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C r i s t i n a  M e l o t t i :

I  L o v e … I  L i v e

Y
et, more than this, her paintings capture

something of that strange, uncanny terrain

where people’s realities and dreams are

played out against each other in a fast-paced,

unforgiving world replete with inequalities.

Over the course of her career Melotti has refined

her style, so that it is now very much her own.

There are hints of the European Surrealists and

American Post-War Abstractionists, but there is a

unique quality to these other-wordly realms she

creates, in which anonymous biomorphic forms

populate colourful hazy nebulae.

It took time to find her own voice. Melotti, who

was born in Milan, is the daughter of Fausto

Melotti, a renowned 20th century Modernist Italian

sculptor. Her father was her teacher, her mentor,

her 'best friend', as she calls him. As a child, she

would spend many an afternoon in his studio,

watching him work with meticulous care at his

sculptures. Today Fausto Melotti’s works are kept

in the most prestigious collections all over the

world, alongside those of Lucio Fontana’s and

Alberto Burri’s. Through his activity as an abstract

sculptor - begun in the 1930s - Melotti made a

fundamental contribution to Italian art. Though

very much encouraged by her father, it wasn’t

always easy for Cristina Melotti to detach herself

from his work and style.

By Florence Mackenzie

Cristina Melotti’s paintings seem to echo the
spirit of New York, the city to which she
emigrated eighteen years ago from Italy, and
which she now calls home. Her broad palette of
stark colours reflects the melting pot of people
and histories that make up the metropolis.
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In seeking her own artistic path, Cristina Melotti

chose painting as her means of expression and this

immediately allowed her to experiment with ideas

and feelings in a medium that was distinct from that

of her father’s. She was fortunate to be immersed in

a creative environment, often making the

acquaintance of her Fausto Melotti's contemporaries.

The photographer Antonia Mulas and sculptor

Arnaldo Pomodoro both provided encouragement.

Still there was something of her artistic spirit that

was left unfulfilled in Italy. In search of another kind

of energy, a faster pace of life, Melotti moved to New

York at the beginning of the 1990s. The vast

cityscape and its millions of inhabitants overwhelmed

her and frightened her slightly at first. However, she

wouldn’t let herself be daunted for long. It was at this

time that Cristina started doing charity work, as a

means to understanding the city and its people

better, and this was to change her both as a person

and as an artist. She spent time working with New

York’s homeless and underprivileged. “What you do

is in fact nothing compared with what you get back,”

says Melotti. “The kindness and courage of all those

people I met helped me to lose my fear of the city

and my anxiety about having moved there. It meant

so much to me that these strangers I was helping

would recognise me in the street and say hello. Their

empathy made me feel welcome, when I had felt so

alien before.” This idea of becoming acquainted with

a place through its most vulnerable inhabitants, and

developing an understanding of the self through

other people, inspires Melotti in her work.

Her ongoing series Human Condition (begun soon

after her move to New York) looks at the many facets

of our common humanity – our hopes, dreams and

fears. Here, she uses eye-catching photographs

pasted onto the canvas around which she then

paints. The result is clever and bold. In one we see

the image of a child gazing out through the wood

slats of a shed which we assume to be his home. This

is juxtaposed with Melotti’s paintwork of a beautiful,

blue-flowering tree set in a mist of pinks and

dragonflies, a gateway into the child’s colourful

imagination. As she explains, “We each lead two

separate lives at the same time – that of our

everyday reality, which for some people can be so

hard and sad, and that of our fantasies which we

must allow free rein when we can.”

Much of Melotti’s work is political. In another painting

from the Human Condition series she has used a

picture of a soldier in the Iraq War taking a break

from action. He is surrounded by a patchwork of

mottled colours and creatures. Frogs crawl slowly by,

echoing the movement of foot soldiers creeping up

on an enemy. Though he seeks respite, his mind is

still in overdrive - plagued by anxiety and grief at

what he is taking part in. A third painting in the

series uses an image of an African mother and child

emaciated through starvation. It has a threatening

and claustrophobic atmosphere. In order to

emphasise their vulnerability, Melotti has chosen to

surround the two people with paintwork depicting

predatory creatures – tarantulas, scorpions and

snakes. The artist has seen such suffering up close.

She spent time working with nuns at a care centre in

Kenya, looking after women and children, and the

memories of what she saw still haunt her now.

One of her most moving paintings is called The Day

After, an homage to those who died in the Twin Towers

in New York. The canvas is saturated with a sharp

blood red. In this we see the contours of a woman’s

face, stark blue with grief, sadness, numbness. In her

arm she cradles many miniature teddy bears. And

next to her is a charred leafless tree.

Whilst some of Cristina’s paintings serve to convey her

feelings about the world and have a socially conscious

message, such as the Human Condition series, in
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other paintings she simply depicts abstract fairytale

wonderlands that take us outside of ourselves. The

common thread in all of them is colour.

“Colour has become the most important part of my

work,” she says. “For me, the colours are the way to

the heart and soul. The rational mind should simply

be used as practical tool. In this respect, I find myself

differing greatly from the intellectual world in which

I was educated, a world which always revered the

dominance of rationality and reason over the

emotions. For me, life - and particularly creativity -

should not be so. Passion and curiosity, love and

emotions of the heart define the people we are and,

in unison with the workings of the rational mind,

guide the progress of humanity. When an artist is

able to distance himself from the rational component

of the mind, creativity is given free rein and can

manifest itself fully. It is then that art takes on a life

of its own, independently even of the artist himself.”

For the first time in some years, Cristina Melotti is

now having a major solo show of her work in London.

The exhibition, I Love…I Live, will be staged by the

Imago Art Gallery in the beautiful townhouse space

in Mayfair. Imago was founded by Daniele Pescali and

his wife, Elisabetta Tremolada, in 2007 with the

specific purpose of presenting the finest Italian

modern and contemporary art.
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Charity work is still a very important part of

Cristina’s life. She and the director of Imago, Mr

Pescali, have generously decided to donate part of

all the exhibition proceeds to Dancing for the

Children. The latter is a foundation that was set up

three years ago by Royal Ballet principal dancer

Mara Galeazzi. It raises funds – predominantly

through big gala events of special dance

performances around the world – which are then

shared between a range of charities throughout

Africa, including those that help under-privileged

children explore the joys of dance and those that

help to fight the spread of diseases such as AIDS.

Moreover, Cristina Melotti and Mr Pescali have

agreed that one of the paintings, Ballet, will be sold

in a special auction and its full sale price will also be

donated to the foundation.

“I consider art to be a constant act of exploration,”

states Melotti. “Each painting is a journey into

unfamiliar territory where logic no longer applies and

the imagination reigns supreme, transforming the

mind’s insights into shapes and colours.” This show

at Imago will take its audience on an adventure

through many different aspects of Cristina Melotti's

work - her political paintings, her utopias and fantasy

worlds - all providing insight into the colourful

interior of the artist's mind.

Cristina Melotti: I Love…I Live runs 23 April - 16 July

at Imago Art Gallery, 4 Clifford Street, London, W1S

2LF. Telephone: +44 (0) 20 72873599.

www.imago-artgallery.com


