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Gesture and Colour as Spiritual Banners (1956-2007)
‘If art is not an open door onto the mystery of God, then it is just noise.”
William Congdon

The contemporary context
The ongoing global economic and financial crisis reveals the dangerous limits 
inherent  in the unconditional and tyrannical logic of profit, capable of dominating 
our lives as never before. All moral, social and spiritual values have been literally 
annihilated in the name of economic gain. The same thing is happening in the 
smaller world of art, as we can see in the kind of attention that it receives from the 
mass media, especially admiring when works ring up record figures in auctions. If 
one stops to think for a moment, art historians are really no longer necessary as 
long as marketing strategists exist. There’s no use denying it: the artist  has gone 
through a fully blown anthropological mutation. True researchers, the ones who 
venture into the unknown realm of experimentation while still  questioning 
themselves constantly about the historical reasons behind the form, no longer 
seem to have the right to exist. Those who dominate the scene are the cleverest 
kind of communicators, showmen or aggressive creatives who have failed to 
make a name for themselves in their original field (film, special effects in particular, 
theatre, fashion, advertising, music, and so on) and who, in order to earn money 
and acquire notoriety, throw themselves into a world where rules no longer apply, 
that  is, precisely, the world of contemporary art. The prophetic and unforgettable 
Piero Dorazio was right when he told us that “the word Artist is now obsolete. As we 
move ever closer to specialization, there will  be Painters, Sculptors, Decorators or 
Composers of Installations, Urban Fitters, Video Artists, Transformers of Matter, Killers 
of Stili Life and Finders of Things. Painters and Sculptors are among the rarest  of 
these specialists, because rather than working on appearances, they work on the 
substance behind the language of Art. As a result they will be increasingly 
misunderstood, marginal and only destined to fame at a late age. The Art of the 
future, true art, will  be tied to the man who is to come and his ability to adapt 
himself to the perception of new forms, spaces and dynamic transformations in 
time and environment, in order to maintain the centrality of ethics and spirit”
And as this is clearly a diseased world, “independent curators” (independent from 
what?) have appeared on the scene, but instead of curing the ill  they have made 
them even worse with their superficial self-promotion which inevitably takes the 
word away frorn artists, used as interchangeable names in pseudo-sociological 
exhibitions. In this general levelling out of things, any kind of role swapping is now 
possible: the director of a trade fair can acquire so many “academic” 
qualifications that he can move straight  into museum management in coherence 
with the logic of profit, it  is difficult to talk today about the existence of public 
exhibition spaces that  are still able to offer a service to the comrnunity through the 
discovery of important but forgotten artists, crushed by the media wave and 
deprived of the miracle-working sponsor.

Marcello Mariani and the sacred



Simply on entering Mariani’s beautiful and shocking studio in L’Aquila one goes 
through a kind of purification and estrangement from the previously described 
context. Not by chance his studio is a church, deconsecrated for confessional 
purposes, that however appropriates a new sacredness precisely thanks to the 
shamanic work of this artist from Abruzzo. Crossing the threshold of this piace, 
ritualistic by nature, one enters into the bowels of an art  form conceived as an 
illuminating inner ritual, always new and different, like a directiy expressive 
language for the eyes and soul. That’s all. Words such as “profit” or “strategic 
communication” have no right of way here. So, one doesn’t just come into an 
artist’s studio, but directly into the artist’s Iife, because Mariani continuously puts his 
whole existence into play. In short, he does not try for the sake of trying, he is not 
attempting to be clever, nor does he find refuge in short lived gimmicks.
His investigation is not motivated by the desire for easy money. Every single day 
Mariani searches for his vocation with trepidation, as if it were the first  time. He 
looks for it  in a splash of colour spilt  on the floor, in a fragment of peeling wall, or in 
the extraordinary eloquence of an eighteenth century piece of rough paper, in an 
antique map, in a ragged dirty cloth, in an old photograph, in anything that is 
charged with a memory that can be pulled out and conversed with. Moving 
completely unaffectedly within the “planned chaos” (his own definition) of his 
studio, he suddenly sinks his hands and eyes into that wonderful palimpsest of 
objects and works and every time he pulls out from a new viewpoint a motive that 
sparks off his own mission as a painter. At these times his searcher’s smile seems to 
reflect that of a child about to bring an unbounded imaginary world to life, starting 
from a straightforward scribble, a collage, a sticker or a stain. And yet Mariani has 
lived fully, seen and travelied (admiring, for example, the creativity of the 
Australian Aborigines). He has spent time with magnificent artists (Alberto Burri, 
Osvaldo Licini,
Robert Rauschenberg, Mimmo Rotella, and so on), enriching his innate purity of 
soul and intention with ever new stimuli. He has also understood how difficult it is to 
aim for ascetic and poetic simplicity without loosing touch with the network of 
infinite relations that ties each thing to another. He reveals this to us himself, 
perhaps unconsciously, when telling about his looking at slides under the 
microscope in hospital and realizing that “the whole world lies within a single drop 
of blood”. Or when he remembers with unblemished emotion his trip to 
Madagascar: “on an incredibly clear night, so starry that it seemed to be day 
time, the sky was reflected in the whitest of shells. Faced with such superhuman 
beauty I asked myself how and with what objective I could go on painting”. Yet, 
without going too far afield, our artist, particularly attached to his own roots in 
Abruzzo and at the same time cosmopolitan by vocation, talks to us almost 
dreamily about the ploughed fields covered in poppies that he has seen around 
L’Aquila, the deafening silence of the mountains and then the vitality of the rain, 
wind and seeds ... He tells us about whole nights spent contemplating the 
transformations of the moon and the way it comes and goes like a consoling 
lighthouse. He stops suddenly, while we are walking along Via Sassa in L’Aquila, 
with its fabulous openings onto crystalline
skies, and he makes us look with new eyes at a flaking wall, full of vital memories, 
saying “it’s difficult to paint  a picture more powerful than that!” With hard and 
untiring research Marian has come to understand that painting can act as a go-



between, between the precarious and ephemeral existence of man and the 
sublime beauty that rises above it, sometimes touching it.
“I am a shaman” Marcello says with not  incidental, anxious humility And he 
continues to transform the splendour and mystery of life into the radiance and 
enigma of painting, following a transcendence immanent to objects and physical 
presences. He researches himself and at the same time aspires to the possibility of 
perfection and self liberation.
It  is for this very reason that in Mariani’s painting the sacred is to be understood 
above ali in its etymological sense; the Indo-European oriain of the word means 
“separate”, alluding to what is a splitting off from the profane. As Marisa Vescovo 
writes, “sacredness then, is not a spiritual or moral condition but a quality that 
refers to what  has relations or contact with powers that man is unable to dominate 
and thus feels to be other than the self and, as such, retraceable to a ‘divine’ 
dimension, seen as being above and different to the human world”1. In fa ct, in 
the works of our artist  a strong and vital dialectic can be perceived between 
man’s typically dramatic separation from the sacred dimension today, and 
Mariani’s need to join back up with that same dimension. Lacerations, breakages, 
fragmentations, disintegrations of forms and spatial rhythms dialogue in an 
unprecedented and polyphonic harmony of contrasts, with wide and unitary 
backgrounds of colour that are never monochords and that strive to bring those 
dramatic divisions back together again. Furthermore, “aside from the religious 
reading of the sacred”, notes Umberto Galimberti  with his usual wits, “there are 
several possible anthropological and psychological readings of the term, as the 
sacred is noi just external to man but also internal, hidden in his unconscious depth 
from which consciousness emancipated itself to become autonomous, still without 
repressing the dark and enigmatic background of its origin”.2

Beauty and yet an urgent need for truth
Mariani draws his strongest emotions from solid things. He does not want to get 
entangled in a plot of sterile dreams or hedonistic musings. He looks for solidity but 
also for existential truth and this is why he only uses earths as colours (“because 
they’re true” he exclaims, eyes wide open) or even crumbled bricks, fabrics, 
ancient papers and other materials, all of which appear in his canvases. In this 
sense, he uses collage to introduce into the work “the worm of reality” - to 
paraphrase Rosalind Krauss - through objects and finds that are torn from their 
context  and brought into the sacred space of the painting. Nor must we forget the 
great impression made on him by Rauschenberg’s combine paintings and 
Rotella’s decollage as creative processes that short-circuit personal and collective 
memory. Furthermore, Mariani loves to reach a kind of tactile and “sculptural” 
truth, so that his more or less projecting surfaces should really be stroked and 
touched to feel their physical authenticity - the ancestral yet possible skin of the 
painting.

Angels made of nothing
As any good shaman should, Mariani also loves talking to angels, celestial bridges 
between the human and the divine, creatures of nature, purely spiritual and 
bodiless. In his works however, the constant angelic presence holds no form. It  is, 
above all, an ineffable show of light and energy, an epiphany, a sort of fiery wind 



that  throws the pragmatic banality of the world into disorder on its arrival (in 
ancient times - just to quote one of the more noteworthy sources - the Pseudo-
Dionysius Areopagita in Celestial Hierarchy said that the word “winds” is attributed 
to angels to indicate their speed, that passes in ali things “almost timelessly”).
These verses by Osvaldo Licini also come to mind, the visionary genius that Mariani 
spent time with and admired in his youth: “In the shadow of a rose/ outside the sea 
sleepingl a thousand and one nights/ that I fight  in my sky/ with angels made of 
nothing/ and I hardly know any more/ what good morning means/ without calling 
myself too/ wretched/ because I know that soon/ an angel made of everything/ 
will come down and get me/ angel or demon/ whichever/ makes no differente/ 
matters little”.
Marcello Mariani’s angels are also “made of nothing”; they are streams and puffs 
of light and colour that escape any kind of consolidated form. In very different 
ways, angelic presences run through both the works of this troubied artist from 
Monte Vidon Corrado and those of Marcello. Homage is pad to Licini for example, 
in that infinitesimal larval-angel in the background of the hilly tandscape that 
seems to come through in a work suc’h as Cellula, 1977.
As this writer has noted on another occasion, “in some ways, the artist seems to 
wish to prepare the best terrain for the arrival of the Angel. After all, everyone of us 
is waiting for an Angel who can change our lives with a caress and a smile, even if 
nowadays this presence takes on the most  unexpected forms. Mariani is awaiting 
its arrival. In expectation of the celestial messenger he puts together, painting after 
painting, shrouds of light, luminescent traces of human joy or melancholy”.

The unexpected vocation and revelation
In a work by Mariani from 1956, an Untitied (mixed media and collage on canvas 
applied to wood), the whole of the artist’s future is already there, although, as is 
natural, in embryonic form: the linee of a mountainous landscape on the horizon; 
primary forms suspended in the dialectic between meeting and dramatic 
separation; the existential and memorial sedimentation of the “wall”; the broken 
hour glass (“I hate time and so I break what symbolizes it”, says Marcello with his 
usual simplicity. Incidentally, it is also worth mentioning that the hour glass motif is 
often present in Afro’s painting); the will to immerse himself in the sources
of life; ascetic but constantly vibrant colours, pulsing, musical one might say and 
never deaf, dirty or inert.
In 1956 Mariani already had the first  revelation of his incontrovertible vocation, that 
became irrevocable a couple of years later and that from then on he remained 
faithful to; clarifying it, renewing it, studying it but never betraying it. It  is difficult  to 
affirm the same constancy in other artists and to admire a similar precocious 
maturity. Marcello entered right into the heart of Art Informel, i.e. of the non-
representational, thanks to’his illuminating friendships (from Alberto Burri to Piero 
Sadun, just  to quote a few names) and in the work mentioned previously he even 
seems to be precociously conversing, tete-a-tete, with a giant of American 
Abstract Expressionism like Conrad Marca-Belli, who brought the technique of 
collage to heights difficult to supersede, where construction and destruction 
merge ceaselessly, even swapping roles. It  is worth pointing out that Marca-Relli, 
an artist with Italian origins, often carne to Rome during his travels in Europe and 
had two solo exhibitions staged in 1948 and 1949 at the Galleria il Cortile; and most 



irnportantly in 1957, after his participation at the 1955 Venice Biennale, he was 
included in a key show at Plinio De Martiis’s Galleria La Tartaruga, a formidable 
breeding ground of exhibitions and events directly focusing on the most up-to-
date international context (besides Italian artists, big names such as 
Rauschenberg, Willem de Kooning, Franz Kline and Cy Twombly were featured 
there). Marcello Mariani spent much time at the Tartaruga with his friend Lucio Del 
Pezzo and there he remembers meeting Marca-Relli and also Antoni Tàpies (who 
in those years had been included in the 1952, 1954 and 1958 Venice Biennales and 
had come to Italy several times, most notably in 1956 and 1958), about whom we 
will discuss shortly.
Behind and within every painting by Marca-Relli  the uneasy cult of the figure is 
lurking, maybe broken and disarticulated but always powerfully alive. “Collage”, 
says the artist himself “allows me a true purity of action, l can experiment 
continuously ‘in the painting’, thousands and thousands of times. I can build up a 
figure and then change it  immediately. I can see the outcome and if I don’t like it I 
take it away, I change the parts, l build somewhere else because painting is 
meditation and action together”.3
Well, in Mariani’s work contemplation-thought is also regularly combined with the 
energy of action, and at the basis of many of his signs there is always a solid 
element, be it the profile of a horizon or a body. One can see it  in a work like 
Landscape, from 1970, that becomes a kind of anthropomorphic view with those 
mountains that look like legs. For Mariani the space of the painting is the dimension 
of the ritual, the perpetuation and renewal of a form that is pregnant with 
memories, voices, bodily imprints and traces, very often dramatic and charged 
with humanity. It is in this way, as an ideai reference, that Antoni Tàpies should be 
remembered as he who based his investigation upon the need to bring together 
action and contemplation within his ethical and artistic commitment, dedicating 
illuminating pages to this theme, under the sign of an idea of art conceived as a 
mystical research finding its objective correlative in the wall. Mariani would 
certainly share these thoughts from 1973, aimed at identifying the course and 
objective of his art, “conceived as a possible mechanism of authentic 
‘illumination’, like a springboard that allows one to bring knowledge nearer, as an 
example of life for the whole of society. More so, an art  that wants to protract itself 
within the very forms of lite (‘you have to practice poetry’), an art of behaviour, a 
true art of living. A way of conceiving art as an èlan vital, as ‘the force of nature 
itself that carries out its work within the human spirit’ by G. Seailles or like the 
Naturing Nature of Paul Klee”. And yet  again, “art  and poetry are like real magie 
for bringing down the veils that obscure the spirit and for illuminating the most 
insignificant gestures of evetyday life with a kind of sacred fire. The whole world 
transformed into a great temple were the divinities, the heroes and the saints 
would be the winds, the woods, the mountains, the people or the darkest  corners 
of the poorest and most anonymous everyday reality ... Art as morality? It’s always 
been that way. Above ali, an art tied to the chariot of vital defiance, to the nails of 
those who demand justice and love. An art conceived of as help, the necessary 
support for necessary meditation. Art  as contemplation, art  as action”4. And , 
concerning the obsessive idea of the art work as a wall, Tàpies has put  down the 
following, striking notes: “separation, isolation; wailing walls, prison walls; witnesses 
to time’s passing, smooth surfaces, serene, clear; tortured suriaces, old, decrepit; 



traces of human imprints, objects, natural elements; memories of struggle, fatigue, 
destruction, cataclysm, or memories of construction, creation and balance; 
fragments of love, dialogue, disgust, disorder; the romantic charm of ruins; layers of 
organic material, forms suggestive of natural rhythms and spontaneous 
movements of matter; the judicious landscape, suggestions of the fundamental 
unity of all things; universal matter; affirmation and appreciation of the earth as 
the primary element infinite possibilities of the distribution and combination of 
great masses; the sensation of falling, collapsing, expanding, concentrating; 
refusal of the world, inner contemplation, annihilation of the passions, silence, 
death, lacerations, torture, dismembered bodies, human remains, scars, scrapings, 
explosions, smoking, hits, hammers, shouts, echoes resounding in space; 
meditation on the cosmic, reflection and contemplation of the earth, magma, 
lava, ash; battle field, garden, playing field, destiny of the ephemeral”.5
Mariani’s work certainly does not hold neither the tragedy of Tàpies, nor the severe 
pragmatism of Marca-Relli, because he has a more lyrical, memorial temperament 
and it is in this sense that he is closer to the raison d’etre behind the painting of 
artists like Afro, for example. As Enrico Crispolti opportunely notes in a text dated 
1987-88, republished here, “Mariani’s wall is not ‘informal’, though it comes out  of 
his distant experience of Art Informel through solidifications, sedimentations and 
additions, beyond any straightforward exercise in gesture, sign or matter”.
Other works, among those featured in the wide-ranging retrospective exhibition 
devoted to the Abruzzo artist in Palazzo Venezia, Rome (an initiative curated by 
Claudio Strinati), confirm Mariani’s particularly precocious revelation of his field of 
investigations, such as an untitled work dating from 1958 and Paesaggio from 1959. 
These paintings are peremptorily characterized by phenomenal abstraction and a 
strong aspiration to ascetic synthesis, in which the horizon merges with the 
stretching out of a body, the perfume of a ploughed field and a gash of crystalline 
sky, as well as an affirmed and yet negated geometry. From this point, in a short 
time Marcello will set out on his journey into natural micro-worlds, travelling in 
parallel through his own inner cosmos. It is from here that the still astonishing 
cellular works of the 1960s emerge, finding their shape in a painting with incredibly 
sensitive, raw nerves. In Paesaggio cellulare from 1963 one might hazard saymg 
that  Mariani captures an ardent radiance of colour worthy of the great  Nicolas De 
Stael with a building up of chromatic masses in reciprocal, lyric tension; they caress 
each other and then shyly push each other away; they quarrel only to set 
themselves out in an essential yet never crystallized order.
Flashing traces of landscapes or distended bodies will  often return in the later 
works, unconsciously perhaps, as in Armonia della forma archetipa (1980), or in 
Forma archetipa (1981), up to the present. In the same way the primary forms of 
life that bloom in the early 1960s will reappear: try looking at Cellule, from 1978, 
which is ateo egg, maternal womb and seed. Throughout the 1970s a purifying 
breeze lightens the colours in a space that is more airy and sunny, less “wall-like”: 
from Sole sulla montagna (1971) to Lacerazioni (1 974), up to the two cellular motifs 
of 1977. In the following decade more uneasy, contrasting presences take hold, 
especially in the series Armonia della forma archetipa, in which Manani uses 
collage in dialectically structural ways to dissect the emotional space and rebuild 
it as a palimpsest of conflict. In the two works belonging to this cycle from 1982 
and 1983, Mariani seems to reply with masterly wisdom to De Stael’s justly thought 



that “the true challenge for a painter is to know how to handle greys and whites”.
In the 1990s the previous fragmentation begins to recompose itself in areas of 
colour that are more unitary but also more freely gestural.
In the current decade, looking onto the third millennium, an almost  Matisse-like 
visual splendour slowly emerges from abyssal distances, with blues and azures 
(Forma archetipa, from 2006 and 2007), but also sumptuous and luxurious reds 
(Archetipo 12 -Due Angeli, from 2006), both dazzlingly beautiful and so very human 
and full of truth. In this way Mariani, the artist  of the sublime Mediterranean, reveals 
his true nature, that is now far from the logic of the non-representational: that of a 
visionary who has transformed gesture and colour into angelic and spiritual 
banners.


