The Consequences of Multiplicity. The Devil and Nurit David.

Demetrio Paparoni.

Naples Red and I’m Dancing on your Grave are two new large-scale paintings that are at the heart of Nurit David’s show in the Givon Gallery, Tel Aviv. Both canvases show Naples overshadowed by Vesuvius and they are a modern version of the Triumph of Death, a classical locus of medieval painting based on the tremendous story of the Universal Judgement. The upper part of Naples Red, brimming over with details and micro-narratives, shows three winged devils carrying away three naked babies, symbolizing the soul being taken from the body. We are forced to ask ourselves if we are dealing with a representation of diabolic powers preying on innocence, and if David believes in the existence of the devil. There have been many eruptions even in quite recent times: in 1767, 1771, 1779, 1794, 1804,1820, 1858, and 1868. These dates, certainly not exhaustive, refer to eruptions painted by various artists and are to be found in a book where I read that the one in 1767 was particularly violent and arrived at the gates of the royal palace of Portici, forcing the king and his court to seek refuge in Naples. However, the eruption which remains most  imprinted on the mind is that of 79 AD – recounted by Pliny the Younger – which struck part of the Campania region and destroyed many towns, including Pompeii, Ercolano, and Stabia. Pompeii and Stabia were first inundated by a shower of ashes and lapillus, as a  result of which people fled in the direction of the sea. A brief pause convinced them to hurry back to their houses in search of their families and friends and to rescue their belongings. And while the greater part of the population was indoors, a new, abundant, and uninterrupted rain of ashes submerged people and things. Ercolano, instead, was assailed some twelve hours later by an infernal combination of burning gas, ashes and vapour that immediately incinerated the people and animals in the streets as well as having a terrible effect on those inside the buildings. In little more than twenty-four hours the volcano had spat out almost a billion cubic metres of material. In its cruelty to Pompeii and Stabia nature had also enjoyed being an artist. The excavations undertaken during the last century have, in fact, revealed petrified human figures in the same positions they were in when overtaken by the hail of ashes. And as happens with great works of art, these scenes have remained imprinted in our imagination like some great, allegorical, and cruel Triumph of Death.

All this flashed through my mind in front of David’s two canvases, Naples Red, the one where the three devils kidnap the children, and I’m Dancing on your Grave, which is the nocturnal version of the same theme. However, while in Naples Red the volcano seems to sleep and what happens around it seems the delirium of some visionary imagining what is about to happen, in I’m Dancing on your Grave the volcano vomits red lava and illuminates the scene with the colours of Dante’s Inferno.

David has never been to Naples. Her choice of making it the scenario of her own personal Triumph of Death was born from literary evocations and memories of art history. Rather than refer to recent photographs, David has looked at the Tavola Strozzi, an oil on panel realized between 1472 and 1473 and considered to be the first painting portraying Naples, then the capital of the kingdom. The Tavola Strozzi shows the Aragonese fleet as it came into port after the 1465 Battle of Ischia against Jean d’Anjou; it is, then, a scene representing the city’s joy and pride following a battle that had inevitably led to the death of many people.

Despite the fact that the volcano and the gulf dominate the scene of Naples Red, and that there are many explicit references to the architecture of Naples, such as the Castel dell’Ovo as well as details seen in the Tavola Strozzi, it does not give a realistic description of the city, nor does it have linear perspective. As is always the case in David’s paintings, the pictorial scene superimposes different perspectives and puts together places, styles, and temporal connotations that are not unitary. The renaissance style of the Tavola Strozzi interacts with landscapes taken from Japanese scrolls which here create a kind of wasteland. The fields and orchards at the top left are those of Pompeii, but they are also reminiscent of the walled gardens that Nurit used in her 1996 series A Garden Within a Garden. The three red devils that steal souls from the bodies are those attributed to Buonamico Buffalmacco in his Trionfo della Morte, 1336-41. In various areas of the picture groups of monks, painted by David in the spirit of Bruegel, control the earth but, at times, they also shake it, like those holding a blanket on which is reproduced the same landscape dominating the canvas, but on a miniature scale. Other monks parade with black flags, others tumble down a mountain (the reference is to a drawing by Goya where a child tumbles down the stairs), yet another, in the left foreground, is hanging from what one presumes to be a bell rope. Another three are having a death sleep, covered by coats to hide their nakedness, in the middle of a square reminiscent of the Piazza del Campo in Siena. Monks have also been present in earlier works by David. In fact we find them in the postcard-size drawings inspired by Thomas Mann’s The Holy Sinner, a book which opens with the ringing of bells. To the question “Who is ringing the bells?”, the narrator answers “It is the spirit of story-telling”. The incarnation of this spirit is the narrator - in the case in point, the monk - who, being also the person who constructs the image, is the artist herself. At the bottom centre of the painting David has signed her name in Hebrew and made it an integral part of the pictorial layout. In Hebrew certain vowels are expressed as dots. The dots she has used here are skulls.

Naples Red and I’m Dancing on your Grave are two acts of a single play. In Naples Red the detail that gives warning of what is about to happen is the meeting between the three living and the three dead which occupies all the lower right of the painting and is under the spell of the words said by the dead: As you are so we have been, as we are so you shall be!.  I’m Dancing on your Grave, instead, shows the tragic moment: the lava that floods out and illuminates the night is about to invade the ordered and luxuriant landscape and kill humans and nature. On the upper part of the volcano some kind of Zephyr, the same colour as the lava, writes the title of the work with his breath. In the background to the left, partially immersed in the sea, three skeletons stare at three distant individuals on dry land. The moon is reflected in a non-specular manner and shows just how surreal is the reality of what is happening.

The work’s title, I’m Dancing on your Grave, is an attempt to exorcise the immanent drama. In this unlikely scene, marked by feelings including the macabre, the grotesque, the comic, and a sense of serenity, the characters build up a narrative linked to beliefs about the end of the world. Within it David once again brings together the Tavola Strozzi’s colourful city, luxuriant landscapes, pale and bleak landscapes, fragments of Eastern culture, and oddments of paintings she herself has realized over the past years. The common denominator is her vision of the world. The reference to agriculture, for example, is autobiographical and political. In fact David has always stated that her work as an artist is the equivalent of the work of the farmer who cultivates a piece of land each day, untiringly. “I did not grow up in a city but in a small village, where everyone had his small garden of flowers and trees. Agriculture is an image of freedom as well - the vast expanses of fields.“

Naples Red and I’m Dancing on your Grave are formally structured through a process that we might define as the rational staging of an irrational condition. We find ourselves in front of an oxymoron made credible by the artist’s care over details and their symbolic and metaphoric references. In this way David embodies the spirit of Postmodernism with a seemingly matchless radicalism. Differently from modern artists who are concerned with removing information from the spectator’s view and making it cryptic, David instead accepts the risk of depriving her story of mystery. Paradoxically, though, the more her pieces of information add together and interact, the more an analysis of the work becomes complex. At the same time, as in some great epic tale gathering together the myths and legends that are the heredity of us all, the work acquires a Pop matrix. By not being concerned with contemporaneity and by standing outside time, David introduces the unusual concept of Mythological Pop Art. Curiously she does so through her affinity with ancient Japanese culture, a culture that is also fascinating for its contrasts and contradictions. From Japanese culture she has taken over the way of understanding nature and beauty through sensations dictated by the sense of solitude of those who know how to immerse themselves in nature and to appreciate its smallest aspects. The melancholy expressed by her paintings – which is, though, a motiveless sadness – suggests feelings, not just of desolation, but of serenity, simplicity, and silence too. Also part of Japanese culture is her attention to details and her love for imperfect, primitive, asymmetric or deformed things. Even the illustrative aspect and the calligraphy that David introduces in her paintings derive from having made Eastern culture her own, and in her it interacts with styles and poetics related to those of the West developed in Italy and in Northern and Central European countries during the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries.

The three red devils stealing the soul from the body in Naples Red might seem anachronistic. David knows this. And she doesn’t care. She has stated that she considers the devil a kind of force with mythic powers which she sometimes feels walking by her side. Avoiding any kind of rhetoric about this, David does not identify the devil with evil, nor does she consider it as a psychological entity. Extraneous to the great western ideological and religious narratives, Naples Red and I’m Dancing on your Grave do not propose an opposition between good and evil. As she herself has said, “Evil does not interest or occupy me; moral questions seem obvious to me. The devil is irrational, mythical. It has to do with a primordial punishment but not necessarily in a moral sense“. This idea of the devil as a mythical figure gives us an interpretative key to the whole painting and reminds us of Claude Lévi-Strauss who, towards the end of the ‘seventies, said that in our society history has taken the place of mythology and undertakes the same functions. Lévi-Strauss did not consider this a positive condition: on the contrary, he held that the gap between mythology and history that exists in our mind can probably be filled by studying a history that is not conceived of as something separate from mythology but, instead, as its continuation.1 in other words, Lévi-Strauss hoped that history and mythology might intercommunicate and exchange information.

David – though it would be more correct to say those artists who arrived on the scene between the end of the ‘seventies and the beginning of the ‘eighties – considers history as a continuation of mythology. In her two paintings Naples Red and I’m Dancing on your Grave, historical and mythical aspects cohabit and merge: the mythical aspect of the Triumph of Death summoned up by the destructive potential of the volcano, and the historical aspect we discover by reading books, mix with a story invested with a sacredness that is extraneous to the dramatic opposition between the past and present that the Twentieth Century avant-gardes have accustomed us to. This opposition between past and present, which we are still not free from, has its roots in the many irresolvable conflicts that developed in the heart of Europe in the second half of the Nineteenth Century during the second Industrial Revolution, and which resulted in a tragic view of existence. This tragic vision, manifest above all in the conflict between capital and work that Marx anticipated, had its equivalent in the conflict between realist representation and abstraction anticipated by Manet and the Impressionists. At a social, political, and religious level the effect of these irresolvable conflicts led to the supremacy of ideologies and a rejection of relativism; at a cultural level to a rejection of past values and languages.

When, in speaking about representing the devil, David says she is not interested in dealing with the moral questions connected to the concept of evil, she is making a precise statement about history’s need to join up with myths again and to look at individuals beyond what is merely contingent.

In the sphere of art criticism it was Greenberg’s theories that radicalized the drama inherent in the irreconcilability of opposed visions of the world. In fact, in the ‘forties he theorized, amongst other things, that narration was the exclusive domain of literature and thus must be excluded from modern works of art. He also stigmatized figuration as academic, an expression of vulgarity and kitsch, and a compromise with public taste, all of which, in his opinion, the Surrealists were guilty of. Greenberg’s opposition to figuration is well-known and this is not the place to consider it in more detail. If I refer to it, it is because David is a figurative and narrative artist who developed in a moment when the rejection of figuration was a dogma even in the art colleges.

Despite the fact that Pop Art had already been internationally sanctioned for a decade, and that Photorealism and Hyper-Realism (from Malcolm Morley to Richard Estes, Philip Pearlstein, and Chuck Close) had achieved a certain success, in so-called avant-garde circles the rejection of painted images was still deeply rooted, even in the ‘seventies. And as so often happens when one vision of the world prevails over another, the conditioning that young artists began to feel as a straightjacket led them to revolt. The result of this revolt was Postmodernism, which might be summarized as the rejection of ideologies in the hope of using the figure and of narrating individual and collective stories without feeling reactionary. So it is no surprise that when in 1975 David began to study at the Hamidrasha art teachers training college with Raffi Lavie and Yair Garbuz, the norm was to make pictures without actually painting. Gerhard Richter has commented on the difficulties encountered by painters, and has mentioned Andy Warhol in this regard: “It’s probably true that Warhol was a mediocre artist, even though some of his works number among the most striking of the past thirty years and that they had a fundamental and decisive importance for our times”.2 A fine problem, and one not yet resolved, as is demonstrated by the fact that even today there are those who consider as exiles from Modernism all those who paint figuratively, construct the work’s layout with narrative, or use metaphors and symbols. So it is no surprise that in the cultural climate in the second half of the ‘seventies, marked by the challenge of making a painting without actually painting, there was always someone ready to explain the importance of banning representation and narration from art.

Having a strong bent towards narration - In her youth she felt being closer to writing than to painting - in that period David began to make art with the use of texts, photos, collage and even video and performance. During her studies she had painted very little: above all she had never made use of figuration in painting . When she finished her training in 1978 she was considered a Conceptual artist with a strong poetical component. And this she continued to be for at least 15 years. In the first half of the ‘eighties David realized a series of works called The Chinese Works. These were medium-sized sheets of oilcloth with handwritten texts and images taken, for the most part, from Chinese propaganda magazines dating from the ‘fifties. The texts, written in Hebrew, were invented poetical autobiographies and the first of them was influenced by the same kind of psychological atmosphere to be found in Alain Robbe-Grillet’s Le Jalousie. Le Jalousie, Jealousy, is the story, told in the third person by an anonymous narrator, of a jealous husband who silently watches the meetings of his own wife with a neighbour, Frank. During the tale we lose our perception of what actually happens and see the world through the jealous husband’s imagination. On the other hand our gaze is constantly directed towards the banana orchards that surround the house, whose rows are counted time and again obsessively. The interaction between real reality and imaginary reality is a constant in David’s poetics, and is characterized by a third-person narration even when the work’s subject is herself or when the scene of the picture includes members of her own family. David has always placed a certain distance between herself and her own work. This does not mean that she superimposes her role as an artist on that of the viewers, nor does it mean that she puts herself on the same level as them or, even worse, subordinates her role as an artist to their point of view. The result of her conception of art is a personal, fantastic, unreal vision alien to subdivisions of time and geography. In her works from 2000 onwards she has perceived time and geography as an indivisible whole, without a before and after, and considers East and West as a single place. In these paintings styles and subjects belonging to different ages and places live together in harmony. The difference between David and the so-called Post-modern artists who came to prominence in the early ‘eighties is to be found in the image’s construction: if, on the one hand, her work has a rational component – and David is highly conscious of formal balances – on the other she also reveals an emotional dimension. And it is this very emotional aspect that makes her a démodé painter, which is just what David wants to be. De Chirico too wanted to be démodé but this doesn’t stop us now considering his works to have expressed the spirit of the times.

Naples Red and I’m Dancing on your Grave are the central nucleus of the recent series of works she has devoted to the Triumph of Death. While I am writing, David is working on other paintings on the same theme. One of these, Happily I’m Dancing on my Grave, is a canvas, 130 x 160 cm. showing a landscape with three small active volcanoes, a luxuriant nature, and three large leaves in the foreground held by the stem by the same number of figures as though they were kites blowing in the wind. In this canvas the colour is influenced by the preceding I’m Dancing on your Grave but also, due to allusions to the painting of Jean Fouquet (c. 1420-1481) which has partly inspired Nurit, the tonality of the reds and blues have altered. Here too the title becomes a graphic mark. This time David refers to her own tomb because she makes use of a Jerusalem landscape which served her also in 2000 in Landscape No.1. In the earlier series, to which Landscape No.1 belongs, the landscapes were austere; in Happily I’m Dancing on my Grave the writing becomes a profanation of the preceding painting. Happily I’m Dancing on my Grave is thus the point of contact between the works set in Naples and  the Japan-oriented  works in the show, that is The Golden Temple series, in two of which there appear the large leaves seen in this recent picture and which are actually taken from an ancient Japanese scroll.

David works obstinately at each new series of paintings until she feels she can develop them no further. But as we can see in Happily I’m Dancing on my Grave, the new series of works always contain something of the earlier works. “I feel that I made the point, that if I go on, it will turn to a production line“3, she has said. When she told me this I remembered something similar said to me some thirty years ago by Michelangelo Pistoletto, someone who has always changed the typology of his work every time it constitutes a recognizable style. In the early part of the ‘eighties Pistoletto held a show of recent work in the Persano gallery, Turin; he called it Quarta generazione, Fourth Generation, because for him it was evident that a series of works has its own life: it is born, grows, and dies, as is only right for anything connected to life. “Why repeat yourself?” he asked. There are many other examples: Frank Stella, Robert Morris or Jim Dine, for instance. David’s argument is no different from that of Pistoletto, Stella, Morris or Dine. Her sensibility, however, is closer to that of the German painter Martin Kippenberger (who died in 1997 at the age of 44) whose eclecticism led him to create figurative paintings in a variety of styles.

She believes like anyone else that the aim of an artist’s work is not its commercialization but to bring to light the needs of the community; David continually surprises us by presenting us with something different as soon as we become used to a series that was exhibited some years before. Each series includes some ten or twenty paintings as well as, of course, numerous studies, drawings, and watercolours, and in some way it is derived from the preceding one, as its development or antithesis. This is a way of proceeding that does not help an artist to achieve success and which confounds the critics. Each time she considers she has finished a series of works, David holds a show and then begins again from the beginning: for her, art is both a tool for self-analysis and for knowledge of the world. This explains why often, when she feels that a series of works has given her all the answers, she shows it to the public and puts it behind her. She reorders her ideas about what the work has taught her, cleans the studio, puts her books back in order, buys new ones and reads them, writes, and is then ready to begin painting again.

Her first series, The Chinese Works, 1980-84, help us to understand the way in which she superimposes real reality and imaginary reality to make them coincide. “My uncle was a communist and I remembered the rice fields and the workers in the rice fields in those magazines from my early childhood“ David has said, explaining that she used those images of people working in agriculture, industry or in mines as a powerful metaphor for the salvation that can be obtained through work. It was in 1980 that David appropriated images of peasants from Chinese propaganda pamphlets. In that same year, with the same attitude, Sherrie Levine was appropriating the photos that Walker Evans had shot during the Great Depression in Alabama. While Levine used the story of an Alabaman family both to testify to suffering humanity and to denounce the absence of any political help from Ronald Reagan for the poorer classes, David utilized the stories of Chinese peasants and of agriculture as a metaphor for salvation.

By appropriating the biographies of others through her work, and by constructing invented autobiographies, David was also, at a conceptual level, undertaking something not very different from what Cindy Sherman was doing in New York at the same time. In her black and white photos of the series Film Stills, 1978-1981, Sherman appropriated from newspapers the image of other women in order to recount their story as though it were her own, but also to highlight how the mass media manage to condition people. Sherman’s Film Stills is a series of some eighty stills that analyze the mechanisms through which the media construct public figures and mould their desires. At a formal level The Chinese Works by David is quite different from that of the New York Appropriationists; David has not re-photographed images from books or magazines but has used them in a collage or has redrawn them. However, it is interesting to note the coincidence of aims which testifies to the way in which the spirit of the times is manifested in various parts of the Western or Westernized world. In particular, what at a conceptual level is common to David’s series The Chinese Works and the appropriations of various New York artists (Levine and Sherman above all), is the effort to create an art that might openly bear witness to human suffering by using narratives about others diffused by the media.

But there is more. We can also find a certain concordance between David’s The Chinese Works and Tracey Emin’s Sheets, realized some twenty years later, in about 2000, bed-sheets on which the English artist wrote and sketched out drawings, mostly of female figures in provocatively sexual poses. Emin, who, as is well known, has chosen to transform intimate moments of her life into material for art, is a performer and constructor of environments. In order to recount her stories, which often involve her own body, she has also embroidered and written on fabric or cloth. With reference to her series of drawings Purple Virgin, 2004, she has said, “I do it with apprehension and fear. The Purple Virgin drawings are done in some kind of Zen moment. But when I’m doing the paintings, I try to detach myself from what I’m looking at, but at the same time I know exactly what I’m looking at. I’m looking at me in the most intimate way, which I don’t really want to look at or really think about, but try to come to terms with what I dislike about myself so immensely.”4 words which remind us of David’s earlier work.

As with the work of the New York Appropriationists, once again the similarity between David’s The Chinese Works and Emin’s sheets and drawings has nothing to do with formal aspects but with those of concept and content. Once again the common denominator between the various works is the laying bare of an intimate dimension. But while David has expressed, and still expresses, her own hidden dimension through metaphors, Emin is decidedly aggressive when manifesting her message. Even David’s choice of recounting invented autobiographies in Hebrew reveals her tendency to protect herself by enclosing herself in an intimate, private, familiar situation. Emin instead shouts what she has to say. Looking at the purposely obscene phrases and drawings one asks oneself just how she manages to overcome any sense of shame in front of the public. David’s The Chinese Works and Tracey Emin’s Sheets, however, are two sides of the same coin, because what they have in common is the aim of rejecting the conditioning of social conventions.

But to return to the devil in Naples Red. As I have already said, for David the devil is not a rhetorical figure nor even the metaphor for a psychological or existential condition. It is a myth. The devil appears explicitly in other of her paintings. In Landscape n.9, 2001, it is seen in the form of a goat. This detail is relevant because in a preceding painting – Milk or Wine (in the Pasture), 1995 – the artist represented herself as a goat. “Well, I probably do live my life with a certain belief that the devil accompanies me, walking along, side by side with me. Thwarting my endeavours towards life. Maybe being an artist is associating with the devil - possessing art as an exchange for life and being punished for your hubris, for looking down at life, for aspiring towards some lofty heights. […] In Buddhism It has to do with the freedom to be evil,  the liquidation of the ‘good’ self, with acknowledging the impossibility of living a rational life and accepting impermanence “.

In Christian culture the figure of the devil is the symbolic and metaphorical representation of evil. It is the devil who legitimizes the presence of God and the angels because, without evil, good would not exist. Satan appears occasionally in the Old Testament, above all in the Book of Job. Traditional Judaism rejects the Christian notion of Satan who lives in hell as God’s adversary and is almost as important as Him. Satan is more present in the mystic and esoteric aspects of Judaism. In this tradition there are various personifications of the devil, and some of these are female. Arturo Schwarz saw Naples Red and I’m Dancing on your Grave in David’s Tel Aviv studio, when the oil was not yet quite dry on the canvas. Pausing in front of the three diabolic figures, Schwarz underlined that “The devil, as imagined in the Christian tradition, does not exist in Judaism. In the Bible, God uses, as His agents, angels and spirits – the latter may be evil – that are always under his control."5

It is always difficult to come to grips with the works of artists who work in series and who continually subject themselves to analysis, as David does. Probably it is the way in which metaphors, symbols, and psychological aspects interact and have varying importance in the painting’s economy that has generated and continues to generate small and large evolutions in David’s work. To my way of thinking the most significant change in her work came about in 2000. As will be seen, it was in fact in 2000, when her work became less autobiographical, that there could be observed a tiny revolution that led her to paint landscapes showing various cultural influences and related to less intimate themes.

Ortega y Gasset maintained that metaphors are probably the most fertile faculty mankind possesses: they facilitate evasion by creating, in the midst of real things, imaginary paths.6
According to this point of view, metaphors keep images and words within the limits of reality, within the limits of everything that already exists, while symbols, with their ability to capture myths, allude to something more ample.

In David’s paintings prior to 1992 we intuit an existentialist attitude. She herself has said that in the ‘eighties she thought Sartre’s ideas important and believed it possible to reinvent oneself by giving one’s life an aim. This existentialist idea went hand in hand with her conviction that it was possible for artists to invent art from the beginning. In the ‘nineties her point of view became less optimistic, and she realized that many aspects of her life were determined from outside and that the control an individual might have over events and the unexpected is fairly limited. The narration in her first series of paintings done in oil on canvas is expressed both through the objects represented – sandals, cabbages, pumpkins, sheets of paper – and literary references such as, for example, James Joyce’s Dubliners. Furthermore, in later series of works from the nineties - in which David has often made use of family photos - the symbolic structure of the subjects interacts with the artist’s private life and with the evocative powers of literature.

In the previously mentioned Milk or Wine (in the Pasture), 1995, the pictorial scene is divided into distinct areas. The loose division of the individual parts shows that the work expresses an indivisible whole despite being broken up into small autonomous narratives. We can recognize a pharmacist, a child sleeping in a circular area, a room with a desk and bookshelf, a staff resting on a cushion which, in turn, rests on dry twigs, a girl with  the head of a goat next to an adult woman with the head of a cow. The pharmacist is the creator, the artist, the alchemist, Doctor Frankenstein or Wagner, the scientist in Goethe’s Faust: above all he is the father figure. We might also recognize in the pharmacist the goatherd who has placed his crook on the cushion which is placed, in turn, on the dry twigs in the lower part of the picture. The two women with human bodies but with the head of a goat and a cow are David herself and her mother with all their potential for further change. The natural setting – sea-washed cliffs where the two animal-women have been photographed – contrasts with the one above it: a room with a shelf full of books and a desk with pen and paper. Within this painted area, and inside a small circle, is portrayed a girl sleeping in her bed. David has suggested that all this might be the nightmare of the girl asleep in the circle above, an unequivocal indication of the relationship between her painting at the time and the strategies and poetics of Surrealism.

In 2004 Nurit became deeply involved in Japanese culture: in her words, she moved to live in the Japan of the 12th century. The mental journey to that place and that historical period done through reading and looking at reproductions is not necessarily the expression of some impossible fantasy. At least not for an artist used to looking at art and understanding the dynamics that generated it. By ceasing to look at photos of her childhood and to use them as references, David has in fact stopped looking at nature. This certainly does not mean that she has stopped questioning herself about how forms in nature reveal themselves. All artists know very well that the perception of forms changes together with changes typifying the spirit of the times. Degas, for instance, built up his pictures by spying the subject through the lens of his camera: however much he respected the rules of perspective, in his works they underwent a revolution. Looking at nature through the camera’s viewfinder also meant that such incidental elements as, for example, a rag on the ground, became a part of the overall panorama of the painting. This perceptive dynamic, which came about in the second half of the Nineteenth Century and which Modernism immediately adopted, has been developed over time and has led artists to look at nature and the world about them, not just through simple photographic reproductions of them, but also through reproductions of works of art. And thus the work of art began to have two different aspects: one was the work seen as it is, and another was the work seen as it is reproduced. But however much a reproduction of a work might seem faithful to the original, it will in fact never be anything other than a reproduction. It was by starting from this premiss that Lichtenstein, for example, appropriated well-known images, which he called “mass-produced images”. He was able to insist, therefore, that an image, having been published endlessly, was well-known and thus perceived in a different way to an image that we see for the first time. This question has cultural implications which also concern the art of David who does not paint out in the open-air looking at nature. For her – though, of course, not only for her – nature has become a kind of invention of art history. This is why it can be said that David has begun to look at nature and the surrounding world through art. There is nothing amazing about this: today’s reality coincides with its representation. When David states that she does not identify the three devils in Naples Red with evil or with some psychological entity, it means that she has freed herself from the oneiric and psychological aspect that characterized the Surrealists. Her vision has stopped being Surrealist and has become surreal. It shows the effect of the computer revolution, a revolution no less radical than those that changed society in the second half of the Nineteenth Century and the early part of the Twentieth. The computer revolution has been important because it has allowed us to perceive reality in a different way to that of the first half of the last century. Let’s put it this way: these paintings created by David over the past decade are the outcome of imagination yet are absolutely realistic. They do not belong to the oneiric world or to that of daydreams. They should not be observed with Freud and psychoanalysis in mind, but by keeping in mind the fact that we live in the age of the Internet, Photoshop, Twitter, Facebook, of communications through Skype and Messenger, of virtual reality and computer avatars. This is why Naples Red, I’m Dancing on your Grave, and Happily I’m Dancing on my Grave are extraneous to the psychological dynamics of Surrealism and, instead, are surreal. They are surreal because society has become surreal since the computer revolution.

Naples Red, I’m Dancing on your Grave, and Happily I’m Dancing on my Grave supersede the boundary between illustration and sacredness, they ironically mix styles belonging to different epochs and places. In this way David manifests the need to bridge the gap that separates us from what is age-old, mythological, and sacred. This is what she means when she  specifies that her representation of the devil is free of any psychological dimension. Her three red devils, even though taken iconographically from Buonamico Buffalmacco’s Triumph of Death painted for the Camposanto in Pisa, are part of reality. A reality that has become surreal but that aspires to become mythical.
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