true colors

The exhibition breathe walk die, conceived by Ugo Rondinone
for the Rockbund Art Museum (RAM), Shanghai, conspicuously
displays color in excess. The artist responded to the sheer
verticality of the architecture at RAM with an unexpected
horizon wall painting series entitled sunrisesunset. From the
first to the fifth floor, an exceptional spectrum of sprayed colors
blanket the gallery walls in their entirety. Each floor exhibits
two to three gradations of color, from the white-green-blue
sunrisesunset I in the lobby, to green-blue-violet sunrisesunset II,
then blue-violet-pink sunrisesunset III, to violet-pink-red
sunrisesunset IV, and finally to red-yellow sunrisesunset V.
Ugo Rondinone started making horizon wall paintings in 1998
with one yellow color field surrounding the lower part of the
gallery walls (fig. 2), then in 2001 with one large blue color
field (fig. 4) and in 2002 with a thin black color field running
down the wall (fig. 5). Combined with sculpture, video, and
sound installations, these earlier horizon paintings were
a decisive step before Ugo Rondinone embraced the full
architecture of the Rockbund Art Museum: the large layers

of sprayed pigments compose overlapping horizons, offering
an extraordinary texture and density to the walls with blurred
transitions that enhance the sensitive experience of rising
and fading colors, of cold and warm light. Such an intimate
dialogue between architecture and horizon paintings creates
unlimited spaces in which the references to panorama and
landscape are subverted as extensions rather than as
frontiers and delimitations.
These wall paintings are subtly extended by twelve circle
paintings installed on the museum’s walls, coaxing the viewer
into a meditative state with their blurred, brightly-colored
concentric rings. Each circle efficiently pierces the museum’s
horizons with three colored rings that function as reversed
perspectives, as if it was not only the viewer who is looking at
the painting but also the painting permeating the viewer
beyond the spectrum of their own eyes. The circle paintings,
instead of simply decorating the exhibition space, fully
act as holes, becoming simultaneously palpable, vibrant,
contemplative, erotic suns in the space.

fig. 1 dog days are over, migros museum für gegenwartskunst zürich, zurich, 1996
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To go from one gallery to another, the visitor walks through
the museum’s foyers and stairs, experiencing love invents us
(fig. 3), an installation of multi-colored filters, which cover
all the windows and imbue the building with immersive and
embracing light. Each floor has been conceived as a precise
composition of multi-colored filters according to the very
diverse window sizes of the Art Deco museum building.
On reaching each floor of the museum, the visitor passes
through the foyer experiencing a floating sensation due to
the predominant light colors, looks outside the building with a
totally filtered eye to reimagine the landscape, and looks inside
the building to experience a permanent transition of colors and
an immersive dreamscape.
The visitor’s walk, supported by the wonderful title
love invents us, could sound somewhat romantic. In fact,
Ugo Rondinone sincerely claims such an interpretation of
his work. His whole œuvre can be understood as a careful
reference to and reinterpretation of the iconography and
symbolism of German Romanticism.
Dating from the late eighteenth to the mid-nineteenth
century, Romanticism is that attitude or state of mind which
was centered on the individual, the subjective, the irrational,
the creative, and the emotional. These characteristics of
Romanticism most often took form in themes such as
history and the sublime beauty of nature. Landscapes in
Romantic paintings are thus “landscapes of mood” based on
individual feelings. Landscapes do not represent the reality,
but rather express an infinite dreamscape by arranging
important colored elements and motifs, allowing for
the “experience” of such journeys.
Of course, as a contemporary artist, Ugo Rondinone challenges
such Romantic iconography. Instead of a landscape painted
on a canvas with an individual standing in front of the dreamy
scene, like Caspar David Friedrich’s famous The Wanderer
Above the Mist (1817–1818), Rondinone exceeds the limits of
the canvas by enveloping the entire architectural edifice with
color. Most decisive is the presence of the viewer in place of
the painted subject, who is now becoming the full actor of
this romantic dreamscape journey to extend, to activate, and
to be immersed in. Ugo Rondinone is thus an artist who has
succeeded in going beyond the categories of art, connecting
Romanticism with multiple revolutions in contemporary art
such as the abstract color fields of Mark Rothko and
Barnett Newman, and also the Minimalist sculptures and
the Body performance art of the 1960s, which successfully
transformed the status of the “spectator” as an exclusive eye,
to that of a “visitor” as an active contributor to the display and
meaning of the art installation. Furthermore, Ugo Rondinone
knows full well that Romanticism could sometimes be
poetically critical when it is used with subtlety and wit,
for example when this full physical and optical experience
of colors is somehow disturbed by the laughs of the
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mysterious sound installation dog days are over (fig. 1), with
the sounds generated by the movements of the visitor.

on the floors and interconnected with the vertical wall paintings
and light filters.

In this installation, the visitor to the exhibition has no access to
natural daylight: the architecture has been covered by colored
walls and filters to completely encapsulate the body, the eye of
the visitor within this color—immersing the visitor in a queer
way of looking, feeling, and walking into the painting. Far from
the ego action expressionist painting, the excess of color in
Rondinone’s exhibition is not only about mastering the painting
composition per se, but is also about simultaneously revealing
the power of the dreamscape and the “unnatural” surface
imposition of the “natural” codes of the real. Such an artistic
act is a tremendous contribution to the history of art where the
challenge no longer lies in the representation of the real, nor
the expression of the artist’s ego, but the capacity to inflate the
surface of the painting as a locus in which to unveil an ongoing,
changing journey from material, concept, identity, content,
and emotion. Observing the paintings of Caravaggio, the art
theoretician Louis Marin stated:

The living clown performers play a major role in the exhibition
project because they constitute the fundamental interfaces
between the challenges of the visual and of content. The clowns
do not physically act in the space but each one is linguistically
named according to a daily act within the 24 hours of a day,
from sunrise to night:

The surface, then, emerges as the site where the art of
painting achieves its greatest intensity as well as the
power to attract and fascinate the viewer’s gaze, thereby
causing the viewer to turn away from the thing itself in
stupefaction. (…) [André] Félibien seems to suggest the
painting’s ‘attractiveness’ has no other function than to
diminish what I have called the tragic dimension of the
surface, to attenuate the tragedy of a representation
that destroys itself, perhaps by means of a travesty
of the subject. 1

vocabulary of solitude
be. breathe. sleep. dream. move. wake. rise. sit. look.
sneeze. think. stand. walk. fart. pee. shower. dress. drink.
smoke. shit. read. remember. laugh. cry. write. cook. smell.
taste. eat. clean. rest. touch. wank. feel. enjoy. float. sing.
dance. love. hate. wish. hope. yawn. undress. lay.

Even if they are totally passive, the clowns hold this incredible
power of naming and acting. The clowns have definitively quit
the real and somehow codified world, and have entered a free
dream-like journey. This is also powerfully indicated by one pair
of blue clown shoes hung on the wall at the entrance of the
museum, titled no one’s voice.

The clowns are in the exhibition to act through non-action
and passivity: they are lying down, sleeping, meditating, and
dreaming. It is truly disturbing to see the clowns with activities
opposite to the ones they are supposed to have: entertaining
with spectacular gestures, laughs, and facial expressions.
Peggy Phelan, one of the most respected art historians
and theorists specializing in performance art, defined the
ontology of performance by linking together the linguistic
statement to the bodily act arising in performance.
The philosopher of language John L. Austin observed that
a performative utterance—for example, “I name this boat
Dragon” or “I take this man as my husband”—is truly a
speech-act as the sentence is not only used to describe
or to state what someone is doing, but the sentence is
actually used to “do” it. The speech-act refers exclusively
to itself and to the one who is acting in the present time of
its utterance. Austin points out that the speech-act cannot
be reproduced and repeated since it is an individual and
one-time act. If someone else reproduces the speech-act,
it can only be transformed into an act of observation.
With the presence of living bodies in a space-time framework
and in front of specific visitors, performance art raises the
question of the relation between the presence of the living body
and its figuration, between the real and its representation.

In the work of Rondinone, the color in excess brings out not
tragedy but rather a profound sense of disrupted melancholy.
Such an exhibition could have been reduced to a pure formalist
display, but Rondinone decided to distribute forty performers
dressed in amazingly colorful clown costumes, with white
masks cast from the face of the performers, red noses,
black eye lashes, and dark blue hats throughout the museum.
The outward appearance of the clowns resemble an explosion
of colors splashed on their bodies. Ugo Rondinone determined
a precise pose for each clown to be positioned on the floors of
the museum. Seated or lying down, the colorful clowns are not
here to entertain the visitors, nor do they have to talk to people
or circulate in the space: they come to the museum only to
sleep and to meditate. Visually, they create powerful dialogues
with the color spectrums already shown on the windows and
the walls, creating a new potential for the colors to build and to
extend the perspectives of space and time for the viewers.
The sharply spotted and condensed colors of the clowns
contrast with the floating sunrisesunset wall paintings and
the blurred circle paintings. Nevertheless, when the visitor
steps into the galleries of the museum, they visually embrace
the clowns as a whole other field of color, spreading horizontally

fig. 2 the evening passes like any other. men and women float alone through the air. they drift past my window like the weather. i close my eyes. my heart is a moth
fluttering against the walls of my chest. my brain is a tangle of spiders wriggling and roaming around. a wriggling tangle of wriggling spiders, kunsthaus zürich, zurich, 1998
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According to Phelan, performance in contemporary
art is similar to a speech-act because it is by essence
non-reproducible: “performance’s independence from mass
reproduction, technologically, economically, and linguistically
is its greatest strength.”2 Nevertheless, if performance is
ontologically non-reproducible, the performing body might not
be reduced to an ontological definition since the body indicates
or includes a necessary relation to subjectivity, gender, sex,
race, social contexts, etc. The quality of performance art
lies in its power of representation by addition, association,
displacement, vacancy. These gaps make performance so rich,
complex and subversive, since artists, performers, and visitors
have to negotiate their positions in these combinations.
It is with such gaps that Ugo Rondinone conceived of the
clowns’ performance in the Rockbound Art Museum—since the
artist worked with strong and strange paradoxical situations—
both for the performers and for the visitors. As we have seen,
each clown has a daily action as his or her name, and thus
each is empowered with full potential action, but they do not
act physically in the space. The clowns are alive and the
visitors can feel the living presence of a group of clowns
in the exhibition. The clowns will never talk to the visitors,
but they will share the space and breathe at the same time.
This very strange distance and non-communication engages in
a series of complex connections and displacements between

the clowns and the visitors. For example, the extreme passivity
of the clowns is a way to delegate to the visitor the activities of
walking, watching, listening. The eyes of the visitors are all
wide-open to the colorful dreamscape while the eyes of the
clowns are all shut and focused on a mental space. But both
seem to share this act of dreaming.
The clowns do not look at the colorful space; they deny the
architecture, the environment, the visitors, and build other
extended horizons beyond symbols and narration. The masks
they wear are strangely white with long black eyelashes,
frozen into an interior and melancholic dream, as if they were
fully sensitive aliens embarking on a floating journey. The
“non” action of the clowns’ performance infiltrates the space,
reversing the color in excess with a critical question about
how to exceed norms and limits: what is the feeling of being
refused? How to refuse to do what people tell you to do?
How do we distribute these supposed roles and actions
in our societies?
The clowns position themselves as a very ambiguous entity
in the space, questioning the limits of identity and gender.
As Agustin Pérez Rubio observed, the clown is not a person:
[...] it’s a sexless being. Rondinone has worked for years
with the figure of the clown, which can work as an

image, not of a person, but of a being that represents
pathos, humor, anguish or laughter. Rather than a parody,
it stands as an alter-being that has lost all its role’s
semantic thrust and lies forlorn on this museum surface,
exhausted at the sight of the excess brought about by
that stellar horizon.3
The sixth-floor café of RAM is specially installed with raw wood
panels to welcome the contributions of visitors and children—
rainbow drawings which progressively fill out the space until
the end of the exhibition, entitled your age and my age and the
age of the rainbow. This is the second time Ugo Rondinone
has solicited the contribution of children’s drawings; the first
occurrence was in 2013 in Leuven, Belgium, when he produced
large wooden cube panels to be filled with drawings of the sun,
entitled your age and my age and the age of the sun (fig. 7).
These drawings echo the elegant but solid rainbow neon
sign breathe walk die hung on the external facade of the
Rockbund Art Museum: simple and enigmatic, imperative and
simultaneously poetic, generous and obsessively constructed,
they materialize perfectly the affirmation and allure of the
statement breathe walk die, opening up the loop of time and life
to unexpected creations.
The process of “name dropping” is a substantial element in
the breathe walk die show: with his artwork titles, Rondinone
powerfully activates language beyond its limits. Reducing a
word to its essential value of performing, the artist is breaking
the rules of linguistic narration and visual composition.
Sometimes very pragmatic and referring to time, sometimes
broadly romantic, the poetic dimension of Ugo Rondinone’s art
is interesting to explore. The term “poetic” is over employed
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in the visual arts because it is wrongly used to designate a
pleasing, harmonious form. All too often, poetry is applied to
works of art without people taking the trouble to actually read
any poetry. The poetic work is in fact what renounces any strict
obedience to the codes of rhetorical elegance: not conforming
to consensual prettiness, it overturns the established order of
the shaping of language and the meaning of the work. It is a
composite block of signs, materials, and forms that operate
in an extreme contraction of language in order to render
perceptible the complexity of representations and emotions.
Making poetry means finding works and images when there are
none left or when language is drowned within a conventional,
cumbersome babble. Therefore, poetic subtlety is very often
enacted in the radicalness, roughness, and harshness of
language and image.
The power of the poetic in Ugo Rondinone’s work consists
of a fascinating paradox: giving form to what very frequently
escapes formalization. And the true poetics of his art is always
to keep the power of the form and concept open, unpredictable,
evolving. This poetics of the act of naming is certainly risky and
dangerous because it can provoke distrust and sometimes
censure when it pushes at the utmost limits of representation.
It can also attract the most self-serving instances of covetousness.
Such receptions are of little importance because the artist,
concerned with the poetics of the act, faces a far more
fundamental issue: creating works that shatter the codes of
creation and perception of the art object, generating ways and
means of representation that offer glimpses of an unexpected
potential for art and thought.
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