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La Spezia – You are still the man of the sling and of the stone, man of my 
time… wrote Salvatore Quasimodo, pointing out with heartfelt pessimism how 
violence has always been and still is an exact science wooing slaughter, 
inherent in human lives. 

With his poetry, the poet constructs a deep space and a long echo between the 
sound and the meaning of his words. 
But words too seem to have misrepresented and falsified the true boundaries 
of the barbarity of our times. 
Painters think but do not paint ideas, they paint “things”. Only the way they 
have painted them and the language employed can generate ideas, activate 
the critical sense.  
In his latest experimentations, Claudio Papola makes geographies and ancient 
and recent stories topical, “shaping” them in assonance with the poet’s voice. 
The artist’s eye “penetrates” archaeologies where a past has taken place and 
left behind material traces, ruins. 
An aerial view of Paris: l’Arc de Triomphe becomes an optical signal and a 
reminder of both past and present. 
Geometrical friezes, metopes, jutting arches are the background for scenes of 
war. 
The low reliefs of the Trajan column amplify the glory of an emperor. 
Every power imposes a style. A drawing of history might be made by recording 
the struggle among different styles. 
War machines and instruments of death have substituted the epic of knights 
and steeds, have substituted weapons and armour-clad bodies. The methods 



 

 

 
 
 
 
and instruments of conquest have changed, but the aim has remained the 
same: hunger for power and a violence which is intrinsic to human nature. 
Us and the others. 
Against the others. 
Insisting on knowing just one culture, one’s own, is like living just one life, 
depriving oneself of the others. The backgrounds the artist proposes satisfy 
our aesthetic sense, recalling the civilisations which have produced them, of 
which we western men feel ourselves to be the heirs and participants.  
Nostalgia for history, nostalgia for beauty. 
We harbour the illusion that civilisations know no “homelands” and can ignore 
political, religious, cultural, economic frontiers, those separating states, 
nations, human groups. 
The artist intervenes on these “persuasive” scenes, whose quantities of pixels 
weave and blur the contours, “mimicking” the passing of time, each work 
adding to the series of threatening, human multitudes, perpetually and fatally 
at war. 
The time represented would seem to suggest an eternal present.  
His lines are decisive, sure, with no pauses, as if his hand were unable to 
detach itself from the support it is acting on. The strength of the lines reflect 
his strong will to transmit his ideas.  
Present, but also antique, suffering is often expressed in a diffuse sky-blue, the 
symbolic colour for infinity. 
Human “figures” materialise. The bodies are silhouettes, sometimes filled-in; 
they have lost those characteristics which would have made them people; no 
eyes, no mouths. They are refined automatons, dynamic in the struggle, 
individualised in their forms even when they “interweave” with one another. 
They match the backgrounds they are acting in. 
It is precisely the interaction among those backgrounds (the nostalgia for their 
beauty had attracted us) and the violence which animates them which convey 
drama on the work containing them and on the meaning they suggest.   
Let us take The two faces of Palmira as a typical example. 
In 2015, the Syrian town of Palmira, whose beauty had caused Baudelaire to 
“dream”, was conquered. The extraordinary artistic heritage which caused it to 
be known as the “Venice of sand” was lost and destroyed. It had been the 
emblem of liberality, the crucible of different cultures: Arabia, Persia, Syria, 
Greece, Rome. 
Rich in both eastern and western cultures, but always with its own unique 
identity. 
The legendary enlightened queen Zenobia comes to mind. 
That beautiful, possible utopia which recognised richness in the diversity of 
every cultural contribution richness, and fostered an opening up towards a 
new, better civilisation, towards an existential wellbeing, was wiped out. 
Global uniformity seems to be the final project. 



 

 

 
 
 
 
In Claudio Papola’s work the mourning for the destiny of the town of Palmira 
takes lyrical flight. The fighting becomes marginal, an end in itself; it does not 
kill the beauty. Two faces in profile, each the memory of the other, restore this 
beauty to us intact.  
In another work, entitled Distances of time, the artist autographs himself via a 
‘90s painting which partly conceals the image of a bust and a Latin epigraph. 
Papola’s receptive sensitivity had already captured and meditated on events, 
human relationships, ethics and individual choice, well beyond the awareness 
of his personal existence. He had gone through a period when he had felt 
obliged to express intensive visions about the meaning of life. He had 
travelled, above all by sea. Testing himself against the sea, the metaphor of 
the absolute, facing up to his finiteness. 
Seeking new landfalls. 
Actually all of his paintings “take shape” from the need to deal with the 
ferments and emergencies of the age in which he has lived and lives. 
Forms are concrete, Rudolf Arnheim has written. 
The guidelines have been the need for freedom and the sense of justice. 
The “germs” generating his present research began to show themselves many 
years ago; the barbaric events of our times, so dense in negativity, have 
caused them to explode. 
The artist has deliberately renounced the sensual pleasure of the brush-stroke 
and the application of colour, in favour of the search for light. 
He has created an aseptic language which can “contain” emotions, which can 
document the existential malaise of our uncertain times, in which men have 
lost the habit of communication. His are only photographic images taken from 
the media, only lines alluding to the inhumanity of the fight for power, 
subjugation, dominion. 
The photos simultaneously combine evidence of reality and the prestige of art. 
The lines instead are the fruit of the artist’s mastery. Together, composed in 
the work, they induce us to reflect on dramatic truths. Art might perhaps be an 
efficacious guide and tool for visualising and “understanding” evil, for shaking 
us out of a kind of emotional and cognitive anaesthesia. (Giovanna Riu) 
 
Claudio Papola was born in L'Aquila in 1937, in 1953 he moved to Milan. He 
lives and works in Milan and La Spezia where he has his studios. For further 
information about his artistic biography, the video Traces of the journey is 
available on show. 
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