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Chronicle of a Duel. Bonito Oliva vs. Celant

This paper aims at reconstructing and examining the main stages of the competition between two nodal figures
of the art scene in Italy: Achille Bonito Oliva and Germano Celant. Since the Seventies to the present day the
rivalry between the two has flared up in the elastic spaces of criticism and exhibitions, spaces which this same
rivalry has galvanised in a decisive way. Two different models of criticism, but also of curating, that have marked
the recent history of contemporary art in Italy and beyond. Retracing the stages of the cultural competition
between Achille Bonito Oliva and Germano Celant means identifying the critical junctures that have marked the
Italian and international art scene over the last fifty years: the position and function of the critic, the value of writ-
ing (critical and curatorial), the exhibition as a space for verification and experimentation, the affirmation of the
curator to the detriment of the critic in a now global dimension, the importance of documents and of the archive in
critical and curatorial practices, the relationship with institutions.

Chronicle of a Duel. Bonito Oliva vs. Celant

Il contributo intende ricostruire ed esaminare le principali tappe della competizione tra due figure nodali della sce-
na artistica italiana: Achille Bonito Oliva e Germano Celant. Dagli anni Settanta ad oggi la rivalita tra i due & divam-
pata negli spazi elastici della critica e delle mostre, spazi che questa stessa rivalita ha galvanizzato in maniera
decisiva. Due diversi modelli di critica, ma anche di curatela, che hanno segnato la storia recente dell’arte contem-
poranea in Italia e non solo. Ripercorrere le tappe della competizione culturale tra Achille Bonito Oliva e Germano
Celant significa individuare gli snodi critici che hanno segnato la scena artistica italiana e internazionale degli ulti-
mi cinquant’anni: la posizione e la funzione del critico, il valore della scrittura (critica e curatoriale), la mostra come
spazio di verifica e sperimentazione, I'affermazione del curatore a scapito del critico in una dimensione ormai glo-
bale, 'importanza dei documenti e dell’archivio nelle pratiche critiche e curatoriali, il rapporto con le istituzioni.
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Vesper
Rivista di architettura, arti e teoria

Vesper ¢ una rivista scientifica semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l'og-
getto illuminante non ¢ piu visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l'atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identifico nel pianeta
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro
ma posto in condizioni temporali differenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione piu che un oggetto e privilegia il
situarsi che ne profila lo statuto. Non ¢ qui accesa la luce
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere
nella penombra una possibilita nell’esistente.

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lita narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili differenti,
privilegia I'intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressio-
ne grafica, dell'immagine e delle contaminazioni tra lin-
guaggi. Larivista ¢ pensata nella sua successione di numeri
tematici come discorso sulla contemporaneita, nello spa-
zio di ogni singolo numero ¢ articolata in un insieme di
rubriche che gettano luci differenti sul tema. Nel proce-
dere delle diverse sezioni — editoriale, citazione, proget-
to, racconto, lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio,
viaggio, ring, tutorial, dizionario — mutano i riverberi tra
idee e realta, si accende I'intreccio tra evidenze concrete e
loro potenzialita, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’'ombra lunga.

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
entific journal which deals with the relationships between
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to inter-
pret the act of designing through tracing and revealing the
movement of transformation. Pythagoras identified in the
planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and the morn-
ing star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names to the same
star observed in different temporal conditions. Vesper thus
states a perspective rather than an object, privileging the
condition that defines its status. Rather than the sharp
light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and promising a
brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to have a
glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming different writings and styles, privileging the visual
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and
contaminations between different languages. The jour-
nal is conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a
discourse on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into
sections that offer a range of diverse perspectives on the
theme analysed: editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay,
extra, translation, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, dictionary.
Throughout the different sections, reverberations between
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects,
collective perception. The principal aim of these sections is
not to provide instant news, but to offer an in-depth investi-
gation of different instances of design and to provide tools
and materials that have a long-lasting effect.
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Chronicle of a Duel.
Bonito Oliva vs. Celant

Portrait of Achille Bonito Oliva, Naples, 1980, Ph. Ugo Di Pace.
Courtesy Archivio Di Pace.

Germano Celant at Post Zang Tumb Tuuum Exhibition, Milan, 2018.

Ph. Ugo Dalla Porta. Courtesy Fondazione Prada.

>acciottolo L]

Judith Schalansky once wrote: ‘Chronology [...] is in its banal logic the
most unoriginal of all organizational principles, being only a simulation
of order’ (Schalansky 2020, p. 12). History of art, however, is constant-
ly subject of periodisational operations that cannot ‘in any way rest on
mechanical scanning grids (centuries, decades, generations or the like), as
Previtali suggested (Previtali 1979, p. 8). In Ttaly the irregular landscape of
contemporary art lends itself to readings and interpretations that — while
remaining in the spectrum of chronology and in the domain of artistic
historiography — do not centralise the experience of the work nor the art-
ist. However, is possible to find equally valid, and effective to coordinate
— in the militant trajectories of critics and curators — and to reconstruct
the dynamic fabric of historical time which is made up of variables and
intermittencies (Kubler 1962). Achille Bonito Oliva and Germano Celant’s
critical vicissitudes and curatorial challenges have marked the course of
contemporary art in Italy for at least forty years, and reconstructing the
stages of the competition — saw them as protagonists — means unearth-
ingaseries of knots that have characterised the contemporary world-wide
scene. Achille Bonito Oliva and Germano Celant are two figures formed
between the 1960s and 1970s, in the great field of Italian criticism and in
a restless and epochal temporal hinge. One formed through the poetry
of the Gruppo '63, the other through his university apprenticeship with
Eugenio Battisti. Both oriented, with very different methods and goals,
towards the redefinition of a critical practice held together by a theoretical
and speculative aspect — writing — and by an expositive moment — verbal-
isation and visualisation — as Ammann (Ammann 1979, p. 173) highlights.
The rivalry between the two of them as generated a space of positive ten-
sion, favourable to the development of ar, criticism and curating. It was
the result of programmatic choices, personal projects and studied stances
within the competition itself. Nevertheless, at certain junctures it was also
indirectly fuelled by systemic dynamics and by the impact their action
had on the mechanisms of art in Italy.

1971. A Prequel

When Palma Bucarelli resigned as Italian commissioner for the 1971
Paris Biennial, the name of Achille Bonito Oliva was put forward by the
Roman director herself. She proposed him as a young critic already active
on the scene, with important curatorial experiences such as Amore mio
(Montepulciano, 1970) and Vitalita del negativo (Rome, 1970). Thanks to a
functioning institutional conjunction between the Minister of Culture,
the Quadriennale and the Incontri Internazionali d’Arte Association,
the critic from Campania took the lead of the Parisian exhibition expe-
rience, to get the better of two other figures that had been proposed:
Enrico Crispolti and Germano Celant (Cappelletti 2020). The historical
moment is topical as the ashes 0f 1968 are still smouldering. Bonito Oliva
and his writing (critical and exhibition) are widely affirmed. Celant has
recently turned towards the critica acritica, announcing the rejection of
interpretation — via Sontag — in addition to adopting a documentation
methodology. With a view to the archive, Celant has declared the end of
the r ionary f Arte Povera, which had been theorised and
cyfated since\1967. Precisely i)s relation to the latter and to the famous
volume, turns out on Filiberto Menna’s instructions,
va postponed the publication of 1/ territorio magico (Bonito
eating a competition’ with Celant (Tolve
Bonito Oliva reinforced his position as
ctivities of the Incontri Internazionali
nporanea in 1973, a seminal exhibition set
< of Villa Borghese. Achille Bonito Oliva
centralisation of the figure of the critic,
theatrical logic [...] in which the image
e and provocative at the same time, of a
function of criticism’, as pointed out by
isjattitude as an open opposition to Celant
nediate and all played out on a visual lev-
pted early on by Celant (and maintained
.. seems to respond with his snow-white
mocking desire for distinction and dan-

1, p. 116).
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atures of a race for the symbolic conquest
n Bonito Oliva’s case, became the cover

of the text-manifesto La Transavanguardia Italiana (Bonito Oliva 1980). It
was a space in which the theoretical and programmatic efforts were con-
densed and experimented also through a tight exhibition schedule with,
among the others, Acireale °’79, Aperto 80 in Venice, and the exhibition at
the Aurelian Walls in 1982. The programme aimed to ‘return to the inter-
nal motives of art, to a ‘new subjectivity’, ‘nomadism), ‘genius loci’, whose
starting point was precisely the questioning of the ‘repressive and maso-
chistic line’ implemented by Celant’s critical design and “fortunately con-
tradicted by some of the artists’ works’ (ibid., p. 45). For Celant, however,
the tricolour was the physical banner to be waved outside the Pompidou
when Identité Italienne was inaugurated in 1981, on the initiative of Incontri
Internazionali (Celant, in fact, replaces Bonito Oliva in the role of cura-
tor). Through this exhibition the Genoese curator charged the Arte Povera
group with a national identity responsibility, in reply to what he defined
as a ‘passive imitation of the past’ (Celant 1988, p. 10), referring to the
artistic climate of that period and the Transavanguardia evident impulse.
Bonito Oliva’s reaction, entrusted to the pages of “Domus”, was huffy and
scathing. The target is the Celantian approach adopted in the exhibition,
with the exclusion of the transavanguardisti (apart from De Maria). In the
monumental catalogue — a succession of events and informations —, there
were a very clear indicator of the action of a ‘cadastral and notary’ critic
and of a historicist methodology to which Bonito Oliva rebelled to from
the very first hour. The result of these tensions is the activation of a bipo-
larity between Arte Povera and Transavanguardia, that remains alive for
the entire decade and beyond. It is no coincidence that Celant himself,
as senior curator at the Guggenheim in New York since 1988, focuses his
curatorial work precisely on Italian art, or rather, on Arz from Italy (1988),
with a trilogy of exhibitions that re-examined the 20th century, attempt-
ing different readings of it (Venice, 1989; London, 1989; New York, 1994)
(Trimarco 2012).

1993/1997. In the Secrecy of the Urn

After the fall of the Berlin Wall, contemporary art runs ever faster on the
rails of globalisation. The 1993 Venice Biennale, Punti cardinali dellarte,
curated by Achille Bonito Oliva, mirrors this new condition. The exhibi-
tion aimed at redrawing the maps of the contemporary art with a com-
plex exhibition platform that ‘does not so much express a restrictive and
impositional critical slant, but rather expresses an observation of how
contemporary art has been formed through cultural nomadism and the
coexistence of languages’ (Bonito Oliva 1993, p. XXIII). It soon became a
model. However, the months leading up to the exhibition were animat-
ed by the yet another challenge between Bonito Oliva and Celant, the
two most accredited candidates to fill the role of director. The board-
room saw them as protagonists of a voting sequence in which Bonito
Oliva triumphed over Celant, only after a heated head-to-head contest, in
which the latter always held a slight advantage. The impasse was resolved
because of a possible conflict of interest that could have involved Celant,
due to the role he had at the Guggenheim (Ricci 2012-2013, pp. 33-35).
History repeated itself in the 1997 edition, when in the range of curato-
rial options, the challenge between the two came up again, and Celant
managed to have the upper hand only after five votes (ibid., pp. 215-232).
The game, however, did not end with this final whistle; but remained
open on the field of Venice, precisely when Futuro, Presente, Passato was
inaugurated: ‘A temporal journey (that) seeks to coagulate, in a visible
agglomeration, the present state of art [...] from 1960 to the present day’
(Celant 2021, p. 509). It was opposed by Minimalia. Da Giacomo Balla a...
by Bonito Oliva — his highly personal traversal of 20th century art in Iraly
— a proposal of a ‘Mediterranean and cosmopolitan line of Italian art’
(Bonito Oliva 1997, p. 13), capable of connecting the first and second half
of the century, somehow defying Celant’s previous curatorial endeav-
ours. Teased about the duel, a few weeks before the opening ABO replied
to Paolo Vagheggi in “la Repubblica™ ‘In advance of politics, bipolarity
has always dominated the outcomes of Italian art criticism’ (Vagheggi
1997). A few years later, as the dust settles, they both took the rivalry back
to a level of theoretical clash and strategic choices for the transnation-
al breakchrough of Arte Povera and Transavanguardia (Vagheggi 2006).

2011-2012. Italian Art Has (Re)Awakened
The process of historicization of a group or movement, in the field of
art, always passes through the stage of the exhibition. The 150th anni-
versary of the Unification of Italy was the perfect backdrop for a new
chapter in the duel. In conjunction and competition with each other,
the Arte Povera and Transavanguardia grand tours were staged between
the end of 2011 and throughout 2012, with a packed calendar of exhi-
bitions (group, solo, anthological and re-enactment) and conferences,
planned by the two contenders and spread across the Italian peninsula.

Fundamentals

The challenge is still being heated and there are some who looks at the
comparison through the lens of national identity: ‘After all, we are faced
with two different faces of the identity of Italian art in the second half
of the 20th century: coexistence of contradictions, confluence of dis-
tances and unresolved dialectics between spirituality and materialism,
between inner withdrawals and outward impulses. Thus, Arte Povera ver-
sus Transavanguardia’ (Trione 2011). In 2011, for “La Stampa’, the duel
between Achille Bonito Oliva and Celant was a draw (Moliterni 2011).

2021-2023. Showdown?

Some duels do not end, but they go round and round again. The last three
years have seen a revival of hostilities, more or less indirect, induced by
systemic mechanisms that have triggered a further phase of historiciza-
tion, this time not of groups or movements, but of their originator. The
publication of Celant’s ponderous exhibition anthology (Celant 2021),
the exhibition dedicated by Castello di Rivoli to Bonito Oliva (Bonito
Oliva, Christov-Bakargiev, Viliani 2021) and the episodic conference that
various Italian institutions set up between September 2022 and April
2023 (Cronistoria di un critico militante), all constitute a sequence, a con-
catenated alternation, which is a testimony to how much this duel still
characterises the Italian scene. An unexhausted tension that questions
and stirs all the most important issues within the art system: the posi-
tion and function of the critic, the value of writing (critical and curato-
rial), the exhibition as a space for verification and experimentation, the
affirmation of the curator to the detriment of the critic in a now global
dimension, the importance of documents and the archive in critical and
curatorial practices, and the relationship with institutions. Essentially,
it is possible to recognise the meshes of a wide network in which the
two adversaries represented for different reasons, two distinct influen-
tial models: on the one hand Bonito Oliva with art of criticism, authorial
and performative, visible and interfering; on the other Celant with critica
acritica, his ‘archival impulse’ translated into exhibition writing, his pro-
pensity for the institutional dimension by way of curating.
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