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Maria Finn: Sometimes the Desert is Red

The Stripped and the Naked 

“ Red Desert” is one of Michaelangelo Antonioni’s most well-known films and an example of the auteur’s remarkable style. One can clearly observe his combination of conviction and minimalism, his compositions, consisting mainly of long shots focusing on human figures in a naked landscape or a sterile urban site. Critics have described ‘Red Desert’ as a ‘ constructed abstraction’, or as ‘ introverted neo-realism’ and even at times, as ‘abstract emotional realism’, and the auteur himself has often been named ‘the poet of the incommunicado’ that has influenced the aesthetics of film. 

‘Red Desert’ is part of the curriculum for film students at university, who at first view it with mild sleepiness, which soon (following a number of psychoanalytic readings) gives its place to sincere admiration and true awe. After all, Red Desert is a time capsule of 60s modernism. It is this version of modernism that lends itself to various interpretations even outside the realm of film. Maria Finn uses this film as her source and attempts a new ‘reading’ of it in an installation of 9 small, framed drawings juxtaposed with some photographs. Although at first they seem as studies of or for the film, upon closer inspection they follow (from a distance) the lives of the people they try to represent. As if through a telescope, we can only see their contours and this creates a sense of ambiguity, of being there but at the same time of being absent. They seem as if they have been eaten up by something that only left the shape of their existence: a contour without any perspective. The figures look emotionally stripped bare before completely vanishing, and the tension spreads out into the landscape. In Finn’s drawings, as well as in Antonioni’s film, the background of the image is its core; it is the reflection of the figures’ state of mind; it alludes to their disillusionment and disappointment.  It is in this capturing of the background as a psychological state that Maria Finn excels. Her drawing then reaches perfection: factories, symmetrical bushes, series of trees could be seen as a metaphor for the human heart and its arteries. Same as in the movie, gray conquers all with vehemence. It is imposing and impressively gray. The more you look at it the more you realize how aggressive, tormenting and overbearing it is, as if it steps on the figures, as if it has the ability to activate all their neuroses. It all prompts the viewer to take the place of the people whose contours are only on display. It all prompts the viewer to perceive the color of reflection of an existential and social condition.

Maria Finn, whose name sounds Finnish but is Swedish, is based in Denmark. Her nordic aura, currently in the center of Athens is not only intriguing, but also very welcome. The exhibition is supported by the Swedish Embassy in Greece and the Danish Arts Agency. 

