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In his recent exhibition projects in Venice, from Me stesso e io at Ca’ Pesaro (2023) to L’immagine 

ritrovata at Marignana Arte (2024), Maurizio Pellegrin has developed a layered reflection on the 

status of the image, and particularly of portraiture, understood not as a stable form of representation 

but rather as a site of tension between memory, loss, and construction. While in the earlier projects the 

image could still be conceived as something to be rediscovered — through fragment, relation, and 

recomposition — in The Lost Portraits it is instead pushed to the threshold of erasure. The portrait is 

no longer that which appears, but that which withdraws; no longer a presence, but a fragment 

surfacing and dissolving within broader and more complex structures. 

It is within this context that the act of concealment assumes a central role. To conceal means to 

intervene upon the image in order to remove it from immediacy, to prevent direct legibility, to suspend 

its representational function. The face is covered, effaced, altered, fragmented. The subtraction is 

explicit and radical: the portrait is erased and rendered inaccessible, making any process of 

identification impossible. 

In the Oxide Portraits series, charcoal drawings dating from 1919 are embedded within 

monochromatic geometric structures, forming part of a larger composition that is fragmented and 

silent: “the gazes are present,” as the artist has stated, “but they do not communicate; the subjects 

exist, yet they do not offer themselves. The gazes are lost, there is no voice, and a total immobility 

permeates the work. Suddenly this great family appears indivisible. In reality these figures live 

independently, yet they possess the power to deceive the viewer, who dreams them all together.” Here 

the image withdraws to the point of perhaps evoking something akin to what Walter Benjamin would 

have recognised as an “auratic residue”: not a full presence, but an interval, an unattainable 

suspension. 

To conceal the image means, first and foremost, to protect and preserve it. The image is safeguarded 

precisely insofar as it is withdrawn from immediate visibility. In a world defined by the 

overproduction and incessant exposure of images, concealment becomes a radical act. In Debordian 

terms, Pellegrin’s operation of subtraction may also be understood as an interruption of the image’s 

circulation as visible commodity: the image is no longer available, no longer susceptible to rapid 

consumption, but instead demands time, attention, and reverence. Only in this way can form retain an 

intimate, almost private character: the image continues to exist precisely because it does not fully 

disclose itself. 



In the Mouths series, the reduction of the face to the mouth alone generates suspended images devoid 

of language and temporal coordinates, in which the subject’s identity can no longer be reconstructed 

univocally. As Pellegrin himself has noted, the intervention on a series of cabinet card photographs 

originated “from the intention of focusing the portrayed figure through the mouth”: what emerges are 

therefore “silent mouths, without tongue or language, without sound, suspended beyond time and 

place,” configured as “simulacra of a perpetual present.” Here the simulacrum no longer refers back to 

a stable origin; it is already — within an inverted Platonic framework — a pure surface without 

model. Within this context, colour assumes an ambiguous role, insofar as it “affirms and negates the 

subject” while simultaneously constituting “the only element that suggests or connects with 

temporality.” The mouths thus become “everything and nothing,” emptied of emotion — “without 

love or hatred” — and immersed in “a condition of oblivion.” 

In the Woman series, geometric forms partially obscure the faces, allowing images suspended between 

presence and absence to emerge. Likewise, in works such as The Gentleman or Lo Spazio Terzo, Il 

Cristo, Pellegrin’s intervention does not erase the original image but rather alters its equilibrium 

through threads, textiles, and painterly insertions that generate new relations and new modalities of 

seeing. In works such as Presence of Silence, Il Soffio (The Blow), and Japanese Time, objects, 

photographs, and heterogeneous materials are assembled into compositions in which memory 

resurfaces in unexpected forms without ever fully recomposing itself: what survives is no longer the 

intact image, but a fragile and intermittent presence that the artist’s gesture rescues from oblivion and 

restores to a renewed possibility of existence. 

In the works belonging to the Somebody Nobody series, painterly and numerical interventions further 

dissolve identity, transforming the portrait into a surface traversed by signs that preclude any precise 

referent. As Pellegrin states, “in a world in which most individuals are obsessively engaged in 

searching, observing, projecting, appearing, constructing an identity, these interventions upon 

photographs negate, conceal, remove, escaping identity itself, between, through, beyond and among 

fragments and numbers,” thus clarifying the tension between the construction and dissolution of the 

subject that permeates the entire series. Within this space of subtraction, the relationship between the 

visible and the invisible is redefined. The image no longer coincides with what appears, but with what 

is constructed in the relation between the work and the viewer. Within this tension, the visible seems 

to exceed language, withdrawing from any definitive meaning and approaching what Jean-François 

Lyotard defined as the “figural”: a space in which the image interrupts discourse and continues to 

vibrate within its own opacity. 

For Pellegrin, seeing is never an immediate act, but rather a process in which concealment is not a 

limit but a condition: it is precisely the impossibility of complete vision that makes another form of 

seeing possible—slower, more reflective. This process is intrinsically linked to the artist’s 



compositional logic, founded upon the construction of relations. As within a harmonic structure, 

elements are arranged so as to generate connections, tensions, and balances. The artist acts as the 

architect of systems in which each part acquires meaning only in relation to the others: the fragment is 

never isolated, but always inserted within a network of correspondences. In Benjaminian terms, one 

might speak of constellation: not an organic totality, but a configuration of heterogeneous elements. 

The portrait, therefore, is no longer an autonomous image, but a node within a broader structure. 

The exhibition thus emerges as a suspended space between two complementary movements. On the 

one hand, the image is protected, preserved, and withdrawn from immediate visibility. On the other, 

precisely through this withdrawal, a space of projection is opened in which the viewer is called upon 

to imagine, reconstruct, and complete. It is within this dialectic between protection and openness, 

between subtraction and imagination, that the meaning of The Lost Portraits takes shape, in a tension 

that continues to interrogate the status of the visible as an unstable site suspended between appearance 

and truth. 

 


