THE TORCH

Trevor Schoonmaker and

Franklin Sirmans remember the nights they
spent dreaming up exhibitions over drinks as
voung curators in New York—a practice they
still cherish in their current positions at Duke
University’s Nasher Museum and Miami's

Pérez Art Museum.

ByCOLONYLITTLE

MUSIC AND SPORTS are two unifying
cultural forces that play a significant role in
how we identify ourselves, tap into emotionzd
moemoties, and relate o others. Museusm
leadess  Trevor  Schoonmaker and  Franidn
Sirmans blazed parallel paths while forging a
strong, fiendship based on their love of the
two pastimes. As directors of the Nasher
Museum of Art at Duke University and the
Porer Arl Muscum Miami, respoctively, the
soocer enthusiasts amived at their cumment
positions after vibrant careers in independent
curation, writing. and institutional  work.
Their professional worlds first colfided n
cardy-aughts New York, durng a curatoral
boom that gave way o a more inclusive arl
histoncal canon. By 2006, they were co-
curating “The Beautiful Game; Contemporary
Art and Fitbol™ at Roebling Hall in New York's
Chetsea noighborhood. In the years since, the
pair has cultivated a connection grounded m
their shared passons: Up next, theyd tesm
up to preserd *Spint in the Land,” curated
by Schoonmaker snd opening at PAMM in
March. Here, they discuss their long-standing
fricndship, Feta Andkutapo-Kuti, hip bop, and
ihe World Cup.

Trevor, you moved to New York in 19598, When
did you meet Franklin?

TREVOR SCHOONMAKER: Definiiely by the
time | curaled “The Magic City”™ in 2000 jat
Brent Sikkema]. We got io know one another 3
lot better duning “Frecstyle”™ with Thelma Gold-
en,

FRANKLIN SIRMANS: The beautifl thing =
that we didn’t meet at an opening. It was prob-
ahiy at a har or 8 club.
SCHOONMAKER: Chances ame hagh. Aller ov
&1y opening at the Studic Massum in Harlem, a
group would gather at the Lenos Lounge.
SIRMANS: There was & confluence of things
that were happening at the same time. “Free-
slyle” opened in 2001 at Studso, then “One
Pianct Under a Groowe: Hip-Hop and Contem-
parary Art” at the [Brons Museumn of the Arts|
at the end of 2001, and “Black President: the
Art and Legacy of Fela Anikulapo Kuti™ at the
New Muscum in 2003, Christian Haye oponed
the Projecl, a commercial space that smwiled
many arists including Bili Bidjocka, Sanford
Biggers, Odili Donald Odita, and Jufie Mehretu,
There was a real sense of collective effort
SCHOONMANER: Those were important times.
Wangechs Mulu was also a key Bgure willin
That communily, Frankiin named a lof of great
people who we were close with, and it was
such a different world then. Physically being
together to build community and strong bonds

was critical. A lof of our ideas certainly came
together in a bar, a restaurant, or a chah.

You are both strong stewards of artists’ leg-
acies. Franklin, | read an essay you wioie
about muscum director and curator Walter
Hopps where you describe caralors as “cul-
tural archit ~ How do you bak these
slaments of your work?

SIRMANS: When you're in positions that am
50 artistcenlered, you're nol obyective. You're
committed 1o helping them present the work.
With Hopps, it was, “Find the cave, hold the
torch " That kind of artist-driven relationship in
terms of the curatonal sphere was paramount
for me.

SCHOONMAKER: The trust you busld fwith an
artisi] over time allows you access 1o work that
others. don't have. With someons like Raridey
[L.. Hendricks], there's still work coming to the
lore that is tucked away in hes home. Frankin's
early shows lke *One Planet Under @ Groowe™
introduced me 1o artests ke Wilkam Cordows

“THE BEAUTIFUL THING IS
THAT WE DIDN'T MEET AT AN
OPENING. IT WAS PROBABLY

ATABARORA CLUB”

—FRANEIIN SIRMANS
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and others | worked with really closely over the
some of mine.

You both left NYC in the mid 2000s. How im-
portant was it for you to create new caratorial
paths by loregrounding your personal inter
ests in your work?

SIRMANS: The curatonial landscape began o
open up in the "B0s, and | think a lot of that
was becaisse of mdependent cwrators. The
curalors we admired in the "O0s didn’t work
n New York institulions—or Amencan insh-
nstions for that matter. They were all making
it happen from a very different wewpoint. It's
about connecting places. and then being able
1o conmect peophe

SCHOONMAKER: You have to carve out an
identity as an independent curator, because
you don't have the identity of the institution.
Your dentity &= thal you cxced ot working with
lving ariists, you excel ai pushing the canon,
you excel 3l brnging populsr culture nto your
group shows, and supporting Black artisis and
artists of the daspoa.

Music, withou! gueshon, drows a much
targer audicnoce—the possidities open up ox-
tensively. Franklin was curating *One: Planes”
fwhen] | was curating “Black President,” and
at that time people questioned the validity of

“YOU HAVE TO CARVE OUT AN
IDENTITY AS AN INDEPENDENT
BECAUSE YOU DON'T HAVE
THE OF THE INSTITUTION.
YOUR IDENTITY IS THAT YOU EXCEL AT
WORKING WITH LIVING You
EXCEL AT PUSHING THE =

—TREVOR SCHOONMAKER.

mio a visual arts realm? It has inspired the
two of us so much in our personal lives, so it's

in 2026, The Venice mestup was prceless,
and also hawving daughters and seeing them
in those pivotal moments; seeing them avolve
and change = amadng. To share that with
somebody you care aboul i really special
Does this mean we can expect to see some-
thing from: you two in 20267

SIRMANS: The World Cup! One part of “The
Beautiful Game™ that kts into the curatorial ap-
paratus 5 o humamst streak. Where do peo-
ple meeT? Where are the bridges? Venice is
a bridge—it was meant 1o be that way since
1895—and the World Cup is meant to be a
bridge no matter how commodified it gets. Itis
meant o be this place o celebrate.
SCHOONMAKER: I spesks 1o the broader
mspes that Frankfin's getting al—humanism

obwiously in our work.
How do you maintain your fessional rels-
sonshin?

SCHOONMARKER: Wo're frequently drawn o
the same ovonts where we support one an-
ofher. We test prefty often—art of soceer of
something that makes us think of each other.
We've had the huury of meeting in Venice a
couple of imes. Once, we actually planned our
family vacations to overfap.

SIRMANS: The: love of fitbol i always There
Well send each other an image of some-
thing that can relate 1o a potential exhibition

and inter 1. The World Cup was there
before it was intellectualired in the academy
and in gailerics, before everybody was Lhrow-
ing around the Term “globalism.” Those are
arenas where people don’l necessarnly know
each other's affiliation. They may identify with
a specific team or 3 certain artist, but it brings
poeopie logether more: than il separates them.
Franklin, 3% 3 friend and colleague, s some
one | can have these art world and infellectual
corversations with. That's one of the unifying
elements in our work.



