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of the platform Sound Advice, and 
Sumitra Upham, the Head of Public 
Programmes at the Crafts Council, 
the film occupies the central space 
of a classicising, symmetrical suite 
of rooms, each of which is given to 
a single artist. It is one of the few 
exhibitions that is easily navigable 
and digestible. While the film 
captures the energy of street carnivals 
and events celebrated by African, 
Caribbean and South Asian diasporas 
in Britain, the newly commissioned 
works that accompany it draw on 
everyday rituals that are themselves 
if not traditional architecture then 
certainly forms of spatial practice 
for diasporic communities. One of 
these, Runout by the designer Mac 
Collins, is a sculpture made from 
ebonised ash wood that resembles an 
abstracted bulging upright domino, 
almost anthropomorphised with 
earlike projections and a mouthlike slit. 
The popularity of the portable game 
of dominoes among the Windrush 
generation, and the strength with 
which games can visually and audibly 
animate the most mundane of playing 
spaces, is also celebrated in the 
‘Dangerous Liaisons’ section at the 
Corderie, where a film by the London-
based Gbolade Design Studio captures 
one elderly participant’s infectious glee: 
‘dominoes people are happy people’. 

The title of the British exhibition 
refers to a quotation from James 
Baldwin: ‘There is reason, after all, 
that some people wish to colonize the 
moon, and others dance before it as 
an ancient friend’.3 This Biennale also 
reflects on oppression, injustice and 
cruelty, but ultimately it dances, and 
makes the case for the positivity of the 
dance to energise us all.
1 Catalogue: Biennale Architettura 2023:  
The Laboratory of the Future. Edited by  
Flavia Fossa Margutti and Maddalena 
Pietragnoli. Two vols, 670 pp. incl. numerous 
col. + b. & w. ills. (La Biennale de Venezia, 
Venice, 2023) €80. ISBN 978–88–98727–79–7. 
2 See, for example, C. Foges: ‘Venice Biennale 
resets the post-colonial balance’, The RIBA 
Journal, 13th June 2023, available at www.ribaj.
com/culture/review-venice-biennale-2023-
laboratory-of-the-future-lesley-lokko, accessed 
18th October 2023; and R. Bevan: ‘Striking 
displays of unequal power: Venice Architecture 
Biennale review’, The Art Newspaper, 19th 
May 2023, available at www.theartnewspaper.
com/2023/05/19/striking-displays-of-unequal-
power-venice-architecture-biennale-review, 
accessed 18th October 2023.
3 J. Baldwin: No Name in the Street,  
New York 1972, pp.193–94.

Alberto Giacometti: Portrait  
of the Artist as a Young Man
Bündner Kunstmuseum, Chur
19th August–19th November

by franz zelger

The Bündner Kunstmuseum in 
Chur, the capital of Switzerland’s 
south-easternmost canton, Grison, 
owns works by such native artists 
as Angelica Kauffmann (1741–1807), 
born in Chur, and the contemporary 
artist Not Vital (b.1948), from Sent 
in the Lower Engadine, and regards 
itself as a centre for artistic creation 
in and from the region. It is housed in 

the Palladian Villa Planta, which was 
built in 1874–76 and adapted in 1928 
by Walther Sulser to meet the needs of 
an art museum. An elegant extension, 
added in 2014–16 by the architects 
Barozzi Veiga from Barcelona, is 
designed not to compete with the 
villa but to create a dialogue with it. 
The building impresses with its clear 
geometric form and functionality; 
inside, the well-proportioned 
exhibition spaces are clearly laid 
out and are linked to the villa by an 
unassuming underground passage.

The exhibition under review, 
installed across nine rooms in the 
extension, is dedicated to Alberto 

4. Self-portrait, 
by Alberto 
Giacometti. 1921. 
Oil on canvas, 
82.5 by 70 cm. 
(Kunsthaus 
Zürich; exh. 
Bündner 
Kunstmuseum 
Chur).
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Giacometti (1901–66), who was 
born in Bergell (Bregaglia), in the 
southern Grisons valley, and died in 
Chur. It focuses on the artist’s early 
years, stretching from 1913, when he 
created his first works aged twelve, to 
1922–25, his early years in Paris, when 
he worked with the sculptor Antoine 
Bourdelle (1861–1929), experimented 
with Cubist imagery and staged his 
first exhibitions.1 The exhibition’s title 
alludes to James Joyce’s first novel, 
A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man 
(1916), and like the book, the display 
is about ‘self-discovery as an artist, 
his socialisation in an environment 
shaped by art’ (p.10). The central 
theme of the exhibition, which 
brings together some 160 works and 
forty documents, is Giacometti’s 
portraiture, to which one room in 
the exhibition is dedicated. About a 
quarter of the works in the exhibition 
have never been shown before. 

They have been systematically 
tracked down, leading to numerous 
discoveries, which are outlined in the 
catalogue.2 The essays shed new light 
on the factors that guided the young 
artist’s development and the way he 
broke away from close collaboration 
with his father, Giovanni (1868–1933), 
and found his own path. An essay 
by Christian Klemm traces the 
development of Giacometti’s self-
portraiture in various media, and 
another by Paul Müller, who has also 
contributed a meticulously researched 
biography of the artist’s life up to 1925, 
concentrates on the dialogue between 
father and son.

In terms of motifs, Giacometti’s 
early work, like that of his father, was 
essentially limited to the immediate 
circle of his family and relatives, 
to children, Bergell and Engadine 
landscapes, portraits of villagers 
outdoors or in interiors – subjects and 

themes that make up the rest of the 
exhibition. Together with Cuno Amiet 
(1868–1961), Giacometti’s godfather, 
Giovanni belonged to a group of Swiss 
artists who renounced the influence 
of the symbolist style of Ferdinand 
Holder (1853–1918) and turned towards 
French Post-Impressionism, adopting a 
distinctive colourism. The family links 
between Hodler and the Giacomettis 
were nonetheless close; Hodler was a 
godfather of Giovanni’s youngest son, 
Bruno. After the turn of the twentieth 
century, following a period in which 
he was influenced by Giovanni 
Segantini (1858–99), Giovanni fused 
his various sources of inspiration into 
a personal mode of expression. Like 
the Fauvists, light and colour were 
central to him. Some of Giacometti’s 
early works are influenced by his 
father’s. Watercolours and oil paintings 
depicting landscapes in Bergell and the 
surroundings of Maloja, such as Berg 
bei Maloja (1914; Fondation Giacometti, 
Paris), Berglandschaft (c.1918; Kunsthaus 
Zürich), Die Bergeller Berge (1919;  
private collection) and Silsersee  
(1921–22; Bündner Kunstmuseum),  
are outstanding in their warm and 
intense colours.

Giacometti’s talent for drawing 
became evident in his childhood. 
Pencil, colour pencil and pen 

5. Le père 
de l’artiste, 
by Alberto 
Giacometti. 
1927. Bronze, 
28 by 21.5 by 23 
cm. (Kunsthaus 
Zürich; exh. 
Bündner 
Kunstmuseum 
Chur).

6. Bildnis 
der Mutter, 
by Alberto 
Giacometti. 1918. 
Pen and ink on 
paper, 25.4 by 19.9 
cm. (Kunsthaus 
Zürich; exh. 
Bündner 
Kunstmuseum 
Chur).
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drawings, such as Self-portrait (1918; 
Kunsthaus Zürich) and Ottilia (1922; 
private collection), have survived from 
almost every year. Under his father’s 
guidance and then at the Protestant 
secondary school in Schiers, near 
Landquart, which he attended 
from 1915 to 1919, he continued 
developing his draughtsmanship. 
In acknowledgement of his artistic 
abilities, he was allowed to set up 
a room as a studio, rejoicing: ‘the 
teachers let me do it, the students 
also let me do it’.3 Sketches and copies 
based on old masters, including 
Rembrandt, Dürer, Holbein and 
Mantegna, but also on his father and 
Hodler, demonstrate the way that 
Giacometti used drawing to explore 
a variety of pictorial traditions, as 
discussed by Casimiro Di Crescenzo 
in his essay, ‘A method of learning to 
see’. It was a practice he continued 
until his later years. ‘You have to stick 
to drawing alone and exclusively’, the 
artist insisted.4

A striking half-length self-
portrait of Giacometti wearing a blue 
beret dated 1916 (Kunsthaus Zürich) 
presents a self-confident young artist. 
The influence of his father is evident 
in a full-length self-portrait from 
1921 (Fig.4), even if the concentrated 
expression and geometric composition 
already betray a different artistic 
temperament. No less representative 
of Giacometti’s first phase of 
development is Die Bergellerin (1921; 
Bündner Kunstmuseum). It is often 
compared with Giovanni’s portrait 
of Alberto (Bündner Kunstmuseum) 
from the same year, which is more 
dramatically lit.5 The two portraits 
show the subject looking straight 
out of the painting, demonstrating 
the continuing influence of Hodler. 
Both father and son aimed to capture 
their models’ individual character 
by their use of colour. Yet whereas 
Giovanni was always concerned with 
unifying and enlivening the surface, 
Alberto was primarily interested in 
representing the physical presence of 
his sitters. It is no coincidence that in 
1920 he was captivated by an Egyptian 
portrait bust in the Archaeological 
Museum, Florence, which he 
described as the ‘first sculpture of a 
head that seemed to me to resemble 

life’.6 In Venice, the young artist  
was overwhelmed by Tintoretto, 
‘whose world was like the reflection  
of the reality that surrounded me’,  
in Padua by Giotto, in Rome by the 
art of Antiquity, Baroque art and 
Byzantine mosaics.7

Giacometti anticipated the 
future sculptor in himself as early 
as 1917–18, when in a pen drawing 
(Kunsthaus Zurich) he transformed 
Rembrandt’s Polish rider (c.1655; 
Frick Collection, New York) into 
a monument by adding a pedestal. 
However, his earliest sculptures, 
the heads of his brothers Diego and 
Bruno in plaster, were created in  
1914–15, and he made several portrait 
busts of his father in a variety of 
media (Fig.5). Unlike his painting,  
for sculpture Giacometti had no 
model and was dependent on  
himself. His father provided him  
with material, but never himself 
worked in this medium. Giacometti’s 
youthful development as a sculptor  
is discussed in an insightful essay  
by Philippe Büttner.

Both in its expression and in 
the pose, the self-portrait in pen 
from 1918 unmistakably reveals both 
Giacometti’s mastery and wish to 
see himself in the tradition of the 
great artists of the past. His most 
intense early works are of his mother. 
A captivating frontal pen-and-
ink portrait is dominated by her 
large, wide-open eyes (Fig.6). This 
drawing points ahead to the mature 
Giacometti, who repeatedly remarked 
that the real vitality of a face lies in 
the gaze.8

1 See M. Peppiatt, Giacometti in Paris, 
London 1923.
2 Catalogue: Alberto Giacometti: Porträt  
des Künstlers als junger Mann. Edited 
by Stephan Kunz and Paul Müller, with 
contributions by Philippe Büttner,  
Casimiro Di Crescenzo and Christian  
Klemm. 320 pp. incl. 292 col. + 3  
b. & w. ills. (Scheidegger & Spiess, Zürich,  
and Bündner Kunstmuseum Chur, 2023), 
CHF49. ISBN 978–3–03942–176–3. 
3 R. Hohl, ed.: Giacometti: Eine 
Bildbiographie, Stuttgart 1998, p.20.
4 M. Meyer, ed.: Alberto Giacometti: 
Zeichnungen und Aquarelle. Das Legat  
Bruno Giacometti, Zurich 2014, p.6.
5 See, for example, B. Stutzer, et al.: 
Bündner Kunstmuseum Chur: Gemälde  
und Skulpturen, Zurich 1989, pp.91 and 186. 
6 Hohl, op. cit. (note 3), p.32.
7 Y. Bonnefoy: Alberto Giacometti: Eine 
Biographie seines Werkes, Sulgen 2012, p.88.
8 C. Klemm, ed.: Die Sammlung der Alberto 
Giacometti-Stiftung, Zürich 1990, p.35.

Remedios Varo: Science Fictions
Art Institute of Chicago
29th July–27th November 

by steven harris

There are relatively few works by 
Remedios Varo (1908–63) in public 
collections outside Mexico City, 
where the artist spent the last 
twenty years of her life. This rare 
opportunity for visitors to engage 
with the Surrealist’s work is the first 
museum exhibition dedicated to the 
artist in the United States since The 
Magic of Remedios Varo at the National 
Museum of Women in the Arts, 
Washington, in 2000.1 The exhibition 

7. Ciencia inùtil, 
o El alquimista 
(Useless 
science, or The 
alchemist), 
by Remedios 
Varo. 1955. Oil 
on hardboard, 
105 by 53 cm. 
(Museo de Arte 
Moderno, Mexico 
City; exh. Art 
Institute of 
Chicago).
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