




Introduction

Actually Existing Artworlds of Socialism

Maja Fowkes and Reuben Fowkes

After a long search for a term that encapsulated the particular social, econ-
omic and political conditions of the Eastern Bloc during the 1970s, East
German theorist Rudolf Bahro finally settled on one of the communist
system’s own preferred markers of self-identification. The label ‘actually
existing socialism’ had the advantage and ironic piquancy of containing
within itself the notion that a distinction could be made between the
ideals of socialism and the form they took in practice in the countries of
Eastern Europe.1 The term was originally used by communist regimes in
the 1960s to mark a distance between the ideological maximalism and
deferred horizons of the Stalinist utopia and a more realistic assessment
of achievable goals for a society functioning on socialist principles.
Support for the idea that a feasible version of socialism had been realised
could also be found in the successes of East European science and technol-
ogy, tangible improvements in living standards, and sincere efforts to
reform and modernise the system epitomised by the Czechoslovak exper-
iment in ‘socialism with a human face’. By the middle of the 1970s
however the phrase ‘actually existing socialism’ had lost all its affirmative
connotations, resonating instead as a reminder of the failures and compro-
mises of a moribund regime based on the cynical self-preservation of a ger-
ontocratic elite. For Bahro, after the debacle of Soviet intervention to crush
the Prague Spring in 1968, the ‘ideological impotence of the old forces’
who ‘control a church in which no one believes anymore’, had become
a ‘matter of notoriety’.2

This special issue is an attempt to delineate the characteristic features
of the art scenes of Eastern Europe during a period initially marked by
the rebounding of a sense of possibility through the cultural, social and
political effervescence of the 1960s and later by the dissolution of the pro-
spects for radical change in the post-utopian twilight of the late 1970s.3 It
is premised on the idea that artistic life in Eastern Europe was profoundly
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shaped by the structures, conventions and workings of the overarching
system, with artists and critics compelled to negotiate the often productive
contradictions of actually existing socialism. In that sense, the quotidian
functioning of the socialist art system depended on the drawing up of
tacit compromises and maintenance of calculated ambiguities in relations
between party authorities and artists. This entailed the state moderating its
political and stylistic demands, to the extent that ideological expectations
of wholehearted engagement with the socialist mission were replaced by
the pragmatic understanding that artists should avoid sensitive topics
and aesthetic excesses in work destined for public display. On the other
hand, if they were to remain in the country and further their careers,
artists were obliged to find a modus vivendi with the existing system
and its artistic economy, with refusal of all involvement in official art insti-
tutions rarely a viable option. While the tension between actual and ideal
versions of socialism was vigorously tested by the neo-avant-garde, the
equally telling discrepancy between the social and artistic systems of
East and West was another generator of local specificity. Ultimately it
was the latent and unrealised promise of actually existing socialism as
much as its demonstrative failings that marked a crucial difference in
the attitude of East European artists to the utopian reverberations of the
countercultural movements and radical politics of the 1968 era.

By the middle of the 1960s, in most East European countries the artistic
authorities had lifted the ban on abstract art, partly in recognition of the
fact that it was too late to stop the spread of international art trends, but
even more so because they had concluded that abstract forms were not
necessarily incompatible with the pursuit of a socialist agenda. The diver-
gence of European non-figurative tendencies from the dominant outlook
of American Abstract Expressionism also raised hopes that such
approaches ‘might actually be compatible with socialist art’s visions of
the future’.4 Artistic exploration of the technological and social transform-
ations of the 1960s, often taking the form of experiments in geometric
abstraction, seriality and kinetic art, corresponded in that sense to the stra-
tegic concerns and public posturing of the ideology of socialist modernis-
ation.5 Relevant here also is the argument made in the context of an inter-
regional comparison that while in the West the ‘reigning art ideology had
definitively abandoned the idea of utopia’, in South America and Eastern
Europe the ‘fascination with science, new technologies and cybernetics
symbolized a continued commitment to building a better future through
art’.6 However, the extent of such correlations was tested by socialist rea-
lities, since as one Polish art critic put it, there was at the time only a
narrow choice of ‘synthetic materials, the engines malfunction, the lighting
crashes’, while artists were hindered by the ‘low quality’, ‘very expensive’
and ‘hardly obtainable’ electronics available in the country.7 In the other
words, the ambitions of artists were tempered by more mundane factors of
the socialist economy.

The potential for collaboration between artists and socialist states
expanded or contracted in response to changes to the institutional appara-
tuses of the artworld. One consequence of a thickening of bureaucratic
structures in the early 1960s was that decisions over censorship, commis-
sions and funding were often no longer undertaken directly by ministries
of culture but through professionalised committees and juries. While
designed to give a veneer of accountability to an ideology-driven
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decision-making process, such bodies also created a buffer or distorting
filter between the party and the artworld, with the resulting lack of
clarity and inconsistency in the interpretation of cultural policy blunting
the instruments of ideological control. In Hungary for example the notor-
ious ‘3 T’s’ system that distinguished between ‘supported’, ‘tolerated’ and
‘forbidden’ artistic practices was unevenly applied, with artists able to take
advantage of the fluidity and vagueness of the three categories, as well as
to ‘directly and indirectly influence the composition of the jury’, creating
favourable conditions for mutually-beneficial negotiations between
artists and representatives of the communist authorities.8 In Czechoslova-
kia a distinction could also be made between the severity of official rheto-
ric during the normalisation era that reasserted the ideological purity of
socialist realist art and the actual decisions made by the juries for artistic
commissions. Especially significant for the socialist art economy were
public commissions for architectural projects, for which a percentage of
the overall investment was ‘earmarked for decorating the structure with
fine art’.9 While the actual amount was calculated according to a sliding
scale based on the size and social relevance of the construction project –
ranging from 0.6 to 4.2 per cent – decisions about individual artworks
were entrusted to a committee of representatives of the unions of artists
and architects, with the ‘opinion of the primary architect decisive’ in the
commissioning process.10

From the 1960s onwards, and in contrast to the direct repression of the
Stalinist era, artists were exposed to subtler, largely economic and practi-
cal pressures to produce works that were aesthetically and ideologically
suitable for public commissions and competitions. Dóra Maurer has for
example distinguished between ‘A’ and ‘B’ versions of her artistic identity
during the decade, with the latter consisting of realistic graphic works on
socialist themes that were made to order for the Hungarian state in paral-
lel to her experimental practice.11 This represented a distinct advance on
the situation during the early 1950s, when artists who were unable to
wholeheartedly comply with the strictures of socialist realism adopted a
strategy of ‘double bookkeeping’, which entailed producing ideological
works for public display while continuing to pursue an individual practice
in the privacy of the studio.12 The establishment of governmental bodies
tasked with making regular purchases of artworks compensated to an
extent for the lack of an art market, further imbricating artists in the
state-run mechanisms of the socialist art economy. The effects on artistic
practice and individual careers of this peculiar non-market system of
financial incentives combined with institutional positions is specifically
addressed in several contributions to this special issue.

The modernising and expanding of the canon of socialist art during the
1960s was a factor in the decision of the majority of artists to stay within
the bounds of the official art system. In Hungary for example, it has been
observed that ‘many of the artists who worked within the state-approved
concept of art also experimented with form’, notably drawing on contem-
porary European rather than Soviet ‘figurative trends’ in an attempt to
renew the official artistic ideology.13 The extent to which the politically-
subservient and aesthetically-tepid works of official artists are deserving
of reconsideration and recuperation – having been sidelined for the
majority of the post-communist period – is a newly contentious issue for
East European art scenes.
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The East European neo-avant-garde has a particular status in accounts
of the period, with its distinctiveness deriving at least partly from its close
but combative relationship to the art system of actually existing socialism.
The enduring appeal of their dematerialised art practices was also insepar-
able from their precariousness, with neo-avant-garde ephemeral manifes-
tations relying on the audacity of young artists in outwitting the
authorities to establish temporary spaces for experimental activities. Con-
ducive sites for neo-avant-garde endeavours were found in smaller gal-
leries and non-art exhibition halls that often operated under the aegis of
other bodies – from culture houses to the offices of communist youth
organisations – placing them at one remove from the artistic authorities
in order to delay, if not avoid, bureaucratic intervention.

The irreconcilable differences that regularly emerged in relations
between the neo-avant-garde and the socialist authorities could be illus-
trated by the case of the Galeria pod Moną Lisą in Wrocław. Occupying
a corridor space in the local International Press and Book Club, the gallery
was forced to abandon its radical programme in 1971 after a demateria-
lised Concept Art exhibition managed to offend both modernist and
Marxist critics. An ‘increasing conflict’ with the club’s managerial board
led to the resignation of neo-avant-garde curator Jerzy Ludwiński, after
it became apparent that the ‘gallery would no longer work in the form
he had developed.’14 In Hungary, the organiser of the Balatonboglár
Chapel Studio tried a variety of techniques to defuse the hostility of the
authorities to what had become a hotbed of neo-avant-garde activity,
including submitting the exhibition programme to be officially juried
and even attempting ‘to evade the administrative method used against
us by providing an ideological illusion ofMarxist truth’.15 Equally charac-
teristic of the period of actually existing socialism was the authorities’
reliance on bureaucratic measures and quasi-legal justifications, such as
imposing fines for the infringement of safety regulations, in order to
close this neo-avant-garde loophole in 1973. Another scenario permitted
neo-avant-garde exhibition spaces to continue to operate under supervi-
sion, functioning as a safety valve for generational discontent. Even in
the more tolerant context of third-way Yugoslavia, the seeming oasis of
freedom of the Student Cultural Centre in Belgrade was described by an
observant visiting critic as a ‘reservation which is completely closed and
isolated from the culture in which it takes place’.16 As several of the con-
tributions to this special issue make clear, despite or because of a latent
coalescence of utopian goals, ultimately there were limits to any rappro-
chement between the socialist authorities and the neo-avant-garde.

Neo-avant-garde artists were also regularly targeted by the secret
police, who kept them under surveillance, periodically hauled them in
for interrogation, and also spread an atmosphere of suspicion and uncer-
tainty by infiltrating their close circles. As discussed by contributors to this
special issue, the role of police agents and informers in the artworlds of
actually existing socialism was profoundly contradictory, many aspects
of which remain elusive. The reports filed by agents appear at first sight
to offer referenceable accounts of neo-avant-garde activities, but due to
their ‘often mutually misleading, manipulated or distorted’ descriptions,
the information they contain is primarily of value in reconstructing
relations between artists and the security apparatuses rather than the
‘precise reconstruction of events’.17 Art professionals who after the fall
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of communism were exposed as police informers may also have acted from
a variety of motives that preclude straightforward ethical judgements: they
may have had little choice in practice over whether or not to co-operate
with the secret police and often attempted to shield their fellow artists
from the authorities, such as by giving partial information to their hand-
lers.

One of the specific traits of the artworlds of actually existing socialism
was the system’s openness to, and support for, programmes of public artis-
tic education. Originating in the campaigns of the early 1950s to expose
the working masses to the motivational effect of socialist realist art,
measures to introduce art to popular audiences subsequently adapted to
changing artistic tastes and social conditions. As early as 1957, at the
Gallery of Contemporary Art in Zagreb, members of the EXAT 51
group Ivan Picelj and Vjenceslav Richter were involved in organising the
first ‘Didactic Exhibition: Abstract Art’, an educational show that tra-
velled to fifteen cities across Yugoslavia designed to introduce the
history and practices of abstract art to the public.18 In Hungary during
the 1970s, painter Imre Bak also for example used his position at the
Népművelési Intézet (National Institute of Popular Culture) to organise
talks and exhibitions at small venues across the country to educate
people about the latest developments in the visual arts.19 The field of
amateur art served on the one hand as a source of income for neo-
avant-garde artists through teaching classes and organising summer
camps for a broad spectrum of art enthusiasts, while at the same time
offering up secluded and unobtrusive settings to engage in experimental
projects. Radical educational ideas circulating internationally in the
1960s and 1970s often took on a specific form in Eastern Europe,
where such experiments were shaped in interaction with socialist tra-
ditions of giving industrial workers creative outlets through programmes
held in factory houses of culture.20

The decline of the traditional communist role-model of the industrial
worker during the 1960s and 1970s reflected technological changes to
production processes and the diversifying of economic priorities from
iron and steel to the chemical industry and consumer goods. It also
brought changes to artistic engagements with industry, which in the
1950s were ‘limited to compositions of workers and themes from
working life’, while in the following period artists ‘recognised the
amazing opportunities in terms of materials and technology’ accessible
on factory sites.21 Correspondingly, from 1974 the Lenin Steel Works
of the socialist new town of Dunaújváros in Hungary was host to
annual symposia of metal sculpture, the tangible results of which were dis-
played in an outdoor park on a nearby island on the River Danube. Indica-
tive of the mechanisms of the socialist art economy was that participants,
who were either directly invited or selected through an application
process, would spend up to six weeks on site, had their food, accommo-
dation and all costs covered, and also received an artist fee.22 In Poland,
where such meetings were widespread, the newly built Puławy Nitrogen
Plant was the site chosen for the 1st Symposium of Artists and Scientists
in 1966, which broached the theme of ‘Art in the Changing World’.
Summer meetings at Łazy near Osieki were the occasion for neo-avant-
garde actions and interventions that in the 1970s took on a more critical
tone towards the goals of socialist modernity. This was accompanied by
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more conceptual engagements with scientific knowledge and the rejection
of the ‘traditional model of an artist and artistic output’ in favour of the
notions of ‘process and idea’.23

Another thread linking East European artworlds and the goals of the
socialist state was the agenda of solidarity with the ‘Third World’
expressed through the principles and programme of socialist internation-
alism. Although most closely associated with the 1960s and 1970s, pre-
cursors have been identified in artistic exchanges of the Stalinist era that
were framed in terms of expressing support for decolonial struggles in
which the Soviet Union had strategic interests, such as the Korean War.
Polish socialist realist painter Aleksander Kobzdej was for example
amongst those artists who in the 1950s had the opportunity to travel to
East Asia to observe the revolutionary strivings of Chinese and Vietna-
mese workers and peasants.24 The founding of the Non-Aligned Move-
ment in Yugoslavia in 1961 as an international coalition that refused to
comply with the ideological division of the world into two opposing
camps was an indicator of a new geopolitical orientation. Correspon-
dences could also be observed in the domain of culture, with for instance
the organisation of several editions of New Tendencies exhibitions in
Zagreb during the decade that challenged geographical hierarchies
through their openness to art practices and critical positions from West
and East European, as well as South American contexts.25 Within the
Soviet Bloc, sympathy for anti-imperialist campaigns arose both in the
sphere of official art and within the circles of the neo-avant-garde, with
for example both mainstream and younger experimental artists participat-
ing in an exhibition of ‘Artists Against Fascism’ held at the Hungarian
National Gallery in 1965. International protests over the mistreatment
of civil rights activists in the United States in the early 1970s held a quixo-
tic appeal for the neo-avant-garde, due to the parallels with repressive
state methods closer to home and the evident hypocrisy of official
Eastern Bloc campaigns on such issues. Attention to the transversal
flows of socialist internationalism, as exemplified also in this special
issue, offers a countervailing perspective to the assumed primacy of a
binary division of the international artworld during the Cold War.

The frustration of trying to mark a clear division between the spheres
of official and unofficial art is the starting point for Tomáš Pospiszyl’s
article on the career of Czech sculptor Olbram Zoubek entitled ‘Artists
in the Service of the Public’. His attentive analysis locates the artist’s pos-
ition within the changing artistic economy and value system of the Cze-
choslovak artworld, before, during and after the normalisation era.
Tomasz Załuski also delves into the embeddedness of artists within the
socialist art economy, although in this case examining the stance of an
artist duo who took it upon themselves to critically reflect on the failings
of the internal mechanisms of the Polish artworld. His text on ‘KwieKulik
and the Political Economy of the Potboiler’ charts their campaign to
expose the inequities of a system in which artists were obliged to
execute works in the manner of craftspeople in order to survive in an art-
world monopolised by state commissions. He also analyses the telling
ways in which such objects featured in and were the subject of their critical
art practice. In her article ‘Exhibition as Diplomatic Tool: in Search for
Artist Solidarity’, Zsuzsa László deals with one of the most enigmatic
aspects of the history of the Hungarian neo-avant-garde, namely its
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highly ambivalent engagement with the officially-endorsed cause of inter-
national protests against American imperialism. The complexity of their
collective and individual positions is analysed with reference to the
history of socialist internationalism, the neo-conservative turn in Hungar-
ian art and society during the 1970s, and individual experiences of anti-
Semitism and political repression.

In his wide-ranging article entitled ‘Amateurism under Socialism: The
Politics of Art Education in the work of Milan Adamc ̌iak, Július Koller
and Jirí̌ Valoch’, Daniel Grúň illuminates the contrasting approaches to
popular artistic education taken by three highly individualistic figures of
the Czech and Slovak art scenes. He also charts their trajectories
through the challenges of the normalisation era, from finding in
amateur art a liminal zone between official culture and free-time activities,
to striking a precarious balance between promoting experimental art and
collaborating with the authorities or withdrawing completely from collec-
tive public performances. Candice Hamelin expands the coverage of this
special issue into the particular context of the GDR in her ‘Sibylle: An
Alternative Venue for East German Art Photographers in the 1960s’: a
women’s fashion magazine is revealed as a rare public platform in
which artists could publish socially-critical and experimental photo-
graphic works, at a time when the authorities were carefully controlling
the institutions, galleries and publications of East German photography.
Photography is also the main focus of Hana Buddeus’s reassessment of
the career of Czech performance artist Petr Štembera. In ‘Infiltrating the
Art World through Photography: Petr Štembera’s 1970s Networks’ she
describes the importance of photographic documentation in enabling
information about his work to spread internationally, as well as his funda-
mental ambivalence towards such processes of decontextualised artistic
transfer.

As Alina Șerban argues in the ‘Sigma Group: Negotiating New Spaces
for Art’, it was during the reformist period at the beginning of Nicolae
Ceause̦scu’s rule that this Timiso̦ara-based group of artists were able to
benefit from short-lived official support for their interdisciplinary
approach to visual research. This enabled them to devise proposals for
cybernetic interventions in public space, projects for collaboration with
socialist industries and experimental educational programmes, until the
political climate changed in 1974. The conditioning role of the socialist
state in defining the scope of artistic activity is also investigated by
Raino Isto in ‘The Dictator Visits the Studio: The Vlorë Independence
Monument and the Politics of Socialist Albanian Sculpture, 1962–
1972’. The notion of artistic collaboration receives an expanded interpret-
ation in order to account for the multi-sided co-operation between the
artistic collective, the commissioning authorities and even leader Enver
Hoxha involvment in erecting public monuments. Also examined is the
significance for Albanian cultural production of the local communist
party’s brief flirtation with the anti-Soviet, radical leftist ideological orien-
tation of Maoism.

The ambivalent legacy of Hungarian film-maker Gábor Bódy, who
was both a leading figure in the neo-avant-garde until his alleged suicide
in 1985 and a police informant during the 1970s, is addressed by Sonja
Simonyi in ‘The Man Behind the Curtain: Gábor Bódy, Avant-garde
Film Culture and Networks of State Control in Late Socialist Hungary’.
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Setting out and extrapolating upon the various interlinked explanations
for his secret collaboration with the authorities and untimely death, she
uses his case to further illustrate the inadequacy of the binary interpret-
ative division between heroic resistance and complete subservience
under socialism. The dynamic relationship between the radical agenda
of experimental artist groups and the ideological red lines of the auth-
orities around the national currency, the myth of brotherhood and unity
and the cult of Marshal Tito is brought into focus by Marko Ilic.́ In ‘A
Taster of Political Insult’: The Case of Novi Sad’s Youth Tribune,
1968–1971’, he exposes the discrepancy between public endorsement of
artistic freedom as a principle of socialist self-management and the willing-
ness of the state to use Soviet-style methods of repression in response to the
political upheavals of the early 1970s. Armin Medosch, who sadly passed
away during the production of this special issue, pinpoints the moment in
the later 1970s when the illusion that self-managed socialism could be
renewed through an infusion of radical New Left ideas evaporated. His
‘Cutting the Networks in former Yugoslavia: From New Tendencies to
the New Art Practice’ follows the decline of one of the region’s most dis-
tinctive artistic platforms from a position of near hegemony in the mid-
1960s to virtual oblivion by the end of the 1970s.

Together the contributions to this special issue on ‘Actually Existing
Artworlds of Socialism’ locate East European artists within the complex
settings in which they worked during the 1960s and 1970s, revealing
these region-specific contexts as not only political and ideological in char-
acter but also grounded in economic and institutional realities. Artists
found themselves from the outset inextricably embedded in the subtle
control mechanisms of an official artworld that relied on a non-market-
based system of financial incentives and institutional compensations to
secure collaboration. As a result, the usual distinction made between
those who opted to work within the bounds of official art and a significant
minority who steered clear of state-supported art institutions loses much
of its explanatory power. A more nuanced assessment of the neo-avant-
garde is emerging, which depicts them not just as a rebellious clique in
direct opposition to the state, but in light of the actual dilemmas they
faced as de facto participants in socialist artworlds, the compromises
they made in order to sustain themselves, as well as the occasional over-
laps and shared interests that existed between experimental artists and
reformist tendencies in the party. The political and ideological crisis of
actually existing socialism identified by Bahro was anchored in an econ-
omic and technological malaise that reflected the failure to reform and
modernise a decaying social system. By the end of the 1970s it was appar-
ent that there was no way forward for the version of socialism that was put
into practice in Eastern Europe, a diagnosis that also had irreversible
implications for the future prospects of its artworld.
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Artists in the Service of the Public

Tomáš Pospiszyl

The Facade: M. N. O. P. Q., a novel by Czech-German author Libuše
Moníková, is far from a standard work of non-fiction; the style and
motifs in this intensely grotesque prose aligns itself with the legacy of
Franz Kafka and Jaroslav Hašek. In her internationally acclaimed book,
Moníková tells the story of four Czechoslovak artists who are repairing
the façade of a small-town Renaissance palace in the 1970s.1 Their
world is governed by its own rules, which seem particularly absurd to
the outside viewer: the artists toiling away on the scaffolding were
highly acclaimed just a few years earlier and their art served to represent
the country internationally – but things have since changed and the artists
have been removed from these assignments. However, they have won a
long-term commission to restore Renaissance graffiti. Due to the shortage
and poor quality of the materials and the scope of the project, the assign-
ment is endless: by the time they finish the façade, it is already starting to
crumble and they must begin work to restore it once again. Since the
motifs they scratch into the façades are of no interest to anyone, their res-
toration work reflects their own personal interests and social situation.
The rejected artists find themselves in the position of regularly paid
workers who make enough money in the summer season such that they
can focus on their own work during the remainder of the year. This
realist foundation develops into symbolic, borderline psychedelic scenes
from Czech history. As a whole and in the details, it matches the true
story of Czech artists Václav Boštík, Stanislav Podhrázský, Zdene ̌k
Palcr and Olbram Zoubek, who together restored the façade of Litomyšl
Castle between 1974 and 1992.

Libuše Moníková’s apparent literary hyperbole describes these artists’
everyday lives at the time. Through no fault of their own, the state had dis-
owned them – but still employed them. The state restricted their ability to
show their work publicly, but granted them time and space to create their
own work. The artists, displaced and proletarianised, took on an aura of
de facto impunity. They defended their autonomous positions between
themselves and those around them. While their work on the palace
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façade and in their private studios was not contaminated by concessions to
power, it was also not overtly dissident. These paradoxes clearly show that
a fictional novel is able to provide a realistic picture of conditions in the
artworld – or to be more precise, it has done so better than traditional
art history has been able to.

Simply pigeonholing art into the ‘official’ and ‘unofficial’ cannot fully
illustrate what conditions were like under communist rule, but historical
reviews of Eastern European art have resorted to such examples of over-
simplifications.2 Only gradually does it become clear that the dichotomy
of official and unofficial came in many different shades and provides
only a two-dimensional view of the period’s art. Staking out the borders
between the ideologically possible and impossible and comparing
Eastern European and Western European art is important, but as a conse-
quence of this approach the only art that is explored is that of artists who
ostensibly did not compromise with the political regime in the slightest and
whose oeuvres can be easily compared with Western art production. The
entire body of art created during communism, which it would not be mis-
leading to term ‘socialist art’, is far broader, however. In most of Eastern
Europe clear-cut examples of ‘artist–opportunist functionaries’ or ‘artist–
fighters for freedom of expression’ were the rare extreme ends of a richly
structured, dynamic cultural space that official and unofficial artists
formed together.3 Socialist art is difficult to comprehend without under-
standing the special features of the socialist economy and the linked econ-
omies of symbolic capital that were a feature of the communist era.4

Ideological evaluations and the subjective recollections of direct
participants are gradually being replaced by more careful analysis in
Eastern European art history, including interest in official socialist-era
art and the numerous, but today often overlooked, material remnants of
the period.

Studying the practical conditions in which fine art was created, includ-
ing the economic context, may help us understand not only the manner in
which art was produced, but also the possible meanings and symbolic
functions of individual works of art.5 I will attempt to demonstrate just
how complicated the creative life of an Eastern European artist living in
the latter half of the twentieth century could be with the example of sculp-
tor Olbram Zoubek (1926–2017), one of the main protagonists in The
Facade. Zoubek is considered a major figure in Czech culture, and he is
also respected as a moral authority. Over the course of his lifetime he
lived through German occupation, Stalinism, the political thaw of the
1960s, the crackdown of the 1970s, and parliamentary democracy and
the market economy following 1989. He was part of a generation that
sympathised with leftist ideals following the war and was not against
realist sculpture and official commissions in the 1950s. Around 1960 his
figures started to become more abstract. He created a number of public
commissions: sculptures, placards, decorative walls and even children’s
playgrounds. In the second half of the 1960s his work may be considered
a sort of official avant-garde. He balanced a return to more classical
figures with innovative attempts to install his sculptures in public
spaces. In 1969 Zoubek created the death mask and tombstone of Jan
Palach, a student who immolated himself on Wenceslas Square in
Prague in protest against the Soviet occupation of Czechoslovakia.
Several weeks later the police removed and destroyed the tombstone,
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2 In Czech literature alone
there are the special issues of
Výtvarné ume ̌ní (Fine Art)
journal from 1995–1996
[Výtvarné ume ̌ní 3/4, 1995
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Zakázané ume ̌ní I and II
(Banned Art I and II), and the
oversimplified chapter on
official art in the 1970s and
1980s in De ̌jiny c ̌eského
ume ̌ní (History of Czech
Art); see Tereza Petišková,
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sedmdesátých a osmdesátých
let’ (Official Art of the
Seventies and Eighties),
Rostislav Švácha and Marie
Platovská, eds, De ̌jiny
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author views Czech art
through the methodological
prism offered by Pierre
Bourdieu’s book The Rules
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approaches to various forms
of social capital and an
entirely new understanding
of intergenerational
dynamics at the time.

4 There are many examples of
a similar approach in Eastern
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Koller retrospective
exhibition curated by Petra
Hanáková and Aurel
Hrabušický (23 April – 20
June 2010) which also
included paintings that were
a means of subsistence for
the artist; see Petra
Hanáková and Aurel
Hrabušický, eds, Július
Koller: Science-Fiction
Retrospective, exhibition
catalogue, Slovak National



and its creator – like most of his contemporaries participating in the cul-
tural renaissance of the latter 1960s – fell into disfavour with the new pol-
itical elite. Zoubek’s studio became a place where dissidents against the
regime would converge; Václav Havel was a frequent guest. In the
1970s Zoubek spent most of his time on restoration work, but he also
focused on his own independent work. His art did not reflect political
themes; the artist’s goal was to satisfy his need for beauty and harmony.
This corresponded with his turn towards more classical expression. In
the late 1970s and early 1980s, without publicly proclaiming that he
had been wrong or making any sacrifices to the regime, Zoubek started
to do well in public art competitions, often replacing the ideological
assignment with mythological themes. After 1989 Zoubek’s sculptures
adorned not only the President’s office, but also buildings for the
rapidly-developing banking sector in the post-socialist economy. In May
2002 his Memorial to the Victims of Communism was unveiled in
Prague, and in late 2013 and early 2014 a retrospective exhibition of
his work was held at Prague Castle Riding School (29 November 2013
– 2 March 2014).

Despite the historical mishaps indicated here, Zoubek’s sculptures rep-
resent a certain stable point from which we can decipher the social con-
ditions of the time. If the discontinuity of political and cultural
development tends to be emphasised in the histories of Eastern European
countries, Zoubek may be proof of the opposite. His creative life is an
uninterrupted series of works of art that, with few exceptions, he has
been able to display public. Zoubek was able to respond to competition
calls without ideologically undermining his practice, while also being
able to transform his existing works for various purposes. One example
is the history of Zoubek’s monumental sculpture for the exterior of the
former Czechoslovak Federal Assembly building.

Architect Karel Prager contacted Zoubek with an offer to provide a
sculpture for the National (later Federal) Assembly building in 1967 –

the early days of the Prague Spring movement. Prager had won the com-
petition to design a new parliament building for the Czechoslovak Social-
ist Republic. His bold architectural concept attached the former stock
exchange to a new wing, which jutted out horizontally from the top of
the historical building. The new Federal Assembly, although originally
considered a temporary solution, was a closely-watched project that was
given overriding priority. Prager did not issue calls for individual art
works, but instead contacted artists whom he felt were directly suited to
the commissions. He needed a vertical sculpture in front of the main
entrance that would balance the visual appearance of the building – and
for this he chose Zoubek. Prager designated the exact site and content
of the work: it should be a monumental, five-metre-high vertical sculpture,
the theme of which should be (in light of the function of the building) a
milestone of history.6

Construction of the Federal Assembly took seven years – from 1966
until 1973, during this period Czechoslovak society and Karel Prager
himself underwent a radical transformation. The architectural compe-
tition was held in an atmosphere of political liberalisation, but ended
during the communist crackdown. Prager had a special position during
this period of ‘normalisation’. In Prague, he carried out a number of
important projects, and thus many viewed him as a supporter of the com-
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International Network of
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6 Zoubek’s archive contains
contracts and
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documenting the individual
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Olbram Zoubek, Milestone (Man-Milestone, Wounded and
Burned), 1967, lead, height 95 cm, image courtesy: Kmentová
Zoubek Fund, Prague
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Olbram Zoubek, Prodigy of the Nation, 1970, lead, height 52 cm, image cour-
tesy: Kmentová Zoubek Fund, Prague
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munist government. He was an architect who was able to handle projects
that were difficult to produce and artistically complex; at the same time,
however, the nomenklatura viewed him with suspicion. As the Federal
Assembly building was nearinng completion, his name was never men-
tioned in association with the project. The regime did permit him to com-
plete the project in its original form – since it was unable to generate any
viable alternatives. Rather than in the Federal Assembly building itself,
which underwent only minor changes, the shift in the political climate
can be seen in the artworks accompanying the building. Prager chose a
group of artists whose means of expression and positions were unaccepta-
ble to the communist regime after 1968. Nevertheless, Prager tried to
adhere to the original sculptural concept and fought with approval com-
mittees over its exicution. In some sense, Zoubek’s different designs for
the main entrance sculpture, over ten of which have been preserved,
truly mark the historical events of the late 1960s and early 1970s.

The first design from 1967 is titled Man Milestone, Wounded and
Burned and is in the form of an abstract torso in mid-stride. The structural
surface brings it close to Art Informel with a powerful symbolic message.
The enormous figure is walking forward, even though its form has been
eroded by time. In 1968 Zoubek altered the concept, elaborated in four
different studies. The work was now called Prodigy of the Nation; the
torso is no longer weathered, and now complemented with wings, optimis-
tically gesturing to imminent flight. In 1969 Zoubek created a one-third
size model of this sculpture in cement and lead. The winged Prodigy of
the Nation returned to the ground in 1969 in two versions of The Ped-
estrian, a headless figure heading into the unknown. The connection
with historical events can also be seen in two variations of Prometheus,
also from 1969. Here the symbol of the nation is transformed into the
form of a martyr – undoubtedly inspired by the death of Jan Palach –

facing his fate.
Zoubek did not support the country’s post-1969 political course,

which led to the establishment of a neo-Stalinist state. On the contrary,
perhaps unintentionally at first, he took a strong stance against the new
order with his poignant portrayal of Jan Palach, whose death had a pro-
found impact on him. Within a few years, the creation of a sculpture for
the Federal Assembly building, an assignment connected with the ethos
of political liberalisation, turned into a project for the new political
elites, whom part of the nation considered collaborators. Nevertheless,
Zoubek did not contemplate deserting the project. As I will argue in my
conclusion, this was not due to self-interest or calculated pragmatism.7

In the new atmosphere of ‘normalisation’, Prager also repeatedly tried
to advocate in favour of installing Zoubek’s work in front of the parlia-
ment building. He asked the sculptor to continue to provide new
designs, which he then submitted to the approval committees. All of the
designs were remunerated and created based on legal purchase orders
issued by the building investor. Although work on the building was
halted for a while in 1970, the following year the artist received a
written offer to complete the commission. The following Milestone of
History from 1970 is an angular, heavily built torso with arms
hanging limply. It is not walking anywhere; the structural and
again slightly eroded surface adds to the petrified, stiff character.
In 1973 Zoubek proposed an entirely new design: the sculpture was
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Olbram Zoubek, Milestone of History, 1970, plaster, height 170 cm, image courtesy: Kmentová Zoubek
Fund, Prague
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Olbram Zoubek, Milestone of History, 1973, lead, gold leaf, height 53 cm, image courtesy: Kmentová Zoubek Fund,
Prague
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OlbramZoubek,Milestone of History, 1973, layered lead, height. 530 cm, image courtesy: Kmentová
Zoubek Fund, Prague
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now a simple block, at first glance not representative of a figure, with a
contrasting gold, organically-bent shape at its peak. Breaking free from
the pedestal in the various following studies are a wing, a body and
drapes – perhaps the idea that not even history can be shackled by
gravity. The final version ofMilestone of History (1973) can be considered
as a compromise and cross-section of Zoubek’s six years of work on the
project. Created using a tin layering technique, the sculpture stood five
and a half metres tall. The figure, in mid-stride, is draped, like a winning
athlete wrapped in a flag after breaking the finishing-line tape. There is a
strong contrast between the mass and weight of the figure and the lightness
and diaphanousness of the drape – a motif that can be found in numerous
Zoubek sculptures from the 1970s through the 1990s.

In his various models, Zoubek did not attempt to ideologically or
artistically pander to the client’s demands; he instead attempted to
present designs that were an honest reflection of his monumental
interpretation of the subject. However, he did not enter into an open
conflict with the ruling establishment. In 1973 Zoubek prepared a
full-scale sculpture, but it was not installed in front of the Federal
Assembly. Insistent, in 1973, Prager attempted to install the sculpture
in front of the Municipal General Contractor’s office building located
on the grounds of Prague’s Emmaus Monastery. The building had
been designed by none other than Prager himself and was the location
of his studio, but not even here was the finished sculpture allowed to
be publicly displayed. Zoubek tried to have the work installed in front
of the Folimanka sports hall in 1977, a promising prospect given the
potential for an athletic interpretation of the work. He was still pressing
to have the sculpture permanently installed in 1982, but in vain. His
motivation for this was essentially due to practical reasons – paid for
and ready, but technically not fully completed, the work was standing
in front of Zoubek’s studio and was, as such, being damaged by the
elements. Finally, in 1982, the sculpture ended up in the collection of
the National Gallery in Prague and was permanently installed in the
garden of Zbraslav Chateau, the site of the gallery’s sculpture collec-
tions. In 2000 Milestone of History was seriously damaged during an
attempt to move the sculpture and Zoubek decided not to attempt to
restore it.

However, in the context of Zoubek’s work in the 1970s, the costly
execution of Milestone of History is an exception. Public sculptures prac-
tically vanished from his oeuvre during this period; similar commissions
were awarded only to artists favoured by the regime, and Zoubek cer-
tainly was not one of them. For him, his restoration work represented a
means of economic survival – and, to a certain extent, creative realisation.
As a freelance artist, the character of his façade repair work at Litomyšl
Castle was not unlike that of a seasonal worker.8 The decades-long com-
mission was not a given, and Zoubek and his friends had to repeatedly
reapply for it. There is not enough documentary material to offer a
general analysis of Zoubek’s financial status or income from his work in
the 1970s and 1980s. One can argue that political repression, together
with the independent artist’s activities and specific talents, paradoxically
led Zoubek to the world of entrepreneurialism even as the communist
state structure consolidated power. He had to seek out and apply for res-
toration commissions, negotiate working terms and conditions, and set up
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a team to work with him. He later put this experience to use in his own
independent work.

Occasionally Zoubek would self-critically admit there is ‘too much
Zoubek’ in Czech public space. Sustained interest in his work and
Zoubek’s interpretation of sculpture, which does not evade stimuli and
commissions from the outside, are to blame for this. He seeks out collab-
oration with architects, and the techniques he uses (asbestos cement,
layered tin), which in some cases results in financial savings, have had
an impact on his success in competitions. Although exhibitions of his
work were banned in Prague in the 1970s, by the 1980s, as large
housing estate developments were being built on the outskirts of Prague,
he was able to win commissions that were significant both symbolically
and in terms of size. However, construction delays resulted in the commis-
sions being postponed and the sculptures were not installed until the new
social atmosphere following 1989. What at first seems like Zoubek’s
extraordinary upturn, connected with the fall of communism after
1989, is in fact deeply rooted in the previous decade, under entirely differ-
ent conditions.

Zoubek’s three-figure sculpture Day, Night and Time for the Jižní
Město housing estate in Prague may serve as a good example. In 1980
Zoubek originally competed for a sculpture to be installed in a less
attractive location near Kosmonautů (now Háje) metro station.
Zoubek shifted the typically communist assigned theme of ‘work and
rest’ to allegory and created a group of sculptures that were mythologi-
cal/astrological in character and connected to a sundial. His design,
which diverged from the period’s feeble rehashing of Socialist
Realism, impressed the approval committees: ‘Given the high quality
of the design by sculptor Zoubek, both committees recommend that
the project architect consider installing it in the open space – green
area at the complex.’9 The set of sculptures moved to another space
near the metro station. The work was approved and a written order
was issued in 1981, but the deadline for completing Day, Night and
Time was postponed five times. Initially it was supposed to be com-
pleted in June 1983, then November 1983. Subsequent addenda to
the contract moved the deadline to 1984; in 1985 it was postponed to
1987; and in 1988 it was pushed forward to 1990. In the end, Day,
Night and Time was not installed until June 1991. In response to an
appeal in May 1991 to install the sculpture, Zoubek asked about
contact information for the people in charge – because he ‘expect[s
there are] new people and new contacts’ (translation by the author).
But aside from the mere administrative detail of the changing names
and numbers of those in charge, the very perception of public space
and the art within it had undergon a substantial transformation after
1989. Sculptures commissioned deep in the throes of the communist
regime were often caught up in an ownership vacuum. The area
around Háje metro station was turned into a shopping centre, with all
the traffic and visual pollution by advertisements that this entails. One
of the sculptures in Zoubek’s set was damaged and a second was
destroyed. The Galaxie multiplex cinema arose next to Háje metro
station in 2001; the cinema had purchased the adjacent land, including
the street furniture, but whether the purchase included the sculptures –
and what will become of them – remains unclear.
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Thanks to competitions and architects who appreciated his work,
Zoubek and his sculptures received increasing acceptance and their pres-
ence in public spaces increased significantly in the late 1970s and early
1980s. Initially his works appeared outside of Prague – such as his monu-
mental Lion at architect Václav Aulický’s television transmitter in
Ostrava-Hoštá̌lkovice from 1978 – or a number of smaller and larger
works created for the banking sector from 1981, which were often
initiated by architect Karel Prager. Zoubek never sought out these types
of commissions and years later he was critical of several of them; he
was not particularly satisfied with his reliefs for Komerc ̌ní Banka in
Prague and repeatedly criticised them in the press.

I used to have the strength to turn down the communists, but now I don’t
have the strength to refuse. It’s like an inconspicuous, creeping virus. An
investor comes along and tells me that I’m wonderful and that the only
right thing that would fit in over there is my thing – he decorates the com-
mission with pretty ribbons and then springs a cutthroat deadline on me.10

The ‘migration’ of Zoubek’s sculptures from place to place, motivated by
practical and ideological reasons and due to society’s changing appreci-
ation of the artist’s work, is another unique phenomenon. In the 1970s
and 1980s, Zoubek sometimes took his works that were not permitted
to be installed in their originally-intended locations and placed them in
schools, hospitals, cultural centres, theatres and post offices, or he
equipped similar institutions with additional casts of his work that had
already been made. The travel logs for some of Zoubek’s sculptures are
almost bitterly grotesque. In 1987 Zoubek created two sculptures
named Sisters for the staircase of Dům Elegance (House of Elegance), a
clothing store on Prague’s Na Prí̌kope ̌ street. A copy of Sisters has been
sited in front of the Czech Television building in Prague’s Kavčí Hory
since 1996. The original sculptures remained inside the clothing store
for only a few years; after 1990 the design of the store was changed as
the socialist Dům Elegance was converted into a Benetton store. The
new owner offered the sculptures to a retirement home in Lysá nad
Labem, but they were not to find a permanent home here, either. Today
they are located in the garden of a holiday cottage in Kersko owned by
the director of the aforementioned retirement home. Journeys of this
sort could easily be the subject of another grotesque novel along the
lines of The Facade, but one testifying to the privatisation of public
space in post-socialist countries.

Zoubek’s story not only reveals the impact cultural politics has had on
him or changes in the ownership of specific sculptures, but also the com-
prehensive transformation of the relationship between art and society.
Regardless of Zoubek’s own political opinions, he had no other choice
but to work in the environment in which art was being created in Czecho-
slovakia and later the Czech Republic. He retained his artistic autonomy
and did not compromise practice by pandering to the regime; at the same
time, as a sculptor he did not abandon the reality of the existing artworld –

he did not stop creating and making a living from art.11 For similar
reasons, the number of Eastern European artists who truly and thoroughly
refused to have a relationship with the official art structures of the time is
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very small. Communism did not offer a free market for monumental sculp-
tors. Apart from exceptional cases, such as a commission for a cemetery
sculpture, the only client was the state. Yet in the seemingly homogenous,
strictly socialist economy of Czechoslovakia, visual artists, architects and
other professions encountered some elements of the market economy,
which then seeped into their practice. The state imposed and to varying
degrees maintained ideological censorship, but at the same time it
enacted laws supporting public art.12 After 1989 not only censorship
but also support disappeared.

In addition to economic changes, there were also inverse changes in
ideological values after 1989. Not only was state intervention in the arts
rejected, but the social function of art itself was questioned. Emphasis
was placed on the subjective level of art and the moral integrity of the
artist taking a definite position against oppression. Rather than describing
the actual situation of socialist art, after 1989 the polarity of official/unof-
ficial took a stance on the new discourse on values, according to which all
major artists of the past were seen as somewhat ‘unofficial’. Concurrently,
however, the art that was created officially (paid for by the communist
state) did not necessarily represent an ethical failure on the part of the
artist. If this had been the case, art as a whole would have failed. There-
fore, one must accept the fact that art in communist countries was
created under specific economic and ideological conditions, and these
shaped art more than an awareness of the pioneering achievements of
Western art or ideas about the ethical dimension of creative work.
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Kwiekulik and the Political
Economy of the Potboiler

Tomasz Załuski

Introduction

The KwieKulik duo was formed by Przemysław Kwiek and Zofia Kulik,
who lived and worked together as artists from 1971 to 1988.1 They
invented and developed their own form of performative artistic practice
which was called Działania (Activities). The processual and ephemeral
art that they created often addressed institutional, social, economic and
political issues. KwieKulik used their bodies and configurations of every-
day life objects to generate material, visual and performative metaphors as
well as to expose various factors and conditions that determined artistic
production and life in People’s Republic of Poland. What is more, their
own methodical documentation of their artistic activities became an
immanent part of their creative undertaking and was treated as an art
form in itself. The duo also documented selected performances of other
Polish artists of the 1970s and 1980s and, as a result, quickly built a
huge archive of Polish ephemeral art. During numerous meetings with
Polish and foreign audiences, KwieKulik presented parts of the archive
in the form of multi-projection slide shows, accompanied by their own
commentary.

KwieKulik conceived of their art as ‘a practical science’, after the term
coined by Polish philosopher Tadeusz Kotarbiński.2 It took the form of
artistic, material and performative knowledge production. They wanted
to become artists-as-scientists and tried to model their artistic practices
on scientific methods and procedures. They therefore devoted a lot of
time and effort to self-education in the fields of logic and praxeology as
well as drawing inspiration from other theoretical sources of the era: lin-
guistics, semiology, information theory and cybernetics. Importantly,
KwieKulik made every possible effort to have their experimental ideas
and practices officially accepted into, as well as financially supported
by, the institutional and administrative mainstream of Polish art, by the
authorities governing the sphere of culture. Nevertheless, as soon as the
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artists graduated from the sculpture department of the Academy of Fine
Arts in Warsaw at the beginning of the 1970s, their ambitious plans
were confronted with the harsh realities of artistic production. Namely,
in order to earn a living, KwieKulik had to start making craft-like
works commissioned from visual artists by the socialist state. For the
aspiring neo-avant-garde artists-as-scientists, this kind of work, which
often involved physical drudgery, was nothing but chałtura – potboiler
work, done below one’s ambitions and artistic capacities, solely to earn
money.

In this article, I attempt to demonstrate that KwieKulik managed to
turn a political and economic necessity of doing potboiler work into a
critical exposure of the conditions of artistic production and life under
socialism.3 The duo was exceptional in the field of 1970s and 1980s
Polish art in so far as they included the existence of potboiler work into
their experimental artistic ‘Activities’ and commented upon its socio-econ-
omic dimensions. A close examination of KwieKulik’s selected works and
documents from their archive which I present here provides insight into
the functioning of the system of potboiler work which formed a defining
part of the actually existing socialist ‘artworld’ in Poland.

The Conditions of Potboiler Work

‘Potboiler work’, a popular term for work on commission, was used by
artists to express their discontent, not only with the conditions of work
and payment but, above all, with the fact that the nature of many commis-
sioned works did not match their artistic ambitions, tending to reduce
them to craftsmen or mass producers of visual objects. However, it
must be remembered that some more traditional artists who worked in
the domain of ‘plastic arts’, for example painting or sculpture, as well as
certain designers – architects, industrial, interior and exhibition designers
etc –would not consider such commissions as potboiler works. In terms of
technology, style, artistic quality – and sometimes even thematic content –
there was no distinction for them between their individual artistic careers
and what they were expected to do in the case of commissioned work.4

The same did not apply to conceptual, media and performance artists
who, when working on a commission, were forced to act in a technologi-
cal and artistic domain they tried to distance themselves from in their own
artistic work. It is easy to understand that for them such commissions were
regarded as ‘potboiler work’. The very term was rarely used in conversa-
tion, even in friendly exchanges, as the very issue of doing work commis-
sioned by the socialist state was a shameful subject, not only for artistic
reasons but, at least in some cases, for political ones as well.

In socialist Poland, the monopolist institution responsible for commis-
sioning potboiler works – designed to be tools of visual propaganda,
media of collective commemoration practices, items of scenic decoration
for social and political rituals, or simply visual information for everyday
pragmatic purposes – was Państwowe Przedsie ̨biorstwo Pracownie
Sztuk Plastycznych, PSP (State Enterprise of Visual Arts Workshops).
Established in 1951 as a replacement for an earlier institution of a
similar kind, called Państwowe Przedsie ̨biorstwo Robót Dekoracyjnych
(State Enterprise of Decorative Works), PSP was from its inception the
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main source of work and income for the majority of Polish visual artists
who graduated from art schools or academies of fine arts and became
members of the Związek Polskich Artystów Plastyków, ZPAP (Union of
Polish Visual Artists).

In its official bulletin, PSP was advertised as an enterprise which
‘designs, controls and supervises artistic quality and commissions work
in the following fields: interior and exhibition architecture, decorations
of events, printmaking, painting, sculpture and artistic photography’.5 It
aimed to present itself as a modern institution that was becoming increas-
ingly active in many interconnected domains: apart from commissioning,
it had its own centre of scientific and technical information, ran galleries of
contemporary art and disseminated new artistic ideas. Therefore, PSP
could openly declare its monopolist position: it had the highest number
of branches in the whole country, the highest number of commissions –
thirty thousand a year – and the legal entitlement to supervise all commis-
sions executed by artists working for other enterprises and institutions.
Finally, it had its own art market; it ran art galleries and shops where
art could be legally bought and sold.6

All of this may look and sound very impressive. However, the reality
was quite different, especially in terms of work and payment conditions
for artists. PSP, together with ZPAP and the Department of Visual Arts
at the Ministry of Culture and Art formed a complex and efficient
system which implemented and performed what fully deserves to be
called a ‘political economy’ of artistic production. PSP could control
and discipline artists by means of unequal distribution of work
and payment. With no clear rules concerning the assignment and distri-
bution of work, the state enterprise could easily privilege some artists
and exclude others; in effect, it quickly became a space of barely disguised
clientelism.

The system was structured such that PSP commissioned work from
professional artists who graduated from art schools or academies of fine
arts and became members of ZPAP.7 Artists had to apply to PSP for
work and, once they were officially accepted, could start to ‘co-operate’
with the enterprise. While in most cases it was PSP who contacted an
artist and commissioned work, on occasion artists, especially those who
had not been given work for a long time, would contact the enterprise
and asked for commissions. There were different stages in the process of
executing a commission, depending on the artistic discipline, technology
and specificity of the work. In the case of sculpture, there was usually a
‘sketch’, ‘design’ and ‘completed work’ – which might still be a gypsum
model to be cast in metal, carved in stone and so on. It was not until
the late 1970s that more precise terminology for describing stages in the
process of making commissions was finally established by the state. In
the ‘Ordinance of the Council of Ministers of 11 November 1977 on
rules and rates for creators of plastic arts works as well as on contracts
for making or using such works’ the process of making sculptural
works is divided into ‘preliminary design’ (a sketch of the design),
‘general design’ (a real size working model prepared in any material),
‘execution design’ (a real size gypsum model in its final sculpted form,
such that allows for execution of the final work in a given material and
using a given technology) and ‘final work’.8 The Ordinance also specified
the minimum and maximum rates for making all those elements. In the
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case of sculpture, the preliminary design was between five hundred and
two thousand zlotys, the general design between two thousand and
eight thousand zlotys and the execution design of a small sculpture (up
to one metre tall) was between eight thousand and forty thousand
zlotys. The rate for execution of the final work depended on the material;
being between a hundred and three hundred per cent of the rate for the
execution model in the case of wood, between a hundred and three
hundred and fifty per cent in the case of stone, and between a hundred
and five hundred per cent in the case of metal.9

It was possible to get a commission which included all the elements –
from preparing the preliminary design to executing the final work. But
it was also a common practice on the part of PSP to introduce a div-
ision of labour. In such cases, some artists could be responsible only
for the preliminary and general design, while others were supposed to
prepare a real size gypsum model and sometimes also execute it in a
given material. At each of its stages, the work had to be presented
before a committee of experts at PSP, whose task was to judge if it
matched a set of norms and criteria, evaluate it and either approve or
reject it. This meant that artists who were working on a commission,
especially in its final stages, had to demonstrate a certain level of
manual dexterity, be capable of using appropriate material processing
techniques and, generally speaking, follow the rules of craftsmanship.
In order to get their work accepted, it was also necessary to learn
how to design and execute works that would appeal aesthetically and
stylistically to the tastes of the committee experts.

The division of labour into creative design and craft-like material
execution was one of the main tools for governing, disciplining and
manipulating artists as a social group. A relatively small number of
artists with what might today be termed high ‘relational capital’ –

those who had strong professional and personal connections to officials,
experts and clerks at PSP – were given the majority of commissions,
especially ones which were well-paid and involved the creation of a
design of a work to be made by someone else.10 Other artists continued
to be assigned work that demanded the execution of designs that were
not their own. By promising to give them better-paid and more creative
tasks in the future, or by implying that they might not be given any work
at all, PSP was usually able to find artists ready to do such craft-like
work. This was also a way of silencing those who wanted to criticise
PSP and protest against its exploitative practices. PSP also took advan-
tage of its monopolist position and often acted as an intermediary insti-
tution or ‘artist agency’. When another state institution or enterprise
wanted to commission work from artists, it was required to contact
PSP, who would choose and appoint a professional to perform the
task. Even if the institution or enterprise wanted a particular artist to
execute the commission, PSP could decide otherwise and assign work
to someone else.

Critical Exposures

KwieKulik were an exceptional case in the Polish neo-avant-garde milieu
of the 1970s in so far as they made potboiler work an explicit subject of
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their experimental art that critically commented upon the institutional
setting of artistic production under socialism. Having graduated, Przemys-
ław Kwiek (in 1970) and Zofia Kulik (in 1971) applied to PSP, asking for
commissions. They were approved and, during the next decade, given a
number of tasks: exactly twenty-seven works between 1970 and 1981.
During that time, they also received twenty commissions from other
public institutions or – unofficially and illegally – from private persons.
Some of the potboiler assignments undertaken by KwieKulik included
commemorative plaques and plaquettes, often connected with events of
World War II; decorations of social festivals and political events – for
example boards advertising state enterprises or flags of other socialist
countries and scenic designs for meetings or congresses, such as the
general congress of the Association of in 1978. A special case was the
design of a touring exhibition of the Lenin Museum, which KwieKulik
developed and executed in 1977 on the occasion of the sixtieth anniver-
sary of the Bolshevik revolution.

While executing such potboiler commissions, KwieKulik also created
their ephemeral and documented ‘Activities’. They combined potboiler
works with their experimental artistic practice in order to show that
they were able to ‘act efficiently’within given conditions of life and artistic
production and, at the same time, critically expose those very conditions.
This was a way to combine ‘art and life’ under socialism. Such joint works
were called Earning and Creating.

The unveiling ceremony of the AK Kinga Plaque carved by KwieKulik (potboiler work), 103 Solec Street in Warsaw, 6 April
1974, photo: KwieKulik Archive, courtesy of Zofia Kulik
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Activities with the AK Kinga Plaque (1974) – one of the first and most
systematic attempts at combining earning money with creating art – pro-
vides an example of this. While carving a commemorative inscription in
honour of the murdered National Army Soldiers in a large sandstone
slab, which was to be officially unveiled in Warsaw later that year, Kwie-
Kulik made a number of combinations of objects from everyday life set on
the plaque. The configurations were documented in a handwritten catalo-
gue with drawings and were also photographed. By placing the objects
onto the plaque in various combinations and relationships, the artists gen-
erated shifting meanings, associations and metaphors. In one of the photo-
graphic slides, the statement on the plaque, consisting of the already
carved letters with the addition of words written on pieces of paper,
read: ‘In this very place Z K and P K died a heroes death at the hands
of mediators, art critics, cultural activists, Ministry of Art and Culture offi-
cials, Czartoryska, Skrodzki, Osęka, director Urbanowicz and Stani-
sławski.’ Urszula Czartoryska, Wojciech Skrodzki and Andrzej Ose ̨ka
were art critics considered by KwieKulik to be hostile to their art,
Henryk Urbanowicz was the managing director at PSP and Ryszard Sta-
nisławski was the director of Museum of Art in Lodz. For a short – but
well-documented – moment, the potboiler work became a critique and

KwieKulik,Activities with AK Kinga Plaque, ‘aesthetic time-effects’, recorded on colour diapositives, with the statement: ‘In
this very place Z K and P K died a heroes death at the hands of mediators, art critics, cultural activists, Ministry of Art and
Culture officials, Czartoryska, Skrodzki, Osęka, director Urbanowicz and Stanisławski’, 1974, photo: KwieKulik Archive,
courtesy of Zofia Kulik
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an indictment of the Polish institutional ‘artworld’ of the 1970s,
represented there by the names of its leading protagonists.

In 1979 KwieKulik prepared Thingy. A Monument of Potboiler-
Culture Cult. The work comprised an installation with a sculpted head,
a multi-slide projection and a performance. The slides documented
various potboiler works the artists had made up until that time.
Another element of the installation, namely a catalogue of their potboiler
works, was placed on the sculpted head, where it could be browsed
through by the viewer.

From the very beginning of their ‘co-operation’ with PSP, KwieKulik
contested the poor material and economic conditions of artistic work
that the state enterprise offered them. Already in 1973, during the
second edition of the Festival of Art School Students in Nowa Ruda,
they designed and distributed a xeroxed leaflet with the slogan: ‘PSP
humiliates!’ Not only did they express their discontent and anger on a
symbolic level, but they also attempted to change the real conditions of
artistic production: they sent numerous letters of complaint to PSP in
which they protested against not being given any work for months, criti-
cised delays in payment or complained about being paid less than had
initially been agreed. As there was no satisfactory reaction on the part
of PSP, the artists started making complaints to officials at ZPAP, the
Ministry of Culture and Art and even to parliamentary representatives
at the Polish parliament, the Sejm. In 1973, among a number of issues

KwieKulik,Activities with AK Kinga Plaque, ‘aesthetic time-effects’ recorded on colour diapositives, 1974, photo: KwieKu-
lik Archive, courtesy of Zofia Kulik
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made in a petition-complaint to the then Minister of Culture and Art, Sta-
nisław Wroński, KwieKulik also touched upon the subject of PSP:

we have to earn our living by carving commemorative plaques at PSP, the
idiotic, swindling institution, [we have to be – TZ] hewing tombstones, cal-
ligraphing letters, priming white canvases in order to, if we are lucky, copy
somebody else’s designs onto them. No one, including the PSP artistic com-
mittee itself, believes in the sense and usefulness of these jobs (which you
need to wait months for).11

In February 1974, at Jabłonna near Warsaw, during a meeting of
young Polish artists with the authorities from ZPAP, the Ministry of
Culture and Art and the Communist Party, KwieKulik openly criticised
the exploitative economy of PSP and denounced the connections of its
director Urbanowicz to officials at the very top of the Communist Party
hierarchy: Piotr Jaroszewicz, who was the prime minister at the time,
and Edward Gierek, the then first secretary of the party. Kwiek said:

I wonder howMr Urbanowicz has managed to keep his job since the war –
despite the attacks by young artists – and I’m not surprised at all because
when I was in his office, I saw on the walls letters of thanks from Piotr
Jaroszewicz and Edward Gierek for PSP. The thanks are because PSP has

KwieKulik,Activities with AK Kinga Plaque, ‘aesthetic time-effects’ recorded on colour diapositives, 1974, photo: KwieKu-
lik Archive, courtesy of Zofia Kulik
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contributed 20 billion zlotys to the Central Bank. How does it work? A
friend of mine was commissioned for a project. He was told it was commu-
nity work, for free. The job was to arrange an exhibition at the Central
Committee. He said he wouldn’t do it for free. He was told, ‘Still, do it.
Because it needs to be done.’ That’s one form of thievery. Here’s
another: there was a contract worth 25 000 zlotys. They said, ‘It has to
be done for 18 000 maximum.’ When the contractor refused, they said,
‘We’ll wait.’ A year later, the guy comes and says he will do it for
18 000. He does it because he has to and PSP can contribute to the
central bank… This is unbearable. I am asking for a firm intervention in
this regard.12

KwieKulik criticised director Urbanowicz again in a letter of complaint to
parliamentary representatives written in October 1974. Having exposed
the exploitative economy of PSP, the artists claimed that it was impossible
to design any modern, original and creative work there: ‘when you are
forced to work for PSP, you can be sure that you will not be given any
chance to use your talent and show your originality, you will not
perform as an artist but as a craftsman. So, as an artist, you will
waste your talent and your life.’13 An important demand was also
included – namely, that the PSP Foksal Gallery should be closed down.
According to KwieKulik, this contemporary art gallery was used to veil

KwieKulik, Videodecoration, frames from the film documenting the television report of X
Congress of the Polish Journalists Association (SDP), decoration for the congress platform
designed by the artists (potboiler work), February 1978, photo: KwieKulik Archive, courtesy
of Zofia Kulik
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USSR flags painted by KwieKulik (potboiler work), 13–14 May 1977, photo: KwieKulik Archive, courtesy of
Zofia Kulik
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the real functioning of PSP by giving it an air of an institution that sup-
ports and promotes experimental avant-garde art, whereas in reality it
turned avant-garde artists into traditional craftsmen.14

The complaints did have certain effects but not the ones that KwieKu-
lik might have hoped for. In 1975 the artists took part in the exhibition 7
Young Poles inMalmö, Sweden. In the exhibition catalogue they managed
to publish, beyond the reach of Polish censorship, a photograph of a PSP
workshop with Zofia Kulik, who was working on a commission – a
plaque commemorating soldiers of the Polish Home Army murdered by
the Nazis, and with a work by another artist – a plaster eagle, probably
part of the Polish national emblem. The photograph featured a critical
comment concerning the working conditions the institution offered: ‘A
Bird of Plaster for Bronze in the Barracks of Fine Arts’. What is more,
the photograph was printed alongside another, more general (and more
explicit) commentary on the socialist reality: an image of Kwiek’s
student sculpture with the caption ‘Man-Dick’. When officials at the Min-
istry of Culture and Art found out about the publication, KwieKulik were
accused of ‘political excesses against the national emblem’.15 As a conse-
quence of this absurd accusation, they were banned from travelling out of
Poland and representing Polish art abroad for three years. It is highly
probable that the whole affair and the decision it resulted in were inspired

Zofia Kulik working on the project for the exhibition ‘October Revolution and Poland’ in the Lenin Museum (potboiler
work), Warsaw, September – October 1977, photo: KwieKulik Archive, courtesy of Zofia Kulik
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KwieKulik,Thingy—AMonument of Potboiler-Culture Cult, installation with a catalogue of potboiler works on the top of
the sculpted head, projection of documentation of potboiler works on the walls in the gallery, Galeria Repassage 2,Warsaw,
29 March 1979, photo: KwieKulik Archive, courtesy of Zofia Kulik
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by director Urbanowicz himself.16 What is more, it might have been con-
nected to ongoing surveillance of Przemysław Kwiek and another artist,
Marek Konieczny, by the Security Services. In 1975 the two artists were
collecting signatures from a group of around forty artists for a petition
which expressed their discontent with PSP. The Security Services launched
‘a case of operational verification’ against Kwiek and Konieczny in order
to check if their activity was ‘political’ and ‘hostile’.17 After the verifica-
tion, a Security Services officer who supervised the case decided that it
was only a matter of economy, and not politics. Interestingly enough,
the officer gave an insightful and truthful analysis of familiarism, cliente-
lism and bribery mechanisms at work in PSP:

The orders are distributed by PSP employment officers, who are in the pos-
ition to commission a better-quality work, hence better remunerated from
one artist, and a worse one from another. Older generations of artists know
a lot of officials working at PSP, with whom they have personal contacts,
and who receive valuable gifts from the artists, who then obtain better-
paid commissions.18

Consequently, at the turn of the 1970s and 1980s KwieKulik
were slowly turning their critique of the political economy of the Polish

Layout of two pages in the catalogue of the exhibition ‘7 Young Poles’, Malmö Konsthalle, 1975; the photograph with the
eagle called A Bird of Plaster for Bronze in the Barracks of Fine Arts was placed by the Swedish designer next to the Man-
Dick, both works from the Commentary Art series by KwieKulik, photo KwieKulik Archive, courtesy of Zofia Kulik
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‘artworld’ into a critique of the Polish ‘socialist’ state as such. What made
this critique all the more complex was the fact that they invoked certain
socialist values and ideals: creativity, the right to self-development, and
egalitarian culture available for everyone. It was both a way of ‘taking
socialism at its word’ and a kind of tactical ‘ideological blackmail’. But
in the 1970s and 1980s the state authorities in Poland no longer really
believed in socialist ideals and, if only for this very reason, KwieKulik’s
ideological blackmail could not have had any real effect.

In 1980, in a letter of complaint to the director of the Department of
Visual Arts at the Ministry of Culture and Art, Janusz Przewozńy and
the Vice-Minister Władysław Loranc, KwieKulik wrote that within the
state forms that regulated artistic production in Poland it was virtually
impossible to create experimental, innovative and socially engaged art
as a grassroots initiative, even though the state itself seemed to invite
and promote such initiatives. They also claimed that it was a duty of the
socialist state to financially support the development of such non-tra-
ditional art because artists could not, within the context of the socialist
political economy, use private sources of income to practice in the existing
cultural framework. In anger they concluded:

Things go very badly when ‘the state forms’ are not elastic and open
enough to assimilate and support an individual grassroots initiative.
When they are not receptive to the ‘new’, when they do not react properly
to the contemporary in its becoming. Then the authorities, the power in its
‘state forms’, are too weak to hold power, as they lose touch with reality.19

KwieKulik, Supermarket, Stuttgart, 24 October 1981, video still
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KwieKulik, To Buy an Artist, Pracownia Dziekanka, Warsaw, 11 March 1985, digital collage of the scanned
slide and the text pasted from a text file, photo: KwieKulik Archive, courtesy of Zofia Kulik
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Throughout the 1980s KwieKulik made performances which commen-
ted upon general issues of ideology and politics, the severe crisis in the
Polish economy, shortage of goods and a high exchange rate that made
it impossible for Polish citizens to buy merchandise in what appeared to
be the consumer paradise of Western capitalist countries. The latter
issue became the subject matter of Supermarket, a video performance
shot in 1981 in Stuttgart. The video shows KwieKulik in a German super-
market, where they are compulsively packing goods into a trolley. After
discussing the choice and realising how extremely expensive the goods
are due to the high exchange rate of the West German mark to the
Polish zloty, they are shown putting them back onto the shop shelves.
Having repeated this activity several times with different products, they
leave without buying anything.

KwieKulik were also soon to experience the benefits of the high
exchange rate in their personal lives too. At the beginning of 1982, on
Kulik’s initiative, the artists bought an old house in Łomianki, a small
village near Warsaw, and decided to move out of the city. As the building
was in a very bad condition, they started to renovate it, mostly on their
own, which was to engage them for the next few years. This new occu-
pation, together with the distance from Warsaw informed their decision
to cease producing potboiler work. They also knew they would be able
to make their living and renovate the house thanks to support from a
family member. Throughout the 1980s KwieKulik were getting US
dollars from Kulik’s mother who had emigrated to the USA in search of
work. Selling the foreign currency on the black market in Poland
created a source of income that allowed KwieKulik to finally withdraw
from their ‘co-operation’ with PSP.

In Search of an Alternative Artistic Economy

At the turn of 1985 and 1986, being in a situation of relative financial
security, the artists made three performances in which they reflected on
alternative methods for securing financial support or payment for exper-
imental art practices. All the presentations took place at Pracownia Dzie-
kanka (Dziekanka Studio) in Warsaw. The first, entitled To Buy an Artist,
was shown in March 1985. KwieKulik sat on chairs in front of the public,
with panels on their chests that declared they were ‘for hire’. The idea was
further explained in the text that was projected above their heads. It pro-
posed that instead of producing objects that could be sold, or actions that
could be paid for, the artist themselves could be bought:

The artists make various projects that can be bought. But why couldn’t you
buy a living artist? And then, having them, make demands?…The artist
becomes free – not someone who has to sell but someone who is bought.
Then there are no artists who – if they do not sell – are told by the state
that they should receive aid. The relationship between the society and the
artist disappears and the one between the human being and the artist
emerges.20

On the one hand, by offering themselves for hire – the price of five
thousand zlotys for two people per day was equivalent to eight working
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hours – KwieKulik seemed to be creating a powerful performative meta-
phor for their stupefying experience of ‘being sold’ to PSP and of
waiting for commissions. This meaning was also suggested by the fact
that during their presentation, the artists played an audio recording
titled Idiot. A voiceover described three portraits: Zofia Kulik as ‘An
Idiot Woman’, Przemysław Kwiek as ‘An Idiot Man’ and their son Mak-
symilian –who often accompanied his parents during their potboiler work
– as ‘ADolt’. On the other hand, the artists seemed to be going beyond this
bitter irony and trying to imagine a different solution to the problem of
financing experimental art. What they proposed at this stage, though,
amounted to a rather traditional vision of a personal relationship and a
private commercial exchange between an artist and an individual
who demands the creation of a particular, most likely non-experimental
art form.

The second performance, Equivalent in Money, was shown in Novem-
ber 1985. Initially, KwieKulik had planned to make a different presen-
tation (Poetisation of Pragmatics) and had already sent out the
invitations for this. Having realised that all the shows they had been
doing were at their own cost, they felt resigned and decided not to
appear in the gallery. They sent Kwiek’s brother Paweł instead, who
apologised to the public and offered them financial compensation, the
eponymous ‘equivalent in money’, for the non-performed performance.
The final situation, apparently absurd, and yet witty and poetic, seemed
to suggest that every artistic act, even one that was experimental and

KwieKulik, Equivalent in Money, film stills documenting the action of giving money to the
guests who came to the KwieKulik performance, Pracownia Dziekanka, Warsaw, 17 Novem-
ber 1986, photo: KwieKulik Archive, courtesy of Zofia Kulik
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performative, had a certain financial value and, therefore, its creator
should be remunerated.

A further meaning of the act was revealed two weeks later, during the
third performance, entitled Artistic Money. It made references to the
earlier presentations and turned the whole series into a coherent narrative.
Kwiek was seated at the end of a pathway formed by stands with paper
bags that resembled human faces. Above him, there were two banknotes,
fifty US dollars (a huge sum of money in Poland in the mid-1980s) and five
thousand zlotys, exhibited between two panes of glass. He read out a text
which presented KwieKulik’s concept of ‘artistic currency’. It began with
the premise that artists could be financially compensated for their artistic
practice, and yet remain free to do what they want in their art, only on the
condition that they buy their own art. By paying for their own art, they
would be changing ‘casual currency’ into ‘artistic currency’. This means,
however, that their own work, commissioned by themselves, was not

remunerated. How can you get money for your own remuneration? You
have to work in order to work, ie, capitalise on ‘casual’ work or ‘market-
able’ art to remunerate yourself for your own free work… ‘Artistic cur-
rency’ acquired from ‘casual’ work would have a two-fold sense: of the

Przemysław Kwiek preparing his speech about Artistic Money, documentation made before
the guests arrived, Pracownia Dziekanka, Warsaw, 26 November 1986, photo KwieKulik
Archive, courtesy of Zofia Kulik
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money earned in a casual way in order to become later, with your own free
work, the equivalent [of the work], ie ‘artistic currency’.21

Dividing one’s career into making socially accepted works which
allowed one to earn money and spending the money on freely-created
experimental art was exactly what KwieKulik had been forced to practise
for years but they never considered it a viable option. Moreover, this nega-
tive necessity was symbolically enacted during the earlier performance
Equivalent in Money. Referring back to this event, Kwiek pointed out
that they had managed then to transform –while, unfortunately, spending
it – a huge sum of ‘casual money’ into ‘artistic money’. The banknotes pre-
sented during the third performance served as evidence and residue of that
transformation.

If spending one’s ‘casual money’ on experimental art did not seem to be
a plausible option, then the only remaining solution was:

to ‘print’ ‘artistic currency’, eg in the form of a piece of paper with the
inscription ‘artistic currency’ and use these papers as shares, for the sake
of future work… The buyer would have to pay for something that he
wouldn’t receive, only for the paper that would be equal in value to the
artist’s ‘working for themselves’… The buyer would then pay not for the
‘marketability’ and enslavement, but for the artist’s unrestricted liberty.
The buyer would become the artist’s shareholder… The buyer would
become the co-owner of the idea of ‘working for oneself’… the new defi-
nition of patronage would define it as ‘looking after the freedom performed
by another person’.22

This meditation bears a striking resemblance to the famous passage on
commodity fetishism inCapital, where KarlMarx analyses the change of a
trivial everyday thing and its use-value into a commodity with exchange
value.23 This being the case, what Kwiek proposed would amount to a dis-
placement and reversal of the analysis in Capital. Kwiek elevated the
description of a useful casual thing turned into an exchangeable commod-
ity onto a different level and applied it to the money itself; hence his idea of
‘casual currency’ turning into ‘artistic currency’. At the same time, he gave
his vision of the patron-shareholder who was to pay for and look after the
freedom performed by the artist an apparently emancipatory and slightly
utopian twist. He seemed – or possibly pretended – to believe that the
market, along with competent, risk-taking businessmen who would be
ready to invest in unrestricted artistic freedom and wait for highly uncer-
tain future profits, was the solution to the problem of financing exper-
imental art.

This notion dated back to the late 1970s. In 1977 KwieKulik wrote
‘Our Comments on the East and the West’, a text in which they compared
conditions of artistic production and political economies on both sides of
the Iron Curtain. Among other things, they provocatively reproached
Western artists for their critique of business in art:

One feels like saying: why complain about business in art? Be happy that
you have the hope that your art will be bought one day and that will
enable you to keep on living and making art. Be happy – business in art
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accelerates the moments of social consent to the new art. Is business in art
not better than a constant division between a) making art and b) earning
one’s living + earning to finance one’s art + earning to finance its distri-
bution? Do you want to live off hairdressing or be a clerk? Or do you
want full state support? This requires competent and risk-taking officials,
that is, officials that keep up with artists. That is certainly utopian.24

And yet, equally utopian was the hope that the market would ‘keep up
with’ artists, financially support their experimental art, accelerate its social
acceptance and finally lead to the dissolution of the division of labour
between earning one’s living and making ‘private’ artistic works. It is
the precarious condition of contemporary artists, not only in Poland but
all around the world, which proves that this hope will never be matched
in the reality of a neoliberal capitalist society.
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Exhibition as Diplomatic Tool

The Search for Artist Solidarity

For László Beke

Zsuzsa László

The Culture of the Seventies:
A Conservative Turn and Prevailing Hope

At the conference on the ‘Culture of the Seventies’ held at the Club of
Young Artists in 1980 (10–12 April) in Budapest, Ákos Szilágyi, a Hun-
garian poet and literary historian described this decade in terms of a
conservative turn following the disillusionment from the revolutionary
hopes of 1968. He described the seventies as the era of the Gulag
shock and that of the shallow affluence of the New Economic Mechan-
ism,1 when the revolutionary spirit withdrew to a ‘long march’ through
institutions and culture.2 He also mentions that developing from the
peace and love of the hippies this decade brought about the aggression
of punk and terrorism, instead of the radicalism of Herbert Marcuse
and Che Guevara, private life and irony is valorised in the shadow of
catastrophe. Szilágyi spoke from a generational point of view, demon-
strating a kind of individualist independence of East European dissident
intelligentsia, but with the intention to avoid the supposition of an
unbiased, off-handed world-consciousness.3 At this conference the
representatives of various spheres of culture ranging from Party
leaders through employees of state institutions, to members of the
democratic opposition, as well as dissidents, were able to exchange
their evaluations of the period in the semi-public context of the Club
of Young Artists.4 László Beke, art historian and curator, protagonist
of the neo-avant-garde art of the seventies, also in the above-mentioned
conference, claimed – with nostalgia – that in the 1970s art was con-
sidered to be the only chance.5 This confrontation was pivotal as social-
ism’s compromise with more liberal economic policies was
counterbalanced by a more controlled and doctrinaire cultural politics
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compared to that of the 1960s, and as a result the disparity between
official and parallel culture looked wider than ever.6

The neoconservative turn of the seventies in Hungary was not just a
vague spirit of the times as it might seem, but correlates to some particular,
local and global political processes that are worth a brief survey. After the
1956 revolution, a gradual burgeoning of cultural life occurred in
Hungary, in line with the Khrushchev Thaw experienced in the whole
Soviet Bloc. Intellectuals were reconciled with the state, a Marxist renais-
sance began with the rehabilitation of György Lukács and substantial state
support of moderate modernist art and science, which only needed to
avoid certain taboos. The cultural life of this period was defined by
György Aczél who held various leadership positions from the early
sixties until 1974 and introduced the policy of the ‘Three Ts’ dividing cul-
tural activities into Supported (Támogatott), Tolerated (Tűrt), and Pro-
hibited (Tiltott) categories, and initiated more opportunities for artistic
independence. This prolific process was halted first in the late sixties as
a result of Leonid Brezhnev’s anti-reform policies, rising anti-Semitism
in Soviet countries as a result of the Six-Day War (5–10 June 1967),
and the invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, just to mention a few
factors. Later in the seventies economic stagnation hightend divisions
within the public sphere, and the detachment of parallel, self-organised
culture, which still relied heavily on state-institutions but distanced itself
from the ideological doctrines of the state.7

Histories of Exhibitions:
A Chronology of Artist Solidarity

Art, and more precisely art events nevertheless provided a regular oppor-
tunity for salvaging revolutionary attitude and old or new leftist commit-
ments to fight social injustice, exploitation and colonialism, and to
emancipate disadvantaged social or ethnic groups, not only for dissident
leftist intellectuals of Hungary, but also for state-officials. Hence the
approach of exhibition history is highly relevant for unpacking the
complex network of official and non-official cultural and artistic positions
of this time and to gain a better understanding of how these contested
spheres of cultural practices were developed and related to each other.
Since the late nineteenth century exhibitions have primarily been sites
for the mobilisation of attention and public discussion. Exhibitions and
the history of exhibitions establish the public and political potential of
art in a different way to the history of art. The narratives of exhibition
history are not based on oeuvres and objects of art but on particular
events that potentially capture, concentrate and conserve the complexities
of their historical moment. It is a history of situations, rather than isolated
objects or personalities. The mapping of this territory has a great potential
to go beyond the already established histories that are written by powerful
institutions and the art market. The history of exhibitions is more sensitive
to the interactions between artistic production and its political context,
where exhibitions as social events can serve as sites of critical reflection,
intervention and the emergence of political consciousness. These issues
have a special significance within the historical and geographical
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context of ‘Eastern Europe’ that is no longer a geographical, but rather a
historical denomination in itself, referring to the Cold War era.8

Art historical and curatorial research of the 1990s and 2000s focused
mainly on East European art practices that lacked an institutional back-
ground, whereas the infrastructure of state socialist art institutions actu-
ally constituted a very powerful system. There are several examples
which demonstrate that on the one hand the modus operandi of these
state-run art institutions was not so disconnected from that of the parallel
culture, while on the other, their educational, international and political
missions are still relevant, even if the artworks instrumentalised for
these purposes might now appear to be stylistic dead-ends of art history.
One seemingly commonplace example for such an instrumental artwork
utilised for the cultural diplomacy of Cold War Hungary is the ‘Peace’
series of Gyula Hincz (1904–1986), which I would like to pose as a case
study for state-organised artist solidarity.9 The work addresses a topic,
peace and solidarity, which from a vital mission in the early 1950s
became an omnipresent, empty and universalist slogan, but still remained
intriguing and unavoidable for artists and intellectuals active in the paral-
lel culture.

I present here a chronology of exhibitions and related public and pol-
itical events centred around the theme of peace and solidarity, transcend-
ing the ideological or rhetoric opposition so often drawn between state-
and self-organised culture. Though capitalist countries also heavily uti-
lised cultural events for political purposes,10 this article aims at a micro
history, a genealogy of the iconography of peace and artists’ solidarity
within the cultural scene of Hungary – taking into account its actual inter-
national relations – rather than presenting a far-reaching global account of
the cultural diplomacy of the Cold War era. I also attempt to demonstrate
how the approach of exhibition history can be used to gain a better under-
standing of cultural events as intersections between artistic concepts and
social-historical-political situations. In this sense, instead of reconstructing
individual artistic intentions, I will focus on the dialectic constellation of
various different artistic and institutional positions that are pertinent to
the discussed art events.

Peace and Cultural Freedom

In the international communist Peace movement that emerged after World
War II, culture and art played a key role. The movement started with the
World Congress of Intellectuals in Defence of Peace in 1948 (25–28
August), in Wroclaw, with the participation of Mulk Raj Anand, Louis
Aragon, Bertolt Brecht, Béla Czóbel, Ilya Ehrenburg, Paul Éluard,
Renato Guttuso, Aldous Huxley, György Lukács, Pablo Picasso and
among others, as well as Alexander Fadeyev the head of the Soviet del-
egation. In his keynote speech the latter attacked modernism with his
famous pejorative simile comparing T S Eliot, John Roderigo Dos
Passos, Jean-Paul Sartre and André Malraux to literate hyenas and
jackals.11 Nevertheless, the congress’s commitment to modernism was
obvious in view of the accompanying exhibition, ‘Recovered Territories’
featuring modernist utopian architecture and design.12 The massive
support given to the Soviet-friendly World Council of Peace (1949–) by
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Page from the exhibition catalogue International Art Exhibition for Palestine (Beirut, 1978) with the etchings by Gyula
Hincz and Indian artist Krishna Reddy
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Gyula Hincz, Emlék a XXII. pártkongresszusról (Memory of the XXII Party Congress), 1962, poster, private collection
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Poster of the World Peace Congress, Paris, 1949 with the reproduction of Pablo Picasso’s lithograph, Dove
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prominent figures of the post-World War II intelligentsia could hardly be
countered by its capitalist counterpart, the International Peace Bureau.13

The real Western opposition to the cultural support of the socialist
peace movement endorsed by the most prominent artists of the Cold
War period was the anti-communist Congress for Cultural Freedom
(CCF, 1950–1979) with the backing of renowned artists and intellectuals,
like Alfred H Barr, Benedetto Croce, John Dewey, Clement Greenberg,
Karl Jaspers, Arthur Koestler and Bertrand Russell. It supported avant-
gardism merely to prove the cultural supremacy of Western liberal democ-
racies and objected to the ideological constraints on artistic expression in
the Soviet-controlled countries. The Congress – taking into account its
affiliation with the CIA – established a paradoxical discourse of cultural
freedom, ie non-engagement of culture with Jazz ambassadors, Radio
Free Europe, and touring exhibitions. CCF showed similar hypocrisy
regarding the support of civil rights struggles in order to gain more influ-
ence in the Third World Solidarity institutions in Soviet countries.14

The ambivalent and geopolitically changing relationship between
engaged art and modernism can be graphically exemplified by the evol-
ution and transfiguration of the iconography of peace and solidarity
from the peace doves to situational exercises on otherness. Notwithstand-
ing the Zhdanov Doctrine, prescribing socialist realism as the only accep-
table art in Soviet countries, it was Picasso, the superstar of modernism
and member of the French Communist Party, who was the author of
the visual identity of the peace movement, which was based on the
various transfiguration of his dove.15 This symbolism of a dove, originat-
ing from antiquity and Christian iconography,16 was for a time a success-
ful compromise, a kind of ‘popular front’ strategy between the need for
plain, straightforward, proudly tendentiously symbolism of the universa-
listic socialist humanism and the desire of the consolidated state socialisms
of the 1960s to enlist Western modernist intelligentsia.

The ‘Peace’ series was made by Hincz during the 1950s and consists of
lineal etchings combining a female profile and a dove with and without a
five-pointed star – in very similar decorative, neoclassical but somewhat
less cartoonist style as the peace doves Picasso made in the late fifties
and early sixties.17 With intriguing parallels to the diplomatic use of Picas-
so’s Dove of Peace, the iconography of peace applied by Hincz was also
utilised and also undermined in very different contexts from the fifties
till the early eighties, again and again echoing the same dilemma existing
between formalism and engaged art. This dilemma was still present as late
as 1978, when Hincz’s Peace was exhibited in Beirut at the ‘International
Art Exhibition for Palestine’ (Beirut Arab University, 21 March – 5 April).
From the perspective of this art event the story of this work gains a new
significance.

A Solidarity Exhibition

The 1978 the Beirut exhibition was organised by leftist artists in Western
Europe, along with some artists living in exile from Arab and South Amer-
ican countries, who shared an anti-imperialist commitment to the Pales-
tine Liberation Organisation (PLO).18 It presented nearly 200 artists
from thirty countries, mostly from Europe – France, Italy, Spain,
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modernism and engaged
art, see Peter Coleman, The
Liberal Conspiracy: The
Congress for Cultural
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Europe, Free Press,
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Macmillan, London, 1989;
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New Press, New York,
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Saunders regarding CCF
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Denmark, the German Federal Republic, Poland, Romania, Hungary, the
USSR – Latin-America, Japan and the Arab world. Whereas the artists
from Western Europe and the Middle East were recruited through self-
organised networks, the artworks from Eastern Europe were mediated
through official cultural diplomacy. In the Beirut exhibition the expression
of solidarity had two distinct pathways: one with agitational imagery
depicting human suffering or the struggle for freedom – but the only
peace dove and five-pointed star was by Hincz, the other by the donation
of an artwork disregarding its form and theme, with only a potential to
project onto it any related meaning or sentiment. The first approach
was represented by many less well-known artists, with only one estab-
lished artist, Renato Guttuso, the second by such figures as Joan Miró,
Antoni Tàpies (Spain), or Julio Le Parc (Argentina). There were a few
examples of works that were less targeted at making an emotional
appeal but conveyed instead a clearly political message. Joan Rabascall –
originally from Barcelona, but in exile in France since 1962 from the
Francoist regime – as well Ernest Pignon-Ernest, and the Coopérative
des Malassis – representatives of ‘Nouveau Réalisme’ – participated
with satirical or subversive montages of popular and press imagery, for
example juxtaposing photos of nuclear bombs and advertising images of
blatant sexual appeal.

The exhibition was conceived as a travelling museum in exile
inspired by another artistic solidarity movement,19 one supporting Sal-
vador Allende and protesting against the Pinochet dictatorship in
Chile.20 It had gathered valuable artworks – by artists like Alexander
Calder, Lygia Clark, Pierre Soulages, Frank Stella, Victor Vasarely,
Wolf Vostell, and Joan Miró who also gave work for the Palestine soli-
darity exhibition. Allende was also supported by travelling Ramona
Parra Brigade painters,21 who created several mobilising murals with
expressive figurative and symbolic iconography throughout the world
and also in Eastern Europe, including Hungary, addressing the ordin-
ary passer-by with a direct artistic message.22 These Chilean muralists
also participated in the Belgrade Week of Latin America organised by
the Student Cultural Centre (SKC) in 1977, where conceptualist
‘new artistic practices’ reigned. On this occasion, despite the fact that
SKC embraced a self-organised version of the Yugoslav state’s
Third Worldism and participation in the Non-Aligned Movement, the
conceptual artists defining the programme of the Centre distanced
themselves from ‘explicit political activism’ and ‘traditional pictorial
expression’.23

The tension between different interpretations of artistic engagement, ie
expressing solidarity with the subject matter or rhetoric, or by the
donation of an artwork (of commercial value and/or by an artist of high
professional reputation), was raised in the discussions and reviews con-
nected to the Palestine exhibition in Beirut. Hincz’s etching in this
context in 1978 was anachronous both in its old-fashioned format and
neoclassical symbolism. He elaborated an artistic language of a universa-
listic, not stylistically but ideologically abstract socialist humanism that
lacked the specific personal commitment of genuine solidarity but the
work functioned rather as a wild card that could be utilised in very differ-
ent contexts (see footnote 17). This question takes us to the heart of the
problem of how the socialist states of Eastern Europe related and
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expressed solidarity in relation to the struggles of the ‘Third World’ and
the proxy wars of the Cold War era.

Second and Third World Others

Hungary, as part of the anti-imperialist movement, officially endorsed
anti-colonialism and national self-determination of so called ‘developing
countries’, as well as the Palestinian cause.24 The Third World was an
imperative topic for dissident intellectuals too, and this can help define
our understanding of the interconnectedness of the different cultural
scenes of this period. Solidarity with anticolonial movements was some-
times just a cynical pretext in order to avoid censorship, however the
local New Left instead rivalled the authorities in expressing solidarity
with the Third World with less bureaucratic and more revolutionary
means. Dissidents either affiliated with the New Left or not, saw the
Soviet power in Eastern Europe as a form of colonialisation, and identified
with Third World liberation struggles on these grounds too.25 From
today’s postcolonial perspective, it is clear that the Otherness of Eastern
Europeans in relation to theWest was in many cases reiterated in manifold
mimicries towards the Third World.26

Institutions of Art and Solidarity

In Hungary as well as in other state socialist countries there were several
state organisations whose mission was to institutionalise the peace move-
ment and relations with the Third World, such as the National Peace
Council (1950–1990), the Solidarity Committee (1962–1990), and the
Institute of Cultural Relations (1949–1990). They all co-ordinated their
activities closely with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Patriotic
People’s Front (1954–1990), which was a grass roots social organisation
that facilitated broad mass participation in regime policies and aimed to
address fellow traveller non-party members. From the horrors of World
War II and fascism the focus of the local peace movement gradually
shifted to the Korean and Vietnam wars and was transformed to a sensi-
tivity for, and solidarity with, the independence struggles of the so-called
Third World, and the friendship of nations. Later they also endorsed dis-
armament campaigns of the seventies and eighties (not to mention micro-
scale applications in political rhetoric about well-being, a safer future and
private happiness).

The Institute of Cultural Relations was an important and thus far
under-researched example of cultural institutions established in the
Soviet system.27 It was established in 1949 in order to centralise, supervise
and co-ordinate foreign cultural relations, in which several artist unions,
state and mass organisations were involved.28 It had departments for
each world region as well as one focusing on organising exhibitions,
trade shows and artist exchanges. The Institute was responsible for cul-
tural co-operation schemes with friendly as well as with capitalist
countries, scholarships given to foreign students, exporting ‘national’
exhibitions including trade shows, and participation in international con-
gresses, such as those convened by UNESCO. It operated an exhibition
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space from 1955 onwards right below its offices in Dorottya street, down-
town Budapest. In this small gallery there were fifteen exhibitions focuss-
ing on and in tribute to Vietnam and eight about Korea, with several
others reporting on Mongolian, Chinese, Japanese, Indian, Afghan,
Argentine, Cuban, Chilean, Mexican and Peruvian art, every-day life
and political struggles. It also presented artists from Western Europe,
Hungarian artists living abroad and local artists acting within the realm
of tolerated art.29

‘Hungarian Artists against Fascism’

There were also several larger scale exhibitions that were preoccupied with
the theme of peace and solidarity. Most notably, in 1965, the National
Gallery presented the exhibition ‘Hungarian Artists Against Fascism’,
with 250 contemporary and historical works, on the occasion of the Buda-

Cover of the exhibition catalogue A Magyar képzőművészek a fasizmus ellen / Les artistes
hongrois contre le fascism, with Noémi Ferenczi’s Demonstrators (1950)
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pest Congress of the Federation of International Resistance (FIR, founded
1951). This exhibition gathered many different artistic positions including
Hincz’s Peace prints from the 1950s. Another notable work by Hincz the
Friendship of Peoples, a tapestry made in 1956, was also presented. On
the cover of the catalogue Noémi Ferenczi’s (1890–1957, former
member of modernist interwar KUT group like Hincz) Demonstrators
(1950) was reproduced.30 From the younger generation Béla Kondor
also participated as well as Dóra Maurer and László Lakner, who later
became important neo-avant-garde artists of the parallel culture. Dóra
Maurer participated with etchings in a rather surrealistic figurative style
made (in order to make a living) on topics from the history of the
Workers’Movement,31assigned by factory party-committees. Lakner pre-
sented Saigon a painting ‘blatantly’ influenced by Pop Art, (c 1968)
expressing solidarity with executed Buddhist monks. None of these were
reproduced in the catalogue.

Zsuzsa D Fehér’s catalogue introduction addresses the topic of artistic
resistance as an emotional attitude, as a kind of fervour that unites revolu-
tionary soldiers and artists. She does not mention any contemporary
artists, but discusses the usual iconographic expressions, amongst them
that of the dove. The reviews of the exhibition however did not even
mention Hincz, and among the contemporaries highlighted Lakner’s
work as a follower of a different tradition,32 not the naturalist and
post–impressionist origins of social realism, but the avant-garde realism
of photo-montages by, among others, John Heartfield.33 Though this
question was not thematised by this exhibition, Lakner’s work signals
the emergence of a new iconography of solidarity addressing the media-
tised nature of images that reported on the proxy wars and protest move-
ments of the sixties. This new artistic approach challenges formal neutral
neoclassical humanist realism in relation to human suffering and political
urgencies.

Critique and Mimicry of State Organised Solidarity

In 1966 Miklós Erdély, writing on the war photography of Robert
Capa, gave a satirical account of the aggressive voyeurism of Capa’s
practice.34 Erdély raises a consideration, that of artistic self-awareness,
absent from neoclassical socialist realism: the question of how the
creator or beholder of the image personally relates to depicted
workers, peasants, revolutionaries, or victims of fascist aggression;
how the artist is part of the represented situation and what role they
play in it, and what personal/artistic responsibility they have. Erdély
acknowledges that Capa’s photography, exactly by making these ques-
tions so striking, can be a vehicle that ‘forces us to recognize our respon-
sibility for ourselves’.35

In the late sixties and early seventies, the icon of the dove is replaced by
portraits of the heroes of the New Left like Che Guevara and Angela
Davis, as well as socio-photography, in the search for fresh methods to
regain the mobilising power of artistic solidarity. Young artists associated
with the self-organised, and for this very reason persecuted, Vietnam Soli-
darity Committee formed the Orfeo Group uniting engaged, unequivocal
leftist artists looking for new artistic means to convey their social
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Anna Komjáthy, (Orfeo Group), Freedom for Angela Davis, 1972, poster, collection of the artist
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message.36 This was twofold: solidarity with people on the peripheries of
any society, and solidarity with the independence and national liberation
movements in the Third World. Work by these younger artists were stylis-
tically close to the expressive realism of Hincz but they regarded art as a
political tool that should agitate for direct action; not just one that
forms attitudes. They were active in poster art, performed protest songs
with their music band, organised puppet theatre, socio photo-workshops,
self-education circles and lifestyle experiments – which they viewed as
more effective vehicles of political mission than the traditional genres of

Miklós Erdély, On Female Viciousness, 1971, reading action, Eötvös Club, photo, György
Erdély
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high art. Their name came from an epic poem, Orfeo Szerelme (Orpheus’
Love, 1969), which was written by leftist poet Imre Györe, and was illus-
trated by Hincz. It was an allegory of the life of Che Guevara. The first
project of the group was a puppet theatre play they created on the basis
of this poem by Györe. The Orfeo group participated in the civil rights
movement, namely they also protested – among other causes – against
the imprisonment of Angela Davis, philosopher, Black Panther member
and human rights activist, for whom an international solidarity movement
was initiated by György Lukács himself in 1971, some months before his
death.37 However, because of Orfeo group’s self-organised commune-like
working method and social criticism, their activities were regarded as
dangerous by the philistine and prudish authorities.38

Neo-avant-garde artists also reflected on the case of Angela Davis and
the hypocrisy of state support for overseas independence and civil right
struggles, which was of course very common in the US too, for instance.
In 1971 – even before Lukács’s article supporting Davis was published –

in the Eötvös Club, Budapest, Miklós Erdély, Tamás Szentjóby and Jenő
Balaskó organised an event entitled ‘Freedom for Angela Davis’. The
most detailed account of the event was only published in 2002 in an
article quoting a secret police report on the mock solidarity event.39 The
police agent lists the dissidents gathered in the audience, and then recounts
that s/he could not make much sense of Erdély’s reading action. Erdély
with goose feathers on his fingers and his necktie hanging into a bowl
of soup read out his poem titled Female Viciousness (1971). The truly
cryptic text contemplates the social role and challenges of new poetry. It
is a montage of fragmented press news and common-place phrases, dislod-
ging and undermining meanings with poetic puns around the key notions
of poetry, its social role, freedom, happiness and viciousness. The second
performance was by Jenő Balaskó (1937–2009), the dissident avant-
gardist poet, and occasional participant of actionist events. Balaskó read
out his, according to the agent’s report ‘senseless’, neo-Dadaist poems
with performative pathos but without clear connection to Davis, thus
exemplifying one form of artist solidarity, not expressed by the subject
of the work, but by placing an artwork into a political context. The
third performer was Tamás Szentjóby (b 1944, poet and proponent of hap-
penings) who read a ‘found text’, the open letter to Davis by African Amer-
ican writer James Baldwin, which was published in a Hungarian
mainstream daily paper.40 The letter praised Davis as a representative of
a new generation who could dispense with self-loathing, arguing that the
subjugation of blacks for racial reasons equals the subjugation of authority
fearing white citizens for imperial/capitalist reasons. While Szentjóby was
reading, Margit Rajczy, assisting his performance, tried to silence him by
knocking the paper out of his hand, gagging his mouth, tickling him,
tying Szentjóby up, pushing him over, and finally covering him with a
table. Their staged fight became an allegoric burlesque of resistance and cen-
sorship but baffled the audience. The last word of the letter was ‘peace’.41

How did it come about that neo-avant-garde artists organised a
mimicry of ‘Free Angela Davis’ events? How could they be so ironic
about the cause Angela Davis was fighting for, as the agent accused
them: ‘he [Szentjóby] created a tasteless allegoric scene for which he instru-
mentalized the name of Angela Davis and the fight of American negros
(sic!) for their human rights’.42 Instead of an artwork or art event utilised
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Művészeti írások,
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for a political cause, was it a political cause, and its public discourses
appropriated, used as the raw material for a subversive artistic statement?
Or was Erdély’s and Szentjóby’s event simply a revival of another type of
political art not based on pathos and expression but satirical montage?
More specifically it can be considered a new type of political art based
on irony, ambiguity, double speak, and overidentification that aims to
trigger critical thinking instead of commitment.43

In 1973 Szentjóby created another work, Movable Remorse, which
dealt with possible political, artistic and personal attitudes towards
human suffering induced by a distant war and its images. This work is
also based on a ‘found’ press image from Lifemagazine, a photo probably
taken during the Sino-Japanese War. Moveable Remorse was realised for
the international ‘Tükör –Mirror – Spiegel –Mirror’ exhibition organised
by Beke in 1973 (5–11 August), in the Balatonboglár Chapel Studio of
György Galántai.44 Szentjóby added an important element to the found
image, a mirror that can be moved by the viewer with the help of a
magnet; as Beke writes in his in-depth study of this work:45

the viewer looks with repulsion (and at the same time with a certain
perverse curiosity) at the remains of the massacre, s/he suddenly is met
with his/her own gaze. It is as if s/he had been caught peeking – s/he can
no longer look at the events as an outsider, but must confront them.

Tamás stJóby, Free Angela Davis, 1971, action reading with Margit Rajczi, Eötvös Club, Budapest, photo, Gyula Zaránd
©IPUTNPU-Archives
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Tamás St.Auby,Movable Remorse, 1973(–2009), action-object, press-photo on metal plate, mirror on magnet,
size: 14.5 × 21 cm, multiple, edition of 24, collection of the artist/Márk Radics, photo, Virág Lődi, © IPUTNPU-
Archives

427



The theme of the 1973 exhibition was admittedly a cliché – in itself a
reflection on the dilemmas of (social) realism and its mainstream interpret-
ation in a similar way to the ‘Cobblestones and Gravestones’ exhibition
also organised by Beke a year earlier, inMarch 1972. One year later Szent-
jóby’s work, Moveable Remorse won a prize at the ‘Spring Show’ of the
Club of Young Artists, Budapest, which had a very progressive pro-
gramme in the early seventies. The fact that a prize was awarded for
this work shows that the topic addressed constituted a common ground
between official cultural policies and neo-avant-garde underground art.
Through an image of war turned into a board game that created an artistic
play with shifting identifications, the work tests the omnipresent but still
not easy-to-answer question as to how the viewer defines his/her relation
and responsibility towards the other, whether they be a non-European, a
political victim or an aggressor: ‘In social-political terms s/he is the one
who, wearing slippers and holding a glass of beer, sits in front of the
TV and watches the broadcasts from Vietnam, Cambodia or Paris.’46

Solidarity Action – Moral Algebra

Solidarity Action –Moral Algebra, a political concept invented by Erdély,
is also based on a press image: of a Cambodian head hunter holding two
severed heads in his hand. Erdély used this image as a formal and moral
starting point for his notice-board-like montage consisting of four plus
one tableaux compiled out of found images, texts and a manifesto.47

The photograph of the Cambodian head hunter was probably taken in
1970, during the rule of the Khmer Rouge. Erdély – in the manifesto,
which is didactically visualised by the tableaus – makes a thought exper-
iment: ‘According to the logic of massacre, if everybody kills two persons,
all of humankind can be exterminated in thirty-two moves, considering
that a person cannot be killed twice.’ Then on the basis of formal analogies
Erdély looks for possibilities to turn this logic on its head:

When each person makes the same gesture at the same time, a form of
human solidarity manifests itself which reaches beyond leaders and the
led, conflicting states or groups, or guards and the guarded, a solidarity
which shows that, for instance, the similarity between the prisoner and
the warder is greater than between the warder and the prison, or
between the prisoner and captivity.

Interestingly Erdély derives this reversal from a visual analogy established
on the second tableau between the (image of) the head hunter holding two
severed heads and a photo of a doctor holding the head of a new-born
child from the exhibition, ‘The Family of Man’ (MOMA, 24 January –

8 May 1955). This exhibition was not presented in Hungary, but Erdély
was familiar with its catalogue. This exhibition had a diplomatic
mission that rivalled the peace movement and ‘friendship of
peoples’ concept of the Soviet countries using impressive photographic
representation of a universalistic family bond between humankind, and
offered a private instead of a public/political basis for solidarity.48

However, Erdély appropriates this image, making a much more radical
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költészetéről és még sok
minden másról’, Holmi 9,
1990, pp 1024–1036.

40 Magyar Nemzet, 17
January 1971, p 9

41 For another interpretation
of the event: see Kristóf
Nagy, ‘Angela Davis Goes
East? White Skin and Black
Masks in the Art of Socialist
Hungary’, World
Literature Studies, vol 8, no
4, 2016, pp 77–94.

42 István Eörsi, ‘A besúgó
jelentés’, op cit

43 The concept of
overidentification
elaborated by Slavoj Žižek
in connection with the
Slovenian artist group,
NSK’s practice in the
1980s, in this sense can be
regarded as a postmodern
evocation of this avant-
gardist role-playing. Slavoj
Žižek, ‘Why are Laibach
and NSK Not Fascists?’,
M’ARS, vol 5, nos 3/4,
1993, pp 3–4.

44 With works by Francis
Picabia, Gábor Attalai, Ben
Vautier, Dóra Maurer,
Klaus Groh, Jirí̌ H Kocman,
Romuald Kutera, Géza
Perneczky, Mieko Shiomi,
Petr Stembera, EndreTót,
Jirí̌ Valoch among others.
For more information see
‘Tükör – Mirror – Spiegel –
Mirror’, http://www.
artpool.hu/boglar/1973/
tukor/index.html, accessed
28 May 2018.

45 László Beke, ‘Szentjóby
Tamás: Cím nélkül
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vol 16, nos 54/55, 1978, pp
73–84; see in English:
http://www.
vividradicalmemory.org/
htm/workshop/bud_essays/
beke.pdf, accessed 28 May
2018

46 Beke, ibid

47 In depth analysis of the
work was given by
Annmária Szőke: ‘Miklós
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bond, by proposing the interchangeability between the killer and the
victim, or the one who ‘gives’ life.

In the third tableau Erdély, who often reflected on his own Jewish
origin – makes an embarrassing proposal for self-organised defence
against institutionalised murder, inverting the method of Hermann
Göring, the Nazi military leader:

The means of defence is the following: each man is to warn two other
persons in case of emergency. According to the principle that a man
cannot be killed twice, they have to be individually marked (as Göring rec-
ommends in the case of the pacifists). In this way, it is avoidable that a
person is informed twice while others are kept in the dark.49

writes Erdély in the manifesto, while on the tableau he quotes a sadly still
very relevant passage from Gustave Gilbert’s Nuremberg Diary:

Göring: Why, of course, the people don’t want war. Why would some poor
slob on a farmwant to risk his life in a war when the best that he can get out
of it is to come back to his farm in one piece? Naturally, the common
people don’t want war; neither in Russia, nor in England, nor in
America, nor for that matter in Germany. That is understood.
But, after all, it is the leaders of the country who determine the policy
and it is always a simple matter to drag the people along, whether it is
a democracy, or a fascist dictatorship, or a parliament, or a communist
dictatorship.
Gilbert: There is one difference. In a democracy the people have some say in
the matter through their elected representatives, and in the United States
only the Congress can declare wars.
Göring: Voice or no voice, the people can always be brought to the bidding
of the leaders. That is easy. All you have to do is tell them they are being
attacked, and denounce the pacifists for lack of patriotism and exposing
the country to danger. It works the same in any country.50

The work was created in 1972 for an exhibition presenting Hungarian
artists at the Foksal Gallery, Warsaw which was run by the state organis-
ation the Workshop of Plastic Arts (Pracownia Sztuk Plastycznych, PSP),
but was directed by progressive artists and critics (Wiesław Borowski,
Tadeusz Kantor, and Edward Krasiński among others).51 The participants
were invited by János Brendel, a Hungarian art historian living in
Warsaw, a kind of underground cultural diplomat. Since the Foksal
Gallery usually presented thematic rather than country-specific inter-
national exhibitions the artists were featured as a group of conceptual
artist rather than as Hungarian artists.52 Still this puzzling gesture, in
which Erdély reverses the logic of a Nazi leader, was ‘too much’ even
for Brendel and Borowski, who exchanged letters with Erdély suggesting
self-censorship in order to avoid the actual one, which Erdély refused.
Polish translations finally omitted this problematic passage, and in the
accompanying catalogue Erdély’s page was left almost empty bearing
the caption ‘everyone, everywhere, at the same time’ in Polish.53 The
work was presented again at CAYC, Argentina in 1973 or 1974 then
disappeared.54 It was reconstructed only in 2004 on the occasion of the
‘Holocaust’ exhibition (Kunsthalle, Budapest), the first direct discussion
of Holocaust in the Hungarian art scene.
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‘International Antifascist Poster Exhibition’

In the nineteen seventies antifascism was still a keyword of cultural politics
in Hungary, but gained new spheres of reference which extended its out-
dated iconography. As a result of the Helsinki process that introduced the
discourse of human rights not just outside but also within Europe, the
international disarmament campaigns, wars and dictatorships in the
Third World, ‘fascism’ became equivalent to all kinds of reactionary atti-
tudes, but not necessarily to imperialism. The National Gallery organised
an ‘International Antifascist Poster Exhibition’ in 1975 with the partici-
pation of artists from Western Europe (Switzerland, Austria, France,
FRG, Italy, Belgium, Greece and the Netherlands) and Yugoslavia in
addition to ‘Friendly’ countries. The exhibition took place at the height
of the conservative turn in cultural politics, described in the introduction,
with a foreword in the catalogue written by Éva Bajkay that repeated the
old slogans: peace, friendship, solidarity, and the exhibition itself created a
continuity between the art of the resistance movement in the thirties and
forties, fighting against fascist regimes, and artistic solidarity expressed
from a distance in connection with the Pinochet dictatorship in Chile,
the Vietnam War, the Cuban revolution and general support for anti-
war campaigns. Concerning the artistic means, in parallel to the suggestive
and expressive pathos of social realism, the other tradition based on avant-
gardist montage, a shrewd, satirical, journalistic symbolism, almost only
appears in the historical works, for instance by John Heartfield,
Tadeusz Trepkowski and Rudolf Bunk. Hincz also participated with a
1968 poster For Hanoi, and Picasso with the poster designed for the
1962 ‘Peace and Disarmament Conference’ in Moscow, both in a tepid
decorative style. The cover of the catalogue was designed by László Sós,
member of the prolific commercial and political poster-designer duo, So-
Ky, who used a witty modernist agitprop style that was close to pop art.
It depicts a dove of peace that appears as a rather historical ghost with
a small red star placed brashly as its eye hovering before and above a
barren ground from which a hardly recognisable swastika is elevated.

Artist Solidarity:
From Subversion to Social Agency

Erdély remained sensitive to the topics of war, peace, solidarity and disar-
mament in the early eighties when he worked with the Indigo Group –

formed together with his students who previously attended his ‘creativity’
courses – but approached it from a cosmological and philosophical per-
spective.55 The Group collaborated with both the National Peace
Council and the self-organised Dialog Group too.56 They first addressed
this topic in 1981 at the ‘Hard and Soft – Postconceptual Tendencies’ exhi-
bition curated by Beke, as part of the ‘Tendencies’ exhibition series that
aimed to give an overview of the art of the 1970s. For this exhibition
that focused on the dynamics of direct or brutal (hard) and sophisticated
or ironic (soft) reinterpretations of conceptual art, the group created the
Temporary Sculpture Made of Cotton Wool (1981), that formed a monu-
mental nuclear cloud. The choice of this motif was intended as a provoca-
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tion targeted at the exhibition concept of Beke – as proved by the recollec-
tion of the participants as well as Beke. On the one hand, they smuggled a
topic, peace, and its blatant imagery, the mushroom cloud, into an exhibi-
tion that aimed to focus on immanent artistic developments. It also per-
fectly encapsulated Beke’s concept with the ironically verbatim
translation of the proposed key-words. However, as the call that the
Indigo Group drafted in collaboration with the National Peace Council
indicates, it was not simply a gag.57 This text, which also tackled the ques-
tion of enduring fascism, displays a sincere preoccupation with the ques-
tion of how engaged art can reinvent itself on the ruins of the exhausted
iconography of peace and solidarity. Indigo’s call suggests an understand-
ing of engaged art not as a kind of poetics but rather as an audacious and
critical way of thinking, claiming that art should be a creative social agent,
a realm for exercising social responsibility.58

As we have seen in the Cold War era exhibitions and the institutions of
culture functioned as vital means to mobilise people and advocate for
mostly abstract and sometimes more specific ways to practice solidarity
and ‘struggle for peace’. These themes could not be ignored by dissident
artists either, whose critical readings of the official culture and Cold
War confrontation itself aimed to create events – in Alain Badiou’s
sense – that can ‘change the rules of a situation’. The subversive approach
introduced by art events of the parallel culture aimed to overcome the

Miklós Erdély,Moral Algebra. Solidarity Action (Script for a concept realised in photomontage and statistical charts), 1972,
detail, photo, László Beke
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művészetpedagógiai
tevékenysége 1975–1986,
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Cover of the catalogue International Antifascist Poster Exhibition, Budapest, 1975, designed by László Sós
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bipolar worldview of the era making a distinction between: ‘solidarity as
the identification with ‘humanity as such’ – on the one hand – and as the
self-doubt… about their own sensitivity to the pain and humiliation of
others, doubt that present institutional arrangements are adequate to
deal with this pain and humiliation, curiosity about possible alternatives’,
as Rorty concluded in 1989.59 This self-doubt makes these artistic prac-
tices relevant still today since they can pose the question how we position
ourselves and how we relate to the other in need, if solidarity can rise
above the necessity of having anything – class, gender, ideology, ethnicity,
kinship, identity or culture – in common.

Indigo Group, Temporary Sculpture Made of Cotton Wool, 1981, photo, György Erdély
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‘Miklós Erdély’, op cit.

59 RichardRorty,Contingency,
Irony, and Solidarity,
Cambridge University Press,
1989, p 198



Amateurism Under Socialism

The Politics of Art Education in
the Work of Milan Adamčiak,

Július Koller and Jirí̌ Valoch

Daniel Grúň

Alternative Art Education

If art is teachable, it follows that the elitist establishment power
structure that rules taste and the market can be demolished. If it
isn’t teachable, then the primary function of art institutions is to
skim off the talented cream and make it serve a consumer society.1

Luis Camnitzer poignantly expressed the potentiality for social change
that lies in teaching practice and at the same time pointed to its willing (or
unwilling) servility to ruling power structures. This prompts us to ask
what the conscious decision not to become a professional artist means
and what social and cultural shape does it take in a given historical para-
digm? This article sets out to explore some of the ambivalent practices of
individual artistic expression within the centrally-controlled state appar-
atus of socialist art, and to reflect on the role of amateur art linked with
alternative art pedagogy as a kind of ‘in-between zone’ between official
culture and free time activity that arose in the aftermath of the so-called
cultural revolution of the 1960s.

The status of amateur art between official and unofficial culture, and its
distribution apparatus, disturbs the image of ‘two adjacent zones’ within
the Czechoslovak art scene.2 The late Piotr Piotrowski, in his famous book
In the Shadow of Yalta describes the unofficial, parallel cultural sphere as
having its own information distribution channels and its own hierarchies
of value. Working outside the context of professional art venues led repre-
sentatives of the Czechoslovak unofficial scene to defend the ethical and
inherently artistic values of ‘true’ modernist art, together with the
notion of innate freedom, against the ideological distortions imposed
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by the Socialist regime. However, as explored in this article, between the
‘official’ and ‘unofficial’ culture there lay zones of interaction and infiltra-
tion, not to mention cases of direct engagement of artists in non-art move-
ments and the formation of so-called free zones of participatory creativity
under socialism – a prime example of which was the widely accessible
domain of amateur art. Following the thesis of Piotrowski’s horizontal
art history, one could track progressive instances of alternative pedagogy
in former Eastern Europe. Among those most prominent would be the
Open Form of Oskar Hansen, who employed his architectural theory in
the field of art education at the Warsaw Academy of Fine Arts from 1952
to 1983 and had an enormous impact on artists such as KwieKulik and sub-
sequently on those who graduated from the sculpture studio of Grzegorz
Kowalski. Another example of an unconventional educational workshop
was the course organised by Miklós Erdély and DóraMaurer who initiated
the Creativity Exercises in 1975–1977 at the Ganz-Mávag factory’s cultural
centre in Budapest. The deconstruction of the teacher/learner relationship as
well as the authoritarian methods of conventional pedagogy led to ‘a novel
definition of creativity, which abolishes the distinction between expert and
dilettante and refuses to acknowledge the omnipotence of the artist-
persona.’3 What these two models of alternative art pedagogy have in
common is that their goal was to investigate the relation of the individual
and the collective, to stimulate improvised imagination and to develop
mental capacities to think art in spatial and intersubjective relations.
These courses altered the limited range of official art education, the main
goal of which was to reinforce the ideological order. They also functioned
as an improvised means of knowledge distribution and provisional labora-
tories for innovative forms of collective creativity.

Opacity

My understanding of amateurism stems from the analysis of work by three
distinctive artists – Július Koller (1939–2007), Milan Adamc ̌iak (b 1946)
and Jirí̌ Valoch (b 1946) – and it is grounded in a new reading of the term
opacity coined by the late Martiniquan cultural theorist and poet Édouard
Glissant. In his collection of essays Poetics of RelationGlissant introduced
this concept, arguing for a right to opacity that is not merely the right to
difference but, as he puts it, subsistence within an irreducible singularity:
‘The opaque is not the obscure, though it is possible for it to be so and be
accepted as such. It is that which cannot be reduced, which is the most per-
ennial guarantee of participation and confluence.’4 According to Glissant,
this same opacity is also the force that drives every community. Amateur-
ism and its ‘right for opacity’ plays a crucial role here in unfolding the idea
of anti-art and its justification as a tool of cultural critique. The artists
mentioned above incorporated amateurism into their artistic practice
giving it an amateurish accent and educational mission. Framing positions
and attitudes of these artists with the term opacity means here that their
work is far from transparent; rather it is difficult to grasp their work
either as an open critique to the socialist regime or as a form of service
to the communist ideology carried out in exchange for profitable insti-
tutional positions. In turn, what these artists have in common is their
endeavour to invent, test and radicalise unconventional artistic forms
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and attitudes, bringing the work closer to everyday life situations. The
work of these artists and their commitment to the politics of art education
stems from the progressive culture of the 1960s in Czechoslovakia.5

As a young artist Július Koller engaged critically with the entire
panorama of modern art and also with the artificiality, hypocrisy and
conservatism of the official political ideology. In a spirit of proletarian
modesty, he responded to the then current avant-garde trends (Pop
Art and Happening), especially their modishness and calculated arrange-
ment, with actions directed towards everyday life and the immediate
surroundings. Milan Adamc ̌iak was one of the first Czechoslovak
artists to systematically research intermedia overlaps. As a musicologist
he conducted his research in the field of so-called ‘new’ music. In the
second half of the 1960s, he created typographic poetry in which
graphic and semantic realisation overlapped with the acoustic rhythmi-
sation of the text. One aspect of his work has its premise in experimen-
tal poetry, taking the form of directions and instructions for various
activities. Another opens the way toward visual music with unconven-
tional notations and graphic scores, while a third links inspirations
from the two preceding parts in performative presentation: game-
playing experimentation and the non-completion of the compositional
process, significantly opening up the possibility of perfecting the
musical work using both classical and non-classical instruments and
unusual settings. Valoch, like Adamc ̌iak, also had a double identity.
He was principally known as a theorist and curator based in The
House of Arts in Brno (Dům ume ̌ní města Brna) where he realised
numerous exhibitions of the key personalities of Czech and Slovak
art. Since the mid-1960s he created visual poetry, and at the beginning
of the 1970s his work transformed itself under the influence of concrete
poetry and conceptual art.

Amateurism

The etymological kinship of the word amateur with the Latin amator
(one who loves again and again) makes it possible to view art as a
widely accessible cultural practice. Without seeking perfection or com-
petitive status, the amateur takes prolonged delight in the chosen
activity, thus giving substance to the idea of the anti-bourgeois artist.6

Koller trained as a painter but his activities also included investigation
into the technological imagery of late modernism, which at the same
time becomes the sphere of his activities. Culture in its entire ‘cosmohu-
manistic’ breadth is indicated as the field of operation, which is related
to the negated sphere of art in such a way as to show possible alterna-
tives to it. In 1965 Koller published his first manifesto, Antihappening
(System of Subjective Objectivity). Contrary to the genre of the happen-
ing, which is a way of putting an artistic act into action, an Antihappen-
ing aimed at a personal reshaping of the subject, of awareness and of
the surroundings and real life. Using the means of textual announce-
ment (‘making known’), the demarcation of the artist’s diverse activities
became part of the cultural context.

Antihappening was developed concurrently in two modes, those of
textual announcements and of actions (both private and public) that
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had the goal of naming a critical activity and defining what an artist does
within time. Koller declared activities from various segments of his life to
be Antihappening: his work as a painter, his military service, his sports
activities, life with a partner, his work as a teacher. In a number of
further variations Koller resorted to the regular repetition of defined
actions, so that Antihappening genuinely becomes a personal formation
of the culture of life (Acad. Painter, Artwork, Games, Confrontations,
Question Mark, Contact, Cosmohumanistic Culture). In the Antihappen-
ing designated Acad. Painter (the abbreviated title of the academically
qualified painter), Koller gave a practical exposition of the social determi-
nation of the artist in socialist society. He periodically had himself photo-
graphed with paintings created for the purpose of sale or submission to the
official exhibitions of socialist art. The piece Artwork is an Antihappening
representing a project of intervention in the system of the institutional
state monopoly of commerce. Aside from investigating the social practice
of an academic painter, Koller collected surfaces with random paint stains
and drips and textiles with marks from the rub of brushes; he was fasci-
nated by the structures and imprints that remained after the upper
layers were torn away. He tirelessly discovered a sensibility for materials
and artistic processes in junk. Collection and accumulation made it poss-
ible for him to have a distinct mode of framing the painting process, where
he amassed what was otherwise found on the margins or entirely outside
the space defined for depiction.

Július Koller-Kve ̌ta Fulierová, ‘They Painted in the Painted Village of Čičmany’, Život 28/39, 1978, magazine article, 50 cm
x 35 cm, Július Koller Society
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Július Koller’s programmatic amateurism is not merely a departure
from the affirmative and conjunctural art of late modernism; rather,
Koller bases the continuum of the culture of life on a qualitatively different
level, as compared with his avant-garde colleagues of the 1960s. The
concept of ‘permanent revolution’, championed by Trotsky, which influ-
enced several Czechoslovak artists via the French critic Pierre Restany,
lost its justification after 1968. Hence the continuum of educational
activity which Koller called Confrontations (Antihappening), is not revo-
lutionary and indeed it is not even entirely oppositional. The reason is that
Koller identified with the task of the cultural-enlightenment worker.
Unobtrusively he thus penetrated the state system of cultural enlighten-
ment, aiming to realise within it his own programme of cultural synthesis
and ‘confrontation with contemporary popular amateur work in visual
art’.7 Thus Koller’s engagement with amateur art must be understood as
a political gesture neither on the side of official culture nor on the side
of its dissident opponents.

As a lecturer Koller conducted consultations with amateur artists,
organised summer gatherings, presided over selection committees,
took part in symposia of amateur artistic work, prepared exhibitions
and wrote texts about the work of ‘non-professional’ artists. ‘It is
necessary to support amateurs so that they develop their unprostituted
artistic talent independently of the consumer and political market, and
so that they create truthful images of subjective-objective reality.’8 The
City House for Culture and Enlightenment (MDKO) and the District
Cultural and Social Centre for Bratislava III (ObKaSS III), for whom
Koller worked, gradually extended opportunities for self-fulfilment
through art as a free-time activity: ‘Confrontations’ (from 1967),
‘Amateur Artists’ Summer Gatherings’ (from 1974), ‘Symposia of
Amateur Art’ (from 1976) and ‘Creative Confrontations’ (from
1979). Koller was convinced of the social importance of free-time
activities and he believed that raising the creativity level of non-pro-
fessional artists contributed to the development of culture and aware-
ness of social relations.9

Potentially, anyone who was interested in mastering art and painting in
the open air might be a participant in the summer gatherings. It follows
that these gatherings were not as tightly controlled ideologically as the
official art of the communist regime, and they created a space for develop-
ing individual expression and collective creativity. Thus, a diverse group
of amateur artists from various professions – scientists, doctors,
lawyers, manual workers, engineers – began to develop around Koller.
The summer gatherings were conducted in collaboration with local cul-
tural centres throughout the entire republic. These temporary commu-
nities of non-artists gave a stimulus to situational games which were
bound up with selected localities and the local milieu. Apart from offering
an exceptionally creative atmosphere for non-professional artists, they
also notably enriched the topological spectrum of Koller’s actions: the
‘cultural situations’ recorded in Kve ̌toslava Fulierová’s photographs.
During all the years that he worked as a lecturer in the field of amateur
art education (1967–1992), this activity was a committed realisation of
Koller’s attitudes and ideas towards art and its institutions. Hence, he
saw the sphere of amateurism as having key significance in the binary dia-
lectic of art and anti-art.
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Notation

It is, above all, Adamc ̌iak’s creative participation in happenings and con-
certs between 1969 and 1970 that has led art historians to characterise his
practice as a parallel phenomenon to the Fluxus movement.10 Unlike
Milan Knížák, whom George Maciunas appointed director of Fluxus
East, Adamc ̌iak had no direct personal contacts with the movement
during that period. Adamc ̌iak was a professional musicologist. He took
a job with the Slovak Academy of Sciences and joined the Communist
Party at the beginning of the period of normalisation (1972–1989). To
have continued with the activities he had launched earlier would have
had unacceptable implications for his career. While he worked publicly
as a scholar, columnist, and populariser of so-called contemporary
music, in private he created for a narrow circle of recipients.

In 1970 Milan Adamc ̌iak together with Róbert Cyprich (1951–1996)
and Jozef Revallo (1944–1993), performed the legendary concert entitled
Vodná hudba (Water Music) in Bratislava. It was no coincidence that the
happening bore the identical name to John Cage’s Water Music (1952)
and through its manner of presentation, literally under the surface of
the water, it radicalised the performative component. The musical happen-
ing took place in the covered swimming pool area in a student hostel.
Casually seated on the floor in immediate proximity to the public, they
allowed the traditional division of stage and auditorium to vanish. Sub-
sequently a further part of the concert took place right in the swimming

Július Koller, ‘Universal Fictive Orientation (U.F.O.) 1’, 1978, b/w photograph, image: courtesy Květa Fulierová), Július
Koller Society
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pool, where the water united the performers with the public. Wearing
diving goggles and carrying oxygen cylinders and violins, the musicians
dived to the very bottom of the pool, followed by curious members of
the audience, some of whom also used diving gear. The last of the series
of documentary photos shows the enthusiastic applause of the partici-
pants, while in the background swimmers look on from a distance and
another group of students are leaving the swimming pool area. What
cannot be conveyed by the photographs are the acoustic qualities of the
covered swimming pool area with its natural echoes bouncing off the
water surface and the smooth tiles. These specific qualities of the chosen
space unquestionably played their part in the happening. It is well
known how significantly Cage’s work influenced the artists associated
with the Fluxus movement, and in this connection we may be reminded
of the so-called ‘event’ scores by George Brecht, Yoko Ono and Mieko
(Chieko) Shiomi.

In Water Music, in contrast to the works mentioned, Adamc ̌iak does
not use a written text as a method of notation, but his work is nonetheless
premised, as we can see in the photographs, on a musical composition
recorded in a graphic score. However, in other works which preceded
Water Music, such as Labours of Sisyphus (Sizyfovské roboty, 1965–
1969), we find unambiguous parallels with the event scores produced by
the Fluxus artists. Unlike the latter, Adamc ̌iak never published these
works, nor did he realise them as actions in concerts. Rather, in the
form of verbal instructions he allowed them to circulate among friends

Július Koller, ‘Universal Fictive Orientation (U.F.O.) 2’, 1978, 3 b/w photograph, image: courtesy Květa Fulierová), Július
Koller Society
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and randomly selected partners. They were transcribed in typewritten
form on sheets of paper in 1969–1970. One of the recurring motifs is
the triangle of performer–instrument–public:

Solo Per Gran Cassa
- someone brings a large drum onto the stage
- sets it up and goes away
- the public gazes on the large drum

jama 1968

From the mid-1960s the ideas of the international Fluxus move-
ment were making their way into Czechoslovakia and Adamc ̌iak
could have found them published in certain magazines or books, or
he could have picked them up second-hand from artists in Prague.
Jirí̌ Kolár ̌ applied very similar principles in his cycle of exhortatory
poems Instructions for Use (Návod k upotrěbení [1965], 1969) as
did Milan Knížák in the directions for his actions.11 What is of interest
to us here is not so much finding a solution to the problem of delayed
development, dependency, or derivation from Western or other models.
My concern is rather to show what part was played in these records
by writing as an autonomous sphere, inviting the author and the reci-
pient to enact a performative unity, a potential presentation in action

Július Koller, ‘Universal Fictive Orientation (U.F.O.) 3’, 1978, 3 b/w photograph, image: courtesy Květa Fulierová), Július
Koller Society
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Milan Adamčiak and Róbert Cyprich in collaboration with Jozef Revallo,Vodná hudba (WaterMusic), 1970,
documentation of musical happening in the covered swimming pool area 1, The Juraj Hronec student hostel,
Bratislava (photo Juraj Bartoš), image: courtesy Juraj Bartoš
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of the given piece. What Adamc ̌iak managed to capture in Labours of
Sisyphus was not merely a disjunction of the classical relationship
between performer and public. His situations, staged in a minimal
number of words, also allowed the utterance of emotions evoked by
the occupation of Czechoslovakia.

Since 1964, when he first heard John Cage’s works on the radio (in that
same year Cage visited Czechoslovakia and together with the Merce Cun-
ningham Dance Company appeared in Prague and Ostrava), Adamc ̌iak’s
work had, on numerous occasions and at numerous levels, encountered
the principles and procedures which that great inspirer brought into
music and musical notation. It was only in 1992 that he first met Cage per-
sonally during his visit to Bratislava, when he organised an exhibition of
his scores at the Slovak National Gallery.12 One of Milan Adamc ̌iak’s
favourite and frequently repeated bon mots went something like this:
‘Cage’s aim was to have no aim. My aim, on the contrary, is to have as
many aims as possible.’ As Jozef Cseres notes, this statement reflects Ada-
mc ̌iak’s polemical character, never content with the status quo, and there
is also the multidimensional mode of artistic distribution of ideas which,
under the conditions of marginal existence, is proceeding in many, often
mutually conflicting, spheres of application.13 At this point we might
cast doubt on the originality of his work as ‘art’, since he created many
of his works as paraphrases, pastiches of the work of world-renowned
artists. Hommage for him was a conscious principle: he appropriated
and adapted, polemicised, paraphrased and recontextualised.14

Counting two composers among his teachers in graphic notation,

Milan Adamčiak and Róbert Cyprich in collaboration with Jozef Revallo, Vodná hudba (Water Music), 1970, documen-
tation of musical happening in the covered swimming pool area 2, The Juraj Hronec student hostel, Bratislava (photo Juraj
Bartoš), image: courtesy Juraj Bartoš
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13 Jozef Cseres, ‘John Cage in
US: On John Cage’s
Influence among Czecho-
Slovakian Artists’, Katalin
Székely, ed, The Freedom of
Sound: John Cage behind
the Iron Curtain, Ludwig
Museum – Museum of
Contemporary Art,
Budapest, 2013, pp 80–81;
published in conjunction
with the exhibition (23
November 2012–17
February 2013) on the
occasion of the one-
hundreth anniversary of the
birth of John Cage at the
Ludwig Museum,
Budapest.

14 Ibid, p 80



Milan Adamčiak, Sign’ings, ink drawing on paper, 1968, 32.5 cm x 45 cm, image: courtesy Slovak National Gallery
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Jirí̌ Valoch,Hommage à Che, ‘not even for sex should we forget about revolution’, 1969, photograph, newspaper, collage,
19 cm x 15.4 cm, Marinko Sudac Collection
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Bogusław Schaeffer and Mauricio Kagel,15 it was Shaeffer’s scores that
gave substance to the idea of polyversional music, whose ambition was
the equalisation of composer and performer. Based on the principle of
unpredictability and potentiality his compositions leave open possibilities
for the performance of the score: hence Adamc ̌iak’s graphic scores also
placed considerable demands on the performance, above all at the
moment of improvisation. Although most of them can be played and
often also contain verbal instructions for the performer, their visual resol-
ution is sufficient for the reader simply to imagine the recorded auditory
processes. For Adamc ̌iak the graphic score was a field of permanent con-
flicts, movements and collisions. Hence this field is like a battery charged
with a dynamic energy. The meeting of graphic signs in the score emits a
stimulus which in reading triggers acoustic associations according to the
suggested instructions and sketched spatial relationships. Many of these
imitate and paraphrase electrical circuits, mechanical engines, or machines
for playing (beginning with chess and ending with the gramophone or hi-fi
tower), and hence they correspond with the principles of invention, play-
fulness and improvisation. In all spheres of his work the creative potential
of the reader/performer/viewer was emphasised. Poetry represented an
active (performative) engagement of the reader in the completion of vari-
ations of the text units. The reader, consumer of a linguistic expression, is
made equivalent to the author in the text; Adamc ̌iak also used the desig-
nations ‘programmer’ and ‘realiser’. Since the nature of Adamc ̌iak’s
musical works is based on improvisation and openness he often engaged
musicians, interpreters and non-artists to play with him, to realise or
just to imagine his compositions.

Desubjectivised Poetry

Besides working as a curator at Dům ume ̌ní in Brno, writing extensively
about new tendencies in Czechoslovak art, Jirí̌ Valoch was a theoretician
for his own work. Under the fictive name of Jan Pavlík he wrote a text for
the first volume of his visual poems published in Rome in 1975 titled
Poesia Visiva. At the end of the 1960s Valoch significantly expanded
the field of visual poetry by extreme reduction of textual material and
its semantic context. At that time he was a proponent of conceptual
poetry, in which he generated the meaning of the work by setting the
relation between word – written, painted or typed – and selected environ-
ments. Valoch worked with words not only as an artist, but also as a critic,
theoretician, curator and collector in the field of contemporary art from
the late 1960s.

As a theoretician he followed the rise of new artistic tendencies – con-
crete, geometric and computer art and soon afterwards also conceptual
art, land art and minimal art. In the early 1970s Valoch opened Dům
ume ̌ní in Brno to progressive experimental art. Besides that, concrete
poetry and conceptual art based on the use of minimal formats enabled
him to communicate with a broad network of artists worldwide. In the
first half of the 1970s Valoch expanded his work in the field of visual
poetry into the photographic medium and participatory artistic modes.
He documented semantic and verbal interventions on the human body,
in semi-public environments or in the countryside with a photo camera.
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Jirí̌ Valoch, My Art in My House, 1972, marker, b/w photograph, typewriter text, paper, 29.7 cm x 21.2 cm,
Marinko Sudac Collection
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Using the camera to document actions was not the ultimate goal for
Valoch. Works such as My Art in My House (1972) or Shadow Event
(1972) develop a distinctive methodology of reduced poetic speech
expanding beyond its traditional usage and exploring new formats in
everyday living environments. Here Valoch is invading everyday life situ-
ations by minimal expressions such as words like ‘stone’, ‘love’ or
‘shadow’, independent from their creator, autonomously producing
meaning in relation to immediate surroundings. Valoch’s works, as is
the case of many other Czechoslovak artists, was not openly political,
rather these works have a great semantic potential to be read and inter-
preted as desubjectivised poetry freed from any schemata of written
language. In 1973 Valoch was forced to collaborate with the State
Secret Police (StB) as a person who carried out multiple cultural activities,
communicating with artists on a local as well as international level. He
stated that he did not believe in the possibility of change in terms of pol-
itical affairs and also that he was afraid of persecution. As a cultural
worker and passionate art lover he was not able to do any other work
than dealing with art and organising art exhibitions. It is striking that
most of his artistic work was preserved by his friend J H Kocman who
received and archived it.16 His work remained unappreciated by other
art critics and Valoch despite his personal dedication to art education
remained to a great extent unknown as an artist. His role is defined in
the extension of the field of contemporary art, in his tireless agency in
favour of spreading information and presenting progressive art.

Legitimacy

My intention here is to introduce and compare three figures whose artistic
work is notably interrelated with their profession and public appearance
but who at the same time, especially after 1972, disguised their creative
activities to a great extent and shared them with limited audiences. They
fostered public activity in neighbouring fields, such as art education at a

Jirí̌ Valoch, ‘Shadow Event’, 1971, 4 x b/w photographs, 4 x (23.9 cm x 18.1 cm), Marinko Sudac Collection
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local cultural centre of Bratislava city in Koller’s case, a Slovak academic
research institute in Adamc ̌iak’s case, and as a cultural worker and curator
at Brno House of Arts in the case of Valoch. At the level of his artistic prac-
tice Koller declared his engagement with amateur artists to be part of his
concept of Universal Futurological Operations and tirelessly processed
photographic documentation within his own systematic records.17 In con-
trast, Adamc ̌iak very rarely used photography as a means of communicat-
ing his concepts. Adamc ̌iak often did not even sign his works, which was
not the case with Valoch, who was obsessed with the author’s signature.
My point here is that their artistic practices were based on various
modes of participative activities which often led to the formation of tem-
porary communities. What all three artists have in common is that their
role in spreading information and activating others for a stake in the
avant-garde vision took place at the level of personal engagement. Ama-
teurism is, however, understood here as an individual subversive political
act within the frame of official culture and as a kind of unifying platform
between author and ephemeral – sometimes even random audiences – and
as a practice that was always unfinished, never revolutionary and indeed
not even entirely oppositional to the given political system. Nevertheless,
being contradictory to educational transparency, amateurism lay the
foundations for its legitimacy through the ‘respect for mutual forms of
opacity’ among the artists’ circles, while opacity in the work of Koller,
Adamc ̌iak and Valoch becomes the basis from which, according to Glis-
sant, lies the possibility of ‘having entered into a political dimension’.18
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Sibylle

An Alternative Venue for East German Art
Photographers in the 1960s

Candice M Hamelin

As part of her final project at the Berlin Weißensee Kunsthochschule, where
she studied fashion design between 1956 and 1961, Dorothea Bertram was
asked to write about Sibylle: die Zeitschrift für Mode und Kultur (Sibylle:
The Magazine for Fashion and Culture).1 Neither fond of the East
German women’s magazine nor one to mince her words, she described it
as ‘an irrelevant, quite old-fashioned magazine with conventional indigen-
ous fashion alongside articles on Parisian haute couture – an absurd thing
during a time in which ration cards were given, serious housing shortages
prevailed, and many women worked in the three-shift system’.2 She also
claimed that it failed to be the ‘highbrow magazine for fashion and
culture implied by its title’.3 After reading these statements along with the
rest of Bertram’s thesis in the fall of 1961,Margot Pfannstiel, a former jour-
nalist and Sibylle’s then Editor-in-Chief, invited Bertram to the publication’s
headquarters in East Berlin to discuss the future of the magazine.4 Shortly
after their meeting, Pfannstiel, who shared the recent graduate’s sentiments
but was unable to change the magazine on her own, appointed Bertram as
the magazine’s new fashion editor and asked her to recruit ‘like-minded
people’, individuals ‘who together [with Bertram and Pfannstiel] would
want to transform Sibylle, to make it into a contemporary magazine’.5

To fulfil this task, Bertram looked no further than to her alma mater.
Founded in 1946, the Berlin Weißensee Kunsthochschule was staffed by
numerous artists and professors formerly associated with the Bauhaus
and offered its students courses in the visual and plastic arts as well as
in graphic, fashion, textile, stage and costume design.6 Within weeks of
taking on her new role at Sibylle, she offered Arno Fischer, her former
professor, a position as fashion photographer. Despite regarding the
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bimonthly as ‘a terrible magazine’ at the time, the East German art photo-
grapher –who had been responsible for developing theWeißensee school’s
photography department in the late 1950s and who had photographed
Bertram’s final collection, designs that she presented together with her
written thesis – accepted her invitation.7 She also hired Elisabeth
Meinke, a fashion designer-turned-photographer, to photograph acces-
sories in 1962 and Gruppe 4 (Group 4), a student group trained by
graphic designers Klaus Wittkugel and Werner Klemke, to oversee the
magazine’s layout in 1963.

In addition to hiring photographers and graphic designers affiliated
with the Berlin Weißensee Kunsthochschule, one of the four main art aca-
demies in the German Democratic Republic (GDR), Bertram began to
change the kinds of designers and fashion featured in Sibylle. Prior to
appointing Bertram as its new fashion editor, the magazine, which was
founded by the German Fashion Institute in 1956 (formerly known as
the East German Institute for Clothing Culture) in order to educate East
German women on how to dress, promoted French haute couture above
all other types of fashion on its pages.8 This was in large part due to the
personal tastes and influence of Pfannstiel’s predecessor as Editor-in-
Chief, Sibylle Gerstner. An affluent German Jew who studied fashion
and textile design at the Universität der Künste Berlin in the 1930s, she
reported on the collections of the few French houses that remained open
in Paris during World War II.9 As Editor-in-Chief of Sibylle, Gerstner tra-
velled frequently to the French capital with a small group of illustrators,
designers and photographers; while there, they saw collections by
Hubert de Givenchy, Christian Dior, Pierre Cardin, Coco Chanel and
Jeanne Lanvin, among other prominent French designers. Upon returning
to East Berlin, the designers typically copied French prototypes in small
quantities and sent them either to East German factories to be mass pro-
duced or to the Sibylle boutique, a large showroom located on the
corner of Unter den Linden and Friedrichstraße in East Berlin that
catered to a wealthy clientele. With these designs either in production or
on display, Gerstner and the remaining members of her team set about pro-
moting them, designing photo-heavy fashion spreads and crafting articles
on French fashion. Regarding this near-exclusive emphasis on French
haute couture as detached from the realities of everyday life for most
East German women, Bertram decided to instead focus on content that
brought attention to East German fashion designers and ready-to-wear
clothing made domestically in the GDR, starting with ‘Jugendmode im
Examen’ (Youth Fashion in the Final Exams), a three-page illustrated
article on the thesis collections of the fashion design students at her
former school.10

Pfannstiel, for her part, also hired new people and made changes to the
content of Sibylle. For instance, in 1962, she included features on photo-
graphers in the magazine’s cultural section, which up until that point had
covered almost exclusively the work of painters, sculptors, film-makers,
dancers, musicians, playwrights and novelists. The first such feature was
‘Das Porträt: zu fotos von Arno Fischer’ (The Portrait: Photos by Arno
Fischer) (no 5, 1962), a four-page article that included six portraits
taken by Fischer and a short text on his photographic practice written
by East German playwright and documentary film-maker Günther
Rücker.11 Soon after the publication of ‘Das Porträt’ and before the maga-
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zine began to print ‘Frauen fotografieren’ (Women Photographing), a
short-lived series that focused on nineteenth- and twentieth-century
female photographers in three separate issues in 1964, Pfannstiel hired
Evelyn Richter to work on a contract basis.12 Richter, a friend of Fischer’s
and former member of action fotografie (action photography), a group of
professional and amateur photographers who organised their own exhibi-
tions in Leipzig in the 1950s, became responsible for photographing travel
destinations for the magazine.13 With Pfannstiel’s encouragement, Richter
also began to use the bimonthly to advance her independent practice, cir-
culating photographs of musicians and female workers and their work
environment in its cultural section.14

In acting on her newfound interest in photography, Pfannstiel offered
photographers a great deal of autonomy, something that the East German
state and its cultural organisations, notably the Central Commission for
Photography (Zentrale Kommission Fotografie der DDR, or ZKF),
attempted to deny them at the time.15 Aside from assigning them specific
subject matter to photograph for the magazine – clothing made for a par-
ticular season or an artist whose work was gaining a lot of attention in
East Germany – she placed few restrictions on photographers. Neither
interested nor qualified in dictating how and where they could photo-
graph, Pfannstiel granted them the freedom to make these and other
decisions by themselves.16 Consequently, photographers working at
Sibylle – Fischer, in particular, as I will argue – not only helped to trans-
form the fashion and culture magazine, but also used the magazine’s
imprimatur as encouragement to explore new themes in their work. As
a number of these themes fell outside the realm of what the ZKF con-
sidered permissible to photograph, it was through and with Sibylle’s
support that photographers came to publish images that would have
been excluded from most East German photography exhibitions and jour-
nals during the 1960s.

Both the new direction of Sibylle and the independence its photogra-
phers experienced as a result became readily apparent as early as the
summer of 1962, when Fischer’s first fashion series, ‘Herbstmode in
Berlin’ (Fall Fashion in Berlin) (no 4, 1962), was published.17 Before
printing this series, which the East German art photographer was given
almost one year to complete, the magazine relied primarily on the work
of Willi Altendorf, Helmut Fieweger and Gunter Rössler to fill its
eighty pages every other month.18 Though they produced a handful of
features on fashion congresses that took place in cities throughout the
Eastern Bloc and a few fashion series that used urban settings as their
backdrop, these photographers worked in the studio, on the streets of
small towns and villages and in natural settings, including the lakes and
forests around Berlin and along the coast of the Baltic Sea.19 On several
occasions, their studio photographs were printed in the magazine together
with images and illustrations of the city. Irrespective of locale, their
models were almost always photographed standing rigidly, with their
legs either ajar or with one foot in front of the other and their hands
placed by their sides or on their hips. With Fischer’s series, however,
the precedents set by these photographers were all but disregarded.

Fischer, who had studied sculpture at the Käthe-Kollwitz-Kunstschule
in West Berlin and the Hochschule für Bildende und Angewandte Kunst in
East Berlin before becoming a professional photographer, learned how to
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photograph on the streets of Berlin during World War II. Encouraged by
his uncle, Franz Zabel, a fervent amateur photographer, he purchased his
first camera, a Voigtländer Bessa 6 x 9, and photographed Berlin after the
air raids in 1943 and 1944.20 In 1953, well after the war had ended and
the two German states had been established, he returned to the streets
of Berlin, this time with a 35mm Leica, and photographed everyday life.
He would spend the next seven years working on ‘Situation Berlin’
(1953–1960), a series of carefully composed black and white photographs
of East andWest Berliners alike. More often than not, his subjects are seen
on the sidelines of major political and social events, evidently waiting for
something beyond the photographic frame to unfold. After exhibiting
‘Situation Berlin’ at a small gallery run by the Kulturbund der DDR (Cul-
tural Association of the GDR) in Weißensee in 1959 and working on a
book project for the series between 1960 and 1961, Fischer returned
once more to the streets of Berlin, now incised by the Berlin Wall, to
photograph ‘Herbstmode in Berlin’.21

Comprised of fifteen photographs taken with black and white and
colour film, ‘Herbstmode in Berlin’ was unlike any other fashion series
previously printed in Sibylle. This was in part due to the unprecedented
decisions made by Fischer in the months prior to photographing his first
assignment: not only did he choose to set his series in an urban environ-
ment, but, with the exception of using one model who regularly appeared
in the magazine, he decided to dispense with the haute couture models
photographed by his predecessors. Inspired by the more ‘natural’

Arno Fischer, Ostberlin (East Berlin), 1957, from Situation Berlin, gelatin silver print, © Arno Fischer Estate
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looking models that began to appear on the pages of French Elle in the late
1950s, when Peter Knapp became the magazine’s art director, Fischer
approached young women on the streets and in East Berlin’s cafés and uni-
versity libraries, asking them to model for him.22 Recruiting three in total,
he then took these women, together with Sibylle’s regular model, to Mitte,
Prenzlauer Berg and Friedrichshain. In these districts of East Berlin, he
photographed them in front of the Rotes Rathaus, the Weidendammer
Brücke, and the towers at Frankfurter Tor, sites well known to both
East and West Berliners at the time. He also photographed them together
with pedestrians, city workers, apartments buildings, commercial spaces,
mopeds, bicycles, taxis and buses.

While the settings and models seen in ‘Herbstmode in Berlin’ were
enough to set the East German art photographer’s work apart from that
of Altendorf, Fieweger and Rössler, it was the manner in which Fischer
photographed his models that marked the real departure from earlier
fashion series in Sibylle. Instead of capturing his models posing like
Sibylle’s stilted haute couture models of the 1950s and early 1960s,
Fischer – aware of current trends in Western fashion photography –

photographed them in motion, making their way through the East
German capital.23 In one photograph, for instance, he pictures a model,
whose body is aligned with the vertices of an angular building in the back-
ground and two sidewalks that run along Pappelallee and Schönhauser
Allee, walking, as her raised left foot makes evident, toward the camera
and the edge of the photographic frame. In another, Fischer photographed
a model running toward the photographer and away from a large gas-

Arno Fischer, Westberlin (West Berlin), 1957, from Situation Berlin, gelatin silver print, © Arno Fischer Estate
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ometer, formerly located in what is now Ernst-Thälmann-Park, her
shoulder-length hair blowing behind her in the wind. Unlike the previous
photograph in which the model’s entire body is seen in the foreground,
this photograph, which spans two entire pages of the magazine, cuts its
subject off at the knees in the same location. Together with the size of
the printed image, 36 x 52 cm, this cropping gives the impression that
the model is about to enter the space of the viewer.24

More than picturing his young models as urbanites on the move,
Fischer began to stray from the aesthetics of ‘straight’ photography
while working on his first fashion series. No longer interested in only
taking clear, sharply defined images, as he was in the 1940s and 1950s,
Fischer started to experiment with camera settings and lenses, either isolat-
ing his models from or merging them with their surroundings. When
taking the opening image of the series, for instance, Fischer increased
the aperture of his camera, thereby allowing more light to enter the lens
and creating a shallow depth of field. This resulted in his model, who
stands in the foreground looking at the camera, appearing in sharp
focus, while the three pedestrians walking in various directions to her
right in the middle ground and the Rotes Rathaus in the background
are blurred and difficult to discern. In addition to selecting a small f-
stop number on his camera lens, Fischer also used a telephoto lens to

Arno Fischer, ‘Herbstmode in Berlin’ (Fall Fashion in Berlin), 1962, gelatin silver prints, courtesy of the Staatsbibliothek zu
Berlin, © Arno Fischer Estate
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photograph his models. This is most evident in the colour photographs
that appear mid-way through the series: in particular, in an image of the
same model who is now photographed on the street together with two
children playing with the handle of a water pump. Here the distance
between the background and foreground is compressed, and the model,
from the waist upward, seems to reside on the same plane as the water
pump, car and building behind her. With respect to the children to her
right she also appears out of proportion: not only is her body similar to
the water pump in terms of scale but her head reaches the level of the
windows on the first storey of the building.

According to Fischer, when he submitted these photographs together
with the rest of his series, the magazine’s editorial staff were shocked and
initially refused to print ‘Herbstmode in Berlin’. Pfannstiel, however, who
recognised the beneficial implications of its publication for the future
course of Sibylle, went ahead and included it in the August 1962 issue.25

Soon after ‘Herbstmode in Berlin’ was published, photographers at the
magazine began to follow Fischer’s example, photographing models as
they traversed the streets of East German cities. Meanwhile, Fischer, who
would repeatedly return to the streets of East Berlin to photograph,
decided to take his models to new locations and to address themes other
than the latest fashion trends in his work.

In 1963, for instance, after Fischer travelled to Bitterfeld on an assign-
ment for another magazine, the photographer, appalled by what he saw,

Arno Fischer, ‘Herbstmode in Berlin’ (Fall Fashion in Berlin), 1962, gelatin silver print, courtesy of the Staatsbibliothek zu
Berlin, © Arno Fischer Estate
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Arno Fischer, ‘Herbstmode in Berlin’ (Fall Fashion in Berlin), 1962, gelatin silver print, courtesy of the Staatsbibliothek zu
Berlin, © Arno Fischer Estate
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Arno Fischer, ‘Herbstmode in Berlin’ (Fall Fashion in Berlin), 1962, colour print, courtesy of the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin, ©
Arno Fischer Estate
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decided to use his position at Sibylle to draw attention to the state of this
small industrial town.26 Located in an area of East Germany known as the
Chemical Triangle (Halle-Bitterfeld-Böhlen), Bitterfeld had been mined for
brown coal since 1894, when Elektrochemischen Werke (AEG Berlin) and
Elektron AG Frankfurt am Main built two large chemical plants in its
vicinity.27 Between the late nineteenth century and the beginning of
World War I, these factories processed brown coal to produce chlorine,
fertilisers and plastics. In the interwar period, they expanded and were
joined by other chemical complexes in the area that made aluminium,
magnesium and caustic soda. Then, in the mid-1950s, long after the
Soviets had dismantled more than 2,500 chemical plants in the Soviet
Ocupation Zone and had relocated their personnel twice (first to the
Soviet Union and then to East Germany), the plants were rebuilt and,
again, joined by new plants constructed nearby.28 By November 1958,
when Walter Ulbricht claimed at a conference in Leuna that ‘Chemistry
gives us [East Germans] bread, prosperity, and beauty,’ these factories
began to exceed wartime production levels. However, they did not, con-
trary to the General Secretary’s assertion, bring ‘beauty’ to the people of
Bitterfeld: instead, as Fischer experienced first-hand, they brought severe
pollution and environmental ruin.29

Even though pollution and environmental ruin were taboo subjects for
East German photographers, Fischer returned to the Chemical Triangle,
both alone and in the company of his models, and photographed the
impact of the chemical industry on Bitterfeld in the spring and early
summer of the following year.30 Using black and white and colour film,
he photographed fashion models against an industrial landscape littered
with heavy machinery, cooling towers, power plants, chemical factories
and smoking chimneys that released the harmful by-products of processed
coal into the air: sulphur dioxides, particulates, nitrogen oxides and halo-
genated hydrocarbons. He also documented scenes of everyday life on the
streets of Bitterfeld. Together these photographs make up the visual com-
ponent of ‘Industriestadt Bitterfeld’ (no 4, 1964), a fifteen-page feature
that was published two years after his first assignment for Sibylle.31

To underscore the damage being done to Bitterfeld, Fischer not only
pictured his models against an industrial landscape, but he also photo-
graphed them standing near equipment used to transport lignite to
nearby factories and plants, and along mining sites, where the devastating
effects of coal extraction were unmistakable. In one black and white
image, for instance, the photographer depicts a model walking on a
well-trodden path in a vacant plot of land. Directly behind her a freight
train passes along an elevated structure that cuts between a row of
houses and is, as the exposed surfaces along its edges and vertical supports
reveal, sheathed in a dark grime; an acidic residue that escapes the
chimney stacks, owing to their inefficient filters and scrubbers, and
coats the entire town.32 Meanwhile, in another image, Fischer photo-
graphs two models standing on the edge of an open cast mine where green-
ery once florished – as the sporadically located weeds and shrubs around
their feet make evident. In the background, a dark brown coal bed that
matches the colour of their coats and extends both across and beyond
the photographic frame lies exposed, already mined for its carbon and
hydrocarbons and no longer of any agricultural or financial use. And
located in the middle ground are a large extractor, railway tracks, coal
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trains, vehicles and two workers, who, detectable only when the image is
magnified, pale in comparison to the massive colliery that simultaneously
surrounds and overwhelms them.

Together, these and other images in the series expose the devastation
that resulted from the SED’s initial drive to modernise East Germany’s
economy through chemistry in the late 1950s and early 1960s. However,
given the nature of Fischer’s work and the venue in which it circulated,
they also aestheticise environmental ruin. They do so through their rich
tonal contrasts, striking plumes of white and dark grey smoke and beautiful
subjects, young East Germanwomenwearing the latest fashions.Moreover,
in their attempt to abstractly represent and sell commodities made in the
GDR – chemical products and fashion – they pay little heed to the individ-
uals and social relations behind the production of such goods.33 To counter
this, Fischer framed his fashion photographs with black and white docu-
mentary images. Appearing on the first and last pages of ‘Industriestadt Bit-
terfeld’, the latter were taken as the photographer walked the streets of
Bitterfeld with a hand-held camera and document children playing,
couples holding hands, and people talking, riding bicycles and waiting in
the centre of the town. Neither carefully framed like his images in ‘Situation
Berlin’ nor bearing any resemblance to his polished photographs of models
taken with a large format camera, these photographs complicate the fashion
series by calling attention to the individuals who work for and suffer from

Arno Fischer, ‘Industriestadt Bitterfeld’ (Industrial Town Bitterfeld), 1964, gelatin silver prints, courtesy of the Staatsbi-
bliothek zu Berlin, © Arno Fischer Estate
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Arno Fischer, ‘Industriestadt Bitterfeld’ (Industrial Town Bitterfeld), 1964, colour print, courtesy of the Staatsbibliothek zu
Berlin, © Arno Fischer Estate
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the chemical industry. That is, Fischer’s documentary images, which appear
out of place in the series and, for that matter, in the fashion and culture
magazine, disrupt the consumption of his fashion photographs by remind-
ing the viewer of the individuals who live, work, and raise their children in
this toxic environment.

Despite its sensitive subject matter, Pfannstiel agreed to include ‘Indus-
triestadt Bitterfeld’ in the August 1964 issue of Sibylle; however, to ensure
that she would not encounter any problems with members of the SED,
whom she regularly met with to discuss the contents of the magazine
after its two hundred thousand copies were already printed, she paired
Fischer’s photographs with a lengthy text written by Peter Brefeld.34

Echoing the content of Fischer’s images, Brefeld describes a town
haunted by a ‘terrible stench’ and ‘covered in a gigantic veil of haze and
smoke’, and justifies the theme and location of the feature by arguing
that Bitterfeld’s residents not only long for, but deserve ‘beauty, freshness,
and lightness’ – all things that Sibylle could provide for as little as 2.50
DM, the cost of a single issue.35

In addition to changing the kinds of fashion spreads that appeared in
Sibylle and using his latitude at the magazine to bring attention to the
environmental damage that resulted from the SED’s industrial policies
in Bitterfeld, Fischer began to explore photography as a subject matter.
In his series ‘Regentage’ (Rainy Days) (no 5, 1964), for instance, a ten-
page fashion spread that pictures models in East Berlin and along the
Baltic Sea, the photographer used the first three of his eleven photographs
to address the nature of the photograph and his role in the photographic
process.36 He opens this series with an image of a model standing in a field
of dirt behind Berlin Cathedral. Dressed in a long green coat, matching hat
and black gloves, she is seen leaning against a Wartburg (brand of East
German car) with one arm behind her back and the other holding a
plastic raincoat casually draped over her right shoulder. The car, which
is placed at an angle almost perpendicular to the picture plane, at once
appears to extend into the space of the viewer and recedes toward the
middle ground of the photograph. Its strategic position in relation to
Fischer’s camera permits the photographer to capture the reflection of
the model and the cathedral in its windows, in effect duplicating their
image within the photograph. In the following image, a different model
is seen standing alongside a car located in front of the Berlin Cathedral,
a position made evident by the portico of the Altes Museum in the
image’s upper left-hand corner. Again, through the careful positioning
of the model and car, Fischer is able to include the model and the Berlin
Cathedral twice within a single frame, underscoring, together with the pre-
vious image, the fundamental characteristic of the photograph: it, too,
doubles its subject.

This photograph of a model before the Berlin Cathedral is paired with
one of a model standing in front of a car parked along Große Hamburger
Straße on the series’ second double-page. Wearing a loose-fitting coat and
leather gloves, the model in the latter photograph assumes a familiar
stance for the camera: her left hand is placed in her coat pocket, while
her right hand holds an open umbrella that rests on her shoulder. Distinct
from the series’ previous two images in which the photographer stood
outside the car, Fischer takes this photograph while standing between
the car’s interior and its open door. By working from this position, he is
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able to capture the model along with the street and buildings behind her,
and, through the mirror located between the camera and the scene photo-
graphed, the inverse side of the photographic plane, where Fischer and his
camera reside. In doing so, Fischer draws attention to the other side of the
photograph (a play on the converse locations of his models in the series’
opening images), implicating himself in the production of the image.
More than this, as writer, curator, and artist David Campany argues in
the context of Lee Friedlander’s self-portraits, Fischer ‘invites [the
viewer] to identify with the camera position, or more abstractly with the
making of the photograph’.37 In other words, by including the mirror in
the foreground of his image, Fischer points to the making of the photo-
graph and his own involvement in the process.

Either offering a self-reflexive critique of photography or underscoring
the impact of the chemical industry on the environment, series like ‘Regen-
tage’ and ‘Industriestadt Bitterfeld’ would have never been published in
East Germany in the 1960s had it not been for Sibylle. Fischer’s images
would have been, as curator Ulrich Domröse describes the countless
photographs by East German artists unable to exhibit or publish their
work, ‘proverbial pictures for the bottom drawer’.38 This was largely
due to a shift in how photography and photographers were treated in
the previous decade and the wavering support art photographers received
from official channels after 1959.

Arno Fischer, ‘Regentage’ (Rainy Days), 1964, gelatin silver prints, courtesy of the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin, © Arno Fischer
Estate
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In the 1950s, the East German state made several attempts to influence
photographic culture in the GDR. It recognised early on that photography
could be used to assist in the building of socialism and called on photogra-
phers to take straightforward photographs that highlighted the progress
being made in the GDR and the hardworking citizens responsible for
the country’s developments.39 Under this pressure, some photographers
produced images of socialist achievements in architecture, industry, and
sports, the reconstruction of East German cities, and tireless workers in
factories, mines and agricultural settings; others did not. A small group
of photographers, which included Fischer, Richter, and Ursula Arnold,
used their cameras to document everyday life as they saw and experienced
it and often challenged the idealised images that circulated in the main-
stream media. Despite doing so, some of them were offered commercial
assignments, permitted to coordinate their own group shows and invited
to exhibit their work in galleries run by the Kulturbund.

The East German state and its cultural organisations thus initially sup-
ported different kinds of photographic practices. This began to change,
however, in the late 1950s. This was in part because the state, in an
attempt to democratise the medium of photography and, as art historian
Sarah James accurately argues, to ‘destroy the last vestiges of its formerly
bourgeois aesthetic’, began to encourage workers to rival the output of
professional photographers and to actively promote amateur photogra-
phy in photography publications, such as Fotojahrbuch (Photo Year-
book), and recurring exhibitions that ranged from the Berliner
Internationale Fotoausstellung (Berlin’s International Photo Exhibition)
to the Fotoschau der DDR (East German Photo Show).40 It was also in
part because the Kulturbund, having no single organisation to oversee
the activities of photographers, established the ZKF in May 1959 and
immediately tasked it with organising all photography exhibitions in the
GDR, providing photographers with artistic and political guidance,
lending support to photography groups and monitoring the contents of
Die Fotografie (Photography), a photography journal that featured the
work of amateur and professional photographers from the Eastern Bloc
and abroad.41

In June 1959, one month after it was founded, the ZKF published its
first newsletter in Die Fotografie. In a section dedicated to photography
groups, its vice chairman, Friedrich Herneck, argued that photography
had to help ‘lead [East Germans] to victory in the struggle against imperi-
alist and fascist ideology and bourgeois decadence that invades [East
Germany] from theWest through artistic means’ and that ‘photographers,
like writers, must help with the great task of building socialism through
their specific artistic means’.42 Put into practice this meant that photogra-
phers were supposed to continue to capture the GDR not as it was, but as
it could be and to motivate East Germans to continue to assist in the build-
ing of socialism. Photographers interested in having their work printed in
Die Fotografie and included in official photography exhibitions took
photographs that expressed the organisation’s needs. Meanwhile, those
wanting to capture something other than the orthodox scenes and
figures promoted by the ZKF found other venues to show their work. In
Fischer’s case, he accepted a position at Sibylle.

Viewed as a means to promote fashion and culture rather than as a
platform for the development of art photography in the GDR, Sibylle
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was not monitored to the same degree as ZKF magazines and exhibitions,
and Pfannstiel had the freedom to publish what she thought would help
modernise the magazine in the 1960s. She was therefore able to print
fashion series that would have been excluded from other venues not
only in the latter half of the Ulbricht era, but also in the 1980s, when pho-
tography was finally accepted as an autonomous artform in the GDR and
art photographers saw their work included in the IX. Kunstausstellung der
DDR (Ninth National Art Exhibition), published in Die Fotografie, and
exhibited in the hundreds of galleries that either opened or began to
exhibit photography for the first time.43

One germane example amply demonstrates how tighter control over
particular venues persisted into the GDR’s final decade. In 1983, Helga
Paris began to document the city of Halle/Saale and its residents. Part of
East Germany’s Chemical Triangle, the city’s outskirts housed two large
factories, Leuna-Werke and Chemische Werke Buna, which provided
jobs and new apartments for thousands of workers and their families
between the 1960s and late 1980s. While these factories caused the city
to thrive, Paris neither captured Halle/Saale’s modern concrete housing
towers nor its bustling streets; instead, she spent her time photographing
pedestrians on quiet streets and the city’s neglected pre-war architecture,
heavily stained by soot and often surrounded in a haze of contaminants.

Despite calling attention to Halle/Saale’s severe pollution problem,
Paris’s photographs were met with enthusiasm by the Association of
Visual Artists of the GDR (Verband Bildender Künstler der DDR, or
VBK). In 1986, the organisation decided to sponsor an exhibition of her
work at the Galerie Marktschlösschen Halle. However, on 24 June
1986 – a few weeks before the show’s opening, but after its poster, invita-
tion card and catalogue, which included fifty-six full-page illustrations,
had already been printed – local SED officials asked the VBK to postpone
the exhibition until the following spring. Their explanation was that the
exhibition gave a ‘false impression’ of Halle/Saale and should not coincide
with the 1,025th anniversary of the city.44

In the months leading up to the new exhibition date, several unfavour-
able events took place. In February 1987, Günter Kuhback, a member of
the local cultural committee, argued that Paris’s catalogue was still too
negative and the VBK was forced to ask contributors to revise their
texts – changing descriptions such as ‘grey’ into ‘occasional grey’ and
‘dark river’ into ‘rather dark river’ – and the photographer to replace
sixteen photographs and to rewrite the foreword.45 Though Paris and
her collaborators agreed, the show was postponed again, this time until
June 1987, and the cultural committee refused to print the second
edition of the exhibition catalogue, even after it was approved by the
VBK on 20 May 1987. The SED also decided to stop the second installa-
tion of the exhibition and to confiscate all catalogues and posters advertis-
ing the show. Frustrated from these delays and the indecision of officials,
Paris demanded the return of her photographs and, unlike Fischer who
was able to publish his photographs of Bitterfeld in 1964, did not
exhibit Häuser und Gesichter at the Galerie Marktschlösschen Halle
until 1990.

Owing to Pfannstiel’s desire to transform Sibylle and her newfound
interest in photography in the 1960s, Fischer was able to explore new
themes and to publish images that had no place in East Germany’s
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visual culture at the time. Not only did his work play a significant role in
modernising the publication, it also attracted the attention of other East
German art photographers, who, unable to circulate their photographs
in exhibitions and publications overseen by the ZKF – unless, of course,
they met the organisation’s requirements – began to work at the magazine
alongside Fischer.46 Unlike the ZKF, which would continue to restrict and
monitor the activities of photographers, albeit to varying degrees, up until
the fall of the Berlin Wall, Sibylle offered East German art photographers
the opportunity to earn an income and, more importantly, to circulate
their work in the GDR.
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Infiltrating the Art World
through Photography

Petr Štembera’s 1970s Networks

Hana Buddeus

The research into artists who actively worked to create Czechoslovak per-
formance art in the 1970s reveals the importance of photography for these
endeavours. From today’s perspective, it is clear that the commercialisa-
tion and institutionalisation of so-called dematerialised art is not a contra-
diction, but rather the consequence of the fact that photography helped
this type of creativity to be understood as visual art. It might have
seemed paradoxical that so-called dematerialised artworks eventually
entered the market and the institutions thanks to various forms of docu-
mentation, including photography. The initial impulse behind Czech per-
formance art of the 1970s was not so much about freeing art from its
dependency on the market or institutions. Historically, after all, a great
number of traditional artworks, paintings, drawings or sculptures were
created without the prospect of being sold or shown to the public.1

While the need to question the commodity status of the artwork
through performance art might not have been a major concern, the ease
with which it was able to cross borders through photographic documen-
tation is a crucial characteristic. In the early 1970s Petr Štembera surveyed
the photographic medium, searching for ways to visualise his exploration
of the world. He eventually abandoned this use of the medium later in the
1970s; yet photography as a means of communication continued to be an
important part of his time-based art works.2

Given that performances in Prague were rarely seen by more than a few
close friends, photographic documentation enabled them to reach a wider
audience abroad. With the discontinuation of two important Czech jour-
nals of contemporary art Výtvarné ume ̌ní and Výtvarná práce in 1971,
contemporary performance art lost one of its avenues for reaching second-
ary audiences through reproductions. Writing about Jirí̌ Kovanda, Klara

Third Text, 2018
Vol. 32, No. 4, 468–484, https://doi.org/10.1080/09528822.2018.1505314

© 2018 Third Text

1 The sale of artworks was only
permissible under the
supervision of government-
controlled organisations. In
Czechoslovakia, art was
bought and sold through the
organisation Dílo (The
Work); the Slovak equivalent
was Dielo. Since 1964, all
sales and promotion of Czech
art abroad, including the
production of exhibitions and
audio-visual projects and
issues of copyright, was
handled by the organisation
‘Art Centrum: Czechoslovak
Visual Arts Institute’, which
later became subsumed under
theMinistry of Foreign Trade.
For more information about
Art Centrum and the
economic context of art in
socialist Czechoslovakia see
Daniela Kramerová, ‘Art
Centrum’, in Milena Bartlová
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Kemp-Welch aptly describes this situation as the ‘double absence of a con-
ventional audience’. She points out that under the conditions of the Cze-
choslovak 1970s, there was no primary audience on the streets or
secondary audience in the galleries to speak of.3 There were of course
exceptions to this too, and in the second half of the 1970s a few exhibi-
tions were actually put up in flats, galleries, or other accessible places,
and sometimes included a catalogue, as was the case with the exhibition
‘Strom’ (Tree), prepared by Jaroslav Ande ̌l in Brno (1978), or the group
exhibition in Hradec Králové (1977), which consisted of a few perform-
ances, or the ‘Prí̌roda’ (Nature, 1976) exhibition at the Institute of Indus-
trial Design in Prague.4 As Piotr Piotrowski stated when describing the
1970s Czech art scene: ‘Unconventional locations encouraged unconven-
tional actions.’5 Performances often took place in spaces such as studios,
flats, attics, or the basements of public institutions where a number of per-
formance artists were employed as depository workers. All that is left of
these performances today is again their photographic documentation,
and in the pictures, we always recognise the same tiles, the same walls,
and especially the same (or slightly alternating) tiny audience, who are
often drawn into active participation.

On both sides of the Iron Curtain, there were attempts to describe the
change in how the art world operated as networking – albeit for very
different reasons. Networking was not only part of the efforts to liberate
art from the vicious circle spun by the market and institutions; it was a
way of freeing art from official structures (‘to create freely’) without isolat-
ing it. In Poland, Jaroslav Kozlowski and Andrzej Kostolowski wrote the
NET manifesto, which reads: ‘The network is outside any institutions and
it is made up of private flats and other places where artistic proposals
appear… They are accompanied by publications whose form is discretion-
ary (manuscripts, typescripts, tapes, films, slides, photographs, etc) and
they can be simultaneously presented in all the points.’6 On the other
side of the curtain, Lawrence Alloway of Artforum describes art as a
non-hierarchical system, the product of which is not art itself but the dis-
tribution of art (texts about art, reproductions, exhibitions, etc).7

In the seventies, Petr Štembera began and continued to maintain corre-
spondence with many artists, curators and collectors who helped him to
negotiate his participation in projects abroad. It is significant that it was
from him that Klaus Groh learned about a practice resembling conceptual
art taking place in Eastern Europe, outside of Western capitalist countries,
and decided to publish the bookAktuelle Kunst inOsteuropa (Current Art
in Eastern Europe).8 In the autumn of 1970, Štembera sent Josef Krout-
vor’s text titled ‘Possibilities’, to Groh, together with photographs and
records documenting contemporary art in Czechoslovakia, and he also
raised the prospect of a publication. Further, Štembera exchanged letters
with Chris Burden, Terry Fox and Tom Marioni, among others. Tom
Marioni and Chris Burden came to Prague, while Štembera and Terry
Fox met in Los Angeles. Štembera found himself in a situation which
Jindrǐch Chalupecký describes as follows: ‘Abroad they are well-known;
at home their names won’t ring a bell, save for a modest circle of very
close friends.’9 While it may appear that Czech art became isolated and
very ‘authentic’ during the so-called normalisation period, Štembera in
fact participated in dozens of exhibitions abroad, and his works were
reproduced on the pages of magazines such as Flash Art, Heute Kunst,
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Tom Marioni, ‘Real Social Realism’, in Vision 2, January 1976, p 7
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Petr Štembera and Tom Marioni, Connection, documentation of a performance, black and white
photograph, 1975, Archive of the National Gallery in Prague
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High Performance, and others.10 This was possible thanks to a number of
contacts, some of which were Czechs living abroad (as for example Char-
lotta Kotik or Vlasta Čiháková-Noshiro), and others who were foreign cura-
tors and artists interested in performance and Eastern European Art. One of
the key contacts abroad was Helena Kontová: before leaving for Italy she
had shared an office in the National Gallery in Prague with another perform-
ance artist, Karel Miler, and she belonged to the circle of friends who
attended the Prague-based performance artists’ events. The photographs, re-
printed in Flash Art 76, from the wedding of Helena Kontová to Giancarlo
Politi, the Editor-in-Chief, thus work as a symbolic confirmation of cultural
relations directly on the pages of the magazine, which regularly published
1970s Czech art. Between 1973 and 1977, both Petr Štembera and Karel
Miler were each represented in five different issues of the magazine (not
including the in-text illustrations). Štembera and Marioni’s Connection
(1975) appears alongside a photo story by John Stezaker, while Measuring
(1974) by Miler appeared next to Duration Piece #31 (1973/1974) by
Douglas Huebler. That Štembera was becoming a household name in the
emerging networks is also evidenced by the very fact that he is included in
the renowned Dematerialization book by Lucy Lippard.11

In this context, it is significant that throughout the 1970s, Štembera
used the metaphor of contact in several works. For example, from Jan
Mlc ̌och’s memories and his description we know about one undocumen-
ted performance by Petr Štembera in which he was joined by the Hungar-
ian artist Tamás Szentjóby.12 AsMlčoch stated, the event revolved around
the two performers shaking hands and symbolically affirming the act by

Petr Štembera, Connection, sketch, 1975, Archive of the National Gallery in Prague
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wrapping the handshake in barbed wire. The description of this perform-
ance brings to mind the photographs from the gathering of Czech, Slovak
and Hungarian artists organised by László Beke, namely the collective
‘Shaking Hands’ event, which has been preserved as a photographic
tableau (Handshake Action, Balatonboglar, 1972), and during which all
participants (Štembera included) shook hands in order to fulfil the aim
of the meeting – establishing contact.13 We might assume that the event
Mlc ̌och remembers is the very same one: upon closer inspection, one of
the photographs clearly shows that in the handshake between Petr Štem-
bera and László Beke (and not Szentjóby), both artists’ hands were
wrapped with barbed wire. Moreover, Štembera considered the difficulties
he faced when trying to keep in contact with the artworld in his piece Con-
nection (1975), when the American performer Tom Marioni visited
Prague. On 27 September 1975, Štembera and Marioni met in the attic
of an apartment building on Mará̌kova Street to do a performance
together, and so to reaffirm symbolically the connection between Califor-
nian and Czechoslovak art. Kristine Stiles interprets Connection as a por-
trayal of ‘brotherhood within the conflict of East andWest’.14 At the same
time it was one of a direct realisation of Marioni’s idea that an artwork is
above all a communicated unit of information.

Marioni’s trip to Europe was made in order to prepare for the second
issue of the magazineVision, which was dedicated to Eastern European art
and was published in January 1976.15 The introductory text called ‘Real
Social Realism’ is accompanied by reprints of the shot of the Earth taken
from the Moon. With this example, Marioni illustrates how photography
helps us see the world differently.

We can now see the world from a distance, from the moon in photographs,
which gives us a new sense of scale. To be able to see in one picture one-half
of our world affects our consciousness in the same way that we were
affected by Copernicus when he brought it to our attention that the earth
moves around the sun…Our world seems to get smaller and smaller.16

On the one hand there is the artist’s experience as such, which is more or
less incommunicable, but on the other there is the statement in the shape of
a photograph and a brief description of the situation, which can be trans-
mitted freely around the globe through reproductions. Apparently, Štem-
bera was also aware of this when he decided to print one of the
photographs taken during his event in postcard format so that it could
be easily reproduced and sent in envelopes as a report that the perform-
ance happened. The photograph chosen by Štembera to represent theCon-
nection piece indeed aptly captures his original idea, which has been
preserved thanks to a little drawing he made, showing concentric circles
resembling a target with a written description saying ‘milk’, ‘cocoa’ and
‘Petr Štembera + Tom Marioni (+ ants)’. Apart from photographs,
which tell the course of the event like a story, the formally perfect and
unique photograph printed as a card thus works as an apt illustration of
the idea which is at the core of the performance; that is, the metaphor
of a connection embodied by hungry ants trapped in circles of a sweet,
sticky substance on the bodies of the Czech and Californian performers.
What counted was the physical presence and the uncomfortable position
of the East-West contact, amplified by the hungry ants: not who the par-
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Reproduction of a painting sent to Hans Oiseau by Petr Štembera within his Perform this Gesture piece (from
1971), collection of Hans Oiseau
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ticipants were. That is why Štembera chose a photograph abstracting the
real situation and showing only the detail of the performers’ bodies. This
photograph bears visual resemblance to the reproduction of a work by
Dennis Oppenheim, which must have been known to Štembera from the
Lucy Lippard book17 (the same picture was also reprinted in the
first issue of Avalanche). It was in fact a still from Oppenheim’s film
Arm & Wire (1969) which is composed in a similar manner, showing
the abstracting detail without any context: the documentation records
the shape of the painful physical merging – not of two performers’
bodies, but of flesh and wire.

Štembera’s co-operation with the Belgian New Reform Gallery serves
as a good example of how he used extensive correspondence and docu-
mentation photography to penetrate the international art scene in the
1970s.18 The New Reform Gallery, a space for performance and concep-
tual art, experimental music, film and theatre, operated in the Belgian
town of Aalst, and in Antwerp, in the years 1970–1979.19 Its founder,
Roger D’Hondt, aimed to create a platform for live art, and to free art
from the necessity to follow the traditional exhibition model as supported
by institutions and the market. From the very beginnings of the gallery’s
activities, D’Hondt established a partnership with Štembera, thanks to
which his name appeared regularly in international exhibitions he organ-
ised. The co-operation was carried out through intensive correspondence,
and exhibitions and publications were made based on the instructions
Štembera sent. In 1972, Roger D’Hondt even visited Štembera in
Prague, and before that, he included him in his ‘Informatie Concept Art’
(Information Concept Art, 22 August – 15 September 1971) exhibition,
followed amongst others by ‘Concept Makers’ (21 January – 27 February
1972, Aalst), ‘Tendenzen van een nieuwe kunst’ (Tendencies of New Art
Forms, 13 December 1972 – 15 January 1973, Aalst), ‘Wij hebben ook
Ideeën’ (We Also Have Ideas, 17 March – 8 April 1973) or ‘Kreatieve Pre-
ntbriefkaarten’ (Creative Postcards, 19–25 May 1973). In the first half of
the decade he even organised two solo exhibitions of Štembera’s work (6–
28 May 1972 and 24 April – 3 May 1974). Thanks to the instructions
which Štembera sent to D’Hondt, we have a complete list of the works
exhibited at the first solo show, including Action Schutzgebiet (with
Klaus Groh, sixteen photos 18 x 24 cm), Concept-book (twenty-seven
pages) Transposition of 2 Stones (six photos 30 x 24 cm and Map of
Prague, 1971); Handpieces: Sewing machine’s work (six photos 18 x 24
cm); Handpieces: Typewriting (thirteen photos 18 x 24 cm); Handpieces:
Buttons sewing (eight photos 18 x 24 cm) and ‘all materials to Perform
(circa 30 photos etc)’, as Štembera puts it, by which he means the collective
mail art piece Perform this Gesture initiated by him in 1971.20 For this
piece, he sent each participant a reproduction of a different painting and
asked them to adopt the same gesture or to interpret it, and to send
back its photographic documentation.21 He also presentedMeteorological
Informations (1971–1972). Simultaneously, a limited edition of five black
and white photographs from Štembera’s Transposition of Two Stones,
signed by the author, was sold as part of the ‘Edition New Reform’, the
gallery’s publishing endeavours. An issue of a gallery monthly New
Reform Niews states that the price for one set was five hundred
francs.22 In Štembera’s letter to D’Hondt informing him that the said
photographs had been sent, he specifically tells him not to sell them at
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‘Petr Štembera,Handpieces: Daily Activities, Typewriting. 1971–1972’, reproduced in Lucy Lippard, ed, Six Years:
The Dematerialization of the Art Object, Praeger, New York, 1973, p 170
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an expensive price and that he did not want to make money from them: the
publication of the limited edition was clearly not made for profit. He spe-
cifies the same information again in his next letter, emphasising once again
that the photographs are to be as reasonably priced as possible, or free, in
order to ensure they get to the people who would be interested in them.23

In April 1974, on the occasion of Štembera’s second solo exhibition at the
New Reform Gallery in Antwerp, D’Hondt published Štembera’s book
Ascetical Pieces (250 copies, thirty pieces signed by the author).24 The
book includes textual descriptions of the ascetic activities Štembera under-
took between 1973 and 1974.

By 1974, one period of Štembera’s extensive use of photography as a
medium was completed – and, with a few exceptions, he has not presented
these works again. Yet those were the works Štembera sent around the
world in the early 1970s and which also established his reputation. For
example, in her well-known book Lucy Lippard includes Štembera’s
Handpieces cycle, on which he worked between 1971 and 1972, namely
a photograph from Typewriting.25 Four photographs documenting differ-
ent phases of typewriting are also reprinted on the flyer for Štembera’s
exhibition in the Hungarian town of Pécs, organised by the artist group
Pécs Workshop in 1973. The original Typewriting photographs can also
be found in the Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA). Apart
from Typewriting, LACMA holds other works from his Daily Activities
cycle from the early 1970s – Button Sewing (1971), and the aforemen-

Petr Štembera, Sleeves Piece (1972), reproduced in Flash Art 46–47, June 1974, p 85
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tioned Transposition of Two Stones. It is obvious that these works were of
special importance to Štembera, as evidenced by the fact that he sent a very
similar selection to his solo exhibition in the Belgian New Reform Gallery,
and to the special issue of Flash Art focusing on Eastern Europe, which
came out in 1974, namely Transposition of Two Stones, Sleeves Piece
(1972), and Hand (1972).26 Hand also appeared on the cover of the cat-
alogue of the exhibition ‘Projects/Performances – Czechoslovakia/Poland’
(4–30 November 1977), prepared by curator Charlotta Kotik for Hall-
walls Gallery, Buffalo. At the end of the catalogue’s introduction, she
notes, ‘These works exist in and of themselves, regardless of the structure
of the society, the state or the government out of which they came.’27

There was a strong need to show that Eastern European artists speak
the same language as their colleagues from the former West. It is true
that Štembera’s Hand might be compared to Terry Fox’s Opening My
Hand As Slowly as Possible, (1970) or an older film by Richard Serra,
Hand Catching Lead (1968).

In these works from the early 1970s, Štembera explored the ability of
photography to represent reality and to bring attention to the present
moment. He photographed utterly banal activities such as the tying of
shoelaces, buttoning up, or the rolling up of sleeves, and explored the
possibility of raising these everyday activities to the level of art.28 The per-
formative aspect is an important part of the work (in the photographs, the
author is always the performer), however this does not overshadow the
photographic concerns of the work. The performance was not meant

Petr Štembera, Hand (1972), reproduced on the cover of Charlotta Kotik, Projects/Performances. Poland/Czechoslovakia,
exhibition catalogue, Hallwalls Gallery, Buffalo, 1977
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Petr Štembera, Grafting (1975), reproduced in Vision 2, January 1976, p 41
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for an audience but for the camera. This research into the possibilities of the
photographic sequence, and of the visual representation of reality, was
apparently a necessary prerequisite for further development. As was
already stated, following Štembera’s shift to performance in 1974, he
ceased to present these photographic works in exhibitions andmagazines.29

However, Štembera’s previous experience with photography found its
way into his later performance works. An example of non-incidental co-
operation with a photographer can be found in the performance 5–10
minutes (1977), where the audience are separated from the performer by
a closed door, which means that all they know is that something is happen-
ing behind it. That ‘something’ is only evident when a member of the audi-
ence opens the door, to which Štembera is tied to from the other side. The
photographs were evidently taken in the roomwhere Štembera was hidden,
ie, the photographer was given a specific spot within the performance and
was not merely a member of the audience. The photograph does not
mediate the primary experience of the viewer; it rather describes the
action through the neutral eye of the photographer, who is neither an ordin-
ary viewer nor the author of the work, his role resembling mainly that of a
narrator. There is further evidence suggesting that Štembera was aware of
the role that photography would play in the documentation of the event
and consciously worked with it when planning the performance: for
example, he made a sketch for the documentation of his performance 3:1
Possibilities (1976), where every object used during the performance has
its designated place, including the precise location of the camera. The photo-
graphic aspect of his practice is also evident in other works. One example
would be Grafting (1975), which he chose to represent with a composition
resembling a shot from Chris Burden’s famous performance, Shoot (1971),
also Extinction (1975), or the aforementioned Connection.

Štembera’s co-operation with D’Hondt illustrates how extensive corre-
spondence and the sending of photographic and textual documentation
were instrumental in the early 1970s in extending his contact with the rest
of the world. His later presentations and communication with curators and
artists drew on this experience: his name appeared in exhibitions all
around the world. For example, he participated in an exhibition of three
European performers in Los Angeles and San Francisco, organised by
Chris Burden in 1978 (‘Polar Crossing’, with Richard Kriesche, Gina
Pane), and he also took part in the biggest manifestation of performance
art in the late 1970s – an exhibition and related activities which took place
in Amsterdam in 1979 under the name ‘Words and Works’; besides these,
he also participated in exhibitions and festivals held in Warsaw thanks to
the connections he kept with the Polish artist and curator, Henryk Gajevski.

Gajewski states he first learned about Štembera thanks to the Art Diary,
published regularly from 1975 by the then Editor-in-Chief and co-founder
(with Helena Kontová) of Flash ArtGiancarlo Politi, a vital networking inter-
face in the 1970s with its listing of artists’ and curators’ contact details30.
According to Politi himself, for many major figures of the performance art
scene it acted as an address book. In the years 1972–1979, Gajewski ran
Remont Gallery, which was listed as part of the Warsaw Technical Univer-
sity’s student club of the local Socialist Union of Polish Students (Socjalis-
tyczny Zwiazek Studentow Polskich. Centrum Klubowe Politechniki
Warszawskiej Riviera – Remont). In 1974, Gajewski prepared a solo exhibi-
tion for Štembera31 and in 1976 a group exhibition of Czech performance
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artists (Petr Štembera, Jan Mlcǒch and Karel Miler) took place in the same
gallery, with a catalogue listing all the works exhibited, and containing
three black and white reproductions.32

Gajewski’s biggest organisational endeavour in the field of perform-
ance was ‘I AM’ (‘International Artists’ Meeting’), which took place in
Warsaw in 1978 (29 March – 6 April), and was, as Łukasz Ronduda
pointed out, the biggest festival of performance to take place in Poland
in the 1970s.33 The festival comprised discussions, conferences, presenta-
tions of documentation and various performances (sound, body, video
etc). Guests included over fifty artists and authors from Czechoslovakia,
Hungary, Holland, East and West Germany, France, Italy, Sweden, the
UK, Belgium, Canada, USA, Colombia, Mexico, Japan and Poland.
According to the available photographic documentation, Petr Štembera
was among the artists who were physically present and the event was
very well attended.34 Even though the conditions for such activities were
more favourable in Poland than in Czechoslovakia, it would be foolish
to assume the event went off without a hitch. For example, Henryk
Gajewski has stated that he purposefully invited Yoko Ono and John
Lennon because they were so famous that nobody would dare to ban an
event they were attending. All it took was the forging of a telegram con-
firming their attendance, and the event was given the go ahead. In

Exhibition view from ‘Petr Štembera’ (Remont Gallery, Warsaw, 2–8 December 1974), black and white photograph, col-
lection of Henryk Gajewski
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another purposefully sent telegram the artists regretted to say they were
not able to come due to illness, but by then the festival was no longer in
danger of being cancelled.35

The ten-day international meeting ‘Works and Words’, which took
place in 1979 in Amsterdam’s De Appel gallery (20 – 30 September
1979), can be seen as the climax of international co-operation in the
field of performance. Aggy Smeets, one of the gallery’s curators, visited
Prague as part of the exhibition preparations.36 Artists as well as critics
and theorists from East Germany, Hungary, Poland, Czechoslovakia
and Yugoslavia participated in the event. Tomáš Štraus and Petr Štembera
are listed in the organiser’s notes as the named contacts for Czechoslova-
kia.37 The organisers knew Tomáš Štraus because he had attended the
aforementioned ‘I AM’ event in Warsaw, and they also drew information
from Groh’s book. Petr Štembera could not attend the meeting but Jirí̌
Kovanda’s name is listed in the schedule of performances. However, it is
probable that he did not attend after all; in a letter dated 2 August 1979
he thanks the organisers for installing the work in his stead and gives
them the instructions they required. The situation faced by Czech artists
after the repression of Charter 77 is eloquently implied in the letter
Piotr Olszanski wrote to Petr Štembera in October 1979:

Dear Petr Stembera,
Thank you very much for your contribution to the manifestation WORKS
ANDWORDS. It was a pity that you couldn’t come, during the time of this
event. We exposed your works as a kind of ‘substitution’ of your presence
in ‘de appel’.38

All the artists from Czechoslovakia – Jan Mlc ̌och, Karel Miler, Jaroslav
Ande ̌l and others – were only able to participate through correspondence
and received similar letters from the organisers. The photographic docu-
mentation thus worked as a substitute for the artists’ physical presence.
An extensive exhibition catalogue was published, with texts dealing
with the development of art in each of the countries through the 1960s
and 1970s. In the introduction, the editors mention the absence of
Czech and Slovak artists, and even write,

Of the invited artists from Czechoslovakia not one artist was able to come.
We, and especially the Dutch artists, regretted this very much. As a result,
we have not been able to give a clear image of whatever is going on within
the field of visual arts in Czechoslovakia; even more so as the photo works
sent in by Czech artists were often not of recent date.39

For the catalogue, Jaroslav Ande ̌l and Tomáš Štraus put together a
chronological overview of Czech visual arts (1956–1979), focusing
mainly on conceptual and process art; both also contributed short texts
for the catalogue. In his article Ande ̌l wonders whether it is still relevant
to approach art in the context of national borders and like Tom
Marioni refers to Marshall McLuhan’s global village:

The contemporary artist seems to be a resident of a global art village with
no borders: works of art in cognitive spirit appear everywhere, and it
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happens that some artists living far apart seem sometimes to be more akin
to each other than others living in the same town… The public will however
find that the present pieces created in the socialist countries appear to be
very well at home in the western art scene.40

Marshall McLuhan’s texts were well known in Czech circles – in 1969, the
first translation of his book, Understanding Media: The Extensions of
Man, appeared in Výtvarná práce.41 That same year, Jirí̌ Valoch even the-
matised McLuhan’s famous adage in a performative/photographic work
Médium je masáž (The Medium is the Massage, 1969).

In 1977, Chris Burden came to Prague to undertake research for the
exhibition ‘Three Europeans’ (September – October 1978) he was prepar-
ing for San Francisco and Los Angeles and he left Prague with Petr Štem-
bera’s photographic documentation.42 Karel Srp points out that ‘Petr
Štembera received an official invitation (3 March 1978) from the Los
Angeles Institute of Contemporary Art.’43 On this occasion, Štembera
was eventually able to travel abroad and to participate in the Californian
exhibition, which included live performance art.44 Štembera’s room was
set up as a retrospective, presenting photographic documentation of his
performances from previous years. Some of the photographs – Narcissus
1 (1974), For Future Users (1976), Untitled (1973) and one photograph
from the LA performance – were reprinted in the exhibition catalogue.45

If Štembera’s Prague performances took place in the basements of
museums and in the attics of apartment buildings for small circles of
invited friends, in San Francisco and in Los Angeles he would perform
in the space of a gallery exhibiting modern art. It might seem contradictory
that in hindsight, Štembera did not consider this in a positive light. He
later described his Californian experience as one of ‘the reasons [he]
quit art’.46 This above all proves that the context in which these works
emerged substantially shaped their meaning. Art was being produced
because of the need to communicate; however, it seems that Štembera
wanted to determine in what circumstances this communication would
take place, and with whom.

Photography was one of the important media outlets that provided infor-
mation and enabled communication across the world, and also guaranteed
the functionality of the emerging artist network. At the same time this is a
direct contradiction of the traditional definition of performance as ‘live’
art, as something which takes place here and now. Emphasising the authen-
ticity of performance and understanding it as a possible way for art to
oppose different kinds of domination, is all part of a specific discourse
which saw performance as independent of documentation, and as an art
which never conceded to the status of artwork as commodity.47 Peggy
Phelan writes, ‘Performance in a strict ontological sense is non-reproductive.
It is this quality which makes performance the runt of the litter of contem-
porary art. Performance clogs the smooth machinery of reproductive rep-
resentation necessary to the circulation of capital.’48 However, we cannot
really talk about subversion of market mechanisms in the context of
1970s Czechoslovakia. Photographic documentation therefore served the
important purpose of presenting the performances to a larger audience.49

Correspondence networking and the sending of envelopes with photo-
graphic documentation was a way of crossing the borders, a substitute for
the lack of direct contact, and a compensation for non-existent insti-
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jako prětvorǐtelé’ (The
Media as Translators),
Výtvarná práce 8/9,
1969, p 4

42 Interview with Petr
Štembera, 18 July 2012.
Compare also Tom
Marioni, ‘Real Social
Realism’, op cit, p 7

43 Srp, ed, Karel Miler, Petr
Štembera, Jan Mlc ̌och, op
cit, p 69

44 See Petr Štembera, ‘Pár
poznámek k článku Mezi
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tutional support. Czechoslovak art spoke an intelligible language – the
basics of photographic documentation of performances were comparable
with those in Poland, Hungary, or the United States and reproductions in
foreign magazines, as well as photographs that were sent to exhibitions
abroad, possibly made up for the missing institutional context. It would
not be an exaggeration to say that Petr Štembera created a network –

an alternative to institutions – which secured his work the status of
art.50 Based on this interpretation it is possible to explain why he
counted his participation at events such as at the Californian exhibitions
and at the Warsaw international meeting ‘I AM’, or rather, the moment
when the network became a real part of the international art scene,
among the reasons he quit art.51 Even though Štembera worked con-
sciously with photographic documentation, he also held strongly to his
conviction that performance was capable of surviving outside of insti-
tutions and the market. He clearly refused to abandon the original idea
connected to the dematerialisation of art as outlined by Lucy Lippard in
an interview from 1969, where she highlighted the idea of creating an
‘alternative information network’ and the possibility of making inexpen-
sive exhibitions that could take place at several places around the world
at the same time.52 In the afterword to her book, written a few years
later, she is already much more sceptical and has to acknowledge that
‘whatever minor revolutions in communication have been achieved by
the process of dematerializing the object… art and artist in capitalist
society remain luxuries’.53 It is tempting to conclude that Štembera’s
decision to quit art shows the limits of artistic strategies. When he realised
how it felt to be a part of the international art scene (and possibly the inter-
national art market), he concluded it was better for him to stay in charge
of who he spoke to, what he showed, and how.54

The article is based on the author’s doctoral thesis, for which she received financial
support from the Institutional Support fund of the Academy of Arts, Architecture
and Design in Prague. See Hana Buddeus, Zobrazení bez reprodukce? Fotografie a per-
formance v českém ume ̌ní sedmdesátých let 20. století (Representation without Repro-
duction? Photography and Performance in Czech Art of the 1970s), UMPRUM, Praha,
2017. I am indebted to my thesis supervisor Karel Císar ̌ for his support, valuable com-
ments and friendly advice. I am also grateful to all the organisers, speakers and audience
of the conference ‘Contested Spheres: Actually Existing Artworlds under Socialism’
(Kassák Museum, Budapest, 27–28 May 2016) for their feedback, Maja and Reuben
Fowkes in particular.
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Sigma Group

Negotiating New Spaces for Art

Alina Șerban

What art creates is no second world alongside the other world which
has an existence without art; what art creates is the world, made by
and for the artistic consciousness.

Konrad Fiedler1

If you navigate the history of Romanian art in the second half of the
twentieth-century, an analysis of the artist group Sigma, established
around 1969 in Timiso̦ara, a city in the western part of the country,
prompts in retrospect some of the most intriguing cultural coincidences
and questions for the re-examination of the inherited concept of art. At
the time, the group’s name became associated with an innovative analyti-
cal practice, pioneering, simultaneously with then-current international
debates, a scientific and research-based attitude which moved interest
from the medium condition of art toward alternative cognitive models
for understanding society and life. At the border of conceptual art,
Sigma’s work encompassed a range of aesthetic experiences and exper-
iments that interact with other contemporaneous artistic movements.2

At the same time, it imbricated various traditions of historical avant-
gardes with contemporary informational aesthetics, structuralist and
semiotic theories, adopting the belief that the street, city and urban
environment are not just ‘indirect givens of a reality independent’ of
art, but quite the opposite.3 According to art critic Octavian Barbosa,
‘the activity of the Sigma group… cannot in itself be judged as purely
artistic activity’.4 Overstepping the strict boundaries of the aesthetic
and preoccupied with the social meaning and finality of the artistic act
taken as a ‘dynamic structure [that acts] in ferment as a spiritual coagu-
lant in the socio-objective reality’,5 the members of Sigma came together
in this utopian project to trigger the social function of art, which led to
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the ‘development of new sensibilities and aptitudes… creative beha-
viours capable of intervening in the socio-human space’.6

The theoretical, scientific and constructivist principles that were at the
heart of Sigma’s practice speak of a radical turn away from an academic
understanding of the artistic process, away from the rigid formalist con-
ventions of defining art in socialist Romania. A significant role in delineat-
ing the group’s artistic paradigm was played by the progressive
pedagogical programme initiated in basic design education at Timiso̦ara
Arts Lyceum and the experiential learning environment stimulated there,
centred on a ‘process of thinking and understanding the genesis of
highly rigorous and at the same time free form’,7 on ‘introducing new
modalities of analysing the processes that generate visual signs and
research through comparison between the visual apparatus and techni-
cal-optical extensions of recording’.8 The overlaps between artistic prac-
tices and learning strategies, both in the activity of the group and in the
school curriculum, put forward a nurturing space for experimentation,
research and creativity, consequently provocative and self-reflective,
where the habitual hierarchies between educator and artist, teacher and
student, institutional space and informal space, authorial intentions and
socio-cultural context, became flexible. Thanks to the unusually
complex interplay between two authorial positions – that of the artist-
researcher and that of the artist-pedagogue – which were determinative
for the inner logic and dynamics of the group, Sigma provoked a unique
experiment in Romanian art education and contributed towards a specific
epistemic and exploratory stance in art which has been acknowledged
since its debut as one of the seminal moments of the Romanian neo-
avant-garde.

This article primarily sets out to provide a condensed examination of
the Sigma’s modus operandi and to trace its genealogies and lines of artis-
tic development between 1969 and 1978, years considered traditionally as
one of collective commitment. Acting under different historical circum-
stances that coincided with the demise of Soviet influence in Romania
and with a process of ‘rehabilitation’ of a nationalist-orientated ideology
that banked on the country’s technological measures of modernisation
and industrial growth, the group advocated a new objectivism in art
which aimed at producing synthetic propositions that would challenge
the spatial and perceptual experience of the viewer.

The discussion on how Sigma’s work negotiated the unexpected entan-
glements between ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ spaces, the cross-currents
between art, pedagogy and scientific theory, and the encounters between
various social milieus and intellectual practices, must restrict its gaze to
the particular forces at work enabled by the socialist realities in
Romania at that time. The particular socio-political space-time situation
from which the group emerged at the end of the 1960s was characterised
by the power succession of communist leader Nicolae Ceause̦scu and the
short-term international consolidation of his position due to the adoption
of an autonomous foreign policy and the earliest attempts to make the pol-
itical system open to reforms. The way in which this political space-time
construct came to be experienced, tackled and translated at the level of
different cultural and social registers can provide a productive lens
through which to trace the way Sigma succeeded in having a leading pos-
ition within the Romanian artistic milieu and enjoyed official encourage-
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consțientizare’ (Artistic
Education: A System of
Bringing to Awareness), Arta
9, 1979, p 25



ment for a short period of time, without being either ‘necessarily suppor-
tive of nor necessarily opposed to the values and ethics of socialism’.9 One
can invoke here Bakhtin’s theory of the chronotope that can be an illumi-
nating tool in mapping ‘the spatial and temporal embedding of human
action in order to offer a better understanding of how humans act in
their biotopes and semiospheres’.10 Thus, if we set out from the presump-
tion that ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ worlds were ‘nevertheless indissolu-
bly bound to each other and [found] themselves in continual mutual
interaction’11 and that ‘the supposed spatial and temporal linearity’ of
the socialist system ‘became de-territorialised from within’ by means of
specific forms of agency,12 considering the arguments of Alexei
Yurchak, then we may also inquire into Sigma’s art and learning pro-
gramme from the viewpoint of fluid interactions and mutual exchanges
that existed between more progressive attitudes in art and the regulated
framework of the official culture. The enthusiasm it aroused among
artists, writers and architects occurred at a specific historical time when
local cultural policies attempted to promote subjects that addressed the
latest developments in society (in industry, design, technology and
science). The brief normalising shift meant new possibilities for relatively
uncontrolled activities and niches for initiatives to manifest themselves in
varied micro-social registers, blurring the classical distinction between
official and alternative culture. In this respect, Sigma belongs to what
art historian Armin Medosch explains as ‘a climate of modernity devel-
oped in Latin-American, Western, Southern, and South-Eastern Europe
where a “constructive nexus” in arti was linked to a modernization
project in politics and social development’. This nexus ‘adopted the
visual vocabulary of modern art to formulate a “project”, a modernistic
projection of a utopian but attainable future’.13

Forming a network of cultural producers that met in their idealism and
utopian vision of a cybernetic future,14 Sigma’s new sensibility and model
of knowledge production responded to the dawn of a new era in industry,
science and technology in Romania, which proved to be a fertile ground
for testing their dreams and aspirations. The rich texture of ideas driven
by the intersection between art and information theories, between individ-
ual interests and common expectations, enabled the artists to pursue new
ways of thinking about art, society and the way in which mathematical
forms and structures determine our relations with the real world. Stimu-
lated by the belief that ‘interdisciplinary collaboration… becomes a
general problem of society’ and that it is important to ‘bridge the gulf
between science and art, between art and the consumer’,15 artists Ștefan
Bertalan, Constantin Flondor, Ioan Gaita, Elisei Rusu, Doru Tulcan and
mathematician Lucian Codreanu aimed to create ‘works of a non-indivi-
dualist, collective nature, social by definition, based on an aesthetic and
at the same time an ethic of participation, emanating from the group
and oriented toward the group’,16 an atypical strategy within the cultural
landscape of Romanian neo-avant-garde, where a limited number of artis-
tic groups existed compared with former Yugoslavia,17 Czechoslovakia or
Russia. Characteristic of the group was an interest in visual research,18

which involved an orientation toward interdisciplinarity (mathematics –
set theory, Pythagorean geometry – structuralism, semiotics, cybernetics,
bionics, physics and psychoanalysis), toward visual communication and
the relationship between perception and the field of knowledge, and
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toward a conscious exit from the gallery space in favour of environment-
type interventions engaged in the development of innovative pedagogical
methods and perception tests. Their collective presuppositions took the
form of mathematically-generated structures, objects and environments,
urban design projects and didactic actions in nature, analytical photo-
graphs and film experiments.

The community of artists was formed after the arrival in 1962 of Ber-
talan19 and Flondor20 – Sigma’s co-founders, visionary reformers and
main protagonists – as teachers at the Arts Lyceum in Timiso̦ara. In
1969 Gaita, Rusu and Tulcan joined the group after their appointment
as teachers at the Arts Lyceum. In the same year Flondor was nominated
director of the Lyceum where he remained until 1975. Codreanu, also an
associate there, named the group and chose the mathematic symbol Σ
(Sigma) to reflect the identity of the group.21 Sigma’s principles and pro-
gramme as revealed by Flondor in a later statement are to be found
already outlined in a text written by the artist in 1974 for Arhitectura
magazine, ‘Design Education in Romania’. It is important to observe
that the central questions of the pedagogical programme remain part of
the group’s cross-media experiments and the inner structure of their artis-
tic language: Flondor advances as a fundamental premise of Sigma’s artis-
tic practice the experience of group work, followed by the assimilation and
study of interdisciplinary subjects such as psychology, cybernetics,
bionics, mathematics and architecture. Flondor assigns as the group’s
task the study of means and ordering principles that lead to the articula-
tion of form, making use of various media from paper, cardboard and
wood to acrylic, glass, aluminium and synthetic fibres, and from
photography and film to actions in nature. The artists endeavoured to
introduce research as part of the process of visual thinking and interpret-
ation, also recognising the need to invest forms with functionality and to
convert them into messages.

Between 1964 and 1965 Bertalan and Flondor together with their col-
league Karola Fritz, begin to study and translate several texts fromGerman
including Paul Klee’s Pedagogical Sketchbook, The Thinking Eye and
Johannes Itten’s The Study of Colour (Kunst der Farbe, 1961), which
were essential in the conceptualisation of Sigma’s artistic and pedagogical
programme. Through artist Roman Cotosm̦an22 and writer Livius Ciocâr-
lie23 they became acquainted with the work of Julio Le Parc and the
Groupe de Recherche d’Art Visuel (GRAV), Nicolas Schöffer and cyber-
netic art, as well as with structuralism. Looking at the sources and refer-
ences that contributed to the articulation of Sigma’s new vision, we
should stress the legacy of the Bauhaus and its educational ideas, Victor
Vasarely and kinetic art, Richard Buckminster Fuller and Georg Kepes,
the work of Moscow-based group Dvizhenie, and of modernist architects
such as Walter Gropius and Richard Neutra. Contact with Georg Kepes
was achieved via a series of typed texts brought by Bertalan, and via the
book The New Landscape in Art and Science, which Gaita received
from the US.24 They moved closer to Buckminster Fuller’s thinking via
architectural books and the study of polyhedral forms, grids, and struc-
tural forms,25 and through exposure to the Romanian magazine, Estetica
industrială (Industrial Aesthetics).26 Buckminster Fuller was to fascinate
them ‘because he combines architecture with geometry and bionics
(nature)’.27 They were interested in the energetic-synergetic geometry of
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Ștefan Bertalan and
Constantin Flondor formed
the constructivist-kinetic
group 111.

23 It is important to add here
the particular intellectual
and scientific environment
which developed in
Timiso̦ara during the time,
a city that, according to
writer Adriana Babeti̦, is
marked out by a ‘border-
centric’ and multi-cultural
condition. The close
relationships between
various cultural fields



his structures and in finding a basic structural system for the natural
world.28 They were also familiar with Kenneth Snelson’s objects probing
the tension between rigid and flexible elements, which inspired them
when realising the work Structura elastică (Elastic Structure, 1970), a
spatial structure with tensions between curved steel bars and nylon
fibres, based on an octahedral.

Two events are important in defining the group’s programme. Firstly,
between 1964 and 1965 Bertalan and Flondor began to attend the Bionics
Circle of the Romanian psychiatrist Dr Eduard Pamfil at the psychiatric
hospital in Timiso̦ara, where around twenty people from various intellec-
tual circles and backgrounds gathered regularly to debate various theoreti-
cal texts on semiotics, cybernetics and psychoanalysis.29 An encyclopaedic
figure and a progressive thinker in psychological anthropology, Pamfil

Sigma Group, Ștefan Bertalan and the Elastic Structure, 1970, image: courtesy of the artists
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impacted the group’s visual research and stimulated their enthusiastic
involvement with education, becoming one of the close intellectual
friends of the group. Secondly, the short-term engagement of Bertalan
and Flondor in the Constructivist-kinetic group 111 between 1966 and
1969 and the invitation to participate in one of the important experimen-
tal exhibitions of that time, the Nuremberg Biennale in 1969, were essen-
tial for the subsequent development of Sigma.30 The shared background of
the group was the ‘investigation of the visual and the overcoming of a
crisis of language’.31 The 111 research and experiments manifested a
shared spirit ‘for being informed and informing’,32 for working methodi-
cally with constructive elements of an optical-kinetic order, experimenting
with ‘potential actions of structures in space’.33 The 111 projects aimed ‘to
form open systems of communication, aimed at an ambient space for inte-
grating the arts’.34 To this end, the artists set out to collaborate with engin-
eers, architects and scientists. Participation in the Konstruktive Kunst:
Elemente und Prinzipien, (Constructive Art: Elements and Principles)35

Biennale in Nuremberg spelled the end of the 111 group, when
Cotosm̦an remained in the West, and the birth of the Sigma group,
when Bertalan and Flondor returned to Romania.36 The new group was
to go beyond the optical-dynamic structures of the early years but
remained faithful to a number of constructivist principles and prospec-
tive-experimental methods that wagered on geometric exercise and the
study of natural forms in a bionic sense. Regarded as a turning point,
the Nuremberg Biennale offered the artists the opportunity to get con-
nected with the international art scene and its newest tendencies and to
encounter the historical works of Bauhaus, Russian Constructivism,
Suprematism and De Stijl. In attendance at the opening, Flondor
watched the installation of works by other artists and met with artists
Rafael Soto, Julio Le Parc and Waldemar Cordeiro.37

In what was almost ten years of activity of the Sigma group, we can dis-
tinguish two relatively distinct periods, which differ in working method,
but which also meet within the same analytical, neo-constructivist, delib-
erately geometrical paradigm of the grammar of forms that always func-
tion in conjunction with nature,38 with the study of the phenomena of
the real in the spirit of Da Vinci.39 Pencil, ballpoint, charcoal and
gouache sketches, photographs and films on the subject of the genesis
and becoming of form, of the study of plant structures and micro-struc-
tures, of movement in natural space remain a constant preoccupation of
the group. Nature is an existential invariable that generates the new and
which shares patterns and structures with artistic and architectural forms.

The first phase (1969–1974) corresponds with the involvement of the
artists in a process of reforming visual education, encompassing design
and environmental issues, which gave rise to the experimental basic
design programme at the Timiso̦ara Arts Lyceum, orientated towards
product design and collaboration with local industrial platforms. It was
a phase dominated by team work, by the study of theoretical texts and
the testing of mathematical theories, of the principles of articulating
objects in space proceeding from analysis of the multiple possible permu-
tations of elementary forms (line, circle, square, triangle), and taking into
account movement, light, tonal gradations, and the distortions of
objects.40 During this period the group aspired to realise urban design pro-
jects that would interrelate directly with the social, public space and which
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would be subject to the impulse of cybernetics. Such was the case of the
light-dynamic project Turnul informati̦onal (Informational Tower,
1969), designed in Timiso̦ara for the public space, ‘an urban-information
structural complex’,41 with multiple functions (urban electronic display,
accompanied by sound and lights), which at the same time is reminiscent
of Vladimir Tatlin’s tower, Schöffer’s cybernetic-light tower, and the
Galaxy (1967) public kinetic sculpture conceived by a member of the
Dvizhenie group, Francisco Infante.42 The ink drawing of the design
includes a series of notes on the group’s aesthetic working principles,
where the element represents the shaping principle of form via the math-
ematical algorithm and where visual research is based on new technologies
and scientific principles. Likewise, individual ideas were subject to collec-
tive engagement and continuous processing and development; the infor-
mation being the aesthetic measure with which the artist worked on the
street, in the town, in everyday space.

In 1970 the Arts Lyceum officially became an experimental art
institution, with the permission of the then Minister of Education

Sigma Group and the Informational Tower, Elisei Rusu and Ștefan Bertalan in the studio of Constantin Flondor during
1970s, image: courtesy of the artists
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(1970–1972), mathematician and diplomat Mircea Malita̦, after his visit
to Pavilionul C in Herăstrău in 1970, where the Timiso̦ara Arts Lyceum
presented the new curriculum.43 ‘This implied (the same as in the
Bauhaus) the maturation of academicism, the horizontalisation of
relations of communication between teachers and pupils, the continuous,
deontic oscillation between the inner experience of those who know and
provide and those who desire and find out.’44

The school curriculum closely followed the fundamental precepts of
the Bauhaus and consisted of two main sections: a preliminary course
with classes on the study of colour, art history, the construction of
form, drawing, photography, writing and the environment, and three
specialised classes: Advertising, Packaging, The Aesthetics of Useful
Forms (for glass and plastic, furniture and appliances). At the core of
the programme was the Grammar of Forms or the Study of Form and
Interdisciplinary Activities (where guest lecturers from various theoretical
fields were invited to teach; a permanent architectural class was also estab-
lished during the period). Furthermore, the school allowed students to test
the sustainability of their projects in collaboration with the local factories
and industrial platforms.45 Between 1970 and 1979 Sigma’s members
published their texts on topics and experiments carried out as part of
the pedagogical program in the magazines Arta, Arhitectura, Estetica
industrială, etc. The school programme was also officially presented in
both local and international contexts.46

The article published by Ștefan Bertalan in Arta sheds light on the
process-oriented approach to learning which encourages the independent
thinking of students.47 The text advocates a mix of pedagogical principles
which address the student as well as the teacher. Students were encouraged
to translate the creative thinking in the information-message and to structure
the visual signs according to a principle of order and to the demonstration of
a cognitive operation. Outlining that every basic element that serves to con-
struct the simplest structure represents a sign, the curriculum was directed
towards the genesis of form conceived not through mimesis, but through
mathematical thinking, with the operative structures, experiences and beha-
viours, the signs and patterns and their appearance, to be included in basic
instruction. Bertalan describes the thorough and interdisciplinary experience
of learning that every student has to commit to, subsequently announcing an
open educational model which places students and the teacher side-by-side,
and rejects the duplicitous attitude of the artist, who in his own studio takes
a different position to that of the educator.

Affected by the closure of the experimental school programme in 1974,
without any official explanation, and by the emergence of differences of
opinion within the group, the second phase (1974–1978) heralded new
directions in the individual practice of Sigma artists, without rejecting
their specific collaborations and joint participation in exhibitions. At the
same time, this phase reflects the consequences of a failure to make an
adaption between ‘the artists’ desire to conduct research and their actual
capacity to do so, between a programme orientated toward the most
advanced level of industrial production and the actual level of technical
execution of artwork’.48 Due to the fact that the social and cultural
codes became harsher49, artist Elisei Rusu decided to illegally leave the
country in 1978, fleeing to Greece, while Codreanu moved to Arad,
becoming director of the Electronic Computing Center. Flondor continued
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to collaborate occasionally with Doru Tulcan, while Ioan Gaita gave up
artistic practice for teaching, and Bertalan decided to leave Romania,
moving first to Sibiu in 1982 then to Germany in 1986.

Whilst the initial endeavours of the group in the first phase explored
the unity of form and function, the forms generated through mathematical
algorithm, such as cubes, polyhedrons, prisms, and the study of textures,
structures, microstructures and their various modes of combination/com-
paction, after 1974 there occurred a change and amplification in regard to
experimentation with the potential action of structures in space. Typical in
this respect were the Visual Ambient. Inflatable Structures projects pre-
sented on 13 December 1974 at the Bastion galleries in Timiso̦ara to

Visual Ambient. Inflatable Structures, 1974, UNESCO Fine Arts Week, Bastion Art Galleries Timiso̦ara, image: courtesy of
the artists, photographers: Doru Tulcan, Constantin Flondor
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mark UNESCO Fine Arts Week,50 and Multivision, displayed at the Arts
Lyceum as part of the ground-breaking exhibition ‘Studiul I’ (Study 1),
initiated by artist Paul Gherasim, in collaboration with artist Ion
Grigorescu and art historian Coriolan Babeti̦. The Inflatable Structures
ambient installation included a series of pneumatic tubular structures,
wooden bars and weather balloons onto which were simultaneously pro-
jected slides and the Joc cu baloane (Balloons Game) film (1974) by
Sigma,51 coloured lights, and a psychedelic sound installation created by
Adrian Ilica (then a pupil at the Arts Lyceum) which overlapped with
the sound of the children’s voices. Artist Iosif Kiraly, present at the
event, recounts the strong impact of that ‘multimedia spectacle’ aimed

Visual Ambient. Inflatable Structures, 1974, UNESCO Fine Arts Week, Bastion Art Galleries Timiso̦ara, image: courtesy of
the artists, photographers: Doru Tulcan, Constantin Flondor
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at all the senses, which was to change the ‘paradigm of understanding the
art object, shifting everything into a multi-dimensional reality’.52 At the
same time, Multivision, a multimedia installation for ten transparent
screens and two synchronised Super 8 projections, with a live sound per-
formance by Ilica, represented a compendium of the issues and themes
explored by Sigma, in which the artist takes on the position of a ‘construc-
tor of signals’, attempting to ‘attain the invisible, to read the impalp-
able’.53 Flondor wrote in his diary: ‘The plane (the screen) has become
insufficient. We wanted to use the air. Through visual reverberation
images become a medium. We find ourselves in the three-dimensional
presence of events, of lights, of movements and of thoughts.’54

Visual Ambient. Inflatable Structures, 1974, UNESCO Fine Arts Week, Bastion Art Galleries Timiso̦ara, image: courtesy of
the artists, photographers: Doru Tulcan, Constantin Flondor
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Ambient interests, participatory actions in space and in nature, began
to make themselves felt within the group and in individual works by the
artists. At the lyceum a new class was created, Visual Communication –

expanding the focus of learning toward semiotics, semantics, perception
studies and the artist/viewer relationship – reflecting a problematisation
of modes of seeing and the perception of space and image. Activities
dependent on photography and film became more important. Conse-
quently, Sigma members seized the opportunity of art camps,55 which pro-
fessors had to organise every summer, in order to extend their research
and questions. Various spatial and relational situations concerned with
nature placed the emphasis on the subjective relationship with space,
probing the perceptual and visual qualities of synthetic or natural
materials, analysing various natural forms and phenomena via various
media (analytical drawing, photography, film, happenings and ambient
installations). Space, water, vegetation, stones and air became elements
of painterly organisation with the help of sheets of plastic, wooden bars,
coloured strips, paints, etc.56 Focusing on experimentation and playful-
ness, they emphasised new creative relationships between forms, natural
phenomena (such as light, movement, sound and colour) and artificial
interventions (sometimes using found materials). Likewise, they capita-
lised on the ambivalence of gesture; between the recreational act and the
spatial experiment and between the pedagogical act and investigations
specific to the individual or the group. And not least, they highlight the
role of nature as a locus and object for a pedagogy of the image.

Constantin Flondor, Pedagogical Curricula: Nature as Partner. Făget, with the Students of the Timiso̦ara Art Lyceum, 1976,
image: courtesy of Constantin Flondor, photographer: Constantin Flondor
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Conclusion

The Sigma group came into being as an initiative based on friendship and
shared interests, but which had the capacity to consolidate the regimen of
its independent activities with the support of various social networks and
networks of cultural exchange, via which the official public sphere was
accommodated to the group’s themes and investigations. Tracing the
history of the group, both the Arts Lyceum and the natural environment
constituted second-order public settings, whose role was participatory
and experiential. These became the grounds for testing their ideas, for clar-
ifying or enlarging some of their questions and research, and for exhibiting
and producing their works.

As an exceptional case in the context of Romanian art, Sigma can
provide us with the substance for a deeper understanding of the way in
which dialogue between different strata of Romanian society functioned
under the real, existing socialism and how certain alternative networks
of artistic communication and production were integrated into the official
public realm. By succeeding in combining shared intellectual interests and
concerns, Sigma gave rise, albeit not in a programmatic way, to a commu-
nity based on affinities, collaboration, and collective research, deeply
influencing the ways in which generations of artists and architects
thought. At the same time, the history of Sigma problematises the
artists’ interest in occupying new territories of action and manifestation,

Constantin Flondor, Pedagogical Curricula: Nature as Partner. Făget, with the Students of the Timiso̦ara Art Lyceum, 1976,
image: courtesy of Constantin Flondor, photographer: Constantin Flondor
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black, against a dark-
medium, the space –
magnetic, energetic,
geometric or perspectival –
was likewise configured via
orthogonal or undulating
linear rhythms, and so on’;
Constantin Flondor, e-mail
to the author, 12 August
2016.

39 Bertalan reflecting on his
own practice, in words that
may also be extended to
Sigma as a whole, wrote in
1977: ‘my artistic thought
is, from simple passion,
more and more deeply,
oriented toward, among
other things, the laws that
govern the growth
processes of the living
world: how plants bud,
their development and
orientation, light/form,
organisation, overall
structure, and the relations
established between them,
form, as an invariable
continuum of the world,
statistically notated
through the media of



whether we are talking about the school, the open-air interventions and
actions in the city and in nature, or the intellectual gatherings grouped
around the studio of Flondor, the Arts Lyceum, and Dr Eduard Pamil’s
bionics circle.

Translated by Alistair Ian Blyth

Sigma Group with the Mobile Ensemble, Constantin Flondor, Ștefan Bertalan, Lucian
Codreanu and Elisei Rusu in the studio of Constantin Flondor during 1970s, image: courtesy
of the artists

drawing and photography’.
Quoted in Ileana Pintilie,
Ștefan Bertalan: Drumuri la
răscruce (Ștefan Bertalan:
Roads at the Crossroads),
Fundati̦a Triade,
Timiso̦ara, 2010, pp 134–
135. Ștefan Bertalan
transformed his own
garden into an artistic
medium, an area for
research (studying in
particular sunflowers,
apricot blossoms,
cauliflowers, and rushes).
His bionics studies took the
form of drawings, actions –
Am trăit 130 de zile cu o
plantă de floarea soarelui (I
Lived for 130 days With a
Sunflower Plant) at the
Kalinderu Gallery in 1979 –

photomontages –
Kinogramă a procesului
natural văzut prin lentilă
(Cinegramme of the
Natural Process Viewed
Through a Lens), 1978), –
and slide projections.

40 From 1972, Constantin
Flondor researched spatial
structures resulting from
the combination of
triangular and pentagonal
bars, seeking to discover
the minimum and
maximum number of bars
in the formation of a
nucleus and the
mathematical formula for
the relations between the
section of the bars
employed and the angle of
the juncture and the angle
of the mode of spatial
development. The artist’s
intuitive game was
mathematically validated
in his collaboration with
university professor Maria
Neumann, Timiso̦ara.

41 The model is made of welded wire,
aluminium discs, plexiglass bars, and a
helicoid aluminium ladder. The basic
plan is square (a tank of water), on
which is placed the structure of the
pyramid and the tower. Images of the
prototype were published in Arta 10–
12, 1971, p 75. Footage remained in the
possession of the artists from the
documentary film produced by Sahia
Film: Lungul drum al muncii către artă
(The Long Road of Labour to Art, Mirel
Iliesi̦u, 1976). Photographic documents
of the project were published in the
catalogue of the Romanian Art Today
festival exhibition organised by the

Richard Demarco Gallery in Edinburgh
in 1971.

42 See, David Crowley, The Art of
Cybernetic Communism, 13 September
2011, https://faktografia.com/2011/09/
13/the-art-of-cybernetic-communism/,
accessed 25 August 2016

43 The progressive educational ideas
taught at the Timiso̦ara Arts Lyceum
were extended at the School of
Architecture Timiso̦ara briefly by
Constantin Flondor (1971–1972) and
Ștefan Bertalan (1970–1981) – the
latter becoming a permanent professor

there, leading the Study of Form course
– and at the Electrotechnical Faculty
(1971–1972) by Lucian Codreanu and
Ioan Gaita, who taught the Aesthetics
of Useful Forms courses.

44 Dr Eduard Pamfil, text published in the
Lyceum’s 1984 anniversary leaflet.

45 Collaboration with the Elba factory,
Timiso̦ara, a manufacturer of light
fittings, 1972; design and urban
interventions in the Calea Buziasu̦lui
industrial platform, Timiso̦ara.

46 The experimental programme was
presented at the InSEA International
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Conference, Finland, 1971 (by
Constantin Flondor); International
Marketing Seminar, Timiso̦ara, 1972;
‘Technology of Instruction’ exhibition,
‘Ion Mincu’ Institute of Architecture,
Bucharest, 1972; FORM+ZWECK 3,
1973, pp 25–26; National Design
Seminar, Bucharest, 1974; ‘Industry-
Creation-Pedagogy’ exhibition,
Kalinderu gallery, Bucharest, 1978.
(Information compiled by Andreea
Flondor-Palade, daughter of artist
Constantin Flondor.)

47 Bertalan, ‘Fragmente dintr-un program
posibil’, op cit. The publication of
Bertalan’s article, alongside that of
Constantin Flondor in the same issue of
Arta magazine, ‘Armonia creati̦ei-
educati̦e’ (The Harmony of Creation-
Education), p 33, follows the first public
exhibition of Timiso̦ara Arts Lyceum in
Bucharest at Pavilion C in Herăstrău
Park. The two articles sum-up the
change of direction in artistic education
at Timiso̦ara Arts Lyceum and frame the
new approaches in art and pedagogy
provoked by Sigma, as totally immersed
in the study of the principles and laws
that govern the articulation of
structures, in the optical and bionic
analysis of forms, in a conscious
observation of the phenomena and
processes of creation, in an exploration
of the space between an object and its
environment. Based on a design
curriculum, Timiso̦ara lyceum was the
first to provide students between six and
eighteen years old with a basic
education directed towards the study of
forms. The programme was restructured
so that conventional painting, sculpture
or graphics classes were replaced with
two fundamental cycles which the
student had to follow during four years:
a) the basic design course and b) elective
specialisation. The first design
specialisation at university level was
founded in 1969 in Bucharest at the
Institute of Fine Arts ‘Nicolae
Grigorescu’ and in 1971 at the Institute
of Fine Arts ‘Ion Andreescu’, Cluj.

48 Armin Medosch, New Tendencies, op
cit, p 137

49 At the beginning of 1971, after
Ceause̦scu’s visits to China, North

Korea, Mongolia and Vietnam, and
after the proclamation of the July
Thesis, which compelled the population
to further ideological measures and
control, it became clear that life would
rapidly change. Free zones such as the
one that reunited art and science would
soon disappear. In 1973, the invitation
to organise a Sigma exhibition a year
later at Bergamo by Lorenzo Boggi, at
Centro Internazionale Arti Visive, was
declined by the President of the Fine
Artists’ Union (Uniunea Artisților
Plastici). The copy of the Romanian
translation of the official letter was
presented to the author by artist Ioan
Gaita.

50 At least formally, the work is
reminiscent of Large Pneumatic Object:
Environment with Variable Volume
created by Gruppo T at the Galleria
Pater in Milan in 1960.

51 Shot in the sports hall, the film captures
the artists’ children playing with the
balloons and plastic tubes, and is to a
certain extent, pointing to similarities in
the ‘Activities’ by Polish artists
KiewKulik. Game actions were a form
of self-directed study, ‘an exchange of
ideas and thought processes, in constant
interrelation: geometry, mathematics,
physics – light, movement, colours,
sounds’; Bertalan, op cit.

52 See bewhere the city!, http://www.
bewhere.ro/arta/iosif-kir-ly-
happeningul-grupului-sigma-3356/,
accessed 15 December 2016.

53 Constantin Flondor, e-mail to the
author, 18 February 2016

54 Flondor, Ibid, p 72

55 Actions as part of summer practice in
collaboration with students included:
Nature as a Sign of a New Attitude.
Water and Sand. Water and Stone.
Wind and Tree, co-ordinated by Elena
and Doru Tulcan, Strungari, (1975);
Nature as Partner: Variable Structures
Related to Natural Factors, Sun, Wind,
Water, run by Constantin Flondor,
Făget, 1976. (Analogy between geodesic
domes and natural structures, namely
radiolarians); Time: Event,
Transformation, Movement, headed by

Constantin Flondor, Moldovita̦, 1977.
Ștefan Bertalan participated with a series
of actions with torches and candles, with
hayricks; A Creative Sunday:
Performance for Park Audience,
Timiso̦ara, 1977, together with second-
year architecture students, co-ordinated
by Ștefan Bertalan; Leonardo: Public
Performance in Central Park,
Timiso̦ara, 1978, with second-year
architecture students, co-ordinated by
Ștefan Bertalan (spatial transposition of
Leonardo’s precepts); Study of Image as
Event, headed by Rodica Banciu, Ioan
Gaita, Margina, 1979; Sky-Earth
Relation, headed by Constantin
Flondor, Gurahont,̦ 1981 (subjective
perception of the relation: I/earth/
clouds/sky). During the art camps, the
artists produced individual
interventions: Doru Tulcan, Mesțerul
Manole (Master Manole), Strungari,
1975; Constantin Flondor, Solarogramă
(Solarogram), Făget, 1976.

56 The Super 8 film Acti̦une la Timis ̦
(Action at Timis ̦ River), 1976,
documents the artists’ collaborative
actions in the natural environment using
coloured synthetic materials (found and
collected by artists from local industrial
platforms). Further individual
interventions – Constantin Flondor,
Ţesătură efemeră (Ephemeral Web) at
the Deia Forrest, Ștefan Bertalan
Membrane: Datura stramonium
(Membranes. Datura stramonium, the
Green Forrest (1976), Bertalan’s actions
at Timis ̦ river (1974–1976) – reveal the
nature as a surface on which the artists
extend their research, not in a bodily
manner, but by testing the frame, the
space, the textures and their
relationships. From this perspective
Sigma belongs to a group of early
Eastern European artists that undertook
actions in nature, examined by art
historian Maja Fowkes in her study,
pointing to the involvement with
‘“painterly elements” outside the gallery
space’, the ‘perception of artworks as
dematerialised acts of creation’ which
express a critique of the ‘status of a
finished art object’. Maja Fowkes, The
Green Bloc: Neo-avant-garde Art and
Ecology under Socialism, Central
European University Press, Budapest,
2015, pp 209–211.

499

http://www.bewhere.ro/arta/iosif-kir-ly-happeningul-grupului-sigma-3356/
http://www.bewhere.ro/arta/iosif-kir-ly-happeningul-grupului-sigma-3356/
http://www.bewhere.ro/arta/iosif-kir-ly-happeningul-grupului-sigma-3356/


The Dictator Visits the Studio

The Vlora Independence Monument and
the Politics of Socialist

Albanian Sculpture, 1962–1972

Raino Isto

Introduction

On 9 August 2013 an article appeared in the Albanian newspaper
Mapo with the title ‘Enver Hoxha, the True Originator of the Indepen-
dence Monument in Vlora’. The article’s subheading proclaimed, ‘For
the first time, the letter written by Enver Hoxha to sculptors Kristaq
Rama, Shaban Hadëri, and Muntas Dhrami, describing how the Inde-
pendence Monument should be realised, has been uncovered. The dicta-
tor intervened to overshadow the figure of Ismail Qemali and falsify
history.’1 A brief contextualisation followed, accompanied by a note
that the exchange could be found in Albania’s Central State Archive,
together with the text of two letters: an open letter from socialist Alba-
nia’s dictator Enver Hoxha to the sculptors and a response from the
artists (dated 26 June and 10 July 1969, respectively). This was by
no means ‘the first time’ these letters had been discovered: they had
both been published on the front page of the weekly cultural periodical
Drita (The Light) in July of 1969.2 Subsequently, the exchange between
dictator and sculptors was cited in numerous articles and conference
papers during Albania’s socialist period, and Hoxha’s letter was col-
lected in a volume of his writings on literature and art.3 Despite its mis-
leading character – its claim to have discovered a secret history that was
not secret at all, but in fact overt – the Mapo article is invaluable
because it indicates the intricate network of anxieties that characterise
contemporary attempts to understand the ways that art, politics and
history were interwoven in socialist Albania. Specifically, the
Mapo article raises questions about the kind of history that was being
constructed during Albanian socialism, who was constructing it, and
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1 Aida Tuci, ‘Enver Hoxha,
Ideatori i Vërtetë i
Monumentit të Pavarësisë në
Vlorë’, Mapo, 8 August
2013. All translations from
Albanian to English are by
the author, unless otherwise
noted.

2 See Enver Hoxha, ‘Në gurrën
e pashtershme e jetëdhënëse
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Tirana, 1977, pp 297–301

http://www.tandfonline.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09528822.2018.1518684&domain=pdf


how artistic practices were intended to contribute to the narration of
that history.

The Mapo article appeared less than a year after the one hundredth
anniversary of Albanian independence from the Ottoman Empire (on 28
November 2012), an anniversary that included extravagant festivities in
the southern port city of Vlora, where national independence had first
been declared in 1912. The locus of these festivities was Flag Square,
Vlora’s central plaza, a public space dominated by the seventeen-metre-
tall bronze Independence Monument. The sculpture depicts Ismail
Qemali, the Ottoman statesman who headed the assembly that first
announced Albania’s independence, flanked by a collection of representa-
tives of different cultural and geographic groups, as well as a figure repre-
senting an intellectual from the period of the Albanian National
Awakening. Rising behind this group is a towering boulder, on top of
which stands the massive figure of a flag-bearer, holding aloft the stream-
ing flag of the Albanian nation, with its double-headed eagle. The monu-
ment – first officially commissioned in 1962, but not inaugurated until
1972 – has long been a touristic landmark and source of national pride,
both for the decisive moment it depicts and for its aesthetic qualities.

There is a great deal to be gleaned from the way history is visualised in
the sculpture, and in particular from the way it balances the role of the
heroic individual (Ismail Qemali) with the role of the collective (the
geographically diverse milieu surrounding Qemali). This navigation
between the individual and the collective as agents of history, however,
was also an important aspect of the Vlora IndependenceMonument’s con-
ceptualisation and creation. In other words, the Vlora Monument is sig-
nificant not so much for the way it represents history (in this aspect it is
quite similar to many other nationalist monuments created since the late
nineteenth century across Europe), but for the way the process of its pro-
duction modelled the collective effort that supposedly characterised the
building of Albanian socialism. As the Mapo article would have it,
Enver Hoxha’s intervention in the monument’s realisation was primarily
an attempt to obscure Qemali’s role in creating an independent Albanian
state, presumably in order to elevate the perceived relative significance of
Hoxha’s socialist state as the agent responsible for consolidating and nar-
rating a shared Albanian history. In fact, the situation was far more
complex: the exchange of letters, which followed a visit Hoxha made to
the sculptors’ studio in the summer of 1969, modelled both the artistic
process and history itself as collective endeavours. The publication of
Hoxha’s letter marked the first time that the Albanian dictator’s aesthetic
commentary and participation in the creative processes of state artists was
made public, and in the ensuing years it was held up as an example of the
dictator’s concern with the importance of art, as well as his guiding role as
cultural critic.

My purpose in this article is to examine the way this exchange of
letters – and the studio visit that it made the public aware of – functioned
to shape the perception of art’s relationship to political power in socialist
Albania. I explore the kinds of agency that were attributed to the dictator,
to state sculptors and to the monumental work of art, and consider how
the narrative surrounding the exchange of letters served to conceptualise
the process of creating art in socialist conditions as inherently collabora-
tive. Finally, I consider the way this collaborative model of agency was
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Unidentified photographer, ‘Through collective work, our sculptors often realize works of value to immortalize the major
historical events of the Albanian people’, 1969, photo published in: Shqipëria Socialiste Marshon, Tirana, 1969, p 178
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metaphorically extended to history more broadly, and the ways the social-
ist present in Albania was framed as the paradigmatic field in which
history could be not only represented but also simultaneously enacted in
the creation of works of art. Monuments – as artworks that almost necess-
arily involved co-operation between commissioning committees, groups of
sculptors and architects – were sites where the collective and collaborative
character of both building socialism and framing socialist history could be
emphasised by official discourses. In the current study, I take the Vlora
Independence Monument as a key example of the way socialist monu-
ments staged the collective construction of both past and present.4

Beginnings of a Monument

Let us begin by considering a 1969 photograph showing Albanian sculp-
tors Kristaq Rama (1932–1998), Muntas Dhrami (b 1936) and Shaban
Hadëri (1928–2010) engaged in discussion regarding an early model of
the Vlora Independence Monument. The image appeared in the photo-
book Shqipëria Socialiste Marshon (Socialist Albania on the March) –

also published in 1969 – where its accompanying descriptive caption
read: ‘Through collective work, our sculptors often realise works of
value to immortalise the major historical events of the Albanian
people.’5 The clarity of the photograph’s visual rhetoric is striking:6

against an almost completely blank backdrop of a beige studio wall, the
dark clay of the model rises to a sharp point that just breaks the top
edge of the photo. Arranged in a semi-circle, the bodies of the three sculp-
tors bracket the monument’s base: Dhrami at the centre and Hadëri to the
right look on as Rama, on the left, leans forward intently and articulates
his speech with an extended hand. The photo captures his gesture at the
precise moment when his hand overlays the aggressively worked clay of
the model’s base, suggesting the transformation of the artists’ thought
and discourse into material form. The trio of sculptors is balanced by a tri-
partite distribution of the monument itself, which in fact appears in three
articulations: two smaller models located at the level of the artists and the
larger version towering above their heads. Furthermore, the way the sculp-
tors are grouped horizontally around the base of the model finds a parallel
in the grouping of figures in the monument itself, surrounding the flag and
flagpole that draws the composition towards its apex. Above all else then,
the photograph weaves together the strands and stages of socialist Alba-
nian history and shows this history as a collective event: the present, the
sculptors grouped in dialogue, becomes the ground from which
the collectivity of past experience achieves clarity, form and metaphysical
significance.

The photograph was probably taken prior to Hoxha’s visit to the
sculptors’ studio, but in the wake of that visit, it becomes difficult not to
read the artists’ engaged conversation as a discussion of the dictator’s aes-
thetic and ideological suggestions (which I will describe in greater detail
below).7 In either case, however, the photograph reveals the importance
of co-operative effort in representing the past. Such collective work
became essential to the socialist Albanian cultural industry in the second
half of the 1960s, when the country experienced a frenzy of memorialisa-
tion aimed at consolidating a shared national historical consciousness.

4

4 In this aspect, the present
study differs from a number
of other studies on
monuments in socialist and
totalitarian regimes, too
numerous to list here. The
current study is primarily
concerned with charting the
ways that different kinds of
collaboration both amongst
artists, and between the state
(and the dictator) and artists,
were framed to
metaphorically represent the
kind of co-operative
engagement that supposedly
also characterised the
ongoing construction of the
socialist present.

5 Shqipëria Socialiste
Marshon, Shtëpia Botonjëse
Naim Frashëri, Tirana,
1969, p 13, translation in
original.

6 This clarity also suggests that
the photograph was staged,
as were many such
photographs appearing in
official photo books and
periodicals under socialism.

7 Muntas Dhrami,
conversation with the
author, August 2016



During these years, as artist and critic Kujtim Buza would write in 1973,
socialist Albania’s landscape would be transformed into ‘a landscape of
stone, of marble, a landscape of bronze’.8 The country witnessed a pro-
liferation of monuments to counter their relative absence in the Albanian
territory prior to the socialist years. This prior absence of monuments can
no doubt in part be attributed to the relative political instability of the
region in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: the infrastruc-
ture and resources necessary for large-scale monumental projects were
simply not available, or were devoted primarily to creating a modern
urban architectural environment. Thus, it was not until well into the
socialist period in Albania that monuments (which often served as loca-
lised architectural interventions into rural areas, symbolically creating a
‘modernised’ urban space without the need for larger-scale transform-
ation) were profusely produced.9

The inception of the Vlora IndependenceMonument predates the surge
in monumental construction of the late 1960s. The initial commission in
1962 coincided with the fiftieth anniversary of independence from the
Ottoman Empire and the first plans for the work were significantly differ-
ent than the sculpture that was finally inaugurated ten years later. The
most detailed plan for the first version of the project was put forward
by Odhise Paskali (1903–1985), one of the few sculptors who had realised
works of a monumental scale in Albania prior to the socialist period.
Paskali belonged to an older generation of artists than those who, in the
early 1960s, were just returning from training at the Ilya Repin Leningrad
Institute for Painting, Sculpture and Architecture – the artists who would
help establish the forms of Socialist Realism that subsequently character-
ised artistic production in Albania in the late 1980s. Paskali – trained in
Turin in the 1920s – proposed an entire monumental complex that was
essentially neoclassical in character: a central stone statue of Albania per-
sonified as a mother-warrior, holding aloft a flag in one hand and dangling
a golden garland in the other, was to be surrounded by three separate
groups of warriors.10 These groups would represent: 1) the politicians,
intellectuals, and militants associated with the Albanian National Awa-
kening, including Ismail Qemali; 2) the soldiers who fought in the 1920
Vlora War against Italian forces; and 3) the soldiers who fought in the
National Liberation War, the struggle to free the Albanian territory
from fascist forces during World War II.

Although many aspects of Paskali’s concept for the monument would
survive in the version ultimately realised, it appears that Paskali himself
was never contracted to work on the project. Instead, in 1963, the
Central Committee of the Politburo announced an open competition for
proposals for the monument,11 and finally in the middle of 1965 the Polit-
buro approved a concept put forward by Kristaq Rama, Shaban Hadëri,
and Muntas Dhrami.12 The sculptors were contracted to complete the
monument within three years. One condition of this contract, however,
was the construction of a centralised studio space in Tirana for the
purpose of national monumental construction – a fact that reveals the
lack of an infrastructure necessary to the construction of monumental
sculpture prior to that point. The construction of the new studio was
also delayed, and in 1967 the sculptors agreed to complete the Indepen-
dence Monument by the close of the year 1969 – the year that marked
the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Partisan victory over fascist forces

5

8 Kujtim Buza, Kleanthi
Dedi, and Dhimitraq
Trebicka, eds, Përmendore
të Heroizmit Shqiptar,
Shtëpia Qëndrore e
Ushtrisë Popullore, Tirana,
1973

9 On this topic, see the state-
produced documentary
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minutes, 1984–1986),
written by Viktor Gjika
and directed by Esat Ibro;
see: http://
departmentofeagles.org/
tag/viktor-gjika/. For an
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Punctum Books,
New York, 2015,
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(Central State Archives,
Tirana; hereafter AQSh), f
490, v 1962, d 992, fl 4–34.

11 Ibid, AQSh, f 490, v 1963,
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12 Ibid, AQSh, f 490, v 1967,
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and Albania’s subsequent liberation.13 However, 1969 would ultimately
mark not the completion of the Vlora Independence Monument but
instead the aesthetic and ideological re-evaluation of the monument’s
significance in the wake of Enver Hoxha’s visit to the sculptors’ studio
and his comments upon their labours.

The Albanian Cultural Revolution,
Monumental Sculpture and
Collective Artistic Production

To better understand the significance of the collective labour of the three
sculptors and the significance of the dictator’s visit to their studio, we
must understand the political and cultural situation in socialist Albania
leading up to 1969. As noted above, these years saw the beginning of a
period of heightened industry involved in the construction of monumental
sculpture. This commemorative surge – which lasted well into the 1970s –
formed part of Enver Hoxha’s own Cultural Revolution, partially carried
out in conjunction with Mao’s, primarily between 1966 and 1969.14 The
1960s were a tumultuous period in the country’s international relations:
at the beginning of the decade, Albania broke off relations with Nikita
Khrushchev’s Soviet Union and gradually shifted towards an alliance
with the People’s Republic of China. This alliance made it logical for
Hoxha to look to Mao’s policies as a model for socialist development,
but the character of the Cultural Revolution that took place in Albania
was markedly different from that of China.15 Hoxha viewed the transform-
ation of China’s politics and culture beginning in 1966 with concern: to
him, Mao’s Cultural Revolution was too frenzied, too potentially danger-
ous to merit imitation; a more controlled, top-down method seemed
prudent.16While Hoxha ultimately lent vocal support to the changes occur-
ring in China, the Albanian Cultural Revolution was characterised by a
greater consolidation of state power and national consciousness, coupled
with a decidedly different version of the personality cult.

At the Fifth Congress of the Albanian Party of Labour in 1966, Hoxha
outlined his model for ‘the deepening of the ideological and cultural revo-
lution’.17 The ‘further revolutionisation of life in the country’would mani-
fest itself in many ways. The ensuing years witnessed an intensification of
Hoxha’s anti-religious policies – especially vis-à-vis the Catholic tribes in
the north of Albania, whose loyalty to familial ties presented an ongoing
challenge to centralised governmental control.18 At the same time, the
construction of a civil religion centred on the national hero Skanderbeg
began, and this civil religion in turn established a link between Skander-
beg’s alleged role as medieval unifier of the Albanian people (against the
Ottomans) and Hoxha’s socialist state.19 (In this and other ways,
Hoxha’s cult of personality was constructed obliquely, by first establishing
other national heroes such as Skanderbeg and Ismail Qemali, and sub-
sequently associating Hoxha’s role with theirs.) The year 1966 saw the
inauguration of the Palace of Culture in Tirana, home to the National
Theatre of Opera and Ballet and the National Library, and the number
and diversity of newspapers in the country started to increase,
with local publications overseen by regional Party committees beginning
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17 It is significant that the
language used treated the
policies as a continuation, a
‘deepening’, rather than an
absolute break. Hoxha,
Mbi Letërsinë dhe artin, op
cit, p 241.
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History, I B Tauris, London
andNewYork, 2014, p 197
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publication.20 The final years of the 1960s also saw the publication of the
first volumes of Enver Hoxha’s collected works – a set of writings that
would eventually stretch to seventy volumes and would become the
single most important reference point for all published criticism and analy-
sis in the later years of Albanian socialism.21

Hoxha’s own writings on the arts in particular seem to indicate,
however, that he was not primarily interested in directly participating in
culture. Many of his writings on art and literature (including those from
the period of the Cultural Revolution) are quite general,22 and only in a
few specific cases (such as that of the Vlora Monument) did he make con-
crete suggestions. However, it is clear that Hoxha nevertheless consider it
necessary for his involvement in artistic and cultural matters to become
public, even if he himself did not emphasise his own artistic sensibilities,
and there is documentation of other cases in which his artistic preferences
shaped public commissions.23

It is difficult to assess the full impact of the – at least partially-shared –

Cultural Revolution on the development of the arts in Albania.24 Many
Albanian artists travelled as part of cultural delegations to China and
other Asian countries (although such visits began far in advance of the
Cultural Revolution). Exhibitions of art from China and Korea toured
to Albania (including a replica of the massive sculptural ensemble The
Rent Collection Courtyard, 1965), and Albanian artists such as Andon
Kuqali, Andrea Mano, and Foto Stamo drew on their experiences of
China to represent the landscapes and working classes of that socialist
nation for Albanian audiences. What is clear, however, is that cultural
exchanges during this period allowed Albania to solidify a position as
the last truly socialist nation in Europe (holding out against various
‘revisionist’ neighbouring states), while at the same time attempting to
create a socialist art that would be both nationally specific and globally
accessible.25

Above all else, the model for the arts developed during the Cultural
Revolution in Albania was intended to be popular in character and
appeal.26 As Hoxha asserted,

Our socialist art and culture must base themselves firmly upon our ances-
tral homeland, upon our miraculous people; they must spring forth from
the people and be fully in their service, be clear and understandable to
them but not in the least ‘banal and without ideas’. The Party supports
artistic and cultural production in which deeply ideological content and
expansive, popular inspiration are brought into harmony with an
elevated artistic form: [artistic and cultural production] that touches the
feelings and hearts of the people, and inspires and motivates them to do
great things.27

It seems clear, however, that artistic production was not meant to relate to
the masses solely through its content. The process of artistic production
was also supposed to mirror the collective efforts that the socialist
populace was purportedly undertaking, and such collectivity was ideally
manifest in the creation of monumental sculpture. By 1970, Kujtim
Buza would survey the plethora of public art projects (chiefly sculptural
and architectural) at the time, and write that ‘nearly all of our sculptors,
no matter their age, have joined together to form collectives’.28 While
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Buza’s assessment may be exaggerated, his observation indicates the shift
taking place in creative work during the period of increased monumental
construction – a shift that the 1969 photograph of the ‘Monumental Trio’
(as Rama, Hadëri, and Dhrami came to be called) at work on the Indepen-
dence Monument demonstrates quite succinctly.

Many of the major monuments produced in the country during the late
1960s and 1970s were the work of multiple sculptors (to say nothing of
the collaboration with architects in designing the environments for the
installation of the sculptures), including the equestrian statue of Skander-
beg in the main square of Tirana (the work of Odhise Paskali, Janaq Paço,
and Andrea Mano, inaugurated in 1968) and the Four Heroines of
Mirdita in Rrëshen (the work of Andrea Mano, Perikli Çuli, Fuat
Dushku, and Dhimo Gogollari, inaugurated in 1971).29 The collaborative
aspect of monument-building in socialist Albania served both a practical
and an ideological function. Multiple sculptors were often necessary to
complete the works in time for the established inauguration dates and
artistic collectives allowed younger sculptors to work with older, more
experienced ones.30 The collective character of the creative process was
also seen as vital for the development of artists as creative individuals in
the course of building socialism. Collaboration allowed for group discus-
sions of artworks – considered to unlock their full aesthetic-didactic
potential – and co-operative work in the studio facilitated the exchange
of both experience and ideas out of which individual artistic styles
were able ‘to crystallize’.31 At the same time, collaborative artistic
effort assured that individual style did not transform into individualism
or intellectualism.32

This conflict, between the artist’s individuality as evidence of social-
ism’s cultural fecundity and the drive to model a collectivised mode of
artistic creation, was never fully resolved in socialist Albania. Albania
never really saw, for example, the kind of mass cultural production
characteristic of Mao’s China, although the move towards collective artis-
tic processes in the late 1960s might certainly be seen as a response to
Mao’s Cultural Revolution. Thus, there was always a degree of tension
between the concept of collaboration – implying individual subjects
joining together in the work of creation – and that of an achieved artistic
collectivity, in which such individuals would cease to matter as individ-
uals. Thus, although ‘collective’ creative work was repeatedly celebrated
in official discourse, the individual and indeed elite status of artists was
retained both practically and to a degree ideologically.33 However, the
imperative to collaborate and to study ‘popular’ sources of culture
attempted (in a way analogous to some of the changes in artistic practices
in Maoist China) to place artists in direct contact with social groups with
whom they would not otherwise interact.

By 1969, Rama, Hadëri, and Dhrami were the paradigmatic artistic
collective in Albania. Together, they had achieved notoriety as prolific
and popular sculptors; indeed, their collective success was such that the
three were caricatured as a monument by cartoonist Bujar Kapexhiu in
a 1969 issue of Drita. All three first studied in the Jordan Misja artistic
lyceum in Tirana and later (as was common for artists in Albania
during the 1950s and early 1960s, prior to the break with the Soviet
Union) in the Ilya Repin Institute in Leningrad. Upon returning to
Albania, Rama worked first as an superintendent for the Ministry of
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Art and Culture, then as Director of the National Gallery of Arts (in
1960), and later as a director in the Ministry of Art and Culture (in
1966).34 Hadëri and Dhrami both returned from Russia to work as pro-
fessors of sculpture in the Institute of the Arts in Tirana. During the late
1960s and early 1970s, the Monumental Trio was at work not only on
the Vlora Independence Monument, but also on the Mother Albania
monument destined for the Cemetery of the Martyrs of the Nation in
Tirana (also inaugurated in 1972), the Monument to 1920 near Vlora
(inaugurated in 1970), and a monumental relief on the façade of the
Prime Minister’s residency (completed in 1974).35 The event that
fully solidified the significance of the Monumental Trio’s position in
socialist Albanian art history, however, came with Enver Hoxha’s visit
to their studio.

The Letters

The genesis of the Vlora IndependenceMonument established that the col-
laborative aspect of monumental industry did not occur only between
artists. Enver Hoxha visited the sculptors’ studio in the summer of
1969, and the subsequent exchange of open letters between Hoxha and
the artists established the paradigmatic involvement of the dictator in cul-
tural affairs, assigning him a role that hovered between enlightened bene-
factor and educated critic. Hoxha’s intervention in the Vlora monument’s
creation was highly strategic: it not only clearly established the meanings
the monument would have upon completion, but it also contributed to
Hoxha’s own transformation from military leader into a figure of intellec-
tual and socio-cultural authority. As Albania entered the 1970s, Hoxha
would wield this authority more aggressively, eventually declaring war
on all ‘foreign influences’ in Albanian culture in 1973.36 However, he
also used this authority to establish himself as the leader of a culturally
and historically unified people, not merely of a politically delineated
state. Coming as it did at a key moment in the political, cultural, and
social transformation of socialist Albania, Hoxha’s letter to the Monu-
mental Trio paradoxically indicated both the ‘correct’ interpretation of
national history and the degree to which the interpretation of that
history was still an open question. Put differently, Hoxha’s observations
to the sculptors prescribed a set of meanings that the monument was
intended to convey, but in so doing it also indicated that those meanings
were not self-evident, that collaboration and discussion were necessary
between artists, the state and the people in order to fully comprehend
(and to make) history.

Hoxha made several things clear in his letter. First, he insisted that the
Vlora monument should present not merely the events surrounding the
Albanian Declaration of Independence in 1912, but the entire history of
the Albanian people’s struggle against ‘centuries-long enslavement and
[against] every impediment’ to national unity. Second, he emphasised
that this historical synthesis should be embodied in an image of ceaseless
and violent forward motion: he wrote, ‘The whole ensemble of the monu-
ment should be on the attack, so that the figures that make it up are not in
static positions… independence must be protected, the war must be con-
tinued, the revolution must rise.’ As a result of these two suggestions,
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Hoxha argued that the monument should present a clear connection
between the moment of independence and the ongoing project of Albanian
socialism: ‘In it we would see our own revolution moving forward, rising
up. The people’s imagination should see, in the work you will create, that
which [they] realised in the glorious National Liberation War, that which
[they are] realising today in the building of socialism.’ Additionally, and
perhaps most significantly, he commented on the role of Ismail Qemali
as it appeared in the sculpture: ‘I agree with you that the figure of Ismail
Qemali should be the central figure, as you have made him, but from
the entire ensemble it should be clear that his act is a consequence of the
legendary struggle of the people.’37 That is, Hoxha desired the Indepen-
dence Monument to reflect not only the past as history but also the
present as history, and that history was meant to be a collectively
popular one; if heroes emerged in this history, they emerged out of the
kind of communal effort that characterised the creation of the monument
itself, as an exemplary instance of socialist labour.

Hoxha made other concrete suggestions regarding both form and
content in his letter, most of which were integrated into the finalised
version of the monument. He lamented the absence of a representative
figure from the period of the Albanian National Awakening, a movement
of intellectual and nationalist consolidation that Hoxha clearly wished to
establish as a parallel to his own administration.38 He also noted that the
degree to which the artists had attempted to represent the specific clothing
of fighters from different ethnographic regions within Albania, but
suggested that the figures should be more generalised in their appearance,
since – as he put it – war cast aside the need for costumes and finery.
Finally, he remarked upon the flag’s rather crestfallen character,
suggesting the need for a more dynamic form.

In their letter of response – published on the front page of the same
issue of Drita in which Hoxha’s letter appeared – Rama, Hadëri, and
Dhrami for the most part accepted Hoxha’s suggestions regarding the
monument’s content. The sculptors’ letter indicates, in many ways, both
the possibilities open to and the limitations constraining artists in socialist
Albania. On the one hand, the sculptors take issue with none of Hoxha’s
observations. They praise his incisive sense of both aesthetics andMarxist-
Leninist history and describe at length the inspiration that his letter
instilled amongst themselves and their colleagues. In short, the letter of
response would appear to confirm that the artists themselves had little
or no agency in the creation of the monument, that their work was sud-
denly effaced by the dictator’s intervention. However, this interpretation
ignores the degree to which the publication of the two letters places the
emphasis precisely on the dialogic character of the creative process, the
need for discussion and exchange, for debate about history and its
proper representation. The dictator’s letter published alone would have
meant something quite different.

Furthermore, the changes to the monument that Hoxha proposed by
no means fully encompass the changes that the sculptors subsequently
carried out. First of all, the final monument in fact increases the number
of warriors dressed in recognisable (though still generalised) costumes
that locate them in various different ethnographic regions within or adja-
cent to Albania’s national boundaries under socialism. As sculptor Hektor
Dule – a colleague of the Monumental Trio – wrote,39 the four warriors
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flanking Qemali appeared to represent a malësor (a resident of the moun-
tainous regions of northern Albania and Kosovo, known to Albanians as
Gegënia), amyzeqar (a resident of the region of southwest-central Albania
once known as Myzeqeja, around present-day Fier and Lushnja), a lab (a
resident of Labëria, a region in the south of Albania stretching between
present-day Vlora south to Saranda and east to the Vjosa river), and a
tosk (a resident of Toskëria, a historical region in southeastern Albania,
east of Myzeqeja and Labëria and south of the Shkumbin River). Thus,
the sculptors in fact heightened the ‘popular’ character of the figures in
the monument, at once fulfilling Hoxha’s call for an art based upon
direct contact with the people and in a sense rejecting his preference for
a generalised image of historical Albanian fighters for independence.

Indeed, perhaps the most fundamental change to the model involved
the flag form at the centre of the monumental ensemble, a change that
affected not only the composition but the meaning of the work as well.
In their letter, the sculptors emphasised that one of the most salient
pieces of advice the dictator had given had been that regarding the need
for the monument’s contemporaneity. They wrote,

[Our] subject also always calls not only for deep historic truthfulness but
also a solid connection to the present. Precisely in this connection
between the subject of history and that of today, we artists sometimes
have difficulties, since we may present the highest achievements of
various periods of history as if they were disconnected from [our] present.40

To bridge the abyss between history and the present, the sculptors ulti-
mately transformed the crestfallen flag into a sharp upward protrusion
of the stony base, crowning this vertical element with a flagbearer – a
youth representing the ‘New Man’ of socialist Albania.41 In this way,
the sculptors satisfied both the monument’s historical character and the
requirement that the work function as a reflection of the transforming
socialist present. That is to say, the contemporaneity of the Vlora Monu-
ment lay in the way it brought together diverse times (the age-long
struggles of the Albanian people, the emergence of national consciousness
in the National Awakening, the rise of the ‘New Man’ of socialism) in the
historical present. In this sense, the monument is not simply a represen-
tation of the ‘new’, of socialist modernity. As Peter Osborne points out,
‘The subject of modernity (and there is ultimately a singular one) has a
“collective” dialectical unity; the equally speculative, but differently
unitary, subject of the contemporary has a “distributive” unity.’42 In
Albania during late socialism, there was a distinct political and existential
clash between the attempt to construct a ‘modern’ subject (one character-
ised by the dialectical unity achieved through, for example, the nation, the
social class, or the ethnic identity) and a ‘contemporary’ subject (one
characterised not by dialectical transformation, but defined through its
differential distribution across times or geographies). The Vlora Monu-
ment’s depiction of a unified history was not merely about the synthesis
of that unity, but also about its distribution: it suggested that the warriors
of the mountainous north of Albania (who had not yet been fully ‘moder-
nised’), the late Ottoman political and literary elite that helped establish
the Albanian state and the socialist youth, all represented instantiations
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Kristaq Rama, Shaban Hadëri, and Muntas Dhrami, Independence Monument, inaugurated 1972, bronze, 17 m, Vlora,
Albania, photo: Raino Isto
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Kristaq Rama, Shaban Hadëri, and Muntas Dhrami, Independence Monument, inaugurated 1972, bronze, 17 m, Vlora,
Albania, photo: Raino Isto
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Kristaq Rama, Shaban Hadëri, and Muntas Dhrami, Independence Monument, inaugurated 1972, bronze, 17 m, Vlora,
Albania, photo: Raino Isto
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Kristaq Rama, Shaban Hadëri, and Muntas Dhrami, Independence Monument, inaugurated 1972, bronze, 17 m, Vlora,
Albania, photo: Raino Isto
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Andrea Mano, Perikli Çuli, Fuat Dushku, and Dhimo Gogollari, Monument to the Four Heroines of Mirdita, inaugurated
1971, bronze, Rrëshen, Albania (now destroyed), photo in: Kujtim Buza, Kleanthi Dedi, and Dhimitraq Trebicka, Përmen-
doretë Heroizmit Shqiptar, Shtëpia Qëndrore e Ushtrisë Popullore, Tirana, 1973, p 111
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Odhise Paskali, Janaq Paço, and Andrea Mano, Skanderbeg Monument, 1968, bronze, Tirana, Albania, photo: Raino Isto
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of a historical reality that was being constructed most emphatically in the
socialist present. In this way, the monument straddles collective synthesis
and the distributive character of socialist contemporaneity.

Conclusion

Enver Hoxha would never again intervene as directly and publicly in the
creative process as he did in the case of the Vlora Independence Monu-
ment. Nor would he need to: thanks to the peculiar citational economy
of socialist Albanian culture, once introduced into discourse, an event
such as the exchange of letters between Hoxha and the artists could be
endlessly referenced, removing the need for subsequent interventions.
Over the course of the next several years (as the monument was being
completed, and after), the letter Hoxha had written to the Monumental
Trio became established as a crucial document of socialist art criticism
within Albania. Above all else, Hoxha’s letter emphasised that the historic
moment depicted in the Vlora Monument should be seen as the collective
struggle of the Albanian people – and his letter also performed that func-
tion, since it made clear the importance of the mutually reinforcing collab-
oration between the socialist state and its artists. In 1970, when Kujtim
Buza wrote about the significance of collective artistic labour in Drita,
he insisted that the open exchange of letters was responsible for significant
aesthetic and ideological transformations in other monuments under con-
struction at the time, such as the Four Heroines of Mirdita monument.43

When the Vlora Independence Monument was finally inaugurated in
1972, the article published in Zëri i Popullit (Voice of the People) – social-
ist Albania’s primary daily newspaper – did not fail to discuss the
exchange between Hoxha and the sculptors in the summer of 1969.
When Kristaq Rama delivered the keynote speech at the Albanian
Union of Writers and Artists’ plenum on monumental sculpture in
1977, he stated that Hoxha’s letter ‘had special importance not simply
for the successful realisation of [the Independence Monument], but for
[Albanian] art in general’.44

Let us, finally, return to the 1969 photograph of the three sculptors
published in Shqipëria Socialiste Marshon. It may now seem that the
absence of the dictator from the photograph is all the more striking,
even if we know that the image was taken before Hoxha’s visit to the
studio. Of course, there is a kind of bathetic – and no doubt accurate –

explanation: even if Hoxha’s intervention was celebrated within socialist
Albania, the photobook in which the image was published was one of
those produced primarily for export to other nations, to demonstrate
the successes of Albania’s Cultural Revolution. As such it was far more
important to emphasise the freedom of Albania’s cultural workers, their
independent innovation in the creative process. At the same time,
however, it seems not entirely accidental that the dictator’s visit to the
studio was an event that belonged almost immediately to the realm of dis-
course, that proliferated itself through texts and references rather than
through photographic documentation. With its combination of vague
ideological suggestions and concrete formal ones, Enver Hoxha’s letter
to the Monumental Trio was perhaps also an example of socialist Alba-
nian culture as pure text: far from a concrete material instantiation, as
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the monument would become – as it already appeared in the photograph
of 1969 – the letter exchange between dictator and artists was the pro-
duction of another kind of collaborative structure, a citational one. It
allowed the Vlora Independence Monument to serve not only as a con-
crete aesthetic model to be directly emulated, but also – perhaps even
more so – as a loose conceptual framework in which and across which
a plethora of histories would unfold.

Understanding the genesis of the Vlora Independence Monument helps
us understand the work of monumental sculpture as an agent of history
and historical consciousness – not only the ways monuments represent his-
torical events and produce an understanding of these past events through
their enduring presence, but also the ways their production models various
forms of history in the present. History made in the present in socialist
Albania during the late 1960s was intended to be a collective history,
and out of this collectivity emerged groups of artists more fully equipped
to capture what Shaban Hadëri would later term ‘the monumentality of
our socialist life’.45 It also produced a new image of the state and the dic-
tator as collaborators in the construction of art, history, and collective life.
The complexities of this process were far greater than is often suggested by
contemporary accounts of Albania’s socialist past, such as the one pre-
sented in the 2013 article in Mapo, cited at the outset. Such accounts
see the art of the socialist period primarily as a tool that political power
used to distort history and reality alike. What these accounts omit is the
degree to which neither art’s role in relation to history, nor history
itself, were unambiguously defined concepts. Rather, they were emergent
in particular works and particular situations, and the scale of monumental
industry made monumental sculpture a particularly significant field
through which these concepts could be configured by artists as well as pol-
itical figures.

In so many ways, socialist Albania’s cultural scene was unique in terms
of art history. The country lacked the neo-avant-garde tendencies that
arose nearly everywhere else in the region. It largely avoided the tendencies
towards either geometric or biomorphic abstraction that appeared else-
where, even in monumental contexts, in favour of pursuing figurative
Socialist Realism as an aesthetic ideal. Its monumental landscape sought
to establish itself not against a long history of sculpture, but against a ter-
ritory supposedly empty of developed commemoration. And yet, for pre-
cisely these reasons, the historical role that monumental sculpture was
called upon to play in Albania can assist in showing us the importance
of monumentality in the late socialist context. As political structures, inter-
national alliances and ideologies began to shift in the 1960s across Eastern
and Central Europe, and socialist culture transformed, the role played by
artists in relation to history also changed. In monuments, where a sublime
vision of the past was intended to be unified with the socialist present,
artists often found themselves not only representing history but also
participating in its collective significance.
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The Man Behind the Curtain

Gábor Bódy, Experimental Film Culture
and Networks of State Control in

Late Socialist Hungary

Sonja Simonyi

In 2004, Hungary’s commercial TV2 channel broadcast an episode of
the television show Nyom nélkül (Without a Trace), which investigated
the circumstances of media artist and film-maker Gábor Bódy’s alleged
suicide in 1985.1 Bódy was a foremost figure of late socialist Hungar-
ian visual culture who, as it was revealed posthumously, also worked
as a secret informant, reporting on friends and colleagues between
1973 and 1981. The TV episode illustrated the extent to which
post-socialist Eastern European media had by the early 2000s success-
fully appropriated the foremost clichés and sensationalising agendas of
commercial television: footage foregrounded sordid details surrounding
its subject’s scene of death, revisiting the site for added dramatic and
visual effect.

Exploitative televisual tropes aside, as a piece of investigative
journalism, it nevertheless provided informative, insightful testimo-
nials from Bódy’s former colleagues and childhood friends. The
report thus ultimately offered a confounding portrait of the artist,
decidedly puzzling in its laying out of contradictory facts. These
appeared to confirm his stellar career as an interdisciplinary, transna-
tional film-maker and media theorist.2 Yet while the dedicated testi-
monials highlighted the incredible allure of his powerful intellect
and personality, they also revealed crucial blind spots that remain
in accounts of his life and death. The show as a whole thus fore-
grounded a sense of inscrutability attached to Bódy’s private and
public personas that has inevitably fed into the myth that defines
his posthumous image.
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This article explores Bódy’s role as a central figure of experimental film
culture in late socialist Hungary. It argues that his status as a subversive
creative intellectual active in both state-funded and unofficial artistic con-
texts, who also served the state through secret reports, exemplifies the
interrelatedness of seemingly contradictory cultural spheres under the
regime. In doing so the study has two aims: one, to sketch the sites
where these converging activities unfolded in the early 1970s and in
which Bódy was active during this time, and two, to invite a reconsidera-
tion of the artist beyond habitual binary understandings of socialist cul-
tural actors as either heroically resistant or fully subservient, and
connect these issues to discourses that have shaped thinking about acts
of secret surveillance in the period since 1989. My analysis also empha-
sises the limitations of considering Bódy through the mythologising lens
that has generally defined posthumous assessments of his life and work.
Bódy negotiated rigid power structures and bureaucratic systems of
state control that raise questions about the role individual cultural
actors held within the fabric of both state-sanctioned and subversive
artistic practices in socialist Hungary.

Bódy confidently traversed avant-garde and mainstream spheres of cul-
tural production, and in the 1970s made available state-supported sites of
artistic creation for politically subversive and aesthetically provocative
artists. During his relatively short but unusually prolific life, he held multi-
farious official and unofficial institutional positions of influence. He was a
crucial figure within the Balázs Béla Stúdió, Hungary’s central platform
for experimental film-making throughout the 1970s where he enthusiasti-
cally provided material resources to artists until then uniquely reserved for
movie professionals. Besides producing a rich oeuvre that spanned big
budget narrative features made at mainstream film studios, and exper-
imental works on celluloid and video alongside a significant body of theor-
etical and critical writings, Bódy expanded the formal and narrative
possibilities of the medium, propelling such investigations beyond the con-
fines of the industry.3 His role within these different contexts thus makes
him a foremost subject through which to assess intersecting areas of cul-
tural production under socialism.

Hungarian narratives of Bódy’s professional and artistic achieve-
ments that have appeared since his passing foreground his captivating
personality, which combined with his contested death at the age of
thirty-nine, and the unexpected posthumous revelations about his
active involvement with the secret service, yield a seemingly inscrutable,
dauntingly contradictory image. In this light, Bódy encompasses irrecon-
cilable profiles for one of the most prominent creative spirits of the
socialist period. Rethinking this posthumous image, a deeper under-
standing of this figure’s influence should move away from readings
that seductively foreground his magnetic personality as the primary
driving force of his remarkable trajectory.

It should be noted that commentaries on Bódy, whether informal or
scholarly in nature, encompass a confusing range of reactions, from dis-
missal to unconditional devotion, which inexorably corrals thinking
about him into a polarised, subjective, sphere. Emotionally charged
responses to his infamous persona are unquestionably informed by visc-
eral reactions to the repressive period through which he lived. As such,
continued research on his life and work should inevitably take into
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consideration the challenges of coming to terms with Hungary’s socialist
past, while also broadening debates centred on what is at stake in
researching this era. This article’s multifaceted approach does not deny
Bódy’s undeniable charm, strikingly performative character, and towering
talent and intellect. Instead, it attempts to appraise the ways in which his
life trajectory and professional achievements can shed light on a paradox-
ical historical moment in the cultural production of postwar Eastern
Europe.

Bódy, the Dark Angel

Bódy affected virtually all areas of cultural life in the Budapest of the
1970s and early 1980s. Academic work has primarily framed him in a
variety of film contexts, usefully delineating his theoretical writings and
analysing his film and new media productions.4 In recent years several
scholars have highlighted the ways in which Bódy’s private life is inexor-
ably connected to his artistic legacy. Lászlo Csuja for example states that
such an approach provides a key link between Bódy and neo-avant-garde
artists of his generation, born immediately postwar. As he explains, such
artists rather self-consciously considered their personal lives a fundamen-
tal part of their creative output: ‘in the spirit of the avant-garde [they] fully
subjugated their entire existence to the forces of creation and their art’.5

Csuja supports this by citing Bódy’s autobiographical note from 1981,
in which he proclaimed to ‘continue to dedicate [his] life to freedom,
love, art, and the sciences’.6

Bódy’s electric personality undoubtedly forms an important aspect of
his looming legacy and as Csuja convincingly states, it is essential for
understanding his place within the creative and artistic networks that
emerged in Hungary during the 1970s. Yet the abovementioned self-
identification with nebulous terms such as ‘freedom’ and ‘love’, which
Bódy attractively attaches to the notion of artistic creation, also gestures
towards poetic vagueness and an undeniable sense of irony, given the pol-
itical conditions within which he worked. A scholarly approach seeking to
elucidate Bódy’s trajectory within socialist Hungary’s audio-visual culture
should thus address such impassioned declarations, as well as a straight-
forward conflation of personal and professional achievements, with a
necessary critical distance.

Similar romantic frameworks appear elsewhere, notably in several
posthumous discussions and interviews. Recurrent tropes that surface in
these writings emotionally describe his ‘angelic appearance’ and
‘cult-like persona’, alongside other seductive aspects of his character.7

Attaching this attraction to his striking good looks, his long-term friend
and collaborator, actor György Cserhalmi affectionately recalled his
‘pretty face’ and ‘intelligent gaze’ upon meeting him for the first time.8

More recently media artist János Sugár called him the ‘life of the party’,
someone who ‘always brought energy and dynamism into the drab
everyday’ of Budapest’s cultural life.9 Even his nickname, ‘dark angel’
effectively signals the ways in which those close to Bódy assigned an
almost otherworldly quality to him even during his lifetime.10

At the same time, these monikers signal a less appealing side of
the artist. Together with a seemingly faultless image, contemporaries
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have stressed Bódy’s difficult nature, sudden inexplicable reclusiveness,
and calculated, ruthlessly self-serving streak, which accompanied a pench-
ant for outrageously provocative behaviour that often bordered on
emotional exploitation, not infrequently leading to physical altercations.11

The intensity of Bódy’s social interactions thus greatly defined his roles
within the local intellectual circles in which he operated from the late
1960s onwards, and with which he continued to forge productive,
mutually beneficial creative relationships throughout his career. What
remains elusive in the total picture of his life is the wider context for
Bódy’s institutional allegiances, which fundamentally underpinned his
varying roles as an artist, film-maker, theorist, critic, organiser, producer
and curator. Unlike creative figures who categorically resisted modes of
oppression and exploitation by the state, or in turn unabashedly followed
its political dictates, Bódy offers a challenging example.12 Time and again
he notably negotiated his position vis-à-vis power structures and either
passively or vocally assumed key positions of control and influence. He
greatly extended opportunities for avant-garde artists with regard to cine-
matic experimentation, only to report on some of the same people he drew
into this creative environment.

Bódy as Mediator

Bódy was central to the development of alternative film culture in late
1960s and early 1970s Hungary. He continued to play a pivotal role in
connecting transformations within local and later international new
media scenes, most notably video art, up until his death. But this earlier
transitional period, of the early 1970s particularly, usefully illustrates
issues of public versus private, independent versus state-controlled artistic
frameworks under socialism, and serves to illuminate the ways in which
individuals, notably Bódy, traversed these contexts. Despite well-known
limitations, numerous artists operated at this time within a fluid space
that existed between systems of state control.

Cultural life during the post-Stalinist period was placed under the
general control of György Aczél, who managed a notorious three-step
policy based on the so-called ‘Three T’s’.13 These encompassed supported
(támogatott), tolerated (tűrt), and forbidden (tiltott) areas of production,
which thrived on ambiguously delineated modes of control and (self-)cen-
sorship.14 The experimental sphere generally straddled the dividing line
between the tolerated and forbidden realms, an ever-shifting field of cul-
tural activity facing a set of rules and formal and ideological dictates
that perpetually changed in line with the ideological tightening and loosen-
ing of the political field. These artistic activities comprise a so-called
‘liminal’ public sphere that collectively defines the creative and artistic
realm that scholarship in recent decades has explored to deconstruct the
traditionally perceived binaries of Cold War era culture production
already referenced above.

Bódy was active in wide-ranging cultural milieus, from quasi-illicit sites
of neo-avant-garde experimentation to alternative film cultural initiatives
operated and funded by the state, most notably the Balázs Béla Stúdió, a
singular platform for experimental film production in the Soviet Bloc.
While in the first context, Bódy appeared in turn as an eager audience
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member and as an active participant, in the latter he became a foremost
catalyst for institutional transformation, crucially taking on the manage-
ment of the internal functioning of an organisation to expand its activities
towards experimental and avant-garde film-making.

The former context can be exemplified by Bódy’s visits to the Bala-
tonboglári Kápolna Kápolnaműterem (the Balatonboglár Chapel Studio)
in 1972, where he participated in a series of paracinematic film events
and performances that engaged the materiality of celluloid.15 The
Chapel was a crucial site of alternative cultural activity during this
period. Artist György Galántai operated it between 1970 and 1973,
when he was forced to close it down after relentless harassment from
state authorities. Bódy undoubtedly drew on his experiences and infor-
mal creative encounters with visual and performance artists in such
environments, perhaps most significantly a shared film project he colla-
borated on with Miklós Erdély at the aforementioned Chapel site.16

There is not space here to expand on the specific parameters through
which Bódy transferred his involvement in these environments to his
subsequent artistic and institutional activities, but it should be empha-
sised that they were deeply influential. Bódy’s conflation of countercul-
tural neo-avant-garde milieus with the institutional framework of the
Balázs Béla Stúdió (BBS) should also be framed within the wider influ-
ence private film experiments had on the implementation of collective
experimentation on celluloid at the institution in the early 1970s, as
Miklós Peternák notes in a survey on Hungarian avant-garde film.17

This is an area that requires further scholarly attention to refine our
understanding of the crucial nodes of connection between private and
public fields of cultural activity in late socialism.

The BBS in its initial form, established in 1959 and relaunched in
1961 after discussions with regards to its central purpose within the cul-
tural realm, functioned as a creative space and testing-ground for
budding film professionals moving towards full-fledged film careers
within the industry.18 As the Studio in this initial form operated
through a membership structure (one had to be a graduate of the
Színház- és Filmművészeti Főiskola (Academy of Theatre and Film) to
use its resources), the formal innovation and aesthetic exploration it fos-
tered was exclusively attached to distinct modes of professionalisation.
In this way, it closely followed the pre-constituted hierarchies of the
overall industry.

The transformations within the BBS reflected the dynamism of the late
1960s. Its activities were increasingly geared towards alternative modes of
production, framing on the one hand an increased interest in social
inquiry, and later a move towards formal experimentation. Although
Bódy initially had a close affiliation with the faction dedicated to docu-
mentary modes, his most prominent role was realised with the establish-
ment of the experimental ‘branch’ of the BBS in the early 1970s. Bódy
officially became a BBS member himself in 1971, the same year he enrolled
at the Film Academy. As he later emphasised, he was the first person to do
so before receiving his film education, which suggests that already in this
early period he was subverting the membership structure that served to
inherently enhance the links between the BBS and the professional film
industry.19 Such exceptionality appears representative of Bódy’s life and
suggests that his highly developed talents and interpersonal skills uniquely
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Képzőművészeti kiadó,
Budapest, 1991, p 26

18 The establishment of the
BBS epitomises the
decentralisation and
reorganisation of the film
industry and the cultural
sphere more broadly during
a period that saw János
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allowed him to navigate bureaucratic structures to benefit his artistic
vision and personal needs.

A well-known aspect of the Balázs Béla Stúdió’s functioning relates to
its markedly democratic institutional framework, whereby an elected
committee comprised of the Stúdió’s members was responsible for select-
ing relevant projects and allocating funds to them. Film historian Gábor
Gelencsér, in highlighting a foremost historiographic challenge associated
with defining the central concerns of Hungarian cinematic culture in the
1970s, has stressed that many decisions to do with the production and
exhibition of films were made ‘behind closed doors’.20 The actions of
industry insiders were shaped as much by clearly-voiced ideological direc-
tives and the limiting material conditions of film-making under socialism,
as by hidden negotiations of authority, of which secret intelligence poses
just one aspect. If this lack of transparency relates to film culture, or
indeed cultural production more generally during this period, researching
the specific ways in which decision-making happened at the BBS remains
an even more difficult site to reconstruct.

Collective discussions, debates and conflicts that were voiced internally
during BBS meetings were as much intellectual as they were aesthetic and
ideological in nature, that is to say, as much about what film should be
within a socialist context as it was about diverging conceptualisations of
the formal possibilities of the moving image.21 Bódy undoubtedly profited
from this unfixed milieu of at times intense opposition and debate. Yet it is
also important to underline that the particular transitional era of the late
1960s and early 1970s also provided a unique socio-political and cultural
reality that made such developments possible.

Bódy’s subverting of the limitations of the organisation’s initial prin-
ciples produced remarkable results: he did not only materialise his own
experimental projects: he was also at the forefront of expanding the
group of creative individuals that benefited from BBS’s resources. This
effort culminated in the establishment of the Filmnyelvi sorozat (Film
Language Series) implemented in 1973. As an experimental platform
for avant-garde explorations of the medium, it provided a structured
basis for visual artists, musicians and other creative individuals – many
attached to countercultural milieus – who sought to engage moving
images without aspirations to enter the film industry proper.22 Bódy’s
important role in facilitating their access to film remains one of his
most important legacies.

László Beke’s assessment of Bódy’s life and work hinges on fore-
grounding the artist’s achievements as a ‘networker’.23 This conceptual-
isation usefully brings together his wide-ranging work in experimental
film and media, his theoretical writings, his engaging social life and
his later achievements in quasi-administrative roles at the BBS that the
above-outlined early trajectory illustrates. But Beke also integrates
Bódy’s hidden role in secret reporting into this wider sphere of intercon-
nectedness and communication that the notion of ‘networking’ implies,
designating it not as a separate realm, but as Bódy’s ‘other networking
activity’ instead. Indeed, the subjects of several of his reports unfolded
in the artistic and film cultural milieus referenced above. The ways in
which recent scholarly debates have straddled this concealed activity
in connection to various aspects of Bódy’s legacy is the focus of the
next section of this article.
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The Dark Angel and the Secret Services

The period of Thaw under Kádár’s rule saw a decreased use of hard-line
censorship. The symbolic Stalinist ‘red pencil,’, serving as an essential
tool in fully erasing ideologically and formally inadequate artistic pro-
duction, made way for increasingly more subtle, inscrutable, and difficult
to pin downmodes of control.24 In this unreadable environment, the invis-
ible activities of the secret police functioned as a very real, yet generally
intangible threat to those working on the fringes of tolerated artistic
milieus. The surveillance of the cultural scene in particular demanded an
operation that necessitated a well-structured invisible machine of thou-
sands of conscripted men and women who infiltrated artistic milieus in
various capacities, including creative individuals with already promising
careers who opted to work as agents. In the late 1970s, the cultural
sector included almost 500 recruits who worked for the notorious III/III
department of the Ministry of Interior in charge of secret policing.

The functioning of the secret service department of the socialist Hun-
garian state to this date signifies an underexplored, shadowy area of
activity. Its research is fraught with missing links that reflect a contentious
negotiation of not just gaps in historical knowledge, but the refusal of the
post-1989 political realm and its legal structures to comprehensively make
accessible the contents of the relevant archives for scholarly research. At
the same time, this field of historical investigation engages a series of
ethical questions attached to the particular ways in which such revelations
should unfold.

In a much-cited essay from 2002, writer and public intellectual István
Eörsi invited scholars to consider secret service reports primarily as valu-
able documents for the reconstruction of the artistic life of the avant-
garde under the Kádár regime.25 Reacting to Eörsi’s proposition,
József Havasréti helpfully qualifies the conditions for integrating such
materials into historical research. He defines surveillance reports as a
‘distorted and dreadful public sphere’ that insidiously reveals itself in
the interstices of ‘public’ and ‘secret’ terrains.26 He warns against their
unproblematic deployment as evidence, highlighting that acts of terror,
intimidation, and distortion frequently defined the conditions under
which its authors produced them, a distortion that more often than
not also dictated their warped content. For Havasréti, what he calls
the ‘ominous shadows’ that tainted their creation decidedly corrupt
their straightforwardly illustrative powers as historical documents. He
further warns that their application too often casts a reductive, retrospec-
tive and inevitably moralising view onto a complex historical period that
perversely entangled acceptable and inadequate codes of behaviour. One
such basic entanglement relates to the realisation that informants such as
Bódy themselves were frequently the subject of reports, thus referencing
a web of surveillance mechanisms in which individual actors held at
times opposing roles.27

Archivist and historian István Rév, in assessing the historiographical
and conceptual challenges of researching the field of surveillance materials
more generally, further points to such challenges. In order to avoid the pit-
falls of ‘truthfulness’, he suggests bypassing the unattainable illusion of
historical completeness when studying these records. Instead, Rév suggests
that academic work should engage ‘truthful efforts of reconstruction’ for
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which the unearthing of concealed records is a justifiable source of infor-
mation.28 While stressing different points of contention, both Havasréti
and Rév underline the fragility of working on these subjects in a post-tota-
litarian historical moment that has to date failed to adequately confront its
socialist past.

It is not the aim of this article to offer a clear solution to this composite
sphere of inquiry, or to dwell in detail on the challenges of the post-1989
research environment for secret police documents. Nevertheless, it is
important to signal these issues as they provide the broader framework
within which one should consider Bódy’s activities. Scholarship on Bódy
generally avoids mentions of his collaboration with the Hungarian
secret service. On one hand, this lack reflects the wider gap in scholarship
already noted above. On the other, the silence with regard to this topic
may also signify a strategic ‘opting out’ of the ethical binary that too fre-
quently sees former citizens of the socialist realm as either victims or per-
petrators, often entwined with post-socialist allegiances to either the
political left or right. Yet in addition to these motivations, this lack also
suggests an incontestably uncomfortable and fundamentally contradictory
aspect of the film-maker’s legacy that infinitely complicates the widespread
romantic Bódy imaginary. It inexorably pulls it into the insidious realm of
policing, but also the shockingly banal field of dutiful reporting, very
much removed from the spheres of grand emotions of ‘freedom’ and
‘love’ that the artist sought to proclaim through his creative worldview.
It is certain, as Havasréti also claims, that Bódy‘s exceptional intellect, vir-
tually limitless connections within the cultural sphere and towering legacy
makes it challenging to consider him as representative of surveillance prac-
tices.29 One might also pose the question – as writer Vilmos Csaplár,
Bódy’s long-time collaborator and close friend did – why we should
make an exemplary case out of Bódy’s past as a collaborator, when
several key figures of the contemporary political and intellectual elite
undoubtedly held similarly incriminating positions before 1989, and
remain comfortably hidden from public scrutiny.30 Bódy was long
deceased by the time that these revelations surfaced, yet his immediate
superiors, notably his so-called tartótiszt or handling agent, has escaped
any meaningful ostracism to this day, further confirming the dubious mor-
ality brought to bear on the artist as an individual.31

Yet it is perhaps precisely because of the seemingly irreconcilable
nature of this revelation and the towering achievements of its subject in
virtually all areas of artistic creation that it needs to be discussed more fre-
quently and insightfully. Rather than providing judgement based on
ethical and moral grounds, integrating this element into the total picture
of this creative figure crucially confirms the manifestly ‘grey zones’ of cul-
tural life during the late socialist era, and crystallises a key point of contact
between the political powers and artistic milieus, bringing Bódy back into
the sphere of actually existing socialism.

Illustrating the difficulty of coming to terms with Bódy’s diverging
activities and achievements during his short career, one can trace
various approaches to revelations about this segment of his life. Some of
these appear to be driven by disbelief, others by a need to connect
missing links and fragmented elements of his legacy. A book-length
study written by András Gervai that appeared in 2010 presents the
most systematic investigation of the involvement of members of the
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cultural elite in secret policing.32 The publication significantly filled a
lacuna in the history of the conditions of socialist cultural production. It
provides a wealth of information on the functioning of secret services, pri-
marily in the realm of the film industry and theatre, and thus unapologeti-
cally sheds light on an essential tenet of socialist state control over cinema
and the performing arts. Yet despite the meticulous archival research that
is at the basis of the book, the primary concern of Gervai’s journalistic
approach remains distinctly revelatory and appears primarily concerned
with naming names. Thus, rather than providing an in-depth analytical
study, the work as a whole frequently reads as a reckoning with those
who participated in these concealed activities of the socialist state.

Cristina Vatulescu, in Police Aesthetics, her seminal work on secret
police archives and personal files in postwar Eastern Europe, has pro-
vided a detailed analysis of not just the physical objects that comprise
these vast depositories of facts and fictions related to individual lives
under totalitarian systems. More than that, her study outlines the
ways in which one needs to retrospectively ‘read’ this accumulation of
visual and textual materials. Vatulescu follows scholars who warn to
step away from ‘treating the police reports as hard nuggets of irreduci-
ble reality, which one has only to mine out of the archives, sift, and
piece together in order to create a solid reconstruction of the past’.33

Despite its scholarly significance and the author’s best intentions,
András’s work appears to conform to the appealing approach Vatulescu
rejects. His work on Bódy notably activates a sequential narrative as it
appears in existing archival documents, a false fluidity that chronologi-
cally highlights one instance of reporting after the next. Gervai readily
notes that Bódy’s sixty-five-page file is very incomplete and highlights
throughout his chapter the sections that have been crossed out or
altered even within the existing text. Yet the totality of the work never-
theless suggests the ‘avid search for the truth about the past’ which as
Vatulescu cautions, ‘betrays an enduring belief in the authority of [the
secret police archive’s] holdings’.34

Alongside Gervai’s publication, several close friends and associates
have provided a range of interpretations of these past events. Two
widely opposing and broadly circulating readings of Bódy’s activities
focus on his alleged suicide. According to Csaplár, the artist took his
own life as he succumbed to the moral weight of his surveillance activi-
ties.35 Others argue that even his participation in these deplorable prac-
tices must have been the result of vicious processes of extortion and
coercion, well-known tools of control systematically and ruthlessly
deployed by the socialist state. Such interpretations largely relieve Bódy
of individual responsibility and frame his death as a murder. For Péter
Jósvai for example, what he deems a faked suicide, features as the fatal cul-
mination of a series of abuses the ‘filthy’ socialist powers inflicted upon its
most talented idiosyncratic artists, Bódy being a towering example.36 A
third interpretation, while acknowledging Bódy’s activities, avoids
describing him as either victim or perpetrator, granting him a sense of
hidden agency instead. This reading notably assigns him the role of
quasi-guardian, who by infiltrating the surveillance milieus could exert
control over the content of his reports, inevitably incriminating some,
while protecting many others. By agreeing to feed the authorities details
about specific subjects, Bódy, in this narrative, allowed some undeniably
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rebellious characters of the experimental art scene to remain outside the
grasp of the authorities.37

The careful reading and contextualising of the content and stylistic
elements of Bódy’s reports will require further analysis. Here, it is signifi-
cant to mention, even briefly, that the documents at times carry a remark-
able sense of vindictiveness, which seems to move far beyond
ideologically-grounded judgments. This appears to confirm that the
sphere of secret reports is inexorably entwined with inscrutable, subjective
and personal motivations that coexisted, and at times unquestionably
overrode purely ideological motivations. Bódy’s reports, which were pro-
duced under the code name ‘Pesti’, frequently contained vicious indict-
ments of the key actors of the local cultural scene, which frequently
focused on aesthetic and theoretical considerations. Bódy’s reports, and
the lack of understanding surrounding the conditions of his conscription,
do not undo the damage that was done to the subjects of these acts of sur-
veillance.38 Yet their contents confirm that Bódy’s secret reporting
stemmed from a more complex engagement with his environment than
a mere ‘patriotic’ duty towards the socialist state, as his record in its
current state reveals.

Regardless of the specific conclusions that discussions of his surveil-
lance activities yield, references to Bódy’s past as an agent often draw
on larger than life fictional characters to interpret his actions. Describing
his secret service connections as a ‘Faustian pact with the devil,’ or equat-
ing him with the famed anti-hero Hamlet, continues to present him as a
fascinating, yet deeply flawed, and overwhelmingly tragic character.39

Such readings conveniently fit into, and unquestionably reinforce, the
quasi-mythical proportions of his Janus-faced persona, the ‘angelic’ qual-
ities that friends and colleagues ascribed to him closely connected to the
devilish acts his betrayals represent. They in this way define him as a
larger-than-life figure defiantly operating in an unattainable sphere
distant from the drab, stifling every-day of the socialist era. Such an
approach is undeniably appealing, as it satisfies a need to regard an excep-
tionally colourful and talented cultural figure as a fallen romantic artist
undermined by his own limitless ambitions. Yet it nevertheless, perhaps
unwittingly, detaches Bódy’s crucial activities of the 1970s from a very
real socio-political climate and cultural realm that operated through a
network of impenetrable bureaucratic structures and their face-to-face
negotiations that he appears to have expertly manoeuvred. As such, a
deeper exploration of Bódy’s involvement with socialist structures of
power and influence, whether voluntary or forced, will necessitate step-
ping away from considering him as a Faustian, or angelic figure in posses-
sion of an otherworldly aura. Instead, it should seek to understand him as
an artist with unparalleled interpersonal connections, whose life usefully
illustrates the contradictory impulses, opportunities and limitations of
socialist cultural production and the political systems of control that per-
vaded it.

Conclusion

The Hungarian film-maker and media artist Gábor Bódy is an excep-
tional cultural figure of late socialism. He effortlessly traversed
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numerous spheres of artistic production during his career, from the
mainstream film industry to subversive avant-garde environments.
Bódy functioned not merely as an influential artist-film-maker and the-
oretician of moving images, but also as a tireless collaborator bringing
together hitherto disparate realms of audio-visual exploration. Negotiat-
ing access to film-making for artists, musicians and other creative
individuals, he was notably crucial to opening up the Balázs Béla
Stúdió – the foremost film-making platform of the period – to those
positioned outside of the immediate realm of the film industry. In this
way, he importantly facilitated the development of a dynamic exper-
imental film scene in Hungary during the 1970s. His image as a verita-
ble patron saint of avant-garde cinema under socialism has been
rendered infinitely complex and frustratingly contradictory by posthu-
mous revelations of his involvement with the secret police as an infor-
mant. This aspect of his life has not yet been adequately explored, as
it is often absorbed within broader processes of mythmaking that
frame Bódy as a tragic, doomed Faustian figure. Rather than dwelling
on the moral implications of his actions by casting him as a larger
than life fictional icon, his secret service activities should be considered
alongside his achievements as a dominant cultural negotiator of his
times. Such a reading moves away from issues of guilt and allows for
a better understanding of the endlessly contradictory official and unof-
ficial networks of activity according to which cultural life was shaped
and experienced under state socialism.
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‘A Taster of Political Insult’

The Case of Novi Sad’s
Youth Tribune, 1968–1971

Marko Ilic ́

In the former Yugoslavia, students’ cultural centres played host to what
came to be known as the ‘new art practice’, fostered under the system
of ‘socialist self-management’.1 Novi Sad’s Youth Tribune, founded in
1954 and located in the largest city of the multinational, Socialist Auton-
omous Province of Vojvodina, represented one such site where the ‘new
art’ crossed with social engagement. During the 1960s and the beginning
of the 1970s, it became a lively zone of collaboration between writers and
artists from the entire territory of Yugoslavia, with student-run editorial
boards that were in several ways decisive for the country’s alternative cul-
tural scene. At this time, the clustering of cultural phenomena that took
place in the city was unparalleled in the rest of Yugoslavia, not only in
the field of visual arts, but also in literature and film production.

This article focuses on a specific episode in the history of the Youth
Tribune, when it came into conflict with municipal socio-political organ-
isations over the provocative activities of student artist groups, leading to
the enforcement of a more restrictive understanding of the basic function
of the space in educating and disciplining young people. It follows the
centre’s increased bureaucratisation – the resistance to it and the coercive
consequences – along with the ultimate dilution of radical practices in
Novi Sad, which forced its key players to appeal to an ‘invisible art’.
Though Yugoslavia is frequently characterised as a country in which all
were ‘at least verbally encouraged to participate in public debate’, consid-
ering the important and often overlooked case of the Youth Tribune
reveals the consequences of a direct confrontation with the city’s cultural
apparatus, at a moment marked by the reaffirmation of party control and
the brief reinstatement of central authority.2 It represents a vital precursor
to the struggles experienced by alternative artists in Yugoslavia who
sought an autonomous form of activity within the framework of ‘self-
managing’ relations, directed against the prevailing cultural bureaucracy,
which in turn fought for the power to appropriate such freedoms.
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Translating the ‘New Art’

After being expelled from the Communist Information Bureau in 1948,
Yugoslavia began to pursue a political path in staunch opposition to
both the liberal West and the statist socialism of the Soviet Union. The
most important outcome of the break was an introduction of forms of
self-management: envisioned, in its broadest possible sense, as a system
that would grant workers the autonomy to manage their own factories
and enterprises in order to work towards a society in which ‘classes and
all traces of exploitation and the oppression of man by man will disap-
pear’.3 In the cultural sphere, self-management would, according to the
1958 Programme of the League of Communists of Yugoslavia (LCY),
enact the ‘emancipation of educational, scientific, artistic and all other cul-
tural life from the administrative interference of government authorities’.4

Novi Sad’s Youth Tribune was founded during this modest democra-
tisation of Yugoslavia, which marked a shift from dogmatic socialism to
‘self-managing democracy’. Established in 1954 as part of the People’s
University it was envisaged as a cultural catalyst for free speech on con-
temporary sociopolitical issues. Editor-in-chief from 1968–1971, Judita
Šalgo defined the Tribune’s dominant aims as accessibility and the cultiva-
tion of ‘an atmosphere of spontaneous discussion and thought’.5 Above all
she maintained that the organisation of the Tribune should not merely
serve as entertainment for the youth, and that the standard of its
programmes should never be disputed through the position of ‘certain
mass social structures, groups, local interests or the so-called interest of
the youth’.6 Only by ‘overcoming local surroundings’ would the
Youth Tribune be able to commit itself to an invigorating dialogue with
the public.7

If the fulfilment of remaining ‘open’ rested on an expanded, intercul-
tural dialogue, it was the Tribune’s editorial boards that facilitated a
lively collaboration between writers and artists from the entire territory
of Yugoslavia. The centre’s framework included two editorial offices:
Polja (Fields), a magazine for art and literature, inaugurated in 1955,
and Új Symposion (New Symposium), magazine for culture, art and poli-
tics in Hungarian, since 1965. Publishing and translating works of both
Serbian and Hungarian historical avant-gardes, as well as the contempor-
ary proponents of new writing and art from Yugoslavia’s multi-ethnic and
multi-linguistic space, the Tribune’s editorials enabled a cross-fertilisation
of dialogue. Another important contributor to the city’s cultural scene was
Index, the magazine of the Student Association of Vojvodina, published
since 1957. Although Index was only a student newspaper, it was in
many respects decisive for the Yugoslav alternative art scene, gathering
and publishing some of the most important names in the country’s intel-
lectual and literary scenes.

Index also became a platform for the activities of Grupa KÔD – an art
collective established around the Youth Tribune in April 1970 – founded
on the initiative of Slobodan Tišma, Janez Kocijanc ̌ic,́ Mirko Radojic ̌ic ́
(then Culture Editor of Index), Branko Andric,́ Slavko Bogdanovic,́ and
Miroslav Mandic.́ Consisting of students from the city’s university, that
came together from a variety of disciplines (mostly literature), the collec-
tive endeavoured to remove art from its consecrated pedestal, favouring
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‘direct communication’.8 The name of the group itself functioned as a
metaphor for the group’s activities – a ‘code’ being a system of signs
which enables communication and carries messages from one system to
another. Significantly, the members of this group were acting from
inside an ’official’ youth state institution – it was only through the finan-
cial assistance of the Tribune, and particularly Šalgo’s support, that the
group was able to carry out some of their first works. Working in the edi-
torial board of Index further enabled KÔD to distribute some of their
most important works, including manifestoes and the documentation of
actions and interventions.

January’s Messages of Insolence

Throughout KÔD’s brief but critical history, their practice represented a
form of social engagement that was not aimed at politicisation, but
rather at the ‘democratisation’ and ‘de-institutionalisation’ of art. They
identified their key aim as freeing ‘art of all the functions ascribed to it,
starting from the educational and cognitive functions to the religious
and ideological ones’.9 But by acting as a counterpoint to the institutional
configuration of the ‘art system’, KÔD demonstrated the inert functioning
of cultural consumption in Yugoslavia. The fervour with which KÔD
members carried out work at Index consequently came to a premature
halt, with their dismissal from the editorial board by Vojvodina’s Associ-
ation for Students. The last issue of Index to be edited by the group
members was published in November 1970; after which the conservative
replacement of new staff was unfavourable to experimental art prac-
tices.10 At the same time, the Youth Tribune had come into conflict
with the municipal sociopolitical organisations of Novi Sad, which had
little understanding of its work and frequently complained that it did
not ‘fulfil the interests of a wide circle of youth… and, especially recently,
insists too much on the so-called avant-garde currents, experiments
neglecting the affirmative majority’.11

The infringement that was eventually implemented at the editorial
office of Index and the Youth Tribune represents a clear instance of the
contradictions inherent in the administration of self-management. While
the system was supposed to offer a considerable amount of flexibility
and adjustment, it struggled to achieve the anti-institutional element of
workers’ politics.12 Milovan D̵ilas, Yugoslavia’s most notorious dissident,
and previous leader of Agitation and Propaganda for the LCY, wrote of
the two possible paths that socialist democracy could follow: ‘in the direc-
tion of its own disappearance to the extent that socialism strengthens
itself, or in the direction of the strengthening and transformation of
bureaucracy into a privileged caste which lives at the expense of society
as a whole’.13 In Novi Sad, the alternative practices that occurred
through the co-operation of Index and the Youth Tribune, and conse-
quently state funding, were precisely tempered in their agency through
their institutionalised status. The local administrations prevailed and
oversaw the events – to quote D̵ilas again: ‘authority [continued to be]
the basic means of communism and every true communist. The thirst
for power [was] insatiable and irresistible… careerism, extravagance and
love of power [were] inevitable, and so [was] corruption.’14
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As a platform that could transcend institutional boundaries, in its most
critical period, Index represented an important channel for KÔD’s work.
After their dismissal, the only locus which remained open to the collective
in pursuit of experimental art practices was the Youth Tribune, and its
small visual arts space – the ‘parquet salon’ – despite the fact that ‘pro-
grammes continued to be conceived in a traditional way’.15 Joining
forces with other members of Novi Sad’s alternative scene, who had
experienced similar feelings of marginalisation, under the leadership of
Vujica Rešin Tucic ́ – experimental writer and Editor-in-Chief of Polja
from 1967 to 1971 – the former members of KÔD participated in a collec-
tive, whose name would be changed each month to correspond with that
particular month. Working together represented a combination of efforts
to create a space for their artistic activities, of which they had all been
deprived.16

The ‘January’ group first appeared together at the Youth Tribune on
21 January 1971, in an action documented in the Tribune’s diary as the
‘Work Day of the January Group’, between twelve and nine o’clock.17

During the event, former KÔD members investigated issues that had pre-
vailed in their previous practice.18 Yet these more ‘objective’ exhibits were
overshadowed by the most provocative work shown – a poster featuring a
real ten dinar note, inscribed with the caption ‘howwe are’, beneath which
were featured numerous swear words, paired with their authors’ signa-
tures. These words of a ‘ludic-political’ nature were hastily interpreted
by local citizens as disqualifications ‘directed against our society and
system’ – ‘false-avant-gardism’, calling for ‘opposition to the politics of

Miroslav Mandic,́ Poruke 1 (Messages 1), exhibited on 21 January 1971 at January Group’s
first group exhibition in Novi Sad’s Youth Tribune, photograph from Novosti, Belgrade, 30
January 1971, from the archive of Slavko Bogdanovic ́

533

be taken on the
programmatic orientation
of the Tribune, it marked
the beginning of
interventions by local
sociopolitical leagues. See
R. M., ‘Šta cé biti sa
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the Communist Party’.19 A week later, a newspaper referred to the hetero-
geneous display exclusively as the ‘exhibition of swear words’ and
reported that it had since brought the existence of the Tribune into ques-
tion.20 Apparently this gesture had provoked one group of Novi Sad’s
workers to complain to the Municipal Committee for Culture, and
demand that the house, due to its ‘open-mindedness, have its funds cut’.21

Triggering a threat to the possible liquidation of the Tribune, these
‘anti-social’ four-letter expletives had penetrated a deeper taboo of Yugo-
slav society. Writing for Zagreb’s Studentski List (Student Paper), Hrvoje
Turkovic ́ recognised that this gesture had happily ‘coincided with the day
of an announced devaluation of the new dinar’.22 By appropriating a
symbol of Yugoslav economy, the action had intercepted real social con-
cerns – real economic conditions. The new dinar was introduced in 1965,
through the broad economic reform that resulted in the increased liberal-
isation and bureaucratisation of self-management.23 Never very stable,
and suffering from an inflation rate of fifteen to twenty-five per cent per
year, this currency was arguably emblematic of the beginning of self-man-
agement’s economic contradictions, under which a ‘new class’ of bureau-
crats and technocrats had consolidated control over society.24

Supplemented with the caption ‘how we are’ (which appropriated a
pronoun synonymous with socialist phrases and the political rhetoric of
the LCY), January’s simple gesture, charged for containing ‘anti-socialist
ideas’, had awakened the insufficient involvement of the broad masses in
political life – the difficulty in creating democratic institutions, in spite of
the Party’s proclamations of working in the name of the people.25

The Group for New Art ‘February’, Invitation to Zakuska Novih Umetnosti (A Taster of
New Art), Youth House, Belgrade, 9 February 1971
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It revealed and raised accusations which the LCY were themselves guilty
of, including ‘false avant-gardism’.

February’s ‘Open Letter to the Yugoslav Public’

Condemned in Novi Sad, the Youth Tribune’s collaborators were forced to
seek a new audience, and organised another political happening at Bel-
grade’s Youth House, further testing the tolerance of the local state appar-
atus. On 9 February 1971, the group ‘for new art, February fromNovi Sad’,
invited the public to a ‘Taster of New Art’, consisting of ‘verse, painting,
songs, plays and film projections’. The display included some twenty
panels of KÔD’s conceptual works, on which documentation is sparse.
Yet, again the most memorable aspects of the evening rested in the open,
performative attacks on Novi Sad’s cultural and political establishments –
forcing the public to ‘demonstratively abandon the hall’, and creating
strong negative feedback from the media.26 According to press reports,
the public and the organiser of the event had been brazenly deceived:
under the guise of ‘new’, ‘conceptual’, ‘poor’ or ‘neuro-art’, publicised by
the event’s programme, February carried out an open political demon-
stration against the ‘Party management of Vojvodina and against one
leading politician of that province.’27 Reporting on this ‘fault at the

The Group for New Art ‘February’, Zakuska Novih Umetnosti (A Taster of New Art), Youth
House, Belgrade, 9 February 1971, photograph from Vjesnik, Zagreb, 2 March 1971, from
the archive of Slavko Bogdanovic ́
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Slavko Bogdanovic’́s cover for Student’s ‘Underground’ Issue, Belgrade, 16 December 1971, 52 x 34.5
cm, collection of the artist
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Slavko Bogdanovic,́ Pesma Underground Tribina Mladih (Underground Song of the Youth Tribune), Student, Belgrade,
16 December 1971, 52 x 34.5 cm, collection of the artist
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Youth House’, a member of the then-current editorial board of the Tribune,
Miroslav Antic ́ claimed that this disgrace had ‘blackened, spat and spoilt
the culture of [Novi Sad], and there was no epilogue in sight. Novi Sad
remains silent.’28 Pero Zubac, editor of Polja, further added that the
events left a ‘bitter taste, like mud had been stuffed in [his] mouth’.29

These two proponents of the Youth Tribune’s new editorial team had
clearly denigrated what they understood as ‘acts of political reckoning’.30

Yet, having been mentioned by Antic ́ as one of the witnesses who ‘ran
away from the disgrace of the Youth House in Belgrade’, Želimir
Žilnik – Novi Sad’s notorious film-maker and previous Editor-in-Chief
of the Tribune – offered his thoughts on the implications of this ‘tasteless-
ness and insolence’.31 Žilnik had remained until the termination of the
‘taster’, because he was bothered by ‘what was really the disgrace’ – not
that ‘young people write slogans, shout, play and swear’, but rather the
‘shame that in the city where we ourselves live, there is a lot of truth in
which the youth speak in agitation’.32 As he testified, the editorial team
of Polja had been locked in fear before its own staff and editors; there
was no way for the Youth Tribune to reach self-managing rights, and
most disturbingly ‘young people [were] being manipulated by various
forums and being cheated’.33

Though few photographs of the event remain, all of which barely testify
to the levels of destruction mentioned in official press statements, one detail
was frequently observed in the accounts – a verse that dominated the chants
of the group. Throughout the course of the night the group proclaimed the
slogan ‘we love the Russians, the Russians love us, the Russians will save
us’.34 Certainly, it was a proclamation that in itself would have caused
severe contention, considering Yugoslavia’s complex and often strained
relationship with the Soviet Union.35 No wonder then that one newspaper
chose to refer to this specific feature of the ‘taster’ as an ‘imbecile song-
melody’.36 Yet this slogan contained a more subtle relevance within the
specific frame of events, being a reference to Karpo Godina’s film Zdravi
ljudi za razonodu (translated as ‘Healthy People for Fun’ or ‘Litany of
Happy People’, 1971), produced by Novi Sad’s Neoplanta Film company
– a state-independent organisation.37

Zdravi ljudi za razonodu depicted the diversity of the autonomous pro-
vince of Vojvodina, screening the harmonious co-existence of nations and
ethnic groups. While the short film documented the tradition of the same
ethnic groups painting the facades of their houses in the same colour
(Croats red; Hungarians green; and Slovaks blue), it was nevertheless
through a playful and humorous approach, receiving acclaim from
critics and winning a prize at its premiere at Belgrade’s Documentary
and Short Film Festival. The film’s scenes were structured by announce-
ments from the respective ethnic groups, followed by the repeated song
lyrics, written by Predrag Vraneševic,́ ‘we love the Russians/Croats/Hun-
garians/Slovaks/Gypsies’ (finally concluding with the line ‘we love them
all!’). However, this film was soon banned, because the ‘system’ was not
clear whether Godina had remained dedicated to the concept of Brother-
hood and Unity – Yugoslavia’s guiding principle, adopted during the
National Liberation Struggle as a triumph over all ethnic diversities – or
whether he had chosen to glorify, or ridicule it. Not being ‘readable’
enough, Healthy People for Fun was considered an attack on one
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of the key emblems of Yugoslav society, receiving almost immediate
censorship.

This crucial detail reveals the general motivation behind the happen-
ing, not directed against ‘self-managing society’ explicitly, but rather the
cultural potential of Novi Sad, which had experienced a constant ‘arbitra-
tion of political organs and functionaries in art and culture’ – a ‘normal-
ised method for disqualifying new occurrences’.38 The significance of the
event was further clarified by the February group in their Open Letter to
the Yugoslav Public, dated 12 February 1971. Addressing the public was a
bold gesture – it represented a plea for protection from local political
organs. Yet this text, which spoke out about the situation surrounding
the Tribune, and endeavoured to clarify the intention of the events in Bel-
grade, raised in advance its reservations with regard to any absolute pol-
itical readings that could be extrapolated from it, appealing to an ‘artistic
language’ instead. But in spite of this strategic petition, the letter was taken
as another perpetuation of political suspicion. Writing in the Croatian
daily paper Vjesnik (News) – in itself demonstrating how widespread
news of Novi Sad had become – Sava Dautovic ́ used the letter to denounce
rather than illuminate the events of Belgrade, in order to ridicule the
‘young rebels’, ending his article with quoted words from Mirko Čanada-
novic,́ Secretary to the Provincial League of Communists in Vojvodina:

There is a distorted understanding of cultural creativity and political acti-
vism. Freedom is, rightfully, understood as something which is given, pro-
vided or inhibited from others, and not as a result of just creating –

something which is given through real and consistent efforts. In the
future there will be less of those who will credulously assign these public
forums to these provocateurs, who have nothing to show other than
their creative impotence and primitivism.39

The tenor of Čanadanovic’́s declaration aptly demonstrates the kind of
‘repressive tolerance’ that was being enacted at the Youth Tribune – iden-
tifying freedom as ‘something which is given’, or gifted.40 These ‘warn-
ings’ did not go unaddressed – writing in Zagreb’s Tjedni list omladine
(Weekly Youth Newspaper), Zvonko Makovic ́ responded to these
declarations in an essay titled ‘When Will the Pumpkins Blossom’, in
which he sought to retaliate against Dautovic’́s mockery and Čanadano-
vic’́s slogans, by complaining of how the words of the letter had been dis-
torted and taken out of the context in which they had been written, to be
denigrated.41 The essay’s title referenced Dragoslav Mihailovic’́s cele-
brated novel of 1968, Kad su cvetale tikve (When the Pumpkins Blos-
somed), which initially received popular and critical acclaim, and was
reworked into a play, only to be banned after a few performances.42

When the Pumpkins Blossomed depicted Belgrade’s violent suburbs
through the story of one young hooligan – Ljuba Šampion – a boxing
champion, whose life is unsettled by the imprisonment of his father and
brother as Cominformists.43 While depicting the bold theme of the
plight of supporters of the Russian line after the break with Moscow, it
also pointed to a deeper social ill – the alienation of youth. By referencing
Mihailovic’́s novel, Makovic ́ was not only perhaps alluding to another
instance of the violation of the freedom of speech, but also, through
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analogy, the dark underside of the ‘Communist Revolution’, that was jeo-
pardising the development of a generation brought up under the new
system. In the Youth Tribune, this translated to the state’s intervention
that was to deprive the youth of an active forum for critical engagement,
even if in terms of an exclusively ‘artistic’ language.

Did the ‘pumpkins’ ever blossom at Novi Sad’s Youth Tribune? Fol-
lowing the events of Belgrade and the Open Letter, an article entitled
‘February Sentenced in March’, announced that four Novi Sad Cultural
Associations sent a letter to the Municipal Cultural Committee with
1,200 signatures of high school and university students, distancing
themselves from the activities of the Tribune.44 The letter announced
a ‘unanimous condemnation of the newest orientation of the group at
the Youth Tribune’, and demanded the Municipal Cultural Committee
and Municipal Youth League ‘take the necessary social measures to
ensure the programme of this youth cultural institution does not alie-
nate the general living and cultural interests of workers, high-school
youth and university students of our city’.45 Clearly, the Belgrade
events were the final straw – having confronted the local cultural appar-
atus so directly, February’s actions had entered the sphere of broad
public knowledge.

Why did February’s appeals to the public, which they sought to engage
from the outset, go unheard, to the extent that their dismissal was even
demanded? The public’s hostility can partially be explained by the disin-
formation that was filtering through media outlets, which portrayed the
serious, purposeful endeavours of the Tribune as ‘self-serving’, with
members of February apparently attempting to seek ‘monopolisation’,
in collaboration with Šalgo who was ‘interfering with the view of this
youth institution’ and ‘bringing it to a critical situation’.46 The youth of
Novi Sad were clearly being manipulated by various official organs,
most notably the Municipal Communist Youth League. Their authority
continued to be maintained through what Praxis author Ivan Kuvac ̌ic ́
described as forms of ‘voluntary obedience’: the ‘press editor replacing
the role of the gendarme or jail-keeper’; ‘cudgel succeeded with the tech-
nique of suggestion’.47 Once the Youth League had defined its values,
adhering to the LCY leadership, it ensured these norms were to be fol-
lowed, and remain a permanent sign-post to guide people in their thoughts
and modes of behaviour.

Initially granted ‘self-managing’ autonomy from its founding commu-
nity of interest, the Youth Council of Vojvodina, the Youth Tribune
became completely subordinated to its interests. On 17 October 1971, a
local paper announced that ‘Novi Sad [is] Waiting for a Director’ –

‘faced with the extreme activities of the Tribune, the Youth League of Voj-
vodina was forced to interrupt, a new programme and new council will be
constructed’.48 The state’s reaction demonstrated the regime’s subtle and
strategic tactics of neutralising critical heterogeneity – restoring order
through what Belgrade philosopher Zagorka Pešic-́Golubovic ́ described
as its power to ‘decide completely the fate of science, literature, and
culture, even if completely incompetent people made those decisions’.49
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Going ‘Underground’

Following the Youth Tribune’s institutionalisation, Bogdanovic,́ together
with Mandic,́ began to seek different channels through which to engage in
their activities, formulating a proposal for a magazine committed to the
‘development of interpersonal relations’ in May 1971.50 L.H.O.O.Q.
(according to Duchamp’s appropriation of La Gioconda), was to only
appear as a part of ‘other official reviews’, mainly due to logistical
reasons, since it was impossible to publish independently.51 It first
appeared in the May 1971 issue of Új Symposion – the only journal
which remained accessible to these artists – as a proposal requiring the
Yugoslav public and institutions to approve funds and normalise the
work of the magazine.52 The first issues contained texts which dealt
with its theorisation alone, and above all emphasised that ‘the editorial
board which wishes to print a number of L.H.O.O.Q. can’t condition
the terms of printing, eject some texts or correct ideas, inasmuch as they
are significant for that number or the general orientation and profile of
L.H.O.O.Q’.53 Again, this project represented an attempt to overcome
institutional intervention and enable ‘progressive thinking and freedom
of creation’.54 But L.H.O.O.Q.’s public existence came to an abrupt
but inevitable halt with a violent confrontation between the state appar-
atus, following the publication of Miroslav Mandic’́s ‘Song about a
Film: Sonnet or Fourteen Stanzas’ in the final issue of the ‘Underground
Paper form New Revolution’.55 Written in defence of Dušan Makavejev’s
film WR: Misterije Organizma (Mysteries of the Organism, 85 minutes,
1971), the text also included a discussion on the creation of films with pol-
itical themes of the National Liberation Struggle, and most provocatively a
‘script for Josip Broz Tito’, which simply read: ‘to capture Josip Broz Tito,
in colour, in one shot, which lasts two hours. The camera is static. Along
with the inscription “The End”, the announcer says “it was Josip Broz
Tito”.’56 Despite its seemingly inert critical position towards the President,
Tito’s cult of personality remained an untouchable topic, not to be
debated. Attacking the President’s image was considered an attack on
the body of the state itself.57 As a result, Mandic ́ received a nine-month
prison sentence and was banned from further publishing until 1984.58

L.H.O.O.Q. was forced to continue its activities deep underground,
with a print-run limited to one to four copies, hand-typed, and no
longer appearing in public.59 Outside these intimate projects, Bogdanovic ́
continued to publicise the deprived cultural conditions of Novi Sad,
including a letter to Slovenian intellectual and editor of Ljubljana’s
student magazine Tribuna (Tribune), Jaša Zlobec, who had participated
at a discussion at the Youth Tribune in January 1971. In this letter, Bog-
danovic ́ addressed Zlobec’s suggestion of the ‘possibility of acting through
the Party in forming some oppositional force’, by noting the regional
differences in political climates.60 While in Ljubljana working within insti-
tutional frames appeared a ‘real and acceptable exit’, since it seemed the
‘Slovene Party left more than other spaces for free breath,’ in Novi Sad
‘arguments were [exclusively] handled through force… and any kind of
divergence resulted in a purge’.61

These practices that dominated Novi Sad and ‘South of the Sava
(except Belgrade)’ can more generally be explained by the reaffirmation
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of party control over society, following the Croatian Mass Movement in
the spring of 1971.62 In Serbia, the liberal leadership, elected at the
1968 Party Congress and headed by Marko Nikezic ́ and Latinka
Perovic,́ was ousted and blamed for ‘liberal practice and for opposing
the new party line’.63As in the rest of Yugoslavia, it marked the ‘new
line’s’ return to ‘a crude form of ideological indoctrination, and the aban-
donment of all former sophisticated ideas of creating new socialist con-
sciousness through dialogues or struggles of opinion and patient
persuasion’.64 In short, quoting Zlobec’s sentence professed at the discus-
sion in the Youth Tribune: ‘Something like that could be imagined in
Russia, but not in Novi Sad.’65

At a moment when the mass media remained inaccessible and insti-
tutions were not in a position to provide guarantees for democratic
work, Bogdanovic ́ pleaded in the same letter that ‘revolutionary action
unfold outside the institution’, and go underground in order to:
‘DESTROY the Youth League and the Council of Students… conservative
and counter-revolutionary organisations which actually don’t exist, but
vegetate in the form of bulky, bloated bureaucratic organisations, and rep-
resent a sclerotic mind which thinks, and works, in the name… of the
Party.’66 His ‘underground’ task culminated in the censored ‘Under-
ground’ issue of Belgrade’s Student newspaper, printed on 16 December
1971, where he published his ‘Pesma Underground Tribina Mladih’
(Underground Song of the Youth Tribune). Regarding those who
attempted to change this situation, Bogdanovic ́ concluded:

BEGINNING WITH DEJAN POZNANOVIĆ AND TO THE LAST
BANNING OF ÚJ SYMPOSION IN NOVI SAD

Young men with gentle fingers are running, their eyes goggled, already
short breathed, and behind them inevitably follows Stalin, with clenched
fists, saying the words of Jaša Zlobec, ‘this could be expected in Russia,
but not in Novi Sad. But I am here! I am here! I am here!’

And also on the Congress of Cultural Action: to protect you, to protect
you under my roof.

Now it is clear that in this fucked up city, everyone who thinks of some-
thing smart and is honest or dares to do it,

is fucked over
and the only change for the boys from the Tribina Mladih is to,

like Boško Ivkov
in Polja,
foster socialist kitsch, commercial underground,
Surrealism
and nothing beyond that, because beyond it people get killed,

because this disgusting city
shows its black soul every time.

The Tribune will never become a stronghold of avant-garde thought,
since there is no need for it in this fucked up city
and therefore it doesn’t stand a real chance.67

While from the outset Tito’s government emphasised the risk of making
the same errors ‘being made by the leading communists in many
countries’, including the Soviet Union’s failure to put the slogan ‘the fac-
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Slobodan Tišma and Čedomir Drča, Primeri Nevidljive Umetnosti (Examples of Invisible Art), Novi Sad
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tories for the workers’ into practice, it seems that, in Novi Sad at least, the
state was still relying on certain tenets of an authoritarian rule.68 Could it
be that Yugoslavia had entered an affair similar to Makavejev’s fatal
romance inWR between Vladimir Ilyich (a Russian ice-skater who is visit-
ing Yugoslavia with his ice-ballet troupe, whose words in the film are often
direct quotations of his namesake, Lenin), and Milena (a young Yugoslav
communist)? According to Vladimir: ‘We Russians, appreciate your
efforts to find your own way. You are a proud and independent nation.
However, we are sure you will find out yourselves that the course we’ve
chosen is the best one.’ In Novi Sad, Stalin followed with ‘clenched
fists’, in a city where to remain loyal meant to completely identify with

1976, Black andWhite Photograph of Artists in Street Action, 18 x 24.2 cm, collection of the
Museum of Contemporary Art, Vojvodina
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the will of the party leadership. Breaching the ‘rules of the game’,
Bogdanovic’́s ‘song’ broke through the facade of the system to expose
the base foundations of power.69 The regime responded with repressive
measures – as a consequence, Bogdanovic ́ received an eight-month
prison sentence.

Towards an ‘Invisible Art’

After the reaction of the local state apparatus, former KÔD members
Slobodan Tišma and Cedomir Drc ̌a withdrew from public art practice.
According to Tišma, the only solution that remained was to ‘go round
institutions (that had become occupied by state apparatchiks), to leave
the state and society out of everything, [so that] everything be strictly
private, intimate’.70 In such an indissoluble situation, they created the
time-based action called THE END, involving the work Nevidljiva
Umetnost (Invisible Art), between 1972 and 1977. In that time,
Tišma and Drc ̌a drank American Coca-Cola and Russian Kvass every
day with friends in front of a local store. Today, these ‘invisible’
actions exist only through sparse photographic documentation:
framing still-life displays composed of detail reproductions of Ancient
Greek imagery; empty Coke bottles and Coke pencil-holders perched
on a shop front window, or on the front windshield of the nationally
produced Yugo automobile. In other images, the protagonists are cap-
tured wearing T-shirts embossed with the caption ‘THE END’, whilst
holding empty Coca-Cola bottles. For these artists, this ‘gesture’ rep-
resented the ‘end’ of their art, with these photographs behaving more
as residues and remnants of a form of reflection, than documents of
an artistic action or performance.

In retrospect, these private acts were a result of the disappointment
sensed by these artists at being abandoned by the Youth Tribune. Enga-
ging in escapism and emphasising the invisible – disappearance, cancel-
lation – these artists were opposing the instrumentalisation of art by an
administrative society. While purporting to be ‘invisible’, THE END, at
least on reflection, constituted the sole means of expression against an
official socialist ideology unable to fully integrate difference, and
marked the end of experimental art production in Novi Sad’s official
cultural institutions.71 As becomes clear, Novi Sad’s local art infrastruc-
ture at the end of the 1960s and beginning of the 1970s did not possess
the mechanisms to process the rich cultural activities that were occur-
ring, forcing artists to cease provocation and instead completely with-
draw from the ideological dictates that threatened their practice.
Escapism became the only means to resist an otherwise anaemic cultural
mechanism at a moment marked by oppressive change and political
turmoil.
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Cutting the Networks in
Former Yugoslavia

From New Tendencies to the
New Art Practice

Armin Medosch1

1974

In 1974, the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia passed a new consti-
tution. It was the fourth constitution in less than thirty years and the
longest constitution ever written, surpassing the constitution of India.2

It ‘signified the end of a clearly-defined chapter in postwar Yugoslav
history’, wrote Denison Rusinow, author of the authoritative study on
that very chapter, titled The Yugoslav Experiment (1948–1974).3 The
constitution contained many contradictions which had characterised the
Yugoslav experiment. On the one hand it sought to give legal shape to
what differentiated Yugoslav socialism from Soviet Communism, in par-
ticular the official ideology of workers’ self-management in combination
with a liberalised economy (‘market socialism’) and a decentralised politi-
cal system. On the other hand, the 1974 constitution re-introduced a much
stronger role for the party, the League of Communists of Yugoslav. This
was not a re-Stalinisation of society, as was happening in Czechoslovakia
and Poland, Rusinow pointed out: ‘Yugoslav socialism would continue to
be based on autonomous enterprises and communes and “social self-
management”,’ but the party would become now what it had already
been, a centralised, bureaucratic power structure or, to use a euphemism
of the era, ‘one ring to bind it all’.4

The constitution of 1974 had a profoundly negative effect on self-
management by creating an ideological separation between labour as a
political and economic category. It ‘foreclosed the political potential of
self-management’ which became a major reason for the increasing
inability of Yugoslavia to reinvent itself.5
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The introduction of the constitution coincided with the rise of a new
type of art, often misleadingly called conceptual art, but in Yugoslavia
known as the ‘new art practice’.6 The early 1970s also saw the rise of neo-
liberalism as an ideology,7 and in practical terms a significant expansion of
international money-lending fuelled by surplus capital from oil-producing
nations yet globally redistributed by American banks.8 Yugoslavia was a
willing beneficiary of such loans enabling it to embark on a dual strategy:
consumerism for the masses through debt financed imports and repression
against a critical minority.9

1961

In August 1961 the first Nove tendencije (New Tendencies) exhibition (3
August – 14 September) opened at the Gallery of Contemporary Art in
Zagreb. The exhibition had been initiated by the Brazilian painter Almir
Mavignier and the Croatian critic Matko Meštrovic,́ who had both
been disappointed by the Venice Biennale of 1960 which was dominated
by Abstract Expressionism and Art Informel. They suggested an exhibi-
tion to give visibility to a new type of art which had already been forment-
ing in studios and artist-run galleries and exhibitions since the late 1950s.
Mavignier, who at the time was teaching at the School of Design in Ulm,
was part of those networks, which included the Zero group from Düssel-
dorf, Azimut gallery and Azimuth magazine in Milan, Gruppo N from
Padua, the Groupe de recherche d’art visuel (GRAV) from Paris, Karl
Gerstner from Switzerland, and a number of individuals from Munich

Almir Mavignier, surrounded by his work, in the first New Tendencies exhibition, 1961,
black and white photograph, image courtesy the artist
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who were all former students of Ernst Geitlinger. Božo Bek, director of the
Gallery of Contemporary Art, a city sponsored public gallery, accepted the
proposal. The participants of the first exhibition recognised that their col-
lective efforts amounted to a ‘movement’.10 AlthoughNewTendencies saw
itself as a movement, it might do those artists, curators and theorists more
justice to conceive of them as a network of networks. As I have shown in
my book New Tendencies: Art at the Threshold of the Information Revo-
lution (1961–1978),11 New Tendencies was the umbrella term for a mul-
tiplicity of converging but also radiating artistic desires to go beyond the
postwar impasse in the fine arts according to which the world was divided
into Abstract Expressionist and Socialist Realist painting.12 The move-
ment and network New Tendencies expanded the networks of art

Morellet, 4 double trames 0°, 22°5, 45°, 67°5, 1961, oil on canvas, 80 × 80 cm, collection ofMuseum of Contemporary Art,
Zagreb © Studio Morellet

548

10 Susann Scholl, ‘Die Neuen
Tendenzen: Entwicklung
Einer Europäischen
Künstlerbewegung’ (The
New Tendencies: The
Development of A
European Art Movement),
in Tobias Hoffman and
Museum for Konkrete
Kunst, eds, Die Neuen
Tendenzen: eine
Europäische
Künstlerbewegung 1961–
1973: [eine Ausstellung des
Museums für Konkrete
Kunst Ingolstadt, 29.



moving beyond traditional media and developed a research-based artistic
practice. As New Tendencies worked out its artistic programme in a series
of meetings after that first exhibition, the movement replaced the term art
with ‘visual research’ in a thorough and comprehensive effort to redefine
the role of art in societies of advanced mass production.13 Engaging with
theories of perception from Gestalt psychology, the artists sought to
engage the viewer in relational artworks which amounted to a wholly
new ontology of the work: the meaning was no longer to be found in
the work itself, but in the relation it engendered with the viewer. This
dynamic, unstable and indeterminate (terms used in a series of manifestos
by key New Tendencies participants GRAV)14 relationship with the
viewer was expected to demonstrate their agency, which they in turn
were expected to take away as an insight.15 Another key aspect of the pro-
gramme of New Tendencies was to exclude the hand of the artist by devis-
ing algorithmic strategies for making work, most notable in the work of
François Morellet.16 Furthermore, the artists of New Tendencies wanted
to create an art for the non-specialist, and a type of work that was often
created by collectives in the name of the collective good.17

A benevolent climate in Zagreb after 1961 allowed New Tendencies to
be held as a biennial with exhibitions in Zagreb in 1963 and 1965, and
then again from 1968 to 1969 and in 1973. In between these, other
New Tendencies exhibitions were held in Venice, Italy in 1963, in Lever-
kusen, Germany, and in Paris in 1964. The network grew very quickly and
already comprised over sixty artists at the second Zagreb exhibition and
more than a hundred at the third. It peaked with more than 140 partici-
pants in 1969 followed by only slightly less, 136, in 1973; in 1978 a
final symposium was held with approximately twenty-five participants.

How can a researcher deal with such subject matter without gravely redu-
cing its complexity? How can common issues, shared goals and strategies
among the artists be identified without riding roughshod over their diversity?
Taking inspiration from anthropologist Marylin Strathern’s term ‘cutting the
network’New Tendencies can be understood as a network not only of artists
and curators but also as one that connects people and artefacts, humans and
non-humans, material and intangible objects.18 The task of the researcher is
to decide where to cut the network, because cutting the network is a necessary
strategy which facilitates keeping the object of analysis stable for long enough
to create an interpretation.19

In the first few years, the flow of energies in the networks of New Ten-
dencies seemed limitless. Only a few weeks after the first New Tendencies
exhibition, the non-aligned movement of nations was officially brought
into existence through a large-scale conference in Belgrade.20 The non-
aligned movement was an alliance of nations who asserted their right to
follow an independent path, without allegiance to either of the power
blocs, the US-led capitalist West or Soviet-led communism. It has been
argued that Yugoslavia’s participation in the non-aligned movement
was one of the key conditions for the emergence of New Tendencies.21

Non-aligned Yugoslavia, with its ideology of self-management, created
a ‘third space’ which served as a contact zone for artists from all parts
of the world where the ‘recombinant creativity’ of artists created new
forms and new methodoligies for making art.22 The art can be described
as a non-aligned modernism which breaks through established categories
in postwar modern art.23
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1961 had also been the foundational year of the Music Biennale of
Zagreb which presented many of the biggest names in contemporary clas-
sical music such as John Cage and Karlheinz Stockhausen; and soon there-
after, in 1963 the experimental film festival GEFF was founded, which
developed from discussions at an amateur film club in Zagreb which,
despite the word ‘amateur’ in its title, took a decidedly avant-garde direc-
tion, pioneering the genre of anti-film.24 The Korčula Summer School,
Praxis magazine and the Praxis orientation in philosophy all began in
1963 and 1964. The Korc ̌ula Summer School was an annual conference
on the Dalmatian island of Korc ̌ula which brought leading non-orthodox
Marxist philosophers from Yugoslavia together with the great names of
Western Marxism such as first-generation Frankfurt School members
Herbert Marcuse, Ernst Bloch, and Jürgen Habermas and other non-
orthodox Marxists, such as Lucien Goldmann and Henri Lefebvre.
According to Boris Mikulic,́ the Praxis orientation in a sense repeated
the earlier split of Tito from Stalin in the field of philosophy.25 Praxis
used the concepts and terms created by the Yugoslav regime, such as
self-management, but took it into new dimensions which the regime
could no longer control. The Praxis orientation took inspiration from
the early writings ofMarx and Engels, in particular the Economic and Phi-
losophical Manuscripts of 1844 (1932) in which Marx,26 on the basis of a
critique of Hegel, developed a theory of alienation.27 In that regard the
Praxis orientation created an important intellectual context for New Ten-
dencies for whom overcoming alienation was a central issue.28 Yet it
would be wrong to insinuate close relations between Praxis and New Ten-
dencies, and those relations that existed were rather one-sided: while New
Tendencies artists and curators read Praxis magazine and attended
Korc ̌ula summer school, the philosophers paid scant attention to the
activities of the artists.29 The dividing lines between the two phenomena
which ran parallel for over a decade become clear by a cross-reading of
early editions of Praxis International. The 1966 issue of Praxis Inter-
national was entirely dedicated to the question of ‘Art in a Technological
World’. In the essay ‘Why Art’ by Danko Grlic ́ which can be understood
as exemplary for other positions, Grlic ́ claimed that art was merely ephem-
eral when compared to technical progress .30 Grlic ́ passed harsh judge-
ment on technological art, calling it the ‘baggage’ of technology, and an
‘unnecessary excrescence’.31 The logical conclusion for Grlic ́ was that
art should return to itself, producing an autonomous art, ‘free from any
formal novelty’.32

Another key dividing line between Praxis and New Tendencies was the
advanced positions New Tendencies artists and theorists had on the issues
of the relation of art to science. The catalogue text of MatkoMeštrovic ́ for
the 1963 exhibition of New Tendencies in Zagreb was understood33 as
expressing the ‘Ideology of New Tendencies’.34 In this text, Meštrovic ́
demanded the scientification of art, whilst warning at the same time
against the dangers of an alienated and instrumentalised science. Science
would only realise its full potential if it became the common property of
society as a whole.35 He emphasised a striving to overcome individualism
and demanded an art that performed a ‘breakthrough into the extra-poe-
tical and extra-human sphere’. 36 Meštrovic ́ expanded the networks of
New Tendencies, to include not only a humanised world – a familiar
demand from humanist Marxism – but also the ‘extra-human’ and
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‘extra-poetic’. Such demands clearly marked a break with classic humanist
notions of the individual. Meštrovic ́ placed artistic action in a holistic,
organically and technically interwoven totality, arguing that despite
huge difficulties a ‘possibility of historical projection, a possibility of an
ideology of understanding what happens in the world, emerges’.37

As Ljiljana Kolešnik argues, the theoretical discourse of New Ten-
dencies could be seen as ‘some kind of “floating signifiers” trying to fill
in the void generated by the disintegration of the initial utopian projects
of socialist self-management, with utopian visions of their own’.38 Com-
pared with this, the discourse of Praxis on science and technology
appears conservative, based as it was on classical philosophical con-
cepts.39 Praxis, strongly influenced by Frankfurt School critical theory,
mainly saw the oppressive potential in technology and its mastery by a
ruling class as dangerous for society. An exemplary piece in this regard
is Jürgen Habermas’s ‘Technischer Fortschritt und soziale Lebenswelt’
(Technical Progress and Social Lifeworld).40 Habermas thought that
science, freed from any humanistic values was becoming a mere instru-
ment of oppression, that the power that science held over nature had
now been extended to society.41 This analysis fails to account for a
more optimistic and experimental approach to science and technology
such as that embodied by New Tendencies practice of ‘visual research’ –
a constructive approach using science for non-utilitarian purposes.

Rudolf Kämmer, Drehgrafik (Rotary Graphic), 1964–1965, courtesy Museum of Contemporary Art, Zagreb
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1965

The third New Tendencies exhibition in Zagreb in 1965 presented itself as
a ‘Dreamworld of Cybernetic Socialism’.42 Dreamworld could be under-
stood in the sense of Susan Buck-Morss’s usage, who derived the term
from Walter Benjamin’s understanding of history.43 Such a dreamworld
is much more than an illusion; it is a collective social imaginary capable
of mobilising powerful resources. It is also a dream, because society nur-
tures in its midst an idea for a future world to come which is not yet well
understood. The idea that the present becomes pregnant with the future,
albeit in an unclear shape, had taken a journey from the mathematician,
scientist and philosopher Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz via the French
author Louis-Sébastien Mercier to Karl Marx, narrated Ernst Bloch.44

Leibniz wrote that ‘in the soul, as everywhere, the present becomes preg-
nant with the future’.45 Leibniz made this statement in the context of dis-
cussing kinetic gas theory. A gas which is heated up inside a container
gives rise to increasing pressure against the container’s walls. The same,
Bloch insinuates, is true for revolutionary tendencies in a society which
is not yet capable of expressing itself.46

The 1965 exhibition projected a future of cybernetic socialism, under-
stood as an open metaphor, not a fixed category. This was a tendency
shared among scientists, artists and intellectuals in the Eastern bloc and
Yugoslavia who had discovered cybernetics and information theory and
endevoured to bring them together, in the widest sense, with Marxism
and experimental artistic practices. This tendency, although very wide-
spread in the industrially more advanced nations such as the Soviet
Union, Poland, Czechoslovakia and the German Democratic Republic,
has received little scholarly attention until now.47 The question was
how could the notion of communism being equal to ‘electrification and
workers’ councils’ be updated? The answer was tentatively given by
Henri Lefebvre in his 1964 Korc ̌ula summer school statement: suggested
it might be ‘cybernetics plus workers’ councils’.48 Through communi-
cation technologies, methods of political self-organisation, practised
locally, could be scaled up and applied across regions and whole
nations. A study report of the Czech Academy of Science argued that
such an enlightened use of information technologies in the service of
self-organisation and empowerment could give socialism the edge over
capitalism.49 The art of New Tendencies, presented in the exhibition in
Zagreb in 1965 was an illumination of that idea, a socialist, cybernetic
art movement. It tried to conflate ‘autogestion’ with participatory art
and information technology. It expressed itself through interactive
environments, gadgets and whole labyrinths, through works using electri-
cal motors and projections, through spaces filled with light and moving
objects. The new playfulness was inspired by the rise of theses around
the notion of ‘homo ludens’ as the Italian critique Giulio Carlo Argan
pointed out.50

Yet 1965 had also been the year of another exhibition in which New
Tendencies artists had played a key role, the exhibition The Responsive
Eye curated by William C Seitz at MoMA (23 February – 25 April
1965) turned Op Art into a well-known and market-compatible new
genre. The aesthetics of New Tendencies suddenly became widely
known yet without its socially-engaged, emancipatory content. This was
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experienced as a real caesura, a cut into the networks of New Tendencies
carried out by capital. As individual artists shot to fame, the network of
groups and collectives started to fall apart, spelling the end of New Ten-
dencies as a movement.

1968

On 2 June 1968 students from a student dormitory in New Belgrade took
to the streets apparently because of a trivial matter; they had been denied
entrance to a rehearsal of a popular music and variety show.51 After
clashes with the police they attempted to walk to central Belgrade but
were stopped by excessive police force at a railway underpass. Within a
short period of time the matter turned political.52

For a few days, from 2 June to 9 June 1968, Yugoslav students got a
real taste of self-organisation outside of party control. They founded
action committees and held plenary meetings thereby potentially
forming the nucleus of an independent student organisation.53 The
regime reacted with a complex dual strategy of co-optation and repres-
sion. On 9 June, in a public television address, Tito said that the students
had been right to protest and that he would seek to address their grie-
vances, even going so far to say that he would step down if he did not
succeed. He also said that now that they had been successful it was time
to go back to work.54 On the very same evening the students ended
their protest, and a sustained campaign of repression began.55 Philosophy
professors and Praxis editorial board members were excluded from the
party in Zagreb and Belgrade. Editors of student media were publicly cri-
ticised in state media and finally replaced in 1970.56 Yet while there was
repression, there were also new beginings. In Belgrade, Zagreb and Novi
Sad student culture centres were opened.57 Some magazines escaped the
initial crackdown and continued an open editorial stance.58

Tendencies 4, held as a series of events from summer 1968 to May
1969, was the biggest New Tendencies exhibition. It showed a large selec-
tion of neo-constructivist work, but its main theme was ‘computers as a
medium of visual research’. A small colloquium at the beginning of
August 1968 was followed by a much larger event in May 1969. This
was accompanied by the launch of a new journal, Bit International,
which was released in nine issues from 1968 to 1972. The computers
had brought a new type of artist, the programmer artist, and the corpor-
ation, as a collective. Tendencies 4 was probably the most representative
computer art exhibition at the time.

Only weeks after the student uprising, shortly after Tendencies 4,
Praxis philosophers met on Korc ̌ula for their annual summer school.
That year’s topic was Marx and Revolution.59 Many of the great names
of the New Left were there including Herbert Marcuse, who had
become an international celebrity because of his influence on the student
movement.60 The regime held Praxis philosophers responsible for the
student revolt, but this was almost certainly not the case; Praxis, far
from being political organisers, were certainly not the student movement’s
puppet masters. But maybe more importantly, the events of the summer of
1968 mark a real seismic shift, which rendered humanist Marxism obso-
lete in a certain sense: one of the few to recognise this, because he was
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Bálint Szombathy, Flags 1 (Flag on Pole), 1972, transparent colour slide
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Bálint Szombathy, Flags 2 (Flag and Fish), 1972, transparent colour slide
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Bálint Szombathy, Flags 3 (Flag-ribbon and Bush), 1972, transparent colour slide
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closest to the concerns of the international student movement, was
Marcuse.

In his lecture, Marcuse stated that the student movement was an intel-
lectual avant-garde which articulated what was still unvoiced in the wider
population and those concerns also illuminated the inadequacies of domi-
nant ideologies, ‘even socialist ideologies (reformist as well as radical
leftist ideologies)’.61 Marcuse emphasised that a new Marxism could no
longer be described as ‘socialist humanism’.62 The students were sharply
critical of humanism, argued Marcuse, because it represented for them
an old form of repression and sublimation that was no longer necessary.
He wrote, ‘to them humanism remains an idealistic concept which mini-
mizes the power and the weight of the brute matter, the power and the
weight of the body, of the mutilated biology, of man, of his mutilated
life instincts’.63 Industrial society had been based on a separation of
labour and leisure, and on a specific dialectic of necessity and freedom.
Now, in affluent societies a new dialectic was coming into play, where
the realm of freedom was pervaded by the realm of necessity, but where
also the realm of freedom entered the realm of necessity. ‘The work
process itself, the socially necessary work, becomes, in its rationality,
subject to the free play of the mind, of imagination, the free play with
the pleasurable possibilities of things and nature.’64 Marcuse demanded
that a qualitatively different type of society was needed, based on new sen-
sibilities and new values. He emphasised that the student movement had
been first to make that demand explicit.65 In the midst of the proceedings
of the Korc ̌ula summer school on 21 August 1968, the news broke of the
violent ending of the Prague Spring.

1972

Josef Szombathy is Hungarian-speaking and comes from the border town
Subotica in the autonomous region of Vojvodina in Serbia, a rural area
with a few small towns and Novi Sad as its capital. Szombathy founded
the group Bosch + Bosch in 1969 together with Slavko Matkovic.́66 The
groups Bosch + Bosch, and KÔD, also from Vojvodina, were core prota-
gonists of the New Art Practice in Yugoslavia.67

In 1972 the artist Bálint Szombathy carried out a series of works in
which he deconstructed the Yugoslav flag which consisted of the French
Tricolour, rotated by ninety degrees with a red star added in the centre.
The colours of the Tricolour symbolised liberty, equality and fraternity,
the red star stood for the victorious revolution. Szombathy bought
several hundred Yugoslavian paper flags, some of which were misprinted,
with either the blue or the red colour missing. This gave him the idea of
‘using them as deconstructive elements, applied amongst the regular
paper flags’.68 The first photo action took place at a lake near Subotica
in Serbia. Szombathy fixed the flags onto tree trunks and (wooden)
power poles, as well as placing them on the water. Since a fish kill took
place at exactly at that time, he combined the flags with bleeding fish car-
casses. Another version of the work shows a bush in a hilly landscape and
a ribbon made of the Yugoslav flag wrapped around the bush in the
manner of decorative ribbons and girdle of flowers to decorate a coffin.
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These images may be interpreted as symbolising the demise of the
Yugoslav experiment understood as a progressive utopia. Between 1971
and 1972, progressive and popular politicians were replaced by party
apparatchiks in Zagreb and Belgrade in the context of the so-called Croa-
tian Spring. Although the work deconstructed a symbol of socialist Yugo-
slavia, it was very different from later work which also incorporated state
symbols, such as the Zagreb Group of Six or Slovenian NSK. Szombathy’s
Flags were sincere, the work mourned the demise of the Yugoslav exper-
iment, the inability for fresh reforms and the ossification of the regime.
The price paid was not only general stagnation, but ultimately, the
violent disintegration of Yugoslavia in the early 1990s. The deconstruc-
tion of Flags in 1972 is thus also extremely anticipatory of future
events. In Flags II (1993), a performance, Szombathy recontextualised
the earlier work by making explicit its relation to the Yugoslav civil war.

Serbian art theorist and historian Miško Šuvakovic ́ differentiates
between a first and second wave of protagonists of the New Art Practice.
While the first wave still believed ‘that critical and subversive works of art
could offer a political, or at least ethical corrective to anomalies of mod-
ernism’, the second wave, like the Zagreb Group of Six, among others,
showed ‘that the art of the moment was taking place at a different scene
behind the principle of hope promised by the Marxist utopia’.69

The New Art Practice was the type of art that was acceptable to the
new sensibilities expressed by the student movement, finding a space in
the newly created student cultural centres. Artists such as Bosch + Bosch
developed an experimental practice which was formulating Marcuse’s
‘new sensibility’. The student movement had not created that new sensibil-
ity and and those values in ready-made form but merely hinted at them in
an initial emotional outbreak in which a radical social imaginary was first
aired.70 It fell to the artists to give those new ideas about the world clearer
shape in the years to come. The artists of Bosch + Bosch were expanding
the networks, they brought new human and non-human factors into
play. Yet at the same time, the Yugoslav experiment was falling apart,
and the regime demonstrated its capacity for blunt repression.

In 1971, Szombathy became graphic editor of the magazine Uj Sympo-
sion, a Hungarian language literary magazine published in Novi Sad.

The No. 77/1971 issue of Új Symposion (New Symposium), was banned
because of a film essay, published in Hungarian translation, by a young
Serbian artist, Miroslav Mandic, in which he satirized the personality
cult that had developed around Tito. Mandic was charged with offence
against the head of state, and the chief editor, Ottó Tolnai was charged
with contributing to the offence against Tito and the state. Mandic was
sentenced to one year in jail, while Tolnai was given a suspended prison
sentence.71

Mandic ́ and Bogdanovic ́ were members of KÔD, a group from Novi Sad
which was launched only slightly later than Bosch + Bosch and in many
ways had similar orientations but also insisted on being different, in a
spirit of friendly rivalry.72 Another artist, Slavko Bogdanovic ́ was sen-
tenced to jail, because he criticised the Vojvodina party leadership in the
Belgrade weekly paper, Student. Szombathy was also graphic guest
editor of Student. In this capacity he designed the cover of a special
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issue of Student magazine on American underground culture, published
on 30 April 1971, with texts by Jerry Rubin, Timothy Leary, William Bor-
roughs, Abbie Hoffman, etc. ‘This issue was immediately banned from dis-
tribution, so it never got to the public’ remembers Szombathy.73 The front
cover showed the US flag flipped around, with the caption, ‘Made in
Yugoslavia’.

Szombathy took the sentencing of Bogdanovic ́ and Mandic ́ as a
warning sign and kept his slides of the Flags series secret until 1990,
when Yugoslavia ceased to exist. Another pretext for the repressive ten-
dencies of the regime was given by the Croatian Spring, a movement
which had started out as progressive and populist, but turned national-
ist. Tito did not just blame nationalism for the crisis but a deeper
ideological crisis in the Party, with a tolerance of ‘anti-Marxist’ and
‘pro-Western’ tendencies.74 In 1972 Tito also moved against the
liberal and technocratic elements within the Serbian party. As a conse-
quence, more liberal and progressive politicians in Serbia and other
nations were also forced to step down. This is how Bálint Szombathy
experienced it:

In this respect, 1972 can be seen as a borderline, even though several uni-
versity periodicals had been terminated way back in the aftermath of the
1968 student rebellions. Certain progressive intellectual processes were
slowing down or died down, as their representatives – both within and
outside the Communist Party – were considered enemies of the party and
the working class. By this, they essentially hindered young people from
being active members of the party leadership, which resulted in the fact
that the country’s leadership, i.e., political power, was gradually seized
by a gerontocracy. With the dying out of the old generation of political
leaders, the Socialist system ceased to exist, just as it happened elsewhere
in Eastern Europe.75

1978

In 1977 curators in Zagreb made one final attempt to relaunch New Ten-
dencies. By that time the neo-constructivist design ideology went against
the tide. To the same extent that the project of Yugoslav self-managed
socialism had disintegrated, the ideas of the first phase of New Tendencies
lacked a social base. In 1977, curators in Zagreb, in particular Radoslav
Putar, who had been involved from the very beginning, tried to make
another defining exhibition that would bring together the most progress-
ive tendencies in the art of the day under the title Art and Society. The
letters in the archives of the Gallery of Contemporary Art, (now MSU)
reveal that (New) Tendencies had lost much of its earlier attractiveness
to foreign artists and intellectuals.76 Zagreb invited the great names of
Arte Povera and Conceptual art, yet many of the answers were negative
or evasive. The organisers thus cancelled Tendencies 6, originally sched-
uled for the autumn of 1977, and held only a symposium in September
1978.

The archive of MSU Zagreb, usually so well maintained with regard to
New Tendencies, is almost a black hole when it comes to the content of
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Tendencies 6. It seems that not a word of what was spoken at the
Tendencies 6 symposium has been preserved in written form or as an
audio document. Tendencies 6 is still a riddle to be solved. Yet this
riddle is intricately linked with the declining currency of the ‘brand’
New Tendencies. One reason for this is that in the course of the 1970s
the artists who had become successful with the first wave of New
Tendencies were ‘cutting the networks’ themselves. They continued
working under their individual names rather than under a group identity
and in their biographies they silently dropped any mention of New
Tendencies. In this way, a movement that had been nearly hegemonic
by 1965 became almost completely forgotten by the 1980s. As far as hand-
written lists can be reliable sources, it seems that around twenty-five
people participated in Art and Society in 1978, most of whom were
from Yugoslavia and were associated with the new art practice.

One trace that this event left in art history is the photographic work
Pun mi je kurac v (1978) by Tomislav Gotovac. It consists of a black
and white photograph in which the artist and the critic Jesa Denegri are
seen holding a printed card with the words ‘Pun Mi Je Kurac / Tomislav.’
While in the main Gotovac catalogue to date this is translated as ‘I’ve had
a dick full [of everything]’77 this is probably better translated as ‘I’ve
fucking had it.’78

This was part of a series of printed works with two more pieces which
read: ‘I don’t give a fuck / Tomislav’ and ‘So screw me god / Tomislav’, all
works 1978. At Tendencies 6 Gotovac made a lecture performance under
the title ‘I’ve fucking had it’ in which he ‘commented on the current state of

Tomislav Gotovac, I’ve fucking had it, 1978, photo: Marijan Susovski, photograph with text work, collection Sarah
Gotovac, courtesy Tomislav Gotovac Institute, Zagreb
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culture and art and [enumerated] what he was fed up with’.79 The, on the
surface level, obscene language should not make us jump to conclusions
too quickly. Gotovac was a master of ambiguity whose provocative
works functioned on several levels. Although he had started to work in
the early 1960s as an experimental film-maker,80 his work was closer to
that of the New Art Practice than to his contemporaries. In 1991
Gotovac was invited by the newly independent nation of Croatia to par-
ticipate in in an exhibition under the title For the Renewal and Defense
of Croatia in Zagreb. Gotovac reused the existing tryptich of signs and
added, handwritten ‘I’ve fucking had it with commies and serbs’, ‘I
don’t give a fuck for Jozip Broz Tito and brotherhood and unity’ and
‘So screw me god this is Croatia’. The modifications reveal the subcon-
scious subtext which those works had always carried. For an artist like
Gotovac and the second wave of the new art practice, such as the
Group of Six Artists, nothing much else was left to do than to expose
the hollowness of the official rhetoric and the conflict between official
ideology and the everyday.

The nihilistic and playful subversion of late 1970s artists was explicitly
directed against the ‘principle of hope’ of Ernst Bloch and Praxis philoso-
phers. Whilst Praxis philosophers had hoped that the socialist project
could still be rescued by applying ideas of the New Left to the state ideol-
ogy of self-managed socialism, the second wave of practitioners of the new
art no longer held such hopes. Their art rebelled against the ideology of
work as such, rather than trying to invest real meaning into the hol-
lowed-out forms of self-managed labour. One of the most iconic works
in that regard is the series Artist at Work (1978) by Mladen Stilinovic.́
This series of four photographs shows the artist lying in bed. In the first
image his face is directed to the camera and the eyes are open, staring
blankly into nothingness. In the second image the head is still directed
to the camera, but the eyes are closed. The third and fourth image show
the artist turned away, fast asleep. The work is a reaction to Neša Paripo-
vic’́s art work Untitled (1975), a photographic performance where the
artist gazes intently at a page of blank white paper. Although both
works can simply be read as a refusal of the ideology of labour, they
can also be understood as carefully staged narratives which turn aspects
of the everyday into special moments through making them strange.
Sanja Ivekovic’́s Triangle (1978) is another landmark work, a photo-
graphic performance, which referenced Tito’s motorcade. This art took
place indeed on ‘a different scene’, beyond any utopian horizon.
New Tendencies in 1978 had become an impossibility, since the idea of
a progressive history had vanished – and with it any hope of utopia.

561

79 Ibid

80 Ješa Denegri, ‘The
individual mythology of
Tomislav Gotovac’, in
Tomislav Gotovac, op cit,
pp 268–276



Contributors

Hana Buddeus is a researcher at the Institute of Art History, Academy of
Sciences of the Czech Republic, and a lecturer at the Film and Television
School of the Academy of Performing Arts in Prague. She has published
her doctoral thesis, Zobrazení bez reprodukce?Fotografie a performance
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Alina Șerban is an art historian, and a doctoral candidate at the National
University of Arts in Bucharest. In 2015 she curated the exhibition Sigma:
Cartography of Learning 1969–1983. Her research addresses issues of
horizontality in post-war Eastern European art and architecture, and the
exhibition practices of 1970s–1980s.

Sonja Simonyi is a scholar of postwar Eastern European cinema. She com-
pleted her dissertation at New York University’s Department of Cinema
Studies in 2015. She recently co-edited a special issue of Studies in
Eastern European Cinema on experimental film-making in the region in

563



the 1960s and 1970s and is currently co-editing a book on this subject for
Amsterdam University Press to be released in 2018.

Tomasz Załuski is an art historian and philosopher, assistant professor at
the Department of Media and Audiovisual Culture at the University of
Lodz and at the Department of Art History and Art Theory at the Wladys-
law Strzeminski Academy of Fine Arts in Lodz, Poland. His research inter-
ests include the economic, social and political contexts of modern and
contemporary artistic practices, configurations of aesthetics, ethics and
politics in the socio-cultural project of modernity, and contemporary
French philosophy. He is the author of Modernizm artystyczny i powtór-
zenie: Próba reinterpretacji (Artistic Modernism and Repetition: An
Attempt at Reinterpretation, 2008) and the editor of Sztuki w przestrzeni
transmedialnej (Arts in Transmedial Space, 2010), and Skutecznosć ́ sztuki
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