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Running parallel to the exhibition dedicated to Paul Signac, the Museo d'arte della Svizzera 
italiana continues its reflection with regard to some moments and protagonists marking the 
history of modern and contemporary painting by presenting a large retrospective exhibition 
treating the work of Antonio Calderara from the 2nd of October until the 22nd of January 
2017. The intention of the exhibition is to present the artistic research of this singular 
exponent of the Italian artistic panorama of the Twentieth Century to the general public. In 
starting out from reflections concerning the constituent elements of pictorial language he 
arrived at creating an abstraction that in its radical nature appears to be in perfect syntony 
with contemporary experiences of international Minimalism. 

By way of an accurate and in-depth critical appraisal the Museum focuses its attention on this 
important protagonist of aniconic painting with a retrospective that evidences the international 
dimension of his work and the actuality of his poetic within the contemporary panorama. Forming 
part of the exhibition programme reserved for the outstanding exponents of painting, together with 
the exhibition dedicated to Paul Signac which can be visited until the 8th of January 2017, this 
exhibition establishes a dialogue between two of the prominent artists of the history of Twentieth-
Century art who concentrated their research around the theme of light. 

Antonio Calderara (1903-1978), a 'solitary' figure in the Italian art scene who in many respects can 
be compared to Giorgio Morandi, approached the field of art as a self-taught painter in the 1920s 
after having abandoned his engineering studies at the Milan Polytechnic. It was from this radical 
decision that one had the beginning of a fascinating and complex career that 'drew out' a quite 
singular and totally autonomous course of artistic creation although one of exceptionally high value 
within the history of Italian art of the Twentieth Century. Calderara's painting of the 1920s and 
1930s, marked by landscapes and domestic scenes, appears firmly rooted in the Lombard tradition, 
moving along two general directrices which define its stylistic references: on the one hand the 
tradition of Divisionismo while, on the other, the Milanese experience of the Novecento Movement. 
Characterised by plastic simplifications and by a clear light in which one is aware of the echoes of 
Piero della Francesca (master of light and mathematical harmonies who for Calderara was always to 
be a point of reference) and also Georges Seurat, the painting by Calderara during the following 
decades appears pronounced due to a stylised intimism, close to the experiences of Magic Realism. 
Towards the middle of the 1930s, to be seen in a limited number of works of exceptional quality, 
Calderara showed that he had achieved full expressive maturity. At the height of this phase in which 
the artist seems to have finally found his own personal path by way of a complete dominion of forms 
and volumes subjected to the simplification of a geometrising graphism refined by light, one already 
began to have the feeling of the emerging of a new paradigm that manifested itself in a growing 
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taste for free brushstrokes and luminous vibrations. The subsequent decades were in fact marked by 
a progressive decomposition of the forms in the luminous vibrations thanks to the technique of 
veilings while the sizes of the paintings became increasingly smaller to the point of bordering on the 
miniature. What brought about a decisive change in his painting was his move - in 1959 - towards 
abstraction in which every reference to the figure was done away with in favour of an absolute non-
objectivity. This was a process that gradually matured starting out from 1954 when he encountered 
Mondrian's painting. On moving back to Milan at the end of the war Calderara partly broke away from 
the isolation of the previous decades, including himself in the vivacious and dynamic cultural context 
of Milan. In close contact with Lucio Fontana, Piero Manzoni, Dadamaino, Gianni Colombo and Enrico 
Castellani thanks to conceptual and theoretical affinities, in the Milan of the second half of the 
1950s in which one breathed the desire for the infinite and an aspiration to achieve a zero degree of 
art, Calderara found the ideal conditions for enriching and nurturing the reflections that guided his 
pictorial evolution. In the paintings of the 1960s and 1970s - almost always small in size - the 
element of a light-colour took on form which translated his aspiration to "paint nothing, emptiness, 
which is everything, silence, light, order, harmony. The infinite". 
It is thanks to this rigorous abstraction that Calderara achieved important international recognition, 
above all 'capturing' considerable attention in Germany where his works that were presented in his 
numerous one-man and group exhibitions rapidly gained a conspicuous number of admirers. 
 
The exhibition 
The first extensive and comprehensive retrospective of Calderara's production to be seen in 
Switzerland following the one held in 1969 curated by Jean-Christophe Ammann at the 
Kunstmuseum in Lucerne, this exhibition comprises almost 200 works from European museums and 
private collections which allow us to entirely document the singular course which this artist traced 
out within the Italian artistic panorama of the Twentieth Century. Chronologically arranged in three 
main sections, the exhibition begins with the figurative works of the 1920s and 1930s, highlighted 
by the influence of the Italian Novecento Movement, to then move on to the 1940s and 1950s 
characterised by the artist's progressive 'conversion' to abstraction. The largest section of the 
exhibition instead concentrates on his abundant abstract production of the 1960s and 1970s which 
decreed the artist's international success. Antonio Calderara. A Light Without Shadows wishes to 
underline the international value of Calderara's abstract research which due to its radical nature 
shares few other examples in Italy, perfectly in syntony with contemporary European experiences 
tending towards the zero degree of painting. While starting out from the experiences matured within 
the sphere of the Concrete Art of the middle of the Twentieth Century, Calderara's work evolved in a 
different direction which brought him closer to those American artists - who can be variously placed 
in such 'areas' as Abstract Expressionism, Color Field and Minimalism - who in the 1950s and 
1960s explored the potentialities of colour on the basis of a forceful spiritual tension and a 
transcendental aspiration starting out from a formal language reduced to the minimum. One of the 
elements that to the greatest degree bound Calderara to artists such as Ad Reinhardt, Mark Rothko, 
Barnett Newman and Agnes Martin was precisely the shared aspiration to amplify the surface of the 
painting in a spiritual dimension. In the works which Calderara painted from 1960 what in fact the 
spectator finds him or selfself faced with is no longer an optical-perceptive space but "a mental 
space". 

Thanks to the collaboration of the Fondazione Antonio e Carmela Calderara, the last section of the 
exhibition is made up of an extensive selection of works chosen from the among the works that the 
artist personally collected by means of a dense series of exchanges with artists with whom he 
shared relationships of friendship and esteem such as Josef Albers, Lucio Fontana, Piero Manzoni, 
Yves Klein, Dadamaino, François Morellet, Max Bill, Jan Schoonhoven, Almir Mavignier and Raimer 
Jochims. In this section Calderara's own works hold a dialogue with those of his colleagues, in this 
way demonstrating not only the affinities and assonances that bind his work to much of the most 
advanced research works of the 1960s and 1970s but also show the extraordinary singularity of the 
artistic path the artist followed. 

In the Spring of 2017 the Kunstmuseum Winterthur will partially house this exhibition, concentrating 
its attention on the reception given to Calderara's works north of the Alps. 
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The Calderara Collection 

Thanks to the international recognition that his work met with beginning from the opening years of 
the 1960s, Calderara was able to put together a dense network of friendships with colleagues 
whose research works were similar to his own. Thanks to the exchange of works with these artists in 
the course of time he managed to assemble an increasingly larger and more important nucleus of 
paintings and sculptures which well represent the context within which his own work should be 
placed. 
Calderara began to contemplate the idea of giving a stable 'home' to this collection in 1971, as we 
can gather from a letter by the artist to Virgilio Guidi: "Dear Guidi, as soon as a little house becomes 
available in front of my home in Vacciago I've the intention of putting together my collection [there], 
about 80 avant-garde works". Drawing upon his extremely vast network of Italian and foreign friends 
and contacts which he had established, during the years that followed Calderara managed to further 
enlarge this collection which due to its completeness came to epitomise and fully represent a large 
part of the Neo-concrete and Optical-perceptive research works of the second half of the Twentieth 
Century. This collection which is still conserved in the museum-home in Vacciago d'Ameno in 
accordance with the disposition imagined by the artist was completed in 1976. It comprises 271 
works by 133 different artists. 

The collection which is entitled The story of Antonio Calderara and a choice of contemporary artists 
who are his friends and which also includes about fifty works by Calderara, is not only the expression 
of the tastes and vision of the world of its creator, the acknowledgement and recognition of his 
innumerable artistic ties and contacts, of frienship and esteem, but is also a sort of total work of art 
within which his artistic career is ascribable. 

Entrusted to the management of the Fondazione Antonio e Carmela Calderara, the museum-home in 
Vacciago can be visited by the public from May to October. 

The catalogue 
The exhibition is accompanied by the volume titled Antonio Calderara. A Light Without Shadows (in 
Italian and English) published by Skira. The volume presents colour photographs of the works on 
exhibit, critical texts by Elio Schenini, Hans Rudolf Reust, Paola Bacuzzi and Eraldo Misserini and an 
introductory text by Marco Franciolli, the Director of the Museo d'arte della Svizzera italiana.
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MASI Lugano 
The Museo d’arte della Svizzera italiana, Lugano represents the arrival point for a deep-seated 
revision of the cultural policies that led to the merging of the Museo Cantonale d’Arte and the Museo 
d’Arte di Lugano in one single institution. The museum has two locations: LAC offers events and 
exhibitions aimed at delving deeper into twentieth-century and contemporary art and its collections, 
while at Palazzo Reali the focus is on the history of the art of this territory, and the valorization of 
specific groups of works in the collections. MASI Lugano’s main partner is Credit Suisse, thus 
confirming the institution’s historical commitment to art in Lugano. 

Current Exhibition 
The collection 
New Consonances. Works from the Museum’s Collections 
LAC, until 12.02.2017 

Paul Signac 
Reflections on Water 
LAC, until 08.01.2017 

Future Exhibitions 
Marco Scorti 
Manor Award Ticino 2016 
LAC,19 November 2016 – 12 February 2017 

Meret Oppenheim 
And her artist friends 
LAC, 11 February – 28 May 2017 

Craigie Horsfield 
How the World Occurs 
LAC, 11 March – 02 July 2017 

Boetti – Salvo 
“Vivere lavorando giocando” 
LAC, 09 April – 27 August 2017 
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Information  
Location  
LAC Lugano Arte e Cultura  
Piazza Bernardino Luini 6, 6901 Lugano  
+41 (0)58 866 4230  
info@masilugano.ch  
www.masilugano.ch  

Opening hours  
Tuesday - Sunday: 10:00 a.m. – 6 p.m.  
Thursday until 8 p.m.  
Closed Mondays  

Admission  
The collection 
Free  

Temporary exhibitions 
Full: chf 15.-  
Reduced admission: chf 10.- (AVS/AI discount, over 65, groups, student aged 17-25)  
Free for children under 16, and the first Sunday of the month  

Guided Tours and educational activities  
+41 (0)58 866 4230  | lac.edu@lugano.ch  

Sponsor 
Credit Suisse, main partner of MASI Lugano 

Press contacts 
LAC Lugano Arte e Cultura 
Ufficio comunicazione 
+41 (0)58 866 4214 | lac.comunicazione@lugano.ch 
Italy 
ddl+ Battage 
Alessandra de Antonellis 
+39 339 3637388 | alessandra.deantonellis@ddlstudio.net 

Margherita Baleni 
+39 347 4452374 | margherita.baleni@battage.net 

Press Kit and images 
The digital documents and images for press use can be downloaded from the following address: 
www.masilugano.ch/press 

 


