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visionaries

FASHION FOR ART

The world’s new patrons and their private museums
for contemporary art
Text by Moritz Gaudlitz

Patronage in the art world isn’t something that just
appeared a few years ago. A couple of centuries back,
there were already places in Europe where wealthy and
noble families funded artists and creatives. In the Italian
Renaissance between the 15th and 18th centuries,
rich clans such as the Medici family in Florence or the
Torlonia family in Rome engaged painters, writers and
architects like Michelangelo, Pico della Mirandola,
Angelo Poliziano, Sandro Botticelli or Leonardo da Vinci
and supported them in every possible way. Not forgetting
the Catholic church and the Vatican, which acted as
cultural patrons, too.
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Today’s patrons are big companies and private investors,
and they help public institutions to support the world of artists
and creatives. As art became more than just a private investment and hobby for corporates and philanthropists, companies
started to collect art extensively. Within the last ten years,
a number of international banks and insurance companies have
founded private collections. Some of them have opened their
own private museums, too. But there’s hardly a sector that has
attracted as much attention with its sponsorship of the arts
and public architecture as traditional European fashion houses.
In winter 2015, Rome’s famous Trevi Fountain was reopened
after a complex restauration. Roman fashion house Fendi
financed the project to the tune of two million euros. The “Fendi
for Fountains” project saw the brand become the main sponsor for this project, as the city of Rome lacked the financial
resources. A few months later, in July 2016, Fendi marked its
90th anniversary by staging one of its most stunning fashion
shows ever on a clear plexiglass runway across the restored
Trevi Fountain. In September 2016, the Spanish Steps, one of
Rome’s most famous sights, was reopened after some months.
Bulgari, a traditional Roman jewellery brand, invested 1.5 million
euros in cleaning and restauration work. Meanwhile Italian
shoemaker Tod’s is providing 25 million euros for the restauration of the Colosseum.

“Since the beginning,
the presidents have strictly
divided the foundation
from the corporate business
(…) We work completely
independently and have a
scientific mission”

philanthropic engagement with the cultural sector. In 1993 they
founded Fondazione Prada, an institution dedicated to
contemporary art and culture that is completely independent
of the brand’s fashion department. In 2011 Fondazione Prada
reopened an abandoned historic palazzo at the Canale Grande
in Venice. Ca’ Corner della Regina was restored in collaboration with the city of Venice and is one of Fondazione Prada’s
headquarters, hosting a big show every summer.
“What’s the difference between working for a private institution and a public one? Working in a private institution gives
you many financial possibilities and more intellectual freedom.
Fondazione Prada combines these ideas,” says Astrid Welter.
The German art historian is the programme manager of
Fondazione Prada and has worked for the foundation for 18
years, having started her career with an exhibition project that
showed works by deceased American artist Dan Flavin in
a Milanese church in 1997. “When Miucca Prada and Patrizio
Bertelli founded the Fondazione in 1993, they wanted to start
in Milan. But times were tough in Milan back then: politics,
corruption, the Mafia…” Welter adds.
In spring 2015, Fondazione Prada opened its impressive art
centre in an old industrial area in the south of Milan. Famous
architect Rem Koolhaas and his OMA studio have built a
huge 22,000-square-metre compound that includes several
exhibition spaces, a campus and a unique tower painted
in gold. “Milan is a small city but very precise,” Astrid says.
“It’s full of architects, fashion, design, advertisement and
publishing houses. And it has a very cosmopolitan character.
All of this demands a contemporary art programme, but there
is no public institution for contemporary art,” she complains.
“In Milan, it’s private institutions that provide the contemporary cultural programme.” Besides Fondazione Prada there
is the Pirelli Foundation with its HangarBicocca and the
Fondazione Trussardi. They all offer a programme of first-class
contemporary art.

But besides these acts of modern patronage, where political
debates with the public government about cultural budget are
on the daily agenda, some founders of big European fashion
houses are focused on collecting contemporary art and presenting their collections to the public. To this end, star architects
have built precious, extremely modern museum buildings in
cultural cities like Milan, Venice or Paris.
Milan’s luxury brand Prada is one of the world’s most renowned
high fashion companies. Miucca Prada, the head of the company, and her husband Fabrizio Bertelli are well known for their
great interest in collecting contemporary art and for their
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Fondazione Prada presents solo exhibitions of contemporary
artists such as Goshka Macuga, Theaster Gates or Louise
Bourgeois, and it hosts big group shows curated by international curators like Germano Celand or German artist Thomas
Demand. It has a large cinema for screenings and retrospectives, offers workshops on art, philosophy and architecture,
hosts performances and displays Miucca Prada’s huge private
collection of contemporary art. Unsurprisingly, Prada hosted
its recent fashion shows in one of the industrial buildings inside
the Fondazione’s grounds. “Since the beginning, the presidents
have strictly divided the foundation from the corporate business,” Astrid says. “We work completely independently and
have a scientific mission. And since 1995, our curator Germano
Celand has enriched us with his knowledge and unique perspective on art history.” Astrid works in a small team and manages all the programmes that Fondazione Prada runs in Milan,
Venice and abroad.
About a hundred miles away from Milan, in Reggio Emilia,
another traditional Italian fashion house has its own private
museum at its headquarters. Collezione Maramotti is the
art foundation of Max Mara. In 2007, the company opened the
museum in Max Mara’s first factory building in Reggio Emilia,
which dates from the 1950s. “The historical collection put
together by Achille Maramotti, the founder of Max Mara, during
forty years of passionate collecting comprises almost a
thousand works, with more than two hundred permanently on
exhibit in the two-storey building that houses the Collezione,”
explains Marina Dacci, director of Collezione Maramotti.
The collection developed organically and includes mostly
paintings, but also sculptures and installations made from 1946
to the present day. It comprises works representing some of
the main international and Italian artistic trends from the second
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half of the 20th century, including Arte Povera. More than
a hundred artists are represented through significant pieces
that introduced substantial elements of innovation and
experimentation in artistic research at the time of their creation
and acquisition. Besides its private collection and current
exhibitions, Collezione Maramotti is an institution that purchases
and commissions works from artists. Max Mara’s fashion is
for women only; Collezione Maramotti focuses on the promotion
of women in the art world and has established its own art prize.
“I believe that women’s artistic research is extremely important
today: a different way of reading, interpreting and developing
a new vision of the world,” Marina says. The Max Mara Art
Prize has been established to offer female artists the freedom
and opportunity to experience a six-month period of contact
with Italian culture and to have the time and space to develop
an original project for their research. “What could be more
important than the chance to have enough time and enough
mental and creative space to freely develop one’s own idea of
work?”
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One of the main advantages of private and corporate museums
is that they are creative, versatile, financially independent
and safe. Like Fondazione Prada, Collezione Maramotti is
separated from the Max Mara Fashion Company, Marina points
out: “The Maramotti family wanted to keep the Collezione
totally autonomous from the brand they own, to the point that
the Collezione is a private family-owned collection and not
the company’s. Max Mara financially supports the Collezione,
but without ever participating in artistic and management
choices.”
As a matter of course, private museums financed by wealthy
industrial families or companies have more opportunities
to present and support art. But do their programmes have
an educational mission, or do they serve mainly promotional
purposes? Swiss curator and artistic director of London’s
Serpentine Galleries Hans Ulrich Obrist embraces all new
private models of museums, galleries and art spaces. As one
of the art world’s most active and best known figures,
Hans Ulrich has worked for both private and public institutions.
“I think you can’t compare all the different models of private
and corporate institutions,” he says, “because each works in its
own way. Sometimes the content is dependent on the funders
or the financing companies, and that can be problematic.”
Compared to a bank or an insurance company, fashion houses
produce physical products they sell to the customers. They
don’t really need a museum or a publicly accessible private
collection as an image-promoting move. But some high fashion
brands have philanthropic presidents whose intention is
to present their art to the public. Since there is plenty of money
in the fashion industry, the big companies can afford to build
astonishing museums and exhibition spaces and provide a
diversified programme. At the Serpentine Galleries in London,
Hans Ulrich is able to provide free admission thanks to private
and public funding. “Art for all. That is the mission I have,
and it is my vision for the cultural programme I coordinate.”
Apart from high fashion brands and privately funded museums
in European capitals, in Germany a street-wear brand funds
an art space for urban art. Weil am Rhein, a small town located
between Switzerland and France, is home to Colab Gallery,
which was founded by Carhartt Europe’s CEO Edwin Faeh to
support and exhibit the national and international urban art
scene. Like all the other examples, Colab Gallery is completely
independent of Carhartt’s corporate business. Curator Stefan
Winterle, who also works as an international artist, knows how
to apply the advantages of a private institution to a cultural
and educational art programme. “Luckily I don’t have to follow
any economic requirements. We just have to support the
contemporary urban art scene and stay underground.” Basel,
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“The Maramotti family wanted
to keep the Collezione totally
autonomous from the brand
they own, to the point that the
Collezione is a private familyowned collection and not the
company’s.
Max Mara financially supports
the Collezione, but without
ever participating in artistic and
management choices.”

one of contemporary art’s most vibrant cities, is just a few
minutes away, but there is rarely a gallery or museum for urban
art. Colab Gallery is one of the biggest and most versatile
exhibition spaces for artists who primarily work in graffiti and
street art. As the scene is not that commercial, the gallery’s
programme can be experimental, too. “Of course I like to sell
artworks to people,” Stefan says, “but we’re not mainly driven
by that. It’s all about looking for new emerging artists who need
to be seen by the public.”

“Art for all. That is the mission
I have, and it is my vision
for the cultural programme
I coordinate.”

In Switzerland, the pharma industry and banks are the modern
patrons. Companies like Roche or Credit Suisse own amazing
private collections and have built their own museums to
present them. In France, private magnates and global luxury
enterprises are the modern philanthropists of the art world.
Luxury brands Cartier and Louis Vuitton have chosen to establish foundations for culture and contemporary art in Paris.
Fondation Cartier was founded in 1984 by Cartier. Designed
by architect Jean Nouvel, the foundation’s museum is located
in the 14th district of Paris. Fondation Cartier, which works as
a non-profit and is independent of the jewellery brand, presents
shows of established and young upcoming artists. The main
collection consists of more than a thousand works by 300 artists
from all periods.
Famous luxury and fashion brand Louis Vuitton of course has
its own private foundation for art, too. Fondation Louis Vuitton
started in 2006 as an art museum and cultural centre funded
by the luxury group LVMH. It is part of LVMH’s long-term
promotion of art and culture. The museum’s main collection
consists of works owned by the company and its CEO Bernard
Arnault. It includes works by famous artists like Jean-Michel
Basquiat, Sarah Morris and Jeff Koons. In addition to domestic
exhibition and cultural spaces called Espace Louis Vuitton
in Tokyo, Singapore, Venice, Paris and Munich, Fondation Louis
Vuitton inaugurated massive new headquarters in 2014.
Designed by American star architect Frank Gehry, the new
building is located in Paris’s 16th district inside the Bois de
Boulogne park. The building is the foundation’s first artistic
statement. Financial support from LVMH offers a massive
degree of freedom for the foundation’s programme and projects.
In the last two years, Fondation Louis Vuitton has devoted
itself above all to evolving trends in art and to contemporary
creation. It has become a unique space for contemporary,
historical, architectural and intellectual exchange and a centre
for modern art.
Today there are more than 300 privately funded contemporary
art museums in the world. In Europe, it is mostly private
collectors and big corporate businesses who have opened
their own museums to give a philanthropic insight into their
collections. In recent years they have been joined by big
fashion companies. Fashion and art are very close; designers
and CEOs working in the fashion industry often have a strong
interest in contemporary art. In comparison to public institutions, privately funded museums often have more money to
support young artists and are more experimental in how they
coordinate their programmes. Unfortunately, private museums
like Fondazione Prada, Collezione Maramotti and Fondation
Louis Vuitton might one day be seen as rich competitors to
public institutions with their limited finances, if they copy the
public museums’ programmes and cultural missions. But luckily
these new models are elaborate, professional and enriching
spots for contemporary art. Hans Ulrich is curious about these
new institutions and how they will act in the art world’s future.
“There’s always the question of what the benefit is for the arts
and for society,” he says.
Fashion is accessible to everyone, while sadly art sometimes
still has an elitist appearance to many people. New private
collections funded by traditional, philanthropic fashion houses
help to make art accessible for all.
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CARLA SOZZANI

Text by Gloria von Bronewski
Photography by Victor Santiago, 10 Corso Como PR
Illustration by Leazeichnet

Carla Sozzani changed the art and fashion scene as
an Italian gallerist by creating 10 Corso Como in Milan
25 years ago, the first concept store in history. After
working as a fashion editor for Vogue Italy and launching
the Italian Elle magazine, she quit her job to focus on
the arts. She had the vision of a “living magazine” –
bringing together a bookshop, a gallery, a café, an
exquisite fashion and design store, and a little boutique
hotel with just three rooms. This calm space where
creativity meets communication is located in an old
garage in a backyard of Milan. That’s where we meet this
petite woman with her pioneering spirit, her inky voice
and the smile of a little girl.
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THE IDEA OF
10 CORSO COMO
When you opened 10 Corso Como, did you expect this
place to be so important for the art and fashion scene?
No. Actually I didn’t have any plans and I got into retail unconsciously, without knowing what it meant. I just wanted a place
where I could communicate with people. Because I worked as
a fashion journalist and doing a magazine was all I knew. But by
that time I had become disappointed, because there was no
internet, no blogs and no direct communication with your readers. All you could do was guess by the advertisements if you
were successful or not. So there was nothing that was approaching visitors and customers directly. And that was all I
wanted to create with 10 Corso Como.

How do you think art and fashion work together today?
It’s more organised than it used to be in former times. Everybody wants artists to make products for fashion designers
through collaborations and little projects. But mixtures of the
arts and fashion projects like the ones Elsa Schiaperelli or Salvatore Ferragamo created, they don’t exist anymore. Now,
though, art and fashion are growing back together again, even
if they never really left each other.

You’ve put on exhibitions with Peter Lindbergh, Mario Testino,
Nick Knight and Juergen Teller. But the whole concept
started just with a gallery focused on photography, didn’t it?
The whole concept is about culture and commerce. At first I
wanted to have my own little museum. That was the point of the
project, and so I started my Gallery Carla Sozzani. And then we
opened the bookstore, the café and the shop. And now I’m into
every detail here. Sometimes I’ll come in at night and change
things like the dresses in the windows.
What is important for you when you look at a photo?
Black and white is for photography, colours are for paintings.

NEWCOMERS IN
ARTS & FASHION
How do you discover new talent for “Gallery Carla Sozzani”?
Sometimes they just come to me. They call me and send their
artworks. I feel it’s very important to look at everybody, because young people often don’t get chances to show their
work. So we do lectures and performances and we invite them.
You’ve held 240 exhibitions in your gallery. But it’s striking
that there aren’t too many Italian artists among them. Why
is that?
The world is huge and Italy is just a small country. Photography
has developed away from Italy. There are other artists. But we
did a big exhibition about “Futurism in Italy”, which was our major one for the anniversary of the gallery.
You once said that young Italians are not interested in being self-employed. Do you think that is a related point?
Especially in fashion it is true. Italian people want to become
the art director of a brand, but they’re scared to work independently.
Do you see another country where things are different?
Belgians: their designers want to be independent and start
their own labels. And the British – but just a few of them.
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Which young fashion designers should we keep in mind?
It’s very difficult to give any names. Because in fashion it’s very
hard to make a statement by changing shapes or designs nowadays. We’ve seen so much; nobody is like André Courrèges
was, or Pierre Cardin, or Azzedine Alaia. These people are
icons. But today the fashion scene is different.
Do you have any advice for young people who want to become successful in art or fashion?
Be individual and don’t copy anybody. Because if you start copying you’ll get influenced. A little bit of inspiration is alright,
even important. But you need to have your own point of view
and develop your own design. And you have to have somebody
in mind that you like to photograph or to dress. This could be a
muse, yourself or somebody else.
When you were young, who did you have in mind? A muse
or someone you admired?
Georgia O’Keeffe. Besides her amazing work, I also liked her
wrinkles. How she appeared is a good lesson for life.

What is important for you when you look at a photo?
“Black and white is for photography, colours are for
paintings.”

When you were young, who did you have in mind?
A muse or someone you admired?
“Georgia O’Keeffe. Besides her amazing work, I also liked
her wrinkles. How she appeared is a good lesson for life.”
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FASHION & FAVOURITE
DESIGNERS
You work a lot with Azzedine Alaia in Paris. What’s it like to
collaborate with him?
We’re friends, we love each other and respect each other. So
it’s easy. Working with friends is probably not always easy, but
in our case it’s perfect and it’s always been that way. When I
work with Alaia it doesn’t feel like work.
Besides him and the icons you already mentioned, who is
your favourite designer?
Today there are some pillars you simply have to know in fashion: for example Rei Kawakubo of Comme des Garçons. She is
so ahead of our times. People like her and Alaia are a source of
encouragement for young people and give them drive. But
there are also phenomena like Vetements. What makes this an
interesting brand is that it’s the reflection of how people on the
streets are and what people want to wear.
I’ve seen many pictures of you – and you’re always wearing
black. How come?
Recently. The last 25 years. (laughs)
Black is easy and I got used to it. You instantly look classy and
don’t have to think about matching colours together. It works
– no matter what. I don’t wear makeup and I like to wear nice
dresses, but I’m not obsessive.
But when someone enters your clothing shop in 10 Corso
Como they could well get the impression you’re obsessed
in some way. With a great choice of designers, from Maison Margiela to Salvatore Ferragamo...

Yes, but you don’t see them on me. I’m not focusing so much on
myself anymore. These clothes are just in my shop. I love great
clothes, but I don’t want to overdress myself. This is some kind
of evolution and it’s about priorities. My priority is to own a lot
of clothes. All of them in black.
The first book you ever published was about Walter Albini.
(Note: An Italian fashion designer from the 1960s).
Why did you choose him?
Because we were friends. He was forward-thinking and revolutionary, also very provocative – especially when it comes to
menswear. He was totally obsessed with aesthetics and lived
in his own world. There’s nobody like him in the fashion scene
today.
You had your own label 25 years ago. It was called “Niente
Nome” (Italian for: “No Name”). Why did you stop working
on it?
Because I started working with Alaia and it was too much for
me. But the idea was very good: no major designer, just a community of young people working on a project. Maybe it’s an
idea that’s more modern now than it was back then. And maybe
I should start working on it again, if I find a little space. In my
studio and my schedule.
So what are you wearing today?
The dress is by Balenciaga and the shoes are by Azzedine Alaia.

THE LIFE OF
CARLA SOZZANI
If you could have a conversation with your younger self,
what you would tell the young Carla?
Never make the same mistake twice. (laughs) It’s better to
keep on making new ones.
And you have to be faithful to your point of view. Because as
soon as you start to hesitate, it becomes difficult to focus
again. Because if you want to focus, you have to find your own
balance. So please make mistakes, try to find your way – but,
as I said, don’t make them twice.

Did you ever think of moving to New York or Paris for your
work? Or opening a gallery there?
No. I really like Italy and especially Milan. Sometimes I escape
the city. When I escape, I prefer Portofino. But actually I’m not
a country person. I love cities like Paris, London, New York and
Berlin, and as long as I’m travelling, I’m happy. But I always
come back to Milan. If I could, I would just love to work and live
here in 10 Corso Como. It’s like a home to me.

You own flats in Paris and Portofino. But I heard that you
don’t like to work with interior designers at your places.
When did you find your balance?
How do you find the perfect pieces?
I don’t know if I ever did. But I had a very big car accident in
1976, which made me think about my life. I was still young, just My flats are like artworks, too. Nobody else should make them
for you. I like vintage furniture. For example, great pieces by
29 years old. So after that I became a little bit calmer.
Jacobsen or Mangiarotti. In fact, I’m really into pure design.
...probably a little bit more down to earth.
I’m not sure about that. Maybe I’ll never be able to be down to
earth. Of course you need some practicality in life, but that’s a
different topic.
Let’s talk about your sister, Franca Sozzani. She is still the
editor-in-chief of Vogue Italy. Both of you became so important for fashion and the arts.
Why did this happen? It just did. I guess because of our parents. They were very much into the arts, and beauty, and so we
were very privileged. And also we are Italians. It’s easy to be
surrounded by beautiful things and get inspired when you live
in Italy. The churches, the paintings, everything.
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DIGITAL FASHION
TRENDS &
STREETSTYLE
If you could start 10 Corso Como nowadays, would you
change the concept in light of all the possibilities we have
with blogs and social media?
It’s strange: I’m convinced that the 25-year-old concept is even
stronger now. Because Corso Como is based on community
and socialisation. Okay, so everything is easier now thanks to
digital communication – but there’s too much internet now, and
people are drifting apart. Everyone is on the phone and nobody
talks. Corso Como is a place where people can come together
to communicate again in real life and have drinks.

Don’t you miss working as a fashion editor sometimes?
Not in the least. I was there for 19 years and that was enough.
Back then, you were obliged to work at a fashion magazine. Nowadays, thanks to streetstyle and blogs, anyone
can become a fashion star. What do you think of that?
You can’t stop freedom. The whole development is a strange
phenomenon. It’s a different approach these days, when you
have bloggers becoming stars. But I think it’s just a contemporary thing, because everything has peaks, and it will go back to
normal at some point.

Have you ever thought of creating a no-WiFi zone?
So you’re not following anyone on social media?
No. If people need the internet to work, they shouldn’t be punished. The internet should never become an obsession. It’s just Really following? My sister (Note: Franca Sozzani, editor-in-chief
of Vogue Italy). And Suzy Menkes (Note: American fashion joursomething practical.
nalist, former NY Times editor). She is amazing. But my main
interest in social media is as a way to keep in touch with my
You described 10 Corso Como as a “living magazine”. In a
time of online shopping and videos, have you ever consid- contacts.
ered turning it into an online magazine, too?
Aren’t there any accounts that inspire you?
No. Of course, the revolution goes so fast. But I like the touch
of places that are not digitalised. Maybe we should focus more It’s a great thing for museums, because you see which exhibion online shopping to make more money – but I’m going to tions and artists they are working with or what they are planstick to our concept, and maybe people will go back to physical ning. So it’s a useful way for me to be up to date. But all the
shopping pretty soon. I use online shopping, but just for socks things that inspire me and the things I care about, I keep in my
studio.
and books. It’s just a service, not a pleasure.
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