“What happens to the footprint carried away by the sea?”
- Elephant laugh MUJIL

Venice is a city built on a forest.
The settlers pounded thousands of wooden piles into
the mud, so close together that they were touching:
these platforms became the foundations for their
homes.
Underwater, the wood didn’t rot.
The constant flow of salt water around and through
the wood petrified it over time, turning it into a
hardened stone-like structure.
The city is built on 118 islands, connected by 400
bridges. People keep getting lost as soon as they
abandon the stream of tourists and venture in the
narrow streets.

Venice began sinking the moment it was built. The
weight of the city pushed down on the dirt and
mud that it was built on, squeezing out water and
compacting the soil.
A number of solutions have been proposed to rescue
Venice, even though apparently the city isn’t really
sinking, but it’s the water that keeps rising. Po-tay-to,
po-tah-to. Nevertheless, some pessimistic observers
doubt that such measures will be sufficient to preserve
Venice forever, and that the city will eventually
disappear.

The whole city is a museum, every pebble seems to hold a
piece of history, layered on top of a different history.
In between, there are cheap trinkets being sold for too
much money, sweaty tourists looking at their phones,
selfie sticks poking your face if you don’t pay attention.

I’m there to meet a bunch of dancers participating in the
Dancing Museums project and follow them around. I’m
supposed to observe, to participate, to take notes, to digest
the experience and give my artistic reaction to it. I feel a
bit nervous and I don’t really know what to expect.
I willingly decide not to research the project beforehand
because I want my reaction not to be guided by what has
already been done before.

In my head, I think I know what a museum is, and I know
what a dancer is and there’s something about putting the
two together that feels a bit strange.
A museum is something that stays the same for a very long
time. A place to preserve. A quiet place to be filled with
information and inspiration, maybe.

There’s nothing quiet about dancers, nothing permanent.
Even when they repeat the same gesture, it’s slightly
different every time.

As we walk through the city, they seem to respond to invisible cues coming from everywhere

There’s a playfulness to the way they interact with art,
rather than just absorbing it from a distance.
I notice how I watch things around me, while they use
their whole body to experience them: it’s not just about
touching things, but it’s about testing distance, filling
space, perceiving hidden rhythms that I become aware of
through them.
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The tide is the breath of the city
everything revolves around it.

Through the eyes of dancers, the city feels like
something that’s alive, an organism.
There are established routes, preferred currents.
Moving against those, suddenly makes people
aware of being in a stream.

When Arte Sella came to life, there was no project initially.
The artwork was very ephemeral.
To use Giacomo Bianchi’s words, “work in nature, according to nature”

Everything built there is not meant to stay forever.
Over time it evolved to become a combination between
natural and artificial, but there is nothing really natural in
the forests of Italy.
After WWI everything was a desert: the trees were used for
wood, the fields were used for the animals: is a tree more
natural than a building, if it was planted there by humans?

There aren’t too many fixed rules, there.
“You need to be open to change and adapt when
things don’t work as they would have liked” and
that happens quite often as living parts and
dying parts are intertwined together, or as
the forces of nature lash the mountains.

Every artwork has its own place. There is a dialogue
going on between the piece, the environment, and
the other pieces around it.
Some artworks migrate from place to place, others
spend their whole lives in the same spot, but
nothing stays the same for too long.

The artwork is free to change as well, and is only
removed when decay and degradation has become too
severe. It reminds me of caring for a dying entity as
we accept that eventually we’ll have to let it go.
The cathedral is one of the most famous pieces and
as the trees grow taller, the structures guiding their
growth are not replaced any more.

“At the end there will be only trees”

It’s difficult to define what’s strong and what’s
fragile: when a huge storm hit the north of Italy in
2018 and wiped away 8 millions trees, some of the
stronger artworks were destroyed, some of the fragile
ones survived the storm

This is a place that requires a body to be
experienced: you cannot leave your body
outside in order to experience the artwork.

Dancing in this place feels like a gift, every step on uneven ground is a discovery

we’re not performing
we’re not training
we’re not comparing

I participate in the physical practices.
It feels a bit weird not to be able to hide behind the camera,
but I realize how important it is for me to understand through
movement, to set aside the idea of what a dancer is, to allow
myself to move my body in public even though my body hasn’t
been trained to perform.
I spend half an hour moving through the space without breaking
eye contact with my partner, aware of what’s around me but not
letting it grab my attention.
I follow Ellie’s instruction and ignore passerbys, while I explore
the grass with my whole arm and let dirt run through my hair.

As we look at each other through a rolled up
piece of paper, I realize that there are aspects
about what we’re doing that are almost sacred.
The idea of the hole as a possibility to access
something.

The role of the artist is to look at cracks and then look through them

What we see is always a choice.
We can produce a lot of things from a pleasure
starting point, and then follow the process
until meaning comes out.
What we make is only a cypher.

For the last part we’re back at the Museum.
I return to this building, the same I’ve visited countless
times over the years, and I look at it with a different
understanding.
What I see is a layering of meanings, a system.

There’s the art piece, the history of what
happened to it, the narration of the space, the
conversation with other pieces and my own
intention and projection.

Can we really understand a piece of art? Is it a
matter of getting more information, more precise
explanations? Can we just accept this ambiguity?

We assume the piece we have in front of us is exactly
what we were intended to see, but there is no way to
know for sure, and even if we could ask the author,
they’d only tell us what they want us to know.
The story is adjusted every time it’s retold: the
episodes that keep getting retold become paths that
people walk on.

There are so many agendas interweaving, so many specific
languages and words where meaning is not the same for
everyone.
Power structures are put in place but we don’t come in
art spaces with the same level of opportunity or the same
ability to understand or to be understood. We assume
we all start at the same point and we experience the same
space and the same moment together, but we don’t have
the same opportunity to jump in this.
In the process of being interpreted sometimes art feels
erased or silenced.
What looks like gold might end up being pyrite.

When Ana talks about her pyrite necklace, about the story behind
it and its meaning, I start to understand how complicated things
can be, I start to see connections. And I start to see that most of
those connections are invisible to me.

And I also start to see how not everything is for me to tell you. I
ask her for permission to photograph this necklace because I want
to talk about the train of thought it ignited. “Why?” she asks.
It’s a good question. It’s a hard question.

Some of these connections are fleeting.
But what happens in that single instant informs
things that are experienced in a different moment, in
a different place.
There are moments of tension and moments of
release, movement and stillness. I try to look for
hidden patterns and when I think I found one I often
end up looking at a dead end.

We find ourselves in a room that has been specifically
created to hold art, but doesn’t have any, just traces of an
exhibition that ended a couple of days before.
But we create new connections, new pieces, new territories
to explore and we draw the maps that describe them.
I don’t really find answers, but I start to enjoy the process
of adding questions to my ever growing pile.

The river Brenta flows from the two lakes of Levico
and Caldonazzo, through the Venetian Prealps,
through the Pianura Padana and then separates into
different parts and different stories before ending
in the Adriatic Sea, but together with the river Piave
formed the Venetian Lagoon.
A river is not just the water in it. It’s the source, the
mouth, the places it touches.
It’s the stones, the rain, the bridges and the lives of
the people it touches

My story started with water and ends up in water.
This is where I leave the dancers: I remove myself
from the conversation to give them the space to
process without being observed.

Because a seed needs darkness and
time to grow into a plant

In August of 2019 Roberto Casarotto asked me if I wanted to partecipate in a European Project called Dancing
Museums. Other than the name of the project, I knew little else: I knew I would shadow six dance artists for
about a week and that I would then give my artistic responce to their work. I trust Roberto enough to know
that anything he’s involved in is not only interesting but usually a door to some unexplored territory that
might change me completely.

Dancing Museums is an action-research project designed to foster and sustain
long-term collaborations between dance organisations, museums, universities and
local communities in order to develop inspiring and long-lasting arts and cultural
programmes that people in those communities want to get involved in.
The Democracy of Beings is the second of two programmes, following an initial
research phase (DM1) that ran from June 2015 to March 2017.
In Dancing Museums – The Democracy of Beings, individuals and arts
organisations share, improve, develop and transfer skills and knowledge needed to
broaden and deepen connections and relationships with audiences.
The practice-led research group, composed of artists, dance organisations, museums
and universities from seven countries, looks at how the presence of dance can offer
new ways of experiencing art and heritage and help audiences and visitors engage
both intellectually and viscerally with artworks. The knowledge and experience
generated throughout the project will empower the organisations and artists involved
with the skills needed to implement meaningful audience development projects
beyond the duration of the project.
These practices are shared and documented in each location to build evidence and
ensure consistency of data and anecdotal information.
- From the Dancing Museum website

I am not a dancer. I’ve always considered my body a faulty tool I can use to transport my brain around, a slight
inconvenience which requires an annoying amount of maintainence.
I admired dancers from afar, as one would watch exotic and slightly dangerous animals.
Informed by my (not very successful) brush with ballet as a kid, I had a very rigid idea of what a “dancer” looks
like, how they move, how they train. Then in the summer of 2018 I found myself in a room of the Museo Civico
in Bassano del Grappa, holding back tears in a physical practice led by Nora Chipaumire, who was giving me
not only permission to be there but was also urging me to use my body as a tool to explore my personal archive,
to connect with others, with the space around me, and also with the space within myself. A million lightbulbs
went on in another practice led by Chiara Bersani, who showed me possibilities that completely changed the
way I work as a photographer: under her gentle guidance, I learned to allow myself to give up control and
embrace what’s in front of me.
There’s something about reconnecting with the body that can be transforming, something that allows people to
access tools they can use to understand the world around them in meaningful ways. I found out that spending
enough time with dancers can actually open the door to more questions than answers, and after a week
spent between Venice, Val di Sella and Bassano, I found myself trying to make something coherent out of the
enormous amount of notes hastily scribbled in my notebook. Every single one of the Dancing Museums dance
artists helped me to shift my perspective a little and I will never thank Betsy Gregory enough for guiding me
through the project and giving me complete artistic freedom while also helping me not to interfere with the
work in progress. I’m very thankful that I was allowed to not only observe but also participate in this beginning
stage of a process that will develop over the course of the next couple of years and I’m excited to see what’s
going to come out of this project.
I’m still not a dancer. But now I dance.
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