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Radical Contamination

The Slovenian artist and theoretician Marina Gržinić on the necessity of revising and reconstructing European art history.

To say, “Mind the map! – history is not given,” means starting to rethink the history and theory of contemporary art and to turn the usual process of constituting knowledge and writing history about European art on its head. It means redrawing the European map of art and culture, giving a place to the immense, albeit unknown, art and cultural production of eastern Europe. 
Sixteen years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the anti-communist sentiments that were the dominant phobia of the 1970s and 1980s have vanished, yet it seems that interest in the realm of eastern European and its history, art, and culture has vanished as well. What does it mean to say that history is not given? It means acknowledging that art history and its interpretation are part of a process that is deeply embedded in shifting contexts. It is about questioning the ways in which art history and art theory develop, about exploring how symbolic and economic authorities and power structures in western culture and art assume positions of unquestioned influence, and, in turn, how this is linked to questions of class, gender, and “race.” It would seem that the power structures underpinning today’s contemporary art scene grant very few critics and theoreticians the right to speak to and for the general public in the role of the “institution of art,” while other artists and artistic currents are relegated to a special status and position – that of the margin. 
The project “Mind the Map! – History Is Not Given” aims to reboot the system of contemporary art, so that in the future eastern European art and cultural spaces may be juxtaposed with their western counterparts and considered parallel art and social paradigms, equally capable of generating challenging art concepts and cultural processes. We are not seeking to “discover a new continent” within Europe; rather, we wish to develop a process that “contaminates” or “infects” the very institution of art history and cultural theory in Europe with new – eastern European – ideas and proposals. This entails a refusal of attempts to resolve contradictions in contemporary art. Such a false harmony continues to be perpetuated by the machinery of capitalism with its unquenchable thirst for surplus value, which transforms every cultural practice and social relation into a brand. A brief glance at the theory industry suffices to recognize how the ceaseless and obsessive production of interpretations – the creation of surplus – fits in perfectly with the global capitalist system: only in exceptional cases is anything substantial or significant contributed to the histories of art in the former Second (eastern Europe) and Third Worlds. 
“Mind the Map! – History Is Not Given” is about recalling, reconstructing and displaying, visibly and loudly (that is, publicly), a different art history and theory – one from eastern Europe – and asserting its capacity for social criticism. This approach allows us to evade the constrictive view of history as a set of techniques for implementing well-worn knowledge mechanisms; instead, we can locate and uphold certain differences, differences that can function as a productive platform for contaminating other spaces and ideas. The project does not aim to cultivate western images of eastern European art and cultural traditions. 
“Mind the Map! – History Is Not Given” thus offers young researchers a forum for reflection on different dimensions of contemporary art and society, while at the same time networking research at universities in different cities in Europe, opening in this way a continuous dialogue on artistic and cultural production along the axis of (former) eastern and western realities in Europe. This model enables universities and academies on both sides of the European divide to act as vehicles for processing knowledge, building relationships, and presenting interpretations which consciously reflect their own position. Self-reflection means being able to think about and question the role that academics play in establishing the “institution” of contemporary art. 
This “new generation” forum, made up of theoreticians, art historians, artists, and critics, considers theory and aesthetics within a political context. It also promotes reflection on the position of theory today and the institutions that develop and spread that theory. “Mind the Map! – History Is Not Given” creates a framework for thinking about how artistic and social processes are established. 
“Mind the Map! – History Is Not Given” also examines processes, such as the politics of mobility in the new Europe (still enjoyed by a privileged minority), and the very different conditions for networking. It is seeking to enlarge the European map of art to include other significant themes, schooling a critical eye capable of disclosing hierarchies and forms of inclusion, exclusion, and discrimination, as well as the dominant role of capital. 
“Mind the Map! –History Is Not Given” encompasses the following areas of research: art history, socio-cultural and political studies, and performative politics. The project aims to define radical nodes of resistance to the capitalist machine that, one might say, obscenely intervenes in contemporary art. We hope that the planned public discussions will also have a great impact. 
In the history of Europe, which is not given but is a construct and so must be constructed, it is important that any possible exoticism be eliminated. This means taking a clear theoretical and social activist position toward contemporary art. With different representational models we are seeking to counter the hype and seductive glamour of the theory industry and art history production in the West. The history of art and culture is today a res publica that has to be linked with political ideas and fight not popular, but populist measures. 
Our project is, therefore, also a search for new concepts for a future Europe, a kind of convergence into a multitude of resistance against “Empire,” understood both as the United States as well as the old concept of “unified” Europe. We are especially keen to put issues of rights on the agenda: granting rights of citizenship to immigrants and regulating the issue of people without identity papers. All of this is integral to the task of rethinking the democratic project of Europe. 
Historical achievements have not emerged from a process of sharing, but are the outcome of constant struggle. All that has been achieved in history by leftist and activist politics has been part of a process, the attempt to implement strategies combating the mechanisms of exploitation in its various guises. But these mechanisms themselves have been continually refined and are to be found today not only in the brute reality of economics, but also in the ways global capital distributes new technologies, information, and immaterial forms of work and art production. The relationship of the masses towards capital is not psychological, but deeply structural. And it is precisely within this context that we will rethink and (re-) construct the project “Mind the Map! – History Is Not Given.” 

Prof. Dr. Marina Gržinić teaches conceptual art at the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna and is a lecturer at the Slovenian Sciences and Arts Academy in Ljubljana. Together with Dr. Veronika Darian and Prof. Dr. Günther Heeg, she directs and coordinates the project “Mind the Map! – History Is Not Given.” 
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