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HELLO SISTER
MAXMARA SUPPORTS WOMEN IN ART
ELENA KRAVTSUN
Opening of the Mamma Mia! exhibition at Collezione Maramotti, Reggio Emilia
Helen Cammock, Moveable Bridge
The Mamma Mia! exhibition on display at Collezione Maramotti
The winner of the MaxMara Art Prize for Women Emma Hart in her workshop

Reggio Emilia, situated between Modena and Parma, does not differ much from other small and
cozy Italian towns. However, behind the outer calm there is a tumultous history of revolts and
fighting for independence – it was here that the first flag of the united Italy was raised (they will tell
you this with great pleasure in the Tricolor museum). It is fitting that such a lovely land is the
homeland of Achille Maramotti, a clear-sighted entrepreneur who foresaw the arrival of the age of
pret-a-porter, a philanthropist, a significant investor and a patriot. At the end of the last century, his
great-grandmother sewed clothes for women in Reggio Emilia, and in 1951, Achille Maramotti
opened the first MaxMara shop here. It makes sense that his phenomenal collection of modern art,
revealing a fine taste of a thoughtful connoisseur, is located in the founder’s native town, in the
premises of his former factory. The fonds of the Collezione Maramotti includes both Italian
contemporaries (they form the majority, for example, Lucio Fontana, Jannis Kounellis) and the
foreign grand masters (Gerhard Richter, Jean Michel Basquiat, etc.) The gallery was opened to the
public after the death of the collector, in 2007. Today it’s Achille’s children who manage the family
empire (one of the most successful Italian enterprises in the field of fashion) and continue their
father’s business.
For example, every two years MaxMara and the Whitechapel gallery award the MaxMara Art Prize
for Women. This prize appeared in 2005 as a joint project of the Italian fashion house and the
influential British gallery of modern art. Its cofounder is Iwona Blazwick, a powerful figure in the
world of art and a fighter for the rights of women in art; she has held the position of the director of
the Whitechapel gallery in London for the last 15 years. The goal of MaxMara Art Prize is to support
young British female artists. The winners receive the opportunity to spend six months in an art
residency in Italy and to hold their first personal exhibitions in Whitechapel and in Reggio Emilia,
based on the results of which the selected works will end in the collection of the Maramotti
foundation. It is more than prestigious to exhibit in such places: for a beginner it means that their
works stand with those by acknowledged masters. In the past the Whitechapel Gallery held
exhibitions very important for the history of art: Guernica by Pablo Picasso, exhibitions by Jackson
Pollock and Mark Rothko, the first David Hockney retrospective.
Lis Rhodes, an artist shortlisted for MaxMara Art Prize
Lis Rhodes. Film still from Journal of Disbelief (2)

Mandy El-Sayegh, an artist shortlisted for MaxMara Art Prize
Athena Papadopoulos (in collaboration with Monster Coat Club), The Amorous Alcoholic

Marina Dacci, the director of the Collezione Maramotti, explains: “The panel selects the winner, but
then the most important stage begins: during the residence part we support the artist to give her an
opportunity to prepare a project that will be presented in Italy. Sometimes the artworks were
created at this preliminary stage, sometimes not.” For example, the current laureate Emma Hart
spent her art residency learning ceramics in Faenza, then she had a session in Milan. “It is very
interesting that Emma’s work was the first to be made directly in Italy,” Marina Dacci says. “She
spent six months with an Italian family and decided to create her artwork in Faenza, with local
masters and assistants that helped her. I am very proud of it, since she managed to establish a truly
solid connection with the region and with people living here and to become a part of the whole
process. This became not only a professional experience for her, but also a personal and human one.”
Emma created a series of ceramic jars decorated on the inside by images with Freudian meanings
(for example, the goddess Venus tangled in the vine of jealousy). She has already shown her work,
which combines humor and conceptual complexity, in London, and now, until February 18, 2018, it
can be seen at the exhibition called Mamma Mia! in Reggio Emilia. How can people coexist as a
couple and interact without destroying their relationship? How to avoid psychological trauma and
alienation in a family? Those were the questions asked by the artist, who did not limit herself to
ceramics during her art residency: during her stay in Italy Emma Hart also studied the Milanese
model of the systemic family therapy. So these works do have many levels of interpretation.
The panel of judges also consists of women: this year, besides its chairperson Iwona Blazwick it
includes gallery owner Vanessa Carlos (the Carlos/Ishikawa gallery), collector Marcelle Joseph, artist
Laure Prouvost and art critic for Financial Times Rachel Spence. Through a collective decision, they
selected a shortlist of artists for the next prize. It includes Helen Cammock, Céline Condorelli, Eloise
Hawser, Athena Papadopoulos, Lis Rhodes and Mandy El-Sayegh. We will learn the name of the
winner in early 2018.
Emma Hart is sure that the industry does need a special prize for female artists. “There still is no
equality at the art market and in the artistic institutions,” she complains. Marina Dacci echoes her:
“Women look at the world with a special sensitivity, that’s why they are able to combine art and life.
I think it important for the women’s voice to be heard at the art market and within the art
institutions as much as the men’s. For example, Italy currently has many projects led by women. We
did not plan it, it just happened.”

