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ROME POSTCARD
DOWN BY THE RIVER

K ristin Jones has a watchword that has
guided her long struggle to make
public art in Rome: “ ‘No’ is an inspira-
tion.” Until last week, Jones's Eternaltiber
project had endured years of inspiration,
dispensed by a wide range of Roman
bureaucrats. The origins of the project,
which seeks to transform the Tiber River
permanently, go back to 1983, when
Jones, a recent graduate of Yale’s School
of Art, went to Rome and discovered, as
many visitors do, that the Tiber is perhaps
the most neglected part of the city—con-
fined far below street level in a smelly and
derelict stone channel, a forlorn and for-
bidding place. Jones was then beginning
to evolve what has become her mission:
making the world better through artistic
“Interventions.” Now forty-eight, she has
created installations and projects in mu-
seums and cities around the world, but
saving the Tiber (as she puts it) has be-
come her life’s work.

Just because the Tiber is neglected,
however, doesn't mean that it’s unman-

aged. In fact, as Jones found, it is micro-
managed. There are various city, state,
and regional agencies responsible for the
water volume, the water quality, the river
bottom, the embankments, the forty-
foot-high walls; even the graffiti on these
walls is under official control. The result
is anarchy. “I once thought it would be
interesting to make an organizational
flowchart of all the different river au-
thorities and their relationship to each
other,” Jones said last week. “But I real-
ized that I could never draw it, because
youd need a dimension that hasn’t been
discovered.” The so-called “spontancous
trees” that grow through the travertine
at the river’s edge are the only part of the
river that is free from management—
and, because no one is in charge of them,
they can't be touched, either.

Over the years, “for the sake of the
forsaken Tiber,” Jones has met with vir-
tually every important official in Rome,
from the mayor, Walter Veltroni, on
down. She has the exasperating habit of
presenting her own artistic ambitions as a
gift to the city, and then haranguing the
authorities for not realizing how lucky
they are. If she hadn’t been an artist, she'd
have made a good missionary, of the
flinty New England variety, like Katha-
rine Hepburn in “The African Queen.”
Perhaps the authorities were wary of
American do-gooders. Maybe they'd
heard about “Metronome,” Jones’s noto-
rious 1999 public work in Manhattan’s
Union Square, a giant spiral with steam
spurting from its center, which Jones de-
scribes as “the most unloved piece of pub-
lic art in the city.” Or perhaps they weren't
sufficiently familiar with Jones’s more
successful projects, such as “Oculus,” her
installation at the World Trade Cen-
ter/Chambers Street subway stop, which
consists of three hundred eye-shaped
mosaics. (Both of these were done with
her husband, Andrew Ginzel.)

With each new “No,” the Tiber River
project got larger and more elaborate,
evolving into a multidisciplinary effort
that included underwater ribbons of
L.E.D. light, wall-projections of giant
she-wolves, and a river piazza. Jones
learned Italian and began spending half
of every year in Rome. Her marriage
broke up. She became a familiar pres-
ence on the water, conducting her ec-
centric experiments and activities (re-
cording the sound of the river, filming its

periodic surges) with a great sense of
purpose, her voluminous blond hair con-
tained in a long braid—she looks a bit
like a prep-school field-hockey player
relentlessly advancing on the goal. She
was often trailed by a group of Italian
artists, technicians, or students; in spite
of the resistance of Roman officials,
there is a ready spirit of wolentieri, or
“with pleasure,” among the people.

Last Tuesday, shortly after the sun had
set on the longest day of the year, Kristin
Jones finally saved the Tiber—or, at least,
the quarter-mile stretch between the
Ponte Sisto and the Ponte Mazzini. Two
thousand seven hundred and fifty-eight
candles, one for each year since the found-
ing of Rome, lined both sides of the river,
illuminating the she-wolves imprinted on

Kristin Jones

the walls. The wolves are supposed to rep-
resent Rome’s mythical mother, although
they may also represent Kristin Jones. (To
get approval for the wolves, she had asked
the city’s anti-graffiti bureau if its workers
would selectively clean around her sten-
cils, so that the wolves would emerge out
of the grime. Not even /a burocrazia could
say no to that.) A choir of Tibetan-style
“intoners” chanted to the amplified sound
of the river. Nobody walks along the
Tiber at night, but on this night the river-
banks were crowded with Romans mur-
muring “Che bello!” to each other and to
the full moon.

Jones, however, seemed curiously unin-
spired by the whole scene. “It'sastart,” she
said with a shake of her braid.

—John Seabrook
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A Messaanero

LA FESTA DELL’ESTATE

L’omra della lupa sulle sponde del Tevere

P
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' Una processione di 15 immagini storiche della Lupa di Roma lungo il Tevere, tra Ponte Sisto e Ponte Mazzini. Si tratta di un
- omaggio al fiume, nel giorno del Solstizio d‘estate, ideato dall'artista kristin Jones. Le gigantesche ombre (ognuna alta otto metri
e lunga tra i 12 e i 20) hanno raccontato dal tramonto fino all‘alba il Tevere e le sue implicazioni nella storia della citta. Sono state
disposte anche 2.758 fiaccole, come gli anni mitologici trascorsi dalla nascita della citta eterna. E poi canti ispirati ai suoni
. originari. : : : e : ; (Foto Toiati/Perilli)
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