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The only openly figurative sculpture in the exhibition at Galería Elvira González is very small and one 

needs to come up close in order to see the face of that little seated man. Although the title does not 

indicate it, it looks very much like an Ecce Homo, a much repeated theme through art history that has 

served to show Jesus Christ at his most human. In the case of this small piece in gypsum by Fausto 

Melotti (Rovereto, 1901 - Milan, 1986), the attitude one sees is one of resigned and sad repose. 

Probably in the vein of the ‘return to order’ of the interwar period, this 1933 sculpture is of a 

classicism that is not robust or declamatory, but serene. When one has just arrived at the exhibition, 

there is nothing that apparently ties this piece with those surrounding it. But if one comes back to it at 

the end of the visit, they will probably see it as a logical prelude to later work. 

 

In later years, Melotti approached the other great tendency of European interwar art, one we can call 

‘constructivist.’ His works of the 1940s are close to geometrical abstraction, although their support, 

clay, resists the sobriety of, for example, Mondrian. As Valeriano Bozal states in the catalogue, 

Melotti’s sensitivity was in the line of artists that were little prone to aesthetical excesses, such as Miró 

and Klee. Melotti’s choice of materials for his mature work, as well as his use of those materials, 

proves the accuracy of this comparison. 

 

It might have been the practice of ceramics that drove Melotti to the use of materials in their primary 

state for his later sculptures. In his ceramic vases exhibited here we can see the trace of the hand as 

well as the application of the enamel with a kind of dripping technique, letting the material itself 

create the colour of the piece as it trickles down its surface. From the 1960s onwards, the most 

common material in Melotti’s sculpture was brass, which adopts a wide range of forms, as the three 

great works in the first room of the exhibition demonstrate. On observing The Kite, from 1964, one 

begins to really understand Melotti’s delicate sensitivity. There’s no more than a few assembled 

elements: a hand that holds a thin rod, on top of which lies a star-shaped form, from which three long, 

thin spirals shoot out in an imitation of the ribbons that are stuck to the bodies of kites. The sculpture 

has the air of a children’s book illustration. 

 

Il Balletto (Ballet) was also made in 1964. Here there are eight rods placed in two rows of four, each 

with a different inclination. They are crowned by semicircular sheets of brass, with the exception of 

one, a shinier piece in the form of a waning moon. The rod that supports it is the tallest, by which the 
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moon-shaped piece stands out over the rest, 

like a ballerina that leaps with her arms in the 

form of an arch. The weightlessness the image 

distils is surpassed in The Eagle (1966), 

perhaps the most complex work of this 

period. Here, Melotti uses brass, but also 

rubber and painted gypsum in order to create 

a small scene where an eagle takes flight, 

leaving behind its small nest. How little 

elements, and yet how eloquent and true this 

image is. 

 

In works like Il Balletto one sees the presence 

of one of Melotti’s passions: music. 

References to it become more explicit as the 

exhibition advances. An accomplished pianist, 

Melotti tried to transfer the laws of music to 

sculpture in an iron frieze titled Art of plastic 

counterpoint. At the core of his oeuvre we 

also find the influence of literature. Apart 

from a drawing titled Oedipus, there is an 

ambitions sculptural composition, one of the 

best pieces on show. Its title is Da Shakespeare 

(1977) and is composed of small sheets of brass placed at different heights, on top of which rest small 

figures made from very thin brass bars. As a backdrop for this unequivocally theatrical scene, Melotti 

placed a large white piece of fabric with stains of sky-blue paint. Despite the dramatic connotations of 

this allegory of Shakespeare’s tragedies, there is a childlike naivety in the extreme simplification of the 

figures and the improvised air of the piece of fabric: the great and grave preoccupations of humanity 

seen with the irony of an adult-child, a trompe-l’oeil which hardly conceals its own precariousness. In 

no work more than this do we understand Melotti’s affinities with Paul Klee and Joan Miró. 

 

In all these pieces there is a rhythm that remits to music. Going through the works in the catalogue, I 

realise that, in truth, most of them are the result of a kind of plastic or visual counterpoint. If in music 

‘counterpoint’ refers to the harmonious combination of two or more independent melodies, Melotti 

joins different pieces or different materials that, on their own, are banal; put together, though, they 

become works of art. I find this summed up in a sculpture titled The Bride’s Dance, made during the 

last years of the artist’s life. Above a greyish column of brass rods and metallic grids the eye is pulled, 

suddenly, towards a small bouquet of red flowers. One looks at the composition again and the bride is 

revealed, in movement, beautiful despite the lack of human features. To one side of the main piece, a 

piece of cloth with pink stains hangs from a bar of brass in what is perhaps a reference to the wedding 

banquet or the first nuptial night. A great artist knows how to make materials that are ugly or, at best, 

merely useful eloquent and beautiful. This bride has been made with the tenderness of a lover, of the 

seventy-eight-year-old groom who observes her, entranced, from a distance. 

 

Fausto Melotti. Galería Elvira González. General Castaños 3, Madrid. Until 17 January. 

The Eagle, 1966. 
Brass, rubber and painted gypsum, 75 x 31 x 18 cm. 
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