
Fissures of Modernity. Antiprojects: 
the Formless, the Dysfunctional, the Unproductive

Beginning in the late 1950s, artistic modernity shows a series of rifts that foreshadow its definitive fragmentation. Artists in 
different parts of the world, not connected to each other but who share common critiques of modern discourse, create fissures, 
both literally and metaphorically, in traditional media: the pictorial surface, writing, sculpture material or the architectural project. 
The tagli and buchi (slashes and holes) of Lucio Fontana, the automatic drawings of Henri Michaux, the architectural inquiries of 
Roberto Matta, the particular alphabet of signs of Giuseppe Capogrossi and the early productions of Pol Bury can be understood 
as gestures of a larger anti-modern reaction, gestures that introduced distortions and new idioms into the international language 
of European informalism and North American abstract expressionism.

experience is intentionally confusing. He 
tried to reflect these experiences in nu-
merous writings from this period, such as 
Miserable miracle:  “Sensation of a fissure. 
[…] I see a furrow. A furrow with little, hur-
ried transversal sweepings. In it a fluid, its 
brightness mercurial, its behaviour torren-
tial, its speed electric. […] When the action 
of mescaline is at its height, it produces 
blinding images, or images ringed with 
lightning.[...] It spreads out great sheets 
[...] the forms almost always innumerable, 
incredibly elongated, exaggeratedly frail 
and slender […].” 

Roberto Matta (1911-2002) has been 
considered an exponent of modernity 
since his adscription to surrealism and 
through his work as an architect at the Le 
Corbusier studio, which put him into con-
tact with rationalism. In the 1950s, when 

In the series generically known as “Spatial Concept,” Lucio Fontana (1899-1968) for-
mulated his “spatialist” proposal, a response to the traditional distinctions between 
painting and sculpture and which involved aggression towards the physical support and 
the uncovering of the space surrounding it. In Concetto spaziale (Spatial Concept, 1960) 
he used a raw sculpting material applied to a canvas, in such a way that its shapeless, 
scatological appearance pointed out the communicative incapacity of the material in it-
self. Fontana violates the sacred space of the artwork to draw attention to the physical 
nature of the materials, thus stripping the final work of all traces of the idealism promoted 
by the avant-garde movements; in his words, the work is “freed of all aesthetic artifice.” 
The deist theme of Concetto spaziale. La fine di Dio (Spatial Concept. The End of God, 
1963) is a statement on the definitive end of the work of art as a window, since the holes 
made in the material eliminate the possibility of imagining a space parallel to reality, and 
thus reveal the limited nature of the work of art and, perhaps, the impossibility of dogmat-
ic responses or definite truths. The fissure, in Fontana’s case, is presented literally and the 
rupture represents both a testimony of nihilism and the possibility of forging new paths. 

Henri Michaux (1899-1984), in Écriture mescalinienne (Writings with Mescaline, 1956) 
turns to automatic writing, rooted in surrealism, of texts inspired by the altered states of 
consciousness caused by the consumption of mescaline, a hallucinogenic. During his ex-
periments, Michaux took practically illegible notes or made drawings that tried to capture 
the visions appearing before him, as seen in Sin título (Untitled, 1956). Because he is 
trying to convey a verbal or iconic message, his attempt to structure an inapprehensible 
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surrealism had dissolved and the Modern 
Movement had expanded, Matta became 
interested in impossible, self-destructive 
architectures, such as the one present-
ed in Évolution d’une cible (Evolution of a 
target, 1956). The development of mod-
ern architecture had found inspiration in 
the possibility of intervening in reality by 
means of projects that improved everyday 
life: limpid dividers, glass walls and the so-
called “white cube” as a place for display-
ing artworks.  Matta published a postulate 
on the “open cube” in which he defined this 
geometric shape as “a spatial projection of 
my subconscious,” a place of safety that, 
in this work, is broken and suspended in an 
indeterminant ether. The cube’s pure geo-
metric planes have exploded, becoming a 
shooting target attacked by quick graphic 
gestures that produce noise in the calming 
shapes of modernity. Matta waivers be-
tween compulsive gestures and rationality 
in an attempt to contest the ideas of Eu-
clidean space, so measurable and rational, 
that had dominated Western architecture.

Although using a very different aesthet-
ic, Giuseppe Capogrossi (1900-1972) 
also opened a crevice in modern artistic 
discourse with his personal and repeti-
tive, almost serial, work. Two emblematic 
motifs of artistic modernity had been the 
gesture as individual expression and geo-
metric inquiry in pursuit of a quantifiable, 
universal and objective art. Capogrossi’s 
painting blurs the outlines of these motifs, 
to present instead the multiplication, with 
slight alterations in scale, of a minimal unit 
that ends up forming a kind of alphabet of 
signs that has no translation, no specific 
message: thus, works such as Superficie 
229 (Surface 229, 1957) do not form a 
discourse but rather a sort of hieroglyphic, 
a sort of linguistic puzzle that has no solu-
tion. In contrast with gestural abstraction, 
Capogrossi’s arrangement of signs, which 
were apparently quite studied, seems to 
reveal more the ludic nihilism of child’s 
play than the traumatic post-war expres-
sions of contemporary authors such as 
Jean Fautrier or Jean Dubuffet. The work 
unveils the mapping of an impossible 
project, the plane of an inhabitable space 
between the functional and the dysfunc-
tional, in which any attempt at spatial or-

ganisation seems doomed to fold in upon 
itself, revealing through that repeated sign 
the absence of a message and the impos-
sibility of a common language.  

Pol Bury (1922-2005) joined the follow-
ers of late surrealism, fascinated by the 
mobile production of Alexander Calder, 
and is also at the root of the internation-
al kinetic art movement. Electrical Entity 
(1962) corresponds to the time during 
which he was working on series of “erec-
tiles” and “punctuations,” expressions 
that refer to elements that, with the 
help of a motor, stand up from the plane 
and seem to punctuate space with their 
white-painted heads. They obliterate any 
attempt at precise composition, while 
their arrhythmic repetition seems to turn 
the energy used dysfunctional. It is not 
surprising that Bury’s sculpture would in-
terest one of the founders of the Theatre 
of the Absurd, Eugène Ionesco, who on the 
occasion of the artist’s second solo show 
in New York, in 1966, spoke of how to 
look at this type of artwork: “Now see how 
these elements shift and others bend, hear 
how it grinds, groans and creaks. Listen 
closely and watch how it moves: not a lot, 
just a little, here it barely stirs, here it stops, 
here it begins again.” 
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