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INGE MAHN
Converso, Milan, Italy
Everything seems pretty straightforward 
in this exhibition by Inge Mahn, beginning 
with its title: ‘Snake, Swings, Caravan’, 
which enumerates, in reverse order  
of appearance, the show’s three sculp-
tures. The exhibition’s elegance and 
intensity lie in the interplay between 
these works and the unusual architec-
ture that hosts them, as well as in the 
artist’s ability to confront mutability and 
ingenuity – as in a monumental game  
of rock, paper, scissors.

Converso owes its name and twin 
spaces to the desecrated baroque 
church of San Paolo Converso, housing 
the tarnished 16th-century frescoes by 
the Cremonese brothers Antonio and 
Giulio Campi and an illusionistic quad-
ratura suggestive of gilded columns 
spiralling up to the sky. Mahn’s milky 
Caravan (1976), installed in front of the 
main altar, is modelled in raw white plas-
ter, her signature medium, combining 
abstraction and the human touch. The 
contrast between the solid majesty of 
the former church and the flimsiness of 
the rickety mobile home is striking. Like 
the small ‘house’ that Mahn built in 1969 
inside her classroom at the Kunstaka-
demie in Düsseldorf, then lorded over 
by Joseph Beuys, Caravan is a room of 
one’s own that marks the boundaries of 
personal space. It provides shelter, ‘as 
houses of worship once used to’, as the 
show’s curator, Gianni Jetzer, pointed 
out to me. 

Until the mid-19th century, at least 
in northern Italy, churches and mon-
asteries were extraterritorial havens, 
where individuals, guilty or not, could 
claim asylum. In a current era of ‘centres 
of temporary permanence’ – as spaces 
for the detention and expulsion of illegal 
migrants are hypocritically defined in 
Italy – it’s hard not to read Caravan 
as a symbol of the universal desire for 
freedom of movement. And as for other 
plaster sculptures created by Mahn in 
the 1970s, representing bird nests and 
dog kennels, protection and captivity 
seem equally salient.

Next to Caravan dangle two Swings 
(1984), also in white plaster, suspended 
from the fake plein-air expanse of the 
vaulted ceiling. With ropes pierced right 
through their raised arms, the swings 
have the posture and proportions of 
two human bodies. They made me 
think of the story of the founder of San 
Paolo Converso: Paola Ludovica Torelli, 
countess of Guastalla. She financed 
the church (1537–49) and its adjoining 
nunnery for the Madri Angeliche (Angelic 
Mothers), an independent sisterhood 
she had joined, on ideals of communal 

PAOLO ICARO
P420, Bologna, Italy

Paolo Icaro is one of Italy’s best kept 
secrets. Active since the 1960s, Icaro has 
produced a unique body of work that is not 
quite arte povera (despite featuring in the 
seminal shows ‘Arte Povera Im-Spazio’  
at Galleria Bertesca in Genoa in 1967 and 
‘Arte povera piú azioni povere’ in Amalfi 
in 1968). Neither is it quite conceptualist 
or minimalist, despite his moving to New 
York in 1966 to immerse himself in its new 
art scene. Icaro seems to have slipped 
through the cracks. Now, two shows in 
Italy offer an opportunity to see his work, 
at the Galleria di Arte Moderna (GAM) in 
Turin and at P420 gallery in Bologna.

Icaro’s sculptures and installations 
are constant investigations into space: 
its form, how we move in it, our relation-
ship to it. Icaro’s show at P420 is more 
intimate and personal than that at GAM: 
the artist himself selected the works and 
curated ‘Cantiere’ (roughly, ‘Construction 
Site’), which presents 20 pieces spanning 
50 years of artistic production. Through-
out the exhibition, wooden structures 
reproduce elements of Icaro’s Woodbridge 
studio in Connecticut, where he lived for a 
decade from 1971.

At the show’s start, Hopscotch (1967) 
was made shortly after Icaro moved to 
New York. This floor sculpture, made of 

brightly painted cyan steel angle bars, 
beckons you to play the children’s street 
game, while subverting the seemingly 
static nature of the structure by attach-
ing a long, rope-like chain to one end. If 
you were to pull the chain, the squares 
of the hopscotch would move, as though 
you were pulling a net. The rigid mini-
malist structure becomes fluid and emo-
tive, prompting you to reminisce on your 
own childhood days playing hopscotch, 
whether you grew up in postwar Turin as 
Icaro did or in 1990s Rome, like me. 

The earliest work in the show, 
Hopscotch is also its only colourful piece. 
Icaro soon favoured untreated materials, 
including steel, lead, wood and his trade-
mark white plaster. A little to the left of 
Hopscotch stands Spazio Liberato (Freed 
Space, 2018): a two-metre-tall sculpture 
consisting of a triangular base and three 
thin steel rods that rise unsteadily to form 
a pyramid but never quite join. Space 
itself has been made visible.

Just beyond Spazio Liberato, Mappa, 
cherry bones (2015) is pinned to the 
wall. A map or path is traced in pencil 
on a roughly cut out sheet of paper. 
The paper is pinned to the wall by a thin 
steel skeleton of a frame. Every so often, 
a cherry pit is stuck onto the path as 
though highlighting the location of a city, 
a town or a personal milestone.

In the next room, Angolo buio (Dark 
Corner, 1971) is both terrifying and funny 
in equal measure. Its ominous black steel 
renders, viscerally, the ‘naughty’ corner 
generations of children were sent to 
stand in when they misbehaved. Inside, 
its steel walls have been covered in silicon 
carbide, giving it an otherworldly glittery, 
granular quality. Angolo buio could be 
construed as a cave of wonders or terrors, 
depending on your perspective.

Icaro’s ‘Racconto’ series (Story, 
1969–ongoing) carefully lines the floor. 
This work marks the artist’s discovery of 
new materials including multi-coloured 
onyx, oakwood and iron. Each substance 
was then cut into a brick of identical 
dimensions engraved with the word 
‘racconto’, or story. Like most of Icaro’s 
work, its meaning is ambiguous.

Icaro once said he wanted sculpture 
to be something you can have and hold 
dear, and keep in your house like you 
would a book. In this, he has succeeded. 
You leave this wonderful show with the 
distinct feeling that you’ve somehow 
seen poetry in a sculptural form, and 
that somehow you, too, have a part in  
all this.

Ana Vukadin
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living, spiritual exercises and social 
activities for the needy. When the pope 
(backed by the Inquisition) forced them 
to become cloistered nuns, Torelli freed 
herself from the convent and, a few 
years later, opened a secular college for 
young women. At San Paolo, only the 
singing voices of the nuns’ choir passed 
the grate behind the altar, while their 
bodies were confined in the specular 
nave built on the other side of the wall. 

Mahn takes over this secondary, 
bare hall with a surprisingly oversized, 
metallic sculpture (Snake, 2019), akin to 
a coiled animal, made for the occasion. 
The head and upper body of the snake, 
crawling into the wall, are formed by 
the pre-existing tubes of an air condi-
tioning system – the only trace of the 
dismantled architecture studio that 
occupied these scenographic premises 
until recently. Instead of hiding the alien 
and cumbersome presence of contem-
porary technology, Mahn embraces it, 
and turns it into a part of her creature, 
shining under strong artificial lighting.  
It is a bold move, as well as an ironic  
one, given the sinful symbolism assigned 
to the serpent by Catholic iconography. It 
proves the artist’s confidence in handling 
space, as if, after a lifelong practice, it 
was finally easy to inhabit such a room 
of one’s own.

Barbara Casavecchia
LUDOVICA 
CARBOTTA
Galería Marta Cervera, 
Madrid, Spain

Three years ago, Ludovica Carbotta 
began working on Monowe, a sprawling 
ongoing project exploring an imaginary 
city for a single inhabitant. It’s been an 
all-consuming endeavour for the artist, 
who has painstakingly conjured up the 
buildings, institutions and objects that 
shape the everyday life of the city’s 
elusive lone dweller – whose presence 
is only alluded to, never witnessed – 
through installations, sound works and 
performative actions.

Monowe’s latest instalment, 
‘Objects of Defence’, unpacks the well-
trodden analogy of cities-as-bodies by 
looking at the mechanisms both organ-
isms develop in their efforts to survive. 
The show comprises seven large sculp-
tures, each markedly different but shar-
ing a familiar resemblance, not least 
because they have all been constructed 
atop the same style of basic storage 
unit. In the central space, Monowe (The 
Powder Room) Severe DD 01 (all works 
2019) buckles, somewhat incongruously, 
under the weight of a stack of foam 
sheets in various bright hues. Some 
thick and squishy, others substantially 

thinner, the colourful layers give the 
sculpture a waggish, rainbow effect.  
At the base, a wedged stone disrupts 
the garish strata by pushing the bottom 
layers up, like an illustration for Hans 
Christian Andersen’s fairy tale The 
Princess and the Pea (1835). 

Nearby, a massive lump of concrete 
has been affixed with nylon straps to 
the same type of base (Monowe (The 
Powder Room) Moderate AD 01). The 
material is cold and inanimate, yet it 
appears to have been arrested mid-
movement, as if it had been throbbing 
and dripping like grey magma just mo-
ments earlier. Closer inspection reveals 
chunks of matter – a shower-head and 
its knotted-up hose, scattered bits  
of plastic – like the congealed debris of  
an avalanche. 

In the second gallery, Monowe 
(The Powder Room) Severe UD 01 also 
seems to have been freeze-framed 
while in the process of becoming. A 
shiny amorphous blue shape, made of 
recycled plastic, hangs between two 
metal poles, scrunching slightly as if 
mid-breath. Close by on the floor, a 
leg-shaped chunk and a tiny blob of the 
same blue plastic seem to have fallen 
off, hinting at the entity’s precarious  
mutability. Across the room, Monowe 
(The Powder Room) Moderate SD 01 
seems more grounded and static, while 
still beckoning movement. Its main 
element, a large foam rectangle with 
smoothly rounded corners, calls  
to mind a gymnastics pommel horse.  
The colouring is off, though: a smudged 
red-to-pink gradient that has been  
too sloppily executed for such a sleek  
apparatus and that suggests, instead,  
a litmus test performed on some 
spongiform substance.

Undeniably beguiling, both  
individually and en masse, Carbotta’s 
sculptures create a frisson between  
the generosity of their sensuous  
qualities and the inscrutability of their 
meanings. Commissioned as a special 
project for the 58th Venice Bien-
nale, this body of work was originally 
displayed in the gunpowder store of 
Forte Marghera, a 19th-century former 
military fortress. With its rugged floors 
and thick brick walls, the fortress facili-
tated an experience of these sculptures 
as protective growths, as artificial 
skins developed to fend off intruders 
and shield vulnerabilities. In the white 
cube of Galería Marta Cervera, the 
works undoubtedly lost some of their 
spikiness and aggression but revealed 
themselves instead as characters, as 
objects born out of material accumula-
tions that are imbued with, if not life, 
then prodigious personality.

Lorena Muñoz-Alonso
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