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Surrealism Is Feminine: A Fledgling Passion 

MICHAELA You have several women artists of an older generation in 
your collection: Carol Rama, Alina Szapocznikow, Eva Hesse, 
and Nicola L.—women whose lives are very familiar to you.

URSULA Yes, an older generation that always made young, contem-
porary works! 

MICHAELA And you also collect artists of a younger generation: Toba 
Khedoori, Berlinde De Bruyckere, Pipilotti Rist. Which artists 
did you start out with in your collection?

Meret Oppenheim

URSULA At the very beginning, Meret Oppenheim and Niki de Saint 
Phalle. I was impressed early on by those two Swiss artists and 
went to the few exhibitions about them that were organized 
at the time. Imago, the film about Oppenheim wowed me; it’s 
such a wonderful portrait of her! It was only later, in 1994, that 
I was able to acquire something by Meret Oppenheim. The 
Pelzhandschuhe (Fur Gloves with Wooden Fingers, 1936) were 
the first thing I purchased; it was one of the first works on the 
art market as a complement to Object, her fur-lined teacup 
and saucer, acquired by the Museum of Modern Art in 1937. 
Everybody knew about it, of course. It had put her on the map, 
but it was like a soundbite to which she was always reduced. 
The fur works have a completely different material quality from 
the paintings. Meret was already using a variety of materials 
when she started out, like oats, or stones, and marbles, making 
collages like the Hafer-Blumen (Oat Flower, 1969). Artists 
started moving in a different direction in the 1960s with regard 
to materials, representation, and message. 

LAURA How did you come across Meret Oppenheim and Niki de 
Saint Phalle? 

URSULA That was the scene in Switzerland. Meret Oppenheim, Jean 
Tinguely, who was Niki de Saint Phalle’s partner. You would 

Alina Szapocznikow, Bouches en Marche (Mouths on the Move), 1966–70
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 I feel privileged to have a lot of her important works in my 
collection and to be able to support many exhibitions by 
loaning them out. It’s a privilege to have the opportunity to 
acquire something, especially when the artist approves the 
purchase. And then, naturally, I also feel obliged to show  
the works to the public. Actually, more than obliged, because 
it is such a great pleasure to share them with others. And even 
more so, if it’s a good institution. Then, it is also reproduced  
in a catalog, and in that way, the work is not simply on loan for 
one, two, or three months, but also inscribed in the history  
of the institution. 

Poetry and Beauty
Berlinde De Bruyckere

URSULA Manuela and I discovered Berlinde in the International 
Pavilion at the Venice Biennale in 2003. We were mesmerized 
by Hanne, 2003 (2003), a sculpture with hair covering the face. 
Manuela contacted Berlinde and we often visited her at her 
studio in Ghent. We have since become friends.

LAURA Are there favorite works of Berlinde’s in your collection? 
What is it in her work that appeals to you so much? 

URSULA The horse Eén, 2003–2004 (2003–04) is actually the 
ultimate sculpture for me! A horse can be carved in stone, but 
a horse made of horse skin? Skin is living material and I was 
fascinated by the way Berlinde works with such different, new 
materials. Or the way she chooses the pedestals herself, like  
an old butcher’s block, and combines them with sculptures.

MICHAELA Berlinde doesn’t make easy work and there’s often some-
thing quite unsettling about it. 

URSULA Yes, it’s about age and death. That takes courage, for me  
as a collector as well. There aren’t many viewers who appreciate 
it—a dead horse on a pedestal? That’s challenging. But I find 
it extremely poetic. Like Berlinde’s exhibitions, which always 
relate to the sacred, for example, the exhibition Mysterium Leib  

Berlinde De Bruyckere, Hanne, 2003
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Strong Women 

MICHAELA You often speak about “the women in my collection.”  
For women artists, you are a mentor, someone who understands 
them and shows solidarity. Many of the women, whose work 
you have collected, were also active feminists. How do you view 
this aspect in your collection? 

URSULA I was never a feminist. Maybe I should’ve been more  
courageous, maybe there are times when I had reason to be,  
but I never felt the pressure to move in that direction. Although, 
when I think about the 1960s and 1970s and about certain 
women artists, I certainly do understand the agenda of the 
feminist scene, especially in New York. Women artists like 
Nicola L., Eva Hesse, Sylvia Sleigh, Judy Bernstein, and many 
others were very active in the 1970s, took a stand against  
the male-dominated art world, and resolutely challenged the  
representatives of art, galleries, and museums. I personally 
never felt the need to take a feminist stand.

MICHAELA On the other hand, you were very well aware of what  
it takes for a woman artist to assert herself, the perseverance she 
needs to pursue her artistic goals, in addition to all of her other 
obligations. And time and again, you have created platforms for 
women, which is actually a natural form of feminism without 
explicitly saying so. 

URSULA Yes, that’s true, and without being provocative. I could 
never be a politician either, impossible. I certainly have a point 
of view, but I don’t want to be in the position of having to 
propagate it in public. I have always been deeply impressed by 
the way women carve a place for themselves. Meret Oppenheim 
once said that freedom is not given to you, you have to take 
it. And also that women have the obligation to prove that the 
traditional image of women no longer applies. I simply have  
the need to support women artists and open up paths for them 
to the best of my ability. 

Clockwise from top: Ursula with Manuela Wirth; Anj Smith; Bharti Kher;  
Phyllida Barlow; and Helen Charash, Somerset, 2018




