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Art and fashion rub elbows

data

stampa

“When disciplines overlap, it
is always a bit complicated.”

ROME

New Italian museum
receives some financing,
but wrinkles ensue

BY ELISABETTA POVOLEDO

Fine arts and luxury brands have long
crossed paths, creating a blend of cul-
ture, merchandising and branding.

The most recent Italian example of
this cross-cultural association comes
via the Paris-based artists .Lucy and
Jorge Orta, who created an installation
for Maxxi, the National Museum of the
21st Century Arts in Rome.

The artwork was commissioned by
the Italian luxury men’s wear label Er-
menegildo Zegna in a win-win-win situ-
ation — the brand gets visibility, the
artists get to ‘work and the cash-
strapped museum gets much-needed
private financing.

At the presentation of the installation,
Mr. Orta described the Zegna family as
modern-day Medicis, citing the
Florentine dynasty that commissioned
work from Michelangelo and Bramante,
the Renaissance archistar.

““Working with art makes a brand ex-
citing,’ said Gildo Zegna, chief execu-
tive officer of the Zegna Group.

Mr. Zegna hopes the association with
art will help his label. *“We’re happy to
do what we're doing, but there's busi-
ness behind it all,”’ he said.

Zegna's collaboration with Maxxi
comes at a fortuitous time for the mu-
seum, which opened less than two years
ago and faces an uncertain future be-
cause of funding problems. The Culture
Ministry in Italy has initiated proce-
dures to replace the board of directors of
the foundation that manages the mu-
seum with a government-appointed ad-
ministrator. The dispute centers on
what the government says is the
board's inability to attract more private
sponsorship to pay for its activities.

The tie between fashion and art is
strong in the Orta piece. To create their
piece, called ‘‘Fabulae Romanae,’ or
Roman Fables, a microvillage of colorful
tents and mannered mannequins, the
artists visited Zegna’s wool mill in the
Piedmont region of northern Italy,
where they were given access to Zegna
silks, wools and other fabrics. The mate-
rial was fashioned — along with French
Army blankets, bundles of flea-market
secondhand apparel and a multihued
assortment of gloves and mitts — into
the “dome dwellings” and ‘refuge
wear"’ typical of the Ortas’ work.

Maria Luisa Frisa, who curated the
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show, said the artists were the ‘‘perfect
fit"* for the project. Ms. Orta has a back-
ground in fashion, and the artists often
use fabrics in their artworks.

Mr. Orta said the collaboration
worked well ‘‘because we both speak
the same language.”” But he was quick to
point out that the fashion brand had not
pushed its fabrics on the artists.

“They gave us carte blanche to use
them or not, an ideal situation for the
artist’ he said. It wasn't about busi-
ness or promotion of their fabrics, but
about exploration.”

Ms. Orta also teaches at the London
College of Fashion.

“In Europe, fashion and art education
often blend together,’ said Lorcan
O’Neill, who owns a contemporary art
gallery in Rome adding that Alexander
McQueen and John Galliano studied at
St. Martin'’s in London.

“And the fashion world approaches art
with great sympathy and respect,” Mr.
O’Neill added. “‘People who make clothes
understand what it’s like to be an artist.
There’s great pressure to have every-
thing sell or out the door.”’

The Orta installation inaugurates
ZegnArt, a multiyear cultural project by
the Zegna company that involves public
institutions like the Maxxi as well as in-
store art projects at Zegna boutiques
around the world.

At the new Ermenegildo Zegna
boutique on the fashionable Via Con-
dotti in Rome, large photographs by the
German artist Frank Thiel hang be-
tween rows of suits.

On May 2, the New York boutique of
Zegna will present five thread paintings
commissioned for ZegnArt from Emil
Lukas, an American artist whose work
Mr. Zegna saw at Art Basel, the Swiss
art fair. Mr. Lukas used Zegna silk
threads for the work.

‘“We had a great collection of silk
threads and he used them, instead of
polyester. It came out beautifully,’ Mr.
Zegnasaid. ‘‘That’s the way to open new
frontiers to artists, that’s the way to go.””

Though the close rapport between art
and fashion may not be new, wrinkles re-
main. Flirting with glamour is a conflic-
ted choice increasingly faced by publicly
funded museums. Museum shows fea-
turing designer fashions, which often
tour the world, have caused controversy
in part because the designers’ compa-
nies help sponsor them. The Giorgio Ar-
mani show at the Guggenheim Museum
in New York in 2000 was one such ex-
ample. Still, those shows attract audi-
ences; the Alexander McQueen show at
the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 2011,
after McQueen’s suicide at the age of 40,
was a big draw.

Starting next month, the Costume In-
stitute at the Met will hold a retrospect-
ive honoring Elsa Schiaparelli, who died
in 1973, and Miuccia Prada, based on an

imaginary conversation between the
two Italian fashion legends. Both wom-
en have strong links with the contem-
porary art of their day. Salvador Dali
and Jean Cocteau collaborated on
Schiaparelli fashions, while Ms. Prada’s
group heads an important art founda-
tion and will next year inaugurate a con-
temporary art museum in Milan.

Pio Baldi, president of the Maxxi
Foundation, said he was not in favor of
hosting designer shows, which smacked
of commercial logic. “We're interested
in producing together. Otherwise, we
are just a container,”’ he said. Besides,
he added, ‘“pure sponsorship doesn’t
exist anymore.”

Museums and private sponsors
‘need to find a common objective that is
in the core business of both and develop
a common action from this,”’ he said.

Doubts remain on the part of some art
experts about the hybrids produced by
commercial-cultural ventures.

“When disciplines overlap, it is al-
ways a bit complicated,’ said Angela
Vettese, president of the Bevilacqua La
Masa Foundation in Venice, which pro-
motes contemporary art.

The Rome museum’s collaboration
with Zegna is relatively rare in Italy,
where private sponsorship of cultural
activities receives negligible financial in-
centives from the state and personal ini-
tiatives can be perceived with suspicion.

“Tax benefits would certainly stimu-
late us to do more,”’ Mr. Zegna said.

When Diego Della Valle, head of the
luxury-leather-goods company Tod's,
pledged €25 million, or $33 million, to re-
store the Colosseum in Rome last year,
consumer rights groups challenged the
donation in court, arguing that the com-
pany would exploit the ancient Roman
amphitheater for its own aims. The court
will rule on the sponsorship in May.

Mr. Zegna would not say how much
the group had invested in culture. “By
American standards, it isn’t much but
for us it is meaningful,” he said.

To lift Zegna’s international visibility,
ZegnArt is planning projects with mu-
seums in India, Turkey and Brazil,
emerging markets where cultural ven-
tures can help a brand make a splash.

““We need to have more young people
attracted to the brand, so we take the
route of social responsibility, the envir-
onment and support of the arts,’ Mr.
Zegna said.
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