
REVUE DE PRESSE | SELECTED PRESS

Roberto Cuoghi

10 RUE CHARLOT, PARIS
+33 1 42 77 38 87 | CROUSEL.COM

¬π



¬π

Francesco Tenaglia
In Every Death There Is a Bit of Summer
Spike Art Magazine, N°75, Spring, 2023, p.136-137.

136 137VIEWSVIEWS

KASSEL KASSEL

Clips of video interviews with Roberto 
Cuoghi glide over my screen on the 
train to Kassel. The punctuated delivery 
of his sentences and a consistent bon-
homie, both amused and amusing, over-
shadow a quiet current that runs 
through the words: That what interests 
him in art practice translates poorly 
into tidbits. His answers are generous, 
though, eloquently and shrewdly deliv-

-
sions, as if the Modenese artist means 
not to dismiss the values and mandates 
axiomatically glued to his job descrip-
tion. Cuoghi has always been prone to 
misunderstandings, cheered on as a 
playful trickster or venerated as an aus-

the lunar and the lugubrious, equal 
parts Wile E. Coyote and Edgar Allan 

almost athletic momentum toward 
deliberately unattainable goals; with 
the second, the superpower of glimps-
ing within what is minute – or even triv-
ial, if you like – the blocks to build a 
good story. 

In 1997, while studying at the 
Academy of Fine Arts in Milan, he wore 
glasses for several days in a row whose 
lenses had been replaced with 
Schmidt-Pechan prisms, which rotate 
images 180 degrees: The result is Il Coc-
codeista (self-portrait with Pechan 
prisms) (1997), a series of self-portraits 

-
ured, appears as an expressionist 
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translation of bodily features that have 
-

duce. The artist then began a process of 
physical transformation into a mid-
dle-aged man, gaining considerable 
weight, voluntarily receding his hair-
line, and wearing his father’s clothes. A 
slice of life that the author does not 
identify as a work per se, but whose 
traces can be found in later productions 
like  (2000), an ani-

man and a deity surrounded by alarmed, 
sad, or hallucinatory children. 

An appetite for transformative 
experiences has informed Cuoghi’s 
career and is in full bloom at this exhibi-
tion, which ties together some of the 
series developed in the last two decades 
in a new narrative, more so than as a 
mid-career, rearview presentation. Orig-
inally presented at the 57th Venice Bien-
nale, “Imitatio Christi” (The Imitation of 
Christ, 2017) consists of fragments of the 

algae and gelatin, unfolding here 
through a sequence of wooden walls – in 
denser or sparser tableaux – that Cuoghi 

found in the museum’s deposit. Different 
portions of the anatomy have been left 
in the humid air and reached different 
degrees of moldy decay. On the upper 

-

spiritual improvement is revealed as a 

the repurposed or invented machinery 
-

ure, wryly using the model of a 
good-looking hipster.

Also on display is the series 
“Putiferio” (Latin for “to bring the stink,” 

Šuillakku – corral version (2008) is a 
lament for the Assyrian city Nineveh, 
which was sacked in 612 BCE. The 
installation, for which Cuoghi made the 
musical instruments by hand and per-
formed the sound piece himself, is 
installed in a dedicated, dimly lit room, 
equipped with a multi-channel PA sys-
tem. Still, it seeps out and intermittently 
takes over the entire museum when a 
reworked version is played at a deafening 

these interludes, and the “Putiferio” doc-
umentation videos glitch, playfulness 

long periods in acquiring ways of bring-
ing new things into the world, by means 

-
tion of instruments and music, or the 
study of ancient or unusual techniques 
and materials. He goes out himself and 
rewires. The intricate beauty of the 
works is the result of that practice, 
merging the fruits of obsession, 
research, or lucky accidents. The 
Luciferian shadows that clung to his 
early reception in Italy are legitimate, 
but perhaps overdetermined by the 
imagery from which the artist draws: 

and a sense of impending doom feed 
into one other. 

Perhaps what interests Cuoghi 
and can be glimpsed in the caution with 
which he speaks is the promise of art 
providing a playground to welcome 
absolute Otherness – in a controlled way, 

naiveties. The artist immerses himself for 

There is no end in the work that does 
not announce a beginning, no tragedy 
that doesn’t hide a joke, no solemnity 
without the excitement of getting one’s 
hands dirty. The melancholy that one 
registers is in the distance between the 

But it is one of a generative kind.
Francesco Tenaglia

 SS(XCVP)s, 2019
Installation view, Fridericianum, 2022–23

2016–19), initially conceived for an exhi-
bition at the DESTE Foundation: In this 
instance, the model was a crab bought at 
a Milan food market, 3D-scanned, and 
rendered in clay and fired iron in 
Greece to arrange an invasion of speci-
men – covered with different patterns 
and colors – at an old slaughterhouse 
on the island of Hydra. Meanwhile, 

Roberto Cuoghi in collaboration with matali crasset
Installation view, Fridericianum, 2022–23

©
 R

ob
er

to
 C

uo
gh

i, 
do

cu
m

en
ta

, a
nd

 M
us

eu
m

 F
ri

de
ri

ci
an

um
 g

G
m

bH
. P

ho
to

: A
nd

re
a 

Ro
ss

et
ti



¬π

Francesco Tenaglia
In Every Death There Is a Bit of Summer
Spike Art Magazine, N°75, Spring, 2023, p.136-137.

136 137VIEWSVIEWS

KASSEL KASSEL

Clips of video interviews with Roberto 
Cuoghi glide over my screen on the 
train to Kassel. The punctuated delivery 
of his sentences and a consistent bon-
homie, both amused and amusing, over-
shadow a quiet current that runs 
through the words: That what interests 
him in art practice translates poorly 
into tidbits. His answers are generous, 
though, eloquently and shrewdly deliv-

-
sions, as if the Modenese artist means 
not to dismiss the values and mandates 
axiomatically glued to his job descrip-
tion. Cuoghi has always been prone to 
misunderstandings, cheered on as a 
playful trickster or venerated as an aus-

the lunar and the lugubrious, equal 
parts Wile E. Coyote and Edgar Allan 

almost athletic momentum toward 
deliberately unattainable goals; with 
the second, the superpower of glimps-
ing within what is minute – or even triv-
ial, if you like – the blocks to build a 
good story. 

In 1997, while studying at the 
Academy of Fine Arts in Milan, he wore 
glasses for several days in a row whose 
lenses had been replaced with 
Schmidt-Pechan prisms, which rotate 
images 180 degrees: The result is Il Coc-
codeista (self-portrait with Pechan 
prisms) (1997), a series of self-portraits 

-
ured, appears as an expressionist 

In Every 
Death There 
Is a Bit of 
Summer
“ROBERTO CUOGHI”
FRIDERICIANUM
3 DEC 2022 – 29 MAY 2023

translation of bodily features that have 
-

duce. The artist then began a process of 
physical transformation into a mid-
dle-aged man, gaining considerable 
weight, voluntarily receding his hair-
line, and wearing his father’s clothes. A 
slice of life that the author does not 
identify as a work per se, but whose 
traces can be found in later productions 
like  (2000), an ani-

man and a deity surrounded by alarmed, 
sad, or hallucinatory children. 

An appetite for transformative 
experiences has informed Cuoghi’s 
career and is in full bloom at this exhibi-
tion, which ties together some of the 
series developed in the last two decades 
in a new narrative, more so than as a 
mid-career, rearview presentation. Orig-
inally presented at the 57th Venice Bien-
nale, “Imitatio Christi” (The Imitation of 
Christ, 2017) consists of fragments of the 

algae and gelatin, unfolding here 
through a sequence of wooden walls – in 
denser or sparser tableaux – that Cuoghi 

found in the museum’s deposit. Different 
portions of the anatomy have been left 
in the humid air and reached different 
degrees of moldy decay. On the upper 

-

spiritual improvement is revealed as a 

the repurposed or invented machinery 
-

ure, wryly using the model of a 
good-looking hipster.

Also on display is the series 
“Putiferio” (Latin for “to bring the stink,” 

Šuillakku – corral version (2008) is a 
lament for the Assyrian city Nineveh, 
which was sacked in 612 BCE. The 
installation, for which Cuoghi made the 
musical instruments by hand and per-
formed the sound piece himself, is 
installed in a dedicated, dimly lit room, 
equipped with a multi-channel PA sys-
tem. Still, it seeps out and intermittently 
takes over the entire museum when a 
reworked version is played at a deafening 

these interludes, and the “Putiferio” doc-
umentation videos glitch, playfulness 

long periods in acquiring ways of bring-
ing new things into the world, by means 

-
tion of instruments and music, or the 
study of ancient or unusual techniques 
and materials. He goes out himself and 
rewires. The intricate beauty of the 
works is the result of that practice, 
merging the fruits of obsession, 
research, or lucky accidents. The 
Luciferian shadows that clung to his 
early reception in Italy are legitimate, 
but perhaps overdetermined by the 
imagery from which the artist draws: 

and a sense of impending doom feed 
into one other. 

Perhaps what interests Cuoghi 
and can be glimpsed in the caution with 
which he speaks is the promise of art 
providing a playground to welcome 
absolute Otherness – in a controlled way, 

naiveties. The artist immerses himself for 

There is no end in the work that does 
not announce a beginning, no tragedy 
that doesn’t hide a joke, no solemnity 
without the excitement of getting one’s 
hands dirty. The melancholy that one 
registers is in the distance between the 

But it is one of a generative kind.
Francesco Tenaglia

 SS(XCVP)s, 2019
Installation view, Fridericianum, 2022–23

2016–19), initially conceived for an exhi-
bition at the DESTE Foundation: In this 
instance, the model was a crab bought at 
a Milan food market, 3D-scanned, and 
rendered in clay and fired iron in 
Greece to arrange an invasion of speci-
men – covered with different patterns 
and colors – at an old slaughterhouse 
on the island of Hydra. Meanwhile, 

Roberto Cuoghi in collaboration with matali crasset
Installation view, Fridericianum, 2022–23

©
 R

ob
er

to
 C

uo
gh

i, 
do

cu
m

en
ta

, a
nd

 M
us

eu
m

 F
ri

de
ri

ci
an

um
 g

G
m

bH
. P

ho
to

: A
nd

re
a 

Ro
ss

et
ti



¬π

Travis Jeppesen
Roberto Cuoghi at Friericianum, Kassel
Mousse Magazine, February 27, 2023.
https://cutt.ly/08jw1Dv



¬π

Travis Jeppesen
Roberto Cuoghi at Friericianum, Kassel
Mousse Magazine, February 27, 2023.
https://cutt.ly/08jw1Dv



¬π

Ludovico Pratesi
Futuro Antico. Intervista a Roberto Cuoghi
Artribune, February 2, 2022.
https://urlr.me/63S9n



¬π

Ludovico Pratesi
Futuro Antico. Intervista a Roberto Cuoghi
Artribune, February 2, 2022.
https://urlr.me/63S9n



¬π

Ludovico Pratesi
Futuro Antico. Intervista a Roberto Cuoghi
Artribune, February 2, 2022.
https://urlr.me/63S9n



¬π

Ludovico Pratesi
Futuro Antico. Intervista a Roberto Cuoghi
Artribune, February 2, 2022.
https://urlr.me/63S9n



¬π

Ludovico Pratesi
Futuro Antico. Intervista a Roberto Cuoghi
Artribune, February 2, 2022.
https://urlr.me/63S9n



Silke Hohmann
The Extremist
monopol, October, 2017, p.94-102.

¬π



Silke Hohmann
The Extremist
monopol, October, 2017, p.94-102.



Silke Hohmann
The Extremist
monopol, October, 2017, p.94-102.



Silke Hohmann
The Extremist
monopol, October, 2017, p.94-102.



Silke Hohmann
The Extremist
monopol, October, 2017, p.94-102.



Silke Hohmann
The Extremist
monopol, October, 2017, p.94-102.



Silke Hohmann
The Extremist
monopol, October, 2017, p.94-102.



Silke Hohmann
The Extremist
monopol, October, 2017, p.94-102.



Silke Hohmann
The Extremist
monopol, October, 2017, p.94-102.



Agnieszka Gratza
Roberto Cuoghi “PERLA POLLINA, 1996–2016” at MADRE, Naples
Mousse, August 17, 2017.
https://urlr.me/65c4j

¬π



Agnieszka Gratza
Roberto Cuoghi “PERLA POLLINA, 1996–2016” at MADRE, Naples
Mousse, August 17, 2017.
https://urlr.me/65c4j



Agnieszka Gratza
Roberto Cuoghi “PERLA POLLINA, 1996–2016” at MADRE, Naples
Mousse, August 17, 2017.
https://urlr.me/65c4j



Agnieszka Gratza
Roberto Cuoghi “PERLA POLLINA, 1996–2016” at MADRE, Naples
Mousse, August 17, 2017.
https://urlr.me/65c4j



Cecilia Alemani and Wendy Vogel
“Il Mondo Magico” at Italian Pavilion, Venice Biennale
Mousse, May 13, 2017.
https://urlr.me/VtKXF

¬π



Cecilia Alemani and Wendy Vogel
“Il Mondo Magico” at Italian Pavilion, Venice Biennale
Mousse, May 13, 2017.
https://urlr.me/VtKXF



Cecilia Alemani and Wendy Vogel
“Il Mondo Magico” at Italian Pavilion, Venice Biennale
Mousse, May 13, 2017.
https://urlr.me/VtKXF



Cecilia Alemani and Wendy Vogel
“Il Mondo Magico” at Italian Pavilion, Venice Biennale
Mousse, May 13, 2017.
https://urlr.me/VtKXF



Barbara Casavecchia
Roberto Cuoghi
Frieze, May 4, 2017.
https://urlr.me/Xcx4s

¬π



Barbara Casavecchia
Roberto Cuoghi
Frieze, May 4, 2017.
https://urlr.me/Xcx4s



Barbara Casavecchia
Roberto Cuoghi
Frieze, May 4, 2017.
https://urlr.me/Xcx4s



Charlotte Laubard
No Gods, No Masters
Flash Art, N°313, March—April, 2017, p.40-47.

¬π

featurefeature

41 — march / april 201740 — march / april 2017

No Gods, No Masters
Charlotte Laubard on Roberto Cuoghi as autodidact



Charlotte Laubard
No Gods, No Masters
Flash Art, N°313, March—April, 2017, p.40-47.

featurefeature

41 — march / april 201740 — march / april 2017

No Gods, No Masters
Charlotte Laubard on Roberto Cuoghi as autodidact



Charlotte Laubard
No Gods, No Masters
Flash Art, N°313, March—April, 2017, p.40-47.

featurefeature

43 — march / april 201742 — march / april 2017

Roberto Cuoghi (b. 1973, Italy) is not a self-taught art-
ist. He did not train himself, and although he recalls 
that his scholastic career was punctuated by defiance, 
opposition and interruption [conversation with the 
artist, Milan, July 4, 2016], he was finally awarded 
a diploma at the Accademia di Belle Arti di Brera in 
2001. But self-education — the process of learning 
without a teacher — seems to be an essential key to 
understanding his work. What stands out in Cuoghi’s 
practice across the twenty years since he left art school 
is his obstinate drive to develop each project like a leap 
into the unknown. Indeed, for projects such as Il Coc-
codeista (1997); The Goodgriefies (2000); the maps and 
the black paintings made between 2003 and 2007; the 
series of sound works Mbube (2005), Mei Gui (2006) and 
Šuillakku (2008); and the more recent sculptures related 
to Pazuzu, the artist carried out research, sometimes for 
years at a time, and gained new knowledge and skills 
that were often outside his own culture and experi-
ence. So one must ask: What drives Roberto Cuoghi to 
constantly confront his experience and creative process 
with ever-changing motivations and methodologies?

Although the figure of the self-taught artist has 
long fed the myth of an isolated individual fighting 
the system, it is now the subject of specific studies 
in the fields of educational and cognitive science. 
Driven by a search for identity and self-fulfillment, 
self-education — which refers to all situations of soli-
tary learning — is now considered to be a valuable 
resource. Its emancipatory aspect, its ability to adapt 
to the changes in our environment (on a day-to-day 
basis or in difficult situations) and its creative func-
tion when the learner ventures into terra incognita 
are now recognized. Yet, as a way of learning by do-
ing, self-education has never been the subject of an 
in-depth study in the field of art. This is a paradox, 
since any contemporary artist is expected to break 
with tradition or to at least seek, within themselves, 
the resources required to renew the language of art. 
Any innovative procedure would therefore consist 
of autodidactic moments and gestures. In the case of 
Roberto Cuoghi, self-learning is not only a constituent 
element of the creative process but forms its driving 
force and raison d’être. 

Before starting a closer analysis of Roberto Cuoghi’s 
creative process, it must be noted that the artist has never 
mentioned self-learning as an aim or reference in his 
work. Neither does he share the bent of many contem-
porary artists for amateur, dilettante or Sunday-painter 
postures. His approach is more akin to fundamental 
research and experimentation undertaken in order to 
gain new knowledge of phenomena or observable facts 
without envisaging any particular application. This is par-
ticularly obvious in his first project, Il Coccodeista (1997). 
We know that the artist wished to wear glass prisms 
(generally used in telescopes) to test his brain’s ability to 
adapt to inverted visual input, from top to bottom and 
from left to right, and to the drastic reduction of the field 
of vision thus generated. Although the experiment was 
a failure for the artist and a painful sensory and physical 
experience lasting several days, it resulted in a number 
of drawings and texts. Cuoghi states that the experiment 
was never intentionally designed to produce artifacts or 
be a performance in itself. Although the drawings and 
texts are the traces that remain, the artist — affected by 
sensory deprivation — gave them a curative function: 

making them was “the most peaceful moment of the 
day” [Ibid.]. The “unusual slowness” of their making 
and their synthetic nature gave them a “special quality” 
that subsequently led him to keep them, whereas he had 
given the first attempts to people in his circle. The series 
of maps results from the same experiential logic: draw-
ing a planisphere “with no reference points and from 
memory” [Ibid.]. The lines on the different glass plates 
that the artist placed one on top of the other enabled 
him to correct mistakes while leaving the different stages 
of the process visible. The materials used were also the 
subject of experimentation; the mixing of black pigments 
with alcohol and salts produced various types of crystal-
lization, generating optical effects that were amplified 
by their superposition on the different layers of glass. 

Such experiments, focused on practices and materi-
als, are operative in most of Cuoghi’s works: the making 
of a cartoon film with no technical knowledge of anima-
tion (The Goodgriefies); the composing of songs without 
any musical training (Mbube, Mei Gui, Šuillakku); and 
the adaptation of a 3-D printer for the production of 
clay sculptures (the “Putiferio” series). 

Page 41:
SS(VIZ)c (2012)
Photography 
by Alessandra Sofia

This page:
S(IGr)mm (2014)
Photography 
by Alessandra Sofia

Putiferio (2014)
Installation view
Photography 
by Alessandra Sofia
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Whereas other artists delegate production to skilled 
craftsmen and technicians as a matter of course, Cuoghi 
insists on learning these various processes himself, neces-
sitating months or even years of intense learning. The 
approach suggests a kind of passionate, do-it-yourself hero-
ism. But it also and above all affirms the total autonomy 
of the working process. A visit to his studio, in an old food 
warehouse on the outskirts of Milan, is enough to give 
the measure of this. Everything here has been designed 
for the performance of tasks with no outside help. There 
are two modeling areas, several large kilns, a chemistry 
laboratory, a multimedia studio, a kitchen, and a storage 
facility — all fitted out over the years with Alessandra Sofia 
and Nicoletta De Rosa, his assistants and partners in life. 
They form a small, intensely close community, notable for 
its self-sufficiency. The two companions participate fully 
in the work process by conducting theoretical and practi-
cal research. Other tasks are delegated with precision: one 
has a number of technical operations to perform, while 
the other handles all communication with the outside 
world, including the professional art world. 

The artist’s desire to formulate his own rules and 
procedures is also seen in his deliberate choice to forgo 
the usual or expected means. He did not own a com-
puter and so had to buy one, together with a graphic 
tablet and a stylus, for the production of the animated 
cartoon The Goodgriefies. Unexpectedly, he chose to use 
Flash, a software program only moderately suitable for 
animation and whose limits interested him with regard 
to what he could experience and go beyond. Similarly, 
he used a 3-D printer for his latest work but replaced the 
plastic needed for FDM (fused deposition modeling) with 
clay. After much trial and error, he succeeded in creat-
ing machine-made ceramic objects by adding a series of 
medical instruments such as syringes. These “miscast” 
relationships do not apply to materials alone. They also 
inform his subject matter and strategies of representation. 
Production of The Goodgriefies was driven by a desire to 
turn iconic cartoon characters into their unimaginable 
opposites: old people bedridden or suffering intolerable 
physical deformities (a continuation of his willful but 
undocumented acceleration into old age). When Cuoghi 
decided to go into music, he chose songs from other places 
and cultural periods, in particular that of the Zulu people 
of 1940s South Africa (Mbube) and Shanghai before the 
Cultural Revolution (Mei Gui). Each have distinct me-
lodic, instrumental and vocal features. The covers that he 
made were composed with instruments chosen for their 
acoustic similarity, or were simply invented by the artist. 
He also had to practice the vocal modulations needed 
to imitate the lyrics — yet without understanding their 
meaning. Although at first this approach suggested that 
of an amateur who likes to sing his favorite tunes, this 
venture differed in its means and result: sonic artifacts 
that do not resemble anything known. 

Cuoghi describes his sound composition as “an im-
provisation stretched out in time.” He adds: “I use an 
ability I don’t have. I don’t know how to do any of the 
things I do, so I am forced to do them hundreds of times to 
get it right. When I am starting to learn my work is done. 

It is a kind of privilege not to have any specific train-
ing; it’s a method that forces you to imagine everything” 
[interview by Andrea Viliani, in Šuillakku by Roberto 
Cuoghi (blog), October 16, 2009, https://shuillakku.
wordpress.com/2009/10/16/51/ (accessed January 2017)]. 
Several parts of this statement shed light on the art-
ist’s working process and confirm the extent to which 
self-learning forms the backbone of his praxis. Some 
of his emblematic features are seen here: an inherent 
empiricism, the setting up of elementary techniques for 
learning (the act of repetition already mentioned, the 
imitation of existing models, the process of trial and 
error — all operations that remain intentionally percep-
tible in the artist’s resulting works), the rigorous and 
rational nature of the method, and the need to fire the 
imagination and innovate when in unknown territory. 

Autodidacts have long been reproached for the 
“eclecticism” of their knowledge, which would dis-
qualify them in the face of specialists [Pierre Bourdieu, 
La distinction: Critique sociale du jugement, Paris: Les 
Editions de Minuit, 1979, p. 379]. And as a matter of 
fact, the great diversity of subjects addressed by Cuoghi, 
his desire to break with his previous knowledge, the 
appropriation of elements foreign to his culture, their 
heterodox relational placements and misuses, are enough 
to give any specialist a headache. Yet they shed light on 
the pragmatic mental operations that are materialized in 
the process of creative self-learning. It thus follows that 
reasoning by analogy must occupy a preeminent position 
in Cuoghi’s work. According to Emmanuel Sander, the 
author of several works on the function of thinking by 
analogy, the latter likely consists of the use of “knowledge 
on phenomena or situations gained for application to 
other phenomena or situations in order to understand 
or affect them using similarities perceived but without 
being sure whether they are in the same category and 
hence pertinent” [Emmanuel Sander, L’analogie, du naïf 
au créatif: analogie et catégorisation, Paris: L’Harmattan, 
2000, p. III]. The artist uses analogy to invent instruments 
to reproduce certain sounds in the songs that he wants to 
imitate; or uses a 3-D printer to make ceramic sculptures, 
establishing a unweildy parallel between the device’s 
method of plastic concretion and the traditional use of 
clay. Long criticized, this implicit, intuitive method of 
thinking now has the approval of the cognitive sciences, 
which recognize its centrality in the processes of cognitive 
construction and self-expression, and celebrate its role 
in the development of innovations and major scientific 
discoveries. In Cuoghi’s work, the “improvisations” 
and misuses that result from such analogies form the 
foundations of an informal protocol that allows him 
to transgress the accepted rules and to establish a new 
experimental context. The tortuous progress and the finds 
thus generated are related to the aim of “discovery,” to 
“the spirit of adventure.” The artist insists: “When the 
result coincides with the initial idea, then that is death.” 
To avoid such vexation, he has to “do something in an 
excessive way … so as no longer to see things at their 
real distance, [to] lose a sense of proportion and go off 
the road” [conversation with the artist]. 
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plastic needed for FDM (fused deposition modeling) with 
clay. After much trial and error, he succeeded in creat-
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or affect them using similarities perceived but without 
being sure whether they are in the same category and 
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His decision to learn with no master or form of 
instruction is a reflexive choice aimed at calling into 
question the “models” and “norms” that have been 
instituted; by leaving the pathway of uses, traditions 
and conditioned reflexes, he devotes himself to the hope 
of producing a “new standard,” a “change in canons.” 

Appropriation is the second fundamental aspect 
of Cuoghi’s self-learning practice. The use of disparate 
subjects and skills belonging neither to his culture nor 
to his experience is particularly striking, notably in his 

recent works related to Assyrian civilization. In a long 
talk with Andrea Viliani he described in detail the 
Herculean process of making Šuillakku. This involved 
the creation ex nihilo of the Assyrians’ lament (with a 
choir and orchestra) over the destruction of Nineveh, 
their capital. In the interview Cuoghi discussed the 
legitimacy of his use of meager historical, archaeological 
and linguistic remnants to create songs and rituals of a 
past civilization: “The idea of a lament arose due to the 
impossibility of having a reference, and if there ever 

was a mourning chant for the ruins of Nineveh it has 
been lost forever, it was a case of genocide” [interview 
by Andrea Viliani]. Intending to write and perform 
incantations and musical lamentations himself, Cuoghi 
sought rare descriptions of the music of the time. He 
thus used certain portions of Utukkū Lemnūtu, the an-
thology of Akkadian incantations, to ward off evil de-
mons. He composed a melody inspired by his reading of 
microtonal Assyrian music and single-interval melodies 
from the Hebraic area. He reconstructed instruments 
(antelope and ram horns, trumpets, reed flutes, a lyre, 
etc.) seen in bas-reliefs or found in tombs, and he drew 
inspiration from the series of instruments listed in the 
Book of Daniel in the Old Testament. When lacking 
information, he went beyond experimental archaeol-
ogy and invented pronunciations of (dead) Akkadian 
and Sumerian languages, drawing inspiration from 
Hebraic and ancient Arabic conventions. He borrowed 
instruments from other cultures (Ethiopia, Tibet, the 
Far East, etc.) and added some that are either more 
conventional or that he invented (a synthesizer, rattles 
and castanets made from shells or leaves, etc.). Finally, 
for the structure of the theme, he chose to follow the 
psychological stages of death as described in manuals 
for assisting terminal patients. Cuoghi’s freedom and 
impertinence in using and changing other sources or 
references make it possible to refine what is understood 
here by “appropriation.” In this case, these are not the 
practices of copying and quotation that generally char-
acterize strategies of appropriation in contemporary art. 
Cuoghi’s borrowing is closer to the hybridization and 
syncretism seen in globalized cultural practices. In his 
support for a definition of cultural appropriation as an 
individual hermeneutic procedure, the anthropologist 
Arnd Schneider underlines the extent to which the 
fact of “appropriating” (etymologically “making one’s 
own,” derived from the Latin proprius, “individual, 
personal”) foreign cultural elements involves a specific 
process of knowledge and development of oneself that 
conflicts with the usual theoretical representations that 
mark appropriation with the seal of usurpation and 
inauthenticity. Basing his reflection on the thinking 
of the philosopher Paul Ricoeur, he stresses that the 
appropriation of what is foreign to us is a “practice and 
learning experience” whose transformative properties 
imply “the dispossessing of one’s narcissistic ego so 
as to generate not only an affinity with the other but 
a new understanding of oneself” [Arnd Schneider, 
“Sull’appropriazione: Un riesame critico del concetto e 
delle sue applicazioni nelle pratiche artistiche globali,” 
Antropologia 13 (2011), http://www.ledijournals.com/ojs/
index.php/antropologia/article/view/166 (accessed Janu-
ary 2017)]. This transformative dimension affects not 
only the meaning of the cultural elements assimilated 
but is an epistemological procedure that transmutes 
the very ethos of the appropriator. Roberto Cuoghi 
becomes not simply an autodidact and eccentric special-
ist in Mesopotamian culture, as evidenced by his more 
recent sculptures centered on the figure of Pazuzu, the 
demon of ancient Mesopotamia. His megalomaniacal 

and unorthodox efforts to compose and execute, in 
the first person and over a period of several years, the 
swansong of an entire civilization, seems motivated by 
a determination to expose  the threat of oblivion to any 
human enterprise. The remakes of Zulu and Chinese 
songs stem from an intent to “do justice” to “forgotten, 
discredited things … to do something disproportion-
ate and remarkable with them” [conversation with 
the artist]. Here, appropriation is driven by an ethic 
expressed by a mode of assimilation — a long and in-
tense process of searching for historical data — and by 
both moral and physical identification. Like a contem-
porary Zelig, Cuoghi’s identity mutates during each of 
his projects. In fact, autodidacts are not only criticized 
for the eclecticism of their knowledge but also for their 
composite identities [Hélène Bézille, L’autodidacte, entre 
pratiques et représentations sociales, Paris: L’Harmattan, 
2003, chapter 3]. The “dispossession” mentioned by 
Schneider (above) that Paul Ricoeur associates with 
“renouncement,” a “fundamental moment in appro-
priation that distinguishes it from any other form of 
‘taking possession,’” [Paul Ricoeur, Hermeneutics and 
the Human Sciences (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1981), p. 191, quoted by Schneider] is the 
culminant point and an obligatory stage on the road 
to knowledge of others and of oneself. To do justice, 
the artist does not merely quote or borrow but renders 
homage through transformation and excess. Listening 
to the atypical sound compositions, which he takes care 
to play through numerous loudspeakers to spatialize 
the voices and sounds in exhibition venues devoid of 
any visual references, is the culmination of an intense, 
disturbing and unforgettable process of estrangement 
that the artist invites us to experience as well.

(Translated from French by Simon Barnard.)

This text is excerpted from PERLA POLLINA, 
Roberto Cuoghi, 1996–2016, the first complete 
monograph on the artist, edited by Andrea Bellini 

and forthcoming from Hatje Cantz, Munich.

“Roberto Cuoghi: PERLA POLLINA,” 
the first mid-career retrospective of the artist, 

is on view at the Centre d’Art Contemporain, Geneva, 
until April 30. The show will travel to MADRE, Naples 
(May 15–September 11, 2017) and to the Kölnischer 

Kunstverein, Cologne (October 14–December 17, 2017).
Also, Cuoghi will represent Italy at the 

57th Venice Biennale, opening on May 13, 2017.

Charlotte Laubard is an art historian 
and independent curator. She teaches at the 

Haute École d’art et de design (HEAD), Geneva, 
and is the artistic director of the 2017 edition 

of Paris Nuit Blanche.
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question the “models” and “norms” that have been 
instituted; by leaving the pathway of uses, traditions 
and conditioned reflexes, he devotes himself to the hope 
of producing a “new standard,” a “change in canons.” 

Appropriation is the second fundamental aspect 
of Cuoghi’s self-learning practice. The use of disparate 
subjects and skills belonging neither to his culture nor 
to his experience is particularly striking, notably in his 

recent works related to Assyrian civilization. In a long 
talk with Andrea Viliani he described in detail the 
Herculean process of making Šuillakku. This involved 
the creation ex nihilo of the Assyrians’ lament (with a 
choir and orchestra) over the destruction of Nineveh, 
their capital. In the interview Cuoghi discussed the 
legitimacy of his use of meager historical, archaeological 
and linguistic remnants to create songs and rituals of a 
past civilization: “The idea of a lament arose due to the 
impossibility of having a reference, and if there ever 

was a mourning chant for the ruins of Nineveh it has 
been lost forever, it was a case of genocide” [interview 
by Andrea Viliani]. Intending to write and perform 
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sought rare descriptions of the music of the time. He 
thus used certain portions of Utukkū Lemnūtu, the an-
thology of Akkadian incantations, to ward off evil de-
mons. He composed a melody inspired by his reading of 
microtonal Assyrian music and single-interval melodies 
from the Hebraic area. He reconstructed instruments 
(antelope and ram horns, trumpets, reed flutes, a lyre, 
etc.) seen in bas-reliefs or found in tombs, and he drew 
inspiration from the series of instruments listed in the 
Book of Daniel in the Old Testament. When lacking 
information, he went beyond experimental archaeol-
ogy and invented pronunciations of (dead) Akkadian 
and Sumerian languages, drawing inspiration from 
Hebraic and ancient Arabic conventions. He borrowed 
instruments from other cultures (Ethiopia, Tibet, the 
Far East, etc.) and added some that are either more 
conventional or that he invented (a synthesizer, rattles 
and castanets made from shells or leaves, etc.). Finally, 
for the structure of the theme, he chose to follow the 
psychological stages of death as described in manuals 
for assisting terminal patients. Cuoghi’s freedom and 
impertinence in using and changing other sources or 
references make it possible to refine what is understood 
here by “appropriation.” In this case, these are not the 
practices of copying and quotation that generally char-
acterize strategies of appropriation in contemporary art. 
Cuoghi’s borrowing is closer to the hybridization and 
syncretism seen in globalized cultural practices. In his 
support for a definition of cultural appropriation as an 
individual hermeneutic procedure, the anthropologist 
Arnd Schneider underlines the extent to which the 
fact of “appropriating” (etymologically “making one’s 
own,” derived from the Latin proprius, “individual, 
personal”) foreign cultural elements involves a specific 
process of knowledge and development of oneself that 
conflicts with the usual theoretical representations that 
mark appropriation with the seal of usurpation and 
inauthenticity. Basing his reflection on the thinking 
of the philosopher Paul Ricoeur, he stresses that the 
appropriation of what is foreign to us is a “practice and 
learning experience” whose transformative properties 
imply “the dispossessing of one’s narcissistic ego so 
as to generate not only an affinity with the other but 
a new understanding of oneself” [Arnd Schneider, 
“Sull’appropriazione: Un riesame critico del concetto e 
delle sue applicazioni nelle pratiche artistiche globali,” 
Antropologia 13 (2011), http://www.ledijournals.com/ojs/
index.php/antropologia/article/view/166 (accessed Janu-
ary 2017)]. This transformative dimension affects not 
only the meaning of the cultural elements assimilated 
but is an epistemological procedure that transmutes 
the very ethos of the appropriator. Roberto Cuoghi 
becomes not simply an autodidact and eccentric special-
ist in Mesopotamian culture, as evidenced by his more 
recent sculptures centered on the figure of Pazuzu, the 
demon of ancient Mesopotamia. His megalomaniacal 

and unorthodox efforts to compose and execute, in 
the first person and over a period of several years, the 
swansong of an entire civilization, seems motivated by 
a determination to expose  the threat of oblivion to any 
human enterprise. The remakes of Zulu and Chinese 
songs stem from an intent to “do justice” to “forgotten, 
discredited things … to do something disproportion-
ate and remarkable with them” [conversation with 
the artist]. Here, appropriation is driven by an ethic 
expressed by a mode of assimilation — a long and in-
tense process of searching for historical data — and by 
both moral and physical identification. Like a contem-
porary Zelig, Cuoghi’s identity mutates during each of 
his projects. In fact, autodidacts are not only criticized 
for the eclecticism of their knowledge but also for their 
composite identities [Hélène Bézille, L’autodidacte, entre 
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to play through numerous loudspeakers to spatialize 
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