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Antonio Calderara 
A Light Without Shadow 

Antonio Calderara (1903–1978), an original but reclusive figure in the Italian artistic milieu, 
comparable in many ways to Giorgio Morandi, began his life as a self-taught artist in the 1920s, after 
abandonding his study of engineering at Milan’s Polytechnic Institute. In the decades that followed, 
his painting, which features sculptural simplifications and a bright light reminiscent of Piero della 
Francesca and Seurat, was also distinguished by the appearance of a stylised intimism that 
approaches experiences of Magical Realism. A turning point in his painting came with the transition, 
in 1959, to abstraction. Such abstraction was relatively unique in Italy due to its rather drastic 
character, but perfectly in line with the contemporary experience in Europe and its tendency towards 
the zero degree of painting. However, in his case, geometry never features the rigidity of concrete 
art; instead, it is dominated by delicate and subtle vibrations of light obtained through the 
superimposition of thin layers of paint. In his works from the 1960s and 1970s, which were almost 
always on a small scale, there emerges a ‘light/colour’ which translates his aspiration to “paint the 
null, the void, which is everything, silence, light, order, harmony. The infinite”. This first, large, 
Calderara retrospective in Switzerland since the exhibition curated by Jean-Christophe Ammann at 
Lucerne’s Kunstmuseum in 1969, begins with pieces from his figurative period before dwelling on 
the various phases which distinguish his abstract output. In addition, the exhibition includes a large 
selection of works from the artist’s own collection, amassed through a series of exchanges with 
other artists with whom he was linked by friendship or mutual respect, including Josef Albers, Lucio 
Fontana, Piero Manzoni, Yves Klein, Dadamaino, François Morellet, Jan Schoonhoven, Max Bill. 

when painting is the plastic realisation 
of an idea, 
it is philosophy expressed by colour. 

Antonio Calderara was born on 28 October 1903 in Abbiategrasso. He had always been fascinated 
by drawing and painting since early childhood. At only twelve years of age, he painted his first work 
in oil, showing the church at Vacciago, a small town on Lake Orta where he used to spend his 
summer vacations with his family. After having enrolled at the Milan Polytechnic – something his 
father had wanted him to do – where he followed courses in Engineering for three years, towards 
the middle of the 1920s Calderara decided to definitively abandon his studies in order to dedicate 
himself entirely to painting. From this radical decision one had the beginning of a both fascinating 
and complex artistic career that marked a singular and totally autonomous series of events of 
outstanding value within the history of Italian art of the Twentieth Century. The artist himself 
described his world during the first years of the 1930s: “I’m self-taught, isolated, only interested in 
my problem, in my work, I have to understand by myself what painting is, mistakes are added to 
mistakes although luckily I recognise them and don’t repeat them. I go ahead supported by the 
certainty that one day that grand mystery which is painting will be revealed to me. For the present 
what is important for me is painting and not refusing to accept and face the new problems with 
serene humility.” In these words there is the obstinate self-will of the person who pursues his own 
obsessions without caring about the fashions, tendencies and ‘passwords’ of a given age. Even if 
Calderara’s painting of those years obviously had its debts and referents: on the one hand the 
tradition of Lombard divisionism (Previati, Pellizza da Volpedo and, thanks to these, also Seraut); on 
the other the Milanese experience of the Novecento movement. The Novecento influence is evident 
in the works of this period, especially in the iconography and in the choice of subject that focussed 
on simple everyday situations, interiors that were modest, although not poor, and natural, tranquil 
attitudes. This was also reflected in his style, with a wider and lighter palette, sharper contrasts in 
light, creating stronger relief in his profiles and shadows; it also included the first well-defined, 
monumental, almost “squared-off” architectural forms and an often seemingly “silent” atmosphere. 
Also in his portraits, which were both solemn and intimate at the same time, he showed strongly 
geometrical influences that recall the atmospheres of the Novecento. 
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the sky is not so grey, 
the sea is calmer, 
it is not raining, 
i am open to the conversation about the joy 
of living even though i am well 
aware that 
death is the point of destination. 
death that is the end, gives significance to the 
beginning and is, in itself, a beginning. 

The most important encounter for Calderara was with Carmela in 1932. She became a constant and 
important presence in his life and his work. This can be seen in the large number of paintings that 
portray her, sometimes explicitly, and sometimes where there is only a hint of the model’s identity. 
Their daughter, Gabriella, was born in 1933: the new family decided to leave Milan, first to live in a 
small hotel in Pella, on Lake Orta, and the following year, after their marriage, they moved to 
Vacciago. In those silent and immobile atmospheres, in those forms that are simplified to the limit of 
graphism, in those sound and squared volumes, in those hints at geometry, in that uniform light 
lacking brilliance of the paintings of those years , one feels the search for an essence that escapes 
the inexorable metamorphosis of daily life. We are faced by paintings that try to oppose the 
awareness of the nothingness that all engulfs the forms of a humanism without time that has its 
roots in the beginning of the Renaissance, in particular in the work by Piero della Francesca, master 
of light and mathematical harmonies who for Calderara was to be a point of constant reference. His 
abstract light is the same light that in those years and with a metaphysical tonality illuminates the 
views of a familiar and landscape microcosm in which Calderara projects his reflections about ‘being 
and time’. In a small group of works of exceptional quality created around the middle of the 1930s, 
Calderara demonstrates that he has by this time achieved full expressive maturity. These include San 
Giulio. Lago d’Orta and La Famiglia (Dopo il temporale) of 1934, L’isola di San Giulio and La Finestra 
of 1935 and Carmela of 1936. And yet at the height of this phase in which the artist finally seems to 
have found his own path by means of the complete dominion of forms and volumes, subjected to the 
simplification of a geometrising graphism refined by light, one already had the feeling of the 
emerging of a new paradigm that manifested itself in a growing taste for free brushstrokes and 
luminous vibrations. In fact, in the background of the Famiglia and the Isola di San Giulio the 
landscape and the buildings already appear to be immersed in a sole, flickering unitary colour, in a 
fine atmospheric dust that envelopes the forms and dissolves them in the pallid hues of the greys 
that are only just veiled in pink and light blue. 

space light, 
colour light, 
light. 
man, his limit, 
his finite being within infinity. 

It is in the direction of a progressive decomposition of forms in the luminous vibrations, “of a colour 
that is decanted in light”, that Calderara’s painting will more clearly develop during the second half of 
the 1930s. And yet also in those years to come the motifs of his paintings would always be the 
same: the ‘sleepy’ landscape of the remote Italian province between Orta, Pella and Vacciago and 
the close ties of his family circle. Only added to this would be a growing interest for the still life which 
certainly owed something to his knowledge of Morandi. Following the experiments with kaolin that 
produced paintings of dense and clotted matter, Calderara quickly moved on to a fluid matter that 
“doesn’t have the aim of making the brushstrokes easier for a lazy virtuosity but lighter, sensitive. 
Together with the reduction of the formats which at times verged on the miniature and the definite 
rejection of the canvas, painting by ways of the ‘velatura’ was for Calderara a fundamental conquest 
His daughter, Gabriella, died suddenly on 17 May 1944. This death that affected the close family 
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around which all his painting had been centred and together in 1950 with the first heart attack which 
he would again suffer in 1963 and 1970, all contributed to accentuating his existential sensitivity, 
driving his reflections to an even greater degree in a metaphysical direction. If at the beginning 
Gabriella seemed to be able to continue to appear by means of the image of her mother, who 
became younger in the paintings of the first years of the 1950s, almost giving life back to her 
daughter, to Calderara it soon appeared clear that his daughter by now only lived in a “spiritual reality, 
a reality made concrete in her identification with the infinite, with the idea that each one of us 
possesses the infinite.” An infinite to which his reflections and his painting tended more and more. 

the yellow memory of a sky, of some water, 
and inside the mountain, the island, the shore. 
the reduction of the real until 
it reaches the limit of the natural 
and then a space 
 no longer sky, 
 no longer water, 
an idealised space within which orthogonal 
forms are harmonised in an organised manner 
horizon. vertical. colour. light. 
ambitions of poetry 

At the end of the war, Calderara returned to Milan, to participate in the city’s vibrant and dynamic 
cultural scene, taking part in a series of solo and group exhibitions. However, in 1953, after the 
death of his brother, Calderara decided to return to Vacciago. During this period, he also spent much 
of his time in Torbole, on the banks of Lake Garda, a place he found fascinating for the clear 
precision of the light that created sharp profiles. As regards artistic expression, Calderara was 
looking for a vocabulary, a grammar and a formal syntax which allowed him to visually translate his 
tension towards the infinite. From this point of view, for Calderara the fundamental ‘meeting’ was 
with the work of Mondrian, which took place in 1954: “Mondrian’s painting, so absolute in its 
construction, so precise in its colour, is for me the opening to more rigorous meditation, to 
understanding another aspect of reality.” In following the evolution of his own technical 
experimentations which rendered increasingly more concretely achievable the aspiration to “a colour 
that is decanted in light”, while still remaining solidly anchored within figuration, Calderara had in the 
meantime arrived in an autonomous way on the brink of the visible. In fact, in the little landscapes of 
those years, the light expands with no longer any limit, enveloping all the objects in a diaphanous 
clarity which annuls and dissolves them in a pure and almost elusive perception of blinding luminosity 
in such a way that the forms reveal themselves to the eye only with considerable slowness, surfacing 
from the depth of the superimposed ‘velatura’ the one upon the other. On having gradually 
abandoned figures, which during the second half of the 1950s achieve the extreme conciseness of 
an absolute graphic stylisation in a series of drawings that Pica defined as “paintings made with air”, 
Calderara concentrated increasingly more on the landscape. Once again it is the landscape of Lake 
Orta that offers him his starting point for a slow simplification of forms which are stripped of 
whatever embellishment in order to arrive at the structural essentiality produced by the simple 
meeting of verticals and horizontals. That of the landscape to abstraction is for Calderara, therefore, 
a gradual and progressive course which between 1957 and 1959 saw him retrace the same process 
of linguistic simplification of the visible to its geometrical essence that had already been carried out 
before him by many exponents of the avant-gardes of the first half of the twentieth century. 
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space colour light 
light that does not illuminate, 
light that is space, colour, structure 
silence 
colour that is cancelled in light, 
space that is the measure of light, 
structure that is constructed of light 
the more, the less, the nothingness, 
that nothingness that, if not the whole, 
is at least a small part of the infinite identified 
in the finite, the limit, mankind 

The year 1959 saw the light of day of what Calderara defined as being his first abstract painting, a 
composition of rectangles and squares which was no longer proposed as a synthesis of naturalistic 
forms, even if extreme, but as an autonomous linguistic articulation whose ‘words’ are made up of 
elementary geometrical forms. And so as he writes the following years: “Having given way to the 
curve that led me to the construction of a face, of an eye, of a breast, of a pregnant womb, I finally 
find myself mature for my new adventure. To paint rectangles, squares, lines that don’t aspire to be 
geometrical painting, but instead want to be the representation of the human measure in a space of 
light.” When Calderara completely abandoned every figural trace for a territory of an absolute non-
objectivity he was more and more rooted in the Milanese artistic context. In fact, the 1950s were 
characterised by a progressive breaking away from the isolation in which he had lived for decades. 
Now there was a new and more intense frequentation of Milan where Calderara not only had the 
chance of once again meeting an old acquaintance of the 1930s (Lucio Fontana), but also of 
coming into contact with a whole series of young artists who were part of Fontana’s ‘entourage’ 
including Piero Manzoni, Enrico Castellani, Dadamaino, Gianni Colombo, Getulio Alviani and many 
more besides. In this effervescent Milanese scene – in which some few years before one also had 
the founding of MAC (Movement for Concrete Art), rather than precise formal references Calderara 
above all came across stimuli, theoretical and conceptual affinities that allowed him to nurture the 
reflections which in those years accompanied his evolution. In the Milan of the second half of the 
1950s, in accord with a more general international atmosphere, one breathed in and aspired to a 
zero degree of art (for example, the Achromes by Piero Manzoni, the Volumes by Dadamaino and a 
desire for the infinite with the Expectations of Fontana or the Lines of Manzoni) which are perfectly in 
syntony with Calderara’s objectives. 

colour 
going beyond matter, relationship, tone, value. 
mental calculation, emotive participation. 
reduction to the little, monochromy. 
number, variation, identification. 
music, order, equilibrium, purification. 
the visibly thought. 

All of Calderara’s abstracts paintings owe a great deal to the slow maturation during the figurative 
years of a technical mastery which the artist then knew how to splendidly ‘unfold’ in the successive 
phase. Only thanks to the use of ‘contained’ formats and to the ‘velatura’ technique refined at length 
do the works by Calderara manage to give the impression that in his tablets the light comes from 
within and that the colour is nothing other than dematerialised light. In virtue of the skilled use of 
these technical devices or expedients, our eye really does have the impression of immersing itself in 
a mental space. Painting by ways of the ‘velatura’ is a technique whose roots were to be found in the 
traditions of Italian art, in the great masters of the Renaissance ranging from Piero della Francesca 
to the Flemish painters, but which two decades later Calderara knew how to take to the heart of 
modernity, combining the atmospheric profundity of the colour with the rigid geometrical structures 
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of concrete art. After 1960, he began to exhibit abroad, and at the same time he soon became part 
of the international neo-concrete movement. In March, he took part in the Konkrete Malerei at Salgau, 
and in July, thanks to an intervention by the Brazilian artist Almir Mavignier, he held an exhibition of 
oil and watercolour works at the f studio in Ulm, and was invited to the important exhibition organised 
by Max Bill: Konkrete Kunst. 50 Jahre Entwicklung, held at the Helmhaus in Zurich. This exhibition 
brought Calderara to the centre of the most actual debate. It allowed him above all to measure 
himself, his work, and bring about a confrontation of his own research with regards to that of some 
artists with whom he shared profound affinities. One of the most important and influential artists for 
his evolution from that moment on and who Calderara ‘discovered’ – thanks to his being included in 
the exhibitions dedicated to concrete art – was undoubtedly Josef Albers. To Albers’s lesson of a 
colour that continuously changes depending on its disposition, contrast and interaction with the other 
colours within an unchangeable formal scheme based on the square, Calderara was to remain 
essentially faithful, as is shown by an entire series of homages dedicated to Albers starting in 1961. 

time loses its sense of its measure 
and cancels itself 
 in limitless space, 
 in the light that has no source 
 in the horizontal, 
 in well-ordered verticality, 
 in the perfection of the right angle, 
static image of a square or rectangular 
moving point, 
the measure of light within the space of light. 

As Rudi Fuchs has already observed, one of the most fascinating aspects and what seems to 
embody the ‘philosophical sense’ of Calderara’s work is “the enormous visual concentration 
demanded from the spectator”. In his paintings the differences of tonalities and luminosities of the 
colours, almost always played on a monochromatic register, are so minimal that only by fixing the eye 
on the surface with extreme intensity can we grasp the subtle vibrations of light which render 
extraordinarily dense those tiny tablets. In fact, in that moment we are made aware that Calderara 
has really managed to paint “that nothing which is everything”. In reality, and in spite of what might 
appear to be the case at first sight, Calderara is absolutely not an artist who can be included in the 
Concretist tradition. Instead his work appears to a much greater degree in syntony with some Ameri-
can artists of that period. We are talking about those painters who can be variously placed between 
abstract expressionism, Colour field and minimalism and who in the 1950s and 1960s explored the 
potentiality of colour starting from a formal language reduced to the minimum on the basis of a 
forceful spiritual tension and an aspiration to transcendence, in particular Mark Rothko, Ad Reinhardt 
and Barnett Newman and Agnes Martin. One of the elements that most binds Calderara to these 
artists is the common aspiration to amplify the surface of the painting in a spiritual dimension. In fact, 
what we observe in the works by Calderara starting in 1960 is no longer an optical-perspective 
space but what the artist defines as “a mental space”. For the artist the “mental space that is not 
identified with the space of nature is the ideal space which is mentally clarified in the perception that 
passes through the spirit. A painting that wants to be abstract cannot express itself in a mental 
space. The image, the object, the geometrical form in a space of nature always has a natural 
reference. In a mental space, instead, every reference to the natural is impossible, the elements to 
sustain it are lacking. In mental space they only become relationships of numbers between the thing 
and the space.” 
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horizon  the confines of my possibilities 
horizon  the goal of my ambition 
horizon  the place of my aspiration 
horizon  the light of my hope 
horizon  the certainty of my faith 
horizon  the borderline between finite 
  and infinite 
horizon 

In the second half of the 1960s, a period rich in “paintings, exhibitions, travels, encounters and 
friendships”, Calderara extended his research to a dimension aimed at the integration of different art 
forms. During those years, besides writing texts, aphorisms and poetry, he focussed on the common 
expressive ground between painting, music and visual poetry. He also demonstrated that he knew, in 
addition to the traditional painting techniques, how to efficaciously use techniques of mechanical 
reproduction (only recently available on the market, such as that for silkscreen prints). In fact, in the 
short time of only fifteen years, Calderara created more than sixty graphic editions and multiples. In 
the silkscreen technique, he discovered a language that allowed him to experiment continuous 
chromatic-formal variations according to a programmatic-serial logic. Also from a technical point of 
view, it should be observed how after his adoption of abstraction, the artist’s watercolour production 
– begun in the 1930s in a somewhat casual fashion – took on greater importance. In spite of what 
one might think, however, the watercolours created from the second half of the 1950s were never 
preparatory with respect to the oil works. Quite the contrary, as Calderara himself pointed out during 
a conversation with Raimer Jochims, the watercolours were always created after the oils, because 
“after having painted an oil painting I always have the need to still destroy this matter and the 
watercolour is less material.” In the evanescence of the transparent layers of watercolour, therefore, 
even more so than with oil paint, Calderara is able to push his painting, along with our gaze, to the 
extreme verge of the visible, because only where there is no matter there is also no shadow, and 
“only where there is no shadow there is infinity.” 

i would like to paint the void that contains 
completeness, 
silence, 
light and space. 
 geometry reduced to the pure essence 
 of the number, 
 that geometry which, rather than form, 
 expresses 
 the value of the relationship between 
 form and the space by which 
 it is determined. 

In 1970, the artist suffered his third heart attack, which forced him to take three months of complete 
rest. Calderara spent the time in the house on Corso Mazzini in San Remo, analysing his artistic and 
personal history and reflecting on the direction he would follow in the future. During his 
convalescence, Calderara began to write his Autobiografia, a text that summarised the various stages 
of his life and his artistic path. Having reached his expressive peak and with the need to reduce the 
physical effort of painting because of his health, Calderara decided to make substantial changes in 
his work methods. From then on Calderara focussed greater attention on watercolour and screen-
printing while reducing his oil painting considerably. He collaborated with Enore Zaffiri, Italian pioneer 
in electronic music, to make Progetto Q81 in 1973, in which the two artists attempted to create a 
dialogue between their respective expressive languages based on a common initial geometrical 
structure. Calderara devoted the final years of his life to painting, mainly watercolours, and to 
researching the diagonal element that had been such an important aspect in his early strictly 
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orthogonal style. In a letter to Miklos Varga, Calderara wrote: “I had the idea of a diagonal line in 
1975, but I wasn’t brave enough to paint it; it was only in 1975, after a period of convalescence, that 
this need for diagonal elements became so strong that I decided to face the problem, always forcing 
the diagonal in parallel lines, as if it were imprisoned by the orthogonality. At the end of 1977, when I 
hope to show about thirty of these works for the first time, they will demonstrate my work over the 
past two years. I called this collection of works Lettere di un convalescente a se stesso.” Antonio 
Calderara died in Vaccaro on 27 June 1978. 

my relationship with modern art seems very 
clear to me if one bears in mind and looks 
at the works of the contemporary artists who 
are in my collection. 
there are about seventy authors with one 
hundred and thirty works, they are seventy 
friends with whom I have a vivacious, 
active dialogue, 
with only a few exceptions they are young, 
they could be my children or my grandchildren. 

Thanks to the international recognition his work received starting from the opening years of the 
1960s, Calderara established a close-knit network of friendships with colleagues with whom he 
almost always asked to exchange works. Over the years, and on the basis of these exchanges, he 
managed to put together an increasingly more extensive and comprehensive nucleus of paintings 
and sculptures that well represents the context in which we find his own work. Calderara began to 
consider the possibility of a permanent location for his personal collection in 1971, as he wrote in a 
letter to Virgilio Guidi: “Dear Guidi, as soon as a small house in front of my home in Vacciago 
becomes free, I plan to assemble a collection of about 80 of my avant-garde works in the house”. 
Drawing upon the vastnetwork of friendships and contacts he had created in previous years, of both 
Italians and foreigners, Calderara further managed to enlarge this collection which came to represent 
an ample part of the Concrete, Neo-concrete and Optical-perceptive research works of the 
Twentieth Century. The collection is still conserved in the artist’s museum-home in Vacciago 
d’Ameno in accordance with the disposition stipulated by Calderara. It was completed in 1976 and 
comprises 271 works by 133 different artists. Titled The History of Antonio Calderara and a choice of 
contemporary artists friends of him, the collection did not only represent the expression of the tastes 
and visions of Calderara’s world and the countless signs of friendship and respect for his artistic 
talent, but also a kind of global work of art that encompassed his complete artistic career. Besides 
the works of European, American and Chinese artists, the collection in fact includes about fifty works 
by Calderara which ‘hold a dialogue’ with those of his colleagues, in this way not only demonstrating 
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. 
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for josef albers 
square, 
square in the square, 
square in the square in the square and still square,  
squares. 
squared colour, squared space, 
chromatic relation in magic equilibrium squared in the square. squared mental 
order, 
squared measure, 
squared thought. 
a life of the square alive with squared love. 

 
for richard lohse 

system, number, reason. 
colour, that is structure,  

structure that is colour. 
all established a priori, nothing entrusted to the emotive. 
the error not accepted, need for rigour, perfection. 
poetry of the number, that poetry of reason, that in 
qualifying itself cannot negate its human measure. 

 
for lucio fontana 

ambition, intuition, negation. 
awareness of the possible, gestural emotivity, laceration. 
canvas, hole, slash. 
concept of an other space,  

reality of an other space, 
beyond the plane, the non-limit. 
black. tormented activity of the spirit, conquest,  
going beyond, faith, light. 

 
 
 
for jesus raphael soto 

on the black and white plane of static symmetrical verticality, 
writing writings, tampon tampons, segment segments, 
square squares, bar bars. 
the idea of moving oneself, truly moving oneself, slight 
chromatic fluttering on the plane of the vexing 
symmetrical verticality. the image decomposes itself and, 
in its vibrating exalts for its being an unexpected movement. 
all silent like the slow falling of a leaf. 
poetry, the poetry of nothing,  

of that nothing that is not nothing,  
of that nothing that drags towards 
the unknown. 
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recollection of piero manzoni 
white is the canvas stitched at the centre, 
white the concept of the line that has its reason 
in defining itself infinite. 
white the cotton wool, white the stones, white the wool, 
white the bread, white the necessity to do, 
white the need for clarity. 
white the linen on which your tired flesh rests, 
white your face on the white linen. 
black the suit that dresses your death. 
black only that clothing not your death, it’s as 
white as your work. 
white, the white infinite white. 

 
for i.t. schoonhoven 

the paper, the maceration, 
the destruction of your being to reconstruct yourself in 
harmonic structure. square, rectangle. 
tridimensional, light, shadow. 
white silence, 
white light, 
white shadow, 
three white moments that exalt 
in opening us to our fantasising. 


