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Michelangelo Pistoletto spoke to me of our own time and of the far-off days when he used 
to devote his energies to painting, using words that were calm but firm, in the kind of out-
line form that only memories can shape.  He made it clear to me at once that he has no 
books, that he has never read a book and that he trusts only oral culture, word of mouth; 
but then, in his day that culture did not simply carry fleeting words, it also had deep and 
ancient roots.  As he spoke, there emerged from the depths of my boyhood memories the 
afternoons I would spend with a relation of my mother, a shepherd who knew Dante’s 
Inferno by heart, and with my aunt, who would tells us tales with a moral to them which I 
only discovered were Poggio Bracciolini’s Facezie when I got to university.  Michelangelo, 
however, denies that that was also the case in the Piedmont. Yet his father’s pointing him 
in the direction of traditional painting must have exercised the same kind of pull on him, 
because it still helps him when he formulates detailed descriptions of works on perspective 
and mathematics from the Quattrocento.  So what one discovers rooted in him in place of 
the written word is the figurative style of his father, a painter and restorer who pointed him 
in the direction of mimetic painting as being the sole path for capturing and freezing the 
instant snapshot or the passage of one’s own life story in a dimension outside of time.
But the substance of time in the late ‘fifties could not yet have an absolute quality to it, be-
cause though the rift with the past had already been consumed in art, the need for a narra-
tive of social time was still striding ahead, propelled by the demand for information and for 
change, and a synthesis between the two possibilities was within people’s grasp.  What the 
contemporary style did offer this young artist was the debate between the abstract and the 
figurative, which in both cases pointed to a path of isolation and withdrawal into one’s own 
individuality, a move which could be interpreted either by getting to grips with Pollock’s ab-
stract painting or else by tackling Francis Bacon’s baggy yet nevertheless cutting figurative 
style – two avenues which, while seemingly divergent yet at the same time also convergent 
in Michelangelo’s eyes, were incapable of meeting the needs of a lad from a different gener-
ation who was seeking new paths, new forms. 
As a first step in that direction, Pistoletto’s need to look within himself through different 
eyes drove him in 1956 to experiment with nuclear painting, the manifesto for which had 
been drafted in Milan in 1950.  From that time we have a Self-Portrait showing his face alone, 
where the painting seethes with particles at once luminous and earthy which appear to give 
off heat from the friction generated by the act of painting and to take over almost the whole 
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