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From a distance, across the opalescent waters of the Venetian lagoon, the 
cluster of low red-brick buildings looks like a factory or a boatyard. It’s 
only when you get closer and see the huge silver space rocket, the 
fluorescent pink tree and the neon sign that reads “PATRIARCHY = CO2” 
that you realize this island is the latest addition to Venice’s ever-
expanding array of prestigious contemporary art venues. 

The 130,000-square-foot island of San Giacomo in Paludo, 20 minutes 
by boat from Venice’s historic center, has been transformed into an arts 
complex by the Italian contemporary art collector Patrizia Sandretto Re 
Rebaudengo. Venice is the third exhibition hub for her Turin-based 
foundation, which celebrated its 30th anniversary last year. 

The renovated and repurposed island is set to open on May 7, during the 
preview of the 61st Venice Biennale, with “Fanfare/Lament,” a solo show 
by the British multimedia artist Matt Copson, and a group exhibition of 
highlights from the foundation’s collection. 
 
“Venice has always been part of my dreams,” Sandretto Re Rebaudengo 
said in an interview on the island this week. The first show she ever 
organized was in the city during the 46th Venice Biennale in 1995, she 
said. It kept drawing her back, she added, because “Venice is a stage at 
the center of the international contemporary art scene.” 
 

 
The 130,000-square-foot island, 20 minutes by boat from Venice’s historic center, has been transformed into an arts complex by the Italian 
contemporary art collector Patrizia Sandretto Re Rebaudengo.Credit...Matteo de Mayda for The New York Times 

https://basis-frankfurt.de/de/node/1243
https://fsrr.org/en/isola-di-san-giacomo-venice/
https://fsrr.org/en/info/
https://fsrr.org/en/info/
https://www.labiennale.org/en/art/2026
https://www.nytimes.com/1995/06/10/arts/past-upstages-present-at-venice-biennale.html


 

 
“Venice has always been part of my dreams,” Sandretto Re Rebaudengo said.Credit...Matteo de Mayda for The New York Times 

Stylishly attired in a lilac jumpsuit and turquoise necklace, Sandretto Re 
Rebaudengo was surrounded by workers busily trying to complete the 
island’s buildings and installations in time for the opening in less than 
three weeks. More than 100 of them have been working on the project, 
she said. 

“It will be ready,” she added firmly. 

Sandretto Re Rebaudengo and her husband, Agostino Re Rebaudengo, 
the president of the Asja green energy company, bought San Giacomo in 
2018. It was once a prosperous staging post on a pilgrimage route but 
became a gunpowder store after Napoleon’s army overtook Venice. The 
island was in military use until 1961 and then lay deserted and derelict 
for almost six decades. 

Sandretto Re Rebaudengo said she said she wanted to give “new life” to 
San Giacomo, “but in a respectful way” — which meant transforming it 
into “a very sustainable island.” 
 
Napoleon’s three ruined gunpowder magazines yielded 30,000 bricks 
that were hand-cleaned and reused for external paving. A dozen 
buildings have been constructed, including exhibition and performance 
spaces, a service block, and residential quarters for the collector’s family 
and guests. There is a vegetable garden and a vineyard. A reactivated well 
provides fresh water. All of the island’s energy is produced using 
renewable resources on-site, according to Sandretto Re Rebaudengo. 
Image 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/459945


 

 
“Love Me” by Sarah Lucas.Credit...Matteo de Mayda for The New York Times 
 

 
Installing “Huff and a Puff” by Hugh Hayden as the island prepares to open.Credit...Matteo de Mayda for The New York Times 



 
But, as others point out, environmental sustainability is one thing, and 
cultural sustainability another, especially at a time when wealthy private 
collections, rather than public institutions, increasingly shape the way 
that art is made and viewed. The curator and writer Konstantin Akinsha, 
who has a home in Venice, said that grandiose private museums in the 
city like François Pinault’s Palazzo Grassi and Punta della Dogana, filled 
with works by international stars, felt “less embedded than deposited — 
installed in Venice, but not of it.” 

Akinsha said that in a depopulating city that has become a “spectacular 
backdrop for the global culture industry,” San Giacomo could make a 
difference by focusing more on local artists “rather than reproducing the 
same detached, imported model.” Otherwise, he added, the project will 
be “just another enclave, and the city will remain a stage set with no 
audience left to call it home.” 

To guard against globalization’s homogenizing effect on the art world, 
Sandretto Re Rebaudengo founded and leads the 20-member Committee 
of Contemporary Art Foundations, which aims, according to its website, 
to enhance and promote “Italy’s artistic and cultural heritage — with 
particular reference to contemporary art.” Her own foundation’s annual 
international Young Curators’ Residency Program seeks to “spread the 
awareness of the Italian artistic scene.” 

San Giacomo, she has set aside 10 rooms for curator and artist 
residencies. “We want to invite artists who pay attention to the moment 
in which we live,” she said. “This is how we started 30 years ago.” 

Josh Kline, whose much-discussed essay about the affordability crisis for 
artists in New York was published this year in October magazine, is one 
of 2,000 artists who have benefited from Sandretto Re Rebaudengo’s 
patronage. In 2016, her foundation showed Kline’s installation 
“Unemployment,” which envisions the devastation of the jobs market by 
artificial intelligence. 
 

https://www.nytimes.com/2025/10/21/arts/design/paris-foundations-museum-shows.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/10/21/arts/design/paris-foundations-museum-shows.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2006/05/01/arts/a-debut-in-venice-for-a-coveted-art-collection-originally-bound-for.html
https://archive.nytimes.com/tmagazine.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/05/18/the-other-biennale-punta-della-dogana/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/08/02/travel/venice-tips-crowds.html
https://www.comitatofondazioni.it/
https://www.comitatofondazioni.it/
https://fsrr.org/en/training/young-curators-residency-programme/
https://www.lissongallery.com/artists/josh-kline
https://www.artnews.com/art-news/artists/josh-kline-new-york-art-world-viral-essay-interview-1234780103/
https://www.artuner.com/insight/josh-kline-unemployment/


 

 
One of the elements of “Wrapping Things Up — (Tom/Administrator)” by Josh Kline, in a gallery where the works are being set up for 
display.Credit...Matteo de Mayda for The New York Times 
 

 
“Fabulação — Conversa Fiada” by Antonio Obá will be among the paintings displayed in the island’s new spaces.Credit...Matteo de 
Mayda for The New York Times 

“Patrizia’s support before the pandemic made many of my most well-
known works possible,” Kline said in an email. “The conditions I describe 



 
in my recent essay are shutting down radical, experimental art,” he 
added. “Patrizia is doing the opposite: backing artists over decades, and 
funding large-scale ambitious projects. This is what real patronage looks 
like, and it’s getting rarer.” 

San Giacomo will initially be open to the public for about four to five 
months a year. Access will be free, and visits will be led by trained guides, 
like in Turin, where 30,000 schoolchildren and students visit the 
Sandretto Re Rebaudengo foundation each year. Line 12 of Venice’s 
water bus service will stop at San Giacomo on request to encourage local 
community engagement. 

The project’s island setting, in the shallow waters of Venice’s Northern 
Lagoon, presents environmental challenges. Although the construction of 
the city’s flood-defense barrier has stabilized the tides, the average sea 
level continues to rise. As a precautionary measure, the entire island of 
San Giacomo has been raised three feet with reused materials from the 
site. 

Sandretto Re Rebaudengo said she wanted the “isolation, slowness, 
beauty and vulnerability of the lagoon” to be the “defining elements” of 
her program on the island. She also seems to understand that today’s 
artists increasingly share that same sense of vulnerability. 
 

 
“GONOGO,” 50-foot rocket by Goshka Macuga.Credit...Matteo de Mayda for The New York Times 

 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.larryslist.com/artmarket/private-museum-insights/from-exhibition-to-art-education-the-multifaceted-fondazione-sandretto-re-rebaudengo/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/04/01/world/europe/venice-mose-flooding.html
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HUGH HAYDEN’s  
Former Fruit Warehouse

East  Wi l l iamsburg

Hayden With “Pride” (2021)
A recliner, an o!ce  

chair, and a baby seat, each 
covered in zebra hide.

The Bear
“I made that as a 

night-light for myself 
back in 2014. It’s 

incomplete and has 
never been shown.”

4  PLACES  Where  ART Ge ts  Made NOW By  
WENDY GOODMAN
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design hunting
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had outgrown my previous studio in the Bronx,” 
Hugh Hayden says, sitting beside an aluminum and 
wood zebra skeleton sprouting massive branches 
from its bones. He needed more space to make large 
pieces for a show at ICA Miami in 2021 and had 
looked at plenty of listings through the website 
LoopNet, which focuses on commercial real  estate. 

Prices were too steep for what he needed, until he hap-
pened upon a former fruit distributor’s warehouse. 

“I actually didn’t like it,” he says of his first visit to the 
fluorescent-lit, cinderblock-walled structure, “but it ended 
up being a good deal.” 

The two-level space totals about 5,500 square feet with 
18-foot ceilings and a garage door on the ground floor, 
where Hayden has his wood shop and sculpting studio. On 
the lower-ceilinged second floor, there is a kitchen, an office, 
and a hangout room, where he and his staff gather for lunch.

Hayden knew what he wanted to do with it. “I had this 
vision that putting Sheetrock on the walls, as well as paint-
ing the walls, floor, and ceiling, would completely trans-
form this space.” 

It’s now his design laboratory, where his fantastical an-
thropomorphic sculptures are created to address a constant 
theme. “There’s still this overarching fascination and explo-
ration,” Hayden says, “of trying to inhabit the American 
Dream—more specifically, this metaphor of camouflage 
and this idea of blending into a natural landscape is sort of, 
for me, represented by blending into a social landscape, so 
that was my fascination with vegetation and the landscape 
and the environment.” 

That fascination plays out in pieces throughout the 
 studio, where his dog, Mars, wanders amid towering plants. 
On the walls are skeletons and rib cages made of carved 
wood. They are not, he says, a symbol of death but a repre-
sentation of our shared humanity: “When you see a skele-
ton, you don’t know the gender, or race, or sexuality.” 

A collection of seating called “Pride,” from his 2021 ICA 
Miami Show, “Boogey Men,” is covered in actual zebra hide. 
“The notion is that zebras work together as a group to cam-
ouflage and appear like a bigger  organism,” he explains. “So 
their camouflage works like a family.” The pieces represent 
different stages of life for each family member—a car seat is 
childhood, an office chair is adulthood, and a recliner is 
about getting older.

Growing up in Dallas, “I had this entrepreneurial 
spirit,” Hayden says. He built a koi pond in his family’s 
backyard when he was in ninth grade. “I didn’t know that 
you could be an artist,” he says, but he knew he wanted to 
leave Texas. His conservative high-school guidance coun-
selor didn’t get it, dismissing the idea of going to risd, 
where, he was warned, the students wore only black and 
had tattoos and piercings. 

He ended up at Cornell studying architecture. He gradu-
ated in 2007 and won second prize in a travel fellowship 
sponsored by Skidmore, Owings & Merrill with a proposal 
for researching culinary installations and food-related 
 architecture. He went to work for architect Adam Tihany 
but was laid off in 2009 during the Great Recession. 

That’s when he started honing his sculptural practice in 
furniture in Brooklyn. He also met artist Derrick Adams. 

Upstairs Lounge
Hayden’s dog, Mars, on 

the De Sede DS-600 
sofa. Hayden traded 
with Chen Chen and 
Kai Williams for the 
Geology dining table. 

I

“He was one of the first people I met who said they were an 
artist, and he was a full-time artist; he didn’t have another 
job. Also, the work he was making was from his perspective 
as a Black man, and I had ideas about the world, but 
I didn’t know there was an audience for them, or a way to 
make them and display them, or that you could have a 
 career or livelihood from it.”

Before he became an artist, he worked on store design 
for the fashion brand Alice + Olivia and Starbucks. He 
earned his M.F.A. from Columbia in 2018.

His upstairs office is where he goes to work on projects 

at the end of the day, after the rest of the studio has gone 
home. It’s filled with woven baskets, each one unique. 
There are finished pieces displayed on the walls, while 
those in process are scattered across his desk, all the result 
of teaching himself to weave during the pandemic. 

Communal cooperation is important to him. In 2016, 
he created an installation around a table where diners 
were tethered together and had to coordinate their move-
ments to eat. Later, for his birthday in 2020, he made a 
rocking table, where everyone had to work together to 
keep the surface from flipping over to use it. ■

design hunting
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The Slanted Sculptures
“They represent a  
body under stress.  
The slanted school 
desk represents an 

educational experience 
that is leaning forward, 

on the o"ense … in 
pursuit of something.”

Top (from left): The Barbie-doll hoop, a study from 2022; a zebra-tail detail from the “Pride”-series recliner. Armor, made from cherry bark 
applied to a Burberry coat, from 2014. Middle: Workstudy is from 2018 to 2023; BEC, made of yellow enameled cast iron, from 2021;  

Ball Chair, from 2009. Bottom: This piece, with a bald cypress sprouting out of an aluminum zebra, was originally shown at his gallery, Lisson,  
last summer—“I’m now transforming it into a new piece”; a Birkin bag covered in bark for a collector this year; a woven basket in process.
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5 Art Gallery Shows to See Right 
Now 
Julie Mehretu's prints; Lee Lozano's drawings; paintings by the 

Florida Highwaymen; sculptures by Hugh Hayden; and a survey 

of protest art. 

Hugh Hayden 

Through Aug. 13. Lisson Gallery, 504 West 24th Street, Manhattan; (212) 505 6431. 

lissongallery.com 

A sinister streak runs through the work of Hugh Hayden. His 

precise, cleanly executed sculptures, evincing his training as an 

architect, are saturated with pointed critiques of prevailing 

American institutions. In "Huey;' his third solo exhibition with 

Lisson Gallery, Hayden shows the outsized impact of two such 

institutions - organized religion and athletics - on Black identity 

and masculinity. Sparsely arranged across three rooms, the 

sculptures - all from 2021 - use a minimal but careful selection of 

materials to reinterpret familiar objects in a Gothic sensibility. 

The final space features seven sculptures, carved from Texan and 

Gabon ebonies. Though the slanted, skewed iterations of doors and 

chairs draw apt comparisons to the art of Robert Gober, they veer 

sharply from this legacy in their centering Black visual culture, as 

indicated by their surface color and the references in their titles -a 

small black gavel, titled "Uncle Phil;' nods to James Avery's 

character on "The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air." With this attention to 

detail, Hayden cinches his spot as a noteworthy figure in the lineage 

of American conceptualism. 

In the first gallery, visitors confront an installation of found church 

pews, refurbished and covered in red nylon bristles; mounted 

along the right wall are three hairbrushes made from white oak 

and boar hair, each bearing sharp, steel daggers as handles. These 

works, part of the series "Good Hair;' refer to Hayden's experience 

growing up in the Christian church, with its strict regulations on 

outward appearance. In the adjoining room, Hayden continues this 

theme of discipline and ritual with a set of wall-mounted basketball 

nets fashioned from Gatorade-dyed rattan ("Fruity") and other 

organic fibers. 

ART & DESIGN 

Hugh Hayden's "Rapunzel" (2021), painted fiberboard, 

synthetic hair extensions and metal rim. Hugh Hayden and 

Lisson Gallery; Mark Waldhauser 
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