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Adam Szymczyk was more than an hour

late for his opening.The Galerie Nacht

St. Stephan in Vienna was hostingan

exhibition he had curated, on the Ro-

manian-born, Berlin-based conceptual
artistDaniel Knorr.

Mr. Szymczyk mumbled his excuses

as he was handed glassofchampagne.
In fairness,itwas not entirelyhis fault

that he was delayedfor the show, partof

the "East by Southwest" program of ex-

hibitionsfocused on artists and curat-

ors from central and eastern Europe

that istakingplacein 21 galleriesacross

Vienna until Saturday.Mr. Szymczyk,
the Polish-born director and chiefcurat-

or ofthe Kunsthalle Basel, had triedto fit

in few of the other openingsthat even-

ing.But at almost every turn artists,fel-

low curators, criticsand contemporary

art enthusiasts came up to him, seeking

his opinionon the art beingshowcased.

Ifthe reaction in Vienna isanythingto

go by,Mr. Szymczyk, ,04issomethingof

curatorial rock star these days.Not

onlydoes he look and act the part he

is incrediblythin and tallwith shaggy

blond hair and has an aura of cool aloof-

ness but his reputationfor beingav-

ant-gardein his approachto contempor-

ary art has helped him become

sought-aftercurator.

Since takingover as director at Kun-

sthalleBasel in ,3002he has puttogether

several importantexhibitions,including

the recent solo show ofthe South Korean

artistSung Hwan Kim and the first-ever

comprehensiveexhibition in Europe of

the lateAmerican artistLee Lozano. He

was selected to co-curate the 2008 Berlin

Biennale (withElena Filipovic)and has

helpedorganizeshows inEurope includ-

ingin Rome at the Keats-ShelleyHouse

and Istituto Svizzero, in Hamburg at

Kunstverein and in Gothenburg,

Sweden, at the Konstmuseum.

The latestfeather in his curatorial cap

came lastmonth, when the Menil Foun-

dation in Houston gave him the Walter

Hopps Award for Curatorial Achieve-

ment. The 000,51$award celebrates

mid-career curators

What made Mr. Szymczyk stand out,

according to Iwona Blazwick, who

served on the selection committee and

is the director of the WhitechapelGal-

leryin London, was his championingof

unknown artists."This award isto sup-

portnot the sort of peoplewho have es-

tablished museum profilesbut to look at

peoplewho are experimental,who are

givingartists their first big chance,

which is quiterisk takingand pioneer-

ing,"Ms. Blazwick said. "I think allof

these words would describe Adam be-

cause ifyou go to the Kunsthalle Basel

you are always sure of bigsurprise,

that ishis hallmark."

The Kunsthalle Basel, founded in ,2781

has built stronginternational reputa-

tion for championingcuttingedge con-

temporary art. When the director posi
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tion opened in 2003 the board of the

Kunstverein Basel (ArtAssociation of

Basel),which runs the Kunsthalle Basel,

made concerted effort to look for

younger curator, someone "who would

have new look on contemporary art,"

said Peter Handschin, who served as

presidentof the Kunstverein Basel from

.9-3002"He islikean artisthimself so this

iswhy hisexhibitionsare totallydifferent

than what you see in other institutions.'

Mr. Szymczyk,in turn, isinterested in

introducingyounger artists or artists

who are not well-known in the public

sphere.For example,Thea Djordjadze's

"Endless Enclosure" ,)9002(the first

solo exhibition of her work in Switzer-

land, garneredmuch attention for her

sculptedpieces,which challengedvisit-

ors to reinterpretspatialrelations.And

current show, "How to Work (More

For) Less" (runninguntilAug. )12is

continuation of an exhibition held last

year entitled "How to Work" that ex-

ploredthe change(interms of materials

and overall expectations)in how con-

temporary artistswork.

"He isable to identifywhat ishappen

You have feelingthatyou
are participatingin the same

adventure, thatyou are

creatingsomethingtogether."

ingin the Zeitgeist,"said Ms. Blazwick

of Mr. Szymczyk'schoices, "to have his

fingeron the pulseand create the intel-

lectual framework within which to un-

derstandit."

Mr. Szymczyk said he sees his role of

curator as someone who can create op-

portunitiesfor artists who would not

otherwise have the chance to make

show on such grandscale."I preferto

invite artistswho bringtheir ideas into

the Kunsthalle and helpthem develop

and materialize those ideas," he said.

"It's an experimentbecause you do not

know what the outcome willbe."

That hallmark of promotingthe un-

known and untested has been strong

thread throughoutMr. Szymczyk'sca-

reer, possiblybecause of his back-

ground. "Though art from Eastern

Europe was not invisible during the

Cold War, itwas not seen with the depth

and acknowledgement that it is now,"

said Ms. Blazwick. 'Adam must be cred-

itedforbeing partof that.'

Mr. Szymczyk was born in the small

Polish cityof Piotrkow Trybunalskiin

,0791and hisfamilymoved to Lodz when

he was .4The city'sMuzeum Sztuki

(Museum of Art) is one of the oldest

modern art museums in the world and

placeSzymczyk frequentedas teen-

ager. When he was ,51Hans Richter's

book, "Dada: Art and Anti-Art" proved

to be seminal influence on him. Dada-

ism was new notion to me because be-

fore that, understood art was about

beautiful painting,the Sistine Chapel,"
said Mr. Szymczyk. "I was into new

wave and punk music and thisbook was

allthat,ithad thisrebelliousattitudebut

itwas expressedin differentway."

Itwas while he was an art historystu-

dent at the UniversityofWarsaw that he

started to hang out at Foksal Gallery,

non-commercial art space that had

stronghistoryin avant-gardeart tradi-

tions, having been set up in 1966 by
artists includingTadeusz Kantor and

Edward Krasinski.

In 1991 Mr. Szymczyk was chosen as

curatorial intern on the exhibition"The

Wealth of Nations" at Warsaw's Center

for Contemporary Art. His jobinvolved

helpingone artistorganize projectthat

included analyzingthe chemical ingredi-

ents and microbiologicalprofileof holy
water from the pilgrimagetown of Cze-

stochowa to determine ifitwas different

from regularwater. "It was the firsttime

was confronted with the machineryof

big exhibition and an artist,who was

making new work," said Mr. Szymczyk.

After completing curatorial training

program at De Appelarts center in Am-

sterdam, Mr. Szymczyk returned to

Warsaw and alongwith two university

friends, AndrzejPrzywara and Joanna

Mytkowska as well as the then direc-

tor of the Foksal Gallery,Wieslaw

Borowski— set up the Foksal Gallery
Foundation (FGF) in an effort to pro-

mote, research and fund Polish contem-

porary art. The foundation began par-

ticipatingin international art fairs

includingArt Forum Berlin and Liste,

showing works by Polish artists like

Pawel Althamer, Wilhelm Sasnal and

Edward Krasinski. (FoksalGalleryand

FGF went their separateways in ).1002

Itwas at Liste that Mr. Szymczyk first

made an impressionon the Kunstverein

Basel and in 2003 he appliedfor the di-

rector vacancy at Kunsthalle Basel.

The curator's next majorprojectis

show that willopen Aug. 27 at the Museo

Rufino Tamayo in Mexico Citylooking

at how historyisconstantlybeingrein-

terpreted."I am always interested in

new challengesand developingnew

projectsin parallelto my dailywork in

Basel," said Mr Szymczyk in an e-mail

afterthe openingin Vienna

wnatever tne project,nis reiationsnip

with the artist and audience becomes

paramount. "He totallyintegratesthe

artistintothe space and wants to getthe

best out of them," Mr. Handschin said.

"But he also does the same with visit-

ors, so theyare not justpassingthrough

lookingfrom one art pieceto another."

Nairy Baghramian, Berlin-based

artist,says that isthe best partof work-

ing with him. "He is searchingfor

gentledialoguebetween the artistand

the curator," she said. "Working with

Adam, the ground under your feet is

never secure. He produces healthy

littlegray cloud of doubt."

The Warsaw artist Monika

Sosnowska agrees. "Working with

Adam is very specialthingbecause it

is more like partnership,"she said.

"You have feelingthat you are partic-

ipatingin the same adventure, that you

are creatingsomethingtogetherand

."think thisisperfect

Adam Szymczyk,

above, director of

the Kunsthalle

Basel, bottom left.

Since takingthe

reins there in ,3002

he has puttogether

importantshows,

includingsolo

exhibition of the

South Korean artist

Sung Hwan Kim,

topleft.This month

he isinvolved in

the"EastbySouth-

west" program in

Vienna, which is

focused on central

and eastern

Europe
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