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Italian photo artist Carlo Valsecchi adds a sensuous layer to the accounts of the horrific events of
the First World War.
In connection with the big annual photo festival in Reggio Emilia, the city's largest collection of
contemporary art, Collezione Maramotti, is current with the exhibition 'Bellum' by the Italian photo artist
Carlo Valsecchi.
Carlo Valsecchi (1965) is known for working in the style of the great photographers from the 1970s
Düsseldorf school, who i.a. Bernd and Hilla Becher, Candida Höfer and Andreas Gursky, where empty
motifs of architecture and other man-made landscapes are a recurring theme.
The Düsseldorf school is minimalist and conceptual and strives for as objective an expression as possible,
where the subject's objects are given interpretive space to manifest themselves as phenomena in their
own right. In this way, the sensory experience of the interior from e.g. supermarkets, machine rooms and
concert halls allowed to unfold through the neat and tight photographic compositions. Therefore, the
works are typically produced in large formats, so that the viewer feels surrounded by the motif.
The White War
'Bellums' 20 photo works are also printed in large formats, the largest measuring 180x220 cm. But with
'Bellum', Valsecchi now shifts focus from the phenomenology of industrial architecture in favor of the
phenomenology of nature. The motif is now winter and spring in the Italian Alps.
The starting point for 'Bellum', which means 'war' in Latin, is the acts of war that took place at an altitude
of over 2000 meters in northeastern Italy during the First World War (1915-18). World War I is called the
'Guerra Bianca' (White War) in Italy, when most soldiers and refugees lost their lives or froze to death
among the Alps' massive snowstorms and temperatures down to minus 35 degrees.
With an interest in experiencing the extreme conditions of nature and war, Valsecchi has over a period of
three years visited the places where the fighting took place and where the remains of the military bases
still exist. However, it is only the title of the exhibition that refers directly to war. The works themselves
only show frozen or foggy landscapes and ruins and caves, where the winter light breaks through the
darkness, and the title of the works is not stated in the exhibition. As a spectator, you have to dive into the
work yourself and reflect on what you see in the pictures in relation to the historical war events.
Writing history without words
'Bellum' evokes many associations. Especially for existential themes about the relationship between man
and nature. Valsecchi refers to relationships where nature and man are hard on each other and where
humans exploit nature to be hard on other people.
The reason the war took place in the mountains at all was that Italy used the Alps as an armor against the
Austro-Hungarian army. Instead of building their own fortresses, they placed the front line in the
mountains. This is a good example of when nature is strained for man-made culture and ideology: the Alps
must serve and protect the country to which they belong.
In this way, Valsecchi shows how nature leaves its mark on history when nature becomes part of the cruel
circumstances of the war. At the same time, we see how history leaves its mark on nature with its
abandoned bunkers and mass graves that disrupt the original ecosystem.

Time and light
With every photograph, a relationship to time arises. For example. the time that freezes when the photo is
taken. 'Bellum' also brings to mind time. Both when we see the dilapidated buildings and fences, which are
overgrown with moss, or pictures of young vegetation growing on top of the mass graves of the 1910s.
It also seems that Valsecchi wants to gain a deeper understanding of what those present went through
over 100 years ago by just taking pictures of the natural phenomena that are the same today as then. For
the photographer, a large part of the work consists of waiting for the right conditions to occur for the
photo you want to take. In Valsecchi's works, timing is enormously important, as the focal point of his
work is to capture the forces of nature of both light, fog and frost. It is clear that Valsecchi has been
waiting for the right conditions to capture the natural phenomena that reflect the harsh experiences of
war victims in the Alps most credibly.
The light is another important element of 'Bellum'. As an objective and conceptual artist, Valsecchi
combines his phenomenological manifestations of the worst horrors with an aesthetic vision to show the
dimensions of light.
He swears by the analog camera as it is necessary for him to produce the sufficient depths of the
photograph. Valsecchi's vision succeeds very convincingly, and the analogue photographs in large formats
manage to depict the overwhelming and dazzling light from the totally frozen winter landscape.
Architecture that steals from the divine nature
In the exhibition's last work, Valsecchi changes motif from nature to architecture. The photograph depicts
a tight composition with a section from the Sacrario Redipuglia - Italy's and one of the world's largest war
monuments, which was built under Italy's fascist leader Benito Mussolini between 1935-38.
Redipuglia houses the earthly remains of 100,187 of the soldiers who lost their lives during the fighting in
the Alps in the years between 1915-17. The monument is built in white stone, and as a motif it supports
Valsecchi's general aesthetic experiment with light. The Redipuglia monument is built as a staircase of 22
steps that goes up to three crosses. On the steps are the names of 39,857 identified soldiers. Above the
names, the Italian word 'PRESENTE' is repeated, which both means that the soldier in question is
'present.' At the same time, the word refers to a military reprimand reminiscent of 'standing right'.
Although Valsecchi has replaced nature with architecture in this photo, associations still arise that point
back to the phenomena of nature. The monument is a magnificent and solemn gesture to those who
passed away in Italy. To create meaning out of the otherwise meaningless suffering, a religious dimension
must be added. And therefore the aesthetics of the monument must refer to a right purpose beyond the
comprehension of man.
The monument tries to do this, in the style of Gothic architecture, by drawing inspiration from the sublime
forces of nature. When we consider a violent natural phenomenon or the infinite details of a Gothic
cathedral, its form as a whole is impossible to overlook. The experience is so magnificent and powerful
that it points beyond what we immediately comprehend.
This aesthetic grip is used to represent the forces of the divine and to give a solemn and captivating effect
to the viewer. It is the same effect that Sacrario Redipuglia uses to justify such meaningless suffering as
those that took place in the Alps.
The eternity effect of the 'PRESENTE' repetition, along with the immortalized names of the fallen soldiers,
seems to have been chosen by Valsecchi to show man's own way of putting nature's sublime forces into
play through architecture.
The photograph of Redipuglia binds Valsecchi's study of the sensuous phenomena from the places of war
together into a complex experience of the relationships that arise between nature, man, culture and

history. And with Valsecchi's eye, timing and technique, we are allowed to experience all the complex and
violent phenomena brought together into a minimalist, calm and beautiful art object that sparkles in the
white exhibition halls of Collezione Maramotti.
'Bellum' by Carlo Valsecchi can be experienced from 1 May - 31 July 2022 at Collezione Maramotti in
Reggio Emilia, Italy. Admission to the exhibition is free during the collection's opening hours, which you
can find here: https://www.collezionemaramotti.org/en/opening-times-and-location
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