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Peggy Guggenheim in London

Vasily Kandinsky’s “Dominant Curve” (1936), on display at the Peggy
Guggenheim Collection. Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York; via
Peggy Guggenheim Collection, Venice

On the way back to the Accademia is the Peggy Guggenheim
Collection, an unfinished 18th-century palazzo on the Grand Canal
where the American collector and gallerist spent the last three
decades of her life — because, as she said, once you see Venice,
“there is nothing left over in your heart for anyone else.”

In 1938, Guggenheim opened a gallery in a former pawn brokerage
on Cork Street in London, behind the Royal Academy of Arts. The
gallery, Guggenheim Jeune, stayed open for 18 months, and is the
subject of a Venice show.

“It was not just a blip,” but “really the central part of everything
there was to come,” said Pilar Ordovas, an art gallerist in London
who presented an exhibition on Guggenheim Jeune in 2019.

Had World War II not broken out, she added, Peggy Guggenheim’s
museum “would have ended up being in London and not in Venice.”

Works were hard to sell, so Guggenheim often bought a painting or
sculpture from each exhibition as a favor to the artist. That’s how
her collection was born, said the show’s curator Grazina Subelyte.
She was “not afraid to take risks, and not afraid of other people’s
opinion,” and made it “her duty to help these artists gain visibility,”
she added.

Guggenheim was one of the first people to introduce abstract and
Surrealist art in Britain, exhibiting the painter Yves Tanguy and
the sculptor Jean Arp. She also staged Britain’s first solo exhibition
of Wassily Kandinsky: 38 paintings, ranging from early landscapes
to abstracts. According to Subelyte, Guggenheim and her sister
offered four of the works as gifts to Tate Gallery; Tate turned down
three of them for being too avant-garde, and kept one.

She also put on a show of drawings and paintings by children —
one of her largest shows ever, with some 120 works by her own son
and daughter, by the grandchild of James Joyce, and by a boy
named Lucian Freud (the grandson of Sigmund Freud), who would
g0 on to become a prominent British painter.

Many of the works displayed at Guggenheim Jeune are on show in
Venice, including Arp’s “Head and Shell” (c. 1933), the first artwork
that Peggy Guggenheim collected; Kandinsky’s “Dominant Curve”
(1936); and Tanguy’s “The Ribbon of Excess” (1932), which was in
the 2019 Ordovas Gallery show.



