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Far the sake of convenience and
in accardance with the prevailing
custom in Llhe West, Lhe present
essay employs the nemenclature
“Eastern” Europe as a catchall
term, embracing hath inaccurately
and semewhat uncomfortably the
diverse lerritory of Ceniral, East
Central, and Southeastern Europe
thal Cold War convenlion assigned
1o the East.

The slandard nacrative has been
instituticnalized in the collection
and exhibitions of New York's
Museum ol Modern Art. The pre-
sentalion of progressive arl as an
inexorable unfolding of styles has
been more or less uncrilically
accepted among collecting institu-
tions, in the pedagogy of arl acad-
emies, and most decisively in

the standard lextbooks adopted
for college and university level
courses. Only in specialized
studies, more allen found in aca-
demlc journals than in books for
a general adult audience, does
one encounler a challenge ta Lthe
autharity of slyle as a dominanl
delerminant or index of a mod-
ernist aeslhetic, forcafully
asserted as universally valid.

The prevailing “Weslern” stylistic
paradigm has been by and large
uncrilically manifesled in numer-
ous recenl exhibitions containing
substantial Eastern European arl,
Both the exhibition of Fulurism
held al the Palazzo Grassi in
Venice [Futurisma & Futurismi, ed.
K. G. Pontus Hulten, 15t American
ed. [New York: Abbeville Press,
1586]) and the Europa, Europa:
des Jehrhundert der Avantgarde in
Mitlel- und Osteurapo led. Ryszard
Slanislawski and Christoph
Brockhaus, exh. cal. [Benn:
Kunst- und Ausstellungshalle

der Bundesrepubllk Deutschland,
1994]) exhibition mounted in
Bonn, lo mention the lwe largesl,
tellingly accommodalted and
harmenized the art from the

European “periphery” Lo the criti-
cal calegories and theoretical
framework employed for Western
art. The essenlial distinctiveness
of Lthe "unfamiliar™ art from the
margins was therefore erased—
or at the least ignored —in favor
of a claim for the universalily of
modernisi styles and inleresls,
Although il is custemary lor many
Eurapean scholars to distinguish
conceplually and critically amony
Ihe adjectives “avanl-garde,”
“modern,” and “madernist,” this
practice is less common in North
America. Moreover, the presenl
essay has as a principal objective
an appeal to reexamine critical
paradigms and hislericat patterns.
In thls context, a reconsideration
aof terminology is essential. For
present purposes, Lhen, the Lhree
terms ciled above are provision-
ally employed synonymously.

See, lor example, Piotr Piotrowski,
“Modernism and Secialist Culture:
Polish Art in the Late 1950s,”

in Style ond Socigtism: Modernity
and Material Culture in Post-War
Eastern Europe, ed. S. E. Reid

and D. Crowley [Oxiord: Berg
Publishers, 2000); Piclrowski,
“Totalilarianism and Modernism:
The "Thaw" and Informel Painting
in Central Europe, 1955-1965,”

in Artium Ougestiones X, [Poznan
[Paland), 2000); Andrzej Turowski,
Existe-1-il un ort de {Europe de
[Est? Ulopie et ideotogia [Paris:
Editians de la Villetle, 19846);
Stephen C. Foster, ed,, The
Eastern Doda Orbit, vol. 4 of Crisis
and the Arts: The Mistery of Dada,
[New York: G. K. Hall, 1998]: 5. A,
Mansbach, Medern Art in Eostern
Eurepa: From the Baltic to the
Balkons, ¢o. 1890-193% [Cambridge:
Cambridge Universily Press, 1969).
See Piotrowski, "Madernism and
Sociallst Cuiture,” for a discussion
on the reception of modern art

in Paland durlng the 1950s. In
Hungary, a grealer openness
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Loward classical modern arlisls
is noticeable in Lhe 19405, when,
for example, the wark of Lajos
Kassak, lhe impresario of lhe
avant-garde in Central and
Eastern Europe, was publicly
exhibited for the first ume under
the Communist regime. For a
comprehensive averview of the
literalure an the Hungarian avant-
garde, and the consequenl hiblio-
graphical chronicle of its fale
under bolh the right-wing author-
itarianism ol Miklés Herthy and
the left-wing Communism of 1919
and during the 1947 -89 periods,
see 5, A, Mansbach, Standing

in the Tempest: Painters of the
Hungarian Avant-Garde, 1908-1930
[Cambridge: MIT Press. 1991l

Al various moments during the
late 19205, and increasingly with
Lhe conselidatien of various and
successive authoritarian regimes
frem Estonia in the north lo Lthe
Balkan peninsula to the south, it
was lorbidden to display, publish,
or even study formally the major
ligures and monuments of experi-
mental modern ari—Iram both
Easlern and Western Europe.
Those who endeavered Lo do so
nat infrequently mel with official
ghstruction or more severe
consequences, somelimes being
prosecuted as Bolshevist sympa-
thizers [especially during the
19305 and early 1940s) or, in later
decades, as bourgeois decadents.
In the mid-1990%, the rise of
nationalist inlolerance and Lhe
resulting chauvinistic programs
of exclusion imperiled the free
inquiry into and advecacy of
modern art, both classlcal and
contemporary.

Prompted in parl by sarlier studies
of the role of governments in
employing arl to adverlise abroad
the [often idealized] social and
political values al home {see, for
instance, Serge Guitbaut's How
New York Stele the Ideo of Madern

Art: Abstract Expressionism,
Freedom, and the Cald Wor
[Chicage: University of Chicage
Press, 1983]), scholars are begin-
ning lo address Lhe effective role
ol inlernational exhibitions —the
Venice and Sao Paulo hiennials,
lor example—in fostering extra-
aesthelic policies.

The moesl effeclive vehicles for
transmilting the modernist
message were the myriad small-
circulation journals that surfaced
in all parls of Lhe world. By
reprinting one another’s articles,
reviewing ane anather’s spansored
exhibilions, and reproducing one
anolher’s images, mosl every
periodical participated in distrib-
uling maodernisl aesthelics to

Lhe widest audlences, even if the
readership remained quile small.
Through such “tiltle journals”
Paris's reputation as a cultural
capital—and lhe progressive
slyles celebrated there—spanned
Lhe globe from Japan [Mava), to
Madagascar [Latitude sud 18], to
Buenos Aires [Iniciall.

The role of journals as a principal
terum for the display [through
repraduction), criticism, and dis-
¢ussion of Easlern European
modernism merils further study.
In a regien where travel among
Lhe various siles of modernist
activilies was frequently dificull,
Journals played a major part in
uniting those of shared commit-
ments Lo progressive aesthelics.
Furthermore, magazines of
sophisticated design and elevaled
contenl —which most all of the
Eastern European journals
fostered —ecould overcome the
peripheral geagraphy and com-
paratively less economically and
socially developed environment
of the edilors” home countries,
This may help to explain the arge
number of small-clrculation and
short-lived publicalions from
Bulgaria to Estonia; and il may
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help to accounl for the impressive
number of little reviews in Poland
and Remania in particular, where
political, class, and “national”
divisions remained even ailer
paiitical independence ar
consalidalion,

For a counlerview 1o Paris’s
primacy, see Lhe essays in the
section "Berlin: Crossroads of
Ar.” in Kiinstlerischer Austgusch:
Akten des XXV internationolen
Kaongresses fur Kunstgeschichte,
ed. Thomas W. Gaehtgens [Berlin:
Akademie Vertag, 1993).

Mosl noteworthy in this regard
was the sequence of exhibitions
begun in the 1970s and held in
Paris’s Cenire national d"arl el de
cullure Gearges Pompidou: Poris-
Berlin, 1900-~1933: ropports et con-
trastes France-Altemagne {1978),
Paris-Moscou, 1900-1930 1979),
and Présences Polonaises [1983),
to cite bul a few. In order nol to
vitiale Paris's imparlance, Llhe
Cenlre Pompidou mounted a large
exhibitlon in 1981 signilicanily
entitled Poris-Paris 1937-1957.
for English-speaking students,
the studies published by T. J.
Clark [e.g. The Absolute Bourgeais:
Artists and Politics in France,
1848-1851 [1973]) and Imaoge of

the People: Gustove Courbet and
the 1848 Revolution [1982]) and
Thomas Crow llor instance,
Painters and Public Life in
Eighteenth-Century Paris [1985])
inaugurated a serias of studies
for the newesl generalion of
students of Lhe social history of
Paris-based early modernism.
These books were preceded by

a host of social histories ol arl, a
tradition carried inlo the presenl
by Alberl Boime.

One might cite in Lhis conlext

,the lale-nineleenth- and early-

twentieth-century debates on

the meaning of the Gothic as an
indigenous expression of German
or French national character.
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For a discussion of the concepl of
an “old-age style,” see lhe special
issue of the Art Journal [vol. 46
[Summer 1987]), ediled by David
Rosand, “Old-Age Style.”

See [or instance Heinrich
Wolfflin's Kunsigeschichtliche
Grundbegrille: dos Problem der
Stilentwickiung in der neueren
Kunst [Munich: H. Bruckmann,
19171, 2d ed.

Viz, Wilhelm Warringer’s
Absiroktion und Einfulilung,

ein Beitrag zur Stilpsychologie
|Munich: Piper & Co., 1911] 2d
edilion; and Henri Focilloa's Yie
des formes [Paris: Alcan, 1939}
Serious Easlern European stu-
denls of the visual arls oflen
traveled abroad in order to
malriculale in academies of arl.
For Lhose living under Russian
rule, the Academy of Arls in

St. Petersburg held atiraction.
However, the mumerus clausus
eslablished by Lhe imperial
authorities persuaded many [rom
the Ballic lands of the empire

to enroll in art schools setup in
distant Kazan and elsewhere in
the vasl interior of lhe Romanov
empire, at least unlil the estab-
lishment of an academy in Riga
and of the Pallas School in Tarlu,
Academies, private and slate
supporled, in Germany drew
significanl numbers of studenls
irom throughoul Eastern Europe.
Dusseldorf and Munich [both the
Bavarian Royal Academy and
Anton AZbé's privale school],

and laler Dresden and Berlin,
were Lhe preferred places of
study, surpassing beth Vienna
and Budapest. Beginning with the
reforms premulgaled reluctantly
by the ¢zar in 1905, there was
semewhal grealer liberty offered
Lo students lrom Lhe sprawling
empire bolh In the curriculum
and in Lthe [reedom to travel.

For those subject lo rule from
Vienna, Budapesl, Berlin, or the
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representalives of lhe Sublime
Parte, the oppartunities for edu-
calian in Lhe visval arls varied
significantly, though the possibili-
tigs olfered te Poles who jour-
neyed 1o Cracow, Transylvanians
who traveled lo Nagybanya (Baie
Mare), or Slovenians who migrated
1o ltaly, for example, were consid-
erable. What is remarkable in

the present conlext is the com-
paralively lesser allure of Paris,
at least as a primary choice.
Considerable numbers of artisls
did indeed visil Paris, but mosl
oflen afler having formally studied
ter years in Cenlral or Easlern
European academies, Only from
the 19205—3nd then nol infre-
quently for domestic political
reasons—did young artisls journey
1o Paris for informal instruction.
By the mid-1930s, coincident wilh
the rise of aulheritarian regimes
throughout Europe, support for
sludy “abroad,” especially in the
tradilional cenlers of ar{, dropped
markedly,

Nalional revivals were not limited
to Lhe reqgion, of course, They
were apparent in mosl of Europe
Irom Lhe mid-nineleenth cenlury.
Although each revival had distinc-
tive “national” aspecls, especially
apparent in the Nardic lands,
Germany, and ltaly, there was
also polent regional revivalism,
mosi clearly manitesled in France,
where Brelon, Norman, Provencal,
and olher identities contended
with a cenlralizing [national)
authorily,

Notable in the developmenl

of Lhese nalional cullural
revivalisms i3 the preminent—
and irequenlly formalive—roie

of [those later labeled as) “non-
palive” or “non-indigenous™
groups and individuals: Lhe Baltic-
Germans in Eslonia and Lalvia,
the "Germans” in Bohemia, the
Jews in the Hungarian Kingdom,
the Poles in Lithuania, and so

2

pd

forth. What this demonstrates is
the immanent fluidily of the con-
cepls of “natienal,” “nalive,” and
"foreign,” as each is contingent
en lime, place, and circumslance.
Moreover, these concepls are
wvasily invoked anachronisiically,
and Lthey can be politically per-
ilous, as one has wilnessed in Lhe
conlemporary lragedies uniolding
in the Balkans, Africa, and else-
where, Thus, ene mighl rightfully
question the ready assignmenl ol
labels to people and evenls. When
Friedrich Reinhold Kreutzwald
codilied the Eslonian aral epic
Kalevippeg in 1862, was he doing
so as 3 Ballic-German whose
Germanic lorebears arrived six
hundred years earller? as an
"Estonian” whose national Lradi-
tions he soughl to promeie? asa
subjecl of the Russian czar who
bestowed economic privileges on
Kreulzwald and Lhase of his class
who demenslraled tayally lo the
interests of limperial government?
ar as an indlvidual of a latler-day
Ballit Eplightenment? Whalever
may be adduced of Kreutzwald's
inlenliens may or may no! have
been shared by the members of
Lhe various academically liberal
revivalisl associalions. Further,
their motivalions and abjectives
may well have differed from the
adherents of the Young Eslonians
[Noor-Eeslil, who sought o asserl
a nalional sell-awareness, though
trem a dillerent perspeclive and
with diflering emphases from
Ihose of Kreulzwald's Ballic-
German liberals.

See Mansbach, Modern Art in
Eastern Europe.

Lalvian ceramics are chosen as

a representallve model of the
successiul negotialion between
{whal in the Wesl.—bul rarely

in the Easl—was perceived as
cenflicting] lecal and suprana-
tional demands. Even lhough

the scope of the Central Europecn
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Avant-Gardes exhibilion does nol
extend Lo the Easlern Baltic, the
issues to which Latlvian ceramics
point are applicable threughout
the entire region and suggest an
instructive paradigm for trealing
Eastern European classical arl

in general.

The inlernational prestige of
Baltars’s modernist inventiveness
is warranted by lhe three medals,
including the gold, garnered in
Paris al the 1925 Expesition infer-
nationole des orts décoratifs et
industriels modernes.

The most striking exception was
the embrace of a reactionary
rodernism by Germany's
National Soctalists, See Jelirey
Her!, Reactionary Madernism:
Technology, Culture, and Politics

in Weimar gnd the Third Reich
(Cambridge: Cambridge Universily
Press, 1984). To a lesser degree,
ltaly's support of ralionalist archi-
tecture and ale Futurist visual
art attest to a parallel form of
conservative modernism.

Ear arlisls who were active in
nations where the intelleclual
class was few in number, valida-
tion of their cultural efforls was
olten sought abroad, and nol just
from ameng Lhose perceived as
aesthetically advanced Westerners.
Frequenlly, one deslred legitima-
lion from Russia as well, or al
ieast recognition by progressive
figures ackive lor trained) there. In
this regard, one might understand
the receptiveness to Suprematism
and Constructivism in general, and
in Lalvia and Estonia in partlcutar.
Despile the residual animosity
harbored toward the Soviet Unian
and all things Russian following
the civil strife in each land, war-
fare in which Bolsheyist aggres-
sion imperiled the survival ol

the struggling republics from
19181920, Baltic artists such as
Teodors Zalkalns, Karlis Zale, Uga
Skulme, Marta Lieplna-Skulme,
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Niklavs Strunke, Henrik Olvi, Ado
Vabbe, and Arnold Akberg enthu-
siastically embraced Russian
Construclivism—and craatively
adapled it 1o local purposes.

By conlrast, one mighl cite the
teiling adjectives used by Piet
Mondrian, the adherents lo De
Stijl, and the mavemenl's sup-
portive critics to describe the
modern art they maost highly
prized, often their own: “pure.”
“absolule,” and "abstract.”

The sirategy of using siyle to
address different audiences wilh
different messages—which the
presenl essay advances as a con-
vention of the classical modern
artisls of this regisn—was not
limited Lo the picture plane. Il can
be found in ather visual media
and, significanlly, in the wrilings
of many of the artists and their
|locall apolegisis. In Malevich's
manifold published essays, theo-
retical lracts, and aesthetic
musings, for example, one might
understand his use of language—
customarily decried in the West
as idiosyncratic, contradictory, or
inherenlly illogical—as fitting a
regional [and thus nol salely an
indlvidual) pattern of intreducing
a weller of references and beliels
without the need for consislency.
Not to be overlooked, as well, was
Malevich's accasional practice of
subtilling his Suprematist designs
with explicit references Lo the
peasantry and Lo lIfe in the
Russian/Ukrainian countryside,
especially In the years of "high”
Supremalism, roughly 1914-17.
As a result, one can recognize
the consistenl concern with local
themes, whether expressed

in represenlational imagery ar
through abstracl association.
The manner in which lecal mean-
ings were manifested lo 3 knawing
audlence by means of progressive
internalional styles varied among
artists and movements, and by

[ocation. Thus, the way in which
Malevich was simullaneousty
“local” and “universal” differed
from the solutions pursued by
Janos Matiis-Teutsch or Zbigniew
Pranaszke, for example. Future
research into the history of classi-
cal modern art in Eastern Europe
will likely reveal further peneral
patterns and individual departures
from the methadological model
suggesled here,
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