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Foreword 

The Swiss Arts Council Pro Helvetia is closing its liaison office in Warsaw after 
more than 20 years of presence in Eastern and Central Europe. For two decades, 
Pro Helvetia has been both witness and in its own way one of the protagonists 
of the cultural changes that have taken place in this region. It is difficult–even 
impossible–to evaluate and put an end to such long-lasting and varied activi-
ties. In 2012 and 2013, Pro Helvetia Warsaw set up a whole series of coopera-
tions intended to consolidate and strengthen the networks created over the 
years. The results of this programme, entitled Cooperations, will be apparent–
we hope–after the closing of the office. 

But we were also keen to have an external perspective on the work that all of us 
are so close to and feel so passionately about. At Pro Helvetia’s request, Anne-
Catherine de Perrot carried out in 2012 an evaluation that focused on a particu-
lar aspect: how did the Swiss Arts Council adapt its objectives and methods in 
the local context of transition in Poland, and what are the lessons to be learned 
from this experience? On the basis of this document, together with several oth-
ers put at his disposal, 

François Matarasso, a British writer and specialist in cultural development, 
wrote an essay which we present here. It is neither an evaluation of the pro-
gramme nor a glossy celebration of its achievements. Instead, we asked for a 
personal essay from someone who knows our field well but has not been direct-
ly involved in it. More than that, having neither a Swiss nor a Polish perspec-
tive, it offers something different to both sides of this exchange — the view of a 
critical friend. 

We are convinced that this form of reflection on the methods and above all the 
objectives of cultural exchanges with countries and regions in transition is and 
will remain of topical relevance. In this sense the experiences of Pro Helvetia 
Warsaw will certainly be helpful for all who are involved in cultural work in an 
international context. 

Urszula Kropiwiec 
Head of Pro Helvetia Warsaw 



You've got a friend 

Ain't it good to know that you've got a friend 

Carole King1 

Autumn is not yet here, but there’s freshness in the night air. I’ve spent 
the evening at a hip restaurant with a group of Polish arts managers and 
activists, getting a glimpse of the country’s rich, varied and competitive 
cultural scene. As we spill onto the pavement, we bump into the young 
owner-curator of a new gallery, pushing a bicycle. When she learns that 
I’m here at the invitation of Pro Helvetia’s Warsaw liaison office, she is 
effusive in her appreciation of the Swiss cultural programme in Poland, 
although she has never benefited from it herself. Nonetheless, she has 
been aware of Pro Helvetia’s work since starting as a gallery assistant, 
and knows the office address by heart. The Swiss connection, it seems, 
has always been a possibility for her—something to call on one day, like 
a friend’s promise.  

It is a surprising endorsement from a young art manager not yet prac-
tised in international cultural exchanges, but it is consistent with the 
views of everyone I speak to during this visit to Poland, and on previous 
trips to Eastern Europe. Activists of the independent art scene in the 
final years of the Communist regime; pioneers in the new cultural insti-
tutions during the exciting, fluid 1990s; and those who began their ca-
reers in a country that was an established member of the European 
Union—all speak with unprompted warmth of the Swiss cultural pres-
ence in Poland and express their regret that the Liaison Office will close 
in 2014.  

That regret is not principally a question of money. Swiss budgets for in-
ternational cultural work have never been large when compared to 
those of bodies such as the Goethe-Institut or the British Council.2 Of 
course, the funding has been important, especially in the early years af-
ter communism, when a few hundred Swiss Francs could support an ex-
hibition of emerging artists or a few thousand could enable a Warsaw 
gallery to take part in the Liste Art Fair in Basel. But, to judge from the 
experiences of those who have had contact with Pro Helvetia over the 
years, the money has been a means to something more profound but 
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also less tangible. It has been the path along which contact, solidarity 
and ultimately friendship have grown.  

So it is not the loss of a funding source that Polish cultural activists 
principally regret—Pro Helvetia’s 2013 programme budget of CHF 
400,000 is valuable in itself, but peripheral in the wider context of cul-
tural spending in Poland today3—it is the risk of losing a friendship built 
between Swiss and Polish cultural activists through Pro Helvetia’s long 
presence in the country. The mutual knowledge and confidence fostered 
by artistic exchange over more than 20 years is both monument to and 
legacy of this work, made fruitful by the passion, care and commitment 
of so many people.  

To understand how this has come about, it is necessary to retrace, at 
least in outline, the journey that began in November 1989 with the 
Swiss Parliament’s decision to extend a hand of friendship towards the 
countries of Eastern Europe emerging from Soviet control and leads ul-
timately to the positive words of a young Polish curator on a mild even-
ing in Warsaw, in September 2013.  

The revolution will not be televised 

You will not be able to stay home, brother. 
You will not be able to plug in, turn on and cop out. 
You will not be able to lose yourself on skag and skip, 
Skip out for beer during commercials, 
Because the revolution will not be televised. 

Gil Scott-Heron4 

Is anything more remote than the recent past? In the age of 24-hour 
news, we can watch the Egyptian revolution unfold in real time on our 
mobile phones, or read the first drafts of history in the blog posts of cit-
izen journalists: this revolution will be televised, but by its participants. 
Later, much later, historians will distil less passionate accounts of 
events from vast bodies of evidence and argument. Today is immediate, 
urgent and exciting; the past is distant, different and intriguing. Be-
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tween them lies yesterday, gone but not yet finished, a debatable land of 
indeterminate character and limited interest.  

In November 2009, European leaders gathered to mark the 20th anniver-
sary of the fall of the Berlin Wall. But the moment was overshadowed by 
an economic crisis whose roots might be traced to the hubris born in the 
end of Soviet communism. The euphoria of the Velvet Revolution and 
the Baltic Chain had long faded in the ambiguities of a democratisation 
that saw borders redrawn, new nations created and the replacement of 
state corporations by private ones. The sense that anything was possi-
ble—felt acutely by many artists and activists who had struggled for air 
under the old regimes—was gradually tempered by events and compet-
ing ideals. Worse, though, was the discovery in disintegrating Yugosla-
via that horrors not seen in Europe since 1945 were indeed still possible. 

Such bitter experience makes it hard to recall the extraordinary opti-
mism released across Europe in 1990: it is at once too recent and too 
long ago. Perhaps the nearest equivalent is the Arab Spring of 2011, alt-
hough that too has already descended into much darker places as rival 
visions of how to live, once stifled by dictatorship, are released into a 
world in need of hope.  

For a Western European baby boomer, born between 1945 and 1965, the 
end of the Soviet Union was first of all a release from military threat. In 
the 1980s, as the Reagan Doctrine placed cruise missiles 50 miles from 
London, the threat of nuclear annihilation had seemed to increase ra-
ther than reduce. In 1991, when the Soviet Union was dissolved, the sit-
uation was reversed. Military spending tumbled as disarmament talks 
proceeded and politicians spoke optimistically of a ‘Peace Dividend’.  

By then a second and subtler change was happening for Europeans: the 
rediscovery of their own continent. The broken border could be crossed 
and cultural exchange was possible once again. Enemies, feared or en-
vied, could be reimagined as neighbours. For Western Europeans, the 
individualities of ancient cultures had been subsumed into the amor-
phous grey space known simply as ‘Eastern Bloc’. The word Warsaw was 
rarely heard unless it was followed by Pact. Sarajevo was known for the 
assassination of Franz Ferdinand and the 1984 Winter Olympics. Bel-
grade meant little more than a football team, founded in 1945 and 
named after the very symbol of communism. For citizens of the socialist 
people’s republics, knowledge of the capitalist West, in all its contradic-
tory wealth, was equally obscured. The geography, history and culture 
of the divided continent had become invisible to its own people behind 
illusory and hostile ideological uniforms.  
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If this seems an exaggeration, it is perhaps because of that difficulty of 
seeing the recent past clearly, once new realities have been constructed 
on its ruins. The cultural heritage and identities of Eastern European 
countries have come back into the spotlight, as they have regained con-
trol of their politics. During the last decade of the 20th century, four Eu-
ropean states vanished and fourteen new ones appeared.5 Many have 
now joined NATO and the European Union. Low cost airlines and cul-
tural tourism have made Prague, Krakow and Tallinn popular destina-
tions, a mixed blessing when cheap beer is involved. Traffic in the other 
direction has been more often motivated by the search for work than 
leisure, but it has also been abundant: by 2011, half a million Polish 
people were living in the UK.6 

Artists have been at the heart of that change, inspiring, documenting 
and living it, both because they are like everyone else, and because they 
are not. It is in the nature of a totalitarian regime to control every as-
pect of life and culture was controlled and organised during the com-
munist years just like everything else. The state not only provided 
facilities, training and resources, it oversaw the programmes of cultural 
institutions. Workers and their families received cheap or free tickets, 
and the concert halls were often full, but the range of voices heard in 
them was strictly limited.  

In communism’s final years, attempts were sometimes made to 
acknowledge that art had expanded beyond the classical and folk idioms 
beloved of the regime. In East Germany, the authorities tried to licence 
their own, acceptable forms of youth music to counter the appeal of the 
Western rock that seeped through the cracks in the wall. But ‘Ostrock’ 
was either dull or subverted—as in the case of the Berlin band Silly, 
who, when told they could not use an English word, persuaded the cen-
sors that it was just the name of their cat.  

Subversion was how some artists manifested their difference, using 
their creativity to slip between the inconsistencies and illogicality of the 
bureaucratic dictatorship. They organised exhibitions in their own 
homes, they circulated samizdat texts, they used social gatherings as 
creative forums. In Poland, the Catholic Church protected a space in 
which ideas could be discussed and work shown that the official cultural 
centres would have rejected out of hand. Many of these alternative art-
ists became figureheads in the revolutionary days before and after the 
Wall came down. It was entirely fitting that the Estonians should sing 
themselves free and that the Czechs should unanimously elect a poet 
and playwright, Vaclav Havel, for their last and first president. The story 
of 1989 is also the story of Eastern Europe’s artistic liberation and sub-
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sequent renaissance, the transformation of a monolithic soviet culture 
into today’s diversity of independent voices.  

The rediscovery of diversity in European national identities manifests 
itself in surprising places. In 1956—the year that Soviet troops crushed 
the Hungarian Rising—the Geneva-based European Broadcasting Union 
launched an international music competition that aspired to reduce 
post-war divisions. The first Eurovision Song Contest was held in Lu-
gano, Switzerland, and won by the host country. With the explosion of 
both pop music and broadcasting, the event grew in popularity and 
more countries took part, but Yugoslavia was the only participant from 
the communist bloc. In May 1989, Switzerland hosted the event once 
again. Poland was preparing parliamentary elections after the legalisa-
tion of Solidarity and Hungary was dismantling its border fences with 
Austria; further away, the Chinese government imposed martial law in 
response to the occupation of Tiananmen Square. One can only wonder 
whether Yugoslavia’s first Eurovision victory that year came in part 
from unconscious solidarity among Western Europeans with the liberal-
ising voices in the east. Be that as it may, there were just 22 participat-
ing countries in the 1989 Eurovision Song Contest. Twenty years later, 
42 nations took part in Moscow’s first event as host city. Many of them 
had not had an independent existence during most of the 20th century.  

But in 1989, there was everything still to do. When the Iron Curtain fell, 
it revealed half a continent weakened by decades of political oppression, 
economic inefficiency and social control. The European Community 
(the Union was established only with the Maastricht Treaty in 1993), the 
United States and many individual nations were quick to offer assis-
tance to Eastern Europe’s emerging democracies. International funds 
and advice were made available to support privatisation, while state 
agencies such as the American Agency for International Development 
and the British Overseas Development Administration created training 
programmes to support legal reforms and the liberalisation of com-
munist institutions.  

Alongside these ambitious political aid efforts, several Western Europe-
an states committed their international cultural agencies to extend 
their work in Eastern Europe. Among them was Switzerland, a small 
federal democracy close to the Cold War’s front line, and a nation with 
the oldest commitment to neutrality in the world combined with an in-
ternational outlook and a longstanding commitment to advancing peace 
and democracy.  
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The changing of the guards 

Eden is burning, either brace yourself for elimination 
Or else your hearts must have the courage for the changing of the guards 

Bob Dylan7 

New times, new tools 
The Swiss Federation was very quick to respond to need in Eastern Eu-
rope, with Parliament voting to allocate funds as early as November 
1989, just days after the Berlin Wall was breached.8 The Federal De-
partment of Foreign Affairs entrusted the task to its agency for interna-
tional development and cooperation (SDC), established after the Second 
World War to unite Swiss humanitarian relief and technical assistance. 
SDC had grown greatly since then but the scale and urgency of the new 
mission in Eastern Europe would bring new impetus to its work. The en-
gagement with the former communist countries was a new and im-
portant opportunity to integrate culture within a wider development 
strategy.9 In July 1990, SDC commissioned Pro Helvetia to work on the 
cultural dimension of its programme in Eastern Europe, with an annual 
budget of CHF 1.5 million between 1991 and 1999.  

Pro Helvetia is an independent foundation which sets its own policies 
and plans within a strategic framework defined by the Federal govern-
ment, which provides its funding. Established in 1939, Pro Helvetia’s 
work complements that of cantons and municipalities, supporting co-
operation within and beyond Switzerland and promoting appreciation 
of the distinctive qualities of contemporary Swiss culture, especially 
abroad. Two thirds of Pro Helvetia’s budget is applied to supporting 
projects outside Switzerland, though naturally the beneficiaries are 
principally Swiss artists and cultural organisations who are thus enabled 
to present their work abroad. In 2012, the foundation supported more 
than 3,000 events in 92 countries, though Europe is by far the largest 
stage for this work, accounting for 42% of that year’s budget. Beyond 
Europe, investment was made in Russia and Central Asia (6.2%), North 
America (5.8%), China (3%) and other regions (each less than 3%).10  

Before 1990, whilst its work reached across the world, Pro Helvetia’s 
gave much attention to neighbouring countries with which Switzerland 
has cultural and linguistic ties: Germany, France and Italy. Cultural cen-
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tres were—and still are—supported in Paris, Milan, Rome and Venice (as 
well as New York and San Francisco) and extensive support was given to 
Swiss participation in art fairs and festivals, touring and the promotion 
of Swiss literature, architecture, design and other fields.  

Venturing into the unknown 

‘For us, it was incredible that Pro Helvetia should appear at that moment and give 

small subsidies, rapidly, for artists and curators in the visual arts.’11  

The SDC mandate demanded a new approach in at least two respects. 
First, it drew Pro Helvetia’s attention to countries with which there 
were few easy linguistic connections12 and where, of course, the legacy 
of communist ideology influenced cultural life as it did every other as-
pect of society. Secondly, it demanded a shift away from promoting 
Swiss culture abroad to investing in the knowledge, skills and networks 
of artists from other countries. Instead of simply presenting a Swiss 
dance company in Paris or promoting a Romansh author in Italy, Pro 
Helvetia was being asked to support artists in countries with which it 
had previously had limited contact. More than that, since the pro-
gramme was intended to promote democratisation and openness in the 
contemporary art scene, it needed to help those young, independent 
artists who had been marginalised under the previous regime. There was 
everything to learn, even simply in identifying possibilities, to say noth-
ing of deciding between competing claims and proposals.  

So, in those early years after 1991, the programme inevitably supported 
artists whose work did not flourish or who even left the art world alto-
gether as they found other places in the new order. Not all those who 
had made radical names for themselves were artistically successful once 
there were different authorities to critique. Other artists flared brightly 
with the oxygen rushing in after 1990, only to burn out equally fast. It is 
not easy to hold to a consistent artistic vision in times of total ideologi-
cal change. Sometimes Pro Helvetia’s backing was itself problematic. 
The injection of funds into groups that had once survived without state 
support did help some become stronger and established in the post-
communist cultural scene, but in others, it created an unsustainable de-
pendency on external funds. Some companies and projects that began 
as bright hopes in Pro Helvetia’s portfolio eventually faded or folded, 
though not without having made their mark in those early days. 

But those were generally the exceptions. Pro Helvetia was able to ap-
point some outstanding people as directors in offices abroad. The first 
recruits were Swiss nationals with a good knowledge of the countries 
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and languages, but over the years they were succeeded by local profes-
sionals and the direction of learning reversed as they acquired 
knowledge of the Swiss cultural scene that was the focus of exchange 
from the end of the 1990s. Whatever their nationality, the best of them 
shared a sensitivity to local conditions and a deep interest in what art-
ists were doing there. They tended to be patient and have confidence in 
their judgment. Small sums of money, paid out with little bureaucracy 
and much trust, proved invaluable to many young artists, curators and 
directors. Pro Helvetia was seen as more open than some of its bigger 
counterparts, who seemed tied to the agendas of their national govern-
ments. Its staff was knowledgeable, interested, engaged; they were pre-
sent at exhibitions and events; they were approachable.  

Crucially, they were interested in young, emerging or formerly margin-
alised voices. The programme was also valued for reaching beyond capi-
tal cities and its own bases. In Poland, for example, Pro Helvetia 
supported work all over the country, despite transport and communica-
tion difficulties. The cultural centre in Sanok, in a town of 40,000 people 
close to the Ukrainian border, had a small grant to pay for a colour pho-
tocopier and cinema projectors. The latter enabled it to show new films 
for the first time while, with the only copy machine in the district, the 
centre could publicise the screenings and attract paying audiences. 
From such small seeds did lasting change grow: in the winter of 2012, a 
Pro Helvetia visitor to Sanok Cultural Centre found it renovated and 
thriving.  

Fifteen or 20 years later, Pro Helvetia’s former staff in Poland are re-
membered fondly by those with whom they worked, when everything 
seemed open and the excitement of change touched not just artistic 
creation but society itself. Today, some of those most involved in the 
redefinition of cultural activity in Poland recognise the extraordinary 
window of opportunity that existed, with all the difficulties, in the 
1990s. Many of them are now in positions of leadership in Poland’s cul-
tural institutions and able to sustain cultural exchanges with their peers 
in Switzerland and elsewhere. 

A two-way radio 
Ten years after the end of the Berlin Wall, much had changed in Eastern 
Europe. In the centre and north of the region, several countries were 
already negotiating to join the European Union; in the south, the break 
of Yugoslavia had brought war and genocide. Responding to this 
changed context, SDC determined to focus its support for cultural de-
velopment in the Balkans, South East Europe and the Commonwealth of 
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Independent States (CIS). It set aside funds for a new programme, again 
managed by Pro Helvetia and supporting cultural work in the Western 
Balkans, Bulgaria, Romania and Ukraine.13  

At this point, Pro Helvetia decided to use its own resources to maintain 
its presence in Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic and Slovakia. Work 
in Central Europe became part of its core programme, alongside other 
international programmes. There was much less funding, especially for 
the kind of developmental support that had made such a difference to 
emerging cultural organisations, but this was becoming less necessary 
as other revenue sources opened. Indeed, with EU accession, capital 
funds would contribute to the upgrading of cultural infrastructure in 
many applicant countries. But cultural activists valued the continuing 
Swiss presence—and Pro Helvetia’s knowledge, contacts and advice—in 
Bratislava, Budapest, Cracow and Prague. For young artists, curators 
and directors the interest and encouragement they received was often 
vital, especially when it came to marginalised cultural voices, such as 
those of lesbian and gay artists. As one person put it recently, looking 
back on those days: 

‘The support of an official organisation of a foreign government was indispensable. 

I was able to say that there was money from other countries, not private individu-

als, but from an official institution of the Swiss government. The subsidy granted 

was not large, but we could highlight it. So the festival took place. It was so im-

portant to find someone who was against that kind of conservative way of thinking 

and supporting the culture. Today society is more liberal, we no longer need to 

hide.’14 

From 1999 onwards, work in Poland and nearby countries was undertak-
en in a context of cultural exchange, with contacts developing between 
artists from Switzerland and the region. Over time, further adjustments 
to policy and programmes were made in response to the changing con-
ditions, in Switzerland, in the region and further afield. In 2005 the 
Polish office was moved from Cracow to Warsaw and took on responsi-
bility for a regional programme, including the other Visegrád countries 
(Hungary, Slovakia and the Czech Republic) the Baltic countries and 
Ukraine. As offices in other countries closed, Warsaw became the centre 
from which Swiss cultural work in Eastern Europe was managed, coordi-
nated with Zurich.  

But the legacy of the pioneering work in the 1990s, as well as Pro Helve-
tia’s continuing partnership with SDC in the Western Balkans and else-
where, has given the work a distinctive developmental edge. The 
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programme, which in its final years has focused on broad priorities, 
such as contemporary dance, design and architecture, retains an inquis-
itive, exploratory character. It has avoided becoming merely a vehicle 
for the promotion of Swiss culture, like a national broadcaster, creating 
instead a space of dialogue, interaction and learning: this is a two-way 
radio that receives as well as transmitting.  

Learning from Warsaw, the residency and exchange project that has been 
a key part of the programme’s final months, illustrates the approach to-
day. Curated by Nele Dechmann, Nicola Ruffo and Agnieszka Sosnow-
ska, it has linked Polish and Swiss artists in a series of formal 
investigations of the city’s character that have been presented in both 
Warsaw and Zurich. The obvious results of such artistic conversations 
are events, exhibitions and publications. But these are also the visible 
traces of creative experiences that will change, in unpredictable ways, 
the practice and perhaps even the lives of those involved. Pro Helvetia’s 
objectives for its international cultural work are to raise awareness of 
the quality and diversity of Swiss art and to develop relations that en-
dure ‘well beyond its intervention’. In Learning from Warsaw, and 
countless other initiatives large and small supported during more than 
20 years engagement in Poland and Eastern Europe, the organisation 
has gone a long way towards achieving both goals.  

New directions 
The special initiatives of Swiss cultural cooperation in Eastern Europe 
come to an end in 2013 with a kind of normalisation of relationships. 
From 2014, Pro Helvetia will work with partners in Poland and Eastern 
Europe from its Zurich headquarters, helping to finance and advise on 
cultural exchange with institutions and artists in Switzerland. The pro-
motion of artistic dialogue here will take its proper place alongside the 
rest of Pro Helvetia’s programme in Europe, North America and else-
where. But the Foundation’s targeted international work will not end in 
2013: it will extend to other parts of the world. In recent years, Pro Hel-
vetia has established itself in New Delhi (2007) and Beijing (2010), in an 
important commitment to developing cultural partnership in Asia. It 
has also initiated a pilot programme in Moscow to test the viability and 
value of establishing a more permanent presence in Russia. In different 
ways, India, China and Russia are all undergoing rapid change so Swit-
zerland is, once again, committing itself to being present in challenging 
arenas for artistic exchange.  

This raises an obvious question: why intervene culturally in states un-
dergoing rapid and sometimes dangerous transitions? In the chaotic cir-
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cumstances of the 1989 revolutions and the political, economic and so-
cial instability that followed them, why should anybody be concerned 
about contemporary art? And yet, Swiss institutions, including SDC and 
Pro Helvetia, have gone into such arenas with eyes open and, as the ex-
perience in Eastern Europe demonstrates, they have done much good. 
Underlying that question is another, broader one: what good derives to 
the Swiss nation, whose citizens ultimately provide its resources, from 
supporting artistic work in such situations? How does Switzerland bene-
fit from strengthening the cultural profession in Gdansk or Riga? And 
finally, if there is value in working culturally in these states in transi-
tion, and doing so can be shown to benefit the Swiss people, the ques-
tion of how this might best be done arises. The final sections of this 
essay consider each of these questions in turn.  

The true protest is beauty  

Ah but in such an ugly time the true protest is beauty. 

Phil Ochs15 

Pro Helvetia in the world 
The promotion of Swiss culture abroad has always been the core of Pro 
Helvetia’s mission, and it remains the overwhelming majority of its pro-
gramme. As already noted, the Foundation’s work last year extended to 
92 different countries and more than 3,000 individual events, so it is 
important to put the special programmes, such as the work in Eastern 
Europe, within that larger perspective. Nonetheless, it is notable that 
Pro Helvetia has repeatedly committed itself to societies undergoing 
transition—the very places where one might expect cultural work, and 
particularly international exchange, to be most difficult and, arguably, 
the least necessary form of activity. Cairo, for example, was an unusual 
choice for Pro Helvetia’s first overseas office (rather than cultural cen-
tre). Opened in 1988, it works not only Egypt but also supports work in 
several neighbouring countries, including Lebanon, Jordan and the Pal-
estinian territories, placing the work firmly in one of the most volatile 
parts of the world. That has only become truer in the years since, with 
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terrorism, war and revolution affecting most of the region. The revolu-
tionary developments in Egypt have been very challenging but the Cairo 
liaison office remains open and continues to seek ways of achieving its 
cultural mission.  

European revolutions began a year after the Cairo office was estab-
lished, opening the ground for the programme already described. In 
1994 South Africa underwent its own democratic revolution, albeit in 
very different circumstances and in 1998, Pro Helvetia opened an office 
in Cape Town. As in North Africa, this office was tasked with reaching 
out to neighbouring countries, especially Mozambique and Zimbabwe. 
Once again, it seems, a conscious choice was made to engage in territo-
ries facing change. A subsequent mandate from SDC again extended Pro 
Helvetia’s work beyond simple cultural exchange to developmental pro-
jects focusing on outreach to poorer communities and capacity building 
for cultural organizations. There have been some operational differ-
ences between the two organisations, since development work is in-
creasingly managed within tight frameworks with precise objectives and 
outcome measures, while arts programmes, whose results are less pre-
dictable, tend to be more open in their expectations. Even within the 
framework of international contemporary art itself, South Africa, like 
Egypt, was not on the principal circuits of exchange, though Pro Helve-
tia’s work plays its part in changing that.  

During the 1990s, Pro Helvetia and SDC were developing their commit-
ment to the Western Balkans in the wake of the Yugoslav wars, which 
finally ended in 2001. The practical and creative challenges faced during 
the preceding two decades by artists in South Eastern Europe (and also 
those from Switzerland working in the region) were immense. With cul-
tural support systems destroyed, corrupted or sclerotic, with limited 
funds and new barriers to travel, and with all the everyday problems 
faced by their fellow citizens, artists and cultural managers had a hard 
time just doing their work. It is remarkable therefore that so many of 
them produced work that was ambitious, innovative and connected with 
the currents of artistic development in countries they were often pre-
vented from visiting—at least without Pro Helvetia’s help. And nor did 
that work shy away from confrontations with identity, power and the 
recent past, despite the evident risks, though again Pro Helvetia’s sup-
port provided not just the means but confidence and context. 

Finally, and most recently, Pro Helvetia has extended its presence in 
India, China and Russia. While none of these countries is undergoing 
the post-war or post-revolutionary reconstruction that has been the 
context of the Foundation’s work in Eastern Europe and, albeit differ-
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ently, in Africa, they are also experiencing profound social, economic 
and cultural change. Their scale, in terms of population, area and diver-
sity, brings new challenges. Where and how can a small country like 
Switzerland begin to engage with territories whose citizens make up 
38% of the global population? Whether the context is political revolu-
tion, post-war reconstruction or economic boom, the purpose, value 
and even the possibility of cultural exchange programmes must come 
into question in such transitional and unstable conditions.  

Culture in transition 
And yet…  

If art is as important as its advocates claim, if it enables people to ex-
plore basic hopes and fears, to dream and imagine alternative possibili-
ties, or to face the great existential questions, then surely it can be a 
vital resource when people are confronted with those same dreams, 
fears, possibilities and questions in daily life. Pro Helvetia’s Cairo office 
has engaged with some of the critical realities of its geopolitical situa-
tion, for instance in a major project about borders, in which artists and 
writers reflected on the experience of migration in contested space. 
Many of the artists’ residencies—and there are about ten each year with 
artists from Switzerland and from Egypt, North Africa and the Middle 
East—have also confronted urgent questions. In 2013, for example, the 
writer Ziad Akl was supported to visit Zurich and explore how cultural 
diversity can relate to a framework of citizen rights and duties. Another 
residency, by musician Ahmad Elsawy, is the context for a collaboration 
with Swiss artists on a multimedia project about ‘White Revolutions’ 
around the world.  

Elsewhere, the very process of connecting artists across borders and cul-
tures raises challenges to orthodoxy, so Pro Helvetia can find itself en-
gaged in unanticipated ethical debates. The new legal curbs on 
information about gay issues adopted in Russia have led some artists to 
ask whether they should perform or exhibit there at all. Freedom of ex-
pression, protected by the Swiss constitution and cherished by artists 
everywhere, is notoriously threatened by state action against Pussy Riot 
and Ai Weiwei, but also against many thousands of less celebrated art-
ists. The concern of other artists with issues such as environmental pro-
tection or human rights raises different challenges, sometimes in the 
work they make, but also in the negotiations that may be needed before 
anything can be made at all. Throughout the period of Swiss cultural 
support in Eastern Europe there have been times when Pro Helvetia’s 
most important contribution has simply been to ensure that another, 
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different voice was heard and thus to enact a commitment to democracy 
and cultural diversity. 

But of course Pro Helvetia’s artistic exchange programmes are not only, 
or even principally, concerned with such obviously politicised ques-
tions. In zones of transition, as in the rest of the world, events support-
ed by the Foundation avoid simplistic purposes or results. They are 
collaborations between artists and companies from Switzerland with 
their peers abroad: tours and performances, exhibitions and talks—the 
bread and butter of everyday artistic work. Even in the revolutionary 
atmosphere of Egypt, such exchanges are the heart of Pro Helvetia’s of-
fer. So, in April 2013 the Cairo office ensured Swiss participation in Abu 
Dhabi International Book Fair, while in June, the Swiss contemporary 
dance company 7273 made a research trip to Cairo for ‘Tarab’, a new 
piece drawing on ancient Arab concepts of poetry, music and spirituality 
that was also, thanks to Pro Helvetia. seen in Warsaw.  

It might be argued—and Pro Helvetia staff are very aware of it—that this 
contemporary art discourse engages only a small section of society, es-
pecially in the Global South. Although Pro Helvetia’s work often reaches 
beyond elites, notably in music and dance which do not depend on lan-
guage, it cannot be denied that audiences for international contempo-
rary art typically have a high level of education, often in Western-
oriented colleges. But that is part of a wider economic, political and so-
cial reality in today’s globalising world. If the art world cannot separate 
itself from these forces, it can, at its best, illuminate, critique and even 
challenge them. Again, the examples of Pussy Riot and Ai Weiwei are 
the media-friendly tip of a much larger iceberg. Maintaining and ex-
tending a space where such democratic discourse can occur through art, 
in all its protective opacity, is a vital task for any foundation committed 
to freedom of speech and respect for diversity.  

In reality, Pro Helvetia’s programmes are complex and diverse. They 
include projects that consciously embody Swiss values of democracy, 
toleration and diversity; programmes that support learning or cultural 
development; creative collaborations and exchanges; and straightfor-
ward presentation of work by Swiss artists. None is fully representative 
of Swiss cultural work abroad, but each makes a contribution to a rich 
offer that can flex in response to local circumstance. And none of these 
cultural encounters between artists and audiences should be reduced to 
simplistic binary analyses, in which they are seen to achieve one goal 
but not another. In truth, they have complex and unpredictable out-
comes because they connect complex and unpredictable people. At the 
heart of artistic experience is the relationship, lived in real time, be-
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tween artist and audience that is enabled and mediated by the work of 
art. It is one of art’s great strengths to thrive on ambiguity and allusion, 
to express what cannot be said and to share what cannot be understood. 
It must be experienced because its core materials cannot be reduced to 
the rationalism of everyday language.  

At times of stress, even danger, when history seems to develop at a fast-
er pace than usual, when long-held assumptions crumble and new ways 
of living struggle to be born, at times of transition, art is so important 
because it is another way through which people can understand their 
experiences, empathise with those of other people and imagine more 
hopeful ways of being. It is not easy to support artists in such times, or 
to interest other people in their work. It is courageous for a small coun-
try, such as Switzerland, to take on such a task. But it is by being pre-
sent at those times of crisis, by offering support and help without 
knowing all the answers, by accompanying people through change that 
strong relationships can be built. And at such times it is equally vital to 
protect and to grow spaces for democratic cultural discourse, particular-
ly when they are threatened by conflict, ideology or fear.  

‘We have no friends’  

Once Kissinger said: ‘We have no friends, America only has interests’ 

Tom Waits16 

Henry Kissinger’s statement has become notorious for the cynicism, one 
might almost say the brutality, of its conception of diplomacy. Europe, 
faithful to its self-appointed ‘mission civilisatrice’, tends to offer softer, 
subtler reasons for its international cultural work, as did the Jury that 
awarded the 2005 Prince of Asturias Prize for Communications and Hu-
manities jointly to five large European cultural institutes for their con-
tribution to the task of ‘Safeguarding and fostering Europe’s cultural 
heritage by teaching not only their respective national languages to mil-
lions of people on every continent but also their literary and artistic tra-
ditions and the ethical and human values that underlie western 
civilization’.17  
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But this polite language masks a degree of self-interest that may not, in 
truth, be so far from the Kissinger doctrine. In recent evidence to the 
Parliamentary Committee on Soft Power and the UK’s Influence, the 
British Council submitted that ‘a country’s soft power is its ability to 
make friends and influence people not through military might, but 
through its most attractive assets, notably culture, education, language 
and values’.18 

It would be absurd to suggest that nations should not pursue their in-
terests in international relations, and naïve not to recognise either the 
importance of ‘soft power’ or the value of culture in its development 
and use. But the interests of small countries are not always those of big 
ones. Nor are the ways through which those interests can best be ad-
vanced the same. It is notable, for example, that of the 13 states whose 
neutrality is internationally recognised, only Ukraine, which adopted 
the principle very recently, has more than 10 million citizens. Switzer-
land is the oldest neutral country in the world, a position that has given 
it a special though not uncontested place in international relations, 
Nonetheless, the Swiss experience of and commitment to neutrality, 
democracy and linguistic diversity affects both its international cultural 
work and how it may be perceived by partners abroad.  

Kissinger opposes the ideas of self-interest and friendship, as if they 
were incompatible. In reality, the experience of smaller countries might 
be just the opposite. In a world of large powers, smaller nations may feel 
it is very interesting indeed to have friends. The quality of their speech, 
including through cultural exchange, is therefore of great importance.  

But we are not in the school playground here. What is the meaning of 
‘friendship’ in international relations? That, also, is a sub-text of Kis-
singer’s remark.  

Culture, and particularly that sharp, self-conscious dimension of culture 
that Europeans call art, is a remarkable mechanism for communicating 
ideas and values, beliefs and dreams, fears and hopes. It thrives in just 
those places where words—and therefore formal diplomacy—fail be-
cause, although it can use words, it has other resources, such as image, 
metaphor, ritual and performance. Two people don’t need to speak the 
same language to communicate with each other through art, or even to 
cooperate on the creation of a new artistic experience that neither could 
have made or even imagined alone, as so many collaborations fostered 
by Pro Helvetia demonstrate. This is not to pretend that culture is a bet-
ter means of communication than language. But it is a different route 
for dialogue and exchange that, particularly in a shared cultural space 
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such as is Europe, can provide valuable alternative paths to mutual un-
derstanding.  

And that is all that international cultural exchange can offer. It is just 
one of the ways in which groups or societies with different experiences 
and interests can interact, alongside diplomacy, trade and other forms 
of mutual exchange. In the story of Western involvement in Eastern Eu-
rope since 1989, culture may have seemed to take a much smaller place 
than international treaties, structural funds, training and reform pro-
grammes.  

But artists have accompanied those other, formal and word-based sys-
tems, as dolphins swim beside ships. In doing so they have laced count-
less threads with one another, with audiences, managers, politicians, 
academics and many other people, stitching together the edges of a 
wound that divided the continent into east and west, communist and 
capitalist zones. They have brought empathy and imagination to rela-
tions between people formerly locked up in antagonistic ideologies, and 
provided spaces for sharing histories, ideas and feelings. Because they 
have done that experientially, through the open offer of art, the links 
they have created have not needed always to be explicable. Instead they 
have been affective, and that has helped them nurture mutual esteem, 
trust and eventually friendship. That is all that international cultural 
exchange can offer—but it is rather a lot.  

That's how the light gets in 

Ring the bells that still can ring  
Forget your perfect offering  
There is a crack in everything  
That's how the light gets in 

Leonard Cohen19  

Looking back 
Pro Helvetia’s cultural activity in Eastern Europe since 1990 is so exten-
sive and varied that a simple description would produce a weighty vol-
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ume. Since its importance was experiential, it would probably be a dull 
one too: as the saying goes, you had to be there. Understanding its 
complex influences on cultural practice in Poland, Hungary, Slovakia, 
the Czech Republic and all the other countries involved is a task for fu-
ture historians who will need also to set it in the much larger context of 
the post-revolutionary change. Again, our relationship with those times 
is both too close and too distant.  

But the legacy should not be undervalued because it is so hard to distin-
guish within a process of change in the cultural professions or in wider 
society. It is moving to listen to the memories and analyses of people 
who have been touched by Swiss cultural programmes, even at a dis-
tance. One can only be impressed by the sheer numbers of artists sup-
ported, journeys enabled, exhibitions curated, festivals sponsored and 
connections made, from Tallinn to Tirana, Geneva to Odessa. Many 
thousands of people have benefited from experiences made possible by 
the institutions of the Swiss Confederation. Through those experiences, 
artists, writers, directors, managers and audiences have developed 
knowledge, confidence and understanding, sometimes consciously, of-
ten not. Perhaps, after all, it is not unreasonable to believe these are 
indeed the ‘ethical and human values that underlie western civiliza-
tion’, or at least that they can be. 

Pro Helvetia has navigated a distinctive course in its cultural exchanges 
over the past two decades, sometimes intentionally, sometimes acci-
dentally. It has avoided both the Scylla of narrow self-interest and Cha-
rybdis of rhetorical self-regard. Instead, with its many partners in 
Switzerland and in Eastern Europe, it has fostered cultural encounters 
that have frequently been creative and inspiring, mutually respectful 
and rooted in the participants’ lived reality. That reality has often been 
difficult, notably in the early years of transition as well as in the post-
conflict or revolutionary times that several countries are still living 
through. By no means have all its projects been successful; nor have all 
the dreams of artists been realised. No matter: the results, unexpected 
or even disappointing as they sometimes were, have left few regrets. 
The journey, together, has been worthwhile. In the end, at the most 
fundamental level, it has been a presence that has been so valued by 
artists and cultural activists, such as the young curator I met wheeling 
her bicycle through the late summer evening.  

The creative cracks  
Pro Helvetia’s work in Poland and Eastern Europe since 1990, like the 
broader development of its work elsewhere, has brought success, but it 
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has not been without its difficulties. Perhaps because it was often re-
sponsive both to historical events and to the interests of other partners, 
its evolution has involved side steps, uncertainties and reviews. Branch 
offices have become regional or liaison offices; priorities have been set 
and then rethought; procedures have been established and changed. 
Pragmatism and personal instinct have guided development as much as 
planning and evaluation. None of this is surprising in the context of 
such a long period of activity in so many different and often difficult 
contexts. In 2001, the needs and opportunities of work in the Balkans 
were not what they were in 2007; likewise the context of South Africa 
today is not what it was in 1997.  

This story, then, has been the mix of accident and design characteristic 
of human endeavour. Since partnership underpins international cultural 
exchange, what has happened is inevitably the result of internal and ex-
ternal voices: this work both enables and demands intercultural dia-
logue. As a small foundation from a small country, Pro Helvetia has 
needed to develop its negotiation skills more than most. It has an inter-
est in making friends: its achievement has been to do it so well.  

The result, in Eastern Europe at least, has been a programme and an ap-
proach to managing it with some distinctive qualities, developed in the 
crucible of change by people working closely with both artists and man-
agers and skilled in helping them understand one another where neces-
sary. They are worth reflecting on since they have been influential in 
shaping what has happened and how. The Warsaw liaison office, as it 
has been working in recent years is—like its counterparts elsewhere—
the result of many years’ experience, and there are valuable lessons to 
be drawn. These lessons are not conditions of success, or even princi-
ples: the characteristics of successful liaison offices have not always 
been consciously recognised, even within Pro Helvetia. They are better 
imagined as aspects of a personality: the mix of inheritance, education 
and self-improvement that make some people good at making friends. 
They are the imperfections within which creativity, art and humanity 
itself all thrive. 

The first character trait is the relative modesty of Pro Helvetia’s re-
sources. Except in the early years of the SDC programme in Eastern Eu-
rope, the Foundation’s offices abroad have generally not had very large 
budgets: a few hundred thousand Swiss Francs a year, sometimes less. 
And yet, with direct access to project funds throughout the year, and 
trusted by their superiors to make their own spending decisions, local 
managers have rarely felt lack of resources as a major constraint. Small-
er budgets are also perceived to carry less risk, and the programme has 
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often benefited from the lighter controls and lower expectations that 
follow.  

At the same time, local staff have had to act creatively and in partner-
ship to get the best value from a grant. Since they are often working in 
regions where the cultural economy is smaller than in Switzerland, 
quite small sums can achieve surprising results. Limited budgets have 
also encouraged local staff to put as much energy into building relation-
ships and providing other forms of help, with the unplanned result that 
their work has generally supported the autonomy of cultural partners.  

But relationships with cultural partners have not been shaped only by 
the size of budgets. As described by some of its partners in Poland, at 
least, Switzerland’s image as a small, democratic and non-aligned coun-
try has also influenced people’s response to its cultural offer. Interna-
tional partnership has seemed to them more balanced than is 
sometimes the case with better resourced cultural agencies. Conse-
quently there may be less suspicion around the motives behind the 
grant or the cooperation offered. It may be easier, in short, for the rep-
resentatives of a small foundation to establish their good faith and that 
may go a long way to compensate for being less generously resourced. 

This degree of trust fostered within and by Pro Helvetia’s work abroad is 
another factor in its realisation. The Foundation has been fortunate in 
recruiting some outstanding people to direct its offices abroad, initially 
hiring Swiss nationals before moving to a local employment policy. The 
interest and enthusiasm of these people has won confidence in the or-
ganisation’s own good faith. It is not that everything has always gone 
smoothly but that when it has not, the Foundation’s staff have been 
able to respond with openness and honesty. Such trust is easier where 
good procedures and management are in place. The cultural sector, like 
international aid and much of the non-profit world, has become more 
professional in recent years. Pro Helvetia has managed to retain a de-
gree of flexibility that artists have often valued, though it is becoming 
increasingly difficult to do so in the present culture.  

Flexibility is another aspect of the high degree of practical autonomy 
local offices have enjoyed, both about individual decisions and about 
their strategic priorities. This has fluctuated over the years, as different 
approaches have been adopted to ensure the coherence of action be-
tween Zurich and offices abroad, but local staff have always had consid-
erable discretion about their programmes. At times, some have wished 
for more direction about Pro Helvetia’s expectations, but it seems to 
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have been better to err on the side of local autonomy rather than cen-
tralised control.  

Finally, as the dedicated programmes in Eastern Europe come to an end, 
after almost 25 years of engagement, it is worth observing one last 
character trait of Pro Helvetia’s work: its longevity. The Swiss presence 
over so many years, when other international donors have come and 
gone, is appreciated by the cultural organisations with whom Pro Helve-
tia has worked. The light touch, flexibility and local roots that have 
characterised the Foundation’s approach have allowed its work to adapt 
itself to changing conditions. Ultimately, the withdrawal from Eastern 
Europe, regretted as it is, represents the ultimate flexibility, which is to 
recognise that special assistance is no longer required to ensure cultural 
exchange between the region and Switzerland. Future collaborations 
will be supported directly from Switzerland, as is the case with most Eu-
ropean countries where Pro Helvetia has no permanent representation. 
The extent to which that happens in the coming years will be the final 
test of the friendship that has been built over the years. 

Friendly interests 
Cultures, like nations, are human creations. Whether they become terri-
tories of discovery and exchange, or of protection and menace, is also a 
human choice. The curious thing about friendship is that it depends on 
disinterest. One must be attracted to, interested in, another person for 
friendship to grow. One must, at least some of the time, think more 
about them than oneself. Friendship grows strongest where it is valued 
for itself, not for some other self-interested purpose. None of us wishes 
to be the means by which others achieve their ends. Nor should we in-
strumentalise other people, and not only because doing so is counter-
productive—that, perhaps, is one of the deeper lessons of the failed 
communist ideology it took so many years and so many lives to over-
come. It is hard for human beings to trust one another, to overcome 
mutual suspicion and fear, but the benefits of doing so are beyond con-
tradiction. So the effort, and the hope, must be maintained. Dialogue 
between cultures and nations is one path towards an extension of 
friendship—and that is in all our interests.  
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Notes 
 

 

1  From ‘You’ve got a friend’, by Carole King, released on Tapestry (Ode Records 1971)  

2  The British Council’s annual income in its latest accounts was slightly over €922 
million, of which €202 million was grant-in-aid from the UK government, with the 

remainder being earned through teaching English, partnerships and commercial 
activities (source: British Council Annual Report 2012-13, original data in sterling 
converted at €1.18=£1). Pro Helvetia’s income in 2012 was about €27.8 million, or 

approximately 3% of the British Council’s (source: Pro Helvetia Annual Report 2012). 

3  Polish government spending on culture in 2011 was €1,960 million, amounting to 
€52.42 per capita; Switzerland spent €1,855 million in the same period, or €235 per 

capita; source: Council of Europe Compendium 
http://www.culturalpolicies.net/web/countries.php. 

4  From ‘The Revolution will not be televised’ by Gil Scott-Heron, originally released 

on Small Talk at 125th and Lenox, (Flying Dutchman Records, 1970) 

5  See Tony Judt, Postwar: A History of Europe since 1945, Chapter XX, London 2005 

6  See ‘Polish People in the UK - Half a million Polish Residents’, UK Office of National 

Statistics, 25 August 2011, part of Migration Statistics Quarterly Report, August 2011 
Release, http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/migration1/migration-statistics-quarterly-
report/august-2011/polish-people-in-the-uk.html  

7  From ‘Changing of the Guards’ by Bob Dylan, released on Street Legal (CBS Records 
1978) 

8  This part of the essay is indebted to Anne-Catherine de Perrot’s report Evaluation 

des 20 ans de présence de Pro Helvetia en Pologne: apprendre d’un exemple , (February 
2013). 

9  In 2002 SDC committed itself to a new policy in which one per cent of its budget is 

assigned to culture, a change partly inspired by the successful cultural programme 
initiated in Eastern Europe with Pro Helvetia.  

10  All figures from Pro Helvetia’s 2012 Annual Report, available in German, French and 

Italian at http://www.prohelvetia.ch/Annual-Report.134.0.html?&L=4  

11  Polish interviewee cited by de Perrot, 2013 

12  A considerable effort has been made over the years to make Swiss literature available 

in its original languages (through libraries) and to translate it into Polish, 
Hungarian, Czech, Ukrainian and other Eastern European languages. 

13  The story of this work is documented in the Pro Helvetia report, Cultural Encounters, 

(Sarajevo 2013).  

14  Polish interviewee cited by de Perrot, 2013. 
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15  From notes written by Phil Ochs on the cover of his album, Pleasures of the Harbor, 
(Elektra Records 1967) 

16  From ‘Road to Peace’ by Tom Waits, released on Orphans: Brawlers, Bawlers & 
Bastards (Anti Records, 2006) 

17  The 2005 Prince of Asturias Award for Communication and the Humanities was 

made jointly to ‘Europe´s major cultural institutes, listed as follows in order of 
seniority according to age: Alliance Française (France), Società Dante Alighieri 
(Italy), British Council (United Kingdom), Goethe Institut (Germany), Instituto 

Cervantes (Spain) and Instituto Camões (Portugal)’; http://www.fpa.es/en/prince-of-
asturias-awards/awards/2005-big-european-cultural-
institutes.html?texto=acta&especifica=0  

18  http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/lords-select/soft-
power-and-the-uks-influence/publications/  

19  From ‘Anthem’ by Leonard Cohen, released on The Future (CBS Records 1992) 


