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“The artists are my family”
Samuel Schellenberg in conversation with Adelina von Fiirstenberg

A passionate believer that art can transform perceptions, the director of
ART for The Warld has little time for frontiers: she sends her art projects
all round the world. From the Geneva offices of her organisation,

the founder of the Centre d'art contemporain in Geneva who recently
won a Golden Lion for Armenia at the Venice Biennale looks back

al some of the key events in her career, and casts a lucid and critical eye

over the art world.

You were born in Istanbul. Do you have any memories of the city?

| spent the first nine years of my life there. | had a delightful childhood
on the Bosphorus and the islands in the Sea of Marmara. After that
things became more difficult: my father suffered from serious heart
problems and we had to move to Milan, where an uncle of mine was

a cardiologist. Once my father had recovered we settled in Lugano,
where he established the first synthetic textile industry in Ticino. It was
there that | completed my secondary education bafore moving on to
the University of Geneva.

Was that your first encounter with Switzerland?

No, I'd already visited with my parents when | was seven. We wenl

to Graubiinden and Ticino but also the Borromean Islands. Since then
Lago Maggiore, and especially its islands, has been very important

to me: in 2008 and 2007 | completed two lovely open-air projects

on the Isola Madre with ART for The World (AFTW). It has a botanical
garden where Jannis Kounellis, Bob Wilson and William Kentridge,
among others, created sublime installations that confront nature

with culture.
What did you want to study after you left school?

Archaeology. I'd been fascinated by it since my adolescence.
| wanted to know about my origing, the origins of the Armenian people
(Adelina von Firstenberg's maiden name is Ciberyan). Every Sunday

afternoon | studied the Sumerians, the Babylonians and that whole area

of the Middle East—I still have many books from that penod. Then my
passion turned to the rest of the world, including India and the Aztecs.
Archaeoclogy allowed me to understand who | was and where | came

from. | couldn't find that kind of grounding through the painful histary of

the Armenian genocide; | had to look to a much older past. Those
explorations laid some very fertile groundwork for my future activities
in the art world. Over the years | came to understand that before you
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can listen to others you have to learn to listen to yourself, even if it's
not always easy lo do so.

So last year at the 56™ Venice Biennale, the Armenian Pavilion that you
curated was evoking a past that you'd tried to ascape from,

That project was extremely taugh for me. For the first time in my life
I had to deal not with a glorious past conveyed via the history of

my origing but with real suffering and the reasons for the Armenian
diaspara.

Your exhibition talked about identity, but also about adaptation,
resilience and reconciliation,

It was the most difficult exhibition of my life. | had to balance the past,
the cultural diversity of the countries the artists came from, the
demands of the diaspora and the mother country, the very specific
context of a biennial like Venice, and my reputation as an international
curator. | think | managed to stage a fine exhibition that was hailed by
the press and visitors, and received the Golden Lion for Best National
Participation in the Biennale. But | must admit that if at some tima in
the future | had te do another exhibition with Armenian artists

'd like to do it there, in Armania, and not necessarily focus on issues
of diaspora, memory and identity.

Coming back to archaeology: where did you want to study it?

In Rome, at the Academy, but my parents didn't agree. Because | was
their only daughter they sent me to Geneva, where my aunt Maliné lived
with her husband Robert Godel, the linguist. It was an extraordinary
tamily, with intellectuals and poets who were all heavily involved in the
social issues of their time. That gave me a different vision of life: one
that demanded engagement. | embarked on my archaeology studies but
| found it all a bit frustrating, because it seemed to me all | was doing
was running through the list of Pharaohs (laughs). | wanted to see some
action and quickly decided 1o opt for political science instead.

Why that field?

This was the period around May '&8 and “imagination in power”,
Political science had a dimension of openness to the world that allowed
me to take an interest in and pursue different areas. But I anly got half

a degree, because | very quickly made a final choice to dedicate my life
to art, Thanks to some friends from university | often went to Amsterdam,
where one day | met a curator of the Stedelijk Museum, Marja Bloem,
whao offered me the chance to do some internships in her musaum.

A new world opened up to me: | got to know Gilbert & George,

Markus Raetz, Claes Oldenburg—extraordinary artists. And | spent
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In #8E1, you inviled tha sier Andy Warhol b Genee, with ihe Breuys by
‘Pramo exhikation

Yo | knaw him wil —whenawor | sa him in Mow Yerk we'd swap society
Qomsip, b bowed Ihﬂlmﬂwmﬂnimhph;;nujmmm

Lugana, ihe Musds Asana and the Musde d'srt ot dhistors in Gene,
amang olhate And ginds 2007, AFTAF Hibﬁmﬂrﬂlﬂ“llhﬂf
film and video production programme, with e collabonston of afsm
and Sirschons such aa Fipdeth e, Pabln Trapern, Apichaspong
‘Wesrassthakol, Jale Panahi and Fdseyin Karabay. n el since 1980,
miie Whan J00F wimls, deaigiers, wohiects, dieclers and musicans
Esal GiilriBebed o tha caalicns of ART for Tha Ward

The urdertyreg sfea of AFTW o thel mi can ba s loce for change.
Lo you bolove that ¥

In thay deys of S conseprhual artinta, i v thaug b that st could changs
e weorkd, What's cortam o thal il is an imposian] lacion n raising
wwarecans. Thiough the woaks ¢l arfiste, an sedsnce can open s mind
b0 now waye of pooing things. s aleo Tho oflect croated by this work
of Gianrs Mars, W Apeenashas ThRgE = 5o it St i

{Adelina poinfe do fe céodo oo Me wall behing her, which shows

& Women 4 Tahoman revesing for feoa ana' o fEfil boaring i worcs
"Gigend Mol Aselimnl " Apht weds? bhe nogs of 4 policaman slamroing
aerprtly banind Rer)

B you havs The impression thal you'sve chengsd some artisls’
parspectivon, for ounmplo by crcounaging colabonations o faking tham
b6 M St sk o 55 wadd 7

Ve, el el % By ThT EHEnuDloe B, that's undeu sbedy fun,
Thare are alag netwarks that am oreated, with arbste sometimas
Pezuming 19 he plees where thay ween rdvbiled. &nel ms mast firas
wa any produceg raw works, il's an eppertuniy, Being presant duning
the creabion of the meoes, incidenially, & very mpoan 10 me, ard
his Bl arco the tlirma o ths candeptaal grlisty, who cama up wit
the ides for A work but delegaied the task of actually makeg it 2o olhae

Girewn the logics it s nerested in, could i bo sed Bat AFTW allows
tha veorks b aehibdis 1o make & stateman?

Wehile art w0’ aiways intnnecally the bearer of wastages, it sl
& memns of grniession tha i samatimes mars alfactia thes wonds
Bocausa it Som cuf acroan thisgs, The madium is the mepsage,
ﬂlhlﬂ'lnu{ﬂflﬂ'll‘ll NoLuFan ubbd 10 iy, That's how

e rangad Lo week with &gl o0 vilal Sssse, a8 0 The sahibiten
P (2002 =000, The faol of showing thar works in & hamgng
prganised by ART for Tho Word, sith 84 a3geeass St Bngos

on huran nghla, will maatally nllenca 1he way B pubiic wews
thioss sk,

In Switzoriznd peopls assoocisie you with ihe Centre Ter conlemgsrsn
gl fricch D werthy AHT dae The Wiard, sbhough AFTW kan boes up

Firatenbary

Schelenberg

Fiirslanbeng

Schalenborg

Filrslenborg

dorariiiag G, Dy dp@oning b & sacEae o 1ha Afnoncis pegulalion
thast was undoubsedly rich bul had no groat an knowiodge. (Aoedna
voir Flratandasp baging o fesf frough the calaloges of the exfvibiion
‘Washol:Bouye. Omaggio a Luzio Axelia, orgemied im J007=2008

& e Sondaziond Aafonio Mezgods i M Thene sae pholae

Eakerr iy her Busband al B vernssage of M eeiwieion Beays by
‘Warhol af fhe Lucic Amalio galevy in Rapies in 18000 with Meanod,
Ameke, Houps, Adeana herped awd othars] Il sevor farge tho day
a%or B vomissags of that ashiition in Maplos. fallowng & wikd
mighi a1 the Caty Hall Cals Warhol was meking a porail of some

rich Hospobara whiln we want with Bauys and a small group bo wisit
th Grotle o tha Sdryl al Cumss, near Meples, In 8 way, B attitudes of
Washal anel Bouys symhoisad the difersaces bstwaen old Bulcas
ard ihe Uniled S2ales in those years.

Chvar 1he yoars, hive pou irfused 6 el Sirlain srete?

ea, wo or Three—for erample | said no o Juban Schnebsl
'With hindaight, | may kave boon wrong,

A did amy anists say no o pouT

1 v wory good mbstorahipn with e artists, thom's mo roason for
This 1o riduia—iUe oaly P publs: commiteseg and the tponrg

ihal somebras say N0 lo e (Bughsl, The aitisis aim my family, Fea's
ar immediate and reciproosl understanding. They ane e ones who'se
erablad me %3 work all thoee yoams, thoy've rever siopped supperting
e, ivheaa Mve calibiled in challenging places, uch ag he Ben Yoo g
Machinsa in Mariakesh, il's always been thests (¢ afiia—in thal cass it
wos Farsd Balkshiz. Ard i wan Fobiena do Barros who cpened the deor
far mar be Bragil whaers Fve workod ofton, whils Siolano Boccaln

gt ma inn MHABA, the Nunva Sccadamis ol Bala A n Milss, and
Paier Hagy niFoduced me o Indias srlistae

Iy Shaik kan padns, pow abia conirided to the developmant of art in
pruldic: apacas, with tha sdhibition Prosessdag, lod acamgls,

Yea, thot wes in 1885 i tho Paro Luiin on the ohorea of Lako Gonea.
Tha schatition wam ingpired by Rousssau and Kan, wits worke by
Mans and Marss Mg, Rebscos Haim, Alighism Bosts, Gilbata foro,
Anne and Palrick Painer, Gluseppe Penone, Masa Mondwan,

Maraum Rootz. Anno SousorHl, the Defrmouis, elo. Ta this dey,

I wtill Bave & spacial abecton for Mecat Oposnheim's wode. Sha had
fouesl A waler Chasrel and deceied 1o sal up hee sahils) e,

e alighily widemss the charsel bo maks & [i8s sbrapen, planind
barboo and then foabed & ratt &m ik adomed wiih o meinl fag. i wos
a weirk of unkssliswabli poatry, a neal mashinpbece 1 was alco ona of
e vy sl abe produced Messl died a lew manths ale

mnd running far mons tham twanty years wheneas you discted Gene
‘Hangsthalle' for Sthean. How do you explam that?

Far many in Switzoeland P g myth bo be wrappod n cellophans
Bacaued of my yoars at tho CAC, and thoao samd poophes—

miy oclleaguas—don reciEsarily recogrme ART for The World,
bBacauee the organisalibon's aim @ nod just 1o promole such and suc
& visual arfigt, It's o dilferent approach that | find ontirely satighing.
In AFTW's projocts 've lound what | vwis steays loking for.

I e 3 much respect for art to divido & up o fagments:

what | lavo mosd is i1e universsl langusge that is accossibla to evary

Locking back &l your jourmnay, it esems as though you never rasly
had a carenr plan. You seen to be a long way fram today's curatorn
& numiies of whom think only about climbing staps on the ladder,

| den't @ven krow what it maans 1o have & caraer plan. A i my lite
Buil f I've ain able ta kesp going professionally &l thase years,
iI's thanks ta the work v dane with the help of everyone who has
suppoiied me 5 one way or another. Then again, despite fever
having wanled o mix peodil with my artistic waork, and baving often
suppored srists myssll, | find mysell mare and mans ke 1o solic
furding bor mry projects. 5o | have 1o 6l out mone ard mose Toema
to apply for grants for AFTW s prajects withaul knowing for sure
whgthar they will be supparied: emsch ol AFTW s inltiatees is dillers
=o these is never any guasantss af backing At those limes | always
think of Jean-Luc Godard who, I've keard, also has 1o jurs theough
such hoops to Bnance his iims. H someora in his lofty posiicn nee
fo dio that, | can do b toe (ewghs), Have you sver had 1o Gl in Toims
0 BEk hor funding'?

Mo, | don’ think so.

You'ra luoky! | dlways wander who croates them: they'ns nat peodue.
ad Pz, tkary take nio account of the specific charactonmbes of arl
Fius, i you cor’l ksap your wils about you when you are complating
thom you can pwen lose pouwr oitighe insead altagether and go off in
& complataly different denction. In any ovend, ast, lile and precarity &
vory akogely linked. Fortunaiely, mailioncs s thore to remind s that |
i an, thal Groativity is itm frue devor, and that the whesl aheays b
for those who anm geauingly determinod. Any other questions?



