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Blossoms or Snow? A coversation between Katrin Klingan and Hortensia Völckers 
Katrin Klingan and Hortensia Völckers discuss “relations,” the Federal Cultural Foundation, and the attempt to tackle transnational cooperation differently via art. The discussion took place in Kosovo, July 2004. 

Hortensia Völckers: At the official founding ceremony for the Federal Cultural Foundation, the Federal Minister of Culture, Julian Nida-Rümelin, said to me: “The Federal Cultural Foundation is to consciously work in a supplementary capacity to what already exists, and on no account is it to enter into the event business.” He stressed that he sees the Foundation’s task as lying in supplementing what is in place and bringing international discussions, and the world, so to speak, to Germany. “relations” embodies this initial impulse in its pure form. It was one of our very first projects. Our idea was to seek out a new way for initiating and organizing cultural exchange, as supplementary support to the already existing biennials and large festivals. 

Peter Wellach: And how does such a “new way” look? 

Hortensia Völckers: Let me tell you a little story: When I met the artist Sokol Beqiri for the first time yesterday at Hemingway’s – or was the restaurant called Tiffany’s? – we talked about different curators and his experience with invitations to the “West.” What mattered to him was whether he and his colleagues from the “East” were in fact specifically meant, and not simply that merely “artists from the East” in general were being sought out. “relations” has a lot to do with attempting to realize another form of exchange. For Katrin Klingan it was clear from the very beginning that the projects in the east had to be the first contact partners. 

Katrin Klingan: That’s right, they were to receive the funds that would enable them first to set up the required structures locally, and then to enter into dialogue with institutions and initiatives in Germany. The last thing we wanted was somebody going around again and picking out artists or creative persons in general from eastern Europe. The cultural and artistic exchange was to be launched from there, from eastern Europe. 

Hortensia Völckers: It is a difficult process, particularly the second phase in which “relations” now finds itself in which a dialogue with creative artists in Germany is being established. In particular the second phase, in which relations now finds itself, and in which the dialogue with creative artists in Germany is being established. The goal is to develop a project together that fits into the German context. This is extremely complicated and naturally a risky undertaking. You simply never know what will come out of this in Germany. But I nevertheless believe that it has been worthwhile to begin in this way, namely from eastern Europe. 

Peter Wellach: Let’s take a step back: how did you go about looking for project partners? Katrin Klingan: Because we are now in Kosovo, it’s perhaps best to explain how the project here, “Missing Identity,” came about, where we work together with Sokol Beqiri among others. Hortensia Völckers just mentioned him. For me it was very important when I first came to Kosovo. Not to enter into negotiations immediately, but rather to first of all observe and get a feel for the situation. It then turned out that I was able to accompany Dunja Blazevic´, who was among the most important advocates of contemporary art in the former Yugoslavia and still commands great respect today. On her first trip to Kosovo after the war, or rather for the first time in 20 years, it was a very emotional moment for all involved. I spent a week here. Of course, I was integrated into what was going on, but I remained in the background and gained quite good insight into how the art and cultural scene works. It was a gentle way of getting closer. A few months later, I then intentionally came on my own to Prishtina. I wanted to see how talks would go without the mediation of a confidant like Dunja Blazević.

In the course of the long talks, I cautiously approached the question as to how they pictured a cooperation that could work in the long term. What is needed here? What kind of project is of interest for the artists here? What kind of interest does Germany hold for them? This is how I proceeded for all the projects. I always began by traveling to the different cities and towns and finding out through intensive conversations what the artists’ interests are.

Peter Wellach: Does the relevance of the participating artists within the art market play a role in selecting the project partners in the countries of eastern Europe? 

Katrin Klingan: No. I don’t see it as a task of “relations” to support the international art market or to establish it somewhere. This kind of work is already being done by the large international exhibitions, to name just one example. For me, it is far more important to find out how we can set up longer-term and intensive working relationships in the field of culture: working relationships which are workable and which in the future other institutions, not just “relations” or the Federal Cultural Foundation, can join and utilize. 

Hortensia Völckers: That is after all the essential thing about “relations”: to be as close as possible to the needs of culture and art and yet to avoid as much as possible being an instrument of the market or politics. We are interested in the ideas of life, the positions, the forms of expression, the aesthetic, the utopias and visions… everything that makes up a cultural praxis, a way of approaching the past, the development of ideas, and the ability to exercise critique. Coarse symbolism and a quite nauseating nationalist discourse hinder such a way of thinking. Perhaps one could summarize that “relations” acts not in the field of politics, but rather in the realm of the political. And this is also how “relations” has been set up. It is based on listening very attentively: what is needed where and what can art do there? 

Katrin Klingan: I would like to pick up on another aspect, which Hortensia Völckers has just touched upon. For me, the heart of “relations” is to understand the tasks and roles artists, intellectuals, and academics are frequently taking on at present in the countries of eastern Europe, more or less voluntarily, the tasks and roles that are, in fact, beyond what it means to be an artist. At the moment everyone is looking in the direction of transformation and EU membership. In the course of this unbelievably rapid rebuilding of societies to make them fit for the EU, it is the artists, above all, who intervene and appeal for a pause, for a break, so that one can realize what exactly it is to be transformed (by whom, for whom, and how). We have to realize what’s happening: EU membership and transformation have become ideas that overshadow everything else. Although transformation is, of course, a term that mainly comes from the west. Without it, or so it would seem, we cannot even begin to speak about these countries. This means, however, that our view is always directed at a future that is to be achieved, at change, at the new, and at a “things-have-tobe- different.” With this perspective one quickly loses sight of the present and all its issues. What are things actually like here? Take Kosovo as an example. Everybody has thousands of television images from the “crisis region” before their eyes. And yet hardly anybody knows or can imagine what it means to be a protectorate of the international community. Hardly anyone has an idea of what the everyday routine under the UN directorship is like. But here as well, in Kosovo, I often have the impression that even the decision-makers are not really interested in how things are going here at the moment. It is therefore decisive that all of the projects supported or set up by “relations” bring aspects to bear in the public discussion which are currently blankly ignored in the official political field. 

Hortensia Völckers: We have therefore always sought out artists who convince us artistically, but are also engaged socially, irrespective of the discipline they work in or on what themes. Artistic quality and social commitment stand for us, in a certain way, on the same level. This does not mean raising the index finger and shaking it pedagogically and didactically. On the contrary, the poetic dimension of art is needed. To support the building of democracy with the means of culture and the poetics of art, this is what is decisive for us. At the Cultural Foundation we call this the “cultural challenge.” 

Peter Wellach: You spoke of how both “relations” and the Cultural Foundation are trying to realize a different form of transnational exchange and dialogue. Is this conception working? Hortensia Völckers: At the moment I have the feeling that the “lopsided situation” between east and west, as Nida-Rümelin has called it, is still anything but balanced. The lopsided situation means that the “East” knows very precisely what we do in the “West”, what we make, what we produce, where it’s all going. On the other hand, we hardly know anything about the “East.” And I don’t exclude myself from this. When, for instance, Katrin Klingan told me that she was traveling “next” to Moldova. I could only ask: “Where?” – “Moldova.” – “So,” I assumed, “this “relations” project has already moved into Asia.” I asked if I could come along, and when we finally arrived in Moldova - in Chisinau, the capital - everything was covered in white. 

Katrin Klingan: That is… can I tell the story? 

Hortensia Völckers: Please do, it is a wonderful story. 

Katrin Klingan: Over the whole city, over everything that has the firm form of an object, lay a white film. It is like the snow that comes towards you, no matter where you are. Almost as if you are moving through slowed-down snow, when in fact, it is the pollen from the poplars. In Chisinau, and in other former Soviet states, it is called “Stalin’s revenge.” The cities built in the Soviet era frequently had broad poplar avenues. Only Moldova, and so Chisinau, has the “problem” of being unbelievably fertile. Wherever seeds fall, the next tree grows immediately. Thus, for three weeks of every year, “Stalin’s revenge” returns. For me this story shows in miniature what is also important for the “grand whole,” namely, that you have to travel to the cities, to their locations and learn about their past if you want to understand anything at all. Otherwise, you interpret the landscape incorrectly, mistaking blossoms for snowflakes, simply because you are in the east.

Hortensia Völckers: This is exactly the actual goal of “relations” and, in part, also that of the Cultural Foundation: to provide Germany with information about other countries and to arouse interest about them. But this is anything but easy to do at the moment. We live in a time when Germany is very much preoccupied with itself and its own transformation processes, uncertainties, and anxieties. You can’t blame people for that. But it is difficult to convey the idea that we can learn something from “the others,” and that it is important for our own development to take outside perspectives into consideration, and to have other voices present here amongst us. We know very well how the west concentrates exclusively on itself, so to speak, within the microcosm of Germany itself. According to statistics, 49 per cent of West Germans were never in East Germany. They consider it to be too depressing there, or they follow their usual habits and travel southwards on vacation. I’m not condemning this, and it is certainly the reality in which we must operate if we don’t want to lose touch with reality. But what we, above all “relations,” want to attempt is to initiate a counter- maneuver. That probably sounds a bit too militaristic. But in any case, we want to launch and conduct a kind of operation. 

Katrin Klingan: Operation is also militaristic. Here there is so much military. After so many hours spent with KFOR, military terms are all that occur to you. Basically though, relations is a test arrangement designed to re-ignite the desire to look beyond the end of one’s own nose. 

Moderation: Peter Wellach   
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