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Lucio Fontana (1899 – 1968) 

 

Concetto Spaziale, 1962 

 

With a single deep fissure gouged into its pink, oil paint-

encrusted surface, Lucio Fontana’s Concetto Spaziale, 

1962, is from the artist’s celebrated body of Olii (oil) 

paintings. These works represent the ultimate 

efflorescence of his Spazialismo movement, launched in 

1947 with the Primo manifesto dello spazialismo (First 

manifesto of spatialism.) The title Concetto Spaziale, 

derived from Spazialismo, was employed by Fontana for 

the bulk of his output from 1950 onward. In the Olii 

works, Fontana abandoned the opacity and uniformity 

of water-based paint in favor of the flexibility and 

brilliance of oil paint. The Olii came to dominate 

Fontana’s practice in the early 1960s and remained 

central to his work until his death in 1968.  

 

Characterized by a monochrome canvas with one or more holes roughly torn into the center of the 

work, the brightly colored Olii’s were counterparts to Fontana’s Minimalist Tagli paintings. While 

the hallmark of the Tagli (Cuts) were crisp, almost surgical slashes into the surface of the canvas, 

the Olii expressed a more primal sense of raw immediacy. Indeed, rendered in thick, sculptural 

lavishes of oil paint, the buco or ‘hole’ in the present work seems to erupt from the surface. The 

antithesis of the cool and seductive Tagli, the wound-like hole in Concetto Spaziale dominates the 

composition. Fontana further incised markings into the pictorial surface: they circle and spiral 

around the gaping hole, imbuing the work with a sense of percolating, pent-up energy. 

 

While the paint was still wet, Fontana would employ a sharp tool to gouge the surface, then claw 

at the canvas with his fingers, adding texture and weight, with a thick impasto of oil paint 

encrusting the ragged edges surrounding the violently punctured hole.  Describing his transition 

between the Olii and the Tagli, Fontana explained: “The cuts that I have made so far represent 



 

 

above all a philosophical space. But that which I am seeking, now, is no longer philosophical space 

but rather physical space… It is a human dimension that can generate physiological pain, a terror 

in the mind, and I, in my most recent canvases, am trying to give form to this sensation.” (Lucio 

Fontana cited in Grazia Livi, ‘Incontro con Lucio Fontana’, Vanita, No. 13, Autumn 1962, p. 55). 

 

The conceptual essence of Concetto Spaziale and the series from which it derives is the creation of 

the central perforation, which disrupts the traditional flat plane of the medium. This innovation 

opened the canvas, infusing it with the space endlessly expanding behind, around, and through it. 

The dawn of the Space Age, marked by Yuri Gagarin’s flight in 1961, introduced an entirely new 

cultural dimension. For Fontana, the astronaut’s launch into the infinity of the cosmos is echoed 

in the void created by his perforations. These punctures ruptured the canvas as well as the 

traditional boundary between painting and sculpture, bringing a new dimension to art of the 20
th
 

century and the cosmic age. 

 

Similar works to Concetto Spaziale can be found in museum collections around the world, 

including Concetto Spaziale, 1968, Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía, Madrid, and 

Concetto Spaziale, 1960-62, The Menil Collection, Houston.  
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