Portrait of collector and philanthropist Monique Burger and Burger Collection
curator Daniel Kurjaković at Cattle Depot Artist Village in Kowloon, Hong Kong.
Photo by Jonathan Leijonhufvud for ArtAsiaPacific.
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NAIZA KHAN, Restore the Boundaries (detail), 2010, watercolor,
digital print and ink, 40.5 x 51 cm. Courtesy the artist and
the Burger Collection.

Monique Burger

Patronage in the Expanded Field

By Elaine W. Ng

Profiles

Monique Burger does not live with any
artworks in her two-bedroom Hong Kong
apartment. Nor did this graceful, Swissborn collector grow up surrounded by art.
Remarkably, however, the Burger Collection,
which she and her husband Max have amassed
over the last 20 years, contains roughly 2,000
pieces by contemporary artists from around
the world. In a recent Skype conversation,
she reflected on her outlook, “What is the
difference between buying art and collecting?
I started buying in the 1990s, but really thinking
about what it means—showing it and being
responsible for it—came later.”
The Burgers, who appear on the list of
ARTnews’ 200 top collectors in the world,
have the kind of deep pockets that can make
a significant impact on the contemporary art
world, but eschew the hubris and swagger
typical of many collectors. Her husband
has had a long career in finance, but in this
particular venture he has chosen to take the
backseat, allowing Monique to direct the
evolution of their collection.
The first piece Monique bought was a
David Hockney poster in Los Angeles in
1979. “It was all I could afford at the time,”
she says. Fast-forward three decades,
the collection includes a huge two-wall
installation by American artist Kara Walker,
several photographic-text pieces by French
conceptualist Sophie Calle, unsettling kinetic
works by New York’s Jon Kessler and large
sculptures by Delhi-based Bharti Kher. Aside
from the couple’s intensive travel schedules,
the primary reason that their collection
remains largely in storage or on tour in
museum exhibitions is that the works tend
to be massive in size and complexity. She
recalls, “We bought one of our first pieces
on vacation, and when they tried to deliver
it to our home in Switzerland, it didn’t fit
through the door.”
Monique describes her collection as
a reflection of the stages in her life, and
today the works that she is drawn to reflect
the tragic death of her only son two years
ago. “Artists talk to me differently,” she notes,
“and art has a different meaning for me now.”
Monique cites the work Touching My Father
(1997–2011), which Song Dong completed
after his father passed away, and French
artist Philippe Parreno’s film Marilyn (2012),
which re-creates a moment in the iconic
Hollywood film star’s life. She asks, “How
do we keep these people present even though
they are no longer with us?”

Monique worked in private banking
and did a 14-year stint in the head-hunting
business, an experience that informs her
process of understanding artists and their
practices. She always goes out of the way to
meet artists who spark her interest. Recently,
the Burgers have started helping artists in
their collection to realize ambitious projects.
Such endeavors include their involvement
as co-commissioning patrons of Mumbaibased artist Nalini Malani’s video shadowplay installation In Search of Vanished Blood
(2012) for Documenta 13, as well as their
contribution to conceptual artist Pak Sheung
Chuen’s solo presentation in the Hong Kong
Pavilion for the 2009 Venice Biennale.
In early 2000, Monique decided she
wanted to do more for the artists whose
works she had acquired. After meeting with
owners of private museums in Europe,
she quickly realized the enormity such an
initiative would entail. “This wouldn’t work
for Max and me because we didn’t know
where to build a museum and we couldn’t
think ahead five generations,” she says.
“I had an only son and didn’t want to
pass on that responsibility to him. That’s
when I started to think of other ways of
handling the collection, and even of finding
a curator who would want to work with us.”
In 2005, the Burgers moved to Hong Kong
when Max oversaw the Asian expansion
of private equity investment group Apax
Partners. While Monique contemplated how
to make the best use of their collection, they
continued acquiring—they have only sold
three works since the 1990s. Naturally, their
Asian holdings have expanded since their
relocation, and now include major works by
leading Chinese artists Zhang Xiaogang, Yue
Minjun and Qiu Zhijie, along with emerging
names from less fashionable locales such as
Hong Kong, Singapore, Cambodia, Thailand
and Macau. At that time, Monique was
traveling to exhibitions in Europe in the hope
of finding a curator with a vision and approach
that might match theirs.
In 2007, she saw “What About Art” at the
Helmhaus in Zürich, by a then 37-year-old
Bosnian-Swiss independent curator and arttheory professor named Daniel Kurjaković,
and she decided to contact him through
a mutual friend. Kurjaković remembers his
initial reservations on meeting with the
Burgers: “I was observing the phenomenon
of everyone becoming a collector. I was
skeptical when they got in touch, because
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of the way I felt about this new social game.
I didn’t want to become an intellectual
perfumer for a non-serious collector.”
The Burgers invited Kurjaković to see the
collection. His first remark—which remains
a running joke between them—was, “There
are some interesting things, but quite frankly
I don’t think you have a collection; you just
have a lot of works.” What changed the young
curator’s idealistic mindset was Monique’s
openness to new ideas and collection’s broad
geographical purview. He finally joined the
Burgers as their curator in 2008.
With the help of Kurjaković, the collection
expanded its mandate beyond just buying
works. He remarks, “I want to enhance all
aspects of the collection in a conceptual
way, not transform it into something else.”
Monique also points out that meeting
young artists to help discuss their works
in progress is another way that Kurjaković
is broadening the notion of patronage.
The Burger Collection team also gives talks
at art schools in Zürich and Hong Kong, as
well as supporting lectures and seminars.
Most ambitiously, the team organizes
“exhibition-research” projects, specifically
a series called “Quadrilogy,” a four-part
exhibition cycle exploring particular topics
that takes place in different locations
worldwide. The first edition, entitled
“Conflicting Tales: Subjectivity,” opened
in Berlin in 2009. The second installment,
“I Think It Rains,” examines ideas of cultural
specificity and transnationalism. It will
involve over 20 artists and writers from
Hong Kong and abroad and will take place
at the artist-run 1A Space, in Kowloon City’s
Cattle Depot Artist Village, in mid-May
this year. Monique had been offered stark,
anonymous gallery spaces on Hong Kong
island for the show, but she prefers to engage
with “real Hong Kong.”
Kurjaković explains the theoretical
framework of the Burger Collection: “The
structure allows us to ask many different
questions concerning the transcultural
or multiregional realities of contemporary
art but also about site-specific research,
and how to counteract the profound
decontextualization that the art market
creates for artists and their works.” In other
words, perhaps, the collection provides a
broad platform for doing the things that
interest the Burgers and their team, quite
the opposite of collecting as an investment
vehicle or an exercise in social climbing.
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