FANTASTIC MAN

NICO VASCELLARI

NICO VASCELLARI is a Rome-based artist who enjoys re-enacting rock concerts, banging stones on a gallery floor for days on end
and designing the occasional T-shirt. He sings in a made-up language in his punk band, NINOS DU BRASIL. He’s got twin sons in
a storied fashion family and he loves a challenge, especially when
things get awkward.
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DURING A CONVERSATION in Paris,
the artist NICO VASCELLARI recalls
three childhood memories. In the first, he
is on stage during a school performance
of the VERDI song ‘Nabucco’. “It was
the whole school, singing for the parents,
the family,” he says. “It was the last day
of school, and as I was one of the youngest kids in the school – I was in first grade
– I was in the front line. Somehow, I was
scared. And somehow, I started vomiting.
We were singing, so everybody saw this,
this vomit. And I was very ashamed, but
the more ashamed I was, the less I could
get a hold of it.” In the second, he stands on
the side of a pool preparing to compete in a
swimming competition. He notices his parents waving at him and is so busy waving
back he misses the starting whistle. “By the
time I started, I was already way behind the
other kids. I think I managed to finish third,
which was very good. But it was the power
of desperation.” In the third, aged seven or
eight, he marches along a school corridor,
refusing to deviate from a perfectly straight
trajectory no matter who is in front of him,

This is probably true of any artist who is
asked, while passing the broccoli at the
family lunch, to explain how it is that they
make a living. But Vascellari is fascinatingly unusual even in the context of the art
world. Consider, for example, that there’s
a distinct set of NICO VASCELLARI fans
for whom he isn’t a contemporary artist at
all but a veteran of the European punk circuit. He was, among other bands, the vocalist for intense hardcore outfit WITH LOVE,
and now tours and records with its “samba
punk” successor, NINOS DU BRASIL. His
name shows up in private-view invitations,
and on promotional stickers in gig-venue
toilets. So, could you say he has two separate careers? Not at all, says Vascellari. “It
is the same. It is absolutely the same thing.”
** NATO **

Vascellari grew up in Vittorio Veneto, a
small city about 70km north of Venice.
“I came from the middle of nowhere,” he
says, “but it was punk and skateboarding
that made me aware that I was, in fact, liv-
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all the time repeating “Nothing will ever
stop me.” It’s a mantra that “somehow I still
find inspiring, you know.”
I first meet Vascellari at the apartment
of his partner, DELFINA DELETTREZ, in
the Left Bank of Paris. He is wearing loosefitting black trousers and a ripped THE
CURE T-shirt. Vascellari, 41, is a successful, and really quite brilliant, artist. To pick
the timeliest of examples, Italy’s national
contemporary art museum, MAXXI in
Rome, is hosting his large-scale installation ‘Revenge’ as we speak (in its original
guise at the Venice Biennale, the piece won
him 2007’s Prize for Young Italian Artists).
Last year Vascellari concocted a solo show
at Palais de Tokyo in Paris, whose typically folkloric title, ‘Scholomance’, referred
to a Transylvanian school of BLACK
MAGIC where pupils are educated by the
devil (demons, devils and the like being
regular Vascellari-isms). His work has been
acquired by a spree of major collections.
Celebrity sightings are not infrequent at his
openings. And yet, he says, “People are still
confused to this day about what I do.”
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ing in a small town.” A glimpse of a board
at the feet of an off-duty American soldier
(there’s a Nato base near Vittorio Veneto)
led the young Vascellari to acquire one of
his own, and skating videos exposed him
to the music known as hardcore. (A note
on punk taxonomy: hardcore is characterised by its metal-like intensity, plus a nononsense ethos favouring simple choices in
personal style, so T-shirts and shaved hair
rather than safety-pin earrings and voluminous spiked Mohicans.)
What was the first gig he went to?
“That was in 1992. It was a local band
called ABOLITION POINT and a legendary hardcore band called PEGGIO PUNK.
I remember it clearly. I even remember the
way I was dressed.” In fact, he says, he
tried to re-enact the concert, exactly as it
had been, in 2012 – 20 years to the day after
it had originally taken place, but now as a
kind of time-travelling artwork. The main
hurdle was that the bands had broken up.
“I asked them, ‘Could you please get
back together for this one concert? It’s truly
important to me. (continues on page 215)

A refreshing imitation of the Alighiero Boetti
sculpture ‘Autoritratto, 1993–1994’. NICO wears
his own T-shirt and vintage beige FENDI suit.
Previous page: white T-shirt by Y-3 under a
black perforated cotton coat by FENDI.
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“Black metal, to me, is never about the music,”
says NICO. His black metal sunglasses are by
BLYSZAK, his black coat and black trousers
are by FENDI and his white T-shirt is by Y-3.

NICO VASCELLARI

“I was raised in a family where sleeping was
almost considered not good to do,” he says.
NICO’s wearing his own ‘Dream-Merda’ T-shirt
design and a pair of cotton trousers by FENDI.
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(continued from page 210) I want to recreate the same concert at the same venue,
and promote it with the same flyer.’ And
they agreed.”
Was it as good, the second time round?
“No, it wasn’t. But it was me that had
changed, rather than the gig. My excitement
for the first one was completely different.”

Finally, NICO rests in a brown-and-green
patterned silk shirt by FENDI, a pair of black
cotton trousers, also by FENDI, and a black
T-shirt by UNIQLO. His socks are by FALKE
and his shoes are by CHURCH’S.
Styling assistance by Jamie MacRae.
Grooming by Astor Hoxha at Close Up Milano.
Production by Webber Represents and Circus
Studios. Retouching by IMGN Studio. Special
thanks to Villa Borsani.

** DISCOMFORT **

Vascellari founded WITH LOVE in 1995.
When he became an artist, it was in some
way a simple continuation of whatever
he had been expressing through the band.
“Music subcultures motivate us because they
aren’t simply about music. They’re a way of
life – a way of life that develops, most of
the time, when you’re a teenager. But that
doesn’t necessarily mean it’s all a passing
phase.” He didn’t go to art school but after
being spotted performing in WITH LOVE
was offered a one-year scholarship at Fabrica, the utopian “communication research
centre” in the Italian city of Treviso.
Later, VASCELLARI moved to Rotterdam, attracted partly by the city’s dirtcheap, anti-squatter rent deals. His first
show as an artist happened by accident. He
arrived home one night, couldn’t find the
light switch for his floor, and had no real
choice but to blindly stumble around until
he found the way to his flat. “The following day,” he says, “my girlfriend and I were
having breakfast and then, all of sudden, a
guy arrived who was somewhere between
angry and worried and started to talk to
my girlfriend in Dutch. When he left, she
said, ‘He’s saying that somebody entered
his studio yesterday night and destroyed
all his work.’ I realised that it was me.” It
was an uncomfortable situation. The man,
also an artist, had made a series of charcoal paintings on the floor for an upcoming exhibition, and Vascellari had trampled
all over them. When he called to confess,
the neighbour asked for compensation.
Vascellari had neither money nor insurance.
“I said, ‘All I can offer is that you can come
to my studio and decide what you want to
destroy of mine so we are even.’ And the
guy laughed. He came to visit, we had a coffee together, and he said, ‘Look, why don’t
you do the show instead of me? I like your
work.’ He was a very nice guy.”
Vascellari has a bit of a penchant for
DISCOMFORT, and for its excruciating
subcategory, awkwardness, which makes
the above scenario a pleasingly Vascellari-ish set-up. Later in his career he sat in
a room banging a stone on the floor for
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four hours a day as part of the group exhibition ‘Marina Abramović Presents’. One
of his sculptures is named ‘Into the Infinity of Thoughts’, a homage to a song by
the Norwegian black metal band Emperor,
whose sound could never be described as
cosy. Indeed, the show currently at MAXXI
involves a demonic wall of noise emanating from an array of gig speakers. Recalling
the performance and the swimming race
from Vascellari’s trio of childhood memories, certain things begin to fall into place.
Does he enjoy being uncomfortable? “I find
discomfort necessary rather than enjoyable,”
he says. “I find deep motivation in the idea
of being the wrong person in the right place,
or the right person in the wrong place. But
only if I don’t allow it to force me to be different to what I am.” If you can only stay
true to yourself in comfortable situations,
then how do you know who you really are?
** FIEND **

It’s fashion week in Paris. Vascellari is here
in his capacity as guest artist for the Italian
label FENDI, whose new menswear collection shown a few days previously in Milan
draws on his interest in anagrams and
demons: cartoon devils, sinister frogs, ‘Fendi’ reshuffled as ‘Fiend’. He and Delettrez
are normally based in Rome. They became
parents, to twin sons, earlier this year.
Delettrez is the daughter of FENDI’s creative director for menswear, SILVIA VENTURINI FENDI. Does it feel like he’s
become part of the family business? “No,
but on the other hand, I did feel a lot of pressure because I’m part of the family. I think
it was very challenging and risky to do it,
both for me and for Silvia, who was the one
who invited me to take part.”
Three years ago, having been represented by Monitor Gallery in Rome and Bugada
& Cargnel in Paris, Vascellari opted to quit
gallery representation altogether. “I have an
enormous sense of gratitude towards them,
but I just felt they weren’t representing my
work as I wanted it to be represented any
more. And I felt that rather than complaining all the time, I should finally embrace
this idea of INDIVIDUALISM, this idea
that I have to make things happen myself.
During these past three years, I had most of
my institutional shows.”
It’s hard not to think of him advancing along the school corridor, refusing to
deviate from his chosen path. Vascellari’s
parents were teachers. I ask if they were
supportive of his decision to become an artist. “Looking back, no,” he says. “It didn’t
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feel like that for many years. But, then,
shortly after I started, I involved them in a
performance, which was called ‘Nico and
the Vascellaris’. My parents and my sister
were on stage with me in front of a 500-person audience. My father was playing drums,
and my mother the bass guitar. The lyrics
of the song were me describing the house
which we grew up in. It was for a performance-art competition, which I happened
to win that year.” (This was the International Prize for Performance, the judges of
which included MARINA ABRAMOVIĆ.)
Did something change after that, between
you and them? “In a way. I wouldn’t say in
the day-to-day, but there was a different
understanding about what my work was and
the fact that they experienced it, not as an
audience, but on my side. My father is not
a very... Well, he talks, but we would never
talk about personal things. And right after
the performance, he said, ‘I want to thank
you because this was an exceptional experience and to me it doesn’t matter whether
or not you win this prize.’ He caught me
off guard.”
By this point we are in a cafe near
Delettrez’ apartment. As I sip the last of
my water it takes a wrong turn, causing an
uncontrollable coughing fit. Tears fill my
eyes as I try to croak “Thank you” to VASCELLARI for his time. He offers me water
but I can’t drink it. It’s a drawn-out moment
of great discomfort, and in light of our conversation, I quite value it.

FURTHER READING:
– ‘The Art of Memory’ by Frances A. Yates
(Bodley Head, 2014)
– ‘American Hardcore: A Tribal History’ by
Steven Blush (Feral House, 2010)
– ‘Codalunga 2005 – 2018’ by Nico Vascellari (Nero Editions, 2018)

