passages

The Taste of Freedom
Art and the Egyptian Revolution
Expedition Dreamland: A Collective Sleepover at an Art Gallery
The Swiss Institute New York: At Home in the Big Apple
Andreas Züst’s Cabinet of Wonders
THE CU LTU RAL MAG AZI NE O F PR O H E LV E T IA, NO . 5 8 , ISSU E 1 / 2 0 1 2

4 – 27 DOSSIER

28

Egypt: Art and Revolution

LOCAL TIME
New York: “We shall keep a certain
roughness”
Interview with Gianni Jetzer,
director of the Swiss Institute
By Karin Kamp
Paris: A Cosmos of Passions
Andreas Züst’s cabinet of wonders
By Barbara Basting

32

REPORTAGE
Sleeping with Strangers
By Liz Armstrong (text)
and Logan White (photos)

36

PRO HELVETIA NEWSFLASH
Click and view: Swiss culture
abroad /
Gaming during the Games /
The myth lives on! /
Moving to Johannesburg /
King Babur in London

38

PARTNER PROFILE
Chile: Catching Up on Culture
By Mariel Jara

39

CARTE BLANCHE
The Call of the Wild
On the ending of a novel
By Tommaso Soldini

40

GALLERY
A Showcase for Artists
Tennis
By Loan Nguyen

43

IMPRESSUM
PASSAGES ONLINE
NEXT ISSUE

In this dossier we look at the role played by Egyptian artists
in their country’s process of transformation, and at how the
revolution has affected their lives and their work. Shown
above: the band Eskenderella performing at a memorial for
activist Mina Danial, who was killed during the protests.
“A film about revolution can’t be planned in advance”
A Swiss-Egyptian film team followed three women
artists in Cairo through one entire year of revolt.
By Marcy Goldberg

8

Egypt’s Cultural Sector in Limbo
Freedom of expression and freedom for the arts:
still a utopian dream in post-revolutionary Egypt.
By Sayed Mahmoud Hassan

13

The Second Arab Spring
The era known in Europe as the Middle Ages
was a Golden Age for Islamic and Arabic literature
and philosophy.
By Thomas Bauer

19

The Art of Dealing with Others
The work of foreign cultural institutions in Cairo
has also been affected by the revolution.
By Astrid Frefel

21

Writing to Escape the Chaos
Writer Khaled Al Khamissi and visual artist
Doaa Aly distance themselves from revolutionary art.
A double portrait.
By Dalia Chams

24

Remembering Polish Resistance
What role can artists play in periods of social and
political upheaval? A look back at pre-1989 Poland.
By Anda Rottenberg

Cover: Acrobat at the street art festival El Fan Medan. Photo: Roger Anis
This page: photo by Eman Helal

6

C O NT E NT
2

Art on the Street
More than a year after the revolution, Egyptians are engaged in ongoing
debate: on the streets, at Tahrir Square, in the newspapers, in Parliament.
“A state of constant commotion reigns, and the most varied opinions are
put forward with vehemence,” reports Nevine Fayek of Pro Helvetia’s Cairo
liaison office. “Before the revolution, this open culture of discussion did
not exist. It’s all new to us!”
Since the revolution of 25 January 2011, many Egyptian men and women have been fighting for freedom and democracy. Artists too are lending
their voices to demand the right to free expression and artistic freedom.
Some of them join in the demonstrations at Tahrir Square. Others, like
the author Khaled Al Khamissi, take escape from the chaos in their writing. And still others, like theatre director Laila Soliman, bring the theme
of revolution to the stage. “Fight with whatever weapon you have,” Soliman says. This issue of Passages provides insights into a range of positions
taken by artists during this time of social and political transformation.
With the revolution, art took to the streets. The outdoor art festival El
Fan Medan (Art Square) now takes place each month, bringing musicians,
painters, performers and spectators together at public squares throughout
Egypt, and inviting amateurs to express their thoughts and opinions
through graffiti, music, painting and street theatre. They are the subject of
our photo sequence.
At the same time, Egyptian journalist Sayed Mahmoud Hassan reports
that artistic freedom nevertheless remains a utopian dream in Egypt today.
Astrid Frefel, Swiss correspondent in Cairo, looks at how foreign cultural
institutes located there have responded to the upheaval. Islamic Studies
professor Thomas Bauer takes a broader look at Islamic culture and its
pluralistic and tolerant past. And Anda Rottenberg’s personal essay on Polish history highlights the role of artists in her country’s protest movements prior to 1989.
Several of the contributions to this issue of Passages were written during late 2011 and early 2012, while events have continued to unfold since
then. By the time readers hold this magazine in their hands, things will no
doubt have changed again. The volatility of the situation has not discouraged us from devoting a magazine issue to the topic. On the contrary: the
role of art and artists in revolutionary times remains a universal and eternally relevant subject.
Janine Messerli
Managing Editor, Passages
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Egypt: Art and
Revolution
How has the Egyptian revolution affected the country’s artists? In this
dossier we report on the role played by artists in the uprising, and
on their reactions to ongoing developments. Read about the precarious
status of freedom of expression in post-revolutionary Egypt,
the responses from foreign cultural institutions based in Cairo, and a
previous Arab Spring that took place centuries ago.
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The Creative
Revolution
“When the revolution
broke out in Egypt,
there was an explosion
of creative energy.
For decades, Egyptians
had been unhappy
with the political and
social situation.
The revolution and
its call for freedom
stimulated a tremendous urge among
the people to express
their own wishes and
hopes using artistic
means – words, music,
gestures and images.”
Randa Shaath
Randa Shaath lives in
Cairo and is the photo
editor for the Egyptian
daily newspaper
El Shorouk. For our
dossier we asked her to
compile a selection
of photos illustrating
the varieties of artistic
expression on the
streets of Cairo.

Anticipating freedom:
During the first
eighteen days of the
revolution, there was
singing and dancing
at Tahrir Square.
Photo: Randa Shaath
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o Time For Art was the title theatre director Laila the non-violent protest movement. Mohsen and his colleague Erne
Soliman chose for the interactive performance piece began shooting brief portraits of activist artists like Elkoussy for
she staged at Cairo’s Rawabet Theatre in June 2011. Swiss television. When the filmmakers also met Karima Mansour
The piece’s subject: the army’s brutal treatment of and Laila Soliman, the idea was born: they would shoot a triple
demonstrators, up to that point a taboo topic in the portrait of the women over one year, in order to chronicle ongoofficial Egyptian media.The performances blurred the boundaries ing developments in a detailed and nuanced way.
“A film about revolution cannot be planned in advance,” says
between actors and non-actors, eyewitnesses and audience members. In one scene, actor Aly Sobhy describes how he was interro- producer Sandra Gysi. “We didn’t know in which direction things
gated and tortured by the military. As he speaks, a screen behind might go.” The Zurich-based Gysi has a degree in cultural anthrohim shows a clip from the state television news, in which he and pology and speaks fluent Arabic; she accompanied the project
other activists are referred to as criminals. When the official me- closely. “For the final two months we all lived together in a flat in
dia channels broadcast only skewed coverage of events, the thea- Cairo and worked on editing the film. Whenever anything haptre can take up the task of disseminating information. Soliman’s pened, we went out and filmed it on the spot.” On 25 January 2012,
piece thus contradicts its own
just four days before the film’s
title: in times like these, art
broadcast date, Ahmed Abdel
plays a crucial role in setting
Mohsen stood again on Tahrir
the record straight.
Square, filming the uprising's
No Time For Art: a delibfirst anniversary.
erately ambiguous phrase. Is it
Returning to Cairo
inappropriate to make art in
revolutionary times? Or are
At the start of the film, Karima
committed artists unable to
Mansour reflects on the revolt’s
pursue their artistic practice,
beginnings. “It was completely
because all their time is taken
unexpected. If anybody had
up with activism? Laila Soliasked me, ‘Is there going to be
a revolution in your country?’ I
man enjoys playing with such
paradoxes in her work. But
would have laughed.” In Januwhat role did Egyptian artists
ary 2011 she was in Switzeractually play in the 2011 reland, preparing a new piece tovolts? And how, on the other
gether with the Berne-based
hand, has the revolution afmodern dancer Daria Gusberti.
fected their lives and work? A
Although Mansour enjoys an
A Swiss-Egyptian film team followed
Swiss-Egyptian film team deinternational reputation as a
cided to tackle these questions
dancer and choreographer, she
three women artists in Cairo through one
by following three women arthad been unable to perform in
entire year of revolt. The resulting
ists in Cairo for an entire year:
her own country for seven
documentary demonstrates how art and
alongside Laila Soliman the
years. There was no place in the
protest can nurture and inspire one another.
choreographer Karima Manstate-controlled art scene for
sour and the filmmaker Hala
her brand of contemporary
dance. As soon as she heard
Elkoussy.
By Marcy Goldberg
about the demonstrations back
A year of art and revolution
home, she knew she would have
The 52-minute TV documento shelve the Berne project and
tary Laila, Hala and Karima – A Year in Revolutionary Cairo aired return to Cairo, to do her duty as both an artist and a citizen. In
on 20 January 2012 on Swiss-German television’s first channel, in the film, she explains: “I don’t necessarily like to mix art with pola Sunday morning slot devoted to coverage of arts and culture. Its itics or think that art always has to have a social or political mesmakers: the Zurich-based Egyptian film director Ahmed Abdel sage. But I think it is very difficult to separate art from a context
Mohsen, and the television journalist Eduard Erne. Mohsen began like ours. Being an artist in Egypt, a female artist especially, workfilming as soon as the revolt broke out; in January 2011 he was al- ing with dance and the body and movement, it’s very difficult to
ready standing on Tahrir Square with camera in hand. As a native separate art from politics or the socio-political context.” And yet:
of Egypt he could circulate unnoticed through the crowds, at a while working on her latest dance project, she worries that the curtime when foreign journalists were being confined to their hotels, rent political mood might insinuate itself too strongly into her art.
intimidated, attacked and even arrested. During the first demonLaila Soliman also returned from Europe to Egypt to particistrations on Tahrir Square Mohsen encountered Hala Elkoussy. pate in the demonstrations. In her eyes, the choice was clear. In
Alongside her work as a filmmaker, Elkoussy had become active in the film, she says: “It was the thing you would always have wanted

“A film about
revolution
can’t be
planned in
advance”
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What will happen next? At every step there are unexpected turns
of events. In early February 2012 the film team had planned to
screen Laila, Hala und Karima at the Cairo Goethe Institut. But
after violence flared up again in the wake of the stadium massacre
in Port Said, the screening was postponed to late April. Still, Laila
Soliman remains cautiously optimistic. “Whatever happens, a wall
of silence has been broken and a period of stagnation has been broken. So whatever comes, I believe it’s good. Even if it is not completely good now, it’s going to be good.”
Karima Mansour takes a similar view.
Being an artist in Egypt, a female artist especially, working
After seven years, she can finally perform
with dance and the body and movement, it’s very difficult
again in her own country. She has been offered the task of setting up a new centre for
to separate art from politics or the socio-political context.
contemporary dance in Cairo. And in February 2012 her dance piece with Daria
Blending performances, music, video and choreography, it Gusberti, Whilst closely gazing at the soup…, premiered at the
soughtto convey the experiences and emotions of the activist art- Dampfzentrale in Berne one year later than originally planned.
ists amid the unfolding political events. The work in progress was There is still a lot to do, she says, and in the short term political
later staged with variations in Zurich, Dusseldorf and Amsterdam. disappointments can be expected. But the people have tasted freeAlongside the three women’s experiences, the documentary dom, and will not give it up again easily. And that goes for artistic
also follows the ongoing efforts of the Cairo culture scene to carve freedom as well. She states firmly: “Art and culture need to be part
out a space for independent art, beyond the constraints of the old and parcel of the identity of this country. It is not an extra, it is
Ministry of Culture. The artists meet for regular discussions, or- not an option, it is not a detail, it is at the core of the development
ganize art festivals. In the offices of the journalists’ union, promi- of this country. It is a necessity, it is essential, and again, it has
nent exponents from all the disciplines meet to draft and sign a nothing to do with any particular group of people that might
manifesto for artistic freedom.
come to power.”
to do but really did not have the courage or the opportunity to do.
So there was not really a question of ‘Should I do it or not’ or
‘Should I go or not’.” And she adds: “It’s like: fight with whatever
weapon you have.” After No Time For Art she developed another
stage piece together with her partner, the Belgian theatre director
Ruud Gielens, and with activists from the Cairo arts and culture
scene, including Karima Mansour. The play Lessons in Revolting
– another punning title – premiered in Cairo in August 2011.

“

”

Beyond violence
At the same time, the artists warn against the myth of the peaceful revolution, which they criticize as a media cliché. In October
2011 in Berlin, Laila Soliman received the Willy Brandt Special
Award for exceptional political courage. In her acceptance speech
she called attention to the revolution’s many victims and to the
ongoing military atrocities against ordinary citizens. Hala Elkoussy
also emphasizes the role of violence in motivating the regime’s
opponents to continue their struggle. In the film, she analyses the
logic of the protests: “I think it became successful because of the
people that died.” The more violence there was, the more people
went out to protest. “It worked in an opposite way: ‘Ok, so you are
going to beat us? We are not scared. You are going to kill people?
We are going out’.”
As a filmmaker and photographer, Hala Elkoussy believes in
the power of images. Artists throughout Egypt are engaged in
painting portraits of citizens who were killed: monuments in memory of the revolution’s martyrs. Hala documents the process with
her film camera. The portraitists’ work, she says, is “a collective
act of remembrance, and possibly the first gesture that we as an
artistic community are giving the larger community as a whole.”
Mohsen and Erne’s film clearly documents Elkoussy’s changing
feelings over the course of the year. Her euphoria at Mubarak’s resignation in February 2011 is soon dashed by military violence.
After the elections in November 2011 – “I am 37 and I just voted
for the first time in my life!” – there is the disappointment of the
Islamist parties’ victory. It has been a year of lost innocence, she
concludes at the end of the film.

For further information about the documentary,
the filmmakers and the artists:
http://donkeyshot.ch/laila_hala_karima.htm
Marcy Goldberg is a film historian, media consultant
and translator. She teaches film and cultural
studies at several art colleges in Switzerland, and is
the English language editor of Passages.
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ore than a year after the outbreak of revolution
on 25 January 2011, the Egyptian cultural scene
seems shrouded in fog. Artists’ and intellectuals’
demands for liberty and social justice are encountering resistance on the ground, from both individuals and institutions. State authorities continue to impose
censorship, in complete disregard of the changed political situation and the widespread demands for freedom of expression. Many
members of the artistic and cultural sectors are convinced that
dangerous times lie ahead. The forces of political Islam, which
prevailed in the January 2012
elections and now form a parliamentary majority, are not
exactly known for championing freedom of expression or
freedom for the arts.
Illegal Censorship

house. But publishers remain sceptical, preferring to cite an incident from late November 2011, in which State Security agents
raided the offices of the Dar Kayan publishing house (which in fact
had maintained close ties to the Ministry of the Interior) to search
for copies of Inta Meen (“Who are you?”), a volume of dialect poetry
by first-time author Tamer Abbas. According to publisher Samia
Amer, the raid had nothing to do with the book’s content, which
she describes as “politically harmless.” Rather, she is convinced
that the real reason was her own political stance: she had previously been active in groups opposing military tribunals and in the
Rassad (“observation”) Committee linked to the Independent Culture Coalition fighting
government corruption in the
cultural sector.
Significant here is that
these censorship measures do
not rest on any legal foundation. The authorities watching
over books printed abroad may
confiscate works entering the
country without being required
to provide documentation to
the distributors concerned.
This makes it impossible for the
affected parties to take legal action, although the law clearly
Freedom of expression and freedom for the
states that confiscation is forarts: these were among the demands
bidden without a court ruling.

Egypt’s
Cultural
Sector in
Limbo

Since the revolution, human
rights organizations in Egypt
have issued numerous alerts
about the widespread curtailing of freedom of opinion and
expression in the media. Existing television programmes
have been censored and there
has been interference in new
productions, in order to tailor
their contents to the wishes of
issued by intellectuals and artists during the
the ruling Military Council. In
Imposing restrictions on art
uprising. But their revolutionary
addition, on several occasions
newspapers criticizing the milAmong the most notable condreams have not yet materialized – and
tradictions is the statement
itary rulers and their actions
they now risk being quashed
made in May 2011 by a highhave been confiscated: these
by the rise of the Islamist parties.
include established publicaranking theatre funding official,
tions such as Al-Fagr (“The
Mohammed Ali, defending the
By Sayed Mahmoud Hassan
Dawn”), Sot el-Umma (“Voice
ban on a new production of the
of the Nation”) and Rose Alplay Doaa al-Karawan (The
Youssef. Emad Mubarak, execNightingale’s Prayer), adapted
utive director of the independby Rasha Abdel Moneim from
ent Association for Freedom of Thought and Expression, points the celebrated 1934 novel of the same name by Taha Hussein. Ali
out that such repressive measures are reminiscent of the crack- is said to have claimed that the performance contained indecent
downs during the pre-revolutionary regime, “and may be even scenes, but he later denied making the statement, after then-Minmore severe.”
ister of Culture Emad Abou-Ghazi intervened to authorize the proIn the publishing sector, the situation is no better. Fatima al- duction. Unfortunately this positive move on the Minister’s part is
Boudi, who heads the Dar al-Ain publishing house, reported diffi- not representative of the prevailing tendency within the Ministry,
culties in importing several book titles into Egypt in April 2011, where several key officials remain hostile to freedom of expression
just three months after the outbreak of the revolt. The novel Aw- and artistic freedom. To accentuate the paradox even further, Sayed
lad Gabalawy (“The Children of Gabalawy”) by Egyptian author Khattab, the president of the Egyptian Board of Censors, the state
Ibrahim Farghali, for instance, was nearly banned by the authori- body charged with monitoring the arts, has officially declared “the
ties, ostensibly because it had been printed abroad.
end of the era of political censorship.” Khattab has gone on to sugStill, the winds of change introduced by the revolution have gest that the Censor Board should stop handling cultural works
altered the rules for the publishing sector to some extent. It seems and focus instead on classifying films according to age ratings, and
that permission is no longer needed from the Ministry of the Inte- on protecting intellectual property. Many in the arts sector, includrior and the State Security Services in order to found a publishing ing film director Yousry Nasrallah, support these proposals.
EGYPT: ART AND R E V O LU T IO N
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Although Culture Minister Abou-Ghazi, who has sinced resigned,
never tired of defending artistic freedom in countless newspaper
interviews, he also always insisted that the lifting of censorship
would require changing the laws: a difficult proposition in view of
the transitional period and the absence of a functioning elected
parliament. But precisely this demand is high on the agenda of the
many independent cultural coalitions advocating an autonomous
cultural sector free of government intervention.
Over at the Ministry of Education, the situation is no different. In May 2011 an education official in charge of the library sector was officially reprimanded by her superiors for having approved

“

The fears expressed by intellectuals upon the entry into Parliament
of the Muslim Brothers and the Salafists seem justified, especially
since the Islamists have stubbornly refused to clarify their positions regarding artistic and literary freedom of expression. In this
regard, the role played by the Muslim Brothers in Parliament between 1995 and 2005 is far from encouraging. Their representatives took up extreme positions regarding certain works of literature. For example, they were the most ardent advocates for
banning the Syrian author Haidar Haider’s novel Walima Le
Ashab Al Bahr (A Banquet for Seaweed) after it was reissued in
a popular modern classics series published by the Egyptian Ministry of Culture.
Some intellectuals, like the well-known
Since the revolution, the political and cultural elites have
novelist Gamel El-Ghitani, worry that the Islamists’ election to Parliament represents a
been far too busy with political affairs to pay attention to
setback to the freedom of artistic and literary
cultural and artistic issues.
expression. And in fact, the new representatives did try to introduce laws curtailing
those freedoms. However, others are conIbrahim Abdel Meguid’s novel Tuyur al-'anbar (Birds of Amber) vinced that such fears are exaggerated, in view of the next Parliafor school libraries, on the charge that the novel contains sexually ment’s limited role: its tenure will be short, according to the exexplicit material. A similar case occurred in the city of Beni Suef, perts’ predictions, and its powers will be restricted. In fact,
where a local lawyer filed charges with the Attorney General’s of- Parliament does not have the power to challenge the transitional
fice against human rights activist Karam Sabar, author of the short goverment put into place by the Military Council, nor to declare a
story collection Aina Allah? (“Where is God?”), accusing him of vote of non-confidence.
blasphemy and the mockery of religious rituals. The case recalled
the ongoing debate around the doctrine of Hisbah, which sees The Islamist threat
monitoring the observance of Islamic principles as an obligation In view of all these developments, many in the cultural sector fear
that Egypt is about to enter a Dark Age, with a government comof the State.
Of course these incidents were condemned by the main inde- prised of Muslim Brothers and Salafists. Several incidents from the
pendent human rights organizations. The Arabic Network For Hu- recent past seem to confirm this view. To name just two examples:
man Rights Information (ANHRI), for instance, issued a statement the Salafist leader Abdel Moneim Shahat has condemnedo the
expressing “deep concern [about] the return of religious and po- works of Nobel prizewinner Naguib Mahfouz as “reprehensible”
litical Hisbah cases after the January 25th revolution, [whose main literature mired in the brothels; and in Alexandria, religious exgoal was the] freedom of the Egyptian nation. It is not acceptable tremists have attempted to cover up statues of mermaids, because
to impose any restrictions on art and creativity, nor to allow guard- such representations are forbidden under Islam.
ianship of the citizens and drag art work and creativity [in]to court
For Ali Mabrouk, professor of Islamic philosophy at Cairo Unirooms. Religious and political Hisbah were the Sword of Damo- versity, it is troubling that the Islamist delegates cultivate “a discles [hanging over] creativity and freedom of expression in the course of total closure” and “a discourse of crisis” that reflects their
former regime […], which the Egyptian people overthrew in the goal of reintroducing religion as an instrument of moral control
glorious January uprising.”
and monitoring of individual behaviour, thus placing citizens
in a situation of permanent surveillance. This could well lead to
Artistic freedom under attack
an unprecedented dictatorship far more oppressive than Hosni
Further cause for concern is the fact that none of these incidents Mubarak’s regime – especially since the Islamic parties have not
have sparked widespread public debate. Since the revolution, issued the slightest guarantee of freedom of expression. However,
the political and cultural elites have been far too busy with po- the main question in Egypt today is this: do the latest election relitical affairs to pay attention to cultural and artistic issues. It is sults indicate that the country is moving toward an Islamic revoalso significant that precisely these topics do not appear in the lution similiar to the one in Iran in 1979? If that were to be the
programmes of the new liberal parties formed since the upris- case, it would lead to severe repression of freedom, and a complete
ing. Even more alarming is the strong presence of religious ex- routing of Western-style liberal or modernist movements.
tremists and militant Islamic groups, from the Muslim BrothSherif Youness, history professor at the University of Helwan,
erhood to the various Salafist factions: forces known for their considers the liberals’ feeling of having been solidly defeated by the
rigid views on free speech and artistic freedom. To them, the role Islamists to be the worst possible consequence of the election
of art is to propagate and reinforce moral and religious stand- results, especially as this impression is not based on solid facts. The
ards within society.
situation in Egypt is very different from that of Iran at the time of

”
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its revolution. The Islamist victory has taken place within the context of a functioning state, with an army and an administrative apparatus (which points to the fact that Mubarak fell, but the regime
did not). In addition, the Islamists’ election victory obliges them
to practice politics according to the official rules, and to accept
challenges from rival political forces. The most important problem
they face is the reform of state police structures and of censorship.
In any case, the dynamic which has seized hold of political life
opens the door to innumerable future developments.

This article was written during the turn of the year
2011/2012, following the first free elections in Egypt, in
which the Islamist parties were the victors. A similar article
by the same author was published in English in Ahram
Online on 1 January 2012, entitled “The Question of Culture
in the Ongoing Struggle.”
Sayed Mahmoud Hassan is a journalist and author based
in Cairo. He studied history at Cairo University and writes
regularly for a variety of Arabic-language publications
including the Egyptian daily newspaper Al-Ahram. He has
also written film scripts, and has published poetry as well as
books on historical topics.
Adapted by Marcy Goldberg from Hartmut Fähndrich’s
German translation and Catherine Bachellerie’s French
translation of the original Arabic text

Portraits of martyrs,
caricatures, political
satire: drawn by
the artist at his
improvised studio on
Tahrir Square.
Photo: Lobna Tarek
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People inscribe
their demands for
a new Egypt on
walls, banners, or
their own bodies,
getting their
voices heard outside the state-run
media channels.
Photo: Randa Shaath

Well-known
Egyptian artist
Mohamed Abla
paints visitors’
portraits at the El
Fan Medan street
art festival.
Photo: Roger Anis
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n order to understand the present, it is sometimes neces- Zahir did not have to fear a censoring fatwa: not simply because he
sary to look back at the past: in this case, the Middle Ages. himself was a Kadi (judge) but because he was using one of the most
However, the era that we call the Middle Ages was very dif- popular rhetorical devices in Arabic literature, among the many
ferent in the Islamic world than Western clichés seem to that cultivated and cherished ambiguity especially after the twelfth
suggest. For instance, instead of persecuting homosexuals, century. The playful use of ambiguity and mystification, the genwriters produced homoerotic poetry. There is ample evidence in eration of surprise and astonishment, are the objective of countless
literature that a pluralistic, tolerant culture prevailed. One rhetor- epigrams and prose works until well into the nineteenth century.
It was with the turn of the twentieth century that everything
ical figure known as iqtibas (literally: “kindling wood from the fire
of another”), consists of quoting the Koran verbatim in a poem or changed. European Orientalists were the first to take a condescendprose text, where it acquires an entirely different meaning.
ing view of Arabic literature from the Mamluk and Ottoman periBut is that acceptable? May we use the word of God to mean ods. The German writer August von Kramer remarks that it rested
something that was not origi“on the vain pomp of rare …
nally intended? Some theologiwords, wordplay … and elaborate
ans considered that licentious,
artifice.” Moreover, ambiguity is
others did not, and writers
unlikely to thrive in an age in
(themselves often theologians)
which architect Adolf Loos fadelighted in doing so. Ibn Hijja
mously declared that ornament is
al-Hamawi (1366–1434), a civil
a crime. Dutch historian Johan
Huizinga observes that the eleservant and literary scholar from
Cairo, discussed that figure of
ment of play, essential to all civiThe Western world tends to associate
speech in great detail. He distinlizations, had reached its lowest
Islamic culture with rigid tradition,
guished between acceptable and
point in the nineteenth and twenblind obedience and intolerance: an attitude
unacceptable forms of iqtibas,
tieth centuries. In 1938 he writes:
but had no qualms about quoting
“No century has taken itself and
the media like to call “medieval.”
sybaritic examples of its unaccepall of existence so seriously as the
As Islamic Studies professor Thomas Bauer
table use in obscene poems. I
nineteenth.” But that was exactly
explains, the era known in Europe
dare not quote an example, but
the time when globalization beas the Middle Ages was in fact a Golden Age
shall instead present one that Ibn
gan to flourish in the Western
for Islamic and Arabic literature and
world, its steadily growing ecoHijja considered acceptable. It is
nomic and military dominance
a quote from the Koran (25:27),
philosophy – reflecting a pluralism that
describing the last judgment
inevitably sweeping up the Near
could serve as a model even today.
where those who did wrong reEast in its wake. One common regret that they did not follow their
action to that dominance was to
By Thomas Bauer
ambassador, Muhammad: “On
adopt the opinions of the West.
Arabs themselves began to conthat Day the wrongdoer will bite
his hands saying: “Oh! Would
sider their ancient literature too
that I had taken the pathway alongside the messenger!” Ibn Abd playful and not heroic enough for the dawning age of Modernism.
al-Zahir (1223–1292), Secretary of State in Cairo, penned the Content too came under scrutiny. Thanks to the tolerance of amfollowing poem for his beloved Nasim:
biguity, older writers saw no contradiction between being good
Muslims and writing about wine and the love of young men. Beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, however, it became inLovers send a breath
of wind, a messenger;
creasingly commendable to eschew ambiguity and espouse the unto the beloved it shall come.
conditional validity of norms and values applied to every aspect of
life. Under the influence of the West, homoerotic love poems be“Would that I had taken the path
gan disappearing in Arabic literature around the 1840s, a developalongside the messenger!”
ment propelled not by moralistic, finger-pointing religious leaders
That is my wish so solemn.
but by intellectuals under the influence of the West. Entire centuries of Arabic literature were thus erased from history. Arabs began
The poem contains two forms of ambiguity: between two things to feel ambivalent about their own literary heritage. Anyone familand between multiple things. The lover’s name “Nasim” is a pun, iar with the intense love of literature in the Near East can underfor it also means “breath of wind.” The writer does not just want to stand the devastating consequences of these developments.
send a breath of wind to his beloved; he wants to join that wind, i.e.
Nasim. Thus iqtibas is also a rhetorical trope of ambiguity since a Ambiguity as Enrichment
second, figurative meaning has been assigned to the passage from Ambivalent feelings about the past are not restricted to literature
the Koran. Despite the religious volatility of iqtibas, Ibn Abd al- alone, but embrace other fields as well: above all religion, law and
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politics. Islamic Arab culture in the millennium prior to the midand late-nineteenth century was characterized by a virtually panoptic tolerance of ambiguity. Double and multiple meanings were
considered an enrichment, and the coexistence of different and often contradictory value systems perfectly acceptable. Ambiguity
was not considered a threat and therefore had to be tamed but not
obliterated – the latter by definition a futile undertaking. Faced
with growing scepticism in the nineteenth century, the time-honoured “culture of ambiguity” gradually atrophied.
Its decline can be observed in all areas of life, but most conspicuously in religious developments. The annotated Koran in the
classical tradition presented several interpretations for each passage, rather than declaring any particular one to be correct. And if
a commentator proposed an interpretation of his own, he never
claimed to have found the sole truth but was simply proud to have
thought of an additional possibility.
In contrast, modern commentaries place great emphasis on
providing answers, the right answers. Fundamentalist schools of
thought, such as the Salafis, argue that such an unusually ambiguous text as the Koran must be taken “literally” (in former times
Arab philologists would have considered such presumption laughable). But even exegetes of the Koran, schooled in Western hermeneutics, argue that the revelatory text must necessarily have been
singular in meaning and one need only apply historical-critical
methods to find out what that meaning was at the time of its writing. It seems inconceivable to them that God could have introduced an inexhaustible multiplicity of meanings into His revelations – as Koran scholar Ibn al-Jazari (1350–1429) once put it.
Tolerating Ambiguity in Religion, Law, and Politics

before the Renaissance in Europe, intellectuals like Ibn Nubata
(1287–1366) and Ibn Khaldun (1332–1406) had already proposed
the theory that humankind determines the course of history. For
the first time since antiquity, it was not viewed as part of the divine
history of salvation but as something created by human beings
themselves, by their passions (Ibn Nubata) and by social dynamics
(Ibn Khaldun). Both writers were devout Muslims, but to them
politics had little to do with religion. A good two centuries before
Machiavelli’s The Prince, Ibn Nubata had penned an exclusively
secular manual for rulers that could hardly have been more Machiavellian.
Fundamentalism as a Reaction to Colonialism
Once again, it was in the nineteenth century that Islam’s claim to
be “state and religion” (din wa-daula) emerged. The phrase embodies the attempt to arrest Western expansion by introducing an
ideology to counteract European colonialism. The resulting ideologies contradicted Islamic tradition in many ways, but the tolerance of ambiguity was poorly suited to dealing with a modern West
that confronted the Near East with war and colonialism instead of
democracy and human rights. Much that we now consider characteristic of Islam stems from this time and is the consequence of
trying to cope with the globalization imposed by the West. This applies in particular to entrenched and rigid attitudes, so often classified by the media as “backsliding into the Middle Ages.” However,
during the period known as the Middle Ages in Europe (the term
“Middle Ages” cannot be meaningfully applied to Islamic history),
adulterous women were not stoned in the Near East. Islamic rigidity first appeared in the mid-nineteenth century, consolidating in
the early twentieth century with the spread of colonial dominance.
The military dictators, monarchs included, who followed in the
wake of colonial rulers, resorted to torture and oppression. Literature was censored, many works could only be published abroad,

What applies to the Koran applies as well to Islamic jurisprudence,
for it is based largely on the interpretation of normative sources,
namely the Koran and the Hadith. Since there are always several
possibilities, magistrates did not lay claim
to the absolute truth of their interpretaBut that was exactly the time when globalization
tions. Nor did they claim that they possessed definitive knowledge regarding
began to flourish in the Western world, its
the divine judgment of human actions (in
steadily growing economic and military dominance
other words: sharia). They merely proinevitably sweeping up the Near East in its wake.
posed that their interpretations were
One
common
reaction to that dominance was to adopt
highly probable. Ambiguity was held in
the opinions of the West.
check only for the sake of legal stability; it
had to be tamed but not eliminated. Although judges rendered largely uniform
verdicts, they based them on the theory that each verdict repre- and some Arabic writers even chose to write in French or English.
sents but one of several possibilities. Other interpretations of the The sciences coagulated into blind obedience of authority, and inlaw would lead to different judgments, which were no less justi- stead of being a bastion against oppressive rulers, the role of relified. That said, differences of opinion among magistrates is essen- gion was reversed, exploited by rulers as a tool of oppression.
tial to Islamic jurisprudence and praised as “God’s mercy for his
congregation.” Today, scholars bound to tradition are confronted Rediscovering Plurality

“

”

with powerful (often Salafite) opposition against the plurality traditionally characteristic of the legal system.
Politically, in the “culture of ambiguity” a diversity of discourses existed side by side: theological, legal, philosophical, and
pragmatic. The latter two are virtually unrelated to religion. Even

An end to this era is now in sight. No matter how unpredictable
the outcome of upheaval in the Arab world, one thing is certain:
there will be no return to the old rigidity. In his last speech to the
people on 10 February 2011, Mubarak said he was speaking “as a
father to his children.” But the Egyptians did not want to be chil-
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dren anymore, and responded with unprecedented cheek: “Get
out!” Not only has a regime been toppled, there has also been a
marked change in mentality. People now want to be in control of
their own destiny. A return to the old belief in authority is no
longer conceivable.
What does that mean with respect to culture, science, and religion? The ideal scenario for an admittedly optimistic utopia could
look something like this: Critical artists and writers – of whom
there are many – would stop being outsiders, and their works would
be broadly discussed. Scholars, especially of the humanities, would
discover that they have something to say that is worth listening to.
Classical Arabic texts would no longer be censored, as they are today. On the contrary, a new, unhampered approach to tradition
would prevail. Instead of aping the particularly narrow-minded authorities of the past or following the ideologies of the West equally
uncritically, the astonishing plurality of classical Islam would be
rediscovered and fruitfully applied to the present. Liberal developments in Islamic jurisprudence, as reflected upon, for instance, by
the Egyptian judge Tarek El-Bishry, would contribute to a reconciliation of Islamic law with democracy and human rights.
That is a potential scenario, but we cannot count on it. There
is a threat of danger from many sides. Parts of the old system still
prevail. The geopolitical interests of the United States and Europe
have seldom been beneficial to Arab countries and, ultimately,
much depends on economic developments. Contrary to widespread concern, however, the greatest danger does not emanate
from politicians who take their orientation from Islam. They
should not all be automatically subsumed under the undifferentiated label of “Islamic fundamentalists.” The spectrum is wide. It
ranges from the liberal Islamic democrats of the small but intellectually important New Center Party (al-Wasat) to the ultra-conservative Salafis, who kept a low profile prior to 2011 and therefore
enjoyed better treatment from the Mubarak regime than the Muslim Brotherhood. (They were, for instance, permitted to operate a
satellite channel which surely contributed to their success in the
elections.) In between, there is the great heterogeneous block of
Muslim Brothers, formerly united under political repression, who
now have to reposition themselves. The time has come to open the
floor to renewed discussions on religion, culture, and politics,
hopefully without political repression. There will, no doubt, be
heated debate on how to relate to such a complex cultural heritage: how can the diversity of Islamic traditions make a fruitful contribution to the present? Alongside economic development, it will
be freedom of expression and information that will ensure a viable
future.

Thomas Bauer is a professor of Islamic and Arabic studies
at the University of Münster, Germany, with a focus
on the history of culture and literature in the Arab world.
His most recent book, Die Kultur der Ambiguität.
Eine andere Geschichte des Islams (“The Culture of
Ambiguity: A Different History of Islam”), expands on the
arguments summarized here.
Translated from the German by Catherine Schelbert
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Giant puppets for
political street theatre,
like this caricature
of a military official,
are created by young
people during workshops with artists.
Photo: Randa Shaath
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The wall erected by
police and military
around the Interior
Ministry in Cairo
is now covered with
paintings. Since the
revolution, graffiti
has become an
important means of
expression for the
younger generation.
Photo: Randa Shaath
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A soldier guarding
a polling station
during the first free
elections in Decem
ber 2011. On the
wall behind him, a
students’ drawing
of Umm al-Dunya,
the mother of the
(Arab) world – and
the Egyptians’ nick
name for Cairo.
Photo: Thomas
Hartwell
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T

he name says it all: the Tahrir Lounge has nailed its
colours to the mast of political change. It is right by
the action, in a side street that, just fifty metres further
on, opens onto the iconic Tahrir Square in the centre
of Cairo. Here, in the grounds of the Goethe-Institut,
you can feel the pulse of the revolution. The iron gate is frequently
closed. The third wave of revolution in mid-December forced the
temporary postponement of a seminar entitled “The Art of Dealing with Others.” Its organizers were the group Salafyo Costa. They
take their name from the Costa Coffee shops in upmarket parts of
town where they meet. Salafyo Costa’s aim is to change public perceptions of the Salafis, a fundamentalist branch of Islam. Its members want to show that they are normal citizens who have nothing
at all to do with extremism or terrorism. The group already has
50,000 friends and fans on the Internet. One of its founders is a
Coptic Christian. They sum up
their mission as follows: “We recognize that we have many differences with other groups in
Egypt, be they political, social,
cultural or religious, and that we
need to learn how to deal with
them.”

Egyptians look to all points of the compass and not only to Europe
and the US.
Many European institutions have committed extra funding
to their operations in Egypt since the revolution and, in some
cases, expanded the content of their offering. “The revolution inspired many artists and cultural practitioners. Artistic creativity
is expressing itself in more different ways and there is a greater
sense of freedom. Freedom of artistic expression will be the key
indicator of liberty in Egypt in the years ahead,” believes Antonino
Crea, head of the Social Affairs Section of the EU Delegation to
Egypt in Cairo.
Cultural dialogue with the state falters

The upheaval of revolution has, though, led to a situation of constant change, especially among government bodies. The office of
culture minister, for example,
has had no less than four new incumbents in the space of a year,
prompting a suspension of the
dialogue on state cultural policy
between the EU and the government. “There has been more
discussion and coordination between the cultural institutions
Artistic freedom is the
of European countries since the
barometer
revolution, to make sure that
“With us there’s room for everyeveryone isn’t doing the same
thing and major projects can
one, from liberals to Salafis
The work of foreign cultural institutions
and communists, parties as well
also be financed,” explains Karen
in Cairo has also been affected by
as non-governmental organizaDaly-Gherabi, Deputy Director
the revolution. Many have increased their
of the British Council. EUNIC,
tions,” says Mona Shahien, who
budgets; some have expanded their
the European network of culruns Tahrir Lounge. The emphaactivities. The boundaries between culture
tural relations institutes, will
sis of the programmes is on creating political consciousness.
also be setting up in Cairo durand politics are often fluid, but even
Suggestions come from both
ing 2012.
in the new Egypt, funding from abroad can
sides: sometimes the staff of TahAfter the revolution broke
be a contentious subject.
rir Lounge present ideas to the
out, the Swiss Arts Council Pro
groups, such as compiling an
Helvetia conducted numerous
election guide; sometimes, the
discussions with local cultural
By Astrid Frefel
activists ask for help from the
practitioners and partners to esLounge, which has rooms and an
tablish first and foremost what
the Egyptians needed. “This is
extensive network of contacts.
The project is the brainchild of the Goethe-Institut, but the Lounge not just a political revolution. It touches every area of society. So
is autonomous and entirely Egyptian. “The key to success is trust. there are also new needs within the cultural scene,” says Hebba
Once that has been achieved, everything works fine,” says Shahien, Sherif, head of the Pro Helvetia office in Cairo. One of the princiin an upbeat assessment of the organization’s first seven months. pal concerns that emerged was the need for decentralization.
Its Facebook community now numbers around 18,000 members, Today, eighty percent of cultural events take place in Cairo and peralmost all of them between fifteen and thirty-five years of age – the haps fifteen percent in Alexandria, with the remainder scattered
generation that drove the revolution on Tahrir Square.
thinly across the rest of the country. That means the rural populaCairo is often referred to as Umm al-Dunya, the mother of tion is largely cut off from culture: a situation that, in Sherif’s view,
the Arab world, of which it is the undisputed cultural centre. That is both “bad and dangerous.” A further issue has been the indestatus is reflected in the impressive list of foreign cultural centres pendence of culture from government. Outside the major centres
that have long been established in the city and offer a wide range especially, it is far from easy to find independent partners. Pro
of services. They come from more than two dozen countries Helvetia is therefore in discussions with the “palaces of culture”
across the world. The irresistible attraction of Cairo is proof that that are dotted around Egypt. They are part of the state apparatus.
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“But we know who is an active participant and who is just a timeserving bureaucrat. There are definitely people who are using the
new freedom, are motivated and are getting involved,” is Sherif’s
experience. Pro Helvetia is currently working with the palaces of
culture to plan a project including theatre and dance workshops.
Essentially, however, the Swiss Arts Council is sticking to its established profile with its emphasis on the visual arts, and is not investing extra resources.
A vast country with huge needs
As the recipient of support from abroad Basma el-Husseiny, director of al-Mawred al-Thaqafy (Culture Resource – a local non-profit
organization that promotes artistic creativity and exchange in the
Arab world), hopes to see assistance channelled mainly towards
cultural infrastructure such as theatre, cinemas and meeting
rooms owned by civic organizations rather
than just government facilities. She believes foreign cultural institutions could
help to speed up the democratization process by supporting figures from outside the
central elite and the big cities, and by raising the profile of grassroots initiatives.
Filmmaker Ayman Hussein is adamant that traditional culture
promotion should be replaced by more political activity designed
to raise people’s awareness of politics and their rights.
“The project proposals that address fundamental freedoms
would definitely benefit from being bolder and more adventurous
sometimes,” says Alejandro Ramilo-Rodriguez, programme manager at the EU Delegation. Under the banner of Revolution meets
the Arts, the EU Commission has called for projects that promote
the culture of cooperation and human rights. In a direct response
to recent events, the budget for this programme has been doubled
to EUR 500,000 this year. But, as Crea concedes, “our intervention
is just a drop in the ocean; the needs in this vast country are huge.”
The British Council too has extra funding at its disposal since
the revolution, some of which goes towards supporting artists who
wish to seek further training in the UK. But its main initiatives –
Education, English, Society, Arts and Science – remain unchanged. Considerably more in demand are the Active Citizens
programmes, in which young people are prepared to assume management roles in various communities: learning, for instance, how
to conduct constructive debates and negotiations and ensure that
they do not descend into a shouting match. “We offer building–
blocks. We work on the fundamentals of democracy. We want to
help young people realize that they can play a role in society,” says
Daly-Gherabi; after the revolution, she believes, this work is more
important than ever.

in no doubt that the legal arguments were merely a pretext, and
the real intention was to intimidate critics of the governing military council. Foreign cultural institutions have so far avoided being drawn into this argument, but the issue is on everyone’s radar.
“In the end, culture is part of a greater whole,” observes Crea. The
concern among recipients of foreign funding in the Egyptian cultural scene is palpable. “We expect harassment and we are prepared
to fight it,” says el-Husseiny. Many have long been circumventing
the legal constraints by operating not as non-governmental organizations but as commercial undertakings. The latter – among them
filmmaker Hussein – are not subject to any legal restrictions on
accepting foreign funding.
Aside from the debate about money from abroad, the first free
elections after the fall of the Mubarak regime, which brought victory for the Islamist Muslim Brotherhood and a surprisingly strong

“

We work on the fundamentals of democracy.
We want to help young people
realize that they can play a role in society.

showing for the ultra-conservative Salafis, have prompted much
discussion in cultural circles. In the short term, however, no one
is expecting dramatic change. Foreign cultural institutions have
always taken care to ensure that their programmes are attuned to
the “temperature of society” even though, as Daly-Gherabi notes,
they have cautiously attempted to push the boundaries. She remains convinced that freedom to manoeuvre will continue to exist in the future and that change, when it comes, will occur only
gradually. “We are not concerned. The way Egyptian society is constructed means there are many lively scenes and different spheres
of culture.” For the head of the British Council, then, there is
plenty of cause for optimism about the prospects for foreign cultural institutions and their work in Egypt, even during a period of
post-revolutionary confusion.

Controversy over foreign funding
In Egypt, however, support from abroad for promoting democracy
is not always viewed in a positive light; it is often perceived as interference. In principle, only registered non-governmental organizations are permitted to accept foreign funding – having first been
granted approval by the ministry. At the end of December the police searched the offices of seventeen NGOs. Those affected were

Astrid Frefel has lived in Cairo for twelve years. She works
as a correspondent for various media in Switzerland,
Germany and Austria. The research for this article was
carried out in November-December 2011.
Translated from the German by Geoffrey Spearing
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t takes time to do things right. The role of creators, given
the current state of affairs or simply in the face of power, is
to be true to themselves. Visual artist Doaa Aly and writer
Khaled Al Khamissi are both well aware of this, in spite of
their differences in age, life path and temperament. Patience and duration accomplish more than force or rage. “It is not
only a question of taking the necessary distance, but how can you
expect me to write while I’m being overwhelmed by the events
and far too directly related to them?” Khaled Al Khamissi exclaims. For the best-selling author, it’s been a year since he has
been able to get back to work. For Aly, it’s the same: she spent
2011 mulling things over, weighing the pros and cons of her theories and rereading her diary, but without really taking up any
new artistic ventures. “A revolution is something self-enclosed; it
cannot be fragmented. And until now, none have been able to reclaim it for themselves. Today’s creations just keep trotting out
the ideas and feelings awakened
by the revolution, without actually assimilating them,” Aly explains. She has no use for artistic activism’s slogans, which
insist on the didactic role of art,
on its mission; to her, there is
something arbitrary about that,
and pretentious to boot.

body the stereotype of a revolutionary, those who don a carefree
mask, and others who withdraw into their shell while in the thick
of the crowd.
Art as spirituality

Aly began paying closeattention to the body at the age of 15. She
had just returned from Paris, where she lived with her mother, a
diplomat. What an upheaval that was: a new dress code, a religious
girls’ school instead of her former coeducational school, wolf calls
in the street. Her body’s becoming a nuisance awakened her curiosity: “I was no longer at one with my body. We became separated
in Cairo; my body became a problem for me. I understood this to
mean I’d best conceal it, live inwardly, force it to transmit the right
messages to society.” Observing others, she came to realize that
it was the same for everybody. As a teenager, she began reading
the movements and aesthetics of the bodies around her. Then, as
a fine arts graduate, she continued in this direction, believing that art is an end in itself, a
spiritual matter. Nowadays, she
derives most of her inspiration
from literary texts. She looks
to Maupassant’s stories; or else,
to Ovid’s The Metamorphoses,
to the hundreds of tales this
work narrates from the creaTahrir Square’s energy
tion of the world to the triumphs of Augustus Caesar.
Aly’s studio is just steps away
What does it mean to be an artist in a
from the confrontations that
Often, her final product is a far
country in the throes of revolution? Writer
took place on Qasr El-Eini
cry from the source text, but it
Khaled Al Khamissi and artist Doaa Aly
Street, near the Council of Minserves to inspire her choreostand at a remove from the activism
isters and the House of Parliagraphic adaptation.
of contemporary revolutionary art in Egypt.
ment. In other words, it is at the
The young artist asks
very heart of the protest movestrangers, non-professionals, to
It takes time and hindsight, they say,
ments and boycott that shook up
join her videos; carried away,
to assimilate the Arab Spring into art.
downtown Cairo last December.
her imagination achieves new
About two years ago, she and
visual experiences with, always
By Dalia Chams
three artist friends found this
as her starting point, a body in
well-chosen site in which to
movement. Doaa Aly insists: “I
work, in a peaceful bend of Qasr
want the image to contain its
El-Eini Street. Nothing can be heard here of the riots in full swing emotional impact within itself, for it to reach out on its own and
further down. A bit to the side, Doaa Aly sits beside her electric ra- without having to resort to anything else, like good music.” She
diator, puffing on a cigarette. The smoke curling up gently from sees her career as comprising two parts: the beginnings, when she
her mouth adds a zest of freedom to life. A wide wooden plank felt like a feather in the wind, and the present, where she feels more
serves her as a desk: neat and tidy, with a computer and little else. like a tree firmly rooted in its native soil. When she lived in New
A clear indication to the style and life path of this young video art- York for a year, she was fascinated by Madison Avenue. In 2002, she
ist, draftswoman and painter who, over a ten-year career, has given spent day after day in front of display windows that commemorated
pride of place to the body and its movements. “My work is not in September 11th even as they presented their fall fashion collecreaction to the ongoing incidents. Whenever I go to Tahrir Square, tions. “Department stores were presenting installations. I adored
it gives me a new boost of energy, like it does to everybody, but my the Alexander McQueen style! I collected catalogues but, once I
artist side is on standby. All I do is observe,” she asserts. In any case, was back in Egypt, I no longer knew what to do with them.” The
she is keenly interested in people’s aspirations, as conveyed by the answer came soon enough: Puppet Fashion Show, a video shown
gestures they make and the postures they strike – in short, their in 2003 at Cairo’s Townhouse Gallery.
body language. This incites her to observe the demonstrators and
By 2004, after a long period of deliberation, the time was ripe
question their goals, to distinguish between those who seek to em- for her to begin putting down roots. “Before 2004, I was still look-
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ing for a path; several things appealed to me. But from then on,
things changed. It’s been a year since I made a video. And it’s only
a month ago that I took up drawing. I’m participating in a group
show in New York. In order to concentrate, I have to stop looking
at the news. I used to be able to cut myself off much more easily,”
Aly comments. She adds: “Political art, street art, is more in tune
with popular visual culture. It’s something we need, to be sure, but
it’s very different from contemporary visual art. The artistic events
going on in the streets, since the revolution, have more to do with
freedom of expression.”
Writing and politics
Under the circumstances, it is not easy to retreat into one’s shell.
It’s been a long while now since Khaled Al Khamissi has spent any
time watching television. Seeking to isolate himself from the “current frantic activity,” he accepted an opportunity to leave Egypt for
France, joining a writers’ residence there until the end of January
2012. The author of the best-seller Taxi (2007), Al Khamissi serves
as a chronicler of present-day Egypt and, since 25 January of last
year, has been in high demand to the French media as a major contact for updates on the Egyptian uprising. He decided he needed a
break, upon realizing that complete disorder reigned within him,
terrible chaos – something he could only remedy by getting back
to his writing. “I finally managed to do so, in my writers’ residence,
far from Egypt. I just let the words come and suddenly, my new
work took shape. I’m not sure if the result is satisfactory, but I’m
happy to be writing because it’s like therapy for me. All the writers
I know are having trouble working right now. If it turns out the
end result is no good, I’ll throw it into the wastepaper basket.” He
too has an office in downtown Cairo. That is where he usually
works, far from his three children and his wife Maïssa, who live in
the Agouza district, near the house of fellow author and Nobel laureate Naguib Mahfouz. who died in 2006.
The family apartment in Agouza, with its Oriental decor and
wood-panelling, harbours piles of books. Dealing in sociology, politics and history, they provide keys to understanding this changing world. The author, who studied political science, prefers his
fiction sociological, making a hero of the man in the street. In Taxi,
Al Khamissi’s fifty-eight interviews with Cairo’s taxi drivers bring
to light various harbingers of Egyptian power’s decline. And in
Noah’s Ark (2009) he narrates the drama of immigrants facing a
country that can no longer integrate them, and obliged to set off
for elsewhere. In all his writing, this author resorts to the maqâma
literary form: this storytelling genre uses dialogues to provide a
sweeping survey of society and reflect its soul. “My writing is very
spontaneous, springing forth from my subconscious. Every time
I decide to address one subject, I find myself dealing with another.”
Politics, however, remains a core factor. So much so that Khaled
Al Khamissi considers politics to be the common denominator
uniting generations: his own generation with that of his father,
also a writer and playwright, who passed away in 1987. “Literature
in Egypt has always been linked organically to the socio-political.
Unlike in Europe, they are inseparable. Political concern persists
here, in spite of ourselves. The writer and journalist Gamal AlGhitani, for example, belonged to the Communist party; Naguib

Mahfouz was a follower of the liberal democratic principles of the
Wafd Party; and so forth. “The period from 1990 to 2003 represents
a sort of parenthesis, with the emergence of several figures seeking to separate the two contexts,” Al Khamissi, who stems from a
family of intellectuals, points out, “but their writing never really
caught on, because they were living in a ghetto.”
Time and distance
The time of writing is not the time of revolution: time and distance
are necessary for writers to reinvent the imaginary and rethink the
event known as the Arab Spring. Al Khamissi cites Mahfouz’s Cairo
Trilogy as an example: a work based on the revolution of 1919, but
written thirty years later. He adds: “One must reach a critical mass
to get started writing. Novels and short stories need to undergo a
decanting period. Poetry, by contrast, is more of an impulsive creation, since it stems from an exuberance of feelings, of emotions.”
In Al Khamissi’s opinion, songs, too, represent a genuinely revolutionary art, capable of capturing the social movements of the last
five years. And indeed, the boom of “underground” groups holds
up this idea. He feels that “These groups skilfully combine songs
and poems. Other theatrical companies combine narrative or tales
with more classical forms. Nor should we overlook stand-up comedy. Likewise, there has been a great increase in the number of
publishers and bookshops. These are all indicators of the cultural
uprising, and they reflect a certain degree of fierce determination.”
Indeed, Al Khamissi is convinced that these are the same people,
in their search for cultural alternatives, who brought on the revolution. “He explains: “A hard core of five to ten million persons with
the capacity to bring about a change and who, for quite a time, will
be in conflict with the other eighty million – that is, the rest of the
population. Literary works are going to reproducethis conflict, particularlyy through creations in the vein of resistance, all the way
up until the advent or failure of a more rational State. The few publications produced to date have been mediocre, if not catastrophically bad.” A long process lies ahead. Meanwhile, we can expect
spur-of-the-moment undertakings not meant to be lasting art, but
rather to echo the protests and concerns of the people.

Dalia Chams is an Egyptian journalist working for
the French-language weekly Al-Ahram Hebdo and the
Arab daily El Shorouk. A resident of Cairo, she
writes principally on culture, the media and society.
Translated from the French by Margie Mounier
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A message for
Egyptians, but espe
cially for the outside
world. The first days
of the revolution
were not covered by
the Egyptian media,
but the news spread
around the world.
Photo: Lobna Tarek

Alongside young,
political musicians,
the monthly
street art festival
El Fan Medan
invites traditional
musicians to per
form. The band
Hasaballah has
played for genera
tions at weddings,
schools, and
popular events.
Photo: Magdi
Ibrahim
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ince the fight for independence in the nineteenth century, resistance against foreign domination has been at
the core of Polish tradition. Thus, except for the relatively short Stalinist period (1949–1954), postwar Poland elaborated forms of freedom found in few other
states belonging to the Communist Bloc. The Polish cultural milieu, including artists and intellectuals, was consistently active in
this movement.

ceptualism broke like a wave over Poland and sparked such a
wealth of events, which took place almost without exception outside an increasingly sclerotic official art scene. Its intellectual rigor
would also be felt in the work of succeeding generations seeking
appropriate models to reflect the philosophical and ethical issues
in the art of their own time.
Stranger than fiction

One of the most significant acts of public intervention during the
1970s and 80s came from the performance group Akademia RuA cultural and artistic thaw had already begun in 1955, and every chu (Academy of Movement). Taking place in a wide variety of venmilieu that had been frozen since the advent of Stalinism in 1949 ues, the productions often took on the character of tableaux vihad renewed its activity. New groups, clubs and galleries emerged vants, some alluding to historical events with topical implications,
in several cities, and a very diverse range of artistic experiments or ritual actions. The group’s street performances often attempted
took place across the entire country. Many artists rebelled against to draw passers-by into an interactive process that exposed less
Socialist Realism – the only ofvisible features of everyday life,
ficially sanctioned artistic style
or highlighted its ominous
– and turned toward abstracundercurrents. Their poignant
tion; newly-popular groups
staging of Anatol Stern’s 1929
poem “Europa” the day before
took over municipal art galleries, which served as platforms
Christmas Eve in 1979 took
for the most radical exponents
place against the backdrop of
in young Polish art throughthe huge Palace of Culture – a
out the succeeding decade. All
Stalinist monument – in front
this intensified activity prefigof shoppers waiting in line for
ured the coming political and
scarce goods during one of the
social developments. We must
harshest winters on record. Ilrecall that the workers’ revolt
luminated by car headlights,
What role can artists play in periods of
in Poznan did not take place
figures of poorly dressed peosocial and political upheaval? Alongside the
until June 1956, while real reple appeared holding banners
focus on Egypt today, a glimpse
forms had to wait until Octowith the lines of the Stern
into Eastern European history provides a
ber of that year.
poem: “We, who eat meat once
thought-provoking case study.
In the 1970s, Poland again
a month…” “Meat” was a word
underwent a period of intense,
subject to censorship in PoThe Polish art historian and curator Anda
though mostly latent, social
land at the time, as it touched
Rottenberg reflects on her country’s
conflict. The more noticeable
on the sore point of the perpolitical past and the ways in which artists
manent shortages plaguing
problems with workers’ moveparticipated in the struggles, at times
the Communist economy. A
ments caused the authorities
to overlook seemingly innocyear later, reality would prove
even anticipating future developments.
uous artistic experimentation,
stranger than fiction, as stores
which would explain the
throughout the country had
By Anda Rottenberg
relative freedom enjoyed by
nothing but vinegar in stock.
the visual arts. Abstraction
Fifteen more months passed,
no longer posed any political
and armoured personnel carthreat; work with a clear social or political message was far more riers and soldiers huddling around coal-burning heaters appeared
subject to persecution. Although it was primarily creative free- on the streets. Artists, like most of the oppressed nation, joined the
dom that was at stake, in a socialist system this was difficult to Solidarity-led opposition movement against martial law, which
distinguish from more general civic freedom. Over the years it had been imposed by the Polish army on 13 December 1981.
emerged that pure formalism was less of a threat to the socialist
New directions in the Eighties
system than socially engaged art.
Art anticipates social change

Remembering
Polish
Resistance

Another factor of liberalization in art was the spread of Conceptualism, which turned to diverse media such as photography,
public actions, performance, everyday objects, tracts and flyers.
Artistic practice no longer required the purchase of supplies that
young artists were often unable to afford. This may be why Con-

Around 1980, a clear split began to emerge in Polish art, regardless of prior artistic affinities. Most significantly, only a minority
of artists, most of them mediocre, chose to benefit from the favourable treatment extended by the authorities under martial law. The
rest tried to give voice to their dissatisfaction with the situation,
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though this is not to say that thousands of artists were all part of
the same alternative movement. Artists were seeking new areas in
which to exercise their artistic freedom, even if they merely continued to produce contemporary works in line with the aestheticist styles of the 1950s and 60s. The space in between State and
underground was also filled by patriotic art with its stock repertoire of persuasive allegory. Against this background a fresh wind
was provided by the youngest generation of artists, whose postmodern semantic games helped strip otherwise lofty subject
matter of its pathos. The generation debuting under martial law
had more reason than their foreign contemporaries to adopt NeoExpressionism.
For all the difficulties that the divided and struggling society
and the art world in Poland had to face in the 1980s, the new gen-

“

literature and journalism (i.e. the underground press). When virtually all of Polish culture proved its independence, the State was
forced to begin serious dialogue with the opposition, which in turn
led to the free interplay of political forces within the new democracy, along with the election of 4 June 1989.

“Meat” was a word subject to censorship in Poland at the
time, as it touched on the sore point of the permanent
shortages plaguing the Communist economy.
eration’s positions were typically potent, pervasive, and determined. Alternative exhibitions sprouted up wherever possible, often in places associated with the Church, but also in private
apartments and in those institutions that had managed to retain
some independence from the authorities. The social situation under martial law led to the emergence of many new artistic groups.
In light of the virtual collapse of artistic institutions that had until
then sustained the art circuit, artists instinctively and spontaneously banded together to defend their interests, but also to achieve
greater resonance. Examples of such umbrellas were art groups in
which artists managed jointly to generate added value that would
have been impossible to achieve in the solitary haven of a studio.
Their series of performances and recitals based on the poetics of
the absurd was unparalleled in Polish art. The distasteful and often vulgar or shocking content of these presentations transgressed
traditional boundaries of decency, in the spirit of the anarchist subculture developing in urban areas and strongly linked with punk
music. Only after several years of flaunting their collective independence – a key concept for all the groups – artists began going
their separate ways and adopting individual positions.
The first serious overview of the young art of the decade was
Expression of the Eighties, mounted at the Sopot contemporary
art gallery in the summer of 1986. The exhibition was intended to
showcase a generation that had come of age under difficult political circumstances. The term “expression” turned out to be too
broad to apply to all the works on show, which included the abovementioned groups along with many others from all over Poland.
This exhibition served in fact as proof of the fertility of the 1980s
generation of Polish artists: the first generation to develop its skills
independently of state subsidies and administrative support. It became clear that artists were not willing to be dependent on the
State at any price. An analogous process of liberalization from
longstanding dependency took place in the field of music, theatre,

”

Anda Rottenberg is an art historian, art critic, curator and
author. She lives in Warsaw.
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The vision of freedom defies barriers.
Young artists and
activists paint a
path through the
roadblock erected by
the army in front
of the Interior
Ministry in Cairo.
Photo: Achmed
Abdel Latif
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Pro Helvetia, the Swiss Arts Council, maintains a global network of branch offices, which serve cultural
exchange with Switzerland and support worldwide cultural contact.

“We shall keep a certain
roughness”
new york

New York City’s arts scene is a tough nut to crack. But the Swiss
Institute Contemporary Art (SINY) has proven that it’s possible.
In contrast to its modest debut in the 1980s, the SINY
now boasts a major exhibition space at a firstrate location in SoHo.
A talk with current director and curator Gianni Jetzer.

Interview: Karin Kamp

As an institute representing a small European country, how did you establish
yourself in the highly competitive New
York art scene?
Establishing ourselves came quite natu
rally, in many ways, because Switzerland
is outstanding in design, architecture and
contemporary art. It is one of our most
successful exports and we have great art
ists. I think one of the reasons we’ve been
successful is because about ten years ago
we decided to focus on contemporary art.
It’s all about finding projects that are inter
esting to New Yorkers.
Is there significant interest in New York
for Swiss art?
There is, and quite a lot of Swiss artists are
successful in New York without our help.

Pipilotti Rist shows at the Museum of Mod
ern Art, Urs Fischer at the New Museum,
Christian Marclay at the Whitney Museum
of American Art. Olaf Breuning, Christoph
Büchel, Fischli/Weiss, Thomas Hirsch
horn, Valentin Carron, Andro Wekua,
Pamela Rosenkranz and Hubbard/Birchler
are all represented by New York galleries.
But you’re right in that it’s very competi
tive here and no one is waiting around for
the Swiss to show them contemporary art.
We always have to come up with a plot,
with a natural curiosity we want to trigger,
and that’s how we’re able to get attention.
Our mission is to invent new perspectives
on Swiss art in an unexpected and refresh
ing way.
What strategies have you come up with?
We are the only institute that fosters dia
logue between the different artistic com
lo cal T im e
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munities in the U.S. and Switzerland
through contemporary art. Another strat
egy is to include shows with American art
ists. We recently did a show, for example,
with two wellrespected artists: American
filmmaker Harmony Korine and the New
Yorkbased Hungarian painter Rita Acker
mann. I found out that the two had begun
collaborating on projects privately, and of
fered them the opportunity to do a show
together. I feel like no one else would do
that right now. They both have an excellent
name, but to show them together is nicely
provocative. We gave them carte blanche.
They took stills from films and blew them
up on vinyl and canvas and then painted on
them. The results were amazing and the
show was very well received. I also think
developing partnerships has been a very
important strategy for us.
What are some of the partnerships you
have developed?
For example, last year I found out that the
U.S. publisher Rizzoli New York was going
to bring out a book on the works of the late
Swiss photographer Karlheinz Weinberger.
I had a longstanding passion for Weinberg
er’s work, but it left me slightly frustrated
because mostly it is shown as contempo
rary prints on new paper. I visited his estate
in Switzerland and I saw all of these vintage
prints with scratches and color stains on
them. The estate let me exhibit his vintage
prints, which were printed in the 1950s and
1960s, when he used very thick photo pa
per. It seemed natural to me to frame them
in box frames, which was the best possible
way to show their vintage paper weight, but
also quite expensive. I decided I needed to
find another institution to help fund the

show. I brought the idea to Presentation
House Gallery in Vancouver, which is prob
ably the most important photography in
stitute in Canada, and they wanted to part
ner with us. At our show of Weinberger’s
work in New York, the curator of the Mu
seum für Gegenwartskunst in Basel, Swit
zerland, Nikola Dietrich, came and loved it.
So the show, which was the first time Wein
berger’s vintage prints were ever exhibited
in an institution, traveled from Canada to
New York and then to Basel this January.
Really the most important thing when you
do shows is to take the time to listen to your
inner voice. For me it was: “I love Wein
berger – but what about his vintage prints?”

Has traffic been the biggest challenge
for you?
Since we’re now in a storefront, traffic is
not really an issue anymore. When I first
came here in 2006, we had roughly 4,000
visitors each year. We now have triple that
number of visitors coming in. For 2012 we
are expecting 15,000 visitors. In fact, eve
rything that you can measure – visitors,

“I’m
interested in
eccentric positions and
artistic
quality.”
Gianni Jetzer
with his team
(from left):
Stephanie
Krueger,
Clément
Delépine and
Piper
Marshall.

Photo: Swiss Institute

You say it’s important to listen to your inner voice, but sometimes you get it wrong,
don’t you?

It’s not like flying a helicopter, where you
can make no mistakes at all. It’s a constant
process of correction, of steering, and each
and every show is different. My very first
curatorial output here in 2006 was called
“Housewarming.” We didn’t get the traffic
I would have hoped for, but I learned a lot.
I found out in the process that that title
was not eccentric enough for New Yorkers.
They like it hot – not just “warm.”
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funding and press coverage – has gone up
dramatically these past five years.
You have been director since September
2006. What has been your most important experience in this time?
I have to say it was quite surprising that we
were able to move to our new location. It’s
the fruit of constant hard work, doing great
shows, and keeping finances under con
trol. Otherwise, the board would have
never allowed us to move, because the rent
has increased significantly as a result.
Since September we’re now in this free
standing storefront building, which was
originally used as a service centre for long
haul trucks. It had been retrofitted specifi
cally for showing contemporary art. It’s a
beautiful space with 24foothigh ceilings
and skylights that bring in natural light.
The storefront makes a huge difference.
Before, we were on the third floor in a
crowded area on Broadway. You had to ring
the bell, wait for the elevator and it took
people about five minutes to get up to our
gallery. Compared to our old location
there’s more exhibition space and there are
more people who just pop in spontane
ously. The first show we had here lasted six
weeks and we had 2,600 visitors.
What future plans do you have for the
Swiss Institute?
The most important thing to me is not to
go corporate. We do not want to get too
sleek or designoriented. We shall keep a
certain roughness. If you have a large
space in New York City it’s always trans
lated into meaning that you have a lot of
money and that the artists you show are
put on this kind of platform. And that is
not who we are. I’m not interested in being
a crowd pleaser or going mainstream. I’m
interested in highly eccentric positions
and in artistic quality. For me ideally our
gallery will be a platform for groundbreak
ing thoughts and the exchange of ideas
and mentalities. Part of our mission is to
foster dialogue between different commu
nities in New York City, so I think we
should become more of a meeting place
where people spend time together around
art. One of the things we’re working on is
creating a school program where we invite
children into the Institute to give guided
tours to other children and present their
own ideas on the exhibited art. The idea is

to help them cultivate their personal opin
ions on the art and to break away from the
idea that there is only one ‘right’ way to
look at art.
How has your institute positioned itself
compared to other national institutes?
Most other national institutes have a much
more national focus, whereas we focus on
contemporary art. We are also independ
ent. We did not start off as an initiative
funded by the state, but by private citizens.
Pro Helvetia did not come in until much
later. And when the Swiss Arts Council did
come in, they gave us all the freedom that
we need to be credible in the arts scene,
and I think that’s worth a lot. They under
stand that the 21st century is not about
national iconography. Switzerland is part
of the world – and this is what we and Pro
Helvetia want to represent. It’s not cheese
fondue and yodeling Switzerland. It is
about the future of us all.
You also receive some funding from the
New York City Department of Cultural
Affairs and the New York State Council on
the Arts. Is that unusual?
It is. We first started to receive funding four
years ago and the symbolic value of that
money – it is not a huge amount – is very
important. It’s a sign of our quality, and
that we are being recognized for making
an important contribution to contempo
rary art in New York. It’s a huge compli
ment, because there are a lot of institutions
out there asking for money.

A Cosmos of Passions
paris

He was an art collector, a scientist, a night owl and a photographer.
Objects from Andreas Züst’s cabinet of wonders can be
seen for the first time at the Swiss Cultural Center in Paris.

From the Züst collection: Walter Pfeiffer’s still life from 1993

Gianni Jetzer took over as director and curator
of the Swiss Institute New York in 2006.
Prior to that he was director of the Kunsthalle
St. Gallen and was a curator for the Migros
Museum für Gegenwartskunst in Zurich.
In 2012, he will curate the innovative Art
Unlimited section at Art Basel.
Karin Kamp is a freelance journalist and
producer based in New York. She has written
and produced for the Public Broadcasting
Service (PBS), radio and swissinfo.ch.

By Barbara Basting – He went about col
lecting on his rounds, indeed he collected
roundabouts, and traveled far to photo
graph them. Diverse curiosities and odd
ities, from a narwhal tooth to a stone in
the shape of a death’shead, attracted his
attention. Phonograph records and books
in any case, preferably about clouds and
weather. It was no ordinary mix: the International Cloud Atlas or P. Franciscus
Reinzer’s Meteorologia PhilosophicaPolitica from 1712 found a place in his
12,000volume library, now inventoried
online, as well as Gerhard Meier’s prose
volume The Snow Ballads (Die Ballade
vom Schneien) or Peter Weber’s novel
The Weather Maker (Der Wettermacher).
lo cal T im e
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That Andreas Züst collected books and
phonograph records was known to his
friends. But only after his death did an ex
hibition at the Aargauer Kunsthaus reveal
how enthusiastically he had collected art
as well. He assembled some 1,500 objects
in the course of the years. They were not
bought in accordance with any trend ba
rometer, but rather because he knew the
artists and had a personal relationship with
the individual and the work. Much of what
is on display in the Paris exhibition at the
Swiss Cultural Center he must have seen
as the work of soul mates: Dieter Roth, for
example, with his Baroque pleasure in ex
perimentation, JeanFrédéric Schnyder
with his sensorium for the absurdity of the

Photo: David Aebi; © Aargauer Kunsthaus

www.swissinstitute.net

everyday, or Alex Hanimann, the precise
analyst of word and image.

hand. A connecting link between various
fields in the early cabinets of wonders was
the wide range of instruments of percep
tion, such as ground lenses or the camera
obscura. We meet them again in Züst’s
collection in the form of photographic
and film equipment, complete with a de
veloping lab.
A further look at Züst’s library con
firms the image of a cabinet of wonders.
Next to the abovementioned books on
weather there are volumes devoted to ge
ology, biology and botany (in addition to a
recently sold firstclass collection on polar
research). There are also numerous books
on cannabis, hallucinogens, the Beatniks
and the underground culture scene which
represent a hot antithesis to the cool world
of science. Other parts of the library also
seem dialogical or dialectical in their ef
fect: 26 volumes concern the folklore and
customs of Switzerland, 11 the country’s
less pretty tradition of collusion and eco
nomic corruption. Comics are amply rep
resented, and close to 900 books are de
voted to photography.

The Collector of People
There is also a monstrous trait in the col
lecting habit of this scion of an affluent
publishing family, and it stands out most
prominently in his art collection, because
that came into being casually. For what
Züst primarily collected were people. On
his scouting trips through Zurich’s trendy
bars and alternative art scene he rum
maged about for them and spun all those
who artistically enthralled him into his
human network. If he liked them, they
were invited to his house Spiegelberg
(Mirror Mountain) in Wernetshausen;
and he bought their work. And he photo
graphed all of them. The photos he pub
lished in telephone booklike volumes:
Known Knowns and Known Knowns 2
(Bekannte Bekannte and Bekannte Bekannte 2). Though that was a twoedged
thing: What did it mean to appear there?
Was it a seal of approval that you “be
longed”? To what? And for what purpose?
Were you part of a kind of butterfly collec
tion now turned over to the voyeurism of Existence as Gesamtkunstwerk
some vain cultural elite? Perhaps Züst saw From Andreas Züst’s collections emerges
himself as a researcher documenting a a picture of a person who lived a balancing
transitional period? Who exactly was this act between a scientific and an artistic view
scholarly collector or this collect
ing scholar? On the website dedi
cated to him and his estate there is
an initial piece of information:
“Andreas Züst (1947–2000) was a
photographer, a painter, an art col
lector, a night owl, a publisher, a
film producer, a bibliomaniac, a
scientist and a patron of the arts.”
This catalog nurses a suspi
cion: as a trained glaciologist Züst
was altogether at home with to
day’s scientific thinking. But his
activity as a collector reminds one
more of the cabinets of art and
wonders of early modernity. These
celebrated not only the curiosity
and intellectual interests of their
owners but also their worldly
travels, and the collections were
renowned far and wide.
From a contemporary per
spective they represent a premod
ern world view in which the scien
tific and the artistic pleasure in
experimentation still went hand in
The collector’s self-portrait: Andreas Züst
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of the world. It seems as if he had been in
fected by the longing, even if only for him
self and his circle of friends, once again to
establish something like the security of a
greater coherence in order to overcome the
increasing fragmentation of knowledge
and the implosion of world views. Each and
every collector creates his own miniature
private universe. But Andreas Züst went far
beyond this form of selfmirroring: he built
a microcosmos which, with its various en
trances and exits and passageways, also
gave admittance to others. A social project,
a utopia in miniature.
The gap between “the two cultures,”
the sciences and the humanities, which C.
P. Snow first diagnosed in the 1950s, influ
ences our view of the world more than
ever. Andreas Züst was not naïve, and knew
that. But he also realized that aesthetic
experimentation, and only when incorpo
rated personally as a form of living, is one
of the last possibilities of still overcoming
the gap, at least provisionally. In this re
spect Züst’s most successful work may be
his slide projection series Heaven examin
ing celestial phenomena. Indeed with a
slightly ironic wink of the eye this series
introduces a project that attempts to rec
oncile the contradictions between scientif
ically precise description and aesthetic
fascination, between the docu
ment and the irrecoverable world
of dreams. They lead into the
nerve center of the Gesamtkunstwerk – the total work of art – he
must have understood his own
existence to be.
On exhibit until 15 July 2012 at the
Centre Culturel Suisse in Paris:
Météorologies mentales: Oeuvres de la
collection Andreas Züst, with a focus on
David Weiss and Dieter Roth. On 30 and
31 May 2012: a film/music performance
by Peter Mettler and Fred Frith.
www.ccsparis.com
www.andreaszuest.net
Barbara Basting studied German and
French language and literature as well as
philosophy in Constance and Paris.
She is editorinchief for culture at the
SwissGerman public radio broadcaster
DRS2.
Translated from the German by
Bruce Lawder
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Sleeping with
Strangers
With their installation and performance
Trouble Rainbow, three young Swiss artists offer
participants the opportunity to explore the
boundaries between dreams and reality,
the individual and the collective. An expedition
into dreamland in Los Angeles.
By Liz Armstrong (text)
and Logan White (photos)

We relinquished our possessions at the
door: no shoes, no bags, no electronics.
This was the requirement for entering an
environment designed to explore reality at
its core, a space invoking instant intimacy
for the entirety of twelve hours. We were
literally there to dream, and to do so with
whomever else showed up.
The multi-part installation is called
Trouble Rainbow and is supported by Pro
Helvetia and swissnex San Francisco. The
project began last year in Rome, with a
shelter for an imaginary hermit. For its
second iteration dedicated to the subject of
sleep, the Swiss artists Claudia Comte,
Athene Galiciadis, and Mélodie Mousset
transformed the Favorite Goods gallery in
the Chinatown district of Los Angeles into
what they call a “fantastical, modernist-inspired dormitory.” The installation involves
a series of social sleepover events. “We

don’t know what will happen if we do these
kinds of events,” says Athene Galiciadis.
“We don’t want to show people something.
We’d rather have them participate and experiment with us. For instance, how our
dreams are influenced by the presence of
others.” Tonight we were invited to sleep at
a music concert. Billed as a social dreaming event, it is to be an investigation into
the collective unconscious.
Playing the game
In sleep, we are in our most vulnerable human state: susceptible, in the light stages
of slumber, to low-level sensory processing.
And in that space between waking and
sleeping, said Mousset, “I often cannot tell
which is which.” Sleep studies show that
information can be apprehended without
conscious awareness, and for this reason
guest music programmer Kristin Thora

For their collective dream
experience, the Swiss artist
scheint, erst hier
trio
kennengelernt
turned the Favorite
haben,
tauschen kichernd
GoodsKüsse
galleryaus
in und
Los
stossen mich
Angeles
im Schlaf
into aimmer
“fantastical,
wieder
an. Irgendwann wache
modernist-inspired
ich kurz auf und
halte die Hand eines
dormitory.”
Mannes
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Heraldsdottir designed this event with mu- A jingle-jangle of wire threaded through let my eyes go out of focus as the gently
sical performances throughout. She said cymbals, clanking against metal candle trembling harmonics began to lull me
she chose people who create “music that sticks, mixed with sounds that can best be into deep relaxation. It was around midcould be suited for sleep, sonically aware of described as a drum kit tumbling down the night, the time when any other party on
consciousness and unconsciousness.” She stairs eight flights away. It reminded me of a Saturday night begins to get ramis familiar with the concept of the “sleep the light clanging-around performed by bunctious. The third performance, a synconcert,” both as performer and audience the brain before it can truly quiet down. thesizer jumble, came accompanied by
member.
These sounds eventually gave way to twin- dance. Two women, Busy Gangnes and
The phenomenon has been popular kles, bells, and hypnotic xylophone rattles. Alexa Weir, dressed in striped pajamas
at Cal-Arts – where Mousset studied – for I closed my eyes intermittently and began and sharing one enormous pair of underwear, slowly and methodically
a couple of years now. Students hold large sleepovers set
removed their uni-garment
to live aural performance in
and began their synchronized
houses or outdoors on hills.
“sleepwalking.” As they colTrouble Rainbow, however, is
lapsed and resurrected themthe first large-scale, intenselves, they seemed to sugtional event of this kind set in
gest that in a dream world, we
a gallery, where the visual enare free.
vironment specifically facilitates the dream state.
Dream commentary
The sleep space was closed
At this point I had no way of
keeping track of time; I had
off into a perfect square cabin,
with gossamer walls made of
quit checking my phone in
layers of sheer fabric sussubmission to the experience.
pended from the ceiling. This,
All I know is that by the fourth
Galiciadis explained, repreperformance – a gorgeous,
sented “an open grid that can
somewhat breathy vocal repegrow bigger or smaller, like
tition of syllables by odeya Nini
a living system.” Inside, the
– everyone was silent and inperimeter was lined with
trospective. The click of a pen
foam mattresses atop low
or camera shutter felt totally
wooden platforms, the bedintrusive. I began to drift off.
ding in shades of sherbet
And then came Chiara
crumpled in soft mounds in
Giovando, whose emissions
what Mousset described as
consisted solely of sine wave
“modernist sculpture.”
tones, restorative in their puPlayful yet hushed, the
rity, with her own voice encouraging us to see with the
environment inverted the way
we behave when we enter a
mind’s eye. At this point it was
party, or an art opening: we
an internal struggle to decide
were to sit closely together on
whether to stay awake and lisbeds and relax, which is basiten, or heed my body’s urges
cally the antithesis of any
and fall asleep. Pretty quickly
other social gathering. When
the latter won, and from here
the first musician, experimenon I cannot say for sure who
tal percussionist Corey Fogel,
Synchronized sleepwalking by performers Busy Gangnes
played what, what I may have
and Alexa Weir.
began playing, Mousset exmissed or what I caught. My
claimed, “Let’s get under the
notes right around this point
get trippy and borderline ilblankets and play the game!” I
snuggled up next to her, at this point still a to settle in. When I opened them to take legible: “Crystal fields combs about desert
stranger, for the sake of playing the “game” stock of the surroundings, it was interest- bleeding into sound collage light scrape.”
of immediate familiarity and open experi- ing to note people watching the perforI flitted in and out of sleep, though the
ment. Surprisingly, I felt comfortable do- mance, as if it were a regular concert. They reporter in me stayed alert: I somehow
ing this. others around the room formed were still focused on the external rather managed to force myself to wake up perismall clusters of coziness, propping up than the internal.
odically to take stock of what was going on.
against one another, languishing over legs,
Next up were Cory Hanson’s beauti- The notes, however, when I looked over
whispering in ears.
ful, angelic tones. I took my glasses off and them later, were not on my surroundings,
Re po R tag e
34

Experimental percussionist Corey Fogel, jangling and clanking “like a drum kit
tumbling down the stairs.”

but commentary on my dreams. “Is it
dangerous to love so hard you burst? Is it
sustainable? Is it not better to love at a
simmer? A slow leak of what’s released
first is destiny’s garbage. Is this safe?”
And then: “Love makes rooms so you
don’t see the truth, then erases them
when you’re ready.”

In bed with strangers, relaxing to the sound of wind
chimes: an experiment in intimacy.

Aha: the theme of love. This was a collective experience, a participatory study of our
interaction, and my subconscious clearly
interpreted this as an expression of love.
Two people next to me, who had apparently
just met at this event, were playfully kiss-

ing and giggling, bumping into me in my
sleep. At one point, I woke up holding the
hand of a man I did not know.
The morning after
I opened my eyes around 9 o’clock to diffused bright white light streaming into the
room, and what sounded like a wedding
near a pond. Two women, each holding
wind chimes, activated their instruments
with their breath. If small, contented murmurings did not signal it was time to wake
up, the paper plates with grape stem carcasses did: apparently I had missed breakfast. The gentle chimes gave way to triangle ringing, then happy, loud splashes of
cymbal. The event was officially over.
Still, no one was in a hurry to leave. I
spoke with some of the people I recognized
as having been there all night: strangers I’d
slept with, to put it bluntly. Most of them
could not remember their dreams at all.
Few seemed to sleep as deeply or as fully
as I did.
Actress, musician and jewelry designer Zumi Rosow said she didn’t sleep
much at all, preferring to watch people
emerge out of slumber and then go back in
with near-chaotic yet soft rhythms. She
said she felt like a voyeur watching people
usher themselves in and out of the different rooms. “I do remember sort of falling
R e po Rtag e
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asleep, and then waking up to the
sound of stringed instruments
coming from the other room. And
it was so beautiful, something I’d
never heard.”
Rosow found parallels with
the experience of taking a red-eye
flight. “You’re in this weird, intimate situation with these people. You’re sharing your bed with
them, essentially. Normally you
wouldn’t be in this altered space, a
suspension of reality. Your forms
of communication with people are
so specific to the space. You’re so
close, communicating different
things than usual.”
In this case, however, we
weren’t going anywhere. The destination, if there was to be one, existed in the mind, or somewhere
inside the body. Still, at a certain
wee hour this event became lucid
movement, transferring the realities of dreaming onto those of waking, and vice versa. Who is to say which is
more worthy of exploration: our inner
worlds, or our outer experiences? Trouble
Rainbow combined the two, transporting
us to place where we did not have to decide.
Trouble Rainbow III will be shown in Zurich at
Gallery Bolte Lang in September 2012.
www.favoritegoodslosangeles.com
www.swissnexsanfrancisco.org
Liz Armstrong is an arts, culture, and
spirituality writer living in Los Angeles. Her
work intimately explores the more subtle
methods of perception and communication.
She is currently on staff at VICE magazine as
West Coast editor. www.lizzyarmstrong.com
Logan White was born in Macon, Georgia
and currently lives and works in Los Angeles.
She has been a photographer since taking
a class at summer camp when she was 13.
She built her own darkroom when she was 15,
and graduated from Rhode Island School of
Design with a degree in photography in 2007.
www.loganwhitephoto.com
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Poster from a 1978 Segantini exhibition in Japan

The internet archive La Suisse au miroir
du monde (“Switzerland viewed by the
world”) features over 300 documents,
most of them previously unpublished,
testifying to Switzerland’s rich and
diverse cultural presence around the
globe. Press articles, radio broadcasts,
film clips, photographs and posters from
the last 100 years illustrate the breadth
of Switzerland’s cultural exchange with
other nations.
The website contains a varied treasure trove of materials ranging from
posters for the first Swiss art exhibitions
in Japan in the 1970s, to a panorama of
Swiss film history in the twentieth century, Portuguese radio programmes on
the cantonal assembly in Glarus, and a

programme in Arabic devoted to Johanna
Spyri’s Heidi. Another highlight is the
sound installation Paysmusique by Pierre
Mariétan, which was part of Switzerland’s
presence at Expo 1992 in Seville.
La Suisse au miroir du monde is
the product of a Swiss National Science
Foundation research project spearheaded by historians at the University of
Fribourg, and is also supported by Pro
Helvetia. The website is currently available in French, German and Italian (an
English version is planned), and was programmed, designed and implemented
by students at Eikon/EMF, the school of
art and communication in Fribourg.
www.miroirdumonde.ch
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Gaming
during the
Games
This summer in London, nations from
around the world will be competing in
the Olympic Games. And as athletes
strive for success in the sporting arena,
the traditional Swiss hospitality centre
House of Switzerland will feature a Game
Lounge showcasing the country’s most
innovative new computer games. Pro
Helvetia’s GameCulture computer game
development programme has established
a useful network in the scene over recent
years, and will now be drawing on it
to fill the Game Lounge with the best of
Swiss game design. The Bitforge collective has developed products specially
for the Lounge, including a game of skill,
a platformer and an augmented reality
game.
The Swiss Game Lounge opens its
doors to the professional community on
23 July: the Creative Day offers a chance
for specialists from the industry and
universities in both Switzerland and the
UK to get together for an exchange of
information that will, it is hoped, lead to
new projects and cooperations.
The Swiss Game Lounge is being
organized under the aegis of the Federal
Department of Foreign Affairs (FDFA)
and Presence Switzerland, in association
with the City of Zurich and the Geneva
University of Art and Design.
www.houseofswitzerland.org
www.gameculture.ch

Photo: Swiss Federal Archives

Click and view:
Swiss culture abroad

The myth lives
on!
The legend of william (wilhelm) Tell is
one of the oldest political dramas in the
German language and was first staged
500 years ago. To mark this anniversary,
the theatre festival in Altdorf has found
another “tale to tell.” It comes from
Iran, a country whose poets are equally
keen to celebrate their freedom fighters.
The story of Kaveh and the cruel ruler
Zahhak is told in the Book of Kings,
which dates from around the year 1000.
In Mythentausch (“Exchanging
Myths”), the Swiss theatre group Mass &
Fieber and the Tehran-based troupe Don
Quixote each tackle the other culture’s
epic and bring it to the stage. The groups
will be working together, acting in each
other’s plays or helping out with the
translation. After the two performances

it is the audience’s turn, with a chance to
talk face to face with the players from
Switzerland and Iran, making for a personal conclusion to the evening.
At the same time, Altdorf aims to
stress the long tradition of the “liberty
play” by staging the original Wilhelm
Tell play, Ein hüpsch Spyl gehalten zu
Ury in der Eydgnoschafft, in a version by
the Gelb-Schwarz puppet theatre, which
has adapted the Middle High German
text for twenty-first-century audiences.
Needless to say, Friedrich Schiller’s
Wilhelm Tell is an essential element
of the anniversary celebrations. volker
Hesse, a previous recipient of the Hansreinhart-ring (the most prestigious
theatre award in Switzerland) will be
staging the drama in a new production
with musical accompaniment and
a many-voiced choir. The premiere of
Mythentausch takes place on 27 July,
and Altdorf’s Tell theatre festival
runs from 18 August to 20 October.

The modern opera with Omar Ebrahim as King Babur is on tour in England this summer,
and in India next winter.

Photo: Brigitte Fässler

Pro Helvetia’s liaison office in Cape Town
packed its bags and decamped to Johannesburg on 1 February 2012. The move
to the centre of southern Africa brings
the Swiss Arts Council closer to its key
partners in Zimbabwe and Mozambique,
and will enhance cultural exchange in
the region. Pro Helvetia has maintained
a presence in South Africa for thirteen
years. The local liaison office is particularly involved in dance, music and cultural outreach. It fosters exchange between the cultural scenes in Switzerland
and southern Africa, supports the promotion of Swiss art in South Africa, and
organizes exchange programmes for cultural practitioners in the two countries.
www.prohelvetia.org.za

www.tellspiele-altdorf.ch

King Babur in London

why do young, educated people become
radicalized? The opera Babur in London,
with a libretto by Indian author Jeet
Thayil and music by Zurich-based British composer Edward rushton, looks at

Moving to
Johannesburg

the motivations behind modern terrorism and examines the complex interplay
of faith, politics and cultural identity in
contemporary society. The plot centres
on four young men and women planPr o H e lv e t ia Ne w sflasH
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ning a terrorist attack who are visited
by Zahir ad-Din Muhammad Babur,
founder of the first Mughal empire in
India. The device of resurrecting a sixteenth-century figure in the present-day
metropolis is cleverly chosen: Babur was
a colourful figure – both bloodthirsty
warrior and poetic intellectual.
The new production by The Opera
Group London premiered in Switzerland
in March, with the Ensemble für Neue
Musik Zürich. Supported by Pro Helvetia
and the British Council, the project will
tour the UK in summer before travelling
to India in November for performances
in five cities. Public debates and workshops are also being organized to foster
dialogue between the production and its
audience. It is hoped that young people
in particular will be encouraged to engage with the opera’s content.
www.theoperagroup.co.uk/babur

Encouraging private sponsorship
The CNCA provides four funds for artistic
creation: Books and Reading; Music; Audiovisual; and Fondart (both a regional and
national version). Fondart’s areas of activity include dance, theatre, photography,
visual arts and crafts. In response to new
demands in 2011, circus arts, architecture,
design and new media were added.
A further goal is the creation of a national infrastructure to endow all regions
and provinces with appropriate spaces for
training and distribution of the arts. Today,
51 cultural centres are under construction
throughout the country, as well as 5 regional theatres.
At the same time, the CNCA has encouraged private investment for cultural

PA R T N E R

Catching up
on Culture
In only nine years, the
Chilean National Council for
Arts and Culture (CNCA) has
demonstrated significant
growth in both its objectives
and its accomplishments.

projects. The current president of the
Council, Cultural Minister Luciano CruzCoke, has greatly enhanced this strategy.
“Since 1991,” Minister Cruz-Coke points
out, “we have a Law for Cultural Donation
which, with prior approval, authorizes
companies’ tax deductions on fifty percent
of funds donated to cultural projects. We
are now campaigning,” he adds, “for a major reform that would expand donations
and benefits.”
This law has enabled initiatives like
the Living Library: ten libraries situated in
shopping malls aspire to bring books and
culture closer to communities; in particu-

lar, to outlying regions far from cultural
circles. The Law for Cultural Donation has
also made possible concerts by violinist
Itzhak Perlman and composer Ennio Morricone.
“A CNCA study demonstrated that the
cultural sector brings in 1.6 percent of the
nation’s GDP: a sum greater than either
fishing or communications,” Cultural
Minister Cruz-Coke points out. “We are
knocking down the myth that culture is an
expense. It represents, rather, a real contribution to the development of the country.”
He stresses: “This is why both private and
public investment are fundamental.”
Promoting international exchange
has been another key factor. To name just
a few examples: This year Chile will be the
guest of honour at the Guadalajara Book
Festival, the most important literary festival in Ibero-America. In 2014, Chile will
host the next world summit of the International Federation of Arts Councils and
Culture Agencies (IFACCA).
Statistics demonstrate that over the
past few years artistic production has
grown exponentially in all areas. “The
spectrum is so vast,” observes the Cultural
Minister, “it encompasses fields from contemporary architecture to theatre and national cinema, with works presented consistently in top-class festivals. There has
been a proliferation of arts festivals, music,
and film festivals in locations as diverse as
Easter Island.” He adds: “In 2010, the year
of the earthquake, we feared that the public would decrease, but it increased slightly
instead, demonstrating that culture is a
fundamental part of our lives even when
we are shaken by natural disaster.”
www.consejodelacultura.cl
Mariel Jara is a journalist with a postgraduate
degree in Cultural Administration. For the last
five years she has been a swissinfo correspondent in Chile, where she is also a freelance writer
for various local publications.
Translated from the Spanish by Sharon Feder
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Illustration: Raffinerie

By Mariel Jara – “Without a doubt, we have
had explosive growth. There was a lot of
catching up to do after the setbacks we
lived through during the Pinochet dictatorship!” declares Claudia Toro Caberletti,
head of Fondart, an emblematic institution
within the CNCA (Consejo Nacional de la
Cultura y las Artes), the government organization in charge of promoting culture. “At that time arts events were perceived as ‘suspect’,” Caberletti explains,
“so we distanced ourselves from our cultural obligations.”
In the early 1990s Caberletti played
an active role in establishing cultural institutions in Chile, participating in milestones like the management of Fondart,
the first public cultural fund, followed by
the CNCA, created in 2003. “Only then,”
she recalls, “had we begun to function like
a public structure with a specifically assigned budget.”
In the nine years since its inception
the CNCA has practically quadrupled its
budget, rising in 2012 to 66 billion Chilean
pesos (137,5 million US dollars). “We know
that many neighboring countries would
like to count on sums the likes of these,”
admits Caberletti.
In effect, among South American
countries, Chile earmarks the largest
percentage of its public funds to culture:
0.28 percent, a sum greater than Argentina
(0.2), Brazil (0.18), Columbia (0.06) and
Peru (0.26). In concrete figures, Chile takes
second place behind Brazil.

CA RTE BL A NCHE

The Call
of the Wild
On the ending of a novel

By Tommaso Soldini – Buck the dog is
split in two, torn between his love for Jack
Thornton, who had saved him from vile
mistreatment at the hands of his former
owners, and the call of the wild. For some
time now he has been leaving his human
friends’ base camp to venture into the
bush, searching for his new companions,
the wolf pack whose leader he is about to
become. But Jack is always on his mind: his
image, his voice, the gentle cusswords he
pronounces while grabbing him by the
ears and gently pulling them left and right.
What if the novel were to end here?
With a Buck divided by the double call that
prevents him from being either a strong
and faithful sled dog or a free stalker of
prey, never fully and truly himself? I can
hardly imagine how much ink would have
been spilled to comment on and criticize
such an unresolved choice. Then again,
perhaps no one would have talked about it,
since The Call of the Wild tends to be relegated to the category of children’s books,
and it is well known that young people need
certainty. How to explain to future generations that the meaning of life consists in
enduring constantly conflicting impulses?
No. A decision must be taken, a cut made.
Forget what has been, and plunge into the
new, with quiet determination.
Perhaps this is why author Jack London conjures up a band of bloodthirsty redskins to attack Jack Thornton and his companions like a pack of wild animals, killing
each and every one of them. Buck arrives;
he arrives and seizes a few of the Indians in
his jaws, desperate to pay his dues to his
former saviour. But it is too late. Jack is
dead and gone, taking with him the last tie
to civilized life. From now on, Buck is free.
He is a wolf. His howling at the moon
might retain a note of particular melancholy, a trace of what he once was, but who
will be there to recognize it?

It is a clear, incontrovertible ending. Upon
closing the book, the reader will not be able
to rise right away from the seat that only
now makes its presence felt once again.
Too captivating is the vision of the brush
and bramble traversed by the grey fury of
the dog in the shadows. Now it is dinnertime, and the reader’s misty eyes wander in
search of cooking pots and ingredients.
There is resignation in the face of the inevitable, but also the whiff of destiny, a hint
of chaos.
It is true: such a peremptory ending
prevents us readers from fashioning a personal truth, from concluding the story according to our own personal satisfaction –
but how often does that happen? On the
other hand, how many times do we, having
arrived at the end of the story, find ourselves trapped between one possibility and
another, incapable of choosing, of knowing? Does the hero win or lose? I am not a
stern detractor of open endings, but I am
sufficiently convinced of one thing: sometimes it is liberating to know how the story
will end, if only to be able to say that we
would have done it differently, if only to be
sure of something. Buck is in the forest.
CAR T E bLANCH E
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Every time I think of him, he is there. And
amid the many uncertainties of today’s
world, I am comforted by this somewhat
magic certainty.
Tommaso Soldini (b. 1976) is a writer and poet,
and co-founder of the Ticino-based cultural
review GroundZero. He lives and works in
Bellinzona.
http://c-comunicazione.ch/groundzero/
Read the original Italian text online:
www.prohelvetia.ch/passages/it
Translated from the Italian by Marcy Goldberg
Illustration : Rahel Nicole Eisenring
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Loan Nguyen
Tennis, 2004
From the Mobile photo series. Ink jet print
on paper, 80 × 64 cm
Loan Nguyen began doing photographic selfportraits while still a student, capturing details of herself, her life and her surroundings.
In the Mobile series (2000–2009, and ongoing), she poses as an anonymous figure in a
landscape, or in front of an architectonically
imposing background, performing a small,
often playful or poetic gesture. This approach
allows her to connect with the outside world
and make her mark, if only for the time it
takes to snap a photo.
Loan Nguyen (b. 1977) studied photography
at the École supérieure d’arts appliqués in
Vevey, Switzerland, graduating in 2000. She
lives and works in Lausanne. Her work has
been shown in galleries in Berlin, Los Angeles and Paris, and at the Fotomuseum Winterthur. In 2005 she published her first book,
Mobile, based on the series of the same
name. In her second book, De retour (2007),
she documented her father’s return to his native Vietnam after 38 years spent in Switzerland. She is currently working on a further
publication based on the Mobile series.
www.madameloan.com
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Newsletter
Would you like to stay informed about Swiss
arts and culture, and keep up to date on
Pro Helvetia’s activities?
Subscribe to our e-mail newsletter:
www.prohelvetia.ch

Pro Helvetia supports and promotes Swiss
culture in Switzerland and throughout the
world. It supports diversity in creative culture,
stimulates reflection on cultural needs, and
contributes to an open and culturally pluralist
Switzerland.

NExT ISSUE

Becoming
an Artist
Many young people dream of becoming
artists. But all too often, the royal road of
self-realization turns out to be a stony
path. Only a lucky few can make a living
from their art; even fewer achieve real
fame. How does one become an artist
today? How do art schools prepare their
students for the world of work? Is the
artist of the future an entrepreneur?
What kind of funding support is available
for young artists – in Switzerland and
abroad? The next issue of Passages will
focus on these questions, and will appear
in November 2012.
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Art and culture need to be part and
parcel of Egypt’s identity: Not an
extra, not an option, not a detail.
Karima Mansour
“A film about revolution can’t be planned in advance”
Marcy Goldberg, p. 6

Since the revolution, the political and
cultural elites have been far too busy
with political affairs to pay attention to
cultural and artistic issues.

Egypt’s Cultural Sector in Limbo
Sayed Mahmoud Hassan, p. 8

We work on the fundamentals of democracy.
We want to help young people realize that they can play a
Art of Dealing with Others
role in society.
Karen Daly-Gherabi The
Astrid Frefel, p. 19
Literature in Egypt has always been linked organically with the
socio-political. Unlike in Europe, they are inseparable. Political concern
Writing to Escape the Chaos
persists, in spite of ourselves.
Khaled Al Khamissi Dalia Chams, p. 21
www.prohelvetia.ch/passages/en

Pro Helvetia supports and promotes Swiss culture in Switzerland and throughout the world.

