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Franco Bellucci’s sculptures are made of humble, predominantly mass-produced materials. A Puma
sock, bandages, ethernet cables, a boxing glove, feeding tubes, a baby blue plastic bag, elastic straps,
sequinned gingham, a waxed cotton tablecloth, rubber, wiring, a toy dinosaur: these are the immediate
resources gleaned from his surroundings and worked into knots. His objects have no start nor finish, no
front nor back, no head nor tail, and it is this continuousness that lends them a certain inevitability, like
tidal rejectamenta. They are self-determined, uncontrived things made of other uncontrived things
tightly wound into clumps or chrysalises, bundles or brains, charged and frustrated by the restraint that
binds them together. They wear their tensions publicly, just as they store the artist’s latent strength,
which acts continually against their unravelling.

When in 1978 the Italian government under Giulio Andreotti passed Law 180 (the so-called “Basaglia
Law”), it triggered a twenty-year dismantling of the country’s psychiatric system and in so doing
brought largely to completion the radical political work first undertaken by Franco Basaglia at Gorizia
asylum in 1961. “Manicomio = Lager. Puo capitare anche a te! Dove la repression indossa il camice
bianco” (Asylum = concentration camp. This could also happen to you! When repression wears a
straitjacket), reads a 1969 poster by sculptor Piero Gilardi for the Torinese organisation L Associazio-
ne per la Lotta contro le Malattie Mentali, made following Basaglia’s visit to the city’s Unione Culturale
one year earlier.' It was Basaglia’s campaign of deinstitutionalisation at the Italo-Balkan margins,
inspired by the writings of Michel Foucault and others and beginning on his first day as Gorizia director
with the abolishment of the physical restraint of its patients, that would catalyse the nationwide human-
ising of psychiatric care.”

Franco Bellucci was one of many thousands whose lives were transformed in the wake of Basaglia’s
movement. His psychological development derailed by the contraction of encephalitis at the age of 7,
after which he could no longer speak, Bellucci became prone to violent outbursts and was eventually
committed to a closed psychiatric hospital in the Tuscan town of Volterra ten years later. For much of
his first stay there, he was tied to abed. In1999, he moved to the Centro Residenziale Franco Basaglia,
a new open-door facility in Livorno, which the same year would become home to the Atelier Blu
Cammello, an arts organisation founded by Riccardo Bargellini for individuals with developmental
difficulties. Bargellini soon noticed Bellucci’s pull towards objects—the underwear he tied to plastic
containers used by the cleaners, the hosepipe ends taken from the gardeners, and socks stolen from his
roommates. Bellucci would return from visiting his brother each weekend with new toys and other
things to be combined. Over time, and with the building of trust between Bargellini and Bellucci, the
pair established a non-verbal exchange through an economy of objects, what the experimental educ-
ator Fernand Deligny might have called the “traversing” of language.® Acid green pipe, safety orange
wood planer, rusted bone frame: Bargellini would gather up materials and deliver them to Bellucci, who
in turn would find ways of warping, tying, and threading them into composite masses.

Itis fitting that Germano Celant, the interlocutor of arte povera, should write, “In its tangle of threads—
material, historical, political, anthropological, and psychological—the knot implies a contiguity and
continuity of languages and parlances.”* While the junk materials wrestled into Bellucci’s matrices are
discontinuous, their knots resolve into a natural dialect, or even a metalanguage, of their own. That the

"Foot, J. (2015). The Man Who Closed the Asylums: Franco Basaglia and the Revolution in Mental Health Care. London:
Verso, 96. Gilardi is typically circumscribed within arte povera. He later established a therapeutic art workshop in an asylum.
See Galimberti, J. (2013). ‘A Third-worldist Art? Germano Celant’s Invention of Arte Povera,” Art History, Vol. 36, No. 2:
437.
2 Basaglia’s movement was formalised in 1974 with the establishment of the Democratic Psychiatry association.
3 Trans. Burk, D. S., and Porter, C. (2015). The Arachnean and Other Texts. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 86.
4Celant, G. (1985). The Knot: Arte Povera. London: Umberto Allemandi & C., 1. Celant employs the image of the knot as a
metaphor for the interlaced protagonists of the frayed ‘movement’. His references elsewhere to ‘Knot Art’, with its
homonymous invocation of the term ‘not-art’, might be interpreted as a play on the rejection of conventional art materials in
arte povera.
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works have no predefined orientation to the world is another kind of dislocation we might attribute to
the fact that Bellucci often worked lying down. To read the mark of his own teenage confinement into
the ubiquity of knots, binds and other images of paralysis is an inevitability compounded by the ward
bed now recast as a site of artistic production. Perhaps less straightforward is the occasional presence
in his sculptures of medical paraphernalia, agglomerated—it’s tempting to project—as if to spit on the
rubble of the disbanded institution.

Franco Bellucci died in 2020. In 2022, the Museum fiir Moderne Kunst, Frankfurt, acquired nine of
his works. Works (c. 2010-2018) is the first presentation of Bellucci’s sculptures in the UK.

With thanks to christian berst art brut.

Franco Bellucci was born in 1945 in Livorno, Italy, and died there in 2020. Solo exhibitions include
christian berst art brut, Paris (2025, 2021, 2015); and MADmusée, Liege (2014). His works have app-
eared in recent institutional exhibitions such as Art brut. Dans I'intimité d'une collection, Grand Palais,
Paris (2025); L 'Esprit Singulier, Halle Saint-Pierre, Paris (2024); Nothing is connected to everything,
everything is connected to something, ECK Museum of Art, Brunico (2023); Channeling, Museum fiir
Moderne Kunst, Frankfurt (2023); Haute Tension, Art et marges musée, Brussels (2022); Crip Time,
Museum fiir Moderne Kunst, Frankfurt (2021); and Historias de Violéncia, Nucleo de Arte da Oliva,
Sao Joao da Madeira (2018). Bellucci’'s works are held in the collections of Centre Pompidou, Paris;
Museum fiir Moderne Kunst, Frankfurt; Treger Saint Silvestre, Sao Joao da Madeira; Collection abcd
Bruno Decharme, Paris; and Trinkhall Museum, Liege.
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Clockwise from left:

Untitled, c. 2010
Various materials
36.5x32.5x21.5cm
143/8x123/4x81/2in
AS-BELLF-0001

Untitled, c. 2010
Various materials
54x18x15.6 cm
211/4x71/8x61/8in
AS-BELLF-0002

Untitled, c. 2010
Various materials
13x29.5x13.4cm
51/8x115/8x51/4in
AS-BELLF-0005

Untitled, 2018

Various materials
55x32.3x8.3cm
215/8x123/4x31/4in
AS-BELLF-0010

Untitled, c. 2010
Various materials
14.8x32x14 cm
57/8x125/8x51/2in
AS-BELLF-0006

Untitled, c. 2010
Various materials
26.2x29.2x21.5cm
101/4x111/2x81/21in
AS-BELLF-0003

Untitled, 2015
Various materials
52x25.5x15.4cm
201/2x10x61in
AS-BELLF-0008

Untitled, c. 2010
Various materials
22.8x23x15.1cm
9x9x6iIn
AS-BELLF-0004

Untitled, 2012
Various materials
30x15x13.4cm
113/4x57/8x51/4in
AS-BELLF-0007
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