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this who accompany you to
the fair?
RF: We do, but they don’t
accompany us to the fair. We
work from a long-term
acquisitions list, so they are
well aware of what we’re
looking for. Usually we turn
to them for historical material
to amplify what the collection
already has, or to
continue to collect in depth
around a particular school or
artist. It isn’t a system that
really lends itself to impulse
shopping at a fair.
TAN: Do you have any
kind of pre-Basel briefing
with your collectors on
what to keep an eye out
for?
RF: With Basel, no,
because some trustees go,
but the majority do not. Art
Basel/ Miami Beach is a
different situation entirely.
There is a collectors’ group
associated with the museum,
and since Miami Basel
started the number of people
in that group going to
Miami has doubled and trebled.
There is a significant
number of younger collectors
from Minnesota down
in Miami, and they are
becoming increasingly
interested in refining their
own collecting. They’re not
going to change the fortune
of any one dealer, but for
us it’s very heartening.
We’ll have a sit-down with
these collectors who are
affiliated with the museum
and go over what we know
will be at the fair, advise
them how to navigate it,
how to negotiate, etc.
TAN: Do you think the
presence of curators lingering
on stands and talking
to dealers has an effect
on the market? Or is it the
collectors who have that
impact?
RF: I think it’s a combination
of both. Increasingly,
whether it’s the Venice
Biennale or the Art Basel,
there is a large number of
people going through well in
advance of the vernissage.
Those people are racing
through unfinished installations
in Venice or stands still
being put together. It’s a big
problem, because they are
setting opinions early on. It
used to be the press who
were the first in, but now the
press is way down the list in
terms of priority.
TAN: So it’s a matter of
access: the people who go
through and put red dots
on the walls are the ones
who are saying what’s hot
and what’s not?
RF: Yes, because this horrible
thing spreads, whereby
all the best material is
already sold, so the second
wave of people comes feeling
cheated. And then
you’ll see art advisors,
curators, museum directors
going through with an
entourage and they’re talking
louder than anybody
else—in many case there’s
this desire to be seen doing
business. That creates
another wave of gossip:
“Did you see who was
doing selling to so and so
over there?”
TAN: When did you first
start going to the Basel
fair?
RF: I started going in the
mid-80s and I was dumbstruck;
there was so much art
and it wasn’t in an edited
context. So often you go
from Venice to Basel and in
Venice everything you see is
the product of the thinking
of curators. It’s kind of like
climbing Mt Everest with a
team of fabulous sherpas
who help you up there. Then
you arrive in a place where
nothing has been ordered to
make a point, other than one
about inventory. Obviously
dealers try to make their
works look as seductive as
possible, but somehow it’s
easier to look at work that’s
in an intellectual context.
TAN: Tell me something
wonderful that has happened
to you at the fair.
RF: When I was working
on the Arte Povera show, I
walking onto a stand and
saw a sculpture by Pino
Pascali called The decapitation
of sculpture, which
my team and I had been
trying to find for ages. It
was like striking a vein of
pure gold.
But there are other good
things about the fair.
People who are new to the
game can come in and see a
huge amount of material
that would never be available
to them in their local
museums. The only problem
is when they don’t
understand that this is a
place for doing business
and not graduate school.
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Harald Szeemann remembered at Art Basel
BASEL. At the memorial celebration on Wednesday in the
Luzern Room for the life of curator Harald Szeemann, his
friend of many years, Guido Magnaguagno, made the address.
The principal contribution of Szeemann—of making the role of
the curator an art form in itself—is well known, said Mr
Magnaguagno, and he went on to remember a trip together that
gave a more intimate sense of the man. In 1982, he and Mr
Magnaguagno were in Berlin, where they passed a “nuit
blanche” and then flew to Brussels. As they arrived, one of the
airport warehouses was burning merrily: “That’s what it’s like
in Belgium—always slightly unusual”, said Szeemann appreciatively.
Later, he insisted they drive to Waterloo (site of the
defeat of Napoleon by the British) for dinner. On the way back,
the taxi turned turtle and finished upside down in a cemetery,
reinforcing his earlier comment.




