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SCRIVERE DISEGNANDO: 
WHEN LANGUAGE SEEKS ITS OTHER 
Centre d’Art Contemporain Genève, Geneva 
January 29 – August 23, 2020  
 
Co-curated by Andrea Bellini and Sarah Lombardi, the directors, 
respectively, of the Centre d'Art Contemporain Genève and the 
Collection de l'Art Brut, in Lausanne, this exhibition brings together 
works by trained, contemporary artists and art brut creators without 
explicitly emphasising their biographies. It marks the first time that 
the CAB has presented art brut works in dialogue with modern and 
contemporary creations on the theme of writing, focusing more on 
their makers’ gestures and draughtsmanship, and not so much on 
their works’ communicative functions. 

An exceptional and beautifully lit Adolf Wölfli drawing sets the 
exhibition’s tone, challenging from the outset a viewer’s ability to 
interpret such an unusual work. Similarly, some 100 other artist-
created modes of writing are in evidence, spanning roughly one 
century of art history. 

The exhibition examines various aspects of artists’ imaginary 
languages: writing, drawing, communication, decipherability, 
secrecy, ambiguity, and ambivalence. Works on view include original 
pages from Luigi Serafini’s mysterious Codex Seraphinianus, which, 
with their absurdist, surreal imagery and asemic (without semantic 
content) text, are a joy to encounter. The Swiss art brut creator 
Aloïse Corbaz’s notebooks are filled with swirling texts, while a wall 
filled with Laure Pigeon’s drawings is especially striking; these works’ 
fluid lines leave a viewer with a sense of their profoundly 
unknowable meaning. Resembling lively organisms, they play off 
interestingly against Henri Michaux’s abstract works, which in turn 
seem to share psychedelic associations with Reinhold Metz’s 
illuminated manuscripts hanging freely in the middle of a gallery, 
instead of flat against a wall. 

Works by Nick Blinko, Jean Dubuffet, Gaston Chaissac, 
Dwight Mackintosh, J B Murray, Jeanne Tripier, August Walla, 
Melvin Way, and other self-taught artists are also featured here. 
Viewers may find a sense of poetry in many of the pieces on 
display, which present written language, however unfamiliar or 
indecipherable, in varied and unexpected ways. These different, 
unusual forms of writing may be seen as morphing, meandering, 
and perhaps, in their own ways, serving to record unknowable 
messages or to solve unfathomable problems. 
CARLO KESHISHIAN 

LE LIVRE DE PIERRE 
Lucienne Peiry 
Paris: Éditions Allia, French text, 4 x 6.5 ins / 10 x 17 cm  
ISBN: 979-10-304-1214-7 
 
This concise summary of the life and remarkable oeuvre of 
Fernando Nannetti (1927–1994) examines the unusual character of 
his artistic production – which, regrettably, no longer exists, except 
in photographs – and of the circumstances in which it was 
produced. His now-vanished works have earned this self-taught 
Italian draughtsman a secure place in the canon of the most 
definitive, emblematic art brut creators. 

Written, in French, by the well-known art brut historian and 
curator Lucienne Peiry in a manner that is lucid and engaging,  
Le Livre de Pierre (The Book of Stone) pulls a reader not only into the 
isolated world in which Nannetti produced his mysterious graffiti 
but also deep into the process by which he created his writing-
drawings on the exterior walls of the psychiatric hospital in Tuscany 
in which he spent most of his life. 

Peiry, a former director of the Collection de l’Art Brut, organised 
an exhibition focusing on Nannetti at that well-known museum in 
Lausanne, Switzerland, in 2011. Her text in this small-format book is 
based in part on the research she conducted for that earlier 
presentation but it also offers a new invitation to discover the work 
of a creator that is unique in the annals of art brut. 

Fernando Oreste Nannetti was born in Rome in 1927; his father 
was unknown. As a young boy, he lived in an orphanage and was 
sent to a psychiatric institution for children. Later, he suffered from a 
spinal illness, for which he received treatment, and for a while, as a 
young man, he lived alone. However, in 1956, at the age of 29, after 
already having been diagnosed as schizophrenic and having 
experienced hallucinations and feelings of persecution, Nannetti 
was arrested for offensive behaviour toward a public official and 
sent to the Santa Maria della Pietà psychiatric hospital in Rome.       
In 1958, Nannetti was moved from Rome to the Volterra psychiatric 
hospital in the Tuscany region of central Italy. 

It was there, Peiry explains, that the “taciturn, solitary” Nannetti, 
withdrawing from the surrounding chaos of his fellow patients’ 
“brawls, brouhahas, frenzies, and howls”, used nothing more than the 
metal prongs of the buckle on his hospital-issued vest to incise 
mysterious lines of text, in stylised, angular letters, on the external 
stone walls in the courtyard of the psychiatric hospital in which its 
residents took their daily breaks. His writings flowed back and forth 
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horizontally and around the architectural details that decorated the 
stone walls. 

Peiry notes that Nannetti covered these surfaces “with 
ingenuity” with his “biographical, auto-fictional, telepathic, and even 
pseudoscientific or cosmogonic declarations”. The hospital’s stone 
walls, she explains, “became the sensitive screen for his poetic 
projections,” and, in Nannetti’s hands, a simple belt buckle became 
“an instrument of freedom” and the confined man’s “escape key”. 

Peiry’s book includes photographs that Pier Nello Manoni shot of 
Nannetti’s wall drawings in 1979, before they deteriorated with the 
passage of time. The Volterra hospital closed long ago. Le Livre de 
Pierre also reproduces, for the first time ever, several of Nannetti’s 
abstract drawings in ballpoint pen ink on paper, whose dense 
compositions suggest affinities with the works of other art brut 
artists and with those of certain modern artists whose works have 
been characterised by limited formal vocabularies of line and 
pattern. 

Le Livre de Pierre offers more than just an introduction to the life 
and work of a distinctive art brut creator. It also vividly captures his 
creative spirit. 
EDWARD M. GÓMEZ 

LIBERTY REALM 
Works by Cathy Ward, with essays by Cathy Ward, Edward M Gómez, 
Doug Harvey and Dr Robert Wallis, Strange Attractor Press, 2020 
ISBN-13: 978-1907222733 
 
At the start of this book, artist Cathy Ward tells us, “Last century I set 
off in search of the unknown. Liberty Realm has been a void I step 
into, a country that I roam.”  What follows is a rich visual odyssey 
charted through works produced mostly in the current century.    
The vast majority of these were conjured up by scratching forms out 
of the black void surfaces of panels previously prepared by laying 
ink over white clay. Flicking through the pages, one has a sense of 
seething movement and abstract shapes; on focussing, one 
perceives each image as organic and irresistibly enveloping. Without 
ever resorting to nuances of shading, Ward creates in each case a 
compelling open-ended microcosm that is at once landscape, hair, 
and bodily opening. In reproductions showing whole works, there 
are opportunities for objective looking, but they are usually 
followed by big, close-up details, spread over two pages, which 
threaten to overwhelm the hapless viewer. As Robert Wallis says in 
his essay, “Ward’s pictures are like snares; they capture my attention 
and hold it for sustained periods of enchantment.” 

The works in Liberty Realm speak to the unfinished body, ever 
coming into being, exposed and defined by its orifices. Rise, for 
example, is like some tumescent, organic, tropical landscape, but the 
“volcano” at top centre is really a breast and nipple expressing fluid 
like a whale’s spout. The book has been beautifully designed to be 
sensitive to, and enhance, the feel of Ward’s art. Three excellent short 
critical essays – by Edward M Gómez, Doug Harvey and Wallis – 
provide useful background and insight, but the book is an 
overwhelmingly visual experience and well worth repeated viewing. 
The act of looking encourages a process of intuitive creative 
reimagining that parallels the semi-automatic process of their 
creation. Therein lies their mystery. As Wallis rightly says, “Ward’s 
work is at once sublime and transcendent, yet earthy and pagan.” 
COLIN RHODES
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