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Per correr miglior acque alza le vele
omai la navicella del mio ingegno,
che lascia dietro a sé mar si crudele

Dante, Purgatorio, 1, 1-3
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Making Critical Art History in a Time
of Academic Conformism

Piotr Piotrowski (1952—2015)

C C ith the present collection of essays a long research partnership comes
to an end, an itinerary made of generosity and intellectual challenges that led
us, together with Piotr Piotrowski and the many scholars who took part to it,
from Paris to Warsaw via Berlin and Poznan. This was a straight road made
of many enticing detours.

Piotr was not only the scholar who initiated the study of Eastern Europe-
an art after 1945 in a transnational perspective and who played a significant
role in the internationalization of Polish art history. He ignored intellectual
lazyness and castigated the blasé attitude so in vogue in the academic milieu.
His presence always stimulated us to probe any historical assertion and to re-
evaluate new historical trends.

We owe a huge debt to Piotr for questioning the place of Eastern Europe
culture and heritage within the European project, which is today more than
ever target of violent political assaults. We share with him the opinion that
any feeling of cultural superiority is an obstacle for historical writing,

He fought for his convictions, never compromising his principles. He

was not fooled by awards and institutional recognition. During his brief but

xi



intense period as head of the National Museum in Warsaw, he never surrend-
ed either to the forces of conservative nationalism or to the liberal thinking,
The museum for him should be neither a shrine for the masterpieces of the
nation nor a money making machine. His project of critical museum was in-
tended to share a piece of truth with the public and unveil the professed bour-
geois mystery of art collections.

The project of a critical museum lives on and remains a challenge for
the connections between museums and society. More about it can be read
in the recent book Piotr edited together with his longstanding colleague
Kasia Murawska-Muthesius, From Museum Critique to the Critical Museum
(Ashgate, 2015).

With him, we are convinced that it is necessary to think over and over
again about the possibilities of a critical art history. Piotr was an inspiring
free man. No network subjugation, no convenience of thought, no ready

made categories, no free ride.

xii



In 2007, the National Museum in Warsaw exhibited the part of its collec-

tion from the years 1945—s5." Next to creations by Tadeusz Kantor a la Pi-
casso or abstract paintings by Jerzy Nowosielski, the exhibition showed for-
eign paintings that the museum had bought at the time, notably Italian and
French socialist realism, but interestingly no Soviet art. A painting by Rena-
to Guttuso from Rome and one by Andrzej Wréblewski from Krakéw were
displayed side by side. Also on display were a still life by André Fougeron,
which the National Museum purchased after its exhibition in Warsaw in
1952, and another still life by Zygmunt Radnicki. The exhibition revealed
that socialist realism from Western countries, such as Italy and France, may
have been more influential than socialist realism from the USSR.* The ques-
tion of defining Europe emerged as a consequence—it was no longer a ques-

tion concerning the geography of the single countries within Europe, but

1 Katarzyna Nowakowska-Sito, Galeria sztuki XX wicku. Odstony Kolekcji 1945-1955 (Warsaw: Muzeum
Narodowe w Warszawie, 2007).

> Katarzyna Murawska-Muthesius, “How the West Corroborated Socialist Realism in the East: Fougeron,
Taslitzky and Picasso in Warsaw,” Biuletyn Historii Sztuki 2:65 (2003): 303-29.



Introduction

the changing shape of the continent. More generally, it suggested a com-
plex circulation of objects, persons and ideas, as well as transactions between
East and West through the Iron Curtain. One issue is how we describe and
refer to the frontier usually called the Iron Curtain: it could be successively
porous or, on the contrary, impassable. In any case, the censorship that the
actors endured and/or practiced in the socialist dictatorships did not mean
that they were isolated inside their country. We have to understand the re-
ality of the different frontiers created cither by national boundaries or by
the Iron Curtain. Like all frontiers, they were both an obstacle—for those
stopped by them—and a resource—for those who could cross them, be it
physically or mentally.

A visit to the exhibition in Warsaw was the starting point for the pro-
ject that resulted in this collective volume. Most of the scholars are looking
at art under socialism from a national perspective. But they constantly find
clues about exchanges with other countries—exchanges with other people’s
democracies but also relationships with the Western democracies (with their
official environments and the sympathizers of the communist cause). Very of-
ten, scholars intuitively feel that the problems they are tackling should be
placed in a broader context so as to see the fuller picture. That is why this
volume will not be yet another country-by-country presentation; instead, it
will attempt to present a transnational history of arts. In 1995, in a provoc-
ative speech about art in the GDR, Martin Warnke wondered whether art-
ists from a socialist republic had a broader experience of the world than their
Western counterparts.” Whereas West German artists looked only to Lon-
don and New York (the international scene can be very narrow), East Ger-
man artists traveled and worked in Poland, Bulgaria, Moscow, Soviet Central
Asia, Cuba, India, Italy, etc.

Questions about exchanges and spaces are also recurrent. Indeed, the part
of Europe known as Central or Eastern Europe appears to be a privileged ter-
rain of the geography of art and related reflections on frontiers, circulation
and scales. This part of Europe proves to be an interesting observation point

to investigate transfers, mimicries, impositions, transplants and rejections,

3 Martin Warnke, “Gibt es den DDR-Kiinstler?” in Auf der Suche nach dem verlorenen Staat. Die Kunst der
Parteien und Massenorganisationen der DDR, ed. M. Flake (Berlin, Ars Nicolai, 1994), 40—47.



1. Introduction

since the pioneering works of Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann.* These works
teach us how to understand and historicize the operation that consists in as-
sociating a place and an artistic production (for instance, “Eastern European
art,” “Hungarian painting,” “the Leipzig School”). They remind us that the
identification and the labeling of works of art (as of persons) are constantly
reshaped and depend on situational factors.

The geography of arts suggested different models, mainly based on the
notion of influence. It dealt mainly with the question: where do the patterns
appear and where are they reemployed? This option can only be regarded as
inadequate, but it has seldom been criticized.s Behind the common notion
of influence, the many interspaces that make any piece of art a unique item
of knowledge simply disappear.¢ The panorama of art exchanges we map out
in this volume is obviously far from exhaustive, but we have taken our cue
from the realities of the various terrains taken into consideration and we do
not aim to predispose any kind of archetypal map suggesting a crystalline
explanation.

The very simple category of “Europe” needs to be called into question. As
a matter of fact, the Iron Curtain constituted a convenient bipartition of the
continent. The stability of the national borders after the Second World War
helped to consolidate this static vision. However, in the postwar period, the
destinies of some peripheral countries, such as Finland, Austria and Greece
blurred a division that many would have taken for granted. The evolving of
some socialist countries—not only Yugoslavia, Albania, and Romania—to-
ward Moscow provides a more complex and changing picture. The notion
of the “Soviet Bloc” seems less relevant today.” New alliances, some of them
with China, Latin America or the Arab world, built unexpected bridges. The
ideological war shifted from Europe to the Third World, to cultural contexts
where “modern states” still had to be created, especially in Asia and Africa.

Culture and the arts evolved along with economic interests. The bourgeois

4 Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann, Toward a Geography of Art (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004). It
is worth mentioning another pioneering work on another geographical entity, the one by Dario Gamboni
on Switzerland: Dario Gamboni, La Géographie artistique (Disentis: Desertina, 1987).

s Piotr Piotrowski, “On the Spatial Turn or Horizontal Art History,” Umeni/Art 5 (2008): 378-83. Jean-
Marc Besse, “Approches spatiales dans I'histoire des sciences et des arts,” Espace géographique 3 (2010):
211-24.

6 Francoise Bardon, Petit Traité de picturologie (Paris: EC Editions, 2000).

7 Justine Faure and Sandrine Kott, eds., Le Bloc de I’Est en question (Paris: Vingtiéme si¢cle, 2011).



Introduction

democracies exported a postcolonial paternalism, whereas the communist
countries endeavored to incorporate the independence struggles into a for-
mal internationalist ideology. Indeed, Europe was no longer alone (if it ever
was), and the division into two blocs appears today to be a valid but insufh-
cient explanation of the global situation. Hence, the political and cultural ge-
ography of the continent was much more widely extended than the physical
geography would suggest. How does one draw a map of the artistic exchanges

when the realities are shifting and the borders constantly expanding?

Highlighting New Source Fields

The gaps in our factual knowledge about art under socialism are gradual-
ly being filled in, albeit unequally. After the fall of the Berlin Wall, sever-
al international exhibitions in Bonn, Berlin, Vienna and other places, not to
mention national exhibitions, presented initial outputs.® A further step was
the comparison of artistic creations from each country. Scholars may select
one point of comparison: types of art (geometrical abstraction,® mail art,™
performance,’ conceptual art’* and acoustic experiments?), groups of artists
(Fluxus'*) or notions (the notion of gender's and the notion of reality™). It is

worth mentioning some comparative academic art historical studies as well."”

8  Ryszard Stanislawski, ed., Europa, Europa. Das Jahrhundert der Avantgarde in Mittel- und Osteuropa
(Bonn: Stiftung Kunst und Kultur des Landes Nordrhein-Westfalen, 1994). Matthias Fliigge, ed., Der Riss
im Raum. Positionen der Kunst seit 1945 in Deutschland, Polen, der Slowakei und Tschechien (Berlin: Guar-
dini Stiftung, 199s). Lérand Hegyi, ed., Aspekze/Positionen. so Jahre Kunst aus Mittelenropa, 19491999
(Vienna: Museum Moderner Kunst Stiftung Ludwig, 1999).

9 Ranier Fuchs and Lérdnd Hegyi, Reduktivismus. Abstraktion in Polen, der Tschechoslowakei, Ungarn, 1950—
1980 (Vienna: Museum Moderner Kunst Stiftung Ludwig, 1992).

10 Kornelia von Berswordt-Wallrabe, Katrin Mrotzek, and Kornelia Roder, Mail Art: Eastern Europe in In-
ternational Network (Schwerin and Budapest, 1996/1998).

11 Zdenka Badovinac, ed., Body and the East: From the 1960s to the Present (Cambridge, MA, and London:
MIT Press, 1998).

12 “Conceptual Art Central Europe,” e-flux Journal 40 (2012) and 41 (2013).

13 David Crowley, ed., Sounding the Body Electric: Experiments in Art and Music in Eastern Europe, 1957-1984
(Lodz: Muzeum Stuki, 2012).

14 PetraStegmann, ed., Fluxus East. Fluxus-Netzwerke in Mittelosteuropa/Fluxus Networks in Central Eastern
Eurape, exh. cat. (Berlin: Kiinstlerhaus Bethanien, 2007).

15 Bojana Pejic, ed., Gender Check (Vienna: Museum Moderner Kunst Stiftung Ludwig, 2009).

16 Project at the German Centre of Art History in Paris: 7o Each His Own Reality: The Notion of Real in Art
in France, West Germany, East Germany and Poland. from the 1960s to the End of the 1980s.

17 Maria Origkova, Zuweistimmige Kumtge:fhichte (Vicnna: Praesens Verlag, 2008); Piotr Piotrowski, I the
Shadow of Yalta: Art and the Avant-garde in Eastern Europe, 19451989 (London: Reaktion, 2009); Amy
Bryzel, Performing the East (London: J. B. Tauris, 2013); Klara Kemp-Welch, Antipolitics in Central Euro-



1. Introduction

Debates about these exhibitions and academic works give rise to critical
approaches and methodological reflections on the geography of art. The main
pointed problems are the creation of an “East” and a “West” and, consequent-
ly, the homogenization of each entity on the one hand, and the asymmetri-
cal consideration of the Western and the Eastern part of Europe on the other.
Consequently, academic discourse risks the repetition of the historical im-
balance that has existed since early modern times.”® Furthermore, art from
the Western world may be considered, explicitly or implicitly, as a model. The
main issue is clearly to find out how Eastern Europe appropriated what was
created in the West. What was done in Eastern Europe is supposed to provide
new answers to already existing questions, but not to formulate new questions.
The result was an advantage for the creations of artists who were known in
the West to the detriment of those who did not cross over from the Iron Cur-
tain. The problem of appropriation reveals misleading similarities and corrob-
orates Western eurocentrism. This is important in the case of avant-garde art,
but even more so in the case of socialist realism. The issues around these imag-
es are so different from the Western canonical creations that they become in-
visible if they are judged in the light of art historical narratives.

Debates about methodology are linked with the problems concerning
sources. Following the first academic works that were based on personal and
sometimes vague memories, more recent studies have focused on the avail-
ability of sources and their critics; this volume gives many examples of new
sources and illustrates the problems they may address.

The great diversity of sources, which art historians are most familiar with
and which are the most easily accessible, is presented here: exhibition cata-
logs, gallery publications, published or unpublished writings of artists and
art critics. Some of the writings and manifests written by avant-garde artists
have already been translated into Western European languages and have led

to many discussions.” To understand these sources, the contextualization of

pean Art (London: J. B. Tauris, 2014); Jéréme Bazin, Realisme et égalité. Une histoire sociale de [ art en RDA
19491989 (Dijon: Presses du reel, 2015).

18 Amongothers: Larry Wolff, Inventing Eastern Europe: The Map of Civilization on the Mind of the Enlight-
enment (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994).

19 Stanislawski, Exropa, Europa. Laura Hoptman and Tomas Pospiszyl, eds., Primary Documents: A Source-
book for Eastern and Central European Art since the 1950s (New York: MIT Press, 2002). It is worth men-
tioning that Sven Spieker is currently working on the anthology on conceptual art in Eastern Europe.
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the position of the author in the artistic field and an understanding of the
function of these texts are required. One must therefore question the purpose
of art criticism in the socialist world. What is the role of an art critic in a so-
cialist regime? What is the function of a manifesto? How far do exhibition
publications institutionalize art practices?

Many other interesting sources are also available for this period: party
files, files of any administration in charge of art production and conserva-
tion, files of state securities and files of artists’ unions, etc. These archives pro-
vide evidence of the control and repression that surrounded artistic activities;
they also give a voice to the different actors involved and highlight unexpect-
ed and sometimes forgotten dimensions of the problem. Reports we can read
were espaces de parole, where artists, party members, members of mass orga-
nizations or audiences could express, through stereotypical formal language,
their point of view (including in the reports of state security apparatuses).
Unfortunately, accessibility varies from one postcommunist country to the
next—we know that the ways the different sources are presented and their ac-
cessibility today are symptomatic of the way in which the communist past is
regarded in current liberal systems.*

As in the case of sources, works of art are sometimes difficult to access.
The current trend is to return to the original works of art—a trend that we
sincerely support with this volume. The works in question were surrounded
by harsh political and ideological readings. Through attentive and detailed
formal analysis, it is now possible to analyze their particular discourse and to
point to the possible difference between what was said about them and what
they actually portrayed; in other words, to highlight the discrepancy between
the production and the reception of art.

Interviews with witnesses cannot be excluded, provided that scholars an-
alyze the narratives and their reconstruction critically, since memories are in-
evitably altered by political and personal concerns. The fact that memories are
shaped and reshaped is an issue that the many studies in oral history prove,
but that art history still largely ignores. For instance, an artist who now works
in certain foreign cities may have stronger memories of previous contact with

these cities and no or fewer recollections of contact with other cities that may

20 Sonia Combe, ed., Archives et histoire dans les sociétés postcommaunistes (Paris: La Découverte, 2009).



1. Introduction

have played a greater role at the time of socialism. The actual geography of art

can replace and erase the formerly experienced geography.

A central issue for our project regarding sources needs emphasis: that is
the question of language. A wide range of European languages are relevant,
from Belarusian to Slovenian, from Spanish to Romanian. It may be useful
to recall a truism about the language that we use in this volume, English,
since the vast majority of the actors involved did not think in that language
(neither do most of the scholars participating in this project). It is impor-
tant to remember the problems of translation, which were of course very con-
trolled.*" For instance, in the 1950s, if the word antiformalism was exported
to every language and dominated the debate in every country, even though its
definition may have differed from one language to another and may have re-
called different intellectual traditions. The same goes for the crucial category
of partinost in Russian, partyjnos¢ in Polish, Parteilichkeit in German, prise de
parti in French (all being hard to translate into English).

It is extremely important to realize that language has been a crucial ele-
ment in the definition of national identities since early modern times. And
the process continued after 1945. Not until after the Second World War was
the whole territory of the USSR, with its different republics, finally linguis-
tically unified.** In many socialist republics, the second half of the twentieth
century is the period when multilingualism (or at least mutual understand-
ing) gradually disappeared. In Bulgaria, for example, the Bulgarian language
is imposed on the entire population to the detriment, in particular, of the
Turkish language. The decisions taken in 1984 to ban Turkish from the pub-
lic sphere and to change Turkish names to Bulgarian ones accelerated and
made more brutal a long and nonlinear process of assimilation which had
begun at the start of the nineteenth century.” The Romanian case is also
evocative and reminds us that languages are constantly being reinvented. In
the 1950s, when Romania was still under Soviet authority, Slavic terms and

speech sounds were inserted into Romanian. However, after 1965, when Ro-

21 Iona Popa, Traduire sous contrainte, littérature et communisme, 1947-1989 (Paris: CNRS Editions, 2010).

22 Juliette Cadiot, Dominique Arel, and Larissa Zakharova, eds., Cacophonies d empire. Le gouvernement des
langues dans ’Empire russe et ["Union soviétique (Paris: CNRS Editions, 2010).

23 Nadeége Ragaru, “Faire taire Ialtérité. Police de la langue et mobilisations linguistiques au temps de
I'assimilation forcée des Turcs de Bulgaric (1984-1989),” Cultures et conflits, 79-80 (Autumn 2010).
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mania distanced itself from Moscow, Romanian was presented more as a Ro-
mance language. This evolved into a brutal policy of forcing Hungarian and
German speakers from Transylvania to speak Romanian.

Besides the problem of national language, the postwar period brought
the issue of the dominant international languages to the fore. In the socialist
period, Russian—the language of the socialist revolution—was supposed to
be the legitimate international language and was to be learned by all school
pupils. But actual knowledge of this language was sometimes very weak and
we do not know exactly to what extent Russian was the language of commu-
nication. Other dominant languages, such as German, English or French,
were often preferred as a result of old intellectual traditions that remained
strong and attractive (especially in the case of English) for the younger gen-
eration, too.

The linguistic problem concerned not only the official world, but also
the artistic work of the avant-gardes. Not to mention abstractions, which at-
tempted to establish a universal visual language beyond particular spoken
languages, many creations from the 1960s onward dealt with language, nota-
bly conceptual art or mail art. The dominant language was first French in the
1950s; during the following decades it became mainly English, although the
English of conceptual art is the expression of an ideal and does not exactly re-
flect the standard language. But it could be German, too, as in the case of the
Slovenian punk group Laibach, the German name for Ljubljana. However, in
this specific case, German was not used as a language of communication; in-
stead, its provocative and ironic use recalled the German presence in this part
of Europe. A foreign language, first French then English, was more than a ve-
hicle; its use somehow constituted a confrontation.

The geography of art is therefore dependent on a geography of linguistic
skills and thus relies on social stratification, since the ability to understand

and speak foreign languages is socially unequally distributed.

Socialist Realism/Avant-gardes

The approach in this volume is original by simultaneously considering both
socialist realism and modernism/“avant-garde” (or “neo-avant-garde”). It

does not isolate the two from each other, as is often the case; instead, it looks
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at how the different forms of art (cach rendered in all its diversity and com-
plexity) coexisted at the heart of communist movements.

Furthermore, questioning the origins of this historiographical division, as
well as the political positioning associated with each art form, is not mean-
ingless. Viewing the avant-gardes merely from the perspective of political dis-
sidence is a relatively recent approach—a change that was evident, in partic-
ular, on the occasion of the auction held in 1988 by Sotheby’s in Moscow,
entitled “Russian Avant-Garde and Soviet Contemporary Art” “Avant-
garde” was then dissociated from its ideological content and linked to a na-
tional reference, whereas the term “Soviet” merely recalled a period of time.
This has been the Western interpretation of these phenomena. A year later,
an informal art center opened in the squatter dwellings of Pushkinskaya-1o
in Leningrad. Their understanding of “nonconformist” art was much broad-

er and went beyond the strict exclusion of socialist realism.

The number of socialist realist paintings and the interest in this kind of
art evolved from 1945 to 1989, on a nonlinear path and at different rhythms,
depending on the country. After the Second World War, and even more so
after the beginning of the Cold War, every communist country honored so-
cialist realism, according to the term coined in the USSR in the 1930s; and
this was also true of Western countries that had powerful communist parties
such as Italy, France and Belgium. After Stalin’s death, we observe different
evolutions due to the various experiences of the de-Stalinization process. So-
cialist realism became marginal in some countries, especially Poland, but also
in Czechoslovakia and Hungary. The shift in Poland, where the belief in the
Thaw was stronger than anywhere else, is particularly striking: after an in-
tense interest in socialist realism in the early 1950s, the country abandoned
it entirely, in favor of abstraction that represented an art which exemplified
de-Stalinization. Other countries, such as the GDR and Bulgaria, continued
to defend socialist realism. Revivals of socialist realism can be observed in dif-
ferent situations, such as in Romania after the July Thesis of 1971, which end-
ed the liberal period that Ceaugescu inaugurated in 196s.

The role of the Soviet Union as a model has to be discussed with reference
to the general implications of its particular model. At the beginning of our

period, communist leaders claimed that Soviet art was the only model; paint-
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ings from the USSR were propagandistically shown throughout socialist Eu-
rope and presented as the model to imitate.>* But the actual reception of this
art needs to be examined, as we find in archives clues of skepticism toward
Soviet art, which was blamed for concentrating too much on political leaders
and for generally lacking creative innovation. It would be interesting to know
how the few artists who were following the Soviet model were viewed by their
colleagues and what price they paid for their complaisance toward the Sovi-
ets. Besides, what was shown outside the USSR was not necessarily approved
inside the country, among Soviet painters.*s

By the end of the 1950s, Soviet leaders had defined a new artistic role
for the USSR. The importance of the Exhibition of Socialist Countries in
Moscow in 1958 must be underlined,* not only because on this occasion
Poland showed paintings that deviated from socialist realism, but also be-
cause the president of the Soviet artists’ union, Sergey Gerasimov, declared
that socialist realism had to be defined at an international level. He recog-
nized that, besides the USSR, many countries had contributed since 1945
to developing socialist realism. This launched a new phase in the history
of socialist realism (actually the third phase, after the first in the 1930s in
the USSR, and the second after 194s). In this late phase, the Soviet author-
ities still observed what was happening in each popular democracy, but in-
tervened more rarely. The Soviet artistic capitals, Moscow and Leningrad,
then became less decision-making centers than platforms, where the differ-
ent communist art worlds could meet. The USSR probably served a more
important role as an international meeting place than as a place in which to
develop artistic directives.

One of the crucial ideas that we would like to test in this volume can be
formulated as follows: socialist realism was less a product decided in Mos-

cow and then imposed upon every part of socialist Europe, than a progres-

e

24 Antoine Baudin, “Why Is Soviet Painting Hidden from Us?” Zhdanov Art and Its International Relations
and Fallout, 1947-53,” in Socialist Realism without Shores, ed. Evgeny Dobrenko (Durham, NC, and Lon-
don: Duke University Press, 1997), 227-57.

25 Matthew Cullerne Bown, Socialist Realist Painting (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1998).

26 Susan E. Reid, “The Exhibition Ar¢ of Socialist Countries, Moscow 19589, and the Contemporary Style of
Painting,” in Style and Socialism: Modernity and Material Culture in Post-War Eastern Europe, ed. Susan
E. Reid and David Crowley (Oxford: Berg, 2000), 101-32; Susan E. Reid, “Toward a New (Socialist) Real-
ism: The Re-Engagement with Western Modernism in the Krushchev Thaw,” in Russian Art and the West:
A Century of Dialogue in Painting, Architecture and the Decorative Arts, ed. Rosalind P. Blakesley and Su-
san E. Reid (Dekalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 2007), 217-39.
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Figure 1.1., 1.2., and 1.3.

Triptych by the Belgian groups, Forces Murales and Métiers du Mur,
La marche au socialisme, 1951, triptych, each 230x600 cm.
© Institut d’histoire ouvriére, économique et sociale, Fonds Forces Murales, Seraing.
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sive construction resulting from exchanges within Europe. (We will test the
idea for the period after 1945, but it may even be relevant for the 1930s.) This
is why we intend to write the history of socialist realism from a transnation-
al point of view.*”

Having formulated the context, creations from satellite states will be tak-
en into account, including the creations from Western countries, such as
Italy,*® Belgium*® and France?® where the Communist Party played an im-
portant role in intellectual and artistic circles.?” In comparison with export-
ed Soviet realism, which offered nothing more than an imitation of the Rus-
sian Wanderers (Peredvizniki) of the nineteenth century, socialist realism
from Western Europe appeared more appealing for many reasons. Images
from Western countries represented the capitalist world; consequently, they
were allowed to depict violence, difficult struggles and political energy (and
not merely a forced optimism). On an aesthetic level, they could offer visual
solutions to the problems of geometrization of form that concerned so many
artists. The popularity in the communist world of Renato Guttuso’s paint-
ings about the revolts of Sicilian peasants®> at the end of the 1940s is sig-
nificant in this sense. One painting, Marsigliese Contadina (1947), bought
by the Museum of Fine Arts in Budapest, reveals a strong cubist influence,
which displeased the political authorities, including the Italian Communist
Party (Togliatti condemned this trend at the exhibition at Palazzo Re Enzo

in Bologna in 1948.) Another painting, Occupazione delle terre incolte in

27 Afirst study in this sense concerns socialist realist novels: Michael Scriven and Dennis Tate, eds., Exrope-
an Socialist Realismo (Oxford: Berg, 1988).

28  Nicoletta Misler, La via italiana al realismo. La politica culturale artistica del PCI dal 1944 al 1956 (Milan:
Mazzotta, 1974); Anna Caterina Bellati, Guttuso ¢ i suoi contemporanei russi. Dal realismo sociale al reali-
smo socialista (Busto Arsizio: Museo della Arti-Palazzo Bandera, 1995).

29 About the group Forces Murales between 1947 and 1957 and the way their art addresses the two linguistic
communities that Belgium includes, see Jacqueline Guisset and Camille Baillargeon, eds., Forces murales.
Un art manifeste (Brussels: Mardaga, 2009).

30 Dominique Berthet, Le PCE, la culture et [ art (Paris: La Table ronde, 1990).

31 About England, where the Communist Party was less strong than in neighboring nations but where the ar-
tistic debates were also intense, see James Hyman, The Battle for Realism: Figurative Art in Britain during
the Cold War, 19451960 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2001).

32 The movement to occupy agricultural lands followed the Gullo decrees, which authorized peasants to ap-
propriate unused lands. The movements knew two waves of struggles, from 1946—47 and then from 1949
so. See Lara Pucci, “Terra Italia: The Peasant Subject as Site of National and Socialist Identities in the Work
of Renato Guttuso and Giuseppe de Santis,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 71 (2008):
315-34.
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Sicilia (1949), immediately bought by the Academy of Arts in East Berlin, of
fered a compartmentalization of forms and colors which satisfied everyone,
probably because it found a third way between Stalinist realism and mod-
ernism (cubism, expressionism, Matisse’s art, as well as abstraction). This
painting, which managed to satisfy and retain the desire for formalization,
was at the center of the exhibition that took place during the Internation-
al Youth Festival in East Berlin in 1951. Such paintings built, in a manner
of speaking, an antiformalist formalization. It is in any case undeniable that
the artistic scenes to the east of the Iron Curtain observed and commented
on (and also imitated when the conditions permitted) what was created in
the communist artistic scenes to the west of the Iron Curtain. Similarly, the
communist artists of the West found in the East supporters, buyers and in-
terlocutors. We do not want to suggest a division between a fossilized social-
ist realism in the East and a creative socialist realism in the West—we rath-
er believe it is more appropriate to consider the different creations together
and to be mindful of the varied exchanges.

The contributions in this volume try to grasp the originality of socialist re-
alism. The undeniable political solidarity of socialist realism with one or the
other communist political system does not mean this art was merely vulgar
propaganda. The contributors take on a comprehensive approach to this art
and ask why artists, administrators or audiences took an interest in it. From
the point of view of the partisans of socialist realism, the time of the avant-
gardes was over, the art worlds that had supported artistic production so far
(galleries, circles of bourgeois buyers and random state support) were out of
date. The different avant-gardes, seen as art of the late bourgeoisie, did not re-
spond to present challenges and the socialist transformation. They promoted
only formal and aesthetic revolutions but did not question social imbalances,
offering the bourgeoisie the superficial contestation it was ready to tolerate.
This explains the hostile discourse against the avant-garde, which varied from
aggressive hatred to simple disinterest. Nevertheless, in many socialist realist
paintings, we notice quotations from classical avant-gardes (impressionism,
cubism, expressionism and surrealism, etc.) of which most of the socialist re-
alist artists were still aware. It is difficult to understand the purpose of these
quotations and hybridizations; they may be an attempt to tame modernism

or the reemergence of retained modernism.
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Socialist realism was therefore supposed to build a countermodernity and
be a modern art (but not a modernist one). This modernity consisted not so
much in the invention of new forms (socialist realism had to be simple); it was
more the involvement of many actors who did not belong to art worlds: the
party, mass organizations and the different faces of the working class. This art
had to relate to the working class (and no longer be avant-garde). How was one
to pay homage to workers and “their” party, which were supposed to be made
up of the new rulers and therefore also the art patrons? One essential point
was indeed the link with the working class, which cannot be underestimated.
The recurrent displacements were a feature of socialist realist production. Art-
ists left artistic centers (cither temporarily or permanently) and went to subur-
ban areas or isolated cities. Andrzej Wroblewski left the bourgeois Krakow to
observe the construction of Nowa Huta. Viktor Popkov left Moscow to visit
the construction sites of Bratsk and to portray its builders. Roger Somville left
Brussels for the industrial region of Borinage (where he produced portraits of
Belgian, but also Algerian and Polish workers, which were exhibited in Mos-
cow in 1958). Encounters between artists and workers were certainly under
surveillance and some workers would have had no interest in such meetings.
But they brought art out of legitimate artistic places, while defining workers
as art patrons and encouraging them to become amateurs and thus producers
of art in turn. Formal meetings did create (sometimes unexpected) connec-
tions between art and workplaces. Because it was not based and centered on
art worlds, socialist realism can therefore be described as decentered art.

Even if it did not represent the actual life of the workers and even if it did
not have to satisfy them, socialist realism had to be embedded in the life of
the working classes. The embeddedness of socialist realism in each local con-
text is still a broad field of study for scholars. Socialist realism varied when it
was addressed to Sicilian peasants, to Czech workers who belonged to a red
bastion on the outskirts of Prague with a long industrial history, or to Bul-
garian former peasants, who had just migrated to an industrial city. The com-
plexity of socialist realism related to the complexity of the working classes
in Europe as well as to the various economic and industrial phases through
which the different European areas passed.

Despite this variety of contexts, a communist iconography was progres-

sively constructed. What emerged were images of demonstrations, of agita-
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tors who excite the crowd, homage to the dead worker** and the celebration
of communist leaders (one of the most tricky topics, since many people and
many artists were reluctant to participate in the idolization of politicians),
etc. The study of these iconographic variations with a precise contextualiza-
tion would certainly contribute to the understanding of socialist realism.
Moreover, people involved in the creation of socialist realism from different
countries shared similar issues, and they were gathered around the common
problems and paradoxes of socialist realism. For instance, the paradox that
socialist realism had the mission of indoctrinating working people, but also
giving them a feeling of dignity. Another paradox was that socialist realism
was to promote the lower classes, but also to offer a cross-class alliance (in this
sense, it had to be a “national” art). Because it was an imperative and a doc-
trine, but at the same time a vague notion, socialist realism led to many dis-

cussions and exchanges.

The question of modernism and/or avant-garde (actually neo-avant-
garde, to be historically accurate) is even more complicated than socialist
realism. Broadly characterized, socialist realism was a concept to homog-
enize “socialist culture,” especially in Eastern Europe, and an instrument
to colonize this part of the continent by the USSR; it was the Soviet origin
doctrine of Stalinist cultural politics. Modernism and avant-garde art was
something different, actually opposing the Stalinization of Eastern Europe,
referring both to the international sources, as well the local ones. The first
problem, however, is that in contrast to the Western studies, Anglo-Amer-
ican in particular, neo-avant-garde (happening, object and body art, instal-
lations and especially conceptual art, etc.) was not so much differentiated
from the modernist tradition. In the US, both artists and art critics insist-
ed on a critical approach of the neo-avant-garde toward modernism, both
on an aesthetic and a political level; in Eastern Europe they were aware of
the aesthetic contradictions, but not necessarily of the political ones. The

reason is quite obvious: since socialist realism was seen as the politiciza-

33  Georges Duby, “Louvrier mort,” in LAt et la société (Paris: Broché, 2002), 1265~71. The French communist
painter Edouard Pignon provides an interesting key to understanding the motive of the dead worker: “The
dead worker in the painting is not seen as a dead man. He is the starting point of something, the pretext
to this solidarity which was, for me, the union of workers.” Edouard Pignon, La quéte de la réalité (Paris:
Gonthier, 1966), so.
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tion of art (actually Communist Party propaganda), the artists rejecting the
Stalinization of culture were seeking to oppose it in what was known as
autonomous art. Modernism was a very good tool with which to conduct
such a strategy. Since, however, the trauma of socialist realism did not dis-
appear in the course of the post-Stalinist decades (that is what historians
call the Stalinist de-Stalinization?#), the aesthetic critique of modernism ex-
ercised by the neo-avant-garde artists was not followed by a critique of the
ideology of the autonomy of art and thus did not result in political critique.
On the one hand, because of historical contexts and specific circumstanc-
es (different in each country), the autonomy of art was perceived in Eastern
Europe as the political attitude against socialist realism, while on the oth-
er hand, direct political involvement in art in some countries (such as Po-
land) was understood to belong to the same realm as socialist realism. Fi-
nally, the neo-avant-garde artists rejected modernist aesthetics, but not the
modernist ideology of the autonomy of art understood to be the opposition
to Stalinism, and post-Stalinism. Of course, “autonomy” did not mean the
same thing in every country, and especially not the same in Eastern Europe
as in the West. Generally speaking, everywhere it meant that art should not
be directly involved in politics. But in contrast to the West, autonomous art
in Eastern Europe was not perceived as a means to support the power sys-
tem. It was seen as an attitude with the intent of subverting the socialist re-
gime, which promoted “political” (read: propaganda) art. However, in the
course of years, particularly in Yugoslavia and Poland, such a position be-
came ambiguous, since the cultural agenda adopted a modernist value sys-
tem and did not insist on supporting socialist realism. Moreover, it seemed
that some communist regimes felt more comfortable with “autonomous”
art, modernist in particular, than any other. Art historians used to call this
“socialist modernism.”

The other problem with modernism is that in the West, especially seen
from the US perspective, it was perceived as the global cultural strategy of

Western—actually American—political hegemony.’s Seen from the Eastern

34 Martin Damus, Malerei der DDR, Funktionen der bildenden Kunst im Realen Sozialismus (Reinbek bei
Hamburg: Rewohlt Taschenbuch Verlag, 1991), 123-82.

35 Serge Guilbaut, How New York Stole the Idea of Modern Art: Abstract Expressionism, Freedom and the Cold
War (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1993).
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European perspective, however, it was not understood as such; instead, it was
seen as a window on an unfamiliar world. Although most of the artists in-
terested in abstract painting saw Paris as the cultural capital of that time—
which also was a target of the US policy of cultural domination—they still
recognized all Western influences as a sort of liberation from socialist real-
ism, i.e., Stalinist cultural policy. This trend went together with the mythol-
ogization of the West as the utopia of freedom. This explains why, when the
neo-avant-garde appeared, both in the US and Western Europe, the artists in
the East did not buy into its critique of Western, bourgeois culture, since for
most of them that culture was more a symbol of freedom than of oppression.
Finally, this is the second reason why they rejected the neo-avant-garde po-
litical critique and its political involvement (with some exceptions, especially
in Hungary), accepting at the same time its aesthetic critique of modernism,
mostly abstract painting. At this stage, it should be acknowledged that the
way the various art traditions were politically instrumentalized does not only
rely on the macro context but mainly on micro situations in which the actors
may (or may not) make specific moves.

In brief, socialist realism and avant-garde present two very different kinds
of complexity. But both are intimately related to the social history of the so-
cieties in which they were born and to the history of the social stratification
of socialist societies, from the bottom (the working classes, which were at
the same time honored and still marginalized) to the top (the bourgeoisies,

which perceived themselves as threatened).

Jeu d’échelles

Scale analysis is a major issue for art geography.?® Between different scales (lo-
cal, regional, national, supranational and international), the national one is
certainly the most mobilized by scholars, at the time of socialism and today.
Socialist countries inherited national frames that were shaped by numerous
conflicts in the nineteenth century and in the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury. They inherited the tension between a glorious idealized past and an al-

legedly troubled present that invokes nationalism. Competitiveness and wars

36 Jacques Revel, ed., Jeux d’échelles. La micro analyse a lexpérience (Paris: Editions de 'EHESS, 1996).
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caused nations to define themselves against each other, each one developing
the idea of national superiority.’” The interwar period was “characterized by
the hopeless efforts of the nation-states (better characterized as nationalizing
states) to create the national societies.”3® The existence of “nation” after 1945
was an obvious fact for the huge majority of the population; the transnation-
al construction of national particularities that began in the eighteenth cen-
tury was then completed. The end of the Second World War brought about
new territorial modifications in Europe (for instance, the territory to the east
of the Oder-Neisse line or Bessarabia). But the military domination of the
USSR over Eastern Europe and the existence of the Warsaw Pact avoided na-
tional tensions; territorial controversies concerned only the border regions of
the Soviet Bloc—for instance, the Macedonia that Bulgaria, supported by the
USSR, reclaimed for Yugoslavia.

We know that the communist parties did not call national references into
question. Since Marx’s writings, the construction of nations was seen as a step
toward the modernization of society that went with urbanization and indus-
trialization. Furthermore, the planned economy was organized on a nation-
al level. Socialist regimes had consequently no reason to break with national
narratives. On the contrary, they used them to increase their own legitimacy.
The importance of the nation was visible in the erection of various national
monuments that mixed socialism and nationalism.

In the form of monuments or other forms, art continued to play an active
role in the definition of national identities, as it had done since early modern
times.?® Socialist realism had to be “national in its form, socialist in its con-
tent,” which validated the idea that each country possesses a “national form.”
In the second half of the twentieth century, rare were they who questioned
the idea that a work of art expresses or somehow reveals national particular-

L « » . « . » .o .
1ties; great art was seen as the sign of a great nation. Art critics and art

37 Miroslav Hroch, Das Europa der Nationen, die moderne Nationsbildung im europdischen Vergleich (Gottin-
gen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2005); Pavel Kolar and Milos Reznik, eds., Historische Nationsforschung im
geteilten Europa 1945-1989 (Cologne: SH Verlag, 2012). Marius Turda, The Idea of National Superiority in
Central Europe, 1880-1918 (London: Edwin Mellen Press, 2005).

38  Pieter Judson, “Introduction,” in Constructing Nationalities in East-Central Europe, ed. Pieter Judson and
Marsha L. Rozenblit (Oxford, New York: Bcrgahn Books, 2004 ), 13.

39 Anthony D. Smith, The Nation Made Real: Art and National Identity in Western Europe 1600-1850
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012).
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historians were active protagonists in the nationalization of art, since one of
their missions was to explain the national dimension of a work of art.*°

This present volume is about questioning national “traditions” and “heri-
tages” (in official and unofficial artistic expression): the surrealist tradition in
Czechoslovakia, the heritage of abstract geometry in Poland, and that of pro-
letarian realism in the GDR. How were heritages built up? How were some
artistic creations selected as “tradition” among all existing ones? Local mod-
ern art was especially important, as was the national tradition of realism and
architectural historical details. These were the sources (actually “national”) of
“new” culture. In terms of modernism and avant-garde (actually, it depend-
ed on the country) local tradition was sometimes juxtaposed not only with
socialist realism, but also with imported modern art from the West. In Po-
land, this was constructivist or neoconstructivist art, recognized as the “gen-
uine” Polish avant-garde tradition, juxtaposed with “French” Informel, while
in Czechoslovakia it was mostly Czech surrealism.

One vivid topic that historiography has overlooked so far is the issue of
folklore at the time of socialism. During the entire socialist period, a substan-
tial and stable part of cultural relations between countries concerned exhibi-
tions of folk art: alleged artisanal objects, costumes and headdresses, etc. The
socialist period thus revealed a perfect continuity with the nineteenth centu-
ry and its “invention of traditions.” Folk tradition was regarded as the expres-
sion of the nation. We still have to understand how and to what extent these
exhibitions constructed national images and contributed to the integration
of the bloc. Moreover, a better comprehension of socialist folklore could shed
new light on “high art” (that is, the art produced within the context of acad-
emies and professional societies), on realist production, and also on the avant-
garde. Indeed, all of them had a link to peoples arts and handicrafts whether
they rejected this tradition or incorporated and redesigned it.

National scale is not the only scale to be taken into account. Lower down,
at a regional level, we observe original configurations, complicating the na-

tional frame. It is more interesting to study practices of control, censorship

40 Robert Born, Alena Janatkova, and Adam S. Labuda, eds., Die Kunsthistoriographien in Ostmitteleuropa
und der nationale Diskurs (Betlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag, 2004). Michela Passini, La fabrique de l'art nation-
al. Le nationalisme et les origines de [’ histoire de l'art en France et en Allemagne 1870~1933 (Paris: Editions
de la Maison des Sciences de "'Homme, 2012).
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and repression at this level, due to the fact that these measures were the re-
sult of continuous negotiations between artists and regional administrations
or party sections. Besides, some cities (Timisoara, Leipzigand Tallinn, for in-
stance) asserted themselves and became artistic capital cities. After 1989, we
know the process of the “regionalization of art” or even its topography* —
but we know very little about the situation before 1989 or the root causes of
this phenomenon. We have to go lower to observe very local facts, at the level
of the neighborhoods, the streets, the apartment buildings, in other words at
the level of everyday life.** In the case of socialist realism, as we said, this art
had to be embedded in everyday life and interact with it (whereas it did not
necessarily have to represent it). “Local” and “everyday” were two of the key
words and myths of the socialist societies. Communist ideology pretended to
operate at this level, to change daily and material life. Socialism risked its le-
gitimacy, in order to provide the whole population with a decent standard of
living. Here again, the problem arose for the avant-garde artists too, whose ar-
tistic research could take on meaning when rooted in everyday life. In this re-
spect, we are thinking, for example, of the formal research linked to the pro-
duction of design or in situ performances.

But we also have to go higher, to a supranational level. We find first the
recreation of ancient territorial constructions, such as the Baltic Sea (the festi-
val of the Baltic Sea in Rostock in 1965 crossed the Iron Curtain and even in-
cluded Iceland), or the Balkans (an entity that Yugoslavia, Bulgaria and also
Greece contested). Was “Eastern Europe” a relevant supranational category
at this time? Did actors use this entity? From the beginning, socialist real-
ism was conceived as an international (and not an Eastern European) artistic
project. As for the avant-garde, artists yearned to be part of what was hap-
pening abroad. In both cases, the idea of Eastern Europe was a limiting one.
All artists desired their range in a broader perspective. The reception of the
West German book by Klaus Groh, Aktuelle Kunst in Ostenropa (1972),% of-

41 Piotr Piotrowski, “Art Criticism in Defence of Regionalisation in Post-1989 Eastern Europe,” in Zhe Re-
gionalisation of Art Criticism: Its Possibility and Interventions in Space (Taiwan: AICA, 2005), 13-21. Piotr
Piotrowski, A7t and Democracy in Post-Communist Europe (London: Reaktion Books, 2012), 55-79.

42 David Crowley and Susan E. Reid, eds., Socialist Spaces: Sites of Everyday Life in the Eastern Bloc (Oxford:
Bloomsbury Academic, 2002). The special question related to the issue is that of fashion. See Djurdja Bar-
lett, Fashion East: The Spectre That Haunted Socialism (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2010).

43 Klaus Groh, Aktuelle Kunst in Osteuropa: CSSR, Jugoslawien, Polen, Rumdinien, USSR, Ungarn (Cologne:
Dumont, 1972).
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fers a good example. On the one hand, the quoted artists from Czechoslova-
kia, Yugoslavia, Poland, Romania, the USSR and Hungary were satisfied that
their art was presented and commented on, but on the other hand, many of
them felt uncomfortable with this presentation, which placed very different
artists side by side and created an artificial Eastern Europe. The space “East-
ern Europe” is mainly a creation of Western actors, before 1989 and most im-
portantly after 1989. This geographic category is still problematic today—it
has been rejected in recent scholarship, but remains implicitly present. This
refusal was the motto of the exhibition Les promesses du passé held in Par-
is in 2010 that exclusively presented artists originating from the area former-
ly called “Eastern Europe.” How far then did this category disappear? “East-
ern Europe” is no longer presented as a conglomerate of socialist countries
(whether they belonged to the Warsaw Pact or were nonaligned countries or
in direct relation to China). The exhibition in Paris was thematic and mono-
graphic, underlining the personalities rather than the collective expression,
of which the notion of the nation is just one form. Negation of the historio-
graphical notion of “Eastern Europe” can therefore lead to a refutation of na-
tional and specific political contextualization. On the contrary, with this vol-
ume, we would like to stay away from the category of Eastern Europe without

decontextualizing the artistic creations.

Internationalism

Finally, we reach the international scale. The prevailing national vision
should not prevent us from looking for signals of international dialogue. In-
ternational circulation proceeded despite (or more precisely through) nation-
al definitions. In this volume, we will investigate how far the exchanges that

proceeded above nations resulted in considerations that went beyond nations.

The notion of internationalism does not refer only to exchanges at the in-
ternational level; it also has a political content and is inseparable from the
communist world, all the more so during the period 1945-89, when the so-
cialist camp was clearly identifiable and in competition with the capitalist
camp. The Cold War can be described as the opposition between two uni-

versalities. Each side claimed to have universal ambitions, but what was uni-
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versalized differed in each case. At the opposite end of democratic and bour-
geois universalism, communist internationalism invoked the universality of
class struggle. Communist ideology linked local struggles and brought them
together in the name of the communist battle against the class enemy: a strike
in Italy, the mobilization of workers in a Hungarian factory to exceed the
norms of the plan, and the military battles of the Vietnamese were all linked
in a global battle. We should not underestimate the role of communist ideol-
ogy that gave a common basis to actors despite all their differences. Socialist
realism, which provided the same visual language for various battles, was able
to contribute to this globalization.

The concrete processes of fabrique de ['universel** were based on several
universalizing strategies. The three different strategies of internationalism
that appeared after 1917 (the engagement in the world revolution, the defense
of the USSR as the homeland of socialism and the humanitarian causes)*
had different evolutions after 194s.

The first one, the engagement in the world revolution, did not fare well.
The figure of the internationalist militant in the postwar period was rarer
than it was in the interwar period, during the several revolutions of the 1920s
or during the Spanish Civil War. As Europe after 1945 did not experience
revolutions, this strategy rarely caused a stir. But it survived in others parts of
the world, notably in Latin America. Nevertheless, works of art and monu-
ments could maintain the memory of this kind of involvement.

The second one, the defense of the USSR, was an obvious geopolitical and
diplomatic fact: the countries of the Warsaw Pact were protecting the USSR.
The fear of a war between the West and the USSR was constantly present, as
numerous works of art suggesting a nuclear war are evidence of this. But the
involvement of the populations and of the artists in the defense of the USSR
was certainly not as great as the socialist regimes expected—the same popu-
lations experienced the Soviet occupation after 1945 and faced military inter-

ventions, such as in Budapest in 1956 and Prague in 1968. The works of art

44 Pascale Casanova, The World Republic of Letters (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007); Pierre-
Yves Saunier and Akira Iriye, eds., Palgmw Dictionary of Transnational History (Palgravc Macmillan, 2009).

45 Serge Wolikow, “Internationalistes et internationalismes communistes,” in Le siécle des communismes (Par-
is: Edition de I'Atelier, 2000), 511-37.
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calling for the defense of the USSR were few in number and appear to have
been one-offs. It may be that among Western communists the idea of the pro-
tection of the USSR remained the strongest.

The third strategy (the humanitarian causes) was the most popular one.
Around official causes (Korea, Vietnam, Algeria), which were of course or-
chestrated, meetings and collections were organized in the socialist countries,
in schools, factories and districts. Numerous works of art came with these
mobilizations and contributed to the practical construction of internation-
alism. They also led to artistic identifications; when the Russian artist Sergej

Bugaev chose the pseudonym of Afrika in 1986, it was not a mere exoticism.

One possible structure for the book could have been to tackle the prob-
lem of centers and peripheries. It would have had the advantage of highlight-
ing inequalities between spaces. There are places that are marked by meeting
points and cultural events, and places that are marked by isolation and re-
moteness. Proximity and distance, even if they are relative concepts—espe-
cially where no face-to-face exchanges were involved—did have a specific ef-
fect on the creation, diffusion and reception of art.

This method of presentation would have lead to a separation of countries
and cities into two rigid categories, recreating and imposing a hierarchy that
was surely not as obvious as historians would claim today. What should be
made of the places where important events took place, while not represent-
ing centers? What should be made of the order expressed by the communist
powers to move into territories that lacked cultural facilities—an order that
placed the peripheries in the center, so to speak? Such a binary division would
have overlooked the dynamic possibilities of marginality and would have re-
produced the auto-legitimizing effect of centrality. That is why we preferred
to organize the book in four parts.

The first part (“Moving people”) investigates displacements of different
actors. How did they cross frontiers? What did they expect to find, what did
they actually find and what did they retain? What did they bring back? In-
deed, this part investigates two very different kinds of moving. On the one
hand, temporary displacement: for instance, John Berger’s travels to Moscow,
Willy Wolf’s travels to London or the journeys of artists from the Byelorus-
sian Soviet Republic to Tallinn, St. Petersburg and Krakow. On the other
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hand, the emigrations, which were definitive or at least permanent moves:
for instance, the migrations of Josep Renau, who was born in Spain, first to
Mexico in 1939 and then to the GDR in 1958; or unofficial Hungarian art-
ists who fled to the West. Between the two poles, we find intermediary situa-
tions, as that of Gabriele Mucchi from Milan, who for several years taught in
the GDR and very often traveled to Czechoslovakia, presenting an original
case of an artistic career on each side of the Iron Curtain.

With the second part (“Moving objects”), we want to draw attention to
the circulation of works of art. Works of art, and not only people, moved. The
contributions give many examples of observations of Soviet realism, Picasso’s
and Guttuso’s paintings or geometrical abstractions. We also want to men-
tion the case of artistic creations without objects, such as performances (like
Western Fluxus artists” performances in Prague in 1966). We believe it is cru-
cial to stress this point (the conditions in which art was experienced) in order
to understand the specific phenomena hidden behind the sometimes much
too evasive word “transfer.” Artistic imitations and appropriations are based
on the observed images, of the original, a copy or a reproduction.

The third part (“Gathering people”) refers to the particular situations in
which people (and sometimes works of art, too) were gathered: multinational
exhibitions, festivals, biennials, conferences, from the very official exhibitions
in Moscow to the informal meeting between Czechoslovakian and Hungar-
ian artists at the Balatonboglar Chapel in 1972. Where and why were these
events organized? Did they aim to smooth out diplomatic rivalry on the con-
sensual field of art? And more importantly, what can be considered as an in-
ternational meeting? The many institutionalized and informal conventions
may be seen as a confirmation of national feeling and a validation of the sin-
gle national narratives. Indeed, some of these meetings used to classify works
of art in national sections and some of them were intended to envision al-
leged national particularities. Internationalization and nationalization could
go hand in hand. At the same time, these events offered opportunities for a
large variety of persons to meet and get acquainted with a great diversity of
objects. They offered occasions to share views about the common concerns
we have mentioned. These meetings often shifted the boundaries marked out
in each country between what was official and what was unofficial: it was

not rare for official meetings to give rise to unofficial contacts, and it was not

24



1. Introduction

rare for art that had been censored within a socialist country to be shown
as official art during these meetings. International events were thus complex
events in which national definitions of art mixed with the conventional view
of friendship between peoples and chance encounters—the outcomes, often
unexpected, are worth examining,

The last part (“Defining Europe”) broadens our outlook and asks how
communist movements in Europe regarded spaces outside Europe. As we
have said, in order to understand European circulation, we have to place them
inside global networks. This part investigates the relationships with other so-
cialist powers (China, Mexico or Cuba) and the anticolonialist discourse.
Communist artists frequently traveled throughout the rest of the world,
bringing back images and creating images based on what they had seen. These
images fueled a certain orientalism—an orientalism with a socialist veneer,
which could be called “a socialist orientalism”—the “Orient” being part of
the Soviet world (notably Central Asia) or outside the Soviet World. The an-
ticolonialist views held by the communist authorities could go hand in hand
with a form of paternalism, expecting of the rest of the world to follow the
path marked out by the socialist countries, even if the various parts of the
world were not virgin territory where the two camps, capitalist and commu-
nist, were able to confront each other as they pleased. They were all embed-
ded in a history: some, in Africa and Asia, were engaged in the process of
decolonization; others were international powers, such as China, or social-
ist countries that already had a long experience of revolution, such as Mexi-
co. Moreover, some parts of the world could not recognize themselves as be-
longing to either the capitalist or the communist universalism and contested
their universalizing strategies. Finally, these countries did not necessarily oc-
cupy a peripheral position. Mexico, for example, was seen by many European
artists as one of the key centers of socialist art, a place where the most inter-
esting proposals were developed in terms of public art, popular art and revo-

lutionary art.

With thirty-five contributions, the present volume gathers an unusual-
ly high number of texts. Most of them are case studies on a single artist, im-
age, exhibition, meeting, etc. From the outset, the project was conceived as a

kaleidoscopic research work, bringing together advanced scholars and PhD
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students exploring mostly unknown fields of studies and giving original in-
sights into archives, images and interpretations. A discrepancy of style, back-
grounds and sensibility to the current trends of human sciences cannot be
avoided—we did not try to mask it, on the contrary we consider it to be a
strength. It reflects the diversity of the academic community writing on art
history across present-day Europe. And it gives a better picture of the diversi-
ty of exchanges, thanks to substantial and contextualized analysis. We must
reiterate that this volume is a long way from being comprehensive and can-
not provide a complete atlas of exchanges. For example, we only hint at one of
the most important initiatives concerning the internationalization of art in
the socialist countries—the NET in Poland. In 1971, Jarostaw Kozlowski, an
artist, and Andrzej Kostotowski, an art critic (who withdrew within a cou-
ple of years), invented a global network of artists (and some art critics) who
wanted to exchange works of art, letters, articles, books, catalogs, postcards,
journals and pictures (i.c., photographs and photocopies, etc).*¢ Ultimately,
over the course of more than a dozen years, a few hundred people from both
Eastern and Western Europe, the US and Canada, Latin America and Asia
(mostly Japan), and a few from Isracl, Australia and New Zealand, partici-
pated in this initiative. Based on these contacts, Jarostaw Kozlowski founded
the Gallery Akumulatory 2 in Poznan a year later, showing many artists from
the NET list—the most international, even global gallery in Eastern Europe.
Of course, another important gallery in Poland, the Foksal Gallery in War-
saw, was also international; however, the curators were almost exclusively in-
terested in Western art. They held only one exhibition from Eastern Europe,
of Hungarian art (April/May 1971), while Akumulatory 2 exhibited Czech,
Hungarian and GDR artists a couple of times. One could also find some art-
ists from other “peripheries,” such as South America.*’

Although the panorama is incomplete, we hope nonetheless that the per-
spectives highlighted contribute to a better understanding of the importance

of communist Europe in the political economy of art during the second half

46 Bozena Czubak and Jarostaw Kozlowski, NET—Art of Dialogue/Sie¢—Sztuka Dialogn (Warsaw: Profile
Foundation, 2012).

47 We could only find comparable geographical orientation in Yugoslavia, but curators did work under differ-
ent circumstances there. On the Akumulatory 2 gallery, see Bozena Czubak and Jarostaw Kozlowski, eds.,
Beyond Corrupted Eye: Akumulatory 2 Gallery, 1972—1990 (Warsaw: Zacheta National Gallery, 2012).
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Figure 1.4.

Andrzej Kostolowski and Jarostaw Koztowski, NET, 1972.
Courtesy of Jarostaw Kozlowski.

of the twentieth century. And we hope to continue reflecting on the links be-
tween ideology and art. Academic works on the capitalist side have shown
the relevance of a precise analysis of universalizing ideology.** To insist on the

influence of ideology and to understand its declinations does not impoverish

48  Guilbaut, How New York; Nancy Jachec, The Philosophy and Politics of Abstract Expressionism, 1940-1960
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).
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the analysis of works of art; on the contrary, it enriches such an analysis. The
issue for us is neither to rehabilitate nor to define an artistic quality since that
would lead to search beyond ideology; on the contrary, we hope to offer a bet-
ter understanding of ideologies, taking into consideration their ambitions,

their contradictions and their concrete applications.

This project was prepared by the Centre Marc Bloch (Franco-German Re-
search Centre for the Social Sciences in Berlin), which we would like to thank
for its help. A very special word of thanks goes to Beatrice von Hirschhausen
for her constant support and expertise on specific aspects of cultural geogra-
phy and to Estelle A. Maré for her help. It was financed by the Gerda Henkel
Foundation and the Fundacja Wspétpracy Polsko-Niemieckiej/Stiftung fir

deutsch-polnische Zusammenarbeit.
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I hat the formation of the Moscow avant-garde milieu of the late 1950s

and 1960s was stimulated by contacts with the West has long been recog-

nized. However, the relations between this trend and Western art have yet
to be mapped out. My approach will be first to adumbrate the ideology and
structure of the Moscow avant-garde group (often called “underground” or
“nonconformist”) as a response to impulses that came from the West, and
then to analyze the ideas that this art induced in three major European art
critics who visited Moscow in the mid- and late 1960s.

Cultural relations between the USSR and other countries during Khrush-
chev’s Thaw were governmentally supported and explicitly charged with po-
litical propaganda on both ends. These purposes, however, do not exhaust the
content and meaning of the contact between the art worlds thus allowed. The
Moscow public became acquainted with the contemporary art of the West
through a series of traveling exhibitions, in which abstract expressionism pre-

sented the strongest challenge to the audiences.” By the time these exhibi-

1 Atthe Sixth World Festival of Youth and Students in 1957 one could even see artists at work, among others
Gary Coleman, who demonstrated the method of action painting: Igor Golomstok and Alexander Glezer,
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tions reached Moscow, abstract expressionism was no longer the newest ar-
tistic trend in America and the Western world, while more recent art, such
as neo-Dada and other new developments were not exhibited at these shows.
However, the exposure to the works of Pollock, Rothko and Motherwell
at the American National Exhibition and abstract expressionism’s growing
popularity in the world came like an explosion. My use of a military simi-
le in this context is an intentional reference to the discourse on abstract ex-
pressionism as a “cultural Cold War” weapon.* According to Max Kozloff
and other scholars, the choice of abstract art to represent the US and its effect
abroad had been calculated long before: this trend had conquered the world
since 1940s, in no small measure because it figured prominently in traveling
shows of American art which received institutional backing from the CIA
and the UCIA. These agencies used this art for propaganda abroad, realizing
that it was the first original American trend and that it could convey liberal
ideas of individual freedom and free initiative. This background must be tak-
en into account with the corrections suggested by Nancy Jachec. As she has
shown, the overlapping of these institutional goals with the position of the
artists who let these institutions promote their works was inevitably partial.
This is true even when political ideals are concerned. As Jachec describes the
development of the artists belonging to the milieu, the influence of existen-
tialist philosophy led them to substitute a subjective vision and the creative
act for the leftist ideology of collective political agency with which they for-
merly aligned themselves. Their transcendental approach to individual sub-
jectivity still had a connotation of social critique or “private revolt” that was

contiguous with the governmental liberal stance, but not identical with it.?

Soviet Art in Exile (New York, 1977), 89. This show was followed by “Art of the Socialist Countries,” in
1958. See Susan E. Reid, “The Exhibition A7z of Socialist Countries, Moscow 1958—9, and the Contemporary
Style of Painting,” in Style and Socialism: Modernity and Material Culture in Post-War Eastern Europe, ed.
Susan E. Reid and David Crowley (Oxford: Berg, 2000), 101-32. The most important show was the art
section at the National Exhibition of the USA (1959). It included Pollock’s Cathedral as well as works by
other abstract artists, and was followed by the National Exhibition of France (1961). See Nancy Jachec,
The Philosophy and Politics of Abstract Expressionism, 1940-1960 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2000), 216-18; “Drugoe iskusstvo”: Moskva 1956-1988 (Moscow, 2005), 76.

2 Max Kozloff, “American Painting during the Cold War,” Artforum 11 (1973): 43—54; Eva Cockroft, “Ab-
stract Expressionism, Weapon of the Cold War,” Artforum 12 (1974): 39—41; Saunders Frances Stonor, The
Cultural Cold War: The CIA and the World of Arts and Letters (New York: New Press, 2000), 253-78.

3 Jachec, Philosophy and Politics, Chapter 2. The interpretation of action painting as “private revolt,” is Har-
old Rosenberg’s.
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People in the USSR responded to this complex political message with a
vigorous ideological and aesthetic debate. Beyond the familiar problematic
of representation in abstract art, its contemporary political and philosophi-
cal connotations featured prominently in Soviet discourse.* Abstract expres-
sionism’s embracing alienation and being in conflict with the outer world was
noticed and mocked by official criticism,’ while abstract form’s potential for
modernizing the environment was discussed by the left wing of the ofhicial
Union of Artists.® The connotations of political liberalism, the emphasis on
the individual and the call for freedom of expression were taken up at the
nonofficial left end of the spectrum.

Unavoidably, as soon as anything resembling a political spectrum appeared
in Soviet culture, it was almost the mirror image of the Western system: thus,
the position of the radical Soviet “left” intelligentsia did not correspond to the
Western left, but to the anticommunist liberal stance. This must be taken into
account when studying the nonofficial trend of Moscow “left artists” as they
called themselves.” By the mid- and late 1960s the trend already had a histo-
ry and a certain number of achievements. Recently, an attempt has been made
to map the nonofficial Soviet art scene, treating it inclusively and recording all
the artists influenced by abstract expressionism.® However, the critics who vis-
ited the Soviet Union in the 1960s described the “left” trend’s structure more
or less unanimously in a different way. In their writing, the same relatively few
personalities are mentioned as being active in Moscow and working different-

ly in terms of the styles and techniques they used.” Among them were painters,

4 See Reid, “The Exhibition Art of Socialist Countries”; Jane A. Sharp, “Abstract Expressionism as a Model
of ‘Contemporary Art’ in the Soviet Union,” in Abstract Expressionism: The International Context, ed. Joan
Marter (New Brunswick, NJ, and London: Rutgers University Press, 2007), 84-87.

s Piotr Sokolov-Skalia, “Ukhod ot pravdy zhizni,” Rabotnitsa 8 (1959): 23-34; Vladimir Kemenov, “Sovre-
mennoe iskusstvo SSHA na vystavke v Moskve,” Sovetskaia kul tura 11 (1959); cf. Sharp, “Abstract Expres-
sionism,” 8s.

6 They were trying to make the abstract qualities of folk art and of architectural design their weapon in
the struggle for the liberalization of the art scene. See S. Rappoport, “Abstraktnaia forma v dekorativno-
prikladnom iskusstve i abstraktsionism,” Iskusstvo 9 (1959): 36—42.

7 Mikhail Grobman, “Vtoroi russkij avant-garde,” Zerkalo 29 (2007): 52-57.

8  Sharp, “Abstract Expressionism.”

9 John Berger, “The Unofficial Russians,” Sunday Times Magazine, 6 November 1966, 44—45; Jindtich Cha-
lupecky, “Moderni uméniv SSSR,” Vytvarna price, 21 September 1967); Raoul-Jean Moulin, “De l'art révo-
lutionnaire des années 20  la recherche d’un nouvel art sovi¢tique,” in Lzart Russe, ed. Louis Réau (Paris,
1968), 278-84; Jane Nicholson, “La nouvelle gauche & Moscou,” Chroniques de l'art vivant, 23 September
1971, 9-14; Michel Ragon. “Peinture et sculpture clandestines en U.R.S.S,” Jardin des arts (July-August
1971): 4-6; Jind¥ich Chalupecky, “Moscow Diary,” Studio International (February 1973): 81-96.
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sculptors and graphic artists, some of whose work was abstract, some figura-
tive, and some halfway between the two—so their connection to the experi-
ence of abstract art, which they all admired, was not always in plain view. The
artists themselves aver that the group was small and highly selective, and that
adherence to American abstraction or to any other stylistic vein did not con-
fer membership in it. Rather, in order to be recognized, artists had to demon-
strate a coherent artistic individuality, to show their ability to produce an idi-
om independent of external influences. To practice tachism or action painting
as such was deemed inferior.™

All the artists of the “left” signed up to the requirement of individuality.
It is here that the influence of American abstract expressionism is most evi-
dent, and where the American artists became their models. The political out-
look of the “left” was complex and intertwined with their artistic ideology.
The artists for the most part denied the political meaning of their work alto-
gether, in order to distinguish their position from that of the collective agen-
cy of the dissidents. But the political meaning was there to be found, in an
implicit or encoded form. They offered their individualistic freedom in oppo-
sition to the collectivist ideology of communist society, and art was the me-
dium through which their “private revolt” was best pursued. Within their art
each of these artists strove to create a “signature style” of sorts. To be read as
authentic, this idiom was to be connected to the artist’s persona and his or
her unconscious, or rationalized, subjectivity, which would then be revealed
in idiosyncratic behavior, or in a personal philosophy. The group was famous
for both the inimitable conduct of some of its members and the philosoph-
ical interests and metaphysical quests pursued by others. Michail Grobman
whose work was highly personal in meaning as well as in style, may serve as
an example. Since the mid-1960s his imagery contained a built-in philosoph-
ical narrative derived from the amalgamation of Malevitch’s theories with
Jewish Cabbala, about the energy of creation present in the avant-garde im-
age. Grobman’s pictographic, semi-figurative style combined geometry with

biomorphic motifs, often representing the very act of Creation.”” The “sub-

10 Ilya Kabakov, “Apologia personalisma v iskusstve 60-h godov,” in 60-ye-70-ye: Zapiski o neofizialnoy zhiz-
ni v Moskve (Moscow, 2008), 174—242; Michail Grobman, “Vtoroi russkij avant-garde,” Zerkalo 29 (2007):
52-57.

11 His openly declared Jewish identity was also a unique “signature” stance in the cultural milieu of Moscow.
For Grobman’s theories, see “Leviathan. Manifesty I Fragmenty,” Zerkalo 19-20 (2002): 193-212.
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Figure 2.1.

Michail Grobman, Vitaly Stesin Has Caught this Butterfly, 1966.
Tempera on carton, 47%62,3 cm. Collection of Ludwig Museum, Cologne.

lime” mode characteristic of the core members of this group was criticized by
the next generation, which preferred to operate within the realm of language
and social critique, but this mode continued to be present in Moscow art as a
meaningful subtext.

We can therefore say that the theme shared by modernist artistic milieus
on both sides of the Iron Curtain was that of the freedom of the individ-
ual. While the American artists were exploring and glorifying subjectivity
proper, their Moscow colleagues, 15 to 20 years later, merged this subjective
content with impulses that came from various other traditions. Individual
freedom and liberation from collective politics and from mass mentality re-
mained one of the central topics of art on both sides for the remainder of the
century. However, since the 1960s this philosophy that underpinned the left
avant-garde practices in both the East and West was, as I mentioned earli-

er, connected to the different, if not completely reversed political agendas of
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each side, which made the premises they shared not easily recognizable on the
opposite side. This political difference was like a transparent screen substitut-
ed for the former curtain. Looking through it, most of the critics who wrote
on the Moscow “left” and described its complex relations with the official So-
viet art world rarely felt the relevance of this topic to their own concerns.

Unlike them, the three writers whom I will discuss below found that the
Moscow group was important in their theoretical quest to define the cur-
rent artistic situation. It was a moment when formalist avant—garde art went
through its crisis and new radical art practices appeared that rejected art ob-
jects altogether. The idea of the “end of art” was often heard. What these
three critics saw in Moscow became a part of the discussion of the role and
the future of art in contemporary society. The conclusions they reached were
mixed—for Michel Ragon and John Berger their Moscow essays were among
their last art-critical writings proper. Ragon went on to focus mainly on ar-
chitecture, while Berger’s next important work was Ways of Seeing (1972), one
of the first theoretical post-WW1II books presenting the visual arts from a
neo-Marxist perspective, emphasizing the social function of images."

The success of Ways of Seeing was due to Berger’s Marxist premises that
were in many points consonant with the philosophy of the new art practic-
es, for conceptual artists also referred to hidden ideology expressed through
images. They renounced makingart objects in order to impede the commod-
ification of art by the capitalist art market, thus reaffirming the critique that
had been advanced by Berger in the 1950s in his articles for the New States-
man. The main character of Berger’s very first novel, 4 Painter of Our Time
(1958), also called his paintings “another commodity that nobody needs,” and
claimed that art collectors had usurped the privilege of looking at works of
art by purchasing them for money, while the real addressees of art are men
of action, or “heroes.” Berger presented as unavoidable the artist’s alienation
from society by market forces. By making his character give up painting, re-
turn to political activity and die in Hungary in 1956, Berger actually foresaw
the “end of art” of the 1960s. His solution to this cul-de-sac, which he stuck
to even years later, was to break out of the confines of the West, as his charac-

ter did. Thus, in the mid-1960s, in his monograph on Picasso, Berger returned

12 John Berger, Ways of Seeing (Middlesex: Penguin, 1972) is the book version of his BBC television series.
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to the idea that artists must turn away from the nonheroic, capitalist world of
goods consumers where even the most talented decline because they do not
feel they have the addressees.” Although Berger’s confidence that the late Pi-
casso could find inspiration in the developing world was misplaced, his analy-
sis was much more realistic when he extended it in the opposite geographical
direction, to the Moscow left.

As a Marxist, Berger had visited Moscow several times, but he was not de-
ceived by the official culture of the Soviet Union.™* In 1966 he discovered the
“left” milieu at the peak of its activity, and was attracted by the artists’ partic-
ular form of political involvement. His first connection was with the sculptor
Ernst Neizvestny, in whom Berger found his ideal, an artist and a hero in the
same person: Neizvestny fought and had nearly been killed in WW1II, and
later confronted Khrushchev at the Manege exhibition of 1962. Berger wrote
a book about Neizvestny, which turned him—purposefully or not—into the
opposite of Picasso. While the leitmotif of Berger’s book on Picasso was that
after cubism he always had trouble finding significant subjects, in his inter-
pretation of Neizvestny, Berger emphasized the sculptor’s obsession with the
urgent subject of the human body under the new conditions of modern war-
fare and the paradoxical reversal of the traditional humanistic idea of hero-
ism in his works."

In his article “The Unofficial Russians” (1966) in the Sunday Times Mag-
azine, Berger explicitly compared the situation of art in Moscow and in the
West. He began his essay from what he saw as the hedonistic and purposeless
approach to art-making in London. The Moscow “left” milieu, in compari-
son, thrived in an atmosphere of ambitious aspiration. Whether artists strove
to show the human body from within, or composed a thesaurus of secondary
images, or revealed the incongruity of commonplace situations, their art was
filled with purpose: “Art for art’s sake they call ‘professional” and despise,” he
wrote.'® Beyond the reach of art market mechanisms and in the absence of

state support, their modernist work had a genuine social connection. This fas-

13 John Berger, The Success and Failure of Picasso (Middlesex: Penguin, 1965).

14 As he wrote, he gave up his former “polarized dogmatism” after the Hungarian and Polish uprisings. See
John Berger, Permanent Red (London: Methuen, 1960), 8.

15 John Berger, Art and Revolution: Ernst Neizvestny and the Role of the Artist in the USSR (London: Weiden-
feld & Nicolson, 1969).

16 Berger “Unofficial Russians,” s1.
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cinated Berger, who saw their work as important art by definition, because,
as he wrote, “what matters, is the need that art answers.”"” At the end of the
article he formulated his view of the main purpose of this art movement as a
whole. The official style of Soviet art, he wrote, was created out of fear of the
unrecognizable and of changing reality, and it enchanted the masses with a
naturalistic, recognizable, finished world, while the artists of the Moscow left
presented the public with “an exercise in mutual responsibility toward the
unfinished nature of all experience.”*® This conclusion is similar to the post-
modern artistic critique of the culture industry (to which socialist realism is
implicitly compared), years before this criticism was made.

Ragon, too, was looking for a balance between the inherent content of art
and its social function when he visited Moscow, but he wrote a strikingly dif-
ferent account of what he saw, because his philosophy and position in the art
world were different. He was mainly connected to Art Informel and to other
trends that developed out of the denial of the old Paris School and of cubism.
His major book, 25 ans d'art vivant (1969), reflects his appreciation of mod-
ernism with romantic and expressionist origins as well as his growing anxi-
ety about its future. In the final chapters, he wrote that ar¢ vivant can and
should integrate into the social milieu and speak to people not only from its
elitist position. He approved of its inclusion in the urban environment and of
its merging with scientific approaches, while explicitly criticizing the growing
tendency of introducing social content and social action into art. He was par-
ticularly interested in kinetic art and in its ability to create public spectacle
while keeping qualities of abstraction. Ragon’s visit to Moscow in 1971 was
connected to his interest in the kinetic group Dvizhenie, on which he wrote
a special essay for Cimaise. Lev Nusberg, its leader, gave him a wider perspec-
tive on Moscow art, providing him with information and insights that Ragon
used immediately in his book Lart: pour quoi faire? (1971).

This book was largely devoted to his explicit polemics with the radical
trends of the 1960s. As sociological background he provided a despairing
view of technocratic civilization, in which true art and culture had been dis-
placed by different types of entertainment and to which the socialist society

of the USSR, with its declared support of culture, provided no alternative, as

17 Berger, Art and Revolution, Preface.
18 Berger “Unofficial Russians,” 1.
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Figure 2.2.

Michel Ragon in Moscow.

The first row: Alexander Grigoriev, Michail Grobman, Irina Vrubel-Golubkina.
The second row: Francoise Ragon, Michel Ragon, Lev Nusberg.

Private collection, Tel Aviv.

Soviet socialism was created in the same spirit of bourgeois technocracy. If
art’s displacement from contemporary life was not enough, it was condemned
to death by the Western art world itself that agreed that art was coming to its
end. The new art trends, which he saw as directly involved in political con-
test, were subject to the problems of subversive political movements, such as
the spirit of conformism and isolation from society at large. In sum, this “cul-
tural guerrilla” was in his view another of the symptoms of the technocratic
“conspiracy” against culture, not its antidote. Because of their inherent simi-

larity, artists who pursued a radical “anticareer” finally became enmeshed in
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the same institutions as those who had pursued a nonantagonistic career. In
Ragon’s view, the substitution of political contest for art was a mistaken strat-
egy, because art was capable of creating #n monde autre, which is the only true
revolutionary opposition to technocracy.

In his essay devoted to Moscow art, “Peinture et sculpture clandestines en
U.R.S.S.” (1971), Ragon was mostly skeptical where Berger had been most-
ly enthusiastic in describing the individualistic politics of the Moscow “left.”
His article is full of mixed feelings. In Lart: pour quoi faire? he had already
defined the Moscow left as “underground,” which for him meant a rebellious
group excluding itself from society and developing its own cultural niche.”
In his Moscow essay he often sounds suspicious that the result of their
rebellion is precisely a sort of “anticareer.” He opposes Berger implicit-
ly by showing that Neizvestny was not sent to prison after the Manege af-
fair but was invited to meet with Khrushchev in private, that he could
sell his works to art collectors and have exhibitions abroad, in addition to
Berger’s own monograph about him. He checked the living conditions of
Ely Beliutin and Vladimir Yankilevsky, the two other participants in the
Manege affair, and found that the first had an outstanding studio while
the second made a living as a graphic artist. The work of several other art-
ists he did not find really modern or avant-garde by his artistic standards,
and he wrote that their political isolation was a mistake. Dvizhenie was
for him the exception that proved the rule. In their case, he approved of
the state support they received as they were allowed to perform at public
events, while at the same time they were the only group in Moscow that
had broken with easel painting.

True art, both Berger and Ragon assumed, had to be anticapitalist.
Their sympathy with Moscow artists, who had the reverse political out-
look, was made possible through a generalization of the negative effects
of power in both political camps. The third critic, Jindtich Chalupecky,
was an entirely other case. His early essay, “The Intellectual under So-
cialism” (1948), devoted to his experience of the revolution in Czechoslo-
vakia, can serve as an introduction to the political philosophy of dissent
on the socialist side of the curtain, as the reverse of that of the European

19 Ragon, Lart: pour quoi faire?, 88-89.
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left.>® He showed that the hopeful expectations of the intelligentsia that so-
cialism would eliminate “cultural indifference, social injustices and econom-
ic inequalities” were misplaced, for those who were liberated from oppression
were not only oppressed again by the totalitarian socialist state, but also be-
came oppressors of each other, and socialist power paralyzed intellectual life
as a part of its political ideology. The discovery that it was not the power per
se that obstructed human freedom, but something that still required analysis,
brought him to the realization that freedom is an inner quality, not an exter-
nal condition. His philosophy, influenced by German existentialism, led him
to concentrate on art as a special liberating practice, and this position made
him a kindred spirit of Moscow left artists.

Chalupecky visited the USSR in 1967 as a member of an official delega-
tion of critics. His newspaper account of this visit concludes, unexpectedly,

with a manifesto of sorts:

Art must return to its proper function, which is not to instruct or to cor-
rect life. ... Its deepest purpose is to glorify life, to create the space where
life can glorify itself. Art is to be made so that people may realize why life
is worth living fully and entirely. Beyond logic and ethical concerns, this

is art’s wisdom and mission.>!

This passage opposed not only socialist realism, but also any type of art’s
active engagement in social critique. Art’s social mission was to provide peo-
ple with genuine life experiences which they, under their given circumstances
and constraints, do not really have. Chalupecky saw this as the essential, in-
ner way toward liberation.

One of the problems with Chalupecky’s position was that art escapes pre-
cise definition, and aestheticism has to adjust itself to the dynamic develop-
ment of modern art’s forms. Chalupecky was aware of this, and dwelled on
the dynamism and plurality of contemporary aesthetic experience, to the ex-

tent that he was even ready to drop the very word “artist” from his text when

20 See the English translation: Jindtich Chalupecky, “The Intellectual under Socialism,” in Primary Docu-
ments: A Sourcebook for Eastern and Central European Art since the 1950s (New York: MIT Press, 2002),
29-37.

21 Chalupecky, “Modernf uméni v SSSR”; a French version was published as “Ouverture & Moscou,” in Opus
International 4 (1967): 22—25.
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new forms of creativity, such as the technological performances of Dvizhenie,
were discussed.** However, his central Moscow experience was not Dvizhe-
nie but the painter Vladimir Yakovlev, to whom he devoted an essay in the
same year.*?

Yakovlev’s abstract and semi-abstract work was much in demand. Chalu-
pecky estimated that he produced 3,500 works in ten years, of which only a
small number remained in his hands. This amount of work he accomplished
despite suffering from a severe eye disease. Half-blind and lacking basic living
conditions, yet still producing influential art, it was his figure that gave rise
to Chalupecky’s reflection on art’s nature and purpose. He wrote on art as
the place of solution for the contradiction between transcendental freedom
and its opposite, the world in which man physically lives. Yakovlev’s life was a
metaphor for “the insatiable hunger that man’s freedom has for the world and
that makes a man an artist.” Even Yakovlev’s worsening eyesight could not
affect his production because sight is only one specialized sense in the syn-
thetic action of the brain, which is an undifferentiated perception of “one’s
presence in the world.” Yakovlev’s subtle paintings balance on “the imprecise
limit between optic impression and pure event of color,” and are expressive
precisely of these deep levels of an existential self “made visible” in his work. It
is the precision of his intimations about these levels that drew viewers and fer-

tilized a wide circle of artists. Chalupecky’s final words sum up his position:

The world is alien and presses on us, and we don’t know where to put our
infinite freedom. But it’s not the world which is the problem. It is we who
are half-blind, imperfect. . .. Yakovlev’s work is an itinerary of the soul, of
its imprisoned blindness, of the sufferings of its struggle and of the libera-

tion that is achieved within the world and not without it.

Guided by his philosophy of freedom as it is achieved through art, Cha-
lupecky made long-lasting connections with artists grouped around Ya-
kovlev. In his essay “Moscow Diary,” written after his private visit to Mos-

cow in 1972, he again connected the aesthetic experience they sought to the

22 Ibid.
23 Jind¥ich Chalupecky, “Zazrak videni,” Vytvarné um'eni 6 (1967): 284-8s.
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feeling of mission: “They are involved in something which is no longer mere
art, something far more precious than art and even more important than life
itself.”** He was aware of the differences between this existential aestheticism
and the leading tendencies in Western art in the early 1970s.> One of his fi-
nal remarks concerned Grobman’s emigration to Israel. “An artist who grew
up in the Soviet Union, living in Israel or in Western Europe—how he can
live there, for what? However parallel the artistic development in both parts
of the world, the moral coordinates of artistic experience there and here are
different.”

However, the gap between the two art worlds was not in fact unbridge-
able. Things were changing rapidly. One of these changes was that the art
market began its penetration of the Moscow scene. Foreigners began buying
nonofficial art, and their demand influenced production. Grobman’s emigra-
tion was caused, in particular, by the sense that commercial art abounded and
that the first momentum of the “left” was already exhausted. New and differ-
ent artistic tendencies came to the fore afterward, and they were recorded by
Chalupecky, who wrote about works in which social content began to sur-
face. He found Eric Bulatov’s paintings similar with photorealism, and wrote
of Ilya Kabakov’s work as “one of the most original and truly contemporary
examples of current world art.”*¢ But would Kabakov’s existential tension in
representing recognizably socialist reality be relevant for a viewer unfamiliar
with this reality?

The answer to this and other questions can already be given. When Kaba-
kov emigrated in 1987 he soon achieved great success. His different political
outlook did not cause a problem, because he spoke to the Western world pre-
cisely about the Soviet life and mentality, the analysis of which became the
main topic of his art.”” Grobman chose a more complex strategy of integra-
tion. He came to Israel with a political agenda, individualistic aesthetics and
a personal philosophy based on Jewish mysticism, which were alien if not op-

posite to that of the Israeli left. In Israel his interest in Jewish heritage was

24 Chalupecky, “Moscow Diary,” 8s.

25 This is why he now described these artists as pursuing the traditions of the Russian avant-garde rather than
following Western trends.

26  Chalupecky, “Moscow Diary,” 8s.

27 Cf. Amy Ingrid Schlegel, “The Kabakov Phenomenon,” A7z Journal 58 (1999): 98—101.
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identified with the political right—yet he did not belong to that stream either.
His choice thus put him in opposition to the entire local system of values, and
he castigated Isracli mainstream art for its lack of originality, for following the
paths well trodden in the West, and for its inability to create an idiom of mod-
ern art on the basis of Jewish thought.*® His reputation as an Israeli artist was
established when he fulfilled this complex program with a small group of fol-
lowers and retold his Cabalistic narrative on the energy of the Creation in the

contemporary language of performance and photography.*?

28 See his article on Rafi Lavi: Michail Grobman, “Lavi, mekomi aval lo Israeli,” Maariv, Ha shavua, 14 June
1991, 63.
29 Leviathan (Kibbutz Ashdot Ya’akov: Uri and Rami Nechushtan Museum, 1978).
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ohn Berger was one of the bestknown leftist art critics in Great Britain

in the 1950s. He traveled several times to the USSR and was one of the few
Western authors who wrote on Russian sculpture and art in the Cold War.
His book, Art and Revolution: Ernst Neizvestny and the Role of the Artist in
the USSR, published in 1969, is a remarkable example of the way in which
Western intellectuals viewed Russian art and the situation of artists.” Apart
from this, the book has a fascinating genesis.

The British art critic and the Russian sculptor got to know each other
in Moscow in January 1962. Berger was impressed by Neizvestny’s sculp-
tures and drawings. Back home he emphatically wrote two newspaper arti-
cles.* Berger thought Neizvestny was “the first visual artist of genius to have
emerged in the Soviet Union since the twenties.” The year of the first encoun-

ter was fateful for the sculptor in other respects, too. He met the party lead-

1 John Berger, Art and Revolution: Ernst Neizvestny and the Role of the Artist in the USSR (London: Weiden-
feld & Nicolson, 1969).

> John Berger, “A Revelation from Russia,” The Observer Weekend Review, 28 January 1962); John Berger,
“A Modern Mind at Work,” Daily Worker, 10 March 1962.
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er and the head of the government, Khrushchev, at the first exhibition of ab-
stract art in Moscow in November. This meeting catapulted the artist into
a hopeless situation, which gave Berger the grounds to write his book about
Neizvestny. It was directed at a Western public that knew almost nothing
about Russia and this “art dissident.”

Berger was Marxist at that time—and he still is.> He sought to take ac-
count of the geo-political circumstances.* Although not a member of the
Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB), he sympathized with it. Then
the crimes of Stalinism became well known and Russia crushed the Hun-
garian revolt in 1956. Berger still stuck by the Soviet Union as most West-
ern communists did. Berger orientated himself toward the strategies of the
CPGB, he participated in its discussions and wrote contributions to its news-
paper, the Daily Worker. It was there that one of his articles on Neizvestny
was published. Berger also had close contact with communist émigrés who
had to leave the continent. The art historian Frederick Antal was one of them.
His social historical method was very influential for Berger’s way of think-
ing.> Antal’s book about Florentine painting and its social historical back-
ground seemed to him to be a good example of a social history of art. Anoth-
er important friend and intellectual example was the Austrian communist,
author and publicist Ernst Fischer. Fischer had fled from the National Social-
ists to Moscow. After the war, he represented the Communist Party in parlia-
ment. His book, 7he Necessity of Art, published in London in 1963, exerted a
great influence on Berger because it treated similar questions to those Berg-
er was thinking about. One problem was the connection between form and
content, another the definition of naturalism and realism.

When Berger and Fischer met for the first time in 1961, Berger had al-
ready written the article “Problems of Socialist Art” for the magazine Labour
Monthly. Here, one finds many of the themes and considerations the author
was dealing with later on in his books and films. These included questions

such as how people (in the 1960s) viewed the art produced in or around Par-

3 John Berger, Mit Hoffnung zwischen den Zihnen (Berlin: Wagenbach, 2008), 109.

4 “Inthe global struggle for power and nuclear purity I held the Moscow line, but in relation to Moscow pol-
icy towards art and thought I was always opposed”; Berger quoted by Lewis Jones. “Portrait of the Artist as
a ‘Wild Old Man,” The Telegraph, 23 July 2001, http://www.telegraph.co.uk./culture/4724662/Portrait-
of-the-artist-as-a-wild-old-man.heml.

s John A. Walker, Arts TV: A History of Arts Television in Britain (New Barnet: John Libbey, 1993), 93.
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is between 1870 and 1920, and whether anyone had fully worked out how the
social function of painting had been changed by the inventions and develop-
ments of other media.°

Fischer, who had a large extended network, was helpful to Berger in other
respects as well. He arranged the contact with the publisher Erhard Fromm-
hold of the Dresdner Verlag der Kunst. Frommbhold became Berger’s first
publisher. He printed Berger’s text about the Italian painter Renato Guttuso
in 1957.7 Before Berger published a book in his native country, he issued his
first publication in the GDR in a language he did not speak. But the Guttu-
so book was to Berger’s advantage because it made him better known in Rus-
sian circles. This fact and the short political thaw, during which the USSR
found a more open attitude to aesthetic questions, made it possible for Berger
to be invited to write an essay on Fernand Léger by an editor of a Muscovian
art magazine. Like the Italian painter, Léger was also a communist, but until
then his paintings had been rejected as “decadent art” by the Soviet Union.
The collaboration with the Russians henceforth made it easier for Berger to

get a visa.

Berger was originally a painter who had studied art in London. He start-
ed his career in the late 1940s and exhibited quite successfully at the time. Be-
sides painting he taught drawing and worked as an art critic. He promoted a
socially engaged realism like that of the painters of the Kitchen Sink School in
Great Britain.® Since his work as a critic took up too much time, Berger gave
up painting and concentrated on writing. In 1956, he decided to start a ca-
reer as a novelist. Two years later his first novel, 4 Painter of Our Time, was re-
leased.?

Berger was of the opinion that art and culture were weapons in the fight

6 Geoft Dyer, Ways of Telling: The Work of John Berger (London: Pluto Press, 1986), 31.

7 JohnBerger, Renato Guttuso (Dresden: Verlag der Kunst 1957); Ebert Hildtrud, Erbard Frommbold (1928-
2007). Lektor und Publizist. “Meine Biographie sind die Biicher” (Berlin: Archiv-Blitter, 2008).

8 Dyer, Ways of Telling, 3—28; James Hyman, The Battle for Realism: Figurative Art in Britain during the Cold
War, 1945-1960 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2001); Brendan Prendeville, Realism in
20th Century Painting (London: Thames & Hudson, 2001), 146—47; Robin Spencer, “Brit Art from the Fif
ties: The Reality versus the Myth,” 10 May 2002, http://www.studiointernational.com/index.php/brit-
art—from-thc-ﬁftics-thc-rcality-vcrsus-thc-myth.

9 Gordon Johnston, “Writing and Publishing the Cold War: John Berger and Secker & Warburg,” in Twen-
tieth Century British History 12:4 (2001): 432—6o. Dyer, Ways of Telling, 34-44.

47



PartI - Moving People

for a different society. To him, realist art alone seemed to be the appropriate
method to achieve the new conditions. He favored an art that took the side of
socialist ideas and made a contribution to changing the social conscience. In
his eyes, Guttuso was the embodiment of a successful artist and political ac-
tivist. His art was like a Marxist art theory put into practice. Berger’s defini-

tion of realism was:

Realism is the declared enemy of all academism. Realism in art comes into
being when the artist discovers and interprets the changing reality of the
world. Realism is the art of the probable and it can only be created by
those whose world view enables them to work in such a way that the prob-
able becomes the real. However, the academic in art comes into being if
the artist tries to pick a single perception out of the reality and make it
static, be it a historical or a purely subjective phenomenon. It is the art not
of the probable but of the accidental and it is created by those who fear the
probable world."

Berger was obliged to the USSR in solidarity until the beginning of the
1960s. Then his attitude became more critical. He had had reservations
about Russian art even earlier. In his third and last article, “Soviet Aesthet-
ics”—which was already written after his first journey to the Soviet Union in
1952—he praised the creation of a real tradition while Western society was
only destroying its traditions: “A true tradition can only be built on the gen-
eral awareness that art should be an inspiration to life—not a consolation.”"!
But in spite of all the admiration, his verdict was negative: “The majority of
Russian painting is bad [and] the new developments are embryonic.”* Berg-
er supported the development of a European social and socialist realism in a
clear dissociation. The ideological splits—a result of the ambivalent relation-
ship to the Soviet Union—were also to remain characteristic of his later rela-
tionship to this country.

Berger focused his interests not only on contemporary art but also on clas-

sical modern and old art. He made films for British television about Belli-

10 Berger, Art and Revolution, 27.
11 Berger quoted in Hyman, The Battle for Realism, 67.
12 Ibid.
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ni, as well as about Léger and the French outsider artist and postman Ferdi-
nand Cheval. The film on Cheval in particular illustrates Berger’s endeavor
to exceed the canon of the great artists. This attitude was most evident in the
film An Artist from Moscow, broadcast in 1969 by the BBC." In the year in
which Art and Revolution was published, Berger even produced a film about
his Russian friend. On reflection, it was a small media campaign with the aim

of pushing Neizvestny’s fame in the West.

Ernst Neizvestny was born in Sverdlovsk in the Ural Mountains in 1925.
His family had Jewish roots. As a highly talented child, he was sent to the Re-
pin Academy of Arts. He fought for the Red Army from 1943 to 1945 and
just before the end of the war he was so heavily wounded that he was declared
dead and awarded the Red Star medal posthumously. But miraculously, he
managed to survive and continued his artist’s career, studying sculpture and
philosophy in Moscow from 1947 to 1954.

His early work met with official approval. He received a nomination for
the Stalin Prize in 1954. But despite these successes, Neizvestny was very un-
satisfied. He disliked the repressive atmosphere of the university and the poor
teaching conditions. In philosophy, there were no primary literature or pri-

mary sources of the classical writers.

We would learn about Lenin from Stalin, about Marx from Lenin and
Stalin. ... Little old men would insist that we take an active part in politi-
cal disputes between factions and sub-factions at various party congresses
dating back forty years. And we had to memorize them like the Talmud.

It was monstrously uninteresting work."+

This was why Neizvestny joined a secret study group that was reading pro-
hibited books. He familiarized himself with the art created before the Rus-
sian revolution in 1917 and with the disgraced avant-garde of the 1920s. Mod-
eling sculptures in the way of constructivism and exhibiting them caused

him trouble. His examples were the work of Malevich and Tatlin. Neizvest-

13 An Artist from Moscow. Program number: LMA s172E. Date: 22 April 1969. Length: 0:47:15.
14 Neizvestny quoted in Albert Leong, Centaur: The Life and Art of Ernst Neizvestny (London: Rowman &
Littlefield, 2002), 74.
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Figure 3.1.
Jean Mohr, Liatelier de Neizvestny, Moscou, 1966.
© Jean Mohr, Musée de I’Elysée, Lausanne.
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ny chose a dangerous path that was to lead him into permanent conflict with
the official guards of the Soviet arts.

One of the results was that the artists’ union refused him a proper studio;
instead, he had to work in a very small former shop. Photographs in Ar and
Revolution show a workshop full to bursting point, where the sculptor suf-
fered in the cramped conditions and creative work was almost impossible.
But Neizvestny did not give up and he fought for his views in public. This
was why he was appreciated by certain circles. Poets, for example, praised him
in their lyrics. But the traditionalists made sure that he very rarely got the
chance to succeed—for instance, in 1960, when he won a national competi-
tion for a victory monument of the Second World War. This time it was not
the guards but a jury of high-ranking soldiers who delivered the judgment.
In comparison, the Soviet cultural establishment missed no opportunity to
put the nonconformist sculptor in his place. The opportunity to destroy him
came in 1962. Neizvestny took part in the first Muscovian exhibition of ab-
stract art. It was demanded that Khrushchev close it immediately, but the
head of government wanted first to form his own opinion of the disputed
show. On his visit he was confronted by Neizvestny. The sculptor made him
listen to his unorthodox views. It became a legendary meeting. Khrushchev
was impressed by the courage of the artist. But the consequences of Neizvest-

ny’s appearance were so severe that, for the next ten years, it was nearly impos-

sible for him to hold down his job.

I managed to publish my illustrations to Dostoyevsky and erect sculptures
in Riga and the Crimea, but these sculptures were commissioned before
1962, and it was simple to cast them in stone and metal. I was unable to sell
a thing under my own name during those ten years. But as a stonemason,
bricklayer or sculptor’s assistant, I was able to earn quite a bit, since my col-
leagues turned to me for help and paid me good money. When there was no
work I would load salt at the Trifonow railway station... Asa sculptor, I have
blossomed only in the last three years, from 1972 to 1975, after winning an

international competition for a monument at the Aswan Dam in Egypt.”s

15 Ibid., 163.
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The aim of the state repressions was clear. The sculptor was to be isolated
and eliminated. Given this hopeless situation, the only option that remained
for Neizvestny was to emigrate to the West. But since it was not easy to ob-
tain an exit visa, Neizvestny wanted to put pressure on the public authorities
by making his fate well known in the West. Berger was to help him. Thus, the

idea of Art and Revolution arose.'®

The subject of sculpture was untypical for Berger; he had spoken about
it only sporadically. He devoted some critical articles to his fellow country-
man Henry Moore in the New Statesman, in which he reproached the British
sculptor for the “retrogression” of his sculptures. In contrast, Berger found
in Neizvestny’s realistic sculptures the “antithesis” to Moore. The unusual
book title, Ar¢ and Revolution—which places Neizvestny’s plastic art under a
main theme—can be read to mean that, in comparison to the world-famous
Moore, the unknown Russian sculptor was the true revolutionary who had
the ability to develop art further.

Berger wanted to reach as many people as possible with his articles, books
and films. Art and Revolution was also dedicated to a wider audience. Con-
sequently, the book differed from traditional artist biographies of its time as
it included a historical and ideological analysis of Russian art and an analy-
sis of global political affairs. Berger dissected the reasons for Neizvestny being
branded a “dissident,” despite the fact that he was not a political opponent of
the Soviet system and did not want to be one: “But essentially Neizvestny is
not a rebel. And that is why he is such a threat and his example so original.”'”
In the second part of his book, Berger provides an insight into the sculptures
and drawings by the artist and tries to give a description of the artistic devel-
opment from the mid-1950s until the late 1960s. Beyond this, his study at-

tempts to give an outline of Russian art history. Berger reflects on the relation-

16 Tinterviewed John Berger and Anna Neizvestny and I got two different versions. The version I present here
is Berger’s, narrated in a long telephone call on 8 April 2009. Anna Neizvestny, Ernst Neizvestny’s second
wife whom he got to know in New York, told me that Ernst is of the opinion that the story told here could
be one possible explanation for writing the book, that is to say, it is Berger’s view of things. Neizvestny him-
self could not give me a written depiction of his own version because he was too ill. It was only possible to
talk to his wife Anna, who tried to answer my questions as thoroughly as possible. With some reservations, I
recount Bcrgcr’s version here because it enables me to lean on details. In the case ochizvcstny’s view, I have
no details at my disposal.

17 Berger, Art and Revolution, 79.
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ship between realism and naturalism using the development and meaning of
the art academies in Europe and Russia. He tries to prove that in Russia there
was no realism opposed to academism. France and the art of Gustave Cour-
bet had not been present. The standards inaugurated by the Russian acade-
my had not been challenged and this had later been momentous for the visual
arts during Stalin’s rule. Due to the doctrine of socialism in one country and
the development of Stalinist society, the new artistic freedoms won if the suc-
cessful revolution had been abandoned. Instead of a realism that could have
reflected social reality in all its antagonisms and in its totality, the leadership
had promoted a naturalism that remained superficial. The consequence had
been the failure of the development of a Marxist aesthetic in the Soviet Union.
Berger came to the opinion that there never had been any true realist tenden-
cies in Russia. He went as far as to maintain that even Russian painting in the
nineteenth century, which seemed to be socially critical, had not actually been
realism because it had only chosen different themes but had maintained the
means of naturalist painting. Hence, it had not differed fundamentally from
academic painting. The socialist realism of the twentieth century was not an
exception because it represented nothing more than the victory of a natural-
ism extraction over the revolutionary avant-garde tendencies. Berger’s conclu-
sion was that the “new” art of Soviet society was nothing more than the old ac-
ademism. The latter was merely sailing under a new flag.

It was clear to Berger that even after Stalin’s death, the visual arts were
still under the centralized control of the academy of fine arts and the union
of artists. Therefore, Neizvestny had to be the opponent of both institutions.
They pushed him into illegality by refusing him access to a foundry, to iron
and bronze, and by forcing him to obtain the materials on the black market
as well as scrapyards. It was inevitable that Neizvestny would appear to be
a “dissident” and a “progressive” artist from a Western perspective. But the
evaluation of his art’s historical meaning was not as easy as that in view of his
young age and his modest output.

Parallels with contemporary Western art were missing. Compared with
Western art, Neizvestny’s work seemed to be antiquated and like the testi-
monials of a finished episode that had been influenced by the Russian avant-
garde. But in terms of content, Berger perceived in Neizvestny’s sculptures

an unbroken and strong humanism, which was forward-looking for him and
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Figure 3.2.

Jean Mohr, “Le suicide”, sculpture de Neizvestny, Moscou, 1966.
© Jean Mohr, Musée de I’Elysée, Lausanne.
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expressed an artistic struggle with existential human conditions. Berger be-
lieved he would recognize in Neizvestny’s work the realist, too, because it was
possible to draw parallels from their intensive thinking about the theme of
human stamina and resistance to the worldwide liberation movements of the
1960s." In an article for the Daily Worker, Berger put Neizvestny in order of
a worldwide tradition of socialist art, which invents realist forms for socialist
contents.” This argumentation was developed further in Ar# and Revolution,
in which Berger writes that Neizvestny was a “Marxist” artist who made hu-
man perseverance and standing power—which is sometimes tragic and some-
times affirmative and heroic—the subject of his art. Here the monograph has
features of a political paper. Berger connected the artist and his work to the
anti-imperialistic struggle. The sculptor, who is fighting for the freedom of

the individual, is with his resistance in the middle.

Before Neizvestny was allowed to leave his country in 1976, the authori-
ties demanded that he distance himself from Berger’s book. Only then would
they grant him the exit visa.** To commit this “betrayal” would be less diffi-
cult for him with the knowledge that it would have been the last humiliation
by the state. Neizvestny settled in the United States after stopovers in Vienna
and Geneva in 1977. The book was to be useful for him there as its author had
become famous in the 1970s. So when the Russian émigré Neizvestny arrived
in New York, he had the rare luck to have a monograph about his art writ-
ten in English by an important English author. Moreover, this monograph
gives him in certain respects the aura of a “dissident.” This was helpful dur-
ing the Cold War years. In Great Britain, France and the United States, the
book was given a warm-hearted reception. Therefore, it definitely supported
the artist by giving him a second career on the new continent and making a

name for him there.

18 Berger, Art and Revolution, 152.

19 John Berger, “A Revelation from Russia,” The Observer Weekend Review, 28 January 1962; John Berger,
“A Modern Mind at Work,” Daily Worker, 10 March 1962; quoted here in Leong, Centaur, 121.

20 John Berger, interview by Kai Artinger, April 2009.
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C C illy Wolff, a student of Dix, member of the ASSO, former anarchist’

and early communist (he joined the KPD/Communist Party of Germany in

1929*) was firm in his belief that there was no alternative to a socialist so-
ciety. Although he did not question the political goal, he did take a critical
stance on the party and its directives, particularly in regard to the visual arts.
He found it impossible to acknowledge aesthetic judgments made by an of-
fice; he did not allow himself to be used for politico-cultural purposes; he re-
fused public commissions such as the opportunity in the second half of the
1960s to paint the foyer of the television tower at Alexanderplatz with pop-
ular motifs.> He followed his own artistic ideas without compromising. As
happened with many of his colleagues, this gave rise to a prohibition against

exhibiting; in 1968, for example, an exhibition in the Galerie Kunst unserer

1 A volume of poetry and prose by Erich Mithsam was on his work table; Max Stirner (1806-1856) was one
of his favorite writers.

> Liane Burckhardt, “Willy Wolff,” Kunstchronik s4:4 (2001): 172.

3 The construction of the television tower began in 1965.
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Zeit (Gallery for Contemporary Art) in Dresden had to be cancelled shortly
before the opening on order of the authorities.*

Over the years Wolft developed a markedly diverse ceuvre, outside the
official art scene, producing drawings with bizarre and surrealistic echoes;
oils which led, in his confrontation with the work of Poliakoff, to Hard-
edge painting; drawings that can be linked to Naum Gabo; abstract cylinder
prints; and composite media collages and assemblages made by using banal,
everyday objects and items he found.

Integrated into the Dresden artists’ circle around the Kupferstich-Kabi-
nett (Prints and Drawings Collection), the Kiihl art gallery and the collector
Ursula Baring—all of whom supported nonconformist spirits—Willy Wolff
was by no means an exception in regard to the diversity of his works in both
content and form. The artistic climate of Dresden was characterized in par-
ticular by an output of nonconformist pictures, reflected well into the 1970s
primarily by constructivist and abstract compositions. A discernible counter-
culture developed there, inspired by a lively exchange among artists and by
the possibility of reaching a limited public through privately organized ex-
hibitions.

Abstract painting, for instance, was part of this counterculture; it emerged
as an independent development in the East and not as a belated plagiarism of
the Western avant-garde. Whereas Art Informel was largely based on the ab-
straction of the prewar era and therefore developed at approximately the same
time in the West and the East, it appears that direct stimulation from the
West was the source of the version of Pop Art found in the East. Willy Wolff
is still considered the master of Pop Art in the GDR as well as its major rep-
resentative.

The following essay explores the question of how themes and stylistic
means that were genuinely connected to the phenomena of the capitalist eco-
nomic system could find their way into art produced under socialist condi-
tions. At the end of the 1950s, an incursion of representational art had dis-
placed the dominant psychic automatism; with this the reality of mass media

and mass culture had become the background reflected by Pop Art. Where,

4 See Hans-Ulrich Lehmann, “Symbolische Bedeutung des Sichtbaren,” in Willy Wolff zum Hundertsten, ed.
S. Walther and G. Porstmann (Dresden: Stidtische Galerie, Kunstsammlung, 2006), 19. Illustration of the
invitation poster: 15.
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in this context, did Willy Wolff wish to anchor his own notion of reality? In
pursuit of an answer, the first section of this essay will examine the influence
of Pop Art on Willy Wolff’s work, and the second section will treat Wolf’s
response to socialist realism.

Willy Wolff owed his knowledge and creative transformation of Pop Art
to two trips abroad at the end of the 1950s—on this point the secondary lit-
erature is in agreement. These trips added to the expressive quality of his rep-
ertoire.

In 1957 Willy Wolff traveled for the first time to London and Derby with
his wife Annemarie, also an artist who designed tapestries and fabric appli-
qué.’ The trip was possible because Annemarie Balden-Wolff, who had emi-
grated in 1933, was an acknowledged victim of fascist persecution. An initial
request for a trip had been refused by the GDR authorities, but an official in-
vitation from the Communist Party of England to both Wolffs—Annemarie
was still a member of the party there—was finally granted.

It is no longer possible to reconstruct the trip, so we do not know which
artist colleagues the Wolfs met. In unpublished autobiographical notes, Wil-
ly Wolff reports on numerous visits to the Tate and other galleries in the city,
without going into details, however.” It would have been too late for him to see
the exhibit curated by Richard Hamilton in 1956 at the London Whitechapel
Art Gallery, “This Is Tomorrow” by the Independent Group,® which herald-
ed the beginning of English Pop Art and is considered one of the most influ-
ential exhibitions of the 1950s in England; it can be assumed, however, that he
came across the work of these artists in the galleries. The stimulation provided
by the first trip must have been profound because the artist couple returned to
England the following year, remaining again for thirty days.’

The confrontation with such a different lifestyle—according to the tenor
of research—led Wolft to completely new pictorial concepts in the following
years, although it was not until the mid-1960s that these were to become de-

terminant in his work; the reasons for this will be examined at a later point.

s Lothar Lang, “Versuch Willy Wolff gerecht zu werden,” in Willy Wolff. Malerei, Plastik, Zeichnungen,
Monotypien (Leipzig: Staatlicher Kunsthandel der DDR, 1980), 7-9.

Pan Wolffin a conversation with Sigrid Hofer on 21 September 2009 in Berlin.

Manuscript in the Pan Wolff estate, Berlin.

Founded by Hamilton and other artists.
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Pan Wolff'in a conversation with Sigrid Hofer on 21 September 2009 in Berlin.
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The first collages in which Wolff used colored paper, illustrations from
magazines and colored packing materials, as well as fragments of his own
work as resources for his compositions date from around 1965; he would later
transform these compositions, some of which were very small, into large-scale
oil paintings. In an untitled piece from 1965, Willy Wolft combined motifs
revolving around femininity and eroticism. A bra, stylized breasts—depict-
ed once frontally and then lined up in a series—and a female torso set off by
tomato-red stockings are arranged on the paper together with fabric samples.
The artist’s attention was mainly directed to the fabric, which veils and cov-
ers the object but at the same time makes it the focus. The bloom of a red rose
seems to make it clear that femininity has a positive connotation here.

Femininity and the cult of clothing appear repeatedly in Willy Wolft’s
work. The collage Griines Ei und Wische (Green egg and lingerie), also dating
from c. 1965, again shows a bra; this time, however, there is an erotic charge
coming from the model’s corporeality. The dynamic perspective of the almost
dazzling white underwear and the formal directing of the gaze toward the
green egg link the two motifs in an ironically ambiguous manner. The han-
dling of the motifs in these collages—the recourse to everyday objects and a
focus on eroticism in the same way as it was used by the advertising indus-
try—reinforces their proximity to Pop Art, as do the intense colors and the
renunciation of the artist’s individual hand.

Moreover, works such as Ein Bad kann himmlisch sein/Die Mischbatterie
(A bath can be heavenly/mixer tap; Plate 4.1),"° or Warnung (Warning) also
seem to be possible only in reference to Pop Art. In Warnung from 1967, a car
tire dominates the center of the picture, as if it were raised onto a pedestal. In
the excerpt-like depiction and the finely detailed execution, the tire is treated
like a prized object, one that, moreover is quite new and without any trace of
use. The view from below to the hubcap, the stylized depiction of the spokes,
the reflections in the chrome, and the detailed treatment of the tire tread re-
veal the artist’s graphic perception of the object, which celebrates the banal
tire like a work of art, like a sculpture.

Roy Lichtenstein, in contrast, filled the picture space with his automobile

tires as in an advertisement, concentrating the observer’s attention on only

10 See Dietulf Sander, “Willy Wolff. Ein Bad kann himmlisch sein,” Information. Museum der Bildenden
Kiinste Leipzig 1 (1982): 4—6.
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the one object. The tire tread, however, was understood as a repeating pattern,
which in its obvious simplification invoked paintings of geometric abstrac-
tion."" This play with art history and the ironic commentary on the outmod-
ed gestural or intellectual hand of the individual artist, which was character-
istic of the 1950s, was among the instruments with which Lichtenstein and
others accompanied their aesthetic upgrading of the world of consumption.
In 1961 Lichtenstein’s tennis shoes (Keds) reflected Vasarely’s picture Mizzar
(around 1956-1960), and with his Sturmfenster (storm window) Andy War-
hol had also made reference to color field painting.

Willy Wolff countered the single motif—the strategy followed by adver-
tising—with a more extensive pictorial narrative. His tire is not detached
from the context of its use, and the observer’s ability to make associations
is challenged by the barely introduced form of a bridge, by the green fore-
ground and not least by the title Warnung. Nonetheless, in his objective de-
piction Wolff resists any interpretive intent. What kind of warning the tire
should evoke is undetermined; is it a warning of the basic danger of driving a
car, is it a warning against ruining the landscape through the continued con-
struction of roads, is it a warning that the automobile fundamentally changes
the course of life? The mixer tap also remains enigmatic. Although it domi-
nates the surface, its existence is strangely unreal. Partly backed by substan-
tial-seeming tiles, partly illuminating from an immaterial space with clouds,
the tap may be meant as an ironic commentary or, just as likely, as a depic-
tion of an ideal or an illusion. Reading the painting as a reference to short-
ages in the GDR’s economy, which turned tiles and taps into desirable con-
sumer objects,'* does not, in my opinion, do justice to the context—but more

about that later.

Pop Art had expanded the concept of art through a rigorous introduction
of the trivial, together with an emphasis on the aesthetic qualities of the triv-
ial; it had shown that the world of consumption and the mass media not only

dominated people’s lifestyles but were also able to stimulate the artistic eye to

11 See K. Varnedoe and A. Gopnik, eds., High and Low: Modern Art and Popular Culture (New York: Muse-
um of Modern Art, 1990).

12 See Eugen Blume, “Die spiten Bilder von Willy Wolff,” in Willy Wolff zum Hundertsten, ed. S. Walther and
G. Porstmann (Dresden: Stidtische Galerie, Kunstsammlung, 2006), 7-12.
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the same degree as the highest achievements of cultural history. Nonetheless,
Wolfl’s stock of motifs for his compositions seems to be based predominant-
ly on personal experiences. The picture of the tap was occasioned by the hous-
ing authority’s decision to replace the fixtures in his building.

The motive behind the painting Zerese von K. was a hike from Dresden to
Vienna. Whereas Mischbatterie responded to a contemporary event, in Terese
von K. Wolff treated an episode from his youth. As recorded in his autobi-
ographical notes,” on this hike, which took place before the Second World
War, he went through the town of Konnersreuth (K thus stands for Kon-
nersreuth, which is located between the Fichtel Mountains and the Pfilz-
er Forest), an important place of popular piety. Therese Neumann (1898-
1962), who manifested stigmata on Good Fridays in particular, was venerated
there. Wolfl’s receptiveness to mystical accounts of this type may have been
connected to his spiritual tendencies. There is documentation that he had
read not only the Ashtavakra Gita, an Indian Sanskrit text which records
the dialogue of King Janaka with the sage Ashtavakra and treats the path to
happiness,** but also that he may have known the accounts of Paramahansa
Yogananda (an Indian yogi, philosopher and writer), who wrote about his vis-
it to Therese Neumann on 16 July 1935 in his Autobiography of a Yogi. And
not least Willy Wolff’s friend Erich Mithsam had memorialized this legend-
ary figure in his poem Die Resel von Konnersreuth. Wolff explicitly mentions
Miihsam’s poetry in his autobiography. Years later Wolff encountered mod-
ern steam-driven machines while hiking, a custom he had retained from his
Wandervogel days. The many hoses and tubes of these machines had inspired
him to connect them with his earlier experience, bringing them together ar-
tistically in a bizarre manner.

Linked more to personal impressions than to autobiographical experienc-
es is the painting Artistenbein (Redam) (Acrobat’s leg). In 1968 at documen-
ta 4, Claes Oldenburg had exhibited his two-part synthetic sculpture London
Knees 1966, a play on the length of the new miniskirts. In the course of the
1960s this skirt, coming from the English fashion industry, had shrunk to the
format of a wide belt; it heralded the new self-confidence of the emancipat-

ed woman, who had freed herself from social conventions and displayed her

13 See manuscript in the Pan Wolff estate, Berlin.

14 Ibid.
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body in a flippant—provocative manner unknown before that time. Leading
on the one hand to storms of indignation over immoral behavior, on the oth-
er hand it had advanced to a code of behavior for youth culture. Oldenburg
ennobled this object of social irritation and voyeuristic desire and confront-
ed the observer with things that obviously affected the public more than the
canonized traditional cultural goods.

Wolft’s work, on the other hand, was based on what was known as the
Goldener Mann (Golden man) on the tower of Dresden’s city hall.’s Ewald
Redam from Meissen, Saxon’s heavyweight and Achtkampf competition
champion in 1907, and later founder of a variety show, served as a model for
painters and sculptors at the Dresden Academy of Art, among others. His
virile stature was also sought when Dresden’s patron saint, Hercules (emp-
tying the cornucopia over the city), was to be erected. The sight of Redam’s
muscular leg inspired Willy Wolff’s parody, which reduced the heavyweight
body to the engaged leg and provided him with a fancy boot that played on
the acrobatics of variety theater. Whereas Oldenburg increased the provo-
cation emanating from his motif by equating the legs as anonymous fetishes
to desire per se, Wolff did not emphasize the erotic but rather the acrobatic
moment. What could slip into voyeurism with Oldenburg, Wolff connected
back to the sphere of artistic entertainment.’

Tom Wesselmann’s Seascape from 1966, with a woman’s leg as the basic
motif, was also geared toward pure eroticism, to the anticipation of sexuality;
his Grear American Nude series (ending in 1973) was reduced more and more
to the presentation of body parts and, according to Roland Barthes, came
close to the observer’s need to act out his lust for looking without fear. More-
over, Wesselmann reported that in these paintings he was seeking metaphors
for intimate experiences with his friend and later wife, Claire Selley.”” In con-
trast to these comparable works, for Wolft the erotic moment did not play a

role; nor was it allowed to claim a place in GDR society. According to Erich

15 Pan Wolff in a conversation with Sigrid Hofer on 21 September 2009 in Berlin. The commission for the
Golden Man went to the painter and sculptor Richard Guhr in 1907.

16 For Wesselmann it was also a matter of representing the erotic, of the “new sexual openness” at the begin-
ning of the 1960s. See Marco Livingstone, “Telling It Like It Is,” in Tom Wesselmann, 1959-1993, ed. T.
Buchstiener and O. Letze (Ostfildern: Cantz, 1994), 17.

17 See Livingstone, “Telling It Like It Is,” and Jo-Anne Birnie Danzker, “The Great American Nude,” in Tom
Wesselmann, 19591993, ed. T. Buchstiener and O. Letze (Ostfildern: Cantz, 1994), 226.
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Honecker’s official statements in 1965, “ethics and morals” and “decency and
propriety” are “unshakable standards” to be distinguished from the “immo-
rality” of the enemy system.™

Altogether, Willy Wolff’s erotic motifs are far from the lustful display
(scopophilia) of the nudes disseminated by the mass media in daily news-
papers and journals, to which Pop Art responded with conscious ambigui-
ty. In contrast to the images spread by the media, Pop Art guided the observ-
er’s view to individual parts of the body. The entire figure was not the subject
of attention, but rather the seductive eyes, the kissable mouth, the attractive
breasts, which were all disproportionately enhanced and could have an op-
pressive effect. On the other hand, the erotic motifs were withdrawn from
the observer precisely by means of this pictorial strategy. Captured in two-
dimensionality and stylized into an artificial figure, they surrender any pre-
tence of vitality and individuality. In addition, the grid on the picture sur-
face underscored the artificial character of the body fragments and decidedly
countered the temptations emanating from them.

It is no accident that in addition to the bra, Willy Wolff treated classical
sculpture in his work Antiker Torso (Antique torso). His artistic view of the
female body was guided by a long-established ideal of beauty, which made
reference to the torso on the one hand and to depictions from the Renais-
sance on the other hand. At the same time, he countermanded the reduction
of femininity to an emanation of sexual appeal because his erotic motifs were
sanctioned by cultural history, and, as with the bra or in the work A//legorisch
(Allegorical), which altered a female figure by Cranach and confronted her
with a hammer and sickle, were updated through an ironic twist.

Important differences between Pop Art’s intentions and Willy Wolff’s
work are to be noted not only regarding the choice and understanding of mo-
tifs, but also in the artistic execution. Whereas Pop Art used the trivial sub-
ject as provocation and to stimulate critical discussion, it was precisely their
everyday character that these subjects forfeited under Wolff’s treatment of
them. Lichtenstein had reflected the techniques of mass media with his dots,

David Hockney loved the clumsy, nonacademic application of paint, in his

18  See Wolfgang Engler, “Strafgcricht der Moderne. Das 11. Plenum im historischen Riickblick,” in Kablx(h/ag.
Das 11. Plenum des ZK der SED 1965. Studien und Dokumente., ed. Giinter Adge (Berlin: Aufbau Taschen-
buch Verlag, 2000), 19.
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assemblages Rauschenberg carried traditional principles of composition ad
absurdum; in contrast, Wolff opted for meticulous, calculated execution. In
general, his oil paintings were preceded by collages, which served the prepara-

tion, study and development of his pictorial idea.”

This is evident, for example, in the fact that the paper materials he used
were not glued on in their final proportions but rather represented larger sec-
tions that could be shifted around until the formal goal was achieved. These
“designs” were transferred to oils with only minor changes. Thus, in Antiker
Torso Wolff retained the tear and the fold, which ran vertically through the
black paper as a design element even when the image was transferred to can-
vas.* In addition, handwritten notes on these designs or “drafts” described
the gradations of color to be applied, in case the paper used did not corre-
spond with Wolff’s vision. Pencil-drawn grids, moreover, document the in-
tended process of transfer to a larger format.*' Notes on the back, in which
Willy Wolff recorded the owner of the analogous oil painting, also indicate
the direct connection between design and execution.**

The meticulous detailing that generally characterized Wolff’s drawings
thus turned up again in his artistic input in the collages: he balanced things
exactly, subtly determined the color fields, and laid down the proportions.
Skilled manual refinement always remained determinant; an interest in form
and the process of analyzing the image characterized his entire ceuvre. Thus,
his work never goes after the effect, is never intended for the quick impact,
even if the color-intense version—Dbefore the background of the regulated sale
of painting materials in the GDR—must have had a particular fascination.
As the quality of the paper—construction paper, colored foil, packing mate-
rials—shows, these were generally products from the West.

Although a frequent change of style was characteristic of Willy Wolft,

nonetheless over the years his practices for depicting images were continu-

19 Blume already pointed out that the collages are not to be seen as independent works. Blume, “Die spiten
Bilder von Willy Wolff,” 7.

20 'The collage to Antiker Torso in the Saxon State and University Library Dresden (SLUB) Mscr. Dresd. App.
2717, 52.

21 Compare, for example, the collage 7oscana in the SLUB Mscr. Dresd. App. 2717, 69.

22 See the collection in the SLUB. All of the collages have a note on the back recording the owner of the rele-
vant work in oil.
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ously marked by the firm precision of his draftsmanship (Nadelparade/Pa-
rade of Needles or Knipfe/Buttons). His training as a cabinetmaker and his
appreciation of handicraft skills—reflected in the scrupulous neatness of his
atelier and on his workbench?>?—as well as the academic training in drawing
he received from Richard Miiller at the Kunstakademie in Dresden deter-
mined his manner of depicting the objects over the years. Attention has been
drawn repeatedly to the extremely sharp naturalism of his reed pen works,
to his accuracy of observation, and to the concern with fine nuances, which
took precedence over a display of the individuality of his own hand. The art-
ist’s gesture as evidence of the creative process and as the expression of an in-
ner composure or an expressive argument were unimportant to Wolff. Only
in a brief phase of experimentation with abstract forms in the mid-1960s (Po-
liakoff and cylinder prints) were spontaneity and accident allowed to express
themselves, although they were yoked into predetermined, clearly propor-
tioned arrangements of the picture surface.** Thus, Willy Wolff developed
and controlled his collages and oil paintings with the same exactness with
which he executed the series of his parade pictures.

Based on such artistic premises, under Willy Wolff’s hand the depiction
of a mixer faucet is transformed into a sumptuous study of color. The appli-
ance, reproduced in faithful detail down to the reflections of light on the
chrome surfaces and placed in the middle of the picture with almost mon-
umental obtrusiveness, is set off from the background, which through finest
gradations of blue-gray values creates a subtle painterly transition from the
hard structure of the tiles to the filmy cloud formations. In such works Wolff
insisted that the artistic character of a picture was not only to be defined by
the ideal value it was supposed to convey, but also by the masterly treatment
of conventional design methods.

The finely detailed treatment of the motifs thus throws light on Wolff’s
specific grasp of Pop Art. Through the decidedly artistic treatment of the pic-
ture subject he completely neutralized the difference between high and low.

Whereas Pop Art had made the ambivalent relation between high and low its

23 Dr. Joachim Menzhausen in a conversation with Sigrid Hofer on 29 September 2009 in Dresden.

24 Eventhe cylinder prints of the later years do not give evidence of a transition to abstract concepts, but rach-
er reflect the beginning of Parkinson’s disease. I am indebted to Dr. Menzhausen for this information giv-
en in the same occurrence.
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theme (for instance, where Vasarely’s structures turned up again as the pat-
tern of shoe soles), Wolff ennobled all pictorial motifs by giving them the
same painterly care as was given to significant picture subjects. This was his
way of transforming simple, everyday products into art.

This intent is also reflected in the fact that Wolff—at least in regard to his
collages and oils—aspired to the unicum. Since his asking prices were mod-
erate, there was no reason for him to introduce a broader circle of the popu-
lation to art by means of graphic reproductions, as was the case with Western
Pop Art, which also used this approach to take a stand on what was happen-
ing on the art market.

If the incorporation of fragments from the real world in his work only
shows superficial parallels to Pop Art, the question arises as to why Wolff
made use—even if only in a limited way—of such stylistic means. In my opin-
ion, Willy Wolff’s works are to be read in part (not exclusively!) as a subtle
commentary on officially imposed art practices in the GDR.

The years in which Wolff devoted himself to Pop Art were character-
ized by tough politico-cultural discourses, with vehement efforts going
into establishing a socialist national culture. The goal of the second Bitter-
feld Conference in 1964 was to shape the socialist personality and the so-
cialist consciousness in a lasting manner,> with artists participating more
strongly in this task. The Eleventh plenum of the Central Committee of the
Socialist Unity Party of Germany/Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutsch-
lands (SED), meeting from 16-18 December 1965 to handle questions of
culture, was, according to Wolfgang Engler, a “perfectly staged tribunal”
which mercilessly settled accounts with all the “progressive tendencies in
the arts and in intellectual life altogether,” frightened the “protagonists of
East German modernism and their allies in the cultural offices for many
years” to come, and banished “unvarnished reality from public discourse.”¢
In a particularly perfidious charge, intellectuals and young criminals were

seen to have affinities, and the artists were made to share responsibility for

25 The First Bitterfeld Conference took place on 24 April 1959, the Second Bitterfeld Conference on 24-25
April 1964.In April 1967 the Bitterfeld Path was to be activated once again at the Seventh Party Confer-
ence of the SED. The goal of the program was to support and form the socialist personality through par-
ticipation in the production ofart. See G. Feist and E. Gillen, Kunstkombinat der DDR (Betlin: Nishen,
1990), 68.

26 Engler, “Strafgericht der Moderne,” 17.
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the existing state of things. The consequences of this “clean-sweep plenum”
were dramatic, peaking in numerous prohibitions of plays, books and mu-
sic groups.

Willy Wolff reacted to this politico-cultural climate by pitting his own
personal view of reality against socialist realism. The question “What is real-
ity?” was answered by the cultural functionaries within the context of a his-
torical and a philosophical (geschichtsphilosophisch) approach, according to
which art was always evidence of the temporary state of society’s develop-
ment. On the one hand, realism meant a naturalistic way of depiction, which
was treated as a conditio sine qua non in regard to the working population’s
ability to comprehend it; on the other hand, the essence of realism was un-
derstood as an art which—according to Peter Pachnicke—“should make re-
ality visually recognizable, move the imagination, and activate a change in
reality.”*” Transferred to content, this led to the support of affirmative picto-
rial topics and to a narrative documentation of society’s progress.

Willy Wolff confronted this reality, which had to comply with the dictat-
ed political will, with another reality that existed almost in parallel: the real-
ity of the personal life experience. It was not surprising that the functionaries
took offence at such individualistic designs by Wolff, since the interest of the
individual was to be subordinate to the collective need. Moreover, the state
and the party defined what popular art was to be, and this excluded as illegit-
imate a focus on everyday life with its very private experiences—which was
what Wolff elevated to his pictorial theme.

Thus the recapturing of the world of objects—a central aspect of Pop
Art—was not the starting point for Willy Wolf’s aesthetic considerations;
as a meticulous draftsman he had never become estranged from an object-ori-
ented approach anyway. Rather, the new content of his pictures demanded a
new vocabulary. Up until that point, Wolff’s aflinity for representational art
had been expressed in surreal constructions; although these did possess crit-
ical potential, they were no longer suitable for his changed intentions. Now
it was a matter of arguing on a level of reality that laid open the dialectic re-
lation to socialist realism. Willy Wolff countered the declared socialist reali-

ty (in theme and style) with the reality of everyday life; he supplemented the

27 Peter Pachnicke, “Reaktion und Verweigerung, Beitriige zur Entwicklung der Kunst im Imperialismus seit
den sechziger Jahren,” Bildende Kunst 9 (1981): 422.
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socialist mass culture, which had arisen from the influence of state and party
on art production, through his individual perspective.

The enigmatic combinations of pictorial motifs in Willy Wolff’s work
have been emphasized again and again, and the artist himself also confirmed
that he took a certain pleasure from bringing things that apparently did not
belong together into resonance with one another. How these fragmentary
slivers of life are to be interpreted, Willy Wolff did not explain. He left the
observer free to follow his own associations. However, his refusal to give ex-
plicit answers can also be understood as a response to the party and the state,
which unremittingly claimed sole authority for explaining reality and pun-
ished opposing points of view. Willy Wolff’s standpoint, however, made it
clear that one reality as such does not exist, that reality is merely formed in
the head of every individual, and thus countless realities can coexist.

This standpoint ultimately also explains why Willy Wolff, who was very
well informed about prevailing currents through the magazine Kunstwerk
and his supply of English art literature,*® did not take these up; op art, mini-
mal art and similar movements must have been unimportant to him. His life-
long theme was confrontation with reality, and the means that guided him
were verism, surrealism, and a specific form of realism whose pictorial strate-

gy he owed to Pop Art.

28 Willy Wolffs library is preserved as an estate under Pan Wolff.
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I his article presents the first results of research on the unofficial contacts

between Byelorussian artists and those from former USSR republics and
from neighboring countries in the 1980s. In this period marked by perestroi-
ka, the contacts between USSR republics multiplied—indeed, official travel
for the purpose of “sharing experiences” date from this very time. At the same
time, unofficial art increased its visibility, something that was inspiring and
frightening at the same time. The article will deal with Estonian and Polish
lines of contacts, which could be seen as the example of the logic and tactics
involved in the networks of the era.

This article does not pretend to be exhaustive or to decrypt all existing
unofficial contacts, but it can be seen as the first step in gathering informa-
tion about the period and analyzing the existing networking strategies: the
entrance on the art market and in the “international” art context, the first
residencies of Byelorussian artists in Poland, the practical issues of the trans-
portation of canvases across borders and the acquisition of Byelorussian art-
ists’ works by collectors. We want to understand the tactics: How did artists

establish professional contacts outside their country at a time when the art
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field was controlled by the Union of Artists’ and by exhibition committees
(granting the right to some artists to be present in the public zone of visibili-
ty and excluding others)? Therefore, the issue of Byelorussian artists emigrat-
ing will not be analyzed here; instead, we will explore the unofficial practic-
es of defining the space of liberty in the context of governmental regulation
of the art field.

We think that there was a certain “implicit contract” (which obviously
did not really exist) concerning the division between the official and the un-
official. The unofficial art of this time was not prohibited as such, but was
displaced into the zone of silence and could only exist through apartment
exhibitions, displays of work in basement ateliers and country house* per-
formances. At the very moment it tried to enter the zone of visibility, it be-
came problematic.’ This implicit contract presupposed the abandonment of
the right to talk publicly or to admit publicly the existence of another art, the
main danger of which did not consist in political engagement but in the pos-
sibility of another existence. The avant-garde seemed to be frightful because
of the very alternative to the discourse existing outside the ofhcial one.

The Certeau* distinction between tactics and strategies could be useful
for us to realize the modes of functioning of the unofficial Byelorussian art-

ists in times of socialist realism:

I call a strategy the calculation (or manipulation) of power relationships
that become possible as soon as a subject with will and power (a business,
an army, a city, a scientific institution) can be isolated. It postulates a place
that can be delimited as its 0wz and serve as the base from which relations

with an exteriority composed of targets or threats . . . can be managed.s

1 Artists’ unions were created in the 1930s in the former USSR republics emboldening the Soviet artists
and art historians to assure “socialistically” and ideologically correct art, asserting the patriotic values of
“proletarian internationalism.”

2 We have in mind the artistic tandem of Igor Kashkurevich and Ludmila Rusova, who realized their
initiation in the contemporary art in their country house.

3 Forinstance, the first “public” exhibition of unofficial artists was organized in the 1980s in the open air
close to the Svisloch River on the eve of the Minsk city celebration. Artists exhibited their canvases along
the quay. The Ja. Kupaly Park close to the river was soon flooded by the police, policemen tried to throw
the artists’ works into the river and then began to “arrest the canvases,” in order to transport them to the
Yanka Kupala Museum, close to the area, which no one was allowed to enter.

4 M. Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), 35.

s Ibid., 36.
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The power strategies are consequently functioning in the delimited space
of visibility through the structured groups (unions), organized according
to certain (bureaucratic) practices of five-year plans, reporting procedures,
those of official authorization and other similar ones, which are reproduced.
We can probably affirm that in the 1980s and earlier, the visible space of
power was structured through the union of artists, the Commission of the
Ministry of Culture giving permission to take the work of art out of the
country and the routine exhibitions of official (visible) artists organized in
the big exhibition halls.

Certeau continues: “In contrast to a strategy . . . a factic is a calculated ac-
tion determined by the absence of a proper locus. . .. The space of a tactic is
the space of the other.” And then later: “It operates in isolated actions, blow
by blow. It takes advantage of ‘opportunities’ and depends on them.”® Con-
sequently, tactics, as the art of the weak, are not the planned actions of the re-
sistance and consist of measurable actions representing the sort of reactions
to the delimitation of liberty space by the power strategies: the twinkling net-
works, exhibitions in apartments and basements, several canvases transport-
ed on the same stretcher and others we will try to describe in this article. The
difficulty of collecting materials concerning the unofhicial contacts of Bye-
lorussian artists of this time and making it readable consists in the fact that
these networking tactics were meant to be invisible and unstructured, they
were occasional and disseminated, fragmentally remembered and unsystem-
atically reproduced by the main actors.

We should also denote a terminological problem. Several terms used by re-
searchers, even those that are quite vague, attempt to describe the very con-
frontation of the art we are writing about with the official art (socialist real-
ism). One of the terms is quite obvious—unofficial art. This term describes
the antinomy official/unofhcial. Ofhicial art, or socialist realism, was a prio-
ri the art supported by the government agencies, occupying the zone of vis-
ibility. Unofficial art in this case meant the art made by the artists who did
not belong to the Artists’ Union and existed in parallel to the official art field.

The confrontation of official and unofficial art did not mean the focus of

the latter on political engagement or the promise of social engagement. On

6 Ibid., 37.
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the contrary: in the Byelorussian case, unofficial art insistently pretended to
be indifferent to politics, it was a case of persistent denial of all things political,
which was present in the unofficial art in the form of absence and exclusion.
However, this kind of self-exclusion from the field of politics can be seen as
quite symptomatic and can be judged as a political gesture itself. Furthermore,
we presuppose that this exclusion of all things political continued in the unof-
ficial art in the form of absence or in the form of traces of the recent presence.

The term avant-garde is problematic, too. The unofficial Byelorussian art of
this time is considered as a certain continuation of the Soviet avant-garde tra-
dition of the 1920s (or as an extension of the formal tradition). We can also ac-
knowledge the rushed and fragmentary appropriation of the European avant-
garde and neo-avant-garde movements. The migration between the modern art
movements—a certain negligence toward the conceptual core of these move-
ments and an obsession with the formal experiments associated with modern-
ism—was important. In the official/unofficial art opposition, the latter was
mostly based on the stylistic antagonism with socialist realism. This confron-
tation could be based on the ideology of pure art (resistance to the perception
of art as a force having a huge impact on the general course of the struggle), or in
the philosophy of the so-called inner immigration of artists (their deliberate
self-exclusion from the social and cultural public life). With some reservation
we could say that avant-garde art was all the art that was not socialist realism,
and represented therefore the eclectic mix of modernist artistic movements.

We will begin with the Estonian line of contacts, which is associated with
the Estonian curator and fine art expert, Ninel Ziterova, who was particular-
ly interested in underground art in the former USSR republics.

Ziterova worked in the Kardiorg Museum in Tallinn and was in contact
with Ukrainian artists, one of whom, Petro Gulin, introduced her to Walera
Martynchik.” At the beginning of the 1980s, the underground movements
were spreading in Belarus, and Martynchik invited Ziterova to visit Minsk
to see what was going on there and to visit unofficial artists” studios. Conse-

quently, the idea emerged to organize an exhibition in the Estonian city of

7 Walera Martynchik was born in Belarus in 1948; after his studies at Minsk College of Fine Art, he creat-
ed the dissident group Forma in 1987 (Kirillov, Khackevich, Martynchik, Zabavchik, Petrov and Maly-
shevski). The visual protest of the group took an apolitical form, the path of “inner immigration, away
from the outer life, in all its roughness, stagnation, danger and banal simplification.” Since 1990, he has
lived in London.
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Kohtla-Jarve. Sergey Lapsha,® Vitaly Rozhkov,? Igor Kashkurevich,™ Viktor
Petrov," Walera Martynchik, Konstantin Goretskii,"” and Olga Sazykina®
(with her works of art and those of Gennady Khatskevich'#) took the train
and went to organize one of their first exhibitions in a public space. The In-
formal Art exhibition took place in Kohtla-Jirve in 1986. “It was quite a ner-
vous time, ‘unofhicial artists’ were not really prepared to become visible sud-
denly, it was a strange ambiguous desire to finally become public, which was
associated with the strong fear of public criticism or the simple recognition of
one’s own vulnerability to not being accepted. But, anyway, it was so inspir-
ing! I remember we lived in the same tiny apartment, all of us, forced to sleep
like sardines in a can, but it was some kind of amazing too,” said Olga Sazyki-
na, one of the participants of these events.

After the exhibition, Ziterova visited Belarus several times and was invit-

ed to the exhibition of the art group “Form”; she also visited several artists’

8  Sergey Lapsha was born in Belarus in 1954. He graduated from the Byelorussian Arts Academy and be-
came an abstract artist. He was one of the members of the dissident group Forma. Since 1997, he has lived
in Tel-Aviv.

9 Pscudonym of artist Vitaly Kalgin (also known as Bismarck). He was born in 1959 and was diagnosed in
1988 with schizophrenia due to his work Patriarch, presented within the collective exhibition project On
Collectornaya. In accordance with the joyless logic of punitive psychiatry (which remains in place in Belar-
us today) in October 2011, Vitaly Kalgin was condemned to five years of treatment with neuroleptic drugs.

10 Igar Kashkurevich, the son of Arlen Kashkurevich, a well-known Belarusian graphic artist, was born in
1957 in Minsk. He could be seen as one of the artists who defined the life of the Belarusian unofficial art
of the time. He graduated from the Byelorussian Arts Academy in 1982. In tandem with the artist Lud-
mila Rusova, he introduced the aesthetics of the Europcan contemporary art to the artistic community
of the time. Since 1998, Kashkurevich has lived in Berlin.

11 Victor Petrov, born in 1957 in Minsk. He graduated from the Byelorussian Arts Academy in 1984 and
was one of the creators and members of the dissident group Forma. He also participated in the creation
of the independent art gallery “6th Line” (Minsk, 1992) and was curator of the Navinki International
Performance Festival. He works and lives in Minsk.

12 Konstantin Goretsky was born in 1961 in the Kuril Islands. In 1987 he created the artistic group KOMI-
KON (Comic constancy), whose members claimed to create “playful, funny polystylistic art, outside the
rules and conventions.”

13 Olga Sazykina was born in 1955 in Moscow. She graduated from the Byelorussian Arts Academy in 1977
and became a member of International Association of Hand Papermakers and Paper Artists (IAPMA)
and the Belarusian Designer Union. Her works of art are in collections in the National Museum of Art
(Belarus), the Central Artists’ House (Russia), the Zimmerli Art Museum (USA), the Corning Museum
of Glass (USA), as well as in private collections in France, Germany, Holland, Italy, Lithuania, and Po-
land. She lives and works in Minsk. (The author of this article is more than grateful for her collaboration
during the work on the text.)

14 Gena Khatskevich graduated from the Byelorussian Arts Academy in 1982. The famous story of his unsuc-
cessful highjacking actempt is well known in artistic circles. In 1987 Khatskevich wrapped a piece of soap
in wire, boarded a plane flying from Minsk to Rostov, showed the flight attendant a “bomb” (a piece of soap
wrapped in wire) and demanded to be flown to Paris. Khatskevich didn’t make it to Paris—he wound up in
a pretrial detention center instead and was then sent to an asylum. (He finally did get to Paris, by the way.)
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studios and bought some works of Chernobrisov, who was an important fig-
ure for the young unofficial artists of the time and was seen as a spiritual lead-
er. He had, for instance, a list of St. Petersburgart collectors and galleries that
he gave to young unofficial Byelorussian artists going to the city. This is how
the young artists of the time realized their artistic entrance in St. Petersburg
and sometimes found collectors willing to buy their works.

Ziterova organized the avant-garde art festival in 1988 in Narva, Estonia,
in which avant-garde artists from the former USSR republics of Russia, Belar-
us, Estonia, Kazakhstan, Georgia and others took part. “We spent five days
there. ‘Novye dikie’ presented their video, ‘Mitki’ were getting drunk, Kash-
kurevich presented his performances in the woods, Vladimir Lappo, Vita-
ly Rozhkov, Igor Zabavchik, Viktor Petrov, Valery Martynchik, Andrey Be-
lov, Ludmila Rusova, Igar Kashkurevich and Olga Sazykina presented their
works during the exhibitions. It was a good occasion to get out of the silence
zone and to create a kind of unofficial art network with informal artists,” said
Olga Sazykina of the festival. During one of his performances, Kashkurevich
and others got under the tarpaulin pretending to swim there as if they were
in the water and then reappeared and announced the performance title “The
Loneliness of the Individual in the Crowd.”

The name of Ziterova is associated with the exhibitions in Krakow, too.
Chernobrisov had several contacts with the Krakow Catholic Foundation,
which aimed to open a small gallery in the central Catholic church to orga-
nize some exhibitions there. Some Byelorussian unofficial artists (Grigoriy
Ivanov, Matvey Basov, Olga Sazykina and Igor Malyshevskij) took the oppor-
tunity to organize several exhibitions there.

As far as we can see, the accidental nature of unofficial artistic contacts led
to the dissemination of art exhibition practices which could have some visi-
ble aftereffects consisting in the enlargement of networks or a certain inter-
change with, or entrance into, the art market. Several exhibitions were signif-
icant because they offered artists the experience of becoming public, but they
remained nonetheless isolated actions.

After the exhibitions, Ziterova had the idea of organizing a large exhi-
bition of Byelorussian unofficial artists entitled “With God in the Heart™;
to this end, she bought the works of Goretsky, Sazykina, Chernobrisov and

others for the Kardiorg Museum. For some unknown reasons, the exhibi-
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tion did not take place and the works of art were probably left in the muse-
um. Recent attempts to find the works have proved fruitless, and this seems
to be the general problem of the unofficial art practices—the impossibility
of tracing the path of the migration of works of art and the definite loss of
some of these works.

Another line of unofficial Byelorussian artists’ contacts with their col-
leagues from the former USSR republics and neighboring countries is that
of Polish contacts, which we explored earlier with the description of the Kra-
kow exhibitions. They date from the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the
1990s, when it became possible to buy a three-day ticket (putiovka) from the la-
bor unions.”s Some artists had relatives living in Poland and could travel freely
to Poland. Sazykina and Khatskevich used this opportunity to show the hand-
made catalogs of Byelorussian artists’ exhibitions to owners of the galleries they
stumbled across in Poland. This is how they found the gallery Napiorkowskiej
w restauracji Pod Krokodylem, where the curator Katarzyna Napierkowska
was working. She was more than interested in the works of art presented in the
prospectus and was aware of the fact that the opening of the borders would be
associated with the growing interest in the unofficial art of the former USSR
republics. After a while, she went to Belarus to select the artists whose work she
wanted to buy for the gallery. She was essentially interested in discovering the
works of art that could be sold. In 1990, Katarzyna organized the first Byelorus-
sian exhibition in Poland, where the diplomatic world community was large-
ly presented. The works of Plesanov,’® Malishevsky, Sazykina and Khatskevich
were sold. There was TV coverage of the exhibition opening, and the story of
the difficulties of the unofficial Byelorussian artists becoming public was told.

In 1991, the Belart exhibition of unofficial Byelorussian artists was orga-
nized in a deserted factory situated in the center of Warsaw. The exhibition
was curated by the young curator from the Centre for Contemporary Art of

Ujazdowski Castle. Works of art unofhicially transported by train and by car

15 One of the curious signs of the time was the double life lead by unofficial artists. They combined under-
ground artistic activities with official employment that gave them access to the materials and/or work-
placcs thcy needed to create their art, such as ajob ina factory where glass painting was done, or access to
basement ateliers, obtained from the housing department in exchange for creating decorative works for
official celebrations.

16 Andrei Plesanov was born in 1948 in Minsk. He graduated from the Byelorussian Arts Academy in 1980.
He is one of the most significant collectors of unofficial Byelorussian art and owns the largest collection
of it. He has organized several exhibitions of Byelorussian unofficial artists inside and outside the country.
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Figure s.1.

Exhibition in the gallery Napidrkowskiej w restauracji Pod Krokodylem, 1989.
Courtesy of Andrei Plesanov.

were then randomly placed all over—on the walls, in the windows, on the
floor, on the technical equipment. Because the exhibition breached certain
organizational regulations, some problems arose. But Byelorussian artists re-
call this event as having been very inspiring and having given them the op-
portunity to meet German and Polish artists and curators.

The practice of canvas transportation could actually be seen as one of the
punctual tactics of unofhcial art resistance. There were strict rules concerning
the export of works of art, and artists had to seek the permission of the Com-
mission of the Ministry of Culture to take their work out of the country. To
get this permission, they had to provide several documents, prove their au-
thorship, pay the export duty and sign papers obliging them to bring their
work back into the country. Moreover, it was not possible to take more than
five pieces of work abroad. This is how certain techniques were invented, such
as stretching several canvases over the same frame or hiding finished works
underneath an unused canvas. Therefore, artists actually took unused canvas-
es with them in order to create outside the country.

The curious practice of artistic journeys abroad, which could be compared

with present-day artistic residencies, was becoming quite frequent during this
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time. This practice could also be seen as a reaction to the restrictions on art-
ists’ freedoms within the country. Byelorussian artists thus made arrange-
ments with gallery owners or people willing to buy works of art for their col-
lections. Gallery owners or potential buyers provided artists with a place to
live and work for one to two weeks in exchange for a few pieces created by
the artists during the journey. The crew of six to seven artists lived in the
same apartment, working in the night and visiting the galleries where they
left their works during the day. The galleries were everywhere—every hotel
had a little gallery and gallery owners were glad to have Byelorussian artists’
work to sell or to include in their own collections. Katarzyna Napierkows-
ka received unofhicial Byelorussian artists in her cottage. The artists worked
there and eventually left their work to be sold. Thus, contacts with galler-
ies were established, exhibitions were organized and the laws of the art mar-
ket were discovered. It is worthwhile to point out that dozens of works of art
were lost in these circumstances, and we have no choice but see this as a one
of the inevitable consequences of the fragmentary and accidental character of
unofficial artistic practices.

Thus, the research carried out on the unofficial contacts of Byelorussian
artists with artists and curators from the former USSR republics and neigh-
boring countries in the period from the 1980s to the mid-1990s portrays the
latter as fragmentary, particularly based on personal liaisons or accidental
practices of gallery owners looking for art. Being undocumented, these con-
tacts are mythologized by the main actors, and should be carefully verified.
Further, it would also be preferable to try to trace the path of the migration
of works of art lost during this time.

The lines of contacts explored in this article are not exhaustive and could
be developed and completed (with the St. Petersburg and Moscow networks,
for instance). The question concerning the development of these practices
and especially of those traces in the actual situation in the Byelorussian art
scene, with its rather symptomatic division between official and unofhicial
art, and the obligatory institutional regulations of the art field, remains open

for further research.

79






In September 1976, the painter and president of the artist union of the

GDR, Willi Sitte, received a letter from a West German person whose name
he had never heard before.” The man introduced himself as Peter Ludwig,
“CEO of Leonard Monheim KG, one of the largest chocolate producers in
the world.” More than a year ago, he wrote, an instant hot chocolate produc-
tion plant operated by his company had been set up in Bergwitz (GDR), and
he hoped for further cooperation to follow.

“As a sideline, in a way,” he was an art collector and Honorary Professor
of Art History at the University of Cologne. Ludwig named a few prestigious
honors awarded to him in recognition of his activities, then quickly came
to the point: he wanted to visit the painter’s studio to see some recent work.
Also, Ludwig was interested in collaborating with a museum of the GDR,
possibly the Galerie Neue Meister in Dresden. “It would be an honor and an
affair of the heart for me if I could help to close gaps within the overwhelm-

1 Peter Ludwig to Willi Sitte, Aachen (13 September 1976) as quoted in Claus Pese, “Willi Sicte. Werke und
Dokumente,” Politik und Kunst in der DDR. Der Fonds Willi Sitte im Germanischen Nationalmuseum, ed.
Grofimann Ulrich (Nuremberg: Germanisches Muscum Verlag, 2003), 68.
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ing wealth of the Dresden collections through permanent loans.” Further-
more, he called it a “painful lack” that there was no contemporary art from
the GDR on display in Western museums.

Sitte considered the letter. Four years before, the Basic Treaty between
the two German states had been signed. It led to the establishment of diplo-
matic missions in East Berlin and Bonn, acceptance of both Germanies into
the UN and a series of cooperation projects and mutual expressions of good
will.> Still, there was no agreement on cultural exchange and very little was
known in West Germany about the art created behind the Iron Curtain. One
the one hand, a skeptical attitude was held by most West Germans toward
socialist realism and the role of artists in a totalitarian regime. The GDR,
on the other hand, was keen to defend its own Nationalkultur against West-
ern influence and “cultural diversion.” Any West German institution wish-
ing to exhibit state-sanctioned art from the GDR could do so only in cooper-
ation with the Communist Party of Germany, DKP. The first attempt at this
had been made in 1975 by the (private) Hamburger Kunstverein under its di-
rector, Uwe M. Schneede.? For a public museum, dealing with the German
Communist Party during the Cold War was impossible.*

What was Sitte to do with Ludwig’s request? As it happened, the painter
received a visit by his friend Horst Sindermann two days later. Sindermann
was the president of the Council of Ministers, formally the GDR’s chief ex-
ecutive body. Sindermann was more familiar with the name Peter Ludwig,
calling him “a pioneer of the East—Western joint venture,” made possible by
the new head of state, Erich Honecker in 1971.5 It enabled the citizens of the
GDR to buy Western goods manufactured by Western companies within the
GDR. A large share of the goods, from Blaupunkt stereo systems to Nivea
skin cream, was exported back to the FRG where the low wages of the East-

2 Christian Sachrendt, Kunst als Botschafter einer kiinstlichen Nation (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2009),
64-73.

3 Uwe M. Schneede, ed., Willi Sitte. Gemilde und Zeichnungen 1950~1974 (Hamburg: Kunstverein Ham-
burg, 1975).

4 International exhibitions such as Documenta (since 1977) and the Venice Biennale (since 1982) were excep-
tions. See Gisela Schirmer, DDR und documenta. Kunst im deutsch-deutschen Widerspruch (Berlin: Reimer,
2005), and Matthias Fliigge, “Dic Beitrige der DDR zur Biennale Venedig,” in Die deutschen Beitriige zur
Biennale Venedig 1895—2007, ed. Ursula Zeller (Cologne: Dumont, 2007).

s Sce Peter Krewer, Geschifte mit dem Klassenfeind. Die DDR im innerdeutschen Handel 1949-1989 (Trier:
Kliomedia, 2008).
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ern Bloc added to the profit of companies like Salamander, Bosch or Nestlé.
The GDR was in dire need of foreign currency and consumer goods, and co-
operation with Western companies was an indispensable part of the econom-
ic strategy of the GDR, and Ludwig was a loyal partner. Within two weeks,
Sitte decided to accept Ludwig’s offer. In December, the collector found him-
self in the studio of Willi Sitte in Halle.® Discreetly, Sitte steered him away
from the Galerie Neue Meister, whose director, Joachim Uhlitzsch, was an
informer for the State Security (Stasi), spying on artists and foreign represen-
tatives.” Instead, Sitte introduced him to Eberhard Bartke, the director of the
National Gallery in East Berlin. Bartke saw Ludwig’s offer as an opportunity
to reconnect the National Gallery with Western art, a link brutally severed
in 1933 and slightly renewed by Ludwig Justi between 1946 and 1957. Lud-
wig had become a public figure in 1968 as the only lender to the exhibition
Kunst der sechziger Jahre in Cologne, introducing Pop art to a German audi-
ence.® Holding a PhD in art history, Peter Ludwig steered the family-owned
Monheim KG, brought into the marriage by his wife Irene, née Monheim,
who is an art historian, too. Peter Ludwig was a connoisseur of many fields,
including illuminated manuscripts, classical antiquities and contemporary
art, which he had been buying in bulk since the 1960s. Both collectors clung
to the human figure and maintained a humanist worldview, with the art of
the ancient Greeks as a foundation.® Ludwig’s dissertation from 1949 had re-
volved around Picasso’s idea of man, his Menschenbild, and put it into con-
text with the one presumably held by artists and writers of the same genera-
tion.”® Picasso, who had never abandoned figuration and whose communist,
antiwar attitude was warmly welcomed in the GDR, featured prominently in
Ludwigs collection. In 1977, hot chocolate and Picasso paintings were Lud-

wig’s entrance ticket to the National Gallery of the GDR.

6 Staatliche Museen zu Berlin-Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Zentralarchiv, VA 975, Correspondence of Direc-
tor General Eberhard Bartke to Hans Joachim Hoffmann, 9 December 1976, unpaginated.

7 See Hannelore Offner and Klaus Schroeder, eds., Eingegrenzt/Ausgegrenzt. Bildende Kunst und Partei-
herrschaft in der DDR 1961-1989 (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2000), 225.

8  Gertvon der Osten, ed., Kunst der sechziger Jahre. Sammlung Ludwig im Wallraf-Richartz-Museum (Co-
logne: 1969).

9 Peter Ludwig, “Preface,” in Antike Kunstwerke aus der Sammlung Ludwig, Vol. 1, ed. Ernst Berger (Basel:
Zabern, 1979), 7-8.

10 Peter Ludwig, Picassos Menschenbild als Ausdruck eines generationsmifSig bedingten Lebensgefiihls, Disser-
tation, Johannes Gutenberg Universitit, Mainz (1950).
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The exhibition Contemporary Art from the Ludwig Collection, Aachen,
opened on 29 September 1977. “It wasn’t treated like a sensation,” recalls
Hans Jiirgen Papies of the National Gallery, “but it was.”"* Fourteen artists,
including Roy Lichtenstein, Robert Rauschenbergand Jasper Johns, were on
display, as well as five works by Pablo Picasso which established a link to the
first half of the twentieth century.”* The selection had been made by Bartke
and constituted the only example of international, Western art in the whole
country. Although GDR artists were well-informed about contemporary
Western art through illegally imported magazines and catalogs, having such
works in the National Gallery was a sign of liberalization.

Cooperation between the socialist state and the art-loving capitalist was
deepened during the following years. After 1977, Ludwig started buying
art in the GDR at an unparalleled rate. At first, he focused on the key fig-
ures Willi Sitte, Bernhard Heisig, Wolfgang Mattheuer and Werner Tiibke,
who were sometimes called the Viererbande (Gang of four) due to their suc-
cess and influence. The focus of Ludwig’s interest later widened, but never
touched the margins of underground art. To the patriot Peter Ludwig, the
division between East and West German art was artificial, as both were pri-
marily German. While West Germany had oriented itself toward Paris and
later toward New York City, the artists of the GDR, appalled by the propa-
ganda art of a Stalinist USSR, had nowhere to turn—and thus looked back.
For that reason, “more German art” (Giinter Grass) was created in the GDR,
where painters like Menzel, Kollwitz, Corinth, and Beckmann were points
of reference. An open-minded conservative with a preference for figurative
painting, Ludwig was predestined to be susceptible to such art.

But what about the GDR? After successfully gaining international rec-
ognition in 1973, the cultural policy of the GDR was undetermined in the
1970s. The officials feared an influx of Western values, yet they were eager
to see the GDR represented in the West.”> More than once, Ludwig com-
plained about the officials’ lack of support.’ The catalog of his exhibition in

11 Dr. Hans Jiirgen Papies in conversation with the author, 13 July 2010.

12 Roland Mirz and Hans Jiirgen Papies, ed., Zeitgendssische Kunst aus der Sammlung Ludwig (Aachen, East
Berlin: Staatliche Museen, 1982).

13 Sachrendt, Kunst als Botschafter einer kiinstlichen Nation.

14 Archiv Akademie der Kiinste Berlin, VBK Zentralvorstand, Sign. 174/4, Hans Mayr to Willi Sitte, 12 Oc-
tober 1978.

84



6. Chocolate, Pop and Socialism

the National Gallery was delayed for five years—until Ludwig complained
to his partner in business affairs, Giinter Mittag. The influential Secretary of
the Economic Commission within the Politbiiro acted quickly. After a con-
frontational meeting of the Politbiiro, the catalog was produced immediate-
ly, the preface written overnight by Hans Jiirgen Papies instead of Eberhard
Bartke.’s In his foreword, Papies linked Ludwig’s engagement to that of Wil-
helm Wagener, whose bequest of 1861 had laid the foundation for the Na-
tional Gallery.®

Although there were critics of his influence, neither the State Security nor
ideologues like Kurt Hager had much to say when it came to Peter Ludwig.
Erich Honecker’s economic policy relied on welfare and an ever-increasing
supply of consumer goods. It worked as a surrogate for a lack of democrat-
ic rights and was to prevent social unrest like in June 1953."7 Therefore, Peter
Ludwig was a key figure who could act within the GDR with great freedom.
A permanent visa was granted to him allowing uncontrolled and unlimited
entry into the GDR at all times; when necessary, Willi Sitte made a call to the
border guards to speed things up.”®

Ludwig first exhibited his eastern acquisitions in Aachen in 1979." Be-
fore making contact with the GDR, he had bought works by Gerhard Al-
tenbourg and A. R. Penck, who were not part of the official canon of the
GDR. Especially A. R. Penck, closely watched by the Stasi, was considered
a constant nuisance and a provocateur by Sitte and the Minister of Culture,
Hoffmann.>® Since the 1960s, Penck’s works were smuggled out of the coun-
try by his gallerist Michael Werner, who had made him a prominent figure
in the art world of West Germany. When the key representatives of the art-
ists’ union VBK were to be shown in Peter Ludwig’s Neue Galerie in Aachen,

Sitte called up Wolfgang Becker, the director of the Neue Galerie, telling him

15 Dr. Hans Jiirgen Papies in conversation with the author, 13 July 2010.

16 Eberhard Bartke, “Foreword,” in Zeitgendssische Kunst aus der Sammlung Ludwig, ed. Roland Mirz and
Hans Jiirgen Papies (Aachen, East Berlin: Staatliche Museen, 1982), 5-7.

17 Giinter Mittag, Um jeden Preis. Im Spannungsfeld zweier Systeme (Berlin: Aufbau Verlag, 1991), 62-63.

18 Giscla Schirmer, Willi Sitte. Farben und Folgen. Eine Autobiographie (Leipzig: Faber & Faber, 2003), 254.

19 Wolfgang Becker, ed., Kunst heute in der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik (Aachen: Neue Galerie—
Sammlung Ludwig, 1979).

20 Bundesbeauftragten fiir die Unterlagen des Staatssicherheitsdienstes der ehemaligen Deutschen De-
mokratischen Republik (BStU), Ministerium fiir Staatssicherheit (MfS), 6245/91, vol. 4: Letter by the
Minister of Culture, Hans-Joachim Hoffmann to Ursula Ragwitz, Head of the Culture Dept. at the Cen-
tral Committee of the SED, 14 December 1979, 43-47.
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Penck’s paintings had to be removed.* Today, Willi Sitte denies ever having
demanded such a move.**

It was, in fact, Peter Ludwig himself who wrote an apologetic letter to
Sitte, referring to Penck as an artist who was “demonstratively not a member
of the association.”” Hence, Ludwig wrote, he had ordered Penck’s work to
be taken down while those of the VBK elite were shown. As an early collec-
tor of Penck, Ludwig knew very well that this was not true. Penck had been
trying to achieve full membership of the VBK for years, since it was a neces-
sary precondition for a legal existence as a visual artist in the GDR. Given the
circumstances, distancing himself from A. R. Penck was proof of Ludwig’s
goodwill toward the GDR. His priorities were now elsewhere.

Throughout the 1980s, Peter Ludwig bought and exhibited art from the
GDR and the USSR in West Germany.** Although there was a growing in-
terest in these artists among the general public, most German museums re-
mained skeptical about the artistic relevance of artists willingly cooperating
with the SED. Even Cologne’s Museum Ludwig, named after the collectors
after they donated some 350 works in 1976, excluded art of the GDR. Chief-
ly for that reason, Peter Ludwig founded the Ludwig Institute for Art of the
GDR in 1983, whose goal was to exhibit and research art from East Germa-
ny. Ludwig loaned about soo works to the city of Oberhausen, which provid-
ed its municipal gallery as a venue and bore many of the costs.> In theory, no-
body in the GDR could interfere with the institute’s curatorial practice, since
all the works belonged to Peter and Irene Ludwig. For that very reason, the
GDR regarded the emergence of the Ludwig Institute with a mixture of un-
ease and satisfaction—satisfaction because it actively promoted the country’s
art, which was a key aim of the cultural policy of the GDR, and unease be-
cause this promotion was not under its strict control. An East German dip-

lomat based in Bonn suggested his government should “try to influence the

21 BStU, MfS, Ast. Dresden, AOP 735/84: 77. See Offner and Schroeder, Eingegrenzt/Ausgegrenzt, 248; con-
versation between the author and Prof. Dr. Wolfgang Becker, 21 July 2010, Aachen.

22 Schirmer, Willi Sitte, 257.

23 AAdK, Berlin, VBK Zentralvorstand, 174/3, Peter Ludwig to Willi Sitte, 16 October 1978.

24 In 1980, Peter Ludwig traveled to the USSR invited by the Soviet ambassador to West Germany, Semjonov:
BStU, MfS, Abt. XX/7, 6245/91, vol. 5, 22—26. For the work acquired, see Evelyn Weiss, ed., Sowjetkunst
heute (Cologne: Museum Ludwig, 1988).

25 BStU, MfS, AP 645/92, Peter Ludwig to GDR Ambassador Ewald Moldt, 11 May 1983.
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institution, about whose existence we can’t change anything, to propagate the
art of the GDR.”*¢

As it turned out, that was not necessary. While Peter Ludwig could act
freely in the GDR, his Ludwig Institute for Art of the GDR was keen to por-
tray the country’s cultural policy in a positive way. Most texts in the exhibition
catalogs were compiled from earlier publications in the GDR.*” Taking into
account the small team working in Oberhausen and the few Western schol-
ars familiar with this art at the time, cooperation with the socialist country
was unavoidable. But the initial goal of the Ludwig Institute—to present and
research art from the GDR from a Western point of view—collided with the
collector’s interest to maintain his special relationship with the GDR.

From the first group show “Durchblick” (See through) onward, the role of
Peter Ludwig and the selection of artists was greeted by some and criticized
by others.*® “Durchblick” was, in any case, a canonic representation of what
was considered good art in the GDR. When the exhibition traveled to West
Berlin, German conceptual artist Hans Haacke commented on Peter Lud-
wig’s eastern endeavors with an installation in the Neue Berliner Kunstver-
ein. Broadness and Diversity of the Ludwig Brigade (Plate 6.1) was a site-specif-
ic work.*® Haacke divided a room with a replica of the Berlin Wall and put an
advertisement of the Monheim chocolate brand Trumpf on the western side.
On the eastern side, the viewer encountered an oil painting mocking the ag-
itational style of socialist realism. It shows Peter Ludwig in an apron, stirring
chocolate with a beater. His pose is taken from August Sander’s famous por-
trait of a Confectioner (1928), eluding the self-confidence of a master crafts-
man. In the painting, Ludwig is flanked by two women, one holding a banner
calling for “solidarity with our colleagues in capitalist Berlin,” the other de-
manding a pay rise. The woman to Ludwig’s right is his wife Irene, the second,

on the left, is Erika Steinfiihrer, a labor heroine decorated for exceeding her

26 BStU, MfS, AP 645/92, Permanent Representation of the GDR, Bonn to Ministry of Culture, Report
about the Foundation of the Ludwig Institute for Art of the GDR, 12 July 1983.

27 See Bernhard Mensch, ed., Durchblick (Oberhausen: Ludwig-Institut fiir Kunst der DDR, 1984) and Ber-
nhard Mensch, ed., Durchblick II (Oberhausen: Ludwig-Institut fiir Kunst der DDR, 1986).

28  See press cuttings in NGBK Realismusstudio, ed., Hans Haacke. Weite und Vielfalt der Brigade Ludwig.
Materialien zu Werkentstehung und Rezeption (Berlin: NGBK, 198s).

29 Hans Haacke, Weite und Vielfalt der Brigade Ludwig, 1984, multipart installation (oil on canvas and bill-
board), Falckenberg Collection, Hamburg; the title is an allusion to Erich Honecker’s promise for “broad-
ness and diversity” in the arts made in 1971.
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output target in a light bulb factory. Through a publication, the public was in-
formed about the Monheim chocolate factory in West Berlin, where low wag-
es were being paid while the company profited from tax breaks afforded to the
walled West Berlin.

Haacke’s work is full of allusions. The devoted party member Walter
Womacka had painted the portrait of Erika Steinfithrer in a Rauschenberg-
inspired fashion, using screenprints for the first time in his career.>® The lend-
er of the only Rauschenbergs in the GDR was Peter Ludwig—and he was
the one to buy Womacka’s two-piece work, which had pleased even Erich
Honecker.>* While Haacke showed Broadness and Diversity of the Ludwig
Brigade, the original Erika Steinfiibrer by Womacka was on display in the
Berliner Kunsthalle on Kurftrstendamm.

Hans Haacke pointed to the interrelation of the business and art activi-
ties of Peter Ludwig—and to an agreement among some West Germans that
the official art of the GDR deserved a place in the museums of the West. It
was, however, only the art approved by the SED, not the one created in the
social margins and within the underground scene of the country. Still today,
an easy definition of what a Staatskiinstler is and who could claim to be a dis-
sident is hard to make—sometimes established artists acted in favor of the ar-
tistic freedom of their young colleagues, sometimes they hampered it. Even
critics of the regime were usually members of the VBK, and in general there
were “enough public funds to be distributed to everyone,” as Christoph Tan-
nert put it in 1990.%*

Still, Peter Ludwig supported artists who were having a difficult time in
the GDR, such as Hartwig Ebersbach. The recognition gained in Oberhausen
strengthened their position in the GDR. Besides the attention, Ludwig made
sure the artists received a share of 15% of the price paid for their work, to be used
for trips and shopping.?* But they had to be loyal: when the painter Volker Stelz-
mann used his retrospective in West Berlin (organized by the Ludwig Insti-

tute) to leave the GDR, Ludwig stopped buying works from him.** Altogether,

30  Walter Womacka, Erika Steinfiibrer, 1981, two picces, oil on canvas, 148 x 282 cm, Ludwig Foundation, Aachen.

31 Thomas Grimm (director), Walter Womacka, 1994, uncut footage, 9o min., Defa-Spektrum GmbH Berlin,

32 Christoph Tannert, “DDR-Kunst'—letztes Kapitel,” in Bilder aus Deutschland, Kunst der DDR aus der
Sammlung Ludwig, ed. Evelyn Weiss (Heidelberg: Braus, 1990), 60-66.

33 Schirmer, Willi Sitte, 257.

34 Bernhard Mensch, ed., Volker Stelzmann, 1967-1985. Werkverzeichnis der Gemdilde und Grafik (Oberhau-
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the exhibitions of the Ludwig institute became more varied in the second half
of the 1980s, focusing less on the generation of Sitte, Heisig and Tiibke. Young
artists were allowed to travel to Oberhausen for a symposium in 1988.% It was,
in fact, the West German government that refused to fund the institution on a
permanent basis, arguing that its focus could endanger the idea of national uni-
ty, which was a key demand within the constitution of the FRG.?¢

As the Berlin Wall fell and the disintegration of the GDR began, Peter
Ludwig tried to install his collections permanently in the National Gallery in
East Berlin. In the autumn of 1989, he offered to donate about forty works of
art plus sixty on permanent loan.’” In addition, he promised to pay 100,000
DM a year to support the institution. In exchange, the entire contemporary
branch of the museum had to be named after him.

While the director general was inclined to accept, a full meeting of the ac-
ademic staff voted against the offer, fearing a loss of identity of the National
Gallery—whose collection of art of the GDR would have become part of the
Ludwig Galerie as well. As the offer was rejected, all loans were withdrawn
from Berlin in 1991. Many of them found a new home even further east. Peter
Ludwig was not interested only in East German art—from 1981, loans and
donations had been made to museums in Vienna, Budapest (1988), St. Peters-
burg (1995) and, finally, Beijing in 1996.3®

While his attempt to become an all-German patron had failed, Peter Lud-
wig continued to broaden horizons about Eastern art in the West and vice versa.
While the Ludwig Institute for Art of the GDR in Oberhausen lost its purpose
after 1990, East and West German artists were on display in Ludwig museums
around the world, along with art from the respective countries. Paradoxical-
ly, Peter Ludwigs intention to unite German art before the reunification was

not achieved in Cologne or Berlin, but in Budapest, St. Petersburg and Beijing.

sen: Ludwig Institut fiir Kunst der DDR, 1986); Andreas Karl Ohler, “Vom Kalten Krieg zum warmen
Hindedruck,” in Offner and Schroeder, Eingegrenzt/Ausgegrenzt, 439.

35 For a protocol, see, Bernhard Mensch, ed., “Probleme des Realismus heute,” Ludwig Institut fiir kunst der
DDR. Informationen und Neuerwerbungen, Vol. 4 (July 1989).

36 The Federal Minister of Intra-German Relations, Rainer Barzel, in a letter to Peter Ludwig quoting: Bern-
hard Mensch and Peter Pachnicke, ed., Deutsche Bilder aus der Sammlung Ludwig (Oberhausen: Ludwig
Galerie, 2006), 204.

37 Draft contract for the Ludwig donation offer, SMB-PK, Zentralarchiv, VA 5528, unpaginated.

38 For information on the respective cooperation projects, see Marc Scheps, ed., Unser Jahrhundert. Men-
schenbilder, Bilderwelten (Munich: Prestel, 1995), 253—60, and Bernhard Mensch, ed., Sammlung Ludwig
in Museen der Welt (Oberhausen: Ludwig Institut, 1996).
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Researchers who deal with artistic transfers in Cold War Europe cannot
avoid encountering the Italian painter Gabriele Mucchi (b. Turin, 1899 and

d. Milan, 2002). He was an uncommon figure both for his long stays in the
German Democratic Republic and as an all-rounder intellectual. In fact, in
his autobiography Le occasioni perdute (Blown chances), he described himself
as a humanist whose main interests were not only painting but also architec-
ture, design, translating poems, magazine illustration and politics as a mem-
ber of the Italian Communist Party." He was undoubtedly one of the most
interesting representatives of realism in Europe for his early attempts at the-
orizing the movement after the Second World War, and because he was a real
mediator between the blocs of Italian realism. His journeys, lectures, arti-
cles, and essays—and also his chair as guest professor in Berlin and in Greif-
swald—tell us of several and lively contacts which were kept alive thanks to
his efforts despite the division of Europe.*

1 Gabriele Mucchi, Le occasioni perdute. Memorie 1899~1993 (Milan: Mazzotta, 2001; first edition, Milan:
L’Archivolto, 1994).
> Fabio Guidali, 1/ secolo lungo di Gabriele Mucchi. Una biografia intellettuale e politica (Milan: Unicopli,
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Son of the symbolist painter Anton Maria Mucchi and a member of the
rich bourgeoisie, Gabriele Mucchi fought in the First World War and in 1923
graduated in Bologna, before deciding to give up his career as an architect and
concentrate on his artistic calling. In Milan he approached the Novecento
Italiano, an artistic movement that united most Italian painters of the time,
although he never became a member of this group. Indeed, the Novecento—
which initially professed its allegiance to magic realism and then turned to
the public and propagandistic side of art—had to come to terms with the fas-
cist regime, a condition which Gabriele Mucchi refused to comply with.

Following his long stays in Berlin and Paris (until 1934), his paintings slid
into an intimistic vision and were influenced by a Christian attitude, espe-
cially by the frequent portrayal of angelic figures, yet Mucchi did not yield
to the enticements of German expressionism and Picassism, which were in
fashion in the European capitals of culture. Along with his first wife, Jenny
Wiegmann (1895-1969), a German sculptress he married in 1933, he had the
chance to meet the communist movement in Paris, but they had to break off
these political links when they moved back to Milan.

Mucchi’s house in Via Rugabella became a meeting point for antifascist
intellectuals who opposed a form of art shaped by the state’s aesthetic views;
influential representatives of the Fascist Party tried to impose on the art-
ist a role as an ideological go-between in society, following the path of Nazi
Germany. Mucchi joined the group of younger painters and literati who had
launched a cultural magazine called Corrente and, like them, endorsed the
study of French painting of the nineteenth century in order to give life to a
realist form of art interested in humanity in the social sense and not in the
moods of individual characters. Moreover, he held down several jobs as a fur-
niture designer and architect, cooperating with Giuseppe Pagano and oth-
er outstanding Milanese architects.> Mucchi supported modern architecture

and believed that in building, as in painting, content is far more important

2012). See also Antonello Negri, ed., Gabriele Mucchi. Un secolo di scambi artistici tra Italia e Germania
(Rome: Edizioni di storia e letteratura, 2009); Melanie Ehler and Matthias Miiller, eds., Wirklich . . . wabr.
Gabriele Mucchi und die Malerei des Realismus (Berlin: Lukas Verlag, 2006); Raffacle de Grada, ed., Ga-
briele Mucchi. Cento anni (Cinisello Balsamo: Silvana Editoriale, 1999); Mattia Patti, “Mucchi, Gabrie-
le,” in Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani, http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/gabricle-mucchi_(Diziona-
rio-Biografico)/.

3 Augusto Rossari, Elena Bellini, and Paola Campion, eds., Mucchi. Archivio dei progetti e dei disegni d archi-
tettura (Milan: Vangelista, 1993).

92



7. Gabriele Mucchi’s Career Paths in Italy

than form and has to shape the form itself in a functional way. In addition,
architecture and art should reach everybody and not only be a gift for a cho-
sen few.

When the Second World War broke out, Mucchi fought in the resistance
against the German invaders and the Italian Social Republic and joined the
Italian Communist Party. This move was more than a simple political deci-
sion because his accession to the party was the result of long and careful con-
sideration. Indeed, his attention to poor or marginalized people had already
been shown in his Paris paintings and could now be transposed in his new
works, where mondine (women who work seasonally in the rice fields), fish-
ermen and humble workers on strike were his favorite subjects. Moreover, he
felt the need to convey messages through art in a plain way (Plate 7.1), so that
his opinions about modern architecture recurred in the postwar period, too,
as far as the social function of arts is concerned. The difference was in the ed-
ucational tone and in his will to help people to understand art rather than im-
poverishing it by oversimplifying his style. For this reason he even read poems
aloud* or explained his paintings to peasants as he considered that the artist
was “the leader of an industrious army of creators.” In an article he wrote for
the party newspaper /’Unita, he revealed his position on the role of the artist
in society: intellectuals cannot detach themselves from politics if they do not
want to lose the liberty they have conquered through a hard fight.s Indeed,
the intellectual is not an odd personality who has nothing to do with the rest
of the people, as is supposed to be the case in bourgeois society; on the con-
trary, he is a common worker and has to contribute to the life of the nation,
as he has ethical and political responsibilities like everyone else. This would
mean he has to get closer to the life of other workers thanks to a form of art
that is easy to understand but not imposed by the party itself.

Therefore, the difference between a painting of the year 1940, such as La
lettura (The reading) and the first painting of the series La guerra (The war,
1943) or I/ fucilato (The shot man, 1944) should not be ignored. In La ler-

tura, intimism and tonalism in the footsteps of the painter Giorgio Moran-

4 A picture of Mucchi reading Mayakovsky to peasants in Santa Croce di Carpi can be seen on the cover of
Thomas Kroll, Kommunistische Intellektuelle in Westenropa. Frankreich, Osterreich, Italien und GrofSbrit-
annien im Vergleich (1945-1956) (K6ln, Weimar, Wien: Béhlau, 2007).

s Gabriele Mucchi, “Gli intellettuali ¢ la politica,” /°’Unitd, 2.6 September 194s.
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di are still predominant, while La guerra and I/ fucilato not only show the
new themes of Mucchi’s art but also a more instinctive and suffering attitude
through a form that is always well-considered and never tends toward expres-
sionism or abstraction. This evolution is even clearer in paintings, such as the
series of the Morte di Maria Margotti (The death of Maria Margotti), depict-
ing a young woman who had been killed by a policeman during a workers’
demonstration near Bologna in 1949, and in many versions of I/ bombarda-
mento di Gorla (The bombing of Gorla, between 1949 and 1951). In this sec-
ond case, Mucchi succeeded in portraying the tragic killing of 200 children
during a bombing of a school near Milan by the Allies, without falling into
a reporting style thanks to a choral composition based on Picasso’s Guernica
and to a meticulous study of color. Worth noting is also Loperaio ucciso (The
killed worker, 1950; Plate 7.2), which shows important aspects of Mucchi’s
realism, such as his political and social engagement (as the picture represents
the tragic labor conflicts in contemporary Italy) and “certain accentuations,
that someone noticed as expressionist, which instead were caused by the need
to render strong emotions and strong plastic impulses through strong expres-
sive means.”® Indeed, every formal element was justified by a specific need of
expression, so that even nonnaturalistic colors or lines could shape a realis-
tic painting,

The attention given to the problems of workers led him not only to work
directly with rice weeders or farmers in the Pianura Padana (the Po Valley) at
the beginning of the 1950s7—at a time when other artists had also followed
this path under the influence of the Italian Communist Party—but he was
also the first painter to exhibit his paintings in factories, as he had already
done in 1948 among the workers in the city of Sesto San Giovanni (near Mi-
lan). Immediately after the war, he cooperated with the Italian Communist
Party’s official newspaper /’Unita and with the party’s popular review Cal-
endario del popolo (The people’s calendar), in order to make the grounds of
his pictorial development understandable in Marxist terms and to try to be

the first to provide a theoretical definition of realism.® As his correspondence

6 Mucchi, Le occasioni perdute, 22.6.

7 Gabriele Mucchi, Le mondine di Sannazzaro (Rome: Edizioni di Cultura Sociale, 1951); Gabriele Mucchi,
Fra i contadini di S. Croce di Carpi (Modena: Ghirlandina, 1952).

8 Antoncllo Negri, I/ realismo: dagli anni Trenta agli anni Ottanta (Rome, Bari: Laterza, 1994).
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with workers or peasants demonstrates, Mucchi never denied anyone his ar-
tistic and political explanations?; on the contrary, he was a promoter and con-
tributor of the monthly Realismo, which was actually intended for both art
experts and amateurs or art lovers.

From the articles Mucchi had been writing and the lectures he had been
giving in Italy and abroad since 1950, a concept of realism emerges which dif-
fers from both socialist realism and its classical definition. Mucchi was far
from any ideological and dogmatic constraints and from an art of the state,
but above all, he did not refuse the formal achievements of art in the first de-
cades of the twentieth century in his way of painting, though he opposed
abstract art detached from reality. He was not satisfied with the traditional
forms of realism prescribed by the Zhdanov Doctrine and had already criti-
cized the verism of Soviet art which, in his opinion, had nothing to do with
true realism, often being just a scholastic and naturalistic representation.” In
this sense, Mucchi believed that the artist had not only to show the whole so-
ciety, low and high classes, as intended by the classical vision of realism in the
nineteenth century, but also to pass judgment on it in a political and ideolog-
ical way. With Stalin’s words (taken from Dialectical and Historical Materi-
alism, 1938) he loved to say that the artist must dialectically choose elements
from that “which is arising and developing” (that is to say, the working class
and its struggles) and not decaying aspects of bourgeois society, which “is al-
ready beginning to die off.” That would have prevented artists from ending
up in intimism and pictoricism.

Mucchi’s personality combined both a pictorial liveliness and the rare
ability to make understandable for a large public the depth of theoretical re-
flections on art. This was the reason why it was Mucchi and not the leader of
Italian realism, Renato Guttuso, who exported the movement to Eastern Eu-
rope. In particular, it is important to underline Mucchi’s relationship with
Czechoslovakia. He was at first invited in 1951 and had the chance of visiting
the country and working there; then in 1952 his painting La difesa di Praga
(Defense of Prague, 1952), exhibited at the Venice Biennale, was purchased
by the Czechoslovak government, giving Mucchi another opportunity to

9 Universita degli Studi di Milano—Centro APICE-Gabriele Mucchi Archive.
10 Suchan opinion had already been given by Mucchi in 1949, but a critical article he had written about Soviet
art was never published by the party press.
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meet several Czech and Slovak intellectuals. His acquaintances included the
translator Jaromir Fu¢ik and Miroslav Mi¢ko, who was the main promoter of
Mucchi’s successful one-man exhibition in Prague in 1955. In his reports to
the Italian Communist Party, Mucchi described the great interest in his art
among Czechoslovak intellectuals: he realized that such a thirst for knowl-
edge was a consequence of the cultural isolation of the people’s republics and
he tried to put some of his friends in touch with Western European intellec-
tuals through the Société Européenne de Culture, of which he was a member.

His main contact with Eastern Europe was, however, with the GDR.
Thanks to his successful one-man exhibition in 1955, which took him to East
Berlin, Dresden, Prague and Warsaw, in 1956 he was offered a chair as guest
professor at the Hochschule fiir Bildende Kunst in Berlin-Weiflensee. Muc-
chi had already given a lecture on Italian realism in East Berlin in 1951, and
therefore people knew exactly which kind of art and thinking he would have
brought to the GDR. He did not question the need to create an art for alarge
public, but he did insist on the fact that formal simplicity should not consist
in merely proposing again the same models belonging to the nineteenth-cen-
tury tradition; in his opinion, the new social content needed a new form. In
addition, he underlined the fact that realism in art was not defined per se by
the recognizability of forms but in the ideological interpretation of the sub-
ject in the Marxist—Leninist sense."

In this way, he gained the approval of those who wanted to find room for
formal freedom, since his appointment would have provided a contribution
to the battle fought by those professors who were convinced of the historical
need for realist art, but who did not know what to do with the Soviet verist
model. Even the editor of the magazine Bildende Kunst, Herbert Sandberg,
who had published several positive reviews on Mucchi’s works, appreciated
him. Indeed, while cultural officials expressed themselves in favor of the sim-
plicity of expression, popular character, socialist content and dedication to
the party in works of art, Sandberg downgraded all these elements in order

to declare his refusal of any formalistic divertissement as the sole constituent

11 Stiftung Archiv der Akademie der Kiinste, Berlin, Gabriele-Mucchi-Archiv, Nr. 1, “Vortrag iiber den ita-
lienischen Realismus. Gehalten in d. Ak. der Kiinste, Berlin, 1951, wihrend der Jugend-Festspiele.” See
also “Uber Realismo,” in Gabriele Mucchi. Malerei und Graphik. Ausstellung im Alten Museum, Berlin, 26.
Januar bis 3. April 1983, 24-27.
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of a realist work of art.”> Mucchi’s example hence became an important occa-
sion to openly disapprove of the official cultural policy; he showed how it was
possible to evolve from metaphysical art to realistic and socially engaged art,
without excluding the connection with the pictorial tradition of one’s own
country. These two aspects were the most urgent goals to be reached by GDR
art, and this was clear in the articles written on the occasion of Mucchi’s ex-
hibitions in 1955 and 1960.” On the contrary, the master of Italian realism,
Renato Guttuso, could not be a good model for East German artists, since his
style had evolved into a form of painting that mixed abstract and figurative el-
ements. However, at the end of 1956, when Mucchi accepted that flattering of-
fer, the political and cultural reaction was predominant, and he had immedi-
ately to resist the mistrust of party officials and the envy of some colleagues.
His teachings revealed themselves as highly significant, since both the last-
ing relationships and the influence on a part of a generation of artists were de-
rived from them. Indeed, Mucchi had the chance to build bridges with the lo-
cal intelligentsia’* both in Berlin and at the University of Greifswald, where
he taught for a few semesters at the beginning of the 1960s.

We can affirm that what Mucchi himself embodied as a Marxist and as
a realist was more decisive for his success in the GDR than his paintings.”
Indeed, his works lost their importance for the Eastern European public
when the passage from metaphysical art to new realist painting was no longer
shown in the new exhibitions, contrarily to what had happened with his one-
man exhibition in 1955; the cultural terror then picked on him, too. For ex-
ample, he was reprimanded for giving his approval to the social and econom-
ic conditions but not to the state of painting in the GDR, for which Herbert
Sandberg had been censured, too. In 1958, the official newspaper of the So-
cialist Unity Party of Germany, Newes Deutschland, apparently criticized him
for having badly painted a mural at the Frankfurter Tor of Berlin, / tagliale-
gna (The woodsmen); but this criticism was actually a political accusation,
because Mucchi had worked alone without communicating with other artists

and art critics. In a country that was on the way to reaching socialism in art,

12 See Herbert Sandberg, “Das Beispiel Gabriele Mucchi,” Bildende Kunst s (1955): 327-31.

13 See above all Konrad Kaiser, “Im Prozef§ der Reife,” Sonntag, 24 July 1955, 7.

14 See Gabriele Mucchi, Theaterzeichnungen zu Bertolt Brechts Der gute Mensch von Sezuan (Betlin: Akade-
mie der Kiinste Archiv, 2007).

15 Elmar Jansen, “Mit wachen Augen gemalt,” Sonntag, 3 July 1960, 13.
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a work of art should no longer be an individual effort; instead, it should be
collectively and socially created. In fact, Mucchi had been more courageously
defying the regime on a cultural level since 1960, participating that same year
in the foundation of the unfortunate art gallery Konkret.*

A strongly negative review of Mucchi’s thought appeared again in Newes
Deutschland in 1962,'7 when he tried to rehabilitate Picasso in the Eastern
Bloc and defend the stylistic attempts of some local artists. “Yet the subject
alone does not create realism,” wrote the art scholar Ingrid Beyer, affirming
that socialist realism needed a greater appreciation of form.

Mucchi had already taken three main teachings from past realist currents
in 1960: the dynamic and dialectic elements of any cultural experience, the
partial submission of the working-class party to the artist’s judgment and the
variety of realist forms. Mucchi evidently followed the ideas of the Austrian
scholar Ernst Fischer, one of the most open supporters of artistic freedom, the
latter not implying any interference of politics, a position which Mucchi had
always defended since his opposition to fascism. The artist’s political opinions
were indeed considered as the most important element, since socialist realism
was not to be intended as a style but as a personal political attitude.

All these recommendations and this advice were subject to a long repres-
sion, which was basically removed when all these ideas—once supported by
the opposition—were gradually accepted, for example, at the Fifth Congress
of the Verband Bildender Kiinstler Deutschlands in 1964. Mucchi had un-
doubtedly contributed to this acceptance, thanks to his role as a mediator;
he had maintained from the beginning those ideas that, in the end, imposed
themselves.

The firm belief in being right and doing his duty as a good communist,
besides having ascertained that he had in any case more scope for his art in
the GDR than in Italy (where realism was no longer backed by the Commu-
nist Party since the middle of the 1950s for fear of cultural isolation) con-
vinced him to stay in the GDR for almost a decade, teaching at the univer-

sity, and later to stay every year for a period in Berlin. However, it is evident

that Mucchi did not at all share the cultural policy of the GDR. Neverthe-

16 Gudrun Schmidt, “Die Galerie Konkret in Berlin,” in Kunstdokumentation SBZ-DDR 1945-1990, ed.
Giinter Feist (Kéln: DuMont, 1996), 290-97.
17 Ingrid Beyer, “Das Thema schafft noch keinen Realismus,” Newes Deutschland, 2.4 May 1962.
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less, from the 1960s onward he became increasingly valued, even by some offi-
cials such as Erich Honecker, Klaus Gysi and Kurt Hager.”® He was probably
one of the few intellectuals who had consciously decided to say only positive
things about the GDR abroad, clearly for reasons of political opportunity.’
This mixture of opposition and support characterized his life in the Eastern
Bloc and made his situation a real case study because nobody experienced this
inconsistency as he did, both as opponent and as point of reference for local
art and local politics.

His path can nowadays be reconstructed on the basis of his archives,
divided between Milan (at the Centro Apice of the Universita degli Studi
di Milano and at the Politecnico, Faculty of Architecture—Dipartimento
di Progettazione dell’Architettura) and Berlin (Stiftung Archiv der Akade-
mie der Kiinste). Some of his works are the property of the national muse-
ums in Warsaw, Prague, Sofia and Berlin, but the difficulty of admiring his
paintings, which are predominantly kept in private collections or in the mu-
seums’ warchouses, would be sufhicient to make him a genuine representative
of Eastern artists who have been guiltily cast into oblivion since the fall of the
Berlin Wall.

18 In 1984 Humboldt University in East Berlin awarded Mucchi a degree honoris causa in philosophy.
19 APICE-Gabriele Mucchi Archive, Attivita nella Repubblica Democratica Tedesca, Scritti berlinesi, “Ber-
lino-Est, Aspetti di vita e di cultura,” 1958.
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After Stalinstadt (Stalin Town)," Hoyerswerda and Schwedt, Halle-Neus-

tadt was the last of the new towns built in the German Democratic Republic.

It was designed to become the ultimate display of modern, state-of-the-art con-
structions in East Germany—internationally competitive in its architecture and
construction technology—and the definitive implementation in urban develop-
ment of the concept of the ideal socialist city. Under the leadership in the 1960s
of chief architect Richard Paulick,* the project was realized between 1964 and
1986, despite numerous obstacles, frequent changes in personnel, economic cri-
ses and countless modifications. Based on the notion of a synthesis between ar-
chitecture and the visual arts, the integration of socialist art into the public sphere

was part of the urban development plans for Halle-Neustadt from the outset.?

1 Renamed Eisenhiittenstadt (Ironworks town) during de-Stalinization in 1961.

2 At the Bauhaus in Dessau, Richard Paulick was one of Walter Gropius’s most important colleagues before
leading the city development office in Shanghai for a number of years. After World War II, he became one
of the GDR’s main state architects.

3 “Direktive fiir die stidtebauliche Gestaltung und den Aufbau von Halle-Neustade” (1963), 5. As carly
as in the development plan, specifications for color schemes, placement of sculptures, murals, fountains,
etc. were already defined.
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A large number of visual artworks, murals and sculptures were planned, including
monumental political works which would have an effect on the entire town as well
as smaller, insignificant and apolitical designs. They were all supposed to enrich
the architectural ensemble on a large scale, and to shape it ideologically. Between
1968 and 1974, the Spanish artist and exile Josep Renau (1907-1982) and his col-
lective created one of the most interesting and innovative pieces of architecture-re-
lated art in the public sphere—and an example of the (much-discussed) synthesis
of architecture and visual art in urban development in the GDR—in the educa-
tional center of the chemical workers’ town of Halle-Neustadt.

This article is particularly concerned with the question of programmatic
integration of visual art into urban spheres and the related discussion of syn-
thesis as well as of its function. Using Renau’s murals in the socialist town of
Halle-Neustadt as an example, its artistic influence and history of origins will
be explored and presented in the context of urban development and the holis-
tic political-ideological framework to which it is related.

The planning of architecture-related art*—and in this context, chiefly
commissioned political art—was a natural part of the planning process of ar-
chitectural projects in the GDR. However, in its execution, a certain devel-
opment is noticeable, turning away from the rather traditional concept of ar-
chitectural sculpture in the National Building Tradition® of the 1950s and
toward the concept of art in urban space of the 1960s and 70s. This change
can be attributed to the introduction of industrial building methods in resi-
dential and urban construction in the GDR from the 1950s onward, and the
concurrent architectural-political reform.

During the search for a new “socialist” concept of architecture, the rele-
vance of architecture-related art also came under discussion. In the mono-
tone, prefabricated construction, the party and state leadership in particular
saw an opportunity for the development of a new, architecture-related form
of art which—via innovative artistic means—could make new content con-
ceivable® and augment “architecture with a little more conceptual and aesthet-

ic significance.”” Especially from the 1960s onward, art in the public sphere

4 'The term “architecture-related art,” as it is used here, denotes both works of art which are directly attached to
abuilding as well as stand-alone sculptures, fountains, etc., which are part of an architectural or urban design.

s Inter alia Joachim Palutzki, Architektur in der DDR (Berlin: Reimer, 2000), 4.

6  Martin Wimmer, “Synthese von bildender Kunst und Architekeur,” Bildende Kunst, 10 (1962): 538.

7 Bruno Flierl, Architektur und Kunst. Texte 1964-1983 (Dresden: Verlag der Kunst, 1984), 28.
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gained increasing significance. A synthesis of architecture and visual art was
propagated,® which took up a dominant position in the theoretical discussions
about architecture in the GDR and necessitated the undertaking of much re-
search and development, which in turn was intended to form a base for artists
and architects to help them accomplish the new demands. Increasingly from
the 1960s onward, development plans were drawn up which already incorpo-
rated in their early planning phases visual artworks in urban spaces. This was
with the intention that, rather than the artwork being subsequently added to
the architecture as a decorative element, it would instead be an emancipated
partner in a synthesis, designed to “enhance the aesthetic-ideological statement
of the space.” In a subsequent step, from the mid-1960s onward, the complex
socialist shaping of the environment was announced with the intention of en-
compassing the entire material environment of the people, namely the living,
housing, and working spheres, thus taking effect “as a designed expression of
the people’s socialist way of life.”* First and foremost, this was calculated to
help shape the vision of the new socialist idea of man, as propagated by the
state. Such a vision stated that a person possessed a wealth of skills and knowl-
edge, was hard-working, had a distinct socialist consciousness, was always dis-
ciplined and acted morally according to socialist standards, displayed an ac-
tive interest in culture and sports and had an altogether positive, optimistic
view of life.”” The programmatic integration of art into the public sphere is to
be viewed as part of this enterprise, since visual art was seen as an essential con-
tributory element to the development of a socialist consciousness. It became an
integrating aspect in the planning of urban areas in the GDR, thus receiving a
new form of publicity, and served as a significant means of carrying ideology.
These new architectural-political demands were to be implemented in the

realization of the considerable urban development proposal in Halle-Neustadt

8  Adiscussion of “synthesis” under socialist guidelines had already taken place in postrevolutionary Russia.
In 1919, a committee for devising a pictorial, sculptural, and architectural synthesis was set up as Subsec-
tion Sculpture of the Narkompros’s Department of Visual Arts. See Hubertus Gafiner and Eckhart Gillen,
eds., Zwischen Revolutionskunst und Sozialistischem Realismus. Dokumente und Kommentare, Kunstdebat-
ten in der Sowjetunion von 1917 bis 1934 (Kéln: DuMont, 1979), 442.

9 “Kunstdiskussion,” Bildende Kunst 5 (195s): 386. For the concept of synthesis, sce Manuela Bonnke, Kunst
in Produktion. Bildende Kunst und Volkseigene Wirtschaft in der SBZ/DDR (Kéln: Béhlau, 2007), 270-79.

10 Flierl, Architektur und Kunst, »5.

11 At the sth Party Conference of the SED in 1958, Walter Ulbricht presented the Ten Commandments of
Socialist Morals and Ethics, which served as a basis and a guideline for correct socialist behavior.
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alongside the experience of earlier large-scale city development projects, as well
asamodern, complex, socialist living environment, based on the synthesis of ar-
chitecture and visual arts and conforming to the ideological agenda of the state.

Hence, as early as in the development plans, color schemes, and the posi-
tioning of sculptures and fountains were already specified.”> Particular im-
portance was attached to the town center, which, in the context of the town
as a whole, presented the architectural and artistic point of culmination. The
integration of monumental art at architecturally prominent locations was
also part of the plans, but could only be realized in the educational center of
Halle-Neustadt.

The educational center forms the western part of the town center.”® It was
built between 1966 and 1971 and was one of the few areas of Halle-Neustadt in
which the city-planning and visual-arts concept was largely realized. A draft pro-
posal for the integration of artworks into the town was already developed in ad-
vance. An “Advisory Council for Visual Arts and Architecture,” appointed in
1965, took responsibility for this, as well as for anything concerning the arts in
Halle-Neustadt. It was controlled by the district council’s Department of Cul-
ture and consisted of architects, visual artists, landscape planners, product de-
signers as well as state officials. Its purpose was to substantiate the visual-arts con-
cept by deciding upon the locations and the type of artworks in accordance with
the political-ideological concept, and to oversee its realization—always in coordi-
nation with the governmental institutions. As with all other parts of the chem-
ical workers’ town, these so-called visual-arts conceptions were linked to an ide-
ological agenda, which was developed as a “political-ideological framework” in
collaboration with the Department for Agitation and Propaganda (Agitprop)
in the district council of Halle."* According to this, the town center was to be
themed “Setting up Communism.”’s The thematic guideline for the educational

center was also aligned to this. Item 3 of the visual-arts conception states:

12 “Direktive fiir die stidtebauliche Gestaltung und den Aufbau von Halle-Neustadt” (1963), 5.

13 With regards to urban development, the center of Halle-Neustadt is composed of three spatially separated
areas: a shopping area with service and supply facilities; a cultural and administrative complex with an in-
tegrated central square for meetings and demonstrations; and an educational center, including a hall of res-
idence for apprentices, schooling and sports areas, a dining hall, and a swimming pool.

14 Landeshauptarchiv Sachsen-Anhalt (LHASA), Abt. Mer, SED-Bezirksleitung, [V/A-2/3/83.

15 Halle Stadrarchiv, file number 1.7.639.7712: “Politisch-ideologische Konzeption und Grundsitze fiir die Ar-
beiten der Bildenden Kiinstler im Bereich der Chemiearbeiterstadt Halle-West vom 15.02.1966.” Further sub-
jects for individual housing complexes were the fight to protect peace, friendship among the peoples, struggle
against imperialism, and the chemical industry’s significance for scientific-technological progress.
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The educational center is an expression of the integrative socialist educa-
tion system created in our republic. Universal education and the acquisi-
tion of cultural assets must become the desire in all levels of the popula-
tion and all age groups. . . . Through the introduction to works of art, a
sense of aesthetics and artistic interest should be formed. All works of vi-
sual art arranged within the area of the educational center should, in their

form and technique, adhere to this relationship.’

In 1968, the artists’ collective of Josep Renau, Helmut Diehl, René Graetz,
Karl Rix and Herbert Sandberg was commissioned to design the exterior
walls of the swimming pool, the dining hall and the apprentices’ hall of resi-
dence—altogether about 700 square meters."”

Josep Renau favored a unifying concept spanning all those buildings
which would be visible from the central part of the town center as well as the
Magistrale, the town’s main arterial road. He planned four giant, thematical-
ly linked murals, whereas the other artists preferred building-related, auton-
omous solutions.” In the course of this planning process, serious differences
developed within the collective.” These discrepancies regarding the execu-
tion resulted in the decision, taken by the “Advisory Council for Visual Arts
and Architecture” in 1969, that Diehl, Graetz, Sandberg and Rix were to de-
sign the swimming pool under the theme “Bathing People,”*° and that Jo-
sep Renau would design the dining hall and the two gables of the apprentic-
es” hall of residence*” with his own team, still based on the overarching theme
“Setting up Communism.”* The artistic work of such a large scale that Josep

Renau planned for the educational center in Halle-Neustadt, a conception

16 Halle Stadtarchiv, file number 2.1 HAG Ho Ha-Neu 3415.

17 Eva-Maria Thiele, “Neue Wandbilder von José Renau in Halle-Neustadt,” Bildende Kunst 5 (1975): 225-29.

18 Anke Kunze, “Josep Renau—Uber Mexiko in die DDR. Eine Betrachtung seiner architekturgebundenen
Kunst mit Schwerpunkt Halle/Saale” (Thesis, Martin Luther Universitit Halle-Wittenberg, 2003), 62.

19 Only eight months after receiving the commission, Renau informed Chief Architect Richard Paulick of
the dissolution of the collective for “serious reasons” (Halle Stadtarchiv, file number 3263 IV b).

20 In architecture-related art of the GDR, there are many designs which thematically allude to the function
of the building they are connected to. An example for this is Willy Neubert’s monumental mural Zhe Press
as a Collective Organiser (1964) on the Freibeit newspaper building.

21 Halle Stadtarchiv, file number 3263 IV b.

22 Members of staff were: U. Reuter, E. Scholz, R. Skipphaler. See Wolfgang Hiitt, “Auftragsvergabe und
Auftragskunst in Halle-Neustadt 1964-1972,” in Enge und Vielfalt—Aufiragskunst und Kunstforderung in
der DDR, ed. Paul Kaiser and Karl-Siegbert Rehberg (Hamburg: Junius Verlag, 1999), 392.
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with a short-range as well as long-range effect, represented an innovative ap-
proach in the development of architecture-related art in the GDR.

Josep Renau, who relocated to East Berlin on the invitation of the GDR
government, was born in 1907* in Valencia, Spain. At the age of 12, he en-
rolled as a student at S. Carlos art college (1919—25). Renau was political-
ly active and a committed artist and cultural functionary in the Commu-
nist Party. The early 1930s, in particular, significantly shaped his artistic and
intellectual development. He worked in the disciplines of poster art, photo
montage, and film.

During the Spanish Civil War, Renau acted as head of visual-arts pro-
paganda for the Republican Army and as political commissioner.** In 1939,
he fled the Franco regime and emigrated to Mexico.” During the time of
the Spanish Civil War, he had met the Mexican muralist David Alfaro
Siqueiros.*® Having arrived in Mexico, Siqueiros welcomed Renau into his
painters’ collective. In 1939, they worked together on the mural entitled 7he
Face of the Bourgeoisie on the electricity union building in Mexico City.*” Re-
nau wrote about this collaboration: “My initial concept of mural painting,
which I derived from my work on posters, underwent a profound and salu-
brious transformation, starting at the moment I came into contact with the
Mexican master. In Spain, that happened on a theoretical level, and then in
Mexico through our collaboration.”*$ Along with Diego Rivera (1886-1957)
and José Clemente Orozco (1883-1949), David Alfaro Siqueiros (1896-
1974) was part of the so-called “Big Three” of the postrevolutionary Mexi-
can muralismo art movement. The mural, as a democratic art form with an
extremely high number of recipients, was considered to be a highly appropri-
ate medium with which to communicate a historical awareness, revolution-
ary successes and the new ideals to a mainly illiterate population, creating a

sense of identity.

23 17 March 1907 in Valencia.

24 Josep Renau, “Erinnerungen an Spanien,” Bildende Kunst 12 (1982): 581-84.

25 Luis Suarez, “José Renau in Mexiko,” Bildende Kunst 8 (1968): 409-13.

26 Siqueiros came to Valencia in 1937 to work in the art of agitation and propaganda. Immcdiatcly upon ar-
rival, however, he joined the Spanish army in support of the fight and became an adjutant and later a com-
mander. See Raquel Tibol, ed., David Alfaro Siqueiros. Der neue mexikanische Realismus (Dresden: Fundus,
1975), 45

27 Pictures in Suarez, “José Renau in Mexiko,” 412.

28  Suarez, “José Renau in Mexiko,” 409.
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Siqueiros and Rivera, who both spent several years in Europe, took back
home their impressions of the avant-garde movement and the frescoes of the
Italian Renaissance. The artists combined these impressions with the new
form of art demanded in Mexico, a form of art “within the framework of a
cultural-political program, whose fundamental pillars were nationalism, the
people and education.”* Mexican folklore motifs were mingled with a mod-
ern, avant-garde conception of art and with revolutionary themes. The monu-
mental paintings were intended to have an impact on the masses and to illus-
trate and convey to the people a sense of their own culture, Mexican history
and the necessity of social change.

After he had emigrated to the GDR, Renau was asked in an interview

about his strongest impression of Mexico. He replied:

The phenomenon of mural paintings. In it, I realized for the first time
how a realist and modern expression can unfold its full abundance, its
highest form, which is at the same time its most traditional. I find it fasci-
nating to see that this abundance occurs in the work of personalities who
are equally strong and yet diametrically opposed to each other concerning
their understanding of the wall area, as is the case with Orozco, Rivera,
and Siqueiros. . . . Orozco was, without doubt, the person who impressed
me the most with his deeply Spanish-Baroque resonances. Siqueiros, on
the other hand, influenced me with the open and dynamic character of
his pictorial conception, with his revolutionary boldness in his treatment
of the wall and, above all, with his stupendous creative assimilation of the
tradition of pre-Hispanic glyptics. . . . I lived with David, worked, argued

and almost brawled with him.3°

The design drawn up for Halle-Neustadt was Renau’s first project for
a monumental mural in the GDR. His proposal to create a panorama pic-
ture—a joint composition stretching across several buildings—which would

be matched visually and with regards to content, represented a novelty in ar-

29 Nana Badenberg, “Wandbilder-Bilderwandel. Diego Rivera im Blick seiner europaischen Betrachter,” in
Wildes Paradies— Rote Holle. Das Bild Mexikos in Literatur und Film der Moderne, ed. Friedhelm Schmidt
(Bielefeld: Aisthesis, 1992), 130-59.

30 Suarez, “José Renau in Mexiko,” 409.
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chitecture-related art in the GDR (Plate 8.1). On 11 November 1969, in a let-
ter to the Director of Economy in the main contracting body, Komplexer

Wohnungs- und Gesellschaftsbau, Renau wrote:

I consider it absolutely necessary to emphasize the fact that the dimen-
sions of the two walls of the hall of residence (7 times 35 meters each) in
conjunction with their vertical position pose problems for both the con-
ception and the execution, for whose solution in the area of exterior wall
design there is no precedent anywhere in the world. As far as I am aware,
this is the first time a practical solution for such problems is being under-

taken.

He initially started his preparations with a motion study which assumed
that the direction of movement would be from the dining hall toward the
hall of residence.’” Even though the buildings are staggered, to the distant
viewer they appear to be on one level. Furthermore, the distant viewer should
perceive the ensemble in its entirety as an abstract formation. He simulated
the effect of close and distant vision in several studies.3*

Renau’s design was implemented with numerous corrections regard-
ing the style, colors, and content, which were time and again demanded by
the contracting body in a long-winded, bureaucratic process.* The ensem-
ble consists of two murals in an extreme vertical and ribbon-like horizontal
format. The images, which are visible from a long way oft to the east, are dis-
tinguished by their remarkably modern and experimental visual aesthetics,
intensive chromaticity and enormous stereoscopic effect. On 28 December
1970, Renau stated in a letter to the main contracting body, Komplexer Woh-

nungs- und Gesellschaftsbau:

It is by far my best monumental work. In it, I have succeeded in mak-
ing flesh the most essential aspects of my artistic experience in the area of

mural painting, which I collected during my twenty years of emigration

31 Picture in Thiele, “Neue Wandbilder von José Renau,” 227.

32 Picture in Thiele, “Neue Wandbilder von José Renau,” 226.

33 Stadtarchiv Halle, Correspondence of Renau and the main contracting body Komplexer Wohnungs- und
Gesellschaftsbau (HAG), Halle City Archive, Halle-Neustadt City Council, file number 3263 IV b.
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in Mexico, in personal collaboration with David A. Siqueiros, my great
teacher, comrade and friend. Furthermore, it is the most optimal result of
those twelve years in which I've been fighting on the theoretical and prac-

tical level for a new, socialist monumentality in the GDR. 3*

The compositions, executed in majolica on stoneware tiles, gloriously pro-
claim—in compliance with the overarching theme—the socialist utopia of
progress and the future far into the urban space.

Concerning the design of the complex, it is advisable to read it from north
to south. The northernmost staircase gable is themed Unity of the Working
Class and Foundation of the GDR. The illustration opens with a monumen-
tal handshake. Behind that appears a demonstration, out of which flags and
banners protrude. From the center of the crowd grows a monumental ear of
wheat, flanked to its right by a microscope and to its left by a giant organ pipe.
The composition is crowned by an all-dominating head of Karl Marx. The
wheat symbolizes agriculture, the microscope represents science and technol-
ogy, the organ pipe denotes the arts. The wheat as the central element also
stands for fertility and growth, in the picture it grows out of the unity of the
workers and the farming community.

The second staircase gable, entitled The Forces of Nature and Technology
Mastered by Man, is dominated by a moving crowd of people who appear
to be conducted by a workman. He stands in front of the procession, arms
raised, his right hand clenched in a fist. In contrast to the anonymous dem-
onstration on the northern gable, the people here are portrayed as individu-
als. Renau modeled them after studies of friends and acquaintances— even
he, himself, is depicted among them. Like Karl Marx’s head, their facial fea-
tures are realized in a woodcarving style.

Skyscrapers, industrial plants, and a rocket shoot out from the crowd,
crowned by a depiction of a soviet star which floats above the procession. The
giant cogwheels and cosmic figures emphasize the perceived upward move-
ment. Unlike the northern gable, which celebrates socialism, or rather, the so-
cialist state, the second gable refers to the power of the working class and the

resulting technological and cultural progress under socialism.

34 Halle City Archive, Halle-Neustadt City Council, file number 3263 IV b.
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The most impressive of the three murals is the one on the dining hall wall,
under the motto March of the Youth into the Future. It is 5.5 meters high and
43 meters long, and it covers the whole of the building’s facade. In contrast to
the upward-reaching gables, a dynamic horizontal movement governs the image
composition here. The scene opens at the northern end with a group of young
people who stroll from right to left. Following the walking direction, the veloc-
ity of the people increases. Ahead of them, the movement breaks out toward
the front. Following the movement, the people grow in size. A group of athletes
breaks away from the crowd. Their goal is an open book, The Communist Mani-
festo. Above them is a group of bayonet-armed revolutionary fighters. In contrast
to these dynamics, a group at the lower end of the picture is engaged in topograph-
ical surveying. The strict separation of both groups becomes abundantly clear,
but so does their shared goal. Ahead of them both flies a flock of stylized doves.

The depiction continues around a curved corner of the building toward a
landscape destroyed by war, above which a plucked eagle is enthroned. Oppo-
site this, two doves are seated, symbolizing the new era. The composition was
ingeniously aligned to the perspective of the passer-by. The third design, con-
tinuing the theme of socialist state and technological and cultural progress,
shows—almost at ground level—the universally educated, new socialist peo-
ple, jointly and optimistically striving toward the ideals and objectives of so-
cialism, accompanied by their merits and achievements. The sequence of the
compositions, often simultaneously aligned, is reminiscent of montage and
evokes cuts and cross-fades, lending the design a strong momentum.’

Renau’s murals in Halle-Neustadt were unmistakably influenced by rev-
olutionary Mexican muralism. They were of a decidedly superior quality to
the often simplistic solutions found elsewhere. The integration of avant-garde
tendencies, such as cubist, futurist or surrealist influences—which only a few
years previously were frowned upon in the GDR as being formalist—were
conspicuous in his work. Despite the limited opportunities the architecture
afforded the designs, the expansive and highly visible compositions could, in

their gray surroundings, be understood to form a synthesis.

35 Due to irreparable damage, the redesign of the building was planned in 1988 and executed in 1996. During
its rcmoval—dcspitc beinga listed piece of art—large parts of the mural were dcstroycd, which made pro-
posals to install it elsewhere redundant. Today, the remnants of the majolica painting belong to GWG and
are stored in Halle.
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However, the murals in Halle-Neustadt did not achieve the intensity and
dynamics of the Mexican murals, nor their expressive formal vocabulary. This
was doubtlessly influenced by the contracting body’s heavy interference with
the stylistic and creative process, their insistence on simplistic forms and their
enforcement of changes in content, which ultimately also resulted in the dilu-
tion of the planned aesthetic effect of the composition. Nonetheless, this de-
sign of Renau’s is one of the most outstanding and most experimental exam-
ples of architecture-related art in the GDR and is regarded as epitomizing the

synthesis between architecture and visual arts.

III






A round the early 2000s when i first came to work on the subject of con-

temporary Hungarian women artists, i encountered a more or less solid pro-
fessional consensus: a discourse of lack." It proffered the credible insight that
in Hungary there was no grassroots feminism in the 1960-70s that would
compare to the Western movement of the same period, and many of the re-
lated intellectual discourses were not widely endorsed either. The assessment
then stalled here to conclude, therefore, that no meaningful art practice
had developed that could be interpreted from a feminist perspective—un-
til, in the mid-1990s, a younger generation of artists could find inspiration

in “international” feminist discourses which finally became available after

1 The usage of the lowercase ‘i’ pronoun signifies my reservations about a unique convention in the English
language. English capitalizes and thus prioritizes the first-person singular, which comes across as a remark-
ably self-centered disposition conveyed by the current lingua franca, and as such may deserve to be denatu-
ralized. My usage continues T.R.O.Y.’s practice in his essay, “The New World Disorder—A Global Network
of Direct Democracy and Community Currency,” submitted for the Utopian World Championship 2001,
organized by SOC, a Stockholm-based nonprofit organization for artistic and social experiments. The text
is available from http://utopianwc.com/2001/troy_text.asp (accessed 11 July 2007).
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the Iron Curtain was lifted.” In the midst of this vast lack there stood Hunga-
ry’s only self-identified feminist artist: Orsolya, a.k.a. Orshi Drozdik.

Despite this well-established narrative framework, for me it seemed plau-
sible to devote some attention to the “socialist way of women’s emancipation”
that, in Eastern European societies, ran parallel to the second wave of mod-
ern feminism, both a social and artistic movement. True, this “emancipation”
had its many flaws and caused discontents, but recent social science research
acknowledges that it also propounded an intense political rhetoric on “wom-
en’s equality” and implemented actual pieces of legislation and very real so-
cial policies, which together brought enormous and documented changes to
women’s lives and identities. Hence it seems plausible to posit that the un-
precedented state-administered attempt in socialist countries to rearrange
gender regimes just might have impacted in some ways on women’s self-per-
ception as well as creative aspirations.

This article draws on the findings of research that was to critically recon-
sider the alleged absences and presences of feminist art in Hungary from the
late 1960s to the mid-1980s.% I started out from the recognition that (a) cul-
tural production—and feminist art-making especially—is always embed-
ded in a given social, cultural and material context; and (b) that the gains or
grievances, the demands and identity constructions of women in the “Sec-
ond World” were arguably different from those in developed capitalist de-
mocracies. Therefore, rather than looking for the emergence of readily recog-
nizable feminist artistic rhetoric and subject matter as we know these from
Western-based feminist cultural criticism, my exploration tried to clear up
a more open space for the kind of gender-related critical interrogations that
may emerge from a different social and cultural context.

In a conscious attempt to move away from the existing conceptual frame-
work greatly reliant on the terms and definitions of a Western-developed

feminist agenda, i set out to interrogate records, works of art, persons and

2 See, for example, the contributions by Katalin Keserii or Jinos Sturcz in Katalin Keserii, ed., Modern mag-
yar némiivészettorténet: tanulmainyok (Budapest: Kijarat, 2000); Edit Andras, “Megoldotta a nékérdést™
Sz6nyei Tamas interjtja,” Magyar Narancs, s October 2000; and, to give a regional dimension to the top-
ic, Katrin Kivimaa, “Introducing Sexual Difference into Estonian Art: Feminist Tendencies during the
1990s,” n.paradoxa 14 (February 2001).

3 This investigation is presented in a broader socio-cultural framing in B. Hock, Gendered Creative Positions
and Social Voices: Politics, Cinema, and the Visual Arts in State-Socialist and Post-Socialist Hungary (Stutt-
gart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2013).

114



9. Women Avrtists’ Trajectories and Networks

events that have eluded the attention of the nascent feminist art critical dis-
course in Hungary. My initial clues were some unprocessed documents found
in the Artpool Art Research Center, Budapest: a small pile of handwritten
and typewritten sheets. One of them bore the date 1979, was signed by art
historian Zsuzsa Simon, and its heading read: “Four questions I asked myself
after Déra Maurer’s feminist meeting.” As a next obvious step, i interviewed
the women named in the above sources and consulted their private archives.
Artist Déra Maurer directed me further to a handful of fellow artists and art
professionals who had been receptive to feminist ideas—certainly including
Orshi Drozdik as one of them.

Orsolya Drozdik (b. 1946) graduated from the Budapest Fine Arts Acad-
emy in 1977; she left the country the following year, and later settled down
in New York. Since 1989, Drozdik has partly been based in Budapest again.
In the 1970s she started to confront traditional male-biased art practices
and problematized the limited choice of role models available to her as a fe-
male artist. According to her statements from the 1990s, she started to oper-
ate from a female perspective without an awareness of an ongoing feminist
discourse on the same topics elsewhere.* The source of her “inspiration” was
rather the masculine atmosphere of the neo-avant-garde in which she was to
start her creative practice.’ When talking about the reception of her practice,
Drozdik relates that she perceived herself as an equally accepted member of
her early-career artist community, but the fact that her works brought a fe-
male perspective into play was met with indifference at best. Even if these en-
deavors were not exactly refused, the blank indifference gave Drozdik the im-
pression that she was dealing with this topic in a vacuum.® Her recollections
of the neo-avant-garde circle convey that the patriarchal perceptions of the al-

ternative art world did not differ much from patriarchal perceptions defining

4 Interview with Orsolya Drozdik, 2001. October 27 (Budapest). See also other interviews taken with the
artist: Orsolya Drozdik, “Kulturdlis amnézia avagy a térténelmi seb. A feminizmusrdl,” Balkon 1 (January
1995): 7, and Orsolya Drozdik, “Fatyol alatt. Tarczali Andrea interjtja,” Balkon 7-8 (July-August 1999): 6.

s In the state-socialist period “avant-garde” and “neo-avant-garde” became umbrella terms to signify any ar-
tistic activity that did not submit to official party ideology. This non- or semi-official cultural underground
of state-socialist Hungary came to be referred to as operating in a second, or parallel, public sphere. Turn-
ing away from official public activity, members of this “counterculture” relied on a parallel set of channels
of social communication.

6 Orsolya Drozdik, interview, Budapest, 27 October 2001. See also the artist’s testimony in O. Drozdik,
Individudlis mitoldgia. Konceptudlistél a posztmodernig (Budapest: Gondolat, 2006), 53-57.
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official culture, and women’s perspectives could not form part of the preva-
lent artistic idiom of the period.

Later phases in Orshi Drozdik’s ceuvre continue to show a clear correspon-
dence to the developments in feminist criticism—indeed, as art critics asserted,
she had built her career around this matrix.” When back in Hungary, Drozdik
wrote in the art press about, and edited a rather advanced reader in, feminist
theory,® took care to explicate her artistic position in interviews and articles,’
and published a monograph on her own creative work.”® As both the artist and
areviewer of her book pronounced, the purpose of this monograph was to rem-
edy the omission of local critical attention to duly assess her ceuvre.” Through
these discursive activities, the artist took an active share in constructingand re-
ifying her persona as the first and only Hungarian visual artist who exhibited
an informed interest in subject matter inspired by feminist theory even in the
relative absence of any accessible knowledge of this intellectual trend. In her re-
cent monograph, however, the artist gives an account of a short-lived feminism-
inspired exchange with some of her female colleagues.

In earlier accounts of women’s art in Hungary, Déra Maurer (b. 1937) was
usually mentioned for her systematic, rational thinking, her creative “perse-
verance and ‘masculine’ consistency” as well as her dynamic activity as an art
organizer.'” The artist herself has never been identified as feminist and her
ceuvre—painterly experiments with geometric shapes, color qualities, and
spatial effects—could hardly be associated with feminist thinking and artis-
tic expression. Nevertheless, as the archival traces and the interviews with her
and other artists revealed, not only is she an enthralling informant from the

perspective of the availability and perceived relevance or irrelevance of femi-

7 Andrea Tarczali, “A ‘néi” hang megjelenése Drozdik Orsolya miivészetében,” in Women's Art in Hungary
1960—2000 (Budapcst: Ernst Museum, 2000), 96; Erzsébet Pap Z., “Az én fabrikaldsa: Drozdik Orsolya ret-
rospekeiv kidllitdsa,” Uj Miivészet 12 (December 2001): 205 Beata Hock, “Vector Art: Orshi Drozdik’s Ret-
rospective Exhibition and the Ensuing International Symposium Anatomies of the Mind, the Body and the
Soul,” Praesens 1:1 (Winter 2002): 71.

8  Orsolya Drozdik, ed. Sétils agyak: kortirs feminista diskurzus (Budapest: Kijirat, 1998).

9 Drozdik, “Kulturlis amnézia”; Orsolya Drozdik, “En voltam a modell és a modell rajzoléja,” Elet é5 Iro-
dalom, 1 March 2002.

10 Drozdik, Individudlis miroldgia.

11 Ibid., 79, 134; see also Andrea Méthé, “Megirni onmagunkat. Drozdik Orsolya: Individudlis mitolégia.
Konceptualistdl a posztmodernig,” Balkon » (February 2007): 43.

12 Janos Sturcz, “Identities and Contexts: Masters of the Old and New Generations in the 60s: Déra Maurer,”
in Women'’s Art in Hungary 1960-2000 (Budapest: Ernst Museum, 2000), 35.
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nist critical perspectives in Hungary in the 1970s, but she also turned out to
be an engine of related inquiries.”

Most of the newly discovered documents proved to be hers: a transcript
of an interview with the members of the Vienna-based “International Action
Community of Women Artists” (IntAkt), her notes taken after the interview
and a tape-recorded radio broadcast (all documents date from 1979). The ra-
dio broadcast (“F” N6k a miivészetben [“F”: Women in the arts]) was a dis-
cussion that Maurer initiated and moderated about the position of women
in the visual arts. The occasion was a small-scale all-women exhibition in Bu-
dapest organized by Lérdnd Hegyi. Mauerer also reported on her encounter
with the IntAkt members. Apparently, Maurer—who had partly been based
in Vienna since 1967—mediated relevant information between the Austri-
an capital and the Hungarian scene just as a number of other artists did, dis-
seminating and sharing information on personal experiences of international
art events and tendencies. Maurer’s query also documented how the Austri-
an feminists and fellow artists were intrigued by the working of a gender re-
gime in Hungary that legally guaranteed women’s rights to professional self-
development.

Maurer today says that her interest in feminist thought was part of a gener-
al intellectual openness and was not more personally motivated than “the in-
terest of a bug collector in any unfamiliar creature,”’* nevertheless, as the above
documents reveal, she made substantial efforts to disseminate, both publicly
and more privately, issues of feminist criticism. The manuscripts of both Mau-
rer and Simon, as well as the speakers’ contribution in the radio broadcast,
show a clear understanding of feminist views on the identity of women as so-
cial subjects and creative workers and the inequalities they face on both lev-
els. But at the end of the day, Maurer or Simon did not feel that feminist con-
cerns could really speak to them. Their accounts agree on the view that the
discourse on women’s equality was indeed liberating, and that their percep-
tion was that they as women had never encountered open resistance or insti-
tutional discrimination as long as their professional output proved to be good.

Another clue i found in the Artpool Archives were bits of documents refer-

ring to an ensemble of work by Judit Kele—a participant in Maurer’s radio dis-

13 Déra Maurer, interview, Budapest, 10 January 2009.
14 Email correspondence with D.Maurer, 3 December 2008.
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cussion and one of the few women Maurer named who exhibited a more pro-
found and lasting interest in feminist problematizations than herself. Judit Kele
(b. 1944) graduated in 1976 in textile design from the Budapest Academy of
Applied Arts. She left Hungary in 1980 and is today based in Paris. It is difficult
to assess to what degree her departure was a premeditated escape from a limit-
ingand tightly controlling political and professional/cultural environment that
she vividly described in our interview,"s or the ultimate consequence of a series
of work, I Am a Work of Art. This is a peculiarly gendered piece that begs the
invention of a new genre, that of “social-body art,” to underscore how the ar-
trtist did not only expose her physical body, but her entire existence to an un-
foreseeable process. At the 1979 Textile without Textile exhibition (Young Art
ists’ Club, Budapest), Kele presented a photo performance of that title in which
she substituted her own naked body for the medium of the work of art: the
thread that runs through the loom. The following year she expressly placed her-
self in the role of a work of art at a durational performance in the Museum of
Fine Arts. With a woman’s daintiness she composed herself into a perfect sight,
a beautiful spectacle, and spent three days sitting/living in the empty place of
a Goya painting on loan, behind a cordon, in the company of a security guard
and the rest of the works of art. Equating a masterpiece and masterful female
beauty, this performance inquired into the durability of the two kinds of value.

Next, Kele was invited to the Paris Biennial in 1980, where she planned
to be auctioned as a work of art. She figured that through selling herself as a
work of art, she would learn what she was worth, and armed with that knowl-
edge, she would be better able to take control of her life. The bidders at the
auction were selected from among respondents to a matrimonial ad she had
published in the French daily paper, Libération. The translation of the origi-
nal ad reads as follows: “Young and successful Eastern European female artist
seeks gentleman for marriage. This marriage would enable her to freely move
around and accompany her exhibitions to the West. In exchange accommo-
dation in her home country and local art contacts are offered. Respond to the
following address:------ . Meetings possible after 10 July.”

Some of the replies Kele received offered help out of comradeship and,
rather than requesting a photo of the future bride, inquiring about her looks

15 Judit Kele, interview, Budapest, 28 December 2005, and Paris, 7 July 2009.
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Figure g.1.
Judit Kele, I Am a Work of Art, 1979-80. Installation view,
Hartware Medienkustverein, 2010. © Mark Ansorg.

or any other personal details, the respondents communicated their own at-
titudes about the particular status of an Eastern European woman in Cold
War Europe. These ranged from idle curiosity to appended quotes from Marx

and Hegel, to intriguing narratives of proleftist cultural activism in France.’®

» «

16 Partof the corresponding letter from “Michel M., 27”: “I work as a special needs teacher in the Dijon region.
I write a lot and sometimes paint. We recently founded the Dijon branch of A.LD.A. (International Agen-
cy for the Protection of Artists) and we are planning various events for the beginning of the semester. We
managed to convene 300 people on our first evening in the spring for a reading of Vaclav Havel’s texts, fea-
turing Irina Breskine (I'm not sure about the correct spelling!) as a guest, and we also screened a film about
Soviet nonconformist painting. There was also a reading of Laahbi’s texts (Moroccan, dying in a prison of
Hassan II), and classical music from Uruguay; latter country keeps one of its renowned musicians in pris-
on. Five imprisoned or silenced artists in one night.
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Selected respondents were then invited to bid to possess Kele: a work of art—
at an auction. One bidder did purchase her for several years, and insisted on
having his newly acquired “work of art” in his home. Kele thus had to be con-
verted into an “international work of art,” that is, one with a capacity for cross-
border mobility, which at the time was only possible through marriage. Kele
divorced her Hungarian husband, and a year or so later followed her new
“owner” to the French capital, and remained “in his possession” until 1983.

Searching through Judit Kele’s personal archive, some other documents
turned up that seemed to have been largely forgotten, even by the artist herself.
Such was the mimeographed program of the International Feminist Confer-
ence, organized in Belgrade in 1978, which listed Kele as a participant. Gender
scholars from the former Yugoslavia take great pride today in having organized
an event of such a scale as early as in 1978. The conference program features
a truly impressive list of international participants, including such trailblaz-
ing feminist figures as Susan Sontag and Lucy Lippard representing the US,
Simone de Beauvoir, Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva invited from France, and,
from England, Sheila Rowbotham and Juliet Mitchell. We learn, however,
from Chiara Bonfiglioli’s meticulous research, that all these prominent femi-
nists had been sent invitations, but practically none of them attended, although
there was a large number of international participants, mostly from Italy and
France, and fewer from England, Hungary, Poland and West Germany."”

Kele also came across a few photos of a performance in which she and
Katalin Ladik were fighting in and with mud. Again, Kele’s memories are
unreliable: she cannot decide whether the event took place in one of Buda-
pest’s baths or at Belgrade’s Bitef festival that she also visited around the same
time. The other participant, Katalin Ladik (b. 1942), lived in Novi Sad, Yu-
goslavia, at the time, but regularly came to Hungary to perform from the

1970s onward, and in 1992 she moved to Budapest.”® Discovering Kele’s joint

Marriage can be about a lot of things, but this one would be a marriage of convenience above all, securing
[your] liberty. 'm looking forward to the encounter. In the meantime let me assure you of my sympathy for
the initiative.”

17 Chiara Bonfiglioli, “Belgrade, 1978: Remembering the Conference ‘Drugarica Zena. Zensko Pitanje—
Novi Pristup?”/‘Comrade Woman: The Women’s Question: A New Approach?’ Thirty Years After” (MA
thesis, University of Utrecht, 2008). Unfortunately, Bonfiglioli’s research or other local sources do not
clarify why the prominent guests remained absent.

18 Katalin Ladik, interview, Budapest, 31 August 2008.
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Figure g.2.
Katalin Ladik, Performance, Jozsef Attila Cultural Center, Budapest 1970.
Courtesy of the artist.

performance with Ladik is interesting because, while performance genres
were a preferred form of expression with international women artists around
that time, hardly any women within the Budapest counterculture were seen
in performances unless as nonagentic participants, quasi-props, in male-au-
thored pieces. The sound performances of Katalin Ladik were a notable ex-
ception to this general picture, although her first appearance on the Hungari-
an unofhicial scene in 1970 lastingly marred her reputation.” The performance

was a quasi-shamanistic fertility ritual in which the performer (Ladik her-

19 Interview with Katalin Ladik, 2008, August 31 (Budapest). The recent special issue of Ex Symposium de-
voted to Ladik’s work published one of the incriminating reviews (no. 72, 2010): 4.
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self) recited her sound poetry picces, accompanied them using rudimenta-
ry musical instruments and was dressed in a fur gown that revealed one of
her breasts. While this piece perfectly fitted the profile of progressive art and
theater festivals, such as Belgrade’s Bitef, and was welcome in other Yugoslav
cities, the event caused outrage in Budapest. It earned Ladik the epithet “the
undressing poetess.” At this time, as Ladik commented in our interview, one
of the distinctive artistic features of the acclaimed Hungarian film director
Miklés Jancsd was using stark naked female extras in his films without any
apparent function. By contrast, a woman using her own body (in a clearly mo-
tivated way) was hardly tolerable.

Ladik’s narration also disclosed the particularly gendered background
story of a relatively well-known 1968 happening, UFO, featuring such prom-
inent Hungarian avant-garde artists as Tamdas Szentjéby and Miklés Erdé-
ly. It was on the occasion of this event that Ladik was first invited to meet
members of the semi-official Budapest art scene. UFO is a dryly beautiful
piece that was orchestrated to arrange a meeting for Ladik and Szentjéby,
who had already been in professional contact, exchanging letters for a while
then, but had never met. According to the script of the event, Ladik was to
arrive in town and spend the night in a hotel, where the next morning she
was going to get instructions from the receptionist concerning the where-
abouts of the meeting. The message told her to follow a man with a dog, wait-
ing for her across the street. The two drove silently to the Danube bank where
they found Erdély and others engaged in inane activities, and a human fig-
ure wrapped in aluminum foil lying on the ground. Ladik was to unwrap the
body—and thus meet her fellow artist, Szentjéby.

When recalling this happening, Ladik mentioned a peculiar difficulty
that she as a female artist had repeatedly encountered and that some of my
other respondents also described. Interpersonal relations in the private sphere
often called for the subordination of women’s professional aspirations to male
artist partners, or such creative aspirations elicited male partners’ profession-
al jealousy. This proved to be a difficult situation to manage even for the ex-
ceptionally self-reliant Déra Maurer, and led to actual divorces in Ladik’s life.
Ladik herself set the complex struggle with existential, artistic and social bar-
riers she as a female artist has faced as a major motive structuring our inter-

view. As the artist related, she was ready to enter a traditional marriage and
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family relations, taking on the extra effort to produce creative work, but she
very much resented her partners’ jealousy of the little time she could devote
to creating art, and she was not ready to accept infringements upon her cre-
ative freedom: the UFO incident, when she did go to Budapest despite her
husband’s disapproval, became a ground for divorce.

My inquiry set out to contribute to the creation of a less monolithic and
more nuanced picture of the cultural history of the 1970s. The research dis-
closed channels through which knowledge about intellectual trends that
were current at the time circulated, whereby it may help unhinge popular
imaginations about hermetically isolated cultural landscapes behind the Iron
Curtain. It also unearthed evidence that destabilizes a narrative according
to which there was but one single token figure on the Hungarian scene at
the time developing a genuine feminist perspective. Why is it, then, that we
have had no art historical record or awareness of the existence and activities
of these other women?

Apart from the conceptual and methodological limitations of the “dis-
course of lack” laid out in this article’s introduction, i would suggest some
further plausible reasons. None of these artists made feminist perspectives
the single organizing principle of their artistic activity; with some, this inter-
est was clearly transient. A number of these women left Hungary around the
late 1970s and early 1980s, and therefore fell out of the scope of initial surveys
inspired by feminist art history. *° Also, once abroad, most of them continued
their creative pursuit in other artistic fields.

The tableau i sketched here also shows that Hungarian women artists at
best tangential endorsement of feminist perspectives was only partly the re-
sult of a lack of awareness of feminist theories. In their reminiscences, the
artists reported an internalized desire for, and a lived experience of, emanci-
pation, especially when comparing their own life trajectories and opportuni-
ties with their mothers’ generation, and this experience made it difficult for
them to relate to Western feminist struggles. This said, i do not mean to deny
the inner contradictions and even a degree of cognitive dissonance coming

through their narratives, especially when the focus is shifted to interpersonal

20 Apart from persons mentioned in the text, I have been in contact with Marian Kiss (intcrvicw, Budapcst,
2 January 2011), Julia Veres (email communication, December 2010-April 2011) and Zsuzsa Forgics (in-
terview, New York and Budapest, 2011).
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relations, or the discrepancy between a nominal endorsement of equal rights
and actual everyday practices—this is an intriguing subject worth following
up in another paper.

And yet another reason for “aborted” feminist experimentations seems to
have been the unreceptiveness of the strongly male-dominated, if not sexist
counterculture. In this respect, the vanguard artistic circle of the period has
to be regarded as to some degree regressive and exclusory insofar as it with-
held the new possibilities that simultaneous social developments did offer for
women.

Last but not least, a rewarding attainment of the research is that it brought
back to light a superb art project. In 1985, Judit Kele stopped working as a vi-
sual artist and took to filmmaking. Her scarcely recorded works and perfor-
mances, including I Am a Work of Art were practically forgotten and thus un-
known to even local art historians. Kele’s piece was reconstructed and first
shown in the framework of the exhibition Agents and Provocateurs* —and to-

day it already forms part of the collection of the Ludwig Museum Budapest.>*

21 Agents and Provocateurs, Institute of Contemporary Art—Dunaujvaros, Hungary (October—November
2009), curated by Beata Hock and Franciska Zélyom, www.agentsandprovocateurs.nct.

22 Valami viltozds—Uj szerzemények 2009-2011 [A change—New acquisitions, 2009-2011), s March-15
May 2011.
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Groundbreaking conceptual and performance art, Fluxus, happenings,

and Living Theater actions were taking place in a twilight atmosphere of
semi-legality or illegality in Europe’s communist countries of the 1960s and
1970s, at the same time as similar trends were developing in the West.

Scarce documentation, however, has made it difficult for art historians to
cover these forms of artistic strategy, in particular, with available records of-
ten being based exclusively on the recollections of participating artists or au-
dience members. Research into this era has still not adequately addressed the
character and scope of transnational artistic exchange that occurred in the
gray area of personal freedom under repressive regimes.

The reports from secret police spies infiltrated into underground art cir-
cles offer information that is essential to art historical research and not avail-
able elsewhere. Approached critically, these files offer information about the
strategies chosen by artists about whether to network at the national level or
to remain isolated, contact persons from the West as well as the East, resourc-
es from the West and their way through the Iron Curtain, the planning sur-

rounding the events, printed materials (later confiscated), the locations of the
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performances and exhibitions, and the number, age, profession, gender, and
even clothing style of the members of the audience, who were often named.
The documentation also offers insight into the secret police’s methods and
strategic argumentation regarding specific art forms and into the process of
criminalization. The descriptions of a happening, performance, or Fluxus eve-
ningor the reports about certain groups commonly spanning years also docu-
ment in unusual—and uncanny—detail the various developmental stages of
individual initiatives and their transnational spread. One of the most impor-
tant aims of these reports was to precisely identify the members and contact

I

persons of this scene, which was classified as “extremely dangerous,” and,
most importantly, to eliminate the channels used to disseminate ideas.

The diligence and vehemence of the national and transnational surveil-
lance ascribed an importance to art and the art scene as a whole that not only
emphasized the power of the artistic underground and the avant-garde, but
also presented their capability and their latent danger to the political system
as being far greater than it probably was.

The following considerations will use the case of the Hungarian theater
group Kassak Studio, which later became famous as Squat Theatre in New
York City, to explore the potential and inherent risks of this valuable art his-
torical resource and the high level of threat attributed to the art scene because
of the authorities’ intensive information gathering.

Banned in Budapest* was the title of a 1977 review by Mel Gussow, the in-
fluential New York Times theater critic, of a performance by a group of young
Hungarian emigrants, who played havoc and caused confusion in the streets
near the Chelsea Hotel. The confusion was sometimes quite legitimate, as
when a man climbed out of a taxi in front of the group’s “occupied” building
in their piece Pig! Child! Fire! and aimed a pistol at a man standing across the
street. The group developed some scenes from Pig! Child! Fire! before leaving
Budapest, premiered the work in Rotterdam, and debuted as Squat Theatre

with it in New York. This was a truly transnational piece of theater.

1 Title of the binder No. 0-16268/1 (“Horgaszok”) in the Allambiztonségi Hivatal Torténeti Levéltira
[Historical archive of the secret police], Budapest, 238—52, from a report by the agent with the alias
Zoltén Pécsi, dated 10 January 1974, titled “Az egyiittes tevékénységének véltozdsa az 1969-73 as években”
[Changes in the ensemble’s activities in the years 1969 to 1973).

2 Mel Gussow, “Stage: Banned in Budapest: Squat Abuses West 23rd Street,” New York Times, 17 November
1977.
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New York City drivers did not let this street scene bother them, but it af-
fected the theater critic all the more; he pointed out that Hungary had exiled
the theater ensemble formed in Budapest in 1969 because it was “obscene”
and “incited political misinterpretation.” Gussow seemed to agree with this
reasoning. He described the piece as “vicious, violent, lewd and tasteless” and
“more revolting than it is revolutionary.” According to the review, Squat The-
atre was related to American experimental theater, but drew more likely on
the tradition of the happening. The critic saw the essential characteristic of
the happening and Squat Theatre as the involvement of the audience, describ-
ing its reactions as integrative components of the performance.

The Hungarian secret police agent working under the alias Zoltan Pécsi
also identified the “direct interplay between actor and audience™ as key in his
analytical description of the ensemble’s early pieces in the fifteen-page summa-
ry from 1974 titled “Changes in the Ensemble’s Activities from 1963 to 1973.”

This report, which we will look at in detail, is an extraordinary document,
actually an analysis drawing on a profound knowledge of the international
and Hungarian cultural scene. It factually and analytically presents the his-
tory of the Kassak Studio theater, the predecessor of Squat Theatre, during its
inception in Budapest. The report contains information that other sources of-
fer only inadequately, if at all.

The report’s extreme precision is mirrored in its chapters, which, among
other things, divide the theater collective’s history into three phases on the
basis of its stylistic development from 1969 to 1973. The document systemat-
ically analyzes each of the stages in regard to the ensemble members, the type
of artistic activity, the changes in style and cast, and the size and type of the
audience for each of the relevant time periods, subsequently covering “struc-
tural changes in the pieces—the expansion of the instrument,”* the “impact
and characteristics of the apartment-based theater situation—changes in au-
dience size,” and the “ensemble’s contact to neo-avant-garde groups.” The

roup’s special effects receive particular attention,” with section headings
groups sp p g

Binder Nr. O-16268/1 (“Horgdszok”), 238-52,
Ibid., paragraph 3/4
Ibid., paragraph 4/o.
Ibid., paragraph s/o.
Ibid., paragraph s/1.
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such as “Obscenity in the pieces™ or “Different methods of representing vio-
lence in the pieces.”
The informant also mentions the characteristics of a happening and the

10

“activation” and “destabilization” of the audience cited by Mel Gussow.
This implies that Pécsi knew exactly what a happening was. He is in no way
judging this art form from the West negatively, when he describes how the in-
creasing criticism at the time of the type of performance in the West and its
fall from fashion had influenced some of the ensemble members to later rec-
ognize the “extremely superficial and damaging and, above all, unsuccessful

303

nature”'* of these experiments. According to the agent, “appalling and drastic
examples, such as painting the audience,””? were no longer being carried out
at theater performances in the West and the report states that this knowledge
also contributed to the Kassak Studio gradually removing such effects from
its repertoire.

Pécsi informed himself in detail about the international theater scene; he
also described, among other things, the biennial Festival Mondial du Théatre
(World Theatre Festival) in Nancy, France, which extended an invitation in
1971 to Péter Haldsz—the central figure in the Kassék Studio and the subse-
quent Squat Theatre—and his theater group. The Hungarian authorities did
nothing to block the invitation. The evening before departure, Haldsz asked
the troupe not to use the trip to emigrate, because doing so would damage the
ensemble. He had no intention of leaving Hungary at the time; he had an of-
ficially authorized theater group and a legal rental agreement for the Kassak
Studio, where the ensemble was allowed to perform publicly.

Robert Wilson’s Deafman's Glance, which had its European premier in
Nancy, was of great significance to the international theater scene and also
marked a turning point for the Kassik Studio. The surveillance records re-
count how the Hungarian ensemble performed three pieces in Paris with

great success, for which it was enthusiastically applauded in the French press

8  Ibid., paragraph s/2.
9 Ibid., paragraph 1/3.
10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
12 Ibid.
13 Ibid.
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and awarded a prize for the best direction. The agent writes that he has no in-
formation about whether it was one prize of many or about its importance.™
He commonly prefaced his report with an entry about whether the validity of
the delivered information was based on his personal experience or was first-
hand. For questionable information, he noted its “level of uncertainty”’s in
parenthesis, also including the investigators with points of reference regard-
ing his sources and the need to follow up on them.

After Kassdk Studio returned from France, the ensemble was offered the
chance to perform a piece’® conceived very much along the lines of Robert
Wilson at a large, prestigious open-air stage in Budapest with 2,000 seats—
probably because of the group’s recent international success. Péter Haldsz di-
rected the piece and Gyorgy Kurtdg Jr. composed its live musical accompa-
niment. At that time, the ensemble was anything but oppressed, forbidden,
or illegal; the group also had no contact with other neo-avant-garde groups,
not because it was unable to, but, according to reports, because it chose to
keep to itself. To publicize the upcoming performance, the actors walked
through Budapest’s main shopping street with a huge seven-headed dragon,
distributing flyers. The police informer later described this stunt as a “dis-
ruptive act that deliberately frightened and irritated passers-by for no reason
whatsoever”7 and as a sign of brutality. According to Pécsi, this was a first
indication of the group’s radicalization that would follow in 1972—and its
turning away from a promising and legal career.

One of the report’s most disturbing passages described the transition
of an avant-garde theater, which the state had initially supported and later
tolerated,® into illegality, a status that would become a key feature of this
theater and contribute significantly to its stylistic and conceptual radicaliza-

tion. But it is precisely this gray area that cannot be objectively reconstructed

14 For information on Nancy, see ibid., paragraph 1/1.

15 Ibid., first paragraph of the report, 238.

16 The piece was titled Gyors vdltozdsok, tdvoli tengerek és messzi tdjak vonzdsiban, avagy egy sarkdny zaklatott
sikoltdsa, melyet elnyomott a villdmcsapdst kovetd mennydirgés a szd tibeti értelmében [Quick changes, en-
chanted by remote seas and far lands, or the dragon’s turbulent cry silenced by thunder following lightning,
in the Tibetan sense of the word). It premiered under the direction of Péter Haldsz on 16 and 17 July 1971,
at the Rézsavélgyi Parkszinpad in Budapest.

17 Binder Nr. O-16268/1 (“Horgaszok”), paragraph 2/2

18 Ibid., paragraph 3.
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from the memoirs of participants and friends, because illegality was reinter-
preted retrospectively as an accolade and even as a prerequisite for all avant-

garde activity. Pécsi, however, describes events in quite a different way:

Although no one spoke in favor of giving up the theater work, it took the
group members surprisingly long to come to terms with the fact of illegal-
ity. In consideration of later developments, the drawn-out attempts ap-
pear irrational and indicate that the group was in no way pervaded by
some form of illegal, oppositional, “underground” ideology, that the sta-
tus of illegality had struck the group entirely unprepared . . . and caused
many members to have grave doubts, and this condition of being outside
the law only established itself after some time and on account of various

internal and external circumstances, or they adapted to the situation.”

Pécsi added a comment that Haldsz used all of his contacts and acquain-
tances in an attempt to be allowed to perform legally in another district or
institute. The fact that Haldsz’s father was an eminent lawyer and his moth-
er-in-law held an upper-grade post with the state secret police in the 1950s im-
plies that these contacts were not insignificant.

These efforts were unsuccessful and in the end Péter Haldsz’s grandmoth-
er allowed the group to perform in her living room (also playing in one piece
herself). This imposed illegal situation had far-reaching stylistic consequenc-
es and a decisive impact on this theater’s character, with the “apartment the-
ater” becoming its own genre, which after the group’s emigration would be-
come known in the international history of theater as “squat” or “occupied”
apartment theater.

Pécsi recognized this potential as early as 1974, but in different terms,

when he wrote:

The rehearsals that took place in Haldsz’s apartment made it seem as if an
apartment could be the theater’s home and also a place for its performanc-
es. This fundamental misunderstanding set off a long process, in which

entirely private activities took place in front of the audience. . .. The pre-

19 Ibid., paragraph 3/1.
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sentation of such activities is contradictory and the consequences unpre-
dictable, . . . damaging and therefore irresponsible. . . . The situation with
the apartment theater did lead to the reassessment of the artistic means,
spatial structure, and the actors’ pattern of behavior, but a responsible

overview of these processes did not develop.>°

Adaptation to the increasingly difficult conditions during this phase also
led to the emergence of other fundamental features of the later Squat Theatre,
such as the pieces’ undefined structure and improvisational nature, their mu-
tual authorship and lack of assigned roles, the ensemble’s isolation from other
groups—including those considered neo-avant-garde, and especially the blur-
ring of the boundaries between a piece of absurd theater and real life.

A special section of the report is dedicated to the obscenity and violence
referenced in the earlier-cited New York Times article that ultimately would
be used as grounds to exile the group.* Yet, at this point the agent seemed
instead to soften the accusations of what in the end would serve as the main
point of criticism. He interpreted the public obscenity as “special effects,”
which the group only employed “externally” to catch the audience’s atten-

tion. Even though, as he wrote,

some artists from the West defined the sex act per se as art . . . and sub-
stituted group sex for their pieces . . . and there were doubtless instances
of group sex in Hungary—although I never witnessed the fact with my
own eyes— . . . no sex act ever occurred in the ensemble pieces and I am
completely convinced that none of the actors in the group could have per-

formed such an act in public.*

Pécsi seriously questioned whether the simple imitation of obscene acts
can be defined as obscenity, attempting thus to counter an accusation that
was obviously known to him and the authorities” pet issue. In difficult cases,

too, such as in King Kong, when Haldsz, positioned as the penis of the huge

20 Ibid.
21 Ibid,, paragraph s/1 und s/2.
22 Ibid,, paragraph s/1.
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ape, kisses a woman and recites a Blake monologue, the informer sought to
interpret the action instead as “disgusting” and as only an imitation or insin-
uation of obscenity.

Both the content and style of the analysis suggest that it was written by
an educated person informed about the artistic processes, who obviously en-
joyed delivering a text more in the style of theater critic.

This informant is one of the few whose identity was disclosed in the peri-
od after 1989. It emerged that the man with the alias Zoltan Pécsi was known
to his friends as Laszlé Algol and belonged to the innermost circle of the—
in his words—isolationist Haldsz group. It is also known that he sometimes
wrote texts for the theater group and also performed in two of its pieces—
which he then panned in his report. The highly intelligent man with the tri-
ple identity—who was mainly interested in cybernetics, supported himself
with winnings from radio quiz shows on culture, was very knowledgeable
about music as well as about bus and train schedules according to his friends,
and also wrote mystical poems—could scarcely get published at the time
and appeased his passion formulating analytical reports, which subsequent-
ly have become the most valuable source on the history of the beginnings of
Squat Theatre, among other things. The bulk of his reports were destroyed
in 1989. Some years later an acquaintance recognized the voice of a caller on
a radio quiz show, who correctly answered all the questions and identified
himselfas Gustav Habermann, that is as Liszlé Algol, the informant known
as Pécsi. Algol-Habermann-Pécsi now lives in New Zealand, where he is a
professor of psychology living under the name Gustav Habermann. In his
letter of apology to his former friends, he wrote that he had informed out of
conviction. He thought that his reports would open new channels of com-
munication between authorities and the independent youngartists and help
new artistic initiatives—which would also serve to justify his zeal.

The report outlined earlier is located in a compilation dossier titled
“Fisherman.” From it, we gain not only a detailed description of even the
period’s smallest underground groups, but also a picture of how the interior
ministry’s orders were implemented and of the domestic counterintelligence’s

efforts to expose and dismantle transnational cultural networks.

23 “Haldsz” means fisherman in Hungarian.
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The documents were compiled by the department that ultimately coor-
dinated the surveillance of this group. Summaries, analyses, and operation-
al plans for further courses of action were drawn up regularly, with the afore-
mentioned Pécsi report being one of them. No concrete argument existed to
arrest the Kassik Studio on political grounds, because the witnesses or in-
formants questioned or debriefed did not understand the theater pieces and
thus could also not provide any evidence for use against them. The infor-
mant Pécsi must, therefore, have been one of the agency’s most important
sources; he was classified as extremely diligent and operationally valuable,
with a comment added that his talent might also make him useful in politi-
cal cases. Nonetheless, the authorities were unable to criminally implicate the
Halész group.

The members of the group were placed under strict surveillance official-
ly because of “participation in a group of young people that represents a dan-
ger to society,”** with the relevant dossier being marked “Top Secret! Very
Important—Heightened Alert.” More and more agents were appointed for
surveillance, all telephones were tapped, and reports were filed on every per-
formance—with the Kassak Studio alone producing fifty performances from
1972 to 1976. The Polish secret police were also called into action on the occa-
sion of the group’s unauthorized performance at the theater festival in War-
saw in 1973, which led to the participants having their passports revoked.

As an emergency remedy for the resulting impasse, the entire group was
granted a one-way tourist visa to Paris in place of their once-again reject-
ed emigration application, and left the country on 20 January 1976. After a
year-long exodus through Paris, Diisseldorf, Rotterdam, and England, the
entire group was able to settle in New York City. The original lineup of the
Squat Theatre rented the three floors on West 23rd St. as a theater family,
living and working there with great success until the mid-198os. The Hun-
garians closed their dossier on the Kassék Studio in 1976. At the time, the
members of the theater were all in their early thirties.” Between 1973 and
1976, the state security apparatus was observing some 9oo persons in the

« » . . .
cultural SPhCI‘C, as many as 1,600 to I,SOO persons lf thCll‘ contacts are 1n-

24 See footnote 1.
25 Algol/Habermann/Pécsi delivered reports as late as 1983 on a person who wanted to create a Squat Theatre
Archive.
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cluded, most of whom were less than thirty years old. In 1970 the interior
ministry established a special unit within its domestic counterintelligence
section to carry out surveillance of the cultural sphere, expanding its obser-
vation to include the youth in 1973. Its observation of these groups contin-
ued until 1989. This enormous logistical, material, bureaucratic, and staffing
effort by national and transnational security forces was aimed at a threat
that the state considered to be imminent, domestically and internationally:
“the enemy elements attacking on the cultural level,” as an interior ministry
directive put it in 1970. This order claimed that “the external and internal
enemy forces attack first and foremost on the cultural level . . . which makes
it necessary to plant particularly qualified persons who are able to carry out
far-reaching investigations.”¢

This paranoid fear of art, culture, and youth, however, served to leave be-
hind reports, which—though generally not in Pécsi’s style—do provide de-
scriptions of these events that are detailed and at least occasionally objective,
and, less commonly, photographs. These documents provide information,
untarnished by heroic sagas and myth-making, with which we can recon-
struct the underground movement that existed in communist Europe, infor-
mation otherwise only available from other sources in a distorted form—if at
all. The reports from the state security informants are only viable as research
resources, however, once historians have decoded their system and language,
challenged their assertions, and examined the individual events using com-
parative and systematic source analysis. The documents” high level of misin-
formation, imprecision, or intentional misinterpretation complicate their use
as reliable sources.

The alleged internal and external attack, which led to the cited measures
against the “youth culture,” also served as a catalyst for many of these avant-
garde experiments. As we attempted to illustrate using the example of Squat
Theatre’s beginnings, it was often precisely these worsening conditions that
forced an artistic alliance with no prior intention of illegal activity or interna-
tionality into the underground and later into exile. The state’s policy of exclu-
sion compelled the artists to radicalize and expand their artistic language and

form of expression. It thus—unintentionally—promoted the process.

26 Ibid., 169.
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Squat Theatre’s fundamental concept of actually implementing the avant-
garde’s risky utopian dream of abolishing all boundaries between life and art
also stemmed from the theater group having had to adapt real life to an ab-
surd theater piece, which was what the ensemble experienced immediately af-
ter it was forced underground. The international theater scene responded eu-
phorically to this new form of theater. Jim Jarmusch, Jonathan Demme, and
Rainer Werner Fassbinder refer to Squat as one their most important creative
influences. Nico and the New York avant-garde regularly visited Squat The-
atre. Theater Heute published several articles about the theater’s performanc-
es, referring to it also as Westkunst (West art),”” because of the fascination
that this form of theater evoked in the West’s theater scene. It was captivat-
ed by the radicalism, courage, and unconditional, uncompromising commit-
ment to artistic freedom. These, then, were the fundamental elements of art
in the West, but they would never have come to fruition without the experi-
ence of repression and life in the “East.” A modern chronicling of the interac-
tion of art and geography in this era requires new sources—such as the secret
police dossiers—if it is to provide a more nuanced view of the impact of par-
ticular political situations on style and the emergence of strategies based on

reciprocal influence of the art scenes in the East and West.

27 Peter von Becker, “Westkunst. Das Squat Theatre spielt ‘Mr. Dead and Mrs. Free,” Theater Heute 8
(1981): 6-7.
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A call for papers, issued for the “Socialist Realism and World Literary

History” panel at the recent Annual Conference of the American Compara-

tive Literature Association, held in Vancouver in April 2011, claimed boldly:

Our goal is to argue for socialist realism as a global culturo-aesthetic phenome-
non by extending it beyond its original geographic base in Eastern Europe and
away from its historically proscribed reputation as a propaganda machine. . . .
Socialist realism is not dead, even if it long ago ceased to be dominant in East-
ern Europe. Its principles and aesthetic norms continue to be exercised in var-
ious ways today, just as they were long before the term “socialist realism” was
coined. ... We are looking for art and aesthetic theory from unexpected times
and places that complicate our definitions of “political” or “committed” art and
that challenge us—precisely from a world-literary stance—to renegotiate the
relationships between art and propaganda, between artistic and political prac-

tice, and among Left-cultural movements alive globally in the past and today."

1 The panel was organized by Sarah E. Pickle and Ryan Culpepper, http://www.acla.org/aclazo11/2p=628

(accessed 30 December 2010).
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The agency in the process of rethinking socialist realism as a global occur-
rence of politically engaged art, set against its usual reduction to a “red con-
tagion” spread from Moscow, and as such doomed to oblivion, has been tak-
en over here by literary scholars. From a world-art stance, however, significant
new steps toward the critical reappraisal of socialist realism and its geography
had already been proposed by a number of scholars, including Boris Groys,
David Craven, and Julia Andrews, focusing on the former Soviet Union, as
well as Mexico and China.* For my own part, I was arguing for wider recog-
nition to be given to the cultural hybridization between East and West dur-
ing the period of the Cold War, and especially to the role played by the West-
ern left in the process of the legitimization of socialist realism in East-Central
Europe. Socialist realism, I claimed, might have been imposed onto the Euro-
pean People’s Democracies by Moscow, but it was validated, at least in War-
saw, via Paris, Rome and Mexico.? This assertion was prompted by my “dis-
covery” of a group of paintings by Western communist artists, which had
been buried in the storage of the Warsaw National Museum since the 1950s.
It included works by the most prominent warriors of the left, active in Ita-
ly and France, such as Renato Guttuso, Gabriele Mucchi, Giuseppe Zigaina,
and Armando Pizzinato, as well as by André Fougeron and Boris Taslitzky.*
While forgotten and ignored in Poland, the same artists were attracting con-
siderable attention from scholars and curators in the West, and were exhib-
ited in major art galleries, such as Whitechapel or Tate Modern in London.
Clearly, there were two separate narratives of realist art in the service of the
Communist Party: a “heroic” one and a “criminal” one. The first had been

developing within a stream of radical art history in the West, stressing social

> Boris Groys, The Total Art of Stalinism: Avant-garde, Aesthetic Dictatorship, and beyond (Princeton: Princ-
eton University Press, 1992); David Craven, Ar¢ and Revolution in Latin America, 1910~1990 (New Ha-
ven and London: Yale University Press, 2002); Julia F. Andrews, Painters and Politics in the People’s Repub-
lic of China, 1949~1979 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994).

3 Katarzyna Murawska-Muthesius, “How the West Corroborated Socialist Realism in the East: Fougeron,
Taslitzky and Picasso in Warsaw,” Biuletyn Historii Sztuki 65:2 (2003): 303—329. For a similar argument
recently, from the perspective of East Germany, see Jérome Bazin, “Le réalisme socialiste et ses modeles in-
ternationaux,” Vingtiéme siécle: Revue d’histoire 109 (2011): 72-87.

4 This group also included paintings by Giuseppe Santomaso, Massimo Campigli, Barbaro Saverio, Ber-
nard Lorjou, Paul Rebeyrolle, the Croatian Franjo Likar, the Serbian Stojan Celi¢, the Mexicans Ignazio
Aquirre, Jeronimo Mateo and Naya Marquez, the Cuban Carmelo Gonzélez, and the Indian artists Mag-
bool Fida Husain, Badri Narayan, Kattingeri Krishna Hebbar, and Vishnu Chinchalkar.

s Cf. Guttuso (London: Whitechapel Gallery, 1996) and the Art of Commitment room, with labels and texts
by Matthew Gale, set up c. 2000 within the display theme History/Memory/Society at Tate Modern.
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and political concern, antifascism and the anti-imperialist stance of Western
communist art. The second, no doubt informed by the East-Central Europe-
an experience of political captivity, denied all “artness” to socialist realist pro-
ductions, and either condemned or mocked their social and political commit-
ment as nothing but a sign of subjugation to the totalitarian reign.

Since the publication of my article, some of those works forgotten in the
storage of the National Museum in Warsaw were carefully restored and in-
cluded in a quasi-permanent display of art post-194s, set up in 2007. By ac-
companying Polish iconic images of the era, the paintings by Fougeron,
Guttuso and Mucchi were now given a chance to testify to their role in the
formation of the socialist realist art world in Poland.® In this text, I want to
return to this topic, focusing now less on the works themselves, and more on
the mechanisms of artistic exchange, on the ways in which the networks of
politically committed artists were manufactured in Europe at the end of the
1940s. Clearly, the most prominent role in the process of the cultural rap-
prochement between the Cold War political and cultural camps was played
by Pablo Picasso, and the instrumentalization of his persona by the commu-
nist propaganda machine has recently generated considerable scholarly inter-
est.” At the same time, the impact made by other artists of the Western left
in Eastern Europe remains relatively unexplored. If my first article paid spe-
cial attention to André Fougeron, the leading artist of the French Commu-
nist Party, this text takes a closer look at Renato Guttuso, called by Theodor
Adorno “the major representative of Italian socialist realism,” and the au-
thor of two paintings in the collections of the National Museum in Warsaw.
Interestingly, neither of them had been widely accessible to the public before
2007, and, as I want to argue, it was Guttuso’s other forms of presence in the
art world of communist Poland that proved more significant for the legitimi-

zation of socialist realism.

6 They are reproduced in the exhibition guide edited by Katarzyna Nowakowska Sito, Przewodnik: Galeria
Sztuki XX wieku 1945-1955/Guide: Gallery of zoth Century Art (Warsaw: The National Museum in War-
saw, 2007).

7 Gertje R. Utley, Picasso: The Communist Years (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2000);
Piotr Bernatowicz and Vojtéch Lahoda, “Picasso and Central Europe after 194s,” in Picasso: Peace and
Freedom, ed. Lynda Morris and Christoph Grunenberg (Tate Liverpool, London: Tate Publishing,
2010), 44—51.

8  Quoted from Renato Gurtuso: Passione e realtd (Parma: La Fondazione Magnani Rocca, 2010), http://
www.artlynow.com/blog/2010/mostra-renato-guttuso-pittore-artista/ (accessed 30 December 2010).
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Renato Guttuso holds a privileged status in Italy—with his art not only
being discussed by art historians and critics, who keep comparing him to Mi-
chelangelo, Caravaggio and Picasso, but also widely written about by Italian
intellectuals, including Alberto Moravia, Pier Paolo Pasolini and Andrea Ca-
milleri.® A founder of the Fronte nuovo delle arti, and a member of the Cen-
tral Committee of the Italian Communist Party from 1951, Guttuso was held
to be the true model of the artist-activist, passionately believing in his function
and mission, in society. For him, realism—unpolished, impatient and uncom-
promised—was the only form of artistic expression offering the alternative for
the illegibility of modernism. In the words of Guttuso’s first Western monogra-
pher John Berger: “Sustained by a binding faith in his fellow men, he ... has un-
derstood that the artist’s responsibility is not only for what his brush does to his
canvas, but also for what his canvas does to those who gaze at it.”*°

If Guttuso’s reputation in Western Europe and America in the 1950s was
limited because of his deliberate incompatibility with fashionable forms of
modernism, and because of reservations toward his politics,”* his career in
People’s Democracies flourished. Seized by the machinery of the propaganda
and listed, next to Fougeron, Leopoldo Mendez, Willi Gropper, and Rock-
well Kent, as one of the “progressive artists of the capitalist countries,” who
were unmasking the true face of imperialism and the decadence of modern-
ism as its tool, Guttuso became the bearer of the gaze of the Western commu-
nist, facilitating the approval of socialist realism’s political aims and its realist
idiom.'* Between the 1950s and the 1970s, the total number of exhibitions,
catalogs, and monographs of Guttuso, published in Moscow, Leipzig, Ber-
lin, Prague, Budapest, Bucharest and Warsaw outweighed the attention giv-
en to him in the West, and almost competed with the publicity he received in

his native Italy.” He was also awarded several state honors within the Com-

9 A selection of literature on Guttuso is given by the website Archivi Guttuso, http://www.guttuso.com/
en/main_old.htm (accessed 30 December 2010). Guttuso’s Battle of the Ponte dell Ammiraglio was recently
acquired by the Uffizi for €750,000. See Antonio Natali, Guttuso agli Uffizi (Firenze: Edizioni Polistampa,
2005).

10 John Berger, Renato Guttuso (London: Leicester Galleries, 1955), 6.

11 James Hyman, “A ‘Pioneer Painter’: Renato Guttuso and Realism in Britain,” in Guztuso (London: White-
chapel Gallery, 1996), 39-53.

12 “An Open Letter of Polish Artists to Fellow Artists Abroad” and “An Open letter of the Soviet Artists to
the Artists of the World,” both published in Przeglgd Artystyczny 7-9 (1950): 3~s.

13 Cf. bibliographies in Enrico Crispolti, Catalogo ragionato generale dei dipinti di Renato Guttuso (Milan:
Giorgio Mondadori & Associati, 1983), vols. 1-3; also Guttuso (1996), 165-67.
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munist Bloc, including membership of the Deutsche Akademie der Kiinste
in Berlin (from 1955), several state prizes, and the most prominent of all of
them, the International Lenin Peace Prize, given to him during his grand
retrospective in Moscow in 1972. And yet, Guttuso’s ubiquitous presence in
Eastern Europe has not attracted scholarly attention so far, remaininga blind
spot in the literature on the artist."*

Guttuso’s eventful career behind the Iron Curtain began with his partic-
ipation in the International Congress of Intellectuals in Defense of Peace.
Held in Wroclaw in 1948, it was a seminal event in the process of establish-
ing an international network of politically committed artists, writers, scien-
tists, and academics from all over the globe. Although it is said to have fixed
the Cold War binaries, aligning modernism and freedom with the West, and
mindless submission to Stalinist realism and totalitarian oppression with the
East, yet, it is precisely the Wroctaw Congress, with a range of accompanying
events, and its long-standing repercussions for the Cold War cultures, which
calls into question the established narratives of art post-194s."s It assembled
almost soo intellectuals and luminaries in the sciences and politics, includ-
ing Irene Joliot-Curie, Julian Huxley, J. P. Bernal, A. J. P. Taylor, and George
Lukécs; the poets and novelists Paul Eluard, Ilya Ehrenburg, Jorge Amado,
Aimé Césaire, Max Frisch, and Anna Seghers; and artists such as Pablo Pi-
casso, Fernand Léger, Leopoldo Mendez, and Feliks Topolski. Guttuso was
appointed one of the four presidents of the congress. He did not give an of-
ficial paper, but made himself known as an ardent promoter of realism, as
expressed in a conversation with the French journalist Dominique Desanti,
during which he pinned down Picasso, while praising the congress enthu-

siastically for opening contacts with the “democratic forces of the world.”"¢

14 Bogdan Klechowski, “Renato Guttuso—rdzne oblicza realizmu,” Zeszty Naukowo-Artstyczne Wydziatu
Malarstwa, ASP Krakéw (2006): 13-36, which discusses the reception of Guttuso in Europe, ignoring
Poland altogether. On the reception of Guttuso in East Germany, see Bazin, “Le réalisme socialiste.”

15 Katarzyna Murawska-Muthesius, “Modernism between Peace and Freedom: Picasso and Others at the
Congress of Intellectuals in Wroctaw, 1948,” in Cold War Modern: Design 1945-1970, ed. David Crowley
and Jane Pavitt (London: V & A Publishing, 2008), 33-41. Guttuso’s drawing Le rovine di Wroclaw grida-
no al mondo: Pace! was published in L’Unita, on 28 October 1948.

16 “Je ne crois pas que Picasso doive continuer dans sa voie. Il ne semble pas le désirer d’ailleurs d’apres ce qu’il
nous disait I'autre soir. . .. Il m’a fallu venir & Wroclaw pour voir clair en moi. Pour moi, ce Congrés a quel-
que ChOSC dC magiquc. C’Cst une l'évélation. Mon Pl'cmicr contact avec lCS EOI'CCS démocratiques du mondc.
Jai rencontré des artistes étrangers en Italie depuis la Libération, mai pas soo intellectuels de 45 pays, pas
Picasso et Fernand Léger. Et puis, je ne connaissais les Soviétiques que par oui-dire. Maintenant je peux par-
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The contacts made by Guttuso in Wroctaw turned out to be very fruit-
ful indeed for establishing his fame in the Communist Bloc, including Po-
land, but it is difficult to ascertain today whether he visited this country at all
again. Guttuso’s presence in Poland—before his large retrospective in 1954—
was mostly expressed through his written statements, translations of his texts,
as well as reproductions rather than through his paintings or further personal
encounters. Unlike fellow communist Picasso—who was not in the habit of
writing articles on art policies, nor was he inclined to vilify formalism—Gut-
tuso was the artist-activist, as capable with his brush as with a pen. His rad-
ical declarations, delivered in a sharp rhetoric of militant Communism, apt-
ly served the task of defining the vices of “antiformalism” and the virtues of
“realism.” Often quoted or paraphrased in Przeglgd Artystyczny (The arts re-
view), the major doctrinaire art periodical in Poland, Guttuso’s statements,
turned into slogans, were heavily instrumentalized in a wide-ranging cam-
paign for a wholesale conversion of all Polish arts into socialist realism.

A typical example was an anonymous piece introducing Guttuso as an
exemplary “Artist as the Peace Fighter” published in the autumn of 1950 in
a special issue of Przeglgd Artystyczny produced just in time for the Second
World Peace Congress in Warsaw, in a section devoted to “progressive artists”
in capitalist countries. It all began from Guttuso’s own declaration, quoted
without references, equating art, in a truly avant-garde way, with the task of
rebuilding the world: “I am an artist and a communist. In my mind, both of
those terms are inseparable. I deeply believe that art is one of the tools for
the transformation of contemporary reality and serves the struggle for a bet-
ter future of humankind.”'” What followed was a blunt profile of Guttuso as
a “Peace Warrior,” fully committed to the struggle against “abstraction and
other versions of formalist movements of bourgeois art, including the deca-
dent tendencies in his own work.” To complete this characteristic of a para-
digmatic communist artist, it also included the assertion of Guttuso’s debt

to Soviet art, the claim that was to be subsequently vigorously denied by the

ler, prendre contact. Je sais maintenant que nous, jeunes artistes italiens, avions raison de supposer que la
paix et la démocratie valaient qu'on lutte pour elles.” Dominique Desanti, Nous avons choisi la paix (Paris:
Pierre Seghers, 1949), 111-13.

17 “Artysta bojownikiem o pokdj,” Przeglgd Artystyczny 7-9 (1950): 12. The next piece, On a New Way, was
devoted to French communist artists. Ibid., 13—15.
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artist himself."® This brief text of half a page must have served as the recom-
mendation of Guttuso to the Peace Prize, which he was to receive during the
Warsaw Peace Congress.™ It was illustrated with a reproduction of one of his
largest paintings, the Occupation of Uncultivated Lands in Sicily (1949—50),
acquired by the Deutsche Akademie der Kiinste in Berlin. It is likely that an
oil sketch to this composition, with a peasant waving a red flag, in the collec-
tions of the National Museum in Warsaw, was presented as a gift from the
artist to the Polish authorities on the occasion of his first World Peace Prize
award.* The sketch, broadly painted and bearing all the features of violent
expressionism, could not possibly have been classified as keeping within the
antiformalist frame of socialist realism and, apparently, was kept away from
the public until the 1960s.

In spite of the obvious gap between Guttuso’s verbal definitions of real-
ism and his own use of the idiom, or, in other words, between Guttuso as
constructed by Przeglgd Artystyczny and Guttuso as defined by his paint-
ings, he was soon commissioned to illustrate a novel by the Polish author
Julian Stryjkowski, Running to Fragala, which described the post-WWII
revolutionary revolts in Sicily. The standards of the socialist realist fizi ex-
pected from its painting were much more relaxed for lesser media, including
also book illustrations, thus Guttuso’s drawings, executed in much the same
abrupt manner, must have been accepted without any major reservations. The
novel, first issued in 1951, was republished twice, each time in a new graphic
layout, earning the artist another Polish prize, awarded by the state in 1952.*'
On this particular occasion, Przeglgd Artystyczny included Guttuso’s article,
“On the Way to Realism” (1952), which had first appeared in the Italian com-
munist journal Societa.” It argued strongly, even if in a circular fashion, for

the unconditional demise of formalism for the sake of the courageous ges-

18 “How and how much I have tried to work from reality and how different was and is my search from the flat
and illustrative mannerism of the Soviets and of the so-called French realists, should have been obvious to
everyone,” said Guttuso in conversation with the American critic James Thrall Soby, in Guztuso (New York:
ACA Gallery—Heller Gallery, 1958): 3-4.

19 On the Warsaw Peace Congress, see Phillip Deery, “7he Dove Flies East: Whitehall, Warsaw and the 1950
World Peace Congress,” Australian Journal of Politics ¢ History 48:4 (2002): 449-68.

20 In Calabria, 72.5 x 96 cm, signed “Guttuso ’s0” and described on the reverse: “Guttuso Studio per un qua-
dro sull’occupazione di terre in Calabria”; Crispolti, Cazalogo ragionato, vol. 1, cat. no. 50/67.

21 “Renato Guttuso,” Przeglgd Artystyczny 4 (1952): 61.

22 Renato Guttuso, “Na drodze do realizmu,” Przeglgd Artystyczny 4 (1954): s2—6o.
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ture of realism. “Realism is not a school, not a period in the history of art, ...
but a permanent factor in all its periods of enhancing the vitality of art after
the period of stylization, ossification, decadence,” claimed Guttuso, moving
onto a merciless vivisection of the modernist search for the autonomy of art,
which—even if first motivated by the rejection of nineteenth-century aca-
demicism—soon established its own academic repertory of motifs, “releasing
a rotten smell and the dust of plaster among guitars and plates with fruit.”*
The major charge against modernism was that it “cut itself off from the pub-
lic, the ordinary viewer, the man from the street, be it a bourgeois or a prole-
tarian.” In contrast, “the artists moving along the path of realism believe that
awork of art should be understandable for all, at least partly. .. . This aspect
of the work commonly accessible is its contents.”*

Guttuso’s arguments, metaphors and judgments kept influencing Polish
art criticism until the end of the socialist realist hegemony in Poland. For in-
stance, the phrases from his review of the 1954 Venice Biennale—in which he
unmasked surrealism as a “glorification of low pornography of a certain Del-
vaux,” as well as condemning Miro for “giving up to a refined and cheap ca-
price”—were almost mirrored in another report on the Biennale in the same
issue, written by Juliusz Starzyriski, the chief “ideologue” of art politics of the
time. He also complained about a “distasteful pornography” of Delvaux, as
well as the “frivolity and coquettishness” of Miro.>s Interestingly, Guttuso’s
review opened from the reproduction of his own Boogie-woogie, shown at the
Biennale, a composition that must have been devised by him to prove the su-
periority of the immediacy of realism over abstraction. It represented an an-
imated group of young people (in fact his fellow artists) enjoying the plea-
sures of the American dance, while a lifeless image of Mondrian’s abstract
interpretation of boogie-woogie hangs neglected on a wall at the back.* It is
hardly possible to assess today whether the wit of Guttuso’s visual argument
was grasped by the Przeglgd Artystyczny’s readers, but its power seems to have

been undermined by reproductions of the very paintings he mocked in his re-

23 Guttuso, “Na drodze do realizmu,” 52.

24 Ibid,, s8.

25 Renato Guttuso, “Jarmark snobizmu (W zwigzku z XX VII Biennale),” Przeglgd Artystyczny s—6 (1954):
31-42; Juliusz Starzynski, “Internacjonalizm czy kosmopolityzm (Kilka uwag z powodu XX VII Biennale
w Wenecji),” Przeglad Artystyczny 56 (1954): 3-26.

26 Guttuso, “Jarmark snobizmu,” 31.
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RENATO GUTTUSO (Wiochy). ,,Boogie woogie* w Rzymie. Olej, 1953

JARMARK SNOBIZMU

(W zwiqzku -z XXV1l Biennale)

RENATO GUTTUSO

enecka Biennale od chwili powstania posia-
dala zawsze charakter uroczysty i oficjalny.
Wystawa ta, bedace dzi§ moze najwazniejszym
przegladem  artystycznym Swiecie dzieki
liczbie narodowosci bioracych w niej udziat (i dzie-
ki .oficjalnos'ci tego udziatu), jest przedmiotem
"uwagi kazdego, kto pragnie mieé ogélne pojecie
o sztuce §wiatowej, stanowi bowiem jej obiektyw-
ny przeglad, nawet je§li nie mozna nazwaé obiek-
tywnym ani ogélnego zalozenia, ani selekcji doko-
nywanej przez wieksza cze§é uczestniczacych w
Biennale narodowosci.

Nieobecno§é Zwiazku Radzieckiego i Chin fudo-
wych stanowi powazng luke w wystawie nie tylko
dlatego, ze chodzi 0 dwa wielkie marody kulturalnie
autonomiczne, ale r_éwniéi dlatego, ze ze struktura
‘spoleczna i nadbudowd kulturalng tych . krajéw

na

zwigzana jest nowa ideologia; zbadanie sztuki tych

"krajéw stanowiloby jeden z giéwnych punkiéw Te-

feratu dla krytycznej dyskusji, ktéra mialaby na
celu zdanie sobie sprawy z pozytywnych i nega-
tywnych sspekiéw sztuki, -czerpiacej natchnienie
2 nowoczesnej socjalistycznej rzeczywistosci w ze-
stawieniu z szeroko reprezentowang na Wysi:.awie
sztuka Zachodu. Byliby$my radzi, aby nastapilo to-
na przyszlej wystawie i zeby mozna byto obejrzeé¢
wystawe sztuki radzieckiej w icalym procesie jej
rozwoju od poczatkéw do dnia dzisiejszego, §wiad-
czacym o stoczonych walkach kulturalnych, o bie-

- dach i postepie, o zdobyczach.

Na poézat.ku byla mowa o oficjalnym charakterze
Biennale 'od chwili jej yarodzin. JeSli spojrze¢ na
nazwiska pierwszego Miedzynarodowego Komitetu
(1895), to' znajdg sie tam najbardziej ,udekorowa-

31

Figure 11.1.

Opening page of Guttuso’s article “Vanity Fair” in Przeglgd Artystyczny, 1954.
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view, by Miro, Delvaux, Max Ernst, Hans Arp, Magritte, and others. As it
happened, by summer 1954, orthodox socialist realism was already losing its
hegemony in Poland, and the reproductions of those castigated works of art
were offering a chance to spy on the forbidden, and much tempting, fruit of
Western modernism.

And yet, despite the vanishing power of socialist realist verbal rhetoric,
when Guttuso’s works were finally brought to Poland and seen, the energy
and immediacy of his visual language were not lost on the viewers. His exhi-
bition—which toured at least six Eastern European cities, and included sever-
al of his large compositions, such as the Battle for the Ponte Ammiraglio—was
staged to huge acclaim at the Central Exhibition Oflice Zacheta in Warsaw
and later in Katowice (known as Stalinogrdd at the time). Comparing him
with his Polish contemporaries, the young art historian Ryszard Stanistawski,
who curated the show, wrote in Przeglgd Artystyczny: “Guttuso is undoubt-
edly more colorful, more dynamic, more passionate and courageous in his
painterly choices.”” Even thirty years later, Guttuso’s art was remembered by
the critics as a much more agreeable alternative to the Soviet formula of artis-
tic correctness, and mentioned among the remarks on the impact of French
figuralists and the vitality of Mexicans.*®

Considering this success, it comes as a surprise that one of Guttuso’s larg-
est compositions, the seductively colorful Calabrians at the Piazza di Spagna
(1952),* which was shown in Warsaw and acquired by the Polish Ministry of
Artand Culture after its long tour through Prague, Budapest, Bucharest, and
Sofia, has remained a little-known piece in the artist’s ceuvre (Plate 11.1). In
the catalogue raisonné of Guttuso’s paintings by Enrico Crispolti, it is labeled
as the Immigrati a Roma, a title that emphasizes the work’s critical edge, and
is classified as one of the most mature accomplishments of ““il realismo so-
cialista’ guttusiano,” paying attention to the drama of contemporary people.
In Crispolti’s words, this stage, revealing some tangential points with the Zh-

danovian formulas of socialist realism, was characterized by the precision of

27 Ryszard Stanistawski, Wystawa prac Renato Guttuso (Warsaw: Zacheta, 1954); Ryszard Stanistawski, “Gue-
tuso—Malarz ludu wloskiego,” Przeglad Artystyczny 3 (1954): 46—53; Marck Meschnik, Binro Wystaw
Artystycznych w Katowicach: 1949-1999 (Katowice: Galeria Sztuki Wspélezesnej BWA, 2001), 79.

28 Elzbicta Grabska, “Puisque realisme il y a,” czyli o tym co w sztuce powojennego dziesi¢ciolecia nie mogto

si¢ dokona¢,” in Sztuka polska po 1945 roku (Warsaw: Pafistwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 1987), 375-384.
29 Calabresi a Piazza di Spagna, 1952, 233.5 X 144 cm, signed and dated ‘Guttuso s2.
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the detail, descriptiveness, a certain emotionalism, and above all, by the doc-
umentary drive, the imperative to record the events of the artist’s time in the
visual language, simple and unadorned, and immediately communicative.*°
As he adds, this particular phase was marked by the debates about the pres-
ence of Italian realism at the 1952 Venice Biennale, and corresponded close-
ly with views expressed by Guttuso in his article on realism, which, as I men-
tioned above, was republished in Poland. And indeed, the painting strikes
one as the most paradigmatic “socialist realist” work by Guttuso, the closest
to his profile constructed by Przeglgd Artystyczny, representing “the reality of
the poorly dressed,”*" whose life-size bodies occupy almost the whole canvas.
In fact, the painting derives its message from the contrast between the plain
and worn out clothes of the working-class family from the Italian south, ar-
riving in search of work in the center of Rome—and the affluent lifestyles
promoted by the capital, where young people, fashionably dressed, have ap-
parently nothing else to do but sit and converse on the Spanish steps. The
empathy with, and the elevation of, the underprivileged, the scorn for the
“chattering classes,” as well as the expressiveness of the bodies and bold colors
show similarities to the ways in which the Soviet formula of socialist realism
was at the same time “personalized” by the Polish artist Andrzej Wroblews-
ki.»* Like Guttuso, he believed in the social function of art and in the impera-
tive of its legibility, while not renouncing the expressive potential of the mod-
ernist flatness and of form itself. Although the links between the artists have
been recently made into a topic worthy of investigation by Polish curators,
the importance of the Calabrians at the Piazza di Spagna for the internation-
al socialist realist movement is still to be discussed.

A separate study of Guttuso’s career in the Communist Bloc as a whole,
forming an interesting example of the porosity of the Cold War boundaries
in Europe and confirming the transnationality of socialist realism, is clear-
ly needed. That, in turn, engenders the project to remap socialist realism, ac-

knowledging its presence, its legacy and its persistence in various countries,

30 Crispolti, Catalogo ragionato, vol. 1, pp. ccxvii—cexviii, cat. No. 52/7.

31 Gurttuso, “Na drodze do realizmu,” 57.

32 On the relationship between Guttuso and Wréblewski, sece Nowakowska-Sito, Przewodnik, so, and Joan-
na Kordjak-Piotrowska, Andrzej Wréblewski 1927-1957: W s50. rocznicg smierci artysty (Warsaw: The Na-
tional Museum, 2007). For interesting remarks on Polish Socialist Realism, see Renato Guttuso, Mestiere
di pittore: Scritti sull arte e la societa (Bari: De Donato, 1972), 253-55.
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various regimes and at various times, all over the globe. So far, attempts have
been made to map out, as well as to write about, the avant-garde in East-
ern Europe. The East. Art.Map project by Irwin, as well as Piotr Piotrowski’s
seminal book on the Eastern European avant-garde, are significant achieve-
ments in this field.?* What has not been done yet is to rewrite and remap the
other side of the avant-garde, the major and most effective artistic idiom for
this geographical area, the movement that contributed just as much to the

construction of Eastern Europe as a region.

33 heep://www.e-flux.com/projects/eastartmap/index.html (accessed 30 December 2010); Piotr Piotrowski,
In the Shadow of Yalta: Art and the Avant-garde in Eastern Europe 19451989 (London: Reaktion, 2009).

150



In postliberation Paris, Picasso became the symbol of regained freedom.

The artist owed much of his popularity among the Parisians to the fact that
he refused to emigrate when many French modernists had fled to America.’
Picasso’s relationship with France reached its high point in the special exhi-
bition accompanying the Salon d’Automne in 1944, known as the Libera-
tion Salon, which was usually reserved for French artists.* Last but not least,
he joined the French Communist Party—this was announced the day before
the opening of the salon and attracted the attention of the world’s media.?
In the Eastern European countries, liberated by the Red Army from Nazi
occupation, a great deal of attention was paid by the communist ideologists—
the builders of the new social order—to Comrade Picasso. As an effect of the
Yalta Conference, these countries were incorporated after the war into the

Soviet area of influence. After the liberation, the Western Allies demanded

1 M. Cone, Artists under Vichy: A Case of Prejudice and Persecution (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1992), 137.

> Gertje R. Utley, Picasso: The Communist Years (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2000), 39.

3 DPablo Picasso, interview by Paul Gaillard, New Masses, 24 October 1944.
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that the rules of democracy be maintained and that free elections be orga-
nized. To anyone familiar with Stalin’s methods, such a demand may sound
like entrusting a lamb to a hungry wolf. However, Stalin was keen to be per-
ceived as a solicitous protector, from an external point of view at least.

On the one hand, the operation of winding up the political and military
opposition held by the army, militia, and security service controlled by Mos-
cow was in progress. On the other hand, an appearance of liberalism was
upheld as well as the gentle prosocialist method of persuasion, using a car-
rot rather than a stick. The artistic society—especially that connected with
modernist trends—did not declare its resistance. A great number of artists
were either left-wing or involved in the communist movement before the war.
Their anxiety was caused by socialist realism as the “compulsory” trend in the
USSR. It was perceived by the East-Central European modernists as the con-
tradiction of freedom and progress in art.

That is why any political gesture by a famous artist such as Pablo Picas-
so was a tremendously valuable element in the propaganda machine. Pablo
Picasso became the authority for the communists and as such he helped the
new system and the new power to be accepted by the elite, or at least to neu-
tralize the resistance. For that reason, the first months after the liberation
were the time of propaganda focused on the political gestures of the artist.
“The notorious Spanish painter, Pablo Picasso, made the following confes-
sion about his reasons for joining the Communist Party of France: ‘I became
a communist, because the communists are the bravest people in the Soviet
Union and in France and in my own fatherland,” as it was put in the first is-
sue of the Polish periodical Kuznica, which was intended to shape the new
Polish intelligentsia. It was a clear message to Polish artists about where to
place their political allegiances. The message was supported by other expres-
sions, such as the text by a friend of Picasso, the Soviet writer Ilya Ehren-
burg, published in the Soviet Literaturnaja Gazieta and then reprinted in
the periodicals of East-Central Europe, such as Przekrdj and Bildende Kunst.
“Among the communists and the friends of the USSR, there are scientists
from France, such as Joliot-Curie, the most prominent artists such as Picas-
so and Matisse, and the most significant poets, such as Aragon and Eluard.
They are not great artists because they joined us, but they joined us because

they are great artists.”
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The Czechoslovak periodical Zivor published a text by French critic and
member of the Communist Party Roger Garaudy, which was entitled “Art-
ists without Uniform.” As Garaudy puts it: “It’s every painter’s right to paint
like Picasso. It is also his right to paint another way. It’s the communist’s right
to like Picasso’s work; it’s also his right to admire the work of any anti-Picas-
so. Picasso’s painting is not the aesthetic of communism, neither is the art
of Taslitsky. There is no compulsory style. Does this mean that Marxism ex-
cludes the aesthetic by Picasso or anyone else? Not at all. Marxism is not a
prison, but a point of view.”* The above quotations give the impression of
communism as a system in which social and political engagement was fol-
lowed by freedom in the field of aesthetics. For this reason, the modernists
might feel comfortable in the new regime, especially as Picasso was the guar-
antee of their freedom.

The East-Central European artists and critics seemed to perceive Picasso
as the guarantee of freedom; they were aware of the necessity of social meta-
morphoses in the context of the tragedy of war and wanted to take partin the
process. They also wanted to stay in touch with the modernist tradition born
in Paris. These dilemmas were expressed by Jindfich Chalupecky, a Czech
critic and editor of the periodical Lezzers. Czechoslovakia faced—as Chalu-
pecky put it—the civilizational choice between Eastern socialism and West-
ern modernism. Nevertheless, as he argued, none must be rejected, because
it is possible to combine both directions.’ The art of Picasso and the poetry
of Paul Eluard were examples of accepting socialism in art. Neither involved
abandoning the achievement of modernism. Socialism as the only way of ex-
tricating humanity from a deep crisis should not exclude human heritage;
rather it should make use of it. In Poland, a similar point of view was pre-
sented by the artists associated with the Group of Young Artists and the crit-
ics accompanying them. Tadeusz Kantor and Mieczystaw Porebski, the most
important Polish artist and art critic of the time, wrote in a text, which was
also the manifesto of the Group of Young Artists: “For those of us who, in the
darkest times of the occupation, stood by the writers and poets of the cultur-

al resistance movement, Picasso’s Guernica became the most amazing human

4 R.Garaudy, “Umélcy bez uniformy,” Zivot 7-8 (1946).
s J. Chalupecky, “Kultura a politika,” Listy 3 (1946).

153



Part IT - Moving Objects

manifestation.” These artists perceived Picasso as the new model of art pos-
tulated by the communist ideologists. They perceived the Spaniard’s avant-
garde style, which was born with cubism as the announcement of the new re-
alism, which was to be more obvious and more simple than the realism of the
time. Mieczystaw Porebski wrote as much with reference to nineteenth-cen-
tury realism. He added that a new realism was being created, one that was a
synthesis of all the ravings of surrealism and used all the means of expression-
ism in order to follow the coming reality.

So, the art of Picasso, with Guernica as its most important masterpiece, is
asynthesis of all the trends of modern art and may be the reflection of the real
demand of the new era. The notion of a new era was understood as the com-
prehensive reality born after the horror of the war. In the shadow of catastro-
phe, humanity and its environment could no longer be described in academic
language. It was only modernism with its expressionist means and deforma-
tions of superficial viewpoints that was able to touch the core of reality. This
was the point of what Por¢bski described as intensified realism.

German surrealist and critic Heinz Trokes described Picasso’s art in a
similar way, calling it spiritual realism. Referring to Guernica and the war
pictures by Picasso, he wrote: “At a time when everyone is deprived of human-
ity and humanist convictions, Picasso does not create the portraits of indi-
viduals, but pictures of disintegrated women with their faces broken by tears,
resting on armchairs, with their faces showing eyes on their foreheads bro-
ken by fear, eyes that would call for help from somewhere on another plan-
et. These are the pictures of our time.”” Trokes’s article is one of the points
of view expressed in the discussion held in the East German periodical Bi/-
dende Kunst. The debate touched the problem of modernist art and abstract
art. Heinz Trokes’s point of view was not a dominant one in the discussion.
The main opinion expressed was that of Heinz Liidecke, who summed up the
discussion.® The author described Picasso as a decadent artist, but he under-
lined that this was not an insulting definition; his art was simply connected
to the decadent phase of the bourgeoisie, following the Marxist thesis that

consciousness is defined by existence.

6 T.Kantor and M. Por¢bski, “Grupa Mlodych Plastykéw po raz drugi,” Twdrczosé 9 (1946).
7 H.Trockes, “Moderne Kunst und Zeitbewusstsein,” Bildende Kunst 3 (1948).
8  H.Lidecke, “Die Entwirklichung der biirgerlichen Kunst,” Bildende Kunst s (1948).
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The discussion on the place of modernist and abstract art in the new so-
cialist world was also held in the art periodicals in Hungary. Here, too, the
name Picasso often appeared in various arguments. On the one hand, his art
was described as the product of the decadent order of bourgeois society. In
this spirit, Janos Kurta Andréssy wrote his text “Abstract Art in the People’s
Democracy.” On the other hand, other critics, such as Por¢bski and Trokes,
focused on the expression of new realism. Such a point of view was presented
by the critic connected with the Hungarian European School, Erné Killai,
in his response to Andrassy’s text: “Attention! The show!”** In his opinion,
Guernica and the war pictures announced the “splendid return of realism.”

The critics, close to the modernist movement in the four Middle Euro-
pean countries, perceived Picasso as an exceptional person—a proleftist art-
ist able to express his engagement in the nontraditional form, the synthesis of
several avant-garde trends. They described the form as a new realism, which
refers perfectly to the condition of humanity after the catastrophe of war.
Guernica and the other war pictures proved that there was no space for “art
for art’s sake” in Picasso’s work, but the reference to the horrific realities of
war and people’s lives was achieved in a sensitive manner.

Before we analyze the response of artists to the above critical expressions,
let us ask what were the sources of knowledge about Picasso and his art at
the time? The main sources were reproductions in magazines and newspa-
pers. Art periodicals such as Blok, Zivot, Bildende Kunst, Szabad Miivészet,
and Glos Plastykdw printed pictures by Picasso. There were only two exhibi-
tions with Picasso’s paintings organized in East-Central Europe at the time.
In spring 1947, a French-Hungarian exhibition took place in Budapest. Six
works by Picasso were presented there alongside the works of other French
painters, such as Matisse and Pignon. The most interesting show was “The
Art of Republican Spain,” which took place in Prague and Brno in 1946.
Even though the exhibition in Czechoslovakia was not a solo show of Picas-
so’s work, it was a unique opportunity to see the recent pieces by the Span-
iard at that time and in that region. Nine oil paintings dating from between
1939 and 1945, as well as seven graphic works, dominated and overshadowed

the works of others participants—young Spanish artists. The ideological con-

9 J.K. Andrissy, “Abstract Art in People’s Democracy?” Szabad Szé, 16 June 1946.
10 E.Killai, “Attention! The Show!” Szabad Sz4, 23 June 1946.
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text of the exhibition needs to be emphasized." In the catalog, as well as in of-
ficial speeches, the anti-Nazi character of the Spaniards’ art, especially of the
author of Guernica, was firmly stressed. The government was represented by
the communist minister, the head of propaganda, Vaclav Kopecky.”* The ex-
hibition took place ahead of the general election, in which the Communist
Party emerged as the most powerful group.

In Poland, there was no way of coming into direct contact with Picas-
so’s work, except one occasion, in 1948, when Picasso came to Poland. Al-
though Pablo Picasso was one of the most important guests of the Peace
Congress in Wroctaw in 1948, initially inspired by Stalin," there was an at-
tempt to avoid showing his paintings. It is true that a small exhibition of his
work was organized, though it only showed ceramics, presenting the artist as
a craftsman whose incomprehensible paintings had changed into the prod-
ucts of a pottery workshop.'* Picasso’s ceramics were not what his Polish ad-
mirers had expected to see. At that time, a retrospective exhibition of his
work could have become an unforgettable artistic event, according to Helen
Syrkusowa, an architect associated with modernism, who took care of Picas-
so during his visit to Poland. “But there was no attempt to organize an exhi-
bition of his work, nor even a lecture or meeting with students of architec-
ture, sculpture or painting.”*s The artist was honored by the state with high
distinctions presented by the president, but at the same time he was isolat-
ed from the environment of contemporary artists.'® Apt is the story, quot-
ed by Francoise Gilot, about how during the ofhicial congressional dinner,
a Russian accused Picasso of cultivating decadence in art in his “impression-

ist-surrealist” style.'” Such opinions marked the starting point of an increas-

11 Pavel Stépének wrote about what went on backstage of the show: P. Stépanek, “Spanelsti umélci patizske
Skoly v Praze i Brne 1946,” Bulletin Moravske Galerie w Brne (1994).

12 Spanélsti umélci Paiitské skoly v Praze 1946 (Narodni galerie v Praze, 1994).

13 Unpublished note by Jerzy Borejsza Jr., quoted by Dorota Folga-Januszewska in D. Folga-Januszewska,
Picasso. Przemiany/Changes (Muzeum Narodowe w Warszawie, 2002), 12; about the roots of the Peace
Congress in Wroctaw, see also Z. Wozniczka, “Wroctawski Kongres Intelektualistéw w obronie pokoju,”
Kuwartalnik historyczny 2 (1987): 131-57.

14 Pablo Picasso about his stay in Poland in Glos Ludu. Pismo Polskiej Partii Robotniczej, 29 August 1948;
Ceramika. Pablo Picasso we Wroctawin (Wroclaw: 1948).

15 M. Biborowski, ed., Picasso w Polsce (Krakéw: Wydawnictwo Literackie, 1979): 92.

16 Pablo Picasso spent fourteen days in Poland, apart from his presence on the Peace Congress, he also visited
Warsaw, Cracow, and Auschwitz-Birkenau. For a detailed schedule of Picasso’s stay in Poland, see Picasso
w Polsce, 21-22.

17 F. Gilot, Life with Picasso (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1965), 207.
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ing intolerance toward modernist art and were a sign of the imminent end
of artistic freedom.

Between 1945 and 1948, modernist art developed dynamically as a result
of liberal cultural politics. The art of groups such as Grupa 42 in Czechoslova-
kia—centered around Galerie Gerd Rosen in Berlin—contained plenty of ref-
erences to Picasso’s art. In the art of Franti$¢ek and FrantiSek Gross from Gru-
pa 42, the inspiration of the actual paintings of Picasso, especially the women’s
heads shown at the exhibition “The Art of Republican Spain” interfered with
cubism in Czech modernism. The most important source of inspiration for
Czech artists was the collection of Vincenc Kramat. In Kramaft’s collection,
besides the works by Picasso and Braque in their analytic cubism period, there
was also the notorious 1907 self-portrait by Picasso (now in the National Gal-
lery in Prague). Kramaf also possessed works by Emil Filla, the Czech cub-
ist. After his return to Prague from the concentration camp in Buchenwald in
1945, he began to work on a series of pictures that were presented at a show in
1947. Some of his works are dialogues with Picasso’s works, exhibited in Prague
in 1946. Picasso’s inactive women sitting in a closed space are contradicted by
Filla’s women in action: a sculptor at work and a woman releasing a lark from
its cage. The tension between the painters is so clear due to the proximity of Fil-
la’s characters to Picasso’s style—a proximity that is close to pastiche.

Tadeusz Kantor, the leader of the Young Painters Group, also referred to
Picasso in his work. His pictures presenting women, which were created in
1945—47, may be the best example. The synthetic form, rigid contour of color
planes, expressive clashes of diversified points of view—all these are connec-
tions between Kantor’s canvases and the war pictures of women by Picasso.
Kantor was not able to see Picasso’s works. The intermediary role was played
by young French artists following Picasso—André Fougeron, Edouard Pi-
gnon presented in Cracow in 1947. Tadeusz Kantor saw the exhibition of
French painters as a presentation of the most up-to-date trends in painting
of Paris. In his pictures presenting people at work, such as The Laundress,
Kantor uses the postcubist form to present the theme of the efforts of ordi-
nary people. The artist’s social engagement is the clue to these works (Plate
12.1). In 1947, Kantor left Cracow for Paris. After his six-month stay there, his
painting changed. Objects and characters disappeared from his canvases and

the inspiration from abstract surrealism became clear.
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The works of one of the leaders of the Hungarian European School, Dezsé
Korniss, present an interesting synthesis of inspiration from Picasso with geo-
metric discipline. Korniss became familiar with Picasso’s work in the 1930s.
Two interesting pictures—which may be perceived as dialogues with Picas-
so—emerged after the war. One is The Singers (1946), where Korniss trans-
posed the famous figures of The Three Musicians (1921) into geometrical and
abstract forms. The other composition that sums up Korniss’s work is the sur-
realistic Grasshopper’s Wedding, which emerged in 1948. The canvas is a dia-
logue with Picasso’s La _Joie de Vivre (1946), the picture referring to Mediter-
ranean culture.

The artists from the circle of the Gerd Rosen Gallery in Berlin, who estab-
lished the Zone s group in 1948, were also strongly influenced by Picasso. In
the pictures by Trokes, the leader of the group, one finds echoes of war still
lifes with a skull by Picasso. The works by Marc Zimmermann refer to Picas-
so’s surrealistic period. Both artists were employed by the State School of Ar-
chitecture and Art in Weimar in the Soviet occupation zone. They were dis-
missed shortly afterward, as soon as the first semester was over. The surrealist
influences in their paintings were the reason for their dismissal.”® Inspira-
tion from Picasso can also be found in the work by artists of the older genera-
tion who stayed in the Soviet occupation zone, such as Karl Hofer and Horst
Strempel. In a well-known triptych by Strempel, Night over Germany, Ange-
la Schneider found the influence of Guernica.”

The inspiration from Picasso’s art presented above should be seen in an
ideological context. For many artists and critics, Picasso became the example
of political engagement and modernist painting. The artists’ references to Pi-
casso were a sign that they were joining the trend of social changes, but also
a sign that they were stressing the value of art’s autonomy and the freedom of
the artist. Soon it became clear that it was not Picasso’s painting that was to
become the new model of official visual language of the socialist state. By the
end of 1948, the communists consolidated their position in the region and a
campaign against “formalism” in art began. The campaign did not omit Pab-

lo Picasso himself. In the part of Germany occupied by the Soviets, which

18 K. M. Kober, Die Kunst der friiher Jahre 1945-1949 (Leipzig: Seemann, 1989), 341.
19 A. Schneider, “Picasso in uns selbst,” in Deutschlandbilder. Kunst aus einem geteilten Land, ed. E. Gillen
(Berlin: Dumont, 1997), 359.
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was about to become the GDR, the campaign took place in Tégliche Rund-
schau—the newspaper of the communist party SED. Adolf Dymschitz, who
initiated the debate, did not hesitate to point to the deep contradiction be-
tween Picasso the fighter and Picasso the artist.>® This discord, as the author
puts it, should be a warning for his followers, an instruction to modernist art-
ists, which clearly meant: following the formal path would not be tolerated.
Explicitly formulated warnings had been issued by an author with the nick-

name N. Orlow in the text closing the “formalist debate™

Some representatives of this absurd trend in GDR painting try to hide be-
hind the name Picasso. Picasso painted a number of paintings in a real-
ist style. One example of his realist work is his famous representation of
the dove as a symbol of peace. The formalist ‘dislocation’ of Picasso means

nothing more than the obvious waste of his talent.*!

Picasso, the popularizer of the image of a dove and olive branch as a sec-
ular peace symbol and participant in numerous peace congresses, was per-
ceived as a warrior for peace. Nonetheless, his art—regarded as formalism—
was condemned and forbidden behind the Iron Curtain. The absence of his
art was nevertheless balanced by the dove’s omnipresence. The peace dove,
which provided a “trademark” for the peace movement organized by the
communists, had influenced almost every area of social life. One might find
it in paintings, as well as on posters and in the applied arts.

The new “engaged” Picasso masterpieces emerged in the first half of the
1950s. Massacre in Korea, which was Picasso’s reaction to the Korean War
and the risk of a new global conflict, was painted in January 1951. Even
though the communists disliked the painting due to its modernist deforma-
tions of women’s bodies and its weak emphasis of the invaders” identity as
the “American imperialists,” it was used in communist propaganda. One ex-
ample of this may have been the presentation of the picture at the French
Painting Exhibition in Warsaw in 1952. The exhibition showed key works

by French modernists: Picasso and Léger as artists working with political-

20 A. Dymschitz, “Uber die formalistische Richtung in der deutschen Malerei,” ng/iche Rundschau, 19 No-
vember 1948.
21 N. Orlow, “Wege und Irrwegege der modernen Kunst,” Tégliche Rundschau, 20 January 1951.
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ly engaged subjects. Matisse’s fabric works were also shown, highlighting his
involvement in the applied arts. Works by young, politically active painters,
such as Fougeron and Pignon, were also shown.** Ryszard Stanistawski used
the following words to interpret Massacre in Korea in an ofhcial art periodi-
cal: “Even though in comparison with Guernica, Picasso used much more un-
derstandable and clear symbols, Massacre in Korea may distract the spectator,
whose desire is to see more explicit and less symbolical accusations against the
American soldiers, less than a nameless torturer hidden in armor.”** Massa-
cre in Korea had reappeared in Warsaw four years later. A large-scale repro-
duction had been placed in November 1956 on Krakowskie Przedmiescie,
the main promenade of the capital of Poland, as a sign of solidarity with the
Hungarians struggling on the streets of Budapest. The context of the Thaw
had changed the meaning of the painting. The characters in armor were iden-
tified with Soviet tanks.

A small private gallery run by Eduard Henning in Halle in East Germa-
ny was an interesting example of how Picasso was perceived by the commu-
nists at the time. Personal relationships between Henning and artists such
as Braque and Picasso enabled them to organize small shows of their works
in Halle. Most of the exhibitions took place in the second half of the 1950s
during the Thaw, but the first one, the graphic work exhibition, took place in
1950. Henning also issued a brochure devoted to the artist. The correspon-
dence between central and regional-level party officers focusing on the bro-
chure offers valuable information about the attitude of the East German au-
thorities toward the art of Picasso and the artist himself. “About the content
of the book, one may say that it is an attack on our struggle over realism. ... It
is a sophisticated selection of the most formalist works by this revolutionary
artist”—these were the words of the chief of the culture department of the
Central Committee of the Communist Party.>* He also added: “Picasso must
not be banned, but the brochure of course will not be launched.”

The above view should be perceived as an official example of the authori-

ties’ approach to Picasso in the Stalinist years, not only in the GDR. As a no-

22 “Sztuka francuska walczy o pokdj,” Przeglad Artystyczny 2 (1955): s5.

23 R. Stanistawski, “Nowe drogi malarstwa francuskiego,” Przeglgd Artystyczny 3 (1952).

24 H.G. Sehrt, “Die Galerie Heninng in Halle 1947-1962,” Kunstdokumentation SBZ-DDR, ed. G. Feist, E.
Gillen, and B. Vierneisel (Cologne: Dumont, 1996), 241.
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torious authority and an icon of the communist peace movement, the artist
could not be banned, but his works as the contradiction to socialist realism
were not to be popularized or even shown at all. This kind of schizophrenic
attitude was present until the second half of the 1950s, when the Thaw over-
whelmed the countries that we are focusing on. The Thaw began as the effect
of the famous Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party and Khrush-
chev’s letter condemning the crimes of Stalin’s regime.

At the time of the Thaw—which took a different path in each country
of the region—Pablo Picasso became an important reference for the artists
on their way from socialist realism to modernism. The exit, as well as the en-
trance into socialist realism, took place in the light of discussions held in art
newspapers, where the question of realism had remarkably reappeared. When
analyzing the discussions, one might have the impression of the “thawing”
of the problems that had been “frozen” almost six years earlier. The prob-
lem of Picasso reappeared as well. A cold and tense “Picasso discussion” took
place in Bildende Kunst in 195s. In the discussion, initiated with a text by
Heinz Lidecke, “The Phenomenon and the Problem of Picasso,” published
in 1955 and involving several German and foreign artists and critics, the fol-
lowing question was raised: Is it possible to reconcile social engagement with
modernist form? As Martin Damus puts it: “some proved that there must be
a contradiction between the progressive engagement of Picasso and his for-
malist art, while others underlined that progressive engagement is also con-
nected with his artistic modernity.”* The discussion also touched on a wid-
er problem, which was the embracing of modernity in a socialist country and
also an attempt to fill the crack that had appeared five years earlier. A similar
discussion held in Poland in the large-format weekly magazine Przeglgd Kul-
turalny (The cultural review) seemed much more liberal. It began with an ar-
ticle by Juliusz Starzynski, a prominent art historian linked to the commu-
nist regime, who on the pages of the ofhicial art historical bulletin highlighted
the importance of Picasso’s art.*® It was a definite change in the tone of writ-

ing about Picasso and at the same time a revitalization of modernist art. Not

25 M. Damus, Malerei der DDR, Funktionen der bildenden Kunst im Realen Sozialismus (Hamburg: Reinbek,
1991).

26 J. Starzniski, “Sztuka wieczyscie mtoda—kilka uwag o malarstwie Picassa w zwiazku z ostatnimi wystawa-
mi,” Materialy do Studiéw i Dyskusji z Zakresu Teorii i Historii Sztuki, Krytyki Artystycznej i Badan nad
Sztukg 1-2 (1955).
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longafter, in Przeglgd Kulturalny, the youngartist Jerzy Cwiertnia published
a text in which Picasso was the main hero. Referring to the Warsaw presen-
tation of Massacre in Korea, he put forward the notion of abolishing the op-
position to “realism-distortion,” on which the current criticisms were based.>”
“There is no art without distortion” ends the article—a brave slogan support-
ed by the authority of the creator of Guernica. This text led to the discussion
illustrated in many of Picasso’s paintings. Its theme was the level of distor-
tion in art, which at the same time did not altogether do away with themat-
ic aspects.

In Czechoslovakia—despite all the voices breaking the silence about Pi-
casso—the discussion was not taken up.** Controversy arose due to abstract
art, not the modernism of Picasso. After the Thaw, however, Picasso’s work
inevitably became a less lively reference and more like a museum object, es-
pecially when abstract art turned into the most influential trend. Such a phe-
nomenon had clearly been visible in Poland as early as 1956—57; the same pro-
cess occurred in Czechoslovakia at the beginning of the 1960s. In the GDR,
on the other hand, the process of liberalization had slowed down in 1959 after
the congress in Bitterfeld. Since then socialist realism, even if slightly modi-
fied, became a compulsory mainstream trend there. In Hungary, where after
the bloody suppression of the Budapest revolution there was not even a trace
of the cultural Thaw, the embracing of new trends occurred so late that Picas-
so’s art could cause no lively interest.

Let us ask how the Thaw concerning Picasso’s work and the elimination of
the discrepancy between Picasso the modernist and Picasso the activist were
reflected in the art of that time. One might say that there is a clear generation
gap in the artistic reception of Picasso. The artists of the older generation,
who were connected with modernism and whose reaction to his art was very
lively in the second half of the 1950s, preferred to turn to informal and ab-
stract painting. The work of an East German artist, Willi Sitte, seems to be an

exception as he joined the trend of socialist realism. After 1954, Sitte took up

27 J. Cwiertnia, “O smaku destylowanej wody, o metodzie uchylania drzwi i jeszcze o kilku sprawach natury
artystycznej,” Przeglad Kulturalny 11 (1955).

28 In 1956 in Czechoslovakia several texts revaluated Picasso’s art after years of social realism. See J. Padrta,
“75 let Pabla Picassa,” Vytvarna Prace 15-16 (1956).

29  Similar as in the DDR, Poland and Hungary before the Budapest Uprising, some texts which revaluate
Picasso’s art were published. See E. Korner, “Picasso,” Szabad Mitivészet 1-2 (1956).

162



12. Picasso bebind the Iron Curtain

the themes from the field of communist propaganda, but he used a costume
derived from Picasso’s pictures. In the picture Marder von Koye, Sitte took up
the theme of the American massacre of North Korean prisoners of war. The
theme was broadcast by the communist propaganda. The model for Sitte in
terms of style was Massacre in Korea by Picasso. After 1956 Sitte began the
series of sketches for Lidice, a painting depicting a Nazi massacre in a Czech
village in 1942. Sitte’s aim was to create Lidice as an Eastern European Guer-
nica and embody anti-Nazi communist propaganda. In order to achieve such
an effect, Sitte used not only the famous Guernica, but also other works such
as The Morgue (1944—4s) and Massacre in Korea. The sketches for this picture
represent the attempt of the synthesis of the most engaged works of Picasso.

Paradoxically, the older part of Picasso’s ceuvre was the focus of young-
er artists whose debut took place in the 1950s. Young German artists such as
Manfred Botcher and Harald Metzkes looked to the precubist works of Pi-
casso, which meant the possibility of avoiding the principles of socialist real-
ism imported from the USSR and dealing with realist form at the same time.
Ralf Winkler (later known as A. R. Penck) was an exceptional painter who
used Picasso as his reference. Winkler is the author of plenty of sketches, be-
ginning in 1956 when he analyzed the early and cubist style of Picasso. Also,
in his most renowned pictures that emerged in the 1960s, such as Welrbild
Nr 1 (1963), one finds echoes of the diptych War and Peace, which emerged
in 1952.

Picasso’s art was a kind of ideological rejection of socialist realism, but also
a search for its alternative version, the abandoning of academic fossilization
and the preservation of representation with a distance to abstract art.

In Czechoslovakia, the followers of Emil Filla gathered in the Group Tra-
sareferred to the tradition of Picasso’s art and cubism (V. Hermanska, C. Kaf-
ka, D. Matous, etc.). These artists attempted to resuscitate the tradition of
modernism and connect it with the observation of everyday reality. In their
work, apart from the inspiration from Picasso’s war still lifes, one notices the
lively influence of Bernard Buffet, whose painting was extremely popular at
the time in Paris. The popularity of Buffet confirmed their choice. The begin-
ning of the Prague Thaw in the 1960s brought about the abandonment of re-
animated modernism by the young artists who chose the path of abstract art.

Dalibor Matous, one of Filla’s followers, complained about it and criticized
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the abstract choice of his colleagues. He asked rhetorical questions about
whether the “future development would follow Picasso.”s°

Polish artists of the younger generation, such as Tadeusz Dominik and
Stefan Gierowski, underwent a similar evolution. After a short period of be-
ing influenced by Picasso, they abandoned figurative art to devote their work
to abstraction. The reference to Picasso was in this case a short Thaw episode,
a step on the way out of socialist realism, which was always perceived as re-
pulsive, and toward abstract art, which was then so desirable as a synonym
of freedom and the renewal of the broken contact with the art of the West.

In Hungary, after the suppression of the Budapest Revolution, the artis-
tic Thaw that would resemble the process in Poland and Czechoslovakia did
not take place. The embracing of Western trends came in the 1960s. Picas-
so was not an up-to-date reference for Hungarian artists. Nevertheless, one
finds echoes of his art in the works of some artists, such as the painter Sin-
dor Bortnyik, an active member of the 1920s avant-garde. In the 1960s, he be-
gan a series of pictures entitled Modernization of the Classic, which took the
form of a pastiche, where the masterpieces of old painters were presented in
new, modern versions. Picasso’s style was represented by the reference to the
famous painting by Tizian, The Girl with the Fruits on a Tray (Lavinia). Bort
nyik refers to the series by Picasso, who worked on masterpieces, such as Dela-
croix’s The Algerian Women or Las Meninas by Velasquez.

Discussions at the time of the Thaw were the last occasion when Picasso’s
work was a vivid political and artistic phenomenon. In the 1960s, the mod-
ernism of Picasso seemed to lose its significance as a reference for contempo-
rary artists. Picasso’s art became a part of mass culture. The term pikas is a
symbol of the process. It was commonly used in Poland to identify any ab-
stract form.> The generality of the term echoes the intense reception of Pi-
casso in the first postwar decades when his popularity as the fighter for free-

dom was far ahead of the familiarity with his art.

30 P Stcpan, “Ozvény kubismu. Navraty a inspirace kubismu v Ceskem uméni 1920—-2000,” Dum u Cerne
Mathky Bozi (2000): 38-39.
31 A. Oscka, “Stereotypy a plastyka uzytkowa,” Kultura i spoteczeristwo 2 (1963).
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cht to Tristan Tzara, Marcel Janco, and Victor Brauner, Max Herman,
known as Maxy (b. Braila, 1895, and d. Bucharest, 1971) was a (if not #be) key

figure of the Romanian avant-garde. His connections to communist ideas, to
socialist realist practices and to proauthoritarian discourse were a long, para-
digm-like process of turning avant-garde experience into advanced, progres-
sive propaganda or “propagarde.”

Maxy started in Romania with portraits of peasants and soldiers at the
end of the First World War, and as a pupil of the expressionist Iosif Iser and
the traditionalist Camil Ressu he lived and worked between 1922 and 1923
in Berlin, under the guidance of his compatriot Arthur Segal, a prominent
figure of the radical leftist artists’ association, the Novembergruppe. In Ber-
lin, Maxy rapidly and thoroughly converted to cubist practices, socialist ideas
and functionalist predictions. However, Maxy’s solo show at the Galerie Der
Sturm in 1923 was rather a portfolio success. Back in Romania, he engaged in
an art missionary project with modernity, modernism, and modernization at
its core. In November 1924, he organized, together with ex-Dada pillar Mar-

cel Janco, the international exhibition of the avant-garde magazine Contimpo-
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ranul. In 1925, Maxy himself became the editor of the second-most important
Romanian avant-garde magazine, Integral, a more coherently constructivist
platform than Contimporanul, issuing a series of manifestos and theoretical
texts that marked the late avant-garde artistic discourse of the time. Maxy also
founded his own art production facility, a Warhol-style factory called Studio
Maxy. At Studio Maxy, art was on offer, together with stage props, cubist car-
pets and interior design, prints, advertising, and almost everything connect-
ed with art and artistic handicraft. But no matter how professional and appar-
ently adapted to the capitalist requirements of the day Maxy’s complex artistic
and organizational output was, it was generally met with social indifference
and cultural resistance. Integral disappeared in 1927. Studio Maxy went into
hibernation, with only a few commissions until the 1930s.

This seems paradoxical, given the ideological standpoint of Maxy. He
backed (like most of the European late avant-garde) the power system in place,
the industrial/financial society, seen as the expression of historical progress,
and even the authoritarian discourse, perceived as best attuned to social de-
velopment. Maxy espoused a cultural-artistic Darwinism and an ideological
organicism, inspired by the totalitarian discourse of the time. He promoted
his own integralism as a thorough apology of the given, a rigorous actualism,
characterized by a kind of utopia of the present, hypostasized as the only ad-
equate, inspirational reality. The manifesto he published in the first issue of
the magazine, The Integral Man, was clear on this point: “the integralists syn-
thesize the will of life from everywhere and from every epoch and the efforts
of all the modern experiences. Submerged in collectivity, the integralists pro-
duce its style, following the instincts revealed to itself in this way.”* The vol-
untarism and the collective instinctualism so typical of the fascist, antidem-
ocratic discourse of the time perceivably permeated the radical modernism
of Maxy’s integralism: “Democracy invented the encyclopedia and grafted it
onto the soul of any shopkeeper, commissioner or usurer. This is why the new
art must fight the encyclopedists [the illuminists—E. K.]. New art, that is
ART, refuses itself to democracy, to vulgarity.”

Whereas the avant-garde boosted dissent facing the given power, Maxy’s i7-

tegralism sported consent, expecting to be employed by the system as an autho-

1 Integral 1 (1925): 1.
2 M. H. Maxy, “Politica Plastica,” Integral 9 (1926): 5.
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rized cultural militia. He played the instrumentalist expert, but his expertise
was not required by the society he constantly courted. His attraction to various
extremes subsequently grew. In 1930, he organized Marinetti’s visit to Roma-
nia, and as a friend of Marinetti’s he participated in the fascist exhibition of fu-
turist art in Rome in 1933. However, his early, Berlin-related, leftist penchants
flourished again as his work throughout the late 1930s marked a step back from
the previous cubo-futurist, constructive abstraction, to a sentimental socialist
and decorative, postcubist form of New Objectivity (Neue Sachlichkeit), domi-
nated by lumpenproletarian imagery (beggars, prostitutes and unemployed peo-
ple, etc.) rendered in sophisticated, softly modernized, cubo-realist figurations.

When the right-wing parties came into power in 1940, Maxy was banned
from exhibiting. During the Second World War he worked less, exhibited at
home, concentrated on the Israelite Art School and the Jewish Theatre Stu-
dio in Bucharest, and connected to communist agents. In the Illegal Com-
munist Repertory of 1951, file number 19898, Maxy states that he had been
a member of the Communist Party since 1942, mentioning that he had con-
ducted tasks for the party back in 1939.%

After 23 August 1944, when Romania turned against Germany, Maxy be-
came a central figure in the propaganda mechanism of the legalized Com-
munist Party. As early as 30 September 1944, Maxy cofounded a professional
association of “democratic artists.”* Relying on his languishing lumpenprole-
tarian figures of the 1930s and on the rapidly processed ideological prescripts
of Soviet socialist realism, Maxy hurried to produce the first ever socialist re-
alist exhibition in Romania. In July 1945, he opened the solo show Work and
Art in Bucharest. A few months later he organized the first colloquium on
socialist realist art in Bucharest. But Maxy had little or no knowledge of the
proper Soviet socialist realist art, and he had had no prior artistic exchange
with communist propaganda artists. He would not travel to Moscow until
late 1958, but his will to import socialist realism was so strong that he some-
how invented and adapted it to Romania, starting from Andrei Zhdanov’s
theses on socialist realism (in his discourse at the First Congress of Soviet

Writers, 17 August 1934).

3 Document reproduced in Stelian Tanase, Avangarda romaneasca in arhivele Sigurantei (Iasi: Polirom,
2008), 203.
4 Petre Oprea, M. H. Maxy (Bucharest: Meridiane, 1974), 25.
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Maxy followed the requirements of Zhdanovist socialist realism (art as-
cribing to itself the task of “educating and transforming the workers in the
socialist way,” according to Zhdanov) by going directly out onto the fields
to feed his art to the working classes. His trip in 1945 to the destitute min-
ing region of Romania, the Jiu Valley, was immediately reflected in his exhi-
bition Figures and Landscapes from Jiu Valley, which opened in Bucharest in
December 1945 (Plate 13.1). In January 1946, Medi Dinu (wife of the avant-
garde friend Gheorghe Dinu, alias Stephane Roll) wrote about the show as
if it were a crucial event, a “painted report” which “breaks the spider web be-
tween artist and reality” with “only the means of a slogan: Artin the people’s
service,” which made it easier for the artist to access “the social utility, like
that of the professor, of the journalist, of the miner or of the engineer.”s Medi
Dinu was purposely employing key words pertaining to the Soviet socialist
realist rhetoric, like the above-mentioned slogan or the “engineering” work
of the artist, which echoed Stalin’s prescription for communist artists to be-
come “engineers of the soul,” turned into a dogma by Zhdanov back in 1934.
Later, Maxy considered that the exhibition assimilated socialist realist en-
deavors with “constructive and realist art . . . a scientific artistic style, opposed
to far-fetched sentimental romanticism.”® Condemning bourgeois “roman-
ticism” was, again, a tactical import by Zhdanov, but the insertion of “con-
structive” aesthetic engineering into it was entirely his own, unmasking his
will to negotiate a theoretical conciliation with Soviet socialist realism. Maxy
started to reframe Romania’s and his own avant-garde history along the lines

of socialist realism:

The bourgeois conception, the lack of an ideal, moral belief impoverished
the human creative force and induced in the artists some autonomous,
purely craftsmanship formulas . . . but some of the artists realized that art
could not stay isolated in its own existence and must participate in the
struggle between the advancing social classes and the static, decadent ones
... it was only Victor Brauner who kept away from this struggle, through

his firm surrealist position.”

s MediiDinu, “M. H. Maxy la Sala Dalles,” Orizont (January 1946).
6 Ibid.
7 Ibid.
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One could easily perceive that Maxy preserved his interwar organicist,
aesthetic and political Darwinism (“the struggle between the advancing so-
cial classes and the static, decadent ones”), adapting it from his original pro-
fascist discourse (against “vulgarity, democracy, encyclopedia” as he wrote in
1925), to 2 procommunist one, now courting the proletariat, described by Zh-
danov himself as “the only progressive, avant-garde class.”

However, mostly socialist realist observant critics had already reproached
him for “the incapacity of truly deepening into the expressive physiognomy,
the schematic treatment of the characters, and the constructivist decompo-
sition of the plans, too much connected to cubism.” In fact, his “socialist
realism” was nothing but his previous sentimental decorative variant of the
cubist-decorative New Objectivity of the 1930s, now calibrated on the “real
workers” instead of the lumpenproletariat, employing the tools of Soviet so-
cialist realist dogma. Even the schematism of the characters and the frequent-
ly misplaced joy they show in Group of Miners (1949) reflect Maxy’s sense of
the Zhdanovist prescription of “enthusiastic and optimistic” representations.

Maxy promptly accumulated a few administrative and executive positions
within the communist regime. Between 1944 and 1946 he was an instructor
at the Department of Arts of the Communist Party. Between 1946 and 1948
he was general secretary of the communist organization of artists. In 1950, he
became Counselor in the Ministry of Arts, while between 1948 and 1950 he
served as the president of the Fine Artists’ Trade Union. Finally, after hav-
ing been nominated in 1949, he rose in 1950 to the highest position available
to a living artist, that of director of the National Museum of Art in Bucha-
rest, which was practically founded for him. He held this position for twenty
years, until his death in 1971.

This success story had moments of real tension, significant for the demod-
ernizing trajectory of the former avant-garde during communist rule. Maxy’s
worst problems occurred during the anti-Semitic campaign of purges. In-
spired by the Soviet Union, the Romanian Communist Party engaged in an
internal battle against its own “defectors.” During the secret session of the as-
sembly of Creative Artists’ Unions on 27 June 1952, Maxy was “unmasked”

as a “formalist deviant.”

8  Oprea, M. H. Maxy, 26.
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Answering the accusations concerning the value and the truth of his “re-
alism,” Maxy engaged in a reworking of his own career in order to adapt his

previous work to his present condition:

In 1935 [only one year after Zhdanov codified socialist realism, implying that
he had had early knowledge of it—E. K.] we tried to break free from formal-
ism and explore the problems of socialist realism in our art. Geo Bogza and
others did the same. This relationship with socialist realism brought us to
the [Communist Party]. Beginning in 1937—38, we became disgusted by the
ugliness of our minds, by the temptations in our art, produced by our educa-
tion and the isolation of our lives. We understood that only approaching the
party will lead eventually to the insertion of truth in our art. But the differ-
ence of education between what we knew and what should exist could not
be bridged otherwise than by new instruction, and this was not possible un-
til 23 August 1944. Until that moment, we were fighters along the lines of

the party, but not along the lines of socialist realism.?

The subtle manipulation of Maxy consists in the surprising reinterpre-
tation and recuperation of the historical avant-garde for the benefit of com-
munist propaganda, introducing the idea that the quest for a realist “truth”
was already contained in the trajectory of the late avant-garde. He implied
that artists such as himself and poets such as Geo Bogza had already made
attempts to map realism and communism long before communism was in-
stalled in Romania by the Soviet Union, that is to say, freely, and without be-
ing forced by recent historical developments. Moreover, their early explora-
tion of communism and realism were an outcome of the limits experienced
by the avant-garde, made visible precisely by practicing the avant-garde, not
by abstaining from it. Maxy’s reading of the history of avant-garde art recom-
mends it as a proper antechamber of socialist realism. Maxy’s opportunistic

sophism was destined to cover theoretically his “formalist” position, and to

9  Mihacla Cristea, ed., Reconstituiri necesare- Dactilograma Sedintei din 27 iunie 1952 (lasi: Polirom, 2005),
111. Maxy began to push further the reworking of his avant-garde years. In 1947 he mentioned, instead of
1935, “the years 1936-1937, when I personally started to assimilate the doctrine [the communist one —E. K]
through diverse links and friendships with leftist activists.” Leandru Popovici, “De vorba cu pictorul Maxy
despre el si despre altii,” Rampa, 27 July 1947.
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protect not only his endangered life, but also a certain independence, a possi-
ble “avant-garde exception” within the propaganda system of which he would
actually take advantage at a later stage.

Having survived the wave of purges, Maxy consolidated his position as a
leading ofhicial artist of the regime. He was present in all prominent national
and international exhibitions, from Bucharest to Moscow and Venice. Maxy’s
socialist realist works appear on postcards mass-produced by the Romanian
postal services. His artistic production began to refer to the subjects imposed
by the propaganda: factories, workers, peasants, the “liberation” of Bucharest
by the Red Army and even the political detainees of the communist regime.
In 1954, he became Artist Emeritus. Again in 1954, he was one of the artists
to represent Romania at the 28th Venice Biennale. That same year, the British
pavilion was showing Francis Bacon, and Willem de Kooning was exhibited
in the American pavilion. Maxy showed monumental socialist realist, pure-
ly propagandist works such as The Richness of the Romanian Waters, realisti-
cally depicting happy fishermen unloading a boat full of fish. Significantly,
the faces of the “Romanian” fishermen and women in the paintinglook more
Russian (that is, quintessentially communist) than Romanian. However, So-
viet socialist realism was shown in Venice only two years after Maxy. Thus,
in the wake of larger, global political changes (i.e., Romania’s increasingly au-
tonomous foreign policy), the international view of the “copy” predated that
of the “original,” marking a political advance, a distancing from it. Yet, in us-
ing archetypal, Russian communist figures, the “copy” marked a proximity to
the “original,” while also substituting it. Such “autonomous dogmatism” was
astrongand versatile political statement, largely significant for the Romanian
standpoint at that time.

Maxy’s stiff and mechanical realism, grafted upon his own variant of cub-
ist New Objectivity developed in the 1930s, loses the original bourgeois, dec-
orative sentimentality, while moving closer to the cynical triumphalism of
the grand rhetorical, empty gestures requested by the current cultural pro-
paganda. Some of his works of the late 1950s are not only realistic, but also
(pseudo)traditionalist, as he grappled with the increasingly nationalist turn
that singled out the Romanian regime in the communist camp. As if going
back to his earliest tracks, to his beginnings in the early 1920s, and to his mas-

ter, Camil Ressu, Maxy exploited the most codified traditionalist scenery:
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peasants once again take up a prominent position in his art, minutely ren-
dered in their village milieu, with their supposed ancient tools and clothes,
dances and feasts.

He fused together the propagandist simulation of research for innovation
with an ideological phantasm of the traditionalist preservation of ancient
values. Maxy was to follow this path throughout the 1960s, succeeding in
adapting communist propaganda even to his discovery of Pop art. He always
counted on the official, perceivable ideological engagement beneath his artis-
tic prodigies. As if in a humorous fable (clearly referring to the secret servic-
es’ practices of investigating the content of artistic exchanges of informed and
journeying figures suc