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CHUTIAN GOLDEN PAPER,  
5 April 2006

Thirteen-Year-Old Sets Fire to Classmate’s Home

With the help of a forged key,  
13-year-old Xiao Qian frequently stole 

from the home of her classmate 
 Lin Yu (names have been changed). On  

1 April, during one such incursion,  
Xiao Qian was unable to find any money 

and set fire to the Lins’ master  
bedroom in anger. Yesterday the two fami-

lies reached an agreement:  
Xiao Qian’s parents are to pay Lin Yu's  
family RMB 30,000 in compensation.
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The new directors of Pro Helvetia’s 
Cultural Centre in Paris want nothing less 
than to transmit their love of art to the 
public. Co-directors Olivier Kaeser and 
Jean-Paul Fellay met the press in March. 

By Joachim Johannsen, Paris – Ol-
ivier Kaeser and Jean-Paul Felley, the 
two new co-directors of the Centre Cul-
turel Suisse in Paris, sit at facing desks, 
a novel scenario for an interview. The 
visiting journalist familiar with previ-
ous directors Werner Düggelin, Daniel 
Jeannet and Michel Ritter quickly learns 

the correct head movements: from left 
to right and back again, like following a 
tennis match. The directors serve each 
other lines with the elegance of sports-
men, ping-ponging arguments back and 
forth. 

In both theatre and politics, ruling 
pairs often function according to the 
principle of the power behind the 
throne: Louis XIII had Cardinal Richel-
ieu, Richard Nixon had Henry Kissinger, 
and Peter Stein had Dieter Sturm. Fel-

ley and Kaeser play the game completely 
differently, that is to say: equally. When 
they talk about their programmes and 
visions, they deliver a monologue in 
duet. They literally finish each other’s 
sentences. 

A well-balanced programme
Where did they learn this highly ef-

ficient rhetorical technique, which al-
ways manages to anticipate and dispel 
any possible doubts raised by visitors? 
For the last fourteen years Jean-Paul 
Felley (42) und Olivier Kaeser (45) have 
been running the arts space Attitudes in 
Geneva. The two French-speaking Swiss 
first met as students in the University of 
Geneva’s art history department, and 
soon realized that they wanted to be-
come curators. Together. Jointly. 

The influence exerted by Attitudes, 
the arts space they created, reaches far 
beyond Switzerland’s borders. Felley 
and Kaeser have organized around 100 
exhibitions in 18 cities between Geneva 
and Buenos Aires. This enormous work-
load has involved collaboration with 
over 300 artists.   

 

A Beehive of Culture 

new york 

paris

rome 

warsaw

cairo 

cape town 

new delhi

local t ime

Fragments on the horizon:  
“Le phare” (1999). Sculptor Silvie 
Defraoui shows her work this fall at 
the Centre Culturel Suisse in Paris.  
 

Pro Helvetia, the Swiss Arts 
Council, maintains offices 
around the world in order to 
promote cultural exchange 
with Switzerland and to expand 
cultural networks.
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The programming in the Paris Centre 
extends as far as the building’s infra-
structure and the institution’s mandate 
allow. The plan is equal representation 
for music, theatre and film, with per-
haps a slight preponderance for the vis-
ual arts – which is unsurprising, given 
the directors’ backgrounds. The facili-
ties will be renovated, the rooms 
touched up. The library, with its view of 
the Rue des Francs-Bourgeois, will be 
converted into a bookstore-cafe. A wel-
come improvement to the foyer, which 
was always rather bleak in spite of the 
good selection of reading material. 

The new programme already boasts 
one highlight: in 2010 Jean-Christophe 
Ammann, the curator’s curator, will be 
given free rein. The 2009 season kicked 
off in March with Lutz & Guggisberg, a 
Zurich-based duo, to be followed in May 
by a film programme in collaboration 
with the Visions du Réel film festival in 
Nyon. Autumn will feature works by 
sculptor Silvie Defraoui.

Worth mentioning is also an innovat-
ive new approach to funding: Jean-Paul 
Felley and Olivier Kaeser have proposed 
approaching sponsors. Pro Helvetia has 
not only granted them permission to seek 
additional third-party funding to supple-
ment their annual budget of two million, 
it has urged them to do so. Times have 
clearly changed: when Zurich Opera 
House director Alexander Pereira launched 

“Monologue à deux”: Olivier Kaeser 
(left) and Jean-Paul Felley, the new 
co-directors of the Centre Culturel 
Suisse in Paris.  

a similar search in the 
1990s, there was an 
uproar. Back then he 
was considered to have 
betrayed the cause of 
pure art; today he is 
regarded as a pioneer. 

In addition, there 
is a plan to establish 
an Association des 
amis du Centre Cul-
turel Suisse (Associa-
tion of Friends of the 
Centre Culturel Su-
isse), an idea that in-
stitutions like the 
Schauspielhaus Zu-

rich introduced a long time ago. Also in 
the pipeline is a culture magazine to be 
published three times a season, which 
will comment on scheduled events and 
place them in a broader context.  

Une belle folie 
Not only has the post of director 

been split in two (with salary shared two 
ways, so that finances remain in order), 
there are also to be two directorial of-
fices. Olivier Kaeser and Jean-Paul Fel-
ley plan to divide their time between 
Paris and Geneva. They have retained 
the Attitudes office and will certainly 
continue activities under their old Ge-
neva-based label. It seems they have far 
more ideas than a half-time job can ac-
commodate. They want the Centre to 
become a “beehive” (“une ruche”) bust-
ling with creativity. 

At the interview’s conclusion, Jean-
Paul Felley sums up their approach with 
a catchphrase. He even stands up to 
make his declaration – but that might 
just be a coincidence. In any case, he 
says that what he and Olivier Kaeser ex-
perience and what they wish to convey 
to others is “a beautiful madness” (“une 
belle folie”). How else, after all, is one to 
describe the salaried management of art 

and artists, driven by a passion most 
people associate with the pursuit of a 
hobby, and an expensive one at that?

Their method for bringing art and 
public together is that of the passeur, 
the ferryman, or the transmetteur, who 
conveys today’s contemporary art across 
the boundaries that still tend to separ-
ate it from the general public. They have 
been influenced in their passion by 
Jean-Christophe Ammann, the great 
museum director and curator who, de-
spite his own accomplishments, always 
sees his role as standing behind the art-
ist (“derrière l’artiste”) – unlike Harald 
Szeeman, who regarded exhibition-
making itself as an artistic act.

One thing is certain: contrary to 
the sensationalist reports in the French-
Swiss weekly L’Hebdo that greeted their 
appointment, Olivier Kaeser and Jean-
Paul Felley are not about to launch a 
new revolution. Nor does the traditional 
roster of national stereotypes lead any-
one to expect the Swiss to import this 
particular product to France. Kaeser 
and Felley are positively bursting with 
enthusiasm, that is undeniable. But it is 
part of the job, and a professional rather 
than an ethnic quality. Their task is to 
scour the Swiss microcosm for works 
they can show the great world in Paris.

Could this be the beginning of a 
beautiful madness?

Joachim Johannsen is a culture journalist based 
in Paris.

Translated from the German by Bill Gilonis

What they experience 
and wish to convey 
to others is “ a beau-
tiful madness ”.
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local t ime

Lively, bold, trendy – the Swiss Insti-
tute, in the heart of New York, is the 
standard bearer of a Switzerland that is 
innovative and open to the world. 

By Roman Elsener, New York – There's 
nothing wrong with chocolate, cheese and 
Heidi, but Switzerland has other things to 
offer as well. “An amazing number of Swiss 
artists have something to say,” says Gianni 
Jetzer, Director of the Swiss Institute (SI) in 
New York. He attributes this to a kind of 
Swiss sophistication: “We didn’t invent ei-
ther chocolate or watches, but we make the 
best clockworks, and we turned cacao into 
chocolate bars. Art builds on this kind of vis-
ual, articulate sophistication,” explains Jetzer 
with a smile that, in the past two years, has 
graced a wide range of media – he has been 
central to making the SI’s openings into 
musts for everyone who’s anyone in the con-
temporary art world.

Time Out, a popular guide to the city, 
included SI in its list of the city’s 40 most im-
portant art institutions, and star curator 
Matthew Higgs has made the space one of 
his ten hot tips for anyone on the lookout for 
art in New York City. The authorities have 
taken notice, too: while the SI receives up to 
45 percent of its funding from Pro Helvetia, 
it also gets financial support from the cul-
tural authorities of both the city and the 

state of New York. SI President Fabienne 
Abrecht’s medium-term goal is to reach a 
yearly budget of one million dollars with the 
help of grants from other foundations and 
additional, private contributions. After all, 
for this non-profit organization to continue 
as a prized artistic jewel in the city life of 
downtown Manhattan does have its price. 
So the grant from Switzerland is vital to the 
institute, but cultural sponsorship pays off 
for the country, too, as is proven by the long 
list of famous contemporary Swiss artists 
who have managed to make names for 
themselves in the highly competitive New 
York art world, such as Gianni Motti, Ugo 
Rondinone and Olaf Breuning.

Dark Fair – making art mysterious 
again

As a national institute, Jetzer said, the 
Swiss Institute is far ahead of others. For one 
thing, it shows its colours very clearly: not 
only with the flag that flies over Broadway 
in a new design by a different Swiss artist 
every year, but also because a large majority 
of the exhibited works have Swiss origins. 
Still, the SI’s importance for contemporary 
art in New York goes beyond national bound-
aries – and once, the police even came to 
Jetzer’s building. It was not that he had done 
anything wrong; on the contrary, the Dark 
Fair, which he put on as a contrast to the Ar-

mory Show (the largest New York 
art fair), was so popular, with the ex-
hibition space lit only by the light of 
candles, projectors and flashlights, 
that a long line formed downstairs 
on Broadway – so long that even 

some police officers wanted to know what 
was going on up there.

“Such shows are an attempt to restore 
some of its mystery to art. If we can work 
with other original organizations, we can 
make a lot of things happen,” says Jetzer. 
“Everyone who was at the Dark Fair talked 
about it with other people, and word of 
mouth is still the best form of advertising!”

The SI follows the times, even when 
they are bad: during the financial crisis, it 
has been offering a monthly “Lunch Date” – 
five dollars will buy you soup and a tour of 
the exhibition. After Christmas, as a supple-
ment to John Miller’s exhibition Regift, 
Jetzer and his colleagues organized a gift ex-
change. “New York has a surplus of every-
thing,” says Jetzer. It is imperative to find 
and occupy niches; for his part, Jetzer enjoys 
discovering and supporting artists who have 
not yet received the attention they deserve.

As a contrast to the contemporary cult 
of youth, Jetzer tries to bring different gen-
erations together, and his exhibition of 
photographs by Zurich photographer Wal-
ter Pfeiffer was enthusiastically received by 
young New Yorkers. For the coming spring, 
he has now even managed to convince the 
Swiss artist Manon, who has shown work 
since the sixties but avoids airplanes, to 
come to the United States for her first exhib-
ition here. “She took an extremely daring 
step by presenting herself quite serenely 
both as a muse and as an art object,” says 
Jetzer. He has not the slightest doubt that 
the intriguing artist will be a hit with Amer-
ican viewers. “In New York,” he says, his eyes 
flashing roguishly with the desire to con-
tinue reinventing the Swiss Institute, “if 
you’re not open-minded, you don’t last 
long!”

www.swissinstitute.net 
 
Roman Elsener is a journalist in New York for 
the SDA news agency and the Neue Zürcher 
Zeitung.

Translated from the German by Andrew Shields

“ In New York, if you’re  
not open-minded, you don’t  
last long ”

“Science Classicism Lycanthropy”  
(2007), oil on canvas by Greg Parma 
Smith from the REGIFT exhibition. 
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Art and science are increasingly involved 
in a serious, productive dialogue. The 
science network swissnex sponsors 
projects with Swiss artists.

By Felizitas Ammann – “Beautiful, 
politically stable, clean – Switzerland en-
joys an excellent reputation in China,” says 
Flavia Schlegel. “When it comes to research 
and innovation, however, hardly anybody 
thinks of Switzerland.” To change this, she 
moved to China in October 2008 to become 
the head of swissnex Shanghai. Switzer-
land’s State Secretariat for Education and 
Research (SER) has swissnex offices in 
Boston, San Francisco and Singapore as 
well, with one in Bangalore due to be estab-
lished this year.

As different as the locations of the 
“Swiss Science Network” are, what they 
have in common is their self-appointed 
function as mediators: between Switzer-
land and other countries, between research 
and business, among the various disci-
plines. In practical terms this entails such 
activities as providing Chinese doctoral 
students with information about research 
opportunities in Switzerland, finding Chi-
nese investors for Swiss researchers, and 
helping universities in both countries es-
tablish joint projects. In each case, the 
point is to draw attention to Switzerland’s 
excellence in science, education, and inno-
vation.

Swissnex’s efforts are focused on sci-
ence and technology, but culture also plays 
a role in its projects. In Shanghai, science 
and culture are right next door to each 
other, as it were: swissnex and Pro Helve-
tia, which currently has an office there be-
cause of its programme in China, are both 
housed in the Swiss consulate. But rather 
than competing, they complement each 
other: “For example, we use the presence 
of Swiss artists to encourage student ex-
changes and other types of exchange be-
tween art schools in both countries,” says 
Schlegel.

Swissnex Shanghai's own cultural 
projects always have a specific starting 
point, be it Expo Shanghai in 2010 or such 
topics as air quality and energy, which at-
tract interest in China. Artists in Labs, one 

such project, was initiated by the Zurich 
University of the Arts: it provides fine art-
ists with access to laboratories in the natu-
ral sciences, thus encouraging dialogue. In 
this exchange of know-how, research and 
its implications are reflected in art, while 
artists are given insight into new technolo-
gies. For Schlegel, such cultural projects 
are a means to an end: “The goal is never 
just cultural sponsorship. We want to in-
crease our visibility, generate interest in re-
search, and most of all encourage mutual 
understanding.”

Visibility is of the utmost importance, 
as Christian Simm knows from many years 
of experience. So he is glad swissnex San 

Francisco is housed in a historic building 
right in the city centre. Many hands make 
light work: eight of the eighteen work 
spaces in the open-plan office have been 
sublet to start-ups from Switzerland, to 
Swiss universities, or to the investment-
promotion agency Greater Zurich Area AG, 
which not only cuts down on expenses but 
also reflects the spirit of the institute. 
“Connecting people,” says Simm, is the es-
sence of his work, and in the last five years 
swissnex San Francisco has established a 
far-reaching network. Like all such offices 
abroad, it is financed by the Swiss govern-
ment, from which it receives a third of its 
budget. The rest comes from cooperative 
projects, sponsoring and mandates. Joint 

work has also been going on with Pro Hel-
vetia: since 2008, an agreement has guar-
anteed a regular series of projects with 
Swiss artists. 

As a centre for new technology that 
serves as a gateway to Silicon Valley, San 
Francisco is a good base for swissnex. Peo-
ple here are very willing to experiment, 
says Simm. Beyond that, the West Coast is 
the capital of American product design. So 
it’s no surprise that the San Francisco ex-
hibition on the Swiss Design Prize at-
tracted a great deal of attention: Swiss de-
sign is well known here, after all.

Such a situation also makes more un-
usual events possible. Simm, who was ed-
ucated as a physicist, thinks it is important 
for the natural sciences to be exposed to 
outside comment on a regular basis, and 
thus five to ten of the eighty or so public 
events his office stages every year have an 
artistic component. For example, with Bio-
Tech vs. Bio Art in 2004, swissnex took ad-
vantage of the world's largest congress on 
biotechnology to give local art students 
carte blanche for an exhibition on the sub-
ject – including a tour with two guides, a 
professor of art and a Swiss biotech entre-
preneur.

 
www.swissnex.org 
 
Felizitas Ammann is a communications 
specialist at Reso – Dance Network Switzerland 
and works as a freelance cultural journalist  
(for the Tages-Anzeiger, DRS2 and nachtkritik, 
among others). 
 
Translated from the German by Andrew Shields

“ We want to in-
crease our visibility, 

generate interest  
in research... ” 
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Culture and Politics in Conversation
Switzerland’s official cultural policy 

is at a crossroads. Which direction 
should it take? What is the best way to 
promote Swiss culture – and is there 
even such a thing? 

The next issue of Passages takes on 
the nexus of culture and politics. We report 
on Pro Helvetia’s new programme, 
Strange Bedfellows: Culture and Politics 
in Conversation, reflect on past crises  
and conflicts on the Swiss cultural scene, 
visit some of Switzerland’s starving artists 
and successful artistic entrepreneurs,  
and ask young politicians and artists for 
their visions of a national cultural policy.

The next issue of Passages will 
appear in late August 2009. 
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The Lead-Free 
Computer

By Pierre Keller – “It is far better to 
know something about everything than 
all about one thing,” wrote Blaise Pascal 
in his Pensées (“Thoughts”). As the direc-
tor of a school of art and design for the last 
thirteen years, I am delighted that the 
days when students confined themselves 
to a single field are long gone. Back when 
I was a student at the University of Art and 
Design Lausanne (ECAL), the painters 
painted, the sculptors sculpted, and the 
compositors arranged characters. Today’s 
young people happily embrace every area 
of visual creation, with a thirst for know-
ledge and practical experience that ranges 
across photography, the visual and graphic 
arts, and industrial design. 

Nowadays, their appetites already 
whetted, students are clued up about 
more or less everything that is going on, 
and no longer stick rigidly to their pre-
ferred subject. For teachers this is a very 
good thing. I often like to say that admis-
sion to ECAL is a function of three factors: 
“Curiosity, curiosity and curiosity; we’ll 
take care of everything else.” This funda-
mental difference from my student days is 
no doubt due to the emergence of new 
technologies, chief among them comput-
ers. Even before they enter a school of art 
and design, students have written blogs, 
produced flyers for birthdays or parties 
with hacked copies of Photoshop and Il-
lustrator, created photographs thanks to 
the wonders of digital imaging, and sought 
out the biographies of their favourite art-
ists by typing them into Google or con-
sulting Wikipedia – all with a few clicks of 
a mouse. 

Although the advent of such techno-
logies has undoubtedly had an impact on 
teaching, for those like me who (despite 
taking courses each summer) are still 
streets behind the budding Bill-Gates 
clones I see around the university, they re-
main in some ways a closed book. But the 
fact that the average age of the teaching 
staff at ECAL is thirty-three means that 

both they and their charges can freely ex-
press themselves in a language peppered 
with expressions such as Flash Player, 
command+c, vectorization, WiFi and 
JPEG. Of course, I still miss the days when 
typesetting characters were made of lead 
and kept in type drawers. Today, the talk 
is all of computer fonts. Each to his own 
era, as one might say! Nevertheless, while 
I insist that my students keep abreast of 
the latest technology, I believe it is vital 
for them to maintain a link to more tradi-
tional materials and use the “old-fash-
ioned” techniques as well. With that in 
mind, I’m in the process of establishing 
(or rather, re-establishing), a lithographic 
studio within the walls of ECAL. Shades of 
Back to the Future!   

Now before you get the wrong im-
pression, I’m not suggesting we should re-
turn to an age no one under twenty can 
remember. Indeed, I never cease to be 
amazed by disciplines such as interaction 
design, which combines the ideas I men-
tioned above, namely computer techno-
logy and the interdisciplinary approach. 
This field is growing rapidly, and fits per-
fectly into our iPhone era as it involves 
complex communication projects (tele-

phone software, web applications and in-
terfaces, as well as interactive installations 
and projections), drawing on the know-
how, techniques and strategies of digital 
publishing. The future (and especially that 
of certain artists and designers) perhaps 
lies in the new epoch rushing towards us 
at the speed of light (or rather, of the kilo-
bit)…

Pierre Keller is director of the University of Art 
and Design Lausanne (ECAL) and a professor at 
the Ecole Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne 
(EPFL).
 
Translated from the French by Geoffrey 
Spearing
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Gallery
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“você tinha tempo” (2006), India ink  
and dispersion, by Jan Eichenberger

The illustration comes from a sketchbook kept by the 
artist during a visit to Brazil, where he travelled  
and worked. Jan Eichenberger is a freelance graphic 
artist, painter and graphic designer and a member  
of the Maphia artists’ collective, among other affilia- 
tions. Since 2007 he has shown his work in Baden, 
Basel and Zurich. He did preliminary studies in  
design at the Zurich University of the Arts (ZHdK) 
before training as a graphic artist. Eichenberger  
lives and works in Baden. 



The great Chinese civilization with its 
centuries of tradition is less shy about 
embracing other cultures.

There is no time to lose. It’s time to play.

Under the constant pressure of the state censors 
and their demand for political correctness, Chinese 
rock became a sounding board for existential and 
intellectual crises. 

The documentaries touch on everything from 
the struggles of migrant workers in the city to 
the plight of the unemployed. 

“All people knew about Chinese music 
was that it was difficult to understand”
Wei Zhang, p. 31

Playtime Is Back
Carol Yinghua Lu, p. 20

Pop Music: The Pulse of a Nation
Sun Mengjin, p. 26

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

www.prohelvetia.ch/passages/en

China’s CCD Workstation: A New Environment for 
Independent Cultural Production and Dialogue  
Wu Wenguang, p. 16


