
At the beginning of the 2000s, director Philip Gröning, after 18 years of waiting, was finally granted 
permission to enter the Grande Chartreuse, the oldest monastery of the Carthusian order, located 
in France just a few kilometers from Grenoble. “There, protected by ancient walls and by the 
silence of the place, live men who have chosen, for their entire lives, to love God and to listen to His 
Word in the sound of wind and rain, and to see His image in the passing of the seasons, measuring 
the flow of time with the tolling of the bell and the sound of their own prayers”1. There, Gröning 
filmed 120 hours of footage, shot without artificial lighting and with minimal equipment, which 
became Into Great Silence (2005) a 164-minute documentary edited without a soundtrack or other 
particular additions. The result is a film that makes explicit the essential and existential quality of 
a life of contemplation—one that does not merely concern prayer and mortification, as one might 
misleadingly imagine, but rather entails a profound and genuine observation of the world and of 
human activity, offering insights for meditation and questioning. This is an attitude that should be 
essential for all individuals, leading us toward a life of harmony and reciprocity.

“R. \[…] The word eidos in Plato designates both what is materially ‘seen,’ that is, the phenomenon 
(phainomenon, what ‘appears’), and that through which we see.
H. Here lies the real issue: we continue to believe that the image is what we see. We fail to 
understand that we see through images. That is how we understand the world. We see a shape, or 
even something deeper or something that touches us, but if the phenomenon does not pass through 
the imagination, is not imagined, it has no meaning: it bypasses us, escapes us”2.
This passage is taken from a dialogue between James Hillman and Silvia Ronchey, dedicated to the 
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1 https://www.cinematografo.it/film/il-grande-silenzio-pzxkrszi
2 J. Hillman, S. Ronchey, L’ultima immagine, Bur Psyché Rizzoli, Milan 2023, p. 107.



Early Christian mosaics of Ravenna, but more broadly seeking to answer the question “What is an 
image?”—the same question that Mario Airò has always pursued throughout his years of research 
and which has guided his explorations in fields bordering various disciplines.
Much like the monks of the Grande Chartreuse and like the director himself, the artist is in search of 
the essential, of an image that generates thought, experience, and knowledge.
“It is not even an affective or emotional intensity, but a kind of concentrated intensity. \[…] A magical 
effect that makes the power of the image into a complete experience. There: the power of the image 
is to create experience. And this provides a first true answer to our question: what is an image? An 
image is that which has this power”3.

With the exhibition Nel mentre, conceived by Mario Airò specifically for the spaces of Palazzo 
Brancadoro4, the works create a whole to be experienced rather than merely observed and are 
conceived, in particular, as a tribute to music expressed through various images.
In his artistic journey, Airò has often interacted with music and its qualities, frequently exploring the 
relationship between the visual and the sonic and their possible mutual translations.
Il gioco delle perle di vetro (2003) consists of four slides depicting the skies of north, south, east, 
and west, over which the artist has drawn the five lines of a musical staff at varying angles. In each 
slide, a musical score is formed in which the notes are indicated by the stars that happen to fall 
between the lines. Collaborating with musician Enrico Serotti, Airò assigned a sound to each note 
based on the melodic progression generated, with the note’s duration determined by the brightness 
of the stars.
In M’illumino d’immenso, it is the sound of Ungaretti’s poetry that becomes line, image: a laser 
composes two minimal movements, first tracing a vertical line and then a horizontal one, seeking to 
visually express the rhythmic structure of the verse.

Similarly, Nel mentre is an exhibition in which the artist has created a path through works related 
to a harmonic dimension of the visual, translated into a musical flow through the signs composing 
them.
The first work encountered while climbing the main staircase is Diapason #3, composed of five 
brass elements reproducing the form of a tuning fork, but with exaggerated dimensions—each 
about two and a half meters tall. Inside each element is an absorbent sheet of paper soaked in 
ink of various colors. The resulting image represents part of the light emission spectrum of gold, 
reproducing its colored lines and intervals, corresponding to the frequency of electromagnetic 
radiation emitted by electrons during energy transitions.
Next to these tall elements on the wall is a small sculpture resembling a shelf-hand, similar to 
ancient representations, from which hangs a cymbal. This musical instrument is also a sounding 
sculpture: it is a bell-bronze casting that faithfully reproduces the ancient musical instrument, 
onto which Airò has added reproductions of pictograms from the last still-ritual form of this type of 
writing in existence.
The presence of this shelf-hand, offering the ancient instrument whose chime produces a 
distinctive bitonal resonance linked to ritual dimension, turns the sound of music into a visual sign 
and enriches the overall soundscape of the installation. Thus, from a post-minimalist image, the 
large tuning forks acquire a different rhythmic complexity, translated into a melodic dimension.

At the entrance to the piano nobile of the residence is Estrellita (2003), a work consisting of a glass 
vase in which, planted in peat, a rose twists and turns to reach a beam of light descending from 
above. The space resonates with the famous 1912 aria Estrellita by Manuel Ponce. The resulting 
image is poetic and tender: the aria’s vertical developments correspond to the flower’s upward 
movement toward the light above.

3 J. Hillman, S. Ronchey, cit., 2023, p. 129.
4 The palace houses the Circolo di Ave, a virtuous organization that, through careful and meticulous research, promotes classical music con-
certs by hosting both emerging talents and world-renowned masters.
5 Cfr. C. Turini, I libri del Pipistrello Bianco. Ricostruzione linguistica, filologica e culturale di un manoscritto rituale Naxi, Quodlibet, Macerata, 
2016.



In the study, a strange machine appears: a rudimentary press that traps an alcohol-soaked, upside-
down rose pressed onto a musical score, releasing its color. The score is Les collines d’Anacapri 
(Prelude No. 5) by Debussy, chosen for its ability to sonically evoke a landscape. The natural burst of 
color marks with a halo the most vibrant passages of the piece. Throughout the exhibition, several 
such scores will be printed and scattered across different rooms.

At the heart of the palazzo, in the music room, are the panels of Pareidolia capillare (2025), an 
installation of large wooden boards resting on organic elements.
Pareidolia is a well-known and studied phenomenon in neuroscience, describing the visual 
perception of recognizable forms—especially faces but not only—in random objects like damp spots 
on walls, ink blots, clouds, wood grains, or stones. It is a phenomenon balanced between perception 
and imagination, an ancient function integrated into our visual recognition system that helped 
humans detect danger and today serves more of an imaginative purpose.
Regarding pareidolia, Leonardo da Vinci wrote:
“Do not disregard this opinion of mine, in which I remind you not to find it burdensome to stop and 
look at the stains on walls, or ashes of a fire, or clouds, or mud, or similar places—in which, if you 
observe well, you will find marvelous inventions that awaken the painter’s imagination to new ideas: 
of battles, of animals and men, of landscapes and monstrous things, such as devils and the like, 
because in confused things the mind awakens to new inventions”6.

The artist has intervened on the surfaces of poplar panels by lightly emphasizing the wood’s grain 
with color washes, generating a ‘crackling’ sequence of dynamic forms, almost like a skin for the 
concert hall. Standing at the center of the room gives one the sensation of being immersed in an 
astronomical phenomenon: the tongues of color on the panels evoke trails of interstellar drift, 
explosions, and will-o’-the-wisps produced by cosmic gases. The overall image is dizzying, evoking 
rhythms and generative flows—an abstraction resonating with ancestral echoes.

The journey concludes with Anatoma tobeyoides (2019), a white panel covered with small white 
graphic signs forming an almost invisible grid on the surface, simulating the wandering tracks of a 
tiny mollusk and paying homage to Mark Tobey’s white writings.

In recent years, the artist has increasingly pursued a profound investigation of freedom, dedicated 
to the image—a subject he has always questioned in terms of meaning and nature. His recent works 
stem from a slow, daily process—wherever possible, ever more solemn and delicate, yet filled with 
deep strength. Like a monk, the artist favors retreating into his studio, though he remains attuned to 
the world, continuously observing it and gathering sounds, images, and possibilities to translate into 
a shared, fragile, and universal human knowledge.
This vision can be traced back to one of his early works, Unité d’habitation (1994), which 
reconstructed a cell from the Certosa of Pavia. Made of bricks, like a real small building designed 
for a single person, the environment was built around the window of the exhibition space—the 
only point from which one could peek inside—while the other three brick facades, windowless, 
firmly expressed their inaccessibility. The monk, in his space of contemplation, closes off all 
communication with the relational human world, leaving open only the channels for mystical 
participation.

6 Trattato della pittura di Leonardo da Vinci, condotto sul cod. Vaticano Urbinate 1270, Unione cooperativa editrice, Roma 1890, p. 40.



OPERE ESPOSTE
Mario Airò
Diapason #3, 2019.
5 elements. Brass, blotting paper, acrylic ink, polyethylene, ceramic, bronze 250 x 340 cm

Mario Airò
Estrellita, 2003. 
Artificial rose, halogen lamp, audio system, 90 x 45 x 32 cm

Mario Airò
Les collines d’Anacapri, 2025.
Wood, musical score, rose, alcohol, 51 x 38 x 40 cm 

Mario Airò
Pareidolia capillare, 2025.
Poplar wood, acrylic ink, dog bones 220 x 580 cm

Mario Airò
Anatoma tobeyoides, 2019.
Plaster, tempera for calligraphy, anatoma shells (marine micromollusks) on wood, 90 x 70 x 1,5 cm
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