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The Swiss Institute of New York
takes pride in presenting the
work of one of Switzerland's
foremost contemporary sculp-

tors: Raffaéel Benazzi.

That Benazzi currently chooses
to work in wood is particularly
significant to us, since wood—
one of our country’s principal
resources—occupies a singular
place in Swiss economy and
culture. Raffaél Benazzi trans-
cends the familiar mystery of the
wood, to create an object loaded

with unpredictable emotions.
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It can be said of Raffaél Benazzi
that he is an artist whose true
metier is mystery yet one whose
work holds no secrets. From the
“open abstraction” wood sculp-
tures that first brought him seri-
ous attention to his voluptuous,
rounded forms in alabaster; from
the pagan iconography of his
pendulous jewelry and (especial-
ly) to the stoic cubes of the past
decade, Benazzi's work speaks
most eloquently in its contem-

plative silence.

In this they reflect, perhaps, the
naturally taciturn qualities of the
farmer, the peasant, the man of
the soil—Benazzi's nurturing
roots—whose rhythms are those
of nature and whose primary organ
of interaction with his environ-

ment is a watchful eye.

Itis this quality of waiting, of tak-
ing things in, that informs these
cubes, lends them their power,
and resonates beyond their sim-
plicity to more profound, spiritual

issues.

The correspondences between
these sculptures and the art of
Benazzi's time—Brancusi's Gate
of the Kiss, to select one particu-
larly relevant example—lies in
the tension between reticence
andrevelation.”l am not;” Benazzi
once said, “a showman!’ Yet the

internal intricacy of his work is

telling and it shows, like a taber-
nacle that stands open, revealing

the spirit within.

The artist’s links with contemporary
art exist on a far more personal
level,as well.ltis less coincidence
than fate that he was taken under
the wing of Jules Bissier (1893-
1965) in 1949 at the very time
that artist, having passed through
many stages, was beginning his
wood sculptures. Fortuitous, too,
was his subsequent association
with Hans Jean Arp (1886-1966).
Benazzi's heritage from both
Bissier, a founder of the Neue
Sachlichkeit, or “New Objectivi-
ty” movement (opposed to both
abstraction and expressionism),
and Arp, the independent thinker,
Dada/Surrealist and poet, lies
less in the direct transmission of
“art” than in communicating the
aesthetic of the maverick, the
loner, the solitary creator. “Their
influence;’ says Richard Pichler,
author of Swiss Artists in New
York, *was primarily to open the
young Benazzi to art!” They also
bequeathed to him the courage
to be, in his own words, “a self-

taught anarchist!’

Onecanexamineatgreaterlength
the similarities among these art-
ists: Bissier'searly “neo-medieval
romanticism” in which Benazzi,
throughthe sobertone of hiswork
since 1979, still participates; Arp’s

restless, tactile surfaces and
relentless probing of forms and
shapes. But equal to these early
influences—and more relevant
to the current exhibition—is the
impact of New York itself on the

sculptor’s work.

Of the black charred patina
which envelops his cubes,
Benazzi says, “What Ad Rein-
hardt did with color, | do with
space,—an acknowledgement
of debt to the quintessential
New Yorker of the New York
School. It has been said that
Benazzi's forms have turned
hard-edged and angular as a
result of his emigration to New
York, and there is probably truth
in this perception. Yet he has
never forsaken the sensual and
tactile that has informed his
work since his genesis as an
artist.

Benazzi's words regarding “open
abstraction” pieces with which
he began his career may apply
equally to his latest work. “When
Rodin sculpted Balzac, he had
the figure stand with his arms
folded across his chest, the
writer’s cloak wrapped tightly
around him, very defensively. My
‘cloaks’ are wrapped, too, but
they are open. Like myself, they
are vulnerable!’

Michael Karp



Untitled, 1982/86, white ash, foreground, 46 x 29 x 13 inches



Untitled, 1986, black walnut, 9V2 x 28 x 19V inches



» Untitled, 1988, black walnut, 18 x 34 x 25 inches



» Untitled, 1988, black walnut, 10 x 10Y2 x 124 inches



» Untitled, 1988, black cherry, 10% x 14 x 13Y2 inches



» Untitled, 1988, black walnut, 45 x 24 x 16 inches



Untitled, 1987, linden , 31 x 16 x 8 inches



Untitled, 1989, oriental elm, 262 x 23 x 17 inches



Untitled, 1989, oak, 29 x 30 x 232 inches
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Untitled, 1989, oriental elm, 35 x 32 x 30 inches



» Untitled, 1989, oriental elm, 30 x 20 x 25 inches



Three untitled sculptures, 1989



» Untitled, 1989, oriental elm, 23 x 222 x 24 inches



» Untitled, 1989, elm, 264 x 25 x 23 inches



» Untitled, 1989, oriental elm, 25 x 212 x 18 % inches
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» Untitled, 1989, oriental elm, 25 x 212 x 18% inches
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