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Marco Meneguzzo

Around 1967 the mood in Italy changed. It had also 
changed with respect to the first years of the decade 
when it was thought that the economic “boom” could 
last forever, and that the alliance between industry 
and creativity, from an intellectual point of view, 
could resolve many of the problems about living in an 
industrialised society. A kind of wholly Italian volubility 
was united to an objective disillusionment with the 
impossibility of joining together quantity and beauty, 
work and production, and this was leading artists – all 
artists – to inquire into expressive paths that were 
different from the ‘exact’, rational, and positive ones 
that, at least in Italy, had characterised the neo-avant-
gardes in the few ‘heroic’ years straddling 1960.

This positive and confident moment – politically a 
rather social-democratic one – of a yearned-for alliance 
between art and industry, in the name of a new society 
marked by a clear vision of the ‘common good’, was in 
a very few years displaced by an incipiently anarchic 
and adversarial situation towards the very subjects 
that only a few years before seemed the best allies 
for a ‘new’ construction. At the end of the 1950s, 
when the Italian GDP grew at the same rate as that of 
China today, everything seemed within grasp, and it 
appeared that even the most harebrained idea could 
find its fulfilment: the profits of industry and commerce, 
together with the intellectual potential of a ‘class’ 
that thought it could renew everything (if for no other 
reason than because it found itself in front of a cultural 
territory cleared of the ruins of a war that had been lost 
and was better forgotten), allowed ‘glib’ thinking about 
life, the life that in 1960s itself was to become ‘La dolce 
vita’: the sweet life.

Mario Schifano could have been the protagonist of 
that film, just as he was for at least twenty years – 
from 1960 to 1980 – of the social life of Rome, of which 
he was a kind of fulcrum, an ‘immobile engine’ for 
aristocrats and actors, crooks and poets, writers and 
whores, producers and cyclists, in the various studios 
he inhabited in that period and from which he shifted 
only rarely. In the 1970s the last of these was in the 
prestigious attic of the Museo Napoleonico, a thousand 
square metres in the centre of Rome, from which he 
had thrown out all the furniture in order to be able to 
ride his bike and allow space for his friends while he, 
perhaps, was somewhere else, or didn’t want to be 
seen, or was painting. It was the reintroduction of a 
Renaissance prince who owed everything to his talent. 
Just like a prince who had arrived at his full cultural glory 
and worldly success, he could allow himself to be fully 
himself, without compromises, and so at times he was 
irritating to the point of exasperation, though at other 
times he was also unreservedly sweet and generous: 
his talent, and perhaps his genius too, allowed him 
everything, and Schifano lived in a kind of condition of 
omnipotence, where every idea could be realised, and 
every wish granted.

In 1968 – crucial for this series of works, commonly 
known as Compagni, compagni! (Comrades, comrades) 
– his fame had been consolidated for at least five years: 
he had begun it with his Coca-Cola and Esso works, 
the creation of his ‘anaemic landscapes’, the Vero 
amore (the oak tree works he continued to propose), 
his Futurismo rivisitato – from 1965 onwards, in which 
he made use of a famous photo of the Futurist group, 
superimposed with semitransparent and coloured 

ON THE RIGHT SOLUTION TO THE CONTRADICTIONS 
AT THE HEART OF PAINTING

Photograph by Mario Schifano © Archivio Mario Schifano
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Plexiglas -, and to experiment at the same time with his 
art films (from 1967 onwards) … everything done with 
frenetic work and a life-style that led him to live for a 
period in New York in 1963, where he created a series of 
large works exhibited at the Galleria Odyssia, and came 
into contact and underwrote a contract with Ileana 
Sonnabend, almost immediately ignored, and trips to 
London where he frequented the musical scene of the 
Rolling Stones. His return to Rome was studded with 
love affairs and absolutely reprehensible and repeated 
personal and social undertakings (he even went to jail), 
and yet he was certainly ‘in the avant-garde’ of the 
spirit of the times. But in 1968 what could be defined 
as avant-garde behaviour was about to become the 
‘avant-garde of the masses’ with the explosion of 
protests by the young and by students, one full of 
psychological meanings – ‘bourgeois’ in a word … – 
even more than those workers and class awareness: in 
Rome on 1 March 1968, on the stairway of Valle Giulia – a 
kind of stairway like that of the port of Odessa in ‘The 
Battleship Potemkin’ – students from the left and right 
fought with the police to give the ‘official’ start to the 
Italian 1968 movement, which was to last in one form 
or another – some of them extremely bloody – for ten 
years, at least until the kidnapping and murder by the 
Red Brigades of the prime minister Aldo Moro, from 
March to May 1978.

An artist such as Schifano, who had already powerfully 
shown his interest in the flood of images from the news 
and history that still passes in front of our eyes in the 
media, even if we don’t want to see them, could not 
remain indifferent to this ‘movement’, but he dealt with 
it and metabolised it in his own way. Contrarily to some 
other artists, friends of his such as Franco Angeli, who 
were considered to be his fellow travellers, Schifano 
did not ‘join the cause’ of the protests – and even less 
the political protests – but he recorded them in his own 
way, giving a kind of absolute summary of them in his 
series Compagni, compagni. Certainly, his sympathies 
were loosely with the protestors, probably for a kind 
of personal identification with what had happened just 
ten years earlier with his father, but his adhesion was 

always filtered – this adjective/participle is a key word in 
this case – by his own ego, and by his absolute certainty 
that the individual counted more than the group. This 
did not stop him from taking part in the movement, 
even if as nothing other than a financer: ‘… I do not 
serve the people with colours or films. I serve them 
with money. I give money to these kids. But then, why 
not? I earn money with brutal ease’, he stated in 19721 
and, again, he said shortly after, ‘I stopped financing 
Lotta Continua only when they began to ask me for 
paintings instead of money. They too had become 
dealers’2; and, with regard to the possibility or not that 
art could influence politics: ‘I have always held that art’s 
limits were precise. However, I have also come face to 
face with those painters who believe in this possibility, 
and have been accused of making these statements 
because I was more fulfilled, more successful, and 
because I sold’. (1982)3. Another brief chapter, almost 
an anecdotal one, of this career of his “through the 
revolution” was his creation of Feste cinesi (1968), 
a large, seven metre painting for the dining room of 
Agnelli’s home in Rome, full of red flags and protestors 
marching, and rejected by the commissioners because 
of the predictable reaction of the tycoon’s guests: a 
small test of strength between the artist and society, 
one lost without the artist being too upset.

But the Compagni, compagni cycle – also more simply 
known as the Compagni series – is far more significant 
because it opened up two crucial moments for the 
artist, and offered him another and in a certain sense 
masterly and very efficient path. In fact, in 1968 
Schifano reached a crisis point in the face of painting, 
one that had been latent during his last visit to New 
York in 1965. The immediate solution to this seemed 
to lie in cinema, and in fact the period from 1967 to 
1969/70 saw his most intense cinematic activity; yet 
at the same time Schifano was intimately a painter, to 
the point of identifying painting with being ‘human’: 
in 1982 he answered a specific question about why he 
had continued to paint despite the crisis in painting 
by saying, ‘because it is human, more human. Because 
I am a painter. Because even as a photographer I am 

very much a painter’.4 And again, the art context on 
the cusp of 1970 was violently against painting: this 
was a time of the theoretical/ideological affirmation of 
Conceptualism and of anti-traditional approaches and, 
as a result, the linguistic conflict that was underway 
was, for Schifano, a deep existential conflict, one which 
was not a question of giving up a working tool, but one 
of an existential attitude. This was with regards to the 
sphere of the Self and the artist’s own relationship 
to language. To all this there must be added the 
‘political’ request of the world for total involvement by 
intellectuals in the rebellious and pre-revolutionary 
climate that was being created: ‘we are all involved’ 
was one of the slogans of this period, and all the more 
reason that the sensitivity of artists should involve 
them in change.

In such a climate, Schifano only answered to himself. He 
resolved his linguistic problem, which was only another 
way of saying that the problem of his interpretation of 
the world, with this series, could almost be considered 
as the prototype of the attitude he had towards his own 
work for the successive 1970s.

To quickly eliminate any possible misunderstanding, 
this attitude was above all about the subject. Schifano 
dealt with a political subject in exactly the same way 
that he dealt with a starry sky – Tutte stele – or a still-
life – Tutti frutti – or a television image – Paesaggio 
TV -: what Andy Warhol was to do rather later with 
Vladimir Ulianov Lenin or Mau Zedong, in other words 
treating them in the same way as Marilyn Monroe or 
Elvis Presley, Schifano did with Compagni, compagni. 
That image was part of the flood of images that in that 
moment passed in front of him, and his choice – the 
three people with a hammer and sickle taken from one 
of the radical left newspapers, such as Potere Operaio 
or Lotta Continua, just like the words that at times 
appeared on the canvas. ‘On the right solution of the 
contradictions at the heart of society’ was a typical 
phrase of the Chinese communists of the time – greatly 
accentuated the propaganda aspect that pervaded the 
ideology of the extreme left and its communications 
system. Schifano isolated the figures against a 
monochrome background; he probably exaggerated the 
dimensions of the hammer and sickle (or he chose the 
image specifically for this original dimensional anomaly); 
he rounded the corners of the canvas, making it 

Mario Schifano, Festa cinese, 1968, enamel and spray on paper applied to canvas, 330 x 750 cm polyptych, © Archivio Mario Schifano
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resemble the frame of a slide; and he would often cover 
it with transparent Plexiglas: a technique that was to 
become a statement about painting and its possibilities 
for investigating the world, and certainly not about 
communist China.

In fact we are dealing with a pared-down painting, 
without any kind of apparent painterly virtuosity – 
he actually used templates and sprayed the paint, 
something he had begun to do widely in 1967 -; the 
artist then ‘distanced’ the subject from the eye of 
the beholder and suggested that his own eye too had 
looked through various filters, specifically chosen 
in order not to be involved by the theme: coloured 
Plexiglas; the sensation of being in front of an immense 
slide; the possibility of glimpsing shapes but not the 
people themselves; the words and phrases sound 
unreal because that way of painting denied them 
any kind of contextualisation: the suspension in the 
monochrome or sprayed void of the canvas eliminated 
the realistic context and forces the eye to look at and 
find only relationships within the figures and phrases. It 
is painting, but it is not painting, at least in the current 
sense.

This schematic reduction is underlined above all in 
Compagni, compagni, even though it was present 
‘in nuce’ in other preceding series, in the form of 
different repetitions. After that, and for a decade, 
Schifano virtually hid painting, almost as though to 
force himself to give up what he did best, while always 
finding a genial solution. Contrarily to what we might 
believe, in this period he never abandoned painting, but 
preserved it, while waiting for the ‘right solution to the 
contradictions at the heart of painting’.

ENDNOTES

1. Interview with the writer Enzo Siciliano, first published 
in the political news magazine Il Mondo on 16 November 
1972 with the title Lui ama Nancy la fotografa, and then 
often reprinted.
2. Interview with Bruno Blasi, published in M. 
Meneguzzo, Arte Ribelle 1968-1978. Artisti e gruppi dal 
Sessantotto, exhibition catalogue for the show at the 
Credito Valtellinese, Milan, 12 Oct.-9 Dec. 2017, p. 106.
3. Interview with Marco Meneguzzo on 6 April 1982, 
and published in M. Meneguzzo, Schifano, pub. Essegi, 
Ravenna 1982, p. 81.
4. Ibid., p. 82.
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