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Leon Ferrari

b. 1920 Buenos Aires, Argentina - d. July 25th, 2013 Buenos Aires, Argentina

I draw silent handwritten words, which tell things, with lines that recall voices. And | write drawings that recite
memories that words cannot say.

Le6n Ferrari, to Christina Harrison, October 6, 1996; Huntington Art Gallery Archives, The University of Texas at
Austin

I am very much interested in the attitude of the person who looks at a written drawing: he has within him traces of
the millenary human history of looking at rationally comprehensible writing, of constructing meaning or piecing
together an image as his eyes go over the lines of writing.

Ledn Ferrari, “Questionnaire to Participating Artists,” 1996; Huntington Art Gallery Archives, The University of
Texas at Austin

1920-1954

Le6n Ferrari was born in Buenos Aires on September 3; he was the third of six children. His father was the
ltalian architect, painter, and photographer Augusto C. Ferrari (1871-1970). Augusto Ferrari immigrated to
Argentina in 1915; he had a successful career building and decorating churches in Cordoba and Buenos Aires.
Leon’s mother Susana Celia del Pardo (1891-1949) was a teacher. In 2003, Ledn and his sister Susana
sponsored an exhibition in Buenos Aires of their father’s paintings, panoramas, church buildings and
photography, accompanied by a catalogue.

Ledn was sent to Catholic schools run by priests where he recalled “the notion of hell was stuffed into your head
[...] That image generated a terrible fear in the mind of the child. And fear winds up controlling your whole life.”
(Juan Ignacio Boido, Rojo y Negro, Pagina /30, July 1999, revised in June 2004) “As a child, Ferrari resented
daily exposure to Christian imagery and weekly coercive indoctrination. All these early experiences explain his
lifelong attraction and repulsion by the Church as a source of faith and as an institution of power.” (Héctor Olea
in Inverted Utopias, MFAH, 2004)

He studied engineering at the Facultad de Ciencias Exactas, Fisica y Naturales of the Universidad de Buenos
Aires, and after graduating in 1947, he worked with his father on several construction projects in Cérdoba.

In 1946 Ledn married Alicia Barros Castro.

He painted and drew portraits of Alicia, but in spite of his father being an accomplished painter who studied in
Turin at the Albertina Academy, Ledn never had formal art training, which he considers an advantage. According
to Ferrari, his father “advised us not to study art, not to dedicate ourselves to art because it was difficult to
support a family as an artist, despite his having done quite well.” (Luis Felipe Noé, Visita a Ledn Ferrari, Centro
Cultural Recoleta exhibition catalogue, Bs As 2004, p.349)

Moved to Rosario where he worked for Celulosa de Argentina, a paper manufacturer. In 1950 the family
returned to Buenos Aires. They settled in Castelar, a suburb 20 km. from Buenos Aires, in a house built by his
father where Ledn set up his workshop in the garage.

Daughter Mariali was born in 1948, son Pablo in 1949, and Ariel in 1951.

1952

In the autumn Mariali contracted tubercular meningitis, Ferrari took her to ltaly, where the Children’s Hospital in
Florence offered a successful treatment; his wife Alicia joined them a month later.
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1953

They settled in Rome and lived for a year at the Italian Argentine Institute.

1954

Ferrari began to work with ceramics in the studio of a Sicilian ceramicist Salvatore Meli (1929-2011) and the
sculptor Renato Marino Mazzacurati. Ferrari said “I fell in love with clay and ceramic forms.” Later he rented a
studio in the Trastevere, which had a kiln that allowed him to make large ceramic pieces.

Leoén Ferrari in his Rome studio 1955

In June he sent several pieces to the national ceramics competition at the Museo Internazionale delle
Ceramiche di Faenza.

Ferrari participated in the X Milan Triennial, where he met Lucio Fontana, a juror.

1955

In February he exhibited fifty large hollow ceramic pieces that hung from the ceiling at the Cairola Gallery in
Milan.

Ferrari returned to Buenos Aires, researched ceramic pigments, and then set up a small company to produce
metal compounds, a business that he continued until 1976.

1958-1959

With Argentine filmmaker Fernando Birri, Ferrari worked on the production of the film La primera fundacion de
Buenos Aires [The First Founding of Buenos Aires]. It was based on one of Oski's paintings, inspired by a 16th
century German text by Enrico Schmidel (Oski/Oscar Conti, 1914-1979, Argentine cartoon and satirical
historical artist). The film was presented at the Cannes film festival in 1959, and it received three awards in
Argentina.

In 1959 Ferrari returned to making sculpture in cement, plaster and wood.
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1960

In November he exhibited clay sculpture at the Galatea gallery in Buenos Aires.

Critic Hugo Parpagnoli described his clay works: “...they have the density and color of beautiful skin, smooth
and matte. Even the more abstract pieces seem alive and undulating. The grand vessels, the gourds and the
pregnant torsos all have the softness and elasticity of bodies, within the outlines of artificial objects. They are
titled Magdalen, Mujer rosada [Pink Woman], Mujer encinta [Pregnant Woman] even when an anatomical
description is remote or nonexistent.” (Hugo Parpagnoli, La Prensa, Bs As, November 18, 1960)
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Mujer [Woman], ca.1960 Ceramic, Escrito en el aire, 1964, page from the book of poems by Rafael
29% x 13% x 7 inches Alberti & drawings by Leén Ferrari, published by Al Insegna del
Pesce d’Oro, Milan

He met the Spanish poet Rafael Alberti, an émigré after the defeat of the Republican Government who had
arrived in Argentina in 1940. They collaborated in the production of a book of poems and drawings, Escrito en el
aire [Written in the Air] published in Milan in 1964 by Vanni Scheiwiller, Al Insegna del Pesce d’Oro.

1961

In October Ferrari presented 16 carved wood pieces and his first wire sculptures at the Van Riel gallery. He also
made Gagarin, a hanging stainless steel and bronze wire sculpture that now is in the Eduardo Costantini
Collection.

Gagarin, ca.1961 Stainless steel, 20%% inches diameter
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“When somebody makes sculptures and drawings it is assumed that the drawings were made first, and then
transferred to sculpture. On the contrary,” Ferrari says, “| began to make wire sculptures, and the drawings were
done two years later in Italy, when Arturo Schwarz invited me to participate in a collection of prints.”

In December 1961 Ferrari traveled to Milan where he stayed four months.

1962

In March he exhibited the wood and metal pieces that he made in Milan at the Galeria Pater. The wire
sculptures were described in Domus magazine as “drawings in space that have almost more light than body,
like an explosion of sparks.” (Domus, 1962, Italy) The Italian collector Arturo Schwarz bought a sculpture and
invited Ferrari to participate in the exhibition L’Avanguardia Internazionale.

Seated Woman, 1961, Cube, 1961 Stainless steel
Stainless steel wire,
47% inches

Paloma [Dove], 1961 Stainless steel wire, 8 x 12 x 15% inches

It was then that he began his remarkable abstract drawings. “This may well be the year’s most interesting work,
since | began drawing ‘Music,”” Ferrari wrote, evaluating his year’s activity on December 31, 1962.

Lyle Rexer wrote: “The point of the ‘Music’ pieces seems to be that while conventional notation contains the
promise of sound, another kind of rendering might convey the experience of music, its rhythms and intensities,
as heard. Ferrari doesn't estheticize the characters of a language, turning them into mysterious and beautiful
symbols, as did Klee. Rather, he calls attention to ways in which musical notation and written language
suggest, convey and withhold meaning.” (Art in America, April 2005, exhibition at the Drawing Center in New
York Leén Ferrari: Politiscripts)

Six of his remarkable drawings from 1962 and 1964 are in the MoMA collection.

During his stay in Milan he met the art critics Giulio Carlo Argan and Gillo Dorfles, and established a connection
with the Levi Gallery.

He also went to Paris, visited Le Point Cardinal gallery, where he consigned a collection of drawings. In April
Ferrari returned to Buenos Aires.

In September, he showed wire sculptures and drawings in the Galeria Antigona in Buenos Aires.
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The Buenos Aires Museo de Arte Moderno acquired Hombre [Man] 1962, a large wire sculpture (77 x 27% x 27
in., 196 x 70 x 69 cm.).

His works on paper from this period, an extension of the Written Drawings series called Escrituras dibujadas
[Drawn Writings], combined tightly handwritten text - often with biblical references - with drawn and collaged
images. They erase the distinction between writing and drawing through the artist’s distortion of traditional
handwriting as he imbued it with new meaning. Made his first artist book.

Artist Book, 1962

1963

First works with political implications. From 1962, after the military ouster of President Arturo Frondizi until Juan
Perén’s return in 1973, the military ruled Argentina. In April Ferrari completed the first Carta a un general [Letter
to a General]. These series of abstracted text-based drawings were a new form of political denunciation capable
of evading censorship and reprisal from the repressive Military Junta. (A selection of these letters was exhibited
in Global Conceptualism: Points of Origin, 1950s-1980s, at the Queens Museum of the Arts in New York in 1999)

On the Letter to a General Ferrari commented: “It is difficult to write a ‘logical’ letter to a general. A letter that
says something, that is not just an insult, but is ‘artistic.’” In the incomprehensible nature of these letters - more
than a form of protection against censorship is a confession of my incapability to write a letter like Rodolfo
Walsh’s. Now that was a letter. What | wrote was an imitation of a letter, or a hidden letter, that could make you
ask: does this mean something or it doesn’t?
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