Post-Totalitarian Art:
Eastern and Central Europe

Charlotta Kotik

After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the nations of
Eastern and Central Europe began to dispose of their
long-ailing Communist governments.' Every f

was affected by the resulting sociopolitical changes
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After the collapse of Communism, a society that for
decades had been deprived of material goods, and
where private property was severely restricted, came
increasingly under the spell of consumerism. Although
most women still needed to keep their demanding
jobs, now they were also expected to conform to a
new doctrine tirelessly promoted by the commercial
media—to be fashionably slim, youthful, and expensively
attired. For example, Boryana Rossa’s The Good, the
Bad, and the Ugly (figs. 1, 2)' shows a new kind of
Eastern European woman: vain, marginally cynical,
materialistic, interested solely in her own well being
and success. Yet the images of that new woman are
shown amid the dilapidated buildings associated with
the decay of the old regime.

Not all of Rossa’s work, however, is concerned
with the ramifications of the new economic order.
Performance is at the core of most of her pieces,
documented in numerous videos. She explores extreme
psychological and physical situations, as in Celebrating
the Next Twinkling (page 239). Fear of the unexpected
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is displayed in this video of the screaming faces of
two young women. The sound component was added
by scratching the image in a D.J. style, a modified
soundtrack that slowly becomes independent of the
image. As the artist says, “In this constant bouncing
back and forth between the image and the sound,

the feeling of real time is gradually lost and the next
twinkling is celebrated as the true progress in time."*
The Moon and the Sunshine (fig. 3) is concerned

with the endurance of pain. Here and in subsequent
works the artist emphasizes the body itself. She subjects
her own body to self-inflicted violence, exploring the
ambiguous nature of human suffering. As she says,
“Wounds and bruises are not always the result of
violence; sometimes they are marks of love.... Pain
(including the physical) is a part of human existence—it
is part of the life of both men and women; it is part of
the act of creation.... The difference is that some pains
can be suffered only by women, others only by men.
This is one of the reasons why | l;elieve that the good
things, too, about each of the sexes are diverse and
that each has the privilege to be different.™ It is a

Figs. 1, 2 (above left and right)
Boryana Rossa (Bulgaria,

b. 1972). The Good, the Bad,
and the Ugly (Dobrata, loszata |
grozniyat), 2001, as seen in the
exhibition The Organization of
Monsters and Villains, Sofia,
2002. Series of 5 digital color
photographs on white opaque
paper, edition of 5, 35% x 514"
(30 x 130 cm). Courtesy of the
model for the series, Veronika
Petrova, at the exhibition opening.

Fig. 3

Boryana Rossa (Bulgana,

b. 1972). The Moon and the
video, color, sound, 7 min. 15 sec.
Courtesy of the artist



compelling argument for respecting the complexities of
gender difference.

°
The Communist states were known to take a rather
prudish view of sex. The post-totalitarian reaction against
that has been a deluge of sexually explicit merchandise,
which started to pour into Central and Eastern Europe
after the old regimes’ demise. Artists were the first ones
to evaluate this new phenomenon critically and to
question its effect on saciety and on gender relationships."

Katefina Vincourova, who lives in Prague, has
responded to the influx of sexual marketing. A few
years ago, she was confronted by the opening of a sex
boutique in her neighborhood. Its shop-window displays
of large-scale sex dolls both repelled and fascinated her,
and she began to contemplate a piece addressing this
particular form of representation. For Love the Love Doll
Jamie (fig. 4), Vincourova purchased several such dolls
and presented them in a way that made them seem a
little less like objects and a little more like human beings.
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For one thing, she dressed them up in frilly garments,
the choice of delicate fabrics creating a soft texture that
mitigated the impression of synthetic plastic skin. Indeed,
allowing the dolls to appear dressed at all endowed them
with a touching degree of modesty, as if they were all too
conscious of their vulnerability to our gaze. In addition,
Vincourova posed the dolls so that we never see their
faces directly, implying feelings of shame on their part
and a wish to remain anonymous (though upon closer
examination we can see a doll's face reflected in a small
mirror, which may also catch our own image). Speaking
of the dolls almost as if they were people, the artist
says, “In the position of a voyeur we are also witnesses
to the desire for change and for a return to respect,
purity, and love.”"

Veronika Bromova belongs to the first generation
of artists to use digital technology to augment their
photographic work. The subject is predominantly the
woman’s body, frequently her own, tormented and
deformed to address issues of sexual politics,
exploitation, and recrimination. Bromova conceived
the Zemzoo series (figs. 5, 6) while in New York in the
International Studio and Curatorial Program in 1998;
to escape the sweltering heat of the New York summer
she visited the polar-bear habitat in the Central Park
Zoo, and her empathy for the caged animal led to
the project, which includes photographic work, video
projection, and a kinetic sculpture of a polar bear.
The work is aptly described by the art historian Karel
Srp: “Both autonomously developing ideas—the polar
bear and the female nude—attracted the artist
independently of each other and were connected
with her previous work which dealt with ... extreme
body positions. Their simultaneous effect, enhanced
by the shared space in which they were consequently
installed, spoke of a dual solitude: the solitude of the
woman both watching herself and throwing herself
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Fig. 7 (above)

Mothers and Fathers artist
collective (Czech Republic,

est. 2001). Installation views of
the Mothers and Fathers exhibition
at Gallery 1, Academy of Arts,
Architecture, and Design, Prague.
2002, (Photos: courtesy of Lenka
Klodova and Mothers and Fathers
archive)

Fig. 8 (left)

Lenka Klodova (Czech
Republic, b. 1969). Winners, 2005
Digitally aitered photographs

on self-adhesive material
7'10%" x 13'3%" (24 x4.05m)
Created for the Public Art Project
organized by the Center for
Contemporary Arts, Prague.
spring-summer 2005. Sponsored
by 3M, Czech Republic. (Photo
Martin Polak, courtesy of the artist



Fig. 9 (above)

Elzbieta Jablonska (Poland,
b. 1970). Supermother, 2002,
as seen at the Zacheta National
Galiery of Art, Warsaw, 2002
Performance and instaliation
with mixed media and color
photograph (fragment),
onginal size 7° 3% x 13'3*
223 x 4.04 m), at the Zacheta
Natonal Gallery of Ant, Warsaw,
2002. (Photo: Daniel Dabrowski,
courtesy of the artist)

Fig. 10 {above right)

Elibieta Jablofska (Poland.
b.1970). Eat Your Heart Out, 2001.
Documentation of performance

t Inner Spaces Gallery, Pozna.
Courtesy of the artist

art objects. At the exhibition Mothers and Fathers at the
Academy of Arts, Architecture, and Design in Prague in
2002 (fig. 7), they shrink-wrapped sets of dirty dishes,
which one could purchase in order to experience the

pleasures of washing up after a family meal. One could
also purchase a sleeping bag equipped with the portrait
of a “wife” or a "husband,” to substitute for the real one
in case of need, or buy a cast of a “father” that could

fit neatly under an automobile, simulating one of men's
favored pastimes—fixing the family car. Herself a mother
of three young children, Klodova continues to celebrate
parenthood in her work.

Klodova's most recent project, Winners (fig. 8), was
installed in a prominent thoroughfare on the banks of
the Vitava (Moldau) River. Created as part of the series
of public art initiatives administered by the Center for
Contemporary Art in Prague, it aroused controversy
because of its subject and its placement. The images
were inserted into niches in the retaining wall that had
been constructed long ago to support a monument to
Joseph Stalin, erected only two years after the dictator's
death, and torn down shortly afterward; the artist could
hardly have chosen a location more burdened by history.”
The former monument to Stalin displayed a procession
of heroes, personifications of the socialist work ethic,
looming large over the Vitava. Klodova replaced these
mythic figures with very different kinds of heroes:

photographs of famous sportswomen, their images
digitally altered to make each of them appear pregnant.
These pictures present the pregnant athletes at their
“moments of victory, after breaking a record,” as the
artist says; they were intended as “an allegory, an effort
to show the similarity between motherhood and a
supreme performance.""

Similar ideas permeate the work of Elzbieta
Jabloriska, who bases her art on the exploration of the
mundane rituals of everyday life, such as the preparation
of family meals (page 208). As Sebastian Cichocki has
written of her work: “What is important to a supermother?
Cooking is important. Wonderful things happen in the
kitchen: peeling vegetables, counting calories, boiling
rice and pasta, cracking nuts, portioning herbs, smelling,
slurping (how many different terms has Jabtoriska been
able to find for the very action of absorbing food?), and
pilfering for something delicious around the pots and
pans. Motherhood is important. With all the mess, lack
of sleep, and the stupidest of questions (How old is
the youngest artist? Who rules the cosmos? Why is the
color black sad?) Jabloriska once recapped her art in one
sentence: ‘If you have a family, one with a mom, a dad,
and a child, you'll know what it's about.”"" She often
explores the nurturing experiences of motherhood
and plays with the myth of the heroic Polish mother:
brave, protective, and supportive, all at once. For the
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fg 1
Milica Tomic (Serbia. b. 1960
Aone, 2001, Two-channel video
projection and installation, color
20 min. Chanm Galene Vienna

Fig. 12

Milena Dopitova (Czech
Republic, b. 1963), A Dance?,
2001. Single-channel video,
loop, color, silent, 6 min. Ronald
Feldman Fine Arts, New York
Photo; courtesy of Ronald
Feldman Fine Arts, New York,
nd Jiri Svestka Gallery, Prague)

shows three men playing the card game known as
“preference”; this typical entertainment for male groups
in the region is felt to embody such traits as fast thinking
and decisiveness. Many important business and political
decisions are reached while the game is being played in
the secluded safety of the back rooms of cafés, social
clubs, and restaurants. The other screen shows the
popular singer Dragana Mirkovi¢ performing the song
“Alone.” Through her highly expressive rendition and the
emotional content of the song, she draws the viewer's
attention away from her male counterparts on the other
screen, who gaze out, as men so often do, from a
position of privileged invisibility.

Mirkovi¢'s performance also takes part in the region’s
newfound marketing of cultural identity: the “turbo-folk"
style she is famous for is seen in Serbia and Montenegro
as an important, even unique, contribution to global pop
culture and as a way to enter the international music
business. Extremely popular in Southeastern Europe,
turbo-folk is actually a rich hybrid drawing on Serbian
and Roma brass band music, Middle Eastern rhythms,
North African Rai music, Turkish and Greek pop, Western
rock and roll, and contemporary Western European

electronic dance music.”

Milena Dopitova’s Dance (page 195) is from a series

of large-scale color photographs, accompanied by two
videos, called Sixtysomething. One video shows a still-
youthful forty-year-old artist and her twin sister being
transformed, through elaborate make-up, into gray-haired
matrons. In the photographs, they engage in various quiet
activities, often wearing unflattering outfits that betray the
economically disadvantaged socialist past. Nevertheless,
there is a great deal of tenderness between the sisters as
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together they cross the threshold to the later stages

of life. The images suggest loneliness and melancholy,
evoked here by the colorless surroundings of a deserted
city park on a rainy day. A silent video projection titled

A Dance? (fig. 12) shows older couples dancing outdoors,
enjoying what time is left for little pleasures. The brevity
of life is further suggested by a group of colorful,
dramatically lit butterflies installed throughout the gallery.
Dopitova’s work deals with gender identity amid the
physical and economic consequences of aging. It shows
a brighter side in a recent video of middle-aged
professional dancers, gracefully rehearsing in a studio.
The video | Know That You Cannot Hear This Song (2005)
is an affirmation of positive moments in aging and the
serenity that grows with experience of life. The artist
reminds us that aging does not need to be seen only as
a continuous process of physical deterioration or as an
exclusion from the beloved professions; even for dancers
and those in competitive sports, for whom lessened
physical ability might be most distressing, age is also

a guiding spirit for attaining deeper wisdom, spiritual
beauty, and dignity.*

Katarzyna Kozyra is one of the most celebrated
feminist artists from post-Communist Europe. She
achieved notoriety with her piece The Pyramid of Animals
(fig. 13), done as her diploma work at the Fine Art
Academy in Warsaw in 1993. Loosely based on the
Brothers Grimm fairytale “The Bremen Town Musicians,”
this work consists of a stuffed rooster, cat, dog, and
horse placed one on top of the other, with video
documentation and written commentary. The outcry that
greeted this piece grew mainly from the video and written
documentation of the death, flaying, and stuffing of the
horse the artist selected for the piece.” The directness
of the video—and Kozyra’s matter-of-fact report of her
finding of mass “graves” of animal corpses while she
looked for another component for her sculpture among
the hundreds of animals euthanized every day—offended
the feelings of many about the ethical treatment of
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Fig. 13
Katarzyna Kozyra (Poland,

b. 1963). The Pyramid of Animajs,

1993. Video installation, 47 min
with four stuffed animals and
written commentary by the
antist, 7' 2% * x 6' 2+ x3' 11
R2x19x12 m). Zacheta
National Gallery of Art, Warsaw

et



Fig. 14

Katarzyna Kozyra (Poland,

b, 1963). Olympia (detail), 1996,
Installation with three color
photographs; single-channel
video on separate monitor, color,
sound, 12 min. 707 x 90%"

(180 x 230 cm). Private collection.

{Photo: courtesy of the artist,
Zacheta National Gallery of Art,
Warsaw, and National Museum,
Krakow)

animals. From then on, Kozyra’s work was seen as
controversial, and her presentations have generated
heated discussion.

This was true of Kozyra’s piece Olympia (fig. 14), in
which she posed in a series of photographs taken while
she was being treated for cancer. The work consists of
three large-scale images and a video. The artist’s face
bespeaks the anguish of a life-threatening illness, the
hairless body the effects of chemotherapy. In devising
her pose, Kozyra looks back to art history, casting
herself in the role of a Parisian courtesan, the model
for the famous painting Olympia (1863) by Edouard
Manet. But in this instance, the attendant figure is not
the beautiful young black woman that Manet painted
who presents a lounging Olympia with a bouquet of
flowers from an admirer; instead, it is a mature nurse
administering a life-sustaining intravenous dripina
barren hospital room.

Kozyra overcame her illness and went on to create the
celebrated video installation Women's Bathhouse (1997),




Dimitrova is also interested in establishing @ dialogue

between her work and the audience through technology
In her interactive video installation ContACT Binary (fig. 15),

the viewer's physical contact with the piece IS essential.

In the center of a darkened room @ silicone membrane

is placed between two sheets of glass hung from the
ceiling. Visitors are asked actually to touch the piece:
their physical contact activates the video and audio
components of the installation. Each visitor’s touch is
slightly different in pressure and duration, prompting

a different response from the projection and audio
program. The constantly shifting nature of the piece
acts out the unique identity of each individual's contact
with it. The title ContACT Binary is borrowed from
astronomy, referring to a binary star system, in which
two stars, bound together by the force of gravity, orbit
one another so closely that energy and particles of
matter pass between them. Astrophysics thus provides
a metaphor for the kind of dynamic discourse that
Dimitrova establishes with her audience.

Similarly, we might also think of feminism in general
as a kind of artistic “universe” in which many individual
feminisms orbit one another independently, sharing and
dispersing energy, re-contextualizing concepts and
forging them anew. For the artists surveyed here, clearly
there is no single “brand"” of feminism in post-Communist
Europe. Instead, the political and cultural history of each
country shapes the character of local feminist projects,

giving rise to a plethora of diverse voices within the
multi-layered framework of global feminisms.

Fig. 15

Iskra Dimitrova (Macedonia,

b. 1965). ContACT Binary (detail),
2000. Interactive video installation;
video projections on silicone set
between 2 touch-sensitive glass
plates. Courtesy of the artist,
(Photo: Elizabeta Avramovska)
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