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MARIA ROSARIA NATALE

I’m very, very happy. Now that we can work 
all together on communication, you will see 
what they have said before: everything here 
speaks of communication. The way Giovanna 
[Castiglioni] told us the story of Achille 
Castiglioni’s family is fantastic. The story of 
his objects, the tactile knowledge he had of 
them… everything is telling us what commu-
nication is. 

We had a very interesting and important dis-
cussion with Oliviero last week. He said that 
communication is everything. 

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: Actually, it was the other way 
round: everything is communication. There 
isn’t a thing we don’t communicate.

MARIA ROSARIA NATALE: Exactly! The question 
we worked on and we are working on is: what 
are the conditions to put in practice to feel free 
and responsible? Both in our daily jobs and in 
our daily lives, though now our attention is on 
our job environment in our companies. I feel 
that what we saw, following this path is that to 
feel free and responsible we need a destina-
tion – as Nadia and Rosa said last time. We 
need a destination, even if that destination is 
not a completely defined goal. We need to see 
where we are going. And we need a framework 
as well. I cannot do my job outside of a frame-
work; I need to set some boundaries. Without 
them I feel lost, which is the opposite of free-
dom. Competencies are the third necessary 

condition: with no competencies in my hand I 
don’t feel free, I’m just afraid. 

Lastly, what I need is awareness. Awareness 
of what I can do, what I know I can do, of the 
destination, of the framework and so on.  

I would like to add another word to this list: 
judgement. Not prejudice as we normally see 
it in our minds. Judgement is the ability to link 
what is happening around me in a very specific 
place, in a very specific situation, with my life. 
This is the definition of judgement by Kant – he 
was a philosopher but he had some interesting 
ideas! [laughs] Without this ability – and each 
and every one of us needs to exercise it! – we 
are not able to understand what is happening 
in our lives, we are not able to understand the 
meaning of it. In the Critique of Pure Reason 
Kant says that the ability to connect a general 
and universal idea to a more specific and par-
ticular case, is what distinguishes intelligent 
people from stupid people! [laughs]  
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Speaking of Castiglioni, we said he had a prob-
lem and found a way to link this abstract prob-
lem with a very specific and concrete solution. 
He didn’t stop at the level of the theoretical ab-
stract problem, but went deeper, to find a spe-
cific and concrete answer. This is what sets us 
free at the end of the day, this ability to judge 
everything around us, that links the reality to 
me.

The reason we asked Oliviero to join us on this 
path is that he has this ability. He is able to 
do that. He is always very grounded and has 
very concrete and practical solutions to any 
problem. 

I remember very well, Oliviero, when you asked 
us this question, two sessions ago: Why are 
you here? Why are we here? And Richard 
said: I’m here because I want to be freer in my 
job. You answered: Just in your job? [general 
laughter]

This is an example of his ability of not ‘sitting 
in the clouds’ but in always going deep into 
his particular and tangible experience and so 
linking the abstract idea to the concrete real-

ity. And sharing it. We saw together that work-
ing with our colleagues, with our bosses, that 
being able to communicate and share our work 
with them is fundamental. 

I believe these 6 aspects (Destination, 
Framework, Competences. Awareness, 
Judgement, Sharing) are to be judged – ac-
cording to the Kantian meaning we explained 
before (the ability to connect the universal idea 
to the particular one)– every time. Not just 
during these sessions we have every couple of 
months, but continuously. 

Going back to communication, we must now 
see how to put these conditions into practice. 
The only possibility is to get involved with all 
ourselves, as Giovanna said before. If you get 
involved completely in what you do, then oth-
ers will do too.

So, to rephrase and repeat what Oliviero said 
last time: the whole point of communica-
tion is precisely how to put these conditions 
into practice. So, at the end of the day every-
thing is communication and communication is 
everything.   
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ENRICO RIMOLDI: Are we aware that everything 
is communication? Everything! Starting from 
how I dress in the morning, to my tone of voice, 
to the relationship with my colleagues and my 
boss. By the way my wife is my boss! [laughs]

TITO CHINI: It’s a very common experience! 
[laughs] A friend of mine, an Egyptian guy, told 
me that the role of the man is to announce 
women’s decisions to the world.

AMANDA MURPHY: Oliviero, isn’t there a dif-
ference between voluntary and involuntary 
communication? When you say “everything 
is communication; where there is life, there is 
communication”….

OLIVIERO TOSCANI
OLIVIERO TOSCANI: When you walk down the 
street and you hear the noises of the town, 
that’s communication. Is it voluntary or not? I 
feel this word communication is very strange, 
as if it has just been discovered. There were 
not so many problems with communication 
before. Visual communication, mostly, now 
becoming the most predominant type of com-
munication known, I believe is what brought up 
this new idea.. But taste is communication as 
well. So is sex. War is communication. To live, 
to be alive is a form of communication. Sure, 
we can cut it short and just differentiate be-
tween voluntary and involuntary, but we must 
remember that communication goes from love 
to war. Make love not war: communication!

AMANDA MUPRHY: In your example of the tram 
noises, I wouldn’t say that’s communication. I 
would say: I am living in a city where things 
are happening. I can hear things and I can see 
things. But I would associate communication 
with a person. 

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: No, there you have given a 
judgement already on the town, on its noises. 
You absorbed the communication the town has 
given you and that influences the judgement 
you have of that town. Voluntary or not, that 
is an influence on your life. Someone maybe 
talking to you, or shouting at you, or scream-
ing, somebody is talking to you quietly; that 
sort of communication is also very important. 
The amount, the quality, the sound, the vol-
ume, the shape… everything. Tell me one thing 
that is not communication. Let’s try. Let’s see 
the problem from this other prospective. Tell 
me one thing that is not communication. Even 
God is communicating to us. 

TITO CHINI: I do see your point, but for me 
there’s a difference between communication 
and information. Would you say they are equal?

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: Then tell me the difference 
between information and communication. Tell 
me a thing that is not communication!

ROSA RIERA: Personally I try to differentiate 
between communication and information. To 
me communication is more aware; there is 
something more voluntary or active, there’s an 
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awareness of one of the party in a communi-
cation. It’s human. Information can be just like 
objects, like stones thrown there, they are ob-
stacles that you need to circumnavigate if you 
want to do a better information.

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: An obstacle [itself] 
is communication.

ROSA RIERA: To me it’s information and that’s 
the difference. 

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: It’s OK, I don’t want to 
change your life. I just don’t really see the rea-
son why information is not communication. We 
can talk about the quality of communication – 
of course a kiss is better than a bomb – I see 
why you make a difference there, but I don’t 
think information is not communication. 

TITO CHINI: I think we probably have in mind the 
idea that communication is the transmission of 

a message. So you need to know what you are 
transmitting and to whom you are transmit-
ting that. This is what is generally considered 
a communication: communicating something 
to someone. I have some difficulties as well in 
associating this action, that is typical of human 
beings – to be aware of a message and the de-
sire of sharing it with someone - and the things 
that happen around me, which, as you said, is 
an obstacle, is impacting my way of seeing re-
ality. They are both saying something to me, 
but – this I believe was what Rosa meant to say 
as well– to me the difference is in the intention 
and the control over the communication. 

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: There are a lot of things that 
are not communication: everything that we are 
not aware of. Not somebody’s talking and peo-
ple don’t hear him. But anything that is around 
us is communication.
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GIANLUCA MARCATO: I think that to understand 
the word communication we should not think of 
how we communicate, but better, how we re-
ceive communication. Objects are not merely 
objects, they are telling you something. And 
what I am receiving is different from what you 
are receiving. So, then, the point that you were 
making before, which I think is key, is that there 
is no communication if you’re not involved. If I 
had to describe communication, I would think 
of how people communicate with me, not the 
other way round. Giovanna communicated 
something to me; the objects as well commu-
nicated something to me, and so on.
ROSA RIERA: And it’s not just humans who 
communicate. Bacteria, for example, do it as 
well. They communicate before attacking their 
prey. That for me is communication. But, as we 
said, if there is no relationship with the other 
party…

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: Then that is your limit. Your 
personal limit. I said: everything that we cannot 
hear or see or notice is not yet communication. 
But that’s our own limit. I can look around and 
see that grey wall. Many wouldn’t even notice 
it, but to me grey walls are always very intrigu-
ing, that’s a form of communication. That’s 
why I said that everything that we cannot hear 
or see or notice is not communication. They 
communicate with you if you are aware, atten-
tive, sensitive to them. There are people who 

feel communication without even looking: they 
feel fear, for example. I’m in a pitch-black dark 
room and I feel fear. What is that? A form of 
communication. It’s about feelings. Feelings, 
emotions, it touches you, it moves you.
 
RICHARD SOLOMON: I’ve become painfully 
aware of how much I communicate over the 
past few months. How much I communicate 
without necessarily being conscious of what 
I’m communicating. There are about 150 peo-
ple in my Department and every year we do 
an exercise where we get feedback from the 
staff as to about how great it is to work in that 
Department and so on. This is the first year I 
had complete control of the Department and 
we found out the feedback scores have gone 
very, very far south. Partially for objective rea-
sons that aren’t to do with me but neverthe-
less they went so far down that I felt I had to 
take lots of meetings, mostly with those at the 
bottom of the chain of command. I felt very 
blessed because many of them were willing to 
say what messages they were getting from my 
behaviour – things I didn’t even give a second 
thought to. 

I’m a moderate person; I’m a natural poker 
player, that’s what I’d say, I tend to hide things. 
It’s almost a form of arrogance perhaps. But I 
realised I’m in a position where the organisa-
tion wants me to communicate certain things. 
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Sometimes I choose not to deliberately, but I 
realised that there is a whole lot of messages 
that people around me are picking up and most 
of them are quite accurate. I mean – I’m not 
sure why I’m saying this other than to say that I 
have become more and more aware by talking 
to people who work for me just how much I am 
communicating without having any conception 
of this. And I realised, as a result of this, that I 
am creating a nightmare to be honest with you. 
It might be an exaggeration but I feel that I am 
not in control. Maybe I shouldn’t worry about 
not being in control, I’m not a very corporate 
person, even though I work for corporations. 
What I do realise is that I don’t have much un-
derstanding of who I am and what I’m doing. 
I’m just like a dangerous tank going around 
the village, knocking into buildings, essentially 
that’s the problem that I have. 

AMANDA MURPHY: I just want to pick up from 
there because I work in a university and I just 
introduced somebody new that I believe is so 
good and should really be there, that university 
is the place were her talent could come out. 
The other day she said that everything she has 
got so far from this experience has made her 
sad. And I though: Blimey, what is she pick-
ing up which I’m just not aware of? When you 
say everything is communication, I think is very 
interesting. Because when you think about it, 
there is so much going on that according to 
your awareness you may pick it up or not. I 
was just taken aback by this reaction; I was so 
happy she was around and she was… not! This 
is something that is going on that I need to un-
derstand. Which perhaps doesn’t depend on 

me. You know when you said the tram goes by 
and that’s communication, I’m thinking about 
this and saying: Big organisations give mes-
sages they don’t realise they are giving off.

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: Just think of the people you 
met in your life. At first sight, their charisma as 
soon as they walk into the room touches you 
and you judge them. They didn’t tell you any-
thing. I have been photographing a lot, but I 
remember some personalities that were com-
municating much more like this than through 
words. 

For example Fidel Castro. He was incredible. 
He walked through the door and you could feel 
the charisma. Muhammad Ali, amazing. That’s 
why he was a winner, from the beginning. He 
wasn’t the strongest, but he was the greatest 

because of that. So, it’s your charisma which 
communicates, same is for the objects. It’s the 
charisma, therefore the beauty and the use, 
which makes possible the perfect commu-
nication of that given object. So, it depends: 
on one side you have the charisma and on 
the other your eternal capacity to catch that. 
Castiglioni created a communication with what 
he had in front of him and from there he made 
something new and added value. That’s what 
we do and what communication is for. It’s our 
culture. It starts from your mother’s breast and 
your baby’s wailings until you die. Then it’s 
over. And you’ve got no life anymore. No life, 
no communication. Even when you sleep you 
communicate. 
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ENRICO RIMOLDI: Also Paradise is 
communication.

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: We’ll see. I still have to 
see that.  I don’t believe in that. That is just 
a communication to myself to bear  physical 
life. Some people need this kind of objects, 
you know: paradise, gods, religions… a lot 
of marketing there! And you can choose any 
kind of religion, and the god you prefer. And 
some people are ready to die for that, can you 
imagine?

MARIA ROSARIA NATALE: Going back to 
Amanda’s experience, to that sadness her 
friend felt. She said: How could she feel 
that? When we were deciding where to hold 
this workshop, we decided we want to have 
Castiglioni with us. So we met Carlo and had 
different meetings here. The first time I walked 
through the door it felt like something spar-
kling, something that was alive. It didn’t seem 
like a normal Foundation to me – a foundation 
remembers something from the past – here, 
it felt like something was alive, now. I strongly 
agree with Gianluca, communication is to be 
aware of the present, of the fact that you are 
living now. To be aware of that is unbelievable. 
It isn’t an easy job to do, it doesn’t come di-
rectly from your instinct. Giovanna’s job here at 
Castiglioni’s for example is a big one. Oliviero 

Toscani – can I say the greatest photographer 
in the world? – said that he doesn’t go to the 
cinema because he doesn’t want to spoil his 
gaze, because he must follow a discipline. You 
said that. 

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: Yes, it’s a discipline. I am 
very strict. I would like to go!

ENRICO RIMOLDI: 
Could you please repeat this? 

MARIA ROSARIA NATALE: He said that for him 
his ability to capture the right moment in a 
picture comes from discipline, from his being 
aware of how he looks at reality.

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: It’s not even the ability to 
capture the right moment, but to imagine the 
picture in your head. I think Leonardo da Vinci 
said that. We have to think in images. So mov-
ies disturb my discipline, they disrupt my imag-
ination. They communicate their way of imag-
ining love, of representing love or a sunset or 
anything else. I don’t want to be disturbed in 
this way. I choose my own love, my own sun-
set, and I want to see them like it’s the first 
time.

MARIA ROSARIA NATALE: This is very import-
ant. I would like to start this path together now. 
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Because it’s really unbelievable and amazing. 
What Oliviero is telling us may seem strange, 
but we started this journey after meeting with 
him this summer to study neuroscience with a 
neurologist. What is unbelievable is that behind 
Oliviero’s words you can see science. And what 
he is telling us about images and imagination 
is exactly what Antonio Gallese and other sci-
entists are discovering about our brain. Before 
starting though, I would like to share this expe-
rience with you. Our brain has a pre-verbal ex-
perience – before even being aware of it – like 
bodies do, in a very physical way, just through 
the mere observation of an object. Like we said 
before, when we walk through town noises, 
words, music… something is touching me in a 
way that I am not aware of. 

ROSA RIERA: In my work that is very import-
ant, I deal with the problem of diversity in my 
country. One of the reasons why we feel we 
don’t have enough diversity is because of un-
conscious bias.

MARIA ROSARIA NATALE: Rosa, tell everyone 
what your job is, so we can all understand.

ROSA RIERA: I work for Siemens and our prob-
lem is that we don’t get enough specialists. 
People are saying that we should try not to 
hire just men – rather just white men – but we 

should really try to reflect our society.

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: Is that a problem that the 
majority are white men?
ROSA RIERA: It is a problem if you have filters 
when you select people to lead the company 
because in that way you may lose talent, you 
may lose people who can contribute to the 
company and that is a problem. I mean, no 
one would sit in a room and decide to kick out 
all the women from the company, but our un-
conscious biases are what make us select a 
certain type of person, because we associate 
leadership and capability with that certain type 
of person. This is what we are trying to investi-
gate to mitigate those risks. There has been re-
ally interesting research to try and change that. 
If you are interested, there are these so-called 
implicit-association tests that anyone can take. 

They are on line, for free. They have been devel-
oped by Harvard and two other big American 
universities. It takes less than ten minutes and 
you can test if you are biased towards black 
people or towards women or so on. There are 
risk-tests that airlines  make their pilots take to 
see if they are more or less likely to take risks 
etc. There are lots of tests that you can do, with 
simple yes/no question to study your own un-
conscious biases..
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PAOLO NALDINI: I would like to share with you 
a reflection. Since the beginning of this dis-
cussion I kept wondering what the word com-
munication actually means. Its etymology; its 
origins. And I kept going back to the word 
common. As you were discussing and things 
were coming up, I tried to see if there were any 
connection with this word, common. And then, 
when you Oliviero said that you don’t go to the 
cinema because you don’t want to be influ-
enced, I thought: so he doesn’t want that com-
monality to happen. Because it would influence 
you and spoil you in some way? So, this means 
that when I become aware of my surroundings, 
something comes to brain and neurons and in-
habits my brain. Even if you don’t want, now I 
am inhabiting your brain, creating a common-
ality between us. I believe that communication 
is taking and giving, even if you don’t want to. 
Something is always taken and given. It’s a re-
lationship. Even if someone says: I don’t want 
to communicate and then there’s silence, if you 
are aware of that silence, you are given some-
thing. This issue of commonality is key.

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: Can I just add one thing? I 
want to go to see a certain exhibition because 
I want to receive a certain communication of a 
certain quality. I wouldn’t want to see some-
thing else because it would disturb me from 
that quality of communication. Of course we 
make choices! Someone may prefer to go to 
the forest to hear the birds singing, someone 

else may prefer to stand in the centre of a very 
busy Tokyo. It’s alright, anybody can choose 
the quality, the amount, the quantity of the 
communication he wants to absorb. And, of 
course, of the communication that he wants to 
give. There is a commonality, there’s civilisa-
tion, a culture, tone… everything is there. So, 
I ask you once again: tell me what you feel is 
not communication? In interactions, for exam-
ple. If you refuse to interact with somebody, 
maybe the punch you sooner or later! That is 
a form of communication. That’s why I don’t 
distinguish between voluntary and involuntary: 
a lot of communication is unwanted. This is the 
big problem of modern society. Is the same 
thing that happened in France: they didn’t want 
Charlie [Hebdo] so they killed them. They did 
communicate. So tell me what is not commu-
nication. That’s the question. Let’s start from 
there.

ROSA RIERA: You said that “things speak to 
you”. Like that grey wall, you said it speaks to 
you, it communicates with you. So there’s a 
relationship.

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: Oh, yes. There’s always a 
relationship!

ROSA RIERA: But even if I see the wall and ac-
knowledge that the wall is there, I just walk 
past it.
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OLIVIERO TOSCANI: Well, you have got some-
thing else that you are aware of. You cannot 
stop communication. Ever since your first day 
of life, you are under that pressure – let’s call 
it pressure even if it is not exactly that – even 
when you sleep, you dream. You don’t remem-
ber your dream in the morning but you did get 
a communication of some sort.

PAOLO NALDINI: The only circumstance known 
of non-communication is autism, which is ac-
tually a disorder.

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: No, we don’t know that. We 
don’t. We don’t even know if a snail feels com-
munication. What do you know of snails? For 
sure they have antennas on their heads and if 
you touch them they won’t move. You commu-
nicated that you were an obstacle. 

GIANLUCA MARCATO: Someone in London did 
his thesis on mosquitoes. She placed some 
electronic devices in the mosquitoes’ brains 
and played music. And when they played 
music they saw a particular vibration in their 
brains..!

PAOLO NALDINI: Even in the cells it happens!

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: This is what I always say 
to the vegans! Did you ever ask to your salad 
when you cut it it  likes it or not? [laughter]

MARIA ROSARIA NATALE: At this point I think we 
could start with experience! [laughs] For now I 
would just ask you to look at the wall. That is 
enough. You have to look, continuously!



THE EXPERIENCE

1st SERIES OF PICTURES
Look at yourself.

2nd SERIES OF PICTURES
Look at calm pictures.

3rd SERIES OF PICTURES
Look at funny pictures.
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4th SERIES OF PICTURES
Look at inspiring people.

5 th SERIES OF PICTURES
Look at dramatic pictures.

REFLECTIONS
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“THE BODY SHAPES THE SELF”

OUR BODY REACTIONS LOOKING AT THE DIFFERENT PICTURES
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OLIVIERO TOSCANI: How did you feel looking at 
yourself in those picture? Ridiculous! I’m not 
surprised. And how did you feel when looking 
at the “calm page”? Obviously bored. That is 
no art. It’s like doping, you feel stupidly secure. 
When you look at the funny pictures, stupidly 
self-indulging. Because you judge the peo-
ple inside the pictures and you think you are 
much smarter, better than those people and 
that they are stupid and funny. How do you feel 
while looking at the dramatic pictures? You feel 
guilty, responsible and angry. Because you feel 
that these tragedies do exist and those pic-
tures are the documentation of what is around 
us. So, either you are responsible for your hu-
manity, or you say: I don’t care, I won’t look at 
those pictures, they mean nothing to me. 

What kind of images of personal memory did 
those pictures suggest to you? Curiosity and 
awareness of our own ignorance? What kind 
of thoughts did those pictures suggest to you? 
The perception of human condition in all its 
expressions.

You see, this touches a very fundamental part 
of my work here. There aren’t funny or dra-
matic pictures. There are funny or dramatic 
realities. We are so privileged – as you said – 

we can sit here and discuss those pictures far 
away from those realities. So, why can we look 
at a beheaded man in a Caravaggio, but not 
one of those dramatic photos? Why can you 
look at art in its most dramatic situations when 
painted – art is always dramatic. Remember: 
“the beauty of tragedy”, there is no important 
art that doesn’t deal with the human condition, 
all the rest is just aesthetic masturbation.

PAOLO NALDINI: Yes, because art is the thing, 
whereas a photograph is not. 

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: Well, anyhow. You can look 
at the most dramatic images in paintings – like 
Perseus in Piazza della Signoria, in Florence, 
or you can look at a Caravaggio, you can look 
at anything but if there is a real picture, why 
can’t you look at it?
   
ROSA RIERA: That’s true, but I’m not sure if I 
agree with you. Especially on that picture of 
the beheaded man. That picture was specifi-
cally taken to produce terror. It wasn’t taken for 
a documentary or by a journalist. It was part of 
the whole plan…

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: It’s called communication.
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ROSA RIERA: I know, but it’s not like I’m unaware 
or ignorant or I try to block it out because you 
can also communicate via reading an article. 

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: Then why The Scream of 
Munch? Why that face? Did Munch want to 
make a show or is he telling you a story? Now 
you know the story of the beheaded man as 
well. Do you feel responsible?

PAOLO NALDINI: But do I need the picture to feel 
responsible?

ROSA RIERA: Exactly. I find it disrespectful.

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: We don’t want to be re-
sponsible, but we are. 

PAOLO NALDINI: Can’t we be responsible with-
out the picture and not through the picture?

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: Imagine: you are sitting at 
your dinner table and you are watching TV and 
you see starving children and it is as if that 
starving child were sitting at that dinner table. 
So you switch off the TV and there is no starv-
ing child anymore. Since there is photography, 
we have to deal with real human history and 
human condition. Since there is photography, 
we know all the tragedies, the bloody things 
we did to each other.

PAOLO NALDINI: Can a blind man be respon-
sible then? How? Since he doesn’t see the 
picture.

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: What was the name of that 
painter you were telling me who was blind 
but loved to go to the movies? Anyway, had 
there been cameras during the Crusades or 
Napoleon’s war, I am not sure there would be 
so many monuments of Napoleon now. I don’t 
know if the Gospels would have been written in 
the same way, had there been a camera shoot-
ing Jesus’s miracles. That’s just an example. 
Even the Bible might have been written in a dif-
ferent way. 
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ROSA RIERA: So, do you feel that a picture is 
more authentic than a painting?

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: I don’t know, but it’s there. 
You can’t take a picture of something that 
doesn’t exist.

ROSA RIERA: No, but you can always twists a 
picture to tell a different story from reality.

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: Of course, everybody sees 
things through different points of view, that’s 
for sure. But a witness was there, then you can 
put it like a show or whatever, but he has been 
beheaded. 

TITO CHINI: Yes, but we know that not all pic-
tures can be authentic. They can be false, gen-
erated ad hoc. Created precisely to generate a 
certain image of reality.

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: There are visions of reality 
that could be taken from different angles. The 
same picture, the Hanoi shooting for example, 
was published by both far-right and far-left 
newspapers with completely opposite inter-
pretations. We live in an incredible life-theatre. 
What is real and what is not? But a theatre is a 
reality as well.

GIANLUCA MARCATO: I do understand that pic-
tures represent reality and what shocks us is 

the reality within the picture. It’s not the pic-
ture that shocks us, but the fact that a man has 
been beheaded. Had we not seen the picture, 
we would have thought of a “nicer way” this 
man could have been beheaded. When we saw 
the scene of the flagellation in Mel Gibson’s 
Passion, I certainly changed my idea of how 
much someone could suffer. But, and here is 
my question, we are not saying that pictures 
are the only way of communicating. The other 
night I was with a friend and she worked for 8 
years with Scotland Yard on cases of paedo-
philes. She said the most shocking things that 
made her realise what was going on in those 
videos were not the images, but the sounds. 
There is a point when you realise that you be-
come aware of the situation, that’s when that 
situation hits you. There you can decide if you 
want to turn away your face or if there is some-
thing that allows you to look at it. If there is 
nothing that allows me to sit in front of it, I will 
just run.      

PAOLO NALDINI: I think we should not con-
fuse reality with its representation. We can be 
aware of something without having a picture of 
it. Pictures are part of an economy, a high hi-
erarchy of power. Someone is using those pic-
tures to represent reality with them.
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The only neutral and “unwilling” picture is the 
one we all have in our houses: our mirrors. Any 
other represents an act of communication. 
That is a phenomenon, which is different from 
the actual real phenomenon of reality. Reality 
exists even when not shot in pictures. 

ROSA RIERA: I agree with you. Nowadays we 
have the opportunity to photo shop and make 
pictures more realistic than  they are. I can 
watch a film like Kill Bill without feeling anything 
because I know it’s not real. But, in this case, it 
is precisely because I am well informed of the 
reality of the situation and because I read so 
much about it that I feel really disturbed, I think 
of the families… that’s what really gets to you. 

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: Yes, but there’s another 
thing. Let’s take an example: Lady Diana. Do 
you remember her story? Had there been a 
photographer to take a picture while she was 
dying, would it have made a difference? A jour-
nalist making an interview would have been 
OK; even just someone passing by to take a 
look would have been fine. But had there been 
someone taking a picture to show us what 
happened, it would have disturbed us. Why?

ROSA RIERA: An interview would have also 

been quite disturbing…

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: I’m not sure about that. 
She could have said: Darling, I love you. And 
it would have pleased our self-indulgence. The 
confrontation with the society we are living in 
is incredible: our egotistic way of surviving… 
it’s very human! Nobody wants to see the ter-
rible thing that is sometimes the human condi-
tion. But it does exist. So don’t complain about 
the pictures. Had it been a video or a movie 
by Mel Gibson or Tarantino… we could watch 
anything. We can watch Tarantino’s movies – 
and he is the most violent moviemaker there 
is – but it is fine. A beheading in Tarantino is 
OK. But why are we so disturbed by a still pho-
tograph? We know why: because we have to 
make a comparison with ourselves. In a still 
moment. It doesn’t change; it doesn’t go on 
to show something else. Still photography is 
the examination of your soul. Of course, we 
would rather see beautiful calm landscapes. 
It’s human, we are not perfect beings. And that 
imperfection makes us incredibly interesting. 
But also incredibly violent and incredibly inhu-
man at times. 

MARIA ROSARIA NATALE: I would like to add 
something to what you were telling us just now 
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and to Paolo’s question from earlier. Paolo 
asked: why are you showing these pictures 
and why do we need this kind of experience? 
Like Rosa, I was very disturbed by many of the 
pictures…

PAOLO NALDINI: I meant all the pictures. Not 
just the beheaded man, the funny pictures as 
well…

MARIA ROSARIA NATALE: It was a process. We 
prepared this exercise with a neurologist and I 
asked her to help us understand also the value 
of these pictures, as I then asked Oliviero. I 
was surprised because I prepared lots of ques-
tions on communication and how to verbalise a 
concept and so on, and she prepared a lesson 
on mirror neurons. I thought she wasn’t well 
prepared! [laughs] She has three different de-
grees: one in psychiatry, one in neurology and 
one in psychology. But the lesson, she said, 
wasn’t on psychology; it was on the medical 
side of the brain. She explained to us that in 
the past, scientists believed that specific parts 
of the brain would light up when, for example, 
moving a hand to pick up a glass of water. But 
now they discovered that it is enough for our 
brain to see somebody else do a certain ac-
tion to mimic it. It is as if I am doing it myself. 

She added then, that for this process to hap-
pen even a picture is enough. It’s not about 
empathy or physical proximity with the other 
person. A picture is enough. This means that 
images are like bodies, they are present, con-
crete. That made me think of what Tito said. 
He – who is an amazingly intelligent person! – 
said: I look at concepts, they are far from me. 
I see a picture and it’s here. And as Oliviero 
said, when a picture is in front of me, I must 
make a judgement on it. I have it in front of me 
and I have to choose if I want to stand with it or 
not. It’s unbelievably powerful.

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: It’s your responsibility. 

MARIA ROSARIA NATALE: Exactly. And you have 
the freedom to take this responsibility. And 
most of the time I don’t like it!

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: Yes, it can be very 
uncomfortable.

MARIA ROSARIA NATALE: Even your pictures, 
Oliviero! I can tell you, I don’t like them, I don’t 
want to see them if they are so brutal.

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: If you want to see the video 
we can do it now.   
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OLIVIERO TOSCANI: This video was shot to be 
shown in Italian high school classes to display 
what art is all about. To make them understand 
why art is so extreme; why good art is always 
extreme. It’s called The Beauty of Tragedy.

VIDEO “WART. THE BEAUTY OF 

THE TRAGEDY” By Oliviero Toscani

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: Have you ever watched 
art in this way? But didn’t the beheaded man 
bother you earlier? Our work on this video isn’t 
finished; I shot it with one of my students and 
we have to go on now and make “news” based 
on art, historical art, that I find always modern. 
Incredibly modern. But we look at it only in an 
aesthetical way, that’s why we find it “pretty”. 
Art is not pretty! Art is beautiful, because it 
makes us understand what we don’t have the 
courage to look at.

ROSA RIERA: Do you feel that when people look 
at Guernica they think it is pretty?

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: I don’t know what people 
think. I don’t want to judge what other people 
think, I don’t care, I don’t want to do marketing. 
I don’t want to lose my personal perception of 
things. People who want to think what other 
people mIght like I think are arrogant I’m not 
looking for their consensus.

MATTEO MARINI: I haven’t seen a single piece 
of Japanese art. Don’t you feel it is as tough 
as this?

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: Yes, of course. Or look 
at Goya’s Black Paintings in Madrid. He re-
ally tried to understand the human condition. 
There are so many beheadings and violence 
in art, but when we see them here, we turn our 
heads. Because we think that it could be us 
and we don’t want that. We live in such hypoc-
risy. I don’t think that those who live in such hy-
pocrisy and strive to be happy are happy. They 
are not. They are hypocrites and hypocrites 
are not happy. To be concerned for reality, in-
stead, is a whole different story. Look at Dali, 
we thought he was joking and then he went on 
to make incredible things. There is so much in 
art to be used like that. Frida Kahlo: not that 
pretty, isn’t it? [laughter] The problem is that 
we don’t want to see what the human condi-
tion is anymore. This is why contemporary art 
is such a pile of garbage nowadays. 99.99% of 
the times it is just for the marketing. 

The only modern art that can stay modern for-
ever is the one that deals with the beauty of the 
tragedy that is life. It can be in form of a funny 
movie as well, like in Monsieur Hulot’s holi-
days, which really does show the human con-
dition. It’s not just about death. Or Amarcord 
by Fellini. Or some of Bergman’s movie. They 
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always deal with that fundamental aspect. 

ROSA RIERA: I still believe that what makes it 
powerful, for most people, is to know that she 
suffers.

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: No, it’s not because she 
suffers. It’s because it’s the portrait of human 
condition. It’s not because she suffers, but 
rather that she is aware, she knows what is 
going on. She is a real person: responsible, in-
teresting, deep. She is an artist. I think life be-
comes interesting – and not just life, but what 
we do with our life – when we start going that 
deep. If you think about it, the greatest co-
medians – from Totò to Buster Keaton – went 
really deep in exploring the human condition. 
That’s why I’m saying that it’s not just about 
death, it can come through comedy as well. 
Comedians are not happy; clowns let me tell 
you are very deep persons. That is how they 
manage to make you laugh. 

What I mean to say is that the human condition 
shouldn’t be a taboo subject. Michelangelo 
searched for the worst condition a human 
being could find himself in and chose to repre-
sent a woman with her dead son in her arm. It’s 
the Pietà. The most extreme human condition. 
Women can suffer more than men; we don’t 
have that physical relation with our children. 

Would you ever turn your head from the Pietà 
saying: It disturbs me? We can only be really 
joyful and happy, if we accept that condition. 
     
PAOLO NALDINI: Do you think we would not be 
able as humans to erase from our memories 
what we see, as bad and strong as it can be, 
especially if we are aware that we are erasing, 
for example, killing our own child? There are 
women who kill their own children and then 
erase that memory. If knowing and seeing were 
really equal to being aware, then shouldn’t sol-
diers be the best people in the world? I don’t 
see that. It’s not enough just to see things hap-
pen. Something else must happen for us to 
accept and take this responsibility. I remem-
ber an exhibition we held a few years ago in 
Switzerland that was called “Critique is not 
enough”. We invited many different artists who 
not only had a critical position towards society, 
but were also initiating, participating, being 
part, being engaged in projects…

OLIVIERO TOSCANI: Yes, being engaged! 
Questioning yourself; doubting your educa-
tion, your point of view, your belief. Constantly. 
Then you are alive. Sure, you can say: I like to 
go to the movies because I like to enjoy myself. 
I like that too. I want to enjoy myself. But by 
being aware of reality. That is what makes me 
feel alive.
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