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COLLEZIONE RAMO
On paper and other secrets

By Fabio Martini

In Brera, in the heart of Milan, near Via Fiori Oscuri — the zone that has always been considered the artists’ quarter
— for several years now Collezione Ramo has been active, as a private institution founded by Giuseppe Rabolini
with the goal of collecting and exhibiting the drawings of the greatest Italian artists of the 20th century.

A lover of drawing since childhood, about 20 years ago Giuseppe Rabolini, an entrepreneur involved in the
creation and production of jewelry, began to gather and purchase drawings by the greatest Italian artists of
the 20th century. His research is sustained by great passion and two basic convictions: that art drawing often
represents the germinal moment in which the artist’s idea takes on an initial form, and that the art of the 20th
century in Italy, in all its multiple aspects, is second to none — with respect to other countries, in Europe or
America — both for the wealth of its movements and for the value of its artists. Gradually refining this appro-
ach, Rabolini has concentrated on the expansion and reorganization of his collection, certain that this would
allow him to give back to Milan, in return for the many personal achievements made possible for him by

the city, an important legacy of art to make available to the public and to present in Italian and international
museums. But to create a reality of this kind, it is indispensable to have a structure composed of specialists at
the highest level, capable of coming to terms with the complex issues posed by such a collection. The choice
went to Irina Zucca Alessandrelli, an acclaimed art historian, journalist and expert on the art market, who has
worked at length in the United States as assistant researcher at MOMA P.S.1 in New York, and at the Philadel-
phia Museum of Art. We met with the curator at the headquarters of Collezione Ramo (collezioneramo.it).
“Mr. Rabolini contacted me three years ago, but actually we knew each other for years. He also read my arti-
cles in Il Sole24ore during the period I was writing from New York for the ‘arteconomy’ page. My job was to
reorganize and consolidate the existing collection, evaluating the artists included and those who were missing,
in order to form a good representation of the Italian 20th century. We should specify that by the term ‘dra-
wing’ we are not referring only to graphite but also to the area covered by the English terminology ‘drawing/
work on paper,” namely all those techniques — pencil, collage, watercolor, charcoal, pen and ink, etc. — that
use paper as their surface.”

Elective medium

But there was also another important aspect the curator had to address. In Italy art drawing, in fact, unli-

ke other countries that hold it in higher esteem, is not granted dignity on a par with painting and sculpture.
Therefore what was needed was to initiate an action of revaluation of this art form, avoiding an exclusively
philological interpretation or one that sees drawing as a mere phase of passage from the idea to the final work.
“Drawing, at least in Italy, is still viewed as a secondary form of expression, almost second-class, while in
other countries exhibitions on drawing are often considered true gems. Obviously this also has an impact on
the market, where drawings are generally priced lower than paintings or sculptures, which are viewed with
more attention, also in terms of audience. Even in the case of very important artists like Marino Marini or
Lucio Fontana, for example, we never see their output on paper, though they are often very great draftsmen.
For Fausto Melotti, drawing — not always a preparatory phase, but often the final outcome of the artistic pro-
cess — had a central or even greater importance as the first manifestation of an idea. The holes, cuts, scratches,
the most distinctive elements of the production of Lucio Fontana, are found first of all on paper, sometimes
several years before they appear on canvas. For Fontana drawing was an elective medium.”

Italian artistic production during the 20th century is remarkable, and also in the narrower field of drawing we
can imagine that the questions of selection have been difficult to approach.

“Exactly. Let’s say that we have followed, to some extent, the evolution of Italian art across the century. In a
certain sense the 1980s represent, in my view, the end of a span in the overall conception of art. Throughout



the 20th century there were many movements, manifestos, groups, a long period that has dissolved with the
rise of individualism in the 1980s, and still today. Visual poetry, for example, is included in the Collezione
Ramo, with Isgro and Bentivoglio, and we also have Arte Povera.”

Passion and technique

The structure created by Giuseppe Rabolini for his collection occupies the elegant spaces of a historical
building in the Brera zone. The facility was once an image space for his company, and is now organized in
keeping with a modern museum model, in terms of the tasks assigned to the various people involved in the
project, and in terms of the activities, as Irina Zucca Alessandrelli explains.

“Valeria Ena deals with everything regarding the publications — books, exhibition catalogues, magazines — in
order to gather all the possible documentation for historical authenticity. This is especially true for the artists
whose drawings have high market value. In this perspective, it is essential to gather, for every artist in the
collection, all the materials available, not only to find out if our drawings are included in publications from
the past, but also to get the most information possible about the artists, their activity, particularly in relation
to their production of drawings. Two important roles are played by Annaluce Canali, who handles the admi-
nistration and archives, and Serena Sartori, who covers all the activities connected with the movement of the
works, loans, the vault where the drawings are stored in darkness, at a constant temperature of 16°C, outside
the frames in pH-neutral folders — in short, with all the characteristics of museum conservation. We also have
a workshop for the conservator and restorer, a full employee who works to safeguard the pieces we have
purchased, offering advice on the condition of the works we are interested in acquiring, and in the phase of
organization of the exhibitions, intervening in the preparation for transport and the hanging of the shows. So
you can see that this is a small structure, but very similar to that of many museums.”

Heritage to defend

After three intense years of work Collezione Ramo has reached a phase of full consolidation. “We agreed with
the collector on a list of 110 names to represent the best of the Italian 20th century. We then purchased many
works, reaching the present total of about 600. This may seem like a large number, but actually the choice was
quite problematic, with the exclusion of a number of deserving artists. But it was indispensable to set a limit,
also for reasons of a temporal nature. Obviously a collection is never rigidly ‘closed.’ It can always welcome
new additions. In any case, the established objective has been achieved and at this point we have an exceptio-
nal heritage to publicize and make known as widely as possible.”

Today the Ramo Collection, as a private resource, is made available to museum institutions under the form

of loans — “we have already loaned works in Italy, but also at Musée d’Orsay last year, for the exhibition on
Wildt” — helping to expand knowledge of drawing in the context of the Italian 20th century, which is the main
aim of the collector.

The next event in which Collezione Ramo will make an important contribution is the Biennale del Disegno in
Rimini (23 April — 10 July), a unique event in Europe, now at its second edition.

“At this point we are finally beginning to open to the public, and this event in Rimini is another excellent
opportunity,” Zucca Alessandrelli explains. “The first edition was a bit understated, because it was a new
event and because the budget was quite small, but this second edition is covered by the policies of the cultural
heritage authorities, and is much larger, with about 30 exhibitions organized in museums in the Rimini area,
including the Archaeological Museum, Castello Sismondi, the Biblioteca Malatestiana and many other spaces.
The Biennale looks at drawings in all their possible versions, from anatomy to architecture, biology to geo-
graphical maps. As Collezione Ramo, we will take part with a selection I have made of about 60 works on the
concept of the ‘Martian’ as a way of indicating artists who were so revolutionary and innovative in the 20th
century that they were misunderstood in their time, and are often still interpreted in a superficial way today.
There are 16 artists, including Adolfo Wildt, Medardo Rosso, Fortunato Depero, Maria Lai — a Sardinian artist
who often used yarn on paper — Cagnaccio di San Pietro, with the preparatory drawing of Primo Denaro,
which is his most important painting, Domenico Gnoli, still to some extent considered an illustrator because
he had an unusual career, working in the United States for magazines in New York, producing truly excep-
tional drawings, but also Tancredi Parmeggiani, who is associated with the Informal movement. Decidedly
heterogeneous personalities, brought together by the force and the extraordinary novelty of their research.”





