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Switzerland hosts biggest ever show
of Chinese contemporary art S

Former ambassador’s collection goes on display in Bern

BASEL. Thousands of collec-
tors and dealers, including g
group from Tate Modern, are
travelling to Bern and Zurich
for a crash course in Chinesé
contemporary art, courtes
of Swiss collector Uli Sigg.
Spread over the two sites
“Mahjong” (a popular table
game among Chinese) is &
survey of Chinese contempo
rary art from 1979 to 2005.
Mr  Sigg, with the
Kunstmuseum Bern’s cura-
tor, Bernhard Fibicher, and
Chinese artist/curator Ai
Weiwei, has divided the more
than 300 works into a doze
different themes, such ag
“Mao and the cultural revolu-
tion”, “Consumerism” and
“The Body as a medium.”
Mr Sigg’s relationship
with China goes as far back
as 1978, first as a busines
man and then as ' ir
Switzerland’s ambassado
from 1995 to 1998. He built |
his collection over more
than a decade, travelling all
over the country to visit
almost 1,000 artists’ studios
at a time when there were
no galleries.
After he realised that no
Chinese institution was
making an effort to collect
and preserve these artists, h
expanded his scope to
include a comprehensive
cross-section of China’s con-|
temporary art since 1979,
eventually amassing over
1,200 pieces by 180 artists|
Due to his perseverance bot
in pursuing contemporary
work and promoting it in the
West, he has become a god
father to the current scene, i
situation vividly reflected in :
one small room at the Uli Sigg in front of Fang Lijun’s Untitled, 1995
Kunstmuseum Bern, which
features works depicting theHerzog and de Meuron. Venice), rose to internation- says Dr Fibicher, “He did .
collector himself. Mr Sigg played a major al prominence afterwards,everything from selecting -
After leaving his diplo- behind-the-scenes role in athe art world’s attention the pieces to working on thi e
matic post, Uli Sigg previous phase of enthusi-soon turned elsewhere. catalogue to being preser 1
returned home and bought easm for China’s contempo- This time around, predicts during the installation.” Y
small medieval castle on arary artists, the 1999 VeniceMr Sigg, the spotlight will  Hanging the show took |
tiny island in Lake Biennale curated by the latenot move away from almost a month since i
Mauensee near Lucerne andHarald Szeemann, whoChinese art because a groweccupies the entire museun t
installed his Chinese collec-toured China’s various arting number of gallery spacesbut even that was no |
is opening in Beijing now enough. When the d
and the auction houses aréHolderbank approached M
continually approaching him Sigg to see if he would like |
in the hope of getting con-to set up a second exhibitio t
signments.  “After the space in its private h
Biennale, Szeemann wasKunsthalle west of Zurich, 1S

criticised for having pushedthe collector snapped u mn
the Chinese too much andanother 10,000 square feet" t
people seemed to think,display 30 more works. r
‘This will go away; | dont “This show will allow peo- s
need to grapple with it,’ but ple unfamiliar with Chinese

now it's clear that Chinese contemporary art to see fa 1
contemporary art is here tothemselves that there is d
stay, so people have either tavhole cosmos of artists

learn about it or make a con-there, working across al 2

scious decision to ignore it.” media and styles with -
Given the current China impressive energy,” says M
hype, Uli Sigg could proba- Sigg. “Often people will see
bly have placed this show ina contemporary work from
almost any contemporary artChina and like it, but not be
Zhang Xiaogang,Bloodline series]1997 museum worldwide, so why sure how to situate it; this
did he choose thewill allow them to educate
tion there. He still travels scenes with the SwissKunstmuseum Bern? Hethemselves. We are eve
frequently between ambassador as his guideknew his involvement would expecting the visit of the
Switzerland and China dueYet while a few Chinese extend far beyond signingsmall, core group of Chines
to his involvement in proj- artists such as Cai Guo-loan agreements, so proxim-collectors, to whom this
ects such as the OlympicQiang, (curator of the ity to the Mauensee helped:older material is even les
Stadium in Beijing designed Chinese Pavilion that was“l've never seen a collector familiar than it is to the
by Basel architecture starsinaugurated last week inbe so involved with a show,” West.” Marc Spiegler
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The long view
Ulla Dreyfuss knows Art Basel since
it began in 1969
BASEL. It all started with a
group of friends: Ernst
Beyeler, Trudl Bruckner
and the late Balz Hilt. It was
1969 and Basel enjoyed a
level of collecting and dealing
out of all proportion to
its size, due to the number
of its museums. In the background
was the Hoffmann
Stiftung, an offspring of the
local pharmaceutical giant
Roche that was (and is) a
huge patron of art. And
Basel was a town that specialised
in trade fairs.
The established art fair of
Cologne was fading a little,
so these Balois decided to
start their own and it was a
success from the first year,
remembers Ulla Dreyfuss, a
very pretty, plain-speaking
member of the private
banking family. She and
her late husband have been
part of the art world here
for decades, with a fascinating
collection that combines
“surrealism” of various
centuries, Arcimboldo
with Fuseli with Dalí.
Rather as in Miami Beach,
all the art scene of Basel
got involved and invited
artists and collectors to
buffets in their homes.
Of course, says, Mrs
Dreyfuss, the public was
much less numerous, the
dealers all European apart
from Leo Castelli, Ileana
Sonnabend and Sidney
Janis, so the truly artistic
component was more in evidence
and people were more
likely already to know each
other, rather as in 18th-century
Europe the higher aristocracy
everywhere felt connected,
even if they might
not actually have met.
Francis Bacon (“very agreeable”),
Hundertwasser, and
Tinguely were among those
who came to her house.
The material on sale at
the fair was all classic
Modern at the beginning.
Contemporary art began to
appear in the later 70s, but
the huge influx of the contemporary
she dates to after
the first auctions of cuttingedge
art in 1997.
She agrees with Ernst
Beyeler that today the fair is
too much about money,
although she is a great fan of
Sam Keller, the fair organiser,
who, she says, has
brought great life to the
event. “It was very bad when
the idea of investing systematically
in art was born with
the Artemis art fund; they
started that whole trend.
Now too many young artists
think they are important
because they sell at relatively
high prices, but really they
just have their personal
problems to express and
don’t do it in a very interesting
way. That’s why I
thought a lot of the
Statements section of the fair
was not good. It is partly the
fault of the critics, who are
too bland and uncritical”.
Nor is she convinced by
photography as art, she says
(“You might as well look at
National Geographic”), but
immediately rattles off a
number of artists at the current
fair whose photos she
does admire: John
Baldessari, Mapplethorpe,
Tacita Dean, Sugimoto, Bill
Beckley and Vera Lutter.
You get the feeling that
Ulla Dreyfuss’s fascination
with the artistic process and
with the image will always
prevail. The artist should
remain at the centre of Art
Basel, she believes, and with
modest pride says that it was
she who proposed to Sam
Keller that there be an Artist
of Honour every year. So far
these have been Jeff Koons,
Gilbert & George, and this
year it would have been
James Rosenquist if he had
not fallen ill: “People want
to see—to touch a real life
artist”, she explains, describing
herself in the process. �
Number of accredited journalists to Art Basel 2005: 1,600
Ratio of journalists to galleries: 6:1
Number of catalogues printed: 13,000
Visitors to Art Basel in 2004: 52,000
Ulla Dreyfuss




