Yes, but...

Milan, March 1979. Aaron Nachtailer stood before the gate at viale Sarca 183. Beyond it, seven
years earlier, the Pirelli corporate library had ceased its operations after nearly fifteen years of
honorable service. Aaron held a sheet of paper in his hand. On it, he had written four names and
a date. Beneath the date: This place may work. Come and see it for yourself please.

Aaron came from Patagonia. He had arrived in Milan six months prior for reasons he never fully
explained. He always carried stones in his pockets, gathered from the places he visited. He had a
habit of looking at abandoned buildings like someone about to receive a confession.

The building had two floors. The facade was the color of concrete. The windows were barred
with wooden slats nailed diagonally. An overturned bin lay on the sidewalk. The gate was open.

Aaron went in.
The others arrived within three days.

Morgane Tschiember stepped off the train with a canvas bag and a roll of drawing paper. She
was Breton, trained at the Beaux-Arts in Paris. She worked with glass, ceramics, and surfaces
altered by fire and pressure. Her works were traces of physical processes—matter not as an
object, but as a field of forces. By the late 1960s, she had understood that matter could be
thought, and from that moment on, she worked in this direction.

Florencia Briick arrived by car from Rome. She was Argentine-Italian, raised between Buenos
Aires, Milan, and Los Angeles. She was working on something that didn't yet have a title. It had
to do with a folded canvas, a falling drop, with time that cannot be stopped even when
everything seems still.

Rocco Plessi came from Venice. He was an architect. But his interest did not lie in constructing
more buildings; rather, he sought to understand what a space makes one feel even before
entering it. He designed environments that seemed to possess a memory of their own. He always
said that every vision we create is the memory of a place that does not yet exist. Architects found
him difficult to follow. Artists understood him only too well.

All three had received Aaron's message. All three had come without replying.

The interior was worse than the facade.

The ground-floor ceiling had a four-meter-long crack. One wall was covered in black mold. On
the floor lay pieces of plaster, broken glass, a table with three legs. In a corner, an empty
bookshelf still stood, labels still fixed to its shelves: Italian Fiction. Natural Sciences. Poetry.

Morgane approached the bookshelf. She touched it. The wood was swollen with dampness.

"This is where the workers' library used to be," Aaron said. "Thirty thousand books. From '57 to
'72. Then they moved everything, and this place was left empty."

Rocco was walking along the perimeter of the room without saying a word. He would stop. Close
his eyes for a moment. Open them. Continue.



"What are you looking for?" Florencia asked.

"The invisible forces," Rocco replied. "Every space has them. You have to feel them before you
touch anything."

"The idea is simple," Aaron said. "We hold an exhibition here. With the debris, the cracks, the
peeling walls. Without hiding a thing."

Morgane nodded slowly. She was thinking of the Venice Biennale, of the pavilions she had seen
the previous summer. She remembered in particular the section curated by the Roman art critic
Enrico Crispolti, titled Utopia e crisi dell'antinatura. Works that were not merely looked at: they
were inhabited. Spaces where the boundary between the work and the spectator vanished,
caught between architectural utopias and social tensions. That was the climate. Those were the
urgencies.

"This space already possesses a very powerful emotional history," Rocco said. He had stopped in
front of the bookshelf, reading the labels. "The workers came here looking for something. Not
just books. Something that made them feel they existed in a broader way. Every vision we create
is the memory of a place that does not yet exist. This place, however, still exists. We just have to
allow it to speak to us."

Silence.

"Okay," said Morgane.

"Okay," said Florencia.

The problem was Ettore Mantovani.

Mantovani was an art critic. He wrote for two magazines and a daily newspaper. He knew
everyone. He had been to the Biennale in 72, '76, and '78. He knew perfectly well what was
contemporary at that moment and what was not.

He arrived on a Thursday afternoon, wearing a white short-sleeved linen shirt and glasses with
lenses as thick as the bottoms of bottles. He walked around for half an hour without touching a
thing.

Then he stopped.

"No," he said.

"No, what?" Morgane asked.

"No to everything. First: this place is dilapidated. No one comes to see an exhibition in a
building that threatens to collapse."

"It's not threatening to collapse," Florencia said.
"Second: the site is too connoted. Too burdened with history. Any work you place here will be

overwhelmed by what this building signified until recently. The workers' library. Industry.
Corporate paternalism. In these times, no work of art can withstand this kind of memory."



"Memory doesn't crush anything," Aaron said. "It is the material itself. It is information
animating form."

Mantovani looked at him.

"Thirdly: every decommissioned space in Milan has someone who wants to do something with

it. Squatted factories, courtyards, warehouses. You are five years past the final whistle, at least.
Find a gallery or a museum instead. Something that already has an audience. At best, what you
are trying to do is romanticism played after the game was over."

The critic left. The gate slammed shut.

That evening, the four artists had dinner in a trattoria near the Greco station. Minestrone and
bread. House wine. No one spoke for a while.

"He's right about the structure," Morgane said.
"Yes," said Rocco.
"And he's wrong about the audience," Florencia said.

"He's certainly wrong about memory," Aaron said. He was gathering breadcrumbs with the tip of
his finger. "The real problem is the ceiling. And the money."

Rocco looked at the table. "Architects think in systems. Designers think in sensations. Both are
necessary. The tension between structure and freedom is the point where something happens.
And as for art, we aren't late. We are simply in a different place."

"In what sense?" Morgane asked.

"Many choose spaces simply because they are empty. We want this place precisely because it has
never truly been empty."

Marco Ferretti had played basketball for eleven years. Olimpia Milano. One meter ninety-six,
broad shoulders, a left knee that no longer functioned as it should. He had retired before the
start of the season, shortly after the arrival of Mike D'Antoni from the San Antonio Spurs and
Dan Peterson, the new coach.

He had met Aaron in Venice by chance, in a bacaro near Piazza Santo Stefano the previous
summer, back when he still hadn't decided what to do with himself after basketball.

Ferretti came on Saturday morning with a builder friend he had gone into business with. They
entered, walked through the rooms, and stopped in front of the bookshelf with the labels. Italian
Fiction. Natural Sciences. Poetry.

"The workers came here to read," Rocco said.

Ferretti nodded. He went upstairs. He looked out the windows: the rooftops, the factory's
cooling tower, the plane trees along the avenue. He came back down.

"The ceiling needs fixing."



"We know."
"Guido, what do you think?"

Guido Sandrini had been building houses for thirty years. His father had built houses. His
grandfather had built houses. It was a family that knew how to do only one thing, but they knew
how to do it well.

Now, he was looking for something different. He didn't know exactly what yet. He had begun
looking at areas of the city that were still in transformation—not the established neighborhoods,
not the center—but the edges, the peripheries that were about to become something else. He felt
that the real work wasn't building walls, but building contexts. That a building is worthless if the
surrounding neighborhood is dead. That to dwell somewhere and to live there are not the same
thing.

He had met Ferretti in Teramo, years earlier, when the player was on loan there for a season.
They hit it off, they talked, they became friends.

When Ferretti stopped playing, Sandrini called him. "I have an idea," he told him. "But I need
someone who doesn't think like a builder."

Ferretti didn't think like a builder. He thought like someone who had spent eleven years
understanding how a team works—that the difference between winning and losing often isn't
about who has the strongest players, but who manages to ensure they trust one another. He
brought that logic to the new job. Sandrini brought the technique. Ferretti brought the sense of
the collective.

Together, they had begun working on Milan's expanding zones; purchasing decommissioned
land, building quality "residential" units, but earmarking part of the proceeds for something that
would remain in the neighborhood—a park, a common space, something that couldn't be sold.
The idea was simple: return to the territory a portion of what was taken.

They had tried to buy number 183 viale Sarca. Pirelli hadn't decided yet. The negotiation had
been at a standstill for months.

Ferretti brought Sandrini to see the exhibition on opening day. He wasn't a collector. He didn't
go to vernissages. He arrived by motorcycle, hair in the wind, his eye accustomed to measuring
square meters, beams, and pipes. He entered looking up toward the patched ceiling.

Then, he stopped looking up.

Rocco had used chalk to trace a network of thin lines on the floor that followed the building's
structural pressure points—the beams, the pillars, the tensions that had held the structure
upright for decades without anyone seeing them. A map of the space's invisible forces, finally
made visible. It wasn't a work in the conventional sense. It was the architecture of the exhibition
itself made perceptible. Visitors would walk over it, feeling something they didn't know how to
name.

Morgane had worked with materials found within the building. Ceramic fragments from old
fixtures, shards of glass, rusted iron plates heated with a flame until they changed color. She had
constructed three forms that sat somewhere between object and process: they didn't say what
they had been; they said what was happening to them. One was leaning against the wall near the



repaired crack, as if the fissure itself were part of the work. The other two stood in the middle of
the room in silent dialogue, in the way certain things do when they have no need to explain
themselves.

In the center of the large room, Florencia had arranged her work. It was titled Irreversible in
Uncertainty. A folded canvas levitated in a state of fragile suspension, as if momentarily exempt
from the laws of the world. In one corner, a drop continued to fall onto a surface, marking time
with a rhythm that could not be stopped. Each mark altered the surface that received the next,
so that even in stillness, the work remained in a state of becoming. It was a meditation on the
desire to halt time while the world accelerates, on the quiet inevitability of forces that are
already rewriting the present. Florencia had worked on it for three nights. She had slept for two
hours.

Aaron had brought stones. Not the pebbles from his pockets—real stones, found along the
Naviglio and in a courtyard in Sesto San Giovanni. He had chosen them for their shape: each
had something vaguely human about it. A shoulder, a head, a hip. He had arranged them in a
circle in the room with the empty bookshelf. They stood at a human scale. They left space in the
center to enter. The title of the work: Listening Stone. A parliament of ancient, silent witnesses.
Visitors who stepped into the circle became part of the assembly. There was nothing to do,
nothing to say. Simply being there was enough. Listening became an act. It was exactly what
people were trying to do at the Biennale, inside and outside the pavilions—but here, it was
different. Here, the stones had a place. They knew where they were. And there were no galleries
standing in the way.

Rocco's chalk lines ran from one room to another, connecting everything without anyone having
coordinated a thing.

They opened at eleven in the morning.

The first to enter were three students from Brera. One sat down in the circle of Listening Stone
and stayed there for a long time, in silence, looking at the empty bookshelf through the gap
between two stone figures.

Then others arrived. By noon, there were thirty people.

Sandrini lingered on the threshold for a moment. Then he moved slowly through the space. He
stopped before Morgane's forms. He approached Irreversible in Uncertainty and stood still,
listening to the rhythm of the drop. He stepped into Aaron's circle and looked at the bookshelf.
He followed Rocco's chalk lines with his eyes to the very perimeter of the room.

He walked toward the bookshelf. He read the labels.

Italian Fiction. Natural Sciences. Poetry.

He stayed there for a long time. Ferretti approached him.

"Well?"

"I had a friend who worked at Pirelli," Sandrini said. "He used to come here. He borrowed
books. Natural Sciences, usually."

Ferretti waited.



"This place needs someone who believes in it. From a real estate perspective, it's a disaster.
From the perspective of everything else, perhaps not."

In the afternoon, Mantovani returned.

He said he had just been passing by. He walked around for half an hour. He sat in the circle of
Listening Stone—he too, like the student from Brera—and remained in silence. He stood up
without comment. He followed the chalk lines through the rooms. He stopped before
Irreversible in Uncertainty and listened to the drop.

He found Aaron in the courtyard.

"It's not bad," he said.

Aaron said nothing.

"I said it's not bad. I didn't say I was wrong."

"I know."

Mantovani pulled out a notebook. He wrote something down. He turned to leave. He stopped.

"You aren't five years late," he said. "You are in a different place."

It was Rocco's phrase, the one from the trattoria. Someone had relayed it to him, or perhaps he
had felt it himself.

He wrote half an article in a magazine. He described the exhibition, titling it "Yes, but...". He
said the building was a countercurrent choice. That the work was not devoid of energy. That in
that circle of stones, in that falling drop, in those lines on the floor, something was happening
that transformed the space into a place before the works even became objects to be looked at.

And that there was a difference—subtle but real —between using a decommissioned space and
inhabiting a space that, in reality, had never stopped breathing.

It was enough.

Over the next three days, another hundred and ten people came.

Sandrini unblocked the negotiations with Pirelli in April. The agreement was not made public.
The building remained with the group, but Sandrini secured the right of use for five years. In
exchange, he committed to the consolidation work.

They did not touch the empty bookshelf. They did not touch the labels.

On the final day of the exhibition, late in the evening, they sat in the courtyard. Ferretti had
found some chairs. There was still some wine.

"And now?" Morgane asked.
"Now we dismantle everything," Rocco said. "And then we begin again."

Aaron held the stone he had picked up on the first day of March. He had kept it in his pocket all



that time. He placed it back on the ground, in the exact spot where he had found it.
"So it knows where we've been," he said.
Ferretti laughed. Morgane laughed. Florencia shook her head, but she was laughing too.

Rocco looked at the stone. Then he looked at the sky. It was the summer of 1979. The stars were
out.

"Every vision we create," he said softly, "is the memory of a place that does not yet exist."

No one replied. But they all already knew exactly what he was talking about.



