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There is a restaurant I went to in Milan which I will never forget, not only because I have never since 

tasted better pasta than I did there. The guidebook where I found it gave warning: the owner was as 

good a cook as he was an admirer of Benito Mussolini. The walls were full of photos, famous quotes 

and other Fascist memorabilia. All I remember, vaguely, is a framed quote which read something along 

the lines of: “Or with me or against me.” This slogan, signed by Mussolini and worthy of any true anti-

democrat, was quick to appear in my memory during my visit to the Fortunato Depero exhibition at 

the Fundación Juan March, in which the unmistakable face of the Duce appears on more than one 

occasion. 

 

Futurism represents all we associate with the term “avant-garde.” As opposed to nineteenth-century 

groups like the Nazarenes or the Rosicrucianists, equally opposed to the dominating aesthetic taste of 

the time, the Futurists did not despise the industrialised world. Much on the contrary, they wanted to 

take the industrial spirit to the world of art, the only field which remained apparently uncontaminated 

by the fierce dynamism of modern life. In a world in constant movement, the only way to spread new 

aesthetic ideas was through art’s equivalent to advertisements: manifestos. These leave no space for 

doubt. Enough of bourgeois compromise: all or nothing; or radically modern or decrepit; you are either 

with us or against us. It’s impossible not to compare the language of the first Futurist manifestos to 

that of extremist political propaganda. At their root lies the same intolerance, the same messianic 

tone, the same thirst for revenge. Referring to the critics who denied avant-garde artists recognition, 

Umberto Boccioni once said: “Who will someday kill them, eliminate them?” 

 

It’s not less true, however, that these belligerent avant-gardes produced amazing aesthetic 

innovations. One still marvels at the daring spirit behind modernist collages, photomontages or the 

sculptures of Boccioni himself. If the birth of Cubism was a slow process, it’s as if everything that came 

after it was born with astonishing ease. A treat for the modern eye whose reception by the reduced 

audience of the time is hard to imagine. Avant-garde art lived in the margins of early-twentieth-

century culture, something that the extravagant poet Filippo Tommaso Marinetti and the artists 

grouped around him wanted to put an end to. If the people didn’t come to the avant-garde, the avant-

garde would have to go to the people. Since first-off acceptance was difficult to obtain, they resorted 

to provocation. During their soirées, the Futurists used noises to make music, recited poems with no 

metric or grammatical constrictions whatsoever and read their incendiary manifestos full of insults 
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towards the audience. Verbal violence usually gave way to physical violence by the crowd, which 

confirmed the success of the soirée. 

 

One of the aspirations of organised artistic 

avant-gardes was to blend their aesthetic 

ideology with everyday life, in the same way 

that a political avant-garde does not offer 

itself merely as a medium for the solution of 

specific problems, but as a totalitarian 

cosmology that imposes itself like an 

obligatory creed that dominates everything, 

from economy to customs. Again, Futurism is 

a paradigm in this respect too, if to a 

somewhat comical extent, like when 

Marinetti proposed the idea of Futurist 

cuisine and Futurist sex. The absurd aim of 

inoculating Futurism in to the consciences of 

Italians –an even more unlikely utopia when 

Mussolini began to grow weary of it and 

embraced a robust Neoclassicism– saw a 

more moderate and practical response 

through the use of applied arts. In this, 

Fortunato Depero (Fondo, Trento, 1892 - 

Rome, 1960) played a vital role. He was a 

somewhat late Futurist, since he joined the 

group when the foundational manifestos 

had already been written and capital works 

like Giacomo Balla’s Dynamism of a Dog on a 

Leash (1912) or Boccioni’s Unique Forms of 

Continuity in Space (1913) had already been 

made. His adherence, though, was 

enthusiastic. Throughout the rest of his life, 

he worked on spreading Futurism beyond 

the fine arts. Depero took on everything, from painting and sculpture to poetry, fashion, advertising, 

stage design, typography, cinema, furniture and toys. He shared his will to merge the arts with other 

schools, like Constructivism, De Stijl or Bauhaus. What is surprising about Depero is how one man 

alone was able to cover so many different fields with such a degree of inventiveness. 

 

In terms of originality and influence, perhaps Fortunato Depero’s highest achievements lie in graphic 

design, especially his work in advertising. “The art of the future will be strongly advertising,” he said in 

1931. These words sound prophetic and demonstrate to what degree the Futurists gave birth to a way 

of understanding art that has become dominant today. In 1919, Depero opened his Casa d’Arte 

Futurista (House of Futurist Art) for the creation and production of handcrafts. Later, he began to 

receive commissions for advertising campaigns. He created one of the first artist’s books, Depero 

futurista 1913-1927 [above], which he would offer as a kind of business card to the companies he was 

interested in working with. He also used the airplane –a Futurist machine if there ever was one– to 

throw pamphlets over the city informing of his upcoming exhibitions. In 1927 he wrote a manifesto 

Top: Depero futurista 1913-1927, published by Dinamo 

Azari in Milan, 1927. The pages of the book were, 

literally, screwed together. Bottom left: Bitter Campari 

l’aperivo (1928). Bottom right: Bottle of Campari Soda 

designed by Depero in 1932. 
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entitled “Need of Self-Publicity”, which, not cynically and without resorting to the belligerent language 

of early Futurism, advocated for a fair recognition of the work of the artist. It might be necessary to 

remind the reader that this was written at a time when modern art did not have the acceptance we 

take for granted today, though it is also easy to find in declarations like these the origin of some of 

contemporary art’s worst vices. 

 

It is evermore clear that the influence of the avant-gardes of the early twentieth century was much 

more than a strictly aesthetic one. A good deal of Futurist principles have become commonplace in 

contemporary art. Futurist soirées are the predecessors of performance art and happenings, as well as 

of the use of provocation as a means of self-advertising. Achieving this provocation through absurd 

poetry recitals or a shark in a tank is secondary. What I doubt is the Futurists ever imagining a future in 

which their insolence would find a place in museums. All this is examined brilliantly in Carlos Granés’ 

excellent book El puño invisible [The Invisible Fist], of which I spoke recently. 

 

The role of early-twentieth-century avant-gardes as 

agents of cultural agitation was, necessarily, 

temporary, no matter how hard some still try to 

present century-old attitudes as radically new. 

Without the repressive means of a totalitarian 

political regime, it’s impossible for an artistic group 

to control every movement of its members, 

although their manifestos sometimes imply it. This 

is the reason why artistic avant-gardes have an end 

date from the moment the first manifesto is 

published. It is only a matter of time before one of 

its members –generally, one its most talented 

ones– fails to adjust to orthodoxy. Depero would 

lament this attitude, remembering the conditions 

old Marinetti try to impose on him. In a speech he 

gave at the opening of a Futurist retrospective in 

1951, Depero, who had never renounced to 

Futurism, talked about the successes and failures of 

that revolutionary and provocative movement 

which by then was entering the museums it had set 

out to burn down. Seen in retrospective, Depero 

regretted a lack of calm: 

 

“Improvisation: a Futurist quality, but also its worst defect. [...] To make, in short, art quickly. One 

improvises a verse, one improvises a sketch and a joke, one can have a good improvised idea, but one 

can’t improvise a meditated and durable work, which requires much time, much study, much effort 

and suffering. I always was, and still am, an enemy of haste and improvisation.” 

 

Looking at the current state of things, one is tempted to say: too late, Fortunato. 

 

Futurist Depero (1913-1950). Fundación Juan March. Castelló 77, Madrid. Until 18 January. 

Depero (left) and Marinetti, wearing wasitcoats 
designed by Depero himself. 
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