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Paolo Icaro
Appunti di Viaggio, 1967-2014 

Peep-Hole presents Appunti di Viaggio, 1967-2014, a solo show by Paolo Icaro. 

A leading figure on the Italian art scene since the late 1950s, Paolo Icaro has conducted 
rigorous theoretical and formal research, investigating the language of sculpture, stretching 
its boundaries and challenging the dimension of the work as an object. A constant dialogue 
with space, which in his work becomes the material par excellence to be explored, shaped, 
measured. Ranging freely through different forms of expression, from writing to installation, 
performance to photography, Icaro has been a part of crucial moments of foundation of Arte 
Povera in Italy, while coming to terms with what was happening in the same period overseas.

His sculpture takes form from a material treated with light, minimal gestures, the study 
and measuring of a body and a space as physical and mental locations. The thinking he 
translates into work contains recurring thematic areas such as measurement, autobiography 
and memory, investigations that often refer to one body – his own – and one space – or one 
time – in which to act. “This is the essence of my action in sculpture, uniting the intellectual 
part and the emotional part of me through the material and the action of the hands” (Paolo 
Icaro).

The exhibition Appunti di Viaggio, 1967-2014, produced in collaboration with Extra City 
Kunsthal, Antwerp, where it will be seen in 2015, consists of a selection that draws on various 
families of the works produced by Icaro, representing and reconstructing most of the basic 
nuclei of his research and the recurring paradigms of his career, from the late 1960s to the 
present. Certain key works from his output are included, such as Black Gate (1967), Cumulo 
rete (1968), and the Esercizi della mano destra sulla mano sinistra (1974-1975), joined by 
other pieces never shown before, like the photographic cycle Foto, nicchie (1974), Clear Peace 
(1977-2014) and Stella Sirio, a re-enactment of the action documented in 1969, as well as a 
project conceived for the spaces of Peep-Hole. 

Rather than a chronological organization, the exhibition opts for a dialogic presentation 
that underscores the tensions generated between the works, apices of an invisible force 
field activated inside the host space. Retracing the various moments of Icaro’s output in 
a transverse way, the exhibition coherently conveys the timeliness of his research that is 
opened up to new, unexpected interpretations.

During the exhibition a workshop will be organized with the artist as part of the Effetto Venturi program 
at the Museo del Novecento, and in-depth analysis of his modus operandi will be provided in the next 
issue of Peep-Hole Sheet #23 to be released in January 2015, ed. Mousse Publishing.
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ROOM 1

Foto, nicchie, 1974 
32 black and white photographs, 15 x 18 cm (each)

Thirty-two photographs show a niche in the artist’s room in 
Woodbridge, the town in Connecticut where he lived after his second 
move to the United States. Inside the niche Paolo Icaro arranged a 
series of objects: a fan, a printing proof, some photographs, a jaw 
harp, a magnifying glass, pieces of paper and rock, a tuning fork, 
a ball bearing, a candlestick and the flute from which Pier Paolo 
Calzolari made the casting for the work Un Flauto dolce per farmi 
suonare. Some of the objects change position: the recording of how 
the organizational criteria vary over time reveals ways of arranging 
things that correspond to an inner space, and therefore show how 
for Icaro the ordering of objects in space is the projection of an 
inner order.

Asse, boccole, 1969
2 chromed brass bushings in lined steel box, 22 x 22 x 22 cm

Asse, boccole belongs to a family of works made in 1968 and 1969 
in which Icaro seeks relationships and points of contact between 
himself and the world, art and life, object and concept: works in 
which the line, as a place of contact of multiple points, becomes the 
protagonist.
Inside a cubical lined box two bushings are placed, respectively 
engraved with the words “lion” and “camel,” two complementary 
elements in the philosophy of Nietzsche. The box contains the two 
bushings until the moment in which they are installed in the space, 
positioned one opposite the other. The imaginary extension of their 
inner cylindrical space becomes a sort of intangible axis that unites 
the extremities and puts opposites into relation.

Stele, luogo del ramo, orizzontale, 1985 
plaster, branch, 203 x 101 x 40 cm

Though Icaro was already working with plaster at the end of the 
1960s, it was not until the 1980s that his experiments began to 
concentrate on the potential of this material. In the series Innesti 
(Ramo lungo; Ramo corto; Ramo di nido; Luogo del ramo, spezzato; 
Luogo del ramo) Icaro establishes a relationship between two 
natures: that made with plaster and that of the natural element. 
This is a series of “paradoxical graftings,” as the artist defines 
them, between the stereotype of sculpture – which is a voluntary 
vertical modeling, par excellence – and a found, natural element. In 
Stele, luogo del ramo, orizzontale with the gesture of balancing the 
branch atop the plaster stele Icaro concludes the series, resolving 

the parallel relationship between the two elements found in the 
previous “graftings,” a relationship seen to be still too naturalistic. 
In this work the plaster, the sculpture, is ironically assigned the 
instrumental role of a pure base, inverting the parts with the natural 
found branch which becomes the precious, unique protagonist. 

Linee equilibrio terra–cielo, 2014 
aluminium rod, 0,8 Ø cm, installation with variable measurements

Linee equilibrio terra–cielo is the project conceived specifically for 
this exhibition. It consists of four slender aluminium rods that run 
from floor to ceiling, making balance lines in the space they inhabit 
and creating points of reference and orientation. They are the lines 
to which certain other specific works in the exhibition establish a 
relationship. Each of these lines ideally extends well beyond the 
boundaries of the exhibition space, attempting in their infinite 
lengthening to reach the Nadir from the earth of the floor, and the 
Zenith from the sky of the ceiling.

ROOM 2

Ideal biography, 1976 
13 photo papers, 24 x 18 cm (each)

Ideal biography is a series of virgin photographic papers, attached 
to the wall, that ideally portray moments of life evoked by the titles 
of these never-taken photographs, which run along each sheet: “Al 
mare, agosto 1936”, “Le mani di nonno Luigi”, “In viaggio a Tokio, 
1981”...
If the biography of an individual is a list of dates, facts, events, the 
ideal biography also includes a desired, dreamt life, what life could 
have been, not just what it has been. Presented in 1977 at Studio 
D’Ars in Milan, the work was divided into three photographic time 
periods: besides the thirteen sheets of photo-sensitive paper, one 
photograph (36 x 48 cm) in sepia tones shows the artist with a 
three-meter measure on his shoulder in front of the summer home 
at Calice Ligure – though the context could be that of a tropical 
forest – with, beside it, the typographical print of an ideal biography 
of his, also in sepia. Meanwhile in the gallery the recording of a 
concerto for pianoforte and orchestra by Mozart was played, which 
Icaro had previously conducted in his studio at Calice by waving his 
arms, like a real orchestra conductor.

Esercizi della mano destra sulla mano sinistra, 1974-1975 
8 Fabriano paper sheets, 24 x 33 cm (each)

Eight sheets of Fabriano paper, each folded to form a different 
volume, are the result of the action of Paolo Icaro as he places his 
right hand over his left hand in different positions (closed, diagonal, 
closed and overturned...). The sheet of paper takes on sculptural 
volume through the gesture of shaping a form in empty space, 
bearing witness to the process through which the artist relates his 
physical being to the self, simultaneously measuring external space 
and his own inner space. The Esercizi della mano destra sulla mano 
sinistra, like the corresponding Esercizi della mano sinistra sulla 
mano destra – in  which plaster is used to record the experience 
of measuring – belong to one of the most important families of 
works of the 1970s, those in which Icaro investigates the process of 
measuring as the recording of an action capable of granting physical 
consistency to a concept. 
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Blue Amalfi, 1969 
100 postcards, wood box, 20 x 51 x 51 cm

Blue Amalfi belongs to a family of works in which Icaro begins to 
approach what would later become one of the crucial themes of his 
poetics: memory and autobiography. A wooden box with a truncated 
pyramid form contains 100 postcards from Amalfi, always showing 
a large portion of sky and sea. Inside the box the postcards are 
arranged in such a way that the most visible part of each is the blue 
of that portion. For Icaro this work, conceived during his stay in 
Amalfi when he participated in the famous exhibition Arte Povera 
più Azioni Povere (1968), is a way of conserving the memory of a 
place and a moment of his life.

Scatola del profumo, 1969 
cork box, bread, 26 x 36 x 26 cm

A rectangular cork box designed by Paolo Icaro reveals the meaning 
of the title by displaying its content: a loaf of bread. Made in the 
same year as Blue Amalfi, the work belongs to the same family, 
connected with the concept of memory. In this case, the artist has 
designed a box, a parallelepiped with a rectangular surface, with 
the aim of conserving not just the object it contains – bread, in this 
case, but it could also be something else – but also its aroma, and 
everything that scent evokes. Memory is therefore what the box 
contains and what the artist sets out to store inside it.

Racconto, acciaio, 1969 
steel, 10,5 x 10,5 x 16,5 cm

Racconto acciaio is the first of a group of works of equal form and size 
engraved with the word racconto (story). They are parallelepipeds in 
different materials like steel, wax, plaster, bronze, aluminum, and all 
the “empathic” materials Icaro has encountered or could encounter 
in the future – the series is open today and will be completed when 
the Racconti are 64 in number. Icaro says that he found this squared 
block of steel and thought about how in its modesty and precision it 
could represent the archetypal form of the material itself, a measure 
capable of containing all measures, a story that implodes in its 
narration instead of exploding. The Racconti, like other works from 
the same period, represent an attempt to trace a junction-distance 
between two temporal extremes, in this case a way of joining the 
material to itself, making it become idea, archetype, matter.

ROOM 3

Cumulo rete, 1968 
polyethylene pipe and galvanized steel chain, variable measurements 
(max: 3,5 x 400 x 450 cm)

Cumulo rete represents the culmination of a gradual movement of 
disarticulation of the form, deployed by Icaro after the structural 
rigidity of the Cages. In 1967-68 he made a family of works – from 
the Cuborto to the Catene to Cumulo rete – in which the dialectic 
between elasticity and rigidity determines a new form of space that 
becomes increasingly fluid. While in Cuborto, the “abortion of the 
cube,” Icaro attempts to build a cubical volume by joining rigid 
corners through a flexible element, in the Catene the plastic form 
becomes more fluid still, shifting towards the total disjunction of 
Cumulo rete, in which any tension and solidity gives way to a volume 

the artist himself defines as “tired and exhausted.” In Cumulo rete 
the chain is structured as a system of square links that give rise 
to a new element to be investigated: the web. The materials invert 
their traditional functions, and while the metal mail of the chain 
becomes a fluid component, the cladding in tubular polyethylene 
grants stiffness to the structure. The work was shown in the solo 
show Faredisfarerifarevedere at Galleria La Bertesca in Genoa in 
June 1968, a key exhibition in the career of Paolo Icaro because it 
concentrated multiple paradigms of his operation while conveying 
the meaning of research that deconstructs the sculptural language 
to move towards a new possibility of form and space.

Stella Sirio, 1969 
stainless steel, 400 x 5 Ø cm

In 1968 and 1969 Icaro completed a series of actions and 
interventions in which he attempted to establish relationships and 
points of contact, ideally tracing the distances between distant and 
opposing places, as between himself and the world, the earth and 
the sky. Stella Sirio is the reactivation of an action done in 1969 in 
Genoa, the city where Icaro settled for a few years after his return 
from the United States. A stainless steel tube made in such a way 
that its surface reflects both inside and outside, has a length of 4 
meters and a diameter of one inch, to narrow the visual field. Icaro 
uses it to observe Sirius, the most luminous star, in an attempt to 
ideally connect two points that are distant from each other in space, 
“the near here and the far there,” and to trace an imaginary line 
between his own vantage point and a point in the universe.

Black Gate, 1967 
painted steel, 216 x 430 x 7 cm

Black Gate belongs to the series of “forms of space” made in 1967 in 
New York, structures of metal sections in which the bars are placed 
at a distance of about 30 centimeters from each other, to permit the 
viewer to pass between them. Observing the dense grid of wires and 
antennae of the cityscape from the window of his loft in SoHo, Icaro 
began to think about an idea of sculpture that instead of occupying 
space would be the space itself, a sculpture that goes beyond the 
object to become environment, a form of space to experience that 
calls for the active participation of the viewer. The term “Cages” 
used by Ceroli to rename these works is actually misleading, since 
these structures are not conceived as containers, but instead as 
open volumes that can be crossed, walked through, to experience 
a progressive deconstruction of the form, that via Yellow Cage and 
Black Cage reaches its conclusive moment in Black Gate.

Clear Peace, 1977-2014
20 glass plates, 35,6 x 27,8 cm (each), installation with variable 
measurements

The work is composed of sets of four rectangular panes of equal size 
installed on the wall in a sequence of five episodes in which they 
are overlapped in different ways each time. The sequence records 
a rotational movement – that shifts from centrifugal to centripetal 
– of the panes in space, and the passage from emptiness to fullness 
generated by that movement. Initially arranged to form a void at 
the center, the panes gradually change their arrangement until they 
completely coincide, erasing that portion of empty space generating 
at the start, and transforming it into a filled zone. Done in the 1970s 
in plexiglas and shown at the exhibition at Hal Bromm Gallery in 
New York, Clear Peace has been made for the first time in the glass 
version for this exhibition.
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Paolo Icaro (Turin, 1936. Lives and works in Tavullia, Pesaro) in 1960 moved to Rome, 
where in 1962 he held his first solo show at the Galleria Schneider and in 1965 he was invited 
to the IX Quadriennale. 
Between 1966 and 1968 he lived in New York. During these years he kept in close contact 
with the Italian art scene: he took part in the most important exhibitions of those years, like 
Arte Povera – Im Spazio, Galleria La Bertesca, Genoa (1967); Teatro delle mostre, Galleria La 
Tartaruga, Rome (1968); Arte Povera più Azioni Povere, Amalfi (1968). He held a solo show 
at the Galleria La Tartaruga in Rome (1967) and at Galleria La Bertesca in Genoa (1968). 
He also participated in the main exhibitions of the international avant-garde such as Op 
Losse  Schroeven. Situaties en cryptostructuren, Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam (1969); When  
Attitudes Become Form, Kunsthalle Bern, Bern (1969). 
In 1971 he moved back to the United States, to Connecticut, where he remained for ten 
years. During the 1970s and 1980s he held numerous solo shows in important European and 
American galleries, including: Verna, Zurich (1972, 1974, 1978, 1985); Françoise Lambert, 
Milan (1976); Marilena Bonomo, Bari (1976); Massimo Minini, Brescia (1977, 1982, 1989); 
Paul Maenz, Cologne (1978); Hal Bromm, New York (1978, 1979); Jack Tilton, New York 
(1985, 1986, 1989). 
At the beginning of the 1980s he moved back to Italy for good. During these years he held 
solo shows in institutions such as PAC – Padiglione d’Arte Contemporanea, Milan (1982); 
Palazzina dei Giardini, Modena (1987); Galleria Civica d’Arte Moderna e Contemporanea, 
Trento (1995). In October 2007 he was invited to create a permanent work for the Italian 
Department of UCLA (University of California, Los Angeles). 
Thereafter he took part in numerous group shows including: Time & Place: Milano – 
Torino. 1958-1968, Moderna Museet, Stockholm (2008); Italics. Arte italiana fra tradizione 
e rivoluzione 1968-2008, Palazzo Grassi, Venice (2008-2009); When Attitudes Become Form: 
Bern 1969/Venice 2013, Fondazione Prada, Ca’ Corner della Regina, Venice (2013); Trame 
– Le forme del rame tra arte contemporanea, design, tecnologia e architettura, Triennale di 
Milano, Milan (2014). 
Some of his most significant solo shows of the last few years are: Biografia ideale, Centro 
Arti Visive Pescheria, Pesaro (2009); Su misura, Galleria Il Ponte, Florence (2011); I do as I 
did, Lorenzelli Arte, Milan (2011); You, Space, CAMeC, La Spezia (2011-2012); Paolo Icaro 
1967-1977, Galleria P420, Bologna (2012); Paolo Icaro. Living in America: sculptural events 
in Woodbridge, Galleria Studio G7, Bologna (2012). 

Peep-Hole would like to thank: Galleria P420, Bologna.
Special thanks to Lara Conte for curatorial consulting.
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