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Around the World in 80 Biennials: 

Considering Curating Lausanne, Hangzhou, Kaunas. 

Janis Jefferies & Lee Weinberg 

 

Introduction 

 

What is the Biennial or indeed the Triennial experience?  What roles, if any do such events 

play in positioning textiles within contemporary visual culture and practice? What position 

such exhibitions take in defining practice and its implications on cultural and social 

perceptions? And how can such platforms be utilized, thought of and developed to serve the 

curatorial aim of mediation?  These questions allow us to explore the paradigms that govern 

the logic of such events.  We can learn from them and use them to inform curatorial 

platforms for the development of creative, critical and experiential processes.  

 

This chapter explores the significance of the International Textile Biennial of Lausanne 

(Switzerland, 1962-1987) leading to the inception of the first Hangzhou Triennial of Fibre 

Art (China, 2013) and its impact on contemporary practices and the platforms for their 

circulation. Nonetheless, these events are located within a critical and curatorial framework. 

Whilst it is impossible to draw a linear or continuous history of textile biennials in the 

context of the biennial phenomenon this chapter seeks to understand the position of such 

events in relation to globalization.  This allows an emphasis on potential inter-relations and 

cross-influences textiles has on art and vice versa, as art and textile seem to redefine their 

medial boundaries and ontologies.  

 

This re-assessment of the categorical division between art and visual/material culture is 

influenced by post-modernist and post-colonialist tendencies which seek to decentralize the 

art market and discourses surrounding it1. However, do such re-definitions offer a renewed 

understanding of these practices?  Does the model of the contemporary art biennial, its 

political and economic influence together with the emergence of the celebrity curator 

compromise professionalism in the field?  Are definitions that are less organic to the 

understanding of such crafts in their social and geographical contexts, imposed?  
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These questions and how they are explored, inform the relationship between the development 

of textile-based biennials, triennials as situated in the contemporary art world as they are 

approached in this text.  They will contribute to the growing curatorial discourse around the 

politics of such periodical exhibitions and the critic of the ‘celebrity-curator’ as part of the 

global market’s image.  

 

Biennials, Triennials and periodical exhibitions in the context of fine art 

 

The Venice Biennale, the first art biennial, was founded in 1895. Its focus on new art was a 

way of rethinking to an extent the phenomenon of the ‘great exhibitions’ and ‘world-fairs’ 

culture prominent in the 19th century. While ’great exhibitions’ of the time were set as a 

staged miniature versions of the world, curated and presented in relation to imperial and 

nationalistic ideals and agendas 2 , the Venice Biennial introduced the idea of an art 

competition maybe as a means of establishing a ‘true’ reflection of the cultural influence of 

different nations that were to compete there. 

 

The Venice Biennial, hence, was arguably aimed at becoming something similar to an ‘Art 

Olympics’ whereby nations a win their position of influence in the international cultural 

arena in relation to set criteria reflecting on their representatives’ abilities and talents.  By 

contrast, the Sao Paulo Biennial was established to represent South and Central American art 

and redefine for itself an alternative cultural center that it could relate to and aspire for. In 

this way it became a means of questioning the Western European and North American values 

upon which art has been measured.  

 

At the same time certain medial categories such as craft and manual labour, which were 

rejected as ‘fine art’ in the Western context, were given a renewed attention as part of the 

local artistic traditions.  At one level this meant reclaiming the traditions of the indigenous 

cultures that formed part of place, landscape and identity, either struggling to recover from a 

set of violent occupations. On the other hand these events promoted further thinking around 

what it means to be defined as a periphery in the context of a globalized world.  

 

After Sao-Paulo’s advance, further biennials sought to create alternative representational 

platforms. Istanbul, Sydney, Brisbane and other cities scattered in the margins of the Euro-

Centric map, redefined their cultural heritage in relation to a Western model of thought. 
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Hence Biennials became platforms through which nations and other stakeholders claim a 

position in the field of contemporary art – repositioning the political and economic histories 

and tendencies of local markets. At the same time, the biennial as a concept, stresses a global 

concerns. Biennials, it can be argued, have always an international agenda. As such they 

became centers of cultural attention and pilgrimage by artists, writers, critics and curators. As 

a consequence, their effect on the localities in which they perform themselves are 

complicated and controversially exploitative3.  

 

The Biennial Effect 

 

Biennials are not only recognized for their contribution to cultural and artistic discourses but 

are also implicated in economics and the volatility of global markets. Biennials have become 

festivals for local commerce and business as well as celebrations of local pride: tourism, 

hospitality and cultural industries are flourishing in cities that host biennials. Awareness of 

local cultural heritage and a city’s history are re-discovered as complex ideological and 

geographical mutation of past and present. Concurrently, some Biennials, Istanbul and 

Kaunas for example, offer a rich cultural program using resources that are drawn from 

international and national repositories thereby cultivating the local, cultural production, for 

example in reviving local textile industries to specialist markets as in Hangzhou and Kaunas.  

 

The Istanbul Biennial pioneered in taking the ‘Biennial Effect’ one step further and in 2005, 

under the curatorship of Charles Esche, it set a new curatorial paradigm, offering a glimpse to 

the possibilities of using such periodical exhibitions as a platform for urban gentrification and 

local development4.  

 

The Biennial Fever 

 

Contemporary art biennials are booming. Curator Hou Hanru estimates that there are now 

300 across the world, stretching from Liverpool, England to Beijing China, Gwangju 

Biennale, Korea to Luanda Triennial in Angola. On any given day of any given year, an art 

biennial is being staged, attracting its own nomadic tribe of curators, connoisseurs, collectors 

and curious locals.  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_Esche
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2012-2013 was a remarkable year for the art-tourist with the 11th edition of the Sharjah 

Biennial, the 55th Venice Biennale, the 13th Istanbul Biennial, the 12th Lyon Biennale, the 

5th Moscow Biennale, the 9
th

 Manifesta and the 13
th
 Documenta, to mention the best-known 

ones. 2013 Also saw the emergence of a new periodical exhibition as such, the Hangzhou 

Fibre Art Triennial - an event dedicated specifically to fiber-based practices on the verge 

between contemporary art practice and textile design experimentations.   

 

This phenomenon did not go un-noticed and much of the curatorial discourse in recent years 

is dedicated to exploring the benefits and the problems that arise with the popularity of 

biennials. Among the most urgent topics in discussion are the relationship between global 

markets and local communities and economic dynamics; the difficulties of a decentralized 

model for art practices and the absorption of local narratives in favor of a language and a set 

of criteria that the Euro and American Centric audiences, who feed and consume them. 

 

The Biennial as a Curatorial Problem 

 

A closer look at the model of the first biennials, reveals that while the biennial as an event is 

still viewed as an art competition or exhibition, its competitive aspect is for the most part 

shadowed by the importance of the event as a one of mediation – or to put it another way– the 

art-biennial can be framed as a ‘curating contest’: what is being evaluated in its framework is 

the curatorial aspects and capabilities invested in selection, representation and display  

 

If we consider the biennial as a ’curating contest’ we can also better understand how it 

supports and fuels the phenomenon of ‘celebrity curators’. Hence biennial foundations and 

organizations are looking to capitalize on the curatorial premise of those who had already 

have a track-record of creating blockbuster uber-exhibitions. 2005, for example, witnessed 

the First Moscow Biennale of Contemporary Art with its list of international star-curators 

including Nicolas Bourriaud, Rosa Martinez and Hans Ulbrich Obrist.
 
 Kaunas 2015, 

celebrating its 10
th

 anniversary, employed the acclaimed curator Bourriaud5, and further 

examples are noted elsewhere in this chapter.  

 

Positioned as a ‘curatorial competition’ or a set of ‘curatorial’ events, biennials now define 

themselves outside the realm of ‘fine art’. Concurrent with the prominence of post colonialist 

and post-modernist theories they have become events that encompass a variety of cultural 
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productions and activities. In this sense, biennials not only reshape the location where they 

are set but have also become important milestones in directing the international theoretical 

discourse around cultural production and art, and inevitably the direction and manipulation of 

art markets, audiences and collectors.  

 

Whether the power that such Biennials and Triennials have on the market would diminish 

due to the popularity of this model, can only be traced retrospectively. However one thing is 

already becoming evident: that the initial intention of international biennials, like Sao Paulo, 

Venice, Sydney, Istanbul - to represent alternative art-historical narratives whereby the 

relationship between center and periphery is to be re-negotiated, is being tested and stretched.  

 

Current discourses approach ‘the art-world’ as hegemonic, global and unified, and within 

those, the rise of the independent celebrity-curator runs concurrently with the development of 

the biennial concept. Together, they threaten to nullify the local implications of their 

emergence, as they export the curatorial work that is at the center of such events to other who 

are unnecessarily able to grasp the complexities of the local environment6.  

 

The danger of global art-events as such, is that despite their apparent openness and 

inclusivity, alternative narratives may be strangled, not for lack of representation, but for 

their representation from a Euro and American Centric perspective. This is already noted in 

prevalent discourses, which are more concerned with the future of the biennial itself, in an 

attempt to be self-critical and en-vogue, while the specificities the biennial’s locus is being 

disregarded.  

 

In this sense, much of the criticism around art-biennials today is centered around their co-

option and absorption into capitalism. Consequently, Biennials have become the battle 

ground upon which different agendas are tested, manipulated, resurrected, avoided and 

debated. As a result, recent cyclical events are more and more centered around discursive 

activities: lectures, talks, forums, panels, educational and participatory programs etc. A 

tendency that has arguably been informed by Bourriaud’s term ‘Relational Aesthetics’ 

(Bourriaud 1998) and O’Neil’s term ‘The Educational Turn’ (O'Neill and Wilson 2010). 

 

Commissions, Participation, Site Specificity, Localities and the New Cultural Premise of 

the Biennial 
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As part of the growing tendency that looks to create a direct relationship between the event, 

place and space, Biennials often commission artists to create site-specific works and 

installations, often monumentally scaled, elaborately produced and veering towards the 

spectacular. Hou Hanru is one curator who has organized or co-curated around 20 biennials 

over the past two decades in places as diverse as Gwangju in South Korea and Tirana in 

Albania. He has primarily exploring the dynamics of globalization, creating platforms to 

decentralize the western metropolitan centers of the art world7.  

 

As part of his curatorial strategy, Hou has aimed at helping local communities reinvent their 

cities, as he explains: “The subject or topic of the biennial has to help us re-understand local 

conditions: in terms of history, or maybe political and cultural conditions,” he says. Again, 

commissioning new work is essential to his approach. “Every time, I try to encourage the 

artists to produce specific projects for biennials that actually talk to the conditions there, and 

to help the public—or publics, because there are different kinds of publics—to look at the 

place where they are living in a different way.” 8  

 

Apart from exhaustion, carbon footprints and sore feet, engaging in art walks was the main 

focus of the 2005 8th Lyon Biennial, France. Curators Bourriaud and Sans offered 

"Experiencing Duration” in relation the urban space, managing the flow of audiences to 

experience the city itself as a curatorial and maybe even an artistic platform, as they explain: 

"The sites are an apartment block, an old customs storehouse, a former tobacco depository, a 

gallery, a shop, a theatre and an office building the walk between these venues should also be 

seen as a part of the biennial experience."  

 

Such commissions include, Janet Cardiff and George Bures Miller, for example, who created 

Alter Banhof Video Walk for the 13
th

 edition of Documenta – an ipod choreography , thirty-

minute long – that requests the viewer to physically engage and explore different parts of the 

railway station. Ibrahim Mahama’s, Occupation and Occupation, Railways, (Ghana, 2014), 

for example, formed a long corridor of draped jute sacks representing global exports and 

international trade to dominate the walk between the Arsenale and Giardini at the Venice 

Biennale, 2015. 
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In parallel to the prominence of participatory and collaborative art practices, Biennials seek 

to take responsibility over their ‘blind’ spots. They do so through a renewed interest in a 

diversity of audiences (intergenerational, ethnically and socially diverse) and their 

experiences. Such events are not concerned with a finalized aesthetic artistic object, but are 

rather investigating processes that would allow the intervention and participation of 

audiences in negotiating their own local concerns 9 .  Here, the old, historical tensions, 

between socialism and capitalism re-surface.  

 

What’s between Textile and Contemporary Visual Cultures? 

 

The focus so far has been centered around the phenomenon of the biennial and Art biennials 

in particular. The question now is: how are the discourses impact on textile-art, textile 

discourse and textile-biennials. As, New York Times art critic, Holland Cotter notes in his 

review of a fiber-art exhibition: ‘Contemporary fiber art has a history of being set apart from 

– and by implication beneath – painting and sculpture. It’s been decades since the last major 

museum show devoted to it 10 “ 

 

This section of the chapter is two-fold. On the one hand the contribution of Tapestry and 

textiles to the history of modern and contemporary art is now being acknowledged as 

histories of cultural practice are expanded and redrawn, both West and East. On the other 

hand, textile has proven itself as a potent artistic medium, especially in redefining the role of 

art in society and approaching issues of social imaginaries and the politics of exclusion that 

define gender, race, class,  and sexual orientation.  Moreover, the influence of textile on the 

histories and development of canonical art movement is now being acknowledged. A 

landmark paper to mark its reappraisal, is Paradigm of Tapestry (1976), by Joseph 

Masheck11. The text demonstrates the influence of Oriental tapestries on the inception and 

development of abstract art.  

 

Following this article, the exhibition, Decorum held at the Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville 

de Paris in 2013, took up the challenge of Masheck’s argument by bringing together a 

hundred rugs and tapestries created by artists like Francis Bacon and Pablo Picasso. 

These were represented alongside contemporary artists such as Dewar & Gicquel and 

Vidya Gastaldon. The exhibition also recalled a little- known aspect of the history of the 
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Museum of Modern Art, New York that had its own Textile Art department in the 1980s. 12  

Masheck’s article and the exhibition that supported his thesis underline the direct influence of 

tapestry on the understanding of abstraction and in a way offer a glimpse into how such 

practices embody a frame of mind or an alternative understanding of representation that have 

contributed to the development of conceptual art and indeed computer based art.  

 

Concurrent with the 2011 Venice Biennial, the exhibition Penelope’s Labour: Weaving 

Words and Images
1,
 curated by Adam Lowe and Jerry Brotton in collaboration with Factum 

Arte, Madrid, showcased 20 large-scale works ranging from 15th-century tapestries to 

Alighiero e Boetti's and Gayson Perry’s tapestries combining the Jacquard loom and artists’ 

drawings, highlighting how "woven images" are once again at the heart of contemporary 

practice.  

 

In 2013, Art & Textiles – Fabric as Material and Concept in Modern Art from Klimt to the 

Present was organised at Kunstmuseum Wolfsburg and Staatsgalerie, Stuttgart. It sought an 

artistic dialogue between works ranging from Gustav Klimt and Henri Matisse, Jackson 

Pollock and Eva Hesse to Chiharu Shiota. Further in 2013, Textiles: Open Letter was jointly 

curated by Grant Watson and Rike Frank13. These are only few examples in a long list of 

curatorial projects that aim to reframe textile within the context and discourses of art-history 

and resurrect the lost memory of these pertinent practices.  

 

Textile and the Voice of the ‘Other’ 

 

A further link can be drawn between art-history and ‘craft’. Such influences are particularly 

relevant in relation to the development of performance art and subsequently participatory and 

socially engaged art practices. This has a great deal to do with the direct but complex 

relationship between textile production, its position within socio-economics, and inevitably 

political divisions that are drawn in relation to them. The exclusion of textile from modern 

readings of art-history served as a metaphor for the exclusion of certain social groups and 

political agendas. As such, textile, with its histories and connotations of craft, manual labour 

and class and gender divisions, had become a mirror image of certain communities in the 

socio-political fabric. 
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There are now, thanks to feminism and post-colonial studies, many texts that have probed, 

prodded and reframed this discourse. Rozika Parker in her 1984 book, Subversive Stitch: 

Embroidery and the making of the Feminine, connected between embroidery and the 

construction of the feminine, how social groups and the practices assigned to them can be 

positioned within the hegemonic political map. In this way, the exclusion of certain practices 

may reflect on that exclusion of ‘others’: social classes, nationalities and races that 

interestingly, were historically related to the textile trade14.  

 

Maria Elena Buszek’s anthology in Extraordinary Craft and Contemporary Art (2011), 

examined the relationship between craft theories and practices, their political and social 

impact and their extensive use in contemporary art, whilst Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s Can 

the Subaltern Speak (1988) demonstrates that the Western academy has obscured subaltern 

experiences by assuming the transparency of its scholarship and mobilizes women and their 

role it textile production to argue her thesis.  

 

Such texts provided many artists during the 1970s and 1980s with a foundation to explore 

representation, not only in relation to formalism, as it has been demonstrated by the recent 

burst of exhibitions cited, but also as an elaboration on the interpretation of the social15.  

 

Since the mid 1990’s, these strategies have been acknowledged and explored. One of the key 

exhibitions was A Labour of Love organized by curator, Marcia Tucker (New Museum, New 

York, 1996). Subversive  Stitch, curated by Pennina Barnett and Jennifer Harris at the 

Whitworth Art Gallery, Manchester, UK (2002) is another whilst Stitch Embroidery (2007) 

opened at the Museum of Art and Design, New York.  In 2008, Tami Katz Freiman, who 

worked closely with Tucker on the aforementioned exhibition, curated Boyscraft (Haifa 

Museum of Art, Israel) an exhibition that sought to expand Tucker’s ideas whilst Boys Who 

Sew (Crafts Council, London, UK, 2004) preceded it.16 

 

Kirsty Bell, draws attention to the phenomena of these recent exhibitions in her essay TATE 

etc. magazine (2015) noting that the demise of the long shadow cast by fine art that has so 

often dogged the reception of textiles in mainstream institutions, has diminished. She notes 

that textiles “seems to be uniquely positioned to perform a subtle interfacing between culture 

and civilisation” 17   through an “angle towards broader cultural and socio-historical 
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hegemonies” 18  At the same time, and alongside what Bell describes the rise of the 

International Biennial model has seen an abundance of work from different parts of the world 

for whom textiles, cloth, and fiber are not distinct categories of material.   

 

To conclude, craft, fiber, cloth, textile and manual labor is used within contemporary art 

discourses, both as a metaphor for ideas of the social and as a means of questioning the 

medial boundaries of art. In parallel to those discourses there is as an increasing awareness to 

the social and political impact as a basis for communal relationships. It is therefore taking a 

central position in contemporary practice, especially within such contexts which could be 

framed as socially engaged practices, relational aesthetics or political art19.  

 

This may highlight one relationship between recent art biennials and the increasing 

representation textile based practices, and may also be the reason why Roger M Buergel, art-

director of the 12
th

 Documenta in Kassel (Germany, 2009) chose to display traditional textile 

works from Mali alongside abstract paintings as a means of proposing an alternative route, 

guiding the viewer to one of the questions that led his curatorial premise: ‘Is Modernity our 

Antiquity?’.  

 

The case of Documenta 

 

If Documenta, as an art event, is indeed a precursor and a signifier in positioning discourses 

in the art world, then the return of textile to the center stage of contemporary art can be 

demonstrated through the gradual infiltration of such practices to the forefront of the 

Documenta project.  

 

This tendency can be traced to Documenta 11, curated by Okui Enwezor’s (1998-2002). 

Enwezor chose to deploy a curatorial strategy that opened up, arguably for the first time, a 

level of cultural diversity both in terms of representation and in terms of curatorial method20.  

One of Enwezor’s tactics was to start out as a group21, nominating six other individuals who 

were not necessarily curators by profession, to assist in shaping the exhibition. Aside from 

Carlos Basualdo, Ute Meta Bauer, Susanne Ghez and Mark Nash, a ‘textile’ sympathizer, 

Sarat Maharaj was the 6
th

 member of the group. In the UK, many artists and educators will 

know Maharaj’s work. He was one of the selectors for arttextiles3, 2004.22  
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Maharaj once theorized the position of textiles as being "an undecidable - as Derrida puts it, 

something that seems to belong to one genre but overshoots its border and seems no less at 

home in another"23. He has frequently drawn on textiles and, notably, cloth, as a primary 

medium of cultural knowledge in which cultural exchange and translation play a significant 

role in theoretical and significantly political work.24. 

 

By the time of Documenta 12, in 2007, textile not only formed a theoretical framework to 

discuss ‘the social’ and ‘the political’, but was included in the main exhibition hall. The 

curatorial choice was not to present textile as an artistic medial choice that may refer to, 

remind us of or propose the use of threads and ropes as part of an artistic strategy that 

conveys a message about materiality. Rather, traditional textile works from Mali were 

presented alongside the works of Agnes Martin and Nasreen Mohamed as an addition to their 

exploration of abstract language. As such the exhibition of textile works enriched the 

experience of understanding notions of line/thread, capacity/fragility abundance/repetition. In 

this curatorial choice, theory and practice were put closely together through the act of 

contextualization.  

 

This specific exhibit was much discussed in reviews of Documenta 12, as it exemplified what 

art director Roger M. Buergel’s concept of the exhibition: “We conceive of the exhibition as 

a medium. This takes us away from the mere representation of the ‘world’s best artists’ to the 

production of an experiential space, in which it is possible to explore the terms ‘art work’ 

and ‘public’ in stark juxtaposition25. 

 

In the 13
th

 edition of Documenta, textile was already showcased as part of the general 

exhibition. Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, the curator, chose to dedicate a large space to 

Norwegian tapestry artist Hannah Ryggen, whose biography and work were symbolic to a 

reconsideration of historical narratives that define center and periphery26.  

 

The Case of Lausanne 

 

While it is now made clear how textile had been positioned within contemporary art 

discourses, and more specifically in relation to biennials, a question remains as to the position 

of ‘art’ within textile discourses and the inception of separate ‘textile biennials’.  
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It has taken some time for a reappraisal of the Lausanne International Tapestry Biennials 

(LITBs), held at the Palais de Rumine (Lausanne, Switzerland).  The Lausanne Biennial 

aimed to position textile art within an expanded view of art history and to ground it socially, 

aesthetically, and architecturally. The First Biennial took place in 1962 primarily as a 

showcase for the presentation of state-of-the-art tapestry productions.  

 

For the next 30 years Lausanne became the first and arguably the only platform for the 

exhibition of artists whose practice was entirely tapestry, fiber or materially based. Although 

painter-designer tapestries dominated the first LITBs in 1962, subsequent Biennials displayed 

works that revealed a strong interest in experimentation, as artists from Eastern Europe 

(notably during the 1960’s and 1970’s), the United States and China showed what material 

invention and technical innovation could produce.  

 

Marta Kowalewska (2015) notes that it was Jean Lurçat27 who encouraged Alice and Pierre 

Pauli to explore what was going on in the field of textile art in Eastern Europe, and who 

finally persuaded them to go to Warsaw: “They discovered here innovative and significant 

works which impressed them enormously. They visited Maria Łaszkiewicz in her studio and 

talked with her student Magdalena Abakanowicz, who used her teacher’s loom. They 

established precious contacts with other artists, too. […] At the same time, they visited a few 

studios in Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia and discovered innovative work there as well” 28.  

 

Notably, Beyond Craft: the Art Fabric (1972) and The Art Fabric: Mainstream (1981), co-

authored by Jack Lenor Larson and Mildred Constantine, embraced the new work of the 

Biennial, and introduced the term “art fabric” to define these textiles which were so different 

from traditional tapestry29.   

 

Whether these artists came from Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania, Hungary, the Baltics or Bulgaria 

and in the 1980s in China, the point is that the works produced made a unique and distinctive break with 

the West European tradition and the classical definition of tapestry. Many of the artists from Eastern 

Europe during the 1960s and 1970s for example, Magdalena Abakanowicz, Maria Łaszkiewicz, 

Krystyna Wojtyna-Drouet Maryn Varbanov, Jagoda Buić, Zofia Butrymowicz, Hanna 

Czajkowska, Kati Gulyas, Ritzi and Peter Jacobi, developed something called ‘loom 
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thinking’ (working directly on a loom without a prepared cartoon) used flexible materials, 

painting with fibers, never reconstructing painted cartoons to produce works often in deep 

relief which over time became fully three dimensional sculptures protruding from wall into 

space.   

 

Such actions deliberately challenged Western Europe, Gobelin tapestries. These can be 

defined as artistic wall fabrics, imitating painting, and woven of thin woolen threads, with the 

addition of silk and golden ones, on looms using the Gobelin method. Famous painters (for 

example Rafael and Rubens.) often prepared cardboards with tapestry projects. These 

tapestries are made with ‘haute-lisse’ (high warp) technique, prepared cartoon, woven in 

wool.  

 

In 1963-64, Magdalena Abakanowicz “opened” long “crevices” along warp in her artworks. 

Her famous “abakans” (the first of which was exhibited at the 4th Biennial in Lausanne in 

1969), is recognized as the first woven work constructed to be conceived totally in space - 

viewed from all sides and even inside.  The point about these works is that they emphasized 

experimentation and sought to explore materiality from an innovative perspective that looked 

to reshape textile, its meaning and the boundaries of its expression.  

 

Subsequently they were also among the few works that found their way and entered earlier 

art-defined Biennials or Triennials: In 1980, Abakanowicz first represented Poland at the 

Venice Biennial; and 35 years later, in 2015, her grey, wrinkled and seemingly tyrannized 

burlap crowds of the 1970s, formed the basis her Venice retrospective30. Jagoda Buic was 

another exception, representing Yugoslavia in the 35
th

 Venice Biennial of 1970. 

 

Other artists, particularly from the United States, pioneered and influenced the conceptual 

framework of textile through an exploration of ethnographic traditions. Such artists include 

Sheila Hicks31 and Claire Zeisler; both were trained in the traditional workshops of South 

American natives and took an interest in researching and experimenting with such old 

techniques as a means of renegotiating the lost knowledge embedded in those practices. 

Hicks was shown at the Hayward, London a further ‘entry’ of textile into the ‘mainstream’ 

art world of galleries, Biennials and retrospective exhibitions. 

Defining Textile, Defining Art 
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Despite the relative success and acknowledgement of these practitioners in the framework of 

‘fine-art’ definitions, in terms of Lausanne, arguments persisted: “Is this really tapestry”, 

advised Rene Berger in the preface to the 1977 Lausanne catalogue: “At first whispered, the 

question has become urgent these last years. It echoes an uneasiness which cannot be 

ignored”32.   

 

The unease stemmed from the definition of technical terms. The above mentioned 

experimental works pushed the boundaries of tapestry and rejected the two dimensional wall-

hung model of the medium and moved towards spatial interventions and sculpture. They 

hence aroused a lot of criticism, especially from the French tapestry artists who had, for the 

most part, remained close to tradition. Nonetheless the organizing committee appointed its 

own jury for nominating artists and reserved special exhibition space for experimental 

pieces33.   

 

Finally in 1989, after nearly two decades of heated discussions about whether or not to 

discard the traditional word “tapestry”, the organizing committee changed the name of the 

Biennial to “Contemporary Textile Art”.  The result of the heated debates around definitions 

of tapestry, textile and art led to a change in LITB’s rules of submission, which were initially 

very strict. As from 1969 and after the spatial configurations of the “Abakans”, no one was 

surprised by the diversity of materials that were used in the works.  

 

Gradually the description of the works developed into “mixed media technique” and the 

medial definitions that were once the core of the biennial could no longer hold or frame the 

works.  The next move by the selection committee was to frame submissions through the 

introduction of themes. The focus of attention became conceptual rather than technical. The 

1983 edition was curated under the title Fiber-Space; 1985’s edition was titled Textile 

Sculpture, and in 1987 Celebration of the Wall. 

 

The development of the LITB, the discussions it generated and the changes it has gone 

through reflect how biennials are in fact centered around curatorial propositions rather than 

artistic concerns. The history of the LITB is concurrent with other, parallel developments in 

curatorial practice relating to fine art - namely the turn from a historical and linear model of 

exhibition-making to a spatial organization under thematic categorization as a curatorial 

strategy.  
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The LITB however demonstrates how the move from one curatorial model to another serves 

the negotiation of new definitions of materiality and space that could not be satisfied with old 

divisions of taste, technique and process. This move towards a more abstract use of spatial 

organization, the tendency to promote the conceptual aspects of the material work were all 

curatorial maneuvers in an attempt to contain , understand and mediate the works. 

 

Hence the Lausanne biennial and its development can be seen as an important milestone not 

only in the world of textile but also within the history of curatorial practice and its opening up 

to an inter-disciplinary, practice-led approach. 

 

The last edition of the Biennale was held in 1995. Entitled, Criss-Crossing, it broke with the 

tradition of a competitive open submission and instead engaged three, well established 

curators: Allana Heiss, Director, Centre of Contemporary Art PS1, New York, Christian 

Bernard, Director of the Geneva Museum of Contemporary and Modern Art (MAMCO) and 

Tony Stooss, Director, Kunsthalle, Vienna, to select works. Their conceptual starting point 

was to investigate parallel histories, questioning classification or demarcation of some key 

works in the Biennial, by deliberately presenting them alongside works created by artists who 

used similar source materials but were clearly identified by the art world as fine artists34. 

 

This marked the final collapse of boundaries between the LITB as a textile biennial and other 

biennials. It gave way to curatorial choice and its contextualization as the central core of the 

event and at the same time, the curators who were chosen were inclined to choose such works 

that experimented with the medial boundaries of art and craft. 

 

The LITB was finally closed, however the extensive archives of the works and the 

documentation of the exhibition are kept by CITAM (the Centre International de la 

Tapesserie Anciennce et Moderne)35. Tapisseries —Art Textile, has Also taken over the 

collection of the L’Association Pierre Pauli (APP), established in 1978 on the initiative of the 

artists who wanted to create a collection of works to commemorate its patron, Pierre Pauli.   

 

Pierre Magnenat’s role as the APP president cannot be overestimated. Along with his wife 

Marguerite they were profoundly committed to textiles and personally supported the 

exhibition of 14 works from the collection as part Textile Art: Textiles from the Collections of 
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the Lausanne Biennial and the Pierre Pauli Association, presented in Salts Mill, Saltaire, 

Bradford as part of the Textile Arts Festival, UK in 1990.  

 

Set in textile mills, the exhibition presented some of the most important works that would 

shape the history of textile-making. Among these were: Abakanowicz’s ‘abakans”, Jagoda 

Buic 36 ; Naomi Kobaya’s 'Dark of the Valley' (shi, Japan, presented at the 9
th

 Biennial, 

1979), Kati Gulyas’ ‘The Exit’ (Hungary 10
th

 Biennial, 1981), Machiko Agano’s ‘Untitled’ 

(Japan, 11th Biennial, 1983) and Rebecca Mendel’s ‘1000 Kannons’ (SA, 14
th

 Biennial, 

1989).  

 

In summary, the Lausanne Biennials provided a platform for artists from many parts of 

Eastern Europe to move beyond cultural borders and restrictions. The 1990s saw a changed 

world with the fall of the Soviet Union and its official disbandment into 15 constituent parts 

following the Eastern bloc’s so called ‘Autumn of Nations’. In parallel, the rapid 

nationalization and privatization of Eastern Europe tore the social and economic fabric of 

those societies which are still in a process of ideological and political recovery.  

 

The biennial case demonstrates the potential of fractured meetings between West and East 

within the context of exhibitions. The ruptures between different ideologies created a tension 

that allowed for a space of curiosity, re-assessing the cultural and medial boundaries and the 

examination of the relationships between them. In stark contrast to the claim that are living in 

an ‘age of fleeting biennials’ (1996:35) those case studies show the significance of such 

events in shaping discourses , criteria and political histories, or at least the way that they are 

told.  

 

The Case of Kaunas 

 

The medial divisions between art and textile can therefore be said to have eroded, at least 

within the center of artistic discourses. Organized since 1997, Kaunas Biennial has extended 

its artistic and curatorial interests to become an event for contemporary art in Europe, uniting 

visual arts, video, performance, contemporary dance, sound art, and other media which is 

also textile based. More than 1400 artists from more than 60 countries have already 

participated the Biennial since its inception  
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Every 2 years, the Biennial is conceived differently, changing the structure, the conditions of 

participation and the character of exhibitions. New partners, curators artists and people 

working in different areas of culture for a common purpose get involved in its curatorial 

premise. The Kaunas Biennial has become a platform for artists’ debates, the realization of 

experimental works and ideas, collaboration among artists and communities, interdisciplinary 

artistic and academic practices which take place alongside international and intercontinental 

partnerships towards the creation of a discursive and public textile culture.  

 

For instance, in Textile 05 all applications were included without selection comprising an 

exhibit of 174 artists from thirty countries, a framework offering,  if nothing else, diversity. 

Textile 07 received funding for the first time, from the EU Culture Program. It was more 

focused and discursive in approach whilst retaining an ethos of representing a wide cross 

section of textile practices from what was called a wide examination (32 works from 44 

countries were selected37) Kaunas Biennial Textile 09 was presented works by 26 Lithuanian, 

Swedish, Belgian, Italian and Japanese artists in a series of satellite exhibitions.   

 

In 2011, the theme for the Kaunas Biennial, REWIND – PLAY – FORWARD investigated 

textile as a genre of reproduction within art history. The curator and art historian Rasa 

Andriušytė-Žukienė highlighted the question of reproduction, inseparable from both the 

history of tapestry in Western Europe from the 17th century to the 20th century and Jacquard 

weaving technology38. She invited textile artists from Lithuania to suggest what historical 

examples had an impact on their creative decisions or had become visual icons.  In addition, a 

collection from the works cited by the artists was displayed. This then became a subjective 

(textile) Lithuanian art history of the 20th and 21st century. This part of the exhibition linked 

to a historical selection of key works from The Toms Pauli Foundation and the Legacy of the 

International Tapestry Biennial held in Lausanne,  

 

As can been seen from the previous paragraphs in the beginning the art of textile was the key 

focus and driver of the Kaunas Biennial. However, community-directed social projects, such 

as “Friendly Zone” (from 2007) and “Hemispheres” (2009-2011 m.) emerged as a distinctive 

element. Kaunas Biennial 2011 was recognized for its interdisciplinary art projects: visual 

artists collaborated with contemporary dance artists, musicians and performers. 
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The 2015 Kaunas Biennial had already shifted to the ‘global’ curatorial model, as the current 

Artistic Director, Virginija Vitkienė invited curator, Nicholas Bourriaud39  to analyze the 

modes of communication relevant to current technological and sociocultural realities. The 

main aim was to create situations, platforms and spaces for human encounters, to enrich the 

silent “thread” conversation by voice, sound, common creativity, experiment and self-

expressiveness through active participation in exhibitions, performances, sound installations, 

workshops and residency programmes. The exhibition Threads: Fantasmagoria about 

Distance that framed those processes and mediated them opened on September 17
th

 2015. 

 

Biennials between East and West  

 

Just as in other Eastern European countries, the situation in Lithuania highlights the profound 

differences that still underpin the curatorial, institutional and art administrative spheres that 

surround the production of contemporary art in the East and West.  

 

But there is perhaps an even greater division still separating these worlds, and that is the 

discourse – the cultural theory – that surrounds, promotes and packages contemporary art. 

The reception and experience of Modernism and Postmodernism in each Eastern European 

country is culturally specific and complex. The hegemonic form of cultural studies remains a 

western, and more specifically an Anglo-American, phenomenon.  

 

The central ideologies of postmodernism – différance, heterogeneity and pluralism – are 

simply at odds with Communism and consequently complicate and frustrate the theorization 

of the post-communist condition. In the practices of Eastern and Central European art 

criticism, a persistent survival of the elements of Modernism is apparent – not Greenbergian, 

but a kind of social utopian40. The situation is by no means straightforward, as in today’s 

context such apparently modernist Eastern European discourse ends up looking to the 

cultural, regional and local, while western Postmodernism – which should champion the local 

and different, as Maharaj has argued – emerges as favoring universals such as the ‘new’ and 

‘global’.   

 

Arguably this tension was also played out in Lausanne through the juxtaposition of artists 

returning to folkloric roots and those that sought to bring Western modernism into the 

traditions of the past.  For example, Maria Teresa Chojnacka, became fascinated with the 
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potential inherent in weave giving up color in order to use textural, en-relief and sculptural 

effects. Chojnacka is credited with the discovery of sisal for the European textile enthusiasts 

not just through the Lausanne Biennials but also through The International Triennial of 

Unique and Industrial Textiles in Łódź.  Jolanta Owidzka is quoted as saying that: “This was 

an asylum from the mediocrity of everyday austere life. One had a sense of one’s own world 

of forms and colors, of a pursuit of something new rather than of imitating a painting or 

print” 41 

 

Whilst those from the former East, opened up the way for ‘poor’ objects made of rough, 

everyday materials to articulate space, environmental happenings, multi-channel video 

screens and live performances also pushed ideological boundaries. Examining such artistic 

productions allows us to deepen our understanding of art’s relationship to the social and 

political both during the period of the iron curtain and subsequently, overcoming the 

theoretical iron curtain that still divides East and West42. 

 

The Case of Hangzhou 

 

The Hangzhou Triennial is taken as a pivotal point in our analysis as its inception approaches 

textile-art as a separate category from both contemporary art discourses and the field of 

textile design and tapestry. The establishment of this event and its history in relation to the 

Lausanne Biennial raises questions about new categories and definitions that emerge from 

practice-led work that are anchored in a history of dispute around the understanding of textile 

and its potent position in relation to art history.  

 

In 1985, the Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts (today’s China Academy of Art) in Hangzhou 

gave the Bulgarian artist, Martyn Varbanov, the opportunity to establish a tapestry 

school that would be immersed in avant-garde practices including fiber as a form of 

contemporary art. As an artist honored by the Bulgarian state, Varbanov had previously spent 

six years studying in China during the Cold War in Europe but at a time when East European 

countries were closely allied with China as a ‘friendly’ ally of the Soviet Union. Varbanov 

had already enjoyed success at the 5
th

 and 6
th

  LITBs. His work, Master Sun's Art of War 

was also chosen for the 1987 Lausanne Biennial Celebration of the Wall. Previously, in 

September 1986, he established the Varbanov Tapestry Research Centre under the 
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institutional auspices of the Art Academy and technical resources of Zhejiang Art Tapestry 

Factory. This was later (2003) to be renamed by the Ministry of Culture as Maryn Varbanov 

Tapestry Research Centre, Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts.   

 

Varbanov is credited with reactivating Chinese traditions, bridging the gap between the 

East and the West, between the “traditional” and the “modern” and the emergence of 

fiber art. Bulgaria and China are two countries with long weaving traditions43. In these 

two countries, Maryn Varbanov set up contemporary tapestry research institutes that 

broke away from functionality and craft traditions to establish academic research 

centres.  His free use of “materials” (or in jazz terns, improvisations) and the way he 

worked with spatial forms and spatial order can be viewed within the larger context of 

the breakup of traditional tapestry practices that the artists from East Europe (cited 

earlier) had promoted. 

 

In July 1986, under the auspices of Martyn Varbanov, submissions from Varbanov’s 

department were made to the 13
th

 edition of the Lausanne Biennial. Three works of Chinese 

modern tapestry were accepted: Gu Wenda’s Spirit of Stillness, Shi Hui and Zhu Wei’s 

Longevity, along with Liang Shaoji’s Book of War.  The Varbanov Tapestry Research Centre 

has since been expanded into today’s Fiber and Space Art Studio and was instrumental in 

organising the First Hangzhou International Fiber Art Triennial in 201344.  

 

Drawing on the rich human history of the ‘Prefecture of Silk’, the strategic objective of the 

Hangzhou Triennial was to develop a cultural hub in Zhejiang province, which would include 

and establish collaborations between three main centers: China Academy of Art, the 

exhibition spaces of Zhejiang Art Museum and China National Silk Museum. The creation of 

this hub as part of the triennial’s premise was a means of propelling relationships between 

different institutions that worked independently in the province.  

 

The possibility of creating long-term collaborations and projects sought to catalyze local 

processes of knowledge exchange and resource-sharing. This aimed to contribute to the 

promotion of local practices and traditions without an outsider’s intervention in the actual 

cultural interests and activities of the different stakeholders in the province.  The Triennial 

hence aimed to build a transnational stage for contemporary experimental art, showcasing a 
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kind of contemporary art that combined the historical context and regional characteristics of 

Hangzhou with contemporary life.  

 

This takes us back to the earlier discussions proposed by Hou’s comments around biennials 

and their effect on local communities. These suggest that biennials should help us re-

understand local contexts and sensibilities in terms of history, or maybe political and cultural 

conditions.  

 

Following Hou, the commissioning of new work was essential to the curatorial premise of 

Hangzhou – as it aimed to encourage artists to produce projects that both conversed with the 

conditions of the place, and mediated new readings of the place to its audiences, enabling  

“different publics, to look at the place where they are living in a different way.” 45  

 

Between July 2012 and February 2013, artists from China and elsewhere made visits to the 

exhibition premises, responding to invitations made by the exhibition’s curatorial committee 

to produce site-specific works. Aside from visiting the Zhejiang Art Museum and the China 

Silk Museum, the artists also made a survey of local material resources, as well as visiting the 

Chen Printing and Dying facilities in Hai’ning.  

 

As we have outlined, Biennials and Triennials can be popular events capable of producing 

large audiences and transnational dialogues. Whereas the LITBs addressed the travelling art 

world professionals, local communities formed the majority of the publics in Hangzhou and 

Kaunas 46  biennials, and therefore the curatorial mediation that was asked in such 

circumstances required an added sensitivity, especially since the curators chosen for such 

events were complete strangers to the local cultural perception. Hence the curatorial process 

itself, that of producing a biennial in a location like, Hangzhou. There is something similar to 

Kaunas in the sense that neither is a capital city but each is determined to become established 

within contemporary practice and cultural heritage.  Constant evaluation of terms and 

definitions, and the construction of mental bridges between gaps of language and social 

imaginaries  informed that which  only practice-led processes could create.   

 

The curatorial process in such circumstances is therefore an important platform in itself for 

creating a mutual understanding and shifting representational ideologies and ethics.  On the 

one hand, the Triennial focused on works that had originated from the ancient tapestries of 
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the West (including a number of classical works produced for and presented within Lausanne 

International Biennial of Tapestry on loan from TATE, UK and individual artists) and on the 

other a strong emphasis on the local and national context of China with its centuries long 

tradition of silk production47.  

 

This enabled a platform for the meeting of different cultures if textile production and hence 

different traditions of social order and political awareness. The ability to draw in different 

experiences and understanding of textile as a whole enriched the discourse that was 

established in the accompanying symposia. Those events sought a discursive manifestation of 

the practical clashes that were inevitably part of the organizing procedure of the biennial and 

its curatorial meaning.  

 

There was an opportunity to introduce a selection of artists whose works are not usually 

presented within framework of textile exhibitions, works that repositioned the traditions of 

Western contemporary art and were given through their renewed contextual environment an 

opportunity to be re-read on a medial level (As textile works) and on a conceptual level (as 

‘strange visitors’ to a different ideological set of concerns). The display of works by Kiki 

Smith, Grayson Perry, Christo Javacheff, Lucy & Jorge Orta, Yinka Shonibare, Joseph 

Beuys, Ghada Amer & Reza Farkhondeh, and Maria Nepomuceno within the context of the 

Hanzhou Triennial somewhat inversed the hierarchies of art-history: all of a sudden these 

acclaimed and well-known pieces were shown as an alien or foreign attraction . This once 

more exemplifies how the body of the artwork, whether it is defined as fiber-art or not, is 

synonymous to the body that bares life and how potent this metaphor still is in understanding 

the politics of the gaze.  

 

The younger Chinese artists engaged in fashion trends and ‘shopaholic’ trends within the 

modern metropolis which complemented and staged an East/West dialogue on conspicuous 

consumption with Perry’s The Walthamstow Tapestry (2009)48. this monumental tapestry, 

three meters high by fifteen meters long  is now in the Zhejiang Art Museum’s growing 

collection of fiber and textile work.  

 

It explores the emotional resonance of brand names in our lives and our quasi-religious 

relationship to consumerism. His was read cross culturally as a symptom of modern 

consumer society even in Hangzhou. In a similar manner ‘Contradiction’, by Wang Taoran 
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and Wu Feifei, attempted to bring two opposite elements together. The artists tried to bring 

together plastic bin bags, the cheapest industrial product, and expensive hand- made silk 

embroidery, the latter being one of the oldest traditions in Hangzhou which historically was 

part of the silk road. 

 

As we have argued throughout this chapter, textile has been significant in the formation of a 

contemporary image of visual cultures in a number of ways. It represents the other, it 

represents the third world, it represents the South and the East, it represents the feminine, it 

represents the queer, it represents poverty and it represents the potential of social relationship 

and the construction of communities. It represents a reconciliation of what has been 

marginalized in between the folds of history.  
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