Museum as an autobiography
The Collezione Maramotti collection at Reggio Emilia
by Anna Tolstova

The annual Fotografia Europea festival has started in Reggio Emilia. The
festival turns the city into something like Venice during the Biennale: all the
palaces and monasteries are open – the world photography is currently
exhibited in their halls. One of the best photographic exhibitions takes place in
the modern art collection of Collezione Maramotti – though at any case it is
always open for visitors for free.
For many centuries, Reggio Emilia was for the Italians the city of Lodovico Ariosto. However,
today, if you ask the first Emilian you meet on the street about the most famous native of
Reggio, the answer will most likely be: Achille Maramotti. Really, in our consumerist century
what’s Orlando Furioso compared to the global Max Mara empire? The headquarters of the
Max Mara fashion house, which Achille Maramotti founded in 1951, is still located in Reggio
Emilia, it’s just at a new place. As for the old headquarters, where the designer offices and
sewing workshops of Max Mara were located from mid-20th century until the early 21st, today
it houses the modern art collection of Collezione Maramotti which radically changed the
museum map of Reggio Emilia, both the city itself and the province bearing the same name.
Reggio Emilia was long famous for exotic museums and collectors with particular whimsies.
The most famous is, of course, the spellbinding Palazzo San Francesco with the rich natural
science collections of the great scientist Lazzaro Spallanzani, who was the first to prove that
the fertilization function in the semen is implemented by sperm. However, the city art gallery
founded by the outstanding adventurer Luigi Parmeggiani also deserves attention. In his
youth Parmeggiani, an anarchist, had to escape to London after an unsuccessful attempt to
assassinate two Socialist delegates – and the emigration turned him from an Italian
revolutionary to a Paris antiquarian who together with the Spanish artist and collector
Ignacio de Leon-y-Escosura organized the production of decorative fakes in Gothic,
Renaissance and Mannerist styles (today these fakes are also an object of collecting and
possibly cost more than their ancient original versions). The Parmeggiani gallery is located in
a beautiful Gothic palace with lancet windows, a pinnacle and malicious gargoyles on chains
– this building is also fake, built in 1920; the façade, though, is decorated by an original
Renaissance portal from a Valencian palace. Despite the reputation of the founder, the
museum holds many originals, including excellent works by El Greco and Jusepe de Ribera,
but the point of most interest is not these, but the wonderful scenes from life in the 17th and
18th centuries painted by Leon-y-Escosura.
Achille Maramotti’s whimsy was the modern art: a lawyer by training, he started collecting
Italian contemporaries on his own, following his own taste and at his own risk and peril, and
only later, in mid-1970s, after making friends with the critic and gallerist Mario Diacono, he
found a faithful adviser. Truth be told, the taste of the founder of Max Mara ran true: Lucio
Fontana and Alberto Burri, Piero Manzoni and arte povera, Cy Twombly and Mario Schifano,
Anselm Kiefer and the “capitalist realists”, Gerhard Richter and Sigmar Polke, the Italian
transavantgarde, the German “new wild”, the young artists from Andy Warhol’s circle such
as Jean-Michel Basquiat and Julian Schnabel, neo-geo, post-pop and pittura colta, Michael
Craig-Martin and Ellen Gallagher… Maramotti had to travel a lot both in Europe and in USA
– and he usually returned from business trips with new purchases, so his collection quickly
outgrew the national boundaries. He had some kind of a flawless instinct for new art which

would not just be “in” this season, but would also be brought into the future – in his choices
at times he anticipated the specialized museums. Many paintings from the collection of the
founder of Max Mara hung right at the factory – it seems that Maramotti believed in the
magical power of modern art, believed that it was able to inspire the designers and the
workers. However, by late 1990s it became evident that the collection needed a museum and
the company needed a new building, and the museum was set up in the historical building of
Max Mara from the mid-1950s, which is considered to be one of the first monuments of
brutalism in Emilia Romagna. Gracefully reconstructed by the British architect Andrew
Hapgood, it was turned into a public museum in 2007 – the founder having died two years
before the opening of Collezione Maramotti. However, Achille Maramotti’s three children,
who inherited the Max Mara empire, continue their father’s art patronage.
Marina Dacci, the director of the Collezione Maramotti, believes that the problem with the
majority of the private museums is that they are trying to tell the story of art, and, as a rule,
lose out to the state museums. This is why the permanent exhibition of Collezione Maramotti
tells quite a different story – the story of a collector’s passion. At times, it really does coincide
with the history of the modern art – it’s just that Maramotti, who was early to notice Jannis
Kounellis, Enzo Cucchi, Sandro Chia and many others, had observed its progress with
attention. However, he never collected anyone's works just for the sake of names: it’s difficult
to say what would be the fate of the amazing Emilian conceptualist Claudio Parmiggiani,
later a favorite of such “star” curators, critics and philosophers as Jean Clair, Jean-Luc
Nancy and Georges Didi-Huberman, if not for Maramotti’s friendship and support.
The two floors of the permanent exhibition, which almost never changes, are set up so that
the Italians and the Germans are exhibited below, and American and British artists are
exhibited above. And the site-specific installation of the New York Italian Vito Acconci Two
or three structures that can hook on to a room and support a political boomerang (to
exhibit this audiovisual labyrinth, the interior of Mario Diacono’s Bolognese gallery, where it
was exhibited in 1978, was reproduced) serves as a kind of a link between the Old and the
New World. However, an attentive visitor can in any case find a lot of parallels between the
art of the Roman-German and the Anglo-American world.
By the way, you can visit the collection free of any payment – you just have to register at the
Collezione Maramotti website, stating the time that would be convenient. Visitors are
admitted in small groups (no more than 25 people) accompanied by a guide – a researcher
from the museum. However, the guide won’t bore you by reeling off the standard guide
monolog, but will only give you the most general information on the collection and then
answer any questions as they emerge. The strict registration system only concerns the
permanent exhibition – you can see the temporary exhibitions without registering previously,
and this is also free. Temporary exhibitions are put together both from the museum fonds
(the permanent exhibition includes a little more than 200 paintings, sculptures and
installations, and Achille Maramotti collected altogether more than 1 thousand works) and
from the new purchases, since the founder’s heirs, who did not lose the family taste for art,
continue to supplement the collection.
Among the latest discoveries of Collezione Maramotti is the American artist Anna Conway,
the master of surrealist trompe-l’oeil which erases boundaries between the landscape and
the interior. Another discovery is the Emilian postconceptualist Claudia Losi, whose
travelogue installation dedicated to a trip to the abandoned St. Kilda archipelago turns into
an artist’s book. Such interest for women’s art is not a coincidence. As early as 2005 Max
Mara together with the London Whitechapel Gallery established the Max Mara Art Prize For
Women, which is awarded to beginner female artists living in Great Britain. The winners

spend six months in Italy, and on the basis of their residency they create something that is
exhibited at the Whitechapel Gallery and at Collezione Maramotti.
Another interest of Collezione Maramotti is modern dance: from time to time, some famous
choreographers created a production especially for the museum, working with its
architecture and exhibits. For example, in 2013, when the Italian première of the Atomos
ballet by Wayne McGregor was being prepared at the municipal Teatro Valli, Collezione
Maramotti had invited the star of the British choreography and his Random Dance troupe –
McGregor put on the Scavenger dance performance, inspired by the space and the works by
Anselm Kiefer, Barry X Ball and Claudio Parmiggiani. The exhibition which forms a part of
the Fotografia Europea festival is the same way; this year the theme of this festival is the
Emilian road. Collezione Maramotti shows the So near, so far cycle of Paolo Simonazzi: a
doctor by profession and a humorist by nature, Simonazzi notes the small details of the city
life of his native Reggio Emilia with a sharp eye of a good diagnostician. And he seems to
erase the boundary between amateur photos from some blog and the works by the great
Luigi Ghirri who, by the way, was also a native of Reggio Emilia.
Collezione Maramotti, Reggio Emilia, Italy. Anna Conway, Purpose, until July 31; Paolo
Simonazzi, So near, so far, until July 31; Claudia Losi, How do I imagine being there?, until
October 16

