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128 129The job of the curator is at the peak of desirabil-
ity. New university courses promise an academ-
ic entry into the field, and never have as many 
students applied for these courses. Over the past 
two decades “über-curators” such as hans ulrich 
Obrist or Klaus Biesenbach have been arguably 
the art world’s most influential tastemakers. 

The curator is seen as a person with real influ-
ence, able to determine artistic discourse and 
public opinion, usurping the art critic.

But what are the chief concerns guiding the 
young contemporary curator? What do they per-
ceive as their role in the art world? To answer 
this question Sleek sat down with some of the 
art scene’s emerging talents to discuss their role 
as a cultural leader in both independent and in-
stitutional spaces.

Ben Vickers ( 28)  is both a curator 
for the Serpentine Galleries and an 
initiator of independent projects. 
his distinct political views on the 
art world encourage the role of the 
curator as a caretaker for artists and 
a risk-taker that makes use of his 
position as a cultural influencer in 
a global debate. 

do you  see you rsel f  as a cu rator?
Well, it is my job title at the Ser-
pentine Galleries. Despite this, it’s 
not something that I can easily 
identify with, given the field. In 
the last decade it seems to have 
become a fairly empty, generalised, 
term that applies to anything from 

choosing your holiday destination 
to organising your Pinterest. I don’t 
think there’s much hope for wres-
tling back its intended meaning. It 
is, though, an interesting chame-
leon-like identity to embody. 
how wou l d  you  d escrib e the d if -
f erence b etween work ing  in an 
institu tional  contex t and  f or m ore 
ind ep end ent p roj ects?
The audience is different, and 
therefore the strategy differs. 

I’ve been in Italy for the past six 
months facilitating the “unMonas-
tery” prototype, working with an 
international network of peers. It 
has a very specific audience, inter-
ested in utopian ideas. But when 
working in the context of a gallery, 
especially when there’s a general 
public involved, you are responsi-
ble for translating ideas to be com-
fortably received. I think in this 
respect my role at the Serpentine 
allows me to create a gateway into 
an alternative state of conscious-
ness that wouldn’t otherwise be 
accessible to a general audience.
so you  have institu tions on the one 
hand  and  au tonom ou s network s 
on the other. how d o you  f eel  
ab ou t those two m od el s?

The institutions 
aren’t running 
things anymore, 
but they have a 
role to play, and 
by that I don’t 
just mean the 
art institutions. 
There are differ-
ent ways in de-
fining strength 
right now. Within  
an international, 
autonomous net-
work you have 
access to other 
resources that 
institutions don’t. 
This is because 
effective net-
works are built 
on participation 
and collaboration, 
without specta-
tors. Whereas 
institutions strug-
gle to mobilise a 
critical mass in 
the same way – 

as they attempt to direct the flow of 
the network, instead of participating. 
It’s an interesting time to be involved 
with both simultaneously.
what is m issing  in the art worl d ?
I guess a common understanding of 
what' s at stake in the present mo-
ment and a greater sense of scale. 
The art world is very inward-look-
ing, particularly when it tries to 
discuss or enact politics. Art is too 
concerned with value politics and 

has in many ways pretty much lost 
all its power.
where d o you  see that orig inal  
asp iration in art?
Symbolically but also socially, art 
has always had the potential to chal-
lenge structures, like governments 
and social norms.
what d o you  ex p ect f rom  a cu ra-
tor?
Culture is an exceptionally useful 
and slippery category to shield 
people in giving them a reputation. 
As a curator I believe you have a 
responsibility to those who are try-
ing to push an agenda and who 
would otherwise be silenced.  So I 
think a curator should be consider-
ing those people that are putting 
their necks on a line and think about 
how they could help them.

NADIM JULIEN SAMMAN 
AND ANJA HENCKEL

Nadim Samman ( 31) , known for his 
curatorial  work for  the 4th 
Marrakech Biennale, and Anja 
henckel ( 31)  met in London, where 
they were both working as indepen-
dent curators. In 2012 the pair 
moved to Berlin to start the non-
profit organisation Import Projects 
which has become a successful art 
platform and the representation of 
their sheer desire for art, life and 
happiness. 

what is the d if f erence b etween 
work ing  as an ind ep end ent cu ra-
tor in lond on and  B erl in?
NS: Berlin feels like the last free 
city in the Western world, where 
people come to create rather than 
to fit into boxes that were created 
for them. The economic and social 
conditions are a lot more viable 
here, for both curators and artists. 
you  are ru nning  a non- p rof it 
sp ace. what is the b ig g est d if f er-
ence b etween d oing  this and  work -
ing  f or an institu tion?
NS: We are interested in what artists 
are thinking, how they are working, 
the issues and approaches that mo-
tivate them. Yes, we would like big-
ger exhibition budgets, and perhaps 
a little more structure. But we are 
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SIX ASPIRING CURATORS ON MAKING 
IT IN THE ART WORLD 

 
INTERVIEW — Anneli Botz
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deliberate decision. After more than 
a decade sitting in front of a com-
puter in a museum, creating exhibi-
tions and buying artwork for col-
lections, I began to feel completely 
disconnected from the realm of 
production of the artist. 
do you  f eel  l ik e you  re- estab l ished  
that connection?  
Absolutely. I am with the artists 
from the production until the ex-
hibition and beyond. Although the 
financial landscape here is really 
difficult, I feel like I am learning 
a lot. Fundamentally it is the will-
power and passion of the artists 
that would make me feel stupid 
about walking away. When I left 
my last job in Beijing in 2009, my 
boss asked me, “What on earth are 
you doing? You are committing 
career suicide.” But on the contrary 
this decision really shaped my ca-
reer. Since I moved to Vietnam I’ve 
had so many invitations to par-
ticipate in international platforms. 
I think it is this reversed exoticism 
coming into play; when people 
want to know something from a 
region that they know nothing 
about.
does the concep t of  a cu rator in 
V ietnam  d if f er to the concep t in,  
say,  eu rop e?  
In Vietnam there is no clear under-
standing of what a curator is and 
we do not have an infrastructure for 
art, so the landscape for my kind of 
work is not easy. Also we suffer 
quite a lot of political restrictions. 
The West likes to see this as a way 
of censorship and it is a popular way 
of writing about it. however, per-
sonally I see the restrictions more 
about a government struggling with 
the role of culture in their society 
in general.
look ing  at the art worl d  f rom  a 
eu rop ean contex t,  d o you  f eel  l ik e 
there is stag nation when it com es 
to an international  d iscou rse?
I would agree with you that within 
Europe there seems to be a lack of 
a discourse. My last visit to Berlin 
was actually very surprising. I was 
really shocked at the understanding 
of category, of what constitutes 
contemporary – I felt like I was 
walking into the Nineties in many 
cases.
why d o you  think  that is?

The market does not have the time 
or the patience to try and under-
stand. When I was in Berlin, far too 
many people said to me: “Zoe, no 
one will understand what you are 
trying to present.” It was really 
alarming that the leaders of the cul-
tural community were not willing 
to put the effort or the willpower 
into educating their communities, 
into blurring the lines between eth-
nography and art for example. 

ch  ara Blomfield (26) jokingly 
calls herself a post-curator’, there-
by declaring a new era of curating. 
S h e  l i v e d  i n 
London for over 
six years and 
moved to Berlin 
in 2013 to open 
“ T h e  S h o w -
room”, which 
serves as an ex-
tension of her 
ongoing curato-
rial project “The 
C o m p o s i n g 
Rooms”. 

you  d on’ t d o -
c u m ent  yo u r 
shows,  why is 
that?
The works have 
usually been doc-
umented already; 
I don’t feel like I 
need to make 
new images. The 
other reason is: if 
I don’t document 
the space, then 
maybe people 
will come to see 
it in person. Also, 
the works in the 
space change all 
t he  t ime  and 
there is no show schedule, so there 
would be no single way of docu-
menting it.
don’ t you  want a record  of  you r 
cu ratorial  work ?
I enjoy what I am doing at the time, 
and I have a slightly weird relationship 

with producing new material be-
cause there is enough already. Why 
read a review of an exhibition when 
you can read a really good essay 
from the Sixties? I feel like a lot of 
art production happens because of 
a market drive and because artists 
feel like they have to make some-
thing new. 
Your space is a non-profit space. 
How do you finance it? 
Well you could see it as a very ex-
pensive hobby. Luckily I have 
other work in the industry. I am 
also not against selling art, and 
sometimes I succeed in that. 
essentially the space is very selfish, 
I want to learn about the work I 
show, learn through the work, the 
artists and the engagements that 
happen. 

what k ind  of  art attracts you  p er-
sonal l y?
At the moment, I am drawn to work 
that has something tactile about it. 
I am a big fan of the pieces by Keith 
Allyn Spencer. He finds all the ma-
terials; used clothes, wooden panels, 
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not interested in compromising cre-
ative freedom or spontaneity. 
Ah: If the reason for the exhibition 
is not totally in the artist’s control 
then compromises occur. We don’t 
have any responsibilities to external 
parties except the artist.
In the eyes of  the artists,  what 
m ak es you  good  cu rators?
Ah: It is the exchange and the 
friendship, the effort and energy one 
shows – from conception to execu-
tion.
NS: We offer artists an opportunity 
to exhibit in an open context. We 
might not be able to offer them the 
financial resources of a larger insti-
tution, but we pay attention to tech-
nical and intellectual detail.
Surely artists also benefit from 
you r network ing sk il l s?
NS: Artists care about curators who 
make exhibitions and events that 
interest them, and which draw to-
gether networks that they might like 
to tap into. A large part of what we 
do is building a community. 
AH: Our collaborators often find 
each other through Import Projects, 
an organic support network gener-
ated by the space. 
In recent years u niversities have 
p ick ed  u p  on p eop l e’ s d esire to 
work  in the art worl d . what m ak es 

the j ob  of  a cu rator som ething  to 
asp ire to?
NS: People see cu-
rating as a creative 
and intellectual 
path. But a curating 
degree isn’t the 
only route. It is 
probably better to 
study art history, 
philosophy, or even 
architecture. You 
can always learn 
technical’ skills 

elsewhere.  Being 
involved with art is 
one of the greatest 
adventures you can 
have, if it is pur-
sued with the right 
spirit. Done the 
right way, it is like 
getting away with 
murder. Art is about 
inventing the world 
you want to live in. 
There is a notion of 
conspiracy to it that 
I also find very ap-
pealing. Let' s be 
real:  I am involved 
with art because I 
don' t really like 
work. I like art.

After working as cura-
tor for renowned insti-
tutions worldwide, in a 
decision which some 
would consider career 
ending, Australian /
Chinese Zoe Butt ( 37)  
moved to ho Chi Minh 
City, Vietnam. here she 
became the pioneering 
director and curator of 
San Art, the country’s 
largest art centre.

how wou l d  you  d e-
scrib e you r career over 
the l ast f ew years?
My background of cu-
ratorial work is quite 
broad; from interna-
tional institutions to 
private and public in-
dependent spaces. 
Moving to a Commu-
nist context was a 

Ch  zara blomfield

Nadim Julien Samman and Anja Henckel. Photo: Raimar von Wienskowski
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leftover paint tubes. Some compo-
sitions are made of several pieces 
and can be rearranged by the in-
staller, they are playful and engag-
ing, and you can get a sense of the 
energy that has gone into them.

wou l d  you  say that m any artists 
l ose their f ocu s on the reasons 
b ehind  their art- m ak ing ?  
An artist/professor I know said that 
in his class his students are already 
thinking of themselves as brands. I 
think this is scary and very limiting. 
What about destroying your brand? 
how about if you want to change 
your identity? 
how d o you  f eel  ab ou t work ing  
with artists in B erl in?
Some engagements have been fan-
tastic, but I have tried to arrange 
studio visits and they just don’t hap-
pen. I wonder if this is a Berlin 
syndrome. I think maybe some art-
ists aren’t even interested in exhib-
iting so much anymore, because 
their work risks being over-exposed 
by constantly circulating online.
do you  think  it is connected  to a 
certain k ind  of  f ear?
Perhaps it relates to an over-pro-
fessionalisation of the art world. 

What happened to being an out-
sider? Where is the experimenting, 
the fucking things up? Is art still 
fun?

Fortunately art always has the 
chance to be self-aware and turn 

trends on their 
head. 

Elisa R. Linn 
( 2 4 )  a n d 
Lennart Wolff 
( 23)  have been 
working hand 
in  hand  fo r 
many years. 
After establish-
ing the well-
received art 
project space 
km temporaer 
in Berlin, the 

young power couple has temporarily 
migrated to New York. As advocates 
of a discursive and interactive ap-
proach to art they foster a mixture 
of traditional theories, debates and 
strong contemporary positions and 
see themselves more as initiators 
than as authoritative curators.

lennart,  el isa,  how wou l d  you  
d escrib e you r cu ratorial  p ractice?
Instead of dictating a certain way 
of exhibition-making we aim for flat 
hierarchies to create a productive 
discourse between curators, artists 
and other collaborators. Group ex-
hibitions are a good format for us 
to create less of a product but more 
of a versatile process and unusual 
connections that have the potential 
to open up new points of views.
which p roj ect are you  cu rrentl y 
work ing  on?
Right now we are based in New 
York and are working together with 

fellow curator Gregor Quack for the  
artist-run space Old Room in 
Chelsea. It was important to us to 
collaborate with a non-profit space 
that distances itself from economic 
interests and where we do not have 
to compromise when it comes to 
concept and choice of artists. One 
of our main approaches is the delib-
erate choice of space and we try to 
reflect these considerations in our 
artistic concepts as well. 
which artist has recentl y cau g ht 
you r eye?
At the moment we are big fans of 
Debo Eilers’ pieces. he  merges 
installations, sculptural pieces and 
performative processes while ex-
perimenting with his own rules and 
structures as well as with the delib-
erate deconstruction of these. In his 
compositions and collaborations he 
blurs the lines between positions 
and therefore authorship – this re-
ally fascinated us. 
where d o you  see the d if f erences 
b etween the art scenes in New 
york  and  B erl in?
The main differences we see here 
in New York are probably the om-
nipresence of the market and the 
living conditions for artists. Artists 
are not under the same kind of pres-
sure when it comes to time, finan-
cial matters and rivalry in Berlin. 
Also the distinction between com-
mercially oriented spaces, galleries 
and non-profit projects does not 
seem to be such a big topic in New 
York, which is why projects like 
ours are only possible on a short-
term basis. 
do you  f eel  l ik e everything  is ‘ cu -
ratab l e’  nowad ays?
The term itself does indeed suffer 
from an inflationary usage. On the 
one hand it implies a high level of 
cultural production per se, and on 
the other hand it is associated with 
the idealised image of the star cura-
tor as the new power figure who 
distances himself from the institu-
tionalised realm and acts indepen-
dently. To us this means a difficult 
relation between the profession it-
self and people who are organising 
and putting together things on a 
more general level. This can cer-
tainly lead to the degradation of the 
work of experienced people who are 
actually professional curators.

Johan holten ( 37)  is always on the 
move. The energetic Danish curator 
has already brought new life into 
numerous traditional art institutions 
and is currently director of Kunst-
halle Baden-Baden. here he has 
successfully redefined the role of 
the public art institution by ques-
tioning long-established mecha-
nisms and combining them with an 
international scope of contemporary 
artistic viewpoints.  

what is you r ex hib ition concep t 
in B ad en- B ad en?

I focus on a concept that goes be-
yond the individual exhibition but 
functions in a bigger picture like a 
construction kit. I pay a lot of at-
tention to the space and location 
itself and try to find ways that our 
new formats can function together 
with more traditional aspects of the 
city. 
how wou l d  you  d escrib e the in-
stitu tion that is ku nsthal l e? 
The Kunsthalle Baden-Baden is a 
classic example of its kind because 
it does not have its own collection. 

Therefore its role is to use art to 
analyse the immediate present and 
raise eligible questions to encourage 
thinking as well as to provide an-
swers. 
how d o you  think  the im ag e of  
the cu rator has chang ed  over the 
years?
I think that after the big debates in 
the Nineties the curator’ is quite 
an established term. This also leads 
to negative effects – almost every-
one who has written an exhibition 
text can call himself a curator these 
days. I am curious to see if the new 
university programmes will change 
something in the curatorial land-
scape. Sometimes I feel that there 
is a trend to an over-interpretation 

of exhibition mak-
ing, especially 
when looking at 
shows conducted 
by graduates. To 
distance them-
selves from others, 
they develop more 
and more complex 
concepts and in 
the end the visitor 
is left confused 
and the art is left 
behind.
how im p ortant is 
travel l ing  f or you ?
It is incredibly im-
portant to me be-
cause the artists 
are located else-
where and I need 
to see as much art, 
as many exhibi-
tions as possible to 
find new sources 
of inspiration. And 
maybe this is also 
the advantage of 

living more provincially, as you do 
not expect everything to be on your 
doorstep.
does the cu rator stil l  f u nction as 
a tastem ak er?
Not really. Actually, the curator is 
pretty much left out nowadays. 
When you look at some of the 
young artists that are currently made 
big in a matter of two years, you 
can see that the auction houses  
and the secondary market are the 
pushers behind this fairly new de-
velopment. Today the market raises 

its own kind of artist biographies, 
without the influence of institutions. 
It is interesting that most of these 
artists have never had a solo exhibi-
tion in a traditional institution, like 
a museum or Kunstverein. It is a lot 
more about economic interests then 
it is about the art itself, and I doubt 
this is always in favour of the artists.
how wou l d  you  d escrib e the f eel -
ing  that k eep s you  on g oing ?
At the end it is about the feeling of 
having created an exhibition and 
therefore something that was not 
possible before. You have put one 
and one together and hopefully you 
got three. If that happens it is a 
magical moment and you can feed 
on this happiness for quite some 
time.

Johan Holten. Photo: Armin Linke
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