The strange stories of Gianfranco Sergio – by Barbara Martusciello 

The need to recover the art of painting, originating from a search that had been closed towards a conceptual, behavioural, performance, procedural and minimalist aptitude, where, consequently, the painting-painting, when it was revealed, was part of that ample and exclusive analytical spectrum, becoming urgent just about everywhere in the world of visual arts. 

In Italy, around the late 1970's and subsequently in the mid-1980's, painting came back and reacted. Its re-affirmation, using various methods, forms and qualities, aimed to rid itself of accusations of being the rearguard. After all, its international model protagonists included names such as  Italia Richter, Polke, Baselitz, Höckelmann, Immendorff, Penck, Kiefer along with protagonists of the neo-expressionist counterattack. This was enough to open a new view on the reality that had every right to run alongside other roads taken. 

In this reconquering of painting, more than one road can be identified, as is often the case: some bold and joyous, others impervious and others still, extremely simple. In any case, they were oriented towards non-figurative areas or in reconquering the image. 

This is how the liberating explosion of the underground movement came about, essentially Made in the USA: Haring, Basquiat, Kenny Scharf, Cutrone, Rammellzee, graffiti and an area known as street-art that was expressed in Italy by the eclectic and uncontrollable Paolo Buggiani, stationed in New York at the time. 

Then there was the moderate, humanistic turn in Italy (movements of Citazionismo, Anacronismo, Pittura Colta …), theorised differently by Italo Mussa, Italo Tomassoni, Maurizio Calvesi. In 1984 he was the one who demanded that artists from this area be given international recognition at the Venice Biennale.

Once again in Italy, the phenomenon of the Nuovi-nuovi movement of Renato Barilli and the Magico Primario movement of Flavio Caroli; he, in 1980, "after the abstinence of the conceptual" (Caroli, F., From Elsewhere. Between magical and primary, in: A. A. V. V., Trevisan, M. L. -publisher-, From Elsewhere, Corradin Editore, Urbana, Pd, 1997) brought together a group of artists in the name of a reaffirmation of beauty and seduction (Martusciello, B., Sintetico. Gianfranco Notargiacomo, works from 1971 to 2007, Gangemi, Rm, 2007) and, most importantly, in a search for the archetype (Martusciello, cit.).
Painting was the protagonist of a new-wild efficacy, as seen in works from artists such as Dokoupil, Kever and Bömmels, or in an irregular form as with Germanà, just to name a few. In this viewpoint of chromatic and symbolic vehemence, the clearance of the image, the stylistic ease and contamination of the language of painting, the free and vital use of the past is predominant, the visionary recuperation of the memory, a certain irony, at times, in an interesting mix not only in a poetic sense but aesthetically revealing as well, as attested to by Schnabel, Salle, Borofsky and the Transavanguardia movement, Italian by birth, international by adoption, made official in 1979 and consecrated with the participation in the "Aperto 80" section in the Venice Biennale.  This rediscovered painting, in both its abstract and figurative lines, demonstrated a conscious and indirect recuperation of a certain iconographic tradition, boldly paired with, and actually joined with, the welcoming of its own philological experimentation also of certain happy resolutions of previous periods. 

Once again painted, spackled, structured colours with backgrounds and, in other words, deliberate. Looking towards the School of San Lorenzo or of the Ausoni that in 1984, in honour of the history of art, thanks to the collective "Altelier", with Bonito Oliva acting as curator once again.

From the mid-1980's onwards, painting, with its double abstract and figurative tracks, no longer laid down its arms and, at times succumbing to imitations, decorativeness and simple depictions, as is often the case in the situation's cultural and visual development, it would also touch high peaks, attesting to its good health. 

That's without including a list that would be too long and inconvenient to mention here, we stop ourselves at this summary since the roots of what reveals itself today can be recognised in those years. This also holds true for Gianfranco Sergio.

Born in 1961 in Rende, in the province of Cosenza, the artist almost seems to credit the Rendese legend narrated by Dionysius of Halicarnassus about the King of the Arcadians, Lycaon, who around the 7th century B.C. divided his kingdom between his numerous children, to the displeasure of two of his sons - Oenotrus and Peucetius. They were so greatly displeased that they departed in search of a new land to make their home. Gianfranco was also compelled to leave his native land to settle in Como, where he lives and works, never forgetting, like the king's emigrant sons, the warm atmosphere of that Norman South and his childhood memories.  

And these two words put together - memory, childhood - these profound meanings, are a litmus paper that helps to capture the poetic vein of our secret artist. The truth is, he isn't so secret, he can be found under the skin of his clear paintings. 

We decipher a sophisticated melting pot inspired on one hand by the previously mentioned  Transavanguardia movement, particularly in the re-use of popular roots (Genius Loci) and labelling them as norms, ideologies or powers (Ideology of the traitor); on the other hand it absorbed cues from the Nuovi Nuovi movement that had the strongest impact. Once again, a citation taken from the world of art but that is also a type of illustration - from the comic strip to billboardism - which Gianfranco solicits, always coming to a halt just before exploding into a kitsch-effect that could open into a multi-coloured, imaginative and elaborate operative area that is never too full… 

All this is always filtered by a personal perspective, with just the right quid of melancholy that his work conveys, perhaps because it runs through a fairy-tale territory, prerogative of childhood, that was, as we already said, as happy as it is a thing of the past, unrepeatable, to some extent mourned. It is this, an imperceptible ingredient of his painting that, however, immediately reacts to this languor of the soul to spin upwards, towards the chromatic vibration, the light, the clarity of the chiaroscuro, the scheme of the composition.

If it is necessary to point this out, we naturally find ourselves within the territory of painting and figuration that Gianfranco practices without following schools of thought or trends. He freely and faithfully follows his poetic vein which embodies the elements analysed up to now. 

His acrobatic skill is unique, growing over the years, first through installations and environmental sculptures: a production that is more cryptic than his current works, a research vehicle made up by recollections and cross-references that have never before been so openly revealed. 

Subsequently, Gianfranco decided to choose a different path: two-dimensional, pictorial, portrayals. In this new chapter of his art, when necessary, he draws on tradition, quite European and Mediterranean, I would say. Although he doesn't indicate it, he alludes to it and mixes it with other languages to create his very own personal grammar, made up by implications and symbols. These symbols, however, do not distance the spectator. They do not make them feel uneasy, as is often the case with allegorical material since, in his case, they are tied to something that is familiar to all: pieces of distant memories, a connection with one's origins, daily emotions, fragments, perhaps even confused, or calming. They may even be seen as short stories, as with the titles of some of his paintings,  “The Mad Hatter".

Gianfranco's works are not camouflaged, that do not convey a reality that is exactly the same. His works refer to reality through a distortion, with the use of nonsense, like certain age-old nursery rhymes or those with a clear meaning, incredibly credible…

Pictorial space, essentially organised on a canvas, depicts bizarre constructions that do not, however, collapse. They are crooked scenic machines that stay on their feet: created by assembling incongruous elements painted with a light stroke. They are effigies of canvas, synthetic flowers or perhaps from other worlds, cones, points, hats, all mounted like a children's construction set (which he probably played with as a child), or with the less "technological" wooden blocks. They include portraits of little men that look like elves, humanized coffee pots. This is what we find in his paintings along with tin cans - of sardines? - contained in a farmer or a labourer intent on digging into blue soil, nails, forks…on a search for dawn. Eden, that's what they look like: coming to life as wet umbrellas, flowers in the sky, blue roads with no destination, and books, books, books: In flames, with small heads for each page, transfixed by little angels… like the works of Arcimboldo, Baroquism, perhaps, surrealistic combinations, in part… The composition, in spite of its richness and the density of its elements, is light, essential, tamed to prevent it, as we already emphasized, from being redundant or flashy, while remaining lyrically resounding.  

His works undoubtedly hark back to the Wizard of Oz, to Alice in Wonderland, to the show put on by the fire-eater in Pinocchio, to nursery rhymes and strange stories. From a lucid reference –“Human armour”–, to a childhood reminiscence–“The ancestor's rose-garden”, “Sound track”, “Reserve”, “Native Village”–, the literary matrix comes in through the window, literally dancing with the sense of composition and is contaminated with lofty references–“Rebellious angels”– and with art, with its philological development over time and with its tools: “The artist's residence”, “ Rembrandt Yellow”, “The island of artists”, “The yellow house of Rembrandt”, “The dawn of painting”, “A train of art”. 

The aim is high: a profound and almost pure ethical sense, communicated in "Bibliohouses”,  “Heavy heads”, “Archinature”, “Unexpected blossoming”, “Thought in flames”, “White collars”, “Lux”, “Mimetically”, “High readings”, “In the depth of dawn”; works that reflect an ethically oriented sensibility but without moralizing, seemingly disengaged. In truth, there is a "moral to the story" to be found in this long pictorial journey of distant memories, lessons of life from the most tender years of life that continue to be relevant today. 

After all, art is (also) this: an opportunity to demonstrate or force others to see reality, the world and our inner selves, in a new light, on a search for something that seemed irrelevant, that escaped us, that we had taken for granted, that we were certain about….A rebus that through its very particular rules, reveals itself to us, taking us on a new journey of meanings…

