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THE DELIGHT OF COLLECTING

Valerio Dehò 

Collecting works of art is a way of possessing beauty. The individual works in a collection are linked together inseparably. The type and nature of their relationship to each other can much vary. Collectors of traditional 20th century art often had a thematic, sometimes diachronic, or geographic focus. Unlike them, a collector of today’s contemporary art does not only enjoy the beauty of his selection, but sees himself as the archivist of the works he owns. He feels obliged to bear historic witness to the representatives of art he comes into contact with. A collector who indulges in this kind of organized fetishism often feels that it is his mission to conserve: he serves as a catalyst. He looks straight ahead in the spirit of those who are free to make their own decisions. 

On occasion of its 40th anniversary, the Finstral company is, for the first time, presenting its collection of contemporary art at the Merano arte museum. Thanks to the passion for art of the company founder, Hans Oberrauch, the Finstral company now owns a comprehensive international collection of contemporary art. For Hans Oberrauch, involvement in contemporary art means opening up to the world, a symbolic window to the cultural changes and developments of our time. Some of the works actually have a reference to the core message of the Finstral company, as they deal with the topic of ‘house’ and ‘housing’ on an artistic level and thus add a new language and expressiveness to it. The work La Casa (1982–84) by the Italian sculptor Nanni Valentini, for example, occupies a central position in the collection. Symbolically, it stands for the meaning that Hans Oberrauch has attached to this topic and serves as an overriding interpretation approach for the collection. Despite its stylistic, chronological, and conceptual diversity, the collection is harmoniously united by this thematic focus. Besides, the universal nature of the topics of ‘house’ and ‘housing’ is quite appropriate, because art is, after all, meant for all of mankind. 

Apart from this thematic focus, however, the entrepreneur is also guided by his instinct when it comes to purchasing works of art, by the personal relationship he can create with them. The collector appreciates the vivid and direct expressiveness of a work that affects the viewer and touches him emotionally. The acquisition of his first works of art, landscapes and floral still lifes by Rudolph Comploier senior and Ivo Rossi Siéf, marked the beginning of Hans Oberrauch’s gradually growing fascination for art. In the early 1990s, his passion grew much stronger when he was hunting for art for the new administration building of his Ritten-based company and purchased a number of works at the young art gallery of Klemens Gasser & Tanja Grunert. This resulted in a project at the company’s branch office in Gochsheim, where the American conceptual artist Robert Barry was invited to realize an installation. That, in turn, was followed by further ambitious art projects with the South Tyrolean 

artist Ulrich Egger, who also acted as an adviser on how to design the façade of the company headquarters building and the branch office in Kurtasch.

Hans Oberrauch’s analysis of modern aesthetic positions reaches beyond the individual works of art and brings with it intensive encounters with artists and gallery owners. The Finstral company is also an important patron of art. Not only does it support exhibitions and cultural events; it also enables the immediate implementation of international art projects such as Arte all’Arte, which is organized by Galleria Continua in San Gimignano and deals with the interaction between landscape, art, and architecture. In this framework, the installation by Marisa Merz in 2002 on Colle Val d’Elsa was also made possible by the generous support of the South Tyrolean company. 

The Finstral collection is not subject to a rational system, but is the heterogeneous sum total of the most diverse works with which the passionate collector has entered into a delightful relationship. It does not only include works by South Tyrolean and Italian artists, but also by international artists such as Joseph Beuys or the Fluxus artist and poet Emmet Williams, and gives special emphasis to the unique character of the works, regardless of categorizations. The exhibition at Merano arte follows an instinctive approach to the works and respects their individuality and history by associatively lining them up. Chronological and cultural borders tumble and give way to a fascinating open space for encountering the most diverse positions of contemporary art.

The institutional void left when curators separate high-class art (Transavantgarde and Arte Povera) from less important forms of art, or ones that are harder for the market to assimilate, is filled by the role of the collector, who passes on and administers tokens. Many great collectors independently accompanied international avant-garde art movements or major artists, supported them, and became their accomplices, not only in matters of art. This human aspect in the field of art retains the original joy, adventure, and delight contemporary art is capable of conveying. 

For a curious person who is eager to learn and for a truly international enterprise, art is an incomparable source of energy. Art teaches us to see, to recognize what lies underneath the surface, and to find what others seek. Art teaches us to experience the adventure of joy in our everyday lives and discover a wealth of new things. The power to change things lies in the ability to feel these different possibilities and realities and to bring them together, as does the Finstral collection. 
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