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Abstract 

This dissertation is neither about politics nor art, per se, but will focus on  the debate 

surrounding the reception of an art event in a specific set of cultural and political 

circumstances.1 The paper aims to provide a detailed account and an analysis of the 

consequences of the incident that occurred in February 2008 surrounding the Exhibition 

Exception: Contemporary Art scene from Priština. The intention of the exhibition, 

reactions it provoked in the extreme right wing group Obraz, the media, the state to the 

consequential ramifications in the cultural sector in Belgrade are examined. This 

controversy - a kind of snapshot – exposes some of the complex relations between Serbian 

society and art. The formation of the RUK group (workers in culture) - an initiative 

undertaken by cultural professionals in Belgrade immediately after the incident – examine 

a key issue under which they unite. This is recognition of the need to bring politics back 

into the field of art in Serbia today. The issue will be explored through the work and 

statements of key actors in the Belgrade cultural sector. The conclusion discusses the 

‘success’ of the case of the exhibition Exception – Contemporary Art Scene from Priština, 

in a matrix combining the diverse agencies involved in the incident.  

 

The material used in compiling this paper comes mainly from diverse primary sources. 

The exhibition catalogue, the RUK journal and a recording of the first RUK conference as 

well as interviews undertaken with Milena Dragičević-Sesić, Vida Knezević and Borka 

Pavićević and a compilation of many articles in the printed press written about the 

incident were kindly provided by Darinka Pop-Mitić. Matthew White’s MA dissertation 

work on “Politics and War Memory: The case of the Belgrade Monument” was also 

helpful as a guideline for this paper. The works of S Brent Plate, Anthony Julius and John 

A. Walker have been significant as background reading.  

 
 

 

 

 
                                                            

1 “… ‘reception history’ or ‘reception aesthetics’ is one kind of writing concerned with the psychological and 
the social aspects of works of art.” John A Walker. Art and Outrage. p. 20 
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All seems infected that th’infected spy 

As all looks yellow to the jaundiced eye 

- Alexander Pope, “Essay on Criticism” (1711) 

 

Introduction: some examples of politicisation of art events 

The fast pace of innovation in science and communications has, amongst many other 

effects,  stimulated a climate of opposition towards contemporary art,  in particular as 

seen in the rise of fundamentalist movements. Revivalist factions within Christianity, 

Islam and Judaism as well as the ‘religion of nationalism’2, have all tested the meaning of 

democratic rights at the heart of contemporary Western society: the right to the freedom 

of speech and the freedom of artistic expression.  

To some extent these rights themselves are expressed through an ideology “that uses a 

universal plural language which has become the ‘official’ language”3 and belongs to “the 

religion we call liberalism”4 . 

Art has often dominated the headlines by causing offence to one or other group, which 

perceives itself attacked, and calling for the art work’s removal or destruction.  

Over the very recent past, we have become sensitized by the media to public outrages 

directed against art, with notorious examples such as the furore over the Danish cartoons 

of Mohammed, the murder of Dutch film maker Theo van Gogh (whose film Submission 

in 2004 incited the crime) and the public outcry and removal of Marcus Harvey’s Myra 

Hindley work at the Sensation exhibition in London in 1997.  

                                                            

2 A term used by Brent S. Plate, in so far as nationalism as an ideology also uses myths, symbols and rituals to 
buttress its existence. 
3 This refers to Baudrillard. When writing about globalisation says: “it is a fundamentalist concept…that has 
succeeded in creating a monopoly out of a balanced plurality…”. The quotation was taken from Dubravka 
Ugrešić. Thank You for Not Reading. p.187. 
4 “in that religion there are basic tenets, the first is that “everything is to be permitted but nothing taken 
seriously”; respect all manner of belief, just don’t be…changed or moved by it. In other words everyone should 
have their own religion, as long as it is a matter … of private, internal beliefs. But when these are manifested in 
the public realm… one must tread lightly, since others might take offence.” To the contrary,  “a firm adherent of 
a comprehensive religion doesn’t want dialogue about his beliefs; he wants his beliefs to prevail. Dialogue is not 
a tenet in his creed and invoking it is unlikely to do anything further than persuade him that you have missed the 
point – as, indeed, you are pledged to do, so long as liberalism is the name of your faith.”   Stanley Fish, law 
professor and cultural critic in S. Brent Plate Blasphemy - Art That Offends .p.174 
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In post Soviet Russia  -  where the process of a re-definition of identity and a ‘coming to 

terms with a past’ is in full train, and in which censorship was an integral part of life and 

the law - the rise of nationalism and fundamentalist religion tends to replace the strong 

hold of communist ideology. Testing the new limits of an environment where there is a 

close relationship between church and state has proved to be one of the problems arising 

in the cultural space, as attested by the Caution! Religion! exhibition in Moscow in 2003,  

at the Andrei Sakharov Museum (built in the name of the Soviet dissident, human rights 

activist and Nobel Laureate). The exhibition was closed down after four days by 

government authorities, subsequent to the Orthodox Church condemning it as 

blasphemous.  Both the church and the state were offended by the exhibition’s ironic take 

on Orthodox Christianity and capitalism, which are two dominant and highly constraining 

vectors in contemporary Russian life – this closure resulted in large fines for the curator 

and the museum director, Ludmila Vasilovskaia and Yuri Samodurov.  

The provocative work of Živko Groždanić, Meteorite Rain, exhibited at the Centre for 

Cultural Decontamination in 2005 in Belgrade, is an appropriation of Maurizo Cattelan’s 

installation La Nona Hora which incited outrage from the Catholic National party in 

Poland in 1999. Groždanic transferred the polemic of the downfall of the church and 

combined it with a comment on the specific Serbian context, targeting the church’s 

involvement in state matters as promoter of hatred and inflamed nationalist tensions 

during the wars of the 1990’s. In so doing, the work of art can be interpreted as pointing 

to both the shared and different realities prevalent in Western Europe and on the territory 

of the former Yugoslavia.  

More recently, the destruction of Albert Hetta’s installation Embassy of Kosovo, Cetinje, 

Serbia and Montenegro in 2004, demonstrated the high levels of confusion and 

discomfort prevalent in relation to the discourse over Kosovo’s status in Serbia. Hetta’s 

work deals with the representation of Kosovan nationality as separate from Serbian. After 

having been accepted by the Cetinje Biennale (in Montenegro before its independence 

from Serbia), it was defaced and removed after three days. It was disqualified by the 

organisers of the Biennale under the pretext of not having been clearly labelled as a work 

of art. This ruse poorly attempted to hide the fact that it was considered too politically 

provocative for the authorities. It was an unacceptable challenge to the Serbian 
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institutionalised, nationalist rhetoric on Kosovo as an integral part of the Serbian nation. 

The discussion about the realities for Kosovan Albanians was deferred.   

This paper deals with the case of the exhibition Exception – Contemporary Art scene from 

Priština. The opening of the exhibition was stopped and a work of art by Kosovan 

Albanian artist Dren Maliqi was destroyed due to an outbreak of violent behaviour outside 

the gallery by the extremist nationalist group Obraz in Belgrade. The exhibition deals 

with, amongst others, themes present in contemporary life Kosovo. The existing cultural 

and political climate in Belgrade where an extremist nationalist reaction does not shock 

and where official state reaction is ineffective, had considerable ramifications in the 

cultural sector in Belgrade.  

These areas will be examined in four sections. The first is a description of the incident 

through an outline, an introduction to the actors involved and a timeline of main political 

and cultural instances. (Only the incident regarding the exhibition Exception will be 

analysed here, however this section’s function is to lace the incident in the wider political 

context in Serbia). The second provides a presentation of the exhibition in the context that 

it was conceived by the curators and a discussion on the interpretation of the provocative 

work of art by Dren Maliqi. The third section analyses the reactions to the incident by the 

printed press, subdivided into its main qualitative categories. The final section examines 

in more detail the reactions of two agencies that are present in this debate. These are the 

state and municipal organs and most significantly for this paper, the sector of culture 

professionals, in particular the RUK group, who unite under the issue that in Serbia today 

an environment exists in which politics needs to be brought back into the field of art.  
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1.  The INCIDENT 

a). Outline 

b). Actors 

c). Chronology of events  

 

a). Outline of the incident surrounding the exhibition Exception:          

Contemporary Art Scene of Priština 

Earlier this year, in Novi Sad an exhibition was opened entitled “Exception: 

Contemporary Art Scene of Priština”. It was organised by a partnership between the 

Kontekst collective and the Institute of Flexible Cultures and Technologies – Napon, art 

collective in collaboration with the Rizoma – art collective from Priština. 

In Novi  Sad 

The exhibition was opened on the 22nd of January at the Museum for Contemporary Art 

in Novi Sad. Here it was opened by the president of Vojvodina’s parliament - Bojan 

Kostreš who is in the political party - Social Democratic League of Vojvodina’s 

Hungarians – (Pro- Europe/Centre left party). The commercial media reported on the 

exhibition focusing on one particular work. One of the pieces was an installation of two 

life size images in pop art style facing each other - the Kosovan Albanian hero and a KLA 

founder, Adem Jashari and Elvis Presley by Andy Warhol. The work is interpreted in the 

exhibition’s catalogue as: an allusion to ‘the forming of the cult of new heroes today’5. 

Živko Gorzdanić, the museum’s curator interprets the work of art specifically as ‘anti-war 

art’ adding that ‘it criticizes the popularisation of war criminals in Kosovan society’. ‘The 

exhibition is,’ he says  ‘not about political promotion but rather about artists who 

criticize the entropy in Kosovan society’6, further stating that it is the museum’s policy to 

                                                            

5 Exhibition Catalogue p.25 

6 Politika article. 26th January. 
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show work from all regions - Sarajevo, Banja Luka, Zagreb and Ljubljana and now 

Kosovo. The Democratic party of Serbia (DSS) headed by Koštunica (Centre right, 

traditionalist) and the Socialist Party of Serbia (SPS) ex-Milošević’s party (traditionalist) 

immediately attacked the exhibition and politicised its presence claiming that Bojan 

Kostreš was giving ‘direct support to the separatist powers who are splitting up Serbia’7. 

Bojan Kostreš, responding to these allegations claimed that they were trying to detract 

from his engagement in others affairs and sully his name in a ‘cheap political game’. He 

further said ‘the fact that these young artists accept to participate and come to Novi Sad 

shows that they see Kosovo as a part of Serbia’. The president for the Society for 

Internally Displaced Persons from Kosovo joined the right wing groups in opposing the 

exhibition and asked for the exhibition to be closed.  

As can be determined by the reactions to the exhibition opening in Novi Sad, political 

manipulation was immediate and prioritised in the media over critical discussion about the 

art itself. Furthermore, an essential misunderstanding and manipulation of the exhibition 

by Bojan Kostreš, is shown in an attempt at his defence against attacks.  

The Radical party (SRS) further politicised the event. It used in their campaign in the run 

up to Serbia’s presidential elections to attack Bojan Kostreš, or more precisely to attack 

the election presidential candidate that he supports Boris Tadić(DS) heading the Pro 

European block parties. The event was manipulated to support the Radical Party’s anti-

Albanian views and the idea of the Serbian nation based through a connection to a past of 

sacrifice and victimhood in which Kosovo is crucial. This incited the extremist right wing 

clerico-fascist group, Obraz amongst others to rally their supporters into a collective voice 

against the exhibition. 

In Belgrade 

The presidential elections were held on the 3rd of February where Boris Tadić (DS) won 

against Tomislav Nikolić (SRS) by a 2% margin in a second round of elections following 

no majority win in the first. The results were a sharp blow to the right wing block. 

 The day of the scheduled opening of the exhibition in Belgrade on the 7th February by 

Borka Pavićević  (Director of the Centre for Cultural Decontamination), the organisers 
                                                            

7 Politika article. 26th January. 
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were warned by the police that several extremist right wing groups had announced their 

intention of stopping the event. Plain clothes police were positioned inside the gallery and 

in the surrounding area. Supporters of the right wing factions started to build up an hour 

before the opening. A cordon of police in riot gear was established in front of the Centre 

for Culture, Stari Grad and in neighbouring streets in order to block the protesters from 

entering the gallery. In all three hundred supporters from Obraz and other right wing 

extremist groups gathered around the gallery chanting nationalist songs, holding up the 

Obraz flag and a life size image of Milorad Ulemek - Legia8 as the time neared for the 

exhibition to be opened. The cordon also blocked many culture professionals invited to 

the opening and visitors from the general public, many of whom tried to gain access to the 

exhibition. Twenty minutes before the exhibition was due to be opened, an unknown man 

managed to break through the police barrier and tear the part of Dren Maliqi’s work, 

Face to Face showing an image of Adem Jashari off the wall, leaving it on the floor. 

The organisers decide to proceed with the opening. As Borka Pavićević  began her 

opening speech, Zoran Calija, an artist (an acquaintance of the director of the Centre for 

Culture, Stari grad – Ljubica Beljanski Ristić) interrupted her and began to voice his 

grievances concerning the exhibition in an aggressive manner. He gesticulated with a 

stone in his hand intended to represent the violence Kosovan Albanians perpetrate on 

Serbian children and called for the exhibition’s closure.  

Borka Pavićević  attempted to address the situation and broached Zoran Calija telling 

him that his was ‘a violent act’ and ‘to allow her the right’ to continue. Astonishingly few 

other members in the crowded gallery room reacted. 

The situation escalated. The organisers asked the police to react to the interruption of the 

opening speech. The police responded that all had rights to the ‘freedom of speech’. A 

little later they asked the organisers to close the exhibition. Kristijan Lukić (one of the 

curators) called to Ljubica Beljanski-Ristić, from across the din of the agitated room to 

stop the commotion and close the exhibition for threatened security reasons. The police 

asked Ljubica Beljanski-Ristić to sign official documents confirming the closure of the 

exhibition  

                                                            

8 ‘Legija’ is the short name for ‘Milorad Ulemek’ – a now jailed former police commander during the 1990’s. 
He has taken on hero status with extremist factions for his work in ‘defending’ the Serbian nation. 
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After the closure 

The police dispersed the mass of people outside the gallery and remained there for the 

next few days. The following day stones broke the glass in the doors of the cultural centre. 

The ‘ Kontekst Gallery’ sign was removed by staff and the exhibition works were taken 

down, acting on the advice of the police who claimed they constituted a security risk 

which potentially put workers at the cultural centre in danger. Immediately after the 

incident a group composed of diverse artists, intellectuals and culture professionals 

gathered at the Centre for Cultural Decontamination wishing to prepare a collective 

reaction against the closing of the exhibition. Here the group RUK (Workers in Culture) 

was formed. 

The next day state organs, cultural institutions, human rights organisations and political 

parties published their official reactions opposing various aspects of the incident. These 

were the Ministry of Culture of Serbia, the Secretariat for Culture and the City of 

Belgrade, the Coalition Against Discrimination (including the Anti Trafficking Centre, 

Centre for the Development of Law Studies, LGBT organisation, Gay Straight Alliance, 

Youth Initiative for Human Rights, Network for the Defence of Human Rights in Serbian, 

Labris – Organisation for Lesbian Human Rights, The Helsinki Committee for Human 

Rights, Society for Students with Handicaps), Women in Black Network, Lawyers 

Committee for Human Rights, Centre for Cultural Decontamination,  Fund for 

Humanitarian Law, Incest Trauma Centre, Voice of Differences, Reconstruction 

Women’s Fund, Škart, the Group of Non-Governmental Organisations of the Citizens of 

Vojvodina, Other Scene, the Art Historians Society of Serbia, the Youth League of Social 

Democrats of Vojvodina, the political parties: G17 Plus and the Liberal Democratic Party. 
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b)  Actors (in alphabetical order) 

• Centre for Cultural Decontamination (CZKD)9 

CZKD in Belgrade, Serbia, is an independent, supranational, non-profitable cultural 

institution which was founded in late 1994, and since its public opening in January 1995 

has worked to revive a critical position in public discourse and the arts under impossible 

social and political conditions. It’s aims today are to contribute to the democratic 

transformation of the social and cultural environment in which it operates, to promote 

human rights and values and their connection to culture, to facilitate dialogue between 

actors on the cultural scene, in the civil society sector and between public institutions, 

officials and NGOs through interdisciplinary events, and to continue as an apparatus for 

the promotion of neglected voices from civil movement, avant-garde culture and minority 

communities through the production, development and promotion of high-end cultural, 

artistic and civil society projects. 

 

• Centre for Culture, Stari Grad (Old Town), Belgrade 

This is a centre for visual arts, dramatic arts, music and literary manifestations which 

provides a platform for events and public discussion, and fosters debate about the impact 

of culture on society. This is not a state funded institution, but rather is funded by the 

municipality of ‘Stari Grad’ and is supported by Pro Helvetia (Swiss NGO) and EUNet, a 

local telecom company. The fact that is was not a state institution was one of the reasons 

given as to why the state could not guarantee a re-opening of the exhibition. The director 

of the Centre is Ljubica Beljanski Ristić.    

 

• Branislav Dimitrijević 

Branislav Dimitrijević has been the Aide to the Minister of Culture for International 

Relations, European Integration and the development of cultural management in Serbia 

from August 2007. He is a founding member – and until 2003 the director – of the 

University for the History and Theory of the Language of Pictures at the Center for 

                                                            

9 See appendix for  summaries of two  projects carried out at CZKD 
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Contemporary Art in Belgrade. His research includes the theory of the visual as well as 

the concept of art. In addition, he has demonstrated his interest, in numerous publications, 

in the relation between culture and ideology in the former Yugoslavia.  

 

• Milena Dragićević-Šešić 

Dr. Milena Dragićević-Šešić, is the former President of University of Arts, Belgrade, and 

now the head of the UNESCO Chair in Intercultural, Art Management and Mediation, and 

professor of Cultural Policy & Cultural Management. She has written extensively on 

cultural policies and art management, and is the author of many books that have been 

translated in fifteen different languages. She has realized and developed over fifty projects 

which include policy trainings, strategic management and capacity building trainings  in 

South Eastern  Europe, as well as Belgium, France, Finland, Mongolia, Kazakhstan, 

Russia, Latvia, Lithuania. Milena Dragićević-Šešić has participated and supported 

numerous public art projects, radical cultural projects and programmes in the Balkans.  

 

• Kontekst Gallery, Belgrade 

 The gallery opened in 2006, with a focus on young artists, particularly video art, 

experimental photography, installation, performance art and new or non-traditional media. 

The gallery’s concept is to extend the frontiers of critical thought and public discussion of 

art and culture beyond the strictly defined boundaries of ‘traditional education’ and its 

‘respect for authority’. Ivana Marjanović and Vida Knežević, the curators of the 

Exception - Contemporary Art Scene of Priština exhibition and founders of Kontekst are 

both graduates of the Art History Department of the University of Belgrade.  

 

• Dren Maliqi  

Dren Maliqi is an artist who studied at Priština University, Faculty of Visual Arts. He 

llives and works in Priština, Kosovo. He explores images that display the tensions of a 

world triumphantly taken over by liberalism and individualism, but a world that is still 
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strongly influenced by the legacy of collectivist ideologies and institutions. He is part of 

the School of Missing Identity - art collective from Priština. 

 

• Napon Organisation, Novi Sad 

The ‘Institute for flexible culture and technologies’ is a nonprofit organization ‘dealing 

with emerging forms of technology in the field of social and cultural practice’. It focuses 

on youth culture, the web and technology, including a broad range of issues raised by 

creative uses of the Internet, website content, computer games, intellectual property, 

communication and distribution. Its activities include seminars and exhibitions on 

contemporary art, artists and music, and the web’s relevance to democracy and 

democratic processes. It is run by curator, art historian and TV producer, Dunja Blazević. 

Gordana Nikolić and Kristian Lukić from Napon were the curators of the Exception - 

Contemporary Art Scene of Priština. 

 

• Obraz 

Obraz is an extremist right wing organisation. The organisation is classified as Orthodox 

clerico-fascist by several organizations and state institutions, including the Assembly of 

Vojvodina and the Serbian Ministry of Interior. It started as an Association of Students 

“Saint Justin Filozof”, and some Serbian Orthodox Church officials. Most active were 

undoubtedly members of Obraz, which was established as a movement, in support of the 

magazine Obraz, in 1993, and in late 2000 evolved into a political organisation. Since 

then its activities have been transparent. It launched a major propaganda campaign, with 

characteristic symbol of Obraz, (that is a cross and the Greek letters alpha and omega) 

which was painted on many public institutions as well as the following slogans: "Only 

Agreement Saves Serbs” (similar to the "Only Unity Saves the Serbs" motto), "Let’s Fight 

for the Reputation of the Serbs”, "Let’s Defend Our Reputation”. This campaign is 

accompanied by a well designed and sophisticated web-site. They are an organisation that 

is against all types of diversity in Serbia which they see as dishonouring Serbian tradition. 

Their definition of Serbia relates to a “Greater Serbia’. Obraz are the most well known of 

extremist right wing organisations whose activities are well documented and glorified on 

their website. They have been particularly active of late, protesting against the arrest of 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastern_Orthodox_Church
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clerical_fascism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vojvodina
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Serbian_Orthodox_Church
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Only_Unity_Saves_the_Serbs
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Radovan Karadžić who they proclaim a hero of the Serbian people. According to 

Professor Dr. Ljubiša Rajić, the message on the Obraz web site: "re-hashes old ideas of 

Serb fascism, which attaches primary importance to assembly-making, monarchy, 

clericalism, conservatism, and patriarchal culture. Moreover those ideas are currently 

openly espoused by contemporary ideologues of Serb nationalism, far-right parties and 

certain Serbian Orthodox priests”. Obraz and other extreme right wing organisations 

protested against the Exception - Contemporary Art Scene of Priština using aggression 

and mass intimidation tactics. Alongside Obraz, other extremist right wing movements 

with members present at the incident were the Ravnogorski Movement and Dveri amongst 

others.10 

 

• Borka Pavićević   

Borka Pavićević  is the director of the Centre for Cultural Decontamination, a dramaturg, 

vocal advocate of human rights and political analyst who has an influential status in Serbia 

due to her many years of work in the civil society and cultural sector of Belgrade. She 

received the Légion d'honneur for her work, in 2001. 

 

• The Rizoma Gallery, Priština 

The Rizoma Gallery was set up by Mehmet Behluli, an artist and professor at the Priština 

Academy of Fine Arts. He is one of the founders of the School of Missing Identity. The 

gallery features exhibitions by young local artists, debates and music events. It 

collaborated with the Napon and Kontekst collectives in organizing the exhibition 

Exception - Contemporary Art Scene of Priština. 

 

• RUK Group –Radnici u kulturi (Workers in Culture) 

The RUK group is made up of twenty four members from diverse spheres in the cultural 

sector (producers, organisers, writers, directors and artists of diverse arts/cultural 

                                                            

10 See www.obraz.org.yu 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Patriarchal
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Serb_nationalism
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collectives, institutions, organisations and practices). The formation of the RUK group is 

an initiative on behalf of these cultural professionals to address the issues that the incident 

raised and create an arena for the further discussion of the state of the cultural/artistic field 

in Serbia today. Their activities so far have been the publication of a journal in April 2008 

and a conference entitled Art is politics on the 10th May 2008. A second edition of the 

journal is underway at time of writing. 

• Dejan Sretenović 

Dejan Sretenović is an art and media theoretician, chief curator of the Museum of 

Contemporary Arts in Belgrade, and an associate of the School of History and Theory of 

Images of the Centre of Contemporary Arts from Belgrade. He is editor in chief of the 

Virco library in Belgrade. He has written extensively on arts and media theory.  

 

• Branimir Stojanović 

Branimir Stojanović is a philosopher and theoretician of psychoanalysis. He is one of the  

founders of the school for History and Theory of Images where he lectured on the subject 

of Art and Psychoanalysis. He has published numerous articles, essays and studies in 

periodicals and collections of essays. His research centres on the emergence of an 

‘emancipatory political subject’ which he claims does not yet exist in Serbia and which he 

encourages through debate and discussion. It is unclear exactly what this ‘emancipatory 

politics’ consists of. He is married to Milica Tomić and they often work as a team with 

many commentaries of Tomić’s work being written by Stojanovic. 

 

• Milica Tomić 

Milica Tomić is an artist from Belgrade. Her work centres on issues of responsibility, 

political violence, nationality and identity, with particular attention to the tensions 

between personal experience and media constructed images. Tomić has exhibited widely 

and in an international context including the Venice Biennale, Sao Paulo Biennale, 

Istanbul Biennale and Sydney Biennale.  
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c)  Chronology of events11  

Preliminary project development for the exhibition Exception: Contemporay Art Scene of 

Priština starts on the initiative of Vida Knezević  and Ivana Marjanović from the  

Kontekst Gallery in Belgrade and Gordana Nikolić and Kristian Lukić from Napon in 

Novi Sad. Collaboration with Rizoma art collective from Priština and further research 

with individual artists and art collectives take place in Belgrade, Novi Sad and Priština 

over the course of the two years. Funds are obtained and further enable development of 

the project through 2007. 

12.07 

Initial timing for the opening of the exhibition Exception – Contemporary Art of Priština 

in Belgrade. Put forward due to the imminent declaration of Kosovan Independence. 

10.12.07 

Initial date for the declaration of Kosovo independence.  

22.1.2008 

The exhibition Exception: The Contemporary Art Scene of Priština, organized by citizens’ 

groups  Kontekst from Belgrade and Napon from Novi Sad, opens at the Vojvodina 

Museum of Contemporary Art in Novi Sad.  

25.1.2008 

The city boards of the DSS and the SPS and the Society for People Expelled and 

Displaced from Kosovo demand in a press release that the authorities close down the 

exhibition, or they will do it themselves. The same day, Dren Maliqi’s work Face to Face, 

one of the works exhibited in Exception, becomes subject to manipulation by the media. 

3.2.2008 

                                                            

11 The majority of information has been taken from the RUK journal, with additional events marked with *.  
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The second round of the presidential election is held. Boris Tadić wins. 

 

6.2.2008 

Exception moves to the Kontekst gallery in Belgrade. A call to patriots to gather the 

following day in order to prevent the opening of the exhibition is published on the website 

of the extreme right group Obraz and in the daily press. 

7.2.2008 

15:30   The police inform the organizers that several extremist groups have 

announced that they will come to the opening in order to prevent it from happening. 

18:00  Several dozen police are in the gallery and the surrounding streets. 

18:15  Police cordons are formed in Kapetan Miša Street and the surrounding streets 

preventing the extremists from approaching the gallery. 

18:40  An unknown person, despite the large police presence, manages to violently 

remove Dren Maliqi’s work Face to Face from the gallery wall. His collaborator 

continues to smash the work. 

18:50  The organizers decide to open the exhibition anyway, and to exhibit the destroyed 

work. 

19:05  The opening speech begins. After a few sentences by the curators, academic artist 

Zoran Čalija-Čarli, grasping a stone in his hand, stops the speech and abuses the 

organizers. Several people join him, among whom is a woman with two small children 

whom she encourages to “spit on Albanian art”. 

19:15  The organisers ask that the police react to the violent interruption of the speech. 

The police claim they are unable to interfere with free speech. 

19:20  The police ask the organisers to abandon the gathering as they are no longer able to 

guarantee their safety. 
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19:30-23:00  The exhibition’s closure provokes many citizens into attempting, through 

intellectual activity, to have Exception reopened. In the Centre for Cultural 

Decontamination (CZKD), the group RUK (Workers in Culture) is formed. 

 

8.2.2008 

The glass on the door of the Kontekst gallery is smashed by stones, and the gallery’s sign 

is removed. On the advice of the police, for reasons of safety, the exhibited works are 

removed at night, under cover of darkness. 

11.2.2008 

15:00  Students from the University of Belgrade hold a protest under the title Europe has 

no Alternative. The students ask for the resignation of Prime Minister Vojislav Koštunica 

if Serbia does not sign the agreement which the European Union has offered. 

20:00  Clerico-fascist organisations attempt to interrupt the launch of a book associated 

with radio programme Peščanik in Futog. 

13.2.2008 

RUK hold a press conference in the Belgrade Media Centre about the violent interruption 

of the opening of Exception. 

17.2.2008 

12:00  In an extraordinary session of the parliament of Kosovo, the Declaration of 

Independence is passed.   

19:00  Groups of hooligans take part in riots in Belgrade, attacking the embassies of the 

USA and Slovenia, the offices of the Liberal Democratic Party and McDonald’s 

restaurants. Groups of journalists are attacked. 30 people are injured. The police are slow 

to react. 

20.2.2008 
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The Europe has no Alternative group hold a press conference at the Belgrade Press 

Centre. Representatives of clerico-fascist groups hurl stinging verbal attacks at the 

speakers, who are professors from Belgrade University. 

21.2.2008 

The Kosovo is Serbia protest meeting is held in Belgrade. Both during and after the 

meeting, members of clerico-fascist organizations and hooligans set fire to the US 

embassy and McDonalds in Slavia square, attacking the Croatian, Slovenian, Turkish and 

German embassies and the offices of several foreign banks, as well as attacking several 

journalists and photographers and ransacking sports shops and kiosks. 200 people are 

injured. The police are slow to react.   

28.2.2008 

The police ban a meeting entitled Window on Europe organized by the student movement 

Europe has no Alternative. Following the ban, members of the movement, alongside the 

Slovenian ambassador, replace the window which was smashed in the riots. 

7.3.2008 

The police ban an action entitled In Search of a Prime Minister organized by the Europe 

has no Alternative movement. 

8.3.2008 

The police ban a meeting of the organization Women in Black intended to mark women’s 

day. 

16:00  Prime Minister Vojislav Koštunica tells the public in a press conference that there 

is no longer unity amongst his coalition partners over the questions of Kosovo and 

European integration, and that a pre-term election will be held on 11.5.2008. 

10.05.08 

The RUK conference is held entitled - “Art is politics” in Belgrade at the Museum of the 

25th of May. 

11.05.08  
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Pre-term election held. No clear outcome. 

07.07.08  

Serbia’s parliament approves anew government made up of coalition Boris Tadićs pro EU 

alliance and Milošević’s ex-party, the Socialist Party of Serbia their former opposition. 

24.07.08  

Protests over Karadžić’s arrest in central Belgrade organised by the Radical Party with a 

strong presence of clerico-fascist organisations. Insulting slogans were aimed at Boris 

Tadić, whilst Mladić, Karadžić¸and Šešelj and Milošević were held up as heroes in mass 

chanting.  

06.09.08 

Tomislav Nikolic resigns as the vice president of the Serbian Radical Party over a dispute 

with President Seselj (in the Hague) regarding signing the Stabilization and Association 

Agreement with the European Union. Šešelj believes that signing the agreement would be  

‛tantamount to betraying Kosovo’ whilst  Nikolić who had fought for an amendment in 

the initial drafting of the pact, had already agreed to the signing. Since, the Radical Party 

has been in dissarray and considerably weakened with the majority following Nikolić. 
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1. An exhibition; a context; the work of art that provoked such attention. 

a) Curatorial intentions 

b) What is in a name? 

c)  Exhibition themes 

d) A controversial work of art 

e) Reception of the work of art in Kosovo 

f) Kosovo, Serbia & stereotypes 

g) Reception of the work of art in Serbia 

h) Art as a threat 

 

a) Curatorial intentions 

The curators, Vida Knezević  and Ivana Marjanovic from the  Kontekst Gallery in 

Belgrade, and Gordana Nikolić and Kristian Lukić from Napon in Novi Sad, developed 

the idea for this exhibition over a year-long period of research on the Albanian 

community living in Priština, and the contemporary art scene there,  in collaboration with 

the Rizoma collective from Priština, as well as individual artists and groups working there 

. 

The question was posed of the lack of information in Serbia on Albanians in Kosovo, 

other than in their stereotypical national representations. The curators wished to draw 

attention to the importance of this project in elaborating these issues and of further 

developing the project in the light of current events. 

 The exhibition was postponed once having been initially planned for December 2007 

before its scheduled opening in Belgrade. The reason was Kosovo’s proposed declaration 

of independence scheduled for December the 10th. Also, having received some funds that 

had been applied for in September from the European Cultural Fund, which were added to 

initial funding from Pro Helvetia and the Youth Initiative for Human Rights, the curators 

decided that postponing the exhibition was an opportunity to put into place enhancements 

of the initial project, such as round table discussions and a publication.  
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With the declaration of Kosovo’s independence having been delayed to beyond December 

2007, the curators found themselves again at the mercy of events surrounding the unstable 

political environment and the proposal of a new schedule for the declaration of 

independence. 

A discussion prior to the exhibition opening in Belgrade, just days before it was due to 

open, occurred between the curators and other culture professionals involved in the 

project, including Branimir Stojanović and Milica Tomić amongst others.  Questions were 

raised about the timing of the exhibition, in the context of the fraught political atmosphere 

over the status of Kosovo and particularly the position of the extremist right wing parties. 

There would be difficulty in keeping the exhibition at a low profile and in avoiding 

unwanted misinterpretations of the art given some of the sensitive subjects treated.  

The resulting discussions12 were somewhat inconclusive, having taken on a degree of 

circularity, but it was decided to go ahead with the exhibition in any event, for the reason 

that no moment would be the right political moment in Belgrade, where entrenched views 

on Kosovan Albanians would endure regardless of the timing.  

 

The exhibition shows the work of eleven artists who represent a segment of artistic 

production in Kosovo. It was planned as a part of a greater project that would develop to 

include roundtables, presentations of individual works of art and a publication.. 

 

b) What is in a name? 

The name of the exhibition deserves some explanation. The choice of “Odstupanje”, 

translated as “Exception”13, is accounted for in the exhibition catalogue as referring to:  

“...the exception of this exhibition and the project from the mundane 

today in Serbia, where one speaks of Kosovo only in the context of 

                                                            

12 Recorded conversation provided by Darinka Pop-Mitić.  

13 The title ‘odstupanje’ in Serbian actually comes from the military term which would more precisely be 
translated as ‘retreat’ in English.  
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territory and status and where Albanians are simply not the topic. It refers 

also to the exception from the system of Albanian society of the nineties 

and builds parallel exception (boycotting the repressive hegemonic 

system) in the future, where the un-reflected past determines both the 

general and individual views on the world, or perhaps the exception of 

the work of these Kosovo artists from the artistic practice of previous 

generations.” 

 

The catalogue further states that the exhibition, 

 

“...reassesses dominant cultural hegemonies of Europe, Serbia and 

Kosovo, as well as national or gender identities in the field of visual art 

that are defined by Balkan particularisms, interest zones of global 

security alliances, doctrines of limited sovereignty, nationalisms, causes 

and consequences of Euro-Atlantic integration and the strengthening of 

capitalism.” 

 

The exhibition, according to the catalogue, aims to incite discussion and debate in the 

Serbian public on the reality of Kosovan Albanians, people living within the disputed 

territory at that time still officially a part of Serbia, where the lives of its citizens are 

hidden, are given no space in which to express themselves and, as such, are subject to 

censorship by Serbian agencies.  

 

 

c) Exhibition themes 

 

The works of the eleven artists presented at this exhibition can be separated into two 

conceptual areas.  

 

-  Work in the context of the global, Western-dominated,  art market  covering themes not 

concerned specifically with Kosovo i.e. : the “criticizing intervention of artists from 



 
 

                                                                                                                                                
 

25 

Kosovo in the field of the global art representation and art market dominated by the 

West.”14  

 

-  Works that deal with the problems of Kosovo society, into which category we can place 

the work of Dren Maliqi. Here the artists attempt to criticize contemporary society in 

Kosovo, questioning dominant cultural hegemony, national and gender identities through 

visual art. The artists may be pro Kosovan independence; however this is not the 

dominant theme of their work which deals also with social themes, highly significant to 

contemporary Serbia.  

 

Dren Maliqi’s work of art, Face to Face, (described in detail below)15 focuses on, 

amongst other themes, the issue of the cult of heroes in public consciousness. The incident 

which occurred at the opening of the exhibition in Belgrade is a dramatic and illuminating 

demonstration of the complex interaction of political and artistic factors in this context.  

 

 

d) A Controversial Work of Art 

 

The controversial work of art that sparked this incident, Face to Face, is interpreted in the 

exhibition catalogue in the following way: 

“Dren Maliqi’s Face to Face diptych explores the effects of the 

paintings of the national heroes who are conquering public spaces 

and overlapping with the visual contents of pop culture. These two prints 

in the form of pop art are facing each other. In one print there is the 

famous Warhol’s serigraphy of Elvis Presley with a gun, while in the 

other, in the same Warhol manner, there is a reproduction of the famous 

painting by Adem Jashari in his uniform (he was a famous national 

                                                            

14 Exhibition catalogue. p.18. 

15 This paper, focused on the incident that occurred surrounding the opening of the exhibition, is not a piece of 
classical art criticism and as such does not allow for discussion on the other works of other art shown at the 
exhibition. Dren Maliqi’s work is elaborated on purely within the context of its importance to an understanding 
of the incident in question and the cultural and political events which it set in motion. 
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Albanian hero from Kosovo during the last war) which is originally set 

on a façade of one of the greatest buildings of the sports centre in 

Prishtina. Through multiplying the image of the heroes and by posting 

them opposite the famous pop icon Dren Maliqi alludes to the forming of 

the cult of new heroes of today. This cult goes through the same 

production and distributive processes as the cult contents from the 

domain of pop culture, which says that their economies overlap.” 

 

Dren Maliqi discusses16 how he produced this work of art first in the context of 

Adem Jashari in Kosovo, where his act of dying while defending his house with 

the 51 members of his family singing Kosovan freedom hymns, and therefore his 

sacrifice has turned his character into a legend for Kosovan people. (There are 

various contested versions of his death, however this is the one that Dren Maliqi 

himself chooses to discuss).17 His image is visible everywhere from match boxes, 

posters and trivia for tourists to a large scale image on the façade of a building in 

a public square. He says: 

 

“He had become a new icon for Kosovan society and in that context I 

took his character and presented it opposite an American pop icon.” 

 

With the work, Face to Face, he wanted to comment,  

 

“ … on the societal confrontations which were present in post war 

Kosovo, where an icon which symbolizes local society and the post 

war situation, produces a situation of ‘worship’ and celebration which 

is similar to the celebration of the world’s greatest pop icons…(the 

work is about) a representation of communication of two cultures who 

are at different levels of development maybe with specific difficulties 

in understanding one another .”.   

                                                            

16 In an interview with NIN. On 31.01.08. 

17 NIN article. 14.02.08. Some stories say that Adem Jashari killed himself so that Serbs would not kill him first. 
Others say that Serbs did kill him. 
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Regarding Kosovo’s political daily life in comparison with Serbia’s situation, he says: 

        

 “For the past twenty years Kosovo has tried to become independent in 

various both violent and peaceful ways. At the same time Serbia 

confronts itself with all possible neighbours and internally a kind of 

war exists between pro democratic and extremist factions. In Kosovo 

this does not exist, at least not in the same form… (In Kosovo)…we 

live under a United Nations protectorate and daily are in all kinds of 

agreements and disagreements with the international community. 

Political and socio-economic questions are in second place.”   

 

 

e) Reception of the work of art in Kosovo 

 

The reception of Maliqi’s work in Kosovo appears initially to have been relatively 

insignificant. He went almost unnoticed apart from some commentary from conservative 

art critics who regarded the work as minor and derivative and as ‘a weak manipulation of 

Warhol’s work’18. This tepid reception of the work, as opposed to the mass attention it 

attracted in Serbia, Maliqi explains as follows: ‘…in Kosovo nationalist reactions were 

present and still are, … there is a significant movement that works against the public 

promotion in the media and elsewhere of nationalism.’  

 

The strong and very visible presence of international forces in Kosovo since 1999 goes a 

certain way in explaining why overt extremist movements no longer have such a loud 

voice in the media and with the public.  

 

The freedom of expression of artists (as opposed to their potential for controversy) , in 

these particular circumstances  is, perhaps unsurprisingly, greater under the highly 

constrained situation of UN protection, than under the more unstable conditions of a  

recently re-established multi-party regime such as that prevailing currently in Serbia.  

                                                            

18 In an interview with NIN. On 31.01.08. 
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f) Kosovo, Serbia and Stereotypes 

 

New ‘heroes’ were created with the revival of traditionalist tendencies seen in the rise of 

extreme nationalism and alongside it Orthodox Christianity in the late 1980’s and 1990’s. 

These ‘ideologies’ went some way to displace the form of management socialism that 

governed Yugoslavia from the end of the 1940’s to the end of the 1980’s. Where the cult 

of Tito and socialist icons had held their position and importance in the public 

consciousness, the wars of the 1990’s brought in another set of icons. Nationalism 

emerged as its own ideological system similar in form and parallel to religion. The 

supposed sacred status of the nation and its past glories rooted in historical events, is 

bolstered by foundational myths, symbols and heroes. 

 

Kosovo is key to the notion of the Serbian foundational myth and consequently to the 

identity of the Serbs. The famed battle of 1389 took place in a field in Kosovo, ending the 

reign of the Serb’s once strong and glorious medieval kingdom. This is where, as the 

myth goes, the Serbs let themselves be defeated on earth for a place in the heavenly 

kingdom. The myth was revived in the 1990’s and used to unify the Serbs with the notion 

of an identity of ‘eternal victims’ who are destined to noble suffering. It was used as part 

of a discourse that invoked resentment against the Albanians and later against all nations 

who were not on the side of the Serbs19.  

 

Kosovo was also where Milošević notably entrenched his power in Serbian 

consciousness. In parallel, the church was provoked into re-affirming its role - with the 

majority of Serbian monasteries being located in Kosovo – as defender of Serbian culture 

band tradition, alongside the nationalist political discourse. 

 

Icons were born out of new found religious fervor and the crude arrival of new capitalism 

as seen through the lifestyles of war profiteers and mafia, and of the political leaders and 

heads of militant fighting groups. These high profile persons were almost the only 
                                                            

19 During the period of the wars, all Serbia’s neighbouring federal republics as well as most Western nations, 
particularly the US and Nato countries which bombed Serbia in 1999,  were considered enemies against the 
Serbian nation. 
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blatantly visible public figures during those troubled times. Milošević, Karadžić and 

Mladić, all today recognized as war criminals were, and for some political parties remain, 

icons. For the more extremist right wing factions such as Obraz, are still national heroes. 

Legija, whose poster was brought outside the Kontekst gallery, is one such example of a 

cult-hero prevalent in the right wing factions of Serbian society certainly during the 

1990’s. 

 

Repression of information taking on the guise of media censorship was particularly 

prevalent under Milošević’s state policies, where freedom of the press was exceptional 

and almost impossible. It has left its mark on today’s media landscape where 

unsurprisingly much of the commercial press produces biased and sensational reporting.  

 

The stereotypical representations mediated by the ever-eager sensational press, from the 

1990’s onwards, have been assimilated into the public consciousness so that today they 

appear ‘normal’ and ‘authoritative’ to the majority.  

 

The exhibition catalogue notes: 

 

“Decades of anti-Albanian propaganda, which culminated in the 

emergence of Milošević’s radical nationalism in the eighties is still very 

important in the phantasmal field of politics today in Serbia. During the 

past twenty years the communication between Priština, Belgrade and 

Novi Sad was selective and sporadic, and such a level of communication 

is the consequence of a semi-official program of apartheid conducted by 

the official Belgrade; conscious self-isolation and boycotting the official 

institutions of the Republic of Serbia by the Albanian society in Kosovo 

during the first half of the nineties and radicalization of the clashes in 

Kosovo in the second half of the nineties, and practically, secession of 

Kosovo from Serbia after 1999 upon the establishment of the United 

Nations control.” 

 

The lack of information on Kosovo Albanians in Serbia, other than following the ‘official 

line’, was aided by the use of stereotypes that were voiced by nationalist factions. They 
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grew up alongside and helped the revival of national myths and heroes. Common 

stereotypes with regards to the Albanians from Kosovo were (and continue to be) their 

portrayal as anti-Christian Muslim invaders against the values of ‘true Serbs’ and later, 

during the wars, they were perceived as  ‘terrorists’, ‘stoners of Serbian children’ and 

‘supporters of American domination’, the latter being one of the aspects of Dren Maliqi’s 

work.20  

 

On the other hand, Kosovo Albanians Kosovo professed their own stereotypes about 

Serbs such as, amongst others, ‘aggressors’, ‘chetniks’, ‘with unconditional Russian 

support’21. 

 

However, it is interesting to note that the dominant stereotypes about Kosovo in Federal 

Yugoslavia were benevolent. The ideological tenet and slogan ‘Brotherhood and Unity’ 

having been central to Tito’s Yugoslavia and this legacy having been preserved for a long 

time in various different aspects of society. An example of the latter can be found in the 

educational and media system in Kosovo, which used both the Albanian and the Serbian 

languages. Kosovan Albanian educational institutions were built by Federal Yugoslavia – 

indeed this was credited the world over at having created a system of different ethnicities 

living side by side whilst retaining their own ‘culture’ and specifically speaking their own 

language. It was not until the 1990’s that the political situation escalated in such way that, 

in one of many possible examples of the growing impossibility of collective existence, 

Serbian professors who taught at schools and universities could no longer do so. Parallel 

Serbian institutions were built there, though these were obstructed by the Kosovan 

Albanian government and Serbs were often aggressed, abused and physically displaced to 

the understandable outrage of the Serbian populace.  

 

The displacement and difficult conditions for Serbs living in Kosovo were and still are 

used as justification for the further divisions between Serbs and Albanians.  This situation 

explains to some extent why Serbs do not know about Albanian culture and society in 

Kosovo, other than through politically deformed cultural and racist stereotypes. 

                                                            

20 One interpretation of his work Face to Face can be a questioning of the faux friendship between Kosovans and 
the Albanians: Americans being seen as ‘saviours’ in Kosovo thanks to the NATO intervention in 1999.  
21 Though at date of writing, this is now in question with the recent occurrences in South Ossetia where Russian 
troops support their independence from Georgia contradicting their stance on Kosovo independence.  
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Insensitivity to the suffering of those who were touched directly or indirectly by Serbian 

aggression is likely to cause discomfort and be avoided by the majority. Any variation 

from the stereotypical line of the national representation of Kosovan Albanians by the 

media is practically non existent.  

 

Not having any arena accessible to the public in which the lives of Kosovan Albanians 

can  be openly and freely discussed,  creates a consequential lack of knowledge. This in 

turn creates a feeling of unease and impropriety when discussing Kosovo Albanians in 

any other manner than in the stereotype of them as ‘aggressors’. This has established a 

firmly entrenched taboo in the public consciousness. Those who courageously do broach 

the subject from another angle and have the status and influence to voice their opinions - 

for instance, inter alia Natasha Kandić22 - are vilified in the mass media. 

 

g) Reception of the work of art in Serbia 

 

What is of particular significance is the micro context of the scheduled opening of this 

exhibition in a specifically taut political climate in Belgrade. The declaration of the 

independence of Kosovo is imminently expected. The heightened tension is particularly 

exacerbated by the mass media fueling the discourse regarding Kosovo’s central place in 

Serbia’s history and identity. The status of Kosovo is pivotal in the campaigns of the right 

wing Radical Party, who lost to the Democratic Party at the presidential elections just 

days before the scheduled opening of the exhibition.23  

 

The politicization, misinterpretation and ultimate destruction of Dren Maliqi’s work, by 

right wing extremists and the media in Serbia, adds a further live layer of meaning to the 

formal interpretation of his work:  he aimed to explore the ‘effects of national heroes 

conquering public spaces’ – notably with the life size poster of ‘Legija’ that was carried 

                                                            

22 Natasha Kandić is the founder of the Humanitarian Law Centre in Serbia which she formed in 1992 and is a 
highly controversial figure in Serbia - being stereotyped as a ‘traitor of the homeland’ amongst others - for her 
intense work as an activist for human rights and collaboration with international organisations. She has been the 
recipient of over twenty diverse international, regional and local human rights awards.  
23 The Democratic Party signed the 2006 Serbian constitution which declared Kosovo to be, in its entirety, an 
inviolable part of Serbia. The narrative which underlies nationalists’ conception of Serbian history is present, at 
least in part, in the liberal bloc’s understanding of the past . See http://www.b92.net/eng/news/politics-
article.php?yyyy=2006&mm=10&dd=01&nav_id=37065 
  

http://www.b92.net/eng/news/politics-article.php?yyyy=2006&mm=10&dd=01&nav_id=37065
http://www.b92.net/eng/news/politics-article.php?yyyy=2006&mm=10&dd=01&nav_id=37065
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around by the Obraz supporters the evening of the scheduled opening.  For them, his 

martial image represents glory in war and is revered as such, ironically in much the same 

way Adem Jashari is to the Albanians. However this is not the critical point of this 

incident. 

 

 

h) Art as a threat 

Milica Tomić24, an eminent international artist from Belgrade interprets the work in the 

following way: 

 

“… it is symptomatic that this work tests the ideological boundaries of 

the society in which it is exhibited… in this case the Republic of Serbia… 

which perceives the fictional work as a ‘real’ person … and has the need 

to demolish it… It operates in the public space and as such in an “arena 

of taboos”...This work does not depend on   “expert interpretation” as it is 

created to intervene in the public space and more importantly I would say 

that the discussion, emotions and strong reactions that the work of art 

provoked analyse and reflect the ideology, times and reality of the 

context it was exhibited in.”25 

When works of art are considered ‘provocative’ outside of the realm in which the artist 

works, this being the art world and more specifically the art gallery - a zone that is 

protected for the most part from the world of the everyday and beyond daily political 

factors – the intended meanings of a work of art an its formalist and/or its intentionally 

‘provocative’ tendencies, are no longer the main issue. Rather the perception of the work 

of art as a threat to the established order is significant. The ‘intervention’ of the work of 

art in this case is above and beyond its aesthetic significance.26  

The protesters, Obraz and other extremist nationalists in question, politicize the event in 

order to gain support for their cause. A public is mobilized that does not read the formalist 
                                                            

24 See Actors section. 
25 Author’s translation. Marija Đorđević in Politika Kulturni Dodatak. 9th February 2008 
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connotations and aesthetic message of the image as a work of art. In this case, as Milica 

Tomić says in the quote above, the protesters understand the ‘fictive’ representation - the 

sign and signifier of Adem Jashari, for his ‘real’ life person - the signified. The protesters 

interpret the work of art in the ‘real’ world assigning to the image of Adem Jashari the 

attributes for which he is known and hated by them in reality. This reaction to the work of 

art Face to Face succeeded in causing this reaction by being provocative on many levels 

of the political, societal and cultural spectrum. The latter being the relevant point in 

question.  

The immediate effect of this reaction was the forced closure of the exhibition and in this 

case, the destruction of the work of art. However the provocation raises the real point 

uncovered by this incident. This point is the critical, apolitical position of the cultural 

sector in a highly politicised society in which art becomes a symptom of that society and 

is neither a domain where the freedom of expression reigns nor a springboard for an arena 

in which the reflection on art and real discussion on societal issues raised by it can occur.  

The following section looks at a selection of articles in the printed press published in the 

immediate aftermath of the incident.  
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2. The Printed Press: Reactions and Analysis  
 

In such a taut macro-political context, the mass media played a critical role in the 

furthering of tensions surrounding this incident.  Kosovo was on the verge of proclaiming 

independence, which had been announced for the 17th of February,  and the Democratic 

Party candidate Boris Tadić won the presidential elections by a very thin margin of 2% 

against the Radical Party. This was only a few days prior to the scheduled opening of the 

exhibition in Belgrade. 

The wide arena of study regarding the mass media and manipulation is not the subject of 

this paper, nor is any television and radio coverage of the event. The purpose of this 

section is to demonstrate the main aspects of the incident that were focused on in the 

printed press and the general thrust of the reporting of the incident.   

The printed press disseminated articles that were instrumental in politicising the incident 

by giving priority to the reproduction of negative stereotypes of the Kosovan Albanians 

and the victimisation of Serbs in a nationalist run discourse. Critical review of the 

exhibition content, discussion regarding the works of art and the themes they raised about 

life in Kosovo were simply not given a chance to appear due to the exhibition’s closing 

before the public and art critics had could see it. However, one consequence is that the 

closure did result in an emphasis on the abuse of the constitutional right of the freedom of 

artistic expression.  

This section will examine how the incident was reported on by different types of press 

according to the three categories (1. tabloids, 2. mid-range dailies, 3. broadsheets and 

weekly reviews). The questions to be raised will be  

- Is the article fact-based or sensationalist? (language, image, use of stereotypes) 

- Who is quoted? Which argument is given priority? 

- Does the article take sides without providing a balanced argument?  

Following is a table showing information on a sample of the printed press that covered the 
incident: 
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Table: showing information on a sample of the printed press that covered the incident.    U=Unknown

Newspaper/ 

Magazine 

Blic Danas Glas 

javnosti 

Kurir NIN Vecernje 
novosti 

Politika Politka, 
Kulturni 
Dodatak 

Press Vreme 

Daily/Weekly/ 

Monthly  

Daily Daily Daily Daily Weekly 

Review 

Daily Daily Weekly 

Review 

Daily Weekly 

Category (Daily)  Mid- 

range 

Serious 

(Broad- 

sheet) 

Mid- 

range 

Tabloid n/a Tabloid/ 

Mid- 

range 

Serious 

(Broad- 

sheet) 

Serious Tabloid 

 

n/a 

Category 

Review 

n/a n/a 

 

n/a n/a Serious/High 

(Politics, 
Culture,Society) 

n/a n/a n/a n/a Serious/High 

(Politics, 
Culture,Society) 

Political Orientation Centre 

Left 

Populist 

Centre 
Left 

Centre 

Left 

Populist 

Nationalist 

Populist 

Centre Centre 

Right 

Populist 

Centre Centre Centre 

Right 

Populist 

Centre 

Left 

Circulation (000) 190 u u u 22 300 150 u u 22 

Dates of 
Article(s) 

(2008) 

Page 

No. 

8/02 

9/02 

11/02 

9 

5 

U 

8/02 

15/02 

 9/02 

10/02 

U 9/02 

10/02 

U 14/02 34-
36 

9/02 U 9/02 

15/02 

9 

11 

 

9/02 U 8/02 

9/02 

U 

2 

14/02 

14/02 

3 

U 

Cyrillic or  
Latin script 

Latin Latin Cyrillic Cyrillic Cyrillic Cyrillic Cyrillic Cyrillic Latin Latin 



a)  Commercial Dailies: Tabloids 

PRESS 

This is a privately–owned tabloid daily, with a certain degree of political influence,  group 

of former Kurir journalists – led by Kurir’s former editor Đoko Kesić and his deputy 

Dragan J. Vučićević - amid much publicised argument,  for reasons which are not quite 

clear, ranging from revenue sharing to political skullduggery.   

Press (08.02.08)  

A large photo and headline dominate the page, showing the line of police facing the 

“Obraz” supporters who are holding up their flag and a poster of Legija. After a brief first 

paragraph of factual information (date, time, incident), the article goes on to concentrate 

on the grievances of the protesters outside the gallery. Simo Spasić, the President of the 

‘Society for People Expelled and Displaced from Kosovo’, who was holding a poster with 

images of Serbian victims from Kosovo, is reported to have been jostled by a gallery 

visitor. Later in the article, Zoran Čalija’s improvised and emotional speech is given full 

coverage. No other quotations are used. The last paragraph concentrates on the good job 

of the police having calmly dispersed the crowd of Obraz and other members. An insert of 

larger font text in the body of the main text is stands out saying that two men had 

successfully torn a poster of the ‘terrorist’.  

This article quite clearly avoids any discussion about the reasons for the exhibition being 

held, and concentrates rather on portraying the Serbs as victims in this incident with no 

attempt at objectivity. The article makes judgement calls through the choice of data used 

for interpretation. Almost all the information is related to the aggressive and destructive 

behaviour of Obraz and the quotation used citing Zoran Čalija ads to the sensationalist 

tone with emotional and gossipy reporting. (It can also be noted that the name of the 

Gallery ‘Kontekst’ was written ‘Kontakt’, which may be more than a mere inaccuracy and 

verges on disrespect.)  

 

Small column in the Comment of the Day: 

This column portrays, in a sharp, humorous way,  a poster of  Adem Jasari being paraded 

through the streets of Belgrade. The article ridicules Dren Maliqi  and pop art. Questions 

are asked such as: how would Sarajevans react if Karadžic or Mladić were paraded on a 

poster in their town, or Isrealis, if life size posters of Nazis were exhibited, and so on. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=%C4%90oko_Kesi%C4%87&action=edit&redlink=1
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Dragan_J._Vu%C4%8Di%C4%87evi%C4%87&action=edit&redlink=1
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Such a text, written in a comical, judgemental and sensational way is overtly populist and, 

like the soundbite, seeks to manipulate emotions to sway the public.  

 

Opinions are presented in easily digested and repetitive terms, exploiting the ever present 

horror and gossip at the Western versus the Serbian way. Cultural relativism is used 

without contextual explanation. No room is left for any other discussion of the event, the 

opinion is provided as self contained and closed to debate, and expressed in part through 

the use of ironic humour, discrediting the situation by placing it in the realm of the absurd.  

 

VECERNJE NOVOSTI 

High-circulation, conservative evening tabloid, Vecernje novosti has a long and 

sometimes checkered history, including a close association with the regime of Slobodan 

Milošević,  for which it often acted as q propaganda mouthpiece (including brazen 

misrepresentation and manipulation of news).  

 

Vecernje novosti (09.02.08)  

 

The headline of this article is “Legijom na Jasarija” - “Legija against Jashari or The 

Legion against Jashari”. The title has a double meaning. It refers to the now jailed ex-

police commander Milorad Ulemek Legija in confrontation with Jashari, and – using the 

original meaning of his name – also legion confronting Jashari, apparently hinting at 

Obraz’s power. 

After a brief paragraph of factual data, this article gives many column inches to the 

opinion of Zoran Čalija. The paper interviewed him and quoted his views against the 

exhibition. He is given space in the article for the justification of his actions, including an 

explanation as to why the stone he brought there was important. A stone he called a 

symbol of the stoning that the Kosovan Albanians had carried out on Serbian children. 

The article proceeded to quote parts of text from the exhibition catalogue, holding issue 

particularly with a section that criticizes state policy towards Albanians in Kosovo.  

 

Analysis of this article demonstrates its bias towards closure of the exhibition. In a 

contradictory manner it claims to support both freedom of expression and provocative art, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slobodan_Milo%C5%A1evi%C4%87
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slobodan_Milo%C5%A1evi%C4%87
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slobodan_Milo%C5%A1evi%C4%87
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however not on the issue of Albanians and Kosovo. According to the journalist, Kosovan 

Albanians were not victims of the racial prejudice on behalf of Serbians. The article 

employs a sensational use of quotations and manipulates the information to side with the 

Serb victims of Kosovan aggression. 

 

b) Commercial Daily: Mid-Range 

BLIC 

Blic is one of the highest circulation dailies, a tabloid owned by the Swiss media group, 

Ringier AG . The first of Serbian papers to be owned by foreign capital, Blic is devoted to 

concise, attention-grabbing news form. It has had circulations up to 250,000, but now 

closer to 190,000. 

Like most of the press,  Blic was involved in controversies over political censorship 

during the 90’s, which caused many of its journalists and editors with opposition 

sympathies to move away and form their own newspaper, in this case  Glas javnosti (the 

first five issues were called Novi Blic).  

 

Blic 08.02.08 

This article covers a full page detailing the incident. A photograph of the torn artwork is 

shown. It concentrates on reporting incident in a style that indicates opposition to the 

closing of the exhibition. It characterises the protesters as ‘hooligans’ and negatively 

portrays their acts of aggression. Two quotations are given, both from the exhibition 

organisers’ perspectives. 

A small, further article in Blic reports on the call by the to ban Obraz by the Youth 

League of Social Democrats of Vojvodina, and reiterates the Ministry of Culture’s official 

statement in opposition to the aggressive act of obstruction at the opening of the 

exhibition.  

c) Broadsheets & Weekly Reviews 

DANAS 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ringier_AG
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glas_javnosti
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Leading independent left-of-centre daily newspaper,  but with lowest circulation of all the 

dailies around 20’000 copies per day. In the period since the regime change, Danas was 

one of the rare Serbian newspapers to ignore the commercial temptations of ‘yellow 

journalism’. Danas promotes discussion on issues related to former Yugoslavia, social-

democracy and European integration. It is among rare media supporters of Serbian NGO 

activities towards human rights and minorities protection.  

Both Danas and Vreme have maintained their distance from Government and both have 

maintained their role in raising public awareness concerning the contentious issues of the 

Balkan wars and Serbian nationalist agenda. 

Danas.(15.02.08)   

This is a short fact-based article whose headline alludes to the underlying issue exposed 

by the incident: i.e. the issue of cultural stereotypes and their influence in Serbia.  

A highlighted insert indicates the supportive position of the Ministry of Culture in the 

debate towards the (re-)opening of the exhibition. The exhibition’s curators, a key culture 

professional, an academic and an artist are quoted at some length. Both curators of the 

exhibition relate first hand information on the incident, highlighting the threat to the 

security of the organisers and visitors, and drawing attention to the destruction of a work 

of art. This is followed by an analytical point made by Borka Pavićević, the Director of 

the Centre for Cultural Decontamination where she refers to this underlying issue and the 

threat to civil society which it poses. 

The art historian Dejan Sretenović is quoted as strongly advocating the (re-) opening of 

the exhibition whilst the artist, Milica Tomić, voices her fears about the image of Serbia 

in the art world following such incident and questions how that will affect the views and 

willingness of  artists abroad to show their art in Serbia.  

The article closes on a short listing of state institutions, political parties and non-

governmental associations which all were apprehensive  or  critical of this incident. 
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POLITIKA 

Historically the most influential and with the largest circulation of the broadsheets, the 

paper’s traditional quality was compromised by its wholly surrendering to government 

control and influence during the turbulent 90’s. 

It is now owned through a joint venture, 50% of which is controlled by a private publisher 

from Germany (WAZ), which also publishes a sports paper and commercial magazines 

and controls a large number of news-stands. Alone among the dailies it has been 

successful in raising its circulation and is still very influential. Editorial policy appears to 

show more independence and moderation than previously, although the paper remains 

closely associated with political and government centers of influence.  

 

Politika (15.02.08)  

This article is more opinion based than fact based. The title already indicates the farcical 

attitude with which the incident is viewed. It is the Serbian intellectuals who are put into 

question and are accused of insensitivity to the contemporary political situation, 

specifically that of not being politically correct.  

They further suggest that Serbian intellectuals, particularly Left orientated, manipulated 

the incident to justify their existence and to discredit Serbia. The analysis of the work of 

art is dealt with in rather cursory fashion with the rather inconclusive claim that the only 

democratic way to comment on the art is through the means of  another creation. This 

viewpoint seems to undermine the validity of any grievances that the art may raise in the 

public arena and relegates it to the elite sphere of the art world which is dismissed by the 

author as being a field reigned over by  ‘intellectual terrorism’ and ‘misinformation’. 

There follow some unsubstantiated opinions which are out of context about the many 

mistakes that this group have made in Serbian politics over the last hundred years, 

dismissing all Left orientated politics by citing the names of notorious dictators. 

The article infers that holding the exhibition again would provoke new reactions and the 

insinuation is that this would be the wrong move. It advocates the issue of censorship as, 

ironically, possibly a better option to Obraz.  Obraz’s actions are not directly discredited 
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but rather are partially justified and explained away by suggesting that the incident just 

reflects the age-old problem of the meeting of two factions from opposite ends of the 

spectrum. The intellectuals are accused of deliberately provoking Obraz with an elitist 

and ‘almost snobbish’ attitude towards daily politics in Serbia. 

 The article, which favours opinion over factual commentary, uses  cynical and snide 

language towards the chosen ‘villains’ of the piece, being the intellectuals and the art 

world. The quickening pace towards the ‘democratisation’ of Serbia is seen as not having 

had positive consequences regarding the social status of intellectuals. All political parties 

are blamed for their absence of clear ideas on the issue of Kosovo’s status and Serbia’s 

entry into the EU.  

Obraz’s actions towards the incident are justified in part by  alluding to their being backed 

into a corner by the current political discourse  - having to fight for Kosovo as an 

inviolable part of the territory of the Republic where the party lines are not clear enough, -  

and leaving them no room for other  possibilities. The article claims that the status of 

‘Kosovo and Metohija is not the separating or dividing factor’ in this debate and it 

insinuates that the   intellectuals, particularly left wing oriented, are doing the 

manipulating.   

The article finishes by musing on the workings of an ideal, democratically run country 

with a healthy political system which demands real debate, respects profound knowledge 

and rational discussions. The conclusion infers to the general lack of vision in political, 

and cultural debate due to an overall lack of knowledge; with the comment that the whole 

incident is a farcical game of fancy dress. The article does not provide a balanced 

argument though it does highlight key issues in a biased way. It focuses rather on 

premises which attack leftist intellectuals, dismissing cultural activity and victimising 

Serbia and relies to a degree on recourse to irony, absurdity, pathos and generalisation.  

VREME  

The other quality news weekly magazine, without overt political ties, founded in October 

1990 by a group of journalists from Politika. Like NIN has a relatively independent 

outlook and is critical of government. 
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It is modeled on Time Magazine. It has a weekly print run of around 22,000, similar to 

NIN, with significant sales abroad to the Serb diaspora.   

Vreme (14.02.08)  

This article makes sophisticated use of the facts to put the incident in its political, cultural 

and sociological context. It ridicules Obraz and Zoran Čalija, comments on the role of the 

media in inciting the attack against the exhibition and refers to other incidents of 

censorship of  cultural happenings in Belgrade’s recent history. 

 

From the first, this paper addresses the question of Kosovo’s status. The wording of this 

first section allows room for the journalist to make this moot point while remaining 

outside the Kosovo discourse proper. Rather the emphasis is put on the confused and 

shallow nature of Obraz, the “Fatherland Movement”, with not a little hint of irony and 

ridicule. 

 

The contradictory behaviour of the massed crowd of protestors is questioned by the 

article: if Kosovo really is a part of Serbia, then why are there protests against an 

exhibition which – in theory – is given by artists from that part Serbia? The point being 

made that the right wing is inconsistent.  Furthermore, the articles notes, the Adem Jasari 

poster was torn but the other part – representing Elvis – of Dren Maliqi’s work was not 

touched, despite the nationality of the author (Andy Warhol being an American and 

obvious enemy of the right wing).  

 

The article proceeds with an account of the lead up to this event, discussing the 

politicization of the first showing of the works at the Contemporary Art Museum in Novi 

Sad. It notes that the artists were offended that their work was instrumentalised by 

politicians and were not present at the exhibition opening in Belgrade. The article then 

gives a description of Zoran Čalija interrupting Borka Pavićević’s opening speech.  He 

was wearing a leather jacket, holding  a strong drink in one hand and a rock in the other,  

insinuating that he is aggressive and brutish, which impression is further confirmed by 

what he is reported to have said. The final paragraph notes many other attempts at the 

censorship of art happenings in Belgrade, providing a factual context for such incidents. It 

concludes with a reflective and subtly critical comment, asking how far those who were 
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once against Milošević will now allow the unruly behaviour of the masses to go. This 

thereby questions the policies of the state that allows such an incident to occur, and 

suggests that it is the unruly mass demonstration that should be shut down, not the 

exhibition. 

 

There is a column in another section of Vreme called “TV Manijak” (title self 

explanatory), with the title “Reprise su majka znanja” – “Reruns Are The Mother Of All 

Knowledge”. The article discusses in a sophisticated, sometimes ironic and humorous 

way, how the learning of history can be achieved through popular television programmes. 

The section that is of interest here is a paragraph that discusses the incident of the (non-) 

opening of the exhibition. The comment being made is that both the protesters and the 

artists are waving flags of their head-chopping heroes like prehistoric totems. The article 

states that the artistic goal was fulfilled, whether it was supposed to happen in this way or 

not. This refers to the art itself and adds a layer of interpretation of the works shown 

which have relevance to the incident. The article is in praise of neither faction but 

professes an understanding of Dren Maliqi’s work being about the cult of heroes and 

ironically deconstructs it, using it to point to the absurdity of the situation as a whole in 

the journalists view. 

NIN 

Prominent current affairs weekly with, until recently, a rather high brow reputation and 

some degree of independence, despite government attempts at suppression. It has a 

tradition of inviting contributions from foremost personalities in Serbian and former 

Yugoslav society, in arts, sciences and sport.  

During the period of increasing government control in 90’s NIN journalists had initiated a 

privatization process in early 90’s to reduce the influence of the Politika group to fight for 

the magazine’s editorial independence and critical-oriented tradition. 

With commercial pressure from the new Serbian political periodicals NIN has adopted a 

slightly more populist tone, though it is still highly regarded. Circulation of around 

22,000. 
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NIN (14.02.08)  

 

Spread over three pages, this article takes an in depth look at the themes surrounding the 

incident of the 7th February. The article takes a critical stance towards the organisers of 

the exhibition at the two different spaces, pointing to inconsistency between their 

interpretation of the exhibition and the artist’s own interpretation of his work.  

 

Additionally, it criticises the state’s reaction to the incident – as expressed through an 

official statement imploring the need for ‘democratic values of tolerance and the respect 

for cultural differences, freedom of speech and artistic expression’ – and exposes its 

contradictions.  

 

The state’s insensitivity towards victims of Albanian aggression is focussed on. 

Intellectuals and cultural professionals are shown also to be inconsistent in their 

behaviour, referring to the example of another recent event which is explored and 

contrasted with the incident.  

 

There are quotations from interviews with Dren Maliqi, who is then criticised, and more 

quotes from the artist Vladislav Šćepanović27who himself criticizes Dren Maliqi’s work 

and motivations.   

 

Obraz are shown to have planned and calculated their presence at the opening of the 

exhibition in Belgrade with the objective of reminding Serbia of its nationalist forces – as 

expressed in an interview with Mladen Obradović from the extremist right wing group. 

                                                            

27Vladislav Šćepanović is an artist from Montenegro. He had an exhibition four years ago at the Progress 
Gallery in Belgrade which was banned. The exhibition consisted of portraits of figures such as Saddam Hussein, 
Bin Laden and Radovan Karadžić.  It was criticised by ‘pro democratic’ forces in this case - the Lawyers 
Committee for Human Rights, the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia for being ‘part of anti-
democratic and nationalistic forces’. In his words the exhibition was ‘ a criticism of the spectacle of modern 
times life, and an expression of ‘engaged art’.’  - themes that dominate his work. He further stated that, the 
banning of his exhibition shows that ‘Serbia is ruled by (…) dictatorial democratic powers who oppose anyone 
who goes against the expected’.  NIN article by Dragana Perić. 14.02.08. 
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This sophisticated and well researched article concludes with a reminder about the victims 

of nationalism, who are said to have been forgotten about in the whole incident, and that 

the latter was an example of manipulation by all the factions present including the artist, 

the culture professionals, the right wing factions and the state. 

 

In summary, the commercial press, as could be expected, did not provide balanced 

coverage on the exhibition or its curator’s intentions, rather it reinforced and reproduced 

the prevailing and conventional political discourse that exists in Serbia.  

As Ana Vujanović puts it in her article No Exception!28 about the incident, the public were 

forced to decide on which side of the discourse they wished to stand, “…this being those 

who are “Pro” (for Europe, for democracy , for tolerance, for internationalism) or 

“Kontra” (which means for Serbia, for nationalism, for preserving history, for national 

dignity, and anti Euro-Atlantic integrations, anti tolerance)”.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                            

28 No Exception! By Ana Vujanović in collaboration with Druga Scena group. Unpublished article. February 
2008. Druga Scena is “a platform that gathers: formal and informal organizations and groups from the territory 
of the City of Belgrade, which were not founded by the City of Belgrade Assembly nor the Ministry of Culture 
of the Republic of Serbia, and which are not subsidized regularly from the budget of the City or the Ministry, as 
well as individuals who act as free lancers in the independent scene: who are active in the fields of 
contemporary art production, art and cultural theory and practice, or cultural activism; who are already active or 
willing to take part and work in the fields of contemporary art production, art and cultural theory and practice, or 
cultural activism and media/ communications; who deal or are willing to deal with cultural policy issues; who 
do not spread racial, national, religious, gender, or sexual intolerance.” http://drugascena.org/node/2  

http://drugascena.org/node/2
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4. Confrontations:  

a) State Apparatus – Ministry of Culture and the Belgrade City Council, 
Secretariat for Culture. 

b) Culture Professionals. Focus on RUK. 

The following section discusses their respective reactions to the incident and the 

motivations behind these reactions. Particular attention is paid to the second section where 

a diverse presentation and analysis of views from key individuals in the RUK group is 

carried out. 

 

 

a)  State Apparatus 

The following articles of the Serbian constitution29 are relevant to us here. They advocate: 

Article 1 

“…human and minority rights and freedoms and the acceptance of European principles 
and values.” 

Article 5  

“The constitution prohibits the activities of any political party intending to forcibly 
overthrow the constitutional order, to deny constitutionally guaranteed human and 
minority rights or to incite ethnic or religious hatred.” 

Article 21  

“The constitution prohibits any discrimination, whether direct or indirect, especially on 

the grounds of race, gender, ethnicity, faith, class, culture, language, age, political or other 

beliefs... ” 

Article 27  

                                                            

29 http://www.cesid.org/eng/zakoni/sr/ustavRS.jsp 
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“All people are entitled to personal freedom and security... ” 

Article 43 

“The freedoms of thought, conscience, conviction and faith are enshrined (in the Constitution of 
the Republic of Serbia).” 

And most importantly, 

Article 4630  

“The freedoms of thought and expression, are guaranteed, as is the freedom to express 
ideas or information through speech, the written word and images.” 

 

There were only two official pronouncements, one from the Ministry of Culture and one 

from the Belgrade City Secretariat for Culture.  

The official statement issued by the Ministry of Culture31 the day after the incident 

strongly opposed the act of vandalism that occurred at the opening of the exhibition, 

declaring that it constituted an attack on the fundamental principals of tolerance and the 

foundations of civil society in Serbia, respect for cultural differences, freedom of speech 

and of artistic expression. The statement went on to say that it was crucial to ensure 

normal and secure conditions for the opening and holding of the exhibition, and to abide 

the schedule planned, in order for the public to have the chance to see the exhibition for 

themselves and make their own judgement. The Ministry praised the role of the police 

during the incident, stating that the police reacted correctly and within the context of their 

duties, to protect efficiently the security of citizens. 

The official statement issued by the Secretariat for Culture of the City of Belgrade32 

opposed the violent acts of members of the organisation Obraz and the closure of the 

exhibition , and sought to highlight the status of  Belgrade as a metropolis which stands 

up for and defends the right to co-existence of different opinions and artistic forms of 

                                                            

30 Author’s own translation from M . Dragićević-Šešić lecture outline: Cultural Policy: Censorship and Auto 
censorship. Spaces of Freedom and Intellectual Dialogue in Serbia 
31 The Minister of Culture at the time of the exhibition was Voja Brajović who was loosely affiliated to DS. 
32 The acting mayor at the head of the city Council was Radmila Hrustanović (DS). Darijan Mihajlović  (DS) 
was head of the Secretariat for Culture.  
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expression. It further stated that, since no reason could justify this act of vandalism, 

Obraz’s violent reaction portrays a lack of understanding of the essence of art and the 

artistic impulse and was intended merely as a provocation to exacerbate the prevailing 

climate of tension. 

Context within policy agenda 

The organs of state, such as the Ministry and the Secretariat, need to show themselves to 

be in line with the broader Serbian government policy agenda, at a crucial time when the 

outside world is looking on, seeking to detect key signs of progress and convergence with 

EU policy. In the wider political context this declaration will be looked on favourably by 

the European Union at a time when Serbia is waiting to enter the process of pre- accession 

talks. Internally, the consolidation of the democratic block in preparation for the prime-

ministerial elections in May needed to show a united front on such issues. It is sending a 

clear message of intolerance to the right wing extremists and uses the incident to 

concretise their standpoints in the public eye.  

It is notable that the state supported the Museum of Contemporary Art in Novi Sad and 

therefore, whether intentionally or not, they supported this rather unique exhibition, 

certainly in the territory of Serbia. Such an exhibition is however, a rare occurrence, and 

by its existence, exposes the reality prevalent in contemporary Serbia with regard to the 

state’s funding of ‘controversial’ cultural events:  it reveals an environment of underlying 

indifference to the contemporary art scene – when this involves controversial content. 

Competing voices within the state apparatus 

The statements issued by the Ministry of Culture and the Belgrade City Council, 

Secretariat for Culture, while generally opposing the incident that occurred, hide what are 

actually agencies made up of competing voices. At the time in question, the 

administration in power was that formed by the second government headed by Vojislav 

Kostunica (DSS) as Prime Minister. He is chosen by the National Assembly which has 

legislative power, on the proposal of the President, Boris Tadic (DS) after talks with all 

parliamentary leaders. Ministers are nominated by the Prime Minister and confirmed by 

parliament. The National Assembly has 250 members elected for a four year term. Serbia 

has a multi-party system, with numerous parties in which no one party often has a chance 

of gaining power alone, and parties must work with each other to form coalition 
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governments as was the case here.  The government was formed by the Democratic Party 

(including the minority Sanjak Democratic Party), the coalition of the Democratic Party 

of Serbia (DSS) and G17 Plus. 

At local authority level, Belgrade City Council is administered by a mayor, and deputies 

elected at the same time, but in separate elections, for a four year term by a secret ballot of 

Belgrade residents registered to vote33. The Mayor acts on behalf of the city and performs 

an executive function. This is the third most important position in the government after 

the Prime Minister and the President. At the time of the exhibition, the sectors relating to 

culture both on national level and at local authority level were headed by those affiliated 

to DS34, a centrist and relatively non-nationalist party part of what can be called the 

‘liberal bloc’35, whilst the Minister of the Interior (controlling the chief of police) was 

affiliated to DSS36 , a markedly more nationalistic party than DS. DSS take a much firmer 

stand on opposing extradition of accused war criminals to the Hague and whose rhetoric 

on Kosovo is also notably more nationalistic. However, even the liberal bloc parties 

signed the 2006 constitution, which declared Kosovo to be in its entirety an inviolable 

part of Serbia. For a long time DSS was considered in the democratic block as it opposed 

the Milosevic regime. After the 11th May elections this year, it is not in the ‘Pro-European 

bloc’ of parties, but rather in what may be simply called the ‘nationalist bloc’ who are in 

opposition status along with United Serbia (JS).  

 The ‘ultranationalist bloc’ of parties is lead by the Serbian Radical party (SRS) – which, 

along with the Socialist Party of Serbia (SPS), the Party of United Pensioners (PUPS) and 

United Serbia (JS), as well as other minority parties, subscribes to an extreme nationalist 

view on the question of Kosovo - is against the extradition of war criminals to the Hague 

and adopts the narrative of the wars in the 1990’s being purely defensive and fully 

justified, and deny that war crimes committed by Serbs occurred.37   

However after the May elections this year a coalition between PUPS, JS and SPS with the 

‘pro European bloc’ parties (DS, G17+, and others) now forms the current government 

                                                            

 
34 Information from the City of Belgrade website: http://www.beograd.org.yu 
35 Along with G17+ and LDP. 
36 Minister of the Interior was Dragan Jočić.  
37 Matthew White. Politics and War memory: The case of the Belgrade Monument. October 2007. Unpublished 
paper. SSEES. London. 

http://www.beograd.org.yu/
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elected on the 7th July. The most liberal of all parties is the Liberal Democratic Party 

(LDP) which is also in opposition in the current government.38  

The extreme complexity of party politics in Serbia is not the subject of this paper and will 

not be delved into further, however, this section serves to illuminate how coalitions are 

formed between parties who share only partly similar ideologies and the speed with which 

these parties are forced into coalition to gain a majority. This is true at both the national 

level of politics and at local authority level.  The effect of these competing voices within 

the ruling forces is to make it difficult for policies to be acted on across the board. The 

intensity of daily party politics in Serbia, particularly over the last period, has created an 

environment of great instability which by its very nature takes priority over the pursuit 

and implementation of policies with action and reform. This is particularly true with 

regards to the cultural sector. 

 

 

b) Diverse Culture Professionals: RUK group 

The definition of the term cultural professionals in this context refers to a diverse group of 

actors working within the cultural sphere (such as producers, organisers, writers, directors 

and artists of diverse arts/cultural collectives, institutions, organisations and practices) 

including specifically the members of the group RUK. This paper will focus on a number 

of particular cultural professionals with regards to their reactions and interpretation of the 

incident, these being in order of appearance: Dejan Sretenović, Branimir Stojanović, 

Branislav Dimitrijević and Milena Dragićević-Šešić. 

RUK – Workers in Culture 

RUK was formed on the evening of the 7th of February when an elite group of culture 

professionals, artists, intellectuals, writers and theoreticians39 gathered at the Centre for 

                                                            

38 It can be noted that CZKD hosted LDP on the night of the presidential elections. 
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Cultural Decontamination (CZKD)40  specifically to discuss the incident that occurred at 

the opening of the exhibition and to formulate a collective reaction. 

Beyond reacting to this sole incident, RUK group decided to take initiatives, on behalf of 

cultural professionals, both to address such issues and also to create an arena for the 

further discussion of the predicament of the cultural/artistic field in Serbia today, with the 

aim of systemic change. 

The Voice  - Workers in culture journal (Glasilo Radnika u kulturi)41, published in April 

2008, aims to reconstruct and analyse the incident that resulted in the closing of the 

exhibition Exception and the politics that lay behind this incident. The journal publishes 

articles with theories of the incident by Branislav Dimitrijević, Dejan Sretenović and 

Svebor Midžić. Milica Tomić conducted an interview with Ljubica Beljanski-Ristić. It 

brings together the mapping, positioning and timeline of the incident, as well as the 

compiling summaries of press articles, analysis of the blog reactions, many photographs 

and a cartoon.42  

The journal clearly outlines its intention on the title page. It states that its members do not 

accept censorship in contemporary art and intend to intervene against the state’s condition 

of paralysis which was demonstrated once again with the closing of the exhibition. They 

declare that politics has a key place in contemporary art and that this situation present in 

Serbia constitutes “an exceptional situation in the contemporary art world”43 where the 

political arena is not addressed in art, freedom of thought and of expression is not 

permitted though supported by the constitution. It further states that: 

“The apathy of the public and the representatives of the state apparatus, the positioning as 

well as the differentiation, polarisation and confrontation of the art scene in relation to the 

incident, show up the apolitical nature of the cultural scene that reigns in Belgrade and 

Serbia. It reproduces the unofficial Serbian politics of apartheid. The political segregation, 

political terror and repression, that is derived from policies towards Kosovan Albanians, 
                                                            

40Borka Pavićević, who is director of the Centre of Cultural Decontamination (CZKD) has been a major force in 
the cultural/human rights sphere in Belgrade and throughout the region. CZKD has undertaken many long term 
cultural and civil society projects advocating the adoption of democratic and human right principles. See actors 
for short text on Borka Pavićević and CZKD project examples.  
 
41 For full journal see http://radniciukulturi.net/  
42 See appendix. Glasilo radnika u kulturi. 
43 Translated from p.1 Glasilo radnika u kulturi. 

http://radniciukulturi.net/
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have also been imprinted on contemporary culture and the arts scene. The latter has 

adopted censorship of speech regarding Kosovan Albanians, and thereby the censorship of 

speech about contemporary art.” 44 

 

Theoretical discourses on the incident 

Present Voices - Calling for the return of politics to the field of art 

Dejan Sretenović,45 an art historian, speaking at the first conference organised by the 

RUK group on the 10th May 2008, outlines two goals. The first goal is short term: the re-

opening of the exhibition so that that the public have the opportunity to judge the works of 

art for themselves. However, as was stated at a press conference ten days after the 

incident, this appears also to have become also a longer term goal (and is still so at time of 

writing), since there is no such possibility in the current intense political climate. 

The second goal, which is long term, is to return politics to the field of art. The incident 

points to the urgency of the debate. The word used for the exhibition ‘exception’, or to use 

a more precise translation of the word in English, ‘retreat’ can be seen as a withdrawal 

from  discussion on Kosovo and Albanians in the daily life of Serbs, other than in the 

usually accepted  terms which such discussion takes, that is of repression. 

 Dejan Sretenović presents a new understanding of the term ‘odstupanje’ (the Serbian title 

of the exhibition). This understanding does not have to do with the exhibition itself nor 

with the status of Kosovo but rather with the cultural sphere in Belgrade. The new 

meaning in this context is that of the ‘retreat’ of the Belgrade cultural sphere from 

‘existing beliefs and consensus’ – i.e.  that an art event cannot be a political event and that 

art and politics are two separate fields. With the case of the exhibition ‘Exception’, the 

curators and artists were a part of an art event which was also a political event of high 

risk. The reactions of all players - the public - both the wider culture-consuming public 

and the more narrow cultural professional public - and also the reactions of the clerico-

fascistic organisation Obraz, all confirm that the exhibition opening was an intensely  

political event.  

                                                            

44 Translated from p.1 Glasilo radnika u kulturi. 
45 See actors 
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In that sense – the ‘retreat’ raises the question of the common features shared by both the 

aesthetic and the political spheres, and to understand that these two spheres, not only in 

Serbia but all over the world, are not separate but closely intermingled. Traditionally, the  

term ‘politically engaged art’ has been accepted as relevant to criticism in the domain of 

representation, but it has remained confined to the sphere of the aesthetic meaning of 

representation. With this incident, we have the concept of the ‘event’, which artistic 

practice and a work of art turns into political practice and a political act. This gives art the 

power to render visible certain conflicts in society. Art here finds itself in a sector which 

is politically ignored or manipulated.   

The theme of the exhibition Exception performs the act of rendering visible specific 

societal problems and this is precisely the effect it had. Sretenović goes on to state that 

therefore “... on the basis of the public reaction, a fear of the politicisation of art exists and 

a fear of the transformation of the artistic subject into a political subject.” He goes on to 

say that this is an inherited situation but that it refers to the system that functions in the art 

sphere in Serbia. The intertwined relationship between societal realities and the ‘processes 

of normalisation’ (or ‘transition’) brings the cultural sector back to the same position that 

they were in when discussing art in the 1990’s. This intertwining creates a distinction 

between two kinds of relationships in art criticis: these dimensions Sretenović names that 

of : ‘giving the right to speak’(donner la parole) and that of  ‘taking away the right to 

speak’(retirer la parole). 

 

‘Art Ghetto’ 

The first dimension, that of the right to speak, is regulated by critical discourse in 

institutional circumstances or, to coin a term he used, the ‘art ghetto’, in which artists and 

institutions keep at a safe distance from politicisation and from the transformation of art 

into a political subject. This is the structure in which symptoms present in society are 

recognised but, the structure – the art ghetto - itself becomes a symptom of those societal 

situations and ‘processes of normalisation’. The examples of themes such as those 
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brought up by the project ‘‘Continental Breakfast’46 best illustrate this point. He goes on 

to emphasise that the position of ‘giving the right to speak’ through media intervention in 

the political sphere is the most effective way to manipulate public opinion, and this was 

well demonstrated by the incident of the exhibition and the media coverage it provoked. 

Dejan Sretenović continues that, to ‘take away the right to  speak’, (used with reference to 

Michel de Certeau,)  is something that is provocative, aggressive, a direct intervention of 

art in the political sphere, which can even lead to the situation where art is no longer art 

but becomes a political statement. “The engagement of the politicisation of art, is not the 

question,” states Sretenovic, “as every artist and producer has the right to remain 

apolitical, just as every citizen does not have to be active in political life.” He further 

clarifies that the case in point does not seek to drive artists to change their profession, but 

the essence of the issue is to question the position of art at this moment when ‘Kosovan 

apartheid’ is reflected in the cultural sphere and civil society in Serbia as a whole.  

The activities of the RUK group, with particular reference to the conference held on the 

10th May, are about exposing what Dejan Sretenović calls ‘taking away the right to 

speak‘’ – which is understood as  a ‘retreat’ or an act of backing away, of institutional 

politics into the critical position of ‘giving speech’ in a ‘ghetto’ and creating a pretence of 

the normalisation of life.    

 ‘...a political ‘case’ not a political subject’ 

Branimir Stojanovic47, a left wing critic and philosopher, who was involved in the 

preparation of the exhibition and in discussions about the positioning of the exhibition in 

                                                            

46 Continental Breakfast (CB) is an international co-curatorial and multidisciplinary project mainly dedicated to 
investigate the creativity and the innovation in the field of contemporary visual art, proposed by the Trieste 
Contemporanea Committee during the ‘First CEI Venice Forum’ (June 2003). It is a joint activity of the partner 
institutions leading to a series of exhibitions, conferences and events spread around Europe.  CB is under the 
auspices of the regional intergovernmental organisation ‘Central European Initiative’ (www.cei.org) and aims to 
contribute to the development of future cultural networks in the new Europe. It is composed at present by a 
number of institutions and museums in Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Italy, Macedonia, 
Poland, Serbia, Slovenia, Turkey and United Kingdom.  The project deals with the perception of the ‘other’ in 
and beyond the new Europe. It is based on a joint approach to the study of the cultural intangible heritage of 
Europe identifying, in the different European regions, existing elements that can enhance the richness of a 
common and original cultural identity. Hence the title of the project that defines a type of breakfast that is 
common throughout Europe but in fact acquires diverse tastes and values through local cultural variations. 
(http://www.continentalbreakfast.org) 

47 See actors 

http://www.continentalbreakfast.org/
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the context of the cultural and political situation in Serbia, also advocates bringing politics 

back into the sphere of art.  

His thought about the exhibition prior to its opening was, that it was highly problematic 

because it was totally depoliticised. He declares, also at the RUK group conference on the 

10th May, that there were no political statements made by the exhibition. In his opinion it 

was created through the principle of ‘bureaucratic functionalism’, which is the dominant 

standard of European politics. In this vein, using the language of political correctness, 

where buzz words and ‘hot topics’ are prime,  the exhibition deals with issues such as 

‘collaboration’, or ‘interregional communication’. The main problem for Stojanović was 

the exhibition’s lack of politics. “Instead, it became a ‘political case’, that does not mean 

that it is political. The incident in itself is not political. It is not a ‘political subject’.” He 

further says, “The idea of the people who gathered under the RUK group initiative, was to 

analyse and diagnose the situation of the total paralysis of the cultural apparatus in Serbia 

at this time” corroborating, though more adamantly, with Dejan Sretenović’s discourse. 

Stojanović goes on to comment that except for the RUK group, there was no particular 

reaction other than those from the Ministry of Culture and the Belgrade City Secretariat 

for Culture, whose official statements were “empty words” and who by praising the 

police’s actions, were on the side of those who closed the exhibition.   

Benevolent single-mindedness? 

Stojanović believes that the diagnosis given by Dejan Sretenović and others declaring a 

return to the atmosphere and politics of the 1990’s is incorrect. He believes that the 

situation bears more similarity with the politics of the 1980’s and the fall of ‘authoritarian 

socialism’.  

This system, he states, functioned by attempting to separate art and politics by giving the 

state the right to all aspects of censorship which was then regulated by law. This was “an 

imposed sphere where all were required to think in the same way... it is not possible... the 

eighties are far behind us now, but we now live in a time of a kind of hidden, imposed 

single-mindedness48, which is called of benevolent single-mindedness....”. He goes on to 

describe the contemporary period as a sphere which absorbs all – the state apparatus and 

                                                            

48 Jednoumnje: translated as single-mindedness or monolith. 
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all actors involved - into its ideology and, that in order for the ideology to function it is 

necessarily divided and needs a hidden form of prohibition.  

The state’s reaction to the incident is be interpreted by Stojanović as working within a 

system of “authoritarian capitalism and the ideology of legalism...which is based on a 

system of multiple laws, or rather the multiple interventions in the field of law and 

another form of prohibition…” which, he states, “...(was) seen in action at the exhibition 

with on the one hand a surplus of laws, a fetishism towards law making by the state 

apparatus, and on the other hand, the ‘law of the streets’ - the police acting out a law of 

the streets which is in direct contradiction to the state’s proclamations of the actual law.”  

He further argues that ‘authoritarian capitalism’ is an ideology that is here to stay and that 

the state apparatus were using this situation as an attempt to see how this kind of ideology 

would function in a system where there is no longer any resistance from civil society.  

He believes that the state functions on right wing principles: “The right wing today is the 

voice of the civil sector. The right wing today has strong networks within institutions. 

These networks are extremely well organised and function extremely well. Actually today 

they represent civil society.” He concludes that the conference and RUK on a long term 

basis need to analyse the past four years and ask the question as to how this situation 

occurred. He sees this as a process that went from the ‘politics of emancipation’ of the 

recent past to become the politics of ‘authoritarian capitalism’ whose goal is clear and that 

is, in his words: “mono-culture, a mono-nation and mono-ideology”.  

 

Symptoms present in Serbian society in the cultural and political sphere 

One can define censorship as ‘an act which judges and enforces what can and cannot be 

expressed in public, what is permitted or prohibited’.  

In Serbia today censorship is officially prohibited. Branislav Dimitrijević49, an art 

historian and adviser to the Minister of Culture, in his assessment of the incident - relayed 

at the RUK conference on the 10th of May, in the panel entitled: “We want censorship!”- 

asserts that instead of the state being required to censor, other elements carry this out, in 
                                                            

49 See actors 
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the case of the exhibition Exception,. the clero-fascist organisation, Obraz. These 

elements take the right upon themselves “to defend the state from itself” and also “to 

defend citizens by reacting in the place of a weak state structure that cannot carry out such 

an ideology themselves”.  

Their violent acts at the opening of the exhibition are justified by using the idea of the 

“delicate political circumstances” and the “inappropriate moment”.  Dimitrijević states 

that this is a key symptom present in Serbian society. This is the concept of “blaming the 

victims” 

 or “the guilt of the victims”, which is part of the discourse regarding the denial of war 

crimes perpetrated by Serbs and the denial of the Albanians as being possible victims, or 

to take the point further, the guilt of the Albanians in the first place for having created a 

situation where they would inevitably become victims.  

In the context of the exhibition incident, this discourse turns the curators into the guilty 

element. They are responsible for the crimes that were committed against them, much as 

the Albanians were.  This is illustrated by Dimitrijević in the following way, “ it is the 

fault of the naivety of the subjects, who simply do not know what is or and what isn’t 

allowed”.  

This is what happens in circumstances when there is no censorship. Under socialism, 

there was a clear ideology and therefore a clear stance to take as an opponent or as a 

supporter. Dimitrijević also uses the term “bureaucratic functionalism” to describe a 

system governed by foundations and institutions which function on the basis of 

‘evaluation’. In the artistic context, this system conditions and evaluates the specific 

artistic product.  

Dimitrijević points out that it is a European-wide apparatus, not one that is only valid for 

the Serbian context. He takes the point further into the sphere of language: if one believes 

that we are tied to our linguistic limitations, then the language used by the system is a 

determining factor. The system used in the cultural/artistic context uses a language of ever 

changing terminology and ‘hot topics’, the language, in this sense, conditions the 

conception of artistic product.  
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Branimir Stojanović’s above-mentioned point that the exhibition Exception was not 

political, rather simply a ‘political case’ - conceived in a system that gives the illusion of 

freedom but is fundamentally conservative and right wing – is the extension of this 

theoretical analysis. But the proposal of how to move forward from here is unclear. 

Branimir Stojanović suggests further discussion and analysis. 

To return to the exhibition in question, the incident can be seen to function according to 

this system: Ljubica Beljanski Ristić was forced into closing the exhibition due to the 

violent actions of Obraz. The state spokesman condemned Obraz for its actions, but since 

the incident no measures have been taken by the state for the opening of the exhibition. 

Dimitrijević concludes that this exposes the state’s lack of resolve concerning its 

condemnation of the incident and furthermore, its method of self protection. The actions 

of the police – which as a state entity is thereby in control of what is or isn’t allowed - 

were praised by the state for ‘doing their duty’.  By condemning the incident and yet not 

reacting to install conditions under which the exhibition could take place again, the state 

apparatus distances itself from the role which by law it is obliged to take. 

When discussing the destruction of a work of art, Dimitrijević reminds us that destruction 

is not a new phenomenon. Dimitrijević sees the destruction of art as one of the ways in 

which art can be ‘used’. He says, “destruction is a (valid) possibility when facing a work 

of art. The key is that the act of destruction is essentially always the act of the weaker 

party, the act of those who have no other mechanism by which to communicate their point 

of view, and so resort to destruction... the repercussions are the reactions of the state or 

social apparatus that then deal with those who committed the destructive act.”  

 

Guises of censorship 

We have established that the Exception exhibition underwent a direct example of street 

censorship. Professor Dr. Milena Dragičević-Sesić50, who works closely with the 

Ministry of Culture, and can be seen here as functioning as a mediator between the state 

and culture professionals, was very active in the creation and support of the Group RUK. 

They organised a lecture which attests to her fighting spirit, not long after the incident 

                                                            

50 See actors 
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entitled Cultural Policy: Censorship and Auto censorship. Spaces of Freedom and 

Intellectual Dialogue in Serbia.   

Amongst other points, some of which are addressed further on in this section, the 

Professor outlines what can be termed ‘censorship without censorship’. The expression 

relates to the issues of political correctness, indifference, politicisation and fear that render 

invisible the actual censorship mechanism that is in play. These are all aspects of the 

‘bureaucratic functionalism, as understood Branislav Dimitrijević and Branimir 

Stojanović. 

Certain censoring mechanisms which obstruct the creation of cultural activity that 

challenge consensus are the “.....lack of financial or moral support, public criticism, 

marginalisation or merely by being ignored ...”51 Cultural professionals in Serbia face a 

climate where to shake the consensus might engender a protest, or less dramatically but 

possibly more difficult, take many extra months of work due to the above outlined 

indicators. This also raises the complex issue of auto censorship. This is defined by 

Robert Atkins and Svetlana Mintcheva as the ‘point where public, and private, economics 

and psychology, social sensitivities and political repression intersect’. 52 

Ljiljana Gavrilovic53, an ethnologist at the Ethnographic Institute of the Serbian Academy 

of Science and Arts in Belgrade sums up the situation:  

“Unfortunately, museums... (in Serbia)... on the whole remain quiet (about the political 

situation)and curate exhibitions which are either politically convenient  - as so many 

exhibitions were in the 1990’s -... or are ‘apolitical’ They (museum directors, 

representatives of cultural sector) would fiercely disagree to this point and stand up for 

their objectivity. But every work of art is shaped by ideology and expresses a clear 

political attitude whether it means to or not.” 54 

The Exception exhibition is perhaps a good example of one where the mechanism of auto 

censorship does not apply in such a radical manner, either to the curators or to the artists 

exhibited, both seeking to challenge consensus.55 Though it would appear that perhaps 

                                                            

51 Milena Dragićević-Šešić. Lecture on Cultural Politics:  Censorship and Auto-censorship 
52 Robert Atkins and Svetlana Mintcheva in Censoring Culture. p. xix. 
 
54 Ljiljana Gavrilović quoted in Politika kulturni dodatak. 9th February 2008. 
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they were not prepared to deal with the full consequences that were the result of their 

act.56  

 

Practical hindrances in the cultural sector 

Funding procedures 

There are many small centres fighting for a shortage of state funds. The application 

procedures of the two main funding bodies, the Ministry of Culture and the Belgrade City 

Secretariat for Culture, work in such a way that the more projects applied for, the more 

funds are delivered. The emphasis is on quantity rather than on fewer, long term high 

visibility projects. Cultural centres are forced into a policy of putting on as many events as 

possible in order to receive funding from state bodies. This policy often results in an over-

production of cultural events which lose in quality due to the lack of financing and 

investment of time. This is being tackled by diversifying the funding bodies applied to. 

Private sector funding is becoming more common. Funding bodies from all over Europe 

and the US are also active in Serbia. One example being is the European Union high 

profile project Culture 2007-201357 which is open to Serbian cultural organisations. The 

emphasis of this funding opportunity is on regional and EU cooperation and partnerships. 

The European Cultural Foundation compiled a comprehensive report on funding 

opportunities for international cultural cooperation in and with South East Europe in 

2005.58 

Terminology 

Familiarising culture professionals with the language of globalised cultural discourse is a 

key task in order that they may communicate their projects and ideas proficiently and in a 
                                                            

56 Both Milena Dragićević-Šešić and Borka Pavićević have suggested in interviews in August 2008, that had the 
incident had occurred at the Centre for Cultural Decontamination, the exhibition would not have been closed 
down. The experience and the influence that CZKD and its director command in the public consciousness is 
such that it is perhaps unlikely that the incident which took place at the   Kontekst gallery would have escalated 
in the way that it did. First, perhaps for practical reasons such as better organised internal security blocking the 
attack inside the gallery space, and second because Borka Pavićević is unlikely to have folded to pressure from 
police to close down an exhibition in her name.  
 
57 http://www.2007-2013.eu/by_scope_culture.php  
58 http://www.labforculture.org/en/Resources-for-Research/Contents/Research-in-focus/European-Cultural-
Cooperation/Funding-Opportunities-for-International-Cultural-Cooperation-in-and-with-South-East-Europe  

http://www.2007-2013.eu/by_scope_culture.php
http://www.labforculture.org/en/Resources-for-Research/Contents/Research-in-focus/European-Cultural-Cooperation/Funding-Opportunities-for-International-Cultural-Cooperation-in-and-with-South-East-Europe
http://www.labforculture.org/en/Resources-for-Research/Contents/Research-in-focus/European-Cultural-Cooperation/Funding-Opportunities-for-International-Cultural-Cooperation-in-and-with-South-East-Europe
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way that does not undermine cultural activity but rather empowers it. The terminology of 

the cultural world is in the process of being recognised by institutions in Belgrade and 

Serbia. However the more exposure there is to the terminology used and the concepts it 

relates to, the more cultural professionals will have a collective understanding that will 

shift the emphasis from traditional, outdated and exclusive styles of managing culture to 

more inclusive, open and progressive ways. 59  

The bureaucratisation of terminology60 in the cultural sector – i.e. the ‘language of an 

imposed structure’, in itself confines the exhibition to ‘politically correct’ dialogue. In 

Serbia, through the fear of not being put in the same camp as nationalist/traditionalist 

voices, cultural actors are often forced into a sphere dominated by terminology which has 

not been adequately adapted to the requirements and where the terms themselves appear 

to impose a vision and understanding of culture that is not suited to the context. This 

results in the ‘art ghetto’ as related by Dejan Sretenović, where discussion on art exists in 

a vacuum that is itself a symptom of the societal/political predicaments it attempts to 

discuss.    

‘Hot topics’ 

With creeping globalisation of cultural norms and funding criteria, there comes a 

prevalent culture of ‘hot topics’ prescribed by the main funding bodies.  When a topic 

becomes ‘trendy’, a range of funding bodies creates programmes that will fund projects 

dealing with that particular topic. An imposed framework of references can create a mass 

of superficial projects in organisations which lack the structure to implement them.  

Or, a further problem can be the waste of funds in areas where underlying issues block the 

initiation of such projects in the first place. In an informal conversation with Barbara 

Davis61 from the United Nations Development Programme in December 2007, it was 

made clear that there were many funds available to be applied for at the UNHCR with 

regards to the development of collaborative partnership projects between Serbia and 

Kosovo. The problem however was that there were too few organisations applying with 

                                                            

59 An example of the changing terminology used in the discussion of cultural policies: Cultural pluralism to 
cultural differences.  
60This can be read as a part of the bureaucratic functionalism model - as understood by Dimitrijević and 
Stojanović - used in the cultural field, often replaces the subject of the present day political realities.  
61 Barbara Davis, the representative in Serbia of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights. 
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projects, and many of those that did apply, did not fulfil the requirements of the 

application procedures since they apparently lacked the institutional ‘structuring’ know-

how which is required to properly address the political sensitivities of the issue.  

This meant that the funds were not being distributed, and were shunted off to other 

sectors.  

A further example of the problem – that is of the imposition of a framework of references 

to a topic - is the eruption of ‘Balkan’ themed cultural events and productions. Films, art 

exhibitions62 and music were created in the Balkans to reflect the image of the region 

created in the West. The stereotypes of the ‘exotic’, ‘wild’, ‘barbaric, ‘vital’ and 

‘spontaneous’ Balkans were reproduced to satisfy a niche market for such cultural 

produce. This kind of cultural product harms the actual cultural sphere on the territory in 

question. With Serbia in the throes of defining its changing identity, moving away from a 

traditionalist/nationalist recent past but without losing important cultural heritage, specific 

research and debate is paramount. 

The field of the politics of memory in the former-Yugoslavia is an example of cultural 

activity addressed by the Monument group63 with regards to their work on the ways in 

which the wars on the territory of the former Yugoslavia should be commemorated. 

Culture professionals are increasingly faced with, on occasion, farcical funding 

procedures64, ever-changing definitions, buzz words and ‘hot topics’ in which everything 

is absorbed by the “universal, plural language that has become the ‘official’ language”.  It 

would seem that the only way to combat this is through the intensive work on the 

moulding of the language to suit the topic. Cultural policies and cultural management is 

one field in which this takes place.   

 
                                                            

62 See exhibition catalogue p.21 for further references and relevance to the exhibition Exception: Contemporary 
Art Scene from Pristina 
63 See CZKD section in appendix. 
64 The European Agency for Reconstruction, in 2007 was not able to deliver funds as intended to cultural 
projects as members of the jury did not meet the criteria required. This particular criteria being that, for the 
allocation of Serbian funds, the jury needed to be composed of culture professionals who were highly 
experienced in the field of culture in Serbia but who had never worked together. This is nigh on impossible due 
to the small field of cultural professionals in Serbia, concentrated particularly in Belgrade. The reasoning for 
such a request is of course understandable with the decentralisation of a cultural elite and emergence of new 
actors gaining cultural funds being the goal. However it is extremely difficult in practice. Cultural projects were 
inevitably slowed down due to the insensitivity with regards to the context of this agency.  
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Cultural Policy Approach  

Dr. Milena Dragićević-Šešić65 through her active work on cultural policies and cultural 

management and Sanjin Dragojević66 in their co written paper – Intercultural Mediation 

in the Balkans outline the key points of cultural policy: 

- the protection and development of cultural heritage of cultural identities (material and 

intangible heritage) 

- optimal development of creativity – contemporary art production and 

- widening the circles of participation in the cultural field (from exclusivity to inclusivity) 

In her lecture organised not long after the incident, Milena Dragićević-Šešić outlined the 

areas needed to be addressed cultural policy. These are the following points: 

- the development of the cultural system to be used as the tool of distinction. The European 

Union have territory driven cultural policies whereas in the Balkan world, constructed 

community driven cultural policies exist. In the latter ethnicity is the key element of self 

identification resulting in stereotypes, xenophobia and national megalomania. 

- A policy document and plan for cultural development  

- The development of institutions and their infrastructure with an emphasis on institutional 

management 

- Strategic projects to address policy issues  

- Management of international partnerships 

Further suggestions of possible core values are the concepts of – cultural democracy, 

culture as a process of emancipation, public responsibility, the respect of cultural 

differences, culture as the basis of a political identity, tolerance and political correctness. 

                                                            

65 See actors 
66 Sanjin Dragojević is a lecturer at the Faculty of Political Science at the University of Zagreb, teaching the 
subjects "Sociology of Mass Communication" and "Sociology of Culture". In addition he supports the work of 
two world networks whose focal point is at the Institute for Development and International Relations, Zagreb: 
Network of Networks for Research and Cooperation in Cultural Development (Culturelink -
www.culturelink.org/), and the Network of Scientific Development Research Institutions in Developing 
Countries.  He has written and published extensively on the philosophy and sociology of culture, cultural 
development and International cultural cooperation among others. 
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The lecture provided a basis for further research and reform within the cultural sector 

across the board from state-run institutions to small independently run art collectives.  
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Conclusion 

Can we discuss the incident in terms of its ‘success’?  

If we can say that the curator’s intentions were in some way to inform, then on one level 

the high public visibility of the incident that occurred at the exhibition’s opening worked 

to their advantage. The stir which the exhibition caused in Belgrade, certainly informed a 

larger public about these works than otherwise would have happened had only the 

relatively small circle of culture professionals, artist and theorists visited the exhibition 

without the disturbances. The fact that the exhibition did not take place may therefore, in 

the long run, be perhaps of little consequence.  Though media coverage concentrated on 

the actions of the extreme right wing group, Obraz, and the position of Serbia’s politicians 

regarding the acrimonious debate discourse on Kosovo, the fact that this was provoked by 

an art event places the debate in an arena in which it has rarely found itself hitherto.  

The public, may therefore have to reassess their position, not just their political position 

but their position with regards to, in this case, an art gallery in central Belgrade, a work of 

art and the constitutional right of freedom of expression.  

The actions of the extremist factions have in some way worked against themselves and 

their goals and to the benefit of the artist. The misinterpretation of the work only served to 

ridicule these extreme factions in the eyes of the cultural sector and possibly, also, in the 

eyes of the thinking, but more hidden, public who are neither particularly active in 

attending cultural manifestations, nor particularly inclined towards the ideology of the 

right.  

Perhaps in the mind of ‘true believers’ of extreme nationalist movements, no shock will 

be great enough to shake their ‘faith’. However, there is an invisible public, even perhaps 

a silent majority, who are neither extreme nationalists, nor intensive culture consumers, 

who will have taken note of this event and perhaps reflected on it  more than they usually 

would have expected to, with regards to an art exhibition and its implications in their daily 

lives.  

The public who would have visited the exhibition, could be divided into two segments: 

The first group are the culture-consuming public, made up of a fairly wide group, no 

doubt would have been stimulated by the mass media attention on television and radio as 
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well as in the printed press,  and have would have related and discussed the issue amongst 

themselves. 

 

The second group, can perhaps be termed the ‘cultural elite’ – the rather exclusive group 

of culture professionals – these took the initiative to create and implement a platform, 

which aims to create a long term arena for the discussion of art and its issues for society, 

in particular to overcome the overriding apolitical stance of the current art scene and its 

position in contemporary Serbian society. 

The incident and the actions taken by the various factions and players did have a number 

of lasting and perhaps, in due course rather beneficial, effects for both groups.  

The artist, Dren Maliqi, whose work aimed to comment on the cult of heroes in the public 

sphere, can indeed be perceived as a success. The event his work of art created was 

precisely the effects of the cult of heroes in mass consciousness. In a world where ‘all 

publicity is good publicity’ - though he may have felt distraught at the violent scenes and 

the destruction of his work, and its manipulation by the media and the right wing factions 

– this polemic which his work provoked has certainly, as an artist, done him no harm.  

 It is safe to say that one of the dominant principles of art in modern times is to shock, 

“Shock is aimed for as stimulus … to break through aesthetic immanence and to usher in 

(initiate) change in the recipient’s life praxis.”67  This has become a convention in itself. 

A statement made in a campaign for artistic freedom in 1989 in London declares, “That a 

work of art might outrage some members of society is a normal part of its conditions of 

existence.”68  In post modern times the more pertinent question is, is shock still a potent 

factor? The example at hand here shows that, in the context of a Kosovan Albanian 

exhibiting in Serbia, the potency of the work, or more precisely the reception which it 

garnered, is critical. Furthermore, an example of this can be taken through the array of 

diverse responses to Milica Tomić’s blog (Muke s umetnošću - Suffering in art)69 on the 

                                                            

67 Peter Burger in John A. Walker Art and Outrage. p. 2 
68 Campaign for Artistic Freedom, Rick Gibson (London: CAF/Young Unknowns Gallery, 1989) in  John A. 
Walker Art and Outrage. p.2 
69 http://blog.b92.net/text/2161/Muke%20s%20umetno%C5%A1%C4%87u/ . In this blog she published a large 
number of works from the exhibition. There were also a significant number of other blogs surrounding the 
incident. These are further analysed on p.14 of the Ruk Journal by Nebojša Milikić. 

http://blog.b92.net/text/2161/Muke%20s%20umetno%C5%A1%C4%87u/
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incident, many of whom came from outside of Serbia and belong to an international 

network of art professionals. 

In the macro context of the international art world, and the micro context where too often 

art goes completely unnoticed (as happened in Kosovo where it received only a small 

amount of formalist criticism), Dren Maliqi’s work received a lot of attention in Serbia 

and also to a certain extent outside of Serbia. Time will tell whether it will enter into the 

canon of important works of provocative art. However as an artist, especially a Kosovan 

artist, and the reality that signifies, he has received a lot of publicity, setting off a series of 

important reactions in the Serbian cultural sphere and heightening his artistic profile.  

The official reactions of the state drew attention to the need for an affirmation of the 

values of freedom of speech and artistic expression, and also exposed an underlying 

confusion within the organs of state and as to their ability and willingness to enforce the 

tenets of the law.  

The exhibition was not opened again and a work of art was destroyed. The visiting public 

of the exhibition was not fully protected and the extremist protesters succeeded in 

censoring the exhibition. These facts therefore put into question the state’s abilities to 

uphold their supposedly official and ‘spoken’ values in the area of democratic freedoms. 

 The consequent lobbying by culture professionals at all levels (from state across the 

board to all independent actors) confronts the state with its inadequacies and aims to 

further engage a process towards systemic change. 

The incident gave rise to RUK – a new platform for the discussion of art and culture in 

contemporary Serbia. Cultural workers formed the RUK group which plans to further its 

activities in the form of conferences and journals. The incident gathered actors from 

diverse areas in the sphere of culture in order to address a fundamental violation of 

constitutional rights. The politicisation of the incident, through the misguided actions of 

Obraz, was turned on its head and utilised in order to debate the climate of apolitical art, 

guises of censorship, cultural management and cultural policies with the hope of 

provoking systemic change at many levels.  

The cultural sector itself was put into question. The need for cultural operators to question 

their own positions and activities becomes a crucial objection of the debate.  
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The debate must work, first and foremost, on the level of a need to challenge the 

traditional, apolitical or non-confrontational attitudes. Such attitudes actually support, in 

an invisible way, the consensus which functions in outdated structural conditions. But it 

must also work to question and fight the silent assimilation of the regressive nationalist 

tendencies present in Serbia. 

 These tendencies - and the dilution of the force of the cultural sector into the 

‘bureaucratic functionalism’ model - bring us back to the notion of an insipient and 

dangerously influential concept we mentioned previously, that of the ‘religion of 

liberalism’70.  

Where the right wing are united, organised and speak as one voice with a clear ideology, 

the liberal opposition of enlightened and educated elements of public opinion, use a far 

less effective ‘universal, plural language’ – one that apoliticizes and asepticizes the 

sensitive wounds and divisions in society and which is also perhaps exploited by the state 

apparatus – in order to conceal competing voices within and without. 

This can result in contradictory and potentially farcical positions for all sides.  A paradox 

lies in the fact that when Obraz uses the language of ‘democracy’, the joke falls on the 

supposed upholders of ‘democracy’.  

One can be permitted to conclude with a potentially optimistic statement which however 

belies the complexity and enormity of the task it conveys for the RUK group: 

If the RUK initiative continues to exist with the enthusiasm and strong will with which it 

started, and if it can find the “ability to identify and address underlying systemic factors”, 

and to persist in its “proactive approach” it will be well positioned in the future to “incite 

systemic change” 71. This will certainly mean that the exhibition, and its misguided 

closure, can be hailed as a considerable ‘success’ – albeit on a modest but highly 

significant level - for the supporters of democratic freedoms in Serbia.    

 

 

                                                            

70 Stanley Fish, law professor and cultural critic in S. Brent Plate Blasphemy - Art That Offends .p.174 
 
71 Censoring Culture. Robert Atkins and Svetlana Mintcheva. p.xvii. 
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Post-script 

The Exception exhibition had a further work by Dren Maliqi.  

 

“The wall installation “Hope” by Dren Maliqi. “Hope” is a work written in a 

semi-dark space in monumental glossy white letters on a white wall and is 

paradoxically almost invisible. “Hope” appears as a sign that stays open 

for different interpretations and can be understood as anyone’s or any 

sort of hope. The context of its place within the exhibition is also a matter of 

a concept. 

The exhibition of young women and men artists from Priština …(in 

Belgrade)… is by all means not an everyday event in the Serbian public 

space, so in that context Hope appears as something that is in this moment 

barely visible, yet existing.”  

 

This work takes on specific significance in the light of the events that sprung from this 

exhibition’s appearance and the myriad repercussions that it set in motion in the cultural 

and political space. The highlighted section seems a fitting way to conclude this paper 

which can advocate no other but the continued effort to expose political deformation and 

the loss of empathy. 
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Appendix 

Centre for Cultural Decontamination 

CZKD develops, produces and hosts political, human rights and cultural programs 

collaborating with a wide spectrum of relevant actors locally, regionally and 

internationally (NGO’s, artistic groups and artists, cultural centres, galleries, theatres, 

universities amongst others). Seminars, lectures, public discussions and workshops as 

well as exhibitions, stage performances, literary events and film screenings have all been 

and continue to be part of the Centre’s activities - of which there have been over 4000 

events to date. CZKD’s position in Belgrade cultural life is crucial for all non-state 

consensus voices. It is regarded with suspician, as are the artists and culture professionals 

who work there, by nationalist voices. Through its experience over the past thirteen years, 

CZKD has developed a strong reputation for adversity to nationalist voices. Under the 

strong auspices of its director, and the support of important international and regional 

institutions it is able to carry out projects that other institutions shy away from.   

 

The following summaries72 are examples that can illustrate CZKD’s history in the 

implementation of actions whose elements include concrete advocacy experience and 

event realization – from conception to production - in the sectors of justice in transitional 

societies and in the cultural/arts/education sectors. 

The project Transitional Justice in the Former Yugoslavia was a series of international 

seminars between 2004 – 2007 that took place in Belgrade, Zagreb and Novi Sad. It began 

in December 2004 initiated by the Centre for Cultural Decontamination and the Belgrade 

Circle began a long-term regional project. 

With concern for successful democratic transition through facing the criminal past, 

countries of the former Yugoslavia need to go through transitional justice processes. 

Advocacy of transitional justice ideas and raising public awareness, thus preparing 

                                                            

72 The summaries of the project Transitional Justice and Community of Memory project are written by Vladimir 
Tupanjac from CZKD and translated and co-edited by Vladimir Tupanjac and the author. 
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citizens for adoption of democratic and human rights principles with the aim of 

integrating into European Union is the main goal of our project. The project was 

comprised of international seminars, consisting of lectures, panel discussions, debates, 

roundtables, film screenings, book promotions, on specific transitional justice issues. Key-

note speakers and commentators at the seminars were esteemed internationally 

acknowledged theoreticians and practitioners in the fields of political sciences and legal 

studies, philosophy, psychology, anthropology, history and media. In the course of the 

project’s realisation, four international seminars were successfully organized to date. 

Sessions were held in Belgrade, Zagreb, Sarajevo and Novi Sad, Two planned sessions in 

Priština and Skopje have not been realized to date. Institutional co-operation was 

established with NGOs in Serbia and the region of the former Yugoslavia, as well as with 

faculties of the University of Belgrade, the University of Novi Sad and the University of 

Niš. As reading material, there is a translated and published book related to the topic of 

each seminar by the key-note speaker and was distributed free-of-charge to seminar 

participants. In the course of accomplishing the goal, being the education of students in 

democratic values and principles, seminars were host to students from university centres 

in Serbia (Belgrade, Novi Sad, Niš and Priština). The result of this seminar-series was the 

successful implementation of an interdisciplinary approach through what is named 

“Transitional Justice” (and what could be described as a scientific cross-platform) in the 

topical and problematic framework of post-war situation in the former Yugoslavia. 

Throughout this seminar different international experts presented their work in Belgrade 

and the whole idea of new scientific interdisciplinary approach was successfully presented 

at Belgrade and Novi Sad Universities at several occasions. The Centre for Cultural 

Decontamination was project initiator and leader together with the Belgrade Circle. 

The project Community of Memory is an ongoing series of conferences, seminars, 

exhibitions, screenings and touring discussion panels on the territory of the former 

Yugoslavia and different cities in the region.  The Centre for Cultural Decontamination 

initiated this project with a first conference that took place in October 2007 to much 

critical acclaim and public interest - Politics of Memory – a 2 day event organised by 

Milica Tomić (artist, Belgrade) and Branimir Stojanović (theoretician, Belgrade) 

incorporating panel and public discussions, presentations, the filming of and screening of 

a film of the discussions focusing on internationalising the problem of “the possibility of 

production of monuments commemorating the fall of Yugoslavia” and accordingly 
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actualising the memory of events that occurred through the 1990’s through discussion 

with participants from the former Yugoslavia. Participants were Nebojša Jovanović 

(theoretician, Sarajevo), Albert Hetta (artist, Priština), Milica Tomić, Branimir Stojanović, 

Suzana Milevska (art historian, Skopje), Damir Nikšić (artist, Sarajevo), Nino Raspudić 

(activist, Mostar) and the Monument Group (thirty members of intellectuals and artists - 

Belgrade) and chief architects from the city of Belgrade. This is part of the larger scale 

project Community of Memory which is a research-promotional platform that gathers 

different projects, initiatives and individuals whose collective goals can be recognised in 

the problem of the past and relation to it on the territory of the former - Yugoslavia.  This 

project aims to develop further through the conception and production of events 

incorporating a wide scope of collaborators – from artists and theoreticians to media 

institutions, research groups, local authorities, politicians, experts and policy makers. It 

can be seen as the logical continuation of the Transitional Justice project whereby this 

time the focus is more on the variety of practices, showing them with the idea of their 

specificity in terms of actions, practical achievements and what we could name as more 

particular goals and objectives.  

The actors in this project are significant to the incident surrounding the Exception 

exhibition, some of whom are active initiators of the RUK group (in particular Milica 

Tomić and Branimir Stojanović). Their activities in the Monument group also with 

Nebojša Milikić, as a third key member aimed to discuss the issue of art and politics but 

decided to make the competition for the construction of a monument  to the ‘victims’ of 

war in Belgrade their main concern. Themes such as how the memory of war should be 

turned into a monument, to whom should it be dedicated and in what arena should the 

memory of war be discussed (the narrow bounds of the Serbian nation or on the level 

where the wars actually occurred, the whole of former Yugoslavia). The Monument group 

consisting of thirty members at its fullest. It eventually shrank to its core members (the 

three mentioned above), when it became clear that the group’s main aim of opening up 

full discussion over all issues surrounding the memory of the wars of the 1990’s had not 

been realized, and the city pressed on with building a monument despite their 

protestations.73 

                                                            

73 Matt White in Politics and War Memory the case of the Belgrade Monument. p.14 
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Summary in French 

 

Résumé de Mémoire – Nadja Leuba 

L’art et le politique : l’exemple de l’exposition 

«  l ‘Exception – l’art contemporain de Pristina » 

exposé à Belgrade 

 

Ce mémoire traite du débat qui est survenu lors de l’ouverture à Novi Sad en janvier et à 

Belgrade en  février 2008, de l’exposition « l ‘Exception – l’art contemporain de 

Pristina » - et sa fermeture forcée, à Belgrade, par les forces de l’ordre, lors d’une 

intervention violente menée par le group extrémiste de droite, Obraz.   

L’incident est cité comme un exemple intéressant de l’influence potentielle que l’art peut 

avoir, à la fois sur le climat politique et sur la situation - actuellement peu favorable en 

Serbie – de l’expression libre des opinions. La répression de la liberté d’expression 

artistique que cet incident démontre se trouve renforcé, par les milieux gouvernementaux 

et la presse, lorsque l’artiste traite d’un sujet fort sensible, tel l’attitude quelque peu 

provocatrice pour les serbes,  des albanais envers un héro de guerre. 

Il s’agit aussi de démontrer l’attitude passive et l’acquiescement général de l’opinion 

publique, par ailleurs fort stéréotypée, envers toute variation sur ces stéréotypes traitant de 

la question du Kosovo, et le fracas positif que peut occasionner une œuvre d’art dans ce 

climat majoritaire imposé d’indifférence.   

Une description de l’incident lui-même, et des évènements qui l’ont accompagné, seront 

rapportés, ainsi que la couverture médiatique qui l’a suivi. Ensuite, on examinera ses 

conséquences dans les milieux politiques et intellectuels de la capitale serbe, et les points 

de vue des différentes contreparties qui y ont pris part, notamment le group Obraz et le 

groupe RUK,  ce dernier étant né, au sein de la communauté intellectuelle et des milieux 

professionnels de la culture, en réaction directe à la fermeture de l’exposition. 

Lorsque que l’on compare la stratégie et le langage de ces deux groupes, on constatera le 

contraste entre le discours très clair, unifié et fort de la droite, par rapport aux concepts et 
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la stratégie de la gauche et des professionnels, beaucoup plus subtils, mais aussi plus 

diffus et relativement divisés. 

Plusieurs personnalités agissant dans le milieu culturel de Belgrade seront citées ainsi que  

leurs analyses sur le fonctionnement de la société contemporaine et sur les forces 

économiques en présence.  

 

On examinera brièvement le discours des uns et des autres, et certains éléments du 

langage et des concepts qu’ils utilisent. On y découvre des rigidités et des priorités 

inadéquates, par rapport à l’évolution de la société et aux besoins des réformes 

démocratiques. Il y a, aussi, par exemple, de la part des organisations d’aide à la culture 

(notamment provenant des Etats-Unis et de l’Union Européenne), des attentes de projets 

de type et de sujets imposés, répondant là aussi, à de faux stéréotypes sur les Balkans, et 

aux ‘hot topics’ demandés par les bailleurs de fonds. 

En conclusion, on voit la grande importance que peut avoir l’irruption du domaine 

artistique dans la politique, malgré les efforts de l’état pour neutraliser l’expression 

artistique et le  domaine de la culture. On perçoit une lueur d’espoir, dans le fait de la 

constitution d’un groupe comme RUK. Bien qu’il ait du chemin à faire pour s’unifier et 

structurer son discours, il sera mieux placé à l’avenir pour obtenir des secours extérieurs 

et pour défendre la liberté fondamentale d’expression individuelle, toujours quelque peu 

menacée dans le climat politique et social turbulent de la Serbie actuelle.  

 Les sources primaires consultées sont d’origines diverses, dont le journal de Ruk,  

l’enregistrement d’une conférence organisée par RUK (immédiatement après les 

évènements en question), ainsi que des entretiens avec certains acteurs du milieu 

intellectuel et de la culture à Belgrade, dont Milena Dragičević-Sesić, Vida Knezević and 

Borka Pavićević. Plusieurs autres sources  secondaires ont été consultées, dont les 

commentaires ou articles publiés ou recueillis subséquemment par Darinka Pop-Mitić, et 

les œuvres de S Brent Plate, Anthony Julius and John A. Walker.  
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Introduction:  

Dans l’introduction on mentionnera plusieurs exemples de la ‘politicisation’ 

d’évènements artistiques dont, pour n’en citer que quelques uns : l’affaire des caricatures 

de Mohammed dans la presse danoise, les causes du meurtre du cinéaste hollandais Theo 

van Gogh, la fermeture de l’exposition Caution! Religion! à Moscou en 2003, l’incident 

autour de  l’installation de Maurizo Cattelan’s’installation La Nona Hora  en 1999 en 

Pologne (œuvre reprise en quelque sort par l’artiste serbe Groždanić dans Meteorite Rain). 

Plus récemment il y eu le cas de la destruction de l’installation d’Albert Hetta, Embassy of 

Kosovo, Cetinje, Serbia and Montenegro en 2004. Ces évènements servent de base de 

comparaison pour l’affaire de l’exposition Exception à Belgrade dont les circonstances ne 

seraient pas si   différente. 

Les quatre chapitres suivants traitent des différents aspects de l’évènement et des 

réactions que celui-ci a suscité.    

 

Chapitre 1 -  L’Incident  

Le déroulement des ouvertures de l’exposition à Novi Sad et à Belgrade,  les discours 

d’ouverture, l’irruption du groupe Obraz et l’intervention de la police à Belgrade. 

La description des principaux acteurs sur la scène culturelle, les galeries et professionnels 

de la culture, les autres milieux intellectuels, le groupement de droite nationaliste, Obraz, 

et la nouvelle formation le groupe RUK.  

Ceux-ci se dénombrent comme suit :  

Les galleries et centres de culture:  

Kontekst Gallery, Belgrade 

Centre for Culture, Stari Grad (Old Town), Belgrade 

Napon Organisation, Novi Sad 

The Rizoma Gallery, Priština 
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Centre for Cultural Decontamination (CZKD) 

 Les artistes et intellectuels : 

L’artiste Dren Maliqi, auteur de l’oeuvre Face to Face   

Borka Pavićević, fondatrice de CZKD   

Branislav Dimitrijević 

     Milena Dragićević Šešić 

Branimir Stojanović  

Milica Tomić 

Dejan Sretenović 

Les deux principaux groupements qui s’affrontent:  

Obraz 

Les professionnels de la culture   

 

    Chapitre 2 – L’Exposition  

Une description détaillée de l’exposition, ainsi qu’une analyse des intentions des 

directeurs de l’exposition, et de quelques unes des oeuvres en question, en particulier 

l’oeuvre  Face to Face, par Dren Maliqi.  Ceci est suivi d’un commentaire détaillé sur la 

réception de cette oeuvre d’art au Kosovo qui fut relativement mitigée. Ensuite on 

examine le contexte social et critique qui conditionne les attitudes serbes stéréotypées, par 

rapport aux réalités au Kosovo. Cet examen découvre le poids des attitudes et du langage 

nationalistes héritées de  la guerre et des années de censure, rendant difficile la pénétration 

de nouvelles idées ou d’objectivité dans la majorité de la population et des médias, malgré 

les courants d’opposition dans les milieux de la culture.    

 

Une section détaillée explique et commente la façon dont était reçue l’exposition en 

Serbie, et, en particulier, l’œuvre Face to Face. 



 
 

                                                                                                                                                
 

81 

De nombreux commentaires pris sur le vif sont rapportés  

La conclusion du chapitre revoit la critique de l’œuvre et les réactions qu’elle a suscité par  

rapport au point de vue du système dominant, à savoir l’œuvre vue comme une menace 

contre l’ordre établi. 

 

 

Chapitre 3 – la presse écrite  

Ce chapitre parcourt la presse, dans ses différentes catégories – presse populaire et de 

grande diffusion, les revues hebdomadaires de différents niveaux et la presse quotidienne 

de haut niveau . 

Les chroniques dans les différents journaux montrent une vive polarisation à laquelle on 

peut s’attendre, selon la tendance de l’édition. De plus l’incident est rendu des plus 

politiques, ce que l’état cherche à minimiser. 

On constatera que le paysage médiatique est très hétérogène, mais montre encore les 

effets des années de guerre et des divisions qu’ont fait naître le contrôle étroit des médias 

par le pouvoir. 

 

Chapitre 4 - Confrontations: lignes de division entre les contreparties  

Les principales contreparties en présence sont  

- Les appareils de l’état – à travers ses deux organes, le Ministère de la Culture et le 

 Secrétariat à la Culture de la Ville de Belgrade;  

 

- Les professionnels de la culture, constitués au sein d’une nouvelle formation, le group  

RUK, qui est né par réaction aux évènements en question, et qui regroupe les diverses  

professions intéressées aux manifestations culturelles, ainsi que plusieurs intellectuels. 
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- Les différents mouvements de la société civile, dont les médias – ces derniers donnant la 

voix surtout à la tendance nationaliste et de droite, notamment Obraz, qui fut acteur 

important dans l’incident en question. 

Ce mémoire tente de déceler les différents courants d’idées des partis en présence et de les 

comparer. On considère certaines théories et analyses de société révélées par les 

professionnels et intellectuels. 

Le discours relativement banal de l’état semble chercher à nier l’importance des faits et à 

passer sous silence la question brulante des libertés d’expression. Celle-ci est clairement 

menacée et sujette à distortion, notamment la presse officielle, bien que la loi doit 

officiellement défendre ces libertés.. 

Le fait que l’exposition ne s’est pas vu permettre le ré-ouverture de l’exposition démontre 

sa faiblesse vis-à-vis des forces en puissance, dont la droite et les médias de tendance 

nationaliste. 

Le groupe Obraz, décrit en détail dans la section précédente, et la presse, ont tendance à 

trop simplifier et polariser, faisant basculer le débat publique vers de faux stéréotypes 

exploités de longue date pour des motifs politiques. 

Le groupe RUK, à travers ses nombreux intervenants parmi professionnels de la culture et 

intellectuels, réussi tant bien que mal, à formuler des positions plus nuancées et 

équilibrées. Sa plus grande objectivité lui permettra de mieux se profiler par rapport à un 

public assez muet mais sceptique par rapport aux discours extrémistes traditionnels.     

 Il lui faudra maitriser ses contradictions internes, ainsi que se positionner plus clairement 

pour atteindre ses objectifs, et pour solliciter l’aide à disposition des entités extérieures 

(notamment de l’UE).  

Toujours est-il que RUK, et les organisateurs de l’exposition Exception, ont réussi à 

ramener la question des libertés dans le débat publique et à démontrer les faiblesses de 

l’état dans ce rôle.    
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