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Ò[My Ôkind of spaceÕ] is a different dimension. The ÔholeÕ 
is this dimension. [...] I make a hole in the canvas in order 
to leave behind me the old pictorial formulae, the painting 
and the traditional view of art, and I escape [...] from the 
prison of the flat surfaceÓ (Fontana, ÒThe Last InterviewÓ). 

Toward Four-Dimensionality: Spatialist Environments and Television 

 Between the end of World War II and his death in 1968, the Italian conceptual 

artist Lucio Fontana attempted to realize a fundamentally new art form that presented art 

in a four-dimensional space that endured over time. At once liberated from the bounds of 

occupying space per se, this art also sought to domesticate space inÑ and withÑ a 

revolutionary new light, engaging with space both as absence and presence. His work 

ventured toward the Gesamtkunstwerk of visual art: at once painting, sculpture and 

architecture within one art object. Drawn to the emergent technologies of neon and 

fluorescent lighting, Fontana naturally pursued the promise of a technically similar 

medium, television, for its literal four-dimensionality as a pictorial representation of 

space occurring over a determinate length of time, with supposed global reach and 

permanency.1 This paper seeks to explicate FontanaÕs work with spatialist environments 

and spatialist conceptsÑ the buchi (holes) and tagli (cuts)Ñ in his own terms and in terms 

of the promise of television as medium, aspiring to fill this gap in the present literature on 

Fontana.  

                                                 
1 The sad irony of this statement and FontanaÕs motivation is thus: FontanaÕs workÑ if 
broadcast at allÑ reached few viewers and no recordings seem to have survived. 
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I . Re-Interpreting Kitsch: FontanaÕs Early Sculpture 

Prior to fleeing Italy in 1940, Lucio Fontana enjoyed a fair amount of recognition as 

a sculptor of kitsch. He worked mostly with ceramics, creating brightly colored art 

objects that were vaguely abstract.2 A key example of this kitsch work is his ÒGranchioÓ 

from 1936, a black clay glob that resembles a crab seated on a rock through FontanaÕs 

orange glaze work (Fig. 1). These compositions are novel and quaint, but there is hardly a 

discernible conceptual program at work. They appear mainly as kitsch, and little more. 

This becomes most apparent in his depictions of women from this period. For example, 

his ÒSeated WomanÓ from 1934 appears to be a sculptural rendition of Klimt paintings 

with a certain trinket character.3 FontanaÕs sculpture appears as a domestication of 

KlimtÕs painting in a way that lacks a clear artistic purpose and evidences his engagement 

with kitsch (Fig. 2).  

Conceptually, FontanaÕs early sculptures appear at first glance as either 

uninteresting or confused. These works approximate figuration without fully enveloping 

themselves within a project of representationality. Yet they are not abstract for the sake 

of abstraction. Any dialectic between abstraction and representationality seems absent or 

conceptually uninteresting in these works. The coloration of these works vibrates much 

like the work of Hans Mack, a later artist from the ZERO Group that Fontana heavily 

                                                 
2 As Yve-Alain Bois points out, Fontana did not begin to ÔpaintÕÑ or artistically engage 
with canvases, which may be more accurateÑ until 1949, contemporaneous with Figure 
8, his first Spatialist Environment (Bois 242). 
3 The facial expressions and decorative abstraction mirror KlimtÕs 1907 ÒPortrait of 
Adele Bloch-Bauer I.Ó One might expect a smaller version of FontanaÕs piece to be a 
paperweight. 
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influenced, yet FontanaÕs sculptures seem to lack MackÕs conceptual sophistication. 4 

These sculptures instead appear to be poor attempts at figuration made by an immature 

artist whose work does not explicitly engage with traditional High Modern concerns. 

Problematics of modern sculpture like medium, materials, floor placement, space, 

illusionism and reality all lack prima facie expression and engagement in these art 

objects. The lack of a coherently articulated conceptual schema in the works has fueled 

the hegemonic interpretation of these works as mere juvenilia, to be discarded. 

There is something at work here, however. FontanaÕs sculptural work beginning in 

the mid-1930s attempts to mediate painting and sculpture; they are his initial efforts 

toward the Gesamtkunstwerk.5 In the case of the crab sculpture discussed above, the crab 

figure becomes apparent only as a result of the compositionÕs coloration (Fig. 1). Not 

even with the ÒGranchioÓ title is it evident that the work depicts a crab. His horse 

sculptures from 1936 and the battle sculptures from 1947 directly engage with this same 

conceptual program (Figs. 3-7). Especially in Figures 3 and 6, the compositions can be 

viewed only as abstract blobs when the forms alone are considered, without color. It is 

barely conceivable that a viewer could ascertain the content of these compositions 

without their titles and without their coloration. More than simply accentuated by color, 

color interrogates the viewerÕs assumptions regarding their figuration. Figure six contains 

the following conceptual problematic: the work asks the viewer to approach its figurative 

content as people on horses battling, offering support in the form of coloration and the 

                                                 
4 Figure 4 stands a strong example of this color vibration, as do the two sculptures of 
battle scenes (Figs. 5, 6). 
5 This argument bears most weight as a revisionist history, considering it in light of the 
reading I develop of FontanaÕs spatialist environments. These early sculptures, I argue, 
represent the first attempt at the kind of art Fontana realizes and conceptually articulates 
laterÑ for the same conceptual reasons that television interests him. 
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figuration accentuated by this coloration. Next the composition brings the inquiry back 

upon the viewer, to interrogate why a horse should be depicted in yellow with the 

base/ground in black and snow white. Beyond this, the instances of black and white on 

both ÒBattleÓ sculptures cannot simply be read as shadowing, for the work does not 

adhere to any definite light source against which the shadows rationally spawn.  

With these works we see the emergence of a conceptually sophisticated program to 

intertwines sculpture and painting in search of art objects that transverse and transgress 

medium. The sculpture is at once also painting, and vice versa, with each medium posing 

questions of the other. These works foreshadow the sort of Gesamtkunstwerk that 

Fontana later makes his chief artistic endeavor.6 Fontana has not yet expressed this 

artistic intention in manifestos, and this intention is only visible when reading these early 

works through the late works like the Spatialist Environments, where, I argue, Fontana 

comes extraordinarily close to synthesizing the arts into Gesamtkunstwerk. 

I I . Manifesto Blanco: Toward a New Art, 1946-1951 

The ÔWhite ManifestoÕ Fontana and his pupils wrote in Argentina systematizes the 

conceptual overtones of FontanaÕs period of post-war kitsch. ÒArt is now in a period of 

latency,Ó the manifesto begins. It continues to set the broad goals that he believes will 

rejuvenate the practice and that he pursued when he returned to Italy later that year. 

These goals include the development of four-dimensional art using that Òluminous 

malleable substance,Ó fluorescent and neon lighting. He also seeks a conceptually 

complicated synthesis of artistic development and physical elements to be effected in his 

                                                 
6 I see this articulated in his 1951 ÒManifeste technique,Ó but this discussion comes later. 
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work. Throughout the manifesto, Fontana expects technology will effect a transformation 

of artÑ and thus of societyÑ using, chiefly, the emergent lighting technologies. 

The conceptual goals of this manifesto center upon a rejuvenation of art through an 

abandonment of traditional painted canvas and sculpture. At length he produces a 

narrative of Western art that demonstrates traditional artistic media to be exhausted 

technically and conceptually. His call for a new art therefore begins with imploring 

scientists to assist the Òdiscovery of this luminous malleable substance and [to work] 

toward the creation of instruments capable of producing sounds that will permit the 

development of four-dimensional art.Ó This new art needs to recognize that Òthe notion of 

speed is constant in human life.Ó Any art that would fulfill these criteria has certain four-

dimensionality, occupying space and time dynamically. Although this seems most like a 

call for the usage of television in conceptual art, it only foreshadows this; FontanaÕs 

artistic engagement with television will not come until six years and five manifestoes 

later. 

FontanaÕs work changes conspicuously with his return to Europe as he begins to 

realize these conceptual goals in art objects. In 1949 Fontana created both his first 

spatialist environment and his first canvas painting of holes (buchi). Using fluorescent 

lighting and papier-m‰chŽ for the spatialist environment, Fontana created an art object 

that filled and outstripped the entire gallery space.7 It flooded the gallery space with 

fluorescent light emanating from an ethereal, demon-like object suspended menacingly 

from the ceiling. Period photographs capture it as a bat-like figure poised to smite the 

                                                 
7 In my research, I was unable to determine if there was an audio component of this 
exhibition. Were there one, this would certainly support the claims I make later in the 
paper; were there not, the Sidercomit PavilionÕs cinema furnishes this artistic synthesis. 
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viewer and shatter the viewerÕs stagnant conceptions of art (Fig. 8). A 1976 

reconstruction presents the environment in a less menacing way, perhaps due to a larger 

gallery space and an attempt to capture it as a venerable piece of art historyÑ that is, 

deadÑ rather than as an avant-garde art form meant to reshape future praxis (Fig. 9). 

Fontana himself described the environment as an attempt to put the viewer in a radically 

new space that demanded a kind of seeing entirely different from that of traditional art 

objects. Of it, he said: 

Upon entering, you are absolutely alone, each visitor engaged with their 

own immediate reaction, not dictated to by an object, or by things laid out 

like merchandise, man was faced with himself, with his own conscience, 

with his own ignorance, his own physical being (Whitfield 186). 

Anthony White unpacks this sense of presence with great articulation in his article in 

Grey Room. He describes it as an art object that engages the viewer and Òfill[s] up the 

architectural cavity and becom[es] one with itÓ (62). There is a certain solitary, ÔsomaticÕ 

connection with the art White sees a period viewer experiencing in the gallery space. For 

White, the environmentÕs Ôpi–ataÕ centerpiece is a curvaceous, arabesque form that he 

interprets to symbolize FontanaÕs utopian aspirations. Implicit throughout WhiteÕs 

description is the idea of this radically new art object shocking a viewer so as to transmit 

and transmute its utopian, quasi-political aesthetic into an integral part of the viewing 

experience.  For White, this piece symbolizes Fontana paralyzing the viewer into 

accepting and adopting the conceptual program underlying the composition. 

 Formally this environment demonstrates many aspects that realize the conceptual 

endeavors set forth in the ÔWhite Manifesto.Õ Fluorescent paint creates the formal basis of 
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this composition as Fontana had called for in the manifesto. But this fluorescent lighting 

is also key to decoding the composition conceptually: Fontana illuminates the 

environment through a constant interaction between the ambient black light and the 

fluorescent paint on the suspended object, thus creating a steady stream of light that 

interacts dynamically with the composition to bathe the gallery space in color. The 

environmentÕs fluorescent luminescence conjoins sculpture and painting within the 

gallery space. However, FontanaÕs composition does not simply occupy the gallery space; 

it domesticates, defines and transgresses the gallery space. In some sense, the 

environment likewise engages with its architectural surroundings. Period photographs of 

the environment emphasize the size of the suspended object as a foreboding presence that 

dominates the gallery space. As Fontana notes, it creates a sense of claustrophobic, 

transgressive vertical space that interrogates the relationship a viewer has to traditional, 

museumified art objects.  

The domesticated space, however, is a finite one in which the viewer has clear 

senses of location and limits. FontanaÕs future work with environments will abandon this 

finitude in favor of an illusionistic abyss beyond the compositionÕs vertical boundary. 

This illusionistic abyss is more compatible with FontanaÕs conceptual goal of abandoning 

pictorial and sculptural forms in favor of four-dimensional dynamism. Because Fontana 

sees color as the cornerstone of space perception,8 his environments can skirt the figure-

ground relation by imposing an infinite darkened abyss of ground behind/above the 

compositionÕs figuration. With the figure-ground relation in hiatus, FontanaÕs 

                                                 
8 In the ÔWhite ManifestoÕ Fontana writes of color as Òthe element of space,Ó as he views 
soundÕs relationship to time. Color and sound serve as means of perceiving and 
punctuating. 
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compositions stand outside the traditional formulas of art praxis to import dynamism 

from the indeterminateness of its boundaries. As I draw out later in the paper, an infinite 

vertical axis will become a hallmark of FontanaÕs environments.9  

I I I . Electr ic Light vs. Spatialist Concept: Unpacking the Mature Environments 

ÒToday we demand art which is based on the necessity of a 
new visionÓ (Fontana, ÒTechnical ManifestoÓ). 

FontanaÕs installation at the 1951 Milan Triennial embodied a far more robust 

realization of his conceptual endeavors. In this work, the 1953 Sidercomit Pavilion 

cinema and 1961 Fonti di Energia installation, Fontana arguably realizes the conceptual 

goals with which he struggled in his first Spatialist Environment (1949) and in his early 

kitsch sculpture. Fontana also makes a key migration from fluorescent paint on 

suspended art objects to a direct use of fluorescent or neon tube lighting. The 

implementation of tube lighting removes Fontana further from the confines of traditional 

painting and sculpture, allowing him to project light from his art cylindrical, non-

figurative object rather than to reflect light off of an art object with a luminosity would be 

proportionate to its surface area. 

To understand what FontanaÕs work signified, it is first important to understand 

what it was not. In ÒThe Last Interview Given by FontanaÓ published in Studio 

International, he criticizes an interpretation of his work with fluorescent lighting as mere 

Ôelectric light.Õ He derides the tendency to oversimplify his work as simply holes, fancy 

lighting or slashes canvases. Instead, it is necessary to understand the environments and 

spatialist concepts as art objects. They are Ôno longer pictures,Õ he tells the interviewer, 

reiterating that his engagement with space avoids the pictorial formula, as does his recent 

                                                 
9 Interestingly Fontana almost always slashes his canvases along a similar vertical axis. 
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shift to tube lighting instead of figurative objects covered with fluorescent paints. His 

manifestos are replete with the specific technical articulation of this conceptual program, 

although it requires unpacking to correlate the manifestos with his works, particularly the 

environments. 

Turning toward FontanaÕs 1951 technical manifesto, Fontana outlines specific 

implements of his artistic vision. ÒWe are pursuing the evolution of the medium in art,Ó 

the manifesto begins. Placing a heavy emphasis on dynamic new media, it reiterates the 

prior claim of stagnation; Òpainted canvases and carved stone no longer have any 

meaning.Ó Fontana abandons traditional canvas painting and sculpture because they do 

not recognize change as an essential condition of life, nor do they reflect an integration of 

labor that synthesizes artistic endeavor with scientific research into art installations. 

Fontana then declares, Òa new aesthetic forms: luminous forms through space, movement, 

color, time and space are the concepts of the new art.Ó It seeks to unite time and space in 

the composition, and to unite architecture and art; it seeks the Gesamtkunstwerk, 

implicitly and in different terms. The key here, however, is the implementation of 

architecture. ÒThe fourth ideal dimension of architecture is art,Ó Fontana writes. 

FontanaÕs 1949 spatialist environment lacked architectural nuance that prevented him 

from fully implementing the conceptual schema. 

FontanaÕs work 1951 installation for the Milan Triennial realizes much of this 

manifestoÕs goals with a desire to link painting, sculpture and architecture. Fontana 

collaborated with Italian architect Luciano Baldessari to design this installation (Figures 

10, 11). In this composition, the neon lighting domesticates the surrounding space by 

painting a colorful flow onto the walls. Hanging above a large staircase, FontanaÕs light 
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piece both illuminates the room as a navigational aid and fills the empty space with 

artistic inspiration. The photograph in Figure 10 draws out the experience of light 

imperative in this composition, where the paint on the walls and neon lights interact to 

create an omnipresent luminescence and a glowing dynamism from static, immovable 

walls. These lights illuminate the space but also engage in an exchange between static 

walls decorated/vivified with neon light and decorative elements intended to vivify the 

space, as in the clash between the dynamic light cast against the solid-colored walls and 

the decorative wall paintings atop the staircase and the sculptural embellishment on the 

wall opposite it. In this tension Fontana depicts the antagonism between light as a 

practical medium that facilitates sightÑ and viewing art objectsÑ and light itself standing 

as the art object itself.10 He demands a new kind of seeing that does not simply treat light 

as an uninteresting given within a composition. 

This composition is a meaningful fusion of multiple artistic media and practice 

with particularly interesting architectural elements. Figure 11 is particularly helpful for 

giving a sense of scale to the composition: in the bottom of this photograph of the work, 

we can faintly observe a standing person who is dwarfed by the enormity of the 

installation space and by the suspended art objectÕs pervasive luminescence. The 

experience of this installation is an encounter with an airy, voluminous space ÔpaintedÕ by 

a fluid light source suspended from the ceiling. This space, however, retains the finitude 

of the 1949 spatialist environment; there is not an illusory abyss imposing upon the 

viewer from above. Movement on the vertical axis crowns this installationÕs concern with 

                                                 
10 FontanaÕs response to this tension in the next two case studies, the Sidercomit Paviliion 
cinema and the Fonti di Eenrgia installation will be a complete abandonment of painting 
and traditional pictorial illusionism in favor of implementing emergent techologies. 
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perspective and space, but it is a strictly delineated movement at each end. The 

composition imposes upon the viewer climbing the staircase in an environment bathed in 

neon light, ascending towards decorative elements in each end of the installation space. 

The viewer thus enters a dynamic space that obfuscates the boundaries between 

architecture, painting, sculpture and decoration, coalescing these disparate artistic 

practices into a single experience of presence with an art object. 

This same attempt to synthesize artistic practices appears when looking, briefly, at 

FontanaÕs Spatialist Concept works, the canvases of holes and cuts for which Fontana is 

famous. The hole and the slash are FontanaÕs attempt to add three dimensions to the two-

dimensional canvas painting. The voids in these compositions create literal moments of 

dematerialization that permit the art objectÕs engagement with space to go farther. The 

perforation of the canvas surface creates a vertical axis of engagement for a viewer. It 

also permits a play of light in which it is possible for a viewer to perceive the canvas as 

having recessed punctures or as a flat surface with raised regions painted black where the 

punctures occur. Depending upon lighting conditions and viewing angle, it is possible to 

view these compositions either way, their meaning changing dynamically. Fontana also 

exploits this play with lighting when he punctured copper sheets during his sojourn in 

New York; this metallic triptych actually reflect light, dynamically as the viewer moves 

about the gallery space (Figure 12).11 The literal three-dimensionality of the picture plane 

situates these traditionally flat creations between painting and sculpture with their 

invocation of illusionistic space. FontanaÕs desire to combine painting and sculpture is 

                                                 
11 I write this from personal experience, having seen these works at the GuggenheimÕs 
Lucio Fontana: Venice/New York exhibition in December 2006. Not knowing anything 
about FontanaÕs work at the time, I was struck by the sheer vibrancy of his compositions. 
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effected very tangibly in these works, and they shed light back upon his intentions for the 

pre-war kitsch sculptures. 

 

 

Returning to the installations, FontanaÕs cinema in the Sidercomit Pavilion (1953) 

and the Fonti di Energia (1961) are his most mature work with spatialist environments, 

manifesting the conceptual goals of his oeuvre from his early kitsch to the technical 

manifesto and beyond. Both installations manifest the hallmarks of FontanaÕs spatialist 

environment: emergent lighting technologies obfuscate the separation between lighting 

and wall painting; the decorative ÔbackgroundÕ and the artistic ÔforegroundÕ intersplice 

confusingly as both lose stability. Beyond these elements, a conceptually interesting 

ceiling and the strong rectangularity of the spaceÕs architectural form cultivate an 

emphasis on verticality. This emphasis on verticality finds its earliest full development in 

these compositions, which attempts to expand the role of dynamism in the compositions. 

Furthermore, the viewerÕs experience of the space is thoroughly considered and 

meticulously controlled for both works.  

Turning first to the cinema, there are three interesting artistic advances Fontana 

makes with this space. First, Fontana has pierced the ceiling and suspended lighting that 

create an illusionistic depth. The ceiling appears to cover an unbounded abyss above 

through these holes.12 Second, the segmentation of the neon tubing marks a departure in 

                                                 
12 Certainly the lighting on the ceiling reinforces the presence of a barrier and undermines 
any notion of unobstructed verticality. Yet the holes make the ceiling appear as more of a 
curtain-wall form that punctuates permeable interior and exterior spaces, with the holes 
themselves suggesting multiple loci of confluence between spaces and of boundless 
exteriority situated in these punctures. 
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FontanaÕs work from a single, contiguous light source. This departure accentuates the 

holes in the ceiling and creates a sense of individuality, as if each strip of lighting 

corresponded to a particular chair placement within the cinema.13 FontanaÕs prescribed 

chair arrangement and the use of these small strips of neon lighting seem to balance 

FontanaÕs appreciation of individuality with a recognition of the spaceÕs large-scale, 

communal use.  

Third and most obviously, the space contains a cinema screen or television; it is, 

of course, a cinema. The presence of this screen, however, draws out a technical 

similarity between the glowing images of the cinema and the artistic space of the ceiling 

with its glowing neon segments and illusionistic hole placement. The interrogation of 

light as an art object per se and more than simply a means of perceiving vision gains 

another inflection in this space: in juxtaposition to the ceiling, Fontana implicitly 

suggests the light projected onto the screen be regarded as an art object per se and 

separate from the cinematic images it facilitates.14  

 Most importantly for FontanaÕs conceptual ambitions, the cinema literally exists 

in four-dimensions. FontanaÕs metaphysics posits time as a sequence of moments 

punctuated by sound, for it is the Ôelement of timeÕ as articulated in the ÒWhite 

                                                 
13 It is worth noting, albeit in passing, that the wall adornments strikingly resemble 
FontanaÕs slashed canvases (tagli), and that this design motif is effected variously 
thoughout the space: the chair seats, lace-secured seat backings and abounding 
straightness of the neon segments accentuate and perpetuate the design motif. Fontana 
appears to implement this as a means of figuring and connecting disparate spaces in a 
technique in line with his Gesamtkunstwerk ambitions.  
14 This idea has a rather trite afterlife in subsequent film, where scenes of characters at a 
cinema shot with the cameraÕs back to the screen routinely show the light of projection to 
establish the sceneÕs location. In this way, the light of the projector becomes an object of 
artistic inquiry, aside from the images this light projects, which typically are neither 
shown nor of narrative import. 
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Manifesto.Ó Possessing the obvious architectural three-dimensionality augmented by a 

cinema projecting images and sound, Fontana is able to harness this quasi-televisual 

reality to create his first environment that clearly punctuates itself in four dimensions.  

This is space a complete realization of his goals, however; the Sidercomit 

Pavilion cinema does not have the sort of boundless verticality of FontanaÕs later Fonti di 

Energia. The cinemaÕs ceiling contains moments of boundless verticality cohabitating on 

a fixed, nearly contiguous ceiling plane inscribed within the architectural boundaries. The 

Fonti di Energia marks a great advance in this regard, for it presents an illusionistic abyss 

above the viewer. The layers of neon tubes, ordered nearly at random, create the sense of 

a great expanse of unknown depth above the viewer. Moreover, the sheer scale of the 

compositionÑ as seen by the size of the person inside the installationÑ demonstrates 

FontanaÕs desire to overwhelm the viewer with a sense of transgressive verticality above. 

What is happening in this nebulous space above the viewer?Ñ And is it threatening, as 

was the 1949 Spatialist Environment? These questions introduce dynamism into the 

composition. The chance and randomness associated with their answers, varying from 

person to person, opens the art object to fluid interpretations. Furthermore, this piece 

should be situated historically; 1961 was a time of leaps and bounds in space exploration 

in which the sky assumed a role beyond celestial heavens, as a tangible realm 

astronomical research. Notions of space define the composition, both as the room in 

which the art object resides or as the ether above earth. With this allusion Fontana returns 

to his ÒWhite ManifestoÓ desire to assist the reorganization and integration of labor, of 

scientists and artists working together, to form a literal Ôsource of energyÕ as the title 

implies. 
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On a purely formal level, Fonti di Energia conjoins architecture, sculpture, 

painting and television most succinctly among the pieces in FontanaÕs oeuvre. The 

gallery spaceÕs wall appears to be lined with various inset televisions for the viewerÕs 

perusal. Above the viewer are neon tubes engaged with the traditions of sculpture. These 

neon tubes, as with the previous installations, paint the gallery space with their flows of 

light. Here Fontana most directly approximates the goals set forth in his many 

manifestos, and the goal of creating a Gesamtkunstwerk that drove his early career. 

IV. Conclusion: Television as the Promised Medium 

ÒThe spectator did not contemplate a detached form before 
[his/her] eyes, [s/he] entered into the pictorial environment.Ó 

 FontanaÕs brief television broadcast states, Òtelevision is the medium we have 

been waiting for as our conceptual complement.Ó15 Aside from the clear technical 

similarities between television and fluorescent lighting, what do FontanaÕs spatialist 

environment installations conceptually signify that would drive him to experiment with 

television in 1951? Without any extant recordings of the broadcast, it is impossible to say 

with certainty what transpired artistically or conceptually in the work. However, there are 

broad themes that I have sketched as recurring in his work and shared with television.16 

 FontanaÕs work is driven by a desire to transgress space and time, to be 

omnipresent and simultaneously a distinct moment of art history. In his ÒFinal 

Interview,Ó he says, 

                                                 
15 This is from the television manifesto. See note 16 below. 
16 For the sake of argument, I am assuming the television manifesto was read as part of an 
experimental television broadcast. There are doubts in literature on FontanaÕs late work 
as to whether this was ever produced or broadcast. I wish to assume that it happened in 
order to explicate the interesting conceptual links between his other work and television; 
whether this production or broadcast actually did happen on 17 March 1952 as claimed is 
a question for an Italian archivist of television, and not mine. 
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I also did the Manifesto on television. I wanted to have an exhibition 

simultaneously in New York, Milan, Berlin, the whole world over, to 

transmit forms. [...] We got together a group of spatialists. We wanted to 

transmit simultaneously all over the world a statement, some kind of 

gesture, to demonstrate that the whole world was simultaneously aware of 

a single thought.17 

In this interview, Fontana reiterates his wish that Òthe life conditions of society and of 

every individual will be transformed.Ó The omnipresence of his work, however, lines up 

with the way his spatialist environments engage with space. While the light qua art object 

clearly emanates from a fixed source, it pervades the entire space of the installation to 

transform all it touches, even the visitorÕs clothes in the case of the 1949 spatialist 

environment that used black light. Furthermore, the material happenings needed to create 

the broadcast need only occur once, in one place, to create this broadcast, from which 

point it can be aired nearly innumerable times over an almost limitless lifespan. Here we 

can see Fontana reaching toward yet another emergent technology to further 

dematerialize his artistic message; by detaching his art works even more from the bounds 

of space and time, FontanaÕs work is permitted to be even more pervasive. Similar to how 

the vertical confusion of Fonti di Energia creates an illusionistic abyss above the viewer, 

detached from space, FontanaÕs adoption of television creates an illusion of a complete 

detachment from space and time. 

                                                 
17 In this interview Fontana casts doubts about whether the television broadcast 
happened; again, I wish to explicate the broadcastÕs significance within his ouevre, which 
is a question rather independent of the fact of the actual historical broadcast. 
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 Correspondingly, FontanaÕs engagement with space holds another moment of 

poignancy. ÒWe want to liberate art in space so it can last a millenium, even a one-minute 

broadcast,Ó Fontana writes in the television manifesto. He refers to a further 

dematerialization of his art that would allow for greater reach and preservation. In the 

sense that this broadcast would be transmitted by airwaves, Fontana has further 

dematerialized his art and permitted it a greater reach. The transition to fluorescent and 

neon lighting allowed Fontana to ÔpaintÕ surfaces dynamically and more pervasively than 

oil and canvas would allow. His subsequent shift to television broadcasts can be thought 

of as extending this metaphor, where the artistic message is carried by airwaves with a far 

greater reach than photons.  

 Perhaps now the final conceptual nugget of the television manifesto can be 

deciphered, that Fontana and his colleagues Òsearch for an aesthetic in which painting is 

no longer painting, sculpture is no longer sculpture and the written page exceeds its 

typographical boundary.Ó FontanaÕs spatialist environments embody this most directly  in 

their dematerialized nature, often boundless vertical spaces and syntheses of different 

traditionally distinct practices (painting, sculpture, architecture). The television set is a 

technically similar medium, and one that permits a literal four-dimensionality of 

presentation by coupling video with sound in its essential form. Lastly, using a television 

set to facilitate a viewerÕs encounter with an art object, Fontana extends the narrative of 

his development desire to dematerialize art in order to broaden its engagement with 

space. 
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