SEPT. 2008 #13 // 200849 1 5131

BCECC PUBLICATION

EDITOR: BERNARD DEWIT

MANAGING EDITOR: MIN YAN

ADVISOR: LIEVE PEETERS | LAYOUT: GELUCK-SUYKENS
PRINTING: PUBLISET | PHOTOS: MIN HUYBRECHTS

ADDRESS OF BCECC

RUE WASHINGTONSTRAAT 40, SUITE 408

1050 BRUSSELS A PUBLICATION OF THE BELGIAN-CHINESE

Pl e e ECONOMIC AND COMMERCIAL COUNCIL

‘The Athletes' Alley’, a lasting witness
to the Beijing Olympic Games
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The Athletes' Alley a lasting witness
to the Beijing Olympic Games /

: Yan Min
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Olivier Strebelle is an internationally renowned sculptor whose
works have adorned public places as far apart as Brussels,
Athens, Atlanta, Washington, Moscow and Singapore as well
as ltalian, Swiss and German cities. Now in his eighties, Olivier
Strebelle designed the giant stainless-steel sculpture for the
Beijing Olympics. "The Athletes' Alley* stands at the west gate of
the Beijing Olympic Forest Park and is the official gift from the
Belgian Government to the Beijing Olympics. It will become a
permanent feature of the Olympic Forest Park.

The Athletes’ Alley — a lasting witness to the Beijing Olympic Games

The sculptor's residence and atelier are in the Uccle district of
Brussels. Passing along the path leading to his residence and atelier,
| felt | was entering an elegant grove where sculptures are on show
and under which his residence and atelier are hidden. It is quiet and
cosy. "This is my world," Mr Strebelle could not help saying.

In his atelier is a model of the sculpture "The Athletes' Alley".
Another model, themed "Firmus, Altus, Fortis®, is on the table
and is a work Olivier Strebelle has been developing for the 2012
London Olympics.

He explains: "The sculpture 'The Athletes' Alley' is composed of
five tubular stainless steel modules that reach up to 20 metres
high and are spread over a length of 160 metres. The sculpture
is made of 160 tons of steel, with a total investment of more than
five million euro, and is sponsored by nine Belgian enterprises.
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The main framework of the sculpture has been constructed
and is in the completion phase." He takes out an aerial photo of
the Forest Park (*see picture a) and continues: “From a bird's
eye view of the Forest Park, the figures appear to resemble five
Olympic rings, which cannot be seen when one is standing in the
park. This optical magic can only be observed from an aeroplane,
a satellite image or Google. The Olympic Forest Park covers an
area of 680 hectares. From the different angles of the path to be
followed around the sculpture, the image changes all the time.
One certain view reveals five athletes holding five Clympic rings.
From other angles the sculpture appears to reflect abstract ima-
ges. We plan to hold a formal ceremony after the construction is
completed. Here, | would like to take the opportunity to tell the
Chinese readers of the BCECC's newsletter the following: “'The
Athletes' Alley' symbolises the future and will co-exist with the
Olympic Forest Park. The sculpture is not only a piece of art,
but also offers an artistic landscape which people can move in
and enjoy. It is most important to me that the structure will stick
together with the Forest Park and become a permanent witness to
the Beijing Olympic Games.

Q: How did you come to the idea of designing a sculpture for the
Beijing Olympics?

Olivier Strebelle: Life is always full of opportunities or, in other
words, life offers a combination of different opportunities, which is
important to everyone. When | was young, | loved hang-gliding. In
1982 | flew a hang glider and landed in a golf course in Switzerland
close to where one of my friends lived. By chance, at his residence,
| met his cousin Juan Antonio Samaranch, the former President
of the International Olympic Committee. Samaranch asked me
why, being a sculptor, | did not consider designing a piece for the
International Olympic Committee in Lausanne (some sculptures
made by Olivier Strebelle were already on display in Switzerland).
It is a pity this idea could not come to fruition due to a shortage of
money and several other reasons. From then, however, the desire
to design a sculpture for the Olympic Games arose. In 1996 |
developed four sculptures for the Atlanta Olympics, all of which
are now standing in the surrounding areas of Olympic sites.A great
many projects for the Beijing Olympic Games came on offer and
avery country wished to open a window in the Olympic sites to
exhibit its art. In 2005 China organised a worldwide competition
to which 1,892 projects were submitted. | took five designs to
Beijing... Later a deputy mayer contacted me and told that my
designs had been selected for the Games but were out of the
competition. It is understandable, because each design possesses
its strong points and uniqueness.
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@: In terms of both scale and investment, the sculpture you have

designed is unique in Belgium. 'The Athletes' Alley* is now standing
in the Forest Park. When will it he opened to the public?

Olivier Strebelle: It is indeed unique. In the second half of May, Mr
De Gucht, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, flew to Beijing especially
for the donation ceremony of 'The Athletes' Alley'. Construction
of the park is in the completion phase. Some 70 50-meter-long
steel tubes still need to be installed for the sculpture. | will return
to Beijing in October to complete the final canstruction. | hope
that the Olympic Forest Park will soon be opened to the public.
Qriginally it had been planned to construct the sculpture near the
Bird’s Nest but due to the large scale and different style of the
Bird's Nest, the sculpture - a giant artwork in itself - might have
lost some of its artistic effects. The modern artistic style of the
Beijing Olympic Forest Park fits in well with the design and scale
of the 'The Athletes’ Alley’. Visitors can wander freely around the
constructions. There is also a round open-air platform in front of
the sculpture for various activities such as performances, lectures
and cancerts.

Q: This is the first time one of your sculptures has been on display
in China. What are your experiences of China so far?

Olivier Strebelle: “It was not easy in the beginning. Chinese
people are not as straightforward as Western people. They are
often affable and genial, but | don't always know what they really
think or what their real opinions are. Chinese are tactful. A lot of
friends show sincere respect for the sculpture but often do not
speak out for me. Later | found out that a person from the Beijing
Government once said: 'Even if we don't like [the sculpture], our
descendants might well.’ | think time is needed to reveal the real
meaning of the sculpture. In general, cooperation with China has
been very successful. | have visited China 18 times and my new
artworks will be brought out in China.

At the age of 23, Olivier Strebelle became a lecturer at the Royal
Institute of Art in Antwerp. He finished this interview by saying: "A
lot of my students were then older than me. | gave lectures at 18
different universities in the US. During eight years of residency
there, | also gave lectures at universities in Canada, Singapore and
ltaly. In my whole artistic career as a sculptor, I've created a lot
of successful artworks but, of course, there have also been many
failures. Although not all of my concepts have proved equally
successful, | never give up thinking." m
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=> PHOTOS
[a] Aerial photo of the Beijing Olympic Forest Park
and the sculpture [1] Sculptor Olivier Strebelle

his artworks
(4] Atelier [5, 6, 7] Pictures of The Athletes' Alley.
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[2] In front of his residence [3] Olivier Strebelle and
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