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There is a photograph by Gianni Berengo Gardin which says more about Marcello 
Mariani than any critical essay could, revealing in the most intense and 
threatening manner that particular punctum which Roland Barthes considered the 
peculiar colour of the best photographic studies, that capacity to focus in one 
absolute instant all existential situations and sedimentation. Mariani is captured 
mid-movement, one would wish to say, just  as he is leaving his studio, flanked by 
speaking walls, heavy with signs and memories, eroded, washed out, marked, but 
also magnificently sculpted by time, so as to become electrifying yet concrete 
monuments that beautifully introduce us to his workshop and painting. His studio 
exudes a palpable osmosis of art  and life, hovering between genius lociand 
spiritual tension, freed from conditioning. That is when, in its entirety, Berengo 
Gardin’s reportage dedicated to Mariani and his environment manages to focus 
on a congerie of moments that are fully revelatory of the simple complexity of a 
life consecrated to work and a research, in turn, dedicated to the ascetic 
celebration of the pure sacredness of existence.
Mariani’s painting cannot be understood without reflecting on his Abruzzi roots: the 
crystalline sharpness of the air and skies of L’Aquila, the fiery autumnal greens and 
reds of the countryside, the rough and ascetic mountainous profiles, the 
geometrical equilibrium of the antique architectures corroded by the inflexible 
aggression of time. All this surfaces in distilled images, not because of a frail 
naturalistic residue, but because of the insuppressible and spontaneous need 
Mariani feels to paint, above all, vital warmth, the immanent trace of a sacred 
presence.
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. Think, for instance, about Forma archetipa 
(Angelo di luce) and Forma archetipa (Angelo d’ombra), both from 2006. These 
works bring to mind the words of an inspired inventor of spiritual shapes such as 
William Congdon, and Mariani would certainly be in agreement with these 
meditations: “If art  is not an open door onto the mystery of God, then it  is only 
noise”. It is no mistake that this artist seeks out silence and the space for a renewed 
contemplation, in an etymological sense, of something sacred and magic. 
Indeed, the Latin “contemplare” means “to take something from one’s own 
horizon”, which in turn comes from “templum”, the “space or circle of observation 
that  the augur described in the sky with his crozier to observe the flight of the 
birds”. From his work emerges, at times extremely clearly (for instance in Archetipo 
spezzato from 2000), the staging of a theatre of separation, of a lack and, in 
particular, of the irreconcilable split between the way of living today and the 
dimension of the sacred, to which the attention of our artist  is constantly turned, a 
creator of new spaces for contemplation.
From a certain point of view, the stamp “informale” is somewhat restrictive to 



Mariani. He refuses to be categorised as a text-book case and, in his total spiritual 
freedom, he allows the powerful and archetypalfigural shadows to surface from 
the unknown. Mariani is undoubtedly a visionary who aspires to the sublime, a 
Meditteranean sublime, a vast, seething, earthy, airy and even meaty sublime (his 
pinks are painted raw flesh). Naturally, the direct  physical and psychological link 
with matter and the continuous opening of new “windows” or, better, of spatial 
depths that powerfully renew the very idea of painting are also indebted to his oft-
declared admiration for, and his knowledge of, the work of Burri and Fontana. In 
Mariani’s work - I am thinking for example of Forma archetipa (Finestra di Iuce) 
from 2002, or Forma archetipa (L’ala dell’angelo) from 2005, or Forma archetipa (Il 
viaggio) from 2006 - there is not that powerful harshness that emanates, although 
in very different and incomparable ways, from the works of Burri and Fontana. His 
work, instead, exudes a powerfully human scent, a lost and lyrical contemplation 
of the all-consuming and sudden brevity of human life, of its fragility: “when I was 
contemplating dawn, dusk was already upon me”, Novalis told Karl Ludwig 
Woltmann, and this wonderful reflection could well have been shared by our artist.
Mariani profoundly distrusts the supposed rational certainties and the possibilities of 
reducing the mysteries of the universe and human life to a series of mathematical, 
chemical and biological formulae. For this very reason his thoughts on painting 
seem, in some ways, close to Willem De Kooning’s thoughts, without his furious rage 
of action: “This famous physical space -the space of the scientists - has really 
started to irritate me now. These scientists have such thick glasses on that the 
space they see through them becomes ever more melancholic. It seems as 
though there are no limits to the squalor of physical space: it  does not contain 
anything but billions and billions of fragments of matter, cold and hot, that err in 
darkness, according to a grand system, without aim.The fact is that the stars that 
interest  me, if I could fly, I would reach them naturally, in a couple of days. I use 
the stirs of the scientists as buttons with which to button up the curtains of the void. 
If I stretch out my arms and I ask myself where my fingers are, there, I have the 
space to satisfy a painter”.
That which today gives strength and relevance to Mariani’s research is also the 
unending dialogue between his local, Abruzzi roots, those of his painting, and the 
network of international energies he has brought  together during his trips in Europe, 
Asia and Australia, where he made particular reference to symbolic rituals of the 
Aboriginal culture. In absorbing different experiences and influences, not 
necessarily contradictory amongst themselves, Mariani has channelled them into 
the riverbed of his personal research for the absolute, in his attempt to describe 
the sublime with the greatest simplicity possible.
Thus his painterly tension is often concentrated on the archetypal power of the 
geometric shapes, nearly always present in his work even if consumed and 
“sullied”, which simultaneously are experienced like a limit to contradict  and 
overcome.
Colour thus becomes the territory of absolute spiritual freedom, the field of risk and 
chance that appears in the always surprising contrasts, never banal, full of life, 
capable even of re-elaborating certain pop echoes. That is why Mariani’s works 
take on the sembiance of palimpsests in which the signs of a universal humanity 
are mixed with those of an individual human being, connected to the artist 
himself, like shrouds of light lost  and found in fragments, in rhapsodical flashes, the 



only ones allowed in today’s world, severed from the idea of total harmony.
The artist tries to shape chaos and in this attempt the obsessive quasi-spectral 
surfacing of TV, cinema and computer screen is inevitable in his paintings, such as 
in Forma archetipa (Apparizione) from 2003 or Archetipo 208 from 2004 which 
describe it peremptorily. It is an omnipresent and menacing archetype of today’s 
consumer society which Mariani tries to exorcise by transforming it into a painterly 
apparition. As Ugo Volli wrote: “The screen, in its radiant neutrality, in its own 
meaninglessness which, as such, is capable of acting as a support for any sense 
and type of communication, and finally in its structural precariousness of meaning, 
is a metaphor of a fundamental regulating principle of contemporary culture and, 
thus, also of Mariani’s art, [. . .]  a virtually universal space but insignificant  in itself, 
brilliant, living only when it becomes and does not remain itself. Abstract surface of 
control and manipulation, with which we play and by which we are surveilled. A 
space of fascination, seduction, appearance, profound illusion. [. . .] A framed 
space that, in turn, frames our entire world. And also, our art”.
This is the point exactly: the artist invites us to take issue with the screen of our own 
soul, to look at ourselves, to fill the meaninglessness dominating the world today 
with meaning. In this way, beyond all canonical if exact references to Informale, 
Mariani reveals all the profound and intense moral engagement that gives life to 
his painting, with his feet anchored in today’s reality and contrasting its worst 
aspects. His faith in art is an act of resistance against the obsessive need to appear 
to the detriment of seeing in an absolute sense, as is happening these days and as 
Paul Virilio wonderfully noted in his L’arte dell’accecamento: “In an era in which 
our vision of the world has become more tele-objective than objective, how can 
one persist in being? How can one efficiently resist the sudden derealisation of a 
world in which everything is seen - already seen and immediately forgotten? How 
can one persist in the real space of the work, when the acceleration of real time 
drags everything in its wake?”. And again: “Before this fog in which the violence of 
the shock of images seems to be the only means of expression, the work 
objectifies, lacking in a ‘masterpiece’, it  emerges like a phenomenon of 
resistance. With its plastic affirmation, before the sliding of the terrain of 
information, it reactivates the emergencybreakwithout which no culture can last”.
The persistence in being, a sort of a prayer made colour, the faith in the sacred 
human values that  must also preserve the divine light are mirrored in the mixed 
techniques of the Via Crucis made by Mariani in 2006, which act as a worthy proof 
of spiritual art at the beginning of the third millennium. It has the merit  of exclusively 
describing, within and with the reasons of shape, through the metaphorical 
strength of signs and colours and without banal illustrative representations, the 
palpitating reality of the drama, the falls and the passion of the Christ and of all 
men.
Finally, looking attentively at the magnificent photo-reportage that Gianni 
Berengo Gardin dedicated to Mariani, an unconventional figure emerges of a 
man and an artist looking for his own path with inexhaustible humility, in silence, 
trusting his voice with the magic of a colour both anxious, and at times vexed, but 
always revelatory of its interior luminescence and incredibly human in its 
palpitating truthfulness.


