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Packed with his own original artworks and an assemblage of modernist designs,
the storied surrounds of a former 18th-century Cistercian monastery in Sicily
have been given a new chapter by collector-turned-artist Sergio Fiorentino.

By Annemarie Kiely Photographed by Filippo Bamberghi
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he small city of Noto, found stepping
up the sun-soaked coastline of the
Symacuse provinee in [taly’s southern
slandd Skeily, is an unspotled fewel of the
late barogue that savvy travellers dare
not share for fear it be cormipted wd
commadified by the tourist hordes.
UNESCO  concurred  with  this
protectionist view in 2002, slapping a
Waorld Heritage listing on the limestone
city as o slite of ‘vutstanding universal value a ealtural currency
mueasured by s historical cirenmstance — Notowas lovelled by the
‘great’ Sicilian carthgquake of 1693 — and the unprecedented
homaogeneity of its rebuilt architecture,

It i a masterplese of Sicilian Baroque; o flambovant blending of
Ttallan, Spanishand French influesees bolled dow gt a reglonal base
flavour and poured into an innovative grid plan by the ‘starchitects’
of the day, Puolo Labisi, Vinvenzo Sinutre and Rosario Gagliardi:

Proud Noto resident and artist Serglo Florentino ponders the
relevianee of this place and its dromatie past to the works produoced
Inside his studio=home — o restored refectory within a former
Cistervinn monastery designed by Gaglinedi in 1714

“What moved me about Noto wis not so much its barogue richiness
as fts metaphvsend dimension and jts palette of white stone and blue
sky,” savs the late- 405 artist who, after schooling in art, detoured into
degiling n modernist design, “The beginning of my artistic activity
takes place in Noto, exactly 11 vears ago.. After many vears of
reseirching and collecting design, [l the need to star ereat ing and
padnting — something that | hsd not done since [Rudving], The
stimubus 10 change my life was given to me by the beanty of Noto.”

Presenting as a Dolee & Gabbana panorama of vellowing eitrus
groves, Sicilian blue skics — bouncing from sea to silent clodster —
and blanched architeeture alchemising into gold In the afternoon
sumn, Noto has an otherness that Fiorentino asserts “saturally selects
very interesting creative personalitles” from the farthest meachoes
of the planet.

“This is what | try to transfer onto my canvases,” he sovs of a “magic
realism® felt pulsing through its streets and people. 1 speak of men;
faces and bodics placed in a non-place, far from reality. | try to paint
a model of elassieal beanty bot Cin] revealing it 1wy to protect "

Plucking his subjects from real life (including eight-vear-old
dapghter Alicel, Fiorenting submerges them in the anooymity, of
MNoto blue — “the water in which my characters are born and brent be™
— to rebirth them as diving dreamers, dividing twins and modern
dofthos. They peossess a difined physieal realicy in o super-shallow
foreground that reminds of the art of Chmabue and Giote,

“Youn hiave eanprtu red o period that [love and that moves me deeply,”
he savs of the 13th- amd tth-contury masters who radicalised
spatial rendering in western art. “What | trv to do is isolate my
characters in an amniotic dimension and let them breathe insido
my heloved ultramarine blue... there s never o reference to place
or thme, they conld be people of today or yesterdas.™ O, tomaormo,
itsuggests of the haloes that, when cast in the light of bis living room's
Spatnik chandelier, assume the iconography of space helmets,

Crediting his Belgian friend Glovanmino with the discovery of the
storied refectory, Florentinog bemoans the found reality of an
unsy mpathetic 19708 renovation. “An apartment had been ereatid,”
he savs of its structural and stvlistic erasure of history. “The false
cotling lowered thi full hetght of the room, the arehes and windoas
haid bewenn bricked up, and concrete covered the stoni floors and
plaster of the [original] rime.”

Thankfully, an early encounter and easv atlinity with Noto
architect Massimo Carnemolla, the founder of «CStudio Architetti
— u firm that similarly feeds off the ¢itvs Hmestone liminality —
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SERGIO FIORENTING

erpositt Paal homeowner ansd artist Sergho Fionenting, bn the studio,
with his daughier Alive: “Alice is the subject of sveral paintings and they
are the only ones I've never sold,” savs Fiormtino, “They are part of her
small collection” 19505 velvwt salin by Federico Munark; [Veber artwork
h)' Sergio Fiorentlno,

moved Fiorentinos. dream to the nexe-stage restoration  and
dismantling of 12 rooms. Within its new “positive suspended
energy”, Carnemolla eonecivied Floreminos home as o serbes of
subtle inserts and overlavs,

The insert of a mezzanine floor within an arched aleove created
a commaod bows sleeping loft for which Fiorenting deslgned fine-
legged, 1950s-inflected brass ervdenzas (doubling as balustrades)
that echo the sensual simplicity of vintage wall sconces from
Stilnovo. The architectural deference to monastic precedent
extended to the denlal of medin,

“Wo, I don® like technology very much,” savs Florentino of his
coneertid effort to enshrine sensory guiet. “At home there is Do
tebeviston ond mo wi-fi. T oy not to gt distrncted.”

Nesting under the loft is o compact bathroom and o galley-style
kitchien concefvsl s @ sort of workbench with sliding brass
countertops that close it off and hide the sink and burners”™, It abuls o
seating aren surveved by his works The Porteoit of ¢ Seint (2009) and
The Dreamer (2008} — a sleeper Whose atrle stmosphiere seemingly
gilds anather Fiorentino-designed cabinet called the Aguglie,

It §s brass parallel-piped with silver needlefish inserts” e
explains of a materiality specific to 16th-eentury Sicily and
a devorative arts school in the ety of Trapanh in the west, “Like
furniture of the past, (1] has a sort of seeret — in each of the nine
pleces, the opening is a different needlefish; by moving the fish,
wihthin a system of balanee and equilibrivm, it opens.”

Sitting in happy correspondence with Florentino's collection of
20th-century designs amd anthropomorphic Sieilian majolica from
the mid-19th century to the 19505, it spreaks (o the simple lines of a
14605 table now contred where the Cistercians monks once dined.

"It coulid be the big table of the old refectory,” sayvs the artiss,
bmagining meals shared under the plons gaze of his Tieins (2007}
serics — adipeyeh of one identity that the monks might have read
as the doal face of divinity, bt the modern diner could diem
a eritique on the nareissistic culture of the selfie. Such fluidity of
time and translathon delights Florenting, who savs that both he
and Carnemaolln have never sought to foree addition but rather a
sl ractbon, A digging. vntil you fined thesoul, the essenee of things
that, as the famous phrase [puts it], are invisible to the eye’”
serginfiorentine, i












