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Timeless screens. The Video Pictorialism of Marcantonio Lunardi
Pasquale Fameli

Gazes are accomplices of images

Hans Belting (2008, 5)

The richness of details offered by high-resolution images and TV screens engages the eyes of the
viewer with countless stimuli, saturating the gaze. Lev Manovich (2002, 402) states that,
considering their high density of information, today’s high-resolution digital displays can be
compared to 17th-century Flemish painting. Svetlana Alpers argues (1984) that this type of painting
chooses description over narrative, so the viewer’s eyes concentrate on the numerous details and
their topological distribution. Just like a Flemish painting, therefore, the digital display acts as an
open window on an illusory virtual space, in which numerous objects and more or less interrelated
elements are grouped. Although they are used differently, screens and windows share the function
of being “looked through”. They also share that of seeing “according to or with” the medium which
guides the experience of the gaze (Merleau-Ponty 1989, 25). As Victor Stoichita (1998, 54-55)
states, the window is a constitutive element of the reality of seeing, or rather, it is the epitome of the
reality of seeing: it opens the interior outwards and allows a landscape or a scene to be framed. For
this reason, from Alberti onwards, it has become a metaphor for paintings. In addition to their
rectangular shape and two-dimensional structure, the screen, the painting and the window have a
third feature in common: they all have a frame, a limit or a margin that delimits the space of our
vision, separating it physically and conceptually from the surrounding area. An essential, almost
ontological, difference between these devices should be noted: the window and the painting give a
frontal representation, while the screen offers a multiple, fluid and changing perspective that allows
for a vision that is enveloped (Carbone 2014, 32). However, it is precisely by virtue of this
changeability that the screen can simulate the frontal aspect of representation and also readjust its
characteristics. The video and the painting may therefore coincide by virtue of sharing the same
syntax. Their technical specificities disappear when confronted by the reasons of the gaze that
contemplates them, removing any discontinuity between means and ends, between technique and
effect or between stimulus and sensation (Di Napoli 2016, 4).

The advent of high-resolution in the audio-visual culture of the nineties led many artists to demand
ever-greater cleanliness, clarity and precision from their images (Amaducci 2014, 146). Working
within such a technically sophisticated and detailed visual setting meant that artists were
confronting what had hitherto been the most evocative and incisive languages of media: cinema and
painting. Many artists began to explore the potential of video for illusion, opening an alternative
path to that of its conceptual and performative applications (Adami 2020, 80-81). The assimilation
of the language of painting into video practice was similar to what had previously happened with
photography. It saw a strict formalism using codified compositional structures, with meticulous
attention to tonal and chromatic values, the use of highly artificial lighting effects and the recovery
of precise iconographic models. This was not a strategy aimed at the artistic legitimization of the
medium, but a consequence of the remediation of one medium into the other, which always
involves the re-adaptation of its contents - its forms and its language - to the new format (Bolter,
Grusin 2000). Seeking to bring the flow of video closer to the fixed nature of paintings, artists have
used techniques such as filming stationary subjects, using long static shots or slowing the film
down. The avoidance of linear editing makes it possible to sidestep any diegetic hypothesis by



limiting movement to an activity within the image. This is bound to an abstract temporality, which
is suspended or indefinite, with no links to the sphere of experience.

Marcantonio Lunardi’s work (Lucca, 1968) is set in this context, as the artist himself implies when
he states that he uses camera movements “sparingly, because I think of them as brush strokes [...].
Everything must be very carefully composed because I conceive the work as a kind of pictorial
composition”. His subjects are always immobile and silent. They do not act or interact with each
other, but perform exclusively as a “stage presence” (Tozzi 2016, 142-143). The artist’s interest in
the fixity of the image was already clear in his early works, which focused on the negative aspects
of globalization and the pitfalls of technological evolution. Default (2012) is an ironic reflection on
the paradoxes of today’s communication. It is based on a disorientating juxtaposition of common
elements with surreal implications: a man sitting at a table at the centre of an industrial warehouse
(a disused sugar factory exposed to the elements) listening on the phone to an obsessive
accumulation of impersonal, pre-recorded voices from call centres, a jumble of messages
condemning to caller to an interminable wait. There is no movement from start to finish: the man’s
waiting is marked by the camera gradually pulling away (a trolley shot interspersed with delicate
fades), making the subject increasingly smaller and more elusive.

Fall-Out (2013) exposes the overturning of natural equilibriums caused by a poor use of
technologies: with crystal clear sharpness the images show a nuclear power plant exploding, the
details of a sinister experiment modifying fruit and vegetables and what appear to be human guinea
pigs writhing in a vain attempt to escape. The video is characterized by the objectivity of the gaze
that emphasizes the coldness of the environments and situations. The same objective gaze is also
used in Anthropometry 154855 (2015), the story of a process of depersonalization suffered by an
individual trapped in the taxonomic mechanisms of highly bureaucratized anthropometry set in a
dystopian future.

This shift from a gaze that still owes a debt to cinematographic imagery to what can truly be
described as a pictorial approach, coincides with the adoption of a more complex visual rhetoric and
a greater stratification of meanings. Through the artificiality of the poses, the auratic, terse surfaces
and the meticulous rendering of the details, Lunardi almost seems to restore the enchanted,
astonished gaze of Magic Realism from the early twentieth century but calibrating it to the low
temperatures of digital screens. Numerous elements in his work, however, recall the Flemish
painting of the seventeenth century, and in particular Jan Vermeer: the optical precision, the
extreme vividness of the tones, the distinct unity of mood and ambience, as well as the interplay of
reflections, transparencies, shadows and backlighting. There is perhaps a technical reason behind
these affinities: the Dutch painter made extensive use of the camera obscura (whose very principle
is also the basis of modern recording technology). This allowed him to achieve great veracity and
create the out-of-focus effects seen in modern photographic technique (Hockney 2002). It should
also be remembered that Vermeer used pointillé, a technique of applying colours in small, tightly
packed dots, which by its very nature, seems to have much in common with the pixels of high-
definition electronic images. Another characteristic of Vermeer’s style is the representation of
human subjects as static and inanimate objects, akin to still lifes (Gombrich 2008, 329) and inspired
by a “scientific” gaze typical of Flemish visual culture. This can be seen in Lunardi’s work in his
depiction of thoughtful subjects engrossed in their tasks, like Vermeer’s subjects, caught in the
intimacy of their domestic environments or in other places of everyday life.

The subjects in 370 New World (2014) are allegories of loneliness and bewilderment after the Great
Recession, anonymous lives forever waiting, “closed in their intimacy and separated from the
world”, caught on the verge of sinking “into a limbo of surreal alienation” (Marcheschi 2015, 94).
The digital tablet is an element that unites the many portraits Lunardi has brought together in this
work. Its function is two-fold: firstly, the use of the device means that the subjects remain almost



immobile, their gaze fixed, allowing the video image to make an even closer connection with
pictorial portraiture; secondly, the tablet itself projects the selective artificial light which makes the
subjects abstract and transfigures their expressions, taking them to somewhere other than the
present. It is the bringing together of distant languages, the intersection of painting and video, that
suggests the possibility of an escape from any coherence of space and time. Thus, in The Idol
(2015), the marriage between a lady and a knight takes place in the presence of a technological
altar, a polyptych of illuminated monitors similar to the video walls of Nam June Paik. The
magnetic attraction of the television screen and a more ancient “power of images” (Freedberg 1993)
contribute in this work to attest to the simulacral character of reality conveyed by media
(Baudrillard 2009). However, in this case, the loss of a direct relationship with reality through
reversals and fabrications takes on a positive value, in the certainty that art is still the best way to
give concrete form to every kind of imagination.

Playing with a mixture of elements belonging to different eras and cultural contexts, the artist

creates continuous reversals between past and present and between real and imaginary. The results
of these shifts can be compared to the processes of the type of filmic images that Gilles Deleuze
(1989, 83) defines as “crystal-images”. These are visions capable of representing time in its
absoluteness through the indiscernible coalescence of that which is actual and that which is virtual.
In these kind of images, past, present, reality and the virtual continuously exchange roles and
establish “a relationship that can be defined as mutual presupposition or reversibility”, within which
it becomes possible to become aware of the temporality of the image.

The effect of a suspended vision, one without action, typical of Deleuze’s crystals, intensifies in The
Cage (2016). Similarly to 370 New World, this addresses the alienation of the individual within the
logics of mass society. The subjects of the video are immobilized within an alienating element: a
barbed wire cage, which is a metaphor for their psychological condition. “Politically mortified,
socially isolated, forced to the inhuman rationality of temporary work, contemporary man lives in
his own cage of meaning without understanding if it is a form of protection or constraint”
(Deggiovanni 2019, 165-166). This uncertainty forces the subjects into immobility and reflection
and transforms them into presences in a state of ecstasy and impassibility. The power of the
punctum (Barthes 2003, 44-47), the magnetic attraction of the most ambiguous and enigmatic
details, proves useful to draw the viewer’s gaze and make it linger over time, in a way similar to a
painting. Another element in The Cage recalls Flemish visual culture: the representation of the
double interior, the boxing of one room inside another. This enhances the frame of the video, and in
this work extends to more contemporary interiors: a motorway tunnel, the interior of a bar or the
wing of a library.

These are structurally different elements that are called to perform the same function, that is, to
delimit the visual field. These openings are all a negation of the wall and, at the same time, they are
alternative spatial affirmations that indicate a structural consubstantiality between the frame of the
image and any other possible framing (Stoichita 1998, 64). Acting as metaphors for the frame, the
doors and interiors in Lunardi’s videos therefore highlight the identity of the fiction on a spatial
level too. Finally, it is the cage itself that constitutes yet another, and more significant, frame that
circumscribes the subject and distinguishes him from the background, like a technologically altered
iconostasis. This is the classic trick of a picture within the picture, which, through the fluid
dimension of video, has potentially limitless iterations.

The fixity of the gaze is a central element of Lunardi’s research, so much so that it also emerges as
the subject matter of the image. The dissociation between the eye and the gaze established in the



field of visual studies makes it possible to call into question the distinction between the activity of
the subject who looks, and the passivity of the object that is observed, bringing them together in a
sort of intersubjective relationship (Pinotti, Somaini 2016, 112). Conceived as a living and seeing
organism, the image therefore acquires a personality that not only shifts the threshold between
reality and representation, but also seems to appeal to the viewer himself, urging an empathic
reaction. In Aesthetics of Pain (2018) Lunardi reflects on the pain that is felt on the line between life
and death. He stages accidents, surgical operations, suicides and kidnappings that update the
iconographic models of mourners, depositions, martyrs and crucifixions. The subjects in each scene
look into the camera and address the viewer directly, not so much to ask for help as to denounce the
critical nature of their condition. In the nineteenth century it was believed that the human retina
could record the last image seen at the moment of death, a phenomenon called optography. If this
were true, we could interpret the subjects in Lunardi’s work as mechanical eyes ready to record the
expressions of the spectators facing their own limitations, just like the device that records them for
us. But this is only a pretext, as Lunardi’s choice actually addresses an intrinsic property of filmic
images: their ability to be a visible object and a seeing subject at the same time (Sobchack 1992,
142).

The complicit relationship between the gaze and the image, made explicit in showing one within the
other, does not cease even when a misalignment occurs between the two. In more recent works,
such as Sanctuary (2019), Worn Out (2019) and 45th Day - Pandemic Era (2020), the gazes of the
subjects lose all contact with the viewers and turn back into the scenes. The first two works are
elegies to ancient, forgotten crafts: blacksmiths and artisans, isolated in luminous display cases, are
doused in a selective light that makes them monumental, enveloping them with a metaphysical aura
and elevating them to icons of a now unrecoverable past.

The third work, on the other hand, recounts the sense of helplessness felt by humanity in the face of
the coronavirus pandemic that broke out in the previous months. Immobilized by fear, silenced by
masks, these individuals represent the forced stasis of a critical moment of uncertain duration.
Absorbed and melancholy, the glazed and defocused gazes of all these characters allude to the
solipsism of reflection, memory or imagination. However, it is precisely because of this that they do
not cease to exercise their power and their volition. As such, while addressing topics of great social
relevance, Lunardi always identifies new expedients to thematically represent the detachment from
reality and the escape from the present that mark the most mature phase of his research.
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