HEALTHY MINT...
THE DIET OF THE SOUL
“Everyone should feed on art.” This is the expert advice of Marco Voena, creator of MINT, the much-awaited Milanese art fair. A connoisseur of ancient art and a fan of the contemporary, the gallery manager is a strong advocate of crossing art, i.e. juxtaposing works of the past and present. And his art fair clearly reflects this.
BY BEATRICE PANEARI 
Like the proverbial apple a day, Turin art dealer Marco Voena (47) believes everyone needs a daily diet of beauty. He recently returned to Turin from Paris, where one of his vedute by Francesco Guardi, valued at over $8 million (approximately €5.87 million), enchanted visitors at the latest Biennale des Antiquaires. He has followed his own diet advice voraciously since he was young: “I have a classical education,” explains Voena, as he accompanies Gentleman on an exclusive tour through the rooms of his house, painted in pink, yellow and blue. “My passion began at secondary school, when I used to go to the Uffizi Gallery with my classmates to admire masterpieces such as Piero della Francesca’s diptych featuring the portraits of the Duke of Montefeltro and his wife, as well as the works of Giotto, Botticelli, Bronzino, etc... I sensed that there was a meaning behind great works of art, as Federico Zeri always said. Thus, in addition to studying history of art, I also took courses in psychology, in an attempt to understand the true essence of the works, because every artist is a summary of many lives, many souls. It was almost an obsession – I used to spend all of my time in museums and art galleries, breathing in knowledge and emotions. That is why I urge people to feed on art – it is a first-rate diet that can even improve everyday life.”
A son of industrialists (there are no gallery managers in his family, so this calling-cum-adventure is all of his own making), Voena has been a profound connoisseur of ancient art for 20 years, as well as an avowed fan of the contemporary. Thus, in addition to a passion for the great masters of the past, he makes no secret of his admiration for Julian Schnabel, whom he recently visited in Montauk, in the Hamptons, at his open-air studio that is a work of architectural art in itself. And Schnabel even dedicated a portrait to him – lots of red dots around his face painted on fragments of pottery, using a famous 1980s technique that is typical of the American genius (who has even succeeded in making a trademark of his own pyjamas, which he has worn to the Oscars and various premières). “Apparently, those red dots around the face represent ideas, all the ideas in my mind,” reveals a flattered Voena. These include MINT, the most remarkable and eagerly awaited of art exhibitions, which is now due to run for the third time (19th – 23rd November) on Milan’s Piazza del Cannone, in front of Castello Sforzesco. “MINT was created to fill a gap in Milan’s art exhibition scene. I thought it was the perfect place for a complex, even difficult, kind of exhibition, based on a cross between ancient, modern and contemporary works of art. Not one of those exhibitions that only display philatelic, monotonous works, such as only those with gold backgrounds, or only baroque or minimalist pieces,” he explains. “And there won’t even be separate stands, like in Maastricht or Paris, with areas divided according to era and style. The idea here is to mix all the ages together to create an overall panorama of the evolution of mankind through paintings, sculptures, furniture....” A very varied diet, in other words, to be enjoyed in an extraordinary setting. Voena initially experimented with these fruitful blends in the early 1990s when, having just turned twenty, he founded the Compagnia di Belle Arti at Milan’s Palazzo Brivio Sforza. Ten years ago he was already exhibiting masterpieces from the time of Caravaggio alongside those by David LaChapelle (who will soon be showing at the London gallery run by Voena in partnership with Edmondo di Robilant, a descendent of the Kings of France). And it is no coincidence that he has always dreamt of exhibiting a Caravaggio alongside Albert Burri’s Grande Cretto Nero, which is stored at the Capodimonte Museum in Naples.
Sporting a dark-blue pinstriped suit and eccentric glasses like those worn by Magritte’s subjects, Voena is as courteous as his hometown of Turin and as fascinating as his MINT exhibition, about which he makes a number of exclusive revelations. Beginning with its structure: a reference to the circus, its interior is like a huge, almost loft-style, drawing-room, which will frame Milan like a natural work of art in a set designed by Peter Bottazzi. Incidentally, on the agenda is an exhibition of three vedute of 18th century Milan by Bernardo Bellotto (nephew of Canaletto and a forerunner of modern landscape painting), juxtaposed with a set of photographs taken in the city by some of the contemporary masters with the camera. These analogies, references and harmonies will lead up to an auction in which the photographs will be sold, with the proceeds being used to restore a work of the past. Voena has always been loyal to the slogan “Contemporary restores ancient”, just as he is followed, loyally, by a little dog with a Hollywood-style name, Gwineth, that is used to wandering about an amazing house, moving from a profane piece by Tom Sachs to a huge Schnabel painting, dedicated to his friend Lou Reed, on to a creation by duo Gilbert & George, provocatively entitled Forgiveness, and a Cindy Sherman tureen, ironically nicknamed Madame de Poisson, in reference to Madame de Pompadour. Without forgetting, of course, the two photos of the men Marco Voena considers to be his tutelary deities, or better still his godfathers of art history: the legendary Renaissance expert Bernard Berenson, who ran the Florentine estate Villa I Tatti, and Leo Castelli, the Italian-born art dealer-collector who dominated the North American modern art scene, starting with his legendary New York gallery.
Passion, talent and knowledge. But art dealing is always a gamble, and to the inevitable question as to whether there are certain artists, besides Schnabel, that he believes are worth betting on, Voena replies with flawless understatement: “I’m not a real talent scout, or at least I’m not very good at unearthing new talent on the contemporary art scene. I mean, I can tell when an established artist is destined to do well, if he has his own very special language and experience, an inner strength that will support him in the future. I would say that the biggest artists are Americans, which is partly due to their inevitable marketing and media communication campaigns, a phenomenon that art galleries and auction houses seem at times to have copied from the fashion system. With an increasing shift of wealth towards the East, it is plausible that certain Indian or Iranian artists who are currently little recognised could create a good market for themselves. But I don’t like fantasy economics.” Moreover, combining a taste for the beautiful and investing is not as simple as it may appear. It requires a perfect understanding between the dealer-connoisseur and the collector. In the past, it involved famous families such as the Mellons, Rothschilds and Rockefellers. Today, according to Voena, Michel David-Weil, head of Lazard Bank, is the world’s top collector of ancient art. Rare pieces have their rewards, of course. Purchasing a Rembrandt in the 1970s would have been an excellent investment, whereas nowadays one only ever sees them in museums. Or even buying an Andy Warhol in the 1960s: all one needs to do is compare the dollar back then to the dollar of today. “A number of people are still living off the sales of collections previously put together by their own family, even in Italy,” says Marco Voena with a smile.

As much as he dislikes fantasy economics, the founder of MINT cannot avoid the issue: while the credit crunch is spreading, the Stock Market is in crisis and even the real estate market is showing signs of strain, art continues to grow unperturbed. Now one just has to touch wood and hope that those who fear the umpteenth speculation bubble are wrong. “I don’t think it will be like in the 1970s with the oil crisis, or like the late 1980s, when the Japanese, who had stopped at the Impressionists, retreated from the market. Today the economy is very different. There are more players and buyers forming a critical global mass. Art fairs are held all over, from Abu Dhabi to Singapore, from Palm Beach to Beijing. If the U.S. is not buying, there is always Russia, China or India. And then, just look at the recent auction by Damien Hirst, which brought in a total of £120 million (approximately €154 million) - that represents but an hour of trading on a single Stock Exchange amid many, a small sum in comparison to the assets that are exchanged everyday worldwide.”
“Another factor to take into account,” adds Voena in conclusion, “is that there are currently around 120 contemporary art museums either being constructed or renovated. They are empty buildings that must be filled. The Emirs, who have already bought a great deal of Islamic works, are also assigning large sums of money for classical and ancient artworks. The agreement between the Louvre and Dubai to open a museum in the Gulf Region, twinned with the Parisian one, represents a lot more than simple curiosity.”
MINT, Milan International Antiques and Modern Art Fair, the show founded by Marco Voena that features ancient, modern and contemporary artwork, will be held on Milan’s Piazza del Cannone (pictured left), from 19th - 23rd November. This third exhibition will be held in an original structure (above) that resembles a circus big top, designed by architect Peter Bottazzi. Class Editori will be at the art fair with a display featuring the covers of Gentleman, which is set to celebrate its 10th anniversary in November with a convention on art and finance. MINT, www.mintexhibition.it. 
