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CuMMA (Curating, Managing
and Mediating Art) is a two-year,
multidisciplinary master’s degree
programme at Aalto University
focusing on contemporary art and its
publics. Aalto University is located in
Helsinki and Espoo in Finland.

Maria Lind is the curator of 11th Gwangju
Biennale, happening in South Korea from
September 2 to November 6, 2016. Since
2011, she helmed the Tensta konsthall
as its director, balancing curating with
many other highly practical roles like
fundraising, organising and managing.
Maria is also constantly writing, as
well as teaching PhD fellows at Oslo
University in Norway. In her interview
for CuMMA Papers, she shares her
views on curatorial work and education,
working with private investors, and
operating across different contexts.
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How would you describe the curator’s task
and profession in today’s environment?
When I think about what is going on around the people
who might be considered interesting curators, it can be
very different: it depends on where they work, what
period of time it is, and what kind of space to manoeuver
they have access to. I tend to focus more on the effects
of curating. What is a curator’s task is less interesting
to me.
More important to me is what you can do as a curator,
and what you’re allowed to do. I like to be able to
shape the situation quite thoroughly; it’s not only about
selecting artists and putting up the show, but also how
this invitation is happening, what the circumstances are
in terms of the preparation period, production of new
works, mediation activities and so on.
When I started studying in 1986, there was no such thing
as curatorial studies. But I don’t think I would have
chosen it anyway, because from an early stage I felt that
curating is something you learn by doing. Most of the
interesting curators I know come from other fields rather
than through curatorial programs. I advise younger
smart people to study one thing thoroughly, whether
it’s languages, art history, science or philosophy, and
to work with art on the side. I would not, as a young
person today, spend two years of my life doing an MA
in curating—if you want to work as a curator. However
if you want to work in the art system, be it mediation, art
education, fundraising, organisation, production, then I
think the curating programmes are good. They give an
overall introduction to the art world.
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On their website, Independent
Curators International define
the curator as “a contextualising
force”, “one that develops
infrastructure for contemporary
artists and art discourse in
different contexts throughout
the world”. Do you think it is the
context that forms a curator, or
is it the curator who is changing
the environment?
In some situations, it might be completely
meaningless to build infrastructures
because they are already there. The
interesting point is how somebody
relates to a particular context, and what
that person does in terms of curating and
working curatorially in connection to
that.

Tensta konsthall
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There are also “star curators”
and a tendency towards personal
branding in the curatorial field.
Do you think it’s crucial for
a curator to be a remarkable
personality?
The personality question is not so
interesting for me. More important is if
the person is engaged or not, committed
to art or not. Sofía Hernández Chong Cuy
is a good case if you want to look at how
someone can contribute meaningfully
and critically to a particular context. In
the past she has worked as an independent
curator, as a curator at Art in General in
New York, and as the director of Museo
Tamayo in Mexico City for one year. She
then curated the Bienal do Mercosul in
Porto Alegre in Brazil in 2013, which
is one of the best biennials I have ever
experienced. For the past few years she’s
worked as a Curator of Contemporary Art
at Colección Patricia Phelps de Cisneros,
which is a huge art and anthropological
collection. The way she works with the
contemporary collection, just as when
she did a biennial, or when she worked
with Art in General, or when she worked
independently, I think, is remarkably
interesting. For example where and how
the works are presented, and how she
over time develops a discourse through
the projects, going beyond the time limit
of the exhibition itself.

Abstract Possible: The Stockholm Synergies, Tensta konsthall,
2012

How do you see the relation between critical
curatorial practices and private collections?
In certain countries, private initiatives contribute
something meaningful for art and curating. For a long
time, the Istanbul Biennial as well as SALT (formerly
Platform Garanti) have been such cases, both thanks
to banks and private collectors, and also self-initiated
activities by artists’ collectives engaged with art. If
you look at Russia right now, it’s similar: the public
institutions are not the most interesting ones.
The problem is that private collectors nowadays often
insist on becoming curators themselves and setting up
their own museums, which they run as artistic directors,
often without proper competence. Which means they
do not donate their collections or even their money
to public institutions, and also they do not engage
with civic responsibility. In the past, when somebody
collected art, at some point they donated it to a public
institution, or foundation. Only MOMA in New York is
a separate case, because it’s not a public institution or
foundation.
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Abstract Possible: The Stockholm Synergies, Tensta konsthall,
2012

In what context do you think collaborations
between curators and the private sector can
be successful?
I would not speak categorically of either public or
private. I don’t trust the public sector these days, taking
into account the current transformation it is undergoing,
especially in Western Europe, towards increased
instrumentalisation. It is questionable how public
servants work on many levels, while a single business
person can have interesting approaches and good ethics
in terms of how to support artists. There are happy
collaborations. Look at Raven Row in London, set up
by Alex Sainsbury, who comes from a very wealthy
aristocratic family. It is doing something significant, that
nobody else does in the context of Britain. It can invest
in supporting artists over slightly longer periods of time,
support hightly specialised and relevant research, it can
publish things that neither institutions or publishing
houses can publish, or want to publish anymore.
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Then what should we be aware
of, thinking about collaborations
between art and business?
I think you have to analyse the situation
politically, as well as artistically. I
tend to believe in a cocktail of funding
solutions and governance structures; if
there’s only one source, whether public
or private, it’s much easier to turn
the ship around quite quickly without
negotiations or discussions. I saw that
myself clearly when I was working at
Iaspis in Stockholm (the international
artistic studio programme in Sweden,
a governmental organisation under the
Ministry of Culture). The change of the
director of the umbrella organisation
(who had a very particular agenda),
caused Iaspis to change radically, more
or less without any discussion, despite
the fact that there is a board and on
paper all the decision-making processes
are perfectly democratic. In fact, this
wasn’t actually the case but on paper, in
retrospect, it looks like it was.
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Do you think a curator can affect the
‘mixing’ of this funding cocktail, or should it
be solely the director’s task, if we speak of an
institution?
I wish, but often you have to operate in the given
circumstances; you can affect them, but it’s extremely
unusual to invent anything from scratch. So, it’s
maybe more what you gravitate towards when you’re
looking for a job, for instance. Many institutions and
organisations have their established way of working, but
you can raise questions or have reservations in case of
particular needs, or how proportions of funding sources
are distributed.

We have talked a lot about possible
opportunities at the intersection of art and
business. Let’s also be explicit about the
problems. In the 2012 book Contemporary
Art and Its Commercial Markets, you’re
writing about commercialisation,
globalisation and the financialisation of the
art field, and you’re quite critical towards
these phenomena.
This publication was part of the exhibition Abstract
Possible: The Stockholm Synergies happening at Tensta
konsthall, Bukowskis auction house and in a seminar
room at the Stockholm University. The exhibition
in turn was part of a series of exhibitions of varying
scale happening 2010-2012 in Malmö, Zurich, Mexico
City and Birmingham. The overall project looked at
abstraction in contemporary art, through three lenses:
formal abstraction, social abstraction and economic
abstraction. It was particularly this third strand which
pertained to the current economics of the art system.

Abstract Possible: The Stockholm Synergies,
Bukowskis, 2012

Yes, I am indeed critical of the way
commercialisation, globalisation and
the financialisation in and of themselves
when it happens on the scale we see now,
but also how they are affecting public
institutions, most of the time, outside
of the debate. The tremendous boom
of the commercial art market over the
last decades is received and perceived
almost like a natural phenomena that
you cannot do much about, whereas
of course you can affect things, raise
your voice, start the discussion. In
terms of this boom, a certain kind of
programming in mainstream public and
private institutions has become visibly
closer to the commercial art markets’
own programming. This is challenging
for the practices and approaches that are
different, raise other concerns, and have
different starting points and aesthetic
characteristics, because there is less
space to manoeuver. Like most of the
artists I work with.
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How do you see this developing
in the future?
It’s a really bad situation. Sometimes I
wonder if it’s like the anthropocene in
terms of the Earth and the climate, have
we reached the threshold? And I feel a
little bit like that. We have gone beyond
something, and it’s really serious. For
instance, I work at Tensta konsthall,
which is a private foundation started as
a grassroots initative in the subrub of
Tensta. Half of the budget comes from
public sources that we have to apply
for from the municipality, state and
the region, and the rest we have to find
elsewhere—some foundations, but very
little actually comes from Sweden. It’s
more European money, because Sweden
doesn’t have a system where ‘free agents’
can apply for funding for contemporary
art. There is no single source, apart from
public sources. Because of this situation,
we are very fragile. For example, I cannot
say with certainty that Tensta konsthall
will exist in 10 years. But I think it’s
really interesting to start figuring out
other models, and I’m hoping that the
next generation is working on this and
thinking about this.

Abstract Possible: The Stockholm Synergies, Tensta konsthall,
2012

Feeling that you have less space to
maneouver compared to previous years,
how do you find the motivation to start new
things?
By constantly working to maintain what I have, and
potentially widen it. It has to do with how to get money,
what kind of money, how to negotiate with the decisionmakers, but also, in our case with Tensta konsthall, what
kind of relationships we have with the neighborhood and
with the agents in the local area, meaning organisations,
groups, and associations. It’s an important component
of success to have local support. Another aspect is to
collaborate with educational institutions and make what
we do part of their curricula, which we do in Stockholm
and beyond.
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KSENIA KAVERINA is curator at Aalto
University Learning Centre. She is writing her
thesis about the ways of working between art
and business, studying current practices of
corporate partnerships in the museum field.
She is major student in CuMMA programme
and minor in Management and International
Business at Aalto School of Business, which
are both her fields of interest. Her previous
experiences include working as simultaneous
interpreter for Indigenous peoples in the United
Nations, curating independent projects for SaintPetersburg Design Week and writing stories for
various magazines on design and fashion. She
holds Master’s degree in Linguistics (French and
English).
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