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DALI’S FANTASTIC UNIVERSE

Beniamino Levi

President of the Stratton Foundation

| have been given the great honour of curating this exciting Salvador Dali exhibition in Shanghai, held in
the magnificent Bund 18 building. The artworks that the visitors will see displayed on the fourth floor,
stand as testament to my lifetime endeavors, as a collector and curator. It is an utmost privilege to be
able to exhibit this collection in such a historical landmark, over fifty years since | first met the artist
Salvador Dali.

As President of the Stratton Foundation, an organisation dedicated to the enrichment of the cultural
arts, | have curated over one-hundred Dali exhibitions worldwide, hosted by international museums.
Dali’s Fantastic Universe features several complete collections of various artworks, including sculpture,

art glass, collages, and graphic portfolios illustrating the great themes of literature.

This exhibition is intended to reveal the foundations that lay beneath Salvador Dali’s inspired genius,
and to offer an understanding of his art and life. It will allow the visitor to delve into the labyrinth of
Dali’s mind and to view the creative results of his infinite imagination. For me, it is the culmination of
many years of admiration, astonishment and involvement in the Surreal world of Dali.

My own adventure as a Dali collector, as well as my relationship with Salvador Dali himself, beg-an
in the late 1960s. At the time, | was in the process of organising a Surrealist exhibition at my art
gallery in Milan, focusing on the more prominent artists who took part in the movement during the
1920s and 1930s, as well as those who were strongly influenced by this movement. | had managed
to collect paintings by Ernst, Picabia, Lam, Matta, Magritte, Masson, De Chirico and many others but
unfortunately, | was unable to locate any works by Salvador Dali. No Surrealist exhibition would make
sense without the works of the Catalan genius, because without the inclusion of Dali, the show would
have been incomplete both historically and artistically. Dali was a defining entity in establishing the
theory of Surrealism:

“The only difference between Surrealism and myself is that | am Surrealism.”

Salvador Dali, among all the Surrealists, was the only one who constantly lived and implemented the
principles of Surrealism in his life.

| left for Paris in order to meet Dali, and to buy some of his paintings, hoping to acquire those which
would be most representative of his style. | must admit that | was both excited and nervous at the
prospect of meeting such a renowned artist. The crucial meeting changed my life personally and
professionally. It took place at the famed Maurice Hotel where Dali used to spend four months a year (the

rest of the year he usually divided between New York and Spain).
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Our meeting was extraordinary and exceeded all my expectations. What struck me immediately was
his egocentric personality. Dali was extremely curious as to my interest in him and began a seemingly
endless monologue, which | was totally powerless to stop. He spoke French, stressing and emphasising
some words in Spanish, his mother tongue. His speech ranged over many fields: astronomy, art,
philosophy and mathematics, with no apparent logic, and seemingly based entirely on a purely
imaginative level. Despite feeling overwhelmed, | was fascinated by the strength of his ideas and
his charismatic, yet theatrical, antics. After some reflection, | realised that his apparently senseless
~monologue had meaning only when filtered through the “sensors” of rationalised irrationality. That first
meeting made a lasting impression both in my mind and in my heart, eventually changing the course of
my life personally and professionally.

After that day, and after the exhibition, | did not have the chance to meet with Dali until several years
later. The meeting took place in the same Maurice Hotel in Paris, and was held in order to discuss my
dealings in his work. Having positive results, our strange relationship grew stronger. During the 1970s
various other meetings followed, both in Paris and in his house in Port Lligat, Spain.

Dufing the course of these encounters, | noticed some sculptures located in the studio where our
meetings took place. | thought these were the same sculptures Dali had described as those he created
when he was alone and wanted to relax from the obsessive and hallucinatory tensions that bothered
him frequently during the day. | knew that his attitude towards the sculptural form was at the same
time both scientific and metamorphic. He had spoken with me on the subject. The following, taken from

his autobiography, La Vie Secrete de Salvador Dali, reveals his true thoughts:

"Nowadays we know that shape always results from an inquisitive process of the material...the
specific reaction of the material when submitted to the terrible coercive strength of space that stifles
it, bressing and squeezing it all over. Until it creates those swelling that, bouncing from its life, reach
the precise limits established by the rigorous outlines of its own original reaction. Many times a
piece of material pushed by a exceedingly absolute impulse has been denied; while another piece
of material manages to create its own particular life, a piece of material that tries to be what it is
possible for it to be, abandoning itself to the pleasure of creating new shapes, despite the tyran"nical‘
impact of space.”

It was very impressive. | asked Dali and his secretary whether | could buy the sculptures | had seen,
and | urged Dali to create more. It was in this way that | began to collect Salvador Dali’s sculpture and
began to search all over the world for other sculptures that he had created in the past. My interest grew
stronger progressively and gave birth to an ambitious project of gathering together a vast collection
of works ‘Dali-Sculptor”. Just as | had discovered this remarkable field and remained fascinated by it, |
was sure that others would be too. In short, my aim was to reveal Dali's sculptural work to the public,
creating a collection which could be toured and appreciated worldwide, thereby doing justice to a major

aspect of Dali’s creative genius in the third dimension.

The task was one of mammoth proportions.
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Tracking these sculptures down in Surrealist exhibition cétalogues, | was able to locate many artworks
created and exhibited by Dali throughout his illustrious career. My research was thrilling and exhausting,

and ultimately it resulted in a major Dali collection which would be impossible to assemble today.

THE EXHIBITION

For the show at the Bund 18, | have chosen to display over two hundred and fifty artworks. Each and
every one has been carefully selected in order to bring various aspects of the Catalan Master’s oeuvre
to the public eye. Dali is probably most known for his iconic 1931 painting The Persistence of Memory,
where his melting clocks appeared for the first time. But his artistic oeuvre wasn't confined to painting

alone, as he stated himself “Painting is an infinitely minute part of my personality.”

This exhibition seeks to unravel a lesser-known side of Dali, reminding us that he was a multi-facetted artist

who used many different mediums to express himself, from bronze sculpture, to lithographs and glass.

Two particularly important aspects of Dali's creativity are brought to light: three-dimensional sculpture,

and graphics illustrating important themes of literature.

On show is one of the largest groupings of sculptures. The artworks highlight the powerful effect of
transforming iconographic images from Dali's familiar paintings into three-dimensional form, confirming
the artist's continued fascination with certain symbols and subjects even several years after he
first conceived them. Also evident in his sculptural work, is his fantastic, distorted and exaggerated

expression which makes them instantly recognizable and unique as Dali.

The second important aspect highlighted in this exhibition is the collection of etchings and lithographs.
These are the result of Dali's passion for books and the great works of literature showing that he was
an extremely well-read and inquisitive man. His surrealistic interpretation of these texts range from
classic works, to more modern books by contemporary writers such as Alice in Wonderland (1969) by
Lewis Carroll (1831—1898). Unafraid of controversy and drawn to the provocative, Dali even illustrated
texts which were at the time considered politically risky or morally compromising, such as The Art of.
Love(1979), based on the classic by Ovid that so scandalized the Romans of his day, or the scandalous
Casanova (1967). From a more historical and metaphysical focus of interest, we have the illustrations of
Moise et le Monotheisme by Freud (1975) whom Dali deeply admired and was highly influenced by his
ideas on psychoanalysis. Mythology, religion and history stimulated and inspired Dali to create a vast
repertoire of images, personalities, and allegories with which to tell the stories we have come to know

so well. The range of subjects and number of books that Dali illustrated over his lifetime is vast.

The variety of other works on display, underline the diverse techniques and'materials Dali used in his
extensive body of work. A dedicated space showcases the collaboration between Salvador Dali and the
prestigious French glass making company, Daum Cristallerie. Dali was mesmerized with the properties
of glass which allowed the magical transformation of light and colour, and managed to convert soft
elements to hard ones.

Startlingly unusual furniture and gold objects in which gold coins are transformed into fantastical
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figures, are just some of the other fascinating artworks the visitor can discover. Original collages of the
mystical Tarot are also on display. It was Gala who read the tarot cards and nurtured Dali’s interest in
mysticism. Dali has given the cards his own highly personal imagery, while at the same time maintained
the traditional symbolism.

And lastly, how can we not mention the focal point of the exhibition; the vast and mesmerizing oil
painting which was commissioned to Salvador Dali by Alfred Hitchcock for his 1945 Hollywood movie
Spellbound.

Dali’s style is rich in symbolism and recurring images. Most originated from everyday life; from his
childhood experiences to his later faséination with Freudian theories. Through art, he processed his
fears, his sexuality and his favored items, turning them into lifelong symbols which represent important
~ aspects of his life. Elephants, crutches, drawers, ants and his most recognizable icon, the soft watch,
represent significant events and are found repeatedly in Dali’s oeuvre. A single artwork can be brimming
with Dali’s own personal symbolism, emotional meanings and deliberate distortions. Interpreting these

symbols and sometimes hidden meanings offer us a better understanding of his ideas and his being.

These items embody some of Dali’s strongest beliefs; his obsession with ‘time” depicted in his notorious
Persistence of Memory and in other sculptures with soft watches such as the Profile of Time. His
fascination with beauty and the female form, but also his sexual anxieties are portrayed in his artworks.
A few important pieces are the Mae West Lips Sofa based on the actress sensual lips, and the sculptures
Space Venus and the Woman Aflame. The crutch, another familiar motif symbolising support and
stability which feature in several artworks,the Atavistic Vestiges after the Rain and the series of lamps
for the furniture; and lastly his fascination of contrasting the hard with the soft; eggs, snails for Snail

and the Angel, and tortoises seen in the Dali D’ or piece Dali Tortoise Charm.

In conclusion, there isn’t only one way, and certainly no right way to understand these artworks. As
Dali states “What is important is to spread confusion, not to eliminate it”. He opened up a universe
of fantastical possibilities, playing with and distorting objects or images to a striking effect. He was
a revolutionary, one of the most creative, provocative and innovative artists of the 20th century.
With his exceptional talent and eccentric character, the mustached Spaniard continues to captivate
the public today.

My experience with Dali has been a lifelong adventure, and | am sure that it is a relationship that will
continue to enthral me for the rest of my life. With artworks amassed from around the world in order to
honour Dali’s artistic legacy, | feel Dali’s genius will be apparent to those who attend this extraordinary
show. Walking around the exhibition you gain an insight into the twisted mind of the Catalan master, his
flamboyant, enigmatic personality ebbs from every piece. Rather than a museum exhibit, Dali's Fantastic

Universe is a Dali experience in its own right, an immersion into his wild and vibrant imagination. | hope
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that visitors to the Bund 18 will be as captivated by Salvador Dali as | still am today, many years after &

my first encounter with the great Surrealist Master.
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