 

Rome anew by zooming in on details, manipulating photographic processes, and 

destabilising clichéd tourist views. 

In 2008, the exhibition Ruination: Photographs of Rome juxtaposed the work of 

contemporary photographers (among them several artists from the British School) with 

photographers from the mid-nineteenth century. Rome is what unites these artists across 

150 years, but the fascination with documenting remnants of Roman antiquity, which 

captivated the early photographers, has diminished in contemporary photography. 

However, artists today still respond to Roman sites, and in his foreword to the exhibition 

catalogue Richard Wrigley argues that they do so by employing “the modernist strategy 

of distancing or defamiliarisation, either in relation to familiar sites, or by looking to the 

margins or substrata of the city” (6–7).  

Fig. 18. Richard Billingham, Trajan’s Market, 2002. 
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The work of Richard Billingham (the British School, 2002) provides an example of 

how a defamiliarising artistic gaze can challenge stereotypical views of Rome [fig. 18]. 

His view of Trajan’s Market has been framed in such a way that most people will need 

the caption below the photo to identify the specificity of these ruins, as we are faced with 

an abstract, mosaic-like surface of pitch-black orifices, ledges and curves. In another of 

his photographs that portrays the Colosseum, Billingham interacts, on the one hand, with 

the tradition of the early photographers by accentuating his use of the contrast between 

light and darkness and by photographing the Colosseum by moonlight, while, on the other 

hand, also choosing to portray this emblem of Roman antiquity from an unfamiliar, 

elevated position inside the ruins.  

Whereas Wrigley describes defamiliarisation as a strictly “modernist strategy”, I 

wish to expand the notion to include contemporary artists who zoom in on details, 

manipulate the photographic process, and destabilise stereotypical tourist views. These 

ways of looking at the centre of Rome provide us with metonymic glimpses of the 

cityscape that offer a sense of relief from ubiquitous visual clichés. For instance, how do 

you negotiate a postcard view of one of Rome’s main attractions, the Spanish Steps?  

Australian artist Arryn Snowball’s (the British School, 2013) photographic series 

Sea Steps (2013) does exactly this by zooming in on sections of the steps [fig. 19]. His 

series of black and white photographs shows us abstract, close-up views of the marble 

steps which become like ripples on the surface of the sea. This transformation of one of 

the most photographed tourist sites in Rome reveals something about a particular artistic 

gaze. Postcard panoramas tend to make sites instantly recognisable to the viewer, but also 

create a distance. Like a bundle of postcards sold for one euro, Rome becomes a series of 

spectacular, distant views which loses any sense of tactility and proximity. But when 

Snowball and other artists change the scale and isolate fragments, they draw the viewer’s 

attention to the sculptural and tactile qualities of objects and surfaces. Details suddenly 

step forward and grab our attention without being explained in a way that pins them down.  

We find another example of this in Danish photographer Grethe Grathwol’s (the 

Danish Academy, 2002) book Inventar i byen Rom (2005) in which she dedicates a 

section to Roman road surfaces, which according to her “belong to the furniture of the 

city like carpets belong to houses”.142 Grathwol documents and juxtaposes the smaller 

                                                           
142 Grethe Grathwol, Inventar i byen Rom: en fotoserie (Valby: Borgen, 2005), 67. 
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smooth cobblestones of the city centre with the solid, rounded stones of Via Appia at 

Forum Romanum and with the new, broken asphalt at Piazza Thorvaldsen (“Not a surface 

made for eternity”, as she puts it).  

Focusing on seemingly insignificant surfaces, Grathwol and Snowball’s work not 

only shares the change of scale and focus on sculptural qualities and tactility; their work 

also builds on notions of repetition and seriality. These photographic series – whether of 

broken street surfaces or smooth marble steps – do two things at once: they invite the 

viewer to look closely for recurring structural patterns that are woven into the fabric of 

urban space in Rome, and at the same time they produce a sense of objectivity by creating 

an impression that all the specific details add up to a larger whole, as if there is an invisible 

Fig. 19. Arryn Snowball, Sea Steps, 2013. Photographic prints. 
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matrix beneath or behind the sweeping views of Rome. Because this artistic gaze denies 

us recognisable views, some might think that it has more to do with avoiding urban sites 

than really showing them to us. However, I contend that the artistic gaze that zooms in 

on surfaces and organises them in repetitive patterns points to a way of deliberately 

playing on the notion of space even when space is absent. It is about conjuring up a sense 

of space that is diametrically opposed to the visual clichés of Rome. No avoidance, then, 

but countering. 

The practice of manipulating the photographic process can also be employed to 

negotiate an all too hackneyed cityscape. In some cases, as in the work of Gudrun Kemsa 

(the German Academy, 1995) or Caroline Feyt (the French Academy, 1997) familiar 

Roman sites are rendered unrecognisable by means of distortions. Both these artists use 

longer exposure times while deliberately moving the camera, creating blurred visions of 

the cityscape – a strategy which in Feyt’s work on ruins creates an intimate connection 

between the vanishing portrayed objects and the ‘atrophied’ photographs themselves [fig. 

20].143  

                                                           
143 See Philippe Dubois’s essay on Caroline Feyt. “L’épreuve de l’immatière ou les précipices haptiques 

de la photographie,” accessed February 17, 2016, http://www.caroline-feyt.fr/spip.php?rubrique10. See 

also Rolf Sachsse’s essay in Kemsa, Bewegte Bilder. 

Fig. 20. Caroline Feyt, Ruines, Rome, 1997. 
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Taking this idea one step further, the work of Fiona Crisp (the British School, 2002) 

provides us with a prime example of how reflection upon the photographic process is 

essential to countering being caught up in the spectacle of Roman sites, specifically 

splendid church interiors which embody a dialectic between ideology and a visual 

splendour that seduces and overwhelms the viewer. Crisp writes that “Rome is 

Fig. 21. Fiona Crisp, Santa Maria del Popolo, 2003. 
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undoubtedly a city ‘built of spectacle’ and it is in the nature of spectacle that, as an 

outsider, one’s view is prescribed”.144 Being an outsider helps her to conceptually 

approach the depiction of religious spaces in a way that bypasses the visual spectacle.  

During her residency at the British School, Crisp’s work revolved around the use 

of an old-fashioned pinhole camera that differs from a modern camera in that it lacks a 

lens and a viewing system. Like its predecessor, the camera obscura, it is basically a box 

with a very small hole through which an image is formed using a long exposure [fig. 21]. 

The pinhole camera precludes Crisp from carefully framing and composing her church 

scenes, a deliberate artistic choice which becomes “a way of removing the primacy of 

sight from an inherently visual process. Working in this way I hoped to subvert the 

tyranny of looking in order to allow a slower act of seeing”.145 

Crisp wants her photographs to convey a sense of non-hierarchical slowness of 

perception. Her pinhole photographs are generally taken from a low perspective, 

presumably because the camera needed to sit on a solid surface due to the long exposure 

times. Hence, in her depictions of Santa Costanza, Santa Maria degli Angeli and Santa 

Maria del Popolo, the grandeur of these sacred spaces is obscured by rows of church pews 

or chairs, an effect which ends up highlighting the use of these spaces rather than their 

visual splendour. The non-spectacular, use-oriented aspect of these church spaces was 

emphasised even more when Crisp exhibited her work back in England, where it was 

presented in a room which also contained thirty-two church pews, thus creating a 

connection to the subject matter of the photographs.146 Crisp’s work shows us how a self-

imposed technological obstacle – that is, a distance inserted between the artist and the 

world – can help to create a non-spectacular presence in the work. In other words, 

defamiliarisation is not used as a cool detachment from sacred spaces in Rome, but instead 

as a means of getting closer to these spaces.  

The connection between defamiliarisation and nearness is emphasised even more 

in Christoph Brech’s (the German Academy, 2006) video work Transito (2007), which 

like Crisp’s work takes place inside the space of a church in Rome. Brech’s work 

combines some of the central ideas I discussed above, namely an artistic gaze that 

                                                           
144 Quoted in “Fine Arts 2001–2002,” Catalogue (Rome; London: The British School at Rome, 2002), 18. 
145 “Fine Arts 2001–2002,” 18. 
146 “Fiona Crisp, Santa Maria (2003), Apex Gallery Portsmouth, Catalogue Text,” accessed February 19, 

2016, http://fionacrisp.com/projects_sel_aspex.html. 
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defamiliarises a well-known space by radically framing and zooming in on a particular 

detail in order to replace the spectacle with a much subtler drama.  

Transito builds on a simple but effective idea. At first, we only see a dim ray of 

light entering the left side of the screen. Everything else is pitch-black. Then an invisible 

gust of wind makes the heavy bottom edge of a curtain glide in, bringing with it bright 

sunlight that illuminates the marble floor polished by use [fig. 22]. The first movement 

of the curtain comes as a visual shock because until that point we do not have any sense 

of scale in the first frames of the video, but then we realise that the camera has been placed 

on the floor extremely close to the entrance to a church. What we see is a close-up of the 

border separating the secular world from the sacred space. After a couple of minutes the 

first visitors arrive, sandals crossing the threshold. And so it continues for more than a 

quarter of an hour, people coming and going, the curtain swaying, allowing light and 

darkness to blend, flecks of dust dancing in the air. Seen superficially, this fragment of a 

church interior does not tell us much, but then it could be argued that it is exactly by not 

Fig. 22. Christoph Brech, Transito, 2007. Video still. 
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showing us the spectacle of the entire space that the drama of the threshold and all its 

connotations emerge. Light and darkness, secular and spiritual realms, the passage of 

time, the wind as a symbol of the Holy Spirit – all these traditional themes are not spelled 

out but gain a tactile presence in Transito.  

So far, we have seen how artists working with lens-based media attempt to negotiate 

the spectacle of Roman sites by zooming in on subtle details, organising isolated views 

in repetitive patterns and manipulating the photographic process. All these measures of 

defamiliarisation enables the artistic work to counter the visual clichés that characterise 

the tourist’s gaze on Rome. But what if one were to embrace these clichés instead of 

avoiding them? Is it possible to create artworks that negotiate the spectacle of Rome by 

imitating the tourist gaze?  

John Urry has noted that “much tourism becomes in effect a search for the 

photogenic; travel is a strategy for the accumulation of photographs. […] it is a kind of 

leisure equivalent of the distorting obligations of a strong workplace culture”.147 Tourists 

look at Rome as a collection of anticipated and instantly recognisable views that they 

have seen before on postcards, in guidebooks or online, and they document this museum 

of frozen, stereotypical images with an admirable work ethic. But the tourist gaze is not 

only about recording the spectacle of Rome in a stereotypical manner. Marc Augé also 

reminds us of the self-reflexivity of this gaze:  

 

there are spaces in which the individual feels himself to be a spectator without 

paying much attention to the spectacle. As if the position of spectator were 

the essence of the spectacle, as if basically the spectator in the position of a 

spectator were his own spectacle. A lot of tourism leaflets suggest this 

deflection, this reversal of the gaze, by offering the would-be traveller 

advance images of curious or contemplative faces, solitary or in groups, 

gazing across infinite oceans, scanning ranges of snow-capped mountains or 

wondrous urban skylines148 

 

In the tourist gaze – and perhaps especially since the emergence of selfie culture – the 

spectator has become part of the spectacle of Rome to the extent that the urban sites have 

receded into the background. In fact, one could argue that this literally ‘self-centred’ 

                                                           
147 John Urry, The Tourist Gaze (London: Sage Publications, 2002), 139–40. 
148 Marc Augé, Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity (London; New York: 
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tourist gaze has become the predominant way of looking at Rome, simply because, since 

1980, more than sixty percent of locals have moved out of the centro storico which is 

now dominated by the millions of tourists that visit the city every year.149  

Instead of avoiding the tourist gaze, Søren Lose (the Danish Academy, 2003) has 

made it the main objective of his work to examine how people look at Rome in the age 

of mass tourism. Here, we move beyond a traditional idea of photography since Lose 

often relies on found photographs which he digitizes, enlarges and reframes: for instance, 

a large-scale photograph of the Colosseum, which was displayed at an exhibition at 

Thorvaldsens Museum in Copenhagen, turns out not to be an ‘original’ photograph but 

rather an old postcard (probably from the 1960s) which Lose has appropriated [fig. 23].  

By defamiliarising these images of Rome, which are removed from their original 

context, he draws our attention to the generic framing of famous sites. This is also the 

case in his video work entitled VIDEOROMA (2006) where we see numerous versions of 

the same famous sites as they have been displayed on postcards from the 1960s onwards 

as well as in Lose’s own contemporary photographs. All these Roman spaces are viewed 

                                                           
149 Higgins, “Rome’s Contemporary Past,” 191. 

Fig. 23. Søren Lose, The Colosseum, 2006. Reproduced vintage colour slide. Light-jet print on Dibond, 115 x 160 cm. 
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from similar perspectives and seamlessly blend into each other despite the fact that the 

photos were taken many years apart. Again, Lose’s work distances itself from familiar 

images of Rome by exposing a stereotypical tourist gaze obsessed with making the actual 

city resemble the iconic images from guidebooks.  

Hayley Newman (the British School, 2005) takes the examination of the framing 

and distribution of tourist gazes in Rome one step further in her work ©opying Tourists 

(2004). While Newman was a fellow at the British School, she often went out into the 

city and whenever she spotted a tourist who was about to take a photo, she would use her 

own camera, standing behind the tourist, to copy the exact same view.150 In this way, she 

let her work be directed by external factors and this became a key to exploring the 

stereotypical tourist experience of the spectacle of Roman sites. In the end Newman fitted 

about 100 ‘copied’ views of Rome into a single standard sized postcard [fig. 24].  

Postcards are mass-produced items that are essentially concerned with familiarising 

us with certain views or artworks, and they might even appeal to us because they show 

generic views which we know the receiver of the postcard will recognise. By putting her 

own copied views on the postcard, Newman plays on the fact that a postcard never shows 

a personal image, and she also highlights the process of mediation which is involved in 

                                                           
150 Email to the author, 19 May, 2015. 

Fig. 24. Hayley Newman, ©opying Tourists, 2005. 
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forming stereotypical views of the spectacle of Rome. In the end, her postcard becomes 

a miniature archive documenting the tourist gaze on Rome, and as such it defamiliarises 

something which normally is extremely familiar to us. But importantly, her work is still 

a real postcard; that is, an object which you can send home from Rome. 

 

Projections 

On our tour of the centro storico we have seen anonymous glimpses of the city and visited 

famous sites as well as entering tranquil church spaces and observing what tourists are 

looking at in Rome. Now we turn our attention to one of the most famous landmarks of 

Rome – the Colosseum – whose crumbling ruins throughout the centuries have been 

regarded by artists and humanists as an emblem of Roman antiquity.151 However, having 

been cleaned up and restored, these ruins are now also an emblem of Rome as a global 

mass-tourism destination, a must-see spectacle which is under constant siege by travellers 

equipped with digital cameras and selfie-sticks.152 As such the Colosseum represents a 

litmus test for those artists who want to challenge the spectacle of Rome.  

We have already seen Billingham’s attempt at defamiliarising the view of the 

Colosseum by photographing it by moonlight from an unfamiliar perspective. Lose also 

sought to expose the generic framing of the Colosseum by re-appropriating an old 

postcard in his work. Now I turn to a more in-depth analysis of three projection-based 

artworks, which all seek to negotiate the spectacle of these ancient ruins today. Since the 

1990s the usage of projections in contemporary art has increased significantly.153 

Projections differ from the lens-based practices such as photography and video in that 

                                                           
151 Cf. Kaspar Thormod, “Memory in Ruins: Heemskerck’s Self-Portrait with the Colosseum,” 

Immediations, 2, no. 4 (2011): 61. 
152 The recent restoration of the Colosseum was reported in media around the world. See for instance 

“Rome’s Colosseum Sparkles After Restoration,” US News & World Report, accessed April 27, 2017, 

https://www.usnews.com/news/entertainment/articles/2016-07-01/romes-colosseum-cleaner-after-
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they represent artistic interventions in Rome, where images are projected upon surfaces 

of the city in real time.154  

I propose to see projections as the manifestation of an artistic gaze that seeks to 

enter into a more direct spatial dialogue with the Roman cityscape than the passively 

recording eye of the camera. However, as we shall see below, this direct spatial dialogue 

with the spectacle of the Colosseum poses a special challenge to the artists: how do you 

negotiate the spectacle of these ruins without simply creating another spectacle? Like 

moving images projected in the cinema, the use of projections in contemporary art has 

the power visually to mesmerise and entertain the viewer by creating a visual spectacle, 

and therefore we should never lose sight of how the projected images are integrated into 

and engage with a given environment as well as with the beholder.  

The dilemma regarding responding to the spectacle with another spectacle is 

especially evident in the work of Danish-Argentinian artist duo Thyra Hilden and Pio 

Diaz’s (the Danish Academy, 2005) projection-based installation Coliseum on Fire 

(shown 17–19 September 2010). This work was part of a series entitled City on Fire – 

Burning the Roots of Western Culture, which saw the artists light up churches, museums, 

libraries and monuments in different European cities. In Rome, the project was realised 

by suspending semi-transparent screens in the arches of the Colosseum onto the back of 

                                                           
154 There are numerous examples of interventionist practices in the work produced by international artists 

in Rome, but here I focus only on artists who work with projections. As a consequence, other types of 

interventions – for instance performances – are not discussed here. 

Fig. 25. Thyra Hilden & Pio Diaz, Coliseum on Fire, 2010. 
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which images of fire, which had been recorded and digitally altered, were projected [fig. 

25]. The result is visually striking, and the images of the burning building were reported 

in media around the world. Several critics and scholars have praised the work, for instance 

Danish art critic Lisbeth Bonde:  

 

With their seductive and spectacular artistic gesture, they reveal the fragile 

and transitory nature of these man-made constructions, and thereby 

destabilize prevailing order. […] These ephemeral works tend to release equal 

parts of anger and joy from the audience; the illusion is so convincing, and 

our instinctive reaction to fire so deeply ingrained, that we immediately place 

ourselves on guard when we see such cherished buildings drowning in flame 

[sic] […] The monuments are instilled with new life – in a sea of fire, they 

rise again like a phoenix in all their splendor and monumental glory. They 

appear as flamboyant, illuminated objects of beauty in the fire’s glowing 

waves. White marble and shimmering, fallen walls turn into gold in the 

darkness of night. The experience is so realistic, so hyper-real, that only one 

sensory impression is still needed to complete the experience: heat.155 

 

The notion of fire is charged with connotations – of life and death, of rebirth and 

impermanence, of our lust for apocalyptic visions. If we recall the ‘prophesy’ of the 

Venerable Bede, who famously wrote that when the Colosseum falls, Rome (and 

subsequently the world) will also fall, this specific iteration of Hilden/Diaz’s work is 

questioning the permanence of the so-called Eternal City.156 

But instead of getting lost in the variety of possible fire-related significations, as 

many critics have done, I wish to consider how projection is utilised to create a sense of 

illusion, and what it actually tells us about the Colosseum. Coliseum on Fire is probably 

perceived as a powerful work of art because the projection imposes ‘real’ change on the 

physical environment rather than something that takes place in the sterile halls of a 

museum. Having said that, I would argue that many critics overstate the power of this 

                                                           
155 “Lisbeth Bonde: Video Pyromaniacs & Pictures of Fire Related Works,” accessed January 24, 2018, 

https://piodiaz.wordpress.com/2007/02/20/video-pyromaniacs/. See also “Julie Damsgaard: Fire as 
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illusion, which is described as being an “amazingly realistic impression” of fire.157 The 

work clearly strives towards transcending the illusion, becoming so real that you can 

almost burn your fingers on it, but, paradoxically, in doing so it ends up being anything 

but real. It is spectacular and it does (quite literally) throw new light on the ancient 

architecture, but just as it has been argued that art audiences are “only comfortable with 

otherness as long as it is not really other”, I would say that we are only attracted to the 

apocalypse of Hilden/Diaz’s work because it is not really dangerous.158 Above all, it is a 

piece of visual entertainment which is both exhilarating and comforting – because it is 

not real. 

Coliseum on Fire exemplifies how projection can be used as a means to create a 

seductive and spectacular show in the centro storico of Rome, but it is naïve to think that 

the work is in any way destabilising, as Lisbeth Bonde claims above. Instead, I would go 

as far as saying that we concentrate so much on the possible significations of fire because 

the work itself is rather empty. It is a work which is indifferent to its surroundings, the 

only criterion being that these surroundings need to be vaguely related to notions of 

cultural heritage, which then can be superficially challenged in the work. As such, 

Hilden/Diaz’s work becomes a symbol of a genre of globalised blockbuster art which is 

visually arresting, ‘selfie-friendly’ and reproducible in any context, but which offers the 

viewer little more than an empty extravaganza. 

But projections can be used to create works other than large-scale spectacles. When 

asked about how he approached his projection and sound-based installation Resounding 

Arches at the Colosseum, Gary Hill (the American Academy, 2001) hit the nail on the 

head when he said that “the natural tendency would be to fill the spectacle of the Coliseum 

with, well, spectacle! I’m trying to go a more quiet, perhaps, disturbing route”.159 Hill’s 

work, which was shown in Rome from 14 April to 31 July 2005, has a very different 

character than that of Hilden/Diaz.160 As well as being aware of the dangers of creating a 

bombastic spectacle, Hill was mindful of not working with predictable images that were 
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159 Ester Coen and Giuliana Stella, eds., Gary Hill: Resounding Arches (Milano: Electa, 2005), 142. Here 

I focus solely on Hill’s projections in the arches of the Colosseum, not the projections in the nearby 

Temple of Venus or the performances in the Colosseum which, unfortunately, have not been sufficiently 

documented. 
160 According to the catalogue, Hill’s projection-based installation marked the first occasion when a 

contemporary artist had been allowed to engage with the monument in such a comprehensive way (12).  
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too closely related to the history of the Colosseum [fig. 26]. It was a question of neither 

submitting to nor dominating the surroundings, and as Ester Coen notes in her interview 

with Hill, which was included in Hill’s catalogue, he could perhaps only succeed in 

achieving this because of his foreign gaze; that is, because he is not Roman he does not 

feel paralysed by the history of the city (138). Resounding Arches is a subtle, non-invasive 

and enigmatic work, which Hill describes in this way: 

 

The idea of Resounding Arches / Archi Risonanti is to simultaneously 

engender a present and visceral connection to both history and the future as 

if they ebb and flow from the same place. The central manifestation of this 

will be through a series of projections of full body nudes, within the arches of 

the Coliseum, which are hybrid constructions using actual people and 

computer simulation of various kinds. Each figure emerges holding a ‘meta-

mythological’ instrument which, as it is blown, grows and changes along with 

the sound it generates – like an image/sound möbius band looking for new 

topologies. The images will reveal themselves slowly in the form of non-

invasive apparitions of figures, through light and sound – new presences that 

impose themselves in the Coliseum as if they had always haunted the physical 

Fig. 26. Gary Hill, Resounding Arches, 2005. 
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and mental spaces of the site – and the sounds will emerge from the various 

dark passages of the Coliseum at random intervals, to create a kind of calling 

or signalling that produces a metaphorical arching across the varying precepts 

of space and time.161 

 

Sounds make images of human figures, which look like archaic statues, emerge from the 

darkness of the arches. They take the form of synesthetic epiphanies: condensed moments 

of sound and image in which the figures and their instruments morph into new shapes, 

creating a sense of space and time before they die away again. The origin and meaning of 

the figures and the sounds are not explained in the work. However, since he has avoided 

drawing on imagery which is too closely related to the Colosseum or the Roman past, it 

is difficult to see how Resounding Arches creates “a present and visceral connection to 

both history and the future”, as Hill claims in his description of the work above. What 

history and whose future? – we might ask.  

Elsewhere Hill has stated that the work incorporates “something from the past 

awakened or re-activated, not from the historic past of Roman times or anything but 

something in oneself”.162 Perhaps it makes more sense, then, to see Hill’s work as alluding 

to (and creating) mythology in which sounds and images are intricately connected. These 

images might not illustrate the history of the Colosseum, but when the projected light 

touches the ancient brickwork it is almost as if the images appear like apparitions from 

the depth of the ancient building. The Colosseum has been demystified over the centuries 

and is stripped of its last aura by the hordes of tourists, but in Resounding Arches the 

fabled edifice reclaims a bit of its mystery. 

Whereas Gary Hill’s work stays on a mythological level, Shimon Attie (the 

American Academy, 2001) is an example of how an artist can engage in the concrete 

history of the Colosseum without repeating clichéd images. Attie’s The History of 

Another (2004) is a series of images showing anonymous Jewish people, photographed 

around the turn of the twentieth century, projected into contemporary Roman spaces. 

Among them we find an image entitled At the Colosseum (Looking towards the Arch of 

Titus): a crouching life-size woman in dark clothes is projected onto the base of one of 

                                                           
161 “Gary Hill, Media Installation, Resounding Arches,” accessed February 27, 2016, 

http://garyhill.com/left/work/media-installation. The statement was recycled in Coen and Stella, Gary 

Hill: Resounding Arches, 12; Francesca Giuliani, “Gary Hill: ‘Archi Risonanti’. L’arte contemporanea 

conquista il Colosseo,” la Repubblica, April 14, 2005. 
162 Coen and Stella, Gary Hill: Resounding Arches, 144. 
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the arches, her hands folded, her face in profile, her gaze turned to the left [fig. 27]. Is she 

looking for someone or something? Is she hiding or seeking shelter in the shadows of the 

Colosseum?  

On the night Attie projected this diminutive figure onto the emblem of Roman 

antiquity, passers-by would have been able to study the projection from several angles, 

but in Attie’s photo, which carefully captures the projection, the spatial composition – as 

indicated in the title At the Colosseum (Looking towards the Arch of Titus) – is anything 

but random. Despite being in the background furthest to the left, the Arch of Titus is 

illuminated in the same white light as the woman, creating a connection within the 

pictorial space, which is reinforced by the direction of the woman’s gaze. Between them, 

the arches of the Colosseum are closed-off by high railings which keep visitors out of the 

monument, but which also look like bars in a prison.  

For the random viewer, the scene does not hold any particular significance other 

than perhaps a slight feeling of uneasiness as to what this ghost-like figure in old-

Fig. 27. Shimon Attie, At the Colosseum (Looking towards the Arch of Titus), from The History of Another, 2004. 
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fashioned clothes might mean. However, if we consider the historical context the scene 

quickly becomes loaded with meaning: firstly, we learn that the woman is Jewish; 

secondly, that the Arch of Titus, which she is gazing towards, celebrates military victories 

such as the siege of Jerusalem (AD 70) as a result of which the Jewish temple was 

destroyed and 100,000 Jewish people enslaved and brought to Rome; thirdly, that the 

Colosseum itself was built and paid for out of the spoils of the Jewish war; and finally 

that the Arch of Titus became part of the scenography where for centuries Jewish people 

were forced to hail new popes.163 Knowing that the projected woman is Jewish – someone 

who was part of the oldest Jewish community in Europe – and acknowledging the spatial-

historical context she is projected into, Attie’s work becomes about showing marginalised 

aspects of Roman history. But the artist himself stresses that there are many layers in his 

work:  

 

Using ancient Rome as a backdrop and foil for the grand history of the West, 

I projected these individuals – of unknown identity to the viewer – onto these 

sites in order to raise questions about who is inside and outside of this history. 

As the individuals projected are of Roman Jewish background and were 

photographed at the turn of the 20th century – in many cases near the 

projection sites – one inevitable reading of the project is as the telling of the 

history and intersection of these two ancient cultures. Yet my intention was 

to also raise broader questions about “otherness” within the history of the 

West more generally. The project also explored the ways in which the city 

aestheticizes and packages its historical sites for public consumption. 

Ultimately, I wanted to create beautiful, ghostly, and evocative installations 

and photographs that invite reflections and meditations on history, and which 

allow viewers to make up their own story and meaning from each 

Installation.164 

 

Here I focus on some of the spatial implications of Attie’s projections instead of going 

into a detailed analysis of how Attie creates alternative Jewish histories in Rome. As Lisa 

G. Propst has noted, Attie’s work might spring from a tradition of representing the 

Holocaust via “negative-form” monuments that embody an absence, but The History of 

                                                           
163 Susan Sorek, The Jews Against Rome: War in Palestine AD 66–73 (London: Continuum, 2008), 154. 

See also Alexander Still’s essay in Shimon Attie, The History of Another (Santa Fe: Twin Palms, 2004); 

and Lisa G. Propst, “Shimon Attie’s Site-Specific Installations as Enigmatic Monuments to Survival,” 

Journal of Modern Jewish Studies 11, no. 3 (November 1, 2012): 319–320. 
164 Shimon Attie, “The History of Another,” accessed February 23, 2016, 

http://shimonattie.net/portfolio/the-history-of-another/. 
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Another departs from this tradition in that it “suggests that ‘negative form’ memory work 

can contribute to the cultural survival of a community, strengthening a shared sense of 

identity by passing on and transforming memories”.165  

Attie’s work is not solely commemorative but more about constructing new 

memories in the present: an absence is replaced with something.166 And yet, the very 

medium of projection contains a fundamental ambiguity which is crucial to the work: the 

light which is projected onto the surface and then captured by Attie’s camera conjures up 

the presence of the Jewish woman, but contrary to Hilden/Diaz’s work, where the illusion 

of the projected spectacle needed to be as ‘real’ as possible in order to exert its power 

over the beholder, in Attie’s work the illusion needs to point to its own constructedness. 

As Natacha Egan puts it: 

 

While photography is often used to document disappearing histories and 

forestall the effects of time, giving us the illusion of reclaiming the past from 

further fading, Attie uses photography to make already vanished histories 

reappear. [...] Attie’s Roman Jews act as a metaphor for the outsider, the 

stranger, the immigrant, the individual who has an ambiguous relationship to 

and status within the grand history of the West.167 

 

Constructing and recontexualising glimpses of personal histories in the most monumental 

setting imaginable, Attie is not just replacing one history with another: the presence of 

the woman at the Colosseum is not meant to transcend the illusion of the projection, but 

rather to expose and capture the elusive character of history itself – showing histories of 

                                                           
165 Propst, “Shimon Attie’s Site-Specific Installations as Enigmatic Monuments to Survival,” 322.  
166 Attie’s work builds on an understanding of memory and memorisation as a cultural, individual and 

social phenomenon, which unfolds as a dynamic mediating activity based in the present. In Acts of 

Memory: Cultural Recall in the Present, Mieke Bal argues that there is a need to integrate traumatic 

events (like the Holocaust) into the present – a mediating process of witnessing in which artistic work can 

become crucial: “First, the need is of the present, and requires incorporation of the past in it. In this sense, 

trauma can paradoxically stand for the importance of cultural memory. Second, the need for a second 

person to act as confirming witness to a painfully elusive past confirms a notion of memory that is not 

confined to the individual psyche, but is constituted in the culture in which the traumatized subject lives. 

Third, this “second-personhood” of witnessing and facilitating memory is an active choice, just as much 

as the act of memorizing that it facilitates. The acts of memory thus become an exchange between first 

and second person that sets in motion the emergence of narrative. The cultural nature of this process can 

become even more perspicuous when the second person who bears witness or facilitates self-witnessing is 

an artist or critical reader whose work functions as mediator. Indeed, witnessing can become a model for 

critical reading.” Mieke Bal, Jonathan V. Crewe, and Leo Spitzer, eds., Acts of Memory: Cultural Recall 

in the Present (Hanover; London: Dartmouth College: University Press of New England, 1999), x. 
167 Natasha Egan, “Shimon Attie: The History of Another: Projections in Rome. Museum of 

Contemporary Photography,” accessed February 25, 2016, 

http://www.mocp.org/exhibitions/2004/05/shimon-attie-the-history-of-another-projections-in-rome.php. 
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ordinary people which are not manifested in monumental architecture. “Like memory, the 

projection appears to have substance and materiality, but in fact it does not – it is only 

photons”, Attie points out.168  

The constructive-transformative aspects of a memory, which has texture but is 

never fixed, is captured in Attie’s work where black-and-white documentary photographs 

become projections before again becoming colour photography.169 This creative chain of 

transformations adds layers to a monumentalised space, which we thought we knew all 

too well. Thus, The History of Another is not just about accurately recording historical 

meaning, which lies dormant in Roman sites, but about reconfiguring the past through the 

present. Attie’s work also shows us the potential power of the gaze of international artists 

to negotiate the spectacle of Rome – a gaze that can penetrate and expose stereotypical 

representations of sites like the Colosseum that are being consumed by the visitors to the 

city.  

 

Globalised landscapes 

Pier Paolo Pasolini once wrote that “To the eyes of the foreigner and the visitor, Rome is 

the city contained within the old Renaissance walls. The rest is a vague, anonymous 

periphery, unworthy of interest”.170 This points to the fact that the average tourist only 

catches a glimpse of the Roman periphery through the window of a train or a coach when 

approaching the city from the Fiumicino or Ciampino airports. But Pasolini is only partly 

right in his assertion as many contemporary artists – some of them inspired by Pasolini – 

negotiate the spectacle of Rome by fleeing the centro storico in order to seek out 

alternative visions of the edges of the city where the landscape is “brown, whitewashed, 

immense, formless” as Pasolini writes in the screenplay for Mamma Roma (1962).171 

There is a large body of photographic work produced by international artists at the foreign 

                                                           
168 Quoted in “The History of Another,” Twin Palms Publishers, accessed May 20, 2017, 

https://twinpalms.com/books-artists/the-history-of-another/. 
169 Alexander Still uses the term “photographic palimpsests” to describe Attie’s work. See Attie, The 

History of Another, 2004, unpaginated. 
170 Pier Paolo Pasolini, Stories from the City of God: Sketches and Chronicles of Rome, 1950–1966 (New 

York: Handsel Books, 2003), 166–167 
171 The original Italian quotation says it thus: “Sotto il sole, ardente, di un mezzogiorno, o quello, quieto, 

di un meriggio, si sparge, immenso, il panorama della periferia di Roma, bruno, biancastro, immenso 

informe”. Pier Paolo Pasolini, Romanzi e racconti, ed. Walter Siti and Silvia De Laude, vol. 1 (Milano: A. 

Mondadori, 2010), 769.  
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academies that depicts infrastructure, trash, ugliness, marginalia, ruins and much more in 

the periphery of Rome.172 Why do these vast spaces between the city and the countryside 

become appealing to contemporary international photographers? 

On the one hand, one should be extremely wary of reinforcing a dichotomy between 

centre and periphery. There is a risk that this kind of binary view of Roman topography 

simplifies the dynamics of the city and leaves little room for variations.173 On the other 

hand, it is important to acknowledge the way in which most visitors to Rome experience 

the city, and it is evident from the work produced by international artists that there is a 

striking contrast between the spectacle of the ancient centro storico and the peripheral 

landscapes punctuated by housing blocks and intersected by radial roads.  

But some artistic strategies remain the same despite the change of scenery. For 

instance, the artistic gaze that zooms in on objects and surfaces and organises them in 

repetitive patterns is also present in the peripheries: just as Grathwol examined road 

surfaces in the city centre, Jost Wischnewski has photographed markings on the 

motorway towards Rome – stripes and words like ‘Roma’ and ‘Sud’ – through the 

windscreen of a car.174 And just as Arryn Snowball isolates fragments of the Spanish 

Steps, Tim Davis (the American Academy, 2008) zooms in on walls covered in graffiti 

in the periphery, creating series of images displaying penises and swastikas.175  

The attractions of zooming remain the same whether you portray the city centre or 

the suburbs, but what we see is completely different: faded motorway markings, not 

rounded cobblestones; profane inscriptions on plastered walls, not the smooth white 

                                                           
172 Artists who have portrayed the peripheries include (among others) Jean-Christophe Ballot (the French 

Academy, 1991), Boris Becker (the German Academy, 1996), Claire Chevrier (the French Academy, 

2007), Martin Classen (the German Academy, 2009), Thibaut Cuisset (the French Academy, 1993), Tim 

Davis (the American Academy, 2008), Rolf Graf (the Swiss Institute, 2001), Anthony Hernandez (the 

American Academy, 1998), Matthias Hoch (the German Academy, 2003) and Xavier Zimmerman (the 

French Academy, 1994). This list does not include artists who have done work in the suburb of EUR as 

this specific area, with its fascist legacy, differs somewhat from other parts of suburban Rome. Artists 

whose work is focused on EUR include Richard Barnes (the American Academy, 2006), Frédéric Brenner 

(the French Academy, 1992), Maj Hasager (the Danish Academy, 2013), Simone Mangos (the British 

School, 2002), Inger Lise Rasmussen (the Danish Academy, 1996), Hans-Christian Schink (the German 

Academy, 2014) and Carrie May Weems (the American Academy, 2006). 
173 In chapter three of this study, I demonstrate how objections to the centre/periphery binary, which have 

been raised within postcolonial theory, have been negotiated by artists who portray people in Rome. 
174 See Jost Wischnewski, Roma Urbana: le vie principali (Düsseldorf: Richter, 2007). Note that 

Wischnewski did not stay at Villa Massimo, but rather at the German Academy’s artist residency Casa 

Baldi in Olevano Romano (situated an hour south-east of Rome). 
175 Tim Davis, Quinto Quarto (Rome: Punctum, 2013). 
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surface of baroque architecture.176 In these two examples the periphery becomes a space 

saturated by different types of text and signs. This space constructs the viewer as a road 

user who navigates towards Rome, and reveals scattered sexual and fascist statements 

that, once organised in extensive series, emerge as threatening cultural undercurrents.  

But what is the attraction of showing us the barren landscapes on the outskirts of 

Rome? One could speculate that the periphery might attract some artists because it sends 

out a strong message that they have travelled to Rome but ignored the spaces that 

everyone else wants to see. But there is also a tradition which, since the nineteenth 

century, has seen photographers travel to the Roman campagna just as painters had done 

before them for centuries. So when Thibaut Cuisset (the French Academy, 1993) depicts 

eerily deserted terrains vagues, which exist in a vacuum between nature and civilisation 

on the edge of Rome, he sees himself as belonging to a tradition of travelling 

photographers, but he also draws on more recent sources of inspiration such as the 

documentary style of American photographer Walker Evans and the cityscapes in films 

by Wim Wenders and Pasolini.177 Keeping in mind these influences, it is not difficult to 

see why Cuisset does not portray picturesque landscapes with ancient ruins, but rather 

focuses on empty roads, strips of yellowish grass, fences made of corrugated iron and 

high-rise blocks. 

For instance, in Paysages d’Italie (1993) Cuisset photographs three buildings 

whose gaudy façades decorated in blue, red, white and yellow patterns at the bottom and 

grey and black at the top seem to cancel out the hazy sky behind them [fig. 28]. They look 

artificial as if they are models made of Lego bricks. Whereas in the centro storico, the 

yellow and red ochre colours intensify the light and provide streets and whole 

neighbourhoods with a sense of homogeneity, the colours of the suburbs in Cuisset’s work 

seem to negate the surrounding landscape, which also emphasises the sculptural quality 

of the architecture on the edges of Rome. Cuisset could probably have gone to the suburbs 

of Paris and produced a similar series of pictures, but because of the centuries-old 

tradition of depicting the Roman campagna, the contemporary defamiliarisation of these 

landscapes has a strong impact on the viewer. 

                                                           
176 Cf. Augé, Non-Places, 100. 
177 See Oliver Bonfait’s introduction in Thibaut Cuisset, Paysages d’Italie (Rome: Villa Medici, 1993), 

7–8. 
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Another reason why artists shy away from the city centre is to avoid all the clichés 

that come with the tourist’s gaze. It is simply difficult to work as a photographer in the 

city centre, unless you deploy strategies of defamiliarisation or a meta-reflexive gaze like 

Lose’s or Newman’s to say something new or different. By distancing themselves from 

the spaces of the city centre and focusing on the suburban landscapes and terrains vagues, 

artists consciously disappoint our expectations of what photographs of Rome should look 

like. This is evident in the work of Matthias Hoch (the German Academy, 2003), where 

Rome appears as a series of views of twentieth century architecture and infrastructure – 

motorway bridges, railways, stairs, balconies. Like the artistic work of Bernd and Hilla 

Becher, whose serial depictions of abandoned industrial architecture have had a great 

influence on many German artists, Hoch’s work is characterised by repetition, abstraction 

and distance, which become crucial elements in the exploration of Rome as a 

defamiliarised landscape without any recognisable ancient landmarks.178  

                                                           
178 Cf. K. Barndt, “Memory Traces of an Abandoned Set of Futures: Industrial Ruins in the Postindustrial 

Landscapes of Germany,” in Ruins of Modernity, ed. Julia Hell and Andreas Schönle (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2010), 274; Michel Makarius, Ruins (Paris: Flammarion, 2004), 227. See also Jutta 

Penndorf, ed., Matthias Hoch: Fotografien (Ostfildern-Ruit: Hatje Cantz, 2005); Susanne Knorr, Ulrike 

Fig. 28. Thibaut Cuisset, Paysages d’Italie, 1993. Excerpt. 
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One way of understanding the peripheral landscapes of Rome is to see them as ‘non-

places’, a term which plays a central role in Marc Augé’s conception of ‘supermodernity’ 

as “a space which cannot be defined as relational, or historical, or concerned with 

identity”.179 When you bring this negatively defined term to bear on the Roman periphery 

you indicate that these landscapes are not grounded in any meaningful local context or 

tradition. However, I contend that if you think about the periphery in terms of negative 

non-places that, having been produced by supermodernity, lack the historical and social 

specificity of the nearby city centre, there is a risk that you miss one of the keys to 

understanding the attraction of these quasi-urban spaces.  

Whereas the centro storico is a uniquely local milieu – local in the sense that it 

contains spectacular sites that you find only in Rome – the landscapes of the peripheries 

are globalised spaces. The city centre appears to be grounded in history because of a 

specific spatial accumulation of temporal layers, but the peripheries are characterised by 

other kinds of spatial relations that connect these Roman landscapes to other 

contemporaneous spaces on the outskirts of metropolitan areas around the world.180  

The idea of the periphery as a globally connected space is evident from Davis’s 

photo book The New Antiquity, where he observes that  

 

Many of my pictures did not look particular to Rome, but might have been 

taken outside of Phoenix or Cairo or Jakarta. The suburbs turn out to be a 

globalized space, with building materials and construction styles and 

rubbish (and maybe hopes and dreams) flooding across national borders. 

The Imperial Romans did the same, shipping marble from Carrara to 

decorate bathhouses from Tunis to Turkey. This New Antiquity does not 

come from a centralized authority, but spreads virulently through all fertile 

capital markets. And its rise and ruin occur quickly, before they can be 

chronicled.181 

                                                           

Pennewitz, and Kai Uwe Schierz, eds., Rom sehen und sterben: Perspektiven auf die Ewige Stadt, um 

1500–2011 (Bielefeld: Kerber, 2011), 334. 
179 Augé, Non-Places, 77–78. 
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temporalities. In this respect, the dialectic of places and flows is the spatial register of our now-global 

contemporaneity”. Osborne, Anywhere or Not at All, 138. 
181 See foreword in Tim Davis, The New Antiquity (Bologna: Damiani, 2009), unpaginated. 
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Davis plays on the idea of the Roman periphery as being the product of a ‘new antiquity’, 

a contemporary decentralised counterpart to the antiquity that created ancient Rome. 

Here, we do not find the negative connotations of Augé’s non-places; instead Davis 

simply sets out to document the ruins and unintentional monuments of globalised Roman 

spaces, showing us a palimpsest of abandoned relics of “a very recent ancient past”, as he 

puts it in his foreword. He explains the impulse for gravitating towards the suburbs by the 

feeling that he “had almost nothing to say about the centro storico”.182  

In The New Antiquity he is investing the same attention in contemporary suburban 

landscapes as other people do when looking at an ancient site in the city centre. What is 

special about Davis’s gaze is that it attaches the same significance to what the ‘new 

antiquity’ has left behind as you would do when faced with a site you have been told is 

ancient and important. This gaze could perhaps be described as a contemporary 

                                                           
182 Email to the author, 17 August, 2015. 

Fig. 29. Tim Davis, The New Antiquity, 2009. Excerpt. 
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archaeological gaze obsessed with reviving that which looks insignificant at first glance. 

Davis reflects on this when he writes in his foreword:  

 

You are standing in a field in Italy, looking at a pile of rocks. They are 

unremarkable, rutting [sic] out the ground like any gentle reminder that we 

live on something called a “crust”. You’ve seen rocks and these are rocks. 

But someone else – a friend, a guidebook, a scholar – sees a temple, an 

Etruscan temple of characteristic proportions carved from something called 

“tufa” and consecrated to Fufluns, a wine god. You do not exactly see a 

temple, but sense that these rocks – as integral to the ecosystem of any vacant 

Roman lot as seasonal chicory and perennial used condoms – are suddenly 

significant. They mean something they stubbornly refused to mean minutes 

before.  

 

In The New Antiquity Davis has combined photos of Roman outskirts with similar views 

from other cities around the world, but because these are globalised spaces they all seem 

part of the same landscape. If you look closely, you can more or less guess the ones that 

Fig. 30. Tim Davis, The New Antiquity, 2009. Excerpt. 
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are related to Rome: a close-up of a broken packet of sugar with a picture of the Roman 

Forum on it; wooden models of the Colosseum on a coffee table surrounded by cheap 

leather furniture; the weather-beaten Italian mechanic in his workshop; the stream of 

garbage on a hill near Via Laurentina; a fresco completely covered in graffiti; a motel 

sign glowing in the dark; two prostitutes outside the Ring Road of Rome; and a building 

Fig. 31. Tim Davis, The New Antiquity, 2009. Excerpt. 
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site where someone has written the word “CIAO” with eleven logs in the dirt [figs. 29–

31]. These are aspects of Rome that tourists who are drawn to the aura of the old and 

spectacular never see.  

One could find similarities between Davis’s work and Pasolini’s insistence on the 

raw, poetic qualities of the periphery. In films like Accattone and Mamma Roma, Pasolini 

confronts the viewer with the reality of the peripheral landscape of the borgate or 

Cecafumo – a landscape that is “a place of long slow walks to and from the tram’s or the 

bus’s last stop, of large buildings and bedouin-like villages stranded at the edge of 

things”.183 Pasolini’s work has become a model for many international artists because his 

films stage a provocative clash with established codes of representing Rome. Similarly, 

Davis’s work exemplifies an impulse to seek out the neglected and the overlooked in 

order to find a more authentic alternative to the spectacle of the city centre. But I would 

argue that Davis’s artistic gaze is also coloured by a quintessentially American tradition 

of looking at the peripheries. 

His field trips to the Roman outskirts enter into a dialogue with a specific American 

subtext, namely Robert Smithson’s influential photo essay entitled “A Tour of the 

Monuments of Passaic, New Jersey” (1967). On September 30, 1967 (exactly forty years 

before Davis arrived in Rome), Smithson set out on a bus ride from Manhattan to Passaic, 

and on this field trip he displayed a profound sensitivity to a landscape which most people 

saw as hideous and ruined but for him was a place of infinite potential.184 One of the many 

ideas in Smithson’s essay is that the American ruins of Passaic (as opposed to the 

European ruin) do not harbour a memory of the past, but instead refer exclusively to the 

present. Photographing unfinished building sites, he introduces the concept of ‘ruins in 

reverse’: “This is the opposite of the ‘romantic ruin’ because the buildings do not fall into 

ruin but rather rise into ruin before they are built”, he writes. “Instead of causing us to 

                                                           
183 Rhodes, Stupendous, Miserable City, xx. Rhodes goes on to argue that “Pasolini adopts an aesthetic 

rhetoric of the sublime in order to force an awareness on his viewers of the awful sublimity that he 

experienced in the Roman periphery” (135). 
184 Smithson’s work also seems to have influenced Anthony Hernandez, who as a fellow at the American 
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Palenque. See Anthony Hernandez, Anthony Hernandez: Pictures for Rome. (Santa Monica: Smart Art 

Press, 2000), 7. 
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remember the past like old monuments, the new monuments seem to cause us to forget 

the future”.185 

I suggest that the alleged monuments recorded by Smithson in the landscape of 

Passaic belong to the same new antiquity that Davis finds in Rome. Moreover, Smithson’s 

conception of ruins can help us gain a better understanding of the contemporary peripheral 

landscape of Rome. Ruins have always been an integral part of the imagery associated 

with the landscape outside Rome. Think for instance of Wilhelm Tischbein’s portrait 

Goethe in the Roman Campagna (1787), where the German poet rests contemplatively 

on the remains of a collapsed obelisk with rows of ruinous aqueducts visible in the 

background [fig. 32]. Here, the poet is a reviver of antiquity, someone who interprets “the 

historical value of the toppled totems as signs of the lost greatness of an antique 

                                                           
185 Robert Smithson, The Writings of Robert Smithson (New York: New York University Press, 1979), 

54–55; emphasis in original 

Fig. 32. Wilhelm Tischbein, Goethe in the Roman Campagna, 1787. 
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civilization that appeals to the intellect and takes the precedence in perception”.186 Later, 

in 1819, Shelley writes about “arches after arches in unending lines stretching across the 

uninhabited wilderness” in one of his letters from Rome.187  

For the Romantics, ancient Roman ruins were framed as manmade structures 

(fragments of civilisation) that were being reclaimed and organically absorbed by nature. 

The “unending” arches in the “wilderness” evoke a sense of loss. This framing of ruins 

signifies that the perceiving subject yearns to revive through the act of the imagination a 

fragment of a lost culture which is different from the culture of the perceiving subject. 

However, as Peter Fritzsche has argued, in the twentieth century the ruin moves from the 

countryside into the city, something that changes its meaning completely. Whereas the 

Romantic ruin was eroded by nature and by being exposed to the elements, the modern 

ruin is formed by human destruction or neglect. Therefore, from being a symbol of the 

possibility of creating continuity with the past through the imagination of the subject, the 

modern ruin becomes a symbol of the inherent problems of a contemporary culture. Or, 

to put it differently, instead of pointing to the origins of our culture (for instance, Roman 

antiquity), the modern ruin becomes an omen of our own imminent downfall. This 

modern framing of the ruin also means that it gains a critical potential in that it tells us 

something about our contemporary world rather than our past.188 

This sketchy overview of the changing conceptions of ruins serves to situate the 

ruins of the new antiquity in the Roman periphery. We should note that Davis’s focus on 

the remnants of the new antiquity means that he does not portray rows of aqueducts in 

isolation or alongside modern housing estates, as Michael Ruetz (the German Academy, 

1985 & 1997) has done in high-contrast black and white photos – the kind of iconic 

juxtaposition of ancient and new similar to the one in Pasolini’s Mamma Roma.189 A 

socio-political undercurrent runs through Pasolini’s film, which counters a Romantic 

                                                           
186 Karen Ann Lang, Chaos and Cosmos: On the Image in Aesthetics and Art History (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 2006), 63. 
187 Quoted in Jonathan Sachs, Romantic Antiquity: Rome in the British Imagination, 1789–1832 (Oxford; 

New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 146. 
188 Peter Fritzsche, Stranded in the Present: Modern Time and the Melancholy of History (Cambridge; 

London: Harvard University Press, 2004), 104. I have previously written about the conception of ruins in 

Kaspar Thormod, “The Abandoned City. A Reading of Palle Nielsen’s Etchings”, SMK Art Journal, 

(2011): 84–96, 156–64; Kaspar Thormod, “Memory in Ruins: Heemskerck’s Self-Portrait with the 

Colosseum”, Immediations, 2, no. 4 (2011): 58-72; Kaspar Thormod, “En erindring om Rom”, 

Passepartout 33 (2012): 49-58. 
189 See Michael Ruetz, Eye on Eternity 1968–1997 (Leipzig: Seemann, 2007). 
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fascination with endless rows of aqueducts. The ruinous landscapes depicted by Pasolini 

– “brown, whitewashed, immense, formless” – falls into the category of the modern, 

politicised ruin. One could perhaps also extract some kind of critical message from 

Davis’s ruins, for instance regarding our interaction with nature or failure to integrate 

poorer areas of big cities, but such a critique is not the main purpose of The New 

Antiquity.190  

The globalised landscapes that catch Davis’s attention neither possess a connection 

to the past nor offer the viewer the possibility of imagining a future. The landscapes on 

the edges of Rome neither point to the possibility of a reintegration back into nature or a 

connection to the greatness of past cultures, nor signify human self-destruction. Davis’s 

gaze on the Roman periphery falls neither into the category of the Romantic, 

transcendental ruin nor the modern, politicised ruin. Whereas in the centro storico of 

Rome, one can barely walk a hundred metres without stumbling upon something – a 

building, a statue, a pile of rocks – which instantly has an aura of embodying the memory 

of an important past, the relics of the new antiquity on the outskirts of the city point solely 

to a globally contemporaneous present that characterises other big cities around the world.  

Michael Roth has described the dynamics of framing something as a ruin in this 

way: “When we frame an object as a ruin, we reclaim that object from its fall into decay 

and oblivion and offer it for some kind of cultural attention and care that, in a sense, 

elevates its value”.191 Framing and reclaiming seemingly insignificant landscapes on the 

edges of the city, Davis’s gaze provides us with visions of a Rome devoid of ancient 

history in the traditional sense, but full of a strange kind of here-and-now presence. It is 

as if our awareness of the contrast with the city centre heightens the charge of these 

visions: the colours of the rubbish in brown-greyish dirt in the terrains vagues is gaudier, 

the light from the Motel Boomerang sign just outside the Ring Road to the east shines 

brighter in the night because the ancient city permeated by history is so close by. These 

visions of what Rome also is, leave the viewer with a feeling of having witnessed at close 

                                                           
190 To see how the practical, solution-oriented gaze of landscape architects differs from Davis’s artistic 

gaze on the periphery, consult for instance Craig P. Verzone, “The Landscape of Collective Housing. 

Case Study: Rome,” Landscape Journal 21, no. 2 (2002): 65; “Elizabeth Fain Labombard: Living on the 

Edge: Re-Thinking Landscape on the Periphery of Rome,” accessed February 14, 2016, 

http://sofa.aarome.org/2013-2014/elizabeth-fain-labombard. 
191 Michael S. Roth, Claire L. Lyons, and Charles Merewether, eds., Irresistible Decay: Ruins Reclaimed 

(Los Angeles: The Getty Research Institute for the History of Art and the Humanities, 1997), 1. 
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quarters something strange and uncanny, of which the millions of tourists who visit Rome 

every year only catch a fleeting glimpse on their way to and from the city centre. 

 

Reconfiguring Roman sites 

Throughout this chapter I have sought to emphasise the intimate connection between 

artworks and sites of Rome – a connection that is crucial to my argument concerning the 

reconfiguration of the cityscape that takes place in contemporary artworks. The subject’s 

experience of outer landscapes, which manifests itself in the artwork, has the potential to 

transform and transcend the individual perspective and provide us with glimpses of an 

alternative city. However, I believe that it would be futile to conclude anything definitive 

about a specific ‘contemporary artistic gaze’ on urban Rome, simply because today there 

is not a single dominating gaze.192  

Another way of approaching this issue is to acknowledge that Rome has long ceased 

to be an ideal model to which artists submit in their work. Today the artistic gaze is 

dictated more by what the individual artist brings to Rome than by what Rome offers the 

artist.193 Put differently, the gaze on Roman sites is not so much dictated by the reputation 

of the cityscape as ‘eternal’, but rather by the multitudes of different artistic practices that 

international artists bring with them from the outside world. In this way, the dynamic 

between Rome (urbis) and the world (orbis) has changed in a fundamental way, a change 

which has a tremendous impact on what kind of city we see emerging from contemporary 

artworks.  

Unlike the gaze of the tourist or the casual visitor that consumes the spectacle of 

Rome, the gaze of international artists should in most cases be seen as positive: it does 

not merely passively registers meanings that lie dormant in Rome, but actively brings new 

meanings to the city. We have seen how contemporary artists, who leave behind the 

secure settings of the foreign academies and venture out into the city, negotiate the 

spectacle of Rome by defamiliarising and subverting stereotypical views, by projecting 

                                                           
192 Susanne Knorr has argued that the “Rome-specific gaze” has been absent in works of art created by 

international artists since the middle of the nineteenth century. Knorr, “Ankunft ohne Ankommen. Villa 

Massimo – die Deutsche Akademie in Rom,” 106. 
193 As I pointed out in the Introduction, this development was already starting in the early twentieth 

century when British artists “wanted to move away from direct classical borrowings”. Wiseman, A Short 

History of the British School at Rome, 14. 
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images onto spectacular ancient sites that draw the viewer’s attention to marginalised 

historical narratives, and by showing us how the landscapes on the edges of the city can 

be seen as globalised spaces that connect Rome to the rest of the world. Many of these 

artworks destabilise our preconceived ideas of what Rome should look like by implicitly 

asking – what Rome? And by doing so they not only unveil surprising and overlooked 

aspects of the city; they also give a new lease on life to iconic urban sites that have almost 

been photographed to death. 
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3. People: Portraying the Romans 
 

For centuries, Rome has attracted a seemingly endless number of international artists who 

have interacted with the city in their work, not only giving us sweeping views of ancient 

ruins but also portraying the people who inhabit the city at any given moment in history.194 

The way people in Rome were portrayed by foreigners in the last couple of hundred years 

will provide the point of departure for this chapter. Prior to the twentieth century, the 

Roman population was presented to us in painted portraits and genre scenes, for instance 

as exotic Mediterranean men and women in the work of nineteenth century painters like 

Guillaume Bodinier (1795–1872) or Albert Küchler (1803–86).195 Strikingly, however, 

little or no attention has been paid to the portrayal of Roman people in the work of the 

many contemporary artists who still today spend extended periods of time in the city. 

Therefore, this chapter will focus on how international artists negotiate the idea of 

portraying people in Rome.  

Having found more than fifty artists from six foreign academies who, during a 

twenty-five-year period from 1989 to 2014, have been engaged in the process of 

portraying and interacting with people in Rome, I concentrate on the work of Tomás 

Sheridan (b. 1982, the British School 2014), Assaf Shoshan (b. 1973, the French 

Academy 2013) and Line Kallmayer (b. 1976, the Danish Academy 2012). Analysing the 

work of these three artists I seek to clarify the following questions: Who are the people 

whom these artists portray in Rome? How can we characterise the interaction between 

portrayer and portrayed? And what do these examples of contemporary portraiture tell us 

about the way international artists look at Rome? 

Since I have already implicitly juxtaposed historical and current artistic practices 

of portraiture in Rome, the reader might have been led to think that this chapter will look 

at traces of influence and continuities between past and present. This is not the case. We 

should be wary of making oversimplifying comparisons between the past and the present 

because both the population in Rome and the idea of portraiture in art has changed 

                                                           
194 A re-worked version of this chapter has previously been published as “Depicting People in Rome: 

Contemporary Examples of Portraiture in the Work of International Artists”, Analecta Romana Instituti 

Danici, XLII (2017). 
195 See for instance Patrick Le Nouëne, ed., Guillaume Bodinier, 1795–1872: un peintre angevin en Italie 

(Angers: Musées d’Angers, 2011), 92 and 169; Tue Ritzau and Karen Ascani, eds., Rom er et fortryllet 

bur: den gyldne epoke for skandinaviske kunstnere i Rom (Copenhagen: Rhodos, 1982), 79. 
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radically since the eighteenth century.196 Firstly, the exotic men and women who populate 

the work of artists like Bodinier and Küchler have all but disappeared [fig. 33]. Instead, 

as this chapter will make clear, the work of contemporary artists is centred on people of 

different nationalities and from varied social strata, including a large number of 

marginalised subjects. Contemporary artists make visible the fact that Rome today, 

                                                           
196 The demography of Rome changed radically after the unification of Italy as the population increased 

fivefold in the period 1871–1931. See F.J. Costa, A.K. Dutt, and C. Roxbury, “Spatial Development, 

Density Gradients and Their Planning Implications: The Rome Case,” GeoJournal 9, no. 3 (1984): 311–

18. 

Fig. 33. Albert Küchler, The Albanian Girl, 1831. Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, Copenhagen. Photograph, Ole Haupt. 
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despite the city’s somewhat stubborn focus on its own ancient roots, is a globalised urban 

space, which struggles with many of the same issues as other cities – organised crime, 

housing bubbles and immigration.  

Secondly, just as the people of Rome have changed during the centuries, so has the 

idea of portraiture. Portraiture was once centred more or less exclusively on a narrow 

range of media – primarily painting and sculpture – and it tended to conform to certain 

established representational conventions. By contrast, contemporary portraiture practice 

makes use of a wide range of media, critical methodologies and new modes of display 

which challenge the very foundation of what a portrait is and does.197  

Bearing in mind these developments, I operate with an expanded idea of portraiture: 

it is not simply a traditional category of art, but also a theoretical tool that can open up 

the complex dynamics operating between the portrayer, the portrayed, and the viewer of 

the portrait. Studying these dynamics in the work of Sheridan, Shoshan and Kallmayer, 

we will get nuanced glimpses into the lives of the people who inhabit and spend time in 

Rome today – from tourists in the city centre to local Romans and immigrants in the 

suburbs, from inmates and their partners at the Rebibbia prison to a Spanish Catholic 

exorcist who works in the city.  

 

Visitors and locals 

A young couple is standing in front of the Colosseum [fig. 34]. He is wearing a black suit 

and looks nervous; she has white flowers in her hair and a confident smile. The evening 

sun draws out the shadows behind them towards the illuminated emblem of Roman 

antiquity. The woman is holding a postcard in front of her. It shows a photo of the 

Colosseum, taken from exactly the same place where they are now standing. “A big hello 

from Rome”, she reads in Russian. “It’s magic here. Everywhere you can see history and 

                                                           
197 See Ernst van Alphen, “The Portrait’s Dispersal: Concepts of Representation and Subjectivity in 

Contemporary Portraiture,” in Portraiture: Facing the Subject, ed. Joanna Woodall (Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 1997), 239–56.  
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nice people. Thanks to my husband for making my dreams come true. I love him very 

much, and we love Rome”.198  

A few moments later, we see an Italian woman in her late 30s. She is standing in 

front of a nondescript block of flats, holding a postcard with a picture of the same building 

on it. Without hesitation, she reads: “Caro Marcello, quando vieni a Roma a trovarmi? Si, 

lo so che tu sei già venuto, che ha già visto il Colosseo, la Galleria Borghese e la Fontana 

di Trevi. Ma Roma è anche qualcosa di diverso. È qualcosa di più.” 

The juxtaposition of people in the centre and periphery of Rome is a defining 

characteristic of Tomás Sheridan’s Cartoline Romane – an art installation consisting of a 

20-minute interview loop on a TV screen as well as a display of postcards used in the 

interviews. It was created during a three-month fellowship at the British School at Rome 

in 2014.199 Focusing on people at three centrally located tourist sites – The Trevi Fountain, 

the Colosseum and St. Peter’s Basilica – and three suburban locations – Corviale, 

Garbatella and Ponte di Nona – Sheridan set out to portray people in order to explore how 

diametrically opposed ways of experiencing Rome coexist within a limited geographical 

                                                           
198 This and all following quotations in English are translations that appear in the subtitles of Cartoline 

Romane. 
199 Sheridan exhibited his work during his fellowship at the British School and has later turned the 

interview material into a seven-minute film entitled “Roman Postcards: A Tale of Two Cities”.  

Fig. 34. Tomás Sheridan, Cartoline Romane, 2014. Video still. 
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area. The postcards served as a strategic and symbolic tool which helped him to interact 

with people he met. Nothing was scripted; Sheridan simply stopped people on the street 

and asked them to write what they thought about Rome to someone they knew outside 

Rome. 

“I feel like a foreigner in my own city”, a woman shrugs [fig. 35]. She is standing 

in a parking lot in front of the Corviale building with a postcard showing the 957-metre-

long complex of 1,202 council flats in the south-western outskirts of Rome. “Come visit 

me, Roberta!” reads another woman. She smiles. “I’ll show you what a real Roman is 

like”, she says, standing in the middle of a field of flowers with the Corviale looming in 

the background.  

Back on St. Peter’s Square, two Chinese tourists look into the camera. They face 

the Basilica; behind them Mussolini’s imposing Via della Conciliazione leads towards 

the Tiber. “Rome’s sky is blue”, the man reads from his postcard in Chinese. “People put 

flowers on their balconies. They take care of their monuments. Drivers are very polite”. 

Most of these scenes are filmed less than 10 kilometres apart, and yet they seem like 

different worlds. On the one hand, there are the perceptions of the millions of tourists 

who arrive in Rome every year and only stay a couple of nights on average. Most of these 

Fig. 35. Tomás Sheridan, Cartoline Romane, 2014. Video still. 
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tourists will only visit the most popular sites in the city centre during their stay and not 

much more. On the other hand, there are the local Romans, who cannot afford to live in 

the city centre, and who rarely leave the suburbs.  

The central message of Cartoline Romane is echoed in the words of the suburban 

woman, who sends her greetings to Marcello: “Roma è anche qualcosa di diverso. È 

qualcosa di più”. By showing us that Rome is more than the city centre, Sheridan is 

challenging the tourist’s gaze on the city, but he does so in a very subtle way as there is 

no explicit critique of the tourists he interviews. The important thing is to convey the idea 

that the beauty of Rome is not only something which belongs in the centro storico but 

also exists in the people who live among crumbling functionalist architecture in the 

periphery.  

At one point, Sheridan interviews a group of teenagers in Ponte di Nona [fig. 36]. 

They look uneasily at the camera before one of them reads from a postcard: “It might be 

all grey but try and look inside it. […] These walls aren’t so grey. They look scribbled to 

those who can’t read. But for people like me who are going to die here, they are full of 

poetry”. It may sound like something straight out of Pasolini, but the scene is not scripted, 

Fig. 36. Tomás Sheridan, Cartoline Romane, 2014. Video still. 
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and this is perhaps why Sheridan’s portrayals convey the feeling of getting a glimpse into 

otherwise hidden worlds of Rome.  

Returning to the city centre, it is also important to note that Sheridan’s portrayal of 

tourists differs from many other similar artworks, where tourists are often viewed from a 

distance, for example forming a queue at the entrance to the Vatican Museum in Mark 

Dunhill and Tamiko O’Brien’s work, or portrayed as spectators in museums in the 

photographs of Doug Hall (the American Academy, 1996) or paintings by Karin Kneffel 

the German Academy, 1996).200 These artists turn tourists, whom we normally prefer to 

avoid in Rome, into the main subject, but no matter whether they examine tourists as a 

mob or zoom in on a series of individual faces, their work is characterised by a strong 

sense of distance.  

Conversely, Cartoline Romane sets the stage for a more intimate portrayal which 

gives voice to the tourists as they are allowed to speak freely about their experience of 

Rome. Of course, and somewhat predictably, the statements of these tourists do not 

transcend stereotypical statements about how lovely Rome is, but this outcome 

nevertheless usefully emphasises a contrast to the personal and even quasi-poetic 

statements of the people who live in the Roman periphery.  

One of the aspects that makes Cartoline Romane stand out as an example of how 

contemporary art reconfigures the idea of portraying people in Rome is the fact that 

Sheridan gives agency to the portrayed subjects by letting them speak freely about Rome. 

In his interviews with local Romans in the periphery, who tend to express more personal 

feelings than the tourists in the city centre, Sheridan’s work contains a poetic sensitivity 

as well as a reflection on social and political issues, which are comparable to those found 

in Felix Davey’s (the British School, 2013) poetic photo book Possible encounters, which 

takes us into the home of a Roman family, and Yasmin Fedda’s (the British School, 2013) 

short documentary Siamo Tornati, which shows how activists have turned an abandoned 

building into a gym, community centre and school.  

Sheridan’s work also shares the idea of giving agency to otherwise invisible people 

with Gian Paolo Minelli’s (the Swiss Institute, 1997) photo series Vedermi (1999). 

Minelli had intended to do a project about the suburban landscapes of Rome, but when 

                                                           
200 Dunhill and O’Brien created the video work entitled The Queue in 2003. In 2000, Hall created a 

photographic series of 18 digital prints entitled Museum Visitors, The Vatican. In 2007, Kneffel painted 

an untitled series of small aquarelles depicting tourists in front of Roman baroque frescoes.  
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he realised that these landscapes were inhabited by a population of non-European illegal 

immigrants, he asked these marginalised people to photograph themselves.201 Apart from 

giving voices to invisible Romans, Sheridan and Minelli use seemingly superficial media 

like the postcard and the photographic self-portrait to create a sense of intimacy in their 

work.  

However, despite providing us with glimpses into the different worlds of Rome, it 

is also necessary to consider critically some of the consequences of relying on a 

centre/periphery binary. For instance, we might note that all the people who do not fit 

into this binary are left out of Sheridan’s portrayal, and that the binary, despite appearing 

to signify topographical neutrality, might remain steeped in power relations favouring the 

centre.202 These objections, associated particularly with postcolonial theory, have been 

avoided by other artists who portray immigrants in the city centre, but do they carry any 

weight in relation to the approach to portrayal in Sheridan’s work?203  

I would argue that Cartoline Romane retains the binary structure in order to re-

evaluate the relationship between centre and periphery from within by making a case for 

the strange beauty of the suburbs and the people who live there. Perhaps the work even 

manages to reverse the binary structure because, in a sense, it is the city centre that is 

peripheral to the local population in the suburbs who would never dream of setting foot 

in the centro storico. Thus, the work shows us how these personal perspectives can turn 

the view of Rome upside down – a shift in focus that undermines the centrality of the 

centre. Achieving this undermining from within, Sheridan performs an effective 

deconstruction.204 

                                                           
201 Email to the author, 27 October, 2015.  
202 John C. Hawley, ed., Encyclopedia of Postcolonial Studies (Westport; London: Greenwood Press, 

2001), 85, 89. 
203 Examples of such artworks include Lala Meredith-Vula’s (the British School, 2001) photographic 

series Marginalised Society Contemplate Art (2001) and Jordan Baseman’s (the British School, 2003) 

video work Daniel (2003). See Benci, Responding to Rome, 16–17, 54–55. 
204 A recent study of peripheral cities puts it like this: “a shift in point of view may turn a geography of 

domination and subordination on its head”. Lieven Ameel, Jason Finch, and Markku Salmela, eds., 

Literature and the Peripheral City (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 8. Also, seeing Sheridan’s 

work as a successful deconstruction, I draw on an understanding of this term as it is defined in Jonathan 

Culler’s book On Deconstruction, where he writes that “As a critical undoing of the hierarchical 

oppositions on which theories depend, [deconstruction] demonstrates the difficulties of any theory that 

would define meaning in a univocal way: as what an author intends, what conventions determine, what a 

reader experiences.” Jonathan D. Culler, On Deconstruction: Theory and Criticism after Structuralism 

(Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell University Press, 1982), 131. 
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Of course, by examining the periphery, Cartoline Romane enters into dialogue with 

a distinctly Roman tradition in which Pasolini’s work is pivotal. Pasolini’s oeuvre 

resonates with a lot of work by international artists as a model that enables the artists to 

bypass the unapproachable museum-atmosphere of the city centre in favour of the 

allegedly authentic and seemingly symbolically-loaded landscapes and people of the 

periphery. The choice of Garbatella as one of his three peripheral locations in Cartoline 

Romane might be a nod to this source of influence, as this area played an important role 

in Pasolini’s novel Una vita violenta (1959). Sheridan’s reaction to the poetic statements 

of the boys in Ponte di Nona is also telling: “They could’ve been characters from a 

Pasolini film!”, he says. “They went off to write it together. I think they got some of the 

poetic verve from a girl who was hanging out with them”.205  

But Pasolini is not the only point of reference. Cartoline Romane also plays – 

consciously or not – on certain patterns in post-war movies about Rome. In an article 

entitled “Insiders and Outsiders: Latent Urban Thinking in Movies of Modern Rome”, 

David Bass has identified a dichotomy between, on the one hand, the outsider’s view of 

Rome where tourist attractions are jumbled together in the centro storico and, on the other 

hand, the insider’s view of the gritty urban reality of the city and its periphery. Looking 

closer at this dichotomy might enable us to see how Sheridan’s work plays both on the 

insider’s and the outsider’s gaze on Rome. According to Bass, the outsider’s view of 

Rome often finds expression in the film cartolina, an Italian term for a sequence of views 

of landmarks that validates the location and thus also the setting for films such as Roman 

Holiday (1952).206  

Typically featured in the opening moments of the film, these establishing snapshots 

show us the Trevi Fountain, the Colosseum, St. Peter’s, and other clichéd tourist sites:  

 

Like the postcard, the film cartolina shows the tourist what to see, but adds 

the obligation of the ‘right’ way to experience Rome’s landmarks. […] Such 

‘postcard’ movies warp and fold the city, ignoring and destroying swathes of 

urban context, to create a film-city of ‘attractions’ selected from the real city’s 

obliging scenic reserve. The city of attractions is a lazy tourist’s dream: a 

collection of desirable wonders, visitable without hot slogs through 

potentially boring, dangerous, ‘non-places’ in between. (86) 

                                                           
205 Tomás Sheridan made these comments in email correspondence on 14 May, 2015.  
206 Bass, “Insiders and Outsiders: Latent Urban Thinking in Movies of Modern Rome,” 85–86. 
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One of the consequences of the manipulated views offered by the film cartolina is that it 

functions as a “transformation of intimidation into reassurance”, taming Rome by making 

it approachable and instantly recognisable since all the areas between the landmarks and 

the periphery are left out (87). It is this postcard city that the tourists in Sheridan’s work 

experience and respond to – a city which is so mediated by movies and guidebooks that 

these tourists interact with images that owe as much to the framing of the city in films as 

to the original architecture of Michelangelo and Bernini.207 Against the stereotypical 

tourist gaze, the insider’s view of the periphery – as it finds expression in films like 

Pasolini’s Accattone and Mamma Roma – is characterised by an urge to “uncover the 

poetry of the outskirts” (91). Movies such as these are populated by marginalised 

characters portrayed “as allegorical or even mythical figures” who “do not want to come 

into the centre to work and become respectable”, as Bass puts it (91).  

To a certain degree, Sheridan’s work confirms this way of looking at the periphery. 

This is due not only to the poetic statements of the teenage boys, which give them a raw, 

symbolic aura, but also to the feeling we get that most of the people in the periphery are 

proud of living there. “Come visit me, Roberta!” reads the woman from the postcard 

showing the Corviale building. “I’ll show you what a real Roman is like”.  

Read in this way, Cartoline Romane works not only to re-evaluate the relationship 

between centre and periphery but also to set up a stage where the outsider’s and insider’s 

views of Rome meet. The question is whether the work merely registers these different 

experiences of Rome, or whether it actually reflects critically on the inherent tensions 

between them.208 It is a question that is not easy to resolve. I am inclined towards seeing 

it as a strength that Sheridan does not explicitly criticise, but simply lets people read from 

the postcards. Playing on the expectation that postcards should show picturesque sites or 

famous artworks, the suburban settings emphasise the subversive usage of an otherwise 

superficial, popular medium, actualising its critical potential. The postcards give agency 

to international tourists and local Romans alike and thus change the static relationship 

between portrayer and portrayed. Seeing them reading from these small rectangular 

pieces of card, the viewer of the work also become an insider and an outsider in Rome, 

                                                           
207 Cf. Wrigley, Cinematic Rome, xiii. 
208 For a similar critical perspective, see Julian Stallabrass, Contemporary Art: A Very Short Introduction 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 60. 
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and in the process, we realise that the city is not only a historic centre but a city made up 

of real people who – fleetingly or permanently – inhabit this urban space.  

 

Inmates and partners 

The two screens are blank for a brief moment before bursting into colour. On the left, 

seen through an open slatted door, a distant figure moves through a hallway; on the right, 

we see a close-up of a woman wearing a salmon-coloured blouse. Standing in another 

hallway, she has partially covered her face with her hands. Gradually, the blurred figure 

approaches the camera whilst the woman lowers her hands and gazes straight ahead. The 

figure on the left is a man with close-cropped hair and beard, and as he walks into view 

and faces the camera, the woman on the left lowers her gaze [fig. 37]. Both the man and 

the woman are facing the viewer, but at the same time it is as if they are facing each other, 

as if she is waiting for him. In reality, however, they are not in the same space, but 

separated. Then the screens flash with golden colours and grow dark. 

This two-channel video projection is part of Assaf Shoshan’s extensive portrayal of 

inmates and their partners at the Rebibbia prison in the northeast outskirts of Rome, which 

is entitled Peines Partagées [Shared punishment]. Using a range of materials including 

video projections, testimonies, and photographs, Shoshan presents us with six couples, 

whose lives have become tied to Rebibbia. Here, I take a closer look at how Shoshan’s 

portrayals are centred on conveying interconnected feelings of intimacy and separation, 

which characterise the lives of these couples. Where most of the people in Tomás 

Sheridan’s work enjoy Rome or see the city as their home, regardless of whether they live 

in the periphery or visit the centre, Shoshan’s work takes us inside the process of 

portraying a group of people who do not live in Rome because they want to but because 

they have no other choice.209 

Assaf Shoshan was born in Israel but has lived and worked in Paris for the past 15 

years. In 2013–14, he was a fellow at the French Academy in Rome, where his initial idea 

was to do a project about the Regina Coeli prison in the Trastevere neighbourhood. There 

women or family members, who are not allowed to visit their relatives inside, go to the 

                                                           
209 An interview with Assaf Shoshan on 10 May 2016 has provided the basis for my discussion of his 

work. 
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Janiculum Hill and shout messages which can be heard in the prison. “I was especially 

interested in women who were ‘in prison’ outside of prison”, says Shoshan. “I wanted to 

do beautiful photographic portraits of these women and make small prints which they 

could send to their partners in prison”.  

When in Rome, Shoshan changed the project slightly when he began working with 

six couples in the Rebibbia prison. Because he didn’t have permission to enter the prison 

and talk to people, he started out with three former inmates, who, having served prison 

sentences of 20 or 30 years after being involved in different mafia organisations, recently 

had been allowed to stay outside the prison during the day. Later he showed his work to 

the prison authorities, who then allowed him to enter the prison. There he engaged with 

three younger couples where both the men and women were inmates in separate 

departments of Rebibbia. Despite changing his plans in Rome, the basic idea of creating 

contact between partners, who could only meet for perhaps a few hours every month, 

remained at the heart of Peines Partagées. Shoshan made a series of filmed silent 

messages using a 16mm camera, which could be passed from one person to the other 

within or outside the prison.  

The recordings were later supplemented by photographic material as well as 

transcribed testimonies, which also functioned as ‘monological’ messages between the 

couples and which told their life stories. Among the younger couples at Rebibbia, these 

testimonies show both how relationships can fall apart and how they can be strengthened.  

An example of the latter is the Brazilian couple Berenice and Maurizio, who in their 

personal testimonies not only describe their suffering and loss but also their hope for the 

future. Berenice committed her first crime when she was 46 years old and later ended up 

as the leader of a drug cartel. She has been with Maurizio, who is seventeen years younger 

Fig. 37. Assaf Shoshan, “Luigi & Marina”, Peines Partagées, 2014. Video still. 
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than her, for ten years; for three of those ten years they were not allowed to see each other. 

Now they only see each other once a week at Rebibbia where Shoshan met them. 

Reflecting on the portraits the artist has taken of them, Berenice says:  

 

Prison hardens your face. Although we try to smile and maintain our calm 

you can see the suffering. I always like to say that in prison ‘you look like a 

criminal’. But that is not necessarily because we are criminals, but because 

too often we can’t cry, we can’t talk; we can’t do anything at all. So we carry 

all these feelings on our faces.210 

 

The problems that the younger couples experience inside Rebibbia mirror those of the 

older couples, where the men have been allowed to work outside the prison during the 

day. The testimonies of the young and older couples convey the impression that they are 

at different stages of the same story or the same life. Among the older couples, we meet 

Cosimo and Gelsomina who grew up in the same small town in the province of Salerno. 

“I have always been in love with my husband”, 59-year-old Gelsomina says in her 

testimony. “I was 12 and my husband was 16 when we got engaged and since then we 

have been together”. As a boy, Cosimo wanted to become a pianist and conductor, but he 

ended up being a Camorrist and is serving a life sentence for murder.  

In Shoshan’s video portrayal, Cosimo is on the left screen and Gelsomina on the 

right [fig. 38]. They are both portrayed in front of a yellowish wall, in the same space but 

separated. Cosimo is seated facing the camera, wearing a light blue shirt. He looks calmly 

straight ahead, only lowering his gaze for a brief moment before resuming his immobile 

posture. Gelsomina appears more restless, her eyes wandering, her breath uneven. In her 

testimony, she recounts how she had to move to Rome because Cosimo was in prison 

there. “My husband has been a prisoner since I was twenty”, she says. “My psychologist 

says […] that the dream I have about my husband getting out of prison is a dream of 

fairytale love that does not exist anymore”.  

The struggle involved in staying together for 30 years despite being separated is 

also reflected in Cosimo’s testimony. “We are not twenty-year-old lovers anymore”, he 

                                                           
210 This and all the following quotations from the testimonies are interview transcriptions, which Assaf 

Shoshan kindly has made available to the author. 
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says. “[My wife] had to carry the burden of being a law-abiding woman but at the same 

time having a Camorrist and a murderer as a husband”. Since he has been allowed to work 

outside the prison, Cosimo has set up a cultural cooperative with his own theatre 

company. “Since he is out, he has many commitments, like work and theatre”, comments 

his wife, before adding: “This means he has less time for cuddles”. 

One of the most noteworthy things about the portraits of Peines Partagées is the 

interconnected feelings of intimacy and separation. This is not only seen in the 

testimonies but also in the videos and photographic material, where the couples are 

presented together in the same space but on separate screens or in separate frames. The 

primary concern of the work is not the usual narrative about how the couples ended up in 

prison; instead, it is about giving these people the ability to send messages to each other 

which convey a sense of who they are in the context of the current stages of their lives. 

When they were interviewed, many of the couples willingly started telling their life 

stories. According to Shoshan, they opened up simply because someone showed an 

interest in them. “They were all interested in the creative process and the implications of 

being filmed and this video being showed to their partner. They all understood fully what 

I wanted to do, also on a deeper level”, he says.  

Fig. 38. Assaf Shoshan, “Cosimo and Gelsomina” from Peines Partagées, 2014. Video still from installation, Théâtre 

des Exposition #5, Villa Medici. 
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Thus, a key factor contributing to the intimacy of these portrayals is the fact that 

Shoshan’s work represented a direct intervention into the lives of these people. As a 

portrayer, he was not passively observing the portrayed couples, but actively trying to 

create connections between them which convey their feelings of seclusion and separation. 

I propose to think about Shoshan’s work as an artistic practice of portraiture that 

seeks to produce intimacy. The concept of intimacy has been discussed in different 

disciplines, including feminist and postcolonial studies, but we can begin with a working 

definition of the term as “the quality of close connection between people and the process 

of building this quality”.211 When I use the term intimacy in connection with Shoshan’s 

artistic practice, I wish to emphasise that intimacy plays a part both in the artistic process 

and in the final work.  

Firstly, the term describes an artistic practice characterised by an urge to get as close 

as possible to the portrayed subject in order to convey his or her personal stories. This 

process often includes fieldwork where the artist spends extended periods of time with 

the portrayed individuals. Secondly, intimacy is a key element within the work itself as 

Shoshan seeks, as we have seen above, to create connections between the separated 

couples he portrays. Finally, intimacy also becomes crucial when these intimate 

portrayals are to be displayed and conveyed to an audience.  

Contrary to landscape photography or other more ‘decorative’ artworks, which can 

more readily be regarded as objects for sale, portraits like these come with certain ethical 

considerations. As is also the case in Tomás Sheridan’s Cartoline Romane, there is a 

delicate balance between giving agency to people in vulnerable or marginalised positions 

and exposing these people by presenting them within an aestheticized framework. Where 

do you draw the line between intimacy and exploitation when you follow people closely 

and portray them in your work?  

Because Shoshan’s work follows a specific group of people much more closely than 

Sheridan’s does, the question of how to present the life stories of the prisoners and their 

partners without exploiting them becomes even more pressing. “When I work with 

people, I always ask myself: why would they be interested in working with me? – and I 

try to reflect on this in my work”, says Shoshan. A key challenge in his work is to retain 

                                                           
211 Lynn Jamieson, “Intimacy as a Concept: Explaining Social Change in the Context of Globalisation or 

Another Form of Ethnocentricism?,” Sociological Research Online 16, no. 4 (2011): 1.1 
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and convey the tension between separation and connection which his subjects are 

experiencing in their lives. If the work resolves this tension, then, in a sense, it betrays 

the people whose lives it documents. This ethical consideration makes it pivotal for the 

artist to choose the right format and the right venue for his work because he knows that 

the people he is portraying are being exposed. 

The first exhibited manifestation of Shoshan’s work was at the group show Théâtre 

des Expositions #5 at Villa Medici in May 2014.212 Shoshan contributed a couple of videos 

shot on 16mm film, choosing this specific format because of the grainy quality and 

imperfections of the analogue film and because he wanted to make the portraits as raw as 

possible. The analogue format provided a natural framework for the videos which are 

about 2½ minutes long because that is the length of the original, unedited film strip. 

Another benefit of using a 16mm camera was, according to Shoshan, that “the film 

camera with its tripod and the tapping noise became a stand-in for the missing partner”.  

In other words, the old-fashioned technical equipment was used to create a more 

intimate space between the lens and the subject. The analogue film was digitized and 

displayed as a two-channel projection – a format which is ubiquitous in contemporary art 

videos as it enables disjunctive narrative layers to be juxtaposed. In Shoshan’s work the 

two-channel format is exploited to reflect an essential separation as well as a connection 

between the portrayed subjects. That is, the format enables Shoshan to show couples who, 

in a sense, are in the same space, but who cannot see each other and cannot communicate.  

Having ended his fellowship at the French Academy, Shoshan was asked to set up 

a photography exhibition in two halls of the Grandes Galeries at the Villa Medici, which 

would form part of the FOTOGRAFIA – Festival Internazionale di Roma in September 

2014. This exhibition was entitled Peines Partagées and included photographic portraits 

of the six couples that Shoshan had worked with whilst in Rome [fig. 39]. Unlike the 

videos in which the couples are together and separated by the two-channel projection, 

Shoshan chose to present the male and female partners in separate rooms, structurally 

conveying the sense of separation of men and women within the Rebibbia prison.  

In both these rooms, one of the walls was dominated by portraits of the separated 

three older couples, whom Shoshan had photographed with a medium format camera that 

                                                           
212 De Chassey, Théâtre des expositions 4–5, 64–67. 
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allowed for large prints (150 x 120 cm). On the opposite walls, the male and female 

partners of the younger couples were represented by video stills, resulting in smaller and 

more grainy pictures. The intention was to convey the impression that the younger 

generation of men and women is looking towards the older, and vice versa – that is, to 

make different generations reflect one another at different stages of their lives.  

Apart from these portraits, each of the rooms contained a photo of a corridor inside 

the prison as well as one of the landscapes outside the prison, seen from the women’s and 

the men’s section of Rebibbia respectively. The idea of transferring the structure of the 

prison to the Grandes Galeries at the Villa Medici was further emphasised by the inclusion 

of two architectural models of the separate sections of Rebibbia, which were made by 

architect Simon de Dreuille whom Shoshan had met during his fellowship in Rome. When 

the work was shown at Villa Medici, some of the portrayed couples, who were allowed 

to leave Rebibbia during the day, came to see the exhibition with their children.  

After Shoshan left Rome, he stayed in contact with some of the couples. He has 

subsequently conducted interviews with them, and in the case of Cosimo and Gelsomina 

he has also collected private photographic material which shows the couple before 

Cosimo was sent to prison – material that Shoshan has reframed and zoomed in on, 

Fig. 39. Assaf Shoshan, “Pia & Salvatore”, Peines Partagées, 2014. Installation view, Villa Medici. 
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creating a slideshow of their early life together. Now, he is working on a new exhibition 

in which he will be able to integrate the testimonies that have not yet been shown in 

public. The intimate character of this material requires a special venue: 

 

I really want to show my work in a public space. Of course, I am very aware 

of commercial structures, and even though I am not pretending that I can 

escape the capitalist world, I am trying to think about what is the right place 

to show and communicate an artwork like this, which is very intimate and 

personal. These people are being exposed, and therefore it would be better to 

avoid a more commercial gallery space. 

 

In order to integrate the testimonies into future exhibitions, Shoshan aims at creating 

installation spaces that mirror the space inside Rebibbia where the inmates are allowed to 

meet their visiting partners for short periods of time. On opposite sides of a table, where 

the couples would sit and talk, Shoshan plans to make viewers of the work sit and listen 

to testimonies, thus again giving us a sense of what it is like to be together but living 

separate lives – being inside and outside. On a metaphorical level, the setting of Rebibbia 

comes to signify universal structures common to all relationships, thus enabling reflection 

on how seclusion and separation affects us and how some people can be separated and 

still find each other whilst other people can be together without really seeing one another.  

Whether you choose to see the work as transcending the concrete Roman 

environment or not, it conveys to the audience the physical structures of the prison as well 

as the immanent relational structures of the couples. As such, Shoshan gives us precious 

glimpses into the lives of a group of people who, as Rebibbia inmates and partners, have 

become accidental citizens of Rome. Reflecting the idea of building and conveying close 

connections between the portrayer, the portrayed and the viewer of the work, Peines 

Partagées is an artistic practice of portraiture that actively seeks to produce intimacy. 
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Double portrait 

“Padre José snuck in front of the camera and smiled, inviting me to photograph him. The 

posing slowly intensified, and he started to come up with ideas for shots. Positioning 

himself in the midst of an aisle of cabinets; he thought it would make a good portrait”.213 

This passage from Line Kallmayer’s Ten Days with an Exorcist hints at one of its main 

themes: how documenting the process of portraiture – understood as a process of getting 

close to someone in order to explore the potential for empathy within this relationship – 

becomes an integral part of the finished work. Whereas Tomás Sheridan and Assaf 

Shoshan examined dynamics between or within groups of people, Kallmayer’s work can 

be seen as a self-reflexive double portrait, not only of the Spanish exorcist Padre José in 

Rome but also of the artist-protagonist herself as she tries to capture his image.214  

Ten Days comprises an extensive body of material, which has been presented in 

different contexts.215 Here, I discuss the main component which is a text of 123 pages with 

eighteen photographs. I use the somewhat neutral terms ‘text’ or ‘book’ because neither 

‘exhibition catalogue’ nor ‘artist novel’ captures the layered complexity of this narrative 

which situates itself in an uncertain field between documentary and fiction – something 

which also affects the character of the portrait.  

The main narrative records the meeting between the artist and an exorcist in Rome, 

following a diary-like structure with entries starting on 14 December 2011 and ending on 

the night before Christmas Eve. At the back of the book we find an “appendix” containing 

eighteen photos that documents the meeting between the artist and the exorcist. This 

visual material serves to enhance the authenticity of the narrative, but at the same time 

the images can be seen as a self-contained visual essay. The book also contains a number 

of flashbacks, sub-narratives and fragmented letters in which the artist recounts strange 

dreams and visions. Although it is almost impossible to separate these intertwined 

                                                           
213 Line Kallmayer, Ten Days with an Exorcist (Copenhagen: Green Is Gold, 2013), 30. 
214 In 2013, Line Kallmayer asked me to edit the book publication of Ten Days. Therefore, I write about 

this artwork as its editor, but I wish to stress that the artist did not have any influence on the reading of 

Ten Days presented here. 
215 Kallmayer’s work also included performative readings using images in Rome and the US, a sound-

and-image essay for an American online art journal, and a solo show in Copenhagen which included 

video, voice and photographs. Here, I focus only on the book entitled Ten Days with an Exorcist, which 

served as the catalogue for the Copenhagen exhibition. See Line Kallmayer, Ten Days with an Exorcist 

(Copenhagen: Green Is Gold, 2013); Better Magazine, “Line Kallmayer: Ten Days with an Exorcist,” 

accessed February 20, 2016, http://bettermagazine.org/005/linekallmayer.html. 
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elements without trivialising the narrative, I focus on how the process of portraiture is 

unfolded in the main narrative and the photographic material. 

At the beginning of the book we learn that research for a film about exorcism has 

brought the artist-protagonist to Rome where she is investigating the “distinction between 

what we could explain psychologically and something outside” (14–15). Her research 

revolves around the question of what it means to say that something is supposedly ‘real’, 

but when she meets Padre José she soon realises that her approach has been futile. “My 

intellectual thoughts and ideas seemed to bounce right off him as if they meant absolutely 

nothing, and an impulse to just let go came over me”, she reflects (13). This surrender is 

crucial as it allows her to become totally immersed in the meeting with the exorcist.  

One of the first things Padre José does is to test her, holding a hand on her head 

whilst speaking in tongues. “You have nothing inside you”, he concludes (17). After this 

they quickly establish a routine of meeting every day for walks and prayers after lunch 

and in the evenings. There is a vivid exchange of ideas between the two, and it is clear 

that Padre José has an ability to shift from the most serious topics, such as theological 

questions about the reality of God, to the most banal ones. “Now you will hear something 

amazing”, he says suddenly, putting on the movie soundtrack to Black Hawk Down when 

she is visiting him at his monastery (59). The intimate portrayal dismantles our 

stereotypical image of an exorcist, as we get to know Padre José as a proud man with a 

sense of self-irony who does strange calligraphic drawings, and who loves walking, 

photography, film soundtracks and dark chocolate. “I never chose to be an exorcist. I was 

appointed one. I am a human being”, he says at some point (112). 

On the fourth of the ten days, Padre José insists on blessing her again, but this time 

his laying on of hands makes her feel nauseous and sick. He is convinced it is a demon. 

“It is not possessing you, it is around you”, he says, and she is bewildered by the 

“absurdity” of the situation, “but also strangely at ease with the weirdness of it” (53). 

Later, on the sixth day, he performs another blessing and then asks her to do the same to 

him. Her touch affects him deeply, and the next day he wants her to put her hands on his 

head again. The situation makes her feel awkward, but he seems more at ease as he opens 

up and tells her his story. “You know, there is something so profoundly poetic about the 

idea of sitting next to a woman and just putting an arm around her”, he tells her. “Putting 
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my arm around a woman on a sofa. Just that very small moment. I will never be able to 

do that” (95). 

It becomes more and more evident that Padre José’s judgement might have become 

affected by their meetings. When they go for their evening walk on their last day together, 

he has changed from his cassock to normal clothing for the first time, and she feels 

unsettled as if they are “both floating out of [their] roles, disguises, identities” (111). 

Telling her that she could have been “the perfect wife” and that through her touch he felt 

a strong love flowing from her, she replies: “Perhaps it was the love of God?” (112). Their 

roles have now been reversed; he is transgressing the boundaries of their relationship (and 

his vocation) and she is restoring them by pointing out that what he has felt is perhaps not 

what he thinks it is. The artist-protagonist realises that what she was looking for – the 

question concerning the reality of things – has manifested itself in their relationship. 

“When on a previous day he had mentioned the word empathy, I had made a note of it”, 

she reflects. “I knew that this was the point. The point was empathy itself. Understanding. 

This was real” (112).  

A key to understanding the notion of portraiture in Ten Days is the uncertain space 

between documentary and fiction which the work occupies. “This may be a work of 

fiction”, says a cheeky disclaimer in the colophon of the book. This phrasing recycles and 

transforms the traditional disclaimer by adding “may”, that is, a sense of uncertainty, 

which means that before we have even started reading, the authenticity of the narrative 

has been called into doubt by the work itself. This uncertainty is repeated in the structure 

of the book, which is organised like a personal diary from Rome, but reads as a novel. 

The visual material in the book can also be seen as authentic documentation of 

Kallmayer’s immersive anthropology-style field work with Padre José, which anchors the 

narrative firmly in reality; but being organised in an appendix at the back of the book, 

these photographs also have the quality of a separate, self-contained work-within-the-

work. What are the consequences of this ambiguous status of the portrait in Ten Days?  

Traditionally, a portrait has been seen as presenting the viewer with both the 

singular subjectivity of the portrayer (the artist) and the portrayed (the sitter). In this view, 

“the portrait embodies a dual project: it gives authority to the portrayed as well as to 
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mimetic representation”.216 Ernst van Alphen has demonstrated how twentieth-century 

artists like Andy Warhol, Cindy Sherman and others undermine the genre of portraiture 

from within because they want to challenge established notions of mimetic representation 

and human subjectivity. As a consequence, portraiture has become an influential genre in 

contemporary art because of its capacity to exemplify “a critique of the bourgeois self 

instead of its authority; showing a loss of self instead of its consolidation; shaping the 

subject as simulacrum instead of as origin”.217  

This re-evaluation is important to keep in mind when trying to understand the 

ambiguous status of the portrait in Ten Days. Kallmayer is neither embracing the 

traditional nor the subversive conception of the portrait. On the one hand, her approach 

is not traditional, as the mimetic status of her project is undermined by the disclaimer in 

the colophon of the book. On the other hand, her project is not about challenging a 

bourgeois notion of the self, but rather about exposing the stereotypical role of the exorcist 

in order to portray the real person behind the role. Liberating herself from the idea of 

factual truth, the ambiguity of the narrative enables the artist to explore freely the empathy 

of the relationship between portrayer and portrayed. Thus, Ten Days not only depicts an 

exorcist in Rome but also reflects on the artistic process of portrayal in the work itself.  

As a process-oriented artwork, Ten Days contains a number of scenes which 

directly explore the interaction between the person who portrays and the one who is 

portrayed. I have already quoted from the first scene, where Padre José unexpectedly 

“snuck in front of the camera and smiled, inviting me to photograph him”. At this point 

‘artist’ and ‘subject’ have just met each other, but it is not the portrayer who encourages 

the portrayed to pose, but rather the portrayed who takes the lead because “he thought it 

would make a good portrait”.  

This pattern, which reverses the role of the portrayer (artist-protagonist) and the 

portrayed (exorcist), is repeated two days later when the artist-protagonist is taking 

photographs of the interiors of Padre José’s convent. Again, he makes it clear that he 

wants to be in the photographs, enthusiastically showing her statues and other elements 

he wants to be portrayed with. She reflects on the fact that he is at once serious and child-

                                                           
216 Alphen, “The Portrait’s Dispersal: Concepts of Representation and Subjectivity in Contemporary 

Portraiture,” 241. 
217 Alphen, 242. See also Ernst van Alphen, “PORTRAITURE: Contemporary Portraiture,” in 

Encyclopedia of Aesthetics, ed. Michael Kelly, vol. 5 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 244–45. 
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like in his eagerness. “More people should photograph priests”, he says. “It is so 

beautiful” (52). Guiding her carefully in order to get the photo he wants, he strikes a 

serious pose, reading a book or looking out the window: 

 

I tried to please him, whilst now and then taking a picture of a plant, a corner, 

the dining room or something else that fascinated me. I showed him some 

shots on the camera and he became silent and then said, “you cut my head 

off? Is that on purpose?”  

“I do different angles and like to experiment”.  

“I guess that is valuable”, he replied, clearly not quite at ease with the thought. 

(52)  

 

If we are to relate the visual material in the appendix to the narrative, then the first four 

images set in dimly lit rooms with half-drawn curtains seem to be related to this photo 

session. First we see a vase with plastic flowers on a crocheted tablecloth – perhaps one 

of the details that fascinate the artist-protagonist. Then we see Padre José as a shadow 

behind the curtain [fig. 40]; then looking out of the window; then praying. What is striking 

about the portraits is that they do not reveal Padre José’s face. They are clearly not the 

photos that he wanted her to take, and, later in the book, when she emails them to Padre 

José, she senses that he does not like them. What this scene shows us, then, is that there 

is a clear difference between her artistic gaze (on him) and his self-image.  

Fig. 40. Line Kallmayer, “Behind curtain” from Ten days with an exorcist, 2013. 
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At first glance it is hard to put one’s finger on what exactly these first portraits 

convey. Other international artists who have portrayed religious people in Rome tend to 

emphasise the dignity, gravitas and social position of their subjects – for instance, Éric 

Poitevin’s (the French Academy, 1989) portraits of nuns and cardinals and Max 

Armengaud’s (the French Academy, 1990) portraits from Vatican City.218 But 

Kallmayer’s work neither flatters nor monumentalises the portrayed. She prioritises 

subtlety more than adherence to a conventional idea of beauty, shooting her images in 

half-light and shying away from monumentalising set-ups.  

However, keeping in mind the uncertain field between documentary and fiction that 

her work occupies as well as its self-reflexive process-oriented quality, it becomes 

possible to interpret these initial images metaphorically as if the still unclear character of 

the relationship between the portrayer and the portrayed has left traces directly in them. 

Put differently, if we choose to read the narrative and the visual material as a reflection 

of the artist-protagonist’s urge to find out what it means for something to be real, the 

indirect character of the first portraits relates to the fact that neither the portrayer nor the 

portrayed have yet stepped into the light. 

Here it should be emphasised that the visual material does not read as a 

straightforward narrative documenting the development of their relationship in a linear 

manner. Despite the fact that there is a clear trajectory from the first tentative portraits to 

the last ones (on which more below), the material between these poles fluctuates between 

clarity and ambiguity. But perhaps this can be read again – within the framework of the 

book – as an indication of their fluctuating relationship and the fact that the artist-

protagonist is struggling to see the real person behind the exorcist persona. It is as if the 

initial intellectual question of what it means for something to be real has morphed into 

the question of what it means to really see someone.  

During a private mass, she observes Padre José and is moved by his frailty, but at 

the same time she cannot help asking herself: “Was he posing, now that I was observing 

him?” (69). Her doubt makes her question him: ““The man is totally crazy!” The thought 

                                                           
218 See “Eric Poitevin, Collection FRAC Poitou-Charentes,” accessed July 9, 2016, http://www.frac-

poitou-charentes.org/pages/collection_artistes-poitevin_FRAC.html; Philippe Berling and Michel Enrici, 

eds., Antichambre. Max Armengaud (Arles: Analogues, 2015); Max Armengaud, Cité du Vatican (Dijon: 

École nationale d’art, 1992). Note that the perceived ‘authority’ of the portrayed person should always be 

understood as a product of the portrait itself rather than an inherent quality in the portrayed person. Or, as 

Ernst van Alphen has put it, “authority is not so much the object of portrayal, but its effect”. Alphen, “The 

Portrait’s Dispersal: Concepts of Representation and Subjectivity in Contemporary Portraiture,” 240. 
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raced forcefully through my mind. I pitied him for being imprisoned in this illusion. Or 

did I in fact envy him? A second later, another thought rushed through me, “who are you 

to judge?”” (69). 

The idea of not judging is central to the act of portrayal in Ten Days, as it was to 

Sheridan’s Cartoline Romane and Shoshan’s Peines Partagée. Padre José might be 

posing, but she realises that she needs to let go of her prejudices in order to get closer to 

who he really is. Among the visual material, five images seem to be related to the private 

mass. In one of them, the act of receiving communion is portrayed from the perspective 

of the receiver [fig. 41]. The body of the exorcist is obscured by his hand and the wafer, 

which he takes from a gilded plate in which we also glimpse the reflection of the artist’s 

hands holding the camera. The perspective is warped, the colours muted and the vaults of 

the ceiling above are a blurred abstraction, but the photo conveys the sacramental 

intimacy of the space between the artist-protagonist and the exorcist, an intimacy that is 

an essential part of receiving the body of Christ into your own.  

Again, the artist avoids a monumentalising set-up as well as a perfectly 

photoshopped image in terms of light, contrast and colour, which can create a sense of 

distance. Instead, the intimacy of the scene is – as it is in Shoshan’s work – emphasised 

by the grainy, fragmentary quality of the images; it is as if having crossed the threshold 

Fig. 41. Line Kallmayer, “Eucharist” from Ten days with an exorcist, 2013. 
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separating a hot Roman street from the cool stillness of the church, you are immersed in 

the scene.  

If the photo sessions are reflections on the artistic process as well as an indicator of 

the development of the relationship between portrayer and portrayed, then the session on 

their last day together takes on great importance. They are back at Padre José’s monastery, 

and the session starts out as usual: 

 

He wanted to do classical shots, it seemed, and had very fixed ideas. I asked 

him to direct me, showing him the display on the camera and asking him how 

he wanted it. He guided me for a shot or two, soon realising that there could 

be a gap between what he imagined and the reality of the outcome. (106) 

 

This gap between Padre José’s imagination and the reality – his self-image and the 

photographic image – is also symptomatic of the difference between the portrayer and 

portrayed.219 The portrayer and the portrayed come from and live in different worlds, but 

just when the gap between them seems impossible to bridge, the artist-protagonist literally 

enters the picture. In the last photo of the appendix [fig. 42], Padre José is standing in a 

beam of sunlight close to the camera, his face in three-quarter profile, facing the light 

with closed eyes. She is behind him slightly to the left, her head half-turned toward the 

camera, which she is gazing directly into. Around them the room is pitch black. Having 

used a tripod and the timer on her camera, she has created a double portrait of the portrayer 

and the portrayed. “It felt like a dance, taking turns moving in and out of the light”, she 

reflects (105).  

There is a symbolic quality to the fact that both the portrayer and portrayed step 

from the dark into the light, but this moment of the double portrait also contains a 

fundamental ambiguity. It is a moment of pure empathy between the two – a point of 

connection between their different worlds, between her intellectual-artistic thinking and 

his faith – but the moment only lasts while the photo is being taken. Shortly afterwards, 

the artist-protagonist observes that Padre José “had a different tone to his laugh than what 

                                                           
219 Cf. Roland Barthes’s conflicted attitude towards the alienating effects of the photographic portrait. As 

Ernst van Alphen has put it: “One depends on portraiture for the illusion of wholeness, but at the same 

time one has to pay for that by a loss of self”. Alphen, “The Portrait’s Dispersal: Concepts of 

Representation and Subjectivity in Contemporary Portraiture,” 245. See also Roland Barthes, Camera 

Lucida: Reflections on Photography (London: Vintage, 2000). 
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I had heard before” (106), something that makes her nervous although she only fully 

realises it later that evening, when Padre José is transgressing the boundaries of their 

relationship. Thus, there is an almost Orphic quality to the realisation that empathy is the 

point of connection between portrayer and portrayed: empathy is something that arises 

and dissolves at the same instant in the moment of the portrait. 

As in the work of Sheridan and Shoshan, Kallmayer had to negotiate the danger of 

exposing the person she portrays. Paradoxically, her work revolves around the question 

of empathy, but the closer she gets to Padre José the more revealing the portrait becomes. 

Consequently, the ethical dimensions of her pursuit become uncertain. For instance, Padre 

José’s vanity is clearly exposed to us when she portrays his attempts at self-fashioning in 

front of the camera. Something like that would never have happened in a conventional 

portrait, but the artist-protagonist of Ten Days is not satisfied with the clichéd gravitas of 

the exorcist. She wants to see the real person behind the role, and even if the portrait she 

makes ends up alienating Padre José from his own image (“you cut my head off? Is that 

on purpose?”), Kallmayer presents us – the viewers of the work – with an empathetic and 

honest portrait of him as a human being.  

This is what exonerates Ten Days: the work itself reflects explicitly on the ethical 

concerns because they are part and parcel of the portrait. In the end, the fictionalised, self-

reflexive artistic process, which becomes an integral part of the work of art, conveys an 

Fig. 42. Line Kallmayer, “Us” from Ten days with an exorcist, 2013. 
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honest and empathetic portrayal that not only transcends our preconceived ideas of the 

exorcist but also shows us the limits of the portrayal itself. 

 

The potential of contemporary portraiture 

Sheridan, Shoshan and Kallmayer display an awareness of the potential of contemporary 

portraiture to negotiate the distance between groups of people as well as between the 

portrayer and the portrayed. Along with the many other international artists who spend 

time in the city, they portray tourists and immigrants, beggars and homeless people, 

prostitutes and prisoners, religious and ordinary people, and many more. Through their 

work we not only see Rome as a city swamped by tourists, but also as a city inhabited by 

people from suburban housing estates, by prisoners and even by an exorcist.  

Perhaps these artists are drawn to temporary foreign visitors as well as marginalised 

people because the artists themselves live somewhat marginalised and temporary lives as 

fellows at the foreign academies in Rome. As Jacopo Benci has pointed out, “The 

difficulty of coming to grips with Rome is also related to the uncertainty the artists who 

reside in Rome as legal immigrants perceive regarding their status – are they insiders or 

outsiders?”220 Just like some of the people they portray, these international artists are not 

really part of the local Roman culture, and perhaps it is the ambiguous situation of being 

an outsider but wanting to become an insider that fuels these instances of contemporary 

portraiture. But being an outsider does not necessarily lead to superficial artistic work. 

Instead, in Sheridan, Shoshan and Kallmayer’s work, it heightens the sensibility of the 

artist towards marginalised or otherwise invisible people who also are inhabitants of the 

city.  

What is certain is that these artistic practices are characterised by an urge to explore 

social structures and relationships. Sheridan’s Cartoline Romane examines binary social 

structures; Shoshan’s Peines Partagées zooms in on a specific group of people within a 

Roman institution; and Kallmayer’s Ten Days follows a particular individual and explores 

her own relationship to him closely. A driving force is the urge to connect with people as 

well as to connect people with each other: creating contact between the sender of the 

postcard and people outside Rome, between prisoners and their partners, between the 

                                                           
220 Benci, Responding to Rome, 12. 
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portrayer and the portrayed. As we have seen, the urge to get as close as possible to the 

portrayed people not only makes these artists go beyond the limits of traditional 

portraiture but also raises certain ethical questions which the artists have to reflect on in 

their work.  

There is a strong documentary impulse at work, which makes these artworks more 

concerned with real people than with the self-referential dynamics of the range of modern 

approaches to portraiture that challenge the authority of the portrayer and portrayed. And 

yet, Sheridan, Shoshan and Kallmayer’s work can still be said to challenge our perception 

of what a portrait is or does.  

A wide range of media and investigative art practices are employed to negotiate the 

distance between groups of people in Rome as well as between the portrayer and the 

portrayed. Textual material also plays an important role in all these projects: spontaneous 

reflections written down on postcards, testimonies in the form of monologic messages, 

and a diary-like text that occupies an uncertain space between documentary and fiction. 

Whereas a conventional painted portrait functions primarily on a visual level, the 

inclusion of text adds literary dimensions to these artworks which enable the artists to 

alter and intensify the interaction between the portrayer, the portrayed and the viewers of 

the work.  

Because international artists only stay in Rome for limited periods of time and 

perhaps do not always speak Italian fluently, some might call into question their ability 

to create portraits that transcend a stereotypical and somewhat exoticising view of the city 

and the people who inhabit it. But I hope to have demonstrated that this is far from always 

the case. From their position as outsiders, these artists show us that Rome is not simply 

an urban space dominated by its ancient, palimpsestic pasts. That might be the place 

which the guidebooks portray, but in reality Rome is a contemporary globalised city 

defined by the wide variety of people who inhabit it at any given moment in history. Rome 

is a living place where seemingly irreconcilable times and mentalities exist side by side. 

Roma è anche qualcosa di diverso. È qualcosa di più. 
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4. History: Re-envisioning Roman narratives 
 

The study of the history of Rome and Roman artefacts is usually the domain of historians, 

art historians and archaeologists. But at the foreign academies, an increasing number of 

artists also make work that re-envisions historical sources and narratives in Rome. 

Therefore, in this chapter I examine what happens when artists replace academically 

trained scholars as ‘historians of Rome’, and how these artists create new visions of 

history that are centred on the entanglement of the Roman pasts in the present. 

Much of the work created by international artists in Rome draws on historical 

research in one sense or another. To give a few examples, artists engage with historical 

narratives such as the Grand Tour, with founding myths of Rome, with the legacies of 

towering figures like Giordano Bruno and Athanasius Kircher, with repressed narratives 

such as Jewish history, and much more. In this chapter I analyse work produced in the 

period 2010–2014. I take an in-depth look at five artists who not only draw on established 

traditions, but actively engage with and intervene in the formation of historical narratives 

related to Rome. The first part of the chapter is dedicated to three artists who explore the 

afterlife of antique Roman sculpture in collections and museums. The second part is 

centred on the work of an artist duo who, through the work of Pier Paolo Pasolini, re-

envision narratives of Italian post-war history centred on a social housing project in the 

periphery of the city.  

The idea of using contemporary artworks to examine reflections on historical source 

material and narratives requires a few clarifications. The reader should be aware that this 

is only possible because of a recent sea-change in the way artists work. Whereas before 

art was dominated by media such as painting and sculpture, many artists now do research 

on historical sites and in archives. Their work incorporates testimonies, cultural amnesia, 

re-enactments, memory, nostalgia, memorials. Thus, there is a certain overlap in terms of 

methodology and subject matter with more academic research. In his much-quoted article 

“The Artist as Historian”, Mark Godfrey summarises this new role of historical research 

in contemporary art when he writes that artists create “works that invite viewers to think 

about the past; to make connections between events, characters and objects; to join 
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together in memory; and to reconsider the ways in which the past is represented in the 

wider culture”.221  

In a similar vein, Dieter Roelstraete has identified a ‘historiographic impulse’ 

among both high-profile and lesser-known artists to engage with “history, or the 

historical, in general”.222 In The Way of the Shovel: On the Archaeological Imaginary in 

Art (2013), Roelstraete argues that this recent artistic fascination with history, which has 

gathered pace since the turn of the twenty-first century, differs from the pastiche and 

parodic quotation of history in postmodernist art. Artists now “delve into archives and 

historical collections of all stripes, proverbial shovel in hand – this, in part, is where the 

magical formula of ‘artistic research’ comes into play, and the artist as anthropologist, 

archaeologist, archivist, or ethnographer puts in his or her first appearance” (23).223  

Despite finding Roelstraete’s analysis convincing, I will not apply the term 

‘historiographic’ to my own analysis – a term Roelstraete has used to emphasise a 

‘historiographic turn’ in contemporary art.224 The problem is that within the academic 

field of history, ‘historiography’ is mostly “reserved for the specialist study of the 

writings of historians (not the content of these writings), that is to say, the history of 

history”.225 Clearly, this is not applicable to most contemporary artistic work: artists are 

not concerned with a specific academic discourse related to the history of history-writing, 

but rather with historical narratives and artefacts that historians study. To avoid this 

ambiguity, I avoid the term ‘historiographic’ and talk instead of theoretical reflections on 

historical narratives in visual artworks. But this formulation also needs to be unpacked. 

Firstly, by using the term theoretical reflections I draw on Mieke Bal’s idea that 

works of art “can be construed as theoretical objects that ‘theorize’ cultural history. This 

theorizing makes them such instances of cultural philosophy that they deserve the name 

                                                           
221 Mark Godfrey, “The Artist as Historian,” October 120 (2007): 143. 
222 Dieter Roelstraete, ed., The Way of the Shovel: On the Archaeological Imaginary in Art (Chicago: The 

University of Chicago Press, 2013), 19; emphasis in original. 
223 Roelstraete’s assessment of the specificity of contemporary art practices based in historical and/or 

archival research (as opposed to postmodern uses of history) is supported by Claire Bishop: “This 

approach arose in part as a response to critiques of postmodern presentism, and in part as a way to explore 

alternative (often utopian) models of knowledge and existence. Such artistic research has been facilitated 

by the rise of digital technology, while, at the same time, the aura of the archive serves as a compelling 

counterpoint to our daily interface with the screen”. Claire Bishop, “History Depletes Itself,” Artforum, 

no. 54 (September 2015): 328. 
224 Dieter Roelstraete, “After the Historiographic Turn: Current Findings,” E-Flux (blog), accessed April 

7, 2016, http://www.e-flux.com/journal/after-the-historiographic-turn-current-findings/. 
225 Arthur Marwick, The New Nature of History: Knowledge, Evidence, Language (Basingstoke: 

Palgrave, 2001), 29. 
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theoretical objects.”226 What is central here is that artworks are not the object of an 

external reflection of history: instead, reflections on historical narratives originate from 

the artworks themselves in a dynamic, performative, present-based act of interpretation. 

On this view, I contend that Rome-related artworks have the ability to think and visually 

articulate theoretically relevant reflections concerned with the formation of historical 

narratives.  

Secondly, the term historical narratives points to the fact that I am inspired by a 

kind of historical enquiry that focuses on how history is represented and what constitutes 

these narratives. In his seminal book Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in 

Nineteenth-Century Europe (1973), Hayden White initiated a shift away from the alleged 

neutrality of the historian, who in the spirit of positivism pursued objective facts that lead 

to a reconstruction of the past. On this view, narrative is not directly connected with an 

objective reality, but is deeply affected by the interpreting historians and the rhetorical 

discourse they inevitably espouse.227 It is in this spirit that I examine how contemporary 

artists seek to re-envision historical narratives in Rome, and how their work can form 

(new) narratives that tells us alternative stories of the past.  

Thirdly, the term visual art emphasises the visual character of the aesthetic material, 

which is essential to the way in which artworks re-envision historical sources and 

narratives. As I explained in the introduction, this study is situated within the framework 

of a visual turn in the humanities, which shifts the emphasis from textual sources of 

history to an interdisciplinary interest in the specificity of visual sources. In this context, 

visual art that responds to historical narratives with images and artefacts becomes an 

alternative to the work of academic scholars, who primarily deal with historical sources 

in written discourse.  

                                                           
226 Mieke Bal, Quoting Caravaggio: Contemporary Art, Preposterous History (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1999), 5; emphasis in original. 
227 Chris Lorenz argues that “Although White claimed – just as Danto had – that narrative is an 

autonomous mode of explaining phenomena, he did not defend this claim vis-à-vis positivism, nor did he 

develop any kind of formal ‘proof ’ (or deduction) for it. [...] While in the phase dominated by analytical 

philosophy the idea of ‘objectivity’ and ‘getting closer to the truth’ had been the leading epistemological 

virtues, in the phase of narrative philosophy these virtues receded into the background (or were 

completely given up). […] in history we are facing ‘the fictions of factual representation’. Historians do 

not choose a narrative ordering of the facts that they report on epistemological grounds, according to 

White, but rather on aesthetic and political grounds.” Lorenz, “History and Theory,” 24–25. See also Bal, 

“Deliver Us from A-Historicism: Metahistory for Non-Historians,” 85–86. Hayden White, Metahistory: 

The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

1973). 
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Thus, throughout the chapter I examine this shift towards a visual reconfiguration 

of narratives and artefacts – a shift that has the potential to reshape the way we think about 

the ancient and modern history of Rome. What happens when international artists at the 

foreign academies take on the role of ‘historians of Rome’ who re-envision historical 

source material and narratives? Do they succeed in creating a dialogue between past and 

present in a way that creates space for critical reflection? Or is the artistic engagement 

with the past a merely ornamental gesture that results in making Roman history a generic 

and exotic ‘other’?  

 

Material matters 

The work of Australian artist Andrew Hazewinkel (the British School, 2006) provides 

a first example of how contemporary visual art can be thoroughly caught up with historic 

source material. Hazewinkel’s hybridised art practice oscillates between object-based 

sculpture and photography including archival research practices and photographic 

fieldwork. He draws on insights from the fields of cognitive archaeology, social 

anthropology and memory studies, and his work embodies theoretical reflections on 

historical narratives that, grounded in the particular materiality of the source material, 

make visible how these narratives collide and mingle.  

Hazewinkel’s Rome-related work began in 2006 during a three-month residency 

at the British School where he discovered the John Marshall Collection in the photo-

collection of the institution. This collection contains a large number of gelatin dry plate 

photographic negatives which were produced in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries and which document antique sculpture. These early photographic negatives 

were to become the basis for much of his subsequent work including his 2010 solo 

exhibition Fugitive Mirror: Working with the Marshall Collection, several subsequent 

exhibitions in Australia and a practice-based PhD thesis (2015).228 In what follows, I 

examine theoretical reflections on historical narratives in Hazewinkel’s work, 

specifically its emphasis on materiality and the temporal implications of the 

photographic source material that is excavated and reconfigured.  

                                                           
228 Andrew Hazewinkel, “Stone Authority Violence: Relating Body, Materials, Remembering” (Sydney 

College of the Arts; University of Sydney, 2015). 
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The Marshall Collection contains more than 2,500 photographs and approximately 

800 gelatin dry plate negatives. This photographic material documents Greek, Roman 

and Etruscan statues, some of which are now considered masterpieces whereas others 

have turned out to be forgeries.229 The photographic images were commissioned and 

collected by art dealer John Marshall (1862–1928) and used in the trade of antiquities. 

Marshall represented museums in the US, notably the newly formed Metropolitan 

Museum of Art and the Boston Museum of Art that held the premier collection of Greek 

and Roman material in the Americas at the time.230 His legacy has been interpreted by 

art historians and archaeologists, who have emphasised that the prints component of 

this collection gives us an insight into the history of acquiring antiquities in Rome around 

the turn of the twentieth century.  

Hazewinkel’s work with the collection, however, took a different point of 

departure than the academic approach. Immediately, he was more fascinated by the glass 

plate negatives than the photographs printed on paper. This is unusual. As he notes, 

“Photographic negatives tend to occupy a curious position of disinterest for many 

traditional art historians, photographic negatives are processual artefacts rather than 

‘works’ in their own right”.231 The glass plates do not seem to appeal to conventional 

scholars in the same way as the prints, perhaps because the glass plates still seem 

‘undeveloped’. This unfinished character – or rather: a character still in formation – 

becomes a hindrance if what you want to know is what each photograph is of. But 

Hazewinkel is as fascinated by the glass plate negatives as objects as by the images 

they display.  

If we take seriously the object-character of the glass plate negatives, it becomes 

possible to see them as occupying a special place between photography and sculpture. 

They are photographic negatives that show examples of ancient sculpture, but when 

seen as small panes of glass coated with gelatin and light sensitive silver salts they are 

also objects with a very specific materiality. During the early stages of Hazewinkel’s 

research, his work was centred on the relationship between the glass plate negatives and 

                                                           
229 Alistair Crauford, “John Marshall: Dealer in Antiquities and Collector of Photographs,” History of 

Photography 27, no. 2 (June 1, 2003): 100. 
230 For an introduction to the work of early photographers in the Mediterranean, see Claire L. Lyons, ed., 

Antiquity & Photography: Early Views of Ancient Mediterranean Sites (Los Angeles: The J. Paul Getty 

Museum, 2005).  
231 Hazewinkel, “Stone Authority Violence,” 183. 
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the images on them.232 In his PhD thesis, he explains how he encountered a series of six 

glass plate negatives which represent, from different camera angles, a badly damaged 

statue of Hercules [fig. 43]. Studying these glass objects, which at 39.5 x 29.7 x 0.3 cm 

are each considerably larger than a sheet of A4 paper, he noticed a break in one of the 

glass plates.  

For conventional art historians and archaeologists, the break would be a mere 

inconvenience, but for Hazewinkel it becomes important as it “provides a clue to the 

original materiality and the history of these photographic artefacts” (98). The point is 

                                                           
232 Later, in his PhD thesis, Hazewinkel described this relationship as ‘material semiosis’ – a term he 

borrows from cognitive archaeologist Lambros Malafouris, who writes that “the material sign does not 

primarily embody a communicative or representational logic but an enactive one. For material semiosis 

meaning is not a product of representation; it is a product of a process of conceptual integration between 

material and conceptual domains”. Lambros Malafouris, How Things Shape the Mind: A Theory of 

Material Engagement (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2013), 18. 

Fig. 43. Young Hercules seated on a rock (1st or 2nd century A.D). Six late nineteenth century photographic glass 

plate negatives, each measuring 39.5 x 29.7 x .3 cm. Photographic source material Marshall Collection courtesy 

British School at Rome. 
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that there is a resemblance in the experience of a damaged marble statue, which has 

remained buried for a long time and has been broken up through history, and the 

experience of the silicon and the other elements that go into making the glass plate that 

holds the image, which has also remained buried in a photographic archive for a long 

time.  

The break in the glass becomes an important visual element in Hazewinkel’s work 

as it exposes an exchange that is both abstract and concrete: there are mythological 

implications in that we are presented with the strength of Hercules and simultaneously 

the fragility of the media supporting him; and there are material implications relating to 

the physicality of the broken glass as well as the broken object which is represented on 

the glass. 

 

It is the mirroring of the damage caused by the passage of time (to both the 

sculpted figure and the glass plate) that enables us to sense an unexpected 

fragility in the representation of a figure that is mythologically famed for 

strength. What I am suggesting here is that there is a correspondence between 

the materiality of the subject and the object, between what has happened over 

time to the materiality of the represented sculpture and what has happened 

over time to the materiality that supports the image of it. (99) 

 

We see here how a careful consideration of the materiality and the sensorial aspects of 

the archival source material forms the basis for Hazewinkel’s thinking.  

Whereas academic scholars would extract a history of archaeological practices and 

socio-economic mechanisms around the turn of the twentieth century from these 

sources, Hazewinkel exploits their materiality to reveal what he calls the “commingling 

of time” – a term he borrows from Michel Serres (179–80).233 Emphasising the break in 

the glass, new connections can be formed between two very different sets of materials 

and across eighteen hundred years. These temporalities are connected less to the images 

on the glass plates than to what is “somehow in them; in the very stuff of their objectness 

which, for me, is somehow coterminous with the materiality of the ancient objects that 

they represent”, as Hazewinkel writes. He elaborates on this point when he states that  

 

                                                           
233 See also Michel Serres, The Five Senses: A Philosophy of Mingled Bodies (London; New York: 

Continuum, 2009). 
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In each of these small two or three millimetre thick transparent panes of 

varying dimensions, the making of Antiquity commingles with the material 

and social processes of the early industrial and modern periods; my 

engagement with them has made them ‘active’ in the contemporary realm by 

altering their temporal suspension of the past century during which they 

‘hovered’, largely forgotten, in the buried limbo of a photo-archive. These 

shimmering glass plates and the fugitive images captured upon them, ignited 

in me a quest motivated by questions about how materials are involved in the 

commingling of time, and how the physical, tangible properties of materials, 

in concert with their cultural qualities are involved in the deeply human act 

of remembering. It is with, and through, these gelatin dry plate photographic 

negatives that I first began to see a way to draw together the two main areas 

of my art making practice – sculpture and photography – in a focused inquiry 

into the relationships between materials and remembering (179–80; emphasis 

in original)  

 

This sensorial focus on materiality and commingling temporalities is carried over from 

his archival research into his artistic work, which visually reconfigures the glass plate 

Fig. 44. Andrew Hazewinkel, Material Collision (staring together at the stars). Parts 1, 2, 3, 2013. Three screen-

prints on carborundum sandpaper (from digitised nineteenth century glass plate negatives). Individual dimensions 

146 x 113 cm. Overall dimensions 146 x 351 cm. Photographic source material Marshall Collection courtesy British 

School at Rome. 
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negatives in ways that emphasise both theoretical reflections on historical narratives and 

poetic potentials. 

In large-format screen printed work like Material Collision (staring together at 

the stars) Parts 1, 2, 3 (2013), Hazewinkel uses carborundum sandpaper to emphasise 

corresponding materialities, since the carborundum paper contains silicon carbide 

particles and thus is related to the silica of the glass plates [fig. 44].234 Material Collision 

zooms in on the back of the head of three statues that seem to gaze into a darkness that 

sparkles as a result of the silicon particles on the surface of the paper. The images of these 

three statues, which stem from photographic negatives, have been cropped so that only 

the heads and back of the necks remain visible. Hazewinkel has also enlarged them, which 

gives the work a monumentalising effect.  

This artistic reconfiguration of the original source material emphasises how 

different temporal layers come together in the work. Firstly, we see that these images 

derive from antique fragments that are thousands of years old. Secondly, we recognise 

that ancient sculpture is mediated through nineteenth century glass plate negatives by 

virtue of the corresponding materiality of carborundum sandpaper and glass, and because 

Hazewinkel has maintained the aesthetic qualities of the undeveloped glass plate 

negatives. Thirdly, we acknowledge that these representations of ancient statues mimic 

our own bodies which are situated in the present, and, in a sense, we are confronted with 

images of ourselves that have been transported and transformed through time and space.235  

Thus, antiquity, the late nineteenth century and the present commingle in 

Hazewinkel’s visual work, establishing connections across time via the materiality of the 

contemporary work, the glass plate negatives and the original statues. The act of 

excavating and artistically re-envisioning source material is a reactivation, which, based 

in the materiality of visual sources, establishes alternative historical links across time. 

These theoretical reflections on historical narratives in Hazewinkel’s work are grounded 

firmly in the sensorial experience of the source material in the present. In contrast, art 

historians and archaeologists seek actively to keep the same source material separate 

from the time we live in by historicising it in the context of the late nineteenth century.  

                                                           
234 See Jane Devery, “The [Re] Order of Things. The Art of Andrew Hazewinkel,” accessed December 

21, 2017, www.andrewhazewinkel.com/documents/index/28. See also Hazewinkel, “Stone Authority 

Violence,” 225.  
235 Hazewinkel expresses a similar thought when he writes that, “To use Benjamin’s expression, by 

‘resting’ with these images we somehow become active agents that are caught up in a multi-layered 

commingling of time, whereby the ongoing continuum of collective human immortality is mirrored in the 

material semiosis at work in this artwork”. Hazewinkel, “Stone Authority Violence,” 225–26. 
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Fig. 45. Andrew Hazewinkel, Head Replacement Therapy (Plundered # 5), 2012. Screen-printed image 

(from digitised negative) on sandblasted low lead glass, agate, electroluminescent light panel 

79 x 48.5 cm. Photographic source material Marshall Collection courtesy British School at Rome.  
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The consequences of the theoretical reflections on historical narratives in 

Hazewinkel’s work become even clearer in his 2012 body of work entitled Head 

Replacement Therapy (Plundered) #1–6.  This work is based on several glass plate 

negatives displaying headless Greek and Roman statues. In Head Replacement Therapy 

(Plundered) #5 Hazewinkel uses the image of the damaged Hercules sculpture on the 

broken glass plate that I have discussed above [fig. 45]. The original ancient stone statue, 

which had been captured on a glass plate negative, has been digitised, edited and screen 

printed by hand onto a new sandblasted glass plate, which is illuminated by an electro-

luminescent panel. Through visual reinterpretation and display in this new medium with 

a piece of sliced stone (agate) placed where the head of the original figure would have 

been, the original glass plate negative has been turned into a wall-mounted sculpture. 

Through this process of material transformation, the original sculpture has been returned 

to being a sculpture again, but at the same time this new Hercules sculpture still carries 

the marks that reveals its history, both in terms of the damaged body of the statue and 

the broken glass of the photographic negative. 

The fact that Hazewinkel uses the word ‘plundered’ in the title suggests his 

awareness of the sometimes-shady practices of nineteenth century antiquities trading, 

which often saw statues being deliberately disfigured because fragments could be sold 

more readily. These statues and ancient fragments were acquired by many western 

museums when these institutions were still in formation. But the word plundered not 

only tells us something about the history of these objects; it also refers to the 

contemporary artistic process that has brought these artefacts to our attention. As 

Hazewinkel puts it: “‘plundered’ refers simultaneously to the darker side of the 

nineteenth century archaeological practices that proliferated at the time of the 

Collection’s creation, and to the way that I have creatively engaged with the Collection” 

(198).  

The reimagined Hercules sculpture commingles times in a number of different 

ways, bringing together images from the ancient world and practices of illicit trading 

around the turn of the twentieth century into a contemporary artistic process, one which 

plunders the image from the archive and visually reconfigures its materiality. Using 

sliced agates as heads, Hazewinkel adds yet another temporal layer: 
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The absent, ‘original’, carved stone heads are replaced with an uncarved stone 

head. Agate is sometimes called an ‘image bearing’ stone, and my selection 

of sliced agates was motivated by the face-like features that I identified as 

occurring ‘naturally’ within the stone. By combining the uncarved stone with 

the carved stone I effectively conflate geological and human temporal indices. 

(199) 

 

The ‘Head Replacement Therapy’ referred to in the somewhat sardonic title both suggests 

a healing process and an act of violence: agate has replaced the original marble, adding 

a sense of geological time to the statue, which nevertheless has been the victim of a 

violent act.  

As Jane Devery has noted, “There is something severe and almost surgical about 

seeing dismembered forms of classical sculptures lit up like medical X-rays, and the 

subtitle ‘plundered’ accompanying these works certainly suggests a violation”.236 

Violence is indeed central to Hazewinkel’s work. One of the consequences of 

historicising the glass plate negatives in their original context alone – as conventional 

art historians and archaeologists would do – is that you relegate the violation against 

ancient sculpture to the past. However, bringing different temporal layers together, 

Hazewinkel’s work suggests that there is a violence that courses through all periods of 

history – that is, the periods in which the Hercules statue was made, in which the glass 

plate negatives captured the statue, and in which the contemporary artistic interpretation 

of this material takes place.237  

 

Machines, gods and ghosts 

Whereas theoretical reflections on historical narratives in Hazewinkel’s visual artworks 

reconfigure and bring our time into direct contact with dimensions of our history, which 

we perhaps would rather leave in the past, Patricia Cronin’s (the American Academy, 

2006) exhibition Le Macchine, gli Dei e i Fantasmi offers a much more ambivalent 

                                                           
236 Devery, “The [Re] Order of Things.” 
237 One could also argue that Hazewinkel engages in the idea of spoliation, which implies a forcible 

removal from an original context and integration into a new one. I deal with the phenomenon of 

spoliation in chapter five, but in the context of Hazewinkel’s work we should note that it shows and 

maintains the violence, whereas in other work, “[T]he violence encoded by spolia tends to be elided in the 

metaphorical extension of the term to all recontexualized objects and works of art.” Richard Brilliant and 

Dale Kinney, eds., Reuse Value: Spolia and Appropriation in Art and Architecture from Constantine to 

Sherrie Levine (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011), 5. 
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attitude to re-envisioning historical narratives and source material. Her exhibition, to 

which I will turn my attention now, was shown at the turbine halls of Centrale 

Montemartini Museo in 2013.  

Since 1997, this Roman museum has displayed antique statues, busts and fragments 

from the collection of Musei Capitolini among gargantuan diesel engines that generated 

power for the city in the first decades of the twentieth century. In this complex setting, 

which combines remnants from ancient and industrial Rome, Cronin displayed six large 

sheets of silk (c. 3 x 1.5m), which had been dyed with black and dark blue colours, 

creating a watercolour effect that make white ghost-like figures rise from the undulating 

surfaces [figs. 46–47]. These silk sheets were hung, like banners, from the platform 

railings of the machines. Thus, the title aptly summarises the different elements of the 

exhibition: machines, gods and ghosts. 

It is the status of the silk sheet ghosts in Cronin’s exhibition that I am going to 

examine here. I contend that if we regard the ghosts as interventions in a complex 

historical setting – that is, being situated between statues of ancient gods and modern 

power generators – it becomes possible to ask how the work reflects on historical 

narratives between Roman antiquity and modernity. Does this ghostly intervention 

provide space for critical reflection or is it an ornamental gesture that fails to engage with 

historical narratives of this Roman locale?  

Despite the specific title that names the main components of the exhibition, 

Cronin’s ghosts do not offer any immediate interpretations to the viewer who visits 

Fig. 46. Patricia Cronin, Le Macchine, gli Dei e i Fantasmi, 2013. Exhibition view. 
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Centrale Montemartini. Hanging from the machines behind the statues, the sheets are 

either a backcloth or translucent barriers between them and the machines. Whilst retaining 

and combining the white colour of the statues and the black-bluish colour of the machines, 

Cronin’s work transforms the materiality (stone/metal) into silk. The work is both related 

to the surroundings (via colour) and qualitatively different from them (via materiality). 

And if we regard the silk sheets as interventions in this historical locale and consider the 

Fig. 47. Patricia Cronin, Le Macchine, gli Dei e i Fantasmi, 2013. Exhibition view. 
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fact that they are characterised by an integration of colour and a transformation of 

materiality, Cronin’s ghosts are poised as visual mediators between historical epochs of 

Roman antiquity and urban modernity that are represented so emblematically by pagan 

gods and machines.  

Five of the six sheets are simply entitled ‘Ghost’ and given a number (for instance, 

Ghost #6). The remaining silk sheet is entitled Queen of Naples Ghost, but what the ghost 

of a historic figure, who could be Maria Carolina (1752–1814) or Joan II (1371–1435), 

has to do with antique statues and machines is difficult to grasp when you stand in the 

turbine hall. In fact, it is only when we consult the exhibition catalogue that we learn that 

the Queen of Naples refers to a now lost statue by American neoclassical sculptor Harriet 

Hosmer (1830–1908) in whose work Cronin has previously shown a keen interest, 

creating a catalogue raisonné in which she reproduced Hosmer’s known statues and 

rendered her lost works (including Queen of Naples) as blurred shadows.238  

The inclusion of a reference to Hosmer’s work makes the juxtaposed historical 

narratives at Centrale Montemartini Museo even more complex. We now have to 

understand how the ghosts mediate between antiquity, a neoclassical American sculptor 

and the modernity of urban Rome. In order to make sense of this, art director of the 

American Academy Peter Benson Miller and art critic Ludovico Pratesi use the catalogue 

accompanying Le Macchine, gli Dei e i Fantasmi to create a strong textual frame that 

encourages us to use both Cronin’s biography and her previous body of work as 

interpretive keys for understanding what her ghosts are alluding to.  

“Evoking the nineteenth century fascination with death, mourning and the 

supernatural, Cronin explores the afterlife of classical sculpture, harnessing it to a 

profound meditation upon matrimony, memory and a reconsideration of contemporary 

gender and sexuality”, writes Benson Miller (27). He reaches this conclusion by weaving 

a rich, and in places far-fetched tapestry which includes references to Cronin’s sexuality, 

to a marble sculpture entitled Memorial to a Marriage (2002) in which Cronin depicted 

herself and her partner Deborah Kass embracing, and to a general Romantic fascination 

with ghosts that characterised a number of American artists and writers who spent time 

                                                           
238 Patricia Cronin, Harriet Hosmer: Lost and Found (Milano; New York: Charta, 2009); Peter Benson 

Miller and Ludovico Pratesi, eds., Patricia Cronin: Le Macchine, gli Dei e i Fantasmi (Milano: Silvana 

Editoriale, 2013), 35. 
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in Rome in the nineteenth century, including Henry James, Nathaniel Hawthorne and 

Hosmer:  

 

Invoking these ghosts, Cronin’s monumental apparitions conjure up what 

novelist Elizabeth Bower, in A Time in Rome, called Roma Sparita 

(“Vanished Rome”), by which she intended not just the physical traces of 

antiquity, but “an atmosphere, partly psychic, partly social”, the relatively 

recent collective memory, evanescent yearnings, friendships and rivalries, for 

example, of that network of expatriate American artists and writers. (25) 

 

The ineffable openness of Cronin’s work seems to enable Benson Miller to connect it to 

numerous contexts ranging from the artist’s biography to the Romantic yearnings of 

expatriate Americans. He concludes that “Cronin’s ghosts evoke not only these lost souls, 

but also the challenges implicit in the reclamation and rereading of the past” (27). What 

Benson Miller claims here is that Cronin’s ghosts are concerned with the recuperation of 

the past, but it remains unclear how these theoretical reflections on historical narratives 

materialise in the work. 

Benson Miller’s interpretation, which has been reproduced in practically all the 

media coverage, suffers in equal measure from a lack of specificity and restraint.239 He 

sees a large number of ephemeral connotations in Cronin’s work, but fails to anchor them 

in the particular historical setting in which these works intervene. If we accept the claim 

that Cronin’s ghosts are about the challenges involved in recovering the past, we should 

immediately ask what past(s) the work attempts to recover. Antiquity? Expatriate 

Americans in the nineteenth century? Roman modernity?  

I contend that the ghosts – at least, as they are construed in the exhibition catalogue 

– interact in a highly superficial manner with these Roman narratives, and that Benson 

Miller and Pratesi’s attempts to interpret the work only make it worse as their grand 

statements are rarely followed up by substantial analysis. Pratesi unwittingly confirms 

this point when he declares that Cronin’s works create “a new dialogue between time, 

memory, and desire […] Their placement throughout the museum will generate a 

                                                           
239 The media coverage includes: “Patricia Cronin Confronts the Present with the Past”, National Trust for 

Historic Preservation, February 17, 2014; “I fantasmi di Patricia Cronin alla Centrale Montemartini”, Il 

Messaggero, November 11, 2013; “Patricia Cronin: presenze e assenze”, Artribune, November 9, 2013; 

“Dedicato a te, Harriet Hosmer”, Corriere Della Sera, October 11, 2013; “Omaggio alla Hosmer di 

Patricia Cronin”, Corriere Della Sera, October 7, 2013. For a critique of such textual layers in exhibitions 

of contemporary art, see Bishop, “History Depletes Itself,” 325. 
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powerful dialogue between past and present, between archaeology, industry, and, of 

course, contemporary art” (25). In my mind, these meaningless platitudes provided by the 

catalogue only result in emphasising the lack of substance in the work.  

Still, I find Cronin’s work beautiful, and perhaps her ghostly intervention does 

provide space for critical reflection on historical narratives. Maybe we just need to read 

the work in a different way that does not build on the artist’s biography and previous work 

or abstract notions of a “dialogue between time, memory, and desire” – information which 

is not readily available when you walk around the exhibition.  

Let us start by thinking about what ghosts mean. Avery Gordon has argued that the 

presence of ghosts signifies that repressed or hidden (subjective, social, institutional) 

aspects of history interfere directly or indirectly with the present. She uses the term 

‘haunting’ to signify “those singular yet repetitive instances when home becomes 

unfamiliar, when your bearings on the world lose direction, when the over-and-done-with 

comes alive, when what’s been in your blind spot comes into view. Haunting raises 

specters, and it alters the experience of being in time, the way we separate the past, the 

present, and the future.”240 If Cronin’s ghosts are haunting the turbine halls of Centrale 

Montemartini Museo, I contend that they reflect theoretically on a fundamentally 

unresolved and in many ways impossible urge to negotiate the relationship between 

antiquity and modernity.  

The exhibition title Le Macchine, gli Dei e i Fantasmi brings to mind the Latin term 

deus ex machina – a term that in Greek and Roman dramas meant ‘god from the machine’, 

signifying the sudden introduction of a god that would resolve the narrative.241 In Cronin’s 

work, however, no narratives seem to be resolved: the six silk sheet ghosts are positioned 

between petrified pagan gods and industrial remnants in a way that makes it seem as if 

they somehow mediate between these emblems of antiquity and modernity, but in reality 

the mediation remains ephemeral.  

The ambiguous status of the ghosts can be traced back to the materiality of the dyed 

silk sheets, which are both well-integrated into the surroundings and qualitatively 

different from them. In much work by international artists in Rome, cloth, veils or shrouds 

                                                           
240 Avery Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination (Minneapolis: University 

of Minnesota Press, 2008), xvi. 
241 “Deus Ex Machina,” Britannica Academic, accessed October 7, 2016, 

http://academic.eb.com.ezproxy.eui.eu/levels/collegiate/article/30116. 
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are used as references to drapery in art and architecture in Roman baroque, but since the 

sense of volume as well as the concept of the fold is wholly absent from Cronin’s ghosts, 

a second cloth-related connotation relating to “Veronica’s Veil” might be more 

relevant.242  

According to the legend, Saint Veronica wiped the face of Christ with her veil, and, 

miraculously, the veil continued to carry a likeness of the face of Christ. Later, the veil 

became a holy relic which pilgrims went to see in St. Peter’s Basilica where it is kept 

today, and in Renaissance and Baroque art the veil is a fantastically popular subject.243 In 

connection with Le Macchine, gli Dei e i Fantasmi, I contend that the ghosts of Cronin’s 

work might be connected with the ghostly image of Christ displayed on Veronica’s Veil 

– a connection that ultimately points to the impossibility of bridging the gap between 

historical narratives represented in Centrale Montemartini Museo through visual artistic 

representation. 

To unpack this complex idea, it is necessary to understand the centuries-old tension 

embodied by artistic representations of Veronica’s Veil. Hans Belting has claimed that 

before the thoroughly secular idea of art as a commodity had taken root in the 

Renaissance, icons like Veronica’s Veil would be perceived by religious beholders as 

embodying the presence of the divine. That is, not as representation but as pure presence. 

Within the ritual of the Catholic Church, the icon did not refer to something outside the 

icon, such as an abstract idea of God, which it represented or symbolised; instead there 

was a one-to-one relationship between God and the icon – they are the same. A new 

situation arose when religious images began to be construed in a secular sphere as ‘art’: 

“The new presence of the work succeeds the former presence of the sacred in the work”, 

as Belting puts it.244 Lacking a one-to-one connection with the divine, the secularised 

image signifies that there is a gap between the icon and the divine. It becomes an image 

that represents a presence of absence where only faint traces of the divine linger on.  

Seeing Cronin’s dyed silk sheets as secularised Veronica’s Veils, the ghosts come 

to signify a presence of absence as they hover in a void between representations of pagan 

                                                           
242 See for instance British artist Liz Rideal’s use of cloth in works like Dancing with Borromini (2008). 
243 Cf. Irene Earls, Renaissance Art: A Topical Dictionary (New York; London: Greenwood Press, 1987), 

297; Didi-Huberman, Confronting Images, 190–91. 
244 Hans Belting, Likeness and Presence: A History of the Image before the Era of Art (Chicago; London: 

University of Chicago Press, 1994), 459. I have also discussed this idea in Thormod, “Memory in Ruins: 

Heemskerck’s Self-Portrait with the Colosseum,” 66–67. 
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gods and the machinery of modernity. They occupy an indeterminate space characterised 

by a highly ambivalent attitude towards the past. One could either see indeterminacy as a 

theoretical reflection on a fundamental representational tension in visual art, or one could 

see the indeterminacy of the work as a weakness because it does very little to negotiate, 

interpret or challenge the museum setting, including the predetermined conception of 

antique sculpture or industrialised modernity of which the work becomes part. As 

secularised Veronica’s Veils, Cronin’s ghosts point to absence rather than presence. 

Having lost their power to conjure up real historical connections, they seem stuck in a 

passive and ambiguous invocation of the past as an abstract other.  

 

Touching at a distance 

Both Cronin and Hazewinkel create objects that seek to interact with ancient statues and 

the narratives surrounding them through connections to the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. But whereas the theoretical reflections on historical narratives in 

Cronin’s work do not seem to materialise substantial connections between antiquity and 

industrialism at the Centrale Montemartini Museo, Hazewinkel anchors his work in the 

materiality of the source material and exploits these connections to create alternative 

narratives that bring the past into dialogue with our time in unexpected ways.  

The video work Marte e Venere – A Hand Held Monument (2013) by German artist 

Johann Arens (the British School, 2014) provides a third example of a contemporary 

visual artwork which is centred on ancient Roman sculpture and seeks to bring surprising 

historical narratives to the fore. This work is a 10-minute, non-linear, essayistic art video, 

which experiments with collages of different images that often are superimposed upon 

one another. Weaving together different layers of meaning, the work examines the story 

of an ancient Roman statue of Mars and Venus, which adorned the official residence in 

Palazzo Chigi of the then prime minister Silvio Berlusconi, but it also opens up into a 

more general sociological investigation of the notion of touch and touch screen interfaces, 

which mediate people’s interaction with art today.  

As we shall see, the theoretical reflections on historical narratives in Arens’s work 

offer a counterpoint to Cronin and Hazewinkel, not only because it moves away from an 

object-based response to ancient sculpture, but also because Arens engages in a wider 
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sociological and museological investigation of our present-day relationship with 

remnants of antiquity. It is this shift towards the most recent narratives surrounding 

ancient artefacts in Roman museums that I examine in the following analysis.  

In 2009, an antique group sculpture representing Mars and Venus became the centre 

of a political scandal in Rome.245 Through the decision to restore the sculpture which dates 

from AD 175, the then prime minister Berlusconi spent 70,000 euro of public funds in 

order to add a magnetic prosthetic penis as well as new fingers and hands. The decision 

caused public outrage because Berlusconi was spending a vast sum of money to disfigure 

the 1,800-year-old statue.246 The scandal showed how Berlusconi had used his political 

power to ‘retouch’ the sculpture, which he had to look at every day – perhaps because the 

missing male member could be associated with political castration.  

After Berlusconi had to step down as prime minister, the statue was de-restored and 

moved to Museo Diocleziano. All this highlights the idiosyncrasies of Berlusconi as well 

as a general aversion to aggressive restorations, thus adding surprising layers of meaning 

to the afterlife of ancient sculpture in Rome. Marte e Venere does not simply recount this 

                                                           
245 Laura Larcan, “Marte e Venere sono tornati al museo. Berlusconi ordinò il ritocco delle statue,” la 

Repubblica, accessed January 24, 2018, 

http://roma.repubblica.it/cronaca/2012/05/27/news/marte_e_venere_sono_tornati_al_museo_berlusconi_o

rdin_il_ritocco_delle_statue-35989688/. 
246 “Le statue truccate di Palazzo Chigi mani e pene posticci a Venere e Marte,” la Repubblica, accessed 

May 20, 2015, http://www.repubblica.it/cronaca/2010/11/18/news/statue_palazzo_chigi-9230481/. 

Fig. 48. Johann Arens, Marte e venere – A Hand Held Monument, 2014. Video still. 
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extraordinary chain of events; Arens also pursues the fate of the removed prosthetic limbs, 

which now linger in a store room detached from the statue. There is a melancholic, poetic 

quality to these abandoned, defunct limbs. Metonymically, they refer to the scandal, and 

in the video they are juxtaposed visually with images of Berlusconi’s hands, caught in 

mid-air gesticulation during televised speeches [fig. 48].  

On the one hand, this visual connection between the statue, the limbs and 

Berlusconi points not only to Berlusconi’s inappropriate retouching of the sculpture, but 

also to the fact that there is a prosthetic quality to Berlusconi himself – a man who brags 

about his virility and whose own body has been restored through plastic surgery.247 On 

the other hand, Arens connects the prosthetic limbs and the hands of the prime minister 

to a wider examination of notions of tactility, specifically the ban against touching statues 

in Roman museums.  

Marte e Venere begins in a museum hall where a man sits on a wooden bench, 

completely absorbed in drawing a bronze statue from the back, at which he glances from 

time to time. The scene is peaceful; the museum quiet. Then a woman enters the frame, 

approaching the statue from the front. Her movements are quick; her gaze is fixed. She 

                                                           
247 Michael Day, Being Berlusconi: The Rise and Fall from Cosa Nostra to Bunga Bunga (New York: St. 

Martin’s Press, 2015), 90, 104. 

Fig. 49. Johann Arens, Marte e venere – A Hand Held Monument, 2014. Video still. 
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places a small puppet made of what looks like red felt on the statue, steps back and takes 

a photo with her phone camera, retrieves the puppet and leaves the scene [fig. 49].  

Just before the woman commits her ‘crime’, the video cuts away to another scene 

where a pair of hands slowly lifts the black rectangular screen of a camera phone up in 

front of a bronze statue. Then the video cuts back to the woman. This intersection of 

different images and scenes, which later in the video are also superimposed upon one 

another, is typical for Arens’s video in that its scope is at once sociological and symbolic. 

A quirky incident from the museum hall is juxtaposed with a symbolic image of the hands 

and the touch screen, which hints at a desire to photograph and to touch those artefacts 

that are on display in museums.  

Like the woman with the felt puppet, many people have a strong desire to touch 

ancient statues and artefacts, to feel the stone or metal that seems so alive. Arens’s work 

contains several scenes where members of the public interact with ancient artefacts 

through touch. A man walks around the Mars and Venus sculpture, looking as if he is 

going to touch the marble; then he steps back, looks around as if nervous that someone is 

watching him, and takes a photo. In another scene, we see a man touching his own hair 

almost manically whilst looking at a sculpture. These museum scenes are interrupted by 

and sometimes merge with the rectangular shape of a smartphone, superimposed upon 

the real-life footage as a symbolic field within which a tactile desire to transgress the ban 

Fig. 50. Johann Arens, Marte e venere – A Hand Held Monument, 2014. Video still. 
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against touching is permitted to unfold. We also see several close-ups of statues in front 

of which a pair of hands are grasping and caressing a touch screen, which means that 

Arens’s work connects the story of Berlusconi’s inappropriate, politicised touch with the 

urge of the museum-goer to ignore one of the essential conventions of the museum [fig. 

50]. At one point, the camera zooms in on a sign reading: Please do not touch the artwork.  

Arens’s work adds new layers to the afterlife of ancient sculpture in Rome by 

examining how sculpture today can become politicised, and how, in the age of camera 

phones and tablets, these artefacts have become subject to a new perceptual regime. The 

work suggests that the desire to touch has been displaced so that we now caress the screens 

in our hands instead of the statues. Thus, the video explores a paradox in the afterlife of 

ancient sculpture: even though ancient sculpture like the Mars and Venus statue depicts 

sensuality and is centred on the idea of touch, we as museum-goers have become utterly 

detached from this sensuality because the museum as an institution values vision above 

touch. But in an increasingly mediated world the proliferation of touch screens has 

enabled us to sidestep this ban against tactilism, which has caused us to interact with the 

statues by touching our screens.248 In Marte e Venere, the superimposed images of hands 

caressing touch screens call to mind what Paul Virilio has described as “touching at a 

distance”: 

 

Cyberspace is a new form of perspective. It is not simply the visual and 

auditory perspective that we know. It is a new perspective without a single 

precedent or reference: a tactile perspective. Seeing at a distance, hearing at 

a distance – such was the basis of visual and acoustic perspective. But 

touching at a distance, feeling at a distance, this shifts perspective into a field 

where it had never before applied: contact, electronic contact, tele-contact.249 

 

The distant touch of our fingertips on a scratch-resistant glass display substitutes for the 

actual materiality and surface structure of the Mars and Venus sculpture – heavy, cold, 

smooth, worn, rough, curved. The antique body as a tactile object has given way to a 

pristine hand-held body. At the same time, the ban against touch and loss of materiality 

also gives rise to a suppressed sense of erotic touching: the caressing hands in Arens’s 

                                                           
248 Caro Verbeek defines ‘tactilism’ as “the unmediated sense of touch [that] prevails over vision and 

other senses”. Caro Verbeek, “Prière de toucher!,” The Senses and Society 7, no. 2 (July 1, 2012): 226. 
249 Paul Virilio, “Red Alert in Cyberspace,” Radical Philosophy, no. 74 (1995): 2. 
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work point to a yearning for intimacy, which perhaps also represents a yearning for being 

in direct contact with history, that accompanies this new perceptual regime.  

I propose that Freud’s concept of transference can be used here to find similarities 

between how the taboo on touch in general and the caressing of touch screens in particular 

is presented in Arens’s work and how, in psychoanalytical practice, patients project 

repressed feelings onto a new object.250 But unlike the therapeutic context, where 

transference can be examined and is used to work through the neurosis, the projection of 

erotic feelings onto touch screens only widens the gap between us and historical artefacts. 

At first glance, the title of the work Marte e Venere – A Hand Held Monument seems to 

imply an intimate touch, of holding the sculpture in the palm of your hand. But given the 

nature of the mediation and the distance it creates between museum-goer and artefact, it 

is more likely that the monument in question alludes to the absence rather than the 

presence of history.  

The video ends with a close-up view of a widescreen TV which is placed in a corner 

of the museum. The screen is black. “Non toccare lo schermo”, it says underneath. Do 

not touch the screen. The camera zooms in on the mirror-like surface and suddenly we 

notice a ghostly reflection of a marble statue. Is this the sad afterlife of ancient sculpture 

in our mediated world – dematerialised figures hovering on a black screen? And do the 

dismembered prosthetic limbs perhaps not only symbolise Berlusconi’s hubris but also 

our own disconnected touch? These questions are raised but left unanswered in Arens’s 

work. 

Despite not producing an object-based artistic response to ancient sculpture, Arens 

plays nevertheless on notions of materiality and immateriality in ways which are comparable 

to Hazewinkel’s and Cronin’s work. Hazewinkel’s work attempts to make present absent 

statues by focusing on the materiality of glass plates that carry their images into our time; 

Cronin’s ghosts hover between ephemeral connections and a distinct materiality of the silk 

sheets; and Arens’s work revolves around the mediation and (in)tangibility of these ancient 

remnants. All these works are characterised by theoretical reflections on historical narratives 

and source material as they engage with the past and bring it into contact with the present. It 

is not about establishing when a given statue was made, where it was found and what 

                                                           
250 See Jean Laplanche and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis, The Language of Psycho-Analysis (London: Karnac, 

1988), 456–61. 
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function it had in its contemporary cultural context. Rather, it is about exploring how 

conflated temporal layers, narratives and mediations are an integral part of our experience 

of these statues. 

Particularly in Hazewinkel and Arens’s work, we see a move away from the self-

referentiality of the art world and an engagement with historic source material and 

environments in ways that resemble the work of historians or sociologists. But what 

are the differences between the artist-historian and more academic scholars who live 

side by side with the artists at the foreign academies in Rome? The impulse in 

contemporary art to turn to history in a search for material has coincided with a 

transformation of the way artists work, which has seen many abandon traditional studies 

and workshops in favour of artist research on laptops and in archives.251 Hazewinkel and 

Arens are part of this new wave of artists, but their work still differs significantly from 

academic scholars.  

Firstly, they might excavate or gather source material, but whereas scholars 

produce written interpretations and often rely heavily on supplementary textual 

sources, artists actively re-envision the source material. Secondly, this re-envisioning of 

historic material brings it into contact with the present. Thirdly, this connection to the 

present is further enhanced by the focus on materiality and sensorial engagement with 

the source material. And finally, the viewer of the work becomes an essential agent 

in the reactivation of the artistically reconfigured source material. Thus, the theoretical 

reflections on historical narratives pointing to an impulse to interact with ancient 

sculpture should be understood as a particular kind of knowledge production, which is 

not limited to interpretation and information distribution, but which, being centred on 

materiality and perception, is connected with the sensorial experience of the sources in 

the present. This is different from the simple use of historic material as a source. And 

                                                           
251 Roelstraete, The Way of the Shovel, 21. Roelstraete speculates that this trend is perhaps connected to 

an “academization of art educations” as well as to several recent historical events. For instance, there was 

a wave of artistic work in the 1990s and early 2000s that examined the histories of the Eastern Bloc 

because the world of Soviet Communism had ended with the fall of the Berlin Wall. Rather provocatively 

Roelstraete suggests that the new historiographic impulse in the 2000s could be seen as a reaction to the 

politics symbolised by the Bush II administration in the sense that many artists simply took refuge in the 

past and became obsessed with archives and history because art seemingly had lost its power to change 

anything in the present neoliberal world (33–35, 39). 
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this is why I refer to these artworks as being characterised by theoretical reflections on 

historical narratives, rather than merely sampling historical source material.252  

 

Twisted narratives 

In order to both extend and nuance the discussion of the artist as historian of Rome, I turn 

my attention now to the Swiss-Italian artist duo Raphaël Cuomo and Maria Iorio (the 

Swiss Institute, 2008) whose ambitious seventy-five minute long video work Twisted 

Realism (2012) sets out to explore a number of narratives relating to the social and 

economic history of post-war Italy.253 What is of importance here is that Pier Paolo 

Pasolini’s film Mamma Roma becomes a focal point for an investigation of urban Roman 

history in the second half of the twentieth century, which sees the artists entering into 

Roman archives as well as revisiting the locations of Pasolini’s film. Twisted Realism is 

both a work about the making and legacy of an Italian film classic and a critical 

examination (like Pasolini’s original film) of the origin of social housing projects in the 

Roman periphery. The artists present their work in these terms: 

 

The project takes Pier Paolo Pasolini’s film Mamma Roma (1962) as a starting 

point for research into the intertwined histories of urbanisation, migration and 

cinema in the period of “economic miracle” in Italy – an epoch marked by the 

reorganisation of capitalism, increasing consumption, new economical and 

cultural influences, a large national migration, and the emergence of new 

technologies of vision in the form of television. It investigates the forms and 

conditions of ‘a new life’ through the process of modernisation that Pasolini 

addressed in his film – and also the current status of Pasolini’s film itself, 

recently restored and commercialised in a digital form.254  

 

                                                           
252 Artists who engage in research-based work have often been called ‘knowledge producers’. I avoid 

using this term because it is too broad; it both includes artists who interact directly with physical archives 

and artists who simply work with found material. Also, the term seems to put an emphasis on 

‘knowledge’ as something that is carried by artworks, which belies the visual dynamic character of such 

work. Cf. Roelstraete, The Way of the Shovel, 21; Mel Jordan and Malcolm Miles, eds., Art and Theory 

after Socialism (Bristol; Chicago: Intellect, 2008), 9.  
253 The film Twisted Realism is here treated as an autonomous piece, but it has been presented in various 

contexts that included displays of objects and visual materials. See Ann Cvetkovich et al., Chewing the 

Scenery (Zurich: Edition Fink, 2011). 
254 Maria Iorio and Raphaël Cuomo, “Twisted Realism,” accessed October 18, 2016, 

http://parallelhistories.org/pages/TwistedRealism.html. 
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In what follows I first concentrate on how Twisted Realism reflects theoretically on 

historical narratives, specifically by making use of textual and visual sources that are 

reconfigured and narrated by several different voices. Then, I discuss the use of Pasolini’s 

work as a prism to explore layered, non-linear notions of Roman history. How does 

Twisted Realism engage with Italian post-war history through Pasolini’s film? And do the 

artists succeed in making this history come alive in the contemporary Roman context in 

which they are working?  

Pasolini’s work plays an important role for the international artists in Rome. I have 

argued that artists who feel uncomfortable with or uninspired by a tourist view of Rome 

might be attracted to the poetics of Pasolini’s work – his dismissal of the centro storico 

and his pervasive interest in the unattractive suburbs and their working-class inhabitants. 

For instance, Annika Larsson’s (the German Academy, 2014) video work Notes (2014–

2016) uses Pasolini’s unfinished novel Petrolio (1975) as a subtext, and Angela 

Marzullo’s (the Swiss Institute, 2009) video work Concettina (2010) is based on his 

Lutheran Letters, published posthumously in 1976. But what makes Twisted Realism 

stand out is the fact that the work not only uses Pasolini’s Mamma Roma as a template 

for exploring Rome; it also contains theoretical reflections on historical narratives that 

render present Pasolini’s film and its cultural context.  

Fig. 51. Raphaël Cuomo & Maria Iorio, Twisted Realism, 2012. Video still. 
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The setting for Pasolini’s film is Cecafumo in the Tuscolano II neighbourhood that 

was part of a nationwide social housing project INA Casa. Having been launched by the 

Democrazia Cristiana party in 1949, this project had produced more than 100,000 

apartments in the periphery of Rome by the end of the 1950s.255 This massive 

transformation of the Roman periphery, which aimed at attracting people from the 

countryside and crowded inner cities, is the context for Pasolini’s film. The prostitute 

named Mamma Roma and her son Ettore move from an old apartment block in the Roman 

suburb of Casal Bertone to Cecafumo which offers the promise of a new life. Mamma 

Roma unfolds as a Greek tragedy in which a son perishes after learning the truth about 

his mother, but at the same time the film can be read as a meditation on the implications 

of a radically new vision of Rome and of life that arose after the Second World War. As 

John David Rhodes has put it, Pasolini’s film “self-consciously declares itself as an 

urbanist text” in which an “actual public housing project is used as both allegorical matrix 

and physical historical setting for the events of the narrative”.256  

Twisted Realism enters into a dialogue with historical narratives within and around 

Pasolini’s film. As an example of this, I consider the opening sequence of Twisted 

Realism. The first image we see is a fragment of a building, where, on a ledge in front of 

a yellow wall, a bronze statue of a deer is standing with its head raised [fig. 51]. While 

we see this image, a male narrator, speaking in Italian, reads the following:  

 

That’s our house over there, do you see it? That window over there where the 

sun hits! The one with all the underwear hanging out! There on the top floor. 

Look, we’ll only be here a couple more days ... Then you’ll see the kind of 

house where your mother will take you. You’ll see how beautiful it is! Truly 

a house for respectable people, fit for royalty! In a much better 

neighbourhood! 

 

These lines are from a monologue that starts around twelve minutes into Pasolini’s 

original film. The mother, Mamma Roma, is walking together with her estranged son 

Ettore towards her old apartment block, which is situated in Piazza Tommaso de 

Cristoforis in Casal Bertone. In two brief shots Pasolini shows us the symmetrical 

building where two deer statues frame an archway. This is an example of how Pasolini’s 

                                                           
255 Rhodes, Stupendous, Miserable City, 94–97. 
256 Rhodes, Stupendous, Miserable City, 110. 
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original film is simultaneously absent and present in Twisted Realism. The monologue is 

there, but it is read by a different voice; the original building is there, but it is documented 

in the present and is only represented metonymically by one ornamental deer statue. 

Whereas in Pasolini’s film the building where Mamma Roma lives can be seen, with its 

ostentatious façade and symmetrical wings, as an intentionally ironic allusion to 

Renaissance ideas of the ideal city, in Twisted Realism the prolonged close-up of the deer 

statue adds a poetic quality to Mamma Roma’s statement, as if an intimate connection is 

formed between the deer and the words from her monologue.257  

In this way, the introductory sequence highlights not only one of the main themes 

of Mamma Roma, namely Pasolini’s critique of the dreams and petty-bourgeois ideals 

embodied by the so-called neorealist architecture of the INA Casa project. It also adds a 

new poetic framing, characterised by the interplay between an invisible subtext and 

contemporary images. Seeking to describe Cuomo & Iorio’s methodology, Tobias Hering 

has noted that  

 

what we have here is not a more or less common way of dissolving linear time 

through asynchronicity or developing image and sound in eloquent 

contradictions. What is special about the dismantled montage in Twisted 

Realism is that it keeps both sound and image in sight, so that the seen and 

evoked images refer to similar or adjacent parts of a whole, but never directly 

to each other, at least not in the form that the laws of synchronicity would 

dictate.258 

 

The montage of Twisted Realism is never passively illustrative; there is always a 

transformation or development of the original narrative, but at the same time is it also 

possible to establish clear links to Mamma Roma and the time in which it was made. After 

the opening shot of the deer statue, the film cuts to a view of a projection of Mamma 

Roma seen from the perspective of the projectionist [fig. 52]. We see fragments from 

when the protagonists of Pasolini’s original film arrive at the old house and then at the 

new INA Casa while the original music, a Vivaldi concerto for piccolo and strings, is 

                                                           
257 “Pasolini’s allusion is an ironic one. The neighbourhood of Casal Bertone and this building’s overlarge 

arched entrances hardly constitute an ideal city, but rather an anti-ideal”. Rhodes, Stupendous, Miserable 

City, 113. However, the new INA Casa building that Mamma Roma is moving into a few days later is not 

much better; instead of falsely pointing to the magnificent past, these new buildings represent false hopes 

for a better future. 
258 Tobias Hering, “The Picture, Is It Here or Not? The Modality of the Visible in Maria Iorio and 

Raphaël Cuomo’s Twisted Realism,” Argos Magazine, no. 5 (2012): 19. 
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playing in the background. The point is that it is not simply Pasolini’s film we are seeing; 

the film is being played out in – and is part of – our present.  

Thus, the two contrasting shots of the opening sequence of Twisted Realism clarify 

some of the central theoretical reflections on historical narratives in this work: to examine 

Pasolini’s film and its relationship with the emergence of social housing in the Roman 

periphery in the post-war period, and to do so in a twisted way where past and present 

become entangled into one movement that nevertheless is always aware of its own 

constructedness. The inclusion of the film projection and the subsequent scenes that are 

shot inside archives could even be read as a meta-commentary on Twisted Realism itself 

as a self-reflexive theoretical reflection on the formation of historical narratives.  

Weaving together several different texts and voices, and combining archival 

images, which always reflect the archival setting, and contemporary footage from the 

Tuscolano II neighbourhood, I see Twisted Realism as bringing together a group of 

fictional characters that investigate the suburban landscape and narrative of Mamma 

Roma. The voices include two ‘Readers’ (actor Giuseppe Cederna and performance artist 

Francesco Macarone Palmieri); ‘The assistant director’ (Pasolini’s assistant on Mamma 

Roma, Carlo di Carlo); ‘Franco Er Trovatore’ (a shop keeper at the Porta Portese market, 

Franco Iacoangeli); a ‘Commentator’ (Elena Nunziata Taranto); an ‘Ambiguous woman’ 

Fig. 52. Raphaël Cuomo & Maria Iorio, Twisted Realism, 2012. Video still. 
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(Antonietta Iorio). All these voices can be regarded as protagonists in Twisted Realism, 

as can Pasolini himself whose texts are read and integrated into the new narrative.  

The narrative of Twisted Realism combines textual fragments from Pasolini’s work, 

which are put into words by the different readers. These recited texts are not only 

quotations from Mamma Roma, the published screenplay and the novel (which contains 

subtle differences to the film); passages relating to Mamma Roma are also quoted from 

prose and non-fiction works such as Alì dagli occhi azzurri and Heretical Empiricism, 

and from Pasolini’s personal journal in which, for instance, he recounts seeing Roberto 

Rossellini’s Roma città aperta for the first time. These textual fragments are placed next 

to testimonies from Pasolini’s assistant Carlo di Carlo, who is a prominent collaborator 

in Twisted Realism as he brings in first-hand knowledge of many of the narratives 

surrounding the film production and Pasolini himself.  

Another testimony comes from Franco Iacoangeli, who becomes important to the 

film since he was around when Mamma Roma was made and knew people in the film. All 

these voices merge in what could be called the ‘screenplay’ of Twisted Realism, which 

also includes scenes where 1950s public information films propagandising the new life 

represented by the INA Casa project are being reviewed in archival settings.259 

Admittedly, summarising and separating these voices, recited textual fragments and 

archival sources which make up the screenplay of Twisted Realism goes against the 

general ethos of this work in which the narrative deconstructs linear storytelling, thus 

constantly challenging the viewer. This is a characteristic of much art film, which, as 

David Foster Wallace has pointed out, “is essentially teleological: it tries in various ways 

to ‘wake the audience up’ or render us more ‘conscious.’”260  

Cuomo & Iorio’s work is a twisted theoretical reflection on historical narratives, in 

which the viewer is supposed to immerse herself and get lost initially before gradually 

regaining her bearings through the repetition of themes and voices. Apart from the main 

theme concerning the neorealist architecture of the INA Casa project and its promise of a 

                                                           
259 Cineteca di Bologna, Centro studi – Archivio Pier Paolo Pasolini; Archivio centrale dello stato; 

Archivio storico Luce; and Archivio del movimento operaio e democratico. 
260 Foster Wallace adds the following cunning statement in a parenthesis: “(This kind of agenda can easily 

degenerate into pretentiousness and self-righteousness and condescending horsetwaddle, but the agenda 

itself is large-hearted and fine.)” David Foster Wallace, A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again: 

Essays and Arguments (New York: Bay Back Books, 1998), 169. 
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new life, another theme is the recurring stories surrounding the production, historical 

context and legacy of Mamma Roma.  

For instance, Carlo di Carlo remembers how poor people from all over Rome 

flocked to the film set to beg Pasolini for money: “People came because they knew they 

could get assistance from him. Pier Paolo, who always had his pockets full of money from 

the production, gave to all those people who came to ask regularly, every day”. Or Franco 

in the market remembers how Pasolini’s story of Mamma Roma’s son Ettore was inspired 

by the death of a young man named Marcello Elisei in a Roman prison in the late 1950s. 

Or we hear Pasolini’s own self-critical assessment of his film and how the casting of Anna 

Magnani as Mamma Roma did not turn out the way he had wished. Wanting to “explain 

the ambiguity of a subproletarian existence with a petit-bourgeois superstructure”, 

Pasolini realised that Magnani had never been part of that social strata which meant that, 

despite acting the part brilliantly, her “character did not emerge”, as he puts it.  

The narrative is also concerned with the recent restoration and DVD reissue of 

Mamma Roma by Medusa Film. At first this looks like a noble act, but then we learn – 

via Carlo di Carlo – that Medusa Film is a Silvio Berlusconi corporation, and that their 

grand statement of “bringing the past into the present” through their reissue is a marketing 

exercise designed to divert attention from the company’s monopolisation of Italian 

cinema.261 The Medusa narrative shows how Pasolini’s classic film has become the object 

of commercial exploitation. It is a good example of how Twisted Realism brings 

something from the past (Pasolini’s film) into contact with the present context (Medusa’s 

exploitation) where it is transformed into something new: it not only brings to the fore 

symptomatic developments within Italian post-war culture (epitomised by Berlusconi), 

but also hints at a symbolic resemblance between the commercial exploitation of Mamma 

Roma (the film) and the exploitation of Mamma Roma, the prostitute main character in 

the film.  

Whereas Medusa Film’s statement about “bringing the past into the present” has a 

hollow ring to it, it is almost as if this statement has spurred on the artists to show how 

Mamma Roma can really be made part of the present. I already mentioned how Twisted 

Realism joins together past and present in non-linear ways, for instance when the readers 

                                                           
261 Medusa’s statement is quoted from the artists’ website: Maria Iorio and Raphaël Cuomo, “Parallel 

Histories – Twisted Realism,” accessed October 18, 2016, 

http://parallelhistories.org/pages/TwistedRealism.html. 



177 

 

quote Pasolini’s film or screenplay while we see contemporary footage from the Roman 

suburbs. Moreover, Twisted Realism also bristles with what I refer to as markers of 

contemporaneity – that is, instances where the work explicitly points to its own status as 

(alternative historical) narrative. Such moments occur for instance when stage directions 

are read aloud by the reader: “THE READER (picks up the screenplay, and flips through 

the pages)”. The function of reading these stage directions aloud is not only to mimic the 

conventions of a screenplay (like the published version of Mamma Roma); it also situates 

the reader in a present in which the active, dynamic process of creating historical 

narratives unfolds.  

Later, we even see a short clip where the narrator, Giuseppe Cederna, sits in front 

of the microphone in the studio and recites from Pasolini’s script. Rendering ‘The Reader’ 

visible to us is another instance where the narrative reflects on itself as narrative. As 

Hering has suggested,  

 

We see him [Cederna], how he enjoys his text and promises the same thing 

that the fence in Mamma Roma promises the young Ettore, when he hawks 

his first stolen goods on the black market: “You can come anytime, you’ll 

always find me here in my spot. I’ve already made countless people rich!” 

And then we see how the reader laughs, how he laughs at the character whose 

voice he evokes, and how he tries at the same time to suppress this laughter, 

so as not to ruin the take.262 

 

Letting the audience see The Reader is part of a deliberate strategy which is intimately 

connected to Pasolini’s own idea of the relationship between a screenplay and a film. 

Later in Twisted Realism, a sentence from Pasolini’s essay “The screenplay as a ‘structure 

that wants to be another structure’” (published in Heretical Empiricism) is quoted by the 

reader, now invisible again: “the author of a screenplay asks his addressee for a particular 

collaboration: namely, that of lending to the text a ‘visual’ completeness which it does 

not have, but at which it hints”.263 This is another instance in which the appropriated text 

is deployed to point to the process of storytelling in Twisted Realism. Thus, Cuomo & 

Iorio’s work is constantly asking the viewer to fill in the gaps in the screenplay. Having 

got a bit lost initially, the viewer is invited – almost as an assistant historian – to become 

                                                           
262 Hering, “The Picture, Is It Here or Not?,” 20. 
263 Pier Paolo Pasolini, Heretical Empiricism (Washington: New Academia Publishing, 2005), 189. Also 

quoted in Hering, “The Picture, Is It Here or Not?,” 20. 
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an active agent in the reconfiguration of non-linear narratives in and around Mamma 

Roma.  

 

Critical reflections on historical narratives 

So far, my account of Twisted Realism has shown how the work gives voice to present 

and past narratives relating to Roman post-war history. The entanglement of Pasolini’s 

work and urban history is intriguing, but the artistic engagement with these narratives is 

not enough to vouch for the critical quality of this work. As Roelstraete and others have 

observed, a lot of contemporary artists use historical source material in a way that 

fetishizes even insignificant fragments of the past or engages with history as an exotic 

other. This leads to a paradoxical situation where artists, who once would have belonged 

to a vanguard oriented towards the new, become backward-looking and somewhat 

reactionary in their search for trivial fragments of the past.264 Claire Bishop also voices 

this concern when she claims that, whereas once artistic engagement with history 

“provide[d] a much-needed counterbalance to presentism”, now “we are facing a 

widespread impulse to take refuge in the past”.265  

This danger also pertains to artists like Cuomo & Iorio, who put the examination of 

the hidden dimensions of another (recent) historic artwork at the centre of their own work. 

Therefore, we need to dig deeper to assess the critical potential of the visually-based 

theoretical reflections on historical narratives which Twisted Realism contains. Is this 

work merely a contemporary re-staging that feeds on the cultural critique in Pasolini’s 

original work? Or do Cuomo & Iorio succeed in creating nuanced, critical reflections on 

historical narratives that are relevant for a view of the Roman periphery today? To answer 

this question, we first have to go back to Mamma Roma to examine more closely what 

kind of cultural and ideological critique Pasolini’s work puts forward.  

There are many layers of cultural critique embedded in Mamma Roma, but I focus 

on the two most obvious ones – what we could call a double critique of neorealist 

filmmaking and the neorealist architecture of the INA Casa project. One of the keys to 

understanding this critique is the intertextuality between Mamma Roma and films like 

                                                           
264 Roelstraete, The Way of the Shovel, 23–25. 
265 Bishop, “History Depletes Itself,” 329. 
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Roberto Rossellini’s Roma città aperta (1945) or Vittorio De Sica’s Ladri di biciclette 

(1948). Pasolini sets out to reconfigure the idealism of for instance Roma città aperta, 

something we see in the use of ‘Rome’ in the title; in the way Mamma Roma is filmed; in 

the casting of Anna Magnani, who had her breakthrough in Roma città aperta, playing a 

prostitute; and in the presentation of the urban landscape.266 For instance, whereas 

Rossellini’s film ends with a classical, reassuring view of Rome with St. Peter’s in the 

background, Pasolini’s film ends with the cityscape of Cecafumo with the dome of San 

Giovanni Bosco looming in the background – something that turns our idea of what the 

city is upside down.  

The confident beliefs in progress and in a revival of post-war Italy, which permeate 

both Roma città aperta and the INA Casa housing projects, are crushed in Mamma Roma 

where neorealist architecture becomes directly implicated in the suffering of the main 

characters. Rhodes has argued that 

 

in Mamma Roma Pasolini explicitly tuned in to the implications of the 

economic miracle, the effects of which (visualized neatly by Pasolini in 

images of modern public-housing projects) were reaching the lowest levels 

of society, the subproletariat, allowing it, in the director’s words ‘to become 

petit bourgeois and therefore perhaps fascist, conformist, etc.’267  

 

On this reading, Pasolini’s critique is aimed at dismantling government-backed populist 

ideologies that exalt petty bourgeois values and lull people from the subproletariat into 

false consciousness. This critique is so radical – note the placement in inverted commas 

of ‘petit bourgeois’, ‘fascist’, and ‘conformist’ – that, it suggests, Pasolini ignores 

completely the positive aspects of neorealist cinema and architecture. Instead of jumping 

on the bandwagon, he punctures the dreams for a better future by showing us a much 

more complex view of the Roman periphery. It can even be argued that Mamma Roma 

represents a Sisyphean task of representing the un(re-)presentable complexity of the 

Roman periphery, the ultimate failure of which Pasolini consciously presents to his 

audience. 

Here, we might ask if Twisted Realism employs similar aesthetic tactics to challenge 

the viewer and develop the critical potential of Pasolini’s film in a contemporary context? 

                                                           
266 Rhodes, Stupendous, Miserable City, 130. 
267 Rhodes, Stupendous, Miserable City, 111. 
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Apart from obvious critical elements such as the questioning of Berlusconi’s Medusa 

corporation, I contend that the non-linear juxtaposition of texts and archival/-

contemporary footage brings some of the critical questions posed by Pasolini’s film into 

contact with the present.  

Cuomo & Iorio rarely make use of Pasolini’s sweeping views of the INA Casa 

buildings; instead they zoom in on architectural details – dilapidated balconies, fences, 

aerials, staircases, flaking paint – which are juxtaposed with textual fragments read by 

the different voices. These run-down surroundings still very much live up to the ‘realism’ 

in Pasolini’s film (as opposed to the idealism which he disliked in neorealist films like 

Roma città aperta). But Cuomo & Iorio also show us brief bursts of beauty: floating dust 

in the late afternoon air followed by a view of a field with ruined aqueducts where a 

family (of what seems to be Asian immigrants) play together with the Cecafumo cityscape 

behind them.  

While we see these peaceful images, the narrator reads the following passage: 

“AQUEDUCT PARK. Outside. Daytime. The group of people is seated on the ruins 

found throughout Aqueduct Park near the via Tuscolana in Rome. In the Background: the 

aqueducts, a few people scattered about enjoying their free time”. This text from 

Pasolini’s screenplay is followed by a dialogue between Ettore and Bruna from the film, 

meaning that Mamma Roma with all its different connotations is made present as a subtext 

in a contemporary context. In Twisted Realism, scenes like these point both to the 

presence and absence of Pasolini’s critique of Cecafumo half a century after he made his 

film there: the hopes of progress, petty bourgeois values and a bright future have 

evaporated (as Pasolini predicted), but people still live here, the INA Casa buildings and 

aqueducts still stand, and among them it is still possible to experience moments of serene 

beauty.  

Even if Twisted Realism does not seek to emulate Pasolini’s aesthetic-political 

critique, it still displays a self-reflexive awareness of the challenges involved in 

representing the complexity of the Roman periphery. But in Cuomo & Iorio’s work this 

representational challenge gets a new twist: the difficulties of coming to grips with the 
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urban landscape of Tuscolano II are accentuated and negotiated through the inclusion of 

several scenes shot in Roman archives.  

I argue that these scenes not only function as markers of contemporaneity, but also 

reveal a self-reflexive concern with theoretical reflections on historical narratives in that 

they confront the viewer with the constructedness of Twisted Realism’s screenplay. Of 

course, the archive does not only serve to stimulate meta-reflection on how we create 

historical narratives; the archive is also used to explore and nuance Pasolini’s radical 

critique. In the archive, Cuomo & Iorio review many of the public propaganda films for 

INA Casa, which they use to nuance as well as support Pasolini’s views.268 Crucially, 

however, Cuomo & Iorio also let us see the spaces of the archives, creating a visual play 

between the historic material and the contemporary archival setting [fig. 53].  

They could have chosen simply to use raw, unmediated archival footage (that is, 

without making the archival space visible), but that would have made the integration of 

this material with Mamma Roma and the contemporary footage from Cecafumo too 

smooth and unproblematic. And too academic, we might add. Twisted Realism is about 

the friction between as well as the integration of historical narratives; it is something that 

the work reflects upon in both its content and its form.  

                                                           
268 These films include: Giovanni Pieri’s Braccia e lavoro (1952); Romolo Marcellini’s Città nelle città 

(1953); Giorgio Ferroni’s Ai margini della città (1954); Antonio Petrucci’s Giovedi sera (1956); and 

Vittorio Sala’s Le case degli Italiani (1958). 

Fig. 53. Raphaël Cuomo & Maria Iorio, Twisted Realism, 2012. Video still. 
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Another function of showing us the archival setting is that we get to see the 

equipment on which these films are stored and displayed as well as the archivists and 

technicians who clean and restore old films; a preoccupation with the tactility and 

materiality of historical sources à la Hazewinkel. Cuomo & Iorio engage visually with 

historical narratives through the materiality of these sources, but the setting of the archive 

where people are restoring, cleaning and preparing the films so that they can be shown 

again to the public might also be read as a parallel to what is at stake in Twisted Realism: 

it is a work that makes Pasolini’s critique and its cultural context come to life again by 

applying a montage technique of cutting and visually recombining historical narratives in 

non-linear ways.  

The visual archive has become a prominent trope in much contemporary art, where 

artists engage critically with notions of memory, objectification, categorisation and re-

animation.269 In Cuomo & Iorio’s work the inclusion of scenes from the archive points to 

a concern with how historical narratives are constructed and edited. The archive 

simultaneously provides material for and enables a critical reflection upon the non-linear 

screenplay of Twisted Realism. The work does not contain an explicit critique of the 

archive or archival practices as such – something which is commonly found in other 

contemporary artworks – but rather utilises the archive to indicate a radical entanglement 

of past and present, which rejects linear notions of history that see the past as separated 

from our present. Archival material is shown as being always part of a present context, 

where it enters into a dialogue with Mamma Roma and contemporary footage. In their 

work, the archive becomes an integral part of the process of negotiating the 

representational challenge, which in a different form was also part of Pasolini’s original 

film. 

So, what does it means to examine historical narratives and artefacts when you are 

an artist and not a historian? Twisted Realism is not just another contemporary artwork 

that engages with “overlooked nooks and crannies of recent art history”, as Roelstraete 

has put it.270 Instead, Cuomo & Iorio are artist-historians who bring new critical reflections 

to the fore – that is, visually-based reflections that differ from more conventional 

                                                           
269 See for instance Godfrey, “The Artist as Historian,” 143; Ernst van Alphen, “Visual Archives as 

Preposterous History,” Art History, no. 30 (June 2007): 364–82; Ernst van Alphen, Staging the Archive: 

Art and Photography in the Age of New Media (London: Reaktion Books, 2014). 
270 Roelstraete, “After the Historiographic Turn.” 
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historical ways of thinking about textual sources. Their research-based approach has a 

critical edge to it. Twisted Realism might be centred on Pasolini’s work, but it actively re-

envisions this work and brings it into contact with the present, and in the process Cuomo 

& Iorio challenge established narratives and show us new ways of seeing and thinking 

about the past.  

Of course, playing devil’s advocate, one could ask if it is really necessary to go 

through Pasolini’s work to say something about the Roman periphery today? The 

scepticism implied by such a question misses the theoretical concern with historical 

narratives in the work. The dialogue between Twisted Realism and Mamma Roma is an 

essential part of the work, which can be understood as what Bal has called a ‘preposterous 

history’: 

 

Like any form of representation, art is inevitably engaged with what came 

before it, and that engagement is an active reworking. It specifies what and 

how our gaze sees. Hence, the work performed by later images obliterates the 

older images as they were before that intervention and creates new versions 

of old images instead. This process is exemplified by an engagement of 

contemporary culture with the past that has important implications for the 

ways we conceive of both history and culture in the present.271 

 

We might think of Twisted Realism as being influenced by Mamma Roma because 

Pasolini’s work was made exactly half a century before Cuomo & Iorio’s work, but read 

as an example of a preposterous history it is the other way around. The ‘active reworking’ 

of Mamma Roma in Twisted Realism transforms Pasolini’s original work by bringing out 

new aspects of it and changing the way we look at it. By quoting Pasolini’s urban 

exploration in their own contemporary urban exploration, they embed Pasolini in a 

present, which again is folded in the past.272 Thus, Twisted Realism challenges a binary 

opposition of past and present, which is replaced by a dynamic conversation that affects 

both the ‘historical’ and the ‘contemporary’ artwork whilst rendering visible the historical 

complexity of the peripheral Tuscolano II area of Rome.  

This leads us back to the beginning of this chapter, where I observed that at the 

foreign academies academically trained scholars are no longer alone in exploring the 

                                                           
271 Bal, Quoting Caravaggio, 1. Cf. Alphen, “Visual Archives as Preposterous History,” 365, 381. 
272 Cf. Bal, Quoting Caravaggio, 65. 
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history of Rome. How can we characterise the difference between an artistic re-

envisioning of historical source material and narratives and more academic studies of 

Roman history? If we compare Twisted Realism to an academic examination of Pasolini’s 

work like John David Rhodes’s Stupendous, Miserable City: Pasolini’s Rome (2007), we 

find several eye-catching similarities. Rhodes’s book contains a chapter entitled “Mamma 

Roma and Pasolini’s Oedipal (Housing) Complex”, and just like Cuomo & Iorio’s work 

it looks at the Tuscolano II neighbourhood in and through Pasolini’s work. Rhodes 

describes his project thus:  

 

[T]he entire project of this book is predicated on the activity of hauling 

Pasolini’s films into the archive, forcing them to breed and mingle again with 

other historical artifacts and representations from the 1950s and 1960s that 

constituted the discursive field out of which these films emerged. This book 

is, in other words, a recovery act.273  

 

This could almost sound like the script for Twisted Realism, and yet there are several key 

differences. Firstly, while Rhodes is the sole author of his book, Twisted Realism is the 

result of a collaborative process. Cuomo & Iorio’s work emerges from the meeting with 

people such as Carlo di Carlo and Franco Iacoangeli, and in this sense their critical, 

visually-based historical approach is strongly related to notions of both collective history 

and oral history. It is not only about finding and using archival sources, but about 

interacting with contemporary places and people and listening to their voices.  

Secondly, whereas Rhodes’s work interprets Mamma Roma in its original context, 

Twisted Realism brings past and present into dialogue by creating a conversation with 

Pasolini’s work. This specific aim separates a research-based artwork like this from the 

work of most historians and scholars. David Larmour and Diana Spencer provide a good 

example of the consequences of the historian’s gaze when they note that “to ‘see’ 

Republican Rome means enacting a process of imaginative devastation on the 

contemporary landscape with its intersecting imperial monuments”.274 There is nothing 

wrong with this historical approach – as long as we do not use it to judge more 

experimental work like Twisted Realism for not engaging in ‘proper’ historical analysis.  
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Hayden White has argued that it is a fallacy to think that written historical discourse 

is more accurate, analytical, complex and critical than a discourse consisting of visual 

images. “Every written history is a product of processes of condensation, displacement, 

symbolization, and qualification exactly like those used in the production of a filmed 

representation. It is only the medium that differs, not the way in which messages are 

produced”.275 Representing reflections on history in visual images and film – what White 

called ‘historiophoty’ – should neither be read in the same way as written discourse, nor 

should visual images be used to illustrate such a discourse.  

Instead, visual images form a discourse in their own right. It is of such a visually-

based discourse on historical narratives that Cuomo & Iorio’s work partakes. Of course, 

textual material also plays an important role in Twisted Realism, but this material never 

becomes part of a written discourse; instead, it is profoundly mediated through voices and 

juxtaposed with images. Indirectly, the analytical complexity and sensorial qualities of 

Twisted Realism expose the fictionality of a conventional historical approach that seeks 

truth in linear, realist representations of history. As White puts it, experimentalist films 

can show us “that the criterion for determining what shall count as ‘accuracy of detail’ 

depends on the ‘way’ chosen to represent both ‘the past’ and our thought about its 

‘historical significance’ alike” (1199). 

As artist-historians, then, Cuomo & Iorio are taking their textual and visual sources 

very seriously, but at the same time they seek to combine past and present into one 

‘screenplay’ which breaks down linear notions of history. They benefit from not being 

historians by trade, since it allows them to draw on this discipline without being limited 

by its unspoken academic dogmas.276 Twisted Realism is not an anachronistic projection 

of the present onto the past, nor is it a bland re-enactment with an unknowable, exotic 

idea of history. Instead, Cuomo & Iorio create “history in the present” as a dynamic 

conversation, which is characterised by strong theoretical reflections on historical 

narratives, but also retains all the tensions and possibilities that lie at the heart of the 

entanglement of the Roman pasts in the present.277 

  

                                                           
275 Hayden White, “Historiography and Historiophoty,” American Historical Review 93, no. 5 (1988): 

1194. 
276 Cf. Godfrey, “The Artist as Historian,” 169–70. 
277 Cf. Bal, “Deliver Us from A-Historicism: Metahistory for Non-Historians,” 75, 84. 
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5. Art: Creating a Rome of one’s own 
 

 “Appropriation is uncreative, unimaginative, paranoid and destructive, and with that, 

stupid and unfeeling: appropriation is an act of brutal aggrandizement indicating a 

complete failure of empathetic understanding”.278 Thus writes art historian Donald Kuspit 

in an essay entitled “Some Thoughts About the Significance of Postmodern 

Appropriation Art”, which is mainly devoted to the slating of artists Sherrie Levine and 

Cindy Sherman, whose work he deems superficial, envious and nostalgic. It is “pseudo-

art, failed art” (242). One could brush aside Kuspit’s objections by pointing out that he is 

judging the postmodernist art of Levine and Sherman from the viewpoint of his own 

modernist preferences, instead of engaging with the work on its own terms. Yet, although 

I disagree strongly with Kuspit, his tirade against art that appropriates previous art does 

provide a polemical backdrop for what is the central question of this chapter: What do 

international artists do, and make, when they appropriate Roman art in their contemporary 

work?  

Kuspit’s critique points to a trend within the field of contemporary art where 

references to historical art or historical events are used (in his view) to elevate and 

legitimate artistic work rather than as a means to develop a genuine, critical engagement 

with the past.279 Dieter Roelstraete expands on this idea of a self-referential trend in 

                                                           
278 Kuspit, “Some Thoughts,” 240. 
279 To cite some other critical voices that are less crude than Kuspit’s, Peter Osborne observes that 

towering figures like Dan Graham, Robert Smithson and Gordon Matta-Clark are being cited extensively, 

“albeit more often for reasons of legitimation than as material for a historically reflective art”. And 

referring to Nicolas Bourriaud’s idea of the artist as a ‘semionaut’, Claire Bishop has noted that 

“[S]urfing from signifier to signifier, the artist invents meandering trajectories between cultural signs. 

Raw data is gathered and presented, but to aesthetic and ornamental ends”. See Osborne, Anywhere or 

Not at All, 142; Bishop, “History Depletes Itself,” 329. Note also that scholars have assigned a positive 

role to cultural appropriation. In The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel de Certeau writes that “To a 

rationalized, expansionist and at the same time centralized, clamorous, and spectacular production 

corresponds another production, called ‘consumption.’ The latter is devious, it is dispersed, but it 

insinuates itself everywhere, silently and almost invisibly, because it does not manifest itself through its 

own products, but rather through its ways of using the products imposed by a dominant economic order.” 

According to De Certeau, the everyday use of – or rather: appropriation of – products and images is often 

a creative, destabilising process that undermines the original intentions of the people in power. 

Appropriation is also central to Roger Chartier’s approach to cultural history: “appropriation really 

concerns a social history of the various interpretations, brought back to their fundamental determinants 

(which are social, institutional and cultural), and lodged in the specific practices that produce them.” For 

Chartier, appropriation is always entangled in dynamic cultural processes, which means that we must 

consider how an object is constructed socially before we can understand the processes that lead to the 

object being appropriated in a given culture. Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1984), xii–xiii; Roger Chartier, Cultural History: Between Practices and 

Representations (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1988), 13. 
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contemporary art, which uses the history of art as a vast reservoir of material that can be 

reshaped in the present, when he writes that “Art-historical quotation, the referencing or 

incorporating of the work of one’s forerunners in one’s own work, is a practice as old as 

art itself – although one could venture that this practice has never been quite as big a 

business as it is now, in our present, art-history-obsessed moment”.280 

Viewers of such artistic works are faced with a conundrum: Is appropriation used 

in a genuine or ironic way – or both at the same time? Appropriation has the potential to 

destabilise the viewer in order to provoke critical reflection, but it can also be used as a 

way of making unsubstantial work seem profound. For instance, British artist Glenn 

Brown has made a career of doing his own versions of other artists’ work – from 

Rembrandt to Baselitz – which he copies from catalogues, books, postcards and posters. 

This enterprise has earned him representation by the influential Gagosian Gallery, a 

Turner Prize nomination and a reputation as a hugely influential artist.281 But is his work 

concerned with developing a genuine, critical engagement, or is it simply exploiting the 

art that came before him? 

Here we should remember that Western art has always been characterised by the 

emulation of styles and elements which were assimilated into the work of later artists. 

Traditionally, when thinking about the notion of emulation, the copy has often been 

assigned a lower value than the original. For instance, it has been commonplace to 

evaluate Roman antique sculpture in terms of how accurately it imitates and thereby leads 

us back to the true Greek masterpieces that often have been lost. However, as Ellen Perry 

shows in The Aesthetics of Emulation in the Visual Arts of Ancient Rome, Roman 

emulation of Greek originals was an innovative, creative process that required artists to 

apply different artistic strategies such as eclecticism and phantasia as they responded to 

a wide range of historic and architectural contexts as well as the values of their day.282 In 

other words, these works are not simply imitations, and therefore we should resist creating 

a hierarchical relationship that always favours the original. 

                                                           
280 Roelstraete, The Way of the Shovel, 19. See also Hal Foster, “Archives of Modern Art,” October 99 

(2002): 80–81. 
281 See Birnbaum et al., Defining Contemporary Art, 85; “Glenn Brown – Gagosian,” accessed November 

15, 2016, http://www.gagosian.com/artists/glenn-brown. 
282 Ellen Perry, The Aesthetics of Emulation in the Visual Arts of Ancient Rome (Cambridge; New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
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Similarly, I propose that we should keep an open mind when it comes to the 

evaluation of appropriation in contemporary art, where the concept is often deployed 

strategically and self-consciously to examine the very idea of what appropriation is and 

can do. Examining the artistic production of international artists in Rome, I seek to 

understand what the appropriation of Roman art in contemporary art means today. Rome 

is a particularly suitable place to look at this phenomenon, since the idea of recycling past 

art – especially in the form of spoliation which I discuss below – has such a long history 

there. Looking at the contemporary artistic production in Rome also opens up the 

opportunity critically to engage with Kuspit’s claims concerning the implications of 

appropriation in art today. As it happens, Kuspit’s essay was published in the anthology 

Reuse Value: Spolia and Appropriation in Art and Architecture from Constantine to 

Sherrie Levine – a title suggestive of an unbroken tradition of spoliation and appropriation 

that runs from Antiquity to today. As the last essay in this anthology, Kuspit’s 

contribution gives the reader the impression that this most recent stage of appropriation 

represents an all-time low. It is this idea that I set out to nuance here. 

Appropriation comes from the Latin verb appropriare meaning ‘to make one’s 

own’, and in keeping with this definition I explore three partly overlapping ways through 

which international artists make Roman art their own: spoliation, copying and critical re-

stagings. Firstly, I look at the well-known idea of spolia in Rome, which I develop into a 

concept that examines how contemporary art practices take fragments of Roman art and 

architecture and reintegrate them into new contexts. A main argument is that spoliation 

is not the sign of the original’s death but of its (after)life. This argument is carried on into 

the second part of the chapter, which focuses on the relationship between original and 

copy. Bruno Latour’s idea that “without successive and successful reproductions, there is 

no original” is a key insight, which enables me to explore how artworks that copy Roman 

art can also transform this art and take it in new directions.283  

Thirdly, continuing the idea that appropriation is as vital to the original artwork as 

to the new work, I examine the potential of contemporary art to engage critically through 

different re-stagings of a cinematic tradition centred on the Cinecittà studios in Rome. 

Here I aim to discuss how artworks that appropriate films – or events related to film 

                                                           
283 Pasquale Gagliardi, Bruno Latour, and Pedro Memelsdorff, eds., Coping with the Past: Creative 

Perspectives on Conservation and Restoration (Firenze: Leo S. Olschki, 2010), 183. 



190 

 

production in Rome – can act as a form of critical engagement with a Roman cinematic 

tradition.284  

These three modes of appropriation – spoliation, copying and critical re-stagings – 

enable me to explore how contemporary artworks become entangled with Roman art. 

Building on these key concepts I aim to answer the following question: Do international 

artists live up to the prejudices of scholars like Donald Kuspit, who thinks that 

appropriation is simply “uncreative, unimaginative, paranoid and destructive”? Or do 

they succeed in re-visioning Roman art in a way that changes both the historical and the 

contemporary artwork? 

 

Spoliation 

The first category of appropriation that I wish to develop in relation to artworks created 

by international artists is that of spoliation. Spoliation comes from the Latin verb spoliare 

which means ‘to strip’ or ‘to deprive’, and in the context of architectural or artistic 

fragments it implies a forcible removal from an original context and integration into a 

new one.285 It implies a material violence. Spolia can be found everywhere in Rome. Even 

ancient monuments like the Arch of Constantine (AD 312) contains sculptures and 

ornamentation which were originally designed to honour Trajan, Hadrian and Marcus 

Aurelius, but which were appropriated for this later monument.286  

Spolia have occasioned mixed feelings over the centuries. Like Donald Kuspit, 

Swiss art historian Jacob Burckhardt (1818–97) saw spolia as a sign of decline and lack 

of originality.287 Today archaeologists and historians approach the phenomenon in very 

different ways. In his essay “On the Reuse of Antiquity: The Perspectives of the 

Archaeologist and of the Historian”, Arnold Esch articulates these different approaches 

                                                           
284 Note that I include Roman cinema and the circumstances under which films in Rome were produced in 

my analysis of artworks. The reason is that this cinematic tradition with its legendary auteurs and large-

scale foreign productions ranks among the most notable aesthetic outputs in Rome after the Second World 

War. 
285 See “Spoliation,” Oxford Dictionaries, accessed March 22, 2017, 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/spoliation; Brilliant and Kinney, Reuse Value, 4.  
286 “Arch of Constantine,” Britannica Academic, accessed March 22, 2017, 
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when he writes that “while the archaeologist will once more (in his imagination) bring 

the kidnapped pieces back to their original location and reintegrate them into an ancient 

monument, the historian is intrigued precisely by their distance, spatial and conceptual, 

from their original site and function”.288 That is, spolia can either be seen as a sign of 

violence, which needs to be reversed in order to (re)create the original context, or it can 

be read as a sign of a new afterlife.  

Esch also explains that if you remove antique fragments from their new context and 

put them on display in a museum, they cease to be spolia and become isolated 

archaeological artefacts instead. But as a historian, Esch emphasises the positive 

connotations of spolia: “reuse grants life, both in the sense of survival (an individual 

capital that is not reused will perish) and in the sense of afterlife. Reused, Antiquity lives 

on, assimilated into a new context; it continues to speak to people, and continues to exert 

its agency” (17). On this view, spolia are a kind of appropriation that implies acts of 

violence against ancient art and architecture but also carries the past into the present. It is 

this re-evaluation of the act of spoliation as a positive concept – a concept synonymous 

with afterlife – that I wish to explore in the context of contemporary art practices of 

international artists in Rome. Can artistic work that allegedly steals fragments of 

architecture and art in Rome still be a sign of life that makes the original context speak to 

the viewer? 

Artists do not necessarily go out and steal fragments in a traditional sense; rather, 

acts of spoliation and the integration of spolia into artistic work can take on a wide range 

of different forms. 1 March 1968 by Colin Darke (the British School, 2012) provides a 

good example of how artistic spoliation can reconfigure the original meaning of this term. 

During Darke’s six-months residency, where he lived among art historians, classical 

historians, archaeologists and architects, he set out to make a site-specific work which 

responded directly to the area – Valle Giulia – in which the British School is located. 

Similar to archaeologists who dig up ancient artefacts, Darke went out to excavate 

remnants very close to the British School, below the steps leading up to Galleria 

Nazionale d’Arte Moderna e Contemporanea. On 1 March 1968, an anti-Vietnam War 

demonstration held by students of the Architecture School escalated into the “Battle of 
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Valle Giulia” as the students clashed with riot police. What Darke did was excavate the 

tarmac on which the battle had been fought [fig. 54]:  

 

Earlier in the year, there had been heavy snowfall, followed by a rapid thaw, 

which caused the tarmac of the steps leading to the Villa Borghese to crack 

and break into small pieces. I gathered these fragments of tarmac and wrote 

onto them, one word onto each piece, a poem about the Battle of Valle Giulia, 

written by Pasolini.289 

 

Darke’s excavation of the deep-lying layers of tarmac represents an act of spoliation in 

that he removes urban fragments from their original setting and exhibits them at the 

British School. In his work, the tarmac comes to signify a central moment in Valle 

Giulia’s history, and by writing Pier Paolo Pasolini’s poem “Il PCI ai giovani!!” [The 

Italian Communist party to the young] on the pieces, Darke also evokes a political 

discourse that surrounded this event in the late 1960s.  

Pasolini’s poem is controversial because, as a provocation, he takes the side of the 

police rather than the young: “When yesterday at Valle Giulia you fought with the 

                                                           
289 Email to the author, 26 June, 2015.  

Fig. 54. Colin Darke, 1 March 1968, 2012. 

 

 

 

 



193 

 

policemen, / I sympathised with the policemen! Because the policemen are children of 

the poor”.290 Pasolini ridicules the student revolution as a bourgeois enterprise which is 

disconnected from the working class, arguing that the students should join the Communist 

Party instead of fighting the police.291 

Darke excavates fragments from the ground like an archaeologist, but his art 

practice also differs in crucial ways from the academic discipline of archaeology. Firstly, 

he is drawn to recent, mundane pieces of Roman infrastructure, not to centuries-old 

artefacts or architectural fragments. Secondly, contrary to archaeologists who would want 

to return the spolia to their original context, it is the act of spoliation – the act of breaking 

up the surface of the road – that imbues these otherwise mundane pieces of Roman 

infrastructure with symbolic meaning relating to the events of March 1968. And thirdly, 

Darke alters the fragments by adding words from Pasolini’s poem to them, and he 

                                                           
290 “Quando ieri a Valle Giulia avete fatto a botte / coi poliziotti, / io simpatizzavo coi poliziotti! / Perché 
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291 See Simona Bondavalli, Fictions of Youth: Pier Paolo Pasolini, Adolescence, Fascisms (Toronto; 

London: University of Toronto Press, 2015), 150; Robert S. C. Gordon, Pasolini: Forms of Subjectivity 
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Fig. 55. Spolia at Santa Maria in Trastevere, Rome.  
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rearranges the fragments in patterns dictated by the lines of the poem rather than by their 

original position in the road. The result is a floor-based installation which bears a striking 

visual resemblance to the walls full of ancient spolia that you see in buildings all over 

Rome [fig. 55]. 

Whereas Darke’s work involves physically removing fragments, other artists 

perform more symbolic acts of spoliation of seemingly insignificant urban fragments. 

Some examples will show the scope of spoliation within the work of international artists 

in Rome: In Patron (2013), Katinka Bock (the French Academy, 2012) created a 32-

metre-long piece of cloth onto which she had captured the abstract impression of a section 

of the Aurelian wall that had fallen down [fig. 56]. The final work was later exhibited in 

Seattle as a three-dimensional sculpture hanging from the ceiling.292 Bock’s spoliation 

revolves around the use of graphite rubbing to transfer the irregular surface of the wall 

                                                           
292 “Katinka Bock: A and I – Henry Art Gallery,” accessed November 21, 2016, 

https://henryart.org/exhibitions/katinka-bock-a-and-i. 

Fig. 56. Katinka Bock, Patron, 2013. Courtesy the artist and Meyer Riegger, Berlin/Karlsruhe. Photo: Katinka Bock 
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onto the cloth. It is through this one-to-one contact that her work is intimately connected 

with a specific architectural structure in Rome while at the same time being completely 

abstract and autonomous.  

A similar technique plays a central role in SPQR (2004) by Simon Morley (the 

British School, 2004) in which he puts together 100 wax stick rubbings on paper – 

fragments that he had collected in the city, from Imperial Roman inscriptions and 

Christian epitaphs to fascist remnants and contemporary signs and manhole covers [fig. 

57]. In SPQR, all these meticulously copied impressions are re-arranged randomly in a 

Fig. 57. Simon Morley, SPQR, 2004. Detail. 
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wall display that eliminates all historical hierarchies. Thus, the work is the product of a 

specific foreign gaze which exploits Rome as a city of tangible signs and surfaces, which 

can be transferred onto paper through physical contact. 

One could even stretch the definition of spoliation to include artists who 

symbolically take fragments from Roman art and make them their own. Art historians 

have used the term ‘virtual spolia’ to describe instances where “formal traits and 

principles” are reused rather than physical objects, meaning that the original work is not 

damaged.293 It is possible to see a number of artworks as the product of a symbolic 

spoliation that does not obliterate the original work but borrows formal elements from it 

in order to create something new, but nevertheless remains intimately connected with the 

original context from which it derives (some of) its meaning. We see this in works like 

Lock (after Canova) and Marmor (after Bernini) (1999) in which Kit Wise (the British 

School, 1999) zooms in on details from Canova’s Portrait of Pauline Borghese (1804–8) 

and Bernini’s Ecstasy of Saint Teresa (1647–52) which he copies in detail, enlarges and 

                                                           
293 Dale Kinney, “Spolia, Damnatio and Renovatio Memoriae,” Memoirs of the American Academy in 

Rome 42 (1997): 137; Lauren Hackworth Petersen, “The Baker, His Tomb, His Wife, and Her 

Breadbasket: The Monument of Eurysaces in Rome,” The Art Bulletin 85, no. 2 (2003): 246. 

Fig. 58. Kit Wise, Lock (after Canova), 1999. Bronze, 0.8 x 0.7 x 0.06m. 
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reproduces in wax, wood and bronze, thus creating new wall-mounted sculptures that are 

intimately linked with the original statues [fig. 58].  

Similar artistic strategies which borrow concrete elements or more abstract ideas 

from Roman art can be found in the work of many other international artists: for instance, 

Robert Moskowitz’s (the American Academy, 2002) work after Michelangelo’s Sistine 

Chapel ceiling; Stephen Westfall’s (the American Academy, 2009) use of medieval 

cosmatesque floor patterns; or the many recurring Baroque motifs in the work of artists 

like Bruno Perramant (the French Academy, 2007), Bodil Nielsen (the Danish Academy, 

1989), Liz Rideal (the British School, 2009) and Colin Langridge (the British School, 

2007). Of course, there is a risk that terms like ‘symbolic spoliation’ or ‘virtual spolia’ 

become redundant categories as they become too vague and bleed into other notions of 

emulation. Often it makes more sense to think about whether we are confronted with a 

straightforward imitation or whether it is a more strategic act of spoliation which explores 

the very idea of spoliation in a self-reflexive manner. Kit Wise’s work can be read both 

ways, but it probably falls into the category of self-conscious appropriation as he has 

isolated seemingly insignificant fragments (a lock of hair and an abstract piece of marble) 

which, without the descriptive titles, we wouldn’t be able to recognise in relation to past 

art. In other words, one of the fundamental aspects of this work is the fact that the artist 

draws our attention to the act of appropriation from Canova and Bernini.  

The concept of spoliation can become a key to understanding contemporary 

artworks in Rome, for instance in Campo Verano (2009) by Torben Eskerod (the Danish 

Academy, 2001), which saw the artist re-photograph photographic portraits from 

gravestones at the monumental Campo Verano cemetery in the south-eastern part of the 

city. In what follows I present Eskerod as a grave robber of sorts, who performs an act of 

spoliation which is not about destroying the original context but about giving it new life.  

Eskerod’s work consists of sixty-three burial portraits from the Campo Verano, 

which he has re-photographed so that the surrounding stone surface, the names, dates and 

epitaphs have been cropped out.294 These otherwise minute portraits have been enlarged 

many times so that they now resemble regular-size portraits which we find in museums 

and galleries [fig. 59]. However, Eskerod has made no effort at cleaning the original 

portraits before photographing them. They appear as they are on the graves: bleached by 

the sun and with visible signs of decay – cracks and fissures, leaves and petals, algae, dust 

and bird droppings [fig. 60].  

                                                           
294 Campo Verano has been exhibited in venues in Europe and the US, but here I focus primarily on the 

book which Eskerod published in 2009 with a foreword by Stephen Greenblatt. See Torben Eskerod, 

Campo Verano (Heidelberg: Kehrer, 2009). 
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Fig. 59. Torben Eskerod, Campo Verano. Exhibition view, Blue Sky Gallery, Portland, 2010. 

Fig. 60. Torben Eskerod, “Untitled” from Campo Verano series, 2001–5. Archival inkjet prints. 
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As you flip through the book in which these portraits are collected, you sense that 

Eskerod has arranged the images according to their state of decay, starting with the best-

preserved examples and ending with completely unrecognisable pigments on bare stone 

surfaces. Looking at all these faces of people, it becomes clear that Campo Verano 

revolves around existential themes of life and death, and that the project also highlights 

both the power – and fragility – of photography to capture and maintain images. But the 

work also raises a question: What are the consequences of Eskerod’s act of spoliation, 

and what does it mean to ‘remove’ these images of dead people from their original 

context, isolating them in a way that obliterates the connection between a particular name 

and a particular face?  

In his foreword to Campo Verano, Stephen Greenblatt notes that these portraits 

point to a longing to represent images of the dead, something which was once done in 

painted portraits or sculpture but which today is done through technical innovations such 

as photography. And being photographic portraits, the represented faces seem to share a 

time which still is part of our own. “[T]hese faces all have a familiar look – if not of our 

immediate contemporaries, then of our parents or grandparents when they were young”, 

writes Greenblatt (5). This is the essential tension of the work: we are confronted with 

strangely familiar faces and a lack of information about them. For instance, the Campo 

Verano cemetery contains both Jewish and Catholic graves, but in Eskerod’s work 

religious differences are levelled out. This uncertainty permeates all aspects of the 

portraits:  

 

we do not know if the faces represent the deceased at the age of death, or at 

the age at which they wished to be remembered, nor indeed do we know if 

they themselves chose the images or if they were chosen for them, by their 

grieving relatives and friends. We do not know of their class, their financial 

standing, or their historical destiny. They could have been people who died 

peacefully in their beds, surrounded by their loved ones, or they could, for all 

we know, have been among those who were bound and slaughtered by the 

Nazis in the Ardeatine caves. What we do know, through the intensity of 

Torben Eskerod’s photographs, is that they are making a claim to having once 

lived. (8) 

 

Greenblatt ends his reading by suggesting that Eskerod succeeds in registering “the 

inexorable loss as itself a strange new manifestation of beauty” (9). Eskerod has achieved 
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this by obliterating all biographical details and instead zooming in on human faces and 

showing us in minute detail the decay of these fading portraits. However, I contend that 

Campo Verano is not only about the beauty of decay and the passage of time. His work 

can also be read allegorically as being self-conscious about the preservation of 

impermanence, which is not only a consequence of his act of spoliation, but also points 

to an allegorical potential of photography.  

In his article “The Allegorical Impulse: Towards a Theory of Postmodernism”, 

Craig Owens argues that photographs can become allegorical when they seek to fix and 

preserve what is disappearing but do so only by offering a fragment that “thus affirms its 

own arbitrariness and contingency”.295 Moreover, the accumulation of fragments that we 

find in Eskerod’s work can also be seen as a typical allegorical trait. Owens writes:  

 

Allegory concerns itself, then, with the projection – either spatial or temporal 

or both – of structure as sequence; the result, however, is not dynamic, static, 

ritualistic, repetitive. It is thus the epitome of counter-narrative, arrests 

narrative in place, substituting a principle of syntagmatic disjunction for one 

of diegetic combination. In this way allegory superinduces a vertical 

paradigmatic reading of correspondences upon a horizontal or syntagmatic 

chain of events. (72) 

 

Eskerod’s spoliation has replaced the narratives that defined the lives of the people who 

lie buried at Campo Verano with a static, ritualistic and repetitive sequence. This points 

to an ethical paradox of spoliation at the heart of this work: it takes something deeply 

personal from these Roman graves, transforms it through enlargement, reproduction and 

seriality, and presents it in a new context – in exhibitions and in book form – to an 

audience which does not have any personal connection to the people in the portraits. Is 

this an allegorical aestheticisation with unethical undertones? Or is the act of spoliation 

also an act of giving new life?  

Archaeologists see spolia as something that asks to be restored to its original 

context; historians see it as a collection of reused fragments that reveal a whole chain of 

events which carry the past into the present. But a work like Campo Verano does not offer 

a route back to an original context. And by obliterating information that could help us 

place these faces in time and space it actively defies attempts to historicise these spolia.  

                                                           
295 Craig Owens, “The Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Theory of Postmodernism,” October 12 (1980): 71. 
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The act of artistic spoliation encompasses through reconfiguration and 

displacement both a potentially unethical aestheticisation and the idea of giving new life. 

On the one hand, without Eskerod’s spoliation the original photographic portraits would 

not survive and would stop speaking to us. On the other hand, what right has the artist to 

take these images, reconfigure them and display them in a commercial setting like an art 

gallery? It is this tension between taking something away and granting new life – between 

violence and preservation – that makes Eskerod’s work come alive. Campo Verano is an 

example of how acts of spoliation can be found in a contemporary artwork, where 

something which has been seemingly violently separated from an original context and 

reintegrated into a new one comes to signify a complex survival and a new (after)life. 

  

Copiously copied  

One of the primary aspects of spoliation is that it represents a predominantly 

unidirectional way of thinking about the effects of appropriation: fragments are stripped 

from an original context (the past) and carried forward into a new context (the present) 

where they can be interpreted in terms of their historical trajectories and new 

reintegration. However, the next category of appropriation builds on the idea that the 

relationship between an original artwork and later copies does not necessarily only work 

in one direction.  

A key insight comes from Bruno Latour and Adam Lowe’s essay entitled “The 

Migration of the Aura, or How to Explore the Original through Its Facsimiles”, in which 

the authors state that “to be original means necessarily to be the origin of a lineage. That 

which has no progeny, no heirs, is called, not original, but sterile, barren”.296 The idea is 

that an ‘original artwork’ should not be seen as an isolated entity; all subsequent copies 

are not separate from the original, but part of a trajectory of connected work. “The real 

phenomenon to be accounted for is not the delineation of one version from all others but 

the whole assemblage of one – or several – original(s) together with its continually 

rewritten biography” (278; emphasis in original).  

                                                           
296 Bruno Latour and Adam Lowe, “The Migration of the Aura, or How to Explore the Original through 

Its Facsimiles,” in Switching Codes: Thinking through Digital Technology in the Humanities and the Arts, 

ed. Thomas Bartscherer and Roderick Coover (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 2011), 

279. Latour and Lowe’s ideas also resonate in Simon Schaffer, John Tresch, and Pasquale Gagliardi, eds., 

Aesthetics of Universal Knowledge (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017). 
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On this reading, a trajectory constituted by an original and subsequent copies is not 

unidirectional since new copies can add new layers to the original and, in a sense, alter 

(our understanding of) it. For instance, our fascination with a particular original painting 

is fuelled by its copies, for without any copies there would not be an original work to be 

distinguished from them. We might not even know of the original’s existence. This 

dynamic, reciprocal relationship between original and copy challenges a static view of 

what originality is. It displaces the aura of the work from the allegedly authentic original 

to relations of meaning within the trajectory of original and copies. As a consequence, it 

does not make sense simply to ask what is original and what is a copy, because, in reality, 

they never exist in isolation. Instead, as Latour and Lowe put it, we need to inquire: “Is 

this segment in the trajectory of the work of art barren or fertile?” (279).297 

Thus, the second category of appropriation concerns the dynamics involved in 

copying an original artwork. But what qualifies as a copy? Acts of artistic copying can 

                                                           
297 Latour and Lowe examine how accurate digital facsimiles change the trajectories of artworks and 

challenge the idea of originality – their main example being the facsimile of Veronese’s Nozze di Cana. 

Here, I take Latour and Lowe’s insights in a slightly different direction as I apply them to copies of 

Roman art made by contemporary artists. 

Fig. 61. Isabel Formosa, De saevitia viri, 1992. 
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take many forms that challenge the very definition of what a copy is. To give an example, 

can we talk about copies when a photographer like Isabel Formosa (the French Academy, 

1991) reproduces Roman statues in black-and-white photography? [fig. 61]. Re-animated 

and re-framed in a new medium, certain aspects of these statues are accentuated, such as 

their sensuality and movement.  

I contend that it is possible to think about the reinterpretation of baroque sculpture 

in contemporary photographic work in terms of copies that create fertile new segments in 

the trajectory of the original work. Discussing a reproduction of Renaissance painting 

based on digital three-dimensional scans, Latour and Lowe argue that the copy, having 

been placed where the original once resided, “adds originality without jeopardizing the 

earlier version – without ever even touching it, thanks to the delicate processes used to 

record it”.298 Similarly, I believe that we should think about Formosa’s work as ‘adding 

originality without jeopardizing the earlier version’. 

But artistic copies are not always fertile. An example of a barren copy can be found 

in the work of Eva Koch (the Danish Academy, 1999), who made a video recording of Il 

Facchino, one of the famous ‘speaking fountains’ in Rome, which she projected onto a 

                                                           
298 Latour and Lowe, “The Migration of the Aura,” 285; emphasis in original. 

Fig. 62. Eva Koch, Il Facchino, 2006. 
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facade in Copenhagen [fig. 62]. A piece of Rome has been digitally reproduced and 

presented in a new context, but apart from that, the work offers very little to the viewer, 

if anything at all. How does Il Facchino speak to us in a fashionable square in 

Copenhagen? Or as Latour and Lowe put it: “Is this segment in the trajectory of the work 

of art barren or fertile?” In my view, Koch’s copy does not necessarily add anything to 

the original.  

After these preliminary considerations concerning barren and fertile acts of artistic 

copying, I now examine more closely how three contemporary artists have appropriated 

the work of Italian baroque painter Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio. Two of these 

Fig. 63. Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio, Boy with a Basket of Fruit, 1593. 70 x 67 cm, Galleria Borghese, 

Rome. 
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artists copy Caravaggio’s Boy with Basket of Fruit (1593–94) [fig. 63]. In this painting, 

Caravaggio portrays an adolescent fruit vendor, who is looking straight at us, his head 

tilted slightly, his mouth half-open, his muscular shoulder exposed. It is not clear whether 

the boy is withdrawing the basket or offering it to the viewer, but despite this ambiguity 

Fig. 64. Daniel Bozhkov, Elvis With Fruits. Study after Caravaggio’s Boy With a Fruit Basket, Water-based oil and 

plastic flowers on department-store print on linen, 40 x 50 cm. 
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the painting has been read as an allegory of Eros, that is, as “an offering of the self in 

parallel with the proffered fruit”.299  

In Elvis With Fruits. Study after Caravaggio’s Boy With a Fruit Basket (2008), 

Bulgarian-born and New York-based artist Daniel Bozhkov (the American Academy, 

2008) takes Caravaggio’s original in a new direction [fig. 64].300 Based on a commercial 

reproduction, Bozhkov has painted a pompadour hairstyle à la Elvis onto the fruit vendor 

and has added what looks like two plastic waterlilies to the basket. Had Bozhkov’s work 

been placed next to Caravaggio’s original at the Galleria Borghese, it would have been 

easy to dismiss it out of hand as a copy, if only because Elvis With Fruits is about a third 

smaller than the original. But when you encounter it as a reproduction on a printed page 

in a catalogue from the American Academy in Rome, it takes longer to realise that it is 

not Caravaggio’s original which is being reproduced. This disruption of the viewers’ 

expectations of authorship is the first sign that Bozhkov’s copy challenges Caravaggio’s 

iconic work by transposing it to a context that is primarily conceptual.  

Like several other international artists in Rome, Bozhkov bases his appropriation 

on a commercial reproduction, something a tourist might bring back home. Decycle: 

Abstract (2009) by Amikam Torem (the British School, 2009) consists of a tourist 

souvenir, a plastic model of the Colosseum, that has been placed on what looks like a 

fragment of an ancient sculpture [fig. 65]. At first glance, the viewer might read this 

sculpture as a somewhat ironic juxtaposition of the cheap plastic reproduction and an 

authentic fragment. But, in fact, the ancient fragment is a fake made to look like an 

Etruscan sculpture by an Italian forger at the end of the nineteenth century. Torem’s work 

sets up a conceptual trap, undermining viewers’ preconceived ideas of authenticity. In a 

similar fashion, Bozhkov’s copy of Boy with Basket of Fruit also disrupts our perception 

of what we initially might think is a work by Caravaggio. But when we notice the added 

flowers and elaborated hairstyle, the work starts challenging rather than confirming the 

trajectory of copies following Caravaggio’s original.  

Having realised that this is neither an original Caravaggio nor a faithful 

reproduction, we might start contemplating the explicit references to Elvis Presley in the 

                                                           
299 Genevieve Warwick, ed., Caravaggio: Realism, Rebellion, Reception (Newark: University of 

Delaware Press, 2006), 85. 
300 Caravaggio’s Boy with a Basket of Fruit is also the template for John Walter’s (the British School, 

2006) Intercision-series (2007–8), which deconstructs the original and joins it together with an image of 

geometrical forms. 
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title as well as in the work itself. Bozhkov draws on images from popular culture and a 

pop art tradition which goes back to Andy Warhol’s early 1960s silkscreen prints of 

celebrities, such as Warhol’s Double Elvis (1963).301 This connection situates Elvis With 

Fruits in a conceptual tradition which, as Patricia Lee has put it, consists of artists who 

“prioritised thinking over the optical experience of visual art, or rather, made art visual 

as a trigger for thought, with the experience of the work tantamount to its material 

ownership”.302 Just as Warhol plays on the vacuity of fame by using the public image of 

Elvis as a sex symbol of the 1950s which by 1963 already had started to be superseded 

by new icons of popular culture, Bozhkov appropriates Caravaggio’s painting in order to 

question certain structures in the way we view Caravaggio, particularly the elevated status 

of Caravaggio’s work which tourists flock to see in churches and galleries.  

It can be argued that Caravaggio has produced some of Rome’s pop images par 

excellence. But this re-envisions the concept of pop itself. These images were not 

conceived like that, but they have become part of the popular imagery of Rome. In a static 

view of the relationship between original and copy, we would say that the original 

                                                           
301 Cf. MoMA, “Double Elvis,” accessed December 7, 2016, 

https://www.moma.org/learn/moma_learning/andy-warhol-double-elvis-1963. 
302 Patricia Lee, Sturtevant: Warhol Marilyn (Cambridge, Mass: Afterall Books, 2016), 12. 

Fig. 65. Amikam Torem, Decycle: Abstract, 2009. 
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Caravaggio is being hollowed out by the copy. But in a more dynamic view, it is the 

abundance of copies – on postcards, prints and social media – that enhances the aura of 

the original and makes attractive the idea of going to see the original painting in a Roman 

church, despite the fact that you will most likely be too far away from the surface of the 

painting to actually see any details. 

Bozhkov’s copy of Boy with a Basket of Fruit not only enters the trajectory of 

copies following Caravaggio’s original work, but also upsets the meaning within this 

trajectory by adding new connotations (Elvis, plastic flowers) to a commercial 

reproduction. His work aims at being the starting point for thought-processes that 

highlight Caravaggio’s status today within Roman popular culture, and questions the 

value we place on originals. This then is an example of how appropriation in 

contemporary art can be deployed strategically and self-consciously to examine the very 

idea of what appropriation is and can do. Bozhkov’s work is not treating Boy with Basket 

of Fruit as a singular, isolated masterpiece; it is thinking about Caravaggio’s work as a 

trajectory of reproductions that keeps this original alive today.  

Is this “segment in the trajectory of the work of art barren or fertile?” as Latour and 

Lowe ask. Aesthetically, Elvis With Fruits is not particularly striking. It is based on a 

crude reproduction and, as I suggested above, its primary function is to create a moment 

of doubt in the viewer’s mind in terms of authorship – not to imitate Caravaggio’s 

aesthetics. This is just the beginning of the conceptual layers of this humorous and 

subversively ironic work, which does open up a different – and perhaps even fertile – 

debate about what makes Caravaggio contemporary. Some might find it hard to accept 

that artworks are not only singular originals but also include trajectories of subsequent 

copies. But as Latour and Lowe observe, this reluctance primarily concerns our 

perception of art objects, whereas when it comes to the performing arts we readily accept 

that a Shakespeare play does not need to be performed as an exact copy of a performance 

from Shakespeare’s own time, and that new performances reveal hidden aspects of the 

original play.303 In keeping with this idea, art that appropriates other (previous) artworks 

                                                           
303 Latour and Lowe focus on how technical innovations of copying influence the relationship between 

original and copy: “The distance between version n (“the original”) and version n + 1 (“a mere copy”) 

depends just as much on the differential of efforts, costs, and techniques as on any such substantial 

distinction. While in performance art, the resources required are grossly homogeneous (each replay 

relying on the same gamut of techniques), the career of a painting or a sculpture consists of segments that 

are vastly heterogeneous, varying greatly in the intensity of the efforts entailed”. Latour and Lowe, “The 

Migration of the Aura,” 282. 
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could be seen as a form of artistic re-visioning that has the potential to bring out new 

aspects of the original.  

Sometimes, however, artistic copies materialise in another media than the original. 

We already saw this in Formosa’s photographic appropriation of baroque sculpture. 

Similarly, Caravaggio’s painting Boy with Basket of Fruit is appropriated in another 

medium in John Kelly’s (the American Academy, 2007) short performance vignette, in 

which he seeks to merge visual art and performance in order to bring out new aspects of 

Caravaggio’s work. Kelly had previously examined ideas of original/copy when he 

produced painted copies of famous works such as Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa and 

Caravaggio’s Medusa, inserting into these paintings his own features. Whilst at the 

American Academy in Rome, Kelly transferred the idea of appropriating masterworks 

from painted copies to performed copies, which resulted in a number of video vignettes 

entitled Cara Viaggio (2007) based on a number of Caravaggio paintings including St. 

Jerome, Narcissus and Boy with Basket of Fruit, which are held in Roman collections and 

churches.  

In his vignette of Boy with Basket of Fruit from Cara Viaggio, Kelly is standing in 

front of a black cloth with the camera as his only audience [fig. 66]. The studio setting 

negates all temporal markers, but as in Caravaggio’s paintings the black back cloth and 

the intensive lighting creates a dramatic effect, which intensifies the portrayed subject. 

Fig. 66. John Kelly, Cara-Viaggio, 2007. Video still. 
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However, in this vignette, Kelly’s clothing – wig, light blue jeans, black belt – firmly 

situates the subject in a contemporary realm, whereas in other vignettes he is wearing 

period-clothing. In his arms he is holding branches with big yellowish quinces. The wig 

and make-up lend him a somewhat androgynous air. During the 1½ minute performance, 

he looks like a sitter who is being asked by the painter to strike a particular pose. He 

moves around, trying to position himself, his mouth half-open, his head slightly tilted like 

the adolescent in Caravaggio’s painting. Kelly describes the performance like this on his 

website: 

 

I was thinking of the paintings Boy With Basket of Fruit, and Bacchus. My 

goal was to arrive at a synthesis of this series of paintings, to locate from 

inside myself what I perceived to be the collective essential mood. As the 

camera was running I tried to give it as many corporeal, facial angles and 

emotional options as possible, to increase the possibility of generating some 

compelling stills. With this shoot I feel that I hit on something of the essence 

of the figures in these paintings, and I can see the performer in me was at 

work – pondering the chosen idea, and physically manifesting it. This is as 

much about my process of discovery as it is about my desire to arrive at the 

essence of the Caravaggio fruit boys.304  

 

Kelly conveys the mood and makes tangible what he perceived as the essential elements 

of Caravaggio’s original painting. Performing a copy of Caravaggio’s painting becomes 

a way of grounding this work in a living body.  

The processual quality of the performance medium also enables Kelly to add a sense 

of sequential development to Boy With Basket of Fruit. Whereas Caravaggio carefully 

constructs a condensed (and potentially eroticised) moment in which the young man is 

offering or withdrawing his fruit basket, Kelly also includes the moments leading up to 

the painted moment and the subsequent moments when the sitter leaves the stage. He 

retains the theatrical drama of the work but focuses more on how the charged relationship 

between artist and sitter unfolds in time. As a sitter, Kelly is restless and impatient, and 

the vignette ends with him abruptly walking out of the frame as if he cannot be bothered 

to pose any longer. Caravaggio’s paintings make him curious about “what came before 

the moment, and what would come next. Who are they, where are they, what do they 

                                                           
304 John Kelly, “Inhabiting Caravaggio,” accessed December 6, 2016, 

http://www.johnkellyperformance.org/Site/Inhabiting_Caravaggio.html. 
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want, what are they thinking, or feeling. His choices seem so right. Articulating this 

unseen history was my contribution, beyond the given of replicating a pose”.305 

In Cara Viaggio we recognise Caravaggio’s work, but we also see an American 

artist who has travelled to Rome to create this work – something that is perhaps reflected 

in the wordplay of the title, which both alludes to the artists name and to the notion of 

travelling. Here, another layer is added to Caravaggio’s original in that Kelly is both the 

sitter for and creator of the copy, which means that his Boy With Basket of Fruit becomes 

an act of self-portraiture. Caravaggio’s original is transposed into another medium which 

emphasises new aspects of the work. “I appreciated the charm and rigor attached to a 

successful ‘cover’ of a painting, but this seemed to me the obvious, albeit crowd-pleasing 

route”, writes Kelly, before adding: “A bigger challenge might be to update the material, 

throw in a wrench – make it my own”.306 With this last comment, Kelly brings us back to 

the original meaning of the Latin verb appropriare, which means ‘to make one’s own’. 

Bozhkov and Kelly have shown us how strategies of copying Caravaggio can disrupt the 

trajectory of copies and add new layers to the original work, for instance when Kelly 

opens up a space in which we can reflect on the relationship between sitter and painter.  

In order to understand the implications of appropriations of Caravaggio in 

contemporary art, I highlight Mieke Bal’s idea that contemporary art can change historical 

art like Caravaggio’s: 

 

The images of today [i.e. contemporary appropriations] present us with a 

‘Caravaggio’ who is entirely ours; one who could have had no knowledge of, 

or agency upon, what we see him to be now; an irreversible new Old Master, 

who changes the Caravaggio we thought we knew as well as the historical 

illusion that we knew him.307 

 

In Quoting Caravaggio: Contemporary Art, Preposterous History Bal provides extensive 

analyses of how contemporary artists appropriate Caravaggio in their work, arguing that 

“quotation is vital to the new art as well as to the source from which it is derived, and for 

which it thereby becomes, in turn, a source”.308 Bal’s work deserves more attention than 

                                                           
305 John Kelly, “Inhabiting Caravaggio.” 
306 John Kelly, “Inhabiting Caravaggio.” 
307 Bal, Quoting Caravaggio, 15. For a more in-depth commentary on Bal’s work, see Mateusz Salwa, 

“The space of art history: Mieke Bal’s ‘preposterousness,’” Art Inquiry 11 (2009): 159–73; Wayne 

Andersen, “Mieke Bal’s Preposterous Art History,” The European Legacy 6, no. 3 (2001): 353–62. 
308 Bal, Quoting Caravaggio, 7. 
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I can give it here, but one of her central ideas is that appropriations in contemporary art 

can actively re-envision past art. Put differently, Bal uses artistic appropriations to 

challenge a unidirectional understanding of the history of art based on notions of 

continuity and artistic influence.  

As Wayne Anderson explains, “Thinking quite the reverse, even when juxtaposing, 

rewriting, overpainting, reworking, or recasting, Bal proposes putting what came 

chronologically first (“pre”) as an after-effect behind (“post”) its later recycling, thus 

fashioning a preposterous history – a vision of how to re-vision the Baroque contrary to 

proper sense”.309 Contemporary appropriations of Caravaggio are markers that signify a 

break as they re-vision the past in the present “without continuity”.310 The re-visioning 

that takes place in contemporary appropriations cause us to realise that the original is 

never fixed but always in flux. Being grounded in the present, appropriation of 

Caravaggio keeps the original “alive and does not isolate it in a remote past, buried under 

concerns we do not share”.311 

When it comes to contemporary appropriations of Caravaggio in Rome, Luke 

Caulfield (the British School, 2009) provides a third example of how copying can enrich 

our ideas about the original work. In Video Documentation Jas Ban Ader Fall II Diptych, 

Caulfield has painted a double copy of Caravaggio’s Conversion on the Way to Damascus 

(1601), which hangs in the Santa Maria del Popolo church [figs. 67–68]. At first glance, 

these copies look somewhat similar to the original, but in the lower half of Caulfield’s 

paintings there are a number of changes. Firstly, Saul of Tarsus, who was to become Saint 

Paul, is falling off his horse in Caravaggio’s original, but in Caulfield’s paintings his body 

has evaporated, leaving only his clothes behind. Secondly, Caulfield has added a bright 

rectangular field where Paul’s right hand was, like a reflection of a TV screen in the 

painting. And finally, there are a number of what look like digital glitches in the lower 

half of the painted copies where the same areas have been doubled or tripled. 

                                                           
309 Andersen, “Mieke Bal’s Preposterous Art History,” 354. 
310 Bal, Quoting Caravaggio, 23. Wayne Andersen attempts to unpacks this complex idea when he writes 

that “Influences induce continuity in variation, leaving the resources intact, such as Rembrandt influenced 

by Caravaggio, you by your mentor. Appropriation is a take-over, a re-make, like mocking bird thefts. 

The young Rembrandt did not appropriate Caravaggio’s style but Manet’s Olympia did appropriate 

Titian’s Venus of Urbino. Titian’s painting was taken from its historical remoteness and snapped up front 

in response to a mid-nineteenth century issue. Its relevance to its time was made relevant for Manet’s 

time – appropriated and reframed “to generate ramifications of the past – without continuity – in the 

present”.” Andersen, “Mieke Bal’s Preposterous Art History,” 361. 
311 Bal, Quoting Caravaggio, 14. Bal’s thinking overlaps to a certain degree with Latour/Lowe in that 

they all reject a unidirectional relationship between original and copy, as they argue that contrary to 

popular belief the copy is absolutely essential to our understanding of the original. The main difference is 

that whereas Bal insists on a disruption of continuity, Latour/Lowe emphasise the trajectory of original 

and copies 
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Fig. 67. Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio, Conversion on the Way 

to Damascus, c.1600–1. 

Fig. 68. Luke Caulfield, Documentation Jan Ban Ader Fall II Diptych. Oil on canvas. 
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Looking closely at Caulfield’s two copies, we see that the fall of Paul has been 

replaced by another fall which takes place in the rectangular field. Caulfield has 

reproduced two frames from the 16mm black-and-white art video Fall II (1970) by Dutch 

conceptual artist Bas Jan Ader (1942–75), in which Ader is seen cycling into a canal [fig. 

69].312 Caulfield explains how he started making work like this while in Rome: 

 

Working in Rome made me aware that the worst thing I could do was to 

reference the past since that was too obvious and overwhelming. Yet I decided 

to do it anyway as a challenge and to do it in such a way that it looked like I 

was creating a very “classical” body of work and yet the structure of my work 

was contemporary.313 

 

Caulfield’s work appears classical in style, but the traditional medium of oil painting is 

clearly exploited to challenge the viewer’s expectations of the kind of Caravaggesque 

work that you find all over Rome.  

What look like digital glitches in the copies point to the fact that Caulfield uses oil 

painting mediated through contemporary digital aesthetics. As a contemporary artist, 

Caulfield’s practice revolves around “making a ‘documentation’ of other works of art” 

and thus sidestepping his own authorship.314 Consequently, making Conversion on the 

Way to Damascus his own through the act of copying, Caulfield’s work becomes more 

radically conceptual in its thrust than Bozhkov and Kelly’s. He uses Caravaggio’s original 

as the basis upon which a dialogue with Ader’s conceptual work can be staged. It is a 

copy (of Ader) within a copy (of Caravaggio). The fall of Saint Paul, who is blinded by a 

divine revelation, is superseded by two frames showing Ader’s fall into a Dutch canal. 

This is not a revelation of the light of God, but a reflection that shows two separate 

moments from Fall II. What first appears as two copies devoted to Caravaggio is in fact 

just as much concerned with the documentation of a much more recent art history.  

Had Caulfield simply assimilated Caravaggio’s technique or style, his work would 

have been a product of mere imitation, which would have emphasised a continuous 

                                                           
312 The discrepancy between the name “Jas Ban Ader” in the title and correct name Jan Bas Ader was not 

originally intended by Caulfield. “I love ‘faults’ and I kept it”, he writes. “I have thought of extending this 

idea. It points to the fluidity of authorship and also hopefully helps to free the work from being 

‘academic’ and ‘sycophantic’.” Email to the author, 30 July, 2017. 
313 Email to the author, 24 August, 2015. 
314 See Luke Caulfield, “Statement/Biography,” accessed December 22, 2017, 

https://www.lukecaulfield.com. 
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movement going from the past to the present. Instead, his appropriation of Caravaggio 

breaks up the unidirectional continuity of influence by strategically and self-consciously 

altering the original and creating an intertextual play with Ader’s Fall II, which brings 

the fall of Saint Paul into the present. Caulfield examines what appropriation is and can 

do, and in the process, he offers a new version of an Old Master’s work.  

 

Critical re-stagings 

So far, I have examined spolia as predominantly unidirectional fragments, which, having 

initially been separated from their original context through an act of violence, carry the 

past into the present into which the fragments are integrated. I have then highlighted the 

relationship between original and copy, in which the whole trajectory of subsequent 

copies becomes vital to the survival of the original, meaning that copies influence the 

original by setting out a new course for the whole chain of iterations that defines the work 

of art, or, indeed, breaks the chain in order to show us radical (re)visions of the original.  

Now I turn to the third category: appropriation as critical engagement. My main 

objective is to see whether appropriation can facilitate a critical conversation between 

Fig. 69. Bas Jan Ader, Fall II, 1970. Video still. 
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Roman art and contemporary art, which, in a sense, carries the present into the past.315 In 

order to examine this, I take a closer look at how contemporary international artists re-

stage post-war Italian cinema and the circumstances in which this strong cinematic 

tradition sprang up.  

In the work of international artists at the foreign academies, appropriations of 

Rome-based post-war cinema often revolve around three main strands. Firstly, there is 

the classic body of work which has been labelled Italian neorealism. It includes directors 

like Roberto Rossellini, Vittorio De Sica, Luchino Visconti, Federico Fellini and many 

more, whose films in the 1940s and 1950s were often characterised by the use of authentic 

locations, amateur actors, documentary-style photography and minimal post-

production.316 Secondly, as I discussed in chapter four, Pasolini’s cinematic production in 

the 1960s and 1970s, which contains a critique of neorealist aesthetics, is of great 

importance to contemporary artists.317 And thirdly, international artists also display a keen 

interest in the film studios of Cinecittà, which, having originally been opened by 

Mussolini in 1937, from the 1950s onwards hosted major American productions like Ben 

Hur (1959) and later became a focal point in Fellini’s post-neorealist production.  

One could perhaps speculate that because Rome is a city that is profoundly defined 

by its ancient, baroque and fascist pasts, the strong tradition of Italian cinema is a recent 

historic past that artists can engage with if they want to examine more modern visual 

explorations of the city. But what does it mean to appropriate and engage in dialogue with 

this cinematic legacy? And does it lead to pastiches or new critical readings?  

Appropriations in the work of international artists range from quoting specific 

motifs to creating re-stagings and examining the cinematic spaces in which original films 

were produced in Rome. But specific appropriations of cinematic motifs are often 

tangential and difficult to discern. For instance, artist duo Smith/Stewart’s (the British 

School, 2002) video work Lovers (Rome) (2006) consists of voyeuristic documentary 

footage that zooms in on embracing lovers in Roman parks. Should we see this as a 

                                                           
315 Cf. Bal, Quoting Caravaggio, 5.  
316 See Mark Shiel, Italian Neorealism: Rebuilding the Cinematic City (London; New York: Wallflower, 

2006), 2. 
317 Having dedicated large parts of chapter four to Cuomo & Iorio’s Pasolini-inspired work, I will not be 

dealing with his legacy in this chapter. 
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quotation of the central motif from Michelangelo Antonioni’s Blow-Up (1966), in which 

fashion photographer Thomas Hemmings takes a photo of two lovers in a park? Could it 

be seen as a cheeky reversal in which two British artists make a Blow-Up-inspired art film 

in Rome exactly 40 years after the Italian director shot his film in London? In 

Smith/Stewart’s work there is no dead body in the grass behind the lovers (which was the 

case in Antonioni’s film), so perhaps it is a work that simply looks at, as the artists put it, 

“intimacy & trust, public and private space and behaviour”.318  

More implicit references to Italian cinema like this can be contrasted with full-

blown re-stagings. In the video work La dolce vita 2–8 (2009) by Pernelle Maegaard and 

Nina Maria Kleivan (the Danish Academy, 2009), scenes from Fellini’s original 1960 

film are re-staged in seven non-linear narratives [fig. 70]. Many of the scenes that the 

artists have selected for re-staging are not particularly central to Fellini’s film. Maegaard 

and Kleivan use water and fountains as a central motif in their work, which of course 

alludes to the (in)famous scene where Anita Ekberg bathes in the Trevi Fountain. In La 

dolce vita 2 we see a woman collecting water in a bucket from different Roman fountains 

before emptying it over her own head. Only at the Trevi Fountain she refrains from 

performing this act, pausing as she observes the cascading water.  

                                                           
318 Email to the author, 2 July, 2015. 

Fig. 70. Pernelle Maegaard & Nina Maria Kleivan, La dolce vita 2–8, 2009. Exhibition view. 
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Maegaard and Kleivan’s videos have been displayed in an installation where three 

simultaneous projections juxtapose their different takes on Fellini’s film. But despite this 

added complexity, one might wonder what the artists actually want to achieve with these 

films. To be sure, the work embodies an ironic distance to Fellini’s original, for instance 

when the woman collects water and pours it over herself. The artists themselves point out 

that there is “a fundamental mood of loneliness and yearning after the unattainable” in 

their re-stagings. But working with one of the most iconic – and most referenced – films 

set in Rome, it is perhaps not enough to zoom in on and remake particular scenes. Creating 

somewhat ironic vignettes, the artists end up feeding off the aura of the original whilst 

adding very little new of importance. As a consequence, La dolce vita 2–8 fails to engage 

critically with the original film and ends up as an ironic pastiche. 

Adam Chodzko (the British School, 1998) runs into a similar problem in Reunion: 

Salò (1998). As the title suggests, this work enters into a dialogue with Pasolini’s Salò o 

le 120 giornate di Sodoma (1975). The original film is itself based on a Marquis de Sade 

novel, but Pasolini changed the brutal story about exploitation, sadism and perversion so 

that it explores a fascist mind-set in Italy during the Second World War.319 During his 

four-month stay in Rome, Chodzko created a poster with the portraits of the 16 youths 

who are murdered in Pasolini’s film. “Reunion. Seeking the children who appeared in the 

film Salò”, the poster says. “Together we can create something new” [fig. 71]. Chodzko 

wanted to stage a reunion party for the 16 boys and girls who had been in Salò, but in the 

end, he only managed to find one of the original cast, Antiniska Nemour, which meant 

that he had to use doubles to replace the missing 15 actors.  

The reunion party is documented in an eight-minute video, where we see Nemour 

finding Chodzko’s poster and attending the party at the British School. This pseudo-

documentary footage is intersected with short glimpses from Pasolini’s film as well as 

with the (fake) actors holding up the poster. Chodzko recounts how he wanted to ask 

Nemour about her role in the original film. “I asked her finally how she was ‘murdered’”, 

                                                           
319 See Bondavalli, Fictions of Youth, 211. 
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he writes. “She replied that actually she had asked Pasolini if she could avoid this act and 

he had respected her wishes. This was amazing. The one person who had reappeared in 

the present had eluded her fictional death”.320  

As a contemporary artwork, Reunion: Salò is wholly dependent on Salò o le 120 

giornate di Sodoma without which the poster and the documented reunion party would 

not make any sense. The idea of reassembling a cast of actors who were killed off on 

screen adds a light-heartedness to the project, but the brief direct quotations of Pasolini’s 

original (that is, the glimpses of original footage included in the documentation video) 

also allude to the brutality of the source material.  

                                                           
320 Text accompanying film on Vimeo. See Adam Chodzko, “Reunion: Salò,” accessed January 3, 2017, 

https://vimeo.com/129491062. 

Fig. 71. Adam Chodzko, Reunion: Salo, 1998. 
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Teresa Macrì believes that “Salò Reunion is a mise-en-abîme through the de-

crystallized images of a shocking film about the recollection of history”, and that 

Chodzko’s work “re-establishes a pact with history all too often excluded from 

contemporary artistic sensibility, and re-opens the wounds of our troubled conscience”.321 

I am not so sure about this assessment. How can we characterise the quotation of 

Pasolini’s film in Chodzko’s contemporary work? If the ‘de-crystallisation’ of Pasolini’s 

original means making a light-hearted event out of a serious film, I do not see how 

Chodzko manages to ‘re-open the wounds’. To the contrary, it seems that he is having a 

laugh and not taking it all too seriously. Again, the appropriation of Pasolini does not 

become the basis for a critical re-staging, but simply a faint reflection of the critical 

potential in the original.  

The idea of a critical re-staging gets a different twist in a number of artworks that 

specifically examine cinematic spaces of the Cinecittà studios in Rome, where large-scale 

American and Italian film productions were made from the 1950s onwards. For instance, 

in the video work This I Play Tomorrow (2003) by Christian Jankowski (the German 

Academy, 2002) the powerful legacy of these famous studios is both exploited and 

transformed. Jankowski went to Cinecittà on the outskirts of Rome where he interviewed 

would-be actors who had queued outside the studios. He cast thirteen of these people, 

who would play a role in a film that would be based on what they had told Jankowski in 

their interviews. He had asked them questions like “‘what role would you like to play?’, 

‘what type of set would you prefer?’, ‘what are the big lies of cinema you wouldn’t want 

to be yours?’ and ‘do you think cinema can offer hope for salvation?’”.322 The result is a 

surreal piece of meta-cinema, in which different scenes are played out in the medieval-

looking Cinecittà set from a film about Francis of Assisi [fig. 72].  

A number of anachronistic figures (for instance, a caveman) enter the square and 

the hallways of the set. The dialogue between these actors is characterised by reflections 

on what it means to be in a film. “Above all, we shouldn’t live secluded in our own little 

                                                           
321 Macrì’s text appeared in “Fine Arts 1997–1998,” Catalogue (Rome; London: The British School at 

Rome, 1998), unpaginated.  
322 Sydney Pokorny, “Review: Christian Jankowski, 7 June 2004,” Frieze Magazine, accessed January 5, 

2017, https://frieze.com/article/christian-jankowski. 
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worlds”, says a man dressed as a chef. “To live in a world of special effects contributes 

nothing to reality”. In this way, the legendary studio setting becomes a stage for an art 

film that questions the fictions created by cinema, fictions which the aspiring actors had 

imagined before they were selected for their roles.  

Cinecittà is also the main setting in Clemens von Wedemeyer’s (the German 

Academy, 2013) video work Procession (2013) in which the artist takes as his point of 

departure an incident that occurred at Cinecittà during the filming of Ben Hur in 1958.323 

I will take a more in-depth look at how Wedemeyer subtly undermines our expectations 

of a historic re-staging and in the process, facilitates a critical conversation with the past. 

Procession was part of a solo show at MAXXI in Rome in 2013, and the work has been 

documented in the exhibition catalogue entitled The Cast.324 In this catalogue, we learn 

that during the filming of Ben Hur, an enormous cast of 1,500 extras were needed, but 

outside Cinecittà a crowd of 5,000 unemployed people had formed, many of whom had 

been tricked by an external organisation into paying between 20 and 100 lira to be 

guaranteed work on the set – work which would potentially earn them 1,500 lira for a 

                                                           
323 Procession is part of a series of works that Wedemeyer was commissioned to do at MAXXI in Rome. 

The artist spent a year at Villa Massimo in 2013 preparing this exhibition, which was entitled The Cast. 
324 Clemens von Wedemeyer, The Cast (Berlin: Archive Books, 2013). 

Fig. 72. Christian Jankowski, This I play tomorrow, 2003. Video still. 
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day’s work. It all ended in crowd disturbances where people tried to storm the gates of 

Cinecittà and the police used excessive force to suppress the demonstrations (94).  

Wedemeyer’s work reactivates this forgotten incident, which is related to the 

heyday of large-scale film productions in Rome, and juxtaposes it with the present 

situation in the city. In order to do so he begins his video with an account of the foundation 

of Cinecittà. Filmed in black and white, we see a miniature landscape representing the 

Roman countryside. The narrator says: “Once upon a time they started to build here the 

strongest weapon in modern society: The film industry”.325 Then a pair of hands starts 

placing the buildings in the landscape, creating an architectural miniature copy of the 

Cinecittà studios [fig. 73]. “Let’s have a look at the golden era, when American 

productions employed thousands of figures”, says the narrator, and the video cuts to a re-

enactment of the filming of a procession from the shooting of Ben Hur inside the studios 

[fig. 74].  

By now, the viewer might have the impression that Wedemeyer is aiming at creating 

a reconstruction of the kind you find in history documentaries on National Geographic 

Channel. The black and white images are impeccably produced, and the use of a 

voiceover, miniature models and long fluid takes that show us around the production set 

                                                           
325 The narrator is journalist Mino Argentieri who witnessed and wrote about the incident in 1958. 

Argentieri was one of the main sources of information that Wedemeyer relied on. See Wedemeyer, The 

Cast, 24. 

Fig. 73. Clemens von Wedemeyer, Procession, 2013. Film still. Opening shot of Cinecittà model. 
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all contribute to this impression.326 We see the filming being disrupted by the angry crowd 

outside, and the narrator provides us with information about the scam, which has upset 

people. Despite being a golden age for international cinema productions in Rome, it was 

an industry that exploited the poverty and unemployment of the Roman population after 

the Second World War. Returning to the miniature model, we see a hand pushing over 

the figures representing the crowd [fig. 75]. But from here on the traditional history 

documentary narrative quickly evaporates as two different temporal layers collide.  

It starts out with the events outside suddenly being acted out in reverse; the actors 

walk backwards as if a film is being rewound in slow-motion, the police and 

demonstrators separate, and the moment just before the riots break out is restored. We 

                                                           
326 Wedemeyer built the model in his studio because he could not film at Cinecittà. The scenes for the 

video were instead filmed at the Fascist-built Museo della Civilità Romana in the EUR district of Rome.  

Fig. 74. Clemens von Wedemeyer, Procession, 2013. Film still. Inside the studios. 

 

Fig. 75. Clemens von Wedemeyer, Procession, 2013. Film still. Crowd disturbance outside, model. 
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watch the crowd stand in an orderly queue while the film director in Wedemeyer’s video 

and his assistants instruct them, and at this moment – when the film reveals its own 

constructedness for us – another narrative takes over. Now the documentary mode, which 

narrates the past as the past, is replaced by a theatrical piece of meta-cinema, where the 

cast, who before had played different parts in the reconstruction, start discussing the 

historic event in a voice-over-dialogue.  

We see them leaving the set and gathering on a wide external staircase where they 

are wearing their normal contemporary clothes [fig. 76]. The voiceover dialogue between 

the members of the cast – who, it is later revealed in the rolling titles, are part of the 

politically engaged Teatro Valle Occupato – comments on the connections between 

present and past:  

 

This is how politics interfered in cultural life. Today it’s the same! What has 

happened should not be confused with what we are doing today. Our culture 

is politics. What we are doing now and here is the opposite of a labour protest. 

Of such a special protest. We fight today not for us, but for others as well. We 

occupied a theatre that was going to close down. Our struggle is universal. 

The system around us is dying. We need to live. 

 

What starts out as an authoritative documentary-style re-staging of a historical event 

related to the making of an epic film at Cinecittà is turned into a complex juxtaposition 

of past and present. And Wedemeyer subverts our expectations by suddenly introducing 

the present into the narrative, and by making the contemporary struggle of the cast, which 

plays the unemployed extras, the real issue. As Giulia Ferracci puts it in the exhibition 

Fig. 76. Clemens von Wedemeyer, Procession, 2013. Film still. The cast, Teatro Valle Occupato. 
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catalogue, “The film begins with a ‘falsity’, in the sense of cinéma vérité or, in other 

words, of real life: the 1958 episode, transposed to the set, becomes authentic reality, a 

sort of performance in which the actors/activists end up interpreting themselves” (25).  

The point where all the actors start moving backwards signifies a temporal change: 

the camera moves back to the future, unveiling the constructedness (or the ‘falsity’, to use 

Ferracci’s term) of the film – a constructedness which is the reality of the film, the point 

that brings present and past together in an examination of cultural struggle in Rome, now 

and then. In this raw and more authentic mode, the actors who were subordinated in the 

first part of the film gain control and show us the differences and similarities between the 

struggling unemployed day-labourers and the present-day situation where funding is 

being cut and cultural institutions closed down.  

Wedemeyer has stated in an interview that Procession is about “telling the story of 

the emancipation of actors”. He continues: “I thought that the re-staging of the 

spontaneous protest of scammed extras in 1958 would only be relevant if we could show 

the differences from and similarities to the crisis today” (97). This is what separates 

Wedemeyer’s work from many of the other re-stagings I looked at above. He appropriates 

a forgotten historical event in ways that transcend a traditional historical reconstruction 

in order critically to engage with the legacy of filmmaking in Rome. By doing so the work 

suggests that traditional reconstructions represent an obsolete kind of re-staging, which 

keeps the past firmly in the past.  

Put differently, Wedemeyer’s appropriation of a historic event related to film-

making in Rome facilitates a critique that challenges and destabilises established modes 

of representation, rendering visible hidden workings of the apparent transparency of this 

representation.327 This subversive way of appropriating events opens up the possibility of 

creating new modes of sincerity and transparency that rethink the past in the present by 

showing us how cultural protests can materialise today. It is in instances like this that 

appropriation can facilitate a critical conversation between past and present, which, in a 

sense, carries the present concerns into the past and makes it relevant again.328 

 

                                                           
327 Cf. Craig Owens, Beyond Recognition: Representation, Power, and Culture, ed. Scott Bryson et al. 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), 88–113. 
328 Cf. Bal, Quoting Caravaggio, 5.  
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New (after)life 

Throughout my examination of what happens when contemporary artists use 

appropriations in their Rome-related work, I have demonstrated that it need not always 

be an “uncreative, unimaginative, paranoid and destructive” artistic practice, as Donald 

Kuspit claims. In Rome, appropriations have the power to carry fragments of the past into 

the present through acts of spoliation, to highlight the new aspects of the reciprocal 

relationship between original and subsequent copies, and to engage in a subversive, 

critical manner with traditions and historical events through re-stagings.  

Since Antiquity, artists and architects in Rome have been appropriating the work of 

those who went before them, sometimes integrating real fragments into new contexts, at 

other times giving a renaissance to artistic past styles and idioms which they creatively 

adapted to fit the artistic and/or political needs of the present. The idea of emulating the 

past also applies to international artists and artisans who have visited Rome – people who 

have travelled to Italy and brought back skills and artistic styles to their home countries. 

Consider, for instance, the concept of ‘Italianate painters’, that is, seventeenth-century 

northern European painters who, having travelled in Italy, creatively emulated “the style 

of landscape painting that they found there, [incorporating] Italian models and motifs into 

their own works”.329  

But in this chapter it has become clear that a lot of the artworks created by foreign 

contemporary artists do not seek to emulate Roman art in a traditional sense, but rather to 

deploy appropriation in a strategic and self-conscious way that points to the very idea of 

what appropriation is and can do. This shift has something to do with the fact that there 

has been an important change in the relationship between Rome and the rest of the world. 

Rome was once the original culturally dominating coloniser of the world with a global 

legacy in everything from politics and engineering to architecture and art, but today it is 

just another city where artists can spend some time during a residency. And these visiting 

artists do not necessarily come to Rome to imitate certain styles or motifs; their artistic 

practices have been formed by a globalised contemporary art world which epitomises the 

erosion of national styles and schools.330 As a consequence, when Rome is being 

                                                           
329 “Italianate Painters,” Britannica Academic, accessed March 22, 2017, 

http://academic.eb.com.ezproxy.eui.eu/levels/collegiate/article/Italianate-painters/43024. 
330 See my discussion of this point in the introduction.  
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appropriated in the work of contemporary artists, the city is often submitted to a wide 

range of external influences which challenge and change the trajectories of the Roman 

originals. Today, it is more often the world (orbis) that changes Rome (urbis) than Rome 

that changes the world.  

In his essay, Donald Kuspit points out that “One question always haunts 

appropriation: what is the contemporary significance of the bygone motif? What makes 

it poignantly valuable – or at least seriously interesting – today?”331 One might think that 

Romanophiles might ask similar questions when reviewing the work of international 

artists. Are these appropriations really relevant today in Rome? Or are they simply 

juvenile attempts at undermining Roman art?  

To this one might answer that, of course, there is always a risk that appropriation is 

used in a manner that trivialises rather than enhances the original. Rome offers a rich 

tableau of images from which artists can pick and choose, and by appropriating Roman 

art some of the old aura will – in some cases undeservedly – rub off on the new artwork. 

To be sure, in many of the contemporary artworks in this chapter there is a subtle 

distinction between abundant expansion of the original work and unproductive imitation 

of it, but acts of spoliation, copying and critical re-stagings also unearth new dynamics 

which change the way we look at Roman originals and bring about new non-linear ways 

of thinking of the relationship between past and present.  

Still, seen from a traditional, Romanophile point of view, which regards Rome as 

the centre of the world, many of these appropriations may be judged as only scratching 

the surface of a deeper understanding of the city. But seen from the external perspective 

of the rest of the world, many of these artistic acts of appropriation bring the world back 

into contact with Rome. Appropriations of Roman art in the work of international artists 

become ‘important’ or ‘valuable’ when these contemporary artworks – through the 

strategy of appropriation – open up and explore the possibilities of what Rome has been 

in the past and can be in the present. When artists succeed in making Rome their own, 

they change the trajectory of the original artwork and breathe new life into a city whose 

self-image remains stuck in the ancient past. It is in this sense that appropriation is not 

necessarily a sign of devaluation, but an opening to a new (after)life. 

  

                                                           
331 Kuspit, “Some Thoughts,” 248. 
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Epilogue: Curators of Rome 
 

In this study I have argued and demonstrated that it is possible to assign a new role to the 

international artists who spend time in Rome: they are not simply passive beneficiaries of 

grants provided by the foreign academies, but rather function as active ‘curators’ of Rome 

in the sense that their work has the ability to reconfigure the city. In its modern-day 

meaning the verb ‘to curate’ refers to the selection, organisation and presentation of a 

body of objects, traditionally in a collection or an exhibition – the curator being the person 

in charge of this process. But both the verb ‘curate’ and the noun ‘curator’ originate from 

the Latin verb curare, which, among other things, means to ‘take care of’ and to ‘care 

for’.332 On this reading, one could see the artists as caretakers whose contemporary 

artworks – if and when they are effective – do something that is needed if Rome is to 

remain an important contemporary cultural city.  

Throughout this study I have grounded my reflections on institutions, sites, people, 

historical narratives and the appropriation of Roman art in the artworks instead of 

explaining them primarily with reference to external factors. My goal has been to keep a 

balance between maintaining the autonomy and openness of the visual material and 

interpreting it by using a wide range of analytical and contextualising approaches which 

open up the artistic work and connect it to multiple pasts and contexts (on a vertical axis) 

and to constellations of other contemporary artworks (on a horizontal axis). I hope that 

the selective framing of aesthetic material within specific thematically oriented chapters 

has produced a wide-ranging and yet selective account of how Rome is reconfigured 

today.  

This interdisciplinary visual history brings into view facets of the city’s diverse 

contemporary character which are not the primary concern of historians, archaeologists 

and art historians. Here, Rome is not restored to its former cultural importance at the 

expense of the present. Instead, this study has problematised the notion that the city 

should be historically reconstructed and organised in neatly labelled boxes that keep the 

city firmly in its ancient, baroque, fascist or neorealist pasts.  

                                                           
332 ‘Curating’ has regrettably become a term that is applied to pretty well every kind of organisation and 

presentation, but here my use of the term has been inspired by the chapter entitled “The Vocation of 

Care” in Robert Pogue Harrison, Gardens: An Essay on the Human Condition (Chicago; London: 

University of Chicago Press, 2008), 1–14. See also David Balzer, Curationism: How Curating Took over 

the Art World and Everything Else (London: Pluto Press, 2015). 
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As curators and caretakers of Rome, international artists interact with the city on a 

visual level, creating work that is experimental, open and ambiguous – work that situates 

Rome in the entanglement of past and present as well as in local and global contexts. It is 

through the tensions and possibilities that this entanglement brings to the fore that the 

artworks challenge more traditional historical reflections on the city. When artists 

successfully curate Rome, they destabilise the museum-like heritage site that is consumed 

by millions of visitors every year, and provide us instead with alternative visions that, 

being anchored in a present, undermine the connotations of permanence and immovability 

that cling to the ‘Eternal City’ epithet. It is this artistic curation of Rome that allows us 

critically to engage with the question: what is Rome today? – or perhaps better: what can 

Rome be?  

 

* 

 

In order to not let these abstract musings stand alone, I now turn my attention back to the 

aesthetic material one last time, specifically to a number of artworks that transform maps 

of Rome into cartographic artefacts that recode the experience of the city. The point of 

doing this is that these map-based artworks offer us a chance to see how alternative 

visions of the city emerge – visions that go to the heart of what it means to reconfigure 

Rome.  

Maps form an integral part of the ritual of arriving in and experiencing the city as a 

foreigner. Maybe you are looking at the map at the back of your guidebook, or maybe 

you have picked one up for free at the airport or the train station [fig. 77]. In whatever 

case, as a visitor to the city you use the map to establish some kind of overview of the 

city. Where are you? What is in the immediate neighbourhood? You look at the maze of 

side streets and plan a route that leads you to the places you want to see. A tourist map 

intuitively gives the visitor a sense of security. It makes the world legible to us as we form 

a one-to-one connection between the sheet of paper and the territory it represents.  

However, because maps provide visitors with useful guidance, it is easy to ignore 

the fact that they are not objective devices. In fact, most leisure maps obscure and warp 
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the urban topography, for instance by prioritising certain areas or sites above others. In 

the map which I have referenced above some of the main attractions are made bigger and 

represented by photographs, something that indicates a hierarchy of tourist attractions. 

Another commercial aspect of this map is the itineraries that have been created through 

Rome in the form of two ‘open tour’ bus routes marked in blue and red, which offer the 

visitor a convenient way of catching a glimpse of the main sites without getting sore feet.  

This map is evidently tailored to suit the average visitor who only stays in the city 

for a couple of days, and in the process Rome is turned into a hierarchical space that is 

there to be enjoyed and, in a sense, dominated by the visitor. In this way, the map does 

not simply present the urban space to the visitor; rather it is “functionally organised to 

direct walkers to specific places as an aid to the tourist economy, thereby producing a 

hierarchy of space in which some things are worth seeing and others are not.”333 In this 

                                                           
333 Jonathan James Long, W. G. Sebald: Image, Archive, Modernity (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 

Press, 2007), 132. 

Fig. 77. Tourist map of Rome. 
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way, maps might appear to be scientific and objective, but concealed behind this façade 

they signify the entanglement of knowledge and power. 

However, when artists engage with maps they stop being passive consumers and 

take on the role of active creators of maps, providing us with alternative visions of the 

cartography of the city that undermines the covert disciplining of the visitors’ movement 

through a hierarchically demarcated space that is dictated by the ever-expanding tourist 

industry. Some artists do this by dissecting tourist maps or reconfiguring them as 

cartographic artefacts. For instance, Wish you were here (1998) by Northern Irish artist 

Shauna McMullan (the British School, 1998) started out as two postcards featuring a 

Roman map, but using a scalpel to follow the meandering streets the artist has cut into 

the urban landscape in such a way that, displayed from the back (and therefore in reverse, 

back to front, left to right), the postcards now present us with a skeleton-like, labyrinthine 

contours of the city [fig. 78]. Similarly, Roma (1990) by Mirjam Beerli (the Swiss 

Institute, 1989) was a work that consisted of palimpsestic maps onto which she 

superimposed geometrical patterns, some of which she had created herself and others she 

had found in Rome [fig. 79]. 

Fig. 78. Shauna McMullan, Wish you were here, 1998. 

 



233 

 

Alford Korzybski’s well-known statement that ‘the map is not the territory’ not only 

means that a model will never conform to reality, but also that it becomes a “map of the 

map-maker: her/his assumptions, skills, world-view, etc.”334 This connection between the 

map and its maker is important to keep in mind when we look at how international artists 

reconfigure Roman maps. Artists unleash the potential of seeing the city anew by making 

the map-maker’s idiosyncratic gaze on Rome an integral part of their work instead of 

pretending that this gaze does not exist and that the map is a truthful representation.  

This is also the case in Thomas Virnich’s (the German Academy, 1995) work, 

where photographic maps from atlases, which as actual photographs of Rome from above 

seem to be true to life, are turned into three-dimensional artefacts. The change of 

perspective from two- to three-dimensional objects is crucial here. In Luftaufnahme von 

Rom and Atlante di Roma II (Ein Segment der Luftaufnahme von Rom) (1995) the folded 

edges and exposed undersides of the sheets of paper create an impression of layers upon 

layers of geological strata [figs. 80–81].  

                                                           
334 Alfred Korzybski, Science and Sanity: An Introduction to Non-Aristotelian Systems and General 

Semantics (Forth Worth: Institute of General Semantics, 2005), 498. 

Fig. 79. Mirjam Beerli, Roma, 1990. 
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Fig. 80. Thomas Virnich, Luftaufnahme von Rom, 1995. 

 
 

 

Fig. 81. Thomas Virnich, Atlante di Roma II (Ein Segment der Luftaufnahme von Rom), 1995. 
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But unlike the archaeological idea of Rome, which takes you further back in time 

the deeper you dig, the strata of Virnich’s work are not signs of age or time: the city within 

the layers is not older than the city on the surface. And the city on the surface appears as 

a uniform urban space which makes it difficult to distinguish between historical epochs 

or specific locations. On this reading, the historically layered framework of Rome, 

stretching back more than two thousand years, has been replaced by a kind of uniformly 

layered spatial simultaneity, a cityscape consisting of frayed, folded presences.  

When these photographic maps of Rome are transformed into cartographic 

artefacts, their function shifts from providing objective information to being about 

materiality and metamorphosis. And in the context of this study, Virnich’s warped visions 

of the city, which go from two to three dimensions and undermines historical distance 

and hierarchies, come to signify how Rome becomes a template for experimentation and 

artistic reconfiguration.  

Artistic counter-mapping practices have a long history stretching back to the early 

twentieth century and still flourish today.335 It is tempting to speculate, however, that one 

of the specific reasons why Roman maps feature in the work of international artists in 

Rome is that these individuals have been displaced into a foreign context that is not their 

own. But unlike the average tourist, these artists never blindly follow the maps, but 

instead actively seek to disrupt the power they exert over us.  

This is also the case in Anton Markus Pasing’s (the German Academy, 1999) work 

Play Rome (1999), which consisted of a modular box containing cubes wrapped in a 

manipulated map of the city [fig. 82]. Here, the Roman map has become definitively 

three-dimensional. But according to Pasing, the map is not intended to make us able to 

orient ourselves in Rome. On the contrary, it is all about what happens when we accept 

being disoriented. He explains the purpose of his cube game as follows:  

  

Normally in these games, you organize the cubes in such a way that they 

create a real existing city or a country. But I changed the city plan of Rome 

digitally so it is absolutely impossible to create a version which is similar to 

                                                           
335 For an introduction to the use of maps in modern art, see Wood, Rethinking the Power of Maps, 189–

230; Simon Robin Ferdinand, I Map Therefore I Am Modern: Cartography and Global Modernity in the 

Visual Arts (University of Amsterdam, 2017). 
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the real plan. Furthermore, I transformed Rome into a layered three-

dimensional body which could never be like ‘real’ Rome.336 

 

Pasing’s impulse to create Play Rome was directly related to the sensation of arriving in 

the city as a foreigner and having artistically to navigate in an urban space which he found 

immovable and fossilised. “What should I do here for months?” he writes. “I felt that 

Rome would be the same 200 years later. Only a backdrop for Romantics. Nothing 

modern, no possibility for change”. But the cube game enabled him to create a work 

which could challenge the paralysis of the cityscape: in a three-dimensional map puzzle, 

which can never come to represent the real cityscape, you are forced to shift your attention 

from reconstruction to creation of Roman sites, organising the cubes in geometrical 

                                                           
336 Email to the author, 18 August, 2015. 

Fig. 82. Anton Markus Pasing, Play Rome, 1999. 
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constellations, juxtaposing and combining different streets and neighbourhoods. Pasing 

seeks actively to create disorientation in order to disrupt the cityscape so that we will not 

confuse the map with the territory.  

Thus, in the wider context of this study, Play Rome and similar artworks come to 

represent a general shift from reconstruction to experimentation, which is one of the 

defining features of the artistic work created by international artists in Rome. Moreover, 

the appearance of this series of map-oriented artworks in this epilogue should be read as 

an alternative pull-out map at the back of a guidebook, because in a sense this study has 

been exactly that: an alternative guide to Rome comprising five chapters that cover the 

artistic reconfiguration of institutions, sites, people, history and art – a guide that focuses 

on how we create meaning that concerns our time and our life in a place like Rome. It is 

in this spirit that these artistic maps neither lead us from A to B, nor tempt us to feel in 

control of the territory. Rather, they challenge the way we think about Rome, creating 

spatial-temporal folds in which linear notions of history dissolve, shifting the emphasis 

from reconstruction to experimentation, and much more. Through these maps, Rome 

emerges as something which cannot be easily pinned down, folded together and carried 

around in your pocket.  

 

* 

 

In the passage from Rilke’s Roman letter, which I quoted at the beginning of this study, 

the poet feels “stifled with sadness for the first few days” as he laments the “lifeless 

museum atmosphere” and the “terrible overvaluing [of Roman pasts], sustained by 

scholars and philologists and imitated by the ordinary tourist in Italy”. Later, in the same 

letter, Rilke reflects on how he sees the city after having spent some time there, and I 

contend that this passage encapsulates a duality in the artistic interaction with Rome that 

also affects the contemporary work I have dealt with in this study: 

 

Finally, after weeks of daily resistance, one finds oneself somewhat 

composed again, even though still a bit confused, and one says to oneself: No, 

there is not more beauty here than in other places, and all these objects, which 

have been marveled at by generation after generation, mended and restored 

by the hands of workmen, mean nothing, are nothing, and have no heart and 
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no value; but there is much beauty here, because every where there is much 

beauty. Waters infinitely full of life move along the ancient aqueducts into 

the great city and dance in the many city squares over white basins of stone 

and spread out in large, spacious pools and murmur by day and lift up their 

murmuring to the night, which is vast here and starry and soft with winds. 

And there are gardens here, unforgettable boulevards, and staircases designed 

by Michelangelo, staircases constructed on the pattern of downward-gliding 

waters and, as they descend, widely giving birth to step out of step as if it 

were wave out of wave. Through such impressions one gathers oneself, wins 

oneself back from the exacting multiplicity, which speaks and chatters there 

(and how talkative it is!), and one slowly learns to recognize the very few 

Things in which something eternal endures that one can love and something 

solitary that one can gently take part in.337 

 

First Rilke states that his initial feelings about Rome were right: the city is not more 

privileged than any other places where beauty manifests itself, but is simply one among 

many places in the world where this happens. This seems to imply that he still believes 

that the “terrible overvaluing” of Rome’s pasts cannot be justified. But then the flow of 

water, which circulates in the city like the bloodstream of a living body, carries the poet 

away along aqueducts and boulevards, into squares and gardens, onwards into buildings 

where a staircase becomes the manifestation of “downward-gliding waters”.  

Despite his scepticism Rilke here seems utterly enchanted by Rome, as if the poet 

has to give himself up in order to regain himself again, that is, win himself “back from 

the exacting multiplicity, which speaks and chatters there”. Here, the exacting multiplicity 

(“dem anspruchsvollen Vielen”) is a pivotal term which implies that by engaging in a 

dialogue with the bewildering abundance of impressions which make up Rome at any 

given moment in history the poet discovers something essential among the “accidental” 

historical remains – that is, things that for him carry an essential, albeit ambiguous 

meaning, which he can engage with in the present.  

The same duality – between scepticism and surrender – characterises the approach 

to Rome that is embodied by much of the aesthetic material I have analysed in this study. 

For instance, Pasing found Rome frustratingly fossilised when he arrived, and yet during 

his stay he managed to develop his artistic work in a way that engaged with and 

challenged the city. There is a resistance to privileging reconstructions of the Roman past, 

                                                           
337 Rilke, Letters to a Young Poet, 46–47. 
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which nurture the illusion of a historical distance that renders the present city invisible. I 

contend that many of these artworks acknowledge the importance of their own standpoint 

in time, in which acts of interpretation or creation take place. On this view, history cannot 

be reconstructed in the past as it is always already entangled with the present. This 

scepticism towards the static relationship between past and present in the city might 

discourage some artists, but others proceed like Rilke to engage with and get lost in the 

city. And when they do so they become active curators of the city – curators who find 

things that speak to them and become the basis for creating new meaning that concerns 

our time and our life. 
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Inventory of artists 
 

The list below includes the 265 international artists who, according to my research, have 

done work that interacts with Rome or Rome-related themes during residencies that fall 

within a twenty-five-year time period from 1989–2014. I have not been able to deal 

explicitly with all these artists in this study, but this extensive body of work has 

nevertheless been crucial to shaping my idea of the general field of study. The list includes 

the names of the artists, the year in which their fellowship(s) began, and the predominant 

artistic medium(s).  

 

 

The American Academy 

Adigard, Erik, 2012, installation work 

Ashton, Harris Lyle, 2001, photography 

Attie, Shimon 2001, projection, photography 

Barnes, Richard, 2006, sculpture, photography 

Bozhkov, Daniel, 2008, sculpture, painting  

Carson, Heather, 1999, installation work 

Child, Abigail, 2009, video 

Cronin, Patricia, 2006, installation work, 

painting  

Cuéllar, Adriana, 2007, video, photography 

Davis, Tim, 2008, photography 

Fischl, Eric, 1996, painting 

Fois, Caroline, 2011, photography, 

architecture 

Friedman, Dara, 2001, photography, video  

Gee, Colin, 2011–12, performance 

Hall, Doug, 1996, photography 

Hernandez, Anthony, 1998, photography 

Hill, Gary, 1996, projection  

Holzer, Jenny, 2004, projection  

Hovland, Pamela, 2006, installation work 

Jones, Kristin, 1994, projection, video  

Kelly, John, 2007, performance  

Kuehl, Sarah, 2005, installation work, mixed 

media  

Liddell, Siobhan, 2011–12, video 

Lin, Maya, 1998–99, installation work 

Lipski, Donald, 2003, sculpture, mixed media  

Lorenz, Marie, 2008, installation work, 

models, drawings 

Lyons, Marcia, 1997, performance, digital art  

Mende, Jeremy, 2010, installation work 

Monteith, Matthew, 2008, photography 

Moro, Simonetta, 2000, drawing, painting  

Moskowitz, Robert, 2002, painting 

Newell, Catie, 2013, photography 

Oleszko, Pat, 1999, 2003, performance  

Parral, Jr., Jose D. and Ken Ueno, 2007, 

video, installation work 

Phelan, Ellen, 1999, painting, drawing  

Selwood, Maureen, 2003, video  

Stuart, Michelle, 1994, installation work 

Wagner, Catherine, 2013, installation work, 

photo, sculpture 

Weems, Carrie Mae, 2006, photography 

Westfall, Stephen, 2009, painting 

Wiedemann, Nichole, 1997, conceptual 

architecture, installation work 

 

 

The British School at Rome 

Arens, Johann, 2014, video  

Baseman, Jordan, 2003, video  

Billingham, Richard, 2002, photography 

Brigden, Thomas, 2013, architecture, drawing  

Burge, Catherine, 1999, sculpture  

Burke, Ursula, 2014, sculpture  

Cain, Penelope, 2009, projection, video  

Camrass, Louise, 2004, video  

Catlin, Angela, 2012, photography 
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Caulfield, Luke, 2009, drawing, painting, 

models  

Chodzko, Adam, 1998, video  

Coutts, Marion, 1999, installation work, 

sculpture 

Crawshaw, Alison, 2011, conceptual 

architecture, installation work 

Crayk, Fred, 1997, painting 

Crisp, Fiona, 2002, photography 

Currie, Amanda, 1996, installation work 

Darke, Colin, 2012, installation work, 

sculpture  

Davey, Felix, 2013, photography 

Desmet, Anne, 1989, etching  

Dunhill, Mark and Tamiko O’Brien, 2003, 

video  

Egerton-Warburton, George, 2012, video  

Fedda, Yasmin, 2013, video  

Fellingham, Libby, 1997, painting 

Ford, Juan, 2006, painting 

Gawronski, Alex, 1999, installation work 

Glanville, Toby, 2005, photography 

Gunning, Lucy, 2001, video  

Hazewinkel, Andrew, 2006, installation work, 

photography 

Holmwood, Sigrid, 2004, painting 

Irvine, Jaki, 1998, photography, video  

Kaufman, Pat, 1997, installation work 

Kindness, John, 2001, painting 

Langridge, Colin, 2007, sculpture  

MacDonald, Fiona, 2012, sculpture, painting  

Mangos, Simone, 2002, photography 

Masi, Denis, 2003, photography 

McMullan, Shauna, 1998, installation work, 

sculpture 

Meredith-Vula, Lala, 2001, photography 

Meynell, Katharine, 2004, photography 

Morley, Simon, 2004, installation work 

Naldi, Pat, 1999, projection, video  

Newman, Hayley, 2005, photography 

O’Kane, David, 2010, video  

O’Malley, Niamh, 2000, painting 

Rewakowicz, Ana, 2014, conceptual 

architecture, installation work  

Riddy, John, 1999, photography 

Rideal, Liz, 2009, photography, video  

Roberts, Luke, 2012, performance  

Schwimmer, Felix, 2012, conceptual 

architecture 

Seers, Lindsay, 2007, performance, video  

Sheridan, Tomás, 2014, video, installation 

work 

Smith, Stephanie and Edward Stewart, 2002, 

video  

Smith, Terry, 1999, video  

Snowball, Arryn, 2013, photography 

Stead, Sarah, 2005, installation work, mixed 

media  

Stibbon, Emma, 2010, drawing 

Swann, Heather, 2012, installation work 

Tait, Renny, 1991, painting 

Torem, Amikam, 2009, sculpture  

Trangmar, Susan, 1996, photography 

Uglow, Geoff, 2004, painting 

Walker, John, 2008, painting 

Wilding, Alison, 1998, painting 

Williams, Megan, 2002, conceptual 

architecture, installation work 

Williamson, Aaron, 2002, performance  

Wise, Kit, 1999, sculpture  

Zubryn, Alexander, 2001, painting 

 

 

The Danish Academy 

Bloom, Doris, 1991, video, projection 

Brahe, Henrik, 1999, photography 

Brandt, Peter, 2003, installation work, text 

Christensen, Torben, 1995 1998, installation 

work 

Clemmesen, Christine, 2012, photography 

Demirovic, Suada, 2013, photography 

Emmery, Silas, 2013, video, photo 

Eskerod, Torben, 2001, photography 

Eskildsen, Mikkel Olaf, 2013, drawing  

Grathwol, Grethe, 2002, photography 

Hannemann, Mette, 1994, painting 

Hasager, Maj, 2013, video  

Hilden, Thyra, 2005, projection, video, 

installation work 

Kallmayer, Line, 2012, installation work, 

mixed media, text 

Kit Jensen, Mette, 2011, photography, text 
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Kleivan, Nina Maria, 2009, drawing 

Koch, Eva, 1999, installation work, projection  

Kvalvik, Kristina, 2013, video, photography 

La Cour, Eva and Kristian Poulsen, 2011, 

video 

Lose, Søren, 2003, photography 

Lund, Karin Birgitte, 1995, 1997, drawing 

Maegaard, Pernelle and Nina Maria Kleivan, 

2009, video 

Mærsk, Mette, 2005, photography 

Martensen, Peter, 1990, video 

Mattinen, Seppo, 1990, painting 

Michaelsen, Jørgen, 1997, 1998, 2002, 2005, 

2011, video 

Nielsen, Bodil, 1989, sculpture 

Perregaard, Mette, 1994, 2001, 2002, 2004, 

2005, photography, text 

Petersen, Jane Maria, 2005, installation work 

Rasmussen, Inger Lise, 1996, photography 

Rasmussen, Jørgen C, 1989, painting, drawing 

Rømer Westh, Marie, 2004, 2007, 2011, video 

Skov, Jørgensen Bertil, 2000, installation 

work, painting 

Tyrrestrup, Hans, 1988 2010, painting 

Viola, Anita, 2007, 2008, 2011, painting 

Visnek, Signe, 2008, photography 

Vohlert, Jette, 1989, sculpture 

Werner, Agneta, 2013, photography 

 

 

The French Academy 

Adam, Philippe and Clément Cogitore, 2012, 

video, performance 

Armengaud Max, 1990, photography 

Ballot, Jean-Christophe, 1991, photography 

Bernini, Romain, 2010, photography 

Bock, Katinka, 2012, installation work, 

sculpture 

Brenner, Frédéric, 1992, photography 

Chevrier, Claire, 2007, photography 

Cogitore, Clément, 2012, performance  

Convert, Pascal, 1989, installation work 

Courbot, Didier, 1999, performance  

Cuisset, Thibaut, 1993, photography 

Delpierre, Lin, 1994, photography 

Deruas, Caroline, 2011, video  

Feyt, Caroline, 1997, photography 

Formosa, Isabel, 1991, photography 

Ganzin, Julie, 1997, photography 

Gautel, Jakob, 2000, installation work 

Gronon, Philippe, 1995, photography 

Lagarrigue, Jérôme, 2006, painting 

Le Mené, Marc, 1989, photography 

Marconi, Rodolphe, 2000, feature film  

Maugeais, Claire, 1999, installation work 

Mercier, Théo, 2013, installation work 

Merlet, Agnès, 1990, Film  

Paupert-Borne, Raphaëlle, 2008, painting 

Perramant, Bruno, 2007, painting 

Poitevin, Eric, 1989, photography 

Recordon, Manon, 2012, projection, video  

Roeskens, Till, 2013, performance, sculpture, 

installation work 

Shoshan, Assaf, 2013, photography, video 

Terrier-Hermann, Philippe, 2001, 

photography, video  

Tse, Su-Mei, 2014, video 

Vayssié, César, 1996, Film  

Véronique, Ellena, 2007, photography 

Zimmermann, Xavier, 1994, photography 

 

 

The German Academy 

Becker, Boris, 1996, photography 

Berrar, Francis, 1992, painting, drawing  

Bier, Rolf, 1997, performance  

Brech, Christoph, 2006, photography, video 

Bremer, Anja Julia and Beate Seyfarth-

Kirsch, 1999, conceptual architecture, 

projection  

Classen, Martin, 2009, photography 

Cortiñas, Eli, 2014, photography, video  

Demand, Thomas, 2003, photography, 

installation work 

Fischer, Nina and Maroan el Sani, 1999, 

photography, video  

Folkets, Thilo, 2014, installation work 

Franke, Manuel, 2005, installation work 

Froelich, Dieter, 1996, photography, text  

Girardet, Christoph, 2004, photography 

Gunstheimer, Jana, 2010, installation work 
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Hoch, Matthias, 2003, photography, video, 

text  

Jankowski, Christian, 2002, photography 

Kellndorfer, Veronika, 2005, photography 

Kempter, Volkhard, 2003, video, photography 

Kemsa, Gudrun, 1995, 2000, photography 

Kneffel, Karin, 1996, painting 

Korpys/Löffler, 2004, video, photo  

Kuschel, Ulrike, 2010, drawing  

Larsson, Anika, 2014, mixed media 

Lembert, Jochen, 2009, photography 

Leupold, Matthias, 1997, photography, text  

Lewandowsky, Via, 2011, installation work 

Mädler, Frank, 2004, photography 

Makowski, Marina, 1989, photography, text  

Nippoldt, Astrid, 2006, photography, video  

Ostermeyer, Andrea, 1994, Mixed media, 

collage  

Page, Adam and Eva Hertzsch, 2004, 

performance  

Pasing, Anton Markus, 1999, installation 

work 

Prinz, Bernhard, 1994, photography 

Rennertz, Karl Manfred, 1989, sculpture  

Ruetz, Michael, 1985, 1997, photography 

Schatz, Silke, 2003, installation work, model 

making, drawing  

Schink, Hans-Christian, 2014, photography 

Schmidt, Julia, 2011, painting 

Schmidt, Martin, 2004, installation work, 

conceptual sculpture 

Scholz, Frances, 1999, photography 

Sewcz, Maria, 2011, photography 

Soler, Anna Viader, 2013, architecture, 

installation work 

Specker, Heidi, 2010, installation work 

Virnich, Thomas, 1995, sculpture 

Wedemeyer, Clemens von, 2013, video, 

installation work 

Weischer, Matthias, 2007, drawing  

Weisemann, Heribert, 1989, photography, 

architecture  

Wischnewski, Jost, 2003, photography 

 

 

The Swiss Institute 

Andrin, Caroline, 1997, conceptual sculpture 

Arpagaus, Elisabeth, 1991, 

painting/installation work 

Balogh, Istvan, 1998, photography 

Beerli, Mirjam, 1989, collage, print 

Bernardi, Donatella, 2006, video, performance 

Brunner, Hannes, 1994, sculpture 

Comte, Claudia, 2010, conceptual sculpture 

Cuomo, Raphaël, and Maria Iorio, 2008, 

video 

Dettwiler, Erik, 2005, photography, video 

Dussoix, Hadrien, 2009, painting 

Graf, Rolf, 2001, photography 

Hahn, Alexander, 1990, mixed media 

Hürzeler, Luzia, 2007, conceptual video 

Kopp, Regula J, 1998, performance 

Krieg, Isabelle, 2003, installation work, 

performance 

Marzullo, Angela, 2009, video 

Minelli, Gian Paolo, 1997, photography 

Post, Frédéric, 2003, conceptual work 

Rösch, Christof, 1997, conceptual architecture 

Szeemann, Una, and Bohdan Stehlik, 2007, 

video 

Vece, Costa, 1998, photography 

Wolfensberger, Andrea, 1990, photography, 

video 

Zaugg, Simone, 2000, installation work 
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