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narrative and representative residue is eli-
minated, and simultaneously it is stripped 
down and becomes independent of its 
form, which is considered to be worthless, 
raising it up to the level of the formless, 
another of Bataille’s categories.
This break with the optical idealisation of 
the traditionally sacrosanct oil on canvas 
was what triggered his decision to turn to 
painting, demystified and freed at last from 
all atavistic historical conditioning. The 
use of buchi and tagli in his canvases only 
served to confirm the physicality of the ar-
tistic support, transcending the categories 
of painting and sculpture in his search for 
the true spatial dimension through mate-
rial components. Holes and cuts made the 
artwork’s surface vulnerable, turning it into 
a pictorial object that could claim space, 
material and actual corporeality as the 
artist’s field of action.
Fontana was ahead of the artistic-philo-
sophical debates about the demateriali-
sation of the artwork, making it an object 
in which the separation between real and 
artistic space is eliminated. This Spatial 
Concept provides the title for the series 
that covers almost all his output during 
this period, which confirms him as a mas-
ter of the phenomenological universe. The 
aim of his works is to be a manifestation of 
this essential space through their own ma-
teriality, which is actually what presents 
them. It is this search for a strict unders-
tanding of things just as they are shown, 
that the artist proposes as objective reality 
opening up ways for art as experimenta-
tion, suggesting a radical alternative to the 
traditional genres of the European abstract 
avant-garde of the 1940s and 1950s.

Recognition for the work of Lucio Fontana (Rosario, Argentina, 1899 - Varese, Italy 
1968) is relatively a recent phenomenon, as it was only in the 1980s that he began to 
be considered one of the most important post-war European artists. For this to happen, 
he had to get over the handicap of a past that was almost unacceptable for the role of 
intellectual artist now offered to him; a past in which his work showed signs of seduc-
tion by kitsch, decorativism and the cultural industry of the time. But not only that; a 
certain amount of time had to pass to play down the success that his works based on 
buchi (holes) and tagli (cuts) had achieved in the art markets of the 1960s, through 
repetition of a formula for success that would eclipse the rest of his output.
Fontana was unconsciously challenging the argument put forward by both Theodor 
Adorno and Clement Greenberg concerning the opposition between avant-garde-exal-
ted experimental artwork, and kitsch-connected popular forms of artistic expression, 
considered its natural enemy. He was breaking away from this division, and from the 
avant-garde/kitsch equation of opposites or false-opposites that had always marked 
the modernity discourse, through his sculptures before 1949, the year he began pain-
ting.
Three years earlier, in 1946, Fontana and his students had published the Manifiesto 
Bianco (White Manifesto), which put forward his own artistic concept called Spatia-
lism. It contained a nihilist background for an art liberated from the ideas and even from 
the idea itself of Art, an art “free from all aesthetic artifice”.
The general tendency to credit the material of a work of art with the values inherent in 
its physical condition, turning it into some kind of vindication of its artistic category, was 
in complete opposition to Fontana’s spatialist propositions, which held that the mate-
rial condition of artistic objects was simply a physical component with no conceptual 
properties or ontological value in itself; what Bataille had called “base materialism”. All 

The continuing presence of traditional genres in the abstract European avant-garde of the forties and fifties 
brought about a number of reactions proposing radical alternatives, including the material negation of the con-
ventional frameworks of art, such as the case of Lucio Fontana and Spatialism, through which he rejected the 
transcendentalism and illusionism of conventional art.



Fontana’s eagerness to transcend the 
pictorial surface and enter the dominion 
of reality in search of the “true space of 
the world” makes him a predecessor and 
mentor for artists who, in Latin America 
and Europe, were to bring about the era’s 
paradigm shift in art. His influence can be 
seen on the one hand in the proposals of 
the Latin American concrete movement, 
which demand that art should not be 
fictional representation but an objective 
aesthetic reality, directly connected to its 
surroundings, so that a new relationship 
with society is established. On the other 
hand, its support was essential to artists 
like Piero Manzoni (1933-1963) and Yves 
Klein (1928-1962), whose exhibition of 
monochromes at Milan’s Apollinaire Ga-
llery in 1957 was a milestone for the new 
connections that European art was also 
trying to make with reality from that time 
on. The creation of the Nouveaux Réalistes 
group set the example for the starting the 
artistic machinery that from a number of 
angles got behind what they considered to 
be “the passionate adventure of the real”: 
object, process, action … all concepts bea-
ring Fontana’s fingerprint.    
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