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discourse on procedures and materials, over pictures, as
image and representation, registered irreconcilable
definitions of little interest to a British milieu. Peter
Heisterkamp was a protégé of Joseph Beuys whe encour-
aged him to assume the name of the Mafia boxing
manager he resembled. The range of Blinky Palermo’s
brief production (he died age 33 in 1977) undermines
classification, yet his achievement is seen as crucial to
the formation of a critical abstraction whose momentum
would reach contemporary artists such as Victoria
Civera, James Hyde or Cathy Wilkes.

This show, organised by Gloria Moure for the Museu
d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona, challenges both ideal-
ist and functionalist positions on painting as it illumi-
nates the complexity of Palermo’s work. The exhibition’s
crowded installation, the structure of which also dis-
cards any notion of chronological progression, conveys
the breadth of projects which seem lucid and risky.
There are for example, in the rotunda gallery, large
painted wood structures, several dyed fabric paintings, a
bare canvas bisected by a red line, small triangular
paintings positioned over doorways, photographs framed
by Palermo documenting site-based projects and display
tables containing further installation records. We miss
only the late aluminium paintings which the Dia Founda-
tion won't release. One pleasure from this rich show is in
loosening a train of thought adequate to Palermo’s fugi-
tive practice. The cadmium red T-shape structure from
1966, whose wooden bars are 2.5m long by just 3cm wide,
is like an anorexic suprematist fragment that wilfully
pushes monochrome to an absurd outcome. Along with
other zip-like paintings such as Butterfly II, 1969, all
made of salvaged and roughly painted wood, this T-
shaped piece secularises Barnett Newman’s transcen-
dental motifs as if wanting the contingency of a fallen
symbolic form. Only after considering Palermo’s installa-
tion documents, and the fine watercolour studies which
fill the show, is it apparent that its shape and scale must
derive from window motifs and that its effectiveness
comes from his aim to articulate interior spaces through
a diagrammatic figuration which invariably reiterates
architectural features of an exhibition space. Examples
from 1970-71 include the installation for Munich's
Galerie Heiner Friedrich where facing monochrome
murals were negative images of each other. One wall was
entirely painted except for a narrow all-round border; on
the opposite wall only the border was delineated. In the
Kabinett fiir aktuelle Kunst, Bremerhaven, Palermo
painted Window I, a scaled outline of the gallery’s front
window on an inside adjacent wall, and with Window 11,
he repeated the action for a pedestrian underpass in
Munich. None of these 20-odd installations survives,
although the rigour of Palermo’s documentation shows
him developing his pictorial vocabulary from these
reflections on the geometry of prosaic architecture.

Clearly it was important for Palermo that his work
had components retrieved from the non-art environment,
as if wanting to check the excesses of earlier

metaphysical claims for painting without, however,
reducing the work’s meaning to sheer materiality.
Palermo was making space among the work’s effects for
those of no instrumental outcome; the possibility of sen-
sory pleasure perhaps, or the discomfort of encountering
an intractable and ugly object. This experience may be
keenest with the rectangular horizontally-banded works,
such as Untitled (red-blue), 1968, made from department
store fabric, dyed and unpainted. The colour of these
cloth pieces includes combinations of dusty greys, ochres
and close-keyed blues, to strident contrasts of black with
viridian or scarlet with cerulean. Through their evoca-
tion of Mark Rothko we recognise the partial suppression
of modernist tropes of purity and authenticity without
their substitution by irony, leaving us uncertain how to
account for the kind of intellectual and aesthetic plea-
sure we are experiencing. One revelation of this exhibi-
tion’s installation is the ease with which much of the
work shifts from autonomous object, or spatial interven-
tion to applied art in the form of interior design. Palermo
shared Newman's interest in fashionable design colours;
with their mute facture the fabric paintings become the
perfect accompaniment to imaginary furnishings while
the wall paintings enhance spaces as if for everyday use.

At the end of his life, Hegel's critical idealism has art
resisting instrumentality in order to reveal society’s con-
tradictions as artificial constructions. One fascination of
Palermo’s work rests with the contradictions it enfolds
which succeed in destabilising our criteria for qualitative
judgements. il

Mark Harris is an artist.
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Blue Bridge 1964-65
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