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FIG. 1 (above): Interior view of 
the previous home of Luciano 
Lanfranchi in Milan showing 
African sculpture arrayed with 
contemporary painting and 
drawing.
Photo: Vittorio Carini.

FIG. 2 (below): Luciano Lanfranchi 
with part of his collection.
Photo: Pietro Notarianni.

  
and Collecting Primitive Art

away from the not-so-good ones. Eventually 
I made my fi rst purchases, and because I was 
well prepared, I avoided many of the errors that 
neophytes might be prone to make.

T. A. M.: In your journey as a collector, you met 
many important characters in this fi eld. What 
events or personalities infl uenced this collection? 
L. L.: I was already a collector of modern art 
when I started buying primitive art. As such, I 
had already tuned my eyes to recognizing certain 
aesthetic qualities and discerning the beauty of an 

TRIBAL people

The Italo-Swiss businessman Luciano 
Lanfranchi has been an important art collector for 
more than forty years. Surrounded by an eclectic 
array of paintings and sculptures from all corners 
of the world, Luciano has a very personal approach 
but at the same time demonstrates the importance of 
being well prepared to make informed choices in the 
fi eld of tribal art.

Tribal Art Magazine: When we fi rst met more than 
twenty years ago, I remember that you had a great 
collection of traditional African art—with some 
world-renowned masterpieces such as the Blanckaert 
Hemba fi gure—alongside a wonderful collection of 
modern art. Can you tell me what inspired you to 
start collecting African art back in the 1980s?
Luciano Lanfranchi: My rapport with African art 
(and “primitive art” in general) started in 1984 in 
New York on the occasion of the now legendary 
“Primitivism” in 20th Century Art exhibition at 
MoMA. I was both fascinated and taken aback by 
the show!

Back in Milan where I lived, I contacted my good 
friend, the great collector Carlo Monzino, who was 
more than happy to introduce me to the world of 
tribal art. Monzino was my teacher and mentor, and 
along with his personal curator, Roberto di Giacomo, 
I visited the principal museums and important private 
collections. I met some good dealers and was advised 
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L. L.: That’s simple. In 2000 my wife became 
seriously ill and the presence of so many tribal 
objects at home made her uncomfortable. She 
perceived them as having negative vibes. My 
children were not especially interested, so I made 
the decision to sell most of the collection, though 
I did decide to keep some pieces I was particularly 
attached to. 

T. A. M.: But you kept a number of smaller 
collections. You produced a beautiful book based 
on your collection of kris handles, for example. 
Why do you like collecting series of similar 
objects?
L. L.: As I said, I kept some objects, whether 
African, Oceanic, or Indonesian, in part because 
I had a special affection for them but also so as 
not to separate myself too much from my past. I 
retained the collection of Indonesian kris handles 
and created a book with Eric Ghysels, which was 

FIG. 3 (above): Apartment 
interior with part of the 
Lanfranchi Collection, 2015. 
Photo: Pietro Notarianni.

object. The inspiration, if one can say that, always 
came directly from each artwork, be it a mask or 
a sculpture. Each choice was guided by the force 
of impact on my sensibilities and personal taste.

Certainly, some museum collections as well 
as private collectors’ were also infl uential and I 
was fortunate to meet Jacques Blanckaert, Count 
Baudouin de Grunne, and Willy Mestach in 
Brussels; Michel Perinet, Hubert Goldet, and André 
Fourquet in Paris; and in the U.S. I met Armand 
Arman, Jim Ross, Sam Singer, and Marc and Denyse 
Ginzberg. There were many others, of course, and 
there was also the ongoing memory of the Carlo 
Monzino Collection. I should add that many tribal 
art dealers also helped me on this long journey, and I 
take this opportunity to thank them all.

T. A. M.: At a certain moment you stopped 
collecting African art in a general sense and sold 
off most of the collection. Why?
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FIG. 7 (left): Covers 
of the books on the 
Lanfranchi collection, 
Stili del Potere and Kris 
Hilts.

FIG. 8 (right): Colored 
mask. Nepal or Tibet. 
Late 19th–early 20th 
century. 
Leather, polychrome. H: 27 cm.
Photo: Pietro Notarianni.

FIGS. 4, 5, and 6 (above, 
left to right):  
Mask. Nepal. 
Late 19th century.
Wood, white clay, fur. H: 26 cm.
Photo: Pietro Notarianni.

Ceremonial mask. Central 
western Nepal. Late 19th–
early 20th century.
Wood, pigment, wild pig pelt. 
H: 32 cm.
Photo: Pietro Notarianni.

“Fish-eater” mask. 
Western Nepal. Late 19th–
early 20th century.
Wood, pigment. H: 32 cm.
Photo: Pietro Notarianni.

organizing the publication of a large-format book 
with almost 400 pages and 200 color photographs 
of masks, most of which have never been 
published before. It will be co-authored by Renzo 
Freschi, who knows this material well and will 
explain how these objects were discovered in the 
latter part of the twentieth century and became 
collectors’ items in the Western world.

T. A. M.: You’ve had an ongoing interest in 
Himalayan masks for many years, yet they are so 
different from the classical character of the kris, 
for example, or your classic Hemba fi gure. Can 
you explain what appeals to you in these masks?
L. L.: I think I can defi ne myself as an eclectic 
collector of art. I don’t like schemes that are too 
rigid, and within the realm of tribal art I am 
attracted to and fascinated by the classic aspects 
of, say, the Hemba or Baule sculpture. The 
opposite is equally attractive —the brutal power 
of a Kongo nail fetish, for example—as long as 
they are all of great quality. After having sold 
most of my collection, I didn’t want to repeat 
the same path. I considered it a closed chapter 
and wanted to explore new avenues and feel new 
stimuli. Nepalese masks were (and still are in 
some ways) the “Cinderella” of primitive art: little 
known history, few exhibitions, few specialists, 

TRIBAL PEOPLE

a great satisfaction to produce. I had produced 
another book in 1989 on my collection of Kissi 
stone sculptures from Sierra Leone, Guinea, and 
Liberia called Stili del Potere (Styles of Power)
with text by Aldo Tagliaferri, the main specialist 
in this fi eld, and to this day it remains the main 
reference on the subject.

I also kept a small collection of primitive 
Himalayan masks that I had acquired from 
Roberto Gamba, an extravagant character with 
sensitive antennae who started me off on this 
latest branch of my adventure. Eventually I saw 
more material, such as the collection of Marc 
Petit. Truthfully, as you well know, collecting is a 
virus for which there is no cure!

I have reached a point where it seems logical to 
create a historical document on this Himalayan 
collection as well, and I have been busy 
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few books, and relatively inexpensive. In short, 
ideal conditions for me to dedicate my time 
and passion. And why are they special? Simply 
because in their diversity and individuality, they 
offer the same pleasure I could derive from a 
beautiful African object or a fi ne modern painting. 
Plus there’s the satisfaction of  having created a 
collection that is different, following a largely 
untrodden path.
T. A. M.: As an inveterate collector, what advice 
do you have for today’s collectors, and how do 
you feel the future looks?
L. L.: The future of primitive art, or rather the 
future of the market for it, seems to be ever 

FIG. 9 (above): Mask. 
Himachal Pradesh, India. 
Late 19th–early 20th 
century.
Wood, pigment, leather. H: 29 cm.
Photo: Pietro Notarianni.

FIG. 10 (right): 
Mask. Nepal. Late 19th–
early 20th century.
Metal. H: 50 cm. 
Photo: Pietro Notarianni.

more focused on the “high end,” that is, objects 
with great history, important pedigrees, and, 
subsequently, high prices. But having said that, 
the field is so enormous that I think there is 
ample room for less blazoned objects. There are 
less fashionable or niche objects that can feed 
the passion of collectors without huge financial 
means but with more open minds.

A few bits of advice … I think the most 
important thing for a collector is to become 
cultivated by learning directly from the objects 
that intrigue them through looking at them, 
handling, studying, listening, feeling, and trying 
to understand them on many levels. One mustn’t 
forget that the object itself communicates, 
both through the artist’s intentions and its 
subsequent life history. Publications are also 
crucial and a good library is a fundamental tool.

It is important not to feel rushed into buying. 
Start only when it feels right and choose with your 
gut and your heart, as well as your head. Listen 
to others whom you trust, but ultimately be an 
individual, since in the long run your acquisitions 
should refl ect your personality. And, in this vein, 
try not to be too rigid, and if, for example, you are 
forming a collection of African art but you fall in 
love with an Oceanic object, don’t worry. Buy it! 
The odd discrepancy isn’t a problem. But above 
all, be courageous and daring. If you realize that 
you have made a mistake—especially a bad buy, 
for whatever reason—don’t be discouraged or 
give up, as this happens to every collector at some 
point. In any case, just as you can buy something, 
you can also sell or trade it to someone who will 
appreciate it.

As for couples who collect together, the rules 
of the game can be augmented. For example, 
never introduce an acquisition into your common 
home that has not been mutually agreed upon, 
as the surprise could be costly. And by the 
same rule, never buy an item that your partner 
doesn’t like, or it defi nitely will be costly! 
Rather, it is best to share one’s choices, fi rst, 
because it’s a pleasure and, second, because it 
will contribute to the harmony and good humor 
of the partnership and of the collection. Never 
underestimate your partner, even if you regard 
them as less expert than yourself. Often they 
have a great eye, even if it’s intuitive. Remember 
this and you won’t regret it.
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