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PRESS RELEASE – November 22, 2018
Luigi Pericle
A (Rediscovered) Master of 20th Century Painting
The work of a forgotten artist is brought back to life in Switzerland. Hundreds of paintings and drawings buried for decades are now returned to the history of modern art.
As a painter, an illustrator, and all around intellectual, Luigi Pericle (Basel, 1916- Ascona, 2001) was influenced by theosophy and esoteric doctrines, and actively took part in the artistic and cultural debate engendered over the past century by these trends. 

Luigi Pericle spent his life on the slopes of Monte Verità (literally “Mountain of Truth”), in the Swiss Canton of Ticino, which, in the early 19th century, welcomed the community founded by Ida Hofmann and Heinrich Oedenkoven on the Hill of Utopia, a cliff looking over Lake Maggiore that attracted exponents from the European ‘counter-culture’ of the time. Beginning in the 1930’s, these same places saw the beginning of the extraordinary intellectual adventure of the Eranos meetings, promoted by Carl Gustav Jung (whose The Red Book was rediscovered in recent years and exhibited at the Venice Biennale in 2013) and by Dutch theosophist and painter Olga Froebe-Kapteyn. 

It is the cultural climate of Monte Verità that Luigi Pericle dreamt of being a part of when, in the early 1950’s, he decided to move with his wife to Ascona. The artist chose that place to absorb the mystical aura of Monte Verità and plunge into its nature and peace. 

Pericle was a multifaceted artist with manifold interests; he escaped any classification and confirmed to be a professional painter as well as a talented cartoonist. In 1951, he created the marmot Max, protagonist of his comic strips with no texts, which soon became a famous character in Europe and farther afield, in the US and Japan. With his work as an illustrator, Pericle gained international fame, and his comics were released by New York publisher Macmillan in popular newspapers such as The Washington Post, The Herald Tribune, or the magazine Punch.
In 1958, at the age of forty-two, Pericle destroyed all the figurative works in his possession (except for one) and began a new phase in his pictorial production, passing from informal abstractionism to particular processing techniques, which distinguished his work and made of it the product of tireless experimentation. In 1959, his painting drew the attention of a famous Basel collector, Peter G. Staechelin. A fervent collaboration and mutual esteem stemmed from their relationship. Around 1959, in exchange for the numerous works acquired, the collector gave the artist a house in Ascona, where the Giovannetti spouses will live until their death. To purchase this property and give it to his friend, Peter G. Staechelin deprived himself of some drawings by Schiele and Klimt, selling them to the Leopold Museum in Vienna, where they are still conserved. 

Not by chance – but almost by destiny – did Luigi Pericle live in Casa San Tomaso (called this way by the artist as a tribute to Saint Thomas Aquinas). In the 1930’s, that house belonged to painter and collector Nell Walden, former wife of Herwarth Walden, a writer, artist, theoretician and founder of the famous magazine Der Sturm, which spread European expressionist trends and promoted avant-garde movements. It was therefore a house rich with history, culture, with the ideas and creativity of the talented figures that dwelled in its premises.

The period from 1958 to 1965 was defined by Pericle himself as the years of ‘radical change’: a period of boundless creative energy and enthusiasm, during which he held his most important exhibits. 
In 1962, Pericle made the acquaintance of Martin Summers, art dealer and curator at the Arthur Tooth & Sons Gallery in London, where the artist will hold four exhibits between 1962 and 1965: two solo shows, in 1962 and 1965, and two collective exhibitions in 1964– Contrast in Taste II and Colour, Form and Texture – along with works by Karel Appel, Antoni Tàpies, Jean Dubuffet, and Pablo Picasso. During his solo shows, Pericle sold many of his works to renowned collectors, such as Lady Tate and Member of Parliament Sir Basil de Ferranti.
In January 1965, Herbert Read – art critic and co-founder of the Institute of Contemporary Art in London, as well as art consultant for Peggy Guggenheim – paid a visit to Pericle’s studio in Ascona and was impressed by his work. According to Read, Pericle aimed at the “search for Absolute Beauty” through abstract expression, the pure and metaphysical form, capable of giving back and communicating the “deepest essence” of things and their spiritual condition thanks to the harmony of lines and color.
Pericle was then introduced to Hans Hess, museologist and curator of the York Art Gallery. In 1965, Hess organized an itinerant solo exhibition of the artist in several British museums, displaying 55 works from March through September in York, Newcastle, Hull, Bristol, Cardiff, and Leicester.

Meanwhile, after a season of international success marked by acquaintances and collaborations with scholars and collectors of the caliber of actress Brigitte Helm and leading art galleries, in 1965 Pericle made a firm decision to abandon his career as a painter and to embrace his art and esoteric studies by retiring to private life. His striving for reclusion and the abstraction from material goods became so strong as to compel him to sell his beloved Ferrari (in the past he had even owned the Ferrari that once belonged to Roberto Rossellini and Ingrid Bergman) and to abstain from any social occasion. 
Pericle belongs to that category of artists – names come to mind such as Hilma af Klint for painting (whose work was the subject of several retrospective exhibitions in major international museums and of a presentation at the Venice Biennale in 2013), Giacinto Scelsi for music, Carlo Mollino for photography and architecture, and Fernando Pessoa for literature – who preferred to let their work speak only after their death, nevertheless impressing it with an energy that would deserve a posthumous rediscovery.

After the death of Luigi Pericle, who died without heirs in 2001, Casa San Tomaso remained closed for fifteen years. All its glorious past, the signs left by Nell Walden, the priestess of a lyrical expressionism, and then by Pericle, a mystical explorer and a prophet, fell into oblivion, buried for years inside a deserted house, swallowed by bushes. Today, it has revealed an immense treasure of works, including paintings on canvas, masonite and china ink drawings, hundreds of unpublished documents, including essays, texts, letters, sketches, astral paintings, horoscopes and instructions, ufology essays, notebooks rich with quotes and Japanese ideograms, arcane symbols and homeopathic recipes. A summa of the universal thought catalogued by Pericle with monastic rigor and that remained crystallized intact until today. 
Rescued from oblivion, Luigi Pericle’s exploration is the focus of a critical and philological recovery. The extensive project of study, restoration, conservation, cataloguing and enhancement of his artistic and documentary heritage is managed by the “Luigi Pericle Archives”, a non-profit association responsible for coordinating a group of curators, technical experts and specialists from the various fields of study addressed by Pericle. 
The “Luigi Pericle Archives” Association is promoting a calendar of museum rendezvous and conferences aimed at enhancing the artist on an international scale and at presenting his original work to the public.

“Luigi Pericle (1916-2001)_Beyond the visible” at the Spazio Scarpa of the Fondazione Querini Stampalia in Venice will be the first retrospective exhibition of the Italian-Swiss artist in Italy, promoted in the framework of the Venice Biennale. The exhibition will open to the public on Saturday May 11, 2019 and will run until November 24, 2019. This anthology delves into the many folds of Luigi Pericle’s expressive exploration, his reflection on the language of sign and painting. The event benefit of the Patronage of, among others, the Council of State of the Republic and Canton of Ticino, the Culture and University Study Department of DECS, the Consulate General of Switzerland in Milan, the Monte Verità Foundation of Ascona, and of the Eranos Foundation of Ascona. 

A solo exhibition has already been confirmed at the MASI in Lugano. According to the Director, Tobia Bezzola, Luigi Pericle is in fact “an artist that deserves to find his own place, and will find it in the history of national and international painting in Post-World-War II”. 

His intellectual facet, his eclectic studies, his mystical vocation represent extraordinary sources of inspiration for an imaginary that nurtures on numerous cultural references. 

The new studies in progress on Pericle’s work aim at demonstrating how painting and drawing were, for him, a result, the manifestation in visible forms of interior worlds.

“There is no time for spirituality in art.

It escapes human transience; it is never old and never new.

It is, because it is essential; or rather, it is the essential way to express Truth.

The essential is not what comes from the artist, but through the artist”.
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