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Italian

Visual Poetry

With less than ten years
before the century’s end,
anyone who looks objectively
at the panorama of Italian
poetic experimentation sees
that it is still in the process
of tentatively affirming the
role of the historical groups.
This cornucopia is now open
to attack by whoever lays
claim to the rights of primo-
geniture. Another twenty
years have passed, yet poesia
visiva (visual poetry) contin-
ues to be practiced, thus
defining writing as symbiotic
or new, even by the aficiona-
dos of concrete poetry of the

Brazilian stamp.
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[ Antonello Ricci, Offerta verbale, Verbal Offer

Faithful kamikazes, the proto-poets have continued to use
little of the selfsame originary order (only recently a
Milan show has placed the accent on the lyric qualities of
the word in the verbal-iconic binomial, making the scale
dip whereas it was thought to have been balanced). Such
defense, not to say diffusion, of the primary origins of a
contemporary visual poetry has not stopped a rapid devel-
opment of the idea: a show-census kept at the Della Grazia
Archive in Milan a year ago registered another hundred
visual poets. This large group (one could define it as “epi-
gonic”) exhibits the very worst tendencies to which facile
practitioners of visual poetry are prone — they contamin-
ate style, mix signs — one tries too hard to upset, another
to improvise. Nothing fresh is added. Instead all we have
are the expected self-promotions on the part of the herd.
Such a “thickening of the margins” through over-popula-
tion has only achieved a wider diffusion of their mediocre
products. This is positive only if we look at all poetry as a

test for the democracy of the masses.
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| Eugene Miccini, Ex Libris, Ex Libris

Yet, even though this assault is in progress, the move-
ment appears to be stalling. Why? Because we have an almost
total absence of a market, at first vainly branded as the evil
of a somewhat bland capitalism. However, this market is
long overdue to exercise some natural selection, even to the
point of cleansing the movement of its defiling agents. Why?
Because the critic-sponsor who baptized poesia visiva is un-
successful. The consequent penetration of the art gallery is
nothing but aestheticism, because the season of the great
collective exhibitions of the 1970s is over, and half the 1980s
coincided with the ascent of the Left to power in many
regions and cities in Italy. The public entity is always a little
loathe not to say reluctant to support poetic experimenta-
tion since if there is a marginal aura in the process of crea-
tion, a no-man’s land, a kind of alternative organization of
the “officialness” whereby personal initiatives are launched,
one finds also an unbridled activism composed of self-pro-
motion, even self-celebration, where quality counts less than

money, managerial control less than aesthetics.
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Let me stress here that these are odd, compressed
fossils which lack a genuine criticism, forcing the poet to
become his own editor. Lacking a gallery, the poet must
also create his own showplace. Accumulations of work made
under these circumstances are long in incubation. Each
poet changes this sense of positivity, intent on the various
alternatives although with an air of fatigue, but also waiting
impatiently, shivering with frenzy.

The exhaustion of the verbal-iconic line is evident, at
least in terms of the development still anchored on the page
that does not disturb its basic rhythm. In the diverse shad-
ings of the general definition of visual poetry, all of these
matters of the rapport between word and image have always
gone against “movement,” or through permutation, addition
or subtraction they have added to the body of the message,
systematically translating the communication medium. Put
otherwise, we have had enough of this sense of the physical-
ity of the page, of this rectangular container, which is a kind
of internment between empty and full space, between life
and death. All this clearly refers to the European situation,
while in the American, above all the Central and South
American, with grave social tensions still unresolved, “visual”
poetry retains its impact, it takes on a political weight and
responsibility often to the detriment of poetic quality.
Originally, Italian visual poetry also had an ideological or
anti-publicity dimension. Its success can be seen in contem-
porary Italian graphic taste; indeed, historical visual poetry
has continued to be much blamed for the imperialism of
some of the preferred techniques of poesia visiva.

Perhaps only in Brazil has the phenomenon of con-
crete poetry known how to transform itself into a kind of
“officialness” that was questioned in its early years. In each
case, the ideological purpose manifested a dated heritage.
True ideological purpose is that capacity to act in the depth

of the structure created. Then poetry, experimental or of
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| Massimo Mori
Kata - logo from Codex
Kata - logo from Codex

whatever kind, becomes a blunt weapon. How many have
really read poetry or seen an exhibition?

We are arriving at the end of a century that has
produced much energy. Nothing remains but to train a
searchlight on some inexplicably obscure wrinkle of history,
reassessing some inexplicably muted suggestion and open-
ing some narrow passageway towards the certainty of soon
seeing the light again.

Videopoetry is currently “enlivening” the tired prac-
tice of Italian visual poetry with its active rapport between
the poetic word and image in movement. Our future exper-
iments depend on that poetic-televisual binomial. In the
conception of those who consider it a necessity, videopoetry
is attaining an indispensable urgency. The use of technol-
ogy still makes the diffference in research, but a technology
undertaken without “poetic conscience” is nothing. Video-
poetry is a phenomenon in growth; whatever the reason for
its late development, what is important is its great capacity

for the movement of images, the fascination of that video-
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| Enzo Minarelli
La bandiera
The Flag (sound poetry video installation)
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page that continually changes, decking out in new dress the
old instruments of visual poetry. Further, videopoetry be-
comes a kind of total poetic machine, and therefore finally
the synaesthetic dream-reality of the futurists is achieved.

In an “environment,” videopoetry occupies an architectonic
space, creating an interweaving of lights and monitors, of
sound poetry and objective elements combining presence
and absence of the same poet, amid the movements of the
images and the movements of the mechanical constructions.
Terms like “videopoetry” and “video-sound poetry” (the dif-
ference, in substance, is given by the sound stream that in
the first case is a generally literal poetry, while in the second
case it is a sound poem) refer to products of the most rig-
orous style, featuring a domination of the technical means
subordinated to a higher conception of that visual-poetic
development.

Given the expected and evident crises of the written
word related to linear poetry, the poetic word now finds its
ideal collocation in the live spectacle of sound poetry that
is given as a para-dramatic intervention: this distinction is
important because the theater (scene, diction, movements,
plot) has nothing to do with that sound poetry which moves
uneasily along narrative lines sustained by the virtuosity of
the author, but rather on and within the phonetic physical-
ity of the word itself. It is moved by an oral tide that oper-
ates at the level of the single phoneme, although it tends
towards a significant phoneticism, an ambiguous conduct
of the “voice” instrument liberated from constraints and con-
scious of every minimal tonality, every minimal rhythm. The
voice is analyzed in all its components — phonetic “noise”
— and a solid rapport is established with the technological
apparatus, which thereby exceeds the potentiality of the un-
processed voice. Making constant reference to the musical
score, the electronic medium pursues that impossible pro-

ject of poetry, using the rhetorical apparatus as support.
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! Corrado Cicciarrelli
L'uomo folle, poesia in video
The Mad Man, videopoem

Sound poetry is now considered the threshold for
future written poetry to cross; it presents a way to aband-
on the linear text that remains present only as a scheme of
execution or poetic score, visual notation or trace. The poet
must acquire a fine grasp of time in orality, the sense of dur-
ation or the weight of seconds and minutes. He must quickly
understand the importance of the cut and use of montage.
It is the magnetic tape, not the page, the microphone and
not the typewriter that he explores.

Sound poetry’s capacity to create dialogue, to attract
and therefore to encompass, to pull in and to coagulate the
contributions of the other media, to set out a protagonist’s
role is what counts. This is polypoetry, already theorized in the
first years of the 1980s, and in reality much practiced, al-
though many ignorant and unaware poets do not have the
critical wherewithal to define the theoretical shape of it.
Polypoetry is one of the rare innovations of the end of this
century — it extends the already numerous and fruitful vari-

ations of body art, performance art and happenings.
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By way of conclusion, I transcribe the polypoetry
manifesto, which first appeared in the 1987 Valencia, Spain

catalogue Tramesa d’Art:

1. Only the development of the new technology will
show the advance of sound poetry: the electronic media and
the computer are the true protagonists.

2. The “language” object must always be somewhat
investigated at its minimal and maximal levels: the word,
basal element of sound experimentation, assumes the con-
notations of multiple words, penetrates to the interior and
turns outward to revivify. The word must be liberated to its
polyvalent sonority.

3. The elaboration of sound does not admit limits,
must be pushed further to the threshold of pure noise, a
meaningful noise: sound ambiguity, whether linguistic or
oral, has exploited the full instrumental apparatus of the
mouth.

4. The recuperation of the sense of time (the minute,
the second), outside of the canons of harmony and discord,
because only montage is the true parameter of synthesis and
equilibrium.

5. Language and rhythm, the tonal values, are real
vectors of meaning: first the act of reasoning, then the act
of feeling.

6. Polypoetry is conceived and realized through live
spectacle, yet committed to sound poetry as the first given
or point of departure for the creation of linkages with:

® musicality (accompanied or rhythmic line)

® mimicry, gesture, dance (interpretation or amplifi-

cation or integration with the sound theme)

® images (television or slide, as association, explana-

tion or redundancy or alternative)

e light and space

¢ costumes and objects.
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