Emma Hart, winner of the Max Mara Art Prize 2016,
at the Collezione Maramotti

“My head is a measuring cup”

The English artist Emma Hart (°1974) won the Max Mara Art Prize for Women in 2016. This gave her the
opportunity to work on one single project during half a year. This resulted in her installation “Mamma
Mia!”, shown earlier this year at the Whitechapel Gallery in London and now on display, in all its power
and subtlety, at the Collezione Maramotti in Reggio Emilia. “Mamma Mia!” is about the drawbacks of
family life.
Eric Rinckhout
The modest town of Reggio Emilia, between Parma and Bologna, houses the headquarters of Italian
fashion house Max Mara. Its founder Achille Maramotti had a weak spot for modern art. He housed the
collection in an old company building, a concrete yet very light complex from 1951. Max Mara has its
roots in Reggio Emilia. It’s there that Achille Maramotti’s mother had a school for seamstresses. The
region has always been renowned for its textile industry.

The Collezione Maramotti houses an exciting collection of modern and contemporary art. The twohundred pieces focus on the arte povera and the Transavanguardia, but also include works by Francis
Bacon, Cy Twombly, Julian Schnabel and Anselm Kiefer. The Collezione Maramotti is more than a museum
; in 2005, Achille Maramotti’s heirs created the Max Mara Art Prize for Women, a biannual award for
female artists working in the United Kingdom, giving them the opportunity to work as artist-in-residence
in Italy and work on one major artistic project. Previous winners include Laure Provost and Andrea
Büttner. Until 18th February 2018, London-based artist Emma Hart will be showing her large-scale
installation “Mamma Mia!”, a multi-disciplinary work on the family and its demons.

Lamp shades
“I admit, it doesn’t make one cheerful”, laughs Emma Hart, herself married and a mother of one. The fact
that she has a family plays a role in the project, which includes family pictures. Seemingly trivial family
pictures become special after all, as wherever they find themselves, mother, father and daughter stare
into the camera without any expression, thereby involving the spectator in the scene and making him/her
aware of his/her position. A family is a unit, with its members clinging together, but it’s not all bliss. The
pictures appear in the excellent catalogue which goes with the exhibition, but have eventually not made it
to the installation itself, which as a result gains in purity and austerity. Yet the pictures do set the tone for
the entire work of art.

The installation itself consists of ceramic “human heads”, each painted in a different way. All heads have
been cut just above the mouth, they are hollow inside and they hang on cables from the ceiling in one big
concrete space, as if they were lamp shades or Halloween pumpkins. Each head is lit from the inside.
Spectators can, thus, look into each head and see the thoughts and obsessions of each individual.
The shiny heads appear cheerful at first ; painted black and white on the outside, with what look like
scales painted by Emma Hart, conveying the image of measuring cups. “My head is a measuring cup”, she
says. “Things are poured into it and things come out of it”. But, when looking closer, some of the heads
remind more of “The Scream” by Munch, with a figure with an agonized expression clasping its hands
before its eyes.
On the inside of the shiny ceramic heads, Emma Hart has painted colourful patterns: graphs relating to
the economic recession, breasts (or is it McDonalds’ iconic M continuously repeated?), hands eager to
possess, selfish heads whose every sentence starts with the word “I”, a green figure consumed by
jealousy,… In her own words: indeed, it doesn’t make one cheerful. Every head projects a white text
balloon onto the floor. In short: everybody is talking, but no one is talking to somebody else. In fact, the
text balloons are empty.
Ceiling fans operate in the space. Not only do they appear to be guillotining the heads, their blades are, in
fact, large knives, spoons and forks. Domestic cutlery thus becomes a lethal weapon; eating together is an
act of war. The gloominess is further reinforced by the bare concrete of the cold, austere exhibition space.
Yet, the installation as a whole does not make one feel depressed. In fact, there is still a glimmer of hope.
One head may have fallen to the ground, after its cable had worn out and had broken, but electrical wires
do connect the other heads, conveying the image of one united family after all. The electrical cables
zigzag on the wall of the exhibition space like an electrocardiogram, as if the family of heads has a
common heartbeat.
“I do indeed portray both domestic bliss and domestic fear”, says Emma Hart. Family relations have
always fascinated her; the Max Mara Art Prize finally gave her the opportunity to really dive into the
topic. She spent two months in Milan, working with family psychotherapists. She also learned how to
make ceramics at the Museo Carlo Zauli in Faenza, home of the world-renowned ceramics museum. “I
had some previous experience working with clay, but without the Max Mara Art Prize I would never have
been able to make this installation. It’s the most important work of art that I have made so far. It has
really changed my life”.
Emma Hart “Mamma Mia!” until 18th February 2018 at the Collezione Maramotti, via Fratelli Cervi 66,
Reggio Emilia, Italy
www.collezionemaramotti.org

