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There are those who see in the birth of photography the beginning of the end of 
painting, or at any rate, of a certain kind of painting that deals with the ideas of 
reality and the present. Although the arrival of the technical possibility of pausing 
an image of objective reality (nature, interiors and portraits) has removed the 
urgency to represent this reality in a truthful and naturalistic manner, with only the 
tools of traditional painting, it is also true that the visual arts have always had 
greater and more secret ambitions.
Art has never limited itself. The pure re-production of things as they are was never 
considered a satisfying
end in itself. It is this very dissatisfaction that  produced a proliferation of languages 
and styles.
If the problem had been simply that of referring (in the platonic sense) everyday 
images onto two-dimensional surfaces, a natural selection would have occurred 
(as though adhering to a Darwinian necessity) revealing an average style, best 
adapted to reproducing the enormous reservoir of images that nature and life 
offer us. The history of ari proves the exact  opposite. Painting is driven according to 
other darker forces that speak of suffering and death, that aim for and beyond the 
limit, with a revolution, perhaps, and not with the easy homework of documenting 
the everyday objectively.
It  is not surprising that  art and its favourite consort, painting, produced originai and 
founding works since the earliest times. lt was - like medicine before science, like 
religion and myths - an a-rational tool in itself (Hippocrates was not rational in 
theorising the dynamics of his humours) to be used as a life-saver, in order not to 
drown and not to be swept away by disappointment, by the fear of nature or of 
one’s enemies.
Once the need to resist the terror of the end had been satisfied, as well as the 
inedia this breeds (think of Eschylus’ Prometheus), man raised his head and lifted 
himself up. He started to walk. He moved in clans and then classes. He developed 
techné and fought his wars for power. He developed a collective conscience and 
a common sense, a hegemonic expression of the dominant interests, both 
economie and religious.
Painting has always dealt  with reality, responding to atavistic and primitive 
imperatives and, over the centuries, mixing the latter with the need (not a choice 
but a deed) to express the dominant culture. In this way, after the initial instinctive 
moans, painting looked towards reality as it was according to superstition,
religion and myths. Then, after Caravaggio, it looked to reality as it is objectively (in 
its “typicality” to use Lukacs’ words), in its essence. And later, after the 
Impressionists, with the Caravaggio-Courbet  pair covered, we went from the 
reality as it  is subjectively, according to the artist’s perspective, to Duchamp’s 
revolution and the extreme forms of dematerialisation.
These movements were, of course, neither linear nor consecutive. Rather, they 
were circular and repetitive.
For instance, Social Realism stili required the need to represent the culture of the 
ruling class in an iconographical manner and/or its political representation in a 
totally lay context, which was completely different from that which had inspired, 



for example, painting during the counter-reform. In Battaglia di
San Romano, for instance, Paolo Uccello was revealing rnetaphysical prophecies 
at the height of the Renaissance five hundred years before de Chirico.
In this proliferation produced by the fusion of archetypal instances and historically 
and sociologically identifiable motivations, painting opened up a great space for 
persona1 freedom of expression, into which the Fiorentine, Venetian and Flemish 
schools moved, carving out vast  and authoritative areas of the Renaissance 
before the Caravaggio cataclysm. Until the technical-scientific evolution imposed 
the rules of the Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, a fundamental 
text  in which Benjamin authoritatively stated that which had already started taking 
shape in Little History of Photography (1931):
“What exactly is an aura? A peculiar entwining of space and time; the unique 
apparition of distance, however close it may be”.
It  is the aura that renders the work of art fascinating. In contemporary society the 
aura tends to be fragmented and digested, it tends to disappear. This happens not 
because of the advent of photography, but because of a loss of sense and 
perspective which a global technological development drags in its wake as it 
undergoes evermore burning accelerations: Technology brings about a 
progressive slowing-down of muscular work and an improvement of public health 
no doubt, but also a general weakening of both individual and collective critical-
rational-ideological thinking which is not positive, as many superficially suppose, 
but rather a catastrophic and disastrous evil.
l am not blaming photography. Far from it. After all, modern art conventionally 
began (not with Caravaggio, which would be more correct) with the exhibition of 
the Impressionists in 1874. And this exhibition of heretical and discontented 
nonconformists, at the time, was born in the studio of Nadar, a photographic 
studio - a revelatory and symbolic coincidence. Etymologically, the word symbol 
means “put together”. In that occasion, painting and photography put together 
the modern perspective. A means cannot substitute an end. Nadar’s photography 
was a means, not an end. It could not disturb painting, which was inaugurating 
modernity. And today, with technology it  should be far more developed than it 
was at the time. It should be, but it isn’t because it developed an enormous and 
annihilating power, it became an end, not a means, stealing the profound 
meaning and the horizon of individual and public lives.
Here I would like to defend photography because, rather than detracting from 
painting, it offers universal
knowledge. Without photography, who would know about Guernica and the Nazi 
crimes and who would have an idea about  the garage of the Atticwith Kounellis’ 
horses from 1969?
These general themes at times end up living through the century’s stories of 
characters like the painter Marcello Mariani from L’Aquila and the photographer 
Gianni Berengo Gardin. I would like to immediately
emphasise that the work of this historical artist-photographer, whose Nikon was 
activated four hundred times to portray Mariani, his work, his city, his studio and his 
natural environment, made an invaluable gift to the painter from L’Aquila, at least 
equal to the one Mariani and his work gave him in return.
This service would have been better described and written about by Emilio Villa, 
for whom the crisis of art today is mainly linked to the loss of the aura, as described 



by Benjamin. With his photographs Berengo Gardin not only marked the aura that 
surrounds the works of art, the studio, the objects that the studio contains in an 
ordered chaos and the face, the ineffable and bearded face of Mariani 
penetrated by the ubiquitous Tuscanian cigar, but he also revealed and amplified 
it. Berengo Gardin’s photography is as propitious to Mariani’s art  as his art is to 
Berengo Gardin’s photography.
The idea that triggered this virtuous circle was the sumptuous and monumental 
exhibition of Mariani at the Church of San Domenico in L’Aquila for the last session 
of the Perdonanza Celestiniana. The exhibition I colori del sacro (August-October 
2006), beautifully curated by Silvia Pegoraro, with constructive and illuminating 
articles in the catalogue by Carlo Chenis and Ottaviano Del Turco. Berengo 
Gardin’s inquisitive eye not only discovered the remarkable painter Mariani, but 
also Mariani the man, immersed in his studio, amongst  his objects, in his city, within 
that bitter and fecund nature of the Abruzzi people that shaped him.
Berengo Gardin was attracted to L’Aquila as though by an osmotic force that 
pushed him towards Mariani and his work. This is how one of the greatest masters 
of Italian photography (born in Santa Margherita Ligure in 1930), Berengo Gardin, 
travelled to the city in the Abruzzi armed with his two Nikons. Amongst the 
repertoire of this artist photographer, who has been documenting the phases of 
production of Renzo Piano’s architectural projects for years, there have also been 
characters like de Chirico, Ungaretti and Giugiaro. His first photographs were 
published by Pannunzio’s Il Mondo after which he collaborated with the major 
names of Italian and foreign press. Over two hundred photographic books have 
been published. Two hundred one-man shows have taken place in Italy and 
abroad, including great anthological exhibitions at  Aries, Milan, Lausanne, Paris 
and New York. Amongst the last shows, l would like to mention the one at  Palazzo 
delle Esposizioni in 2001 and at the Maison Europeenne de la Photographic in Paris 
in 2005. Then there was the Expo at Montreal, the Venice Biennial, the participation 
to the The Italian Metamorphosis 1943-1968 show at the Guggenheim Museum in 
New York. l  will not even begin to list his prizes, speak of his presence in prestigious 
permanent collections or of his appreciation by the public.
With this past and with those medals, Berengo Gardin, as told by Daniele Mariani, 
Marcello’s son and his irreplaceable assistant (irreplaceable for us, too, because 
he contributes to the growth of knowledge of the exceptional work of his father), 
arrived in Termini station, platform 11, where Daniele greeted him.
In his unaffected simple manner, with two cameras, which he treated like his 
children hanging around his neck, an elegance and grace in his manner and in his 
attitude which distinguishes great men from small and presumptuous men, the 
great photographer made his entrance.
All the conditions were reunited for a friendship to flower, which has regularly 
flowered. With the catalytic mediation of the son, Berengo Gardin discovered 
Mariani’s good eyes, two arrow-like slits. In visiting his studio he decided it  was 
“Parisian”, a magical place full of surprises and ideas for a photographer like him.
But after the introduction of the son, the face, the beard, the studio, the objects, 
the human warmth, there came a veritable conjunction of intents. Early in the 
morning the colours and shapes of the sacred in the Church of San Domenico 
were unraveled under Berengo Gardin’s gaze and there was explosion of 
picturetaking and enthusiasm, disciplined by a professional attitude, yet vibrant 



and barely hidden under the veneer of self-control. Daniele recounts: “Berengo 
Gardin held a little cord at his waist, a sort  of a remote control which he would 
press after counting under his breath. He used natural light and silence. Then he 
asked us to stand under the nave in a pose he had studied in order to construct 
the photograph he wanted [. . .]. Nothing was casual, it  was all very well thought-
out”. The construction of images does not exclude, but rather also feeds off the 
instinctive shot, off the natural habits of the image-kidnapper. Berengb Gardin’s 
talent was all  the more solicited by the intense, formidable and spectacular 
display of Marcello Mariani’s work within the solemn interior of the Church of San 
Domenico.
Entering into the sacred space, one was most struck by a majestic and audacious 
vision that did not shy away from the large, or rather, enormous, surfaces. Standing 
in such a vast and traditional space, only two options arose: a cerebral, 
conceptual, minimal approach through taking away, Or the titanic challenge of 
taking in enormous surfaces covered in shapes and colours that exhibited the 
courage and the recklessness of a dialogue, between equals, with the 
architecture and the history of the church, with its silences and mystical 
eloquence, with matter and spirit. Marcello Mariani chose the second path with a 
temerity which, however, did not betray any presumptuousness, any egocentric 
vanity. It  recalls the monumental installation of Mark Rothko in the Church of 
Houston, Texas in 1967 which was created in collaboration with the architect Philip 
Johnson in 1967 as a veritable example of a mixture of abstract  painting and 
mysticism.
The words pronounced by Mariani at the inauguration of the exhibition were 
disarmingly simple, confirming that only those who do great things are able to refer 
to them with sobriety and modesty. Because then the works speak for themselves. 
The artists must simply make and sign them. Marcello Mariani’s face is the signature 
of his paintings. The shrewd yet kindly expression, like that of a Franciscan monk 
who has met Francis or of a revolutionary who has known Che and being - in both 
cases - deeply enlightened, is that  which one would wish to add to the huge, the 
big, the medium, the small and the tiny works of this artist. It is the same expression 
which our great photographer captured in its most intimate essence over and 
over again and (with no false flattery) in the best way possible.
Marcello Mariani’s painting is non-representational. It presents itself more than it 
represents the outside world, according to the tradition and the “rules” of historical 
abstraction. All the same, looking at monumental works such as Il  Paradiso and 
Purgatorio (3 x 8 m) the intentions are unmistakable, considering the choice of 
expressive and gestural choices, at once freed and freeing, displaying vibrant and 
poet ic chromatic formulae, wishing to take a direction that transcends mere self-
exhibition, betraying a prospective of mystical engagement. But be wary of 
misunderstanding this adjective “mystical”, in its most immaterial and transcendent 
significance. Because Mariani’s art, like his history and his political and social 
engagement, like his generosity and his face, is immersed in a reality lived within a 
perspective of presence which is also a political, ideological and critical presence.
The art of Mariani, like his philosophy, does not distinguish between soul and body. 
It  does not separate the life of today from an immaterial future projected into an 
eternal prospective.The fusion of matter and spirit, of terrestrial ideals, 
emancipated from vulgar positivism and slovenly hedonism, animates a work that 



for decades knows no pauses, nor does it exclude materials different from those of 
traditional painting (paper, cloths, writings and very personal grammar and 
syntax).
The artist’s complete dedication to painting is always recognisable in both the 
large and small formats of his works, and can be understood as an ethical and 
revolutionary experience. Amongst the many encounters and friendships that 
have conditioned Mariani’s formation, there were Manzoni, Rotella, 
Rauschenberg, Burri, Sadun, Carmelo Bene. In 1974, his meeting with Joseph Beuys 
was fundamental, reinforcing in Mariani the conviction that there exists a third way 
of emancipation from the more damaging aspects of capitalism and beyond the 
bureaucratic interventionism of communism that could only function by freeing 
itself completely. Marcello Mariani is an anarchic, post-romantic libertarian, a 
friendly protagonist also from a theatrical point of view (a healthy, correct kind of 
theatre) of a trip that is not only artistic but has also often been literal and that 
brought him from the Orient to Australia, passing through practically every country 
in the world.
From a purely historical point of view, wishing per force to insert in a taxonomical 
and cataloguing sampling of this artist’s work, one could attempt to suggest 
placing him within the material Informale tradition, next  to the monuments of 
history of art  such as Burri, Tapies and Fautrier. But this insertion cannot be 
mechanical because the stylistic code of this artist, an impetuous and changing 
code, renders it  personal and divulges other possible assimilations, such as that of 
American Abstract  Expressionism, Vedova’s painting, unraveling a long string 
which, in the end, demonstrates - as ever - that art is circular and celebrates the 
miracle (when speaking of great artists) of being inside a flux but also of being 
unique.
Berengo Gardin captured this complexity with his black and white pictures and he 
did so with the same simplicity with which Mariani commented on his works in the 
church. This book documents a fruitful union between Berengo Gardin’s snapshots 
and Mariani’s brushstrokes, between photography and painting.


