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Sofia and Its Inhabitants: Irony and Compassion, Visual 
Reference, Traditional Patterns, and Non-Identities 
in Two Works by Nadezhda Lyahova

I R I N A  G E N O V A
N e w  B u lgarian  U n iversity  and Institute o f  A rt S tu d ies, B u lgarian  A cadem y o f  Scien ce

S i n c e  t h e  c o l l a p s e  o f  t h e  O ttom an  E m pire  and the 

creation o f  independent states, the question  o f  nation and 
identity has risen and been am plified several tim es for B u l
garia and for the neighboring Balkan region. In the second 
half o f  the nineteenth century, with the form ation o f 
national states in the Balkans, an aspiration to construct and 
express a national cultural identity took  shape in various 
ideological and form -and-style variants that characterized 

the artistic scene for decades on end, and accom panied, 
com peted with— or, in m any cases, interacted with— an 

attem pt to find a m odern  artistic language.
T h is  attem pt becam e m ore determ ined in the years 

after W orld W ar I, when, after a series o f  national disasters, 

state officials in the Balkans, as elsewhere in Europe, became 
passionately insistent on prom oting a national vision o f  the 
state as a community. In Bulgaria, G reece, Rom ania, Serbia 

and C roatia  (at the time part o f  the K in gdom  o f  Yugoslavia) 
new artistic trends, cultural m ovem ents and artistic associa
tions, referring to “ native” /  “national” art began to unfold. 
T h e  N ative A rt m ovem ent in Bulgaria, the rise o f  Byzan
tinism  and N eoclassic ism  in G reece, the “ R om anian  A rt” 
p rogram  and the call for Balkanization in the Z en it m ilieu 
in Belgrade and Z agreb , all sough t em ancipation  from  
Europe by looking for original, unim ported m odern artistic 
expressions. In Bulgaria, this tendency played a central role 

in its m odern art.
In the 1930s in Bulgaria, the ideological desire to pres

ent a “glorious national history,” often com bined with les
sons from  academ ia, brough t about a recognizably 

nationalist orientation.
U n d er com m unism , national identity and identifica

tion were expressed in m em orials, which, by the late 1970s 
and 1980s had becom e larger in scale than those built in the 
1960s. O ne o f  the m ost im portant o f  these, the m onum ent 

to unknown soldiers, titled “ 1300 Years o f  B u lgaria,” stands 
before the N ational Palace o f  C ulture in Sofia (F ig. 1). It is 
a m em orial to great persons and unknown heroes in an ide

alized, com prehensive and the aw e-inspiring, centuries- 
long, continuous Bulgarian  history— a landm ark in m any

respects, including that o f  its present fate— it has been 
abandoned for m any years.

In the 1960s the form  and style o f  artistic production, 
such as painting, graphics, and m onum ental painting, as 
well as an interest in the history o f  national art, especially 
decorative and pre-academ ic art, was politically  encour
aged. F o r artists, a direct reference to folk art becam e a way 
to avoid the problem  o f  adapting to or avoiding ideologi
cally “ correct” content and it enabled them  to w ork rela
tively freely with color, texture, line, etc., as a m eans o f  
expression. A  m ultitude o f  w orks in m onum ental painting 
and the graphic arts testify to  this decorative trend, with its 

denial o f  a specific environm ent and social neutrality.
O ver the last twenty years, follow ing the political 

changes that occurred after the end o f  com m unist rule, the 
question  o f  national identity has often been form ulated in 
the public and private spheres, and is o f  great interest to 
political parties and politicians. In 2002 the author Anthony 
D . Sm ith  wrote: “ N ation alism  continues to resonate so 
widely, even am ong those who repudiate m any o f  the politi
cal actions it legitim ates, because it is a popular m ovem ent 

o f  collective freedom , and because it m obilizes people by 
drawing its strength from  the vernacular cultures, the poetic 
landscapes, and the golden  ages o f  what is felt to be an 
authentic ethnic past.” 1 Indeed, globalization and its visible 
aspects— from  the sphere o f  everyday life to the field o f  
ideas— is now counteracted by a new enthusiasm  over local 
identity. It is this (reactionary) enthusiasm  that is the topic 
o f  this paper, which is concerned with the use o f  contem po
rary art and contem porary artistic techniques (such as pho

tography and perform ance art) as a com m entary on older 
“national”— but also “ folk”— art in the work o f  one contem 
porary Bulgarian artist.

Nadezhda Lyahova2
N adezhda Lyahova (b. 1960) already has had a long artistic 
career. She graduated in stage design from  the Fine Arts 
A cadem y in Sofia in 1984. A lthough she has not been



1 Steel and granite monument 

and scaffolding, with bronze 

figures. “ 1300 Years o f  Bulgaria.” 

Sofia, National Palace o f 

Culture. 1981. Valentin Starchev 

(sculptor); Alexander Barov, 

Atanas Agura, V ladim ir 

Romenski, and Alexander 

Braynov (architects). (Photo: 

Irina Genova, 3 Ju ly  2011)

involved in stage design, we can easily detect her p ro fes
sional affinity to the theater— including stage space and 
lighting, sound and silence— in any w ork o f  hers, from  
installations to video works, however different they m ay be.

For nearly two decades now, Lyahova has been involved 
in book design, especially the design o f  art books, catalogues 

and other typographic form s that accom pany exhibitions, 
including exhibition posters and billboards that have caused 
her to becom e aware o f  street culture. H er artistic interest 
in photography and her experim ents with the application o f  
photographs to canvas and to other materials, has com bined 
well with this type o f  work. T h is  work— seem ingly related 

to  the pragm atics o f  generating personal incom e— has suc
ceeded in altering the tastes and habits o f  much o f  the artis
tic m ilieu in Sofia. Lyahova sees her involvem ent in the 

design o f  catalogues and books o f  photographic reproduc
tions as an opportunity and a responsibility  to look closely 
at thousands o f  im ages o f  people o f  different characters and 
ages. T h is  experience is distinctly reflected in her art work. 
In all o f  her m anifestations, the artist forges relationships 
between classical painting, theater, contem porary art prac

tice, and the various environm ents o f  everyday life.
In the two series o f  her photographs, “Sofia L io n s” 

(2004) and “ D ig ital Still L ife ” (1999-2004), N adezhda 
Lyahova does not aspire toward direct suggestion. Indeed, 
there does not seem  to be any subject m atter in her im ages, 
but only observation. T h e  them es that she records are 
intended to be defined by the viewer. T h u s, the two series 
do not lend them selves easily to critical discussion.

The “Sofia Lions” Series
“ Sofia L io n s” is a series o f  seven w orks based on ph oto

graphic im ages that are printed on canvas (see F igs. 3-9). It 
was created in 2004. ' T h e  subjects o f  the im ages are an inte
gral part o f  this city. Bulgarians are so  used to them  that 
they are hardly ever noticed. From  these photos we have the 
sense that the residents o f  Sofia, like the bronze lions, 
always appear to be in their place— changing, yet rem aining 

the sam e, for decades on end, repetitive and tim eless.
T h e  technology used by the artist-—photo fram es with 

an aesthetics o f  undirected, instant fram ing, and a digital 
m om ent, with a print on canvas which suggests the m ateri
ality o f  traditional painting— is m eaningful, and intention
ally en gages us in the am biguity between our daily 

experience and the concept o f  classicism .
T h e  series presents typical residents and places in the 

capital city. It m ust be noted that in the m odern  city o f  
Paris— the capital o f  the nineteenth century (according to 
the title o f  W alter Benjam in ’s study4)— the pragm atics o f  
urban solutions, the netw ork o f  streets, boulevards and 

squares, are in harm ony with the sym bolic locations o f  the 
key places and m onum ents in the overall texture o f  the city. 
T h ere  is an assum ption  that the city is perm anent, 
unchangeable -a rationale that lies behind the organization 
o f  any m o d em  city in the period o f  nationalism .

T h e  title o f  Lyahova’s series, “ Sofia L io n s,” is sym boli
cally loaded. T h e  lion is associated with Bulgarian  history: 
it is a sym bol o f  independence during the struggles for 
national liberation. T h e  central heroic figure o f  these strug
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2 G ranite with bronze figure. 

“M onum ent o f  the Unknown 

Soldier.” Sofia, T h e  Basilica o f  St. 

Sofia (south wall). 1891.Andrey 

N ikolov (sculptor); N ikola Nikolov 

(architect). (Photo: Irina Genova, 6 

Ju ly  2011)

gles in Bulgaria was known by the nam e o f  Levski (the old 
Bulgarian linguistic form  “ I ” (luv), m eaning “ acting like a 

lion.”  A  lion is represented next to Raina K nyaginyas— a 
Bulgarian heroine, who waves the flag o f  the State o f  Bu l
garia, which was aspiring to sovereignty, a flag that she had 
em broidered herself. T h e  sw ord and lion represented on 
the Bulgarian flag, often together with an olive branch, can 
be found in m ost o f  the allegorical im ages o f  the indepen
dent state and the Republic o f  m odern E urope. L ion s 

appear in im portant sym bolic locations in Sofia, chosen to 
be the capital o f  Bulgaria in 1879, after the establishm ent o f  
m odern Bulgaria. In addition to the L io n s’ B ridge (1889), 
lions are located at the front o f  the C ou rt house, the M in is
try o f  Internal Affairs, and the Basilica o f  St. Sophia, where 
the bronze lion by the fam ous sculptor Andrey N ik olov  

(1878-1959) form s a part o f  the M onum ent to the Unknown 
Soldier (F ig. 2). T h ere is a lion on a bronze shield at another 
fam ous bridge in the capital— the E ag le s’ Bridge (1891), as 
M aria Vasileva recalls in her article on N adezhda Lyahova’s 
work,6 noting that “A  lion also stands prom inently in the 

heart o f  Sofia ’s coat o f  arm s.” 7
T h e  sites photographed by Lyahova are a part o f  the 

perm anent scene o f  Sofia: T h e  L io n s’ B ridge was the first 
m odern  bridge in this capital city. T h e  garden before the 

N ational T h ea te r (the C ity  G arden ) has been the heart o f  
the capital since its creation, and many w riters, actors and 
playw rights, as well as royal figures have appeared there 

before the citizens. Both o f  these have been the subjects o f  
cityscapes, created by the earliest significant artist o f  the 
m odern city in Bulgaria, N ikola Petrov (1881-1916).“

P etrov ’s M onum ent to the Unknow n Soldier is in a 
well-chosen location— on the site o f  the oldest necropolis in 
Sofia, in which are preserved early Christian  tom bs, som e o f

which are below  the Basilica o f  St. Sophia, where cerem o
nial festivities are held on national holidays. In his article on 
the historical m onum ents erected after 1989, N ikolay 

Vukov points out: “ ...th e  m em orials and com m em orations 
o f  sold iers who died in wars, and o f  heroes who died in the 
national liberation m ovem ents, have, last but not least, the 

aim o f  overcom ing the dissolving sym bolic links o f  national 
unity and o f  finding com m union through the resources o f  
the shared past.”9 T h is  com m on identification with im per
sonal suffering and sacrifice is believed to have lead to the 
revival o f  the nation. Interestingly, at the end o f  the entry on 
the lion in Je a n  C hevalier and Alain G h eerbran t’s Diction- 
naive des symboles, the authors rem ind us that “ Christian  
tom bs were decorated with lions. T h e  lion itself is a sym bol 
o f  resurrection.” 1(1

Sym bolic places “ celebrate” the heroes, visualize great 
narratives, and bring their topoi into our everyday experi
ence. In the experience o f  Sofia citizens, for exam ple, such 

an undeniably sym bolic place is the m onum ent o f  the 
national hero Vasil Levski (1837-1873) and the N ational 

A ssem bly Square. T h is  square is im portant because o f  the 
institution— the N ational Assem bly— that fronts it, though 
few people know what Russian tsar the statue o f  the horse in 
the center o f  the square represents.

T h ere  have been m any debates about the M onum ent 
to the Soviet Army, which have been reopened as different 
narratives have form ed in the m em ories o f  different com 
m unities in the city. Benedict A nderson w rote about this 
type o f  m em orial: “ N o  m ore arresting em blem s o f  the m od
ern culture o f  nationalism  exist than cenotaphs and tom bs 
o f  Unknow n So ld iers:” they are “saturated with ghostly 
national im agin ings.” 11 Initially, the M onum ent to the 
Unknow n Soldier was, as were other Sofia m onum ents,
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3 Photograph on canvas. 

“Sofia L ion s” series: 

“ Bronze lion from the 

Tom b o f  the Unknown 

Soldier, with stray d og.” 

2004. Nadeshda Lyadova. 

(Collection and photo: the 

artist)

intended to appeal to an aw areness o f  national belonging 
and identity with a com m on national history dating hack to 
ancient tim es, to a history full o f  heroic deeds and person
alities. N ow  official cerem onies at this m onum ent are a new 
attem pt, in the post-com m unist period , to consolidate the 
past around a national sym bol that represents com m on suf
fering and sacrifices.

T h e  visual com m ents on history, tradition, urban iden
tity and artistic connections intertwine in the series “ Sofia 
L io n s,” as if  in a noisy polyphony. Lyahova’s photograph 

representing the pair o f  the bronze lion with a stray dog at 
the Tom b o f  the U nknow n Soldier (F ig. 3) is a key to one 
possible interpretation o f  her “ Sofia L io n s.” O n the Tom b 
o f  the U nknow n Soldier, which is a sym bolically  charged 

figure o f  national identity, placed in the register o f  the sub
lime on the threshold o f  the Tem ple and in eternity, is a 
com m on, stray dog, which evokes our sym pathy in the real, 
contem porary world. Indeed, the suggestions in N adezhda 

Lyahova’s entire series “ Sofia L io n s” shift betw een two 
poles— the sym bolic p lacing o f  national identities and the 

everyday m isery o f  actual existence.
N adezhda Lyahova seems to reverse the situation which 

this monum ent and others on sites in the city were intended to 
create. Rather dian im ages o f  the modern city with its con

structed sites, the artist shows, in the same frame, both the 
“ high” and the “ low,” the “heroic” and the “banal,” the “im ag
ined” single but “ in fact” multiple identities o f  her subjects. 

T h e  sight o f  those elevated on pedestals, suggesting dignity 
and power, which coexist with the “lions,” who provoke sym
pathy and banality, is invariably dramatic. In her art, the 
bronze lion, cast for the eternity, and the stray dog are both 
irretrievably and hopelessly scattered fragments o f  puzzles o f 
different designs, caught in the optics o f everyday vision.

T h e  seven works o f  the series are im ages o f  the present, 
in each o f  which several narratives are fragm ented, with no 
unified will to exist in a com m on sym bolic space. L e t us 
com bine in one the im pressions from  the seven im ages o f 

the series “ Sofia L io n s” w ithout the aid (anchorage, in 
Roland B arth es’ w ords12) o f  the title. Is there anything in 
com m on between the crowded tram  stop and the intrusive 
poster o f  the folk-star (F ig. 4), the flow o f  heterogeneous 
vehicles on the L io n ’s Bridge (Fig. 5), the rebec-player in 

front o f  the N ational T h eater (F ig. 6), and the Tom b o f  the 
U nknow n Soldier? T h e  com m on, discreet and visual su g
gestion, which any verbal articulation risks schem atizing 
and sim plifying, is the coexistence o f  fragm ents o f  a grand 

narrative (this m ight even be the story o f  a m odern hero, the 
folk singer Azis) and the repetition o f  the tim eless, seem 
ingly laughable stock scenes and sounds o f  our everyday life 
(the rebec, the accordion). Indeed, today’s Sofia residents in 
the works o f  N adezhda Lyahova are not heroic and recog
nizable. T h ey  are participants “without nam es”— nam eless 
individual or group presences.

Lyahova’s series o f  im ages directs, adjusts and readjusts 
our view o f  the com bination o f  dram atic fragm entation and 
simultaneity. It confirm s the im possibility  o f  translating 
experiences and em otional registers into the “ language” o f 

everyday life. T h e  artist seem s to continually m islead us 
with the im pression  that these im ages have incidentally 
fallen onto the lens. But I defy the fallacy o f  natural vision. 

After the insightful texts o f  Susan Son tag  on photography, 
after the developm ent o f  visual culture, I am  certain that 
these im ages and m om ents have long been sought, pursued, 
and chosen by the artist from  am ong m any others.

W hat kind o f  identity do the street accordionist, the 
rebec-player, the chess-player, the tram  passengers, the
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4  Photograph on canvas. “ Sofia L io n s” series: “ People at a crowded tram stop, next to a poster o f the popular folk singer ‘Azis’.” 2004. 

Nadeshda Lyadova. (Collection and photo: the artist)

5 Photograph on canvas. “ Sofia L io n s” series: “ Street traffic at the L ion ’s Bridge.” 2004. N adezhda Lyadova (Collection and photo: the 

artist)

6 Photograph on canvas. “ Sofia 

L ions” series: “ Rebec player before 

the fountain o f the N ational 

Theater.” 2004. Nadezhda 

Lyadova. (Collection and photo: 

the artist)
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7 Photograph on canvas. “ Sofia L ion s” series: “ Street musician 

with accordion.” 2004. Nadezhda Lyadova. (Collection and 

photo: the artist)

8 Photograph on canvas. “ Sotia L ion s” series: “ Chess player.” 

2004 N adezhda Lyadova. (Collection and photo: the artist)

m otorcyclist or the people on the cart experience? Are they 
aware o f  their com m unity— as citizens o f  Sofia? D o  they 
recognize the urban areas that they daily traverse and 
inhabit as special landmarks? C an  the belonging o f  persons 

to a national or a local community, as the Sofia citizens do, 
confer any universal value?

L e t us consider the selection o f  photographic frames, the 

opportunities for looking at them and the type o f com m uni
cation with the viewer that they provide. T h e artist limits the 
frames vertically, and opens them horizontally as unique 

friezes. All the photographs are o f the exterior, but there is no 
expanse o f  sky in them. T h e im ages are close-ups, they fill the 
frame, and som etim es go partially beyond it (as in the case o f  

the im ages o f  the Bridge o f  the L ion s and the chess-player). 
T h e  im ages are fragm ents within a larger space. In photogra
phy, as in painting, the artist can express choice in different 
ways. In Lyahova’s im ages, the close-ups o f  the figures, and

the horizontal frames which seem  to press down on them, 
suggest a reticence, a sense o f  claustrophobia, which, with 
little effort, could be interpreted as a sense o f  hopelessness.

Som e o f  the original fram es were sh ot discreetly and 
the urban dwellers are unaware o f  the gazes o f  the ph otog
rapher, or o f  the viewer. Som e o f  the beer drinkers have 
their backs to us (Fig. 9), as do those waiting at the tram stop 

(see F ig. 4). T h e  m otorcycle rider, the people on the cart, 
and the taxi driver are shot in profile, focused on the traffic 
and the flow o f  pedestrians, they seem  to have just entered 
the fram e o f  the picture, and already in a hurry to leave it 
(see F ig. 5). T h e  accordionist and the chess-player are look
ing at the cam era /  viewer. T h ey  know we are looking, but 

unlike those posing for a portrait painter, they are not aware 
that they will be transform ed into a picture (F igs. 7, 8). T h e  
dog is looking in our direction too, lying in an artistic pos

ture on the bronze pedestal (see F ig. 3).
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In the photo o f  the rebec-player (see F ig. 6), he is fac
ing the viewer, but his gaze behind his opaque glasses is 
unseeing, it seem s to be directed elsewhere. T h is  im age in 

the series rem inds one o f  the “ Blind rebec-player” im age 
from local folklore repertoire, often represented by the pro
tagonists o f  the already-m entioned 1920s Bulgarian N ative 
Art m ovem ent, such as Ivan Lazarov, Iliya Petrov, and Pen- 
cho G eorgiev  (Fig. 10 ).l! A  rebec-player also appears in Ivan 
M ilev ’s 1923 painting, “A rebec-player doesn ’t m ake a liv

ing,” 14 As A nthony Sm ith points out: “ N ations, or m ost o f  
them , m ay be relatively recent creations, but they draw on 
m uch older ethnic m otifs and sym bols that have rem ained 

part o f  popular culture and memory. T h a t is why the bonds 
o f  the nations, and the sentim ent they evoke, are not easily 

eroded or dissipated .” 15
T h e  im age o f  the tram  (see F ig . 4) is in another regis

ter— it is a landm ark o f  m odern Sofia. T h e  first tram in the

9  Photograph on canvas. “ Sofia L ion s” series: “ G roup o f men 

and women outside a bar, drinking beer.” 2004. Nadezhda 

Lyadova. (Collection and photo: the artist)

10 Oil on canvas. “ Blind Rebeck Player.” 1929. Pencho 

Georgiev. (Coll.: N ational Art Gallery, Sofia. Photo: courtesy 

Sofia National Art Gallery)

city appeared in 1901, after the partial electrification o f  
Sofia. Soon  after, photographs o f  Sofia tram s were printed 
and circulated as post cards, p rom oting the im age o f  the 

m odern city. In the first decade o f  the twentieth century 
N ikola Petrov created cityscapes with trams, a characteristic 
im age o f  m odernity.16 M uch later, in the 1970s, Rum en 
G asharov  presented a painting that was em blem atic, for its 
tim e: “ Rush H o u r” (1973), o f  a little yellow tram  crowded 

with people (F ig. 11).
In these works, Lyahova stretches the am biguity 

between the photograph and the painting— the m om ent o f  
transform ation o f  the not-hum an-m ade and lim ited-in- 

time fram e— into a pictorial im age with m ultiple tim e lay
ers. T h e  visual experience o f  everyday life is presented along 
with the intellectual experience o f  the painting. In a loose 
connection, it could be said that the procedure is sim ilar to, 
though different from , the one that Andy W arhol used for 
his m ultiples. T h e  artist selects im ages printed on the pages 
o f  daily newspapers or in advertisem ents intended for mass 
perception and im pact, and then “ sw itches” and redirects 
them to the field o f  art and to the individual dispositions o f  

the viewers. N adezhda Lyahova finds im ages that are often 
invisible in everyday life, and connects them discreetly with 
classical art that is regarded as “ national,” presenting them 
in a tense am biguity between photography and painting.
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12 Photograph on canvas. “ Digital Still L ife” series (no title). 1999-2004. Nadezhda 

Lyahova. (Collection and photo: the artist)

13 Photograph on canvas. “ D igital Still L ife” series (no title). 1999-2004. Nadezhda 

Lyahova. (Collection and photo: the artist)

11 Oil on canvas. “Rush H our” /  “ Peak H our.” 

1979. Rouinen Gasharov. ( Coll.: Sofia C ity Art 

Gallery, Sofia. Photo: courtesy Sofia City Art 

Gallery)

14 Photograph on canvas. “ Digital Still L ife ” series (no title). 1999-2004. Nadedezhda 

Lyahova. (Collection and photo: the artist)

The “Digital Still Life” Series
T h e series titled “ Digital Still L ife” is com posed o f four large- 
form at prints— the largest im age is eighteen m eters and 
includes five panels17— with im ages o f  women shot from 

behind, in clothes with flowery patterns that blur into decora
tive backgrounds com posed o f  the same flowers as the w om 
en ’s clothes (Figs. 12 ,13 ,14 ). According to Angel V. Angelov: 

“ here the artist literally shows the meaning o f ‘still life’, creat
ing images o f  the endless lifelessness o f flowers and feminine

silhouettes. T h e  im pact o f  this colorful wilderness /  solitude 
is sickening, every touching or sentimental perception— e.g. 

o f  the flowers as beauty and pleasure— is im possible.” 18 T h e 
im ages in “ Digital Still L ife ” seem  m ore closed and uncom 
municative than those in “ Sofia L io n s” do but, in exchange, 
they bribe the eye with beauty.

W hy has the artist called these im ages “ still life /  ‘dead 
nature’” ? T h ere  is reason to believe that for Lyahova these
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15 O il on canvas. “Peasant W oman from  Kyustendil R egion.” 1936. 

Vladimir Dim itrov— the M aster. (Coll.: Sofia C ity  Art Gallery. Photo: 

Courtesy Sofia C ity Art Gallery)

titles are im portant here. In still life, the center o f  the narra
tive is the sym bolic role o f  the objects and /  or the view o f 
space. Are the im ages only decorative objects intended to be 

contem plated and admired, im ages outside time and history? 
It is appropriate to turn for references in m odern art to the 
paintings o f  Pierre Bonnard and Edouard Vuillard, and to the 
com positions o f  H enri M atisse. In an exchange o f  artistic 
procedures and techniques— including repetitive prints, and 
photography— there is a relation to pop art and to the multi
ples o f  Andy W arhol. T h ese  im ages can also be connected to 
com positions o f  the type “All over” by Jackson  Pollock, in 

which space is not decorative, but there is no perspective.

In Lyshova’s large, horizontal canvases the fem ale sil
houettes appear to be pictorial slots in the sm ooth decora
tive pattern, standing out from  but also m erging with it. 
T h e  repetitive print o f  the ornam ental flowers has no per
spective, and the silhouettes o f  the wom en, with their backs 
turned to the viewer, are absorbed into this im penetrable 
flatness. T h e  ph otograph er’s eye has caught the women, 
who are a part o f  the everyday m ultitude at the b ig Open 
M arket in Sofia, from  behind, in an instantaneous frame.. 
T h e  artist separates them , abstracts them  from  their usual 

environm ent and sets them  in a decorative, space-less tim e
lessness. T h e  am biguity between the m om ent o f  the photo
graphic fram e and the tim elessness o f  the picture, and 
betw een the decoratively created canvas and the figures, 

creates tension.
A ccording to this author, the com puter-generated 

backgrounds com pared /  opposed to the figures in the pho
tographed views from  everyday life, su ggest a com parison  
with the infinite regularity o f  digits (hence the title, “ D igital 

Still L ife ”) to the uniqueness o f  individual human life. T h e  
viewer is free to consider another interpretation.

“ Lyahova has attained a deceptive and intim idating 
im age, these are the Elysian  fields— we are sinking in infi
nite uniform  colour, freeing, saving ourselves— who from, if 

not from  ourselves? T h e  fem ale silhouettes are seen from  
behind, the im age size allows us ‘to enter’ it, but perhaps it 
is preferable to set the lim it ourselves, the lim it that the 

im age seem s to rem ove, and to choose— this tim e— the role 
o f  spectators, not o f  participants.”— wrote A. V. A ngelov.19

In her “ D igital Still L ife ” series, Lyahova enters into a 

dialogue with the girls o f  V ladim ir D im itrov— M aystora 
(the M aster)20 who are painted am ong ornam ental back
grounds o f  flowers and fruit (F ig. 15). T h ese  paintings were

16 O il on canvas. “ L ion s’ 

Bridge.” 1911. N ikola Petrov. 

(Coll.: National Art Gallery, 

Sofia. Photo: courtesy Sofia 

National A rt Gallery)
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circulated in public spaces in the 1960s and the 1970s as ‘ the 
m ost Bulgarian ’ im ages. In the prints o f  so-called “ still life” 
the decorative patterns rem ind us o f  cheap gingham  prints 
with stylized flowers that seem  to swell out, absorb and 

exhaust the environm ent in which the figures are situated. 
M aystora conceived the com parisons and the visual paral
lelism in his paintings as life-affirm ing: a wom an like a rose, 
a wom an like an apple, a w om an like a poppy, etc. H is 
im ages initially appear to the spectator to be aesthetic 
objects, rather than representations o f  individuals who m ay 
com m unicate som e other pictorial m eaning.

T h e  wom en in M aystora ’s paintings are young. T h e y  
are paragons o f  natural beauty— the beauty o f  the nation- 

ally-determ ined, Bulgarian nature— and fit without any dif
ficulty into the notion o f  national identity. M aystora equates 
the fem ale faces to objects with aesthetic qualities. H is 
im ages, however, m ortify the objects, albeit unintentionally. 

And with their infinite replication /  reproduction in calen

dars, m agazines and all kinds o f  m ass typographic products, 
the effect o f  m ortification increases.

In Lyahova’s prints in the series “ D ig ital Still L ife ,” we 

see fem ale silhouettes from  behind, women o f  a vague, but 
not young age, who are on the verge o f  m erging with the 
undeterm ined color print o f  the uniform , infinitely deploy

ing pattern. T h ey  are figures without identity. T h e  m islead
ing sensual pleasure o f  the large-form at prints, aesthetically 

catch ing on e’s eyes, undergoes m etam orphoses, and the 
im ages achieve a suggestion  o f  hopelessness in the space o f 

the exhibition hall or outdoors.

Conclusion
In Lyahova’s art series “ Sofia L io n s” and “ D igital Still-life” 
the visual references reveal a significant and m eaningful 
perspective for interpretation o f  the works. T h e  artist refers 
to both the E uropean  tradition and to a gallery o f  classical 
art for Bulgarian art im ages that create a perception o f  both 
national and m odern  identity— from  the m odern  capital 
city, to pre-m odern  folklore im ages that have been recre

ated in m odern  art, to the ideal o f  the Bulgarian  woman. 
W ithout exhausting the suggestions that her works rouse in 
the spectator, this aspect significantly expands the field o f  
critical reflection, the field o f  interpretation. In addition to 
direct social im plications, and group  and personal (self) 
identification, the im ages o f  N adezhda Lyahova evoke both 

irony and com passion  for the hum an condition, with its 
eternal striving for the achieving o f  identity, for leaving 
traces, for the definiteness and durability o f  incarnation, 
and for Salvation as eternal hope.
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