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Historicizing Balkan Modernism.
The Bulgarian Condition

I. Modernism on the Balkans - Difficulties of historicizing

From the very beginning of my research on art between the two world wars, | have
been most attracted by the idea of finding an approach to the study of Bulgarian art that
would allow its interpretation within a broader context — a European as well as a Balkan one;
of discovering how one could talk about it within the framework of more general cultural phe-
nomena.

1. At the level of form and style, the connecting threads are so subtle that even the
use of terms denoting art movements (impressionism, symbolism, cubism, constructivism,
etc.) becomes more or less problematic. If | try to draw a chronological parallel between the
works of art and the art tendencies in my country and those familiar from the art chronolo-
gies and panoramas of Europe, | would be confronted not so much by possible links as by
a succession of missing tendencies in the history of artistic form in Bulgaria.

During the 1990’s the interest in the manifestations of modernism in Balkan art has
found expression in several retrospective exhibitions' and in numerous publications not only
by Balkan art historians but also by Western European and American ones.?
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Although the attention to a-central phenomena has enriched our cultural map with
artistic solutions that differ in genesis and character and that reveal other perspectives on
the cultural problems of the period, no new historical constructions on modernism have as
yet been proposed.

The most frequent procedure for presenting Balkan modernism, in both texts and
exhibitions, has been the selection only of those works and tendencies that could fit easily
enough into the already existing chronologies and panoramas of European (actually
Western European) art. The rest of the new tendencies in art — i. e. the predominant part — have
been ignored and excluded; the question of their discussion has been removed from the agenda.

The removal of such a significant proportion of art phenomena had been predeter—

.mined by the search of Western European art critics and curators for unfamiliar but formal—-
ly and stylistically recognizable works of art. The process of “stitching” the two Europes
together, which started after the symbolic demolition of the Berlin Wall, has been accompa-
nied by a series of exhibitions and publications.

One good example is the “Europe — Europe” exhibition organized in Bonn in 1994
and the voluminous catalogue accompanying it’. Since the art material from the “other
Europe” was somehow or other accommodated to and made to match the existing ideas
about the tendencies in European (Western European) art, it only included names that were
already popular in the established European context and familiar from previous publications
and exhibitions. How the material was arranged becomes obvious from the thematic selec—
tion of the entries in the first volume of the catalogue: Giving Way to Avant-garde, From
Symbolism to Abstraction, In the Surroundings of Cubism, To Construct a World, The Jewish
Presence, Surrealistic Imagination, Politics versus Avant-garde: Socialist Realism, etc. Only
Christo (Christo Javashev) and Georges Papazoff from Bulgaria were included in that struc-
tural scheme, but with no connection whatsoever being established with the Bulgarian artis-
tic environment. If some more names, journals, and documents had been included as well,
this inclusion would have followed the logic of their relevance and connection to the West
European context rather than that of their impact and importance within the Bulgarian artis—
tic environment.

Balkan art from the first half of the 20th century cannot be placed within the classifi-
cations that have been “custom-tailored” for West European art, but at the same time it is
dependent on West European culture and turns out to be unable to create its own classifi-
cations.

2. It seems that texts written on Balkan art of that period have sought to establish
links with the European context mainly through_the biographies of artists.

In Bulgaria, exponents of such links have been the key figures in the existing histor—
ical narratives, who studied and practised in different countries, cities, art schools and cul-
tural environments in Europe. This biographical approach, however, no matter how much
weight it has added to our perspective on those contacts, is not sufficient to determine a
stand and a perspective in terms of Bulgarian art from the first half of the 20th century. Even
if we restrict our scope, and feel content with such an approach, we will discover that only
few artists managed to find their way into European art reference books of that time. Some
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have, indeed, been included: Georges Papazoff (who lived in France — Paris, Vance) and
Nikola Diulgheroff (who lived in Italy — Torino) are the names that come to the minds of our
best-informed foreign colleagues when they think of Bulgaria and modernity/modernism.
However, those artists did not exert any significant influence on art tendencies in Bulgaria‘.

A large number of artists, poets, and writers have been perceived as personifications
of modernism in the cultural history of each Balkan country. Those were intellectuals dis—
playing a new active and versatile artistic presence in society. Such personalities were Geo
Milev and Sirak Skitnik, Lubomir Micic, lon Vinea, Marcel Janco, Max Maxy. Particularly
important were contacts between Geo Milev and Lubomir Micic; between Geo Milev, Sirak
Skitnik and Herwarth Walden; between Lubomir Micic and Herwarth Walden. One could say
that these short-lived relationships were of the same nature as those in the international
European modernist circles. However, the compilation of biographies does not add a new
quality to the historicization of Balkan modernism®.

The overcoming of the barrier to the discussion of Bulgarian art in a broader,
European context remains problematic.

IIl. Modernism and Avant-garde

The new tendencies developed in the art of the Balkan countries carrying meanings
that were not quite the same as the meanings they had in other artistic centres. One may
say that before the Balkan wars and World War | and in the first post-war years, the ten—
dency towards the renovation of the artistic language manifested itself in Balkan art as a
promotion of subjectivity.

The “modern” expression declared itself in the aspirations to an autonomous, anti-
illusionary pictorial space, in different versions of symbolism and secession.

In one way or another, the influence of German expressionism also permeated
Balkan artistic circles. Characteristic of those cultures was the frequent coexistence of dif—
ferent tendencies. One can see, for example, crossbreeds between German expressionism
and late secession, between constructivism and late secession, between constructivism and
primitivism, etc. in Bulgarian art of that period. This eclectism, the superimposition of many
diverse stylistic features, although varying in the different milieus, is a common character-—
istic of all Balkan art. The superimposition of cultural and artistic phenomena which leads to
a terminological polyvalency in their description and analysis has been noted by many art
historians studying the first half of the 20th century in Balkan cultures®.

The new wave in the art of the Balkan countries after World War | included phenom-
ena which can be identified as versions of modernism and, in some cases, as various hybrid
variants of avant—garde trends.

The term “avant-garde™ usually designates the commitment of artistic tendencies to
revolutionary sociopolitical ideas. Researchers are unanimous that the historical avant-gardes
attacked art as an institution and developed anti-institutional strategies. As far as representa-
tion was concerned, it was no longer seen as a mimesis, but rather as a construction.
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In the case of Russian avant-garde, art was conceived as an instrument for the recon-
struction of the world and as bound to the ideas of the revolution. Paradoxically, in Western
Europe the Russian avant-garde was long perceived mainly as a generator of new forms.

In Bulgaria and in other Balkan countries, the first institutions of artistic life emerged
at the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century. The institutionalization of art
was viewed as a valuable achievement and as an essential feature of modernity.

In this cultural field, ideas for the “reconstruction” of the world — ruined materially and
morally during World War | — had no strong manifestations. The “otal art”, the radicalism in
relation to the status quo were not present. It seems to me that one of the peculiarities of
the manifestations of avant-garde in Balkan cultures was the lack of “negative energy”, of
destructive pathos. Though an anarchist inclination did develop among Bulgarian poets and
artists for a short period during the 1920s, it did not result in any significant works of art.

The avant-garde attitudes of the Zenith Circle (in Zagreb and Belgrade) contained
characteristics of dada, futurism, and constructivism.

In Bucharest, the manifestations of constructivism seem to have been more consistent.

In the milieu of Bulgarian modernists one can see the connection with German cul-
ture, with expressionism, but also with German symbolism and post—-symbolism. The pres-
ence of the Russian avant-garde was felt in the 1920s and early 1930s mainly in graphism
and in the publications of some leftist magazines.

The modernist ideas of Vezni journal, the echoes of expressionism, futurism, and
constructivism in Plamak journal, resounded for a short time in Novis journal (from the
Russian for “new art”) at the turn of the 1920s.

Some of the most genuine attempts in the avant-garde vein in Balkan cultures were
made in the field of graphic art. In Bulgaria, one can find a more liberated and innovative
attitude in the sphere of magazine and book design (cover sheets, type fonts, illustrations).

%
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One of the important aims of those journals was to inform their audience of the for—
eign tendencies towards which they were gravitating. It would be very interesting to make a
careful examination of the repertoire of the authors and works of art which they reproduced
and discussed:; to study the coincidences and the differences between the choices they made.

Vezni published an article on Kandinsky by Geo Milev °.

Plamak ran a series of texts on futurism in Russian poetry® and on Tatlin’s Tower, and
published a reproduction of that project for the monument of the Third International®.

In 1928, Slovo weekly published a text by Sirak Skitnik on constructivism in Russian
architecture.

At the turn of the 1930s, articles on constructivism in poetry and architecture appeared
in Hyperion”, commonly known as a symbolist journal.

In the 1920s, the intense interest in the inventions of the technical era, which changed
human perception of the material world, was a common feature of the orientation to the con-
temporary spirit. In Germany, France, and Italy such inventions provided nourishing soil for con—
structivism and futurism — the poetry of the machine reality.

In the Balkans, the new orientations found expression in a belated interest in futurism
and in contacts with Marinetti, which resulted in his visits to several Balkan capitals — Belgrade,
Sofia, Bucharest, and Athens — at the end of the 1920s and the very beginning of the 1930s.

The new technical reality did not remain outside the field of interest of Bulgarian artistic
milieus. “The airplane brought not only technical revolution, but also a new perspective and a
new vision, whose elements were quick to appear in the visual arts”, Bulgarian artist and critic
Sirak Skitnik declared in 1927%. But these ideas found expression only in brief and ephemeral
artistic essays — by Mircho Kachulev, Kiril Krastev, and Sirak Skitnik (in painting and drawing),
by Petar Ramadanov (in sculpture), by Vasil Grejov (in cinema).

In the wide range of manifestations between modernism and avant-garde, art in Bulgaria
(and in the Balkan countries) surmounted the academic requirements of classical perspective,
chiaroscuro, and so on, as well as the impressionistic approach, on the one hand, and the bound-
aries between art and technics or between art and a radical political stance, on the other.

1. Modernism and National Continuity

In the field of ideas about the renovation of artistic language, the aspiration to achieve
a national identity was also present. By means of “remembering” the old “forgotten” authen-
tic artistic structure, the Movement for National Art in Bulgaria, byzantinism and the neoclas-
sicism in Greece, the programme of “Romanian art”, the call for “balkanization” at the heart
of "zenithism” in Belgrade and Zagreb all sought to achieve their “own” (not imported) mod-
€rn expression.

After World War |, the quest for cultural continuity and for new props for one’s nation—
al identity was a common feature of the new wave in Balkan art, which seemed opposite to
the crossbreeds of modern trends, to the avant-garde attitudes. In the cultural field there
emerged an aspiration to a distinct national presence in civilizeg Europe

1435304
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The aspiration to a national identity was manifested in different degrees in the differ-
ent cultural milieus™. In Bulgarian culture of the 1920s, artists and writers began to conceive
of the pre-academic artistic heritage (icon, wood-carving, folk crafts) as a possible media-
tor towards a modern artistic expression. This interest in other, non-academic systems of
representation, in the fact the primitivist forms, could be viewed as corresponding to the
modernist orientations. The contradiction consisted in that in Western Europe the choice of
these new impulses was a rejection of the immediate national tradition that was related to
the academic education; while in the Balkans those alternative systems of representation,
the primitivism, were not searched for around the world (for instance in cubism, collage, and
Grebo masks), but only within a “national artistic heritage”. The artistic identity, which in the
20th century was quite individual, in Balkan cultures (and other a-central areas) was
emphasized as national. Under those conditions, the demand that works of art within the mod-
em aesthetics should be based on the national tradition seemed paradoxical, because the
premises and the criteria of being modern lay outside the local area, in the (West) European
cultural space. The validation of the “worth” of art was dependent on international artistic circles.

The question of modernism and cultural continuity in Balkan art at the end of the19th
and in the first half of the 20th centuries is related to the cultural conditions themselves.
Some common features of the cultural conditions could provide a key to the character and
peculiarities of the artistic phenomena.

IV. Modernism and Modemity

When my expectations to find a model of writing on art tendencies that were com—
parable to those in Bulgaria from the first half of 20th century and to try analogous proce-
dures failed, | decided to look for an explanation of the manifestations and absences of
artistic phenomena by means of the similarities and dissimilarities in the forms of artistic life
and contacts. Gradually, | began to seek and arrange other parallels: of institutions (art
schools, museums) — both state-run and private; of artistic circles and publications (and
especially their foreign contacts); of the exchanges of exhibitions and of who and why
organized such exchanges.

These parallels reveal new absences of a different nature yet related to the stylistic
tendencies and experiments absent in our country. The questions that may arise would con-
cem not the reasons why cubism, constructivism, and surrealism were not consistent
enough in our artistic environment, but rather why the National Museum in Sofia was not
based on large private collections; why the collective foreign exhibitions in Sofia, organized
informally, were extremely few; why there were no artistic circles/journals in our country that
could organize exhibitions with the participation of the international avant-garde; and what
the consequences of those circumstances were". In the Zenith exhibition the following
artists participated: Robert Delaunay, Albert Gleizes, Laszlo Moholy Nagy, Alexander
Archipenko, Ossip Zadkine, Vassili Kandinsky, El Lissitski, Vilko Getzan, Ossip Klek, Enriko
Prampolini, Anna Balsamadijieva, Ivan Bojadijiev, Mircho Kachulev, etc.

34



Cupaxk CKUTHHK.

DymypucmuiHa PUcymra.

Mosme i tgered mosms. Ok. 1930-1931.
Tenrpasen rbpaaset apxus, Cous.
[ly6smikysano B: HenosHaruat Cupak
Cruriik. Crer. Tatsma JiMirTposa,
Upura lenosa. Cocprs, 1993.

Sirak Skitnik. Futurisiic drawing.
Pencil and colour pencil. Ca. 1930-31.
Central State Archives, Sofia.
Published in: The Unknown Sirak
Skitnik. Ed. by Tatyana Dimitrova,
Irina Genova. Sofia, 1993.

| have not forgotten Geo Milev and his activities in the early 1920s; but everything
seems to have ended by 1925.

Trying to trace the overlapping area between the study of form and style on the one
hand, and sociology and the sociology of artistic life on the other, | managed to come up
with some kind of answer to the questions mentioned above.

So far | have been able to find this answer in the lack of social resources for art that
could serve as an alternative to the resources provided by the state. This deficiency, as an
essential historical peculiarity, goes a long way towards explaining the lack of certain layers
of art, the weak differentiation of art, the unfulfilled will for experiment and freedom. West
European avant-garde, on the other hand, took advantage of the resources of industrially
developed societies, and this has already been noted by art critics"™.

Recently, researchers of economy, society, and culture have been discussing the
failure of modernization in Bulgaria and in the Balkans before World War II; they have been
looking for the missing preconditions for economic modernization®. Among all the important top—
ics they discuss, economists also focus on the cultural problem that faced Bulgarian capitalism.

In such conditions — of an underdeveloped capitalism and an undifferentiated social
environment — the role of the state was particularly important. Historians point out that in the
Balkan countries the state’s interference in the economy was not conducive to the forma-
tion of an autonomous class of entrepreneurs. Instead, a privileged but state-dependent
capitalism was “cultivated,” one that existed within a close relationship with the state™.

Since the state tried to substitute the missing preconditions for economic modern—
ization, it also aimed at substituting the missing prerequisites for cultural modernization, for
modernization in the arts.

There are no large private collections of foreign or Bulgarian art in our country. The
predominant part of the National Museum’s collections have come from purchases made
by the state, not from private donations'®. The main buyer and patron of art used to be the state™.

| would not like to disregard the fact of the existence of art collectors and patrons in
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Bulgaria. Besides the collection at the Royal
Palace, some other private art collections
belonging to bankers, merchants, politicians,
diplomats, and lawyers are also well known.
Today, it is difficult to imagine the actual range
and significance of most of those collections,
which were later scattered or partially damaged
in the air raids on Sofia during World War II.

Among the collections of foreign art, the
most considerable one, together with the Royal
Collection, is that belonging to Georgi Lichev,
an industrialist and diplomat®. This is how the
introduction by Nikola Mavrodinov to the cata—
logue of Lichev’s collection begins:

“We are the only nation in Europe who
do not have a picture gallery. We are not famil-
iar with the masterpieces of our own artists, nor
do we have the chance to see them anywhere.
(-..) The culture of art is acquired through the
contemplation of the works of great artists,
through visits to art galleries and art museums,
which are all lacking in Bulgaria.™

| associate Mavrodinov's comment with
the conclusion which Andrey Protitch had reached before him:

“Talking about the influence of foreign masters on Bulgarian artists, we should mention that
such an influence was only brief in most cases. On return to their country, Bulgarian artists grad—
ually discarded the yoke of foreign influence, and did so easily because there weren't many — i,
indeed, there were any at all — masterpieces of the great European artists [to be found in
Bulgaria] "

Protitch’s observations reveal the links between cultural life, institutions and the exchange
of art on the one hand, and the questions of artistic form and style on the other.

From the end of the 1920s, more institutions such as banks and insurance companies
started purchasing pictures, which is a proof that a new attitude to the object value of works of art
was being formed. The collector and his motivation influenced the tendencies in the artistic form
and style.

All those instances of collecting and patronage, however, were not enough to change the
existing situation of predominantly state-provided funding for art and the consequences it pro—
duced.

The big commissions — for monumental works, polygraphically circulated forms, stage
design, etc. — were also given by institutions of the state.

There existed no significant private art schools in Bulgaria. The State Fine Arts
Academy, founded in 1896 as State Drawing School, remained the only one of its kind, without
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any alternative institution for education in the arts. The question of that education was solved at
state level. The funds for education and specialization abroad were for the most part provided
by the state; the practice of private funding of scholarships did not exist.

These peculiarities, although common to all Balkan countries as a result of their com-
mon history until the mid-19th century, seem to have found their strongest expression in
Bulgaria. For example, in the second half of the 19th century, Greece and Romania saw the
creation of significant private collections of national and international art, some of which later
constituted the collections of these countries’ national museums. In contrast, in Bulgaria all the
absences mentioned above were markedly expressed — in terms of the structure of artistic life;
in terms of the exchange of art; in terms of the range of styles and forms.

Exchanges of art and their orientation and motivation are very important for the compar-—
ative study of modernization and modermism in different cultural milieus.

The 1930s in Bulgarian art were the period of the most active exchange of art before
World War II. A large number of foreign exhibitions were staged in Sofia, many of which were
reciprocated by Bulgarian exhibitions abroad.

The framework for the organization of those exhibitions — whether they were planned
and organized as part of the state’s policy, or whether they were the result of the initiatives of
individuals and were connected with tendencies shared both at home and abroad — is essen—
tial for the character of the art contacts, and therefore for the structuring of artistic life in Bulgaria
at that time.

A large number of the international art events were financed by the state® and reflected
its friendly political relations with the respective foreign states.

Another, though perhaps much smaller, part of the foreign exhibitions in Sofia, as well
as of the collective Bulgarian exhibitions
abroad, was organized through personal con— Kopa Ianasos. Kounosuius 24. Buaeapcra npecmuaxa.
facts between arlists and aritic citcies, (7. (w1 ety e
tthUgh the initiatives of individuals. The infor- oil on canvas, 74 x 93. Petit Palais Museum, Geneva.
mal visits and the joint art events in Sofia in the
1930s most often involved artists from the
other Balkan countries, and were brought
about by the informal contacts between the
artists themselves.

Along with the official or private char-
acter of the initiative, another important issue
in the discussion of that period is, for me, how
and whether the exchange of art was con-
ducted between artistic societies of a distinct
character. The answer to the question of the
unfulfilled contacts could be partly sought in
the . Balkans’ dominant interest in the
European (West European) art, in the great
Western cultural centres shared by Bulgarian
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and other Balkan artists. Nevertheless, this hypothesis cannot explain everything about the
existing situation.

In those conditions of Bulgarian social and artistic life, the international art contacts and
exchanges were realized within the possibilities that were available, and were not motivated by
any art programme™.

Shuttling between artistic phenomena and the state of modemity of the cultural field, |
arrived at the belief that the question why there were no pronounced modernist and avant-
garde tendencies in Bulgaria and in other Balkan countries, with the meanings those tenden—
cies carried in Western Europe, is of special importance.

In the above mentioned article on modernism Charles Harisson® acknowledges the
contradiction in the concept of modernism from the point of view of the contemporary post- and
after postmodern epoch. Whether modernism represents realism, i.e. the degree of involvement
of the artistic works in the human existence in modern times, or it could be reduced to some
formal qualities.

A speculation on those questions is possible only when one thinks outside the modemist
paradigm. If modernism is the connection of the works of art with human existence in the mod-
ern world, then, going back to the beginning of this text, the reason for the missing modernist
tendencies in Bulgaria is the inadequate degree/the lack of modemization of the society and of
the urban environment, and the non-manifested private interest in art. Thus, the (missing) moti—
vations and the (missing) consequences of artistic contacts are also clarified.
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*'“Georgi Lichev’s Collection”, by N. Mavrodinov, head of the Arts Department of the Museum — National Museum,
Sofia, 1934, p. 3.

# Andrey Protitch. Op. cit., p. 20.

* The important role of the state as a patron of the arts was commented on with a slight feeling of envy in the for-
eign press: “Bulgarian art, owing to the patronage of the Bulgarian state, is being displayed abroad in a number of
exhibitions in Rome, Prague, America, Paris, Berlin, Belgrade and Bucharest.” (Proya daily, 6 June 1940)

* As an exception, perhaps the only one, | can mention the foreign contacts established by Geo Milev in the early
1920s. Two exhibitions are associated with his project for the popularization of West European modernism in
‘Bulgaria: the so—called “Expressionist Exhibition” of graphic prints by European artists, shown at his place, and the
participation of Bulgarian artists in the Zenith exhibition in Belgrade.

* See: Charles Harisson. Modernism. In: Critical Terms for Art History. University of Chicago, 1996.
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