BALKAN ARTIS A COMPLIMENT
IN VIENNA

For ages now the Balkans and
everything from the Balkans were
considered a symbol of the “be-
trayal” of European values, either
for the violent Islamization in the
Middle Ages, or more recently,
for the bloody ethnic conflicts. At
the end of the 20th century,
Hector Hugh Munro, a war cor-
respondent in the Balkans, alias
Saki, the famous English satirist,
uses the word Balkan as an insult
and a synonym for chaos and vio-
lence. This summer in Vienna,
however, the term has been
greatly rehabilitated, and has
even taken on the new meaning
of “interesting art.” This shift is a
consequence of the exhibition
Blood & Honey / The Future is in
the Balkans, which was organ-

ized by the daring curator Harald
Szeeman for the gallery in the
large building housing Essl col-
lection on the outskirts of Vien-
na. The exhibition is open until
September 28 and presents the
works of 75 artists from 11 Bal-
kan countries. The works in vari-
ous ways confront our “Euro-
pean” consciousness with every-
thing sinister, forgotten, and “re-
tarded” that we have in connect-
ion with the Balkans.

The way in which contemporary
art in the Balkans deals with po-
litical conflicts and its reputa-
tion is not as we might expect it
to be. The relationship between
art and politics is not as Walter
Benjamin identified: in opposi-
tion between communism as a

“politicized art” and fascism as
an “aestheticized politics.” It is
not true that every political ideo-
logy adopts a certain aesthetics
that often defines its character
much more clearly than compli-
cated political and sociological
analyses. In the case of the Bal-
kans, the equation of politics
and art is extended with folklore.
And it is the relationship of folk-
lore, art, and politics, which is to
a great extent apparent in many
of the exhibited works in Vienna.
With the onslaught of new tech-
nologies, western art has suf-
fered the loss of the aura of the
artwork. Reproduction has led to
the loss of the subject type that
“contemplates” the authenticity
and unity of an artistic work —

Denisa Kera

the theme of many works in the
Balkans is actually the “loss” or
the disillusionment of folklore
and its political manipulation.
The spectator in the cinema is
a new subject for Benjamin; the
spectator does not contemplate
the work, but he lets himself be
amazed and shocked in a col-
lective experience. In this exhi-
bition, the new type of subject is
sought in certain remnants and
reminiscences of traditions and
folklore, which contemporary
media so frequently parody and
disparage.

The folklore and tradition in the
Balkans have played a seminal
role in creating all the political
ideologies and nationalistic myths.
Communism and fascism were
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Maja Bajevic, Women at Work — Washing, 2001, video stills

not attempts to preserve the “au-
ra,” but the effort to preserve
folklore, since it is folklore which
enables us to get along with
such powerful ideologies. The
works displayed embody various
artistic strategies on how to neu-
tralize nationalistic and folklore-
based slogans and motifs, as
well as mistrust and uncertain-
ty. This uncertainty and embar-
rassment when encountering
new “symbols” and languages is
expressed, for instance, in Fuck
You, a photograph record of a
performance by Albanian artist
Sokol Bequiri. A typical Albanian
family with the flags of Albania,
as can be seen in commercials,
makes the words “Fuck You.”
The flag as a symbol of national
identity and pride becomes an
ironic device to come to terms
with the arrival of the new culture
of consumption, branded by the
“famous” English expression
heard in almost every American
film. The photograph is an iron-
ic “nod,” as well as an expres-

sion of disgust for the globaliza-
tion process.

A similarly ironic nod towards
globalization is another English
statement by Serbo-Croatian
artist Mladen Stilinovic, who sim-
ply wrote on a large canvas: “An
artist who cannot speak English
is no artist.” Transition (2001),
the descriptive title of the triptych
photography by Albanian artist
Erzen Shkololli, confronts the old
and new symbols of the era.
Transition is a set of three pho-
tographs of the artist: in the first
he is a child wearing the circum-
cision cloak and hat after the per-
formed ritual; in the second he is
now older and wearing the red
scarf of the Communist children’s
organization the Pioneers; and in
the last the artist is an adult
standing in the background with
European Union flag, the nimbus
of stars around his head. The
whole “transition” seems some-
what naive and comical. Muslim,
Communist, and joining the Euro-
pean Union rituals standing next

Miaden Stilinovi¢, An Artist Who Cannot Speak English Is No Artist,
1992, installation
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to each other expressing a neg-
ative understanding of using var-
ious symbols and our identi-
fication with them.

Inscriptions and slogans are the
basic means of political and “cul-
tural” communication in the Bal-
kans. They often convey nume-
rous folklore remarks, and con-
notations with myths. A typical
nationalistic slogan: “God loves
Serbs,” refers to the fact that
Serbs are the nation ordained by
God, as is paralleled in the
name of the installation by the
Serbian artist Dragoljub Todosi-
jevic. The installation is com-
posed of a large black swastika
with a text in Gothic script about
the suffering mother, who, strick-
en by bad luck and ill health,
walks through Belgrade cursing:
“God in Heaven and socialism on
earth and her own endless stu-
pidity.” The identification of the
mother with mother earth is a typi-
cal nationalist cliché rooted in the
epic songs about the mothers of
heroes.

Another daring step is the use of
nationalistic and epic motifs in
the context of fascist symbols,
and the everyday reality of
chairs, buckets hanging from the
sides of the swastika, represent-
ing the unhappy life of the ordi-
nary Serbian people. The de-
scription of the fate of the moth-
er written in strange characters
filled with fascist connotations,
points to the dark nature of life.
Still, it bears a tone of personal
narrative about the tragedy of
many people in this land. The
artist succeeded in neutralizing

the nationalistic power of the
epic symbol of the mother and
earth, and still preserves the ev-
idence of individual tragedy. The
context of foreign history and
strange characters negates the
sovereignty of similar nationalis-
tic phrases about mother earth
and that “God loves Serbs.” The
presence of the chairs and buck-
ets create a feeling of anxiety
and uncertainty. The symmetry
of everyday objects fulfills the
function of every ideology: out of
everyday life an abstract struc-
ture is created, an impersonal
(mythic and historic) mission.
The installation gives evidence of
how nationalist slogans demean
the life of an individual, and how
difficult it is then to understand
the “life of a mother” in a differ-
ent context than the epic or his-
toric.

Women at work — Washing by
Maja Bajevic from Bosnia is a per-
formance record which also fo-
cuses on inscriptions and slo-
gans. Embroidered pieces of
cloth with famous quotations and
slogans by the “father” of Yugo-
slavia, Josip Broz (Tito), depict
the typical household chores of
women in the Balkans. Pieces of
cloth are torn and damaged to
resemble dishcloths or bed she-
ets; they were made and washed
in public in the Istanbul baths by
the artist and two women — re-
fugees from Srebenica. The neg-
lected appearance of the da-
maged clothes reflects the dis-
appointment and nostalgia for
a lost land. Washing dirty
clothes signifies the emptying of
phrases and illusions and the re-
vealing of their real face. The
video of the washing of the
clothes in Istanbul baths (hama-
mu) looks idyllic, as in Turkish
Baths by Jeana Auguste-Domi-
nique Ingres, and sharply sets
up a sharp contrast with the
cheerful phrases of the Com-
munists, such as: “The belief
that women should stay at home
to do household chores is reac-
tionary, and has nothing to do
with the role of women in social-
istic society.” The confrontation
of embroidered cloth, video, and
the painted picture resembles
the eighth scene from Joyce's
Finnegan’s Wake, in which
women also “wash” the whole of
human history with remarks and
gossip.

Embroidering as a typical female
activity in the Balkans is mirrored
in the Gobelin tapestry
Needlepoint (2002) by the Ser-



bian artist Jelena Radic. Instead
of the usual romantic landscapes
— typical of the classical medium
of Gobelin tapestry — Jelena Ra-
dic here stitched a porn scene.
By confronting kitsch work from
the home and a typical product
of the consumption of culture,
she unmasks the nature of both
“media,” and shows how they
surprisingly relate to each other,
as well as conflict. The finely
framed Gobelin tapestry, the
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same kind that can be found
everywhere all over the Balkans,
can depict any scene, which be-
comes “invisible” within the medi-
um. Similar to the Gobelin
tapestry, myths, folklore, and the
past can also justify any crime or
evil, frame it and work it out so
that it will merge into the land-
scapes and further romantic
themes. Nationalist actions in the
Balkans are simply more Gobelin
tapestries, showing the loss of
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the ability to distinguish the past
from the present, individual re-
sponsibility from collective disil-
lusionment.

The confrontation of folklore and
housework with contemporary
media may, on the one hand,
look like a severe criticism of the
Balkans; on the other hand, this
approach enables a new and
specific artistic expression. The
mutual reception among tradi-
tional and new media creates
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a certain timelessness that is so
typical of the Balkans. And it is
this timelessness which often
causes the borders to diminish
between the beautiful and horri-
ble, between the ecstatic intoxi-
cation, irony and absolute dead-
end in the artworks displayed, as
well as diminishing the borders
within the history of the Balkans.
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THE LAST EAST EUROPEAN SHOW...

“If it is last then it must be
precious.”

The Last East European Show
took place in the Museum of
Contemporary Art in Belgrade
between 17 May and 18 June.
This was an exhibition that can
be understood within the frame-
work of exhibiting. It arose as
the final result of an annual
working process, involving the
participation of 21 curators and
59 artists. The starting point for
this event was the seminar
“Curating in Transition.”

According to the program coor-
dinators Zoran Eri¢ and Stevan
Vukovi¢, art historians and the-
orists from Belgrade, “the main
focus was on the role of curator-
as-mediator, processing the per-
meability of the art system for

innovative artistic practices,
providing them with the ade-
quate contextual framework,
cultural and theoretical reading.”
So:

A Croatian popular culture maga-
zine has recently claimed that sui-
cide in front of a web camera has
become the ultimate in bizarre
fun. Voyeurs encourage the can-
didate, send him messages of the
warmest support, collaborating in
this extreme act, turning the vic-
tim into the star of the moment —
death, as the most significant mo-
ment in somebody’s life, is be-
coming spectacle...

Unofficial advertising for The
Last East European Show was
developed on a similar principle.
The city was abuzz: come on
Saturday, get there right on time,
a Russian woman is going to

hang herself! Is this not symbol-
ic, keeping in mind that the title
itself claims that East Europe is
becoming yesterday's news, as
well as the “great” ideology, and
is heading for oblivion accom-
panied by all the big narratives
and emancipation projects of the
last century? Spectacle, on the
other hand, is always dazzling,
and spectators thronged in front
of the dressed-up star of the day
— artist Elena Kovilyna, rope
around her neck — awaiting the
sudden kick of the stool out from
under her feet, causing her body
to wave at the horizon...

Nothing happened. And not just
because of the calm audience in
the museum, or the tense shield
of paramedics from a well-
known private clinic who were
preparing themselves to make

the life-saving leap. A docu-
mentary video from the opening
performance shows the body of
the artist, not very political and
so powerfully personal; under
myriad gazes she even blushed
and buttoned up her décol-
letage a little...

This kind of viewing experience,
combined with a determined giv-
ing over to carefree post-politi-
cal lethargy, accompanied the
works of most artists. But there
is always “the other side.” And
on that side the work Agalma by
Zoran Todorovic should be high-
lighted, framed, for overcoming
the traumatic past of nationalist
clashes in the territory of former
Yugoslavia. It deals with the fa-
tal wedlock between artists and
curators, reproduced in a rela-
tive proportion of power within
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