
 

 

Messages in a Bottle 

Pietro Gaglianò 

“And the clouds like galleons anchored in heaven” 

Derek Walcott, The man who loved islands 

 

The Bottle 

Gita al faro (To the Lighthouse) is the tale of a very long preparation for a day trip to a lighthouse. 

In the novel by Virginia Woolf, which has inspired the title for this project by Maura Banfo, the 

excursion takes place only ten years later, after its conception. The tension between the two 

holidays by the sea (at the beginning and at the end in the novel) is just a pretext to describe the 

story of a family of friends and artists who surround it, and everybody is affected by unexpressed 

and tortuous worries. Some emblematic images from the book and the marine atmosphere, 

northern and misty, appear also in the recent works by Maura, in a wide landscape that is 

comprehensible only thanks to the interpretation of the various themes, considered as messages 

in a bottle. 

 

First Message, the Body  

For the very first time Maura includes the human body in her work. It is neither just an extension 

of it, nor a metaphorical depiction : it is the physical body, her body, made by limbs, skin and hair. 

She never dared to make such a representation in her autobiographical enquiry of reality. The 

presence of the artist is the turning point in her research that enlightens her entire pathway, 

illuminating the different parts of it and exalting the thin and strong connection among them. 

Maura’s body (almost like in the awaited dénouement of a dense plot) constitutes a sort of 

measurement of everything, architecture and travel have appeared in her previous artworks. 

Everything is redefined by the dimensions of the body, and all the places become spaces to be 

inhabited by the body. In the photo the shell near the face of the artist creates a sequence of 

lines, between the shape of the hand and the features, in a research of continuity and adhesion to 

the tangible form of the world. 

 

 

Second Message, the story of the Shell and other stories  

Also from a formal point of view, the work of Maura Banfo reverberates with the narrative 

construction of the novels by Virginia Woolf: the attention payed to objects and their shadows, to 

the stories opened behind them, like unexpected spaces to be explored. Both in Woolf’s writing 

and in Banfo’s art pieces the surface of material things conceals interconnected stories. Looking 

for the sound of the sea in a shell is a kind of meditation: a self-listening that is able to tie the 

present to a time that has already passed. Under the surface of art (just like in the pages of To the 

Lighthouse) time is almost never conditioned by the rules of sequence, that logic which condemns 

the dead to be dead forever and makes the past impossible to be reached. In all the pictures of 

Banfo's work a dense landscape is present where time is blended with light, circular movements: 

the bright flux of the lighthouse turning on itself, the spiral of the shell which contains its own age 

and connects Maura’s present life to the tales she listened to as a young girl. Everything moves 



 

 

simultaneously around itself and towards a far point, allowing one to understand that everywhere 

in her work there is the root and meaning of its shape. 

 

Third Message, the Shape of the Clouds 

Things are always something else. When the world is imbued with the sense of art it exists also in 

a second sphere, active in a symbolic meaning. The intervention of art (like in the islander visions 

of Derek Walkott) changes the shape of the clouds in “galleons anchored in heaven”, as well as for 

the poet - the little boy Peter Handke who states that it is possible for “the brook to be a river, the 

river to be a torrent, and this puddle to be the sea”. Thus the shell of Maura is a nest, and the nest 

a house. In Gita al faro many constant themes re-emerge in Maura Banfo's work (i.e. the nest);  

this coherence, this working for a long time on the reverberations of the same theme, is a typical 

aspect of her research: nothing ends, not forever, not completely. The artist’s gaze, just like life, 

gets transformed and remains the same, in a circular movement. The contemplation of the sea, 

the desired and never reached solitude of a lighthouse, the timelessness of waiting, the attention 

to objects and for their transformation, those are part of a new panorama in Maura’s work. All of 

them are a continuation of the reflection upon the concepts of home and identity, upon the 

physical and mental trip as a tool of knowledge. And everything runs within a horizon that 

combines the personal story of the artist with a maze of symbols belonging to all of humanity. 

 
 


