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Peggy Guggenhei m
1898-1979
by L. Margaret Poneroy

Mar guerite (Peggy) Quggenhei mwas born August 26, 1898 in New
York City. Her father was Benjam n GQuggenheim director of the
@uggenheimfamly’s industrial mning and snelting concerns.

As the daughter of Benjam n Guggenhei mand Florette Seligman, Peggy was
raised in one of the wealthiest and nost socially influential Jew sh
famlies in New York. Wth the exception of a brief enrollnent at
Jacoby School, Peggy was hone school ed, and her chil dhood was | onely,
restricted by famly concerns. Peggy' s greatest chil dhood trauma was
undoubtedly the early death of her father in the 1912 Titanic disaster

I nfl uenced by her older sister not to attend col |l ege, Peggy worked for
t he Defense Departnent briefly during WNN. Later she was enpl oyed at
Sunwi se Turn, a radical bookstore. It was her first experience with

t he avant-garde and would be a turning point in her life.

When Guggenhei minherited $450, 000 in 1919, she noved to Paris.
The expatriates there wel coned her into their comunity, and she
married Laurence Vail, an Anerican witer. Wile it did not turn out
to be a blissful marriage, one result was that Peggy subsidi zed nmuch of
the talent around her. Recipients of her financial help included The
Littl e Review, Berenice Abbott, Emma Gol dman, Djuna Barnes, and M na
Loy. 1In 1928, after having two children with Vail, Guggenheimleft him
for British witer, John Hol ns. Al t hough the two never narried, Peggy
al ways insisted he was her great |ove, and she was shattered by his
death in 1934 during mnor surgery.

In 1938 Guggenhei m opened Guggenhei m Jeune, a London gall ery of
nmodern art showcasi ng the works of Jean Cocteau and curated by Marce
Duchanp. Duchanp’s knowl edge of art was critical to the gallery's
success consi dering GQuggenheinm s |ack of that know edge. Under
Duchanp’s direction the gallery featured Wassily Kandi nsky, Al exander
Cal der, Henry More, Constantin Brancusi, Jean Arp, Max Ernst, Pablo
Pi casso, and Joan Mro, as well as others. It was during this tine
t hat Peggy Guggenhei m began her personal art collection, buying a
sel ection fromeach show. After a tine, @Quggenhei mdecided gallery
sales did not justify its continuation, and she decided instead to
start a nuseum of nodern art in London. However as she traveled to
Paris to begin collecting work for it, the outbreak of WA term nated
the museum i dea. CGuggenheim however, did purchase sel ections for
herself fromartists such as Al berto G aconetti, Rene Magritte, and
Ceorges Braque. Only days before the German invasion of 1941 she |eft
Paris for New York with hundreds of works of art w th which she would
begin a new Anerican gallery. Al so acconpanying Peggy to New York was
ex- husband Vail, his wife Kay Boyle, children fromhis two marri ages,
and Max Ernst. Ernst soon became Peggy’ s husband, but that marriage
ended when she divorced himin 1946.

Art of This Century was Quggenheims New York gallery. It opened
on Fifty-seventh Street in October of 1942 and featured surrealists and
cubi sts, displaying new talent beside that of the founders of nobdern
art. New artists whose work appeared were Jackson Pol | ock, Robert
Mot herwel |, Hans Hof f mann, and Mark Rot hko. The gallery, designed by
Frederick Kiesler, with concave walls and protrudi ng wooden arns that
hel d t he canvases, was as provocative as the art it featured. |If the
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gallery and its contents were not shocki ng enough, in 1946 Peggy
@uggenhei m publ i shed Qut of This Century, the first volune of her

menoi rs, which candidly detailed her romantic exploits. The follow ng
year she returned to Europe, settling in Venice.

So in 1947 in a spacious palazzo on Venice's Gand Canal
Quggenheinm s art collection was installed in her hone, and Peggy
continued to attract witers and artists. The next year, 1948, during
the Venice Biennale, after years of exhibiting her collections in
commercial art galleries, GQuggenheimwas invited to show her collection
at the Greek pavilion, enpty because of civil war in Geece. It was
her first public recognition and accordingly, held special inportance
to her. She spent the rest of her life in Venice, devoting herself to

her private art collection. 1In 1951 she opened her hone as a nuseum
and started artists’ studios in her cellar. In 1960 she published the
second vol ume of her nempirs, Confessions of an Art Addict. It was

much | ess shocking than the first volune. Peggy Guggenheimdied in
Padua, Italy on Decenber 23, 1979.

Over the years @uggenhei m gave away much of her collection, and
al t hough her pieces fromthe 1930s and 1940s, bought with the counse
of Duchanp and Ernst, possessed nore overall quality than her later
acqui sitions, the Guggenheimcollection still has significant
i nportance. In 1965 the collection traveled to the Tate Museum and
then in 1969 to the Sol onobn R Guggenhei m Museum whi ch Guggenhei m s
uncl e had established in New York. In 1974 that nuseum acquired the
collection as well as the palazzo, and continues to run the Venice
institution.
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