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Slow it Down to the Limit:
Futurism at Velocity Zero

“Speed is the essence of war” Sun Tzu

A love for powerful speed, aggressive energy, youthful
dynamism and fearless rupture with all things past is
the hallmark of Futurism. Created in the early twentieth
century by the writer and all-round agent provocateur
Filippo Tommaso Marinetti (1876-1944), the ltalian
avant-garde movement aimed to bridge art and life

in new, provocative ways. lts founding manifesto,
penned by Marinetti, was published in the Parisian
newspaper Le Figaro in 1909, his text a bombastic

No work without an
aggressive character
can be a masterpiece.

A

Nessuna opera che non abbia un carattere aggressivo pud essere un capolavoro.

militarism, patriotism,
the destructive
gesture of anarchists,

il militarismo, il patriottismo, il gesto distruttore dei libertari,

attack on unknown forces,
to reduce and

prostrate them

before man.

assalto contro le forze ignote, per ridurle a prostrarst ‘davanti alluomo.

announcement of the movement's radical aspiration

to redefine art and assert its transformative power

in the modern world. The format of the manifesto

as combative vehicle of direct, fast dissemination of
aesthetic ideas to a mass audience was a true novelty,
the form and content of its message inextricably
intertwined. In its pages, Marinetti celebrated a new
kind of beauty found “in struggle” and in “the violent
assault against unknown forces”, revealing a penchant
for conflict and the ambition of starting history

over again from scratch in a society that would be
Fundomento”y altered by the chonges in consciousness
Futurism advocated. Intimately associated with the
love for power and speed was the celebration of the
“destructive gesture” that would announce a new
world: it rhymed with the grim definition of the
necessity of war as “hygiene of the world”.

A century later, from this ambivalent mixture of intense
hope prope||ed into the future and the inherenﬂy dark-
sided desire for tabula rasa, the art of Luca Buvoli
takes its cues with results of distinctive subtlety. In his
multi-media installation Ve/ocify Zero (2006-2009)
realised for the Estorick Collection and shown to
coincide with the 100th anniversary of the above-
mentioned manifesto, the ltalian born U.S. based
artist explores Futurism as forever caught between the
vital impu|se to transform and enact chonge and the
hovering danger of an authoritarian voice imposing

its own, one-dimensional redefinition of consciousness.
The relationship between the aesthetic and the political
- with a special emphasis on the avant garde’s
association with Fascism — and the faith in modern
progress are subject to in-depth scrutiny.

A fresh, disenchanted look at the myths of modernism
through contemporary eyes, this site-specific

work masterfully blends a diverse range of artistic
languages - painting, drawing, film, and animation.
In the hybrid territory of Velocity Zero the conceptual
and the perceptual touch, if ever so lightly. Enveloped
in the installation’s embrace of images, colours, and
sounds, the viewers/listeners find themselves immersed
in a dimension that welcomes active inquisitiveness

of the mind and the senses.

Upon stepping in, we are greeted by the whimsical
rhythm of a mural painting capturing the energy of
a speedy car, its unfolding transforming the gallery
walls into the uncharted racing territory of our fancy.
A ubiquitous Futurist motif, the automobile is, like the
propeller, one of Marinetti’s emblems of progress

and modern beauty, a synthesis of body-as-machine.
Here it is juxtaposed to a figure in the act of speaking
painted in a way that recalls Aleksandr Rodchenko's

utopian posters.

In dialogue with this mural stands a series of hand-
painted propaganda posters which reflect on the
bridge between Futurism and Fascism. These works
on paper exist in a tension between two and three
dimensions: Buvoli hangs them on the gallery walls
as flat pictures, and yet the shaped three-dimensional
presence imparted by the dynamic outlines of their
individually built frames suggests their readiness to
extend off the wall’s surface. (In past installations,
the artist has let some posters verge further into the
architectural space, hanging them in ways that recall
the pop-up format of many of his artist's books).
They are painting-as-drawing-as-sculpture, a hybrid
of Futurist inspiration. The other elements of the
installation are the two videos A Very Beautiful Day
After Tomorrow and Velocity Zero both from 2006-
2007, the latter shown on a flat screen blending in
the mural described above.

Buvoli’s practice explores the conflation of abstraction,
figuration, and language. In Velocity Zero, line,

body, and text are the elements of a highly personal
vocabulary giving birth to a dystopic, ephemeral
“monument to movement”. Used by the artist to refer to
his earlier sculptural vectors, this meaningful oxymoron
can be extended to characterise the Velocity Zero
project as a whole: it is an idiosyncratic embodiment

of movement which reveals the deconstructive impulse
of Buvoli’s art deflating rheforic from within with subtle
irony. While the speedy car appears ready to jump off
the surface of the wall on which it is painted and freely
race in and out of our space, we are nevertheless
reminded of the force of gravity that subjects our
dreams. A mechanical body caught in its impossible
‘flight’ through space, Buvoli’s automobile is a blend
of potency and loss of control. It evokes both levity and
corporedlity; it is meant as a paradox of permanent
transience, the visible guise of invisible forces,
embodiment of movement as dynamis reconfigured.

Velocity Zero tells a tale of impossible perfection:

it gives form to the tension towards a horizon where
limits are overcome and yet where lingers the
awareness of the unfulfilled spatial, temporal,

and conceptual gap between what we aspire

to be and what we are, the ideal and the real.

This multi-layered installation — a newly conceived,
focused configuration of the project on Futurism first
presented at the Institute of Contemporary Art in
Philadelphia in 2007 and subsequently developed as
a commission for the 2007 Venice Biennale — echoes
and pushes further certain themes and concerns that
have animated Buvoli’s work since its coming of age
in the 1990s. The theme of flight and loss of control,
in particular, is a recurring metaphor for present
notions of heroism, vulnerability, and masculinity as
illustrated by his pivotal projects Not-a-Superhero
(1992-1999) and Flying (1999-2003). In addressing

these issues the artist has exploited the possibilities of
a range of media over the years, often simultaneously
- comics, performance, the artist's book, sculpture,
painting, drawing, installation, film, and animation.
His art hinges on both in-depth analysis and an
emphasis on open-ended process, the bases for

his delicately balanced mixture of inward and
outward gaze, intimacy and worldly concerns.

Buvoli always infuses the personal with the collective,
one illuminating the other.

Velocity Zero resonates in interesting ways with

the Venice Biennale installation where, in a ferse
vocabulary of red, white and turquoise, sculptural
vectors, a witty materialisation of Futurist line forces,
met spelled-out text — quotes from Marinetti - and
the central figure of a flying man, his arms wide
open like the wings of an aeroplane. A play with the
Futurist celebration of the aviator and the propeller,
the figure’s silhouette was rendered in the graphic
idiom of Fascist propaganda. Thus it effectively
questioned the modernist ideal of man-as-machine
and simultaneously evoked the ever-present risks

of cultural and political forms of authoritarianism.
The artist’s interest lies in the dual symbolic nature

of flight as poetic vessel of freedom and as expression
of fantasies of potency leading to violence and
destruction. This flying alter-ego is also a symbol

of the contemporary self sceptical of grand systems -
a poignant reminder, as such, of Walter Benjamin’s
angel of history although Buvoli never really ceases to
believe in the uplifting possibilities of a better future.

Born in Brescia, Italy in 1963, the son of an ltalian
aviator who, during the last phase of World War

Il, following the fall of Mussolini, was detained in
German prison camps in Europe, the artist grew up
between ltaly and the United States. He permanently
moved to New York in 1988 where he currently

lives, maintaining his studio in Manhattan’s East
Village. After receiving his B.F.A. from the Accademia
di Belle Arti in Venice (1985) and his M.A. from
S.UN.Y., Albany (1989), he obtained his M.F.A.
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from the School of Visual Arts, New York (1991).
Since his formative student years in Venice he has
been concerned with issues focusing on the body
and language, his sources spanning ‘across borders’
from history, science, and film to philosophy, comics
and psychoanalysis. In his work, he fuses intellectual
inquisitiveness with a playful experimentation with
different materials, techniques and art forms — his
opproach to art-moking a blend of boundless
inventiveness and disciplined exactitude.

In what ways does Futurism trigger the artist’s
creative imagination? Looking at the Italian avant
garde through the lenses of his richly nuanced
experience of cultural insider/outsider, Buvoli finds
in it a fertile departure point fo intimately delve into
his cultural heritage and into everyday life in
America’s technologically-driven society. Thus he
merges the awareness of the past and of the present
together with the questions for the future, all in
one-as-many dimension(s). In this light, he also touches
on the limits of our contemporary culture where the
past is no longer “a source fo turn to in order to
enrich the present and the present is no longer

fed on future perspectives” as described by
on'rhropo|ogis'r Marc Augé.

Buvoli first started working on his Futurist project
prompted by the reflection on the new dimension
of control and fear permeating everyday life as
a result of the tragic events of September 11 in
New York City. From that moment, as the artist
noted, “new forms of manipulation of ideological
systems” emerged.

In his simultaneously coherent and open-ended work
Velocity Zero, he employs Marinetti's avant garde as
a malleable sounding board for today’s tensions and
aspirations. The ambiguities of the movement's utopian
impulse spark a reflection that oscillates between hope
and disillusionment. As history has shown us

many times over, ideology can result in forms of
totalitarianism and dreams can veer into nightmares.

1. Instant Before Incident (Marinetti’s Drive 1908), 2008. Detail. Interior view. Installation at the Mattress Factory, Pitisburgh, part of inner and Outer Space.

Reinforced UV stable polyester resin, pigment, steel, plexiglass.

2. View of Phase 2 with: Vector Tricolor [Entanglement of Modernist Myths], 2007 . Detail, view of the project at the 52nd Venice Biennale with the video
A Very Beautiful Day Affer Tomorrow (Un Bellissimo Dopodomani). Reinforced polyester and polyurethane resin, metal, plexiglass, plaster, and other materials.

. Instant Before Incident (Marinetti’s Drive 1908), 2008. Exterior view

. Digital image of gallery

. Stills from animated/live-action video: A Very Beautiful Day After Tomorrow (Un Bellissimo Dopodomani), 2007, DVD, 9 minutes, color, sound.

. Stills from animated/live-action video: Excerpts from: Velocity Zero, 2007. DVD, 5 minutes, color, sound.
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Bending the avant garde to his artistic needs, Buvoli
adopts it as catalyst for a fundamental reconsideration
of what it means to make art today and to raise
questions about the impact of art on life and the
world at large.

With Velocity Zero the artist creates a non hierarchical
blend of different artistic languages. Media extend
beyond their respective confines creating zones of
interconnection like anatomical parts of a body, like
elements of a polycentric, internally dynamic reality.
We thread our way through this co||c|ge-|ike space

as through a tale of multiple paths and meanings: the
elements of Velocity Zero together compose a subtle
conversation piece, one mindful of the richness of
Mikhail Bachtin’s notion of open dialogue, transposed
from literature to visual art. It is a multiple conversation
in which the artist speaks with different sides of himself
and we, as his audience, become engaged in the
exchange and respond to it both individually and by
way of sharing thoughts and emotions with our visiting
companions. The result is the encounter of many
voices, all equally important, in a knowingly crafted
balance of cohesion and frogmemation. The elements
comprising the installation are moments of a process
that disintegrates the feeling of wholeness associated
with Futurism, its vision of totality countered by the
open-ended infinity of a paradoxical velocity zero.

Shown in the intimate scale of a video monitor
equipped with headphones, the video A Very Beautiful
Day After Tomorrow (2006-2007) merges passages
of animation with documentary footage, mixing the
historical and the contemporary. The work takes
inspiration from a poignant motto Marinetti coined
and passed on to his daughter Vittoria towards the
end of his life and when the fascist regime he had
supported was about to collapse: “There will be

a very beautiful day after tomorrow.” The phrase,
which Vittoria recalls in her filmed interview with the
off-camera Buvoli, encapsulates her father’s legacy
and all the ambiguities of his modernist project.
Circling back to the lingering ambivalence of the
message, the video ends with the progressive pacing
down and distortion of the Fascist patriotic song The
Aviator’s Song. The artist asked a children’s choir
from his adoptive Vicenza to sing the song. As the
refrain celebrating the propeller’s speed is intoned,
its recording is manipulated to give way to rambling
sounds of uneasy, dark quality. By way of a slippage
between signifier and signified, singing voice and
song’s confent, the artist evokes the tumb|ing down of

self-celebrative narratives and echoes the disillusioning
lesson of history over the promises of youth.

The animated film Excerpts from Velocity Zero,

one of the installation’s centerpieces, focuses on
Futurism’s founding manifesto and it explores the
relationship between body and language in new
ways. Working in close collaboration with speech
and language psychopathologists, Buvoli filmed some
American men and women affected by stuttering
and aphasia reading out loud excerpts from the
eleven bombastic statements of the 1909 manifesto
in its English translation. (The artist also realised a
version of the video with ltalian speakers.) Aphasia
is a clinical impairment of language caused by brain




