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Man  is  possible  existence  [...]  who  orients 
himself in the world and, through the world, is  
in relation to transcendence. 1

Karl Jaspers

Whenever you face the reality that surrounds  
you  [...]  with the same innocence  [...]  of the 
first time, then you are not only an artist.You  
are  the  man  who  bravely  continues  to  
experience  the  truest sense of  his life and  
discovers,  and  then  chooses  himself  for  a  
destiny: whatever that destiny is. 2

P. A. Breccia

Pier Augusto Breccia was born in Trento on April 12, 1943, but already 

in the immediate post war (1948) his family moved to Rome. In the capital, 

where he still lives, he performs the entire path of his educational and academical  

training. Even before his graduation at Julius Caesar (secondary school focusing  

on humanities), he published (1960) a translation in loose iambic pentameters of 

Sophocles'  Antigone, and Eschilo's "Bound Prometheus"  (Publisher Signorelli- 

Rome).  His interest and his instinctive predestination for humanistic studies are 

somehow suffocated by his father's figure, an important and renowned surgeon. 

This leads him to join the  Faculty of Medicine  of the Catholic University  in 

1961. His commitment and skills in the University studies are crowned with a 

special recognition; in July 1961, in fact,  he is chosen for the award of the first 

1 Cfr. Karl Jaspers, Philosophy (edited by Umberto Galimberti), typographical Union- Torinese publisher, Turin, 1978, p.  
166.

2  Cfr. P.A. Breccia: Painting as  vision of the deep inside -  Di Renzo Editore, Rome, 1997, p. 15.



graduation  in  Medicine   of  the  newly established  Faculty  of  Rome.  The 

mentoring of prof. V. O. Björk at the Department of Cardiovascular  Surgery of 

Karolinska Sjukhuset (Stockholm University), marks the first years of his medical 

career. Then he devotes himself full time to the development and to the practice 

of  his  profession  as  a  heart  surgeon  at  Policlinico  A.  Gemelli  (Catholic 

University) in Rome. 

Between 1967 and 1983, year  of his  leaving the  medical  profession, 

Breccia  performs  over  a  thousand  heart  operations,  achieves  three  surgical 

specializations and  the  designation as Associate Professor. A few steps from the 

chair in cardiac surgery, in September 1977 happened something that would have 

radically  changed the direction of his life path. In that time, indeed, Breccia 

discovers a talent in drawing that he neither knew nor believed to have. Over the 

next two years, for mere and simple pleasure, but with truly amazing results, he 

exercises this new talent by doing portraits and drawings from life in his spare 

times. But it is only in December 1979, a year after his father's death, that his 

skills  in  drawing  suddenly  turn  into  an  amazing  and  overwhelming  creative 

activity.  In  1981  Cesare  Vivaldi  – at  the  time  Director  of  the  Fine  Arts 

Academy  in Rome – comes  into contact with the early works of Breccia and 

promotes  his  first  exhibition,  presenting  it  through  an  authoritatively  close 

examination   as  preface to his first book “Oltreomega” (October   1981). 

Recalling that period, Breccia writes, many years later:

It was the first and most significant phase of my intensive  
activity as painter, suddenly began in December 1979 and 
continued without interruption until the present time. That  
phase was the ontological  foundation of the entire search  
[...]  In two years of frantic  work, stealing every possible  
space  to  my  surgical  profession  and  to  the  rest  of  my  
personal  life,  I  had produced almost  two hundred images  
(between  sketches  and  finished  works).  Until  then  I  had  
performed  hundreds  of  heart  surgeries,  I  had  studied 
thousands  of  pages  of  medical  books  and  read  a  large  
number of humanistic texts.  I had had the opportunity to  
converse with a lot of people about  human being, as well  
as to live countless experiences   in contact with real life  
and death. So that in 1979, if someone had asked me "who  
are you?” I would not have hesitated to answer: "I'm a  
heart surgeon". 3

3Cfr. P. A. Breccia: Animus -Anima, p. 50.



After  the  positive  welcoming  from  both  visitors  and  art  critics,  the 

following year Breccia holds two more exhibitions in Rome and Milan, after 

which it begins a series of one-man-shows in Italy and abroad, whose growing 

demand  for   commitment  induces  him,  in  1983,  to  suspend  (even  though 

temporarily and not yet finally) his academic career ;

So that  if someone had asked me "who are you?” at that  
point of my life I could have only answered: "I am". With  
those many drawings I had opened the door to the enigma 
of Delphi, triggering a chain reaction of death - rebirth out  
of rational intelligibility. [...] None of those many drawings  
was able to suggest me a precise way of being because those  
drawings revealed me the  mode  itself  of the  Being. My 
"philosophical " response to the revelation of that mode was 
the antithetical axiom " morior ergo sum" (I die, therefore I  
am), on which I founded all the search of that initial period  
[...] 4

This  axiom  finds  its  fullest  expression  in  the  book  "The  eternal-mortal” 

(Published by De Luca - Rome) in 1984; and it may be said it is one of the 

earliest conceptualizations of Breccia's artistic and philosophical thought. On that 

occasion the artist begins to propose his painting with the term ideomorphism, 

where this term  represents both the ideal and the spiritual foundation of his 

creative language. But that book already contains the core of what only in 2004, 

with  the  publication  of  his  manifesto,  Breccia  will  propose  as  hermeneutic 

painting.  Thus  the  transition  from ideomorphism to  hermeneutic  painting  – 

which happened twenty years later – is essentially a transfer of terminological 

nature.  The subtitle  of  the  book – Words and images  devoted to  the  next  

Renaissance man – also suggests that the answer to the last question, " who are 

you?” is strongly rooted in the experience of that  morior ergo sum personally 

experienced by the surgeon-painter. In that word – Renaissance – we might 

read the  painter's resurrection after the burial of the man of science and the 

removal of that envelope, or crust, where the creative urgency had risked to dye. 

“The  Eternal-  Mortal" is  an  artistic-philosophical  text  which  identifies  the 

metaphysical and post-metaphysical nihilism (already denounced by Nietzsche) 

as a moment of deep and seemingly unbridgeable cultural crisis of the West, 

whose warning, and subsequent solution, might be seen in the  recovery of an 

irrational  logic as  a  really  critical  tool,  an  alternative  to  the   sterile  and 

unproductive proposals of formal logic. And here Breccia introduces his notion of  

4Idem.



the concrete forms of the non-existent by which he believes he may  challenge 

the logic through the testimony of art,  referring in particular to  his works as 

"witness signs of Mystery". 5

The definition of his pictotial  figure (cifra) which Breccia will propose 

two decades later  is  fully  compatible  with these  concrete  forms of the  non-

existent  that  since then had indicated a common root of Ideomorphism and 

Jaspersian  Chiffer.  But  there  is  more.  We  cannot  fail  to  note,  in  fact,  the 

extraordinary similarity between the biographical academic path of Jaspers and 

Breccia.  I  do not think this is  a simple,  more or less curious,  coincidence. 

Considering the importance of  science and its  overcoming by both Jaspers's 

Existentialism and Breccia's Ideomorphism, such a coincidence takes on much 

more meaning. Their lives are hermeneutically divided into two parts affecting 

each  other:  a  scientific  part  which  must  be  necessarily  overcome  and  the 

humanistic one, which needs the first to keep ever present the limit that only 

encrypted philosophical and   artistic language is able to recognize as the border 

of transcendence. I mention here the words with which Jaspers analyzes his own 

path in " My philosophy”:

I began the study of medicine . I was impelled by a desire  
for knowledge of facts and for an experience of humanity.  
The decision to choose a methodic and disciplined work tied  
me to both laboratory and clinic for a long time to come.  
 My aim was the practice of medicine. I had already the  
secret thought of eventually pursuing an academic career at  
the  university,  though  actually  not  in  philosophy  but  in  
psychiatry or psychology.  6[But]  philosophy is the thought 
where I feel close to the Being itself through the inner acting,  
is  the  thought  in  which  I  become  myself.
It  is,  in  other  words,  the  thought  that  prepares  the  jump 
toward Transcendence,  that reminisces  it and even, in some  
sublime moments, produces it, since it is the activity of the  
whole man in  his own thinking. 7

An interesting  coincidence of  Jaspers's  thought  with  Breccia's  pictorial 

philosophical language therefore must be noted– I repeat – also in the likeness 

of their respective curricula.
5Idem.

6Cfr. Karl Jaspers: My philosophy, Einaudi, Turin, 1981, p. 4

7Ivi., p. 23



In 1985 Breccia holds his first exhibition in New York at Gucci Galleria 

and immediately after at  Arras Gallery. Two months later, in March 1985, he 

finally abandons his medical profession and puts an end to his career by deciding 

to  move  to  the  United  States.  Arras  Gallery, with  the  support  of  Charles 

Jourdan, organizes another Breccia's exhibition in Zurich at the end of  the same 

year. This is the starting point of the growing success  of Breccia and his work 

in the United States until  1996, when he decides to return to Italy with the 

intention of culturally promoting his own painting in Europe, starting with his 

own country.

We cannot forget, however, that in the meantime Breccia has worked for 

about two years in the drafting of his monumental volume“Animus-Anima” 

(Published by  Vita e Pensiero - Catholic University– Milan, 1992), while the 

painter still lives, works and exhibits primarily in the United States   (New York, 

Houston,  Columbus,  Santa  Fe,  Miami).  “Animus-Anima”reveals  with  great 

lucidity  the  theoretical  postulates  of  Ideomorphism  through  a  philosophical 

analysis made by the artist himself on the over five hundred works created until 

then; and on this book is based the research of this thesis. Made up of five 

sections  - The Being, The Being-in-the-world , The Being-in-the-world as will,  

The Being-in-the-world as intellect and The-Being-in-the-world as  figure (cifra)  

of  mystery   –  the  volume  systematizes  the  theoretical  setting  of Breccia's 

thought in tune with the philosophical position of Heidegger and Jaspers. It also 

contains an extensive introduction by Rosario Assunto, in which he describes the 

absolutely  casual  event  of  his  first  meeting  with  the  painter  8and  outlines, 

anticipating  and  implicitly  confirming  it,  the  philosophical  definition  of 

Ideomorphism. It is precisely here that the particular harmony of Breccia's art 

with the Jasperian proposal of the  figure (chiffer)  is read by Assunto as the 

exemplary moment of a perfect and common application  of Fichte's schaffende 

einbildungskraft  (Creative  imagination).  This  legitimates  our  thesis  that  the 

pictorial ideomorphic figure (cifra) represents a kind of artistic transfiguration of 

Jaspersian chiffer, which, thanks to creative imagination, succeeds in putting us 

8My encounter with Pier Augusto Breccia and his painting, about whom I haven't heard anything till that day, was purely 
coincidental; it occurred when the proliferation of private galleries in all corners of a city had dissuaded me from pursuing the 
countless exhibitions, not always and not all unrealistic, which for some years had begun to follow one another with dizzying 
speed. But perhaps a coincidence, maybe an intention [...] , in a winter evening, returning from a meeting in Arcadia, I was to 
take a street of the so-called "old town" [...] when opposite to my side, the only one in the middle of a small window, such a 
painting I had never seen before brought so much my attention that I crossed the street with all the risks of the case, to view it 
with some caution: it was so new for my knowledge of contemporary paintings. - from the foreword by Rosario Assunto in P.A.. 
Breccia: Animus -Anima, op. cit., pg. I.



in front of those worlds of otherness 9 which refer to the transcendent sense of 

our Realität.

Immediately after his returning to homeland,  the painter is committed to 

set up his own studio-atelier in Rome with the aim of turning it into the place of 

a  permanent  exhibition  of  his  most  representative  works,  open  to  a  cultural 

meeting  for  the  ones  who  are  interested  to  confront  Ideomorphism   and 

Hermeneutic painting. All our talks (held from October 2010) took place in this 

artistic space, which, with its creative magic, stimulates the thought and where 

direct contact with the artworks facilitates the perception of Breccia's pictorial 

message much better than the vision of their photographic reproduction. 

      Three  years  after  his  return  and  seven  years  after  the  publication 

of“Animus-Anima” (which the author often simply calls The Book alluding to 

his theoretical importance in regards to hermeneutic painting) Breccia writes a 

new volume entitled “The Other Book” ( Publisher Di Renzo, Rome 1999 ), 

no  less  significant  than  its  predecessor.  There  are  more  than  a  hundred 

unpublished images from 1991 to 1999  accompanied by  dreamlike tales and 

other  visionary  stories,  critical  self  reflections  and  other  reflections  on  the 

meaning  of  art  and  life   10.  The  subtitle  “The  Suspended  language  of  

Selfconsciousness” immediately  recalls to the indissoluble relationship between 

the artwork and its philosophical content. It refers to the radical introspection 

made by the“I” in the most absolute silence of his own individual conscience, 

when he comes in contact with the language of the transcendent Being, which 

reveals  the universally-personal sense of its being-in-the-world. In this moment 

the conceptual language ceases, and thus it becomes  a  suspended language in 

front of a limit that self-consciousness may reach but not overtake.

 But the language of art-poetry  - being even and above all the  
language of aesthetic consciousness – from that silence  may still  
speak, giving a meaning to the mystery itself, or, better, retaining 
and proposing that meaning as a perennial signifiable figure of the 
otherness.  According  to  Breccia,  mystery  is  in  fact  like  the  
horizon  on  which  stands  the  conscience  of  the“I”in  its  
sensibly  perceptible  and  intellectually  knowable  limit.
[...] It is through this revealing and ineffable language that Breccia  

9The expression Other Worlds is typical of hermeneutics. With it the painter refers to ulteriorities of our immanent reality which, 
with its never latest truth introduces the plurality of interpretations without pretending to absolutise only one and to propose it as 
a fact.

10Index of titles - The Other Book. The suspended language of self-consciousness (P. A. Breccia), Di Renzo Editore, Rome, 1999.



leads us, with our consciences, in the suspended space between  
immanence  and  otherness,  between  past  and  future:  a  starting  
point for a summary of our past to root in our being-here-and-now 
and an anchorage from which to look to the future to responsibly  
comprehend  its  encrypted  proposals;  because  their  coherent  
signification, both moral and aesthetic, gives a sense to our present  
and our past [...]. 11

If silence is the true word12  – according to Jaspers – it represents the 

ultimate limit that man can reach in his most authentic thinking. The hermeneutic 

painter  captures  that  contemplative  moment  of  selfconsciousness  in  his  own 

artwork  silencing  the   expressive-conceptual  language  and  entrusting  his 

testimony to the artistic communication. Thus the artwork becomes the  figure 

through which silence is translated into those ideomorphic forms that make speak 

that silence where  the painter has arrived through a personal experience   of the 

borderline between the immanent and what it recalls. The theme of silence also 

recalls the work of Heidegger“Walking toward the language” which Galimberti 

refers to in his analysis of Heideggerian Stille:

The same tension that occurs in the Ereignis or event of the  
being,  in which the being takes possession of the man to  
dispossess itself in that opening (da) in which  man consists 
(Da-sein),  returns  to  characterize  the  silence  (Stille) that 
appears as silence only in man's speech (lautende). Namely 
silence needs the physical word of man to be the  original  
silence  from  which  every  speech  draws  its  possibilities.
[...] If it is true that the language of words is such only if it  
corresponds to a more original language which is no more  
word, but rather silence, it is easy to understand why "only  
where the word fails,  is given an“it is”, i.e. a thing. [...]  
1314

 Such  physical word of human being, needed by the silence to bring  out of 

transcendence what has been communicated by transparency through an encrypted 

language,  finally  finds  its  most  accomplished  expression  in  the  viewer's 

11 Taken from the preface written by Francesca di Cesare (manager of the General Direction for the historical, artistic and demo-
anthropologic heritage, and Director of the Casanatense Library, Rome) to the text of Breccia : The Other Book: book, op. cit., 
pg. VII.

12Karl Jaspers: Philosophy (edited by Umberto Galimberti), op. cit., pg. 546.

13Umberto Galimberti: Language and civilization. Language analysis in Heidegger and Jaspers, Mursia, Milan, 1977, pg. 241.

14Heidegger also says: Saying and talking are not the same thing. One may speak, speaking without an end, and all that talking  
doesn't make any sense. Another one instead is silent; he does not speak and maybe, with his silence, is saying much more. But  
what does the word "say" mean (sagen)? To fulfill this, it is necessary to stick to what the German language already compels us to  
think with the word sagen. “Sagen” means: to show,  to make sure something appear, to make it visible.



interpretation,  when  the viewer  explains and  expresses what  he sees  in the 

ideomorphic forms of the artwork through which  that silence has been captured 

and in which it has been enclosed. The very moment the viewer rejects his own 

active role (which makes him interpreter in front of the ideomorphic artwork) and 

decides  to  passively  observe  what  stands  before  him,  that  silence  loses  its 

authenticity and  does not communicate anything.  The  figure (cifra)  becomes 

simply an object to be observed and becomes silent. Its silence does no longer 

speak; each reference to the sense of being15 is solidified.

But let us come back to the biography of Breccia.

As his creative activity expands and his philosophical reflection becomes deeper, 

he begins to increasingly replace the expression “ideomorphic analysis” with 

“hermeneutic  interpretation”.  If  the  viewer  must  confront  with  a given 

pictorial figure in the fullness of his cognitive abilities and in the light of those 

prejudices that Gadamer considers indispensable elements of the historical context 

in which the spectator is immersed, then a true hermeneutic circle is established 

in our relationship with the  pictorial figure. Beginning from what characterizes 

the  individuality  of  the  viewer,  inevitably  placed  in  the  immanent  but  still 

potentially open to the genuine silence of the artwork in which he may grasp the 

transcendent sense of the being, he becomes the main protagonist of hermeneutic 

communication. This is confirmed by the following words of Jaspers:

As for the language in general it is necessary the support of  
talking,  in  the  same  way  to  the  clarification  of  our  
transcendental existence it is necessary to imagine and think  
the figures (chiffer).  16 The interpretation of the figures may 
not achieve the truth if not from the source of the interpreter.  
This source must be similar to that from which the figures  
arose or where they are heard. The source as such is not  
directly experienced, but is named in many different ways  
through  concepts,  which  are  signs  of   existence:  spirit,  
driving idea,  absolute consciousness,  disposition,  decision,  
choice, genuine acting, love. 17

15Jaspers, long before the work of Breccia, often alluded to the danger in which  t the figure  (chiffer) may drop if it is understood in its 
purely immanent sense. The jaspersian term is “starrwerden of the figure”,   whiere  the term “solidification”   comes from.

16Karl Jaspers: Philosophical faith in front of  revelation, Longanesi & C., Milan, 1962., p. 209. 

17Ivi., pg. 237.



 And it  will  be just  the concepts of spirit,  mind, decision,  choice,  
genuine acting and love to build the nucleus of Breccia's hermeneutic 
pictorial  language  making  it  fully  compatible  with  hermeneutic 
contemporary philosophy. At the Italian Cultural Institute  in Brussels, 
on the occasion of his exhibition“Figures of the Being”,   for the 
first time, in 2004,  Breccia officially replaces the term ideomorphic 
with the word   hermeneutic contextualizing his painting in an even 
clearer  philosophical  frame.  In  the  same  year   he  publishes  the 
manifesto of  his  artistic-phylosophical  conception  titling  it“ 
Introduction to hermeneutic painting”. The editor of the publication - 
Marisa del Re - analytically develops this conceptual deepening and the 
consequent  terminological  passage  from  ideomorphism  to  the  more 
specific term  “hermeneutic painting”.
 

If in today's world it is still possible to consider art as a  
language of ontological knowledge and place it with equal  
dignity and rights in the field of philosophy and science of  
nature, it is necessary for it to be free from the constraints  
of  traditional  and metaphysical  nihilism ad at  the  same  
time  from  the  constraints  of  the  post  nietzschean 
irrationalistic  aestheticism.  This  may  happen  if  art  gets  
again the sense of  a  hermeneutic approach to truth and  
beauty, testifying it in the language of modernity where the  
being is no longer something objectively provable or fully  
compliant  to  the  rules  of  tradition,  but  shows  itself  
epiphanically as  inexhaustible   interpretative opening to 
the absolutely other. [ ... ] In this introduction the author 
retraces  critically,  in  the  light  of  his  own experience as  
hermeneutic painter, the history of being and the ways of  
its  self-giving   in   Western   art   and  philosophy.    In  
proposing his ontology as  an aesthetics of signifiability, he 
locates  and  elucidates,  referring  to  his  work,  the  main  
elements characterizing the figure of hermeneutic  painting 
and underlines, as in a "manifesto", its  formal coherence 
[ ... ]18

Nearly eight years passed since the publication of the Introduction and 

the contextualization of   ideomorphism in the frame of  hermeneutic painting; 

eight years during which the creative energy of the painter has never stopped; 

indeed, his conceptual development and his increasingly accurate philosophical 

processing  have  continued  to  evolve  without  interruption.  In  the  meantime 

Breccia's painting has been accepted in always more important public spaces 

and Museums  (Museo del Vittoriano, Roma 2002 -  Museo di Palazzo Venezia, 

18Marisa del Re on the cover of the text of P.A. Breccia: Introduction to hermeneutic painting, op cit



Rome  2007  -    Rocca  Paolina,  Perugia  2009  -  Manege  Museum,   Saint 

Petersburg  2011).

This thesis wants to be a further conceptual-philosophical development 

of Breccia's hermeneutic painting, analyzed, however, with a critical  eye. It 

would be foolish to try to compress all the immense richness and vastness of 

the  pictorial-philosophical  production  of  Pier  Augusto  Breccia  in  these few 

introductory pages. Here I just wanted to pay closer attention to the training 

and development of the painter, from his first purely scientific vocation until 

the  absolute  statement  of  his  identity  in  the  world  of  contemporary  art  in 

relation to the philosophical context in which art is located. The manifesto of 

hermeneutic  painting  was  born  as  a  result  of  more  than  1,300  paintings, 

graphics  and  drawings,  25  publications,  fifty  one-man  shows  and  many 

encounters with philosophers and art critics. An entire life dedicated to art and 

thought: art and thought constantly aiming to grasp the always-ultimate  and 

never-ultimate meaning of human existence.


