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Museum Tinguely, Basel

Museum Tinguely, built directly on the Rhine to plans by Ticinese architect Mario
Botta, houses the largest collection of works by Jean Tinguely (1925 — 1991), one of
the most innovative and most important Swiss artists of the 20th century. The
permanent exhibition presents an overview of four decades of his creative activity,
from the artist’s early beginnings in the 1950s with motorised reliefs, through to the
large-scale sculptures and mechanical sculptures of the 1980s. Regular special
exhibitions showcase a broad spectrum of artists and themes based on Tinguely's
ideas, presenting those that inspired him such as Marcel Duchamp and Kurt
Schwitters, contemporaries such as Arman, Niki de Saint Phalle, Yves Klein and also
current art trends. The museum's varied programme seeks dialogue with other
artists and art forms, promising an interactive museum experience for all of the
senses.

The founding of the museum

The creation of such a museum was directly linked to Roche’s centennial celebrations.
The time that passed from the first concrete idea to build a museum at this location to
the museum's opening was a perhaps record-breaking three years, a feat that was only
possible thanks to the direct commissioning of the experienced architect Mario Botta,
and also to the highly professional interaction of all those who took part.

Tinguely died on August 30, 1991. However, his memory was very present in the mind
of Paul Sacher, the great music patron and Member of the Board of Directors at Roche,
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whose art-loving wife Maja Sacher had already passed away in 1989, and of the
company's CEQO, Fritz Gerber. Even during Tinguely's lifetime they were great
promoters of his art, as are generally the Roche founding families Hoffmann and Oeri,
who have for many years been making a crucial contribution to Basel's cultural
richness by continuing to uphold the humanistic tradition that is this city's
characteristic feature. It is no coincidence that Roche was one of the first companies
to integrate art into everyday corporate life. A number of years before the creation of a
museum was thought of, Tinguely went to Paul Sacher with the idea of building, on
the latter’'s country estate of Schéonenberg in Pratteln, a chapel or vault to
accommodate his Mengele-Dance of Death of 1986, which is a core item in the
museum'’s collection today.

On its opening in October 1996, the collection was presented in the large exhibition
spaces, supplemented by loans from private individuals and museums. Since then, the
museum has become a major beacon in the cultural city of Basel.

The architecture

Mario Botta's initial drafts for the accommodation of the Mengele-Dance of Death
(1986) at Sacher's Schonenberg country estate date from 1989. After Roche succeeded
in securing a building lease on Solitude Park in 1993, Botta produced draft designs for
a Tinguely museum directly on the Rhine and the promenade. The museum was
intended to form the completion of Solitude Park. At today's location, near the head of
the old bridge across the Rhine, there was a playground, but above all water-treatment
facilities for processing water from the Rhine for the pharmaceutical industry. This
reservoir and water-filtering facility, which lies about five stories deep beneath the
museum building, determined the layout for the large 60 by 30 meter hall on the
ground floor. As the hall had to be spanned with girders of this width, the turrets
providing stairway access were shifted to the sides of the building in the northeast
and the southwest. In urban planning terms, the museum forms a clear termination
point for the very busy highway and the rail lines to the east. The fagcade is blind on
this side. Toward the west, it opens onto the park with room-high windows and offers
a great view of the meadow, of the «Tinguely-Brunnen», and of the ancient stock of
trees. This prospect is topped by the one offered by the so-called «Barca», a
passageway offsetting the facade to the south of the museum building that joins the
ground floor to the gallery on the first (second) floor and offers splendid views of the
Rhine, the riverbank beach, and the intersecting traffic routes on water and on land; it
also, as a promenade architecturale, forms a break between entrance zone and
exhibition areas. Two more stories are accessed directly via the stair turret in the
northeast: the so-called «Schinkel», four classically cut exhibition rooms with skylight
on the second story, and the «Crypt», a succession of rooms without daylight in the
basement. In total, the museum accommodates exhibition spaces of approximately
3,060 square meters, supplemented by a bistro, and by a lecture and events space for
up to one hundred guests each. Architecturally unique are the lifting wall panels,
through which the large, 11-meter-high hall, which has a surface area of 1,600 square
meters, can be subdivided into five equally large spaces (thus making it possible to
have several independent exhibitions in parallel), or opened up entirely, allowing for
the free arrangement not only of Tinguely's works, but of large-scale works generally.

Mario Botta's Palladian architectural vocabulary is comprised of simple geometric
elements, rectangular and cylindrical volumes that come together in one clear
concept. The curtain wall of uniform sandstone ashlars takes up the use of the region's
typical reddish sandstone. Emblematic of the building are the fish-belly trusses that
strikingly structure the roof construction and the whole building, interpretable as a
local reference to the nearby Rhine. On its completion, Niki de Saint Phalle describes
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the museum building as a «work of affection» between two big personalities bound by
friendship.

The Exhibitions

Around 120 exhibitions have already been organized since the museum was opened
in October 1996. At first glance, keeping up a varied program at a museum dedicated
to a single artist might seem problematic over the long term. However, Tinguely's
creativity was extremely multifaceted, he drew on numerous sources of inspiration
from the history of art, set thematic priorities for which he is still regarded as a
pioneer and innovator, and repeatedly collaborated intensively with other artists. A
museum tour of four decades of his creativity is always an experience that stimulates
the senses and prompts communicative exchange. Friendships with significant artist
colleagues shaped Tinguely's life story, for example with his first wife, Eva Aeppli, who
was a crucial co-shaper of his artistic beginnings; with Yves Klein, with whom he
aimed at the zero point of painting and sculpture; and with Robert Rauschenberg,
with whom, at the start of the 1960s, a fertile transatlantic dialog took place. Bernhard
Luginbuhl was probably, for a long time, his most important art companion, a great
sculptor, loyal friend, and complementary personality (which also showed in their
external appearance). The influence of Tinguely's relationship with Niki de Saint
Phalle, with whom he lived and worked for a long time, was also of great importance
to his oeuvre.

The exhibition program of Museum Tinguely has main three pillars. First, Tinguely's
role models — Marcel Duchamp, Kurt Schwitters, Max Ernst, and Vladimir Tatlin and
Russian Constructivists — shape the program. Second, works by his contemporaries
and friends are shown in the context of Tinguely's oeuvre, works for example by
Bernhard Luginbuhl, Yves Klein, Arman, Edward Kienholz, Robert Breer, and Richard
Stankiewicz. This covers some of the big names that have featured in the exhibition
program so far. Where European post-war modern art is concerned, Tinguely, with his
international significance, is pivotal to an artistically well-connected Switzerland.
Many issues that have regained greater currency only in the last few years were
always burning ones in his artistic research. Retrospectively, he was a pacesetter
during the enormously fruitful art historical situation around 1960, which, like the
period around 1910, produced achievements that have had a lasting impact. Thus we
reach the third pillar that forms the exhibition program of Museum Tinguely:
Tinguely's currency for the art of the present time. Whether through his actions, his
self-destroying art machines (he was the very first artist to create such works), or the
baroque sumptuousness of his later works, which have increasingly attracted the art
world's interest in recent times — to this day his body of works has rarely been
surpassed in radicalness and its joyful experimentation. In addition to these three
pillars — role models and influences, friends and contemporaries, his impact in the
present day — further «props» complete the program of activities at Museum Tinguely:
exhibitions that are addressed specifically to children and young people, and those
that may seem, like Tinguely's own temperament, a little crazy and have trouble
finding alternative «playgrounds». The museum continues to pursue this exhibition
strategy, which suggests itself from an insider’'s point of view, in the future and we
enjoy presenting to you, the visitor, something new and unexpected again and again.

In addition to the exhibitions in Basel, the museum also regularly contributes to
international projects as a lender, be these major thematic exhibitions that present
Tinguely's oeuvre in a broader context, or monographic exhibitions, which often
provide us with new knowledge in a specific connection at other locations.
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