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MEMORIES

MEMORIES: MINIMUM FRAGMENTS FROM A FUTURE AHEAD
Alberto Rigoni 

Reading the present is a very difficult, almost unnerving exercise. The reason is simple: 
you need time to read, and over time, the “present” has also passed: what we started to 
consider - to read, in fact - is no longer there. Perhaps because we think of the present as 
a meridian that divides memories from hopes: an imaginary, invisible, non-existent line 
that separates what is behind us from what is next. It is difficult to grasp the present in 
its fullness. It exists, however, as is: but the present of which we speak is the present of 
the Self, the condition in which the Self, the Spirit, the Tao or Brahma, in the different 
traditions changing only by name, is eternally found. It would therefore be interesting to 
read, rather than the actual present, a “history of the present”, from the Upanishads to us, 
passing through Plotino, Seneca, Rumi, and Dante: we would discover how it was never 
considered a place or a time to live, but a condition to be achieved. We would find out 
how all these sources, written with different words for different ages and people, agree on 
this. Ultimately, therefore, we would discover that there was no “evolution of the present” 
in these sources, so there has never been a “story”, because it has always been the same 
thing.

As told by the Upanishads, the Self, which lives and is in this condition of external presen-
ce, knows everything, and distinguishes everything because it is “the only seer, hearer, 
thinker, knower and user”. It therefore does not need to remember, as being always pre-
sent, indeed always in the present, it cannot forget anything. If the present is a condition, 
whose fullness, as mentioned, belongs only to the Self, to the Spirit, to the Tao, to Brahma, 
what then is memory? Since all knowledge is found in that eternal present, memory is 
the act that allows us to draw on that knowledge “where the when and the where are 
attached”, as Dante says in Paradise. Having been drawn from memory, the fragment of 
knowledge is brought back to our existential level, to be able to enjoy it in the way we 
believe. Memory is not typical of the Self, therefore it knows everything about the simul-
taneous present, past and future, apart from in those who do not yet have access to the 
condition of the Self. In other words, we mortals are still in the state of minimal fragments 
of the Spirit. Therefore, all that we learn throughout the course of our lives of learning, 
and of comprehending, is in reality nothing but the participation of the omniscience of 
the Self, or a memory. Indeed, Plotinus says that “Memory is of those who have forgotten”.

In this history that is not a history, in this shift of time that in reality, as we have seen, does 
not slip, fits the research that Mary Pola is developing in “Memories”. It is a project made 
up of several parts: twelve small sculptures plus a larger one, accompanied by the pho-
tographic enlargements of the same, produced in various sizes according to the planned 
installation. The smaller sculptures are not difficult to describe. These are very small metal 
containers, most of the time they are jewellery boxes or look similar close up, composed of 
various alloys (sheet metal, brass, copper). 

“If we ought to philosophize we ought to 
philosophize, and if we ought not to philosophize 
we ought to philosophize; in either case, therefore, 
we ought to philosophize. If philosophy exists 
we ought certainly to philosophize, because 
philosophy exists; and if it does not exist, even so 
we ought to examine why it does not exist, and 
in examining this we shall be philosophizing, 
because examination is what makes philosophy.”

(Aristotle, Protrepticus or Exhortation to Philosophy)
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They are almost always decorated on the outside, just like the normal jewellery boxes, 
sometimes geometric, sometimes floral, but this is not the point. The point is that they 
appear as if they were memorabilia handed down, or well preserved finds, found in an ar-
chaeological excavation or in the safe of a wreck. They are containers, and therefore, have 
contained jewels (and thus memories and sentiments). The artist portrays them for what 
they are, then proposes them in the act of containing something that is worth preserving 
and handing down.

But the difference in meaning takes place when we face what we find inside these little 
chests. They all contain the same category of object, as indeed happens for real jewellery: 
all different from one another, but still containing jewels, even if each jewel is different. 
These small metal containers that Mary Pola offers us all invariably contain bent and rusty 
nails. What is handed down to us in these microscopic containers is therefore something 
unusable by definition, as only an old and crooked nail can be. Depending on the size and 
shape of the box, there may be one or more nails, as in the jewellery box there may be one 
or more jewels, but the substance does not change.

The title of the series “Memories” sets our thinking in motion. We have some small chests 
designed by their creators to keep something precious safe. This something is nothing 
more than one, two or very few old and already used nails, which now no longer serve any 
purpose. And the meaning of all this has to do with memory, which in its essence, as we 
said above, is an act that alludes to a participation of absolute knowledge, that knowledge 
which gathers the past and the future in an eternal present. But it is this surprise, this 
reversal of our expectations in front of the content, which leads us to think further about 
what the artist suggests. Can, in the place of a jewel be a rusty nail memory, a memory to 
be protectively guarded in tiny and precious safes like these? Why is it worth passing on 
these objects which are, more than useless, “no longer useful”? And yet, how useful is the 
memory itself? Is the useless nature of our memories not more (or less) banal? These are 
moments of a past that we always carry with us, weightless but not without fatigue, whi-
ch are part of our self: what we are is what we remember. But how can these memories be 
“reused” in the strict sense of the term?

On the other hand, the sensation we have in front of these sculptures, that Mary Pola 
has chosen and worked on for us, is that of findings which come not from the past, but 
from a future that is very far ahead of us. They seem to come from a time situated beyond 
some fundamental event, such as a cataclysm? Like scales brought back by the tide, in-
decipherable messages in a bottle in their minimal and bare essence, which at first seem 
disappointing. Furthermore, true cataclysms, like earthquakes, experienced by the chosen 
land of Mary Pola, and also in an extended sense alludes to all the “cataclysms” possible, 
even social; those epochal phenomena that pull down walls, true or mental, to then plant 
a nail to hang something new. That’s why these chests describe to us a time that is not 
there, has not yet been and that may not ever be; and yet it is here, before us, present 
as never before and solidified in these small objects, elevated as a museum object in the 
intelligent installation under glass bells - minimalia that become invaluable in front of our 
gaze. But if the future and the past are united in the eternal present of the Self, at what 
time do these objects speak to us?

Let’s not underestimate the symbolic value of the nail, an object that in the strict sense 
serves to unite two things that do not originate together. In the Christian West it refers 
immediately to the crucifixion of Christ, to the nails used for the final martyrdom, which 
hold together the flesh of the condemned man to the wood of the cross. Widening the per-
spective, those nails unite two ages of human history: a before and an after, the Old with 
the New Testament. The nail represents a bond, equivalent to the knot, as something that 
holds man in a particular moment or place or an existential state, an anchor to something 
that otherwise would run away. The same goes for “Memories”, memory itself and the 
memories that bind us to a moment that we would otherwise lose forever. What we see 
in the small containers of Mary Pola, as well as those accumulated in the web that builds 
the thirteenth object of the installation, are nails that no longer bind anything, because 
they are used, having tied someone to something in the past (or in the future?) To us, the 
spectator, we need to complete that story, adding faces and missing moments.

Finally, there is still a part of the project to be tackled, that of photographic enlargements, 
which are an integral part of “Memories”. They are installed in various sizes, but these are 
mostly reproductions that are enlarged many times. In this case, photography guarantees 
fidelity in relation to the object, but variation with respect to its dimensions; intended 
both to its magnitude and three-dimensionality. Here we enter another mechanism that 
is familiar to us: the memory of the memory. It often happens, as a clinically proven phe-
nomenon, that we process our memories every time we bring them back to mind, adding, 
removing, enlarging or reducing the parts that compose them. The memory we have of 
a particular episode is hardly ever the faithful recording of what has happened, but it is 
more like an old book that we continue to open and close and then crumple, and on which 
we note new sensations and delete old ones.

For Sufis, such as Rumi, the remembrance of God carried out through the mention of His 
Name - dhikr - is the highest human action, indeed, the only one that really holds value, 
diminishing all other human actions. After all, God himself in the Qur’an says, “Remember 
Me, and I will remember you”. But for the Sufi, as well as for the doctrines mentioned at 
the beginning, remembering is the equivalent to tapping into the Source, going there and 
staying for a certain period of time united, bound, or perhaps nailed? to that Source. So 
yes, there is a particular type of remembering that is really worthy of being considered as 
a treasure, kept in a small chest that could represent our heart. It is up to us to know how 
to protect it, and pass on its importance to those who are yet to come.
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Awards
2014 Selected in the competition “Premio Arte Mondadori”
2014 Selected in the international competition “MISA”
2006 First International Award “Taormina Biennale Visiva”
2004 Selected in the national competition “Pagine Bianche D’Autore”

Solo exhibitions

2018  MEMORIES, critical text by Alberto Rigoni, Korean Contemporary Art 2nd Avenue Gallery, Seoul (Korea)
2016 VIAGGIATORI sulla FLAMINIA 9\ Viaggiatori Straordinari & Ciarlatani 5° itinerario, Spoleto, (PG), IT
MEMORIES | photo installation | poetry performance by Barbara Pinchi
2016 OPUS & LIGHT – anno XVIII°, Madonna del Pozzo, Spoleto (PG), IT
2012 Mary Pola| Clashes, Carlotta Testori Studio, Milano, IT
2010 Mary Pola for ERG, edited by Anna Orlando, Palazzo Nicolosio Lomellino, Genova, IT
Rolli Days. Contemporary art in historical buildings in the city, Genova, IT
MEMORIES installation with barrels of oil and audio, Genova, IT

Group exhibitions

2016  MISERICORDIAE | Il Sacred in Contemporary Art, edited by di Paolo Aquilini, Museo Diocesano e Capitolare, Foligno (PG), IT
2014 Mondadori Art Prize, at Permanente di Milano, Milano, IT
2014 Ricognizione – Contemporary Art in Umbria, CIAC, Foligno (PG), IT
MISA – International Museum of Sculpture in progress for Companies, Guidonia (RM),IT
IO e MICHELANGELO, Academy of Drawing Arts, Accademia delle Belle Arti, Firenze, IT
ARTOUR-O il MUST, Interior, nel Parco, Villa La Vedetta, Villa Fani, in Città – Firenze, IT
2013 8° VIAGGIATORI Sulla FLAMINIA-Arcadia: mente, corpo & paesaggio, MAD, Trevi (PG),IT
2012 Giorni Felici a Casa Testori, Associazione Testori, Novate Milanese (Mi), IT
2007 Colors and images from Italy, Beijing World Art Museum, Beijing, CH
2006  Mary Pola | Armando Moriconi, Flash Art Museum of Contemporany Art, Trevi (PG), IT
Taormina Biennale Visiva, Palazzo Corvaja, Taormina (ME), IT
Amori Imperfetti, Contemporary Space Jerico, Perugia, IT

Works with Public Institutions

2015 Opera Project, Company of Navigation “Messina” (GE), IT
2014 Monumental Sculpture Project, MISA Guidonia Montecelio (RM), IT
2013 Monumental Sculpture Project, Piazza del comune di Calangianus (SS), IT
2009 Opera Project, Petroleum Company “ LUKoil ”, Moscow, RUS
2009 Opera Project, Petroleum Company “ ERG “, Genova, (GE), IT

Workshop

2013 2° Festival of Urban Regeneration – Relazioni, Rosarno (RC), IT

Mary Pola was born in Sardinia in 1975. She lives and works in Umbria, Italy.
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