FEDERICO SOLMI

evil utopias

ANDREA BLANCH: Your work consistently criticizes
the failure of modern society and the leaders who are
undeservingly held up on a pedestal. Is there any aspect
of government and leadership that you find to be more

effective and genuine rather than dishonest and greedy?

FEDERICO SOLMI: Well, I think il's very dilficull lo
find authentic leadership throughout human history.
The moment you want to become a political leader, you
become a cerlain kind of person. IU's hypocrilical, be-
cause power is ruthless; it’s cynical. So it’s kind of hard
for me to find, even in the most utopian and idealistic
leader, one that doesn’t have to deal with horrible deci-
sion-making. Because in the end, a political leader, from
my understanding, is protecting the interest of just one
group of people, a nation. They have to make ruthless
decisions against other countries, against other inter-
ests. One of my typical examples is the figure of George
Washington. Today he’s considered the greatest hero of
American history. He did incredible things for Ameri-
can society and American people, but he did horrible
things towards the Natives. He was called the “Town
Destroyer” by the Lakota Native Americans. It's shock-
ing to see how such a celebrated hero is seen as an in-
credible, idealistic leader. Meanwhile, on the other side
of history, he is seen as a murderer. In my Utopia, I want
to see a mythical leader from 360 degrees. [ want to see

how it was for the American, the Native, and for others.

ANDREA: Are there any heroes left in the world that you

can satirize?

FEDERICO: Oh, there are plenly. I'm sure I can find a
dark side in many, even the people remembered as the
most incredible. I have a hard time with Abraham Lin-
coln, you know. I didn’t want lo pul him into the mix,
because I genuinely like his history, but I know he had
some dark sides, too.

ANDREA: One of the reasons why I think your art is
so successful is because you use satire—and use it well.

What brought you to this device?

FEDERICO: I was always interested in being an artist,
but I didn’t want to just be an artist who creates patterns,
or makes objects to feed the aristocracy or a self-referen-
tial art world that doesn’t look at what's happening in
society. | became a writer simply because 1 want to speak
aboul sociely. I found mysell gelling very inlo making
drawings and paintings, after that I understood that I
want to tell a story. I wanted to create a narrative work,
and I thought that the best way to make an impact on the
viewer would be to use my drawings and paintings in
combination with moving image, with video. I want to
speak about why we are here, what's going on in society,
what’s going to happen in the next fifty years if we keep
on this course. I'm interested in finance, ['m interested in
politics, I'm interested in art, of course; all of these mix-

tures that I expose myself to helps me to create my vision.

ANDREA: So how does the structure of satirical critique

compare to a more conventional commentary?

FEDERICO: Oh, I don't think satirical critique was ever
really embraced by the art establishment. Artists like
Goya and Daumier were challenged. Especially Goya,
his later work was never exhibited. I think when you do
satirical work, you're criticizing the leading hierarchy of
art, politics, business—any power structures in society.
Those people in power don’t like to be criticized, but to
me, the artist has always been interested. They were the
ones Lhal were saying, “Lislen, all of Lhese fake caslles
that you build—that you celebrate in business, in lit-
erature, in politics—a lot of times it’s a bunch of lies.”
Goya’s most celebrated period was not the one where he
was making the portrait of the king, but the dark period.
People don't want to see their weakness mirrored in a

Portrait by Andrea Blanch. All artwork appears courtesy of Postmasters Gallery, New York, except The Freedom Fighter, 2015,

which appears courtesy of Luis De Jesus Los Angeles.
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painting. They like to be disconnected from the problems
of society. So in my work, I put what I think about society

in their face, and I don’t see any other way for me.

ANDREA: You are putting it in their face, but it has a
Tumor to it, even though it's very serious. Why do you
think people have connected to your work?

FEDERICO: I think they don’'t want to connect because
usually satire is not very elegant or polite. It's always
brutal, direct, grotesque, and aggressive. I think my
work is connecting better now because I am astute with
experience, and of course I'm becoming an older and
more mature artist. In the past, it used to be very aggres-
sive, bloody, and stereotypical, because that was my way
of doing things when I was younger. Now 1 think the sat-
ire and all of the critique is more polite—but also more
efficient, because I understand now that you can be very
efficienl withoul being oulrageous and obnoxious. You

can direct your point without being cut out of events.

ANDREA: But speaking as your audience, there is—well,
you know, I think your work is genius—but there is a
grotesque aspect to it. I was mesmerized by all your
detail in the work itself and how much effort must have
gone into creating it. So, all the things you're describing
about satire that don’t work, you have in your work, and
it works well.

FEDERICO: No, but what I'm trying to say is that now
Tam able to basically have much better, and less obnox-
ious artwork. T'used to do that purposely —that was me.
I'm very happy that I did it, that I have criticized and
been visually overwhelming, obnoxious, violent, and
sexy. But if  wasn’t able to reach this politeness, I would
simply be cut out of many of the events that I'm invited
to today. Many times in the past, I was simply crossed
out from museum shows, because I was considered, as
an artist, ‘too much.” And I didn’t change because I felt I
had to change; I changed because of something connect-
ed to my maturity, and I feel so much better that now I
can be aggressive, grotesque, satirical, but in a smoother
way. I think that is the key of this body of work.

ANDREA: What kind of impact do you feel it has on
your audience, and what kind of reaction or response
would you like your audience to walk away with after

they see your work?

FEDERICO: I think if I go back to the beginning of my
career, (he idea and (he goal in making arl was Lo make
the audience reflect on the subject that I was choosing.

Basically, no matter what theme I choose to investigate,

I want the audience to not trust what is put in their face.
Just try to dig and have a deeper approach to everyday
life. Nobody questions the nature of politics and the so-
ciety in which we live. Sometimes my wife says, “Fed-
erico, you should settle down and try to see the world
as less malicious.” But at the same time, I feel like that's
my call. I'm here. I'm on a mission. I was on a mission
when nobody gave a shit about what I was making, and
T think that’s what I wanted to do: to destroy myth. To
destroy what people believe and take for granted.

ANDREA: Do you tailor your work to any specific audience?

FEDERICO: I think my work speaks amazingly to young-
er audiences because T use a lot of technology. T think to-
day, the older audience has a hard time connecting to my
work. I'm using tools that ten-year-olds are familiar with.
T'm talking about video game technology and all of these
interactive elements in my work that children are grow-
ing up with now. At the same time, I wanted to combine
traditional media like drawing and painting with technol-
ogy to make something relevant and lasting. I remember
in 2002/2003, when I did the first one-minute narrative
video combining game technology, paintings and draw-
ings, 1 said, “Wow, I just need five of these videos Lo con-
vince people.” It took five years. Each three-minute video
was a year of work. Then things started to happen.

ANDREA: How did you begin producing art? Do you
have a specific background or upbringing that conirib-

uted to these political and cultural pieces?

FEDERICO: No, my family were incredibly nice people,
but they were completely uneducated. My mother went
to elementary school, but nothing beyond that. My father
was a butcher, so I grew up in an environment where edu-
cation and culture was kind of like a crime, like a waste
of time. But in Bologna, where I grew up, art and culture
were in every church, in every angle of the street. It start-
ed to become relevant for me, and I felt like I was living
alife that didn’t belong to me. When you feel completely
cut out from education, you develop this tremendous, un-
beatable desire. So I started to study and research with
such energy and devotion that it was like I had found
God. I pushed this escape from the life I was living with so
much intensity that it was so obvious that I had to become

an artist. It was like inventing a life.
ANDREA: So how did you start producing?
FEDERICO: I think Lhe first lhree or four years afler [

came to New York, it was just about observing. The big

turning point for me was moving to Dumbo, in Brook-

Federico Solmi, Opposite: The Almighty of Africa, 2015; Following spread: Left: The Savior, 2015; Right: The Freedom Fighter, 2015.

102







lyn. I'was able to rent a studio in 2002 on Jay St. I started
to develop my drawings; I started to do open studio,
and all these other things, and I started to look at other
artists. It took a while to develop a body of work. [ was
ready to show work when T was 30.

ANDREA: Were these drawings and paintings?

FEDERICO: They were mainly drawings. Very neu-
rotic, very busy. It had a very positive effect on me to
be in Brooklyn and to be exposed to this first wave of
Williamsburg and Dumbo and all of these underground
environments. My first show was in a Brooklyn gallery
back in 2005. I knew that all of these galleries were do-
ing okay and that they were going to move to Manhat-
tan. So before long my work was in Chelsea. T ended up
in the Art Fair, and that was the first week or so that
had visibility. And around the same time, I started ex-

hibiting in Europe, so things started to happen.

ANDREA: And still not the kind of work you're doing now?

FEDERICO: The kind of work I'm doing now I started
in 2003/2004 when 1 did my first video animation. The
firsL animalion was inlegraled in a large drawing inslal-
lation. I placed a monitor inside a sculpture, it was very
rudimental. I remember when I did my first animation,
using Grand Theft Auto, it was life changing for me. I still
wasn't selling anything, and nobody wanted to show my
work, but I know there was a big change. I said, “I need
five years. Imeed five videos.” And I'started to put togeth-
er some really cool early work, which T still exhibit today.

ANDREA: So, tell me a little bit about your process.

FEDERICO: The things that I struggle with the most
are not the things that people see. The hardest part is
putting together a narrative for a series. I struggled a lot
putting this Brotherhood series together, and amazing-
ly, suddenly everything started to come together. Once I
have a narrative, I start to sketch the characters by hand,
doing drawings. Then, [ hire a 3D modeler to create 3D
models of each character and we replace the digital tex-
ture of each character with hand painted textures. You
end up with a 3D character that is dressed with painted
textures. After, [ create environments that I make in the
video game engine that we shape and create at the stu-
dio by modeling with all this software. Then everything
is texture mapped with hand-painted drawings. Once
we have the environment and the character—which in
Lhis case look six months of len people working —TI slarl
to develop individual storyboards for each video-game

painting that we're creating.

Federico Solmi, The Invader, 2015.
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ANDREA: You had told me that you teach at Yale, but
you don’t have academic credentials to teach there. I'd

like to know how that happened and what you teach.

FEDERICO: Twas invited to Yale to do a series of lectures,
so that was the turning point. I was part of this fantastic ex-
hibition that happened in Site Sante Fe Biennale. It was a
show with twenty artists, all of the best video artists you can
think of today, and a professor at Yale, a young guy named
Johannes Deyoung. He got in touch with me, saying, “I put
your video in the graduate program at Yale. Would you like
to come do a lecture?” And I agreed. I started correspon-
dence with Johannes, and they invited me several times.
The last time, they said, “Federico, what do you think about
teaching a class?” I'm teaching an interdisciplinary video
class; we are basically doing what I do in the studio, us-
ing game engines to create narrative and interactive video
work. I have to say, America, which T often criticize in my
satirical work, is incredibly receptive. When T was 35 years
old, I got the Guggenheim Fellowship, which is one of the
best academic recommendations you can have in the Unit-
ed States, and I didn’t go to college! I didn’t have anything!
Which means that, despite all of the problems and the crises
and violence or whatever, it’s still an incredible country, be-
cause it allows people to come here with nothing to show

except hard work —and theyre receptive.

ANDREA: You've produced an impressive amount of work.
What pushes you to work with such vigor and frequency?

FEDERICO: A true artist, in an older sense of the word,
is someone that is always constantly trying to master his
ability and never sees a perfect work. He's always looking
unconsciously to improve himself, to go deeper, and to
use every minute of this life to shape his idea. I always tell
my wife, “Listen, I would never retire.” She says, “What
if we won the lottery?” I say, “Twill be old with you, but I
want to keep working,” To keep sanc, you know?

ANDREA: Your work has evolved dramatically since your
ironic Safe Journey in 2003, Why did you introduce color?

FEDERICO: The big turning point was the video called
The Evil Empire, which was a really explicit work about
the abuse of the Catholic Church. In order to portray
this awful fictional pope, all the environments in which
this character lived were like gold frescoes, and color
came with thal. So, going back Lo whal we said before,
what is grotesque, what is caricature, is when you take
an element of a pictorial project and you exaggerate it
in an obnoxious and nonrealistic proportion. So this
overwhelming color that you see in my work acts like a
bombardment to the viewer. Going back to the issue of




chaos, it’s sort of transmitting the sense of anxiety —an
overwhelming chaos—that represents the big metropo-
lis in the 21st century. I like to overwhelm the viewer, to

bombard them sometimes.

ANDREA: You do a good job of that. [both laugh] So tell
me, what ambitious project are you working on now?

FEDERICO: Right now I'm working on an exhibition
that is opening in August in Venezuela in three loca-
tions. It's an unusual event. It's a big museum solo
show in a nation where politics have taken everything
away from their people. Of course, it’s a show that
won’t generate a single dollar, but I'm excited about
the challenge. Also, instcad of making a catalog, we
are making a coloring book based on my drawings.
The title for the show is “Counterfeit Heroes,” and ba-
sically we're going to distribute, free-of-charge, all of
these coloring books wilh each of the characlers, like
George Washington and Mussolini, so that people can
take home a coloring book that shows these mythical
political leaders alongside the reality of their politics.
Of course there’s a problem with censorship that we're
trying to figure out, also the event is sponsored by the
American Embassy and the Italian Embassy, so I have
to be careful about what leaders I pick to feature. I'm
also going over some thoughts I have about the next se-
ries with my assistant, who's basically my shrink right
now. At the moment, I'm very focused on American
history, American society and American historical con-
text. We're about to have the election in 2016.

ANDREA: Do you have anything with Donald Trump?

FEDERICO: Absolutely. I'm interested in Melania
Trump, too. That couple is like a caricature. It's going
to be very difficult for me to do a satire on a satirical
character. But I've studied American history quite a
bit, trying to be educated before making work about
it, and I think that the history of this country has
always been problematic. Politics has always been
the game of the super powerful. Maybe it was an
exception with Obama, but he was still a Harvard-
educated man. He’s one of the few that I really ad-
mire, but there is a system that makes it impossible
to create your dream and your utopia. I think Obama
is a very good example to show that the system is
so corrupted that the most idealistic person is com-

pletely paralyzed.

ANDREA: I agree. I'm curious about a couple of things
about you. With your lack of formal education, how im-

portant do you think art school is for children now?

FEDERICO: Honestly, I think that the school system in
the United States is very perverted, particularly the art ed-
ucation. I think all of the weakness you see in the art comes
from art education. To be more specific, most of the stu-
dents go to grad school for networking. Not even to study,
just to build anetwork. It’s depressing that people are will-
ing to pay $150,000 for networking. Who has $150,000 to
go do an MFA? Our profession is becoming a profession
for the elite. Our education is becoming very mild. Every-
one is so polite, they're so afraid to speak out. There is no
animated conversation about art. It makes me believe that
whoever is considered very important today from this bu-
reaucratic structure will be nothing in fifty years. The art
world is ruled by art consultants, Wall Street tycoons, and
a few gallerics. So 1 feel like we live in a very perverted
environment. I don’t want to be corrupted by all of that. I
never give a damn about what is hip or what is trending.

It’s not that I don’t care, it’s that I don’t trust them.

ANDREA: When you came here with nothing, what did

you live on? Did you have a second job?

FEDERICO: Absolutely. I've always been very hard-
working. When [ first came to New York, | had saved
some money in Ilaly, so for the firsl lwo years I had
enough money to just observe. Then, I had to do any
kind of job. I did everything from modeling to plaster-
ing walls. T think it's important to be exposed to the
most corrupt of society while in the craziest, most in-
novative environment. An artist is someone that is able
to digest and understand the course of society before
many average people are able to. There’s got to be some
magic about the artist, they cannot just be crazy. I have
to think that what pushes me to do all of this is beyond
just being crazy, it is like an extreme desire for clar-
ity. I think from an outside point of view, it looks like
madness, because there’s not much money involved. If
you're lucky you can pay expenses. Therc's this percep-
tion that with success, money will follow, but the reality
is you barely have the money to do the next series. And
things probably are not going to change.

ANDREA: So what do you do, receive patronage, get com-

missioned, sell your work?

FEDERICO: No, not really. Basically, whatever I sell
goes into the next project. We're not talking about mak-
ing serious money here. It’s a labor of love. The big
money at the moment is in the most predictable art.
That’s obvious. If you're not predictable, you just get
kicked in Lhe ass. And il's always been like Lhis. You do
predictable, luxurious, and well-packaged art, and you

get ahead. But I have zero interest in that.

Frederico Solmi, Opposite: The Waltz, 2015; Following spread: Left: Madame Royale, 2015; Right: Who He Shake the Earth, 2015.
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Review The media age run amok in 'Federico
Solmi: The Brotherhood' at Luis De Jesus Gallery

Federico Solmi's "The Brotherhood" mixes painting with video animation. (Luis De Jesus Gallery)

By Christopher Knight, Art Critic

JUNE 21, 2016, 6:00 AM

magine animating the surging throngs in James Ensor’s monumental 1888 masterpiece, “Christ’s Entry

Into Brussels in 1889,” with its grotesque painted caricatures of mobs populating church and state and

engulfed in an alarming aura of surging madness. You'll have some idea of what Federico Solmi’s “The
Brotherhood” is like.

At Luis De Jesus Gallery, eight LED monitors and a room-size installation for a suite of five more monitors
transform paintings into disturbing video-pageants. The New York-based artist frames the moving imagery
with piles of debris painted directly on the screens, heavy on the logos of consumer trash. What is on the

televisions is rubbish made remarkable.

“The Brotherhood” is composed of world leaders, past and present: George Washington, Pope Benedict XVI,

Montezuma, Otto von Bismarck, Mussolini, Abraham Lincoln and more — almost all of them men. A few



women do turn up, notably Marie Antoinette and Byzantine Empress Theodora, but they are feminine

exceptions to the testosterone-fueled rule.

In the animations the Brotherhood struts down red carpets to the flash of camera lights, descends imposing

flights of stairs and socializes at a magnificent ball on the fashionably gross order of New York’s famous Met
Gala. The installation work, dubbed “The Ballroom,” is set up like a theater, complete with crimson curtains,
and our job is to passively gape. Black waiters haul giant champagne bottles and enormous lobsters on silver
trays to a cohort of dancing celebrity power, textbook leaders and villains who get increasingly intoxicated as

the sumptuous event wears on.

Solmi deftly employs sophisticated 3-D and video-game technology as an armature for his disquieting video
work. Wrapping the gussied-up characters and their vulgar scenography in hand-painted pictures that have
been digitally fed into his computer, he creates passages that make Heath Ledger’s Joker seem sedate. On the

soundtrack, organ-grinder music rumbles amid rising tides of cheering.

The hypnotic result is garish, puppet-like figures that seem to float through space, rather like Macy’s
Thanksgiving parade balloons run amok. At once thrilling and chilling, the monstrous spectacles are a wickedly

funny distillation of modern media mayhem.

Luis De Jesus Gallery, 2685 S. La Cienega Blvd., Culver City. Through July 9. Closed Sundays and Mondays.
(310) 838-6000, www.luisdejesus.com

christopher.knight@latimes.com

Follow me @KnightLAT

For The Record

JUN. 21, 2016, 10:45 AM

An earlier version of this story misstated the date of James Ensor’s “Christ’s Entry Into Brussels in 1889.” It was
made in 1888.

Copyright © 2017, Los Angeles Times
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