Fashion king Max Mara has built up a striking collection of art over the
past 50 years
Max Mara
The headquarters of the Italian fashion company Max Mara are located in the modest
region between Parma and Bologna. The founder Achille Maramotti had a weakness
for modern art, that he collected in his former company premises. The Collezione
Maramotti will be on show from next week in the Maison Particulière in Brussels.
by Eric Rinckhout
Tourists rarely stop in Reggio Emilia. The town is always passed over for more
famous neighbours such as Parma, Modena and Bologna. And yet, this Northern
Italian little town that has retained all its authenticity, has more than one claim to
fame. The Italian ‘Tricolore’ flag was created here and there is even a museum
dedicated to it; in the Galleria Parmeggiani you find yourself entering the
19th century; the imposing opera house that was built in 1857 dominates the Piazza
Vittoria and there is also the impressive art collection - the Collezione Maramotti that
provides an outstanding overview of the artistic trends in Italy, Germany and
America from 1945.
But why did the fashion house Max Mara, a luxury brand with around 2.200 stores in
90 different countries, end up in the rather unsophisticated Reggio Emilia? The
answer is simple: Achille Maramotti’s mother ran a sewing school there. The region
has enjoyed a wide reputation for a long time in fact for its textile production.
Achille Maramotti (1927 – 2005) set up his fashion house Max Mara in 1951 and a
few years later had an open, revolutionary, multi-purpose and transparent building
designed, a concrete complex with a feather-light appearance which housed all the
different phases of the production process from pattern designs to final manufacture
of the garments.
In 2003, Max Mara relocated to more spacious premises just outside of Reggio Emilia
and the original manufacturing hall was given a new designation: it was converted
into a private museum for modern and contemporary art that opened its doors to the
public in 2007.
Because Achille Maramotti was passionate about art. He started building up his
collection in the Sixties. A collection that reflected all the different trends to appear
after 1945. He was assisted in his choices by his good friend the artist Claudio
Parmiggiani. The collection in fact includes a number of the latter’s most important
works.
In the beginning the paintings were simply hung in the corridors and the common
areas of the factory. “Achille Maramotti’s aim was to create a stimulating climate for
fashion designers who were working for Max Mara, and at the same time to reinforce
the interaction between artistic creativity and industrial design”, the collection
director Marina Dacci explained to us.
“He was convinced that art and fashion were two different languages, that
nevertheless influenced each other. And he was above all interested in the way artists
and fashion designers discovered new avenues to take.”
The works of around 120 artists are on show in the permanent exhibition in Reggio
Emilia. The circuit starts with a few godfathers of contemporary art: Francis Bacon,

Jean Fautrier, Cy Twombly and Lucio Fontana. The Italian ‘arte povera’ is also
strongly represented.
The term ‘arte povera’ that was first coined in 1967 by the Italian art historian and
critic Germany Celant, refers to the simple materials that were often used in
impressive large-scale installations by Giovanni Anselmo for instance, or Mario Merz
and Jannis Kounellis.
The aim of its successor - the Transavanguardia movement - in the Seventies and
Eighties was to reinstate emotion and pleasure in art. In the museum visitors can see
paintings with explosive, firm brush strokes with a huge firework of colours by
Sandro Chia, slightly surreal and powerful works by Enzo Cucchi and a surrealistic
dark pieces by Francesco Clemente.
A pure voyage of discovery, that is perfectly accompanied by works by Gerhard
Richter, Anselm Kiefer, Sigmar Polke, Eric Fischl, Julian Schnabel, Alex Katz,
Jean-Michel Basquiat and Barry X Ball. “Achille Maramotti wanted to create as broad
a picture as possible of the latest art in his collection, but it is clear that what he loved
most of all were paintings”, Marina Dacci tells us.
Achille Maramotti’s children who currently run Max Mara continue to add pieces to
the collection. But the Collezione Maramotti is more than a collection of works of art:
it is also home to an impressive library of art books and archives. Apart from the
temporary exhibitions, one or more assignments are given each year to artists who
have to create a work on site.
A very individual column
For instance, visitors to the museum will be able to see a new installation by Mark
Manders until 28 September: Cose in Corso, a work that the Dutch artist, who has
lived a long time now in Belgium, describes as “a spatial painting”.
It is striking that Manders has used a lot of colour in his sculptural installation.
Last year Manders received great accolades for the whole selection of work that he
presented in the Dutch pavilion of the Venice Biennale.
Every two years Max Mara awards the Max Mara Art Prize for Women in cooperation
with the London Whitechapel Gallery. The prize was conceived to encourage young
British female artists.
In Reggio itself, Maramotti supports the development of art in public spaces: in the
district library for instance, Sol LeWitt has make a colourful ceiling painting, the
works of Jannis Kounellis, Claudio Parmiggiani and Ettore Spalletti can be seen in
the cathedral while Luciano Fabro has designed a very unusual column for a corridor
of the university.
The Collezione Maramotti enjoys great international fame as is witnessed in the
prestigious Whitney Prize recently awarded to the art collection: a prize that is
awarded to foundations that support American art and heritage.
In the Brussels Maison Particulière, visitors will be able to see 20 works of art from
the Collezione Maramotti together with works from three other private collections.
The theme is resonance(s), in more than one sense of the word.

