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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 materi-
al to  amplify what the col-
lection 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 muse-
um, and since Miami Basel
started the number of peo-
ple in that group going to
Miami has doubled and tre-
bled. There is a significant
number of younger collec-
tors 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 lin-
gering on stands and talk-
ing to dealers has an effect
on the market? Or is it the
collectors who have that
impact? 
RF: I think it’s a combina-
tion 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 installa-
tions 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 horri-
ble thing spreads, whereby
all the best material is
already sold, so the second
wave of people comes feel-
ing cheated. And then
you’ll see art advisors,
curators, museum directors
going through with an
entourage and they’re talk-
ing 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 dumb-
struck; 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 hap-
pened 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 decapi-
tation 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 avail-
able to them in their local
museums. The only prob-
lem is when they don’t
understand that this is a
place for doing business
and not graduate school. 
Interview by
Jason Edward Kaufman 

BASEL. Recently, in the pages
of The Art Newspaper, Yves-
Alain Bois, Professor of
Modern Art at Harvard and
himself a 20th-century expert,
lamented the fact that most
graduate students today want
to work only on post-1945 art,
particularly the 1950s and
1960s, and mainly in Europe.
He has only one student work-
ing on Matisse, and one on
1930s Russian art. Can it be
that the giants of the 20th cen-
tury are remote art history for
the current generation?

And yet we still call the
works from the first half of the
20th century Modern, as
though it might actually mean
modern in the way the man in
the street still thinks Picasso is
modern. But modern is now,
of course, called “contempo-
rary” (what are we going to
call the growing body of mate-
rial between Modern and
“contemporary”? perhaps
Modern+ and then Modern++
and so on). Art Basel, founded
in 1969, has always been
renowned for its classic
Modern works of art. Go to
the Fondation Beyeler here to
see the wonderful collection
of classic Modern art put
together by one of the found-
ing dealers of the fair, Ernst
Beyeler.  

The current fair does not
disappoint on this front.
Quietly grand stands show
works by the great masters at
prices (not always easily dis-
closed) that, of course, are in
line with the pieces’ rarity and
authors’ fame. Go there for an
educational experience, at
least.

A first stop could be Helly
Nahmad, who has an amazing
selection of Picassos, includ-
ing an early collage, Bouteille
et verre sur un gueridon
(1912), juxtaposed with a Cy
Twombly. A marvellous Le
petit pierrot aux fleurs (1923-
24, apparently not for sale) sits
between two portraits from the
1960s; there is also an exqui-
site tiny Miró, A la lueur de la
lune le soleil couchant nous
caresse(1952, $1.2 million). 

Another wonderful Miró,
Femme devant le soleil,
(1938) is on view at Krugier,
along with Max Ernst’s
Portrait d’une fille avec
boucles d’oreilles mexicaines,
from about 1946, on an
immensely strong stand.

Thomas Gibson and his son
Hugh, exhibiting at Art Basel
for the first time, have brought
a number of interesting pieces
including a Giacometti plaster
that was never cast, Tête
d’homme(about 1950, $1.25

million) as well
as a  small,
early drawing
by Lucian
Freud of a
naval gunner,
about 1950,
$1.25 million
(the current
Freud show in
Venice has inte-
grated his early,
almost botani-
cally precise
work in with
his characteris-
tically impas-
toed works) and
Schiele’s 1910
Female nude
( $ 7 5 0 , 0 0 0 ) .
Great Schieles
and Klimts are
also on show
with newcomer
Richard Nagy. 

Achim Moeller has a radi-
ant Klee, and Robert Landau
is also showing two, Über-
brücktes, (1931, $5.25 mil-
lion) and Kleine Komödie auf
der Wiese(1922, $575,000),
as well as Kandinsky’s

immensely elegant Grau mit
Schwarz, 1940. 

It is impossible to cite
everyone or everything; many
other galleries at the fair offer
great works. Prove the
Harvard professor wrong and
go on a study tour. G.A.

Botero gets a conscience

The Columbian painter Fernando Botero is known world-
wide for his rounded figures and generally pleasant
themes. But politics have rarely entered his work until

recently, when he started a series of paintings based on the
reports of the torture perpetrated by US troops upon Iraqi pris-
oners. Yesterday the first show of works from this series opened
in Rome at the Palazzo Venezia. It will travel to the Würth
Museum near Stuttgart and the National Gallery in Athens,
among other venues. The artist has a concurrent show of older
work at J+P Fine Art in Zurich. Speaking to The Art Newspaper,
Botero explains the sudden change of themes and the ensuing
critical reactions. 
I was shocked and furious when I first read about the torture at
Abu Ghraib. The more I read about it, the angrier I became.
Finally, I was in a plane and I asked the steward to give me some
paper and I started doing sketches.
I studied the news photos to get a sense of where the tortures
happened, but I didn’t actually copy any images. Instead, I visu-
alised the scenes based upon reports in the US press. One should
give credit to the US for having the freedom of expression that
allows journalists to actually describe these crimes. 
For the time being I am completely involved in the Abu Ghraib
project—I have painted nothing else for six months. These works
have only been revealed to the world by chance, I mentioned my
project to a friend who runs a very small magazine in Colombia.
Once he published the images, reporters started calling me from
all over the world. Museums also called and I have accepted
most invitations to exhibit the work because it’s very important
to me that these paintings be seen by many people.
Even some US museums want to show the Abu Ghraib paintings
—and again this is to the great credit of America. And I am very
excited to show them there. Yes, I know it’s possible there will be
some fanatic who might have aggressive reactions. But if you start
worrying about things like that, you will never do anything in life.
So far, I’ve done 20 oils and 40 drawings. I could go on for
another three or six months, but I know the subject matter is lim-
ited. When I’m done, I will not sell these paintings, but instead
donate them to museums, because it’s not proper to make money
from such painful situations.
Some people say, “Why doesn’t Botero also paint the people
throwing bombs in Baghdad?” But that’s different. Torture is a
barbaric tactic, like something out of the Middle Ages. So I was
shocked to see it coming from the US, which presents itself as a
country of compassion and civilisation. I am not naïve; I know
what the US government has done in Latin America, but tor-
ture, especially with such sadism and perversity, is another
matter altogether. Interview by Marc Spiegler

❏ “Fernando Botero: the last 15 years” is now on view at the Palazzo Venezia, via del
Plebiscito 118, Rome ☎ +39 06 328 10 (Tues-Sun 10am-7pm, until 25 September). 

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 appre-
ciatively. 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.

How US museum curators buy at fairsCONTINUED FROM P.1

The Moderns are now history, says Harvard professor
But Art Basel keeps some of its founding themes, despite the noise 

around the contemporary art on view

Master of the Modern and a founder of Art Basel, Ernst Beyeler

Paul Klee, Überbrücktes,
1931. With Robert Landau

Juan Miró, Femme devant le soleil, 1938.
With Jan Krugier
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