Opening Speech of József Mélyi 

Ladies and Gentlemen!

„This got would a buttery shade” As told by István Kormos, cited by György Jovánovics, written by Péter Esterházy. It is an absurd sentence, a play with words, but also the exact definition of an Eastern European way of existence. The ironic and the poetic experience that lives inside of us all: that’s how things are, but even this may change for the worse. The sentence is impossible to translate – and not primarily because of the “buttery shade”.


Mladen Stilinović is an artist with Central-Eastern-European experiences. These experiences are not identical to our experiences; they have an extra “buttery shade”. In an interview, he said, he bought Ed Ruscha’s art book in a Belgrade shop as an artist beginner, then shortly afterwards, he learnt about new artistic tendencies in London, as a tourist. We know no Hungarian artist with a story like that from the seventies. We know that experiences are somewhat different, and we feel that difference. His view of avant-garde is a bit further from ours; as if the South offered a broader view painted with stronger brush-strokes. An individual artistic program or an exhibition may include the entire history of 20. century art in the form of paraphrase or ironic quotation. Duchamp’s sugar cubes locked in a cage, Dadaists, Malevich or the spaces designed by El Lissitzky can all appear coded into everyday objects painted white. It really seems like the future of modernism - that which already happened - has coated modernist works with a layer of uniformity, as if the imaginary remains of Schwitters’s destroyed Merzbau would gain a thin white shade.

Its not only artistic experience that differs slightly, but the survived pain is of a different scale. If the Belgrade and Zagreb of the seventies is impossible to imagine, the war that broke out in the nineties, is even harder to see. It is impossible to visualize the sudden and violent twisting out of everyday life, as it is impossible to imagine the color of a kitchen of a family home scorched by mortar grenades. Though we saw these images, we know what happened from friends, or can guess by the telling silence of those who decided to move up here. These objects of White Absence on display here were all made between 1991 and 1997, during the years of the Yugoslav war, when pain has become an everyday experience. These object-stumps painted white, still wear the layer of war. As if the white was only substituting black as an overall coating, with painful irony and piercing poetry.

If one gets so close to absence, one tries to cling to objects. By the entrance there is a coin in a spoon. The German artist, Andreas Slominski was invited to Weimar to an exhibition in 1996. A few days before the opening, he went for a walk in the nearby Buchenwald forest, and while walking in the forest, he found a coin, a one-pfennig coin. He cleaned it and found the date: 1943. He chose to exhibit the coin, and gave it the title: Lucky Penny. As an inspiration, he mentioned Celan’s Death Fugue.
Stilinović put a one-kuna coin into a spoon, with the inscription: Slavuj, - Nightingale, below the date: 1995. The coin has no history, it is no more than a nightingale on a coin, with tiny numbers, signaling the date of issue. The war ended that year, so it could easily be a lucky coin. In an earlier installation of Stilinović, titled Exploitation of Dead, he exhibited a spoon with a red star in it. Than the mathematical signs equals and zero. Before the war, there were depleted signs, and after the war, there were depleted words.


If one gets so close to absence, one tries to cling to words. Stilinović is much closer to Celan, than Slominski. One of the exhibited plates bears words by Mandelstam: …it’s easier to lift a stone than to repeat your name. Applied words transform everyday objects into poetic images; they gain importance and fill up with absence. This is similar to the way Sol Lewitt expressed absence in his Münster sculpture, Black Form - Memorial to the Missing Jews, in which absence is present by the contrast between the simple white pyramid and the black block of wall juxtaposed to it. Mandelstam says: ‘Poetry is the plough that turns up time, so that the deepest layer, its black earth, is on top’. Here we witness the shift of colors, white would be on top, which induces a shift in the layers of time, covering the black – not only the blackness of the earth but the blackness of soot – deep down. Next to Mandelstam, Celan translated Clement Greenberg, also.

So modernism and war meet in one image after all. ‘We feebly lost the white heart of our world today’ – says Celan. It is not easy to read Celan, nor is it easy to take in Stilinović. We browse through the rows, and let the images sink in, the poetic image of pain and absence, which is actually just a watch with a covered dial, or a pair of glasses painted white. We cease to have our common, everyday objects, because so painted they behave as signs, pure, empty signs. It is very hard to read dead signs, it is very hard to open an exhibition with sole names, it is very hard to translate words. 
’I cannot see any basic difference,’ Paul Celan wrote to Hans Bender, ’between a handshake and a poem.’ I cannot see any basic difference between a poem and an exhibition.

I hereby open the exhibition.
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