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There is a big difference between pastime and passion. One is harmless and fun, the other borders
the chaotic but makes us more ourselves. “Collecting is a kind of illness. Because it's an excessive quest for perfection.
Standing in his bright 27th floor apartment in Beijing, Italian diplomat Guiseppe Rao showed me
the evidence of his incurable illness not without a sense of pride. A collector's passion is not that difficult to relate to.
We all cherish memories and the like. We have all learned the capitalist trick of finding gratification
in shopping around Duomo Square, in sincere hope of taking home a bit of Milan. What's hard to understand
with a collectors’ passion is that it is often about multiples of stuff, dazzling in its variety that only
they could tell and think matter. The vice president of the “Tecnologic@mente” museum, which can be considered
the “Olivetti” Museum in ftaly, Giuseppe Rao possesses probably the world's largest private collection of
Olivetti and is obviously more than passionate about this famous ltalian typewriter and electronics brand that turns 100 years
old in 2008. Perhaps, most collectors are specialists that have a soft spot in their hearts for memories?
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Olivetti was established in 1908 in the Northwestern Italian town Ivrea. Marcello Nizzoli, Mario Bellini
and Ettore Sottsass all served for a time as its head designers. Olivetti also collaborated with Le
Corbusier, Louis Kahn, Gae Aulenti and other world famous architects to construct their factories and
office buildings. In 1959, Olivetti developed and manufactured ltaly's first computer, the Elea 9003.
Giuseppe Rao dedicated 7 years to researching and writing a book about Mario Tchou, the Chinese-
Italian scholar who made outstanding contributions to the research and development of the model.
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he connection between Rao and

Olivetti could be called destiny. Rao
grew up in Olivetti's hometown, the
Northwestern Italian town of Ivrea with
both his parents employed at Olivetti.
Rao spent his early childhood in the OI-
ivetti staff nursery. It's not hard fo imagine
that, for Rao, Olivettiis not just a famous
brand that emphasizes design; it is also
a part of his warm memories that influ-
enced his entire life.

Upon stepping info Rao's spacious
and bright house, my eyes are immedi-
ately drawn fo an oil painting hanging
on the wall facing the entrance. The de-
piction of the lfalian tenitory has count-
less small green, white and red marks
across different parts of the "boot." The
marks originally indicated Olivetti facto-
ry sites on various ltalian islands. "What's
most moving to me about Olivetti is
their persistent aspiration to the apex
of wisdom, qudlity, ethical values, and
leadership," Rao explains his years-long
devotion fo the brand. Did the same
persistence iron info his life's philosophy?
| wonder. Rao is in the midst of writing
a book about a remarkable scholar of
Chinese origin, Mario Tchou, who ac-
cording to Rao, was the key person
and mastermind behind the creation
of Italy's first computer, the Elea 9003. He
has spent seven long years exploring the
stories.

The lower part of the ail painting has
Philippe Starck's eamest handwritten con-
secration of one of the most prized ifemsin
Rao's collection: a set of Olivetti Lettera 22

fypewriters, designed in 1952 by Marcello
Nizzoli. The design icon typewriters, now
permanently stored at New York's Muse-
um of Modem Art, are characterized by
graceful posture and blazing color. "Look
how gentle the lines are, how delightful
the colors—if's considered one of the most
briliant design products of the last century!
A perfection!" As Rao gesticulates, point-
ing out the subtiefies of the picture, he
sounds like a proud father eager to hear
others comment on his genius child, who
accomplishes the renew of one’s own ex-
istence in an unfaiing way. Works by the
same artist hang on each wall of the living
room, and his office: Rao commissioned
18 ail paintings on the history of Olivetti
from his old fiend Lauro Benedettfo.

Rao anived in China six months ago.
As soon as he saw this apartment, with
daylight flooding in through French win-
dows along the northem and southem
walls, he immediately felt at home. "Life
is fransient. You can't afford wasting time
even when you live in fransit mode as a
foreign diplomat. As soon as | saw this
apartment, I knew | found my design col
lection in Rome a new home." A passion-
ate design enthusiast, Rao naturally has
indispensable works from Carlo Scampa,
Karim Rashid and other distinguished de-
signers, but he delights most in his new
colection: Chinese-style fumiture and all
kinds of original frinkefs he has gathered
from the Beijing Panjayuan dirt market.
There is the elegant, infricately pattemed
wooden sideboard, the thickly colorful,
ninefeen-seventies decorative painting,

and the assorfment of anfique porcelain
teacups and teapots in his collection...
“Why are you so passionate about Chi-
na? *, Roo smies and answers with a hint
of Italion romanticism: "Iif's destiny. | believe
that everything happens according fo an
imperceptible plan." A socially oriented
thinker who read some of Mao Zedong's
works af the age of fourteen, Rao is full of
enthusiasm for this distant country that he
finds closest affinity with. Although having
often fraveled to Asia before, Rao says he
has aways deliberately avoided China."To
me China bears a special significance. It is
foo special to spoi the moment. So | want-
ed fo save the opportunity and waited
patientty for a certain special moment.”
Not unfi lost Decemiboer, when he was as-
signed to Beijing as ltaly's Technological
and Industial Innovation Attaché, did Rao
experience his first confact with the country
he had dreamed of for years; and it was
love at first sight. Finally sefting foot in the
land he calls his "spiritual homeland," Rao
desred most of all to make his own con-
fribution to the country. Not long ago, ltaly
was chosen as the infemational strategic
pariner for Tangshan Coofeidian Interma-
fional Eco-City project, filing Rao with a
sense of grafification.

'Sowhatisyourlife's greatest passion?"
| ask, ready for some Italian-style response
— Designe A2 Musice Rao's response
was somewhat surprising yet expected
when | thought of his job in Beiing: "Palitics.
Politics and design are the same in a way:
the purpose of both is to make the reality
close to the beautifulideals in our hearts.”
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