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Yugoslav Fanonism and
a Failed Exit from the
(Cultural) Cold War

ITvana Bago

Yugoslavia’s proverbial position at the crossroads
between the First, Second, and Third Worlds opens
up a unique perspective on the twentieth-century
dialectic between decolonial claims for national
independence and an ultimate dependence on world
history—that is, the history of global capitalism.

If the twentieth century signaled a shift away from
Eurocentrism and a disintegration of the old age of
empires,! Yugoslavia confirmed its twentieth-century
status thrice: first in 1918, by forming as the South
Slavic state and asserting itself as a new player on the
geopolitical scene; then in 1945, when Yugoslav
communists succeeded in a struggle against fascism
and against the country’s royalist past; and finally

in 1948, when socialist Yugoslavia was expelled from
the Cominform and was forced to invent its autono-
mous “third” path to socialism, soon to be aligned with
a non-aligned and decolonizing Third World. This
unintended exit from the Socialist Bloc and the
resulting embrace of the politics of self-management
and non-alignment turned Yugoslavia into a sort

of actually existing New Left, with a promise of
non-alienated socialism uncompromised by the
Stalinist political economy of socialist realism.? At
the same time, an increased dependency on Western
capital made Yugoslavia the oxymoronic “American
communist ally” in the 1950s, a period in which
traffic in capital and financial aid was accompanied
by traffic in “modern art”—exemplified by the
Modern Art of the United States exhibition, organized
by New York’s Museum of Modern Art in Belgrade
in 1956.3

At the center of attempts to navigate the adventur-
ously open seas on which Yugoslav socialist culture
found itself in the 1950s was Yugoslav writer,
polemicist, and key post-1945 cultural authority
Miroslav Krleza (1893-1981). The 1948 Tito-Stalin
break had legitimized in retrospect Krleza’s leftist
yet anti-socialist-realist position in the interwar
aesthetic debates of the 1930s, which had led him
astray from the Yugoslav Communist Party.* In
1952, when Yugoslav communists were themselves
estranged from their Soviet mentors, Krleza
famously debunked socialist realism’s aesthetic and
ideological validity for Yugoslav art, which, he
argued, had “always” fought for the “freedom of artistic
creation.”® Just two years later, however, noting the
rising influx and emulation of what he found to

be a reactionary, depoliticized, and historically over-
come Western European modernism—painterly
abstraction in particular—he reaffirmed his call for a
socialist Yugoslav art that, rather than importing
foreign models, would be grounded in its own material
and historical conditions.® In a seminal history of
interwar aesthetic debates, written during the
country’s student unrest of 1968 and its first major
sociopolitical crisis, literary theorist Stanko Lasié¢
described Krleza’s negation of both socialist realism
and modernism as a “Fanonist vision of Yugoslav
culture,” a never-realized program of releasing the
local culture from its status as peripheral and
imitative of Europe.”

Krleza’s postwar polemical interventions were,
Lasic¢ further argued, a “desperate attempt to
salvage [the interwar claim for] a synthesis of art and
revolution,” at a time when such synthesis had
“disaggregated” and was increasingly reduced to a
struggle for “freedom of artistic expression.”®
Countering that struggle, Krleza’s postulation that
“art without revolution is meaningless, while
revolution without art is incomplete” was the kind of
synthesis that rejected both art’s autonomy and
the socialist-realist synthesis that squarely placed art
in the service of revolution.® Although Lasi¢ conceded
that both socialist-realist and Krleza-like syntheses
of art and revolution were still existent in 1970 in
Yugoslavia, he recognized that they were marginal—
what was once “leftist literature” had almost fully
been supplanted by “quests” taking place within the
autonomous field of “Art,” in the confines of which
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the only current revolutions were being made. “This
does not mean,” Lasi¢ concluded, “that such quests
are outside reality, but it does mean that they are
inside a single reality that no longer inquires about
the other reality, only about its own reality. And
this reality—Art—is one: it is in art that one must
participate, one must develop art, one must live art,
and go ‘left’ within art.”°

In this text, I wish to take up and strategically
exaggerate Lasi¢’s implicit periodization of
Yugoslav history into a history of revolution (with
its “Fanonist” cultural vision), followed (and betrayed)
by the history of art. Lasi¢’s intervention was first
presented in 1969 at the Zagreb Faculty of Humanities
and Social Sciences’ conference “University and
Revolution” and should be contex-tualized within
the moment of post-1968 disillusionment. It is
thus not coincidentally analogous to, for example,
German literary critic Peter Biirger’s contemporaneous
and equally post-1968 claim of the impossibility
of the (neo)avant-garde breaking the confines of art’s
relative autonomy from within the conditions of
bourgeois society, that is, without transforming art’s
social basis. On a more general level, the dissolution
of revolution into art could be related to the dis-
tinction between political and cultural freedom that
is at the core of the “Parapolitics” project.’? Indeed,
the Yugoslav failure to truly realize the project
of socialist transformation, and to break free from
dependence on the Cold War order, was ironically
accompanied by the blossoming of Yugoslav “freedom
of artistic expression” and, in particular, the
contemporary art scene in the late 1960s and *70s,
in the midst of the major social and economic crisis
of Yugoslav federalism and self-management.
Unlike their neo-avant-garde precedent—the New
Tendencies movement, which affirmed the bond
between progressive art, science, and Yugoslav self-
managed socialism during the early 1960s—conceptual
and performative art practices post-1968 sought
their allegiances primarily with analogous develop-
ments on the international art scene, and were
thus increasingly distanced from the KrleZian project
of insisting on an autonomous, socialist Yugoslav art.’®

As Lasi¢ himself noted in the case of literature,
the contours of this development were evident already
during the 1950s. I propose to examine this by
comparing two official, “parapolitical” presentations
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of Yugoslav art which could be said to mark the
decade’s beginning and end: LAr¢ médi¢val yougoslave
(Yugoslav Medieval Art), masterminded by Krleza
and staged in 1950 in Paris, and the Yugoslav
pavilion at the Expo ’58 in Brussels. Both exhibitions
affirmed the singularity of Yugoslav socialism
in the international, cultural, and geopolitical arena.
The one coordinated by Krleza, with the clear
imprint of his “Fanonist” vision, did this by promoting
the purportedly authentic, artistic expression of
the self-taught sculptors of a heretic medieval sect, the
Bogomils, while the Expo 58 pavilion, designed by
sculptor and architect Vjenceslav Richter, mobi-
lized the allegedly universal, modernist, abstract
language of the (neo)-avant-garde.”* Ultimately, the
two projects can be seen as two failed attempts
to emancipate a national culture from its status of
peripheral dependency, one by explicitly articulating
its position of colonial difference,”® and the other
by taking the Enlightenment promise of universal
culture to task and claiming equality in the right to
speak the international language of art. By examining
the distance that separates the two exhibitions,
I will argue that LArt médiéval yougoslave, staged at
the moment of Yugoslavia’s historical exit from
what Krleza called the “Antithesis” (of East and West),
marks simultaneously the peak and endpoint of
politicized, decolonial Yugoslav aesthetics, after which
one can only speak of Yugoslav—and, following 1968,
of post-Yugoslav—art.'¢

LArt médiéval yougoslave opened in March 1950
in the Pallais de Chaillot in Paris, a representative
space built for the 1937 Exposition Internationale
and housing the Musée national des Monuments
Francais (National Museum of French Monuments).”
The project’s organizational committee consisted
of Yugoslav and French medievalists and experts, but
Krleza was the mastermind behind its conceptual
and ideological framing. In the catalogue introduction,
he articulates the exhibition as an unveiling of
the lost “South Slavic medieval civilization,” which
“disappeared in the tumult of six-centuries-long
Turkish, Austrian, and Venetian wars led from the
fourteenth to the twentieth century.”’®* Among
the exhibits were Serbian and Macedonian church
frescoes, early medieval Croatian sculpture, and
tombstones of the Bosnian Bogomil heretical sect.
The Bogomil rejection—in Krleza’s reading—of the
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authority of both Rome and Byzantium formed the
ideological core of the exhibition and resonated
with Yugoslavia’s position between and against the
two Cold War blocs.”® Translating the heretic-Bogomil
rejection into the register of visual expression,
Krleza argues that their tombstones were “free of
any suggestion of the European artistic and philo-
sophical graveyard, not because [the Bogomil
sculptors] were not familiar with it, but because, both
in principle and conceptually, they denied it every
moral and aesthetic significance.”?® With the aid of
the felicitously ambivalent (literal and metaphorical)
meaning of “graveyard,” Krleza thus buries the entire
European artistic and philosophical tradition, and
he ambitiously locates, in the “naive and fresh
observations of an artistic ferra vergine,” a prime
example of “tendentious®! and propagandist art”:
This sculpture does not accept the cult of death. It
negates, in principle—in Bogomil-like fashion, that
is, materialistically—the stupefying thought of
dying on one’s knees, as in front of an enigma that
points towards some trans-funerary hierarchy. Among
thousands and thousands of human hands depicted
on these monolith blocks, not a single one is folded
in premortal prayer. Not a single Bogomil figure can
be seen kneeling in front of the authority of
religious symbols, whether earthly or unearthly.?
Although Krleza humbly concludes that the exhibition
presented evidence of South Slavic contributions
to great European culture, the closing paragraph is
self-contradictory and begins, in a tone of historical
ressentiment, by riding the wave of the Bogomil
refusal to kneel: “The South Slavic civilization disin-
tegrated in the cycles of wars, so that Western
Europe could continue to live, and create in harmony
the artworks without which it would be impossible
to imagine the history of mankind.”?3
Here, the creation of “artworks” is predicated
upon the internal “harmony” achieved by external
violence and conquest—art is a harmonious layer of
civilization that covers up centuries of historical
struggle and erasure. Yet there was also a triumphant
and anticipatory ending to Krleza’s story, enabled
by the autonomous victory of Yugoslav communists
in World War II. This victory allowed Krleza to
interpret the heretical “fragments” of the disappeared
South Slavic civilization as anticipating the present-
day South Slavic Socialist Federation, itself both a

Photograph of the model for the Yugoslav Pavilion
at Expo '58, Brussels

Photograph of the Yugoslav Pavilion at Expo '58,
Brussels
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dialectical overcoming of the Middle Ages and an
anticipation of “our future centuries.”?* Indeed,
in his abovementioned 1952 speech at the Ljubljana
Writers’ Congress, Krleza likened the Yugoslav
communist leader, Josip Broz Tito, to the medieval
heretics, presenting him as the symbol of “resistance
to all forces that wish to return the country to a
subcolonial state. Tito opposes the Kremlin, just like
Bogomils opposed the pope.”? In the immediate
aftermath of Tito’s heretic “No” to Stalin in 1948,
Yugoslav intellectuals, philosophers, and artists
could dare to presume that the release from a century-
long history of oppression would now enable
them to not only catch up with Europe, but be its
vanguard. Even before 1948, following the courageous
partisan resistance to fascist occupation in World
War II, communist writer, art historian, and painter
Oto Bihalji-Merin claimed that were Yugoslav
artists to create works equivalent to the value of the
liberation struggle, their art, “born out of the depth
and experience of the new life, will be so good,
real, and true, that Paris will be able to learn, just as
earlier generations learned in Paris.”?® As was also
evident in Krleza’s influential speech, however, this
authentic art remained a vision, an anticipation
of a future appearance: “If we develop a socialist
cultural environment that is conscious of its rich past
and cultural mission in contemporary European
space and time,” Krleza asserted, “our Art will inevi-
tably appear.”? Lasi¢’s melancholic historicization
two decades later, as already shown, put an end to
this anticipation.

In the early 1960s, Yugoslav literary critic
Sveta Luki¢ questioned the very assumption that
one should insist on what is, or would be, “ours.”
Instead, he argued, we should measure up to others
and “air” ourselves.?® Lukic¢ also harbored animosity
towards what can be said to have defined Yugoslav
interwar aesthetics of the Krleza lineage, namely its
focus on a realist transcription of violent social
reality, often associated with life in the countryside
and to historical suffering and injustice: “the export
value of our art is oriental and rural, dark instinct
and murder, which overshadow our urban and socialist
accomplishments.”? It seems that the “airing” of
the latter was precisely what was to be achieved with
Yugoslavia’s presentation at Expo ’58. Unlike the
medieval exhibition, which presented an endemic
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and anachronistic aesthetics that rejected European
models and could thus be said to have preemptively
negated the simultancous influx of modern art from
Paris, the Yugoslav Expo ’58 pavilion spoke in the
international language of avant-garde art. As Vladimir
Kuli¢ writes, Richter’s design of the pavilion,
originally intended to be suspended in midair, aimed
to express “the self-proclaimed avant-garde status

of Yugoslav socialism” from within the edition of the
world exposition that marked “modernism’s world-
wide victory” as a paradigmatic symbol of the cultural
Cold War.®® Among the pavilion’s four sections, a
“Gallery of Contemporary Art” was to place Yugoslavia
squarely within that competition, although Kulié
argues—implicitly elevating art over and beyond
politics—that Richter’s avant-garde architectural vision
surpassed the Cold War agenda and “the more ex-
plicit political statements shown inside [the pavilion].”3!

But it can also be argued, as I hinted above, that
precisely by insisting on his aesthetic, avant-garde
vision—and despite his ideological alliance with
Yugoslav socialism and his general adherence to the
idea of politicized art—Richter unwittingly colluded
with the Cold War ideology of art’s autonomy,
which elevated the supremacy of artistic vision above
any political-utilitarian appropriation. In his work
on the pavilion, Richter allegedly exercised “tyrannical
aesthetic control,” which included eliminating
color photographs from the exhibition and even the
Yugoslav flag, which was displayed only after the
opening.* Ironically, this dramatic struggle to escape
the lowly task of national representation was
successful, and the pavilion was poorly visited. Even
more ironically, the low turnout resulted in an ad
hoc decision by Yugoslav organizers to add a presen-
tation of dolls with folk costumes, which, in contrast
to Richter’s avant-garde accomplishments, proved
an “immediate success.”3?

Kuli¢ reads this telling incident as the return of
the repressed royal Yugoslavia of the interwar period,
which marketed itself in the world-exposition
arena through a contrast between “the modern and
the traditional, the ‘civilized’ and the ‘primitive.”3*

I propose that the incident can instead be read as
the irruption of Yugoslav colonial difference, inter-
cepting the attempt to claim equal participation in
the universal language of art. The “oriental and
rural,” those primary cultural “exports,” could not
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be contained and broke through Yugoslavia’s “urban”
accomplishments and their embodiment in avant-
garde art. On the one hand, audiences’ favoring of folk
elements can be seen as just another instance of

the well-known and oppressive contract according to
which peripheral cultures and artists can only gain
access to the global art circuit by representing their
necessarily exotic cultural-political difference. On the
other, it is difference—in the form of colonial
difference and inequality resulting from the history
of economic and cultural exploitation, which in

the Yugoslav case dates back to its historical position
between, and subordinate to, multiple imperial
structures both East and West (the Ottoman Empire,
Austria-Hungary, Venice)—that prevents successful
integration under the enlightened promise of
universal art, which in fact ultimately works to cover
up persisting inequalities and injustices.® For

this reason, despite its reaffirmation of the exoticizing
logic of the international cultural market, there is
something beautiful about the turn of events at

the Yugoslav Expo ’58 pavilion, in which the maker
of the folk-costumed dolls, “an otherwise anonymous
Belgrade schoolteacher named Dusanka Bulajié,”
temporarily and unexpectedly stole the stage from
the great avant-garde (male) artist, whose mono-
chromatic “tyrannical aesthetic control” had repressed
the color of the persisting colonial difference of
Yugoslav society.

Following the wars of the 1990s, the global
rediscovery of Yugoslav art repeated the dynamic
delineated by Lukic: first there was a fascination with
“Balkan” murder and bloodshed (the oriental and
the rural), then an analogous fascination with the
struggle of “Eastern European” conceptual and perfor-
mance art against the oppressive socialist regime,
and, finally, a construction of Yugoslav art in relation
to its difference from the Eastern Bloc and active
participation in shaping the modernist canon (just as
Luki¢ proposed “airing” oneself and one’s urban
accomplishments). If, in the first post-socialist decades,
the artist’s performing body, trapped behind the
iron curtain, indexed “art under socialism,” Yugoslav
art has more recently displaced that image with those
of futurist-socialist-modernist World War II memo-
rials. These sculptural-architectural structures, which
share the aesthetics of the Yugoslav Expo 58 pavilion,
have even had their photogenic status confirmed

by National Geographic.®® Dazzling night-view
photographs of the surviving Yugoslav monuments
were recently featured as a kind of twentieth-century
Pompeii in that weekly repository of the world’s
dead and dying biological and cultural heritage:
“Haunting Relics of a Country That No Longer Exists,”
a socialist state with self-management and open
borders, unlike the repressive Soviet Union.?” This
insistence on the singularity of the Yugoslav position
in the Cold War, marked by the notions of self-
management and non-alignment, repeats or identifies
with the image of an avant-garde socialism nurturing
an avant-garde art, as attempted at Expo ’58. Or, as
one recent exhibition put it—in terms that promise
smooth global circulation—it is the image of a
“non-aligned modernity.”*®

While there is certainly reason to research the
specificities of Yugoslav socialism, and even its
artistic expressions, the fetishized circulation of such
readymade concepts and images of World War 11
memorials detaches them from the actual history of
the “country that no longer exists.” In the case of
memorials, their ritualistic and didactic function as
sites where new generations came to learn about
their past (within existing historiographical and ideo-
logical frameworks) is also negated.®® In fact, these
objects have much more in common with the folk
costumes made by an “otherwise anonymous teacher”
than with modernist art, given that they embody a
history grounded in the liberation claim of the
Yugoslav people (zarod), the majority of whom were
of peasant origin and did not speak the purportedly
universal language of modern art.*® The cleansing
of the popular element from the avant-garde aesthetics
of partisan monuments is also evident, as Sanja
Horvatin¢i¢ has shown, in an overlooking of the
complex typology of World War II memorial
sculpture, which ranged from modernist abstraction
to conventional aesthetic solutions “stigmatized by
the pejorative denomination of socialist realism.”*
The destruction, following the violent break-up of
Yugoslavia in the 1990s, of such “aesthetically
‘unpleasing’” monuments was normalized or even
supported by art historians, while the condemnation
of violence against their modernist counterparts
(whose symbolic and ideological content is less
explicit) is “mostly enacted through the mourning
for exceptional artistic works.”*?
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Alertness towards this slippage into art’s
exceptional value is, I would argue, the essence of
Krleza’s “Fanonist” vision, and the reason why he
was infamously dismissive of avant-garde modernist
trends, both in the interwar period and following
World War II. As he wittily concluded in his 1952
speech at the Ljubljana Writers’ Congress—playing
with the ambivalence of the Serbo-Croatian adjective
bespredmetan, which simultaneously translates
as “non-objective” and “pointless”—“Kandinsky was
bespredmetan already in 1913, and especially from
our perspective of the Balkan Wars and the Austrian
liquidation.”® At the same time, KrleZa was equally
critical of nationalist art, which based its aesthetics on
recycling supposedly authentic folk patterns or
romantic nationalist myths, although his own insis-
tence on the Bogomils’ naive visual authenticity
could itself be said to form such a myth as a basis
for the yet inexistent Yugoslav/South Slavic nation
(as opposed to Serbian, Croatian, etc.). It is this
insistence on forming a culture based on “our
perspective,” and the torment caused by the impossible
attempt to define what is culturally “ours,” which
makes Krleza’s cultural vision “Fanonist,” not
least since the very ideas of art, culture, and nation
are colonial constructs.

Similarly to Krleza’s, Frantz Fanon’s reflections
on national culture were grounded in a rejection
of both European cultural models and of local, tribal
customs and myths, in which the “unconditional
affirmation of African culture [succeeds] the uncon-
ditional affirmation of European culture.”** In the
essay “On National Culture,” first presented at
the Second Congress of Black Writers and Artists in
Rome in 1959, Fanon traced the evolution of the
native intellectual, who first assimilates the culture
of the European colonizer until he realizes his
own alienation and the colonizer’s obliteration and
denigration of local culture, and then “feels the need
to turn backward toward his unknown roots and
to lose himself at whatever cost among his barbarous
people.”® This transformation only leads the native
intellectual towards a false solution to the problem
of national culture, since, Fanon concludes, it is
not the resurrection of a past culture that will create
a nation, but the other way around: Only the struggle
for national liberation can create a national culture,
which arises out of that struggle and in response
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Photograph of Brotinjac, Stedak [tomb] in the
exhibition L’Art médiéval yougoslave [Yugoslav
Medieval Art], Musée des Monuments francgais,
Paris, 1950
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to immediate reality.*®* What was left, for both Fanon
and Krleza following their double rejection of
European hegemony and local essentialism, was the
idea of national culture born out of liberation
struggles. This was, after all, the exemplarity of
the Bogomil tombstones: not their specific aesthetic
value, but the fact that this value resulted from
counter-hegemonic struggle and negation. Placing
Tito’s 1943 speech about the progress of the Yugo-
slav liberation struggle on the first page of the LAr¢
médiéval yougoslave exhibition catalogue made
it clear that Yugoslav national culture, as presented
within the Parisian world exposition arena, could
only be understood as arising from the history
of struggle, from Bogomils to partisans—not from a
collection of artifacts.

But what to do once the struggle is accomplished,
once the revolution—both national and socialist,
in the Yugoslav case—has been achieved? It seems that
one can only commemorate and historicize it, and
at this moment one must revert to culture and art, and
to the exhibition space as the arena par excellence
of national representation, itself inseparable from

the structure of colonialism. Krleza’s position is
illustrative here, as he was not only the initiator of
the medieval exhibition, but also of the Encyclopedia
of Yugoslavia project (1955), in which a hegemonic
form of knowledge production was taken up to tell a
new, materialist history of Yugoslavia. From this
contradictory space, in which decolonization can
only proceed by appropriating the colonizer’s tools—
such as art, culture, encyclopedia, and nation—the
path is easily opened towards the “disaggregation,”
as Lasi¢ would say, of the synthesis of culture and
liberatory struggle, and into the consolidation of the
autonomous sphere of art. Following 1968 and
Lasi¢’s melancholic diagnosis of the failure of Yugoslav
“Fanonist” aesthetics and, implicitly, of Yugoslav
socialism, contemporary art—which thrived on pro-
claiming its distance from the state and the ideological
apparatus—has increasingly distanced itself from
the lowly aim of representing the nation, the people,
and the state, or of trying to make them better,

and thus entered its post-Yugoslav phase even before
Yugoslavia was destroyed.*”
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In 1990, immediately before Yugoslavia
would vanish in a series of wars, the
responsibility of artists for abandoning the
state was recognized in a most unlikely
place: the exhibition catalogue Fra Yu Cult—
Fraction of Yugoslav Culture, which
presented the contemporary art collection
of the Franciscan Catholic monastery in
Siroki Brijeg, Bosnia-Herzegovina. While
the existence of such a collection—which
included works by artists like Vlasta Delimar,
Mladen Stilinovié, and the group IRWIN—
within such an institution is itself evidence
of the avant-garde nature of Yugoslav
socialism, the catalogue essay by artist
Zeljko Kipke sent a symptomatically
ambivalent message on the persistence of
“excess” and negativity in his colleagues’
work. He argued that the Yugoslav artistic
space was “a collection of anti-states and
anti-behavior, arrogance, intolerance, various
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antedating, incorrect data, naive complex,
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that would soon be played out en masse on
the frontline.
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