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As the first Luigi Pericle retrospective exhibition ever organised 
by a Swiss museum, Ad astra is intended to be a concise but 
comprehensive journey through both his artistic and spiritual 
landscapes. Marking the twentieth anniversary of his death, the 
exhibition also aims to rescue the artist from oblivion; an artist 
who, despite having devoted himself to an in-depth study of the 
past, proved to be contemporary in his pictorial expression. 
Based on his extremely original artistic synthesis, Pericle’s 
language is related to the foremost forms of expression within 
Parisian painting of the Fifties: the abstraction lyrique of the 
Deuxième École de Paris, and Informalism. The exhibition also 
seeks to highlight the spiritual aspects of Pericle’s art, founded 
on his in-depth knowledge, alongside the canons of classical art, 
of an eclectic range of fields including calligraphy, Zen and 
astrology. For many years, the artist was also preoccupied with 
a number of profound reflections, many of which eventually 
found their full expression in his art, particularly those stemming 
from his investigations into being, death, form, metamorphosis, 
matter and spirit.

Luigi Pericle Giovannetti (1916-2001) was born in Basel and 
found early renown thanks to his work as a graphic designer and 
illustrator. In the early Fifties, together with his wife, he moved 
to Ascona, where he focused on his independent artistic work, 
achieving recognition as a painter. From the mid-sixties, he 
withdrew from social life, settling at Casa San Tomaso on Monte 
Verità and devoting himself exclusively to his art and his wide-
ranging studies in the humanities. Pericle died without heirs in 
his house in 2001; his works were discovered only after his house 
was sold in 2016, subsequently leading to the foundation of the 
association Archivio Luigi Pericle in Ascona in 2019.

Introduction



1916 
Pericle Luigi Giovannetti was born in Basel on 22 June. 

1932 
He leaves the art academy and embraces East Asian disciplines 
and philosophies.

1942
He begins his forty-year career as an illustrator, signing his works 
as Luigi Pericle Giovannetti, or more simply Giovannetti.

1947
He marries painter Orsolina Klainguti, from the Grisons. 

c.1950-1955
He moves to Ascona with his wife. 

1952
He creates the main character for a comic strip with no 
accompanying text, Max the Marmot, and becomes popular 
internationally. 

1959
He destroys almost all of his early figurative works still in his 
possession. 
He meets collector Peter G. Staechelin. 

1962 -1965
He meets (John) Peter Warren Cochrane and Martin Summers 
from Gallery Arthur Tooth & Sons in London, where two solo 
exhibitions are organised, Luigi Pericle. Paintings (1962) and Luigi 
Pericle (1965), as well as two group exhibitions in 1964: Color, 
Form and Texture and Contrast in Taste II. 

1963
Solo exhibition at Galleria Castelnuovo in Ascona.

1964
Hans Hess urges a meeting between Luigi Pericle and art critic 
Sir Herbert Edward Read, who visits the Pericle workshop. 

1965
Hans Hess organises the Luigi Pericle traveling solo exhibition 
which opened at York Art Gallery followed by Newcastle, Hull, 
Bristol, Cardiff and Leicester. 
Pericle withdraws from social life to focus on his artistic research 
and production, intensifying his correspondence with other 
intellectuals. 

Timeline



1968-1969
He meets artist Ben Nicholson, who dedicates the catalogue of 
his exhibition at Galerie Beyeler in Basel (1968) to Luigi Pericle. 

1970
Artist and director Hans Richter pays a visit to Pericle’s workshop.

1974-1979
Pericle almost totally abandons Indian ink (the use of which 
he resumed only late in his life) in order to concentrate on 
the meticulous and increasingly complex stratigraphy of his 
paintings. 

1975-1976
He publishes Pablo, an illustrated book advancing a spiritual 
message subtly veiled by its humorous, fairy-tale form.

1979
Publishing house De Agostini in Novara publishes the 
monograph Luigi Pericle, paintings and drawings.

1981
He gradually abandons painting and devotes himself to scholarly 
study, literature and writing. 

1986 
He begins his novel Bis ans Ende der Zeiten - Morgendämmerung 
und Neuanfang statt Weltuntergang (Until the End of Time - Dawn 
and a New Beginning, rather than the End of the World).

1995 
Publication of Amduat, a chapter from his novel. 

1996 
He finishes a draft of his novel, which will never be published  
in its entirety.

2001 
He dies in Ascona without leaving any heirs.

2016
Purchase of Casa San Tomaso by Andrea and Greta Biasca-Caroni 
and beginning of the rediscovery of Luigi Pericle’s work.

2019
Founding of the association Archivio Luigi Pericle.
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The opening part of the Luigi Pericle exhibition, Ad astra, allows 
visitors to discover the artist’s sources of inspiration. The works 
in this section display extensive references to the Eastern and 
Western disciplines and philosophies he studied with great 
passion and rigour throughout his life. 

Pericle’s personal library ranged from ancient literature, classical 
authors and volumes from Nineteenth-Century literary 
esotericism, to books dedicated to the many disciplines which 
fascinated him the most, including theosophy, astrology and ufology. 
The wide selection of preserved texts highlights the impossibility 
of compressing the artist’s intellectual universe into neat 
compartments. In his works, Pericle connected and integrated 
multiple sources of study and inspiration.

The artist’s scrupulous approach is also reflected in his creative 
process: in fact, according to Pericle himself, an artist must be 
able to master their knowledge of colour, structure, form and 
material, in addition to an understanding of composition models 
and their laws, as evidenced by documents displayed in the 
showcase.
Through his analysis of the perspective of the Romanesque 
facade of the Basilica of San Zeno in Verona or the reproduction, 
in book form, of Édouard Manet’s The Balcony, broken up by the 
artist into a grid to reveal its composition, Pericle was studying 
the canons of the past in order to achieve perfection in the 
balance of forms. His continuing preoccupation with balance  
in this sense is also evident in his larger work Untitled (Matri Dei 
d.d.d.), displayed alongside its complex preparatory outline.

In this section, further references to the disciplines dear to Pericle 
can be found in other artworks displayed on the walls: from 
calligraphy to Zen, from Kabbalah to alchemy, all notions constantly 
researched in-depth by the artist, both from scholarly as well as 
artistic points of view.

Sources of Inspiration



Influenced by the revolutionary discoveries in the fields of 
mechanics, quantum physics the Sixties ‘space-race’, Pericle 
sought to explore three-dimensionality and matter. 

In some of the works on display in this section, Pericle introduces 
a light source placed in a dimension beyond the canvas, 
illuminating signs in the foreground, such as in the paintings  
of the March of Time series. Describing his creations as plastic 
works, capable of developing in three dimensions, the artist 
intends here to introduce an access point. 

In the Creation Penetrating Inertia series, as evidenced by the 
title, Pericle also focuses on matter, evoking Newton’s first law, 
according to which a body remains in its state of rest until acted 
upon by an external force, which alters its constant uniform 
state. 

His large painting Untitled (Matri Dei d.d.d.) features archetypal 
figures which evoke both those of the archangels as well as 
those of ancient Egypt. The stylised figure at the centre of the 
artwork has wings which recall the Egyptian divinity Nut, goddess 
of the sky, responsible for the cyclical succession of day and 
night. Similar stylised symbols also appear in a work exhibited 
in the previous section, Primitive Calligraphy (Matri Dei d.d.d.), 
a tribute to early wall paintings based on the simplification  
of forms and purified language. 

Alongside his pictorial production, Pericle devoted himself to 
drawing, Indian ink representing one of his favourite techniques. 
In the selection of drawings on display here, an alternation 
between two style inclinations can be observed: in some of his 
artworks the sign is subtle, aimed at abstraction, and is associated 
with more pronounced black signs and strokes. Alternatively, 
the strokes in other works reveal different shades of grey, creating 
overlapping effects and disclosing depth and brightness. 
These graphic works, obviously not merely preparatory 
drawings, offer different levels of meaning and interpretation. 
Indeed, the preparatory research undertaken on his works for 
this exhibition has revealed how often a formula found in a drawing 
is then reorganised by Pericle when transferred to canvas, 
involving a process of re-elaboration of shapes and 
combinations.

From the Sixties on, Pericle chose for his artworks to be entitled 
after a higher entity, combining this with a written dedication  
on the reverse: Matri Dei d.d.d. (Matri Dei dono dedit dedicavit), 
as if to refer to a spiritual rather than a religious dimension.  
In the Seventies he stopped signing his works and subsequently, 
even dates and dedications disappeared. 

The Sixties



Drawing

‘The brush must draw by itself’
A. W. Watts, The Way of Zen

Between the Sixties and the Eighties, Pericle created numerous 
drawings on paper. The selection of works on display highlights 
the affinities between his activity as an illustrator, for which he 
used his surname Giovannetti, and his artistic production, signed 
with his forename, Luigi Pericle.

The drawings in the showcases clearly demonstrate how Giovannetti 
was able to deconstruct the image with just a few, decisive 
strokes, whilst at the same time maintaining a tone of caricature 
and the pronounced line characteristic of illustration. Some 
sketches feature dark spots covering the essential features of 
faces and animal figures; in addition, simplified figures, recalling 
Chinese calligraphy, are introduced. Many of these drawings 
were probably meant for his illustrated books Birds Without 
Words and Beware of the Dog.

In the Sixties, Luigi Pericle devoted himself, almost obsessively, 
to drawing: his compositions developed up to the point of reaching 
precise formal balance. The image as represented is reduced  
to the essential, and dissolves, stretching towards almost total 
abstraction. In fact, in 1959, he had destroyed almost all of his 
figurative paintings in order to embrace informal abstraction.
His erudite and analytical approach led to the integration and 
development of new signs and symbols, summarising, with each 
gesture, the content of his spiritual exploration.

In Pericle’s work, painstaking, rigorous study of Chinese calligraphy, 
where each individual character is a combination of graphic skill, 
elegance and rhythm, is complemented by meditation and 
constant spiritual research. Indeed, Indian ink drawing is used  
in the Asian calligraphic tradition as a form of meditation. Pericle’s 
artistic research explores the expressive potential of the sign 
and, despite choosing to use a different name in order to distance 
himself from his production as an illustrator, the affinities 
between his two creative spheres remain striking. 



During the Seventies, Pericle’s forms became more complex and 
brushstrokes became more structured compared to his work in the 
previous decade. Ultimately, the artist abandoned canvas, choosing 
to paint exclusively on Masonite, a base consisting of a panel of 
pressed wood fibres. As Carole Haensler wrote in the exhibition 
catalogue, ‘the artist focuses on the construction of particularly 
dense chromatic layers, on which diluted colours are superimposed, 
so as to allow the previous layers to transpire, from which matter is 
removed, sometimes in a manner which appears like a legible,  
but hardly perceptible, engraving.’ The artist chose to use a sounder 
and more neutral base which, unlike canvas, allowed him to add 
inscriptions and symbols through the subtle abrasion of the various 
superimposed layers of paint.

These years also saw Pericle further develop his study of light, 
allowing it to shine through stylised forms superimposed over several 
levels, as well as the study of symbols, reminiscent of a precise, 
rigorous composition process.

In the works displayed here, featuring his now characteristic and 
distinctive pictorial trait, the artist represents abstract architectures 
from his imagination. The texture of the painted surface becomes 
denser and more compact, almost as if to represent astral doors, 
allowing access to another dimension, with perspective providing 
depth to his artworks. The development of such a complex expressive 
technique allowed the artist to communicate his thoughts with 
awareness. Through his mastery of the composition of forms and 
abstraction, Pericle is able to reveal what lies beyond the visible 
world.

This section sheds more light on the exhibition title: indeed,  
Ad astra which seeks to reference the artist’s drive to look towards 
other dimensions, towards the stars. Pericle’s work also features 
portals and temples evoking the classical architecture of ancient 
Greece, totemic shapes and city profiles linked to philosophy  
and myth.

The Seventies



The references featuring in the works of the previous section,  
in particular the representations of the mountain are evocative  
of the place where Pericle chose to live from 1959: Monte Verità,  
in Ascona, which has been, historically, an influential cultural 
crossroads and considered a place of ‘high energy’. Many 
traditions and religions regard the mountain as the symbol of the 
meeting point between the earthly and the divine.

In the three drawings exhibited here, Pericle experimented once 
again with the expressive touch of Indian ink brush strokes, almost 
as an accomplishment of his artistic research, before going on to 
focus his attention on writing.

Bis ans Ende der Zeiten

The Eighties represented a further turning point for Pericle who, 
despite having always continued with the composition of 
aphorisms, poems and short stories, abandoned, in a gradual but 
final way, his artistic practice in order to concentrate on writing his 
novel Bis ans Ende der Zeiten - Morgendämmerung und Neuanfang 
statt Weltuntergang (Until the End of Time - Dawn and a New 
Beginning, rather than the End of the World). 

The novel takes the form of an encyclopaedic synthesis of the ideas 
and studies undertaken by Pericle throughout his life, applied to a 
fictional tale of eschatological significance. A 541-page typescript, 
which allows us to better understand Pericle’s view of the world.

The first part of the story is set in a post-apocalyptic future, in which 
humanity’s knowledge is preserved in libraries, archives and 
spiritual schools. 

In Amduat, the last chapter of the novel published as a short story 
in 1995, the main character, Michael, takes readers on a space-
time journey through an encounter with aliens from ancient Egypt, 
advanced creatures who, instead of foretelling the end of the 
world, foretell the beginning of a new civilisation, which will  
see the purification of humanity and the birth of a supramental and 
spiritual humankind capable of manipulating space and time.  
The apocalyptic outline around which the novel revolves, and the 
theme of humanity in its epoch of decay, thus resolve into an 
optimistic vision of the future.

Horoscopes

Astrology, as a study of the influence of stars on human 
happenings, was very common in ancient times. Pericle, who was 
very passionate about this subject, created some horoscopes to 
foresee the outcome of his encounters with people or to search 
into the life of relevant figures of the past.

New Horizons
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