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In	Chapter	11	of	the	Tao	Te	Ching	it	states:	

	

Thirty	spokes	share	the	wheel’s	hub;	
It	is	the	center	hole	that	makes	it	useful.	
Shape	clay	into	a	vessel:	
It	is	the	space	within	that	makes	it	useful.	
	

If	it	is	true	–	as	Eastern	tradition	would	have	it	–	that	the	artist	or	poet	is	the	vate,	he	

who	can	see	before	and	with	more	clarity	than	other	men,	he	who	opens	the	door	

and	shows	other	men	the	way,	 it	 is	also	true	that	this	way	is	never	a	return	to	the	

point	 of	 departure,	 but	 rather	 a	 journey	 forward,	 during	 which	 the	 artist	 bares	

himself	and	his	art	 in	order	 to	ultimately	reach	his	own	center.	And	the	center,	as	

the	 Tao	 –	 the	 pillar	 of	 Eastern	 tradition	 –	 indicates,	 is	made	 up	 of	 emptiness,	 an	

emptiness	 surrounded	 and	 safeguarded	 by	 matter	 (the	 spokes	 and	 the	 clay).	

Looking	 at	 the	work	 that	Gianfranco	Zappettini	 created	 in	 the	1970s,	whether	we	

are	speaking	of	his	“white”	works	or	his	“superimposed	canvasses,”	what	we	don’t	

see	is	 just	as	important	as	what	we	do.	In	the	“whites”	we	see	a	canvas	covered	in	

white	acrylic,	but	we	don’t	 see	 the	black	surface	on	which	 the	artist	began;	 in	 the	

“superimposed	 canvasses”	 we	 see	 an	 empty	 space	 on	 the	 most	 external	 canvas	

marked	by	a	square	traced	in	pencil,	but	we	don’t	see	the	squares	of	the	underlying	

canvasses	that	are	filled	or	partially	filled.	This	is	also	true	of	his	more	recent	works,	

the	ones	that	belong	to	the	series	“La	trama	e	l’ordito”	[“The	Weft	and	the	Warp”],	

pictorial	surfaces	in	which	contemporary	industrial	materials	are	woven	into	a	sum	

that	transcends	today’s	times:	the	“End	That	Shines	Through”	[“Fine	che	traspare”]	

(to	 cite	 another	of	 Zappettini’s	 series	 from	 the	nineties)	 is	 also	 an	 emptiness	 (the	

exterior	 of	 the	 work)	 that	 hides	 the	 richness	 and	 the	 orderliness	 of	 a	 traditional	

praxis	(in	this	case	weaving).	We	see	the	result	but	not	the	meticulous	process	that	



produced	it,	and	yet	both	are	fundamental	parts	of	the	work:	the	vessel’s	emptiness	

and	its	clay,	the	wheel’s	center	and	its	spokes.	

	

Zappettini	 has	 always	maintained,	 since	 his	 first	 works	 in	 the	 seventies,	 that	 the	

thought	behind	a	work	 is	equal	 to	 the	 final	work	 itself.	The	end	result	has	always	

been	the	product	of	this	thought;	this	“working	process,”	(that	today	we	would	call	

“method”)	lends	structure	and	form	to	the	piece.	What	is	seen	in	his	works	is	always	

influenced	by	what	is	unseen.	This	is	why	there	is	nothing	intentionally	aesthetic	or	

intentionally	 beautiful	 in	 his	 art:	 Zappettini	 does	 not	 start	 with	 an	 objective;	 the	

objective	 is	 conditioned	 by	 the	 journey	 that	 led	 to	 the	 destination.	 If	 then,	 the	

objective	–	or	rather,	the	work	–	ends	up	being	beautiful,	pleasing	to	the	eye,	able	to	

be	 aesthetically	 appreciated,	 it	 is	 a	 consequence	 of	 the	 rightness	 of	 the	 journey	

undergone.	Thus,	understanding	the	Italian	painter’s	artistic,	but	above	all	personal,	

journey,	 which	 has	 informed	 his	 lines	 of	 artistic	 inquiry	 –	 which	 are,	 once	 again	

artistic	but	above	all	personal	–	is	of	utmost	importance.	His	artistic	voyage	begins	

in	1970s	Italy,	–	his	path	synchronous	with	the	activities	taking	place	in	America	and	

Asia	at	the	time	–	it	crosses	the	museums	and	the	great	shows	of	Europe,	and	then	

gets	lost	and	finds	itself	in	the	deserts	of	North	Africa,	to	resurface	once	again	these	

last	fifteen	years.	

	

The	Tao,	once	more,	has	taught	us	that	“a	journey	of	a	thousand	miles	begins	with	a	

single	 step,”	 and	 it	 must	 also	 begin	 in	 a	 specific	 place	 and	 time:	 for	 Gianfranco	

Zappettini	 that	place	 is	Genoa,	and	 the	 time	 is	 the	decade	of	 the	seventies.	During	

that	 period,	 the	 Italian	 city	 was	 reinventing	 itself.	 At	 one	 time	 Genoa	 was	

predominantly	known	as	Christopher	Columbus’	birth	place,	it	had	come	out	of	the	

Second	World	War	destroyed	but	with	its	head	held	high,	having	played	a	decisive	

role	 in	 the	 Italian	 liberation	 from	 the	 Nazi-Fascist	 occupation,	 and	 was	 facing	 a	

drastic	–	even	traumatic	–	transformation:	from	a	major	Mediterranean	port	it	was	

becoming	a	 first	 class	 industrial	 hub.	 Zappettini,	who	was	born	 in	Genoa	 in	1939,	

lived	 the	 enthusiastic	 side	 of	 Genoa’s	 unrest;	 the	 city	 was	 fertile	 with	 ideas,	 and	

capable	 not	 only	 of	 attracting	 investments	 but	 cultivating	 talent.	 These	 were	 the	



years	of:	the	Genovese	singer-songwriter	school	(with	Fabrizio	De	André,	Gino	Paoli,	

Luigi	Tenco,	Bruno	Lauzi,	and	Umberto	Bindi);	active	galleries	 like	Il	Deposito	and	

La	 Polena	 (who	 offered	 the	 most	 interesting	 works	 coming	 out	 of	 international	

abstraction	 movements);	 Eugenio	 Battisti’s	 professorship	 (the	 art	 historian	 who	

founded	the	magazine	Marcatré	and	the	Museo	Sperimentale	d’Arte	Contemporanea	

[The	 Experimental	Museum	 of	 Contemporary	 Art]	 in	 Genoa);	 the	 first	 Arte	 Povera	

show	(organized	by	the	Genovese	Germano	Celant	at	La	Bertesca	gallery	in	1967);	

and	Konrad	Wachsmann’s	(a	pupil	of	Walter	Gropius)	architectural	presence	in	the	

city.	One	of	Zappettini’s	first	jobs	was	as	an	assistant	to	Wachsmann	in	his	Genovese	

studio	 during	 his	 planning	 of	 the	 new	 Italsider	 skyscraper	 which	 was	 part	 of	 a	

futuristic	redevelopment	of	the	port:	what	the	pupil	appreciated	about	the	master,	

who	oddly	enough	had	a	special	predilection	for	the	color	white,	was	the	importance	

he	 lent	 to	 order,	 to	 the	 underlying	 predetermined	 structure	 of	 each	work,	 and	 to	

formal	 and	 expressive	 cleanliness.	 All	 of	 these	 teachings	 can	 be	 seen	 in	 the	

geometrical	 structural	 works	 he	 created	 in	 those	 years.	 Zappettini	 held	 his	 first	

shows	in	this	place	and	this	climate,	at	the	Società	delle	Belle	Arti	in	1962,	and	the	

La	Polena	gallery	in	1965.	But	the	Italian	artistic	 landscape	at	the	moment	–	those	

last	 remnants	 of	 Informalism	 and	 the	 proliferation	 of	 Kinetic	 and	 Programmatic	

groups	 (that,	 regardless,	 excluded	 painting)	 –	 pushed	 him	 to	 look	 beyond	 the	

border.	Thus,	after	meeting	the	German	painter	Winfred	Gaul	in	Genoa,	he	began	a	

trip	to	Europe	to	visit	the	atelier	of	artists	like	Max	Bill,	Sonia	Delaunay,	and	Alberto	

Magnelli,	and	to	compare	his	own	research	with	that	of	his	German,	Belgian,	Dutch,	

and	French	colleagues.		

	

Between	 the	 sixties	 and	 the	 first	 half	 of	 the	 seventies,	 pictorial	 investigation	

blossomed	and	developed,	an	investigation	founded	on	three	cornerstones:	the	need	

for	 pictorial	 discipline	 despite	 those	 who	 foretold	 of	 its	 death;	 the	 surpassing	 of	

gestural	 and	 informal	 painting	 toward	 one	 that	 was	 more	 planned	 and	

“preconceived;”	and	 the	 incorporation	of	 the	other	artistic	movements	of	 the	 time	

(Conceptual	Art,	 Land	Art,	Arte	Povera,	 and	Kinetic	Art).	This	occurred	across	 the	

globe	 in	 places	 not	 always	 linked	 through	 timely	 exchanges	 of	 information.	 The	



general	cultural	climate	combined	with	the	specificities	of	these	centers	of	research,	

with	 the	 national	 history	 of	 these	 countries,	 and	 with	 the	 artistic	 situation	 that	

immediately	preceded.	If	we	consider	the	situation	in	the	United	States,	there	is	no	

doubt	that	already	by	the	end	of	 the	 fifties	Barnett	Newmann,	Ad	Reinhardt,	Mark	

Rothko,	and	Frank	Stella	had	shifted	the	focus	of	Abstract	Painting	from	a	gestural	

and	 instinctive	 practice	 to	 one	 that	 was	 more	 premeditated,	 contained,	 and	

prepared,	 and	 in	 the	 sixties	 their	 reflections	 attracted	 the	 younger	 generation	 of	

artists	 like	 Brice	 Marden,	 Agnes	 Martin,	 Robert	 Mangold,	 and	 above	 all	 Robert	

Ryman.	For	them,	the	painting	no	longer	needed	to	represent	something	else,	not	an	

object,	 a	 landscape,	 or	 an	 expression	 of	 the	 author’s	 subconscious,	 instead	 it	 had	

only	 to	 depict	 itself	 as	 such,	 a	 two-dimensional	 painted	 surface	 devoid	 of	 other	

references.	Painting	had	to	portray	itself,	be	self-affirming	before	a	spectator	who	no	

longer	got	lost	in	the	work’s	meanderings,	but	was	mobilized,	both	on	a	perceptive	

plane	(with	the	refined	juxtapositions	of	signs	or	monochrome	surfaces,	that	could	

be	appreciated	only	after	lengthy	reflection)	and	on	a	self-perceptive	plane	(through	

the	act	of	recognizing	the	painting	as	an	autonomous	object	separate	from	the	self,	

the	spectator	recognized	himself	 in	the	role	of	observer	of	said	object).	In	1966,	at	

the	 Guggenheim	 Museum	 in	 New	 York,	 in	 the	 “Systemic	 Painting”	 exhibit,	 critic	

Lawrence	 Alloway	 collected	 the	 works	 of	 American	 painters	 who	 most	 precisely	

developed	this	line	of	inquiry.	

	

In	1966,	as	the	Guggenheim	opened	the	show	“Systemic	Painting,”	on	the	other	side	

of	 the	world,	 in	Seoul,	 South	Korea,	 for	 the	 first	 time	 thirty	of	Kwon	Young-Woo’s	

works	 that	 he	 had	made	without	 a	 paintbrush,	 using	 only	 his	 hands	 to	work	 the	

hanji	 (classic	 Korean	 paper)	with	 glue	 and	 packing	 paper,	were	 exhibited.	 In	 this	

abstract	works	series,	the	material	was	the	protagonist	but	other	elements	were	as	

well,	 elements	 such	 as	 the	 process	 (working	 by	 hand)	 and	 the	 revisitation	 of	

tradition	(the	Korean	paper)	using	a	new	interpretive	lens.	Kwon,	like	many	others	

whose	works	would	be	collected	under	the	term	Tansaekhwa	(literally	translated	as	

“monochrome	 painting”),	 attempted	 to	 propose	 an	 original	 version	 of	 abstraction	

that	 contained	 recognizable	 national	 or	 at	 least	 regional	 characteristics,	 without	



following	similar	productions	already	seen	in	Europe	and	the	United	States.	Except	

for	trailblazer	Kim	Wan	Ki,	born	in	1913,	these	painters	were	all	born	in	the	thirties	

and	had	varying	personal	journeys.	Lee	Ufan	lived	and	was	well	known	in	Japan	as	

an	artist	and	an	art	theorist.	He	was	the	only	Korean	within	the	Mono-Ha	(literally	

“the	 school	 of	 things”),	 the	 late	 sixties	 group	 that	 –	 parallel	 to	 the	 Arte	 Povera	

movement	 in	Europe	–	made	use	of	 valueless	natural	 and	matter	based	elements.	

From	 1973	 onward,	 instead,	 his	 series	 “From	 Line”	 and	 “From	 Point”	 once	more	

applied	rigorous,	repetitive,	anonymous	paintbrush	gestures	to	white	canvas.	Park	

Seo-Bo,	 one	 of	 the	most	 influential	 painters	 in	 the	 nation,	was	 busy—even	 on	 an	

organizational	 level—showing	 the	 value	 of	 the	 Korean	 abstract	 landscape	 (and	

would	 later	 put	 together	 the	 expositions	 of	 the	 “École	 de	 Seoul”):	 his	 “Écriture,”	

conceived	of	between	the	two	decades,	which	showcased	simple	and	refined	pencil	

sketches	 on	 oil-prepared	 canvas,	 also	 gave	 the	 feeling	 of	 an	 abandonment	 of	

external	signification	–	which	included	the	abandonment	of	writing	itself	–	during	a	

time	when	president	Park	Chung-Hee	enforced	freedom	restrictions	on	South	Korea.	

Ha	Chonghyun,	after	having	used	various	materials,	arrived	at	clear	lines	and	fields	

on	 basic	 hemp;	 Yun	 Hyongkeun,	 in	 the	 series	 “Umber	 Blue”	 left	 ample	 spaces	 of	

unpainted	 canvas	 (usually	 the	 central	 area),	 filling	 the	 sides	 with	 intense	 dark	

layers;	 Chung	 Sang-Hwa	worked	with	 opaque	 color	 in	 order	 to	 generate	 complex	

and	 precise	 monochrome	 grids.	 Some	 of	 these	 artists	 had	 had	 occasion	 to	 visit	

museums	and	galleries	 in	Europe	and	the	Americas,	 though	information	arrived	in	

the	country	more	easily	by	way	of	Japanese	art	magazines.	The	convergence	of	these	

and	 other	 artists	 toward	 a	 nearly	 monochrome,	 visually	 impactful,	 and	 generally	

light	 painting	 style	 that	 referenced	 local	 tradition	 and	 paid	 strong	 attention	 to	

method,	matured	around	 the	mid-seventies,	 in	part	 thanks	 to	 the	 contributions	of	

critic	Lee	Yil	and	to	the	efforts	of	Lee	Ufan.	In	Tokyo,	in	May	of	1975,	the	show	“Five	

Korean	 Artists,	 Five	 Kinds	 of	 White,”	 was	 held,	 it	 was	 one	 of	 the	 first	 to	 mark	

Tansaekhwa’s	 presence	 beyond	 national	 borders,	 extending	 even	 to	 Europe:	 Lee	

Ufan	himself	was	invited	to	“documenta	6”	in	Kassel	in	1977	for	his	works	on	paper.	

In	general,	the	search	to	define	“Contemporary	Korean	Art”	was	very	interesting,	as	

it	was	 restricted,	 on	 the	 one	hand	by	 governmental	 efforts	 to	 turn	 the	movement	



into	a	flagship	of	Korean	culture,	and	on	the	other	by	the	danger	of	seeming	like	an	

Eastern	revisitation	of	a	Western	sensibility.		

	

Europe	 also	 lived	 through	 years	 of	 social	 unrest	 in	 the	 seventies.	 This	 did	 not,	

however,	stop	artists	from	various	countries	from	searching	for	a	new	raison	d’être	

in	 painting,	 as	 they	 reflected	 on	 –	 more	 than	 rejected	 –	 the	 contributions	 of	

Conceptual	 Art	 and	 Arte	 Povera.	 The	 group	 BMPT,	 comprised	 of	 Daniel	 Buren,	

Olivier	Mosset,	Michel	Parmentier,	and	Niele	Toroni,	was	 formed	 in	Paris	 in	1966.	

Each	with	his	own	recognizable	personal	touch	(vertical	lines	for	Buren,	circles	for	

Mosset,	 horizontal	 lines	 for	 Parmentier,	 and	 squares	 for	 Toroni),	 these	 artists	

attempted	to	negate	the	their	own	presence	through	continued	stylistic	repetition.	

Further	south,	 in	Nice,	 the	group	Supports/Surfaces	was	formed	in	1969,	 in	which	

Claude	 Viallat,	 Noël	 Dolla,	 Louis	 Cane,	 Marc	 Devade,	 Daniel	 Dezeuze	 and	 others	

united	their	desire	to	zero	painting	(on	the	coattails	of	that	“degree	zero”	that	was	

hoped	 for	 by	 Roland	 Barthes	 in	 his	 1953	 work)	 using	 simple,	 natural,	 or	 found	

materials:	 cuttings,	 gauze,	 weavings,	 and	 wood,	 on	 which	 they	 intervened	 using	

solvents,	 glue,	 and	 strikingly	 bright	 colored	 industrial	 paints,	 creating	 a	

Mediterranean	 splendor	 to	 accompany	 the	 cold	 Parisian	 rigor	 of	 BMPT.	 In	 Great	

Britain,	 instead,	 it	 was	 the	 time	 of	 painters	 lacking	 any	 predominant	 analytic	 or	

process,	even	if	the	aesthetic	production	of	artists	like	Alan	Charlton,	Robyn	Denny,	

Alan	 Green,	 and	 David	 Leverett	 could	 be	 easily	 comparable	 to	 others	 in	 other	

European	 situations.	 Spain,	 under	 the	 last	 years	 of	 Francisco	 Franco’s	 regime,	

remained	isolated	from	transnational	shows	and	activities,	despite	the	actions	of	a	

group	in	Barcelona	(of	which	Joan	Mirò	and	Antoni	Tàpies	were	a	part)	that	were	in	

line	 with	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 continental	 pictorial	 landscape.	 Between	 Belgium	 and	

Holland	some	young	painters	continued	down	 the	 laborious	path	set	years	earlier	

by	 Piet	 Mondrian.	 Theo	 Van	 Doesburg	 and	 De	 Stijl	 inserted	 their	 own	 personal	

inclinations	 into	 this	 neoplastic	 heritage	 while	 taking	 Jan	 Schoonhoven’s	 more	

recent	 lesson	 into	 consideration.	 In	 1975	 the	works	 of	Dan	Van	 Severen	 and	 Piet	

Teraa	(in	Belgium),	Thomas	Rajlich	(emigrated	from	the	then	Czechoslovakia)	and	

Rudi	van	de	Wint	(in	Holland)	were	collected	by	Rini	Dippel	and	Hans	Sizoo	along	



with	other	 foreign	painters	 in	a	pair	of	 important	shows,	 “Elementary	Forms”	and	

“Fundamental	Painting,”	whose	titles	were	emblematic	of	a	need	for	the	zeroing	and	

rereading	of	the	Northern	European	geometric	tradition.	Within	a	Germany	divided	

by	 the	 iron	 curtain,	 the	 situation	 was	 nevertheless	 fertile:	 with	 a	 vision	 that	

extended	 beyond	 national	 borders,	 critics	 Evelyn	Weiss	 and	 Klaus	 Honnef	 –	 who	

were	at	the	helm	of	important	museums	in	Cologne	and	Münster	–	managed	to	lend	

a	theoretical	frame	to	painters	who,	with	the	exception	of	Rupprecht	Geiger	(born	in	

1908),	 where	 all	 born	 in	 the	 thirties.	 Ulrich	 Erben,	 Raimund	 Girke,	 and	 Gotthard	

Graubner	 moved	 beyond	 informal	 and	 concrete-geometrical	 traditions	 so	 as	 to	

reflect	 on	 process,	 the	 color	 white,	 and	 the	 grammatical	 elements	 of	 painting.	

Gerhard	 Richter,	 who	 during	 the	 mid-seventies	 produced	 a	 series	 of	 gray	

monochromes,	joined	them	as	well.	Winfred	Gaul,	who	Gianfranco	Zappettini	met	in	

Genoa	in	the	late	sixties,	along	with	critic	Honnef	and	Zappettini	himself,	was	among	

the	more	 active	 artists	 in	weaving	 together	 a	European	 synthesis	 of	 the	 situation.	

These	three	developed	the	theoretical	core	at	the	heart	of	Analytic	Painting,	which,	

given	what	was	happening	between	France,	the	Netherlands,	and	Germany,	lent	an	

interpretive	 lens	 to	 its	 methodology:	 the	 work	 process;	 the	 choice	 of	 poor	 or	

industrial	materials;	 the	value	and	need	 for	 canvas	and	 frame;	and	 seriality.	 In	all	

this,	the	contribution	of	some	artists	was	fundamental.	Italian	artists	worked	largely	

in	isolation	but	maintained	a	line	of	convergence	based	on	needs	and	interest:	Paolo	

Cotani,	 Carmengloria	 Morales,	 Claudio	 Verna	 in	 Rome,	 Claudio	 Olivieri,	 Elio	

Marchegiani,	and	Pino	Pinelli	in	Milan,	Marco	Gastini	and	Giorgio	Griffa	in	Turin,	just	

to	name	a	few.		

	

These	were	the	years	of	Gianfranco	Zappettini’s	Analytic	Painting,	“white”	paintings	

and	“superimposed	canvasses”	which	we	mentioned	earlier.	Since	his	youth	he	has	

been	 attracted	 to	 Zen.	 This	 bore	 out	 in	 his	 drive	 for	 conciseness,	 which	 he	 had	

learned	 from	 Wachsmann’s	 teachings,	 and	 after	 having,	 during	 his	 travels	

throughout	 Europe,	 personally	 verified	 that	 he	 was	 not	 alone	 in	 this	 endeavor,	

Zappettini	focused	on	the	creative	process	behind	his	work.	The	era	of	the	informal,	

and	 of	 instinctive	 gesture	 had	 by	 then	 passed	 and	 it	 was	 no	 longer	 possible	 to	



approach	a	 canvas	without	any	 forethought	or	 clear	objective.	For	example,	 in	his	

“whites,”	Zappettini	would	establish	that	a	predetermined	number	of	layers	of	white	

acrylic	was	necessary	to	completely	cover	an	 initially	black	base.	To	eliminate	any	

trace	 of	 gesture	 he	 used	 a	 paint	 roller	 in	 lieu	 of	 a	 paintbrush,	 guaranteeing	 the	

layer’s	 uniformity	 and	 anonymity.	 The	 last	 word	 was	 still	 given	 to	 the	 painter’s	

sensibility	 –	 and	 it	 is	 here	 that	we	 find	 the	 difference	with	Arte	 Programmata,	 or	

Italian	Kinetic	art	–	the	work	could	be	deemed	finished	before	the	 last	coat,	which	

would	 be	 implied	 by	 lines	 of	 white	 light.	 In	 his	 “superimposed	 canvasses,”	 the	

painting	 reached	 degree	 zero,	 disappearing	 completely	 before	 the	 eyes	 of	 the	

observer	 and	 cancelling	 itself	 out	 during	 the	 process.	 Zappettini	 would	 trace	 a	

square	on	an	unprepared	canvas	and	then	fill	it	entirely	using	generic	2B	graphite;	

on	 top	of	 this	canvas	he	would	stretch	another	one	with	another	square	which	he	

would	fill	half	way,	then	he	would	add	yet	another	canvas	with	another	square	one	

third	 filled,	 and	 the	 process	 continued	 until	 he	 reached	 the	 final	 canvas,	 the	 one	

visible	 to	 the	 spectator,	 on	 which	 all	 that	 remained	 was	 the	 pencil	 outline	 of	 an	

empty	work	area,	from	which	he	would	recommence	in	the	next	work	of	the	series.	

As	with	 his	 “whites”	 in	which	 adding	 layers	 hid	 the	 initial	 color,	 adding	 layers	 of	

canvas	removed	the	painting.	

	

Thus	he	would	add	to	subtract.	Focusing	on	the	grammatical	elements	at	the	base	of	

pictorial	language	called	for	a	restructuring	that	would	challenge	the	dominance	of	

Conceptual	 Art	 and	 Arte	 Povera.	 These	 were	 Gianfranco	 Zappettini’s	 interests,	

which	were	united	by	an	innate	push	toward	the	zeroing	of	his	own	individuality.	As	

we	have	seen,	he	wasn’t	alone.	In	fact,	within	this	global	artistic	landscape	in	which	

“systems,”	 “methods,”	 and	 “processes”	 flourished,	 he,	 along	 with	 Ryman	 in	 the	

United	States,	Girke	and	Richter	in	Germany,	and	Lee	Ufan	and	Park	Seo-bo	in	the	far	

East,	 represented	 one	 of	 the	more	 advanced	 positions.	With	 Ryman	 and	 Girke	 he	

shared	a	preference	for	white,	the	color/non-color	that	amasses	and	erases	all	other	

colors.	His	similarity	to	Richter	was	based	on	the	monochrome	attained	through	his	

process,	 the	 means	 and	 not	 the	 result	 of	 his	 studies.	 In	 South	 Korea,	 Park,	 like	

Zappettini	worked	using	pencil	markings	that,	not	considered	“writing,”	were	meant	



to	 signify	 themselves	and	nothing	more.	 In	 Japan,	Lee	 focused	on	 the	 line	and	 the	

point,	 as	 Zappettini	 would	 do	 between	 1976	 and	 1977	 in	 some	 of	 his	 “analytic	

processes”	 that	 incorporated	 photographic	 enlargements	 in	 his	 pictorial	

investigations.	One	can	even	trace	resemblances	between	Taiwanese	artist	Richard	

Lin,	who	lived	in	the	West	for	a	long	period	and	used	precise	spatial	composition	in	

some	 of	 his	 white	 works,	 and	 Zappettini.	 Zappettini’s	 “whites”	 and	 his	

“superimposed	canvasses”	were	more	easily	legible	within	this	international	context	

–	made	up	of	 contemporaneous	developments	 and	 reciprocal	 exchanges	maturing	

between	 the	mid-sixties	 and	mid-seventies	 –	 than	 they	were	within	 the	 confined	

(though	varied)	Italian	situation.	This	same	international	context	was	clearer	if	one	

looked	beyond	geographical	borders,	and	the	affinity	between	artists	from	different	

continents	 became	more	 evident	 in	 the	 large	 international	 shows	 of	 those	 years.	

Zappettini’s	 works,	 in	 fact,	 were	 shown	 in	 public	 spaces	 such	 as	 Westfälischer	

Kunstverein	 in	Munster	(1974-1975),	 the	Stedelijk	Museum	in	Utrecht	(1975),	 the	

Civic	 Gallery	 of	 Modern	 and	 Contemporary	 Art	 in	 Turin	 (1977),	 the	 Rheinisches	

Landesmuseum	 in	Bonn	 (1977),	 the	 Internationaal	 Cultureel	 Centrum	 in	Antwerp	

(1978),	and	the	National	Museum	of	Modern	Art	in	Paris	(1978).	He	was	invited	to	

“documenta	 6”	 in	 Kassel	 in	 1977	 with	 his	 “superimposed	 canvasses”	 where	 they	

exhibited	the	works	of	Ryman	and	Girke,	and,	in	the	section	designated	to	drawings	

on	paper,	even	displayed	the	works	of	Lee	Ufan.	

	

Zappettini’s	 travels	 began	 in	 Genoa	 and	 continued	 within	 Italian	 and	 European	

museums	 and	 galleries,	 reaching	 a	 turning	 point	 in	 the	 late	 seventies	 and	 early	

eighties.	In	that	decade,	painting	had	successfully	completed	its	own	redevelopment	

and	a	return	to	representation	had	replaced	the	analytic	self-reflexive	phase:	this	is	

what	happened	in	Germany	(with	the	Spontane	Malerei	[Spontaneous	Painting]	and	

Neue	 Wilde	 [New	 Wild]	 movements),	 in	 South	 Korea	 (with	 the	 surpassing	 of	

Tansaekhwa),	 in	 the	 United	 States	 (with	 the	 first	 signs	 of	 Neo	 Pop),	 and	 in	 Italy	

(with	 the	 Transavanguardia	 or	 Transavantgarde	 movement).	 For	 Gianfranco	

Zappettini	 the	 choice	 was	 between	 repeating	 himself	 and	 continuing	 his	 own	

journey	down	a	more	internalized	path.	Thus	began	a	decade	dominated	by	the	need	



to	search	for	the	void	not	on	the	canvas	but	in	himself.	It	was	the	time	–	to	use	the	

language	of	the	Tao	–	to	deal	with	the	center	of	the	wheel	more	than	its	spokes	and	

its	external	circle.	Without	ever	neglecting	his	painting,	though	not	in	pursuit	of	any	

personal	affirmation,	Zappettini	returned	to	his	inclination	for	Eastern	doctrine	such	

as	 the	Tao	and	Zen.	He	 looked	deep	 into	 the	roots	of	 the	Eastern	 tradition	and	 its	

symbols,	 approaching	 the	 teachings	 of	 Bernard	 of	 Clairvaux	 and	Meister	 Eckhart,	

and	Dante	Alighieri’s	spiritual	journey	in	the	Divine	Comedy.	Finally,	to	find	this	void,	

he	traveled	to	the	desert	of	North	Africa,	and	united	with	the	Sufi	masters	of	Tozeur.	

	

Zappettini’s	works	 from	 the	 late	 nineties	 through	 today	 are	 the	 fruit	 of	 this	more	

recent	path	 in	which	his	daily	practice	has	 transformed	 from	a	work	process	 to	 a	

method	 of	 reflection	 –	 reached	 by	 way	 of	 the	 journey	 he	 has	 undergone	 –	 that	

includes	a	newfound	awareness	of	his	own	roots.	The	series	 “La	 trama	e	 l’ordito,”	

[“The	 Weft	 and	 the	 Warp,”]	 which	 he	 started	 in	 the	 early	 2000s	 revisits	 the	

Genovese	macramé	tradition,	using	a	particular	type	of	weaving	that	the	Zappettini	

family	 had	 been	 artisans	 of	 up	 through	 the	 middle	 of	 the	 1900s.	 The	 weaving’s	

symbolism	is	suited	to	this	particular	moment	for	the	artist:	 the	work	of	the	spool	

on	the	 loom,	the	constant	weaving	of	the	weft	and	the	warp,	depict	the	organizing	

principle	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 matter’s	 chaos.	 The	 surface,	 which	might	 appear	 almost	

empty	 or	monochrome,	 is	 a	 textile,	 a	 textus	 (and	 thus	 a	 true	 text),	made	 of	 rope,	

knots,	and	grids,	and	undefined	repetitions	of	the	cross:	many,	even	other	abstract	

painters,	 have	 reflected	 throughout	 history	 on	 this	 symbol,	 fundamental	 to	 all	

traditions,	not	 just	the	Western	one	–	above	all	 let	us	cite	Barnett	Newmann	(with	

his	famous	1971	show	“Stations	of	the	Cross,”	at	the	Museum	of	Modern	Art	in	New	

York),	and	Ding	Yi	(with	his	series	“Appearances	of	Crosses”).	The	material,	as	was	

true	 in	 the	 seventies,	 is	 always	of	humble	or	 industrial	origin,	 and	most	definitely	

never	obtained	in	a	fine	art	store;	vinyl	resins,	acrylics,	plastic	nets,	and	primer	are	

the	 humble	 materials	 that,	 in	 an	 alchemic	 process	 that	 only	 the	 artist-vate	 can	

undertake,	 lead	to	gold.	The	color	obtained	in	the	end	is	no	longer	the	result	of	an	

analytic	process	but	of	a	synthetic	achievement	through	alchemic	transformation.	If	

we	follow	the	alternation	of	colors	in	the	series	“La	trama	e	l’ordito,”	we	find	strong	



symbolic	 correspondences	 that	 recall	 particular	 internal	 states	 of	 being.	 The	 blue	

with	which	the	series	begins	is	the	cosmic	color	of	the	night	(oddly	enough,	far	away	

in	both	time	and	space,	this	is	the	same	value	Lee	Ufan	attributed	to	it	in	his	“lines”	

and	“points”);	 red	 is	 the	color	of	gnosis,	of	conscience,	but	also	of	passion.	Finally,	

the	journey,	which	ultimately	is	none	other	than	a	turn	of	the	wheel,	revisits	white,	

the	 symbol	 of	 expression,	 just	 as	 black	 (as	 was	 clearly	 true	 for	 Ad	 Reinhardt	 in	

1950s	America)	is	the	symbol	of	non-expression.	

	

“What	is	the	raison	d’être,	what	 is	the	explanation	of	the	seemingly	insane	drive	of	

man	 to	be	painter	and	poet	 if	 it	 is	not	an	act	of	defiance	against	man’s	 fall	and	an	

assertion	that	he	return	to	the	Adam	of	the	Garden	of	Eden?	For	the	artists	are	the	

first	men.”	Barnett	Newmann	wrote	in	1947,	in	his	beautiful	text	“The	First	Man	Was	

an	Artist.”	The	artist	 sees	 first	 and	with	more	clarity,	 as	we	said	 in	 the	beginning,	

and	only	he	knows	when	it	is	time	for	chaos	or	for	calm.	In	this	journey	toward	his	

condition	 as	 Primordial	Man	 he	 can	 traverse	 periods	 of	 “fullness”	 and	 periods	 of	

“emptiness.”	 If	 we	 read	 Gianfranco	 Zappettini’s	 journey	 through	 this	 lens	 the	

different	phases	of	his	artistic	activity	will	seem	more	comprehensible	because	they	

are	tied	to	an	internal	maturation,	and	they	will	seem	more	closely	tied	to	the	works	

of	artists	that	are	geographically	or	temporally	distant	because	they	all	drink	from	

the	 same	 inexhaustible	 spring.	 The	 common	man	 –	 including	 the	 critic	 –can	 only	

follow	 these	 “first	 men,”	 question	 them	 and	 question	 ourselves,	 knowing,	 all	 the	

while,	when	to	stay	silent.		


