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photographs by Patrizia della Porta

“A photograph is a secret about a secret. The more it tells you the less you know”

Diane Arbus

“Architectural photography can involve a lot of waiting; the building becomes a kind of sundial, while you wait for a shadow to crawl away from a detail you want, or for the mass and balance of the structure to reveal itself in a certain way.”

William Gibson, “The Gernsback continuum” in “Burning Chrome”

The “Mu-seum 2000: Bilbao-Kuala-Lumpur, icons of the new millennium” exhibition includes the latest locations in the Mu-seum research project which Patrizia della Porta has been working on for several years. The concept behind the study involves the philosophical theme of the void (from the Zen ideogram MU), studied in all its possible symbolic expressions through the forms of contemporary architecture. This fine red thread has inspired the artist to focus in particular, among the many possible paths, on the figure of the museum (giving rise to the wordplay: mu-seum) and the icon of the tower or skyscraper, emphasising dizzying heights and emptiness, two great “stories of the new millennium”, as Baudrillard would say. Patrizia della Porta’s past projects investigated the museum set-up: the Whitney Museum in New York, designed by Marcel Breuer, an institution for which she came up with an ambitious art-merchandising project; the Guggenheim in New York by Frank Lloyd Wright and the National Gallery in Washington, and particularly Leoh Ming Pei’s extension on the East Building.

Washington’s National Gallery, one of the world’s most prestigious and rigorous museum institutions, recently acquired some of the artist’s images to add to its permanent collection of significant works by outstanding names in the history of photography. The surfaces and façades of New York and Toronto skyscrapers were the subject of her first book, “Fotografia e architettura: trasfigurazioni” (1980). In her new exploration she visits two locations, Bilbao in the Basque country and Kuala Lumpur in Malaysia, and focuses on two buildings: the Bilbao Guggenheim and the Petronas Towers, attempting to penetrate the poetics of two architects: Frank Gehry and Cesar Pelli. The two masters’ work sums up the elusive, ethereal concept of the future in the collective imagination, returning strong visual emotions to the eye of even the most distracted observer, skilfully mixing new technologies, bold yet rigorous geometries, intuitions, citations and evocations. The imagery of the cinema, an unsurpassed global reservoir of myths, stories and icons, has not let these two enigmatic places of transition from the contemporary to the futuristic escape it, returning them to us with all the power of drama and breathtaking action: the Guggenheim Bilbao appears at the start of the latest James Bond movie, “The world is not enough,” and the Petronas Towers provide an important location in the big-budget thriller “Entrapment” (with Sean Connery and Catherine Zeta-Jones).

On the theme of the void as the centre of Patrizia della Porta’s operation of abstraction and symbolic transfiguration, strictly in black and white, let us quote Cesar Pelli on his twin towers, the tallest in the world (452 m): “Lao Tse says that the reality of a hollow object lies in the emptiness and not in the wrapper that forms it. He was of course talking about spiritual reality. The same reality as the Petronas twin towers refer to. The power of the void is accentuated and made more explicit by the pedestrian bridge which, with its supporting structure, creates a door for accessing the heavens, a door that opens onto infinity”. And lastly, with his usual concision and taste for paradox, Frank Gehry says: “By definition, a building is a sculpture, because it is a three-dimensional object”.

And architecture, like sculpture, is perhaps really nothing but the ongoing creation of empty and full volumes, just as, in Patrizia della Porta's images, shades of black, white and grey reveal areas and forms of significance, but also of enigma and mystery.
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Patrizia della Porta lives and works in Milano and New York. With a diploma from Accademia di Brera and a degree in Literature and Philosophy from Università Statale di Milano, she also attended DAMS in Bologna. She has been taking photographs since she was a child, and at the age of 14, in 1969, she won the UNESCO “Parthenon Prize Photo of the World Family”. She specialises in contemporary architecture photography and works mainly in New York, Washington D.C., Toronto, Tokyo, London, Munich and Milan. In 1984, at the exhibition Immagini e immaginari dell’architettura, she was identified at the Centre Pompidou in Paris as one of the twenty “Eminent Praticiens” in this area of study. She has exhibited in galleries all over the world. Her photographs are included in public and private collections in Italy, Europe, the United States (including the National Gallery in Washington), China and Japan. Since 1993 she has also produced video installations. In 1995 she directed a video-portrait of designer Bruno Munari entitled “Mu as in Mu-nari”, presented at a number of festivals and reviews during retrospectives of Munari’s work at the Salone del Mobile in Milan in 1999 and Fondazione Bandera in Busto Arsizio in 1999-2000. Mu as in Mu-nari was broadcasted in memory of the great designer by RAI Sat Cultura in October 1999. In the same year she produced a video-portrait of architect Vico Magistretti entitled Mastery as in Magistretti. In 1996 the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York chose her photographs of the building that hosts it, designed by Marcel Breuer, to create a complex series of art-merchandising objects constituting a true coordinated image for the prestigious cultural institution. In 1998 she exhibited her photographs in a solo show at PhotoArt gallery in Soho in New York. Her latest project, Mu-seum, inspired by the cross between the ideogram “Mu” (emptiness, nothingness in Japanese) and the Latin and English word “museum”, is dedicated to exploration of the philosophical concept of the void through architectural forms.

