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Since debuting in the late sixties as the member
of a now-legendary art collective in Switzerland,
John Armleder doesn’t believe in the notion of
the author, nor in the distinction between artist
and curator, instead pursuing an organic practice
based on collaboration, participation, exchange and
a “permanent creation” attitude towards life.

Ecart is a group
of artists, an independent space and a publishing
company you founded in Geneva with Patrick
Lucchini and Claude Rychner in 1969. But your
activity and your friendship with the Ecart found-
ers started some years before, when you were active
under the name “Bois” or “Max Bolli” group.

We were essentially a group of
friends, all teenagers, and we were studying draw-
ing with Luc Bois and doing sports with Pierre
Laurent, a rowing instructor. These two teachers
were our mentors.

In a certain sense the Max Bolli Prize can be
considered as your very first curatorial project: a
trophy awarded to boats that sank or came last in
official regattas.

We hadn’t any manifesto, we did not share any
theoretical position ... We were just teenagers and
we were marginal in the traditional community of
Geneva’s old clubs. At the end of the year, there
was always a general meeting where prizes were
awarded to those who rowed for the longest, those
who won regattas, etc. In a rowing club, the boat
is a fetish. There is a respect for the material; there
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is a distinct lifestyle. We were against the hierarchy
of sports success, which seemed almost similar to
military success. We thus created an anti-prize,
which rewarded those who did wrong, those who
were breaking boats.

You were developing a strong collective identity
and at the same time you were working on the
possibility of a group artistic practice. In French,
écart means “deviation”—your art works were
conceived as so many deviations from the group’s
everyday life and activity. For example, if we con-
sider the Max Bolli prize, it seems that from the
very beginning you were interested in the Fluxus
principle of the equivalence of life and art.

Exactly. We had in mind Robert Filliou’s “perma-
nent creation” attitude towards life.

You were very young, fourteen or fifteen years old
at the time—how did you learn about contempo-
rary art and the Fluxus movement?

I'had a particular interest in music, and when I was
very young I went to a festival in Donaueschingen,
where I met John Cage who was giving a confer-
ence. During the conference I asked him some-
thing and after the speech he came and asked me

JOHN ARMLEDER
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nted to become, and I said “a painter.” ja It was a call for a public participation. It was a sort
wondered why I had said that. Eight of a statement: “a few young artists invite visitors
as walking in a small pedestrian to share an experience for a month.”
me called me. It was Cage. as While you were working on collective installa-
I had quite changed, tions, you asked the audience to participate in the
ainter. project. You were already developing the Ecart
group’s main principles, like the disappearence of
individual signatures and an active relation with
the public.
Yes, I remember, for example, I made a big instal-
lation, a collective sculpture, with Bois, Rychner,
iéche and Wachmuth. It was a sort of total installa-
ound, light and movement. The idea was to
s in the middle of an entire enviroment.
ou organized with Ecart was the
ival” in 1969.

e time, printing
nd a pain to produce.
possible way was to open
ves. To finance this project,
mercially for other people, notably
otel, galleries in Geneva, restaurants,
ich funded our own business. It has always
en this way — a self-sufficient system.
8 How did you learn about the printing process?
ja We had a workshop outside of the gallery only in
1972, when we set up our first print shop. But we
first started printing in the same basement where
collective prac- we had our happenings. We learned how to print
f an exhibition. on the job. There was a print shop next door where
s, everything was really we asked for their advice, about what to do and not

. to do. Then we would go back to the basement and

out your curatorial activity, do exactly what we should not do; we thought that

17 in 1967 should be considered as it would work anyway. So we developed that kind
first show, still as Bois. of printing very instinctively. It was attractive for
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Ne Dites Pas Non
1997-2006

{rirrss 75 7

Created for an exhibition at the Mamco—
Musée d‘art moderne et contemporain in
Geneva in 1997, Armleder’s Ne Dites Pas Non
was an installation occupying three adjacent
rooms, where large wall paintings were com-
bined with an arrangement of borrowed fur-
niture pieces and works selected from the
museum’s collection. On other occasions, such

78

as the exhibition “Too Much is Not Enough”
held at the Kunstverein Hannover (2006) and
The Rose Art Museum of Brandeis University,
Waltham, Massachusetts (2007), Armleder
invited the curators to recreate this piece,
amused by the surprises resulting from giving
up some artistic control: “lI am a chance freak:
paradise through randomness.”



Bellini, Andrea, “Curated by John Armleder,” Kaleidoscope, Issue 21, Summer 2014, cover, pp.
65-95

Put together by a unig Brouwn, Bethan Huws,
posed of John Armled
Mai-Thu Perret, Mathieu
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the artists we exhibited, as we were not only able
to produce publications, but it was also a meeting
place where we spent time drinking tea. It' gave
artists the opportunity to suddenly create a small
book, which at the time was not an easy thing to do.
When you were at Rue Plantamour, you also
started a sort of cooperation and mutual assistance
with Adelina Von Fiistenberg, who created the
Centre d’Art Contemporain Genéve in 1974.

We were neighbors, and saw each other constantly.
We then did several projects together. In 1977 we
did a project with the Ecart performance group
and some other guests like Carlos Garcia. Later,
I did a solo show at the Centre d’Art Contemporain
with Martin Disler and Helmut Federle.

And then in 1981 you curated for the “Teu-Gum
Show” for the Centre. It was a curious show, one that
put togheter Jean Fautrier, Olivier Mosset, Genesis
P. Orridge, Max Bolli and Walter Robinson.
“Teu-gum” is the word “muguet” (lily of the valley)
written backwards; muguet is the flower we give on
1 May in Switzerland. Half of the exhibition was
a rerun of the “Times Square Show” curated by
Walter Robinson in New York, which took place
in a house in ruins. I knew Walter and I asked him
if it was possible to do something similar. Almost
everything had disappeared, but he offered to send
me some of the works which he had kept. For the
other half of the show, I then added some works by
chance. For instance, Fautrier’s work was included
because I bought a work at a flea market and did
a kind of composition with it. I met Gustave
Mescher some time before in Frankfurt— he was
not making art any more, and suddenly he decided
to start again.

How did you feel about being artist and curator?

I never really saw the difference; for me it was
completely equivalent, and it still is. I never really
believed in the “author.” I think that we are col-
lective beings; our intelligence is the result of an
exchange, a conversation or a negotiation, which
is of course defined by the time or place in which
we live. Nowadays, I think that we can escape
the place where we live, much more so than when
I was young.

How did you choose artists for your shows?

We chose artists that we were interested in and our
friends. I did an exhibition with unsigned paint-
ings that I found in resales. They were, therefore,
anonymous paintings, which is funny because
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when people asked us who made them, we would
answer that we had no idea; but they thought that
we did not want to tell them. It was an issue related
to the market that started to take a new form.

Tell me about the show “Peintures Abstraites”
(Abstract Paintings) you curated in 1986. Was this
a response to the success of figurative paintings in
the ’80s?

It is again about opportunities. I think that in the
early 1980s, there was a renewed interest in paint-
ings on canvas. Then began “bad painting” and
Neo-expressionism, notably in Italy, Germany
and the US. In the 1970s, they were considered to
be commodities, and so it was looked down upon
somehow. But all of a sudden it came back, and as
I was very good friends with painters such as
Olivier Mosset and Helmut Federle, I thought
that looking at painting again was great, but that
abstraction was a genre of painting that we still
did not look at enough. Between the three of us,
Olivier, Helmut, and I, we discussed and decided
on the paintings. In the end, I was more responsi-
ble for finding the paintings here and there among
collectors, and I chose to invite emerging artists
like Gerwald Rockenschaub, who at the time was
not known at all.

Can you tell me something about the two shows
Marc-Olivier Wahler asked you to curate in New
York and in Paris?

I consider it a sort of double exhibition, first at the
Swiss Institute in New York, then at the Palais de
Tokyo, titled “None of the Above” (2004) and “All
of the Above” (2011), respectively, which are each
a line to be checked while filling out a form; it is
the same idea on principles of equivalence. When
Marc-Olivier asked me to do this exhibition in
New York, I told myself that we could gather a few
things, with the idea that it is not necessary to be
able to see in order to see things. So we invited
people and asked them to make miniature works,
no bigger than, let’s say, a cell phone. Today, the
artist list is quite impressive, because in the mean-
time the world has changed, and artists become
famous instantly.

I saw the show; I remember the space was empty
and there was a little Maurizio Cattelan sculpture
climbing a window.

Cattelan’s piece has a long story. It was a figure
of me that was originally made with my students
in Braunschweig. My work there was to organize

JOHN ARMLEDER
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projects around the world. With the st
especially foreign students, we would gather our

ibition system was interesting and sur-
rising, mostly because there did not seem to be a

networks to find a space to organize an exhibi- hierarchy between the works; they did not contra-
tion and invite artists. Then we would manage to dict one another.

find money, to fund the trips, and so, each time, ja There are several possible interpretations. But
it was self-produced. The exhibition in which the the structure that I chose is the opposite of being
Cattelan was shown happened when I started work- formatted and limited —it opens all possibilities.
ing in Braunschweig, in a large hall on the ground Years before, I had hung works for Pierre Huber at
floor that does not exist today. It was a little town Art Basel, where the entire booth was covered in

and so we asked every garage to let us borrow some
of their cars; four or five garages each lent us a
ten cars for the duration of the show. I th
udents to do projects themselves or wi
ists such as Maurizio, but also Ugo
Olivier Mosset. They each se
alize; some of them came in per
. Maurizio asked that we make a
arfield glued to the back of a car, but
e me. So, one of the students made a fi
it did not look like me at all. He then ca
Sylvie Fleury, whose aunt used to make figurin

mural paintings; I chose a lot of works to hang on
11 the way I wanted to, and it created a general
.It was interesting because the invited art-
thusiastic to exhibit their works unde;
ons, which they could have rejected
xt. I do not know why, but I am v
am pushed to make a mistake.
aying, you have more freedom as
r than a professional curator. Artis
ve a positive attitude towards your dis-
atorial practice.

solutely, I may provide some opportunities that

for Caran d’Arche in train station windows around other people do not. However, some artists work as
Switzerland, and she made the figurine. We first traditional curators. When I do a show, like when I
showed it in Braunschweig, and as I kept it, we also make a painting, I want to forget everything I think
showed it at the Swiss Institute where you saw it. I know — create space, rather than closing it. How
aB “None of the above” was kind of funny. does an artist have more agency to make mistakes
ja Because you could not see a thing and a lot of peo- than a professional curator? As if someone who has
ple did not get it. In 2011, Marc-Olivier asked me an art history background does something wrong,
to do another exhibition at the Palais de Tokyo; the mistake is more noticed; but if the artist does it

there, I remember an opposite situation: the wo
are present but no one can see them beca
e present. It was inspired by two thin,
gypt as a child and I remember t
seum in Cairo that had a room wit
ding in front of one another, so
see those in the back. But it was
those at front either; the presence
hind was just as effective as the one
Another experience happened in temples
where after you pass a first door, you pass by tially you are saying that is impossible to fail
gious figurines on the sides, which filter you but at an exhibition.
that again you cannot see. When Marc-Olivier ja Fundamentally yes, it’s impossible. I do not think

, we say it is a signature, a conscious choice.
ind of exhibition do you really not like?
are many things I have prejudice
everyone else. It happens when I se
consider it a bad one, but afterwa
there must be something interest
issed. Unfortunately I did not
rbi’s exhibition at the 2011 Veni
at no one liked, so I cannot say any
about it.

asked me to do a project, I wanted to do something one can fail in anything; a complete failure is too
in that direction. So I used this strategy and asked ambitious. Curatorial practices contribute to
to build platforms on different levels for the pieces. knowledge, provide evidences for knowledge. We
I invited many artists and again, the exhibition’s say that the world is an artist and that art is life.
economy was really simple: no need to look for I think that it is the same for curators; we are all
impossible pieces, they had to choose what was curators from the start. The curator’s advantage is

available. Again, an exhibition that was built o
availability rather than a list of names.

t he or she enters a system of knowledge that is
ly collective.
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Villa Magica
2002-

record label founded in
2002 by John Armleder with his son Stephane
Armleder (aka The Genevan Heathen) and art-
ist Sylvie Fleury, Villa Magica Records has since
released music by, among others, Christian
Marclay, Genesis P-Orridge and Thee Majesty,
Gerwald Rockenschaub, Jordan Wolfson, Steven
Parrino and Olivier Mosset and, since 2007, has
partnered with art historian and contemporary art

A Geneva-based

86

editor Lionel Bovier to curate, in conjunction with
artists Stéphane Kropf and Benjamin Valenza, the
Artists Records sector of Art Basel. In addition,
Villa Magica has been responsible for an annual,
now traditional XMas Party in Geneva—con-
tinuing a thematic thread that the artists holds
dear, as he’s used Christmas trees and deco-
rations in several projects, including “Mr. 1” at
Graff Mourgue d’Algue (2014, image above).
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All of the Above
2011
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“None of the Above” was an exhibition curated
by John Armleder at the Swiss Institute in New
York in 2004. Here, Armleder asked forty-seven
artists for works that were either extremely
small or immaterial. In 2011, as part of the
“Carte Blanche” series at the Palais de Tokyo
in Paris, Armleder curated “All of the Above,”
inviting around 20 artists, including Sylvie

- -

——

-

—

Fleury, Robert Longo, Mathieu Mercier and
Jim Shaw, to present a work on a stage plat-
form. Whatever the nature of the works, placed
on this stage they became subject to a frontal
viewpoint and a visual superimposition mak-
ing the whole effect oscillate between chaotic
entanglements, groundbreaking meetings, and
mixtures of genres.

JOHN ARMLEDER
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SOME SORT OF WINGS BY JEANNE GRAFF

As a student in 1962, John Armleder owns a herbarium and decides to take a lily and
crush it— it is too big— between two pieces of wood. A bit later, he gives a presenta-
tion on hummingbirds, whose remarkable feature is their capacity to hover in mid-air and
fly backwards. At that time he also trains regularly, rowing on Lake Léman with Patrick
Lucchini and Claude Rychner. The group, first known as Max Bolli, then as Bois, later
becoming Ecart, walk around town observing rooftops and leading unofficial and ephem-
eral happenings in the snow. In 1969, Ecart launches an exhibition, screening and publica-
tion program in the basement of Geneva’s Richemond Hotel, with a happening titled W hite
Flights of the Imagination. Different activities based on the color white are carried out by ten
or so participants behind a transparent plastic drape.

Since then, John Armleder sets up his exhibition for the Ecart booth at Art Basel
every June. Just like at Chez Quartier, he is a regular — sitting at a table, looking at the
passersby and talking with clients.

One afternoon at the gallery, the neighboring storefront has just changed their window
display, and the competition looks fierce. On view are samples of their electric heaters,
which, the day before, they hung up using metal wire and a blind as background. After
putting away the Christmas trees, we go to get what’s left of the last Hawaiian Christmas
party decorations for the following part of the exhibition: bamboo boards and the braided
leaves of eleven nipa palms.

We bring everything back to the gallery, put it in a pile in the middle of the space
and go to pick up John Armleder at the Chez Quartier tea room, which we also call
le bureau (the office). Sitting on the bench in the gallery, he decides to set up four nipa
palms high up on the left wall, the bamboo board on the center wall, and the rest of the
nipa palms on the right wall. The balancing board at the center falls off the wall, so we
nail it to the wall halfway, as the other half sinks to the floor. The seven remaining nipa
palms are hung on the wall just like the others, with nails, starting from the bottom, in
a to-and-fro movement from right to left. Armleder plays a Hawaiian music compila-
tion that he made to go with the exhibition. Afterwards, we go drink a coffee at Ailleurs,
a bistro across the street, to think of a title; ai/leurs (elsewhere) would be perfect.

The series of exhibitions “Mr. I” at Graft Mourgue d’Algue in Geneva has been
going on for almost a year now. The next step involves the nails used for the previous
exhibition: they’ve been hammered every which way to hold the nipa palms and look a bit
tangled. The constellation on the right wall turns out particularly well. With the artist
group Bois, John Armleder made the first version of this work in 1967, so its caption will
read: Untitled, 1967-2014.

A few months prior, John Armleder made an installation of paintings hung in a row at
Galerie Andrea Caratsch in Ziirich, some of which have motors of various movements

JOHN ARMLEDER
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John Amleder:
Jacques Garcia

2008

Questioning the notion of appropriation using
ornamentation as a conceptual medium, for this
bold project at the Centre Culturel Suisse in
Paris, John Armleder has given the production
entirely over to the renowned French interior
decorator Jacques Garcia, following the princi-
ples of delegation which he holds dear. In the

90

Centre’s main exhibition space, the designer
created a meticulously detailed neo-bourgeois
apartment, containing an entrance hall, dining
room, lounge and bedroom, with chinoiserie
and assorted ornamentation set beside work
by Armleder as well as George Condo and
Helmut Newton.
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sea submersible. He is also know as having inspired Hergé for the character of Professor
Cuthbert Calculus (Professeur Tournesol) in Tintin.

At the end of last summer, we are on the terrace of the cafe Ailleurs watching a plump bird
coming and going between the tables, before stopping, counting the clients and starting
over again. He has a gimpy leg that goes off to the side. John Armleder points out that the
bird is the one keeping the cafe, so naturally he goes around to every client. The owner
confirms that the bird has been coming every day for years now — his name is Johnny.

John Armleder has thrown a Christmas party in Geneva every year for the past fif-
teen years, inviting friends and colleagues from the international art scene to join him
in celebration. In 2013, like every year, he welcomes visitors from behind his record
booth. There, he sells Christmas music compilations — some interpreted by a Hawaiian
orchestra—and other records produced by Villa Magica Records. Sylvie Fleury,
John Armleder and Stéphane Armleder created this label in response to a popular
standard in the English-speaking musical industry, which requires its artists to put out a
Christmas album, alongside their own albums, as a commercial stunt. Villa Magica
offers artists an alternative, aiming to produce only Christmas albums, allowing, for
example, Steven Parrino to make an album of devilish music as, John Armleder explains,
both the devil and Santa Claus share the same dress code. Villa Magica’s name comes

92
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from the house in which John Armleder and Sylvie Fleury lived, previously the home to
a magician named Professor Magicus. This year, the holiday decorations incorporate the
Christmas trees that appeared in the “Change de couleurs devant vos yeux” exhibition in
Geneva a few months earlier. The trees are then hung from the ceiling in a bunch; some
are piled up to look like a bush onto which thin silver Mylar strings are then knotted.

For the first edition of the “Art Métiers — Art en plein air” in 1985, which occurred all
over the picturesque Swiss town and its surroundings, John Armleder decided to decorate
a pine tree in the local forest with the residents’ decorations, a task that was carried out by
the organizers, as he was unable to travel to the site; to this day, has never seen the tree.

As someone who is very sensitive to the beauty of B-movies, John Armleder has also
organized numerous film programs, my favorite being probably the one showing Nude
on the Moon, the 1961 film by Doris Wishman and Raymond Phelan. It was shown on a
television set placed on a sculpture made of, among other things, scaffolding elements and
plants, in the context of Armleder’s retrospective at the Mamco (Museum for Modern and
Contemporary art of Geneva) in 2007.

Last week, John Armleder was in Paris to visit the studio of Jean Carzou, one of the most
prolific and celebrated artists of the 1960s in France. For two exhibitions at Galerie Richard
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