Rothbart’s Tree; Art that
Walks in the Jungle of Signs
by Giuliana Videtta

Enzo Esposito and Adriano Mele present the exhibition of a young American artist
in the gallery of Via Pessina, 73, who for the past year has been living in our city: the twenty
five year old Daniel Rothbart.
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The character of this work immediately demands the viewer’s involvement, who, after
crossing a dark room, must continue to pay close attention to his steps in order not to tread
upon the “progeny” of a great sculpture / installation which completely occupies the
capacious main gallery, giving the impression of being able to grow and branch out further
still. In moving from darkness to light one begins to discern the symbolic value of the work
entitled “Aqua nostra ignis est.”

The intertwined forms, elongated and twisted, through which the viewer passes with
cautious footsteps, lead to the culminating element of the work, a central trunk, in
gleaming bronze, divided in three parts, with a sort of stylized mantle. From the base of
the trunk project something like roots on which rest three bronze vessels, which
respectively contain oil, wine, and ashes. These forms on the ground, at times more slender,
of polychromed wood, at times heavier and knotted, in wood covered with papier-mâché
and twine, are to be considered roots of a stylized tree, which in its agreement between
verticality and horizontality seems to link heaven and earth.
In his catalog presentation, Riccardo Notte discusses the rich and ancient symbolism
of the tree, describing the work of Daniel Rothbart as being linked to the “incessant
maturation and sedimentation of this ancient culture to which he belongs...”

In referring to symbols of the Jewish, Indian, and Chinese traditions, the “tree” of
Rothbart opens itself to other considerations. the ritualistic dimension involves the
viewer, who has to move himself with attention and respect, giving himself a sort of rhythm,
not unlike a dance, amidst these signs which are bodies that pose a distance between the
viewer / participant and the heart of the work, while at the same time directing towards it.
The unusual treatment of materials (wood, paper, patinated bronze) creates a
mimetic effect, introducing a sense of change and transformation, speaking of
metamorphoses; of passages from one state to another, as in an alchemical procedure.

Ritual, haphazard approach, transformation of materials, illusion, and symbolism all
play a role in this work by Daniel Rothbart, rich in meaning and a metaphor for the journey
of art.
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In the far room, a bit apart from the installation, a group of smaller sculptures are
gathered together on four sheets of paper on the wall, attesting to the imagination of this
young sculptor. They are small objects, full of archetypal references (a vase, a fish, a
wheel) executed in patinated bronze, seeming at times to be terra cotta, at times wood, at
times papier-mâché, reconfirming material and technical experimentation as one of the
interesting aspects of Daniel Rothbart’s work.

