
Giacomo Manzu - Italian Sculptor

Giacomo  Manzù  is  one  of  the  most  profound  and  humanistic  voices  of  20th-century  Italian
sculpture.  Born  in  1908  in  Bergamo,  Lombardy,  as  the  child  of  a  large  but  impoverished  family,
Manzù  was  a  self-taught  artist  who  never  received  a  formal  sculpture  education.  Working  in  a
church  decoration  workshop  during  his  childhood  introduced  him  to  both  religious  iconography
and master craftsmanship at an early age. These two legacies evolved into the primary pillars of
his  art  in  later  years.  Drawing  inspiration  from  the  great  masters  of  the  Italian  tradition  like
Donatello  and  Pisano,  while  moving  beyond  the  influence  of  Rodin,  Manzù  developed  his  own
unique  and  highly  poetic  sculptural  language,  securing  his  place  at  the  pinnacle  of  20th-century
figurative sculpture.

Who is Giacomo Manzù? Famous Sculptures and Works

The masterpiece that solidified Manzù’s international reputation is the "Door of Death" (Porta della
Morte) at St. Peter’s Basilica in the Vatican. Completed in 1964, this bronze door is one of the most
impressive works of 20th-century sculpture, both technically and conceptually. Presenting different
facets  of  death,  pain,  and  serenity  together,  this  door  proves  how personally  and humanistically
Manzù  could  approach  religious  themes.  It  is  a  striking  irony  and  a  testament  to  art’s  power  to
transcend ideologies that an artist who openly identified as an atheist and had a periodically tense
relationship  with  the  church  hierarchy  completed  such  a  significant  religious  commission.
Furthermore,  the  deep  friendship  he  developed  with  Pope  John  XXIII  placed  this  tension  in  a
fascinating context;  two individuals  from different  worlds  connected through mutual  respect  and
curiosity. This bond also inspired one of Manzù’s most famous series of bronze busts.

Another  powerful  series  by  Manzù  is  his  cardinal  figures.  These  figures  of  cardinals,  standing  or
receding  with  their  tall,  pointed  mitres,  convey  the  cold  and  distant  face  of  religious  authority



through both a critical and poetic lens. In these figures, faces are absent; identity has been erased,
vanishing in the shadow of the institution. This choice offers a deep and unsettling commentary on
the chasm between religious power and individual humanity.

Contribution to the Art of Sculpture and Legacy

Giacomo  Manzù  passed  away  near  Rome  in  1991.  The  legacy  he  left  behind  contains  the  most
refined and humanistic examples of 20th-century figurative Italian sculpture.  The Manzù Museum
near  Ardigò  houses  the  most  comprehensive  collection  of  the  artist’s  works.  By  masterfully
blending  technical  excellence  with  emotional  depth  and  transforming  religious  themes  into  tools
for  human  inquiry  rather  than  dogmatic  frameworks,  Manzù  continues  to  be  one  of  the  most
precious voices of Italian sculpture in the 20th century.
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