
 

A POLICIES FOR CULTURE ANALYSIS AND OPINION REPORTER No. 5/APR 2005 

http://www.policiesforculture.org/insight/insight5_stamenkovic.html 

 

Curatorial positioning in post-socialist conditions 

Art, Theory, Politics, Resistance and Collectivity 

 

Ultimately, the question of whether we can fundamentally change the basic conditions of art 
reception relates directly to art’s political potential and its ability not only to locate and 
articulate delicate social themes within a broader context but also to indicate and offer new 
forms of resistance and collectivity. (WHW) (1)  
 
And, indeed, what is a museum or a large exhibition, if not a communal apartment in which 
different artists, who, perhaps, have never even heard of one another and who pursue very 
different goals and interests, are pressed together by the will of a curator whom society has 
appointed? (Boris Groys) (2)  

 

When I visited the Peggy Guggenheim Collection in Venice for the first time, as a tourist (it was 
the summer of 1998, six years before I was officially invited by the Guggenheim Foundation to 
take an internship position there), I was impressed by a single work hanging on the wall in the 
room devoted to Cubism. The work in question was an image of a none too easily recognisable 
subject, a semi-transparent, blurred form presumably presenting “something” in motion. On 
approaching the painting closer, in order to demystify its contents, I saw a small note beside it, 
revealing the title: Nude (Study), Sad Young Man on a Train. The painting dated from 1911-12. 
The name of the author was Marcel Duchamp. 

I must admit I had never so identified with any artwork before. It was the period of my early 
acquaintance with the European West, when I would catch a train in Belgrade and hit the road 
to the West, mostly to the North-West, through Budapest, Vienna, Venice and further North, 
through France and Belgium, all the way to London. Sometimes I would spend twenty hours on 
a train, without making a single stop, mostly travelling all alone, visiting my European friends 
scattered all over the continent. Each time I crossed the border between Serbia and Hungary, I 
would feel an extraordinary sense of freedom and a kind of strange excitement. And without 
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trying to avoid any pathetic feeling about this passion for travel, for movement, I could say that 
such a freedom in motion helped form my perception of the world around me, the whole 
different world spread before my eyes while crossing the borders between the two worlds, 
between the East and the West, or “East” and “West”, anyway (although being part of the 
former Eastern Bloc, Hungary - at least for someone coming from the 1990s Serbia - stood for 
the closest ‘Western’ gate to Europe). Not to mention the melancholy that used to pursue me 
during each of my long voyages, swallowing the distance by making the hours pass by. During 
these journeys I used to meditate on how space is overcome by time, trying to discover the very 
source of that sudden melancholy that periodically attacked my body. 

,As soon as I realized what was the title of Duchamp’s painting, I was struck by this simple 
identification taking place inside of me: a sad young man on a train. Funny, isn’t it? One of the 
most controversial and - from today’s perspective - crucial figures in twentieth-century art was 
laughing at me by showing, in a most direct way, how a message can be transmitted to a 
confused subject through the very power of a single image and the text behind it. Now, after re-
thinking this situation, I realise that what Duchamp was trying to represent on the surface of his 
painting was in fact - non-representable: it was only an emerging concept of his critical 
examination of the conditions under which art is created and marketed. All this just a couple of 
years before he gradually abandoned the concept of the ‘work of art’ (considered as the 
representation of another object) and ironically started to respond most radically to the change 
brought about in the art world by the industrial age. The great iconoclast of 20th-century art 
was showing how an artist can make a statement, wishing for his works not to be regarded as 
aesthetic commodities but the expression of a free creation. By renouncing painting in favour of 
an art that privileged the intellectual over the optical, he introduced a radical change into the 
field of art, whose force, although apparently negative, was actually liberating and highly 
influential. 

The painting I am referring to is, therefore, the ultimate representation of invisibility: not the 
movement itself, suggested by the multiplication of the lines and volumes of the figure, but the 
phases/effects of movement which integrate the “sad young man” with his surrounding, thus 
merging him with his own environment, and consequently rendering him ‘erased’ from the 
image, annulling his real existence in the framework of his symbolic environment. This 
fascinating integration deploys the Figure of its existence as a subject, and constitutes it as an 
immobile object within the constructed mobile space of the context around him. 

This is exactly how I would describe my own perception of one’s positioning within the context 
of contemporary art world in the specific post-socialist conditions (as applied to Central, 
Eastern, and especially South East Europe today). This “Something in Motion”, that has been 
going on in the region ever since 1989, is still a remarkable fact of an artistic area fighting for a 
higher degree of international (most notably - European) visibility - stressing awareness of the 
imperative for a particular artistic space to become integrated into regional and broader 
European contexts. Particular emphasis is to be placed on the term ‘European’ because there is 
an increasingly strong tendency in many parts of Europe today to strive for a unified European 
artistic space within the overall present and future global society. A previously ‘non-



representable’ cultural space, ignored by the official art world and hidden from the dominant 
(capitalist) cultural order, nowadays is attempting to position itself against this ultimate 
representation of invisibility.  

If one is to define simply the current state of affairs of the art of today, “Art at a High Risk” 
might be a possible syntagm to describe an art scene in an unstable political, social, and 
economic reality. This is all the more true, if one takes into account how exposed to 
professional harm any cultural project or programme is, due to the fact that their realization (in 
conceptual, technical, and/ or financial terms) is directly subject to this very state of instability. 
It is possible to identify a whole set of interdependencies between the participatory figures in 
the realm of contemporary art, and the current political impact on their operational 
mechanisms. I would presume that each individual player in this game is inescapably 
conditioned by a particular political, social, and economic context that determines the 
character and feasibility of any cultural programme emerging from this context. The issue of 
individuality is therefore symptomatic, because it reveals the inherent impossibility of a single-
channelled utopian desire to transcend the collective decay. On the other hand, a lack of a 
coordinated, systematic cooperation, at a local level, among the participants involved in the 
contemporary art business, emerges from the prevailing lack of confidence (both professional 
and personal): this makes the possibility of getting out of the ‘high-risk’ zone even less 
sustainable, even if there is a very precisely elaborated project initiative. 

This all leads us to a simple conclusion that beside the relatively profound motives for 
developing a sufficient cultural policy programme, long-term results are not to be expected if 
the relational sphere itself is not elaborated to a level of a ‘trustworthy’ cooperation. This fact 
is reflected in art production and institutional practices of displaying contemporary art, in 
Serbia as much as in other countries (which could be confirmed by a continuous cancelling or 
postponing of some small-range international projects). An unstable economy cannot provide 
stable financial tools for cultural progress; an unstable society cannot expect any cultural 
progress without social and political upgrading of basic standards of living; and finally, no 
political programme can provide for a firm cultural development without first changing 
conditions for governmental support to the cultural sector. Therefore there is an artistic vicious 
circle stuck at the crossroads between politics and economy, and society and culture.  

The alternatives left to curators and cultural managers are doubly exposed to the factors 
relevant for their future mission: How to define and defend one’s own critical and professional 
position, without being seduced by any other professional field, and also doing this without 
being subjected to any other field of political priority? Is it possible to avoid the risk of being 
eradicated from a proper professional field of action, if this very profession is invisible, non-
existent, or even eradicated from government priority areas? How is curatorial or any other 
cultural action to be defined if there are no upgraded political and economic instruments to 
support the feasibility of these activities? Is international corporate financing meaningful in 
such a situation? And for how long would it last, when even the first step out of the regional 
framework of cooperation reveals the essential difference between the expectations of two 
different sides of the global world? 



Capitalist and non-capitalist illusions: these come face to face with each other through 
cooperative international projects, and actually result from the impossibility of erasing the 
polarisation between differently positioned and differently conditioned societies. This is due to 
one essential difference in their starting positions, backgrounds, and conflicting criteria about 
the notion of the art system(s) and the way it functions. This difference is the state of 
economy; that it is responsible for these clashes between the worlds (of art) becomes evident 
once the ‘high-risk’ is confirmed in international art business initiated between East and West. 
Consequently, any individual also faces his/her own imprisonment within the system, without 
any possibility of escaping its failures. 

What I am trying to set out as an issue of the utmost importance is the necessity of analysing 
the current state of curatorial affairs in South East Europe exclusively through the current 
state of political, social, and economic affairs in the region. This type of analysis is crucial for 
establishing a new political subject coming from the cultural field. This new political 
(curatorial) subject is therefore to be identified by a high-level of political awareness, and 
functionalized from its proper professional sector of operational efficiency (and not as a 
parliamentary-involved and politically engaged subject, acting out of his professional sector 
or only for the benefit of his/her own professional community). Art’s political potential is 
therefore not signalled only in terms of its preconceived overlappings with non-artistic (side) 
effects, but in terms of its ability to coordinate and control the state of art with constant 
reference to the non-artistic (side) criteria that are imposed by political, social, and economic 
decision-makers. The decision-making process in contemporary art and culture should no 
longer be treated only as reflecting political reality, but as influencing this reality through 
art’s ability to respond to the demands and criteria controlled by other public sectors. 

The contextualization of contemporary artistic and curatorial practices related to South East 
Europe is accentuated here not in order to eradicate these practices from the common 
European framework, but rather to highlight the ‘other side’ of common endeavours. The 
purpose of this is to allow actual changes in each particular country of the region to be analysed 
and accepted in a more comprehensive way. What is at issue here is a focus on the functional 
models of respective art systems, and the comparative analyses of political and economic 
features of South East European art and culture: always with respect to a profound theoretical 
analysis and intellectual background originating from or being specifically important to 
contemporary visual art. As proposed by Belgrade-based art historian and art critic Jesa Denegri 
in his recent overview of the contemporary Serbian art scene in an international context (3), 
“no closed borders, especially not narrow local and national ones, can continue to exist, and the 
borders that have until recently been, or still continue to be referred to as intra-Balkan and 
Eastern European, will also disappear. In place of these limiting categories we should advocate 
and implement the idea of an entirely unified European cultural and artistic space in which 
every region, including ours, will have an adequate and appropriate place.” 

According to Slovenian philosopher, artist and curator Marina Grzinic, current exhibition 
making practices are parallel to the phenomenon of global culture and art. The most important 
aspect of these exhibitions is that they have brought into focus and made visible the art and 
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cultural productions of other worlds, most notably the Third World (Africa, Central and South 
Asia, Muslim-Asian Countries, Latin America) and the Second World (the former Eastern 
European countries). All these worlds are currently, with some future projects scheduled, 
becoming (through a specific selection) visible in (Western) Europe and the North American 
continent, where for decades they were / and still are / out of focus. The question of re-
contextualisation is also at stake here, i.e., making accessible and attainable within the Empire 
of the capitalist First World what was until now perhaps just imagined, or occasionally, although 
very rarely, written about. 

As my current research is all about proposing theoretical and practical positioning of 
contemporary art practices in order to articulate them within and through specific political, 
social, economic, and cultural conditions of the former Eastern European artistic space, I feel 
obliged to set out my reasons. First of all, I presume that my own (still unstable) position at the 
moment is sufficient to explain how I perceive the theoretical and political discourse that 
surrounds contemporary art practices from so-called ‘South-East Europe’ and is based on the 
common, but still very distinctive, heritage of the socialist and communist epoch. Practically 
this means that I am trying to develop my own approach towards the most current art practices 
in the 2000s, while simultaneously rethinking and critically examining the phenomenon of the 
so-called ‘new art practices’ in the former Yugoslavia. The first hints of this endeavour were 
already made at my public presentations held in Strasbourg (France) in March 2005, on the 
occasion of the europ’art event (4). Why is this approach important and how can one draw such 
a connection with respect to all the problematic differences that might occur, and still not 
induce a weak and arbitrarily constructed version of history? 

The idea of grounding these practices in the specific cultural, theoretical and political conditions 
related to the area is rather a response to the very current global process of particularization 
and multicultural identity politics of fragmentation, leading towards a promised unified world 
of mutually respectful societies and shared values. Here I particularly refer to the specific re-
designing of the contemporary European political landscape projected through quite a specific 
declaration of ’unity’ towards all the respective members and potential participatory figures 
taking part in the game of this re-union. Once we are forced to distance ourselves from the 
previously valuable terminology and step aside from the former ’Yugoslav’ towards the present 
‘South East European’ cultural space as a point of reference in discussing contemporary art, 
discursive geo-political manipulations as legalized instruments of the contemporary power 
relations are imposed, and these lead to expected and prescribed effects. Despite the prevailing 
tendencies to erase territorial and fictional borders among European countries so as to prepare 
for a future life in a joint borderless territory, it is evident (and we, who still live this reality of 
misbalance and isolation from the European Union, can be very sure of what we mean by that) 
that no simple solution is possible without challenging the traces that are left behind. This 
tension between Masters and Servants, dialectically conceived as the most appropriate relation 
between ‘them’ and ‘us’ in the very process of European integration, can do nothing but prove 
that any route to the future is still traumatically conditioned by the spectres haunting those 
who cannot escape the collective guilt of the past.  
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The first half of the 2000s has borne witness to the fact that, even after the overthrow of the 
last totalitarian regime in Eastern Europe, no consistent change (in Serbia at least) has been 
directed towards eliminating the border-conditioned isolation. Indeed, paradoxically, it seems 
that citizens are even getting further from Europe, since more countries have pronounced a 
strict border-policy and declared a visa-regime equivalent to the current one. As a result the 
virtual Schengen border is not about to disappear soon. On the other hand, the very same 
period has also witnessed the uprising and proliferation of international art activism directed 
against the frustration provoked by re-establishing borders in many different ways, reflecting a 
state of current artistic affairs radically different from what used to be standard only a decade 
before. We must also realize that the re-politicization process in contemporary art has come to 
the edge of being institutionalized by the art system, while dealing with the very issues of non-
institutionalized forms of organisation, action and resistance. This is significant for the specific 
position of former Yugoslavia in the context of globalization because it reveals the conflict 
between the systems of particularity and (fake) universality not from a particular direction of 
the problematic area, but from an internationally recognised and universally directed 
movement. This border-oriented movement found the way to approach the institutions of 
power by self-imposed criteria channelled through the art system as a constituent part of the 
global political system. 

This ‘new mapping’ of artistic fields of action (critical towards artistic territories traditionally 
conceived within strict national borders) can still be defined by essential mutual antagonisms of 
different ’national schools’, in their commonly rooted ground of territorial/spatial 
differentiation conditioned by different contexts. But what is more relevant now is a 
conceptually new differentiation of strongly opposed particularities against the powers of a 
universally reigning canon of the historical thinking, established neither exclusively through this 
territorial limitation, nor the state borders, but rather through the principles imposed by the 
global market system and the financial power (5). Therefore, this national concept of 
borderlines has been exchanged for a broader concept of trans-national collaboration, one that 
simply imposes positioning of contemporaneity in the economic system of late capitalism, and 
consequently, the transformation of the very sphere of art and culture in contemporary society. 
And if we are to follow the paradigmatic early statement by Fredric Jameson that every 
position on postmodernism in culture, whether apologia or stigmatization, is also at one and 
the same time, and necessarily, an implicitly or explicitly political stance on the nature of 
multinational capitalism today (6), then we can easily conclude by relying on Slavoj Zizek’s 
appeal for a radical re-politicization of economy, i.e. some kind of imposing a radical border to 
the liberal economy, as being the only way to realise a society whose long-term risky decisions 
would result from public discussions of all the interested parts involved (7). Further on he 
argues:  

“[…] The real political act (intervention) is not simply something that functions well within the 
framework of existing relations, but rather something that changes this framework which 
determines the way things function. To say that the good ideas are “those ideas that are 
functional” means to accept a priori (global capitalist) relations which determine themselves 
what is functional (if, for example, we spend too much money on education or social care, this 
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“does not work”, it gets too deep into the conditions of capitalist profitability). We can also 
define this in terms of the famous comprehension of politics as “the art of possibility”: an 
authentic politics is exactly the opposite, i.e., the art of impossibility - it changes the very 
parameters of what is conceived as “possible” in given relationships.” (8) 

According to Marina Grzinic (and her statement is almost to be taken for a credo, especially in 
reference to what art should be today in the global context of economic over-empowerment), 
instead of taking art as a serious (supposedly ’creative’) subject, we should rather work on 
finding out and improving “the possibility to actually react socially and politically, and to find 
places within the system (…) not in terms of being productive as an artist, but to develop ways 
of resistance: in terms of changing, in a utopian way, changing the cultural, social and political 
context” (9). What she insists on therefore is “to change and to talk about cultural practices, 
discover cultural practices as new forms of art (…), not to think about art, but about practices 
that can change, motivate, put upside down this unbelievable lightness of the system” because 
“if any art matters, it is maybe such practices not perceived as art, it is cultural practices, 
working, questions of networking, the global movement, of opening to what is going on in the 
field of labour and in which way to break this self image of the god of capitalism” (10). This 
radical shift in comprehending art and the cultural sphere matters inasmuch we are able to 
make a radical u-turn against what is imposed on all of us as social and political beings in these 
times of capitalist upheaval. Otherwise, no social transformation is to be expected without 
taking this stance against what counts as a universal pattern of economic relationships in the 
contemporary world. In addition to this pattern of proposed ‘interdisciplinarity’ as a justifiable 
contemporary method of producing values and systems of values related to art, there is 
another, Western opinion that stands very much in line with what Marina Grzinic suggests. It 
refers to the relational sphere of contemporaneity, through which possible solutions for change 
could be established and put in motion, and which transcends the phenomenon of different 
disciplines in order to establish another one. As Paris-based curator Nicolas Bourriaud 
maintains, new relations (being produced among the existing ones) identify an artist of today as 
a kind of ‘semionaut’: someone who invents trajectories among signs:  

“Le nouveau squatter (the new squatter), a term applied to today’s artist as an attempt to 
define his/her highly re-considered position squeezed between the demands of contemporary 
society and cultural restructuralization, refers to this effort of someone inevitably involved in the 
geopolitical fevers of the new world to keep the status of an equivalent participant sustainable. 
The contemporary artist inhabits all the other forms of art. The problem is not to produce new 
forms, but to invent various habitats. This involves inhabiting forms of art that are already 
historicized by reactivating them, as well as inhabiting other cultural domains. This is exactly 
what is happening in the art of the 2000s: the artist is permanently squatting every other field. 
This is no longer creating, but rather surfing on existing structures. (…) At the same time, these 
squats are also shelters: art today has become a kind of general refuge for all sorts of projects 
which are not immediately efficient or productive for industry or the consumer society.“ (11) 

While these - Western and Eastern - perspectives might resonant as having a similar attitude 
toward the same problem, we must not easily believe that a common goal departs from a 
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common background. This is all the more so if we are to discuss the very complex issues within 
the global context of change and transformation. Furthermore it is important that, after 
opening the common (’universal’) ground of research we focus on particularities that still 
impose idiosyncratic methodologies and concepts depending on each theoretical position 
respectively. If our common ground is to be found in global capitalism and its respective 
economic, social, political and cultural implications, we are to locate our position with regard to 
specific Eastern European (or more precisely - Yugoslav) perspective “in order to situate or 
reformulate the post-socialist (transitional) condition of the East of Europe, within the matrix of 
relations and structures of power known precisely as the New Europe” (12). Because what 
really effects political and cultural changes in the former Central and Eastern European 
countries is the very process of enlargement of the European Union, which (as Grzinic reminds 
us), together with imposing criteria onto the so-called “reform states”, increases the possibility 
of developing new forms of inequality and accordingly - the new productive anti-global and 
anti-hegemonic tendencies in art and culture (13). On the other hand, what we are dealing with 
here is a strong new structural world order based on the whole system of binary oppositions. In 
order to perceive this global situation theoretically, we are led to analyse the issue with a 
profound methodological concern aiming at unmasking the proposed universality through 
examining the overall political, social, economic and cultural condition appertaining to both 
sides of these binary spheres.  
 
Therefore, further analysis could revolve around both common and opposing criteria that 
determine this polarisation between the First and the Third World, between Western and 
Eastern Postmodernism, between Communism and Capitalism, between Late Capitalism and 
Post-socialism, between Consumerism and Ideology, and finally - between Aesthetics and 
Politics. These oppositions are not to be understood as being clearly and precisely separated 
from each other, but rather as two sides of the same coin of the historical necessity of 
upgrading the current standpoint, which would eventually and hopefully provide a regulated 
transfer into future analyses. This is one of the possible ways of encountering a complex matter 
of art and culture in the so-called Post-socialist Eastern Europe, as theoretically envisioned in a 
recently published book, edited by Slovenian philosopher Ales Erjavec (14). More than a critical 
overview of the Eastern European condition (including Hungary, Poland, the Czech Republic, 
Romania, Slovenia, Croatia and Serbia), this volume is a work of reference in a global 
perspective because it focuses on contemporary art of former socialist/communist countries 
such as the Soviet Union, China and Cuba. In this way it aims at critically positioning the state of 
art and culture in the former Communist/Socialist World which, for ideological reasons and 
especially after the Second World War, had counterbalanced the global state of affairs in 
opposition to the First (Capitalist) World. It is therefore all the more important to explore and 
find out the way to approach and possibly overcome the peculiar traumatic issues of the 
polarities thus recognised in order to understand the quality of the promised universality.  

 
Marko Stamenkovic 
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