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From 12 February to 28 May, the Museo d’arte della Svizzera italiana presents the 
exhibition “Meret Oppenheim, works in conversation. From Max Ernst to Mona Hatoum”, 
dedicated to one of the most famous artists of the twentieth century, shown here alongside 
major exponents of the Dada and Surrealist movements as well figures of importance on 
the contemporary art scene. Curated by Guido Comis, curator of MASI Lugano, and Maria 
Giuseppina Di Monte, director of the Andersen, Manzù and Praz Museums in Rome, as well 
as being an expert on the work of Meret Oppenheim, the exhibition has been also made 
possible thanks to the collaboration with important private collections, and swiss as well 
international public institutions. 

Meret Oppenheim (1913-1985) is one of the most renowned artists of the twentieth century and 
the author of works that have become veritable icons of this past century’s art. The great intrigue her 
work aroused and her personality are also reflected in the life and creations of her friends and fellow 
artists like Man Ray, Marcel Duchamp, Max Ernst, Alberto Giacometti, René Magritte, and many 
others, making her a central figure in the artistic scenario of the 1930s. With approximately one 
hundred works on display, the exhibition dedicated to the artist documents her entire career, from 
her debut in Paris in the early 1930s to her experience with non-figurative art in the 1970s and ‘80s. 
In this exhibition Oppenheim’s works converse with those of major exponents of the Dada and 
Surrealist movement, as well as several established contemporary artists like Robert Gober and 
Mona Hatoum. 

The exhibition 
The exhibition, which is hosted by the Museo d’arte della Svizzera italiana (MASI Lugano) and 
curated by Guido Comis and Maria Giuseppina Di Monte, takes place a stone’s throw away from 
Carona, a hamlet that was dear to the artist, as it was there in her family’s vacation home that she 
found refuge even in the most difficult times of her life. 
The works exhibited reveal the close-knit relationships between Meret and the older and often 
already established artists of that day and age; most importantly, however, they underscore the 
independence of this artist, who was close to Surrealism not because she wished to emulate it, but 
because she saw in Breton’s movement the expression of a sensibility that was similar to her own: “It 
is not I who looked for the Surrealists, it is they who found me”. The exhibition thus releases Meret 
Oppenheim from the image of muse and model that has often unfairly obscured her work in the past. 
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The exhibition is organized around several theme-based sections each of which casts light on a 
different aspect of and moment in the artist’s creative process: from the relationship and intense 
exchange of ideas that, upon arriving in Paris in the 1930s, she entertained with her fellow Dadaists 
and Surrealists, to the abstract compositions of the 1970s. 

The exhibition begins with some of the creations that were the result of the encounter between the 
young and irreverent Meret Oppenheim and the works of her fellow artists Marcel Duchamp, Man 
Ray, Jean Arp, Max Ernst, among others. The display continues with objects like cups, steins, shoes, 
and gloves that, as if animated, manifest the signs of having a life of their own, growing fur or a tail, 
veins and capillaries, or joined in passionate kissing. This is followed by paintings in which the artist 
depicts herself in the guise of fairy-tale or mythological characters: a serpent woman, bird woman, 
stone woman. Also emerging from the paintings is the visceral relationship that connected this artist 
to the earth. Offsetting these compositions are representations of the sky and the stars: premonitory 
visions or creations that suggest eschatological meanings. A section including portraits and self-
portraits of Meret Oppenheim and of her fellow artists gives visitors the chance to see what the 
artists whose works are exhibited looked like, and to appreciate the tendency of the Surrealists to 
call into play their own faces and identities by way of disguises or interventions on the portraits 
themselves. Adjacent to this section is one dedicated to the fantastic faces and masks created by 
Meret and the other artists in her group. These include sculptures, paintings, but also masks 
conceived on the occasion of the famous Carnivals of Berne and Basel, objects purpose was to 
conceal as much as it was to reveal the hidden traits of the person wearing them. 
Also on display are the works of several established contemporary artists – Robert Gober, Mona 
Hatoum, Birgit Jürgenssen – whose works have been inspired by or refer indirectly to the creations 
of the Swiss artist. Visitors will be able to appreciate the influence that Meret Oppenheim’s 
inventions had on the generations of artists in the second half of the twentieth century. 

The catalogue 
An accompanying exhibition catalogue will be published in English and Italian editions (Skira 
publishing house) with images of all the works showcased, contributions by the curators and experts 
on Meret Oppenheim’s work: Martina Corgnati, Bice Curiger, Heike Eipeldauer, Josef Helfenstein, 
Daniel Spanke and texts of Lisa Wenger, Dominique and Christoph Bürgi. 

Educational activities 
In addition to the free guided tours that routinely take place on Sundays at 3 p.m., numerous cultural 
activities have been organized for the duration of the exhibition aimed at enhancing the public’s 
enjoyment and turning the visit into an even richer emotional experience. The calendar of events can 
be viewed at www.edu.luganolac.ch. 

Exhibition Program 2017  
During the first half of the year, in addition to the homage to Meret Oppenheim, MASI Lugano will 
showcase the recent and unpublished works by the English artist Craigie Horsfield as part of a 
project realized in collaboration with the artist himself and the Centraal Museum Utrecht (12 March – 
2 July 2017), as well as the artistic explorations of two undisputed protagonists of post-war Italian 
art, Alighiero Boetti and Salvo (9 April – 27 August 2017). While the latter exhibition is being held, 
Spazio -1. Collezione Giancarlo e Danna Olgiati will host an exhibition whose aim is to document the 
artistic scene in Turin in the 1960s and 1970s (9 April – 23 July 2017). 
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MASI Lugano 

The Museo d’arte della Svizzera italiana, Lugano represents the arrival point for a deep-seated 
revision of the cultural policies that led to the merging of the Museo Cantonale d’Arte and the Museo 
d’Arte di Lugano in one single institution. The museum has two locations: LAC offers events and 
exhibitions aimed at delving deeper into twentieth-century and contemporary art and its collections, 
while at Palazzo Reali the focus is on the history of the art of this territory, and the valorization of 
specific groups of works in the collections. MASI Lugano’s main partner is Credit Suisse, thus 
confirming the institution’s historical commitment to art in Lugano. 

Current Exhibition 
The collection 
New Consonances. Works from the Museum’s Collections 
LAC, until 12.02.2017 

Future Exhibitions 
Craigie Horsfield 
Of the Deep Present 
LAC, 11 March – 02 July 2017 

Boetti – Salvo 
“Vivere lavorando giocando” 
LAC, 09 April – 27 August 2017 

At the same time: 
Torino 1966-1973 
Spazio -1. Collezione Giancarlo e Danna Olgiati, 09 April – 23 July 2017 
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Information  

Location  
LAC Lugano Arte e Cultura  
Piazza Bernardino Luini 6, 6901 Lugano  
+41 (0)58 866 4230  
info@masilugano.ch  
www.masilugano.ch  

Opening hours  
Tuesday - Sunday: 10:00 a.m. – 6 p.m.  
Thursday until 8 p.m.  
Closed Mondays  

Admission  
The collection 
Free  

Temporary exhibitions 
Full: chf 15.-  
Reduced admission: chf 10.- (AVS/AI discount, over 65, groups, student aged 17-25)  
Free for children under 16, and the first Sunday of the month  

Guided Tours and educational activities  
+41 (0)58 866 4230 
lac.edu@lugano.ch 

Main Partner MASI Lugano 

 

Technical Sponsor of the exhibition 
Magazzini Generali con Punto Franco SA 

Press contacts 

LAC Lugano Arte e Cultura 
Ufficio comunicazione 
+41 (0)58 866 4214 
lac.comunicazione@lugano.ch 

Press Kit and images: the digital documents and images for press use can be downloaded from the 
following address www.masilugano.ch/press 
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Captions 

01. 
Meret Oppenheim 
Porträt mit Tätowierung (Ritratto con tatuaggio) 
1980 
Fotografia con intervento a pochoir 
29.5 x 21 cm 
Collezione privata 
 

 

02. 
Meret Oppenheim 
Röntgenaufnahme des Schädels M.O. 
(Radiografia del cranio di M.O.) 
1964 
Fotografia in bianco e nero 
25.5 x 20.5 cm 
Dominique e Christoph Bürgi, Berna 

 

03. 
Meret Oppenheim 
Bon Appetit, Marcel (La regina bianca) 
1966 
Materiali vari 
32 x 32 x 10 cm   
Collezione privata 
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04. 
Meret Oppenheim 
Das Paar 
1956 
Scarpe in pelle  
20 x 40 x 15 cm   
Collezione privata 
 

 

05.  
Meret Oppenheim 
Sandals pour Schiaparelli (Projekt für Sandalen) 
1936 
Acquerello e matita 
18.5 x 27.3 cm 
Sprengel Museum, Hannover 

 

06. 
Meret Oppenheim 
Tisch mit Vogelfüssen (Tavolo con zampe 
d‘uccello) 
1939 / 1982 
Piano: legno intagliato e dorato; 
Piedi: bronzo 
62.5 x 67.3 x 52.5 cm 
Collezione privata 
 

 

07. 
Meret Oppenheim 
Handschuhe (Paar) (Guanti - paio) 
1985 
Pelle di capretto, pistagna, serigrafia. 150 es., 
edizione lusso Parkett n. 4. 
22 x 8.5 cm 
Collezione privata 
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08. 
Meret Oppenheim 
Die Erlkönigin (La regina degli elfi) 
1940 
Olio su cartone 
68.5 x 50.5 cm  
Collezione privata 
 

 

09. 
Meret Oppenheim 
Die Waldfrau 
1939 
Olio su pavatex 
28 x 37.5 cm 
Collezione privata 
 

 

10. 
Meret Oppenheim 
Mädchen, Arme über den Kopf erhoben 
(Ragazza con le braccia sopra la testa) 
1961 
Matite colorate 
33 x 26 cm 
Collezione privata, Montagnola  
 

 

11. 
Meret Oppenheim 
Vogel mit Parasit (Uccello con parassita) 
1939 
Olio su tavola 
10.5 x 15cm 
Collezione privata 
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12. 
Max Ernst 
Le réveil officiel du serin 
1923 
Olio su intonaco riportato su tela 
43.5 x 114.5cm   
Collezione Intesa Sanpaolo 
 

 

13. 
René Magritte 
Le modèle rouge 
1947 
Gouache su carta 
48 x 37 x 10 cm 
Collezione privata 
 

 

14. 
Man Ray 
Erotique voilée, Meret Oppenheim à la presse 
chez Louis Marcoussis 
1933  
Fotografia new print del 1980 
40.4 x 30.5 cm 
Fondazione Marconi, Milano 
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15. 
Mona Hatoum 
T42 (gold) 
1999 
Tazze in ceramica con bordo in oro  
5.5 x 24.5 x 14 cm   
Courtesy of the Artist and White Cube 
©Mona Hatoum  
Photo ©Bill Orcutt. Courtesy Alexander and 
Bonin, New York 
 

 

16. 
Robert Gober 
Untitled (Red Shoe) 
1990 
Cera colorata  
21.6 x 10.2 x 10.2 cm 
Collezione privata 
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Biography 

Meret Elizabeth Oppenheim was born in the Charlottenburg neighbourhood, in Berlin, on 6 October 
1913. Her father, Erich Alfons Oppenheim, was a German doctor and her mother, Eva Wenger, was 
Swiss. 

During World War I, while Meret’s father was conscripted as a medical officer, she and her mother 
moved in with her parents in Délemont, Switzerland. Her sister Kristin was born in 1915 and her 
brother Burkhard in 1919. After the war, Meret spent her childhood in Basel, Steinen, in southern 
Germany, and Carona, Ticino, where her grandparents had a summer home. 

Meret’s maternal grandmother, Lisa Wenger-Ruutz, had a decisive role in her education. A writer and 
illustrator of children’s fairy tales, Lisa Wenger encouraged her granddaughter’s creativity and 
interest in reading. She was an emancipated and determined advocate of women’s rights and helped 
instil in Meret that spirit of independence that would always remain a salient feature of her 
personality. At age fourteen, influenced by the psychoanalytic theories of C.G. Jung, to which her 
father introduced her, Meret began recording her dreams in a notebook. She would continue this 
habit for the rest of her life. It is documented in the volume Träume Aufzeichnungen 1928-1985 
(Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2010; Dream Notes 1928–1985). 

At the end of the 1920s she met the young anti-accademic artists of Basel and came into contact 
with Klee’s work. 

In 1930, when she was sixteen, Meret gave her father a birthday present, a math notebook in which 
the equation “X = hare” appears. This is as revealing of her intolerance for numbers as it is of her 
budding inclination for incongruous and surprising combinations. The drawing was published in 1957 
in the second issue of the magazine Le Surréalisme même under the title A Schoolgirl’s Notebook. 

In 1931, she made up her mind to be a painter and left school. The following year, at just eighteen, 
she left for Paris in the company of a friend a few years older, the painter Irène Zurkinden. In Paris, 
she rather unenthusiastically attended the Académie de la Grande Chaumière, but most importantly, 
came into contact with the world of the artists and writers of the Surrealist circle. 

In 1933, Alberto Giacometti, with whom she had laid the foundations of an abiding friendship the 
year before, along with Hans Arp suggested that she exhibit with them at the Salon des 
Surindepéndants. This was the beginning of Meret’s work with the Surrealist group; she remained 
active with them until 1937. 

In 1933, she became romantically involved with another important member of the group, the then 
forty-two-year-old Max Ernst. She would leave him one year later in order to reaffirm her emotional 
and creative independence. 

1934 was the year of the series of photographs taken by Man Ray that consecrated the young 
artist’s allure: she appears naked, her hands and arms smeared with ink, next to a printing press in 
the studio of the painter Marcoussis. 

In the mid-1930s, Meret experienced the first symptoms of the depression that would torment her 
for nearly twenty years. Her confidence as one of the few female artists in a largely male group was 
undermined by doubts about the merit of her works. She would later say she felt “as if millennia of 
discrimination against women were resting on my shoulders.” 

In 1935 and 1936, she participated in international Surrealist exhibitions, but rarely found collectors 
of her works.  

In 1936, economic difficulties arose as well: her father, who was Jewish, prudently decided to leave 
Germany and move to Basel. However, as a foreigner he could not practise medicine there. Meret, 
therefore, had to give up his financial support. She had her first solo exhibition in Basel in 1936 at 
the Galerie Marguerite Schulthess. The work Ma Gouvernante, My Nurse, Mein Kindermädchen – a 
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pair of women’s shoes tied together and presented on a tray – won unexpected success. Meret also 
tested herself making patterns for dresses and jewellery far from conforming to the fashions of the 
time. That same year she took part in the exhibition of Surrealist objects at the Charles Ratton gallery 
in Paris, where she exhibited Breakfast in Fur (Le déjeuneur en fourrure), her famous fur-covered 
teacup. Shortly afterwards the work was show at the Museum of Modern Art in New York and 
purchased by Alfred Barr, Jr, director of the MoMA New York, for the museum’s collection. 

In 1937, having returned to Basel, Meret enrolled in the school of applied arts and attended for two 
years. Her depression crisis and her financial difficulties worsened. In terms of creativity, those were 
difficult years for Meret. Even her association with the Surrealists ended after the breaking up of the 
group and the diaspora of many of the key players of that season. 

In 1939, Meret returned to Paris for the last time before the war broke out. Together with Max Ernst, 
Leonor Fini and Alberto Giacometti, she participated in an exhibition of Surrealist furniture in Place 
Vendôme, where Leo Castelli and René Drouin had just opened a gallery. For the event, Meret 
created Tisch mit Vogelfüssen (Table with Bird’s Feet). That same year, she joined Gruppe 33, whose 
members were Basel-based painters Kurt Wiemken, Karl Hindenlang, Walter Bodmer, Otto Abt and 
Paul Camenisch; she participated in their work until the group was dissolved in 1948. 

In 1943, she wrote the script for a never-tobe- produced film inspired by the famous and mysterious 
case of Kaspar Hauser: Kaspar Hauser or Precious Freedom, interpreted as an allegory for 
intellectual freedom.  

In 1945, she met businessman Wolfgang La Roche, whom she would marry four years later; the 
couple remained together until his death in 1967. They lived in Bern or in the nearby towns of Thun 
and Oberhofen. Through her friendship with Arnold Rüdlinger, then director of the Kunsthalle, she 
was involved in the artistic and cultural life of Bern, which experienced a period of great vitality 
during the 1950s, thanks to the presence of young artists such as Daniel Spoerri and Dieter Roth. In 
the 1960s, Harald Szeemann helped the Kunsthalle to make a leap forward, turning Bern into an 
important place for the international art scene. 

In 1956, she translated into German and designed masks and costumes for Pablo Picasso’s play 
Desire Caught by the Tail, staged by Daniel Spoerri at Bern’s Theater der unteren Stadt. It was also 
the year of one of her most famous works, The Couple, a pair of women’s boots attached together at 
the toe. 

In April 1959 Meret organized her Frühlingsfest, or Spring Banquet, a feast served on the body of a 
nude woman, which Breton later that year asked her to replicate in Paris at the Exposition 
inteRnatiOnale du Surréalisme (EROS). 

In 1967, a retrospective curated by Poutus Haltén was held at the Moderna Museet in Stockholm, 
marking the beginning of the rediscovery of her work in all its variety and complexity and setting her 
on a path to a series of international awards. At the end of the year her husband Wolfgang La Roche 
died. 

In 1974 and 1975, a retrospective was held first in Switzerland, in Solothurn and Winterthur, then in 
Duisburg, Germany.  

In 1975, she was awarded the City of Basel’s prize for art. Her acceptance speech focused on the 
theme of women artists and the discrimination they endure. 

In 1982, she received the Grand Prize of the City of Berlin and was invited by Rudi Fuchs to 
participate in Documenta 7 in Kassel. That same year, the book Meret Oppenheim. Spuren 
durchstandener Freiheit (Meret Oppenheim. Defiance in the Face of Freedom), edited by Bice Curiger, 
was published, accompanied by the catalogue of all the artist’s works, compiled by Dominique Bürgi. 
It was later also published in English and in Italian. 

In 1983, a monumental fountain based on Meret’s design was built in Weisenhausplatz in Bern. The 
unusual work sparked a lively debate in the city. 
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In 1984, even the Bern Kunsthalle and the ARC – Musée d’art moderne de la ville de Paris devoted 
a major retrospective to Oppenheim. 

On 14 November 1985, struck by a sudden illness, she was admitted to a hospital in Basel. In the 
ambulance, she spoke these words: “My name is Meret La Roche Oppenheim. I am a painter and 
sculptor; the things that I have done are not very important, but I would like to be cremated and I 
don’t want priests at my funeral.”  
She died on 15 November at the age of seventytwo, from pulmonary edema. 
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Selected texts from catalogue 

Meret Oppenheim and Ticino – One Hundrer Years of Affectionate Presence 
Lisa Wenger 

MASI Lugano’s exhibition on Meret Oppenheim represents the realization of a long-standing plan to 
honour and present the works of this artist who, ever since her childhood, had close ties to Ticino 
and especially to Lugano and Carona. As a child, she spent her holidays in Carona, and as an adult 
she lived there for long periods. Although she never lost her strong Basel accent, she spoke Italian 
quite correctly, and even managed a few words in the local “dialett”. I remember the times well when I 
went to pick her up at the station upon her arrival from Bern or Paris – there she was, loaded down 
with cumbersome materials that she would use and work with during her stay, and I often wondered 
how this fragile-looking woman had managed to handle it all during the rather complicated trips 
including frequent train changes. But as soon as she arrived she was already thinking of the other 
things she needed, and we had to run out right away and buy the plants for the garden, the ones that 
“you can only find here!”. Then she wanted to stop at the frame shop to buy paints and other 
materials, stroll a bit along Via Nassa and finally – it was traditional – we would stop at Saipa for a 
coffee. Even though she was tired from her journey, she was happy to be south of the Gotthard, 
breathing the gentle air of Ticino.  
To understand Meret Oppenheim’s relationship with Lugano and Ticino, we have to go back in time. 
In fact, it was a relationship that began – albeit indirectly – a hundred years ago, in 1917. During the 
summer of that year, Meret’s maternal grandfather, Theo Wenger, was traveling with his younger 
daughter Ruth to look for a holiday home in Ticino. He found it in Carona.  
Casa Costanza, as it is referred to in the historical archives, was originally a part of Casa Solari 
(demolished in the 1920s because it was unsafe) and housed only haylofts and stables. In the 
nineteenth century, the large living room was built, the facade painted and the interior architecture 
changed, thus creating the building we see today. Theo Wenger, a knife manufacturer in Delémont, 
sent his driver to Carona armed with white, blue and orange paint. His task was to paint the walls of 
the various rooms to make Casa Costanza a bit more habitable (apparently it was in a rather sorry 
state at the time of purchase) … Cracks in some of the walls still reveal the blue colour today! 
For Meret, beginning in that year – 1917 – Ticino meant “home, family, holidays, rest and 
regeneration.” Her grandparents, Theo and Lisa Wenger, used to spend their summers at Casa 
Costanza and opened the house to welcome the family as well as friends and acquaintances. Meret, 
with her family, spent her holidays at her grandparents’; it was her favourite place and, in her 
childhood memories, “in Carona it was always August!” 
Lisa Wenger (author of the little book Joggeli söll ga Birli schüttle that every child in German-
speaking Switzerland discovers in primary school) was a writer and painter and was always actively 
engaged in defending women’s rights. For Meret, her grandmother was the role model to follow in 
both artistic and personal exploration. Lisa Wenger’s friends and acquaintances included numerous 
artists, writers and other cultural personalities who came to visit her and her husband in Ticino. 
Leafing through the guest book, we even find the date of Hermann Hesse’s first visit, in 1919. He 
had walked over from Montagnola, together with Hugo Ball and Emmy Hennings. That day, in 
addition to making the acquaintance of Mr and Mrs Wenger, Hesse also met Ruth, Meret’s young, 
beautiful and charming aunt – it was to be the beginning of their love story. A story of ups and downs 
and a marriage, perhaps somewhat prompted by Theo Wenger, which would last seven years.  
As already mentioned, Carona and Ticino played an important role for Meret. At first it was her 
holiday resort, then as of 1939 it became her parents’ home, and after their death it was once again 
a place for recreation and revitalization. Ticino was where she spent a magical summer with Max 
Ernst, in the Rosenbaums’ house, “La Barca” in Comologno. Carona was where she escaped 
whenever she had the chance. Lugano was where she welcomed those Parisian friends who 
managed to visit her after she left the City of Light.  
Casa Costanza was her great love. In her childhood, the house was furnished simply as a holiday 
home. Later, with her parents’ permanent move there in 1939, the house became filled with “a lot of 
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stuff”, and ever since then Meret dreamed of putting her own stamp on it. In 1966–1967 she did just 
that. In agreement with her siblings and bringing the architect Aurelio Galfetti on board, Casa 
Costanza was renovated, as if “re-created” according to Meret’s dream. She did a lot of work herself 
and enlisted the aid of her artist friends. The tradition of an open house, begun by Lisa Wenger, was 
maintained, and Casa Costanza came alive once again with the many visits of the friends, artists, 
poets and philosophers that Meret used to invite during the summer months she spent in Carona. 
Thus, her time in Ticino was devoted to friendships, to work in her small workshop, to walks in her 
beloved woods, to taking care of the house and its flower-filled courtyard, to retreats in the 
“Belvedere” (the little house outside of the centre of Carona) and to trips to Lugano. The days in 
Carona rolled by pleasantly. There was playing, creating, eating and drinking with gusto, and then the 
evenings in the loft with wine and conversation. Casa Costanza’s guest book contains scores of 
annotations that Meret made to indicate the arrival and departure dates of the guests: “XY arrives on 
…, leaves on …”, as well as entries by the guests themselves. To her friends, she would write, for 
example, that a date proposed for a visit was not possible because the house was already full, but 
that she could suggest other options. “Come and visit, Carona will do you good. You’ll sleep like a 
baby here …” So many names – from Elisa Breton to Daniel Spoerri, from Bice Curiger to Pipilotti 
Rist, from Roberto Lupo to Alexis Baatsch, from Jacqueline Burckhardt to Christiane Meyer-Thoss, 
from David Weiss to Markus Raetz (both lived in Carona in the 1970s) from Ida Gianelli to Enzo 
Cucchi, and many others. 
Based on the extensive correspondence that I have collected and transcribed, I believe I can say that 
Carona and Ticino, in many ways, represented Meret’s emotional centre. While Paris was the beloved 
city where “Meret the Artist” was born and where she lived most of the time from 1972 on, Basel the 
place where she had spent very important years studying, and Bern the area where she lived with her 
husband Wolfgang La Roche and where she was part of a quite active artistic community, Carona 
and Lugano were the centre of everything that bound her to her family, to restoring her mind, body 
and spirit, and to the magic of Ticino that has always attracted so many artists, writers, musicians, 
architects and seekers of truth. 
In Casa Costanza, thanks also to the loving maintenance carried on by my family (my father was 
Meret’s brother), her spirit is a presence we can still feel today. Just like Meret, this 
Gesamtkunstwerk of hers has remained young, fun, welcoming, contemporary and surprising. By 
retracing the artistic and intellectual life of this multi-faceted, refined, deep and mysterious woman 
who, as we know from her letters and poems, was deeply touched by Ticino, the exhibition organized  
by MASI Lugano aims to complete a circle that began one hundred years ago … 

Pond in a Parq 
Dominique Bürgi 

Christoph, whom I was to marry, introduced me to Meret. At that time, she was living in the village of 
Oberhofen, on Lake Thun, where my future in-laws had a house. Christoph’s family and Meret had 
been friends since Christopher’s teens. At times, I would leave them so they felt free to chat in Swiss 
German and then they would for the rest of the evening quote to each other lines of the Surrealist 
poets Morgenstern and Ringelnaz, and laugh their heads off.  
We got married and after that I very rarely saw her, mainly because we would move from one place 
to the other – every time with a new baby. 
Eventually, we moved back to Bern and saw her more often, she having moved there at about the 
same time. She would invite me to “just stop by her studio, whenever”. Her strong personality 
impressed me, so it took me a fairly long time to take her up on her invitation.  
One day, I finally decided to go, bringing my children with me to give me courage. I ring the bell, the 
door opens just a crack. She waves her hand at me and whispers: “Shoo, don’t come in! There is a 
rich American here who is buying a lot of works. I want you to help me do my inventory.” The door 
shuts on my hasty “yes, yes” which is more a response to the order to go away than to the second 
part of the sentence . . . The next day, I get a lovely little letter in the mail, handwritten by Meret on 
handmade paper. In it she repeats her offer of working with me on the inventory of her works. I 
accept, not without first consulting Hans-Christoph von Tavel, the director of the Museum of Fine 
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Arts in Bern. Not being an art historian, I ask him for advice, and very basic information. And so the 
work with Meret starts, and little by little I build up an archive, which becomes the basis for a 
catalogue raisonné. 
After some time, we get to the works bought by Mary Lea Johnson D’Arc, the “rich American”. She 
had taken some of the works with her on the spot, and they had not been previously photographed. 
Most importantly and quite aggravating, there is no photo of Pond in a Park, dated 1963. I think that 
all I have to do is write to the lady in the States: Mary Lea Johnson, of the Johnson & Johnson 
products, is a well-known figure in the art world, and we have her address. 
… No reply. Eventually, Meret hears through mutual friends that Mrs Johnson is in hiding: she 
strongly suspects that her ex-psychiatrist, whom she has meanwhile married, is planning to have her 
killed. She therefore has to remain in hiding until the divorce is pronounced and he can no longer 
inherit her fortune. No one has her address, no one knows where she is… 
Unfortunately, the first edition of the catalogue raisonné is published without a photo of that painting. 
Every so often, I make another effort to track it down, but to no avail.  
A few years pass. I am in the train to Venice, sharing a compartment with a pleasant lady. She is 
American, we chat, she tells me she has nothing to read. I give her the Agatha Christie I have just 
finished. She in turn hands me Architecture Now, an American magazine. Flipping through it, I land on 
the picture of a gorgeous Manhattan apartment that Mrs X (Mary Lea Johnson, happily no longer 
D’Arc) has just redone. In one of the pictures you clearly see Meret’s 1964 work Large Sky with 
Clouds above Continent, and in another THE picture I have been trying to track down for so long. I 
immediately write to the magazine, to the architect who has redone the apartment as well as to some 
of Mrs Johnson’s friends …No reply.  
Some years later, I am in Luxor, having been unloaded from a tour bus with a bunch of tourists. The 
tourists are in the souk buying anything they can get their hands on. Going back to the bus, I manage 
to find an old copy of the Herald Tribune with several pages missing. Who cares. In the bus, waiting 
for the others, I read what is left, obits included. I see that Mrs Johnson has just passed away. Again, 
I write to lots of people about the missing painting … No reply. 
A few years pass. By now, Meret has died. We are visiting friends in Graubünden, and are invited for 
lunch the next day by a friend of theirs. She lives on an old farm, in another valley fairly far away. We 
leave early, making sure we shall not be late, but we arrive much too early. Someone suggests a 
short walk to a small chapel located on top of a small hill straight across from where we are 
expected. The door to the chapel is locked, so we mooch about on winding paths, the weather is 
spectacular; as we reach the bottom of the valley, my husband and I are surrounded by a cloud of 
butterflies. We both shout in unison “Hello Meret!” and smile at each other. (Butterflies were among 
her favourite subjects.) 
We cross the road, ring the bell, the door opens, and from the entrance, we see all the way through 
to the wall of the back room. On that wall is THE painting (cat. 88)! All that time, the painting had 
been teasing me from the beginning of the work with Meret until the end of the search, heralded by 
butterflies; all told, some twelve years.  

Not long ago, one month after writing this text, mid-June 2014, I was in our house in Oberhofen, on 
Lake Thun. Waking before dawn, it is not really light yet, I look out of the window, across the lake, 
and see the mountain, still quite dark. It is the Niesen, famous for its pyramid shape, totally black and 
reflected in the perfectly calm lake, forming an inverted triangle, also black. Pond in a Park is there, 
before my very eyes, with the trim, green hills on each side at the foot of the mountain. 
Meret Oppenheim lived in Oberhofen, and for quite a while, she had the exact same view of the 
Niesen, which was painted by lots of artists, including Paul Klee in Ad Parnassum, which was 
eventually bought by the Friends of the Museum of Art in Bern, upon my husband’s grandmother 
Hanni Bürgi’s insistence. Hodler, Cuno Amiet, Franz Marc and many others also painted that 
remarkable mountain.  
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Recently, putting my files in order, I land on a photograph of the back of the painting titled 
Spiegelung im Teich / Reflets dans basin / Reflection in a Pond, proving me probably right in my 
interpretation.  
Meret used to say that her works were her children. She particularly loved THE painting which had 
disappeared, and she missed it. So she “re-did” it from memory, thinking it deserved to be larger 
(118.4 x 192.3 cm, cat. 89). In her own way, she also re-found her lost Pond in a Park. 
 


