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Françoise	
  Schein	
  gets	
  a	
  retrospective	
  in	
  her	
  hometown	
  Brussels	
  

The	
  Stony	
  Plates	
  of	
  the	
  Subway	
  –	
  Les	
  tables	
  de	
  la	
  loi	
  dans	
  le	
  métro	
  

Françoise	
  Schein	
   is	
  not	
  offended	
  by	
  being	
  called	
  an	
  artist	
  of	
  the	
  human	
  rights.	
  Because	
  she	
   is	
  
calling	
  herself	
  one.	
  In	
  Paris,	
  Rio,	
  Lisbon,	
  Berlin,	
  Haifa	
  and	
  Ramallah	
  she	
  worked	
  with	
  the	
  text	
  of	
  
the	
  human	
  rights	
  in	
  subway	
  stations	
  and	
  public	
  buildings.	
  	
  “My	
  work	
  is	
  like	
  a	
  puzzle,	
  it	
  shouldn’t	
  
abandon	
  itself.”	
  Geert	
  Sels	
  

Françoise	
   Schein	
   (60)	
   is	
   an	
   architect	
   and	
   urbanist	
   .	
   	
   But	
   the	
   artist	
   is	
   a	
   globalizer,	
   too.	
   She	
   puts	
   her	
  
thinking	
  within	
   the	
   scales	
  of	
   the	
  world’s	
  dimensions	
   ,	
   the	
  world	
   is	
  her	
  workspace.	
   In	
  exemplary	
   cities	
  
about	
  the	
  question	
  of	
  human	
  rights,	
  she	
  tries	
  to	
  establish	
  public	
  spaces	
  with	
  the	
  texts	
  on	
  human	
  rights;	
  

subways	
   are	
   her	
   favorites.	
   In	
   recent	
   years,	
   she	
   worked	
   also	
   on	
   façades	
   of	
   public	
   buildings.	
   The	
  
inspiration	
  stays	
  the	
  same.	
  

The	
  writer	
  Siri	
  Hustvedt,	
  a	
  dear	
   friend	
  of	
  Schein	
   for	
  many	
  years,	
  describes	
  her	
  as	
   the	
  artist	
  of	
   ‘human	
  
space’.	
   This	
   is	
   a	
   strange	
  utterance.	
  Because	
  on	
  earth	
  you	
  have	
   to	
  go	
  deep	
   into	
   the	
  desert	
  or	
   into	
   the	
  

forests,	
   to	
   find	
  a	
  place	
   that	
   is	
  not	
  dominated	
  by	
  man.	
  Doesn’t	
   that	
  mean	
   the	
  whole	
   space	
   is	
  human?	
  	
  	
  	
  
Not	
  in	
  the	
  sense	
  of	
  Françoise	
  Schein.	
  She	
  prefers	
  to	
  work	
  on	
  the	
  crossroads	
  of	
  social	
  traffic	
  and	
  appeals	
  
to	
  the	
  humanity	
  of	
  the	
  passengers.	
  	
  Respect	
  for	
  everyone.	
  She	
  holds	
  on	
  to	
  the	
  dream	
  of	
  how	
  it	
  might	
  be,	
  

to	
  live	
  a	
  good	
  life	
  together,	
  with	
  a	
  role	
  for	
  everyone.	
  

Educating	
  in	
  Democracy	
  

Quite	
   a	
   long	
   time	
  we	
   thought	
   that	
   Françoise	
   Schein	
  was	
   an	
   ambassador	
   of	
   the	
  United	
  Nations.	
   How	
  
might	
  it	
  be	
  possible	
  that	
  she	
  got	
  so	
  many	
  commissions	
  to	
  execute	
  her	
  idea	
  in	
  so	
  many	
  important	
  cities?	
  
Berlin,	
  Coventry,	
  Lisbon,	
  Paris,	
  Rio	
  de	
  Janeiro,	
  Stockholm,	
  New	
  York	
  and	
  Brussels	
  her	
  hometown	
  as	
  well,	
  

where	
   she	
   designed	
   the	
   interior	
   of	
   the	
   subway	
   station	
   of	
   Parvis	
   de	
   Saint	
   Gilles.	
   She	
   called	
   this	
  work	
  
‘Dyade’,	
  a	
  philosophical	
  notion	
  of	
  two	
  principles	
  that	
  complete	
  each	
  other.	
  	
  

Yet	
  Schein	
  knows	
  a	
  lot	
  of	
  head	
  wind.	
  All	
  of	
  her	
  realizations	
  are	
  the	
  consequence	
  of	
  her	
  own	
  drive.	
  “Most	
  
often	
   I	
   start	
  with	
   a	
   friendly	
   letter”,	
   she	
   told	
   in	
   the	
   architectural	
  museum	
   CIVA,	
  where	
   her	
   exhibition	
  

recently	
  opened.	
  “	
  And	
  then	
  I	
  send	
  again	
  a	
  couple	
  of	
  letters.	
  It’s	
  a	
  matter	
  to	
  push	
  and	
  convince.	
  	
  In	
  most	
  
cases	
  I	
  look	
  for	
  a	
  local	
  representative,	
  who	
  understands	
  the	
  issue	
  and	
  knows	
  the	
  specific	
  situation	
  of	
  a	
  
certain	
   place.	
   Sometimes,	
   it	
   takes	
   a	
   while.	
   In	
   Berlin	
   for	
   example	
   it	
   took	
   five	
   years	
   until	
   I	
   got	
   the	
  

permission.”	
  Her	
  projects	
  are	
  idealistic	
  and	
  inspire	
  to	
  dream.	
  If	
  you	
  are	
  travelling	
  the	
  subway	
  in	
  Brussels	
  
and	
  you	
  are	
  passing	
  in	
  Saint	
  Gilles’station,	
  you	
  feel	
  like	
  ‘God	
  is	
  watching	
  you’.	
  The	
  message	
  is	
  overall,	
  in	
  
stony	
  plates.	
  This	
  way,	
  the	
  promoted	
  message	
  will	
  sustain	
  much	
  longer	
  than	
  any	
  promotion	
  you	
  would	
  

normally	
  find	
  in	
  a	
  station.	
  	
  



She	
  likes	
  this	
  idea.	
  “When	
  I	
  had	
  finished	
  the	
  subway	
  station	
  Concorde	
  in	
  Paris,	
  someone	
  told	
  me	
  that	
  I	
  
had	
  done	
  something	
  very	
  Jewish.	
  To	
  stay	
  true	
  to	
  the	
  uniformity	
  of	
  the	
  station	
  I	
  had	
  the	
  idea	
  to	
  put	
  one	
  

letter	
  per	
   tile.	
  Between	
  all	
  of	
   them	
   the	
   same	
  distance,	
  without	
  white	
  marks.	
   Like	
   this	
  were	
   the	
   stony	
  
plates	
   of	
  Moses.	
   Rabbis	
   reflect	
   since	
   five	
   thousand	
   years	
   the	
  meaning	
   of	
   the	
   distance	
   between	
   each	
  
letter	
  and	
  the	
  interpretation	
  of	
  the	
  text.”	
  	
  

“To	
  me	
  the	
  most	
  important	
  thing	
  is	
  that	
  a	
  text	
  doesn’t	
  abandon	
  itself	
   immediately.	
   It	
   is	
  as	
  playful	
  as	
  a	
  

puzzle,	
  but	
   at	
   the	
   same	
   time	
   it	
   knows	
   resistance.	
  You	
  ask	
   yourself	
  how	
  you	
  have	
   to	
   read	
   it.	
   First	
   you	
  
have	
  to	
  look,	
  to	
  look	
  for.	
  And	
  just	
  after	
  this	
  it	
  works,	
  but	
  only	
  if	
  you	
  take	
  time.	
  It’s	
  exactly	
  as	
  to	
  educate	
  
someone	
  in	
  democracy	
  or	
  civil	
  courage.	
  It	
  takes	
  years	
  and	
  years.	
  And	
  it	
  is	
  never	
  finished.”	
  

Mobile	
  Minds	
  

Wherever	
   Schein	
   begins	
   to	
   work,	
   she	
   plays	
   with	
   open	
   carts.	
   That	
   means	
   in	
   her	
   own	
   terms:	
   maps.	
  

Basically	
   her	
   works	
   are	
   about	
   cartography	
   and	
   human	
   rights.	
   Schein:	
   “After	
   finishing	
   Columbia	
  
University	
  in	
  1979	
  I	
  started	
  working	
  in	
  the	
  Bronx.	
  It	
  was	
  shambles	
  then.	
  Everywhere	
  just	
  piles	
  of	
  stones.	
  
Only	
  at	
  the	
  subway	
  station	
  you	
  found	
  functioning	
  buildings	
  and	
  shops.	
  There	
  I	
  realized	
  that	
  the	
  subway	
  

is	
  a	
  vital	
  system.”	
  

“Besides	
   this,	
   the	
   subway	
   is	
   an	
   interesting	
  network	
  of	
   crossroads.	
  You	
   can	
   connect	
   them,	
  not	
  only	
  as	
  
people	
  from	
  A	
  to	
  B,	
  but	
  also	
  as	
  content	
  and	
   ideas.	
   Just	
  think	
  about	
  what	
  happened	
   in	
  Egypt	
  on	
  Tahir-­‐
square.	
  Cairo	
   is	
  a	
  city	
  you	
  cannot	
  measure.	
   It	
  was	
  with	
  the	
  subway	
  that	
  the	
  people	
  came	
  physically	
  to	
  

this	
   square,	
  but	
   it’s	
   also	
  about	
   the	
  mobility	
  of	
   the	
  mind.	
   I	
   am	
  mostly	
   fascinated	
  by	
   this	
  underground,	
  
under-­‐the-­‐ground.	
   As	
   Atlas	
   is	
   carrying	
   a	
   whole	
   planet,	
   the	
   human	
   rights	
   are	
   carrying	
   the	
   whole	
  
humanity.”	
  

Nevertheless,	
  Schein	
  began	
  from	
  the	
  opposite.	
  In	
  Soho,	
  New	
  York,	
  she	
  installed	
  a	
  drawing	
  of	
  the	
  hidden	
  

subway	
   lines	
   on	
   the	
   pavement.	
   Just	
   after	
   this,	
   she	
   established	
   her	
   profile	
   via	
   the	
   designs	
   of	
   subway	
  
stations.	
  With	
  deep-­‐blue	
  azulejos-­‐tiles	
  in	
  Lisbon,	
  mural	
  drawings	
  in	
  São	
  Paulo,	
  the	
  influence	
  of	
  Heinrich	
  

Heine	
  in	
  Berlin	
  and	
  the	
  reference	
  to	
  botanist	
  Linnaeus	
  in	
  Stockholm.	
  In	
  the	
  exhibition	
  you	
  will	
  find	
  all	
  of	
  
them	
   in	
  one	
   rolling	
   set-­‐up	
  of	
  panels,	
   crossed	
  by	
  –	
  guess	
  what	
  –	
  mini-­‐trains.	
   It	
   is	
   the	
   train	
  of	
   thought,	
  
train	
  of	
  life	
  of	
  Françoise	
  Schein.	
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