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Lora Miti¢
(University of Belgrade)

The Exhibitions of American Art in Belgrade
during the Cold War: Problem of the Relationship
between Art and Politics

The end of the 5" decade and the beginning of the 6™ brought the breakdown with Stalin’s
dictatorship which resulted in US financial and military help to Yugoslavia and softening of
ideological core of communist party regarding culture and art, among the other things. Maybe,
the last exhibition of 4 soviet painters (Aleksandar and Sergej Gerasimov, Aleksandar Dejneka,
Arkadij Plastov) held in Belgrade in 1947 can be perceived as the metaphor of disappearing
influence from USSR. Here, we can state that changing of the political turn toward the west
logically was followed by changing of the visual sphere. As in other Eastern-European countries,
in Yugoslavia, social realism became official art after the war. How negative attitude communists
had about modernism as the sort of decadent bourgeois art alienated from the real world is the
common place, and in Yugoslavia there were many examples of it. The fact that many Yugoslav
modern artist were expelled from Belgrade academies and the other of them voluntarily chose
exile (the case of Zadar school) unwilling to act according to dogma, illustrates how much
culture, art, science were under strong control of Agitprop, official committees created in 1945
for that purpose by Communist party.

However, 50s brought the liberalization of culture and art in the country, especially in Belgrade
as its capital and main artistic scene. The first symptoms of the liberalization appeared at the end of
1949 with speech of Edvard Kardelj at Slovenian Academy of Science and Art, continuing with the
ideas elaborated in The Second Congress of Writer’s Union and concluded in that year with report of
Milovan Dijilas at the Third Plenum of Central Committee of Yugoslav Communist Party [9, p. 305].
This process was continued during the whole 6th decade, with the strong ascent during first 3 years,
when Yugoslavia opened its doors to the West, and with short break until 1955, when some attempts
to bring back situation to the previous phase of 1945/1950, occurred. They were the consequence of
the stabilization of relationship with USSR after Stalin’s death in 1953 — and can be traced through
the negative attitude towards western influences elaborated during the Second Plenum of Central
Committee of League of communists of Yugoslavia (LCY), 1953. In the same year Commission for
cultural relations with foreign countries was established which proves that Yugoslav political apparatus
was aware of the importance of cultural exchange. Due to the activities of this very commission,
Belgrade and other bigger Yugoslav cities hosted many foreign exhibitions. The staggering of
ideological core of the League of communists of Yugoslavia (LCY) at the road of liberalization points
out that liberalization was difficult process which in Yugoslav society had two faces.

During the first years of the 6™ decade, LCY started with decentralization of culture by reducing
the activities of Agitprop apparatus to its repeal, social realism was not eligible art anymore, and
idea of free artistic expression was put to the air in 1952 by Miroslav Krleza’s report at the Third
Congress of Yugoslav Writers in which he attacked the soc-realism. But, the fact that LCY saw the
freedom of artistic expression only within the idea of social democracy is elaborated at the Sixth
Congress of LCY only one month after Krleza’s report. Therefore, the freedom given to cultural
workers, artists, writers etc, was essentially determined by the interests of LCY and state apparatus.
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Nevertheless, the products of corroding of dogma in the 5" decade, among the other things,
were the artistic exhibitions. Their number increased from only 12 in period of 1945-1950 to 100
exhibitions per year in the second half of the 6™ decade [14, p. 422]. In that sense, we can agree
with the statement of Serbian historian Predrag Markovic that course of Yugoslav politics can
be traced by the rhythm and sort of artistic exhibitions [14, p. 422]. At the beginning of the 50s,
Modernism was brought back to Belgrade art scene: for many art historians the breaking point
was the exhibition of Mica Popovic — member of Zadar group in 1950. But historian Predrag
Markovic sees in another event — the Exhibition of French modern art from the collections of the
prince Paul and Eric Shlomovic held in the spring of 1950, half year before Popovic’s exhibition,
indication of new wave of restoration of the modernism in Yugoslav culture [14, p. 425]. In the
year of 1951, which was the year of exhibitions, considering both, the number and deliberating
content, another important event happened — Exhibition of 70 paintings and sculptures from
the period of 1920-1940 in 1951 with which the modernism between the two world wars was
brought from the dark in which was put by communists. The other important event in 1951 was
an Exhibition of Petar Lubarda, modern painter, which was recognized in literature as one of the
elements that marked the end of socialist realism.

The political apparatus in Yugoslavia started with restoring its own Modernism and continued
with the hosting of very interesting exhibitions of western modernist art. Concerning European
exhibitions we should mention Contemporary French painting (1952), Le Corbusier, Painting
from Holland (1953), Henry Moore (1955), Contemporary Italian art (1957), etc. Among these
exhibitions of European art, Yugoslav public could see for the first time American art in the two
important exhibitions held in 1956 and 1961 that are topic of this work. Belgrade, the capital of
Yugoslavia, became a sort of international artistic scene with the public eager to experience dif-
ferent worlds of art coming from abroad. Behind this almost idealistic situation was the attempt
of Yugoslav political apparatus to present its socialism to the world as more humanistic and more
democratic. Two American exhibitions can be perceived also from this aspect.

The first exhibition — Modern Art in USA was held in Belgrade in 1956 from July 6™ to August
6™, It was organized thanks to the collaboration between Informational service in American Em-
bassy and Commission for cultural relations with foreign countries with Marko Ristic, famous
Serbian surrealist artist, as its president. It presented art works from the collections of Museum
of Modern Art in New York organized in five parts: painting, sculpture, graphics, photography,
architecture. The exhibition was the important part of very ambitious Program for international
exhibitions organized by Museum of MoMA, with Porter McCray as the director of the program.
Belgrade was the last spot on exhibition’s tour, during which it visited many European cities, such
as Paris, Zurich, Barcelona, Frankfurt, London, Hague and Vienne.

It’s not hard to notice that Belgrade was the only communist city on the map of this MoMA's
program. And if we add to this, the fact that Vienna was the last stop of this exhibition accord-
ing to original plan, we must pose a question what kind of occasions caused that changing of the
plan. The reason for including one communist city as the last hosting point for this exhibition
must be searched for in the political context of its appearance in Yugoslavia. Especially, when
we know that the suggestion is made while the exhibition was in Vienna. As we stressed earlier,
liberalization in culture during the 50s was the consequence of opening of Yugoslav society to
western influences after the political break with USSR. But during this very decade relationships
between Yugoslavia and two superpowers was passing different phases with occasional warm-
ing and cooling periods. The time of ending the tour of exhibition of American art which was
planned to go back to New York after Vienna is the time of the improvement of relationship



494 Lora Miti¢. The Exhibitions of American Art in Belgrade during the Cold War

with USSR, after the abolition of Cominform (April 1956) and decision of new soviet politi-
cal structure to begin with the process of liquidation of Stalinist politics. New phase of better
Yugoslav-Soviet relationship is begun with the sinning of Moscow declaration in June 1956, with
which soviet authority blessed equality of communist parties and the particular sort of Yugoslav
socialism. Having in mind the ideas of Dwight Eisenhower about the psychological tools for
gaining the humans minds as an important element of American cold war strategies, maybe, we
can suppose that this turn in Yugoslav politics, made the organizers of the exhibition to decide to
bring it to Belgrade, communist city interested in Western art and not so far away from Vienna.

According to an art historian Branko Dimitrijevic, the first invitation was made by American
Embassy in Belgrade on May 4™ and in less than two weeks, president of Commission for cultural
relations with foreign countries, Marko Ristic agreed with the idea, on May 17" [7, p. 241]. At
the first place, the suggestions to bring exhibition to Belgrade which were made during the May
1956 caused some negative opinions in Ministry for culture regarding the fact that there was not
enough time for organization. Regardless, Marko Ristic recognized the importance of that very
exhibition. He knew that this kind of opportunity couldn’t be missed despite the lack of time and
appropriate space. That was the first appearance of American art in Yugoslavia and according to
the statement of MoMA, the biggest exhibition of American art that was sent abroad [7, p. 228].

The extensive content of the exhibitions was put in three separated exhibition spaces: Art Pa-
villion in Kalemegdan, Gallery of frescos and Gallery of ULUS. During the exhibition, there were
some disagreements between Commission for cultural relations and American informational
service about tickets, catalogue, recording of the visitors etc. Namely, Informational service of
American Embassy wanted catalogues and tickets to be free of charge and planned to record
the number of the visitors, and Commission refused that suggestion because it represented the
violating of established practice [9, p. 228].

The structure of catalogue follows structure of the exhibition, it was divided into the sec-
tions: painting and plastic art — selection of museum curator, Dorothy Miler and text by Holger
Cabhill; graphic art — selection of the curator of Graphic department — William S. Lieberman
who also wrote the text for catalogue; architecture — selection of the curator of the Architectural
department, Arthur Dexler, who wrote the text with Henry Russell Hitchcock and photography
— selection and text by Edward Steichen, director of Photography department. The preface is
interesting because it contains some important spots that reflect very well how both sides — Yu-
goslav and American, saw the cultural politics. The writer of the preface Rene d’ Harnoncourt,
director of MOMA, praises the Yugoslav awareness of importance of artistic exchange as the pow-
erful tools for creating the understanding between different nations [18, p. 3]. The confirmation
of this awareness, he finds in the activities of Yugoslav Commission for cultural relations with
foreign countries concerning hosting all foreign exhibitions in Belgrade, and also in the presence
of Yugoslav artistic contents abroad. He underlined that the same idea was the reason for creating
the international program by Museum of Modern Art, during which exhibition of American art
were presented in many European cities, including Belgrade.

The concept of exhibition confirms its educative aim and its representational character, it of-
fered history of American art production and the review of its phases. Different forms of American
painting were presented from the first generation of modern painters as Arthur Carles, Arthur Dove,
Stuart Davis, Charles Demuth, Max Weber, Arnold Friedman, Layonel Feininger, Niles Spencer,
Joseph Stella, Florine Stettheimer; modern primitivists such as John Kane, Patrocino Barela, Michel
Louis Eilshemius, Joseph Pickett, Morris Hirshfield to the abstract painting in the works of William
Baziotes, William De Kooning, Fritz Glarner, Robert Motherwell, Arshile Gorky, Franz Kline, R.1.
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Pereira, Jackson Pollock, Cliford Still, Mark Tobey, Mark Rothko, Attilio Salemme, W.B. Tomlin.
Also, visitors could see realistic tradition in the works of Peter Blume, Charles Burchfield, Charles
Sheeler, Andrew Wyeth and romantics as Hyman Bloom, Loren Iver Mac, Morris Graves, Medda
Sterne. American plastic art was represented by the works of Alexander Calder, David Hare, Gas-
ton Lachaise, Elie Nadelman, Seymar Liptom, Theodore J. Rogzak, etc. From the graphic art visi-
tors could see Edward Hopper, Maurice Prendergast, Ben Shahn, etc. The interesting thing is the
part dedicated to the architecture which was made according to the exhibition held in America in
1953, Built in US: Postwar architecture. Among many other architects, this exhibition included the
works of Mis Van Der Rohe and Frank Lloyd Wright. In the preface Rene D’ Harnoncourt men-
tioned that Museum of Modern Art and Informational service of American Embassy had the plan
to organize this exhibition in Yugoslavia the following year. But, it didn’t happen.

Now, we can conclude that this exhibition can be viewed as the sudden starting point of pro-
motion of American art in Yugoslavia, organized as the part of wider cultural propaganda. The
purpose of this propaganda was to show to the world not only military, economical and political
force America had, but also cultural and artistic. Belgrade, at that time unexpectedly added as the
last stop for this exhibition, just in few years became the regular spot on the tour map of actual
American exhibitions that were sent abroad.

It is symptomatic that this first exhibition of American art was held in 1956. That was the year
of very fast changing in relations between Yugoslavia and USSR, which ended with escalation of
negative feelings regarding the situation in Hungary. Tito’s variable attitude towards Hungarian
rebels caused the anger of Moscow and cessation of help from USSR. On the other hand, US were
not satisfied with improvements of Soviet- Yugoslav relations after abolition of Cominform, in the
first half of the year. But we must bear in our mind the fact that this was also the period of Ameri-
can attempts to spread its influence in the Europe using the culture, especially art. These activities
were directly supported by American state apparatus, informational services and private founds.
Museum of Modern art in New York, established in 1929 as the private organizations during the
Cold War, became one of the leading institutions recognized by the American administrative
apparatus as the promoter of American Modernism, very important tool in cultural imperialism
during the cold war. In the preface of catalogue of this exhibition, author explains that Interna-
tional programme of MoMA is financially supported by Rockefellers brothers.

What was the echo of this first appearance of American art in Yugoslavia is very hard to
describe, because we are faced with the lack of the sources. Contemporaries didn’t leave many
written traces about this exhibition, only two short news articles, one by Miodrag B. Protic wrote
for Belgrade magazine NIN and the other by R. Putar for Nacionalni list from Zagreb. Despite
great importance of this first exhibition of American art in Yugoslavia and the ascertainment
of Commission for cultural relations that it was the most successful exhibition held during that
year, serious analysis didn’t come to the light of the day, neither in that time, nor later. What was
the real reason for that, we can only speculate.

But, the other exhibition of American art, held five years later, in 1961 had a little bit better
reception. Different in structure and in its aim, the exhibition Modern American Art brought the
abstract expressionism in its elaborated form to Yugoslav public. As former exhibition, this also
was organized thanks to the cooperation of American Embassy and the Commission for cultural
relations with foreign countries. The exhibition was prepared by the board of professionals from
different museums and institutions (Whitney Museum of American art, Baltimore art museum
and Indiana University) with the Harvard Arnason, the vice-president of Section of art from the
Guggenheim Museum in New York as board’s president.
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In the catalogue text H. Arnason clearly pointed out that the purpose of this exhibition was to
present the most important experimental movement in American art — abstract expressionism
whose history he shortly explained there [2, p. 4]. Among works of famous abstract expression-
istic artists as William de Kooning, Jackson Pollock, Arshile Gorky, Robert Motherwell, Wil-
liam Baziotes, Adolph Gottlieb, Barnett Newman, Ad Reinhardst etc., the concept makers put the
works of predecessors of modern experiment — Milton Avery, Stuart Davis, Mark Tobey.

Also, they logically joined this group — works of rather new American artists, whose work
don’t belong to abstract expressionism epitome, but is product of further artistic experiment —
Jasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg. In the short introductory text, Arnason stresses that it
is very problematic to put all artists under one umbrella term such as abstract expressionism or
action painting because there are many differences among them. Also, he states, that there is no
reason to call abstract expressionism the American avant-garde art because in the moment of its
presentation in this exhibition it was very well known and recognized. Doing this he draws some
important problematic lines concerning the abstract expressionism.

Thinking about the importance of this exhibition for Yugoslav cultural scene, we can surely
say that it was very interesting, because it brought the “weapon of cultural Cold war” as abstract
expressionism is explained by many writers to socialist Yugoslav country in the specific period [3,
10, 12, 19] That was the time of the deterioration of relations between Yugoslavia and the USA,
caused among other things by the First conference of non-aligned movement held in Belgrade
that year. If we know that this exhibition was sent to its European tour and came to Belgrade on
the request of Yugoslav authorities, we may conclude that art and politics were once again in very
close relation [22, p. 242]. Same as the American administration, Yugoslav also knew how to ma-
nipulate with the cultural influences. But only one question would have right significance — did
the appearance of American modern experiment, brought to Yugoslav cities with this exhibition,
had any consequences in Yugoslav culture? Unlike first American exhibition held in 1956, this
visited not only Belgrade, but also Zagreb, Ljubljana, Skoplje, Maribor, Rjeka. That fact speaks
about better visibility of presented works and supposes more potential impacts. Despite all this,
its reception was modest, but a little bit better than the reception of the exhibition from 1956.

Beside few articles written by Lazar Trifunovic, Zoran Pavlovic, Katarina Ambrozic and Dra-
goslav Djordjevic, one film was made about it for magazine Filmske novosti, but didn't offer many
information [7, p. 253]. It is interesting because it reflects the innovative way, for that time, to
document some important events from the culture. How Yugoslav public accepted the “modern
American experiment” we don’t know for sure. The lack of the information and absence of vis-
ible elements in the works of artists who worked then, only can lead us to the conclusion that it
didn't leave any serious influence to Yugoslav artistic scene. We suppose that the reason for that
can be found in the very nature of Yugoslav artistic scene which bears in itself the essence of
European modernist epitome. This essence can be easily noticed in the reserved attitude of one
of the best Serbian historians of modern art, Lazar Trifunovic, about this exhibition in his short
review wrote for magazine NIN. He had some objections concerning the conception of the exhi-
bition and the “wrong classification” of art phenomenon. In the text he offers his systematization
of presented art works according to the methods of their creation: in the works of Kelly, Rein-
hardt, Albers, Newman he sees rational method mirrored in reflective and rational organization
of painting. On the other hand, in the works of Jackson Pollock, Sam Francis, Robert Rauschen-
berg — he recognizes automatic method beside which is unconstrained sensibility and feeling
for irrational structure. Trifunovic sees American art as the specific unity in the modern artistic
world, but also he underlines that its uniqueness is the product of “the assimilation of the most
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positive and the most progressive European artistic trends”[21, p. 102]. This is a good illustration
of Trifunovic’s attitude about American art.

The other interesting text about this exhibition was written by Zoran Pavlovic, an artist who
was also dealing with art theory and critics. In his text he analyzes the content of the exhibition
within the history of abstract painting as the art phenomenon. So, he sees the similarities between
American and European phenomenon, especially regarding the American abstract expressionism
and European Art Informel — “liberation of all bonds...; unrestricted cession to the very act of
painting, which is released of the obligation to take any representations and raised to the level of
the real cult” [16, p. 19]. Except the same characteristic between these artistic trends, Pavlovic also
notices differences. In that sense he praises the American artists because they enriched abstract
painting with some “new substance” that was the result of their interest for Eastern culture in the
crucial moment of the “break to a new” [16, p. 19]. That “break to a new” was achieved especially
through work of J. Pollock, who brought entirely new approach to the painting as the continuing
space, space that merges with the real space of artist action. Same as L. Trifunovic, in his presenta-
tion of this exhibition, Z. Pavlovic sorts American artists in some groups, without hesitation to
place J. Pollock, William de Kooning, Sam Francis at the first three places as the genial artist of the
American postwar movement. At the opposite side of the abstract expressionism, Pavlovic sees
the works of other artist such as Newman, Rothko, Vicente, Albers, Reinhardt and Kelly, making
the differences among them also, but only at the level of various implementations of “neoplastic”
elements. The artist such as Brooks, Gottlieb, Motherwell, Stamos and Still, in Pavlovic’s system-
atization function as a separate group with some “limited freedom of their forms”. Finally, in the
works of J. Jhons and R. Rauschenberg, Pavlovic finds the extension of some experiments started
in the activities of dada movement, and gives them special positive marks. Z. Pavlovic finishes his
review, aware of all the problems and dilemmas concerning the finding the proper way of under-
standing and sorting all trends in American abstract painting shown at this exhibition.

For us, those two texts are very important, because they illustrate how actual writers of the
art critics and theory deal with the problems of interpretation of American modernism. It will
be very helpful to mention that both of the writers were supporters of the Art Informel, L. Trifu-
novic as the theoretician and Z. Pavlovic as the artist. So, the poetics of abstract expressionism —
American “cousin” of European Art Informel could have been very interesting for them. Despite
many difficulties on the way of proper interpretation of not only abstract expressionism, but also
the other trends in American modernism and abstract painting, both writers agreed that Ameri-
can art can be perceived as specific entity in the history of Modern painting. Another art histo-
rian from that time, Katarina Ambrozi¢, also emphasized significant contribution of American
art to contemporary abstract painting in her text about exhibition wrote for Knjizevne novine.

Despite the lack of more information from that time about the reception of this exhibition in
artistic public, among professionals and ordinary people who had the opportunity to see it, those
three texts offer important insight of the attempts of recent art critics to understand and valorize
the art that came from totally different cultural context. On the opposite side we can put the other
text wrote by Dragoslav Dordevi¢, official art critic of Borba, well known as a political paper,
because it bares traces of the revolt caused by abstract painting which will hit the ceiling with
Tito’s speech against that kind of art in 1962 [8, p. 8]. Negative attitude toward modern art was
indispensable feature of many communist writers of that time. The battle between modernistic
trends and realistic tradition marked this period and can be easily observed through the activi-
ties of two literature magazines, Delo and Savremenik. But, we must admit that this antagonism
had a stronger presence in literature than in artistic sphere. All these elements reflect the main
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aspects of the Yugoslav society, so to say — the broader context which influenced the reception
of American art and even its absence.

These two American exhibitions can be regarded as manifestations of wider cultural propaganda
that the USA realized in Europe during the days of Truman and Eisenhower in the period of Cold
war. Abstract expressionism, once underground art, was recognized and elaborated by American
critics as Clement Greenberg and Harold Rosenberg as original American product. The further
destiny of that product was marked by the US struggle for political and cultural domination
and about that we now have serious studies offering many details from politics, just to recall
Frances Stonor Saunders’s studies about links between CIA and “cultural Cold war” propaganda.
The reception of American art is waiting for it further and more precise analyze, but at this
moment we can surely say that these two exhibitions in Belgrade, as a part of important process,
in literature called Americanization of modernism enabled by political situation after the Second
World War, didn’t have big impact on our artistic scene. But, the dimension of American influence
in our culture can be found in the other place, in the fact that Museum of Contemporary Art,
opened in 1965 was structured according to the conception of Museum of Modern Art in New
York. Miodrag Protic, one of the best Serbian historians of modern art, an artist and a critic, as
an important scholar, went to the US in 1963, holding Ford’s stipend and spent there some time
examining American art, especially setting of MoMA. All new ideas Protic brought from his trip
to America, can be felt in the first setting of our Museum of Contemporary art. If we recall that
the 6™ decade brought American film, fashion, music, especially rock-and-roll, we can surely say
that both artistic and popular culture in socialist Yugoslavia, were passing through liberation in
which both American and west European influences had the main role.
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