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Many of us love Giorgio Morandi because we feel we owe him our gratitude. I believe 
he has given something to each of us: perhaps we do not know when or in what way, 
but unquestionably there has been a moment in which some flower or some bottle has 
spoken to us.
When Marilena Pasquali did me the honour of asking me to write about Morandi, I 
was struck by an understandable surprise and also by fear. And while the difficulties 
that immediately presented themselves suggested I should refuse, at the same time I 
was enveloped by a feeling of pleasure which slowly grew and got the better of my fear. 
The source of the pleasure stemmed from Morandi himself, from the opportunity to 
reconsider him and his works, but also his face, the person he was, his life. The idea of 
going back and looking at his paintings afresh, observing and questioning them again, 
held the promise of pleasure. I was also attracted by the idea of looking within myself, 
like going into a much-loved but neglected attic, for what was still conserved there of 
the emotions and ideas he had transmitted to me. The most difficult thing did however 
remain: how to find a way of rendering in words what I found.
With an almost generational frequency discussion comes back round to the subject 
of Morandi, in different parts of the world and without there necessarily being some 
major event to prompt it: there are his paintings, and they are enough. He has never 
been the focus of clamour – it would not have given him any pleasure – but of atten-
tion and attraction instead.
In truth, when his works first appeared they did not promise much, almost nothing 
in fact; they are not animated by critical demons, far less do they have statements to 
make. Lots of bottles, some flowers, houses and trees. But bit by bit these discreet 
figures exert a pull, inviting us to look more closely, to think more, to the point of 
wanting to take part in their life and in the painting of which they are made.
Morandi seems never to talk about painting: but, without saying it, he does so contin-
ually, in a subtle, hidden way, until we are absorbed only by his painting. We feel the 
desire to grasp its secrets, to discover how it came into being and was created in that 
manner, and what the internal mechanisms are which regulate it.
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Painting

I will start, then, with his painting, trying to see what kind of painting it is, setting 
aesthetic canons to one side and examining the substance. How is Morandi’s painting 
applied and how does it lie on the surface of the canvas?
The first word that springs to mind is “rest”. Morandi’s pictorial matter is not applied, 
it rests. Every brushstroke holds up because it rests against the one next to it, and the 
one next to it is supported and remains in equilibrium against another brushstroke 
alongside it, and the picture as a whole exists in a fragile, delicate equilibrium. There 
is often talk of the silence that seems to exist around Morandi’s work. This is true, and 
perhaps it comes about because, in approaching them, we fear that one word or gesture 
too many might cause that equilibrium, whose precariousness we sense, to collapse. 
Stay silent or speak in a low voice is a natural reaction.
When I try to look closely and follow the application of the colours and to examine 
the brushstrokes one by one, I feel like I am beginning to relate directly to his fingers, 
his hand, his arm and his body. I realize that the movements on the canvas leave 
temporally measurable traces; in the laying on of the paint is a discernible inclination 
of the hand, its pressure; the resistance of the bristles in the brush can be sensed, the 
curvature intuited. All of this in the trace of a sign, of a movement of the brush, in the 
differences between a brushstroke and the one alongside it.
In April 1961, Morandi, who was in Milan to check the plates of some etchings, happened 
by chance to go to a concert by Thelonious Monk. Almost to his surprise the concert 
absorbed him, and he enjoyed it so much that when he returned to Bologna he wrote a 
letter to the musician. Among other things he wrote: “I was sitting quite close to the stage, 
and I can still picture the movement of your fingers, tense like batons, on the keyboard…”
Rereading that sentence, and by virtue of an association I would find hard to explain, I 
thought of the silhouette formed by Vladimir Horowitz: in front of the piano he used to sit 
right on the edge of the stool, his very straight back forming a perfect right angle with his 
legs. By looking at his body it was possible to grasp his utter physical concentration: from 
the legs to the back, from shoulders to neck and arm, through to the “tense” points of the 
fingers: all the tension in the muscles was released there, at the extreme end points. Morandi 
makes me imagine the same relationship with his body, and while his gestures are com-
posed and entirely unexhibited (like Horowitz’s), an attentive eye can make out, in the trac-
es left by the brushstroke, his muscular involvement, all concentrated on the point touching 
the canvas in a given instant. Bringing my eyes closer to those surfaces, I seem to hear the 
swish of the brush on the knots of the canvas, and to enter tactilely into his painting.
Above all, Morandi’s painting is gesture, and in every work it seems as if he is telling 
you how he did it, how he began, from what point his hand began to move; how he con-
tinued, how he laid on the colours and how he covered the entire surface of the canvas.
From the purity of the colours it is also possible to understand how he conceived them 
initially, which ones he chose and why, and how he moved them closer to or distanced 
them from each other. But there would be no colours without light, nor that without 
them. Where does the light come from, and why from that point?

Morandi’s light never makes anything shine, but seems to be there so the objects can 
absorb it and transform it into shadow. Shadow serves to situate the objects them-
selves, to make us see where they are and what other objects are alongside them, at 
what distance, and what relationship there is between them.
In a perceptively argued text written some years ago, Yves Bonnefoy likened Morandi 
to Giacometti. Among other things, he pointed to “the intensity of endeavour and the 
rigour in realizing the work”, and also to “the fact that both dedicated almost every 
moment of their lives to their work”. I was similarly reminded of Giacometti, though 
I started exclusively from Morandi’s painting.
If I were able to isolate a single brushstroke, a single line, a single trace of a brush and 
imagine it resting on its feet on one of Morandi’s tables, I would immediately think of 
Giacometti. Morandi’s brushstrokes, if isolated from the narrative, would be Giacom-
ettian characters, immobile and suspended, on their feet and uncertain whether to take 
another step, if and how to move in that world space in which someone or something 
has made them live (fig. I). 

time

The now perfect instruments available to us in the current age enable us to measure 
objective time. But as we know, true time, the kind that holds real value for each of us, 
is individual, and as such is the least measurable thing there is: everyone lives in a time 
consisting of temporal spaces that could only be calculated with personal instruments. 
This time is different for each and every one of us, and is measured differently by the 
imperfect instrument that is our mind. As a result it is hard to assimilate to the tempo-
ral rhythm of another individual. If it were to happen, there would be a truly profound 
and, I would say, powerful involvement.
With his paintings, Morandi leads me into a kind of time-independent state, a prelude 
to knowledge of his time, which is not punctuated but lives, to the point of complete 
harmony and absorption. Following his hand, discovering how he moved and how 
he went about laying paint onto the canvas, I enter into the speed or slowness of his 
movements, thereby passing from my time to his – and by working up through his 
hand and arm I arrive at the motion of his mind. In a time which for me is atemporal, 
no longer measurable with my own personal instruments, but with the mental instru-
ments of Morandi.
Sometimes it seems to me that the objective time he employed in painting a picture 
was shorter than that which I need to look at it. His time imposes itself upon me, and 
forces me to make haste slowly, to hurry up in order to remain in step with his time, 
but without forgetting the slowness I require so details do not elude me.
When I was a boy, I always wanted to be a painter, but my real dream was to be so 
good that I could do the following: take an enormous brush almost as big as myself, 
distribute carefully selected colours on its bristles in a perfect fashion, almost one 
by one, perhaps working for days, and finally, grasping this giant brush loaded like a 
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weapon, create the perfect painting on a large canvas 
with a single gesture. In small spaces, Morandi secret-
ly achieved this miracle.

Objects

Morandi’s bottles, boxes and teapots are not just ob-
jects, they are also people who suffer from agorapho-
bia. The four sides of the canvas, instead of enclosing 
it, often give the impression of opening it up towards 

a void, throwing open boundless spaces within which 
the objects live almost in fear.
They fear the emptiness of the canvas, and would like 
a more enclosed and protected space. Perhaps it is for 
this reason that Morandi sometimes placed a curtain 
or false wall behind them, with the primary aim of 
protecting them from the disorientation of that void 
(fig. A). When on the other hand the space remains 
open, it is the objects themselves that tend to unite 
and group together (fig. B), to stay next to or hide be-
hind each other in their need for shelter (fig. C). On 
other occasions it is the tall profile of the table that 
becomes almost a protective roof, rather than a hori-
zon separating them from the infinite (figs. D–E). The 
tables stretch out like deserted squares; they are places 
to fear, because at their extremities lies emptiness. An 
emptiness that every now and then seems to open up 
like an abyss, so terrifying as to push them magneti-
cally to the edge (fig. F). Sometimes their shadow has 
already fallen into it (fig. G).

Morandi: Painting, Time, ObjectsTullio Pericoli

A. Natura morta, 1953 – 
V. no. 849

B. Natura morta, 1953 – 
V. no. 868

C. Natura morta, 1953 –  
P. 2016 no. 1953/1

D. Natura morta, 1954 – 
V. no. 901
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When Morandi paints flowers it is the canvas itself 
that is too large a space, as the surface of the table was 
for the bottles. Painting then intervenes to contain 
the space, to enclose it in a more circumscribed atmo-
sphere, as if the whole canvas were too large and fright-
ening – too similar to an empty square. The bunch of 
flowers needs to be concentrated into a narrower space, 
within a second protective enclosure (fig H).
It is to painting that we must finally return: painting 
which, by replacing flowers, bottles and teapots, re-
turns as salvific matter, once again gathering its ob-
jects within itself, containing and legitimating them. 

Natura morta, 1954 - V. no. 895

Natura morta, 1949 - V. no. 683

Opposite,
Natura morta, 1951 - V. no. 767

Fiori, 1964 - V. no. 1339
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