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About relations by Advisory board 

In the important programmatic steps “relations” has undertaken, the political goals take precedence over the artistic ones they are connected with. The projects originate directly out of the cultural and social contexts of the respective countries, and they are thought out and devised by people who live there. The associated images include precisely this embedment: the locations, such as Sarajevo in the summer heat or Chisinau blanketed in snow, only first become places of political and cultural experience through exchange with the people living there, with creative artists and others, through their ideas, their knowledge, and their projects. The intensity of this exchange is one of the important prerequisites ensuring the success of the “relations” program. 

Dr. Silvia Eiblmayr 

Director of the Galerie im Taxispalais, Innsbruck 

When I was introduced to Katrin Klingan, the artistic director of “relations,” for the first time, in the cafeteria “Hani i 2 Robertëve” in Prishtina, her smile and appearance reminded me of the actress Kelly McGillis. She was reserved, smiling, and she had an exceptional ability – to listen. Through those very little words that I could get from her, I was not quite able to grasp her visions and insights. Only a year and a half later, I was able to catch the features of a sort of artistic map, a map where you could find the neuralgic spots of contemporary art of south-eastern Europe that Katrin Klingan prophesied to me in the cafeteria. After we had the chance to review and analyze all the programs on board, after we examined each proposed project in detail, a beautiful map of an artistic world started to unfold in front of me whose features seemed blurred in the beginning. The work, the energy, the enthusiasm and the results of “relations” made me very satisfied with my involvement in this project. I am hoping that this artistic map “relations” is unfolding before the European public will help us become more familiar with a world that was latently present all the time in this space, but without a map to direct us. I experience “relations” as a map that will send us all to the new cultural and artistic frontiers of this space that we call “Enlarged Europe.” 

Migjen Kelmendi 

Author and editor of the weekly newspaper “Java”, Prishtina 

The wall dividing Germany came down almost 15 years ago. Since then, one continually encounters the remark that the wall running through minds has yet to fall. These kinds of differences in mentality and culture are not only to be found in Germany, but across Europe. And with the enlargement of the European Union, they will become even more visible. For instance, in contemporary art one frequently encounters the prejudice that there is hardly any contemporary creative productivity in the countries of central and eastern Europe. And this is reflected not least in the art market. What a mistake! That markets cannot think and reflect but only respond (also to stupidity and ignorance) is an insight that one could have actually expected from reasonably enlightened Europeans. 

But the lack of awareness for the modernity evident in central and eastern European countries is possibly also tied to the lack of knowledge and ignorance resulting from the largely self-referential perception of western European provenance. Basically, simple political and cultural education is called for here. Command of a central and eastern European language will become a key competence in the enlarged Europe. “relations,” an initiative project of the Federal Cultural Foundation, enters the fray precisely here with admirable offensive spirit: creative force fields in the respective cultural contexts are identified and generously supported. “relations” does not, however, only support. “relations” also takes on an important European bridging function. In this way, the enlarged Europe is contemporaneously synchronized and not seen as a backward appendix in need of a revolution to catch up.

On the contrary, whoever studies and devotes their attention to these creative processes can identify many artistically creative and clever people on the fast lane towards a more complex Europe. Communication in Europe must therefore not be solely economic and political. It is becoming increasingly evident that Europe must also be a “Europe for its citizens.” Plurality, multilingual voices, and difference are the elements which have to penetrate into the nucleus of a European self-consciousness and, above all, which have to be endured and held on to. “relations” makes this insight its own in a very exclusive way. Among my diverse activities, “relations” shines like a finely polished diamond, the value of which is first recognized by whoever takes on the risk of trying to locate creative contemporary trends and entering into dialogue with them. In “One-Way Street,” Walter Benjamin remarks: "These are days when no one should rely unduly on his 'competence.' Strength lies in improvisation. All the decisive blows are struck left-handed." 

Thomas Krüger 

President of the Federal Agency for Civic Education, Bonn 

Since the summer of 2002, one film repeatedly occurs to me: Pavel Braila’s “Shoes for Europe”, a documentary on the railworks at the Moldovan- Romanian border. Pavel Braila possesses the untiring curiosity that is needed to convey a European border situation: the difficulties arising when the trains are to be repositioned, the travelers who have to patiently wait, the strength necessary for overcoming the gauge differences, because in the twenty-first century eastern Europe is also separated from the west – besides everything else – by a 89 mm difference between the railway gauges. What happens on the borders of this new “Transformation Europe” is decisive – one must acquire awareness of the differences in the gauges, of routes requiring an obligatory visa through the “history” of the different countries, and of the traffic networks of the present, repaired in some places and still in disrepair in others. One has to have patience, strength, and a good feeling for balance to hold a train in the air and set it down on the right track gauge.

“Shoes for Europe” – the film still mirrors much of what I experience as a member of the “relations” advisory board, i.e., the challenge posed by the border: working through stereotypes, undermining conventions, the cross-over between the different areas of art and the disciplines of knowledge, the movements between social reality and the alternative possibilities envisioned by art. As with the Federal Cultural Foundation, from the beginning “relations” was also focused on working close to culture, not on serving as a prestigious representative vehicle of politics. “relations” does not shy away from the effort of adjusting to local needs and making possible projects that are to be carried through there. “relations” co-operates with very divergent partners: with artists, philosophers and theatre directors, with urban planners, curators, and many others involved in culture.

Just how strongly this sense of proximity and local precision figures in the work of “relations” is shown to advantage by the diversity of working forms and themes which are in the meantime visible in Chisinau, Warsaw, Sarajevo, Ljubljana, Sofia, Prishtina, or Zagreb: the art archive and the historical monument as media of remembrance, the TV program as a building block for a cultural public sphere, urban interventions which observe and trace the changes in a city in the context of privatization. “relations” supports the tackling of those challenges that are not solely the matter of business or politics, but also possess a cultural dimension. The projects initiated show just how important it is to also inject cultural potential into the current process of nation-building. Without the utopias and the visions of the artists and cultural actors, the building of a society, cultural diversity, and self-understanding are barely conceivable. In this sense as well, “relations” is a program for border-crossers: it extends the borders of what art and culture can achieve in this new Europe.

Hortensia Völckers 

Artistic Director of the Federal Cultural Foundation, Halle/Saale 

Our relatives in new Europe — we know them as little as we are familiar with distant members of the family who have emigrated. Or shall we say: They are as foreign to us as lost relatives who turn up on the doorstep one day? Andrei Plesu tells it, “When he meets an official in Brussels, he presents himself in the following way: ‘Allow me to introduce myself, I am your past.’” At the same time we are resolved to enter a common future. Yet, the public spheres in the East and the West are still approaching the past and the future in a very cautious way. Distorted and twisted images of illusions, so it seems, are supposed to protect against disillusionment. The “old” and the “new” Europe, however, will have to learn to share the same house.

Question: Do we have any conception of the relational work that will confront us? Of the envy and the necessity of a new kind of solidarity? Demand: What we will need, by contrast, are dis-illusions, dis-estrangements, the construction of relations among relatives, the birth of a shared language from the polyphony of history and artifact. Without doubt, we share more than we are aware of by way of shared cultures, though our continent is still separated, at least, into two halves. Art as an artifact of the construction of “relations”: this is a compelling initiative of the Federal Cultural Foundation. After fourteen years of “opening the East” which I have been able to help shape — in part, as head of the institution “KulturKontakt Austria”, to specializing in cultural relations between East and West — changes of paradigm have become urgent. First of all, because the enlargement of the European Union “internalizes” a hitherto unknown acceleration of the dialectic between what is one’s own and what is foreign, and just barely allows “externalization.” 

And secondly, because the national, bilateral models of co-operation have come to an “end.”

In return relations, in general, have become a European question, even though this does not seem to have happened in the reflection and reflexes of national politics. Here is not the place to give more precise reasons. Here I will assert rather than prove, namely, that the unimagined complexities of a shared future require the seismograph of art, and to view it the other way around, that the avant-garde, the laboratory of words, images, experiments will drown in materialism if they are not anchored in society. Paradox: a national (German) cultural foundation transcends the frame of national cultural diplomacy. Non-paradoxical: a new institution acts daringly as an incubator for risk-taking. I gladly accepted “relations’” invitation to join the international advisory board. 

My work at the European Cultural Foundation is oriented toward similar parameters. Here there are partners who are also developing European projects and promoting transnational innovation, but not very many. “relations” invests in the partner countries, in the freedom of artistic dis-estrangement — admirable and generous and rare. “relations” does not negate the origin of the means and the initial idea – realistic and not covering-up. “relations” ties together projects in the enlargement countries and the countries still waiting for accession to the European Union. That, too, is an advantage of the program, when also considering the “exclusions”, such as the Balkan countries, while proceeding with the approach of “inclusion”. “relations” ties the projects, the products, and the people to Germany. Europe emerges only in a local context – civil society and globalization – in the cities, galleries, i.e. in the workshops of local appropriation. “relations” communicates horizontally: the regions which are “inside”, with those which are “soon to be inside”, and the “still-outside” all interact on a European plane, through probing artifacts, through the art of free play in the realm of necessity. “relations” is work on relations among “relatives”, and it is a joyful experiment. 

Gottfried Wagner 

Secretary General of the European Cultural Foundation, Amsterdam
Since 1989, a substantial discourse has emerged around the question of how to establish new relations between the west and the east of Europe. One can look back at many specific projects that have spawned out of conceptual, financial, and philanthropic initiatives in the last 15 years. Their shared goal was to make the relations between the east and west of Europe something more than an enthusiastic adventure between a bunch of artists, curators, and activists. It is important to note, that most of these initiatives were started in the west, both in the United States of America and Europe. The discussions on this subject which took place in international art circles quickly became a kind of clichè, providing an opportunity for expressing all kinds of complaints and frustrations.

On the other hand, one must say, that given how important the questions raised are, there have been very few concrete tools or critical methodologies available to further these exchanges. At the same time, the delineation of new relations between east and west has created many opportunities for the culture industry. Connected to the above I have some questions I would like to address to my own community, even to my own government: Why do these initiatives and the financial support they provide always have to come from the West? Do we (in the East) have such a lack of imagination and intellectual resourcefulness, or is it simply that we are just so poor?

Or maybe it is our ignorance or lack of confidence that inhibits us from sponsoring such initiatives? Is our deference to the West the result of submissiveness, or is it just an absence of any vision or a lack of faith that things can change? Is it just about desire, a blind desire to be what we are not? A desire to be politically united with western Europe, and to have “them” tell us what we should do before we start acting?Or maybe the reason we do not lead these efforts has less to do with contemporary pathologies than with historical events and structural patterns which cannot be changed in a decade, but only over generations? Or is there a positive way of viewing our passivity? Is there a healthy cynicism that should be directed at the projects coming from the West? How can I as a member of the “relations” advisory board address such questions most constructively?

“relations” does not want to hide the aforementioned conflicts and differences. By acknowledging the transparent and insurmountable borders that separate Ljubljana and Chisinau on the one hand, and Ljubljana and Berlin on the other, this project faces up to the complexity of the borderline situations in the new Europe. These situations not only challenge us to reconsider how boundaries are drawn between West and East, but they also force us to look at the different “East’s” within the East itself – as well as the many other borders and communication obstacles involved in surveying this territory. Let me end this statement with a response to the editors of this publication, who invited me to express any possible irritations I have as a member of the “relations” board: As members of the “relations” board, we – people of very different profiles and functions and social status – find ourselves in a situation that requires a lot of tolerance, patience, and introspection. There is no roadmap. And so, all that is “wrong” with our discussions – all the misunderstandings and wrong turns – are exactly the things that make them really good discussions. 

Eda Čufer 

Dramaturge and Culture Theorist, Ljubljana 

The word “relations” means relationships and initially nothing more than that: the character of the intended relationship remains open. They can be based on love as well as hate, on the wish to get to know the other person, or the desire to exploit them. They can promote democracy or generate acts of xenophobic violence. It would appear that whatever is polysemous is always dangerous, for it shatters a reality structured by simple opposites and eludes the safety and certainty which as a rule underpin our experiences. Nevertheless, I prefer ambiguity to what is allegedly straightforward or definite. The latter always means that force is used openly or symbolically with a view to establishing clearly visible divisions through a clear incision. It is precisely the ambiguity that the “relations” project allows to emerge which interests me – beginning with the political implications, the economic and cultural effects, and continuing on with the ambivalences on the individual and purely human levels.

“relations” refuses to bow to the straightforward on all these levels. The project was initiated by the Federal Cultural Foundation. This foundation is the federal government’s first supra-regional foundation. The cultural and artistic intentions to be pursued were formulated with great clarity: and it is indisputable that they are as meaningful as they are remarkable and exemplary. But it is seldom that the political goals of a central cultural foundation are discussed in Germany. At a first glance, this lack of a clear political positioning is unsettling. Take a second look, however, and one soon recognizes the productive force of such reserve. The yawning gap in the official self-positioning produces, for instance, the simple question: what’s the purpose of it all? It is incumbent upon the foundation’s decision-makers to ensure that a comparatively high level of transparency is put in place and maintained. It is their responsibility to disclose their relationship to others and the extent of the trust shown. Further ambiguities are to be found in the relationships between Germany and the countries of central and eastern Europe. Here I find the perpetually exercised judging of others extremely interesting. 

These evaluations trigger varying emotions; the entire spectrum of human feelings comes into play. In the context of these habitual and, hence, everyday orgies of judgment, “relations” assumes a special position. The project not only destroys the simple oppositions based on “us and them,” but also unmasks the frailties of the currently circulating identifications and the lack of bonds where they, according to the cliché we have of ourselves, should be. In addition, the “relations” project touches on the sensitive issue of cultural dominance. The self-definition as initiators of cultural processes, as mediators between communities who cannot communicate with one another on their own, demands an almost ethnocentric belief in the value of one’s culture, in the universal claims of the ideas standing behind the project. 

The ideas I mean are those such as democracy, debate, dialogue, the overcoming of borders, or transnational co-operation. Such a hegemonic positioning doubtlessly contradicts the aforementioned convictions, and it raises the following questions: is ethnocentrism necessarily false? Does it not produce interesting thoughts and events? Is not the frantic adherence to principles of cultural relativism a utopia? The next level of ambiguity in the project is that of the relationships between the supported artists and the societies in which they work. Although in today’s art world identifications are not marked out by national but rather global communities,“relations” defines the artists as representatives of a national society, in order to then, in a second step, form trans-local relationships between the artists. Although, on the one hand, the project produces an idiosyncratic dissonance, it shows on the other that today identity is not based on a definite, immutable core. Rather, identity is the ability to weave together an interrelated narration from contradictory stories. Ambiguities not only fundamentally attack self-confidence, but also heal us of dogmatism and compel us to enter into selfreflection. Can we imagine a better basis for dialogue with others? 

Marek Krajewski 

Sociologist, Adam Mickiewicz University, Posen  
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