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Guido Guidi (Cesena, Italy, 1941) is a key figure in the revival 
of photographic practices in the 1960s. His work occupies a 
fundamental place in the reflection on contemporary landscape, 
urbanism and architecture, as well as on photography itself. 
Guidi is an extraordinarily prolific artist and has never ceased 
to question the act of seeing through the medium of the camera. 
This questioning has developed through an intense dialogue 
between the narratives and materialities of photography and 
what emerges at its margins, in semi-urban landscapes and in 
neglected post-industrial regions.

This exhibition is the largest retrospective of Guidi’s work 
to date. Through more than two hundred and fifty photographs, 
Da zero [From zero], traces his career from his first photographs 
when he was only fifteen years old to his most recent projects, 
paying particular attention to the moments that are essential 
to understanding the depth of his visual thinking. At times 
irreverently, but often tacitly, Guidi’s work subverts conventional 
ideas of where to photograph and how to look, of a certain 
orthodoxy of seeing. Through seeming errors, unusual framing 
and, above all, an insistent orientation towards the overlooked 
aspects of the everyday, Guidi’s practice proposes photography 
as a process of understanding. He is always open to what arises 
from the experience while shooting, as well as to the multiple 
readings created by the sequencing of images in published form.

The title of the exhibition, Da zero, refers to the 
precociousness of Guidi’s first works; it also resonates with 
Roland Barthes’s concept of the ‘zero degree’ of writing, as an 
ongoing investigation into what sets a photograph in motion 
and what makes it possible. Guidi returns to the same place time 
and again in order to scrutinise the present by paying attention 
to the slightest details and smallest variations. His work has 
developed in an expressive form, one that is closer to questioning 
than to affirmation, opening up a new field of reflection where 
it is least expected, in the interstices of what is known. In this 
process he shuns the reductive idea of the photographic image 
as a vicarious substitute for experience, proposing it instead as a 
vital space for observation and potential imagination.
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This expansive exhibition presents a wide range of 
Guidi’s works, including the black and white photographs 
that he took during his adolescence (1956–1957), the 
experiments that became important in the 1960s, such as 
those articulated around his “diachronies” (1969–1970), his 
series on the concept of the façade (1971–1982), as well as 
a range of photographs taken between 1975 and 1981 that 
are now exhibited for the first time.

Da zero also presents colour photographs in 6 x 6 
format from the early 1980s, including Preganziol (1983). 
The largest section of the exhibition, in turn, is dedicated 
to Guidi’s more common 20 x 25 format, which he began 
to use during his explorations along Via Emilia, the Strada 
Romea and in the industrial territories of Emilia-Romagna 
and the Veneto.

As is reflected in his numerous books, Guidi’s most 
personal investigations are often related to public commissions. 
His collaboration with the Istituto Universitario di 
Architettura di Venezia (IUAV ) gave rise to projects such 
as those on social housing, INA-Casa (1999) and ATER 
(2002). Also, at the invitation of the Canadian Centre for 
Architecture (CCA) in Montreal, he set out on what would 
become a decade-long (1997–2007) investigation of the Brion 
Tomb, by the architect Carlo Scarpa. Guidi’s working notes 
from this project are reproduced in the exhibition and can be 
read for the first time in Spanish translation.

This group of works resulting from his constant 
interest in the spaces of his own daily life also include those 
arising from his work as a teacher, which mark a time shared 
with his students and feature the teaching facilities. Among 
them are the University of Venice, the Faculty of Fine Arts, 
Ravenna and the photography workshops organised by the 
Centro di Ricerca e Archiviazione della Fotografia (CRAF) 
in Spilimbergo and those organised by the Linea di Confine, 
a platform for publication and education created in 1990 by 
Guidi, Paolo Costantini and William Guerrieri, which was 
fundamental for the revival of Italian photographic culture. 
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Guidi’s work has mainly focused on the areas of 
Emilia-Romagna and Veneto. However, Da zero also presents 
more recent works carried out in Sardinia, in addition to 
lesser-known or previously unexhibited works such as the 
photographs he took during his first trip to Spain in 1981, 
and those dedicated to the semi-urban and rural landscapes 
along an ancient pilgrimage route, linking Saint Petersburg 
to Fisterra, collected in the project In Between Cities. Un 
itinerario attraverso l ’Europa 1993-1996.

This selection of photographs is accompanied by a 
presentation of all of Guidi’s monographs to date, as well as 
various joint publications by Linea di Confine and a video 
newly-commissioned for the exhibition. 

Room 1
Guidi’s early career was shaped by the vibrant artistic context in 
Italy in the 1960s and by his education in art, architecture and 
design. At that time, his professors Carlo Scarpa, Italo Zannier 
and Bruno Zevi were fundamental reference points,  contributing 
to the emergence of a unique artistic and theoretical approach in 
his photographic work, combining Bauhaus and the vernacular 
tradition associated with North American photography.

Guidi’s education, alongside his early interest in drawing 
and ancient painting, led him to his continual, critical re-reading 
of the photographic medium. This dissenting approach towards 
photojournalism and commercial photography never saw him 
reject the dialogue with photographic tradition—a key aspect 
in his work. As with other artists of his generation, this initially 
placed his work in a poorly-defined territory. Only over time 
would he be able to establish his own artistic space, as photography 
came to be recognised as a site for visual thinking.

Some initial examples of these experimental approaches, 
particularly reflective in engaging photographic temporalities, 
are found in the way he reveals the heterochronic aspect of the 
medium. These include Guidi’s notes in the margins of the 
photographs he took as a teenager, or how he ironically emulated 
the panoramic format that fascinated him when he saw the film 
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Deux ou trois choses que je sais sur elle (1967), by Jean-Luc Godard. 
Guidi’s subtlety in achieving a panoramic view using two almost 
simultaneous shots may be reminiscent of old stereoscopic images, 
but his diachronic works are a joyously irreverent response to the 
idea of the decisive photographic moment.

Guidi’s discovery of the work of Walker Evans in the 
early 1970s was of equal significance. From then on, Evans 
was a prime reference point, encouraging Guidi to value his 
own sensitivity in relation to the idiosyncrasy of the landscapes 
and architecture of the areas he frequented.

Room 2
In 1970, Guidi began to work as a technical photographer at 
the Istituto Universitario di Architettura di Venezia (IUAV), 
strengthening his connection with the University of Venice, 
where he had previously attended a number of courses. He 
continued his investigations into photographic temporalities, 
carving his own distinct path from the orthodoxies of the 
time. These experiments were a fundamental process of 
learning about the photographic medium—practically and 
philosophically—and they tied in with Guidi’s own innate 
sense of freedom. Along with the influence of Italo Zannier, 
who he maintained a close dialogue with, his meeting with 
the founder of the Visual Studies Workshop, Nathan Lyons, 
during a seminar organized by Venezia ‘79 La Fotografia, 
encouraged him to continue his experimental practice, in 
which he would  explore the serial format, in dialogue with 
conceptual art.

The artist’s readings on Zen philosophy, specifically 
the cultivation of a heightened state of perception, saw 
the intervals between objects, voids and the mutability of 
light become essential aspects of Guidi’s work. His interest 
in investigating what is revealed through the continuous 
repetition of a sequenced image spoke to his inclination for the 
less decisive moments. He became convinced that, in both the 
domestic sphere and public spaces, any detail can be important.
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San Mauro in Valle, 1956
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Cervia, 1983 
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Not looking through the aperture could provide unexpected 
information about what would otherwise pass unnoticed. 
In the photographs from his first trip to Spain, meanwhile, 
Guidi depicts roadsides and places of transit, called into focus 
by presumably insignificant events, or the repeated interrogation 
of the road signs that punctuate the landscape.

Room 3
Guidi has often described the profound emotion he felt as 
a schoolboy when he learned that the apse of the church 
of Sant’Apollinare in Classe in Ravenna faced the east. 
Developed over regular visits near Cesena, his interest 
in light, the iconography of Byzantine mosaics and early 
Renaissance paintings became a significant influence in 
his work, demonstrated by his frequent references to Leon 
Battista Alberti’s theories of perspective, particularly the 
window as the central sphere of Western representation. 
However, these aspects are never disconnected from Guidi’s 
attention to the origins of photography or his experiments 
with the materiality of photography, which he also tested 
with cameras he built himself.

In Guidi’s series Preganziol (1983), the processual 
dimension of his work and the depth of his investigations 
reach new heights. In the constant flow between appearance 
and disappearance marked by the passage of time, the camera 
can capture moments of transformation better than the human 
eye. Also, fixing the photographic gaze on the most minute 
details can reveal what is invisible to the eye: a kind of secular 
Annunciation opening the way to the incommensurable, to 
what is beyond all measure.

This mystical dimension, when it occurs, is always 
unexpected and does not necessarily manifest itself explicitly 
or immediately. Guidi’s photographs are not planned in advance 
and are not intended to be articulated into a narrative. For 
him, taking photographs is a way to understand the act of 
seeing in its duration, although in this process he has taken 
great care to avoid being overly disturbed by what he already 
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knows. Uncertain about what is observed, and attentive to the 
network of sensitive relationships that are generated in the 
space in question, the camera can paradoxically offer a less 
automated way of seeing. Fifteen years later, this can be seen 
clearly in the way Guidi approached Carlo Scarpa’s work in 
his photographic analysis of the Brion Tomb.

Room 4
In the early 1980s, Guidi developed his investigations more 
systematically in the lesser-known areas of Emilia-Romagna. 
Along Via Emilia, the old road that connects Parma and 
Rimini to smaller towns and other secondary roads in the 
region, recurring motifs appear: anonymous buildings, their 
façades and anthropomorphic reflections, and the signs of 
an ancestral alphabet inscribed in the road landscape, whose 
geometric shapes enter into dialogue with the iconography 
of ancient painting. These explorations of everyday spaces 
also involve looking da zero, not only in the use of colour, 
with which Guidi had been experimenting since the 1970s, 
but also in format. In 1982 he built himself a 20 x 25 camera 
out of plywood that he used until 1985, when he acquired a 
Deardorff camera that he still uses today.

The almost tactile clarity offered by the large format 
and contact printing indicate Guidi’s devotion to the 
overlooked, and his desire to describe them with the utmost 
accuracy. He also claims that working with a somewhat 
“extemporaneous” approach is also a way of continuing his 
dialogue with historical figures such as Timothy O’Sullivan, 
Eugène Atget and Walker Evans. However, the precision of 
the 20 x 25 format does not prevent “errors” or supposedly 
“incorrect” uses of the camera, such as the circular shadow of 
the lens, which sometimes disturbs the illusion of a faithful 
documentary record. Not without irony, Guidi argues that 
his camera sometimes refuses to obey him: it is rebellious 
and ill-mannered, but in general he prefers to follow it in 
its bad habits.
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Room 5
One of the most prolific periods of Guidi’s career came in the 
1990s, when he combined his personal investigations with 
frequent public commissions, many of which stemmed from 
the IUAV in Venice and the CRAF in Spilimbergo.

The Strada Romea between Cesena and Venice, which 
he travelled along weekly on the way to the university, 
became a field of extraordinarily intense exploration, where 
he continued his observations of landscapes that were as 
concrete and materially specific as they were elusive in their 
theoretical definition. He also began to explore post-industrial 
territories, such as the petrochemical area of Porto Marghera 
on the outskirts of Venice and the peripheries of Rimini and 
Cesena. Meanwhile, his interest in urban fringes acquired a 
new geographical scale in the project that he carried out with 
the architect Marco Venturi between 1993 and 1996, which 
led them to travel along the former pilgrimage route between 
Saint Petersburg and Santiago de Compostela.

Like his North American contemporaries Stephen 
Shore, Lewis Baltz and John Gossage, Guidi chose to work in 
underrepresented territories, not because he wanted to “discover” 
or monumentalise them, but because they constituted a kind of no 
man’s land that was less burdened by aesthetic references, where 
he could look with less conditioning. This approach, which Guidi 
adopted from early on, was rooted in an attention to material 
cultures and an interest in phenomenological experience, yet was 
atypical in 1990s Italy. His unique way of using the large format 
in places devoid of heritage interest was not intended to inform or 
denounce a landscape in decline. On the contrary, his essentially 
processual practice was based on breaking down the idea of a 
photographic image that synthesises or generalises certain motifs 
in a closed definition. For all these reasons, a few critics and 
historians of photography, such as Italo Zannier, Roberta Valtorta 
and particularly Paolo Costantini, helped disseminate the visual 
and theoretical nature of Guidi’s photography. In this regard, in 
the following years the contributions of Antonello Frongia and 
Nicoletta Leonardi would also be of great importance. 
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Room 6
Guidi’s close relationship with the urban planning department 
at the University of Venice, with which he collaborated 
regularly, led to commissions such as those on social housing 
that he carried out at the invitation of professor Paola de Biagi.

The project dedicated to the INA-Casa programme arose 
from an exhibition on this architectural and urban plan, which 
was implemented in various Italian cities between 1949 and 
1963. As the IUAV investigations would show, this programme 
aimed at the working classes was exceptional because of its 
geographical scope and because it stressed the idea of the 
neighbourhood as an essential public space for shaping a 
cohesive community. In turn, the need for a debate on the 
degradation of the INA-Casa buildings and the policies for 
conserving them was also recognised in the 1990s.

Guidi responded to these questions in a manner 
consistent with his practice: with approaches that were unusual 
in photographic commissions of this type, which were geared 
towards scientific research. In his 1999 work on INA-Casa and 
in his 2002 work on ATER, an architectural development in 
Trieste dating from the early twentieth century, Guidi avoided 
illustrating pre-established motifs, distancing himself from 
the representation of certain problems and being less given to 
cataloguing the state of the dwellings and the living conditions 
of their inhabitants. However, this did not prevent him from 
portraying them, nor dealing meticulously with the buildings 
structures’ material and spatial aspects. This approach, rooted in 
the concrete and perceptual experience of seeing and being in the 
place, allowed Guidi’s photographs to open up new interpretive 
fields within a broader reflection on urban and social issues.

Room 7
From 1990 onwards, teaching and publishing became increasingly 
important in Guidi’s career, alongside his photographic 
investigations in Cesena and Venice. These activities come 
together in the Linea di Confine project, a platform through 
which numerous photographic workshop were organised. 
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Casemurate, 1986
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Accademia di Belle Arti, Ravenna, 2005
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New generations meeting with internationally renowned guest 
photographers led to numerous collaborative publications.

When it came to the conception of his monographs —such 
as with Rimini Nord (1991), Varianti (1995) and SS9 (2000)—, 
Guidi was closely involved in the graphics and editorial 
approaches. His way of sequencing the images highlights 
an unfolding account of his visual thinking. Further to this, 
his published works are a clear reflection of a photographic 
practice based on his life experience, in which he made no 
distinction between personal work and public commissions. 
Domestic interiors are combined with industrial landscapes and 
educational facilities, on whose walls his lessons are also written.

The family home is an important subject matter for 
Guidi, and in 1999 he captured an optical phenomenon 
described by Aristotle on one of its walls that he had never 
seen with his own eyes. Just in time, before it faded, he 
managed to capture the light of a solar eclipse filtered by the 
leaves of the trees, projecting crescent-shaped rays on the 
wall. These images were collected in one of his most recent 
publications, Lunario 1968-1999 (2020).

Room 8
One of the key figures in Guidi’s visual thinking was the architect 
Carlo Scarpa, who he met during his studies in Venice. Guidi’s 
interest in Scarpa’s work was further strengthened in 1996 when 
the Canadian Centre for Architecture (CCA) in Montreal 
commissioned him to photograph various works by the architect. 
Indeed, Guidi’s study of the Brion Tomb in San Vito Altivole, 
designed by Scarpa in the late 1960s, continued beyond the 
commission for almost a decade.

Guidi’s notes indicate that he saw the Brion Tomb as an 
architecture to be seen but also as a “seeing machine”, and his 
approach to photographing the site was inspired by Scarpa’s 
thinking. Employing a processual approach, returning over and 
over at different times of the day and in various seasons of the 
year, paying the utmost attention to the changing natural light 
and its metamorphoses, he gradually managed to recognise 
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and give visibility to reflections of the architect that might 
have gone unnoticed by the many visitors and specialists. It 
was also a way of paying homage to the knowledge he had 
received, and of synaesthetically experiencing the tomb, an 
authentic distillation of hermetic wisdom and the culminating 
work of Scarpa’s intense career.

A more recent series was the one Guidi carried out one 
afternoon in October 2006, in front of the entrance to the 
IUAV in Venice, designed by Scarpa and built posthumously. 
The sequence captures the movements of the changing light, 
the irregular shapes of students walking in front of the entrance 
and the elongated shadows cast diagonally by the columns of 
the neighbouring Chiesa dei Tolentini, out of frame. Guidi 
wanted to indicate this interweaving of elements through the 
counterpoint of a photograph taken many years earlier, in 1983, 
which acts as a hinge in the exhibition and links two sets of 
work dedicated to Scarpa, striking new meanings around the 
dissemination of legacies and knowledge.

Room 9
In the last ten years, Guidi’s career has received significant 
international acclaim, largely thanks to the distribution of his 
books. This has helped to make much of his immense archive 
known to the public, and has given rise to very recent projects, 
such as a public commission in Sardinia in 2011 and the series 
he created at his home in Ronta.

Despite the differences between the two projects, 
in both cases Guido Guidi retraces his steps to look again 
by invoking the zero, knowing that it is more a sphere of 
possibility than an imperative to create a blank slate. He 
returned to the Sardinia he photographed in black and white 
in the summer of 1974, with his usual analogue cameras and 
a digital one, which he had reluctantly decided to try out. 
Furthermore, though he had never ceased to do so over the 
years, he again photographed his Ronta studio, on whose 
doors we can read annotations of ideas and processes. Both 
works weave new resonances with some signs that were already 
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present in his first photographs: the ‘A’ drawn by a lamp post; 
the ‘V’ so often glimpsed as an analogy of the optical cone; 
and the ‘Z’ associated with the symbologies of time that 
Guidi continued to discover in the profile of a wooden slat 
and in Giorgione’s paintings. All told, these are signs of an 
inexhaustible and elusive alphabet embracing the viewer’s 
gaze, to be perpetually deciphered anew.
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