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For our photo series, Fabian Unternährer has created portraits of six up-and-coming Swiss artists.
“For each portrait, I try to see my subject with fresh eyes and no preconceptions,” he says. “Every encounter
is unique, and shaped by a certain atmosphere: that’s what I try to convey in my work.”
Fabian Unternährer (b. 1981 in Basel) graduated from the Vevey School of Photography and is currently
pursuing further training in photography at the Zurich University of the Arts. He lives and works in Berne.
www.fu-photo.ch
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Sources of inspiration: photographic artist Yannic Bartolozzi on the
Rhône Glacier. He is one of six young Swiss artists portrayed in this issue
by photographer Fabian Unternäher

Supporting New Talents
“Am I a ‘budding’ author?” Simone Lappert answered her own question
by accepting our offer to write a short essay on the subject for this issue on
young talents in the arts. That’s what she is, for now. The label “writer”
does not feel right to her. Not yet. Perhaps it will, after she has published
her first book. Or her second.
How do newcomers get their start in the art market today? A key question. Talent alone is not enough. The days when young geniuses working
in obscurity were discovered by influential gallerists are long gone (if they
ever did exist?) In any case, art-world experts agree: new artists need to
network and actively draw attention to themselves. There is no magic formula for success, but there are a few strategies worth noting, as compiled
in Barbara Basting’s article.
Many have talent, but few achieve fame, and even fewer are able to
make a living from their art. And yet, becoming an artist is as appealing as
ever, if not even more so. Many young people still dream of a career as an
artist, as the French sociologist Nathalie Heinich reveals in her essay. Choreographer Thomas Hauert has a clear vision for the future of young dancers in Switzerland. In our interview with him, he shares his ideas for a
new degree course in contemporary dance. Developing close contacts with
professionals in the field often helps to smooth the path for art-school
graduates. This is especially true in the area of game design, an up-andcoming branch of the creative arts. We report on a school in India that
could serve as a model for art institutions in Europe and elsewhere.
Who are today’s new artistic talents? For our photo series, photographer Fabian Unternährer portrays six young artists from different areas
of Switzerland.
And finally: our focus on new artistic talents in this issue of Passages
also reflects a new development for Pro Helvetia. With the 2012 federal law
on the promotion of culture, Pro Helvetia assumed responsibility for support programmes for young artists in all disciplines, on the national level.
This is fascinating new territory, and a welcome challenge for the Swiss
Arts Council.
Janine Messerli
Managing Editor, Passages
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Which Way
to Art?

Who are today’s up and coming young artists from Switzerland?
For Passages, Fabian Unternährer photographed
six of them: in the locations that inspire them, in everyday
situations, and posing with their works. In this dossier, find out how
newcomers can get their start in the art world, how a play
makes it to the stage, and why being an artist is still a dream job,
in spite of all the obstacles on the path to success.

The lake at the Rhône Glacier.
The relationship between
people and mountains is
a theme in many of Yannic
Bartolozzi’s works.
Yannic Bartolozzi,
b. 1981 in Morges, lives
and works in Vevey.
www.yannicbartolozzi.ch
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Yannic Bartolozzi
PHO T OGR A PH Y

“

I am naturally very curious and interested in different
things. I am inspired by travel stories and reports
from geographical and scientific expeditions. Memorial
sites and traces of civilization capture my imagination.

”

Waiting for the
right light. At
the Restaurant
Belvédère on the
Furka Pass.
With a photo
from the series
“Les Alpes.”

“
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Being an artist
means being free.

”

L

an international scale. Anselm Stalder, an artist and the director
of the Fine Art department at the University of the Arts in Berne,
tries to alert his students to the fact that artistic genius discovered
by chance is a tired cliché. He believes that art students should
abandon the idea of a life centered primarily around self-expression. “What’s important is to be open to discovering new things
that enhance one’s own experience, while finding forms that also
take into account the potential role of the public.” The awareness
that art creates a communicative situation should already be
present during a work’s creation.
Stalder also insists that the foundation for success remains “a
body of work.” There is no magic formula for beating the system.
The definition of success
He is not the only one who considers personal initiative indispenYoung artists starting out today must be aware that this is how the sable. “Doing something yourself,” even if it is “with friends in a
art business works, and they must consider where they want to end garage” is what Karolina Dankow and Marina Leuenberger recomup within this system. Do they define success in the art world in mend as well. The two young Zurich gallerists have had positive
purely economic terms, or would
experiences themselves using
fame alone suffice? And how imthis strategy: their gallery
Karma International, which
portant are other motivating factors, such as the oft-touted “perhas attracted a lot of attention
sonal fulfillment”? This becomes
since its founding in 2009,
evolved out of an alternative
even more important if we consider that those who understand
exhibition space.
how the art system works remain
Gallerists like these want
sceptical of “career planning.” Too
to discover new artists, but
certainly not through portmany factors are hard to estimate
or impossible to control. And yet,
folios received in the post. It
they can agree on the quintesis the artists’ responsibility to
How do young artists from Switzerland
sence: in a society increasingly
make sure that they are disdominated by the media, in which
covered. This insight seems to
get their start in the art world today?
have caught on; it explains the
the magic words are “visibility”
Talent alone is not enough. Newcomers
and “attention,” awareness and
boom in trend-setting altermust find ways to attract
flexibility are crucial to steering
native spaces like the New Jerattention to themselves and their work.
one’s course.
seyy (sic) in Basel or, most reFurthermore, the dominant
cently, the Studiolo in Zurich.
role model for the art system in
A recommendation from anBy Barbara Basting
the West today is that of the postother artist at the same gallery
modern artist. In his study Die Erstill counts, observes Etienne
findung der Kreativität (“The InLullin, one half of the comvention of Creativity,” 2012) the cultural sociologist Andreas mitted new gallery Lullin + Ferrari in Zurich. While museums
Reckwitz aptly refers to this kind of artist as a “socio-cultural ar- hardly play a role for newcomer artists, gallery spaces tend to be
rangeur.” The arrangeur is “multi-competent: as much pseudo- more effective, since they depend on discovering and presenting
scientific researcher as self-commentator, curator and fabricator promising new talents.
of atmospheres, and ultimately the agent of cultural-political inThe accrochages regularly put on by the Musée des Beauxtervention.” In short: this artist is a “manager of atmospheres” who Arts in Lausanne only have a limited effect, according to Nicole
not only produces works in the usual sense, but also creates expe- Schweizer, the museum’s curator for contemporary art. However,
riences.
French-speaking Switzerland too has had its success stories – like
In this context, which strategies would be most likely to help those of the ambitious late-1990s generation of graduates from
young artists succeed? Six exponents of the Swiss art scene, as well Lausanne’s University of Art and Design (ECAL) – linked to alteras an expert from Germany, share their views below.
native spaces. According to Nicole Schweizer, these days young artists from francophone Switzerland can launch their careers more
Do it yourself, preferably in Berlin
effectively in Zurich or Berlin than in Paris. Another connoisseur
“Talent alone is not enough,” warns Christoph Tannert, the long- of the local scene is Jean-Luc Manz, a visual artist who also teaches
time artistic director of the Künstlerhaus Bethanien in Berlin, at the Geneva University of Art and Design (HEAD) and is a memwhich is dedicated to advancing the contemporary visual arts on ber of the Federal Commission for Fine Art. He has also observed
et us begin with some numbers, as plain as they are
symptomatic. In 2008 the British artist Damien Hirst
auctioned off art works produced by his studio for over
200 million dollars. Visual artists in Germany, on the
other hand, earn a very modest average of 1000 Euros
per month. Similar data for Switzerland are not available, but it is
safe to say that here too, high-earning artists are rare. Only a few
can make a living from their art alone. This enormous income gap
reveals a structural paradox: the star system that dominates the
art world today creates the gap, but also depends on it. For the system rests on the principle of winner-takes-all.

Networking
and a Pinch
of Luck
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that young francophone Swiss artists may have an affinity for
galleries and institutions in Paris, but because they often cannot
afford to rent a studio there, they sidestep the problem by going
to cheaper places, like Berlin.
Finding the right networks
“Today, networks are everything,” insists Luigi Kurmann. He cofounded the Galerie Mai 36 in 1987, is now a partner at Bernhard
Knaus Fine Arts, and until 2011 was president of the Association of
Art Galleries in Switzerland. Christoph Tannert in Berlin agrees
that maintaining contacts and networks are at least half the battle.
Connections and cliques: although they are often portrayed negatively as clannish, these networks are the nervous system of the art
business. The metaphor clearly indicates what is at stake. Everything must match: the artist and the art, the art and the gallery, the
gallerist and the artist, the artist and the curator or the collector.
Since opportunities in small countries like Switzerland are
not exactly unlimited, a leap over the border becomes even more
important. A determining factor is choosing the right gallery. Curator Rein Wolfs put Zurich’s Migros Museum of Contemporary
Art on the international map in the late 1990s; as the artistic director of the Kunsthalle Fridericianum in Kassel he often presents
work by Swiss artists. He points out that any single country boasts
only a limited number of exhibition spaces that can “guarantee” a
successful international launch. Most of these are very well-connected galleries represented at the right art fairs, like the Liste in
Basel or Frieze London.
It is startling when Wolf remarks that it is almost impossible
to correct the mistake of landing in the “wrong segment”: in galleries that are not counted among the trendsetters. A far less serious mistake is exhibiting in a “wrong” institution. According to
Wolfs, “good” institutions make an impact because of their curatorial programmes – which brings the figure of the curator into
play. If a curator goes on to programme a Biennale, the artists

“

ing to Luigi Kurmann, to avoid burning out. “Really successful artists always have something new up their sleeves,” Kurmann sums
up. “If they want to be part of the market, they must be able to see
through it with no illusions.” Perhaps the youngest generation of
artists is doing this already. As Jean-Luc Manz observed, this generation, unlike the generation of artists now in their forties, keeps
its distance from the market, organizes in groups, and tries out alternative models that do not focus as strongly on the single-minded
pursuit of a solo career.
The right place at the right time

If there is no magic formula that young artists here can use to
launch their careers, but only general guidelines, how can support
schemes be of assistance? Money always helps, of course, but the
question is how to deploy it. Jean-Luc Manz considers support for
independent project spaces and affordable studios crucial. Nicole
Schweizer finds project grants and studio fellowships to be very effective. Grants also help to make the transition abroad, which must
happen “at the right time.” For Karolina Dankow and Marina
Leuenberger, artist residencies abroad are most useful when they
bring young artists to important centres – Berlin, right now, but
also New York or London – and ensure that they make contact with
the local scene. They are positive about the role played by the Swiss
Institute in New York and the Istituto Svizzero in Rome. Their
views are similar to those held by Christoph Tannert: on-the-spot
coaching and a locally connected launching pad are valuable. Residencies in exotic locations, however, often cut off young artists
from the mainstream.
According to Luigi Kurmann, the role of publications is often
overestimated. They tend to be too “arty” and as a result not informative enough. And also, artists’ portfolios in the early stages
tend to be thin. More authentic dialogue, and more real criticism:
that is what young artists themselves wish for, as the Karma International duo points out. According to Rein Wolfs, attention from
the media always pays off, although he refers
mainly to specialized magazines with a
More authentic dialogue, and more real criticism: that is
prominent reputation in the art world, like
what young artists wish for.
Artforum or Frieze.
In conclusion: young artists in Switassociated with that curator have almost literally “won the lottery.” zerland stand a good chance of becoming familiar early on with
With Harald Szeemann, Bice Curiger, Hans-Ulrich Obrist and the mechanisms of today’s highly market-driven art world. HowAdam Szymczyk, Switzerland has been disproportionately well- ever, they are also more strongly challenged than previous generations to develop an appropriate individual strategy, known today
represented in this regard.
Kurmann also points out the enormous importance of the as “self-management.” Now, more than ever, there is no royal road
collectors, whom the galleries often aim to attract. In Switzerland, to success, but rather a variety of paths. In navigating those paths,
this also includes the collections of banks and corporations. as in any obstacle course, the most important quality is intuition
Christoph Tannert, however, warns explicitly against “tainted – and a pinch of luck.
money”: collectors or market speculators who exploit art and may
damage an artist’s image. “Artists need a moral compass and social
competence,” he says.
Barbara Basting (b. 1963) studied literature and philosophy
Even for networking geniuses, the challenge lies in not spread- in Constance and Paris. She has been a contributing editor at
the culture magazine du and the Tages-Anzeiger newspaper,
ing oneself too thin. “No overexposure,” counsels Wolfs. Art-world and has also freelanced for the FAZ. She is currently on the
veterans warn against the now-common practice of “grazing culture desk at Swiss Radio and Television (SRF), with a focus
through” the ranks of young artists at art school exhibitions or the on visual arts.
Swiss Art Awards. The artist must take control of the pace, accord- Translated from the German by Marcy Goldberg

”
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New Assistance for Newcomers
With the new federal law for the promotion of culture, which came into effect in
Switzerland in 2012, Pro Helvetia took on the task of supporting young
talents. The Swiss Arts Council sees its role primarily in helping aspiring artists
launch their careers and develop their potential at home and abroad.

H

ow do I find a publisher for my first novel? Where can I exhibit my pictures? How do I organize an international
tour? Generating public interest for their own art works
is a big challenge for newcomers. In order to establish themselves,
aspiring artists must develop effective networks and find partners
who can provide assistance on the path to success.
When it comes to supporting young artists, Pro Helvetia itself
is a newcomer: as of 2012, the federal government passed the responsibility for this dossier over to the Arts Council. “From the beginning it was clear that our encouragement of young talents must
be integrated into long-term career planning, and must make it
possible for aspiring artists to gain access to our support schemes
on both national and international levels,” explains Pro Helvetia’s
new director, Andrew Holland. The Arts Council also aims to coordinate with the aid for young artists already being provided
though cantonal and municipal funding, schools, and private
grants: by enhancing existing programmes, filling in the gaps here
and there, and focusing on specific disciplines when and where
additional help is needed.

As a result, the Arts Council has placed an emphasis, on the one
hand, on mentoring and coaching projects that allow young talents to put into practice the knowledge and skills they acquired
during their training and, on the other hand, on residence programmes catering to the needs of aspiring artists. Pro Helvetia also
plans to support – or, together with partners, to initiate – formats
that will provide an ideal framework for talented young artists to
create debut works and present them to audiences. In addition,
Pro Helvetia invites promoters and curators from abroad to
events where they can discover new Swiss artists, and presents
projects by aspiring artists using their own promotional instruments. “We also see it as our task to build bridges between various players,” says Holland. “Through our contacts, we want to
provide promising new artists with access to wide-ranging networks, and help them establish themselves on both national and
international levels.”

Crossing the Border
“It is crucial for us to exchange ideas and work together with
specialists and partners who have long been active in the area of
promoting new talents,” says Holland. Research and outreach reveal that the needs of young artists can differ greatly across the disciplines. Common to all, however, is the need to gain professional
experience and obtain exposure to a potentially critical public.
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really wanted to be a cowboy, I say to B, who is standing next
to me on the ramshackle porch of a Swedish stuga and making scrambled eggs. Hours of rain have left the campground
quiet. Down at the lake wet tents arch their backs in the
grass; inside on the table my novel does the same. All
through the rain I have wrestled with the end of a sentence about
freckles. Now I need a break. What has happened, asks B, between
you and the Rocky Mountains? He tosses the scrambled eggs from
the pan up into the semi-darkness and skillfully catches them
again, crispy side up. For a moment I try to think of an adequate
answer, and what occurs to me is something a smart person said
to me a few days back, in another country, on another lake, about
the actual force behind writing. I suffer from observation disorder,
I say, and sit down on a plastic chair. I cross my legs on the wet
wooden railing exactly as I think Lucky Luke would, the hero of
my childhood. The man who could
draw a gun faster than his shadow,
a man of few words who, after masterfully handling an adventure, rode
off into the sunset on his talking
horse singing melancholy songs,
then took a breather on a saloon
porch in Oklahoma before the next
ruckus, which he would handle just
as masterfully. Glorious.

think of that other lake, the Wörthersee in Klagenfurt, to which I
was invited a few days ago as one of nine young writing talents on
a fellowship. We spent most of our spare time by the water, which
was almost as warm as the air, talking about writing, about big and
small reputations, about growth-enhancing word substances,
about full-time comparisons and part-time doubts and about the
difficulty of finding the right name for what we are. None of the
others, it turned out, would describe herself or himself as a writer,
either.
Not before the first book, I tell B, perhaps after the second. I
have to grow into this word.
*

With a piece of bread I sponge up the last egg crumbs from the
plate and suddenly I see how the sentence that I was wrestling with
has to end: “The freckles on his
white stomach: crumbs on a plate
I have eaten up.”
I go back into the stuga and
finish writing my sentence. And
while I am writing I think that labels are of secondary importance
anyway. They judge you from the
outside. When I wanted to be a
cowboy as a child, it was more because of external labels, the fantasy image of a certain life. But
outside categories cannot replace
the inner urge to flower. Because
it is not about being a writer, but
Passages asked Simone Lappert to share
rather about writing.

Growing
Into the
Word: An
Essay

*

Observation disorder, says B, and
laughs. That sounds like a disease:
as if your profession were a handicap. Your profession, he says. For
him it is self-evident that I have
her thoughts on being called a
a profession, that there is a label
“budding author.” Wary of such labels,
for what I do. For him there is no
and with the cartoon cowboy
hesitating, no waffling, no beating
Lucky
Luke as her hero, she prefers to
about the bush. For him it is a fact.
For me words like author or writer
simply say: I write.
feel unwieldy in the mouth, heavy
on the tongue, and I catch myself
By Simone Lappert
talking around them as often and as
skillfully as I can. Perhaps that is
because there is still no practical proof to justify these words, no
book between two covers. Don’t kid yourself, Lucky Luke would
say, you’re a greenhorn. Okay, so I’m still green behind the ears,
knee-high to a grasshopper; a budding writer – but who knows if
I won’t just go to seed. Thus the hesitation and the brief lowering
of my voice, but I just end up saying it over again: I write. That’s a
fact, at least.
*
B sits down next to me, hands me a plate with scrambled eggs and
sprinkles fresh basil over them. Why didn’t you simply say that you
are a writer when the woman at the reception desk asked you what
your profession is, he says, why at such moments do you always
begin to mumble? I place the warm plate on my legs and have to

Simone Lappert (b. 1985 in Aarau) studied creative
writing at the Swiss Literature Institute in Biel. In 2011
she was a fellow at the Literarisches Colloquium in
Berlin, and received a grant from the Aargau Kuratorium
to work on her first novel. In 2012 she was a scholarship
recipient of the 16th Klagenfurt literature course for new
literary talent.
Translated from the German by Bruce Lawder

the o b stacle c o u r se t o su cce ss
9

Vanessa Billy
CONCEP T UA L A R T

“

A sentence in the newspaper, a water leak at home,
a photograph in a cookbook, leftovers on a
building site, a piece of clothing drying: all of these
can potentially bring something to the work.

”

The artist with her son in her studio. After thirteen
years in London, she wants to move back to Switzerland
with her family.

“

My first exhibition
opportunity was in a
friend’s flat in London,
and it started things
off for me. I think it’s
so important to have
people around who know
you and the work, and
with whom you can have
frank conversations.

”
Vanessa Billy prefers raw, simple materials like concrete and iron.
Here: in her studio in Wollerau with the sculpture One and Shadow.

Like a fish in water:
the artist in her element.
Vanessa Billy, b. 1978
in Geneva, lives and works in
Zurich und London.
www.limoncellogallery.co.uk;
www.boltelang.com

K ünst le r w e r de n
11

S

he cuts through the word in mid-air. Career? She clearly So, on her thirteenth birthday, Stefanie Peter decides to become a
doesn’t like the term. It sounds too much “like climb- rapper. From that day on she starts practicing in secret. Not even
ing the ladder.” Steff la Cheffe prefers to follow a path, her brothers or her mother know about it. Three years later, the
to look ahead. “It’s better to move forward than up- self-styled Steff la Cheffe takes a chance at her first beatbox jam.
ward,” she says. She clearly has a point. But in her case After two more years, she’s on stage for the first time, rapping for
it comes down to the same thing. These past few years, the twenty- an audience. At twenty-two, she places second in the world beatfive-year-old rapper and beatboxer from Berne has not only been box championships and attracts the attention of harpist Andreas
moving ahead at breakneck speed, but straight up as well. The top Vollenweider. He takes her on as a human beatbox and introduces
of the charts, young artist awards, big venues, lots of attention. The her to life on tour. At the same time, she’s working on her own
sleepy Swiss-German rap scene had been waiting for someone to songs, and her single bags a prize at the M4Music Demotape Clinic.
bump up the beat. He’s finally shown up, and he’s a she.
Then, finally, she releases her debut album, Bittersüessi Pille – a
There’s this photograph of Steff la Cheffe. Young and lanky, bittersweet pill. There’s the proof: not only is she an exceptionally
posing in the cool atmosphere of a studio. Stark white background, talented poet, she is also clearly giving the rap scene’s alpha males
dark hair severely pinned up, eyes
a run for their money. One song
has her in a total panic trying to
gazing into the distance, black
get help from a plastic surgeon:
jeans, black T-shirt. “Who’s the
Boss?” in bold lettering on her T“Hey Doc, hey Doc, I need a cock,
I want it to rap, I need to rock…”
shirt. Well, now, take a guess.
And there’s this story about
A few beats later, she expands her
Steff la Cheffe. A couple of years
wish list: “I need elbows and a big
ago, she decided to shake up the
mouth and an even bigger ego and
music world in German-speaking
an even bigger mouth.”
On her thirteenth birthday, Stefanie
Switzerland. She gave it her all. For
The media latched onto these
Peter from Berne decided to
months she spent every weekend in
lines and called her “sassy.”
become a rapper. At twenty-two she
the studio to record her debut alThough not entirely off target, the
became an international beatbox
bum, studying social work on the
moniker obviously falls short.
Sassy she may be, but Steff la
side, spending the few remaining
champion. Today she is a respected figure
hours behind the counter at a
Cheffe is deadly serious about criin the male-dominated world of
newsagent’s in the Bern railway
tiquing the machismo of rap. And
Swiss hip hop – but she still has her feet
she has put a lot of hard work into
station. Then a call comes in from
planted firmly on the ground.
her music.
Germany. On the line: the agency
of hit producer and TV talent judge
Leaving the Comfort Zone
Dieter Bohlen. They’re inviting her
By Christoph Lenz
Two years have since gone by. Into compete in Germany’s Supertalent show. Prime time, millions of
structive years. The more enthusiviewers, instant fame, invaluable contacts. Mr Bohlen would be de- astic the response to her album, the more sympathy she received
lighted to have her in the show. Her answer? Well, now, take a from audiences, the media, and the funders, the more draining her
guess. “Sorry, not interested.” She’d rather blaze her own trail.
work. Two nonstop years, first for Andreas Vollenweider, then for
her album, then the tour. “Holidays? No such thing.”
Practicing in Secret
The upshot: when she walked off the stage after her album was
It all started about twelve years ago in the Breitenrain neighbour- released in Berne in the spring of 2010, she was exhausted, at the
hood of Berne. Stefanie Peter was celebrating her thirteenth birth- end of her rope. “I was like: Yeah! But can I have a break now?”
day. Her mother was there and so were her two brothers. Her older Wishful thinking. There was no break, only promos, videos, festibrother’s present was special, two CDs: Things Fall Apart by The vals, concerts. The album is finally out; you’ve got to promote it.
Roots and Make The Music 2000 by Rahzel. She listened to them And she manages – for a couple of months. With inevitable conseand it nearly blew her mind. The Roots mix rap with funk and jazz. quences. In her own words: “A negative thought, a sharp word –
Rahzel, the “Godfather of Noyze,” imitates an entire band just with and Stefi burst into tears. And Stefi couldn’t stop, because Stefi’s
nerves were so frayed they were unravelling all over the place. At
his vocal chords.
Steff la Cheffe stirs her iced tea with a straw. She still can’t find some point I ended up backstage rolled up in a foetal position on
words for how she felt at the time. “This feeling inside,” she says. a sofa. We had a gig in Wädenswil that night. Or rather, we were
But it’s a feeling she ran into again later. “It’s like when you have supposed to have one.”
a crush on someone. First, you’re just crazy with energy and then
No, throwing in the towel never occurred to her. “I just
you start dreaming: Will I ever get to meet this singer? Can I do thought: you got yourself into this, now get yourself out of it. You
that too? Will there be a music video of me too someday? Will I ever kept saying ‘yes’ to everything. And look where it got you. Time to
learn to say ‘no’.”
perform on a really big stage?”

Hail to the
Cheffe
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Nowadays, she says “no” more often when she is asked to work on
a project. Even so, Steff la Cheffe often appears outside of her original musical terrain. She doesn’t just rap and beatbox – she also
writes columns, moderates shows, and gives lectures. What’s next?

“

are turned. She has to live up to audience expectations and she
has her personal ambitions. So she’s become more professional
about her music. “I used to be allowed to write. Now I have to.”
And it is harder, because things are not as much of a “hassle” anymore the way they are for most people.
“The pressure of being at work every day
was an inspiration. Now, I live in a shelI’m not interested in money. It’s just a way to pay bills
tered artist’s world.”
and buy food. I don’t want to get rich on my music. I want
But she is still optimistic. “I realized
to express myself.
that rap is about more than just complaining about how bad things are. You should
be telling stories. You don’t have to go
The stage. Why? “I want to learn more skills.” And what does that through the school of hard knocks; all you need is to keep your
mean? “Since I’m not studying music, I have no institution that eyes open, all the time and wherever you are.”
presents me with new challenges, that jolts me out of my comfort
zone. I have to do it myself. So I’m happy to have projects in unfamiliar genres, and with artists who have different backgrounds.”

”

Keeping Your Eyes Open
She also had to learn about other realities of success. Like dealing
with money. After launching her album, a whole year passed that
seemed as unreal to her as a film. Rehearsals, appointments, interviews, promos during the week. Gigs on the weekend. When she
comes home in the early hours of the morning, she dumps her
wages into a drawer and tumbles into bed. Whenever she needs
money, she helps herself. After a year and a half, she tallies up –
and is in for a shock. There is quite a pile in that drawer. It has been
quietly accumulating, like sand. Naturally, it makes her nervous.
“I’d never seen so much money at once.” Then she does what they
do in a Hollywood movie. She sticks it in an envelope, puts on a
black leather jacket and discreetly heads for the closest bank. “They
sure stared!”
“I’m not interested in money. It’s just a way to pay bills and
buy food. I don’t want to get rich on my music. I want to express
myself.” But nowadays she does her accounts, pays Social Security and has somebody who helps fill out her tax return. “It’s gotta
get done.”
She had no choice. Steff la Cheffe had to learn the hard way.
The classic means of financial support for up-and-coming artists
make a lot of things possible. Although she was extremely careful
not to invest earmarked contributions exclusively in studio work,
she too benefited a great deal from the grants. But there is nothing that prepares you for the pressure to appear in public, to give
interviews, to be rocking on stage several times a week. “That is a
question of experience. Everybody has to figure out their physical
and mental limits for themselves.” She’s started scheduling workfree days. You don’t always have to go on holiday. “Rummaging
around at home, doing nothing in particular is just as important.
Then you can look ahead again.”
And she is. Steff la Cheffe has started spending more time in
the studio again, working on a new album with her producer. It’s
scheduled for release in 2013. She is prepared for a difficult time.
“There was no outside pressure when we did the last album. I had
nothing to lose. Besides, I had a bunch of stuff I’d written when
music wasn’t my job, but an escape from daily life.” Now the tables

www.stefflacheffe.ch
Christoph Lenz (b.1983) is a journalist. He has been
reporting on Steff la Cheffe for the Berne newspaper
Der Bund since 2009.
Translated from the German by Catherine Schelbert
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Her grandmother’s living room
in Ticino is full of stories.
It is one of the earliest sources
of inspiration for the artist.
Nina Haab, b. 1985 in
Bellinzona, lives and works
in Geneva and Giubiasco.
www.ninahaab.ch
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Nina Haab
M edi A A R T

“

Observing human relationships nourishes
my work as an artist.

”

For a book project on the history of their part of town,
Nina Haab interviewed her neighbour.

“

For me, being an
artist is a way of
communicating my
personal observations
and my research.
i try to create an
atmosphere that will
also mean something
to the viewer.

”
Using video, photos and sound recordings, the artist collects
and weaves together people’s life stories.
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T

he future lies in the stars. At any rate, the protagonist’s Close to two-thirds of the resulting plays have found their way to
future in Lukas Linder’s play Der Mann in der Bade- the stage. “A good percentage,” finds Martha Monstein, head of
wanne oder wie man ein Held wird (“The Man in the theatre at Pro Helvetia, for “they are young writers without much
Bathtub or How to Become a Hero”). Is it the begin- writing experience and not all of the texts are initially successful.”
ning of a successful liberation that will be presented Almost all programme graduates remain faithful to the theatre:
here? Or exactly the opposite, the calculated destruction of a young only three of the sixty-six authors have not written another play.
optimist? Whatever the answer, the theatre-goer will be intelliThe theatre has its own rules, which a writer must respect.
gently entertained for ninety minutes. Linder’s play lives from Witty dialogue alone does not make a play. Lukas Bärfuss, one of
quick repartee and wit. People laugh a lot during the performance; the most successful contemporary Swiss playwrights, wrote his
from time to time they even applaud during the scenes.
first plays in close collaboration with the independent theatre
It is a great success for the twenty-eight-year-old dramatist, group 400asa and, through the experience, learned about the remade possible by the encouragement programme Stücklabor quirements of the stage. “The more a writer knows about the
(“Playlab”). Since 2008, Stücklabor has been supporting contem- theatre, the more successfully he or she can work,” explains
porary drama in Switzerland, first in the form of workshop sessions Andreas Erdmann, playwright and dramaturge for Vienna’s reand, starting with the 2011/12 season, by sponsoring in-house au- nowned Burgtheater. That is why those encouragement prothors. Three theatres took part in
grammes that are closely linked to
the first edition, each selecting
a theatre are more promising and
and employing a writer for a
more sustainable.
year. The writer’s salary of 40,000
The Dramenprozessor has alSwiss francs is provided jointly
ready been held nine times at the
by the theatre and Stücklabor.
Winkelwiese theatre in Zurich. ParThe in-house dramatist’s actual
ticipants in the programme were
responsibilities are for the theatre
coached and accompanied by theaitself to decide. These might intre professionals: with stage experiWriting for the theatre has its own
clude assisting with the staging,
ence, rehearsal visits and conversachallenges. But how does a play
writing texts for the theatre’s
tions with actors and directors, the
find its way to the stage? Four grant
newspaper, or organizing readparticipants received the necessary
programmes help young Swiss
ings. At the center, however, alpractical experience to adapt their
ways stands the writing of a play:
texts to the stage. Many a writer
playwrights take their work from the
whose work is now performed in
in close cooperation with the
desk to the spotlight.
major houses first breathed the
script department and the director, writers tailor their texts to
air of the theatre here. As a springBy Alexandra von Arx
the company’s needs. In this way
board, the Dramenprozessor is
work by Beatrice Fleischlin, Verwell-anchored and recognized in
ena Rossbacher and Lukas Linder
the theatre scene. Numerous proenjoyed world premieres in German-speaking Swiss theatres in gramme graduates have it to thank for a commission or an invithe early summer of 2012. The advantages of in-house authorship tation to an international competition. Daria Stocker’s play
are clear: the theatre gets a play made to measure, while the Nachtblind (“Night Blind”), for example, created through the Draauthors can explore the requirements of the stage and develop menprozessor, has been presented both at home and abroad,
contacts. For several months a close relationship is thus created translated into English, Russian, Spanish and Latvian, and was
between dramatist and company, as well as a deeper exchange of awarded first prize at the Heidelberg Stückemarkt theatre festiideas. “While writing I thought primarily of language, rhythm and val. “The strength of the Dramenprozessor lies in networking,”
images,” says Lukas Linder, “but the director and the dramaturge states Lorenz Langenegger, who found a publisher for his work
read my text in terms of its performability. This was a new view- thanks to his closing presentation there.
point for me, and has enriched and changed my way of writing.”
Generating interest beyond regional borders
The theatre has its own rules
These overall positive results should not blind us, however, to a

The Play’s
the Thing

Stücklabor is one of four encouragement programmes for young
dramatists in Switzerland that is supported by Pro Helvetia. In addition there is the German-speaking Dramenprozesssor (“Drama
Processor”) and the French-speaking Textes-en-Scènes, which are
carried out in two-year cycles. Starting last year, the Italian-speaking part of Switzerland has received its own grant programme (see
next article). Over the last twelve years, sixty-six dramatists have
received support for their writing, some of them more than once.

certain difficulty for contemporary drama. “It is incredibly hard to
convince people of the merits of a new writer’s work. Contemporary drama mostly appeals only to a small public,” remarks Karoline Exner, dramaturge at the St. Gallen Theatre. That is the reason
that contemporary plays are only sparingly taken into the repertoire, and even then often performed on the smaller stages only.
Drama publishers can play a decisive role here by recommending
new plays and writers to the theatres.
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In French-speaking Switzerland, however, things are different.
Here the orientation is toward France, where publishers are usually responsible only for the publication of plays. As a rule, they
neither represent the writers in their dealings with the theatres,
nor possess the stage rights for the plays. Since they earn nothing
from a performance, their interest as a go-between for a writer is
accordingly low. That is why it is altogether difficult for a playwright from the French-speaking part of Switzerland to be taken
seriously in France. Their plays are often performed only once in
a provincial theatre and then disappear from sight. To make a living from writing for the theatre is therefore practically impossible.
Thus it is even more important for a funding programme like
Textes-en-Scènes to generate interest over and beyond regional
borders. This is a current goal of the Société Suisse des Auteurs
(Society of Swiss Authors or SSA), the organization that has
supported Textes-en-Scènes since its inception in 2004.
Each of the four Swiss grant programmes has its own emphasis: be it in the genesis of texts or in the direct exchange between

the writer’s study and the stage. What they all share, however, is
the fact that participation in the programme is seen as an award,
and opens the doors to the stage.

www.winkelwiese.ch/dramenprozessor
www.stuecklaborbasel.ch
www.ssa.ch
Alexandra von Arx is a freelance journalist specializing in
literature and culture, and a translator from English into
German. She works for Pro Helvetia and the Migros Culture
Percentage in the area of cultural promotion, and evaluated
the Swiss drama funding programmes for both institutions
in 2011.
Translated from the German by Bruce Lawder

Ticino In Search of Authors
A new writing competition was launched this year to encourage
young Swiss-Italian dramatists. The winner received a stipend and is now
revising his play for the stage.
By Manuela Camponovo

W

hen it comes to the theatre scene in Italian-speaking
Switzerland, the first names that spring to mind are performers like Dimitri, Gardi Hutter or Daniele Finzi Pasca.
It is no surprise that those artists from this minority linguistic
region who have achieved national and international sucess tend
to work in areas like the theatre of movement, clownerie or circus
theatre, for it is easier in those genres to overcome linguistic barriers. An additional factor is of course the influence of the Academy
for Physical Theatre (Scuola di teatro del movimento) founded by
Dimitri in Verscio in 1975.

It must not be forgotten, however, that Italian-speaking Switzerland had its own tradition of dramatists who wrote in standard
Italian as well as Ticino dialect – including authors such as Guido
Calgari, Carlo Castelli, Sergio Maspoli, and Giuseppe Biscossa. Nor
should it be forgotten that the Italian-language public broadcaster
Radiotelevisione della Svizzera italiana (RSI) has played an important role in supporting professional drama, commissioning not
only radio plays but also theatre pieces to be staged in external venues around the canton. A noteworthy exponent is Alberto Canetta,
perhaps the most brilliant actor and director the Ticino has ever
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brought forth. After years of working together with RSI, in the
1980s he founded a theatre – the Teatro La Maschera – and built
up a significant repertoire, staging and adapting both classical and
contemporary works.
New impulses for dramatic writing
It was important to keep this specific cultural context in mind while
developing the project for a new dramatic writing competition.
Martha Monstein, head of theatre at Pro Helvetia, explains: “Over
a period of several years, together with the cantonal commissions, we searched for the best
ways of encouraging Ticino theatre and looked
into adapting already-existing programmes from
other linguistic regions to suit the needs of Italian-speaking Switzerland.”
Competition candidates were required to
submit a synopsis of a few pages, together with
a few dialogue samples. These applications were evaluated by a jury
of professionals from the fields of theatre and literature. Around
twenty applications were received: a substantial number, considering the small size of the territory. Poet and writer Liaty Pisani,
who presided over the jury, notes that the submissions came from
candidates “of various cultural backgrounds, with most of them
already active in the theatre and radio milieus.”
In terms of the content, Gianfranco Helbling, director of the
Teatro Sociale in Bellinzona and a member of the subcommission
on theatre, remarks: “Personally, I would have expected more authors to tackle topics connected in some way with the realities of
Italian-speaking Switzerland. But this was not the case, and it
speaks volumes about the amount of social relevance they associate with the theatre.” Jury member Paola Gilardi, who is also a
member of the board of the Swiss Theatre Society (SST), observes:
“Some of the texts revealed real potential. And the winner distinguished himself through the use of black humour and a lively
rhythm in the dialogue.”
Three finalists were chosen: Christian Bubola, Katya Troise
and Massimiliano Zampetti. Coached by author and scriptwriter
Mariella Zanetti, they each produced a half-hour work to be read
by professional actors in front of an audience at the RSI theatre in
Lugano. First prize and a ten thousand-franc stipend went to Massimiliano Zampetti for Il silenzio è obbligatorio, a black comedy
about a wake. Of course the radio did not want to miss the opportunity to participate. “Twenty-five years after the death of Alberto
Canetta, we are once again continuing his tradition,” says Francesca Giorzi, head of fiction at Rete Due, the RSI’s second channel
devoted to cultural programming. “We enthusiastically supported
this initiative, and provided the contacts to Mariella Zanetti and
the actors who participated in the reading.”

“

From the radio to the stage?
Competition winner Massimiliano Zampetti has this to say about
his experience: “I am an actor, but at the company I work with,

Teatro d’Emergenza, original scenes are very often developed
through improvising with the actors. This is the first time I have
ever written a text from scratch. I very much enjoyed working
together with Mariella Zanetti. She always made suggestions but
never forced her ideas on us. For me, this meant total freedom on
the one hand, but also the responsibility of making choices on the
other hand.”
Mariella Zanetti will also be there to help him stage his play.
How does Gianfranco Helbling view Zampetti’s chances of bring-

It was a fascinating experience because writers,
aside from prizes, also need people to talk to along
the way. This project has made it possible to
give young writers feedback and encouragement.
ing this piece to the theatre? “The three competition texts were
written for the radio. It is still too early to say. We will just have to
wait for the final version.” Coach Zanetti’s conclusion is a positive
one: “For me it was a fascinating experience because writers, aside
from prizes, also need people to talk to along the way. This project
has made it possible to give young writers feedback and encouragement.”

Read the winning text by Massimiliano Zampetti in Italian:
www.prohelvetia.ch/passages/it
Manuela Camponovo has a degree in modern literature
from the University of Genoa. She is in charge of the arts and
culture section of the newspaper Giornale del Popolo in
Lugano, and has been reporting for many years on theatre,
with a special emphasis on local professional companies.
Translated from the Italian by Marcy Goldberg

D ream JO B : ar T IST
18

”

M

any young people continue to dream of a “Artist”:
it seems the word is still the stuff of dreams, at
least for young people in search of an identity. In
France, available statistics show that the number
of visual artists more than doubled between the
middle and the end of the twentieth century. As for performing
artists – singers, actors, dancers – the images broadcast non-stop
on television of beautiful, well-dressed men and women revolving
under the spotlights to a throbbing beat cannot but encourage
children and teenagers to wish to someday become “artists” themselves.
How can this phenomenon be explained? First of all, it is necessary to distinguish between the status of performers and that of
creators. And then, as far as the latter are concerned, we must
examine the social image they represent, and how that image has
evolved through the modern age
until the present day.

are still full, as are film schools and the basement rooms where
hopeful musicians practice to become rock stars.
A handful of exceptions

As far as creative artists are concerned, and especially the “visual
artists” (as they are called now that painting and sculpture have
been joined by performance art, installations, photography and
video), things are rather different, because it is not the person who
becomes visible, but the art work itself. The greatest of them will
become famous, and some of them may even achieve financial sucess; they will be held up as examples, although in fact they represent the exception, rather than the norm.
In recent years, the prices for works by living artists have
reached dizzying heights, exceeding millions of dollars, so that
that they are sometimes worth more than paintings by old or
modern masters. Maurizio Cattelan doing better than Poussin or
Rembrandt, Jeff Koons trumping
A modern Mount Olympus
Picasso? Unthinkable fifteen years
The rise of performing artists parago, today this is a real possibility,
allels the invention of the techniand so it naturally encourages
cal means of reproducing images:
others to try to imitate them.
from the invention of photograBut there too, the sociolophy in the middle of the ninegist’s conclusions are pitiless,
teenth century to the cinema at
bringing us back to the reality of
Many young people continue to
the turn of the twentieth, folaverage conditions and away from
dream of a career in the
lowed by television and, most rethe dizzying exception of a handarts, although the path is difficult
cently, the internet. They are celful of “stars” of the contemporary
and the chances of success
ebrated not because of the works
art world. The inequality in rank
they created, but because of their
among artists is spectacular, measremain slim. A sociologist
performances presenting works
ured not only in terms of financial
explains the attractions of being
created by others. It is the persona
profit but also in terms of “visibilan artist.
itself that is at the centre of attenity”: in other words, presence in
tion, attracting admiring gazes,
the legitimizing instances through
By Nathalie Heinich
turning performers into objects
which acknowledged experts (curators, art critics, auction houses,
for consumption and generators
of enormous economic profit.
etc.) determine their artistic and
Their images are multiplied many times over through technolog- thus their economic “value.” In the 1970s, only about one percent
ical means – first television, then the internet; the fame thus ac- of painters and sculptors achieved real visibility. There is no reaquired confers upon them an exceptional social status, all manner son to believe that things have improved since then for the majorof privileges, exhorbitant financial gain, and considerable emo- ity of artists. Even if the internet makes it easier for them to circutional gratification. What, then, is suprising in the desire of so late reproductions of their work, most of their websites are not
many people to themselves ascend this new Mount Olympus of taken very seriously.
And yet: the art schools do not cease to attract new hopefuls.
modern times?
To dissuade them from trying to turn their dreams into real- On the contrary: the schools now offer an increasingly diverse
ity, would it suffice to remind them that behind the image of a array of courses. Crowds of “young talents” continue to jockey for
handful of stars there is a crowd of unknowns waiting in the shad- position at the narrow gate of success. It seems that the dream does
ows? Acting or singing hopefuls cling to their dreams for a while, not take much account of the reality: “I know the chances are slim,
but nearly all of them must ultimately give up the idea of living but still: why not me?”
The dream not only feeds off hopes of fabulous financial gain
from their talent, let alone of achieving fame (a very small number
will manage to hang on in insignificant minor roles or as accom- or the uncertainty inherent to a model where the obligation to be
panists). The large majority will have to let go of the dream, after innovative continues to modify the criteria for excellence. It also
feeds off the charm of the “artist’s life” as we like to imagine it: livworking at a second job for too long.
Many are called, but few are chosen: that is the cruel law of ing on the margins, inspired, constantly renewing oneself, free of
the performing arts. And yet, the attraction persists. Acting classes the constraints or the pressures of hierarchy. The model as a whole

“Why Not
Me?”
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– even its most obscure and unqualified practitioners – benefits
from a collective bonus that is clearly inflationary and quite probably without equal in any other social and professional category.
The vocation system

not only of an original body of work but also of an original new image of the artist. In this sense, he belongs to the heroic tradition,
whereby the exceptional figure distinguishes himself first and foremost by his actions, and his admirers continue to recount his exploits long after they took place.
And finally: Picasso represents the ideal of the genius, made
extraordinary through his uniqueness as well as his success. The
anecdotes that continue to circulate about him show that he has
become something more than a regular person, even something
more than an artist: a legendary figure within Western culture.

A calling, rather than an apprenticeship or an education; inspiration, rather than precise and ongoing labour; innovation instead
of imitating the canons; genius, instead of talent and hard work.
These are the modern parameters, not of the actual pursuit of the
fine arts, but of its idealized representation, its social image. This
system of the “vocation” established itself
during the 1830s. It had become the norm
The large majority will have to let go of the dream,
by the end of the nineteenth century, and
grew increasingly popular during the twenafter working at a second job for too long.
tieth. And it continues to prevail today.
Many are called, but few are chosen: that is the cruel
Painting and sculpture have ceased to be a
law of the performing arts.
craft or a profession and have become a
calling in the service of “art” in the modern
sense of the term: that is, requiring not
only complete dedication, but also an innate gift, inspiration, in- Even for those who are unconvinced of the value of his work, he
dividuality and originality.
remains a figure of greatness through his wealth, since he would
Compared to the system of art as craft or trade, the “vocation have been one of the richest men in the world had he sold all his
system” reverses the means and the ends. The result: earning a liv- art works while he was still alive. In addition to this combination
ing in order to practice one’s calling, instead of pursuing a practice of creative and financial potency, the figure of Picasso also conin order to earn a living. The epitome of this system is the notion veys an impressive vitality, based on his longevity and his many
of genius, fueled by a conception of art as original, innovative and love affairs.
creative, as opposed to a practice based on the reproduction of
In concentrating on these exceptional cases, the collective
models, and the assertion of personal autonomy over tradition. In imagination tends to idealize both the status of the artist as well
the vocation system, artists are longer descended from their pre- as the goal of achieving it. It is true, however, that this status does
decessors, but from their own art works.
offer real privileges to those who manage to attain it, and certainly
to those exceptional few who enjoy international fame.
Saint, hero and genius
The German philosopher Max Scheler distinguishes between three Proof of privilege

“

kinds of greatness: the saint becomes great through his sacrifices,
the hero through his actions, the genius through his works. These
three ideal types are epitomized by three artists: Vincent Van Gogh,
whose suffering may be shared by everyone; Marcel Duchamp,
whose legendary gestures are recounted by the afficionados of contemporary art; and Pablo Picasso, admired by a cultivated public
for his artistic, sexual and reproductive vitality.
Over the course of generations, through the sacrifice of his
tormented life, Van Gogh has become a modern figure of sainthood
transposed onto the art world. For the new paradigm of the artist
as a popular figure renewed by saintliness is based on a series of
shifts: from the artwork to the individual, from normal to abnormal, from conformism to eccentricity, from the successful to the
misunderstood, from the present time to posterity, and more generally, from a system based on community to a system based on
singularity.
With Duchamp and his ready-mades, the object presented by
the artist has been emptied of any reference to the author’s hand,
while the legend that has arisen around his persona is full of references to the artist’s life. Artistic value is shifted to another plane:
that of the figure of the artist – because he is, after all, an artist and
not an ordinary person. This is why Duchamp became the creator

Since the Romantic period certain artists have been able, thanks
to their artistic activity, to gain access to a world from which they
would otherwise have been cut off by humble birth, modest fortunes or lack of power. Even today, dinner parties and official
soirées often boast a writer, a painter or a musician, whose special
status is signalled by the lack of a necktie – a privilege shared with
exponents from the worlds of dance, theatre or cinema.
More concrete proof for the special status of artists is the increase in public funding for the arts. Alongside commissions and
purchases – the traditional forms of public support for the arts –
we now have a system of grants based on applications: support for
the first exhibition and the first catalogue, studio fellowships,
grants for installations or research.
Artistic privilege has also established itself within the legal
sphere. In response to the numerous transgressions of moral principles or actual lawbreaking that accompanied modern literature
and, especially, contemporary art, the argument has often been
raised of the “aesthetic exception” or “penal autonomy” of art. The
more artistic expression claims autonomy, by which art need not
obey any external conventions but only its own rules, the more
art’s moral and judicial impunity increases. It allows artists to
enjoy moral and legal privilege not because of what they do, but
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because of who they are: the mere fact that they are artists suffices
to protect them from prosecution as they practice their art.
Artistic elitism
Artistic excellence, as it has been defined since the Romantic era,
does not depend on work alone. Giftedness plays a major part: analogous to aristocratic birth, greatness is granted to someone who
does not have to earn it. Unlike democratic elitism, artistic elitism
retains the link between excellence and the birth privilege represented by innate talent. On the other hand, unlike aristocratic elitism, this native greatness is not collective but individual, linked to
the merit that is talent, a mixture of gift and work.
Thus, the glorification of the creative since the French Revolution strikes a compromise between contradictory demands. On
the one hand, it upholds excellence, i.e. inequality between people,
while detaching it from any sense of belonging to a community
(family, interest group, network) because it is based on the individuality of the gift (grace) and its realization through work
(merit), and exempt from favouritism because it is counter-balanced by social marginality. This marginality, however, does not
necessarily imply the contemptible or the derelict, but rather signals a status much sought-after in certain circles: that of the bohemian or the rebel. Contemporary artists, like their predecessors
the modern artists, are thus protected in a certain sense by this
marginal status, which connotes both originality and excellence.
This relative marginality is, however, threatened by two contemporary tendencies: on the one hand, by the shift toward group privileges which are acquired through the status of the artist, and not
earned through the quality of the work; and on the other hand by
the spectacular market inflation of a certain category of works playing on sensationalism, gigantism or kitsch. The exhorbitant prices
fetched by the works of Jeff Koons, Damien Hirst, Haruki Murakami or Maurizio Cattelan are examples of this trend.
Today it is artists who represent both the glorification of
uniqueness, with the transgressive logic inherent to uniqueness
as a system, and the right to privilege, the generator of moral and
legal impunity, all without symbolizing an unjust elitism or an attack on democracy, since their marginality separates them from
the advantages ordinarily associated with aristocratic or bourgeois
elites. It is as if today’s artist had been given the responsibility of
living out for society the fantasy of omnipotence, claiming a space
of absolute freedom granted only to a certain few eligible to belong
to a group where inborn talent and merit are combined. Does it
come as a surprise, then, that so many young people aspire to this
extraordinary status?

Nathalie Heinich (b. 1955) is a sociologist and a
research director at the Centre national de la recherche
scientifique (CNRS) in Paris. Since the 1980s she has
specialized in sociological analyses of the field of art and
has published over twenty books. Her most recent work,
De la visibilité (“On Visibility,” Paris, Gallimard, 2012)
deals with the concept of stardom in the media age.
Translated from the French by Marcy Goldberg
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Daniel Karrer
PA I N T I NG

“

The good ideas usually come when you let go – in bed in
the morning, or at night on the way home – in a state halfway
between sleeping and waking. The computer is also an
important source of inspiration for me: especially the direct
access to the world of images online.

”

The contrast between artifice and nature interests
Daniel Karrer. Here he takes a ‘walk’ in Google Street View.

Figures in half-light: the artist in the attic
of his studio with an early work.
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The Künstlerhaus in Basel
was a monastery, and then a
military barracks. Daniel
Karrer shares his bright, airy
studio with a musician.
Daniel Karrer, b. 1983
in Binningen, lives and
works in Basel.
www.herrmanngermann.com/
artists/danielkarrer

“
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It’s important to have
a good mentor,
someone who pushes
and encourages you,
but also challenges
you. Doubt is an
important motivating
factor for me.

”
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russels, the dance capital: we are here to speak with
Thomas Hauert, a choreographer from Solothurn.
Since 1998, he and his troupe ZOO have caused a stir
with dance that defies the usual boundaries. We meet
him outside the studios at P.A.R.T.S. (Performing Arts
Research and Training Studios), the dance school founded by the
Flemish star choreographer Anne Teresa De Keersmaeker, where
he has been teaching a workshop.
Hauert has just been invited by La Manufacture, Switzerland’s
francophone theatre school, to participate in setting up a Bachelor
programme in contemporary dance, to be run jointly with the
Zurich University of the Arts (ZHdK). Each school will cooperate
with a partner abroad: Zurich with Codarts in Rotterdam, as of
2013, and Lausanne with P.A.R.T.S. in Brussels as of 2014. In our
interview, Thomas Hauert shared his views with us on the professional dance scene and the
kind of dance training that is
needed today.

their own contributions to the creative process, but also regarding
the work as a whole. This is not a new idea, but it is still not sufficiently reflected in the schooling and training of dancers.
Does that mean technical mastery is no longer a priority?
Technique is important. Just as musicians must know their scales,
dancers must also master the basics, acquiring not only practical
but also theoretical knowledge, as comprehensively as possible.
And this applies not only during professional schooling, but all
through their artistic career. It is a matter of holding on to your
curiosity, of seeing where dance itself leads you: flamenco, hip hop,
jazz, improvisation, Indian dance, Release technique, African
dance, Kung Fu… It drives me crazy that some people still consider classical dance to be the cornerstone of dancing! That’s a
fossilized, Western outlook – a self-centered cultural construction. I’m no fan of the pyramid model that sees classical
dance as the indispensable
basis for all contemporary
dancers. We really do have to
rethink the way we teach the
fundamentals of technique.

Training
is Creative

Thomas Hauert, you have
been asked to contribute a
concept for a Bachelor’s degree programme in contemporary dance at La ManufacWhat would be your dream
ture in Lausanne, which will
dance school?
In the past, young dancers had to leave
be run in partnership with
I can sketch out a general
Switzerland to embark on a
P.A.R.T.S. Does that mean
idea, but not a detailed master
career. Now things are about to change.
the school in Lausanne will
plan. My dream school would
Dancer and choreographer Thomas Hauert is
become a branch of the reencourage the autonomy of
nowned dance school in
its students. Each body, each
involved in setting up a new Bachelor’s
Brussels?
path, is different. Students
degree course in contemporary dance at
No! What for? Dancers enshould take on responsibility
Lausanne’s theatre school La Manufacture.
rolled in P.A.R.T.S. are already
for themselves, learn to rehigh-level. They are between
hearse on their own and not
Interview by Anne Davier
18 and 30 years old, and they
only within a group or a class.
are jumping on the bandJust like musicians do every
wagon, taking advantage of
day! They should evaluate
this opportunity to further
themselves, work on their
their dance careers. We have to refuse hundreds of applicants every strengths and weak points. Unfortunately, nowadays bodies are foryear for lack of openings. Frankly, though: who would go to Laus- matted. The gestures have been repeated so often that they have
anne rather than Brussels to follow P.A.R.T.S. training?
become ingrained, reducing the range of potential and limiting
creativity. Training should be geared to the body’s extremely
What qualities should young dancers possess today after pro- sophisticated anatomical potential, and to movement’s infinite
fessional training in contemporary dance?
possibilities.
Most of today’s choreographers expect their dancers to be deeply
committed. Good dancers must be flexible, inventive and gener- Does it make sense to teach “pure dance” nowadays, given all
ous; endowed with their own brand of creativity, they should be the talk about fertile hybridization between the arts?
willing to engage in research and to join in experimental endeav- Placing a dance school under the same roof as a drama school alors with the choreographer and the other members of the ready invites a connection between the two. Bridges to other arts
troupe.
also exist, and dance training should be linked to a wider artistic
context. Yet I myself remain quite attached to dance’s specificities.
This is a far cry from the image of the dancer as a mere inter- Ours is an art of the body and of movement. So it’s a matter of
preter, at the service of the choreographer’s instructions.
placing dance at the heart of the project. Conceptual dance over
Dancers are no longer expected to simply interpret a given chore- the last few decades has contributed exciting things, but the disographic role. They must take on a real responsibility in making course, the language, has taken the upper hand over the dancing
DREAM JO B : AR T IST
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itself. It is the specific language of dance that is essential, and the
fact that it relies on body language gives dance the potential to
be subversive.

shutting out dancers who were not trained by the ‘right’ institution or presented at the ‘right’ festivals.

What alternatives to dance school do you have in mind?
There are some interesting venues in Brussels for young dancers
and choreographers. La Raffinerie, for instance, offers workshops
all year round. It is crucial for dancers to work together and exchange ideas, to expand their networks, to
nourish their art through new experiences
It drives me crazy that some people still consider classical
with teachers from around the world.
There is also the Théâtre de L’L, which ofdance to be the cornerstone of dancing.
fers workshops over several months, giving
young artists a chance to work without bethe senses. The human being came to be understood as a highly ing expected to go on stage with the results. Experiments must
complex physical organism endowed with a conscience, intelli- be supported. However, it is also important to offer structures
gence, intuition. This movement rejected the Judeo-Christian in- where young artists can show their first pieces to knowledgeable
strumentalization of the body. Among others, Friedrich Nietzsche audiences.
(the body as the “I in action”) and Walt Whitman come to mind, as
do Isadora Duncan and Rudolf von Laban, who founded the “free What was your career path?
body” concept in dance. We should link back up with the radical When I finished school, I went to teacher’s college in Solothurn. I
premises of such thinkers and creators, since a holistic approach always danced for myself, ever since I was a little boy, and I also did
to the body is precisely what dance has to contribute to culture in a lot of sports, music and acting. I began studying dance at the age
general, and to art in particular.
of twenty-two, which is quite late! I went to the Rotterdam
Dansacademie, known today as Codarts. After that I danced for
But doesn’t that sort of freedom frighten young dancers? Rosas, Pierre Droulers, and David Zambrano. I’ve been living in
Musn’t one be already seasoned, mature and liberated to de- Brussels for twenty years now.
velop a “free body”?
You have to learn to unlearn. Young people dare not be creative. I Is Brussels the Mecca of dance?
see it in some of my students: they put their heart and soul into it So they say… It is certainly true that so many dancers pass through
all, following one course after the other, practicing every free Brussels at some point. They come to follow a course, attend a
minute, and then what? They end up afraid to speak out, to think workshop, to audition or, simply: to dance!
for themselves, to dance, and above all, to improvise.
That’s not an altogether new idea…
True enough. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
a new movement underscored the importance of the body and of

“
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So your idea is a school that would train dancers, but above all
artists. The choreographers of tomorrow?
Absolutely. Training is creative: it is the very core of our art. But I
don’t think there are any recipes for composition that would enable students to learn the choreographic profession. School is indeed the place to try out and experiment with all sorts of things,
without the pressure of public or critical approval. However, this
should not take place in a vacuum. Students must learn to face an
outside gaze, to handle criticism and defend their work, in order
to progress.
Are dance students able to develop enough of a network to support them in their professional life?
A student’s development depends on many factors. I think that
nowadays we overvalue institutions, the huge machines that certain dance companies have become. Even P.A.R.T.S., which works
like crazy to promote students once they’ve finished. There’s a danger of producing ‘certified’ artists, while those who have not attended the big machines have no chance. Today there are many
successful dancers who did not receive an institutional education,
and this should continue to be the case. That’s why we need alternatives: to schools, but also to the European market, to prevent

www.zoo-thomashauert.be
www.hetsr.ch
Anne Davier studied literature and education in Geneva,
and received a degree in art, dance and performance from
the University of Franche-Comté. She has been working
with the Association for Contemporary Dance (ADC) in
Geneva for twelve years, and serves as a freelance dance
and performance specialist for Pro Helvetia.
Translated from the French by Margie Mounier
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The forest near the
Kunsthaus Glarus has a raw,
wild, untamed quality.
Claudia Comte, b. 1983
in Lausanne, lives
and works in Berlin.
www.claudiacomte.ch

“

To provide a platform and
create some visibility is
probably the best thing you
can give younger artists.
More established artists can
generate attention from a
wider audience, and then step
aside to give an aspiring artist
the stage.

”
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Claudia Comte
V ISUA L A R T / I NSTA LL AT ION

“

Having grown up in the Swiss countryside, spending a lot of
time at a small cottage at the edge of a forest, was pretty idyllic.
It influenced my choice of wood, for sure. The close encounter
with the elements, negotiating a piece of nature to work on
sculpturally – that is an exciting starting point for me.

”

A landscape of
trees: setting up
the exhibition
at the Kunsthaus
Glarus.

Cutting down trees
and transporting
them is hard work.
The artist is accom
panied by wood
cutters on her trips
to the forest.
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n the outskirts of Pune, a fast-developing city one
hundred miles from Mumbai, India’s cultural and financial melting pot, sits the state-of-the-art campus
of DSK Supinfocom. The school is spread across a
twenty-acre plot, juxtaposed against the backdrop
of farms and agricultural land. It’s a quiet, serene location, where
a handful of school buildings stand separated by lush green landscape. The school’s premises resemble a meditation centre far
removed from urban distractions, ideal for imparting knowledge
and nurturing talent.
High demand for game designers

in its infancy, game design as a profession has a lot to offer in the
Indian context.
Since Mr. Madinier literally runs the show at the school, what
is game design according to the headmaster himself? “Game design is all about creating the rules of the game, the system of the
game, everything that helps deliver a user experience. It’s about
understanding your audience, their psychology, and being an advocate for the player.” Mr. Madinier adds that game designers work
with digital artists (responsible for game art and character modeling) and programmers (responsible for scripting the game in a
programming language) to execute their vision of a game. On a
personal level, a game designer can be loosely compared to a movie
director: pulling all the important strings, helping the actors deliver a performance, and being responsible for the end product.
The job may not require core technical expertise, but it does demand an imaginative, inquisitive
mind which can flourish in the
creative process.

Since its inception, the video game industry has always been at the
crossroads of art and science. The first attempts in the late 1970s
and early 1980s required just a team of programmers to conceptualize and produce a game. However, those were the early days of
gaming: basic and simple. Four
decades later, the medium demands
Selflearning
a lot more. Attracting professional
artists – graphic designers, writers
At DSK Supinfogame, a student
pursuing game design is given
and storytellers, voice actors and
playback singers, musicians and
every opportunity to excel at uncomposers – has been fundamental
derstanding each aspect of making
in scripting the success stories of
video games. The school literally
many modern video games over the
functions like a game studio, and
past decade. This has propelled the
students quickly learn they are
gaming industry to innovate and
enrolled in a professional course,
deliver a high-quality experience
not merely an academic one. “We
that can rival, and at times beat, a
are a professional institute,” embig-budget Hollywood production.
phasizes Mr. Madinier. “Students
In order to help prepare their graduates
To feed the growing demands
here are treated as freshers underof the video game industry, and to
going training in a recently-joined
for the job market, art schools are
train professionals in the subtle and
company. There are no faculty
increasingly forming partnerships with
complex art of game design: these
members at our school, only proprofessionals from the field. In India,
are among the chief goals of DSK
fessional trainers who have several
a particularly dynamic exchange is found
Supinfocom in Pune, India. A joint
years of experience in the gaming
venture between the DSK Group
industry, having worked on several
in the game design sector.
in India and the French Chamber
games at various studios and comof Commerce and Industries, the
panies.” Parag Shirname, Senior
By Jayesh Shinde
school is the first overseas branch
Vice President for Academics and
of Supinfocom, a world-renowned
Marketing at DSK Supinfocom,
French computer graphics univeragrees and adds, “We have indussity founded in Valenciennes in 1988. It is also India’s first and the try professionals taking a sabbatical from what they do best to
largest international educational campus offering professional share their experience with our students. It takes a considerable
courses in Animation, Video Game Design and Industrial Design. amount of time for students to absorb that experience, closely
“The opportunities in the Indian gaming market are huge,” understand the environment that they’ll be working in, and then
says Alexis Madinier, Head of Studies at DSK Supinfocom’s game become an expert in that field. That’s the beauty of our game dedesign division, DSK Supinfogame. He is a seasoned professional sign course.” At the same time, the school boasts a healthy dose of
with twenty years of experience in the video game industry. He extra-curricular activities, from swimming to indoor games.
DSK Supinfocom is also attended by a fair chunk of internabelieves that the Indian gaming market is evolving very fast, having achieved in four years what the French gaming industry did tional students. Roughly eighty-five percent of students at DSK
in the last fifteen years. According to PricewaterhouseCoopers, Supinfocom are locals, while the rest are from Europe: mainly
the Indian gaming industry is expected to grow by 38 percent to from France, home of the original Supinfocom school. Aside from
US $375 million in 2012 and reach US $925 million by 2016. Still bringing together broad ideas from various walks of life to help and

Exploring
the Art
of Game
Design
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the international video game industry. Companies come to us for
interns and new employees, while we need gaming industry professionals to be part of the final-year jury to judge the quality of
our students and of the training.” Students are placed at some of
the biggest names in the international video game industry, including companies like Gameloft, Zynga and Electronic Arts, and
studios in Singapore, Canada and France. “In 2008 there were 10
game studios in India, now there are 250,” Madinier points out.
One prominent international game design studio is the
French global company Ubisoft: its Indian branch about an hour’s
drive from DSK Supinfocom’s campus. As
a potential employer, Ubisoft India hires a
We have strong ties with the international video game
steady share of DSK Supinfocom students
industry. Companies come to us for interns and new
looking for an internship. Pauline Jacquey,
employees, while we need gaming industry professionals
Managing Director at Ubisoft India, believes
that local and international artists can join
to be part of the final-year jury to judge the quality of
hands and contribute towards the Indian
our students and of the training.
gaming industry’s success. “Ultimately,
there’s a lot more to developing a game
half to two years of real work experience, even if they didn’t intern than coding and programming,” explains Jacquey. “Art, animation,
anywhere. No one who graduates from this school is a fresher,” special effects, game design, level design, sound design, quality
according to Mr. Madinier.
assurance, business and marketing are examples of some of the
All final-year students at DSK Supinfocom work on their col- fields where a non-technical person can seek employment in the
laborative projects inside fully transparent glass-walled rooms pop- gaming industry.”
Jitesh Panchal, Lead Game Designer at Ubisoft, agrees. “Creularly known as fish tanks. The fish tanks let trainers keep an eye
on what their students are up to, without causing any distraction. ative, non-technical people can definitely be successful in the
The fish tanks are equipped with whiteboards for generating ideas, gaming industry. It all depends on the path they are interested in
and computer terminals for carrying out those ideas. Students are and the career option they explore.” Whether DSK Supinfocom
encouraged to learn on their own, but trainers are always within will turn out to be a forerunner in a new collaborative model for
reach if they are stuck on a step or need help with an idea.
future schools remains to be seen. At the official opening of DSK
Students like this unique approach of self-learning. Talking Supinfocom’s campus in December last year, French ambassador
to a team of final-year students working on an FPS puzzle game Francois Richier dropped a hint by saying that digital technology
called Moon Cube, they attest to the highly professional approach and education are two areas of increased cooperation between
of the game design course. “One of the things that’s really cool France and India. While the school is located in India, for the time
about this place is that they really simulate a game studio over being its academic programme is almost fully run by professional
here,” says Huzaifa Arab, who wanted to pursue a course in busi- trainers hailing from Europe. It remains to be seen where in the
ness administration, but instead took a professional interest in global gaming world the school’s graduates will go.
video game design. He adds, “They select a game idea from several
pitches, put together a team and give them a year and all the required resources to create and finish the game.” Mayur Bhimjiyani, who will soon be joining the global social gaming giant
Zynga as an associate designer, likes the fact that the school and
its professional trainers create a conducive environment for likeminded students to interact and learn from each other. “Ideas pull
more ideas and that’s how the creative process rolls. It’s a lot of
fun,” he says.
nurture a learning mind, this is also a reflection of how the gaming industry is truly international in nature.
Students of DSK Supinfogame undergo a rigorous five-year
game design course. The first three years are made up of foundation courses, which break down the various building blocks of
making a video game, and the final two years focus on advanced
levels of game design. In their final year, students are required to
make their own video games, which are judged by an international
jury of gaming professionals and video game veterans. “By the
time students pass out of the school, they have between one and a

“
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A model for European schools?
DSK Supinfogame conducts focused workshops with industry
experts and international guests throughout the year: such as the
high-profile visit earlier this year of Yasuhiro Fukushima, Honorary Chairman at Square Enix, one of the biggest studios in Japan and the world. Even though the Indian branch of the school
is just four years old, it has a sizable network of companies for job
placements. Alexis Madinier explains: “We have strong ties with

www.dsksic.com
Jayesh Shinde is a journalist who specializes in the personal
technology sector. He currently writes on technology
and his childhood passion, video games, for Digit, India’s
premier technology magazine. He lives near Mumbai, India.
www.thinkdigit.com
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Pascal Kohtz
SCU L P T OR

“

Getting caught in a rainstorm, being overwhelmed by the
echo of the empty railway concourse on a Sunday
morning, realizing too late that I have a milk mustache:
these are the small things that happen ‘in between.’
They provide questions for my work for weeks on end.

Leicht Bewölkt (Partly
Cloudy) is the name of
the cloudscape made
of Plexiglass. This new
work hangs in a private
home in Winterthur.
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The artist’s studio in
Attikon is located on the
grounds of a factory.

”

The view from the
observation tower over the
city of Winterthur allows
Pascal Kohtz to gather his
thoughts. A safe haven at
a dizzying height.
Pascal Kohtz,
b. 1983 in Winterthur,
where he lives and works.
www.kohtz.ch

“

In a world dominated by
money and business, being
an artist means first and
foremost: the freedom to
pursue projects beyond
economic constraints and
practical use. For me
personally, being an artist
is also the privilege of
having time.

”
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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.

san francisco

The Swiss artist Pe Lang explores physical phenomena
and serial movement by building kinetic sculpture
pieces. His latest works will be on exhibit at San Francisco’s
Exploratorium in the coming year.

A churning sea made of paper. In his art works, Pe Lang stages movement as visual
experience. moving objects, nº 564 – 595, 2012
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By Villö Huszai – What could be more
familiar than the sound we call rain? And
yet, rain always entails new experiences: no
one raindrop ever sounds like another. But
how can we hear each drop that forms the
whole? According to the Swiss artist Pe
Lang, we should be able “to enter into the
sound.” He wants to make it possible for
himself and his audiences to engross themselves fully in physical phenomena.
Born in Sursee in canton Lucerne,
Peter Lang first worked on experimental
music and sound art before applying himself to kinetic art. A born tinkerer, at the
age of twenty-three he built his own synthesizer, but only became a visual artist
when he turned his back on digital sound.
Today, Pe Lang devotes himself to kinetic
sound sculptures.
Movement as a visual experience
After seeing a performance and lecture by
the Swiss artist, curator Claire Pillsbury
of the Exploratorium – the museum of science, art, and human perception located
in San Francisco – was convinced that an
art piece by Pe Lang would be an ideal addition to her collection. At the time, in
September 2011, Lang was in California as
a participant in the Swiss artists-in-labs
program of the Zurich University of the
Arts (ZHdK), under the auspices of swissnex San Francisco. Spending a year in
California enabled the thirty-seven-yearold artist to connect with scientific research corresponding to his own interests.
Since then he has been a guest at the Exploratorium several times. The renowned
San Francisco museum, incidentally, is a
model and major partner institution to

Photos: Pe Lang (art works) and Marianthi Papalexandri (artist portrait)

Seeing Sound: Pe Lang’s
Kinetic Sculptures

the Technorama Swiss Science Center in
Winterthur.
The Exploratorium’s enthusiasm for
Pe Lang is easily understandable, given his
intensive work with technology and physical phenomena. The complex sound spaces
and movement sequences sought by the
artist are not those found in nature, but the
ones he himself brings into being. The
physical phenomena are based mainly on
magnetism or the effects of friction and
gravity, as explored by the artist in his ongoing experiments.
Direct current (DC) electric motors
are an important element in Pe Lang’s
kinetic sculpture: they allow him to get
things moving. For instance, in his untitled sound object of 2008, a chain of little
beads runs around a rotating axle. As the
beads move slowly along the metal surface,
they generate a constant rustling noise. if
one hundred of these gently rustling and
clanking machines were placed next to
each other, the resulting sound would in
fact be reminiscent of falling rain.
The electric motors – which always
remain visible in the work – are not simply
drive mechanisms, but actual components
of the sculpture or installation. Thus, in
addition to their aesthetic value, they also
serve a pedagogical purpose. in the hightech surroundings of our day, in which
technology increasingly disappears behind
designed surfaces and becomes less transparent even to the experts, Pe Lang’s art allows viewers to directly engage with technical happenings, and presents movement
as a visual experience.
Curiosity and an urge to explore
in order to achieve an overall effect whose
novelty never ceases to astound, the artist
multiplies the same objects using a video
grid. He developed this process with the
Berne-based sound artist Zimoun, and
used it in a series of joint exhibitions starting in 2006. “With time, however,” Pe Lang
explains, “the principle threatened to turn
into a gimmick. it began to bore me.” His
relationship with technology is not at all
instrumental, but deeply exploratory. Lang
is an autodidact driven by curiosity and
playfulness Trained as an electrician, he
has, for instance, taught himself computer
programming. Sitemapping, the Swiss
Federal office of Culture’s initiative for
supporting media art, awarded him a prize

Like a musical
score in motion:
moving objects,
nº 692 – 803,
2012

Pe Lang as technician and artist:
in performance at the Kunsthaus L6,
Fribourg.

in 2005 for developing a VJ video program.
Still, his expert computer skills do not
seem to have diminished his interest in
non-digital sound and the mechanics of
real-life phenomena. Nowadays, craftsmanship and the three-dimensional have
become more important to him once
more. For a few years now, he has been
teaching himself to become a precision
mechanic. His studio at Stuttgart’s Schloss
Solitude Academy harbors a lathe of the
type used by the watch industry, and several milling and drilling machines that he
controls by computer. He learns by consulting user manuals, as well as YouTube
tutorials by former lathe operators.
Playing with chaos and order
one of Pe Lang’s current artworks, developed for the Exploratorium and built in its
lo cal T im e
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workshop this year, comprises 42 rotating
silicone strands driven by 84 DC motors.
Moving in varying directions along these
strands are countless small black plastic
rings. The result is an overpowering and
constantly changing overall picture. The
rings seem to be performing, forming alliances, scornfully abandoning each other –
like a musical score in the process of being
constantly revised. The play with chaos
and evolving order seen here is a motif
found in many of this artist’s works.
Pe Lang unites the technician with
the artist: a quality that the Exploratorium
values, and that represents the intersection
between art and science. As a researcher,
he is forever delving into new fields of
knowledge and activity. And that is exactly
what he desires of his public: for visitors to
lose themselves in the sounds and movements he constructs, to gradually find
their bearings there, and to discover initially invisible natural laws and structures.
www.pelang.ch
www.swissnexsanfrancisco.org
Villö Huszai is a literature and media theorist.
She works as a free-lance journalist and a
secondary-school teacher in Zurich.
Translated from the German by Margie Mounier

Transcending Traditions
Johannesburg

Using an eclectic mix of instruments, genres and sounds from
around the world, the Swiss-South African electro-jazz trio A.Spell
has created a distinctive musical blend. in 2012 they embarked on
their first Southern African tour.
By Gwen Ansell, Johannesburg – “We’re
all suckers for an interesting sound,” says
multi-instrumentalist Ronan Skillen of his
collaborators in the Swiss-South African
ensemble A.Spell. irish-South African
Skillen plays a range of percussion instruments including tabla drums and didgeridoo. Swiss reed player Jan Galega Brönnimann contributes bass clarinet, clarinet
and electronics. Vocalist Nadja Stoller also
plays accordion, electronics and a range of
unconventional noisemakers including
children’s toys. The three are talking as
they shelter from the Johannesburg winter
around the fireplace of a cosy café. it is
June 2012 and they are at the start of their
three-country Southern African tour,
which also marks the release of their debut
album as a group, Where the Strange
Creatures Live. All are intensely curious
about how new audiences at the concerts
in South Africa, Mozambique and Swaziland will respond to their music.
Brönnimann in particular is aware of
the surprises Africa can hold. He was born
in Cameroon. “So maybe that’s why, when
the opportunity of a Pro Helvetia exchange
visit came up, i thought i should go to
Africa.” Brönnimann had been playing
guitar since picking up a miniature instrument at the age of four. He had resisted formal music lessons, but in his mid-teens he
met a saxophonist. “That was exotic to me,
like nothing i had encountered before.
Jazz was something new and that excited
me.” When he arrived in Cape Town in
2008 for a residency, he was hosted by jazz
trumpeter Lee Thompson. “it was a bit
different from West Africa. it didn’t have
the kind of vibe i had been expecting. But

that was a good thing: it forced me to
think about what my mission was in this
new world. And for the Cape Town players, i was a ‘white sheet.’ They could invite
me to play anything, and i could make a
fresh start.”

The Cape Town where Jan Galega Brönnimann landed expresses much of the character of the current South African jazz and
improvised music scene. The city’s vibrant
tourism industry keeps multiple venues
afloat. That, plus a rich indigenous jazz
heritage going back almost a century, and
the work of the University of Cape Town’s
College of Music, has fostered a young generation of players from across the country
interested in the whole world of music, and
fearless about breaking genre boundaries.
Musical freedom
Ronan Skillen is one of those. He began
with formal lessons in French horn. “When
i was about eighteen, i realized this was the
thing i loved. Music was the one thing that
would always leave me feeling contented.”
He was shown a didgeridoo by a friend,
“and that was what set me free. There was
no pressure, no predetermined rules, no
three-hundred-year-old canon of works by

Percussionist Ronan Skillen plays instruments from around the world. Here: at The Forge in Cape Town.
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Photos: Pro Helvetia Johannesburg

dead composers, just this incredible improvising tool. And it was wholly up to my
imagination what i did with it. Even as a
horn player i had always taken a rhythmic
approach. i now understood i could create
my own sound. That led to everything i’ve
done since.”
That yearning for freedom was also
what drew Nadja Stoller to the music. She
describes herself as a dreamy, sensitive
child, for whom music “created a place
where i felt safe, but also connected to the
world.” She had childhood piano lessons,
but studied ceramics at university while
following a route via the songs of Rickie
Lee Jones into jazz. “i loved how jazz can
tell stories and give you the magical freedom to tell them your own way.”
if it was a vision of freedom that attracted all three to improvisation, it was
their experiences on artist exchanges
abroad that demonstrated the ways such
freedom could be realized. Skillen had

played with Brönnimann in Cape Town. in
2011, he was selected as a Pro Helvetia artist in residence in Switzerland, and stayed
with the saxophonist in Berne.
“it was like winning the lottery,” Skillen reflects. “There was a historical, established
context for music and a big music community. Every day, i met another possible collaborator. The Swiss value their arts centres almost as healing centres for society.
These resources meant i was meeting people who did not have to compromise their

Going beyond traditional styles: Nadja
Stoller and Jan Galega Brönnimann

music to survive. it was a reminder that
such things are possible: we can really do
this!” The percussionist was also impressed
by the high levels of musicianship this context encouraged: “i went straight home
and practised.”
Stoller’s eight-month residency in
Paris in 2009 allowed her to shape a solo
identity. “The idea was to make the streets
my playground and develop forms of expression for the instruments i had collected and made, that worked in a public
space.” The period also cemented Stoller’s
relationship with the accordion. “i needed
a piano i could carry around with me on
the streets. But i love it almost like a
person, because it breathes, and you hug
it a lot. You’re never alone, even in a solo
project.”
Creating a common sound A.Spell
was formed on the basis of these encounters abroad: Brönnimann’s in Cape Town,
lo cal T im e
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Skillen’s in Berne, and Stoller’s in Paris.
Shortly after arriving in Berne, remembers
Skillen, “Jan said: ‘There’s this singer i’ve
been working with…’” Adds Stoller: “Actually, Jan and i had been working on the
concept of this music for around two years
at a place called Café Alpin. But when Ronan arrived, it suddenly developed very
quickly. Each of us identified the other as
the missing link in what we wanted to do.
it was clear we had a sound together.”
Pro Helvetia provided support for
recording as the group developed its work.
Stoller composed songs that Brönnimann
arranged. Brönnimann offered instrumental ideas he’d always wanted to hear
with a voice. Skillen contributed rhythm
patterns and percussive textures. “Somebody brought chords; maybe i brought a
loop; we jammed. it was quite a long process,” reflects Stoller.
They describe the repertoire they have
assembled as “new songs and sounds”: a
way of transcending national styles and
strictly idiomatic approaches to playing.
That’s a philosophy that would be well understood back in Cape Town, where stages
often host South Africans working with
players from Mozambique, the Democratic
Republic of the Congo, Northern Europe
and Scandinavia in the shared enterprise
of shaping new sounds.
Skillen explains: “What we have in
common – and it has grown stronger as
we’ve worked together – is using instruments, including Nadja’s voice, without
preconceptions, as tools to create the
sounds we want. When you hear the tabla,
you don’t automatically think ‘india.’ When
you hear the accordion, it’s not automatically Paris. We transcend traditions in a
way that’s futuristic, but also very human.”
www.aspell.ch
Gwen Ansell is a freelance media trainer,
music writer and researcher. She is the author
of Soweto Blues (2005), a history of South
African jazz.
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Making Music
for Clean Water
Can music promote awareness of ecological problems?
This is the question that the Zurich-based
electronic collective Spezialmaterial set out to answer
on their Rio Bogotá Tour through Colombia.
And not everything that didn’t work proved a failure.
By Christof Moser (text)
and Guadalupe Ruiz (photos)

When the last rays of the sun brush
the steep mountainsides surrounding
Colombia’s capital city of Bogotá, the city’s
inhabitants retire to their barred-up homes. Their daily routine – and with it, the
pulse of the metropolis – has adapted to the
rhythm of the criminality that has lessened, but still has a firm grip on the country. By ten or eleven in the evening most of
the restaurants are closed and the streets
deserted.
It is already well after midnight when
a yodel is heard echoing through the darkness of the colonial old-town quarter of La
Candelaria. The squeaking of a singing saw.
Rattling. Laughter. The musicians of the
electro-collective Spezialmaterial are enjoying the end of a successful evening in
front of the Dorantes Hotel. Once the meeting place of Bogotá’s bohemians, the Dorantes now attracts backpacking tourists
from all over the world. The crumbling
plaster exhales the damp breath of the past.

This evening, Spezialmaterial members
Michael “Koko” Eberli, Stefanie Keller,
Dominik Brun del Re and Daniel Hepp are
making music along with songwriters
from the United States and Mexico, and
the indie rock singer Laetitia Sadier, who
created a stir in the 1990s with the London-based alternative band Stereolab. The
rhythm of their instruments and their
enthusiasm spill over into the night, the
sounds drawing a crowd like the light of a
lamp does a swarm of mosquitoes.
Curious onlookers begin to emerge
from the darkness. First two guitar-toting
Colombian musicians spontaneously join
in the street concert, followed by street
people and drug addicts, who contribute
their applause. A police patrol stops and
then another, until eight policemen finally
end up on the other side of the street,
listening in astonishment to the performance. When the mobile broadcasting van
of a radio station happens to drive by, the
Re po R tag e
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Sea creatures and
electro-sounds:
Spezialmaterial performs
at the Teatro Pablo
Tobon Uribe in Medellín
(Dominik Brun del Re,
Michael Koko Eberli and
Stefanie Keller).
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moderator unpacks his microphone and
starts beaming the street concert live into
the studio, interrupted only by the 2 a.m.
news. By then the concert has turned into
a bona fide Colombian-Swiss event.
“Suiza!,” the Swiss shout into the microphone in unison when asked where they
come from. “Yodelling” is what the sounds
emanating from the vocal cords of singer
Stefanie Keller are called. “We are here to
make music that draws attention to the
pollution of the rivers,” Caro Cerbaro says.
He’s Spezialmaterial’s stage designer.
“Switzerland has some of the cleanest rivers in the world, yet at the same time
Swiss companies are polluting the waters
in Colombia,” Mirjam Zimmermann adds.
The moderator nods, a garbage truck comes rumbling up, and just before the compactor drowns out all other sounds, they
manage to transmit the most important
message: “El agua es vida!”
Small steps count
“The Rio-Bogotá Tour is Spezialmaterial’s
most ambitious project so far,” explains Michael Eberli, the head of the Zürich-based
electronic music label. “With our music,
we want to draw attention to ecological
concerns – it’s quite a challenge.” To get a
sense of the pollution in Bogotá’s rivers,

the Swiss musicians take the so-called disaster tour along with Colombian environmental activists. Tour organizer and travel
guide is David Thayer, a Swiss musician
and filmmaker with Colombian roots,
whose documentary Rio Bogotá exposed
the disastrous pollution of Bogotá’s rivers.
A celebrity has also taken a seat in the

The Carabineros stand guard.

Singing the praises of water: the Cantoalagua ceremony was performed all over Colombia
on World Water Day, here at the Bogotà National Park.
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crowded minibus: the Colombian rock star
Hector Buitrago, well known for his commitment to environmental issues. He pinpoints the priorities: “Reaching ordinary
people and making them aware of the destruction of the environment is not easy in
a country suffering from criminality and
poverty. It’s the small steps that count.” On
World Water Day 2012, he was honoured
for his environmental commitment. Spezialmaterial also participated in the ceremony in Bogotá’s largest city park, which
included indigenous rituals. Water spirits
were invoked, and jewellery, maize, and
fruit were sacrificed, to the accompaniment of local drummers – and electronic
sounds from Switzerland.
A master of improvisation
To turn the life of the rivers into a sensually tangible experience for their Rio Bogotá Tour, Spezialmaterial incorporated
burbling and gurgling water into their
electronic sounds. The stage set consisted
of inflatable, transparent light-shapes modelled on the smallest marine creatures,
which pulsate to the rhythm of the music.
Visuals showed how water reacts when
combined with other liquids. Loaded down
with countless equipment suitcases and
supported by a project grant from pro Helvetia, the artists toured
Colombia for three weeks,
from Medellín to Bogotá,
from club to club, from
museum to gallery.
They were accompanied by the Colombian
electronic musicians pablo
Mellado and Jorge Castro.
The two had also joined
Spezialmaterial on a previous tour in 2008, where
they contributed to the
Sudamerica compilation
album recorded at the
time. They organized gigs
in clubs and handled publicity. Attracting audiences
for unknown Swiss musicians in large cities like
Medellín and Bogotá is an
ambitious undertaking.
Since Spezialmaterial did
not have the help of a partner institution (like the
network of goethe Institu-

Swiss company is doing here in
Colombia, they go into full alert,
whispering into their walkietalkies. After a half-hour wait, a
foreman in muddy boots hurries
up to the gate. He is friendly
enough when he explains that
the mine is a restricted area and
unscheduled visits are not permitted.
On the way back to the hotel, Michael Eberle observes that,
in artistic terms, the tour was a
success anyway. “We made contacts that will take us back to
Colombia for new projects.” The
mere fact that artists from Europe dared to go to Colombia, a
country most people avoid because of the poverty and criminality, opened a number of doors
for the Swiss collective. However, it seems
that the goal of promoting awareness has
mainly worked in the opposite direction:
the Swiss artists’ commitment to the subject has given them insight into how dirty
Switzerland’s proverbial cleanliness can
actually be in countries like Colombia.
“We would be happy,” Hector Buitrago
says, “if you report on that when you go
home. That, too, is a small step in the right
direction.”

The Funza river is one
of the most polluted in the
world. David Thayer’s
disaster tour (on right)
makes a stop here.

tes spread around the world that support
german artists abroad), the group depended on local contacts, and thus did not
succeed in all endeavours. For instance,
the mayor of Medellín did not open a concert as promised, and a tour through villages along the river leading out of the city
fell through because of lack of preparation.
Sometimes a concert fee never materialized. On the other hand, there were unexpected highlights that occurred precisely
because the members of Spezialmaterial
are masters of improvisation, as are their
Colombian hosts. A case in point: the nocturnal street concert at the Dorantes.
Visiting a restricted area
Always on target, David Thayer directs the
driver of the chartered minibus to locations that reveal the extent of the pollution. He criticizes European and American
corporations for taking advantage of both
corruption and inadequate legislation,
boldly going about their business without
the bother of environmental regulations.
First stop on the tour is the Funza River,
which winds its way through the mushrooming metropolis and has been deemed
one of the dirtiest rivers in the world. The

www.spezialmaterial.ch

poisonous wastewater of the leather industry has already wrought ecological disaster, and this is aggravated by the cement
industry whose contaminated sediments
effectively suffocate any life that might
possibly have survived at the bottom of the
river. The acrid stench is enough to make
one gag, and anyone foolhardy enough to
go into the water risks painful alkali burns.
According to both Thayer and Colombian
environmentalists, the Swiss cement manufacturer Holcim shares the responsibility for this catastrophe. The Holcim plant
is to be the second stop on this day.
Once again a chorus of voices cries
“Suiza!” when security men, slightly bewildered at the minibus that has just driven
up to the gates, inquire where they come
from. When the guards hear that the
group has come to take a look at what the
R e po Rtag e
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Christof Moser (b. 1979) is a freelance writer,
political reporter, and media critic for the
newspaper Der Sonntag and a member of the
editorial board of the independent information
platform www.infosperber.ch. He lives and
works in Zürich, Bern, and Berlin.
guadalupe Ruiz was born in Bogotá in 1978
and moved to Switzerland in 1996. She studied
photography at the University of Art and
Design Lausanne (ECAL) and completed her
postgraduate studies at the Zurich University of
the Arts (ZHdK). She is a recipient of the
Kiefer-Hablitzel prize and has been awarded
stipends to study in Zürich, San Francisco, and
genoa. Her work has been exhibited in Zurich,
geneva, Biel and Bogotá. www.lupita.ch
Translated from the german by Catherine
Schelbert
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Pro Helvetia
in Russia

Swiss Dance
and Theatre Days
New works of contemporary Swiss dance
and theatre will be on display in the first
months of 2013. The Journées de Théâtre Contemporain (JTC) will bring together the Swiss theatre scene between
16 and 19 January 2013 in La Chaux-deFonds, Le Locle und Neuchâtel. Following a successful premiere in 2009,
Swiss theatre troupes once again will
have the opportunity of presenting their
newest programmes. The Swiss Dance
Days will be taking place for the ninth
time – this year between 6 and 10 Febru-

ary in Basel. Fifteen dance companies
will take to the stage in different venues,
including the Theater Basel, to show
their newest performances. Both events
provide a springboard onto the inter
international scene and help artists obtain
more bookings at home and abroad.
The events are held primarily for professionals, but are also open to the public.
journeestheatrecontemporain.ch
swissdancedays.ch
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www.prohelvetia.ru
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Performance artist Saga Sigurðardóttir in Bluff
at the Tanztage in 2011.

Un roman russe et drôle – a Russian
and comic novel. With this story of a
Russian oligarch banished to Siberia, the
novelist and journalist Catherine Lovey
travelled to Moscow in November 2012.
Together with other Swiss authors, the
writer from the canton of Vaud will be
participating in the Russian city’s renowned Non/Fiction book fair. Through its
presence at this international literary
event, Pro Helvetia aims to stir up interest for Swiss literature and to encourage translations of current works into
Russian. The Swiss presence in Russia
also marks the start of a new exchange
programme: Swiss Made in Россия.
WIth this new programme, Pro Helvetia
plans to develop relationships with
Russian cultural institutions and build
up a lasting network of contacts. Over
the past number of years, the Russian
cultural scene has increasingly become a
focus for Swiss artists. The Russian scene
is primarily funded by private patrons
and has produced numerous dynamic
new institutions in recent years. Geographically, the project concentrates on the
two main cities of Moscow and St.Petersburg, as well as further urban areas
such as Nizhny Novgorod, Krasnoyarsk
und Perm. A Pro Helvetia liason office in
Moscow is slated to open in 2015.

Recommended
For Translation
They receive much praise from critics
and sometimes even win awards, but
attract little attention outside their own
language community: thus is the fate
of many excellent literary works from
Switzerland. In order to make Swiss literature better-known abroad, Pro Helvetia has launched the magazine-format
publication 12 Swiss Books. The magazine will be published once a year and
will showcase twelve new releases, in all
four official Swiss languages and from
all parts of the country, that Pro Helvetia
recommends for translation.
12 Swiss Books will be published
annually in time for the Frankfurt Book
Fair and will be distributed at other
key literary events throughout the year.
It is also available in an online version
or as an iPad app. Featuring excerpts
in the original languages and in english,
as well as brief portraits of the twelve
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authors selected, the
magazine aims to inspire
publishers, agents and
translators to get involved
in translating and publishing the showcased
books. The first issue,
which has just been published, features one
particular translation
challenge: Berne author
Pedro Lenz’s novel Der
Goalie bin ig (The Goalie
is Me), written in Bernese
German dialect. Interviews and columns and
an information section
on Pro Helvetia’s support
schemes for literature
and translation round out
the magazine, which is
part of Pro Helvetia’s
translation programme
Moving Words.
www.12swissbooks.ch

www.prohelvetia.ch/buch1

Swiss literature with international potential.
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Culture in Times
of Transition
What role can cultural institutions play
in times of political and social upheaval?
And how, in turn, do political shifts
affect culture? These questions are at
the centre of a joint initiative organized
by the Pro Helvetia liaison offices in
Cairo and Warsaw, together with the independent Al-Ahram Centre for Political
and Strategic Studies. The project kicks
off in Cairo in January 2013 with the
event series Culture in times of democratic transition: Rethinking cultural
policies. The series is intended to appeal
to political and cultural activists and
representatives from cultural, scholarly
and religious sectors. For purposes of
contrast, the organizers have also included a focus on recent Polish history.
Although there are vast differences between the two countries from an econo-

mic or socio-political point of view, in
both Poland and egypt it was pressure
from citizen uprisings that helped topple
the ruling regime. Other workshops will
take a more exclusively egyptian perspective, including a focus on the role
played by religion in egyptian cultural
life. A second series of events is scheduled for Fall 2013 in Poland.
www.prohelvetia.org.eg

New Director
On 12 October the Board of Trustees
unanimously chose Andrew Holland, previously head of the Funding and Cultural
Promotion division and deputy director of
Pro Helvetia, as the new director of the
Arts Council. Holland, 46, is english by
birth and grew up in Switzerland. He has
been active in the cultural sector since
1986, including eight years at the Swiss
Federal Office of Culture. As co-director of
the “Projekt Tanz” (Dance Project), he
worked to develop a comprehensive dance
promotion programme in Switzerland.
www.prohelvetia.ch
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The biggest cultural trade show in
Europe
In this, the KTV has succeeded. Today the
democratically organized association is
supported by the Federal Office of Culture,
Pro Helvetia and other cultural institutions. Programmes created by its members
attract 1.7 million spectators annually. Amateurish venues with a few chairs in the cellar and living-room lamps as lighting have
become a rarity. “The smaller-scale arts
scene is exactly as professional as the municipal theatre,” emphasizes Claus Widmer,
who has headed the KTV office since 2000.
The KTV’s most important activity is
the Schweizer Künstlerbörse, the Swiss
performing artists’ trade fair held in Thun.
It is a major event at which more than a
hundred new productions may be seen each
year. The Künstlerbörse is the largest professional trade show for stage arts in all of
europe. It was here that clown artist Gardi
Hutter had her breakthrough thirty years
ago. Stand-up comedian Massimo Rocchi

PA R T N e R

The “Small”
Arts Make a
Big Splash
The German term “Kleinkunst”
– literally “small art” – refers to
genres such as cabaret and
variety, which tend to be staged
in smaller venues. For thirtyseven years, an association of
artists and promoters has been
working to professionalize
the growing community of
“smaller-scale” performing arts
in Switzerland.

and the cabaret duo Ursus & Nadeschkin
could introduce themselves at the fair, at
a time when no one had heard of them. But
the trade fair is not restricted to young
talent only: quality and variety determine
the selection of the participants. emphasis
is placed on showcasing the different linguistic regions of Switzerland, as well as

the most diverse performing art forms,
from juggling to dance and pantomime to
poetry slams.
Contacts with Canada and Germany
Many artists who first appeared in Thun
have grown over the years into the greats
of the Kleinkunst scene. One of them is
the magician and cabaret artist Michel
Gammenthaler, who this year is on tour
with Circus Knie. “With the fair, the KTV offers an environment in which artists can
best present themselves. My first appearance was on a small stage; one year later I
was in the Chapiteau and then later in the
large Schadau auditorium with seven hundred seats.” For Gammenthaler the fair is
the “perfect gateway” to the world of stage
arts. And this world is large: promoters
from all over europe and from overseas
come to Thun to discover new productions.
especially intense is the exchange with the
large fairs in Canada and Germany: the
Bourse Rideau in Quebec City and the Internationale Kulturbörse in Freiburg. Whoever makes a good impression in Thun has
a good chance at obtaining a full touring
schedule. The public broadcaster Swiss
Radio and Television (SRF) also plays an
important role by recording selected productions at the fair. And finally, prizes are
awarded, too: an innovation award for new
impulses, an honorary award for a life’s
work, and the Swiss Kleinkunst prize, given
to an outstanding production capable of
entertaining a broad audience. In this way
the KTV also acknowledges quality.
All this should remain unchanged
when Anne Jäggi takes over as head of the
KTV office in 2013. She intends to maintain
the high quality of the fair and thus to make
sure that the KTV is also recognized beyond
the trade shows as the most important service organization of the Swiss Kleinkunst
scene. The exchanges between the country’s linguistic regions, already supported
by Pro Helvetia, will continue to be encouraged by the KTV. For Kleinkunst, in spite of
its name, is a big deal in all of Switzerland.
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www.ktv.ch
Andreas Tobler (b. 1980) reviews
theatre, literature and non-fiction for
the Tages-Anzeiger newspaper.
Translated from the German by Bruce Lawder

Illustration: Raffinerie

By Andreas Tobler – Houses in the old part
of town surround a small tree-lined square;
the Obergasse in Biel is a place for picturesque contemplation. Here, in the Kulturhaus Alte Krone at Obergasse 1, is the
headquarters of Swiss Kleinkunst: the
offices of the Association of Artists –
Theatres – Promoters in Switzerland (Vereinigung KünstlerInnen – Theater – VeranstalterInnen, or KTV). In these offices
artists, promoters and culture managers
get to know each other. They fight culturalpolicy battles on behalf of 4,500 members
and do their best to answer all urgent questions, from the problems of value added tax,
to copyright issues. Such services could
only be dreamed of in the early 1970s, when
several representatives of the Kleinkunst
scene first sat down together in Berne’s
bohemian Matte neighbourhood. “One
should, one ought to, one could … come
together to found an association,” writes
theatre director Jean Grädel in his book
Grosse Schweizer Kleinkunst (“major
works of minor art in Switzerland”), recalling the conversations of those days. In 1975
the KTV was founded. The goal was clear:
“What we wanted to do,” Grädel says, “was
create a strong front in order to make our
mark on cultural policy in this country.”
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Kid Care,
Culture and
Kitchen
Cabinets
By Stefanie Grob – I write a lot. Do it every
day. On the average four thousand characters, more or less the length of this text.
Times 365 makes one and a half million
characters a year. That would be about
twenty-four plays or eight novels. But they
are nowhere to be found. Neither in the
bookshop nor on the stage, not even in my
desk drawer.
Where are the lost characters of last
month? I begin my inspection at the
computer. The very first hit yields results:
my sent-mail file. Ninety per cent of the emails have to do with my upcoming move.
First, enroll my little girl for the start of
kindergarten near our new co-operative
terraced house. Then, look for a day care
centre for my two-year-old and explain why
exactly the approach of this centre is better
than the identical approaches of the other
five hundred centres. At the same time, receive crystal-clear instructions from the
co-op management on the subject of the
dishwasher (“Ikea forbidden”), and in between type an e-mail to an event programmer: “Could you please spell my name on
your homepage with an F? Stephanie Grob
is a visual artist from Solothurn, certainly
very nice and everything (I know her
brother-in-law), but she is not me.” And on
the side, I electronically wax lyrical to
friends about my new residential happiness: “Forties house, big garden, cheap
rent, and in Zurich – the jackpot!” And
then, in the course of my computer inspection, I do stumble across a new text: no
major work, but a funny tale of a barbecue
turned apocalyptic that surely will make its
way onto a CD at some point.
An interim conclusion: Frequent emails get in the way of the novel or the dramatic masterpiece. However – Hermann
Hesse wrote letters like a man obsessed,

tens of thousands of them, and still almost
a novel a year. Then again, he hardly ever
looked after his children. So the Hesse
model is out of the question, for me. Sylvia
Plath, on the other hand, a) wrote frequent
letters; b) only one novel but countless poems; c) was a mother, full-time. She supposedly accomplished her daily writer’s
work between four and seven o’clock in the
morning, before the children woke up. But
she committed suicide at thirty, which
speaks against a Plathian role model. What
about Hemingway? Another great letter
writer, and nevertheless a respectable life’s
work. He even found time for war.
I’m paralyzed by the simple act of
moving. In other words: After the aforementioned initial labour pains of moving,
the actual schlepping of the packing boxes
went alright, but then! First that favourite
game of “We see something you don’t see”
with the housing management of my old
apartment, which takes the following form
in my mailbox: “Subject: Scratches on the
kitchen cabinets.” “Subject: Re: WHeRe
scratches on the kitchen cabinets?!” “Subject: Re: Re: WHeRe scratches on the
kitchen cabinets?! – Cabinets: H1, H4, H5.”
Until, with the hiring of a lawyer, the
scratches suddenly, wonderfully, are no
longer visible to anyone. Verbatim quote
car t e b laN c H e
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from the housing management: it must
have been “a reflection.” But I hardly catch
my breath before the new tenants discover
a chalk ring around the faucet. And send
photos of it, and cannot move into the otherwise spick-and-span apartment because
it is awful, this little chalk ring. And since
we are already at it, we go three more
rounds of “Re:Re:Re:Re:Re:Re:Re: chalk
stains.” In my mind’s eye I can see just how
my writing energy will flow through that
exact chalk-ringed faucet into the sink and
then via the Werdhölzli waste-water purification plant down into the Limmat river.
Good-bye novel, good-bye new play!
Art does not come alone from ability
(divided into God-given talent and acquired craft), but also and primarily from
availability – before moving, before laughing, before other things.
Stefanie Grob writes plays and short prose
pieces, travels with her spoken word texts from
stage to stage in Switzerland, and can be heard
regularly on radio DRS 1’s satire programme
“Zytlupe.” She was born in Berne in 1975 and
lives with her family in Zurich.
www.stefaniegrob.ch
Translated from the German by Bruce Lawder
Illustration: Karen Ichters

G alle r y
44

GA llERy

huber.huber
Mikrouniversum, 2007
Cuttings from books with ink drawings
21 × 29.5 cm
Working in the collage tradition, the artists
Markus and Reto Huber use glue and scissors
to turn old photographs, postcards, book
pages and magazine clippings into strange
and unusual landscapes. The Microuniversum
series (2004–2011) comprises 800 works,
mostly small-format collages and ink drawings on paper. In their carefully staged arrangements, people, animals and plants
meet in surreal surroundings. Playful at first
glance, but at times also disquieting, these micro-universes raise questions about the ambivalent relationship between civilization and
nature, reality and visual representation, logic
and contradiction.
The twin brothers Markus and Reto
Huber (b. 1975 in Münsterlingen, Switzerland) graduated from the Zurich University
of the Arts (ZHdK) in 2005 and have been
working as a duo since then under the name
huber.huber. They have shown their work in
numerous solo and group exhibitions, both
in Switzerland and abroad.
The work shown here is taken from the
book Universen, published by Edition Patrick
Frey, Zurich, 2011.
www.huberhuber.com

In each Passages issue, Gallery presents a work by
a Swiss artist.

G alle r y
45

Passages, the magazine of the Swiss Arts Council Pro Helvetia, reports on Swiss art and culture
and on cultural exchanges between Switzerland and the rest of the world. Passages appears two
times a year in 60 countries – in German, French and English.
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The Taste of Freedom
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
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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.
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Browsing, Blogging, Tweeting, Tagging
Cultural Journalism in Flux
World Traveller with Sketchpad: Cosey in India | Swiss Game Design in San
Francisco | CoNCa: Fresh Breeze on the Catalan Cultural Scene
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Creativity and Culture Shock
Cultural Exchange around the Globe
By the Suez: Artist in Quest of Evidence | Design: Objects That Testify to Human
Creativity | Experiment: Musicologists Meet Sonic Tinkerers
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I used to be allowed to write. Now I
have to.
Steff la Cheffe
Hail to the Cheffe
Christoph Lenz, p. 12

I think we overvalue institutions, the
huge machines that certain dance companies
have become. Today there are many
successful dancers who did not receive an
institutional education, and this should
continue to be the case.
Training Is Creative
Thomas Hauert interviewed by Anne Davier, p. 24

Don’t kid yourself, Lucky Luke would say, you’re a
greenhorn. Okay, so I’m still green behind the ears,
knee-high to a grasshopper; a budding writer – but who
Growing Into the Word
knows if I won’t just go to seed.
Simone Lappert, p. 9
More authentic dialogue, and more real criticism: that is what young
Networking and a Pinch of Luck
artists wish for.
Barbara Basting, p. 6
www.prohelvetia.ch/passages/en
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