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Grzegorz Reske

Recognised

INn the International
Discourse

and Embracing
the Local Contexts

This text was written in several places: from a desk in my temporary
Warsaw home, to a small armchair in a remote corner of the Frankfurt
airport lounge, until it finally saw the light of day in a small hotel room in
San Sebastian.

This last decade of my life has been a never-ending adventurous journey
around the world of artists, looking for challenging works, meeting beau-
tiful souls, and experiencing diversity of thought about what art is and
whom itis (or not) meant to serve. With so many ties having emerged over
the years, I find myself wondering every now and again how exactly do
people from Ljubljana link in with this adventure of mine. Regardless of
whether I try to count, draw, or describe their part in my journey, I could
hardly overestimate their impact.

This is a story about pure coincidences, or, for those who choose to
believe in providence, a story about destiny. As a member of the artistic
community myself, I wasn’t a great believer in international exchange,

and most definitely didn’t see much value in investing in this activity.




It therefore took quite some time for me to start wondering what lies
behind the horizon. Having worked in the Polish theatre world for a cou-
ple of years already at the time, I began looking for opportunities to en-
counter different models to the one I was familiar with. Subsequently,
unexpected support arrived from the CEC ArtsLink Foundation in New
York, which accepted my application, and decided to fund my residencyin
the US, in the Autumn of 2007. Finally, here I was on my first transatlan-
tic flight (and missing the connecting flight along the way). Upon arrival,
I had the opportunity to spend a few days with other fifteen young Cen-
tral and Eastern European fellows before departing toward our respec-
tive places of residence. Fifteen I said, and each of them much more inter-
nationally connected, with a much clearer understanding of what they
wanted to get out of the experience, and last but not least, most of them
also with a much better command of the English language. Honestly,
I still wonder why I was awarded the grant back then.

But this is not a story about me, it is a story about the organisation called
Bunker. Well, it would seem that I had to take a transatlantic flight first to
learn about its existence. It just so happened that one of my ArtsLink
fellow colleagues in 2007 was Tamara Bracic. It wasn’t until later that I
came to realise that finding a Bunker representative among ArtsLink fel-
lows is anything but unusual. Actually, almost every member of the
Bunker collective went through that programme, which definitely says
something about the organisation itself, but I will come back to that later.
So this is how I met my first Slovene colleague (well two of them, to be
precise, as Barbara Novakovic¢ was also with us) and learnt a few things
about Bunker, the organisation Tamara was (and still is) associated with.
I also came to realise that I wasn’t the only one planning to extend my
stay in New York after the official programme closure. Soon after I was on
my way to the other side of the US where my residency was awaiting for
the next couple of weeks, while Tamara stayed in New York for her own
residency experience.

Upon our reunion following the completion of the programme, Tamara

acted as areal tourist guide for those of us who extended our stay, show-
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ing us around organisations and communities of New York. This made
our stay not only far more interesting (given that we had fun in places we
would probably never have encountered otherwise), but it also provided
the opportunity for building a network of connections, which I go on
cultivating up to this very day. All of this due to a coincidence.

I most certainly couldn’t have guessed at the time that this was just the
firstin a series of coincidences yet to come. The time in New York literally
flew by, and by the end of it I did feel a bit more at home in the interna-
tional context, and my English improved as well. So here I was on my way
back to Europe, already looking for opportunities to continue the adven-
ture. Actually, I had been hoping to check out one of the IETM meetings
for a while and when I shared my thoughts on this with Tamara, it turned
out (coincidently, of course) that the upcoming meeting was to be
organised by Bunker itself in its home town, Ljubljana.

Yes, I took that opportunity, and popped up in Ljubljana several month
later. With Tamara acting as my guide once again and feeling warmly wel-
comed by the friendly Tabor quarter, my first steps into the network
couldn’t have gone smoother (and who would have thought at the time
that only three years down the line I would be organising the IETM
meeting in Poland myself). So what do I mean when I talk about smooth
first steps into the network? The meeting in Ljubljana was friendly in
atmosphere and calmly executed (which, as I realised later on, is some-
thing the Bunker team is famous for), but also discreetly curated so that
no one felt disconnected or not belonging. I wonder how much all of this
played a part in my decision to keep in contact with the network since.
These two episodes formed an image in my mind as to what Bunker and
its people stand for: facilitating networking with ease and generously
sharing contacts, knowledge and ideas. Quite a rare set of features,
at least for someone coming from my context. Let me assure you at this
point that the rest of this text will not talk much about me anymore.
Once one starts carefully observing and analysing the Bunker phenome-
non, it is its unique structure and manner of execution that really come

shining through.



The House

Or, rather, two houses. Bunker had existed long before the Stara mestna
elektrarna (Old Power Station) became home to its activities. It is difficult
to imagine the present Slovene performing arts scene without the venue
at the Slomskova Street. Knowing that space from both, the audience and
the stage perspective, it stands as an example to my mind as to how a
contemporary performing venue should look like. Before we go into
details about the repertoire it covers, it is worth re-emphasising that the
existence of such space in a cultural landscape holds an immense value
for both, the city as well as its artistic community.

Let us not, however, forget about the other “house” - the one regular
audience members, or even most of the visiting artists for that matter,
rarely get to experience. Only a few blocks from the Stara mestna ele-
ktrarna, right on the same street, is Bunker’s office. And when seen from
up close, this office can actually say a lot about Bunker as an organisation.
Without kilometres of files stored away everywhere, one can tell that
these are the headquarters of a serious entity. It does not appear too keen
to exhibit the memorabilia left behind after a project is over and done
(though quite an exhibition that would be), which is why the Bunker office
is first of all a home. It is treated as such by the team and its visitors
immediately feel like they belong to the family. Regardless of whether
you are hanging out in the kitchen or the garden, or perhaps working hard

at one of the desks, the feeling of a family home stays with you.

The People

Itis not the walls, or a good coffee machine - it is people who fill the space.
Run by its founder, Nevenka Koprivsek, Bunker seems to be a radically
horizontal collective, where everyone is equally responsible for what hap-
pens behind the project, but also equally visible in its forefront. It is hard
to find another art entity, where the project would be community-led to

such a degree and run by a wide group of collaborators rather than a
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single leader. What seems important here is that this group of collabora-
tors has stayed the same for many years, and it doesn’t look like anyone is
interested in building a brighter future elsewhere. And then again, where
could this brighter future possibly be? Over the years, Bunker as an
organisation has extended into areas far away from its original pro-
gramme core. This has happened because the organisation was able to
recognise new needs emerging in its surrounding environment, and part-
ly also by adopting contemporary trends. But first and foremost, these
steps into new areas seem to have been driven by the curiosity and inter-
est ofindividual team members. Perhaps not providing the highest finan-
cial payback, but the efforts invested bring immense self-esteem as a re-
ward. Some time ago, as we were discussing planned team downsizing
(due to an unstable financial situation of Bunker at the time), one of the
team members told me openly that there was nowhere one could progress
to from here in Slovenia. True, lots of places would probably provide
abetter payment, and perhaps some of them could also add other benefits.
But once you’ve made it into Bunker, you’ve reached the top, at least in
the performing arts field. Whether driven by the necessity to cut down in
team size, or perhaps wanting to open new paths of development for its
former members, Bunker subsequently provided numerous Slovene
organisations and institutions with highly skilled new employees. They
seem to carry Bunker’s legacy of work methods, ethic and enthusiasm
with them wherever they go - I speak from personal observations. But
still, how can one recognise Bunker team members in a wider context
(say, at an international festival, or a conference)? For one, they will be
smiling all the time, and the moment you’ve been introduced to them,
they will bombard you with contacts, opinions, and proposals. And not
just in theory, they will usually drag you to meet other people at once.
And last but certainly not least, they will probably be the last to leave the

bar.



The Community

Talking about bars, the Mladi levi canteen was quite the discovery for me
when I came to visit the festival. Not because people were being fed at the
spot - every festival should do that, and many of them actually do adopt
the idea of providing food (sometimes as a way to cut down the daily
subsistence costs). What I found surprising in Ljubljana was the idea of
sharing a table and presence, thus bringing together the hosting artists
from all around the world, as well as the local technical team. In other
words, the discovery for me was seeing the equality of inclusion, and here
I am referring to the technical team in particular, as central to the festi-
val. This does not apply to daily meals only, it is equally obvious in the
context of the picnic. And what a great idea that is! Just think about it - in
the era of efficiency, when a festival (and I mean a real festival) has be-
come more of an exception than a rule, Bunker decided to make an excep-
tion within the exception by launching an uber-festival in the core of the
festival. It places the idea of celebrating life within the programme
dedicated to the arts. And here again I must highlight the radical equality
of this experience: A picnic day is a picnic day for all - the audience, the
artists, and the team. Everyone together. And still, one of the warmest
festival memories for me was seeing Bunker team members quarrelling
with the technical team about whether a serious production problem
should be solved before the picnic (preferably), or afterwards. In the end,
the prospect of the next day’s performance potentially not happening did
not drag technicians (neither local nor visiting) away from having a free
day out of town with everyone else. I will not disclose which theatre
company or production I am talking about, but as a member of the audi-
ence the next day I can assure you that all technical problems were solved
by then (despite the fact that a substantial amount of juniper schnapps

had been consumed at the picnic).
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The Artists...

Bunker, and the Mladi levi festival in particular, evoke this (seemingly)
contradictory impression in me: while essentially focused on artists and
the artistic process, Bunker and the festival do not place the artists at the
forefront, or above everything else. They are exactly where they are
meant to be - next to the audience and all the other professionals required
for the project to be carried out. This might actually be the reason why
the visiting artists tend to have such a good time in Ljubljana. Not as per-
formance stars (even though this is exactly what they are in many cases),
but as a part of community.

The same goes for local artists that Bunker produces and promotes: un-
pretentious, easy-going, inclusive and friendly. This is the Bunker export
quality you can expect to host at your venue with uncompromised high-

level output.

... and the Festival

Let us now once again take a closer look at the Bunker flagship - the Mla-
dilevi festival. To understand the festival (as well as the people behind it)
one needs to look beyond a single festival edition. Created and run by the
same (growing) group of people, the festival celebrated its 20" anniver-
sary last year, which is a good opportunity to try see things in a wider
perspective. What starts to emerge is an ideal matrix for a diverse artistic
event from very early on. Over the years, Bunker brought to Ljubljana
both acclaimed artists with their most renowned productions as well as
those less known, found in the most remote parts of the world. This
mixture of visiting artists combined with the contemporary Slovene
performing arts gave rise to a platform for artists to meet, and for audi-
ences toimmerse in the local and international languages of art. Over the
years, the festival programme would encompass everything from inti-
mate solo performances to productions expanding over the entire space

of the Stara mestna elektrarna. Several artists were invited to perform



numerous times, thus not only allowing the audience to experience their
artistic development over time, but also providing these artists with a
stable and honest support environment for the development of their ca-
reers. The impact of the festival on local Slovene artistic community can-
not be overemphasised here. Diversity of styles, backgrounds, languages
and approaches, mixed in an intensive cocktail and poured in front of the

local audience and the cultural milieu to digest.

The Audience

Okay, mixing a cocktail like this isn’t a radical move when you have a
Ljubljana audience around. It is absolutely amazing how quickly transla-
tions of contemporary cutting edge works in humanities emerge in Slov-
ene bookshops, and how rapidly a simple bar visit with the locals can turn
into a highly advanced philosophical discussion. It is difficult to say how
much of that is a reflection of the old education system, or the need to rise
above the small local context and language, and how much initiatives like
the Mladi levi festival have helped make this happen. It is, quite possibly,
the mixture of all of these. Festivals such as the Mladi levi could hardly
survive without the willingness oflocal audiences to embrace programme
challenges. And this attitude of openness is in turn constantly nourished
by Bunker as it goes onlooking for supreme performances from all around

the world to bring them home to its audience.

The Struggles

If everything that I wrote so far seems like paradise, everyday practice
shows that reality is far from it. Even though Bunker is one of the most
important and recognised organisations in Slovenia (or even broader,
within the region), it nevertheless seems to be continuously floating be-
tween moving forward on the one hand and barely keeping its head above
the water on the other. What seems wrong with this picture is that even

though Bunker acts as a bridge between the local and the international,
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and despite all its successes, the recognition of its efforts and achieve-
ments comes mostly from the outside rather than from the local authori-
ties. For years now has Bunker maintained its role as a crucial partner in
international project consortiums within the performing arts. What is
crucial here is that, through such activities, Bunker not only provides the
door for foreign artists to access Central Europe (which is definitely the
case), but also acts as a platform for regional artists to gain prominence in
international context (which is an important factor in Bunker’s efforts).
But first off all, Bunker acts as a discourse facilitator amongst artists,
providing theoretical reflections and nourishing contemplative accounts
of artistic presence in the society.

This is where I see both, the greatest value and potential of Bunker,

as well as the greatest threat for its future activities.

The Political Institution of Art

What Bunker team pursues and what we see manifesting in each edition
of the Mladi levi festival, as well as in its continuous activities throughout
the year, is a deep recognition of the fact that art is political. And here
I mean “political” in the most essential connotation of the word. If we
take alook at international projects with Bunker as a partner (and some-
times also as the initiator), it becomes clear that despite being different in
their artistic outcomes, these projects all had one thing in common: All of
them were set up with a deep understanding of the fact that artistic ac-
tivities underpin the very essence of the social system. Both in its partici-
patory, socially driven projects, and in the most speculative, conceptual
projects it brought to life, Bunker strives to pursue the common good,
and basic values of the open society as crucial forces propelling the artis-
tic expression. And finally, the critical approach Bunker promotes in the
arts is necessary to foster a dialogue in the civil society, which helps to
prevent possible hazards, and when this is not possible, it can at least de-
termine and describe them.

Itis simultaneously brave and precarious to work in the context of a post-



regime country, with a young tradition of democracy and with fresh bases
underpinning deliberative society in formation (which indicates fresh
and fragile structures of political institutions at play).

It must be quite a dangerous adventure to act as a pioneer in bringing new
roles and languages of art into a structure, which used to (and in some
cases still does) see culture as a tool for strengthening national identities,
promoting local heritage, and being first of all an entertainment, one care-
fully chosen and delivered according to a social class of its recipients. In-
stead of being offered some nice and easy-going after-work entertainment,
the Bunker audience is rather exposed to topics of global warming, migra-
tion, human trafficking, the fight for freedom, gender identity, poverty, as
well as post-conflict reflective sessions or discussion panels considering
alternative economies. Even though this might seem like a plate full of dif-
ficult topics at first sight, it is really just an agenda of topics related to our
everyday lives, much more than the media would have us believe.

If Bunker (and the Stara mestna elektrarna as its designated venue) pro-
vides a home to those believing in and pursuing the abovementioned role
of artistic expression, then bringing this mission to life is not only highly
important for the formation of the Slovene social tissue, but also danger-
ous for anyone striving to politically destroy the reflective nature of Slov-
ene society. And we can only hope that this will never be the case. We can
only hope that the stakeholders involved in decision-making on munici-
pal and state levels will rather follow the example set by Bunker over the
last two decades and draw inspiration accordingly to form unique demo-
cratic alliances.

Europe needs Slovenia and Bunker, and there will undoubtedly be a
prominent place for Bunker in many European initiatives yet to come.
Furthermore, Slovenia also needs Bunker for further formation of bridg-
es and for the consolidation of cooperative relationships with its neigh-
bouring countries, Europe and the world. And finally, Central Europe
needs Bunker (with organisations of this type being so few and fragile) to
stay connected with the rest of the European Union, in the moment of

crisis.
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The Urgency of Action

The statement: “This house is on fire,” has in the last decade turned from
being a mere quote into an increasingly accurate reflection of the reality
we live in. The economic crisis rampaging around the globe, the rising
challenges of the rapidly changing climate, the rise of populism, xeno-
phobia, nationalism in response to an unprecedented migration flow, all
of these factors exert impact — directly and on a daily basis — on national,
regional and local communities. Even though the countermeasures de-
vised by local authorities to address the abovementioned challenges have
at best had a mixed success, politicians and public officials in many coun-
tries, especially in Central Europe, continue to believe in these same so-
lutions. It is, however, becoming more and more evident that sustainable
solutions can only come from rearticulated positions within the society
itself, and through actions initiated and facilitated by people. For such a
shift in perspective to come about, the role of institutions such as Bunker
will be crucial: institutions simultaneously engaging in the international
discourse, and embracing their local contexts; institutions that perceive
issues from the continental perspective while maintaining their aware-
ness of the regionally specific contexts; and finally, institutions that em-
body their artistic nature by situating artists within the society instead
of above it. The word institution has to be underlined here. Although
Bunker comes from an independent movement and was established as a
non-governmental organisation, the latter has proven over the years that
its impact on the surrounding arena, the meaning it produces and the
outcomes it generates can often be more substantial than the outputs
from a structured institution. It is down to stakeholders now to show that
an entity fulfilling its role so splendidly does indeed deserve support to
ensure stability and sustainable conditions for its further functioning
and growth on the level of a public institution.

I firmly believe that the third decade of Bunker’s existence will bring
about the long-deserved recognition of its role in the local and regional
contexts, thus providing Bunker with conditions enhancing its service to
the art world as well as the community. All seeds are now in the soil, wait-

ing for proper care to allow them to flourish.



Rok Vevar, dance activist and archivist
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Rok Vevar

Thoughts

on Aesthetic Changes
In Performing Arts

iNn the Period since
the Establishment

of Bunker in 1997/

Should we examine the artistic production of the Bunker non-profit or-
ganisation, founded in 1997 and debuting with its first edition of the Mla-
di levi festival in 1998, and the programme of Stara mestna elektrarna
(0ld Power Station), managed by Bunker since 2004, which has so far
mostly showcased guest appearances of the most representable artists of
the home non-governmental production in performing arts, we must of
course establish that in the period of the Bunker activities in the field of
(performative) arts, not only the production of art and culture has
changed, but also the ways of thinking and writing about art, culture and
their production. In addition, there have been changes regarding where
we can do that, using what aspects, concepts and methodologies, as well
as how much interested public we are able to address in the process. This
article has no intention of enumerating aesthetic changes in the period
from 1997, nor does it wish to exclude specific productions by Bunker in

its artistic programme or residency capacities. I would like to think that



the artistic and cultural production of the non-government sector in the
field of performing arts in Ljubljana is, in spite of all productional demar-
cations, inevitably a matter of community dynamics in which Bunker is
very fundamentally incorporated, so the subject of this article will not

exclusively be Bunker.

The series of thematic talks organised by Bunker upon the 20" anniver-
sary of its activities was held in December 2017, while this article is being
written more than half a year later. As always during the past years, my
work is being blocked by a basic obstacle: the value of our artistic, cul-
tural and publicist precarious work, which renders all answers to the
comprehensive artistic, expert or even scientific questions possible only
in case we transfer our errands to “proletarian nights”. In case we try to
articulate, verbalise, reflect the artistic processes and products in the
time otherwise set out for sleep or holidays. In order to harmonise our
contentment with work with our criteria, expectations and not least com-
petencies. In the period discussed here, setting up the basic and minimal
conditions for work became our main activity, while under the rule of
neoliberal ideology, activism and advocacy became the main part of our
cultural and artistic fight. This is one of the fundamental changes that
the artists and publicists outside of cultural public institutes in the Re-
public of Slovenia began to gradually experience in the past two decades,
after the relatively optimistic time of cultural and artistic transition from
the socialist to the parliamentary-democratic and capitalist system. Cul-
tural politics and production, as well as creating performing arts, also be-

came part of the latter.

Let us be honest. The issue of aesthetic changes in the mentioned period
is a subject fit for a PhD thesis, due to the changes in all fields that com-
bine the artistic and cultural system. Perhaps in the last period, creation
in the field of performing arts was most strongly marked by the more in-
tense awareness of all that, for the mentioned elements of the system
(theorisation, production, distribution, production process, the process

of history of performing arts and its cultures, etc.) began to enter per-
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formances, events and festival programmes more strongly through a se-

ries of artistic works in the form of meta-textuality or in other ways.

The institutional regime in the field of performing arts, by which I mean
the part of their production, distribution, reception and reflection that is
socially represented (included into social systems, namely most of all
public cultural institutions) and not simply present (recognised as be-
longing to a certain cultural environment, namely: non-governmental
organisations), is exceptionally conservative, because due to its collectiv-
ity, its cultural production is outstandingly expensive and therefore al-
ways in one way or another “protected” from artistic risks. Zdenka Ba-
dovinac, Director of the Museum of Modern Art and the Museum of
Contemporary Art Metelkova (MG+MSUM), set a thesis in a private con-
versation I witnessed, but before that probably in some public situation or
even an article, about how the criticism of institutions, such as it has been
known since the 1960s by visual arts in Europe and the USA, has been
practically abolished in the network of home public cultural institutes. If
the MG+MSUM as one of the rare museum institutions tried to imple-
ment its heritage during the mentioned period into the manner of its op-
eration and artistic and curator programmes, we can safely say thatin the
network of public theatre cultural institutes, the forms of such approach-
es have maybe sometimes been used only by the Slovenian Mladinsko
Theatre, even though its reflection at home did not exceed the level of rec-
ognition of an institutional exception. Meanwhile, the rest of the nation-
al, local and audience-wise or genre-wise profiled theatre institutions
with their programme and organisation inertia mostly totally lacked
critical reflection or comprehensive theorisation tackling their institu-
tional models and programmes. It is precisely because of that that the
form of criticism towards the public cultural system and aesthetics pro-
duced in this field at home — without calling itself institutional criticism
and without directly addressing or artistically formalising this type of re-
flection - appeared in the form and content production of what has since
the beginning of the 1990s been called: non-governmental sector in the

field of art and culture. In more or less intense stages, it has been formed



from the end of the 1960s: (a) as an alternative to the closed socialist cul-
tural institutions (in the 1980s, it expanded as their isolated parallel) and
out of the need for a different organisation of art processes, (b) with the
affirmation of its historical reference field - theatre modernism, but
above all historical avant-gardes (in the case of Slovene theatre mostly:
constructivism), (¢) with the opening to the international artistic space
(from the 1960s neo-avant-gardes to the European and American theatre
and dance subculture of the 1980s), (d) with the introduction of new mod-
els of cultural production into the home space, (¢) with the activist abol-
ishment of boundaries between the high and low, the elite and mass art
and culture, between the glorification of canonized “artistic genius” and
egalitarian profanation of the performance, (f) with the expansion of the
network or new or adopted public spaces and the activist public sphere

(alternative media with their diverse technologies), etc.

How did the organizational-producing situation containing such phe-
nomena unravel? From 1974, when the Republic of Slovenia amended the
Associations Act, to the beginning of the 1990s, when private institutes
joined associations as a legal and organizational form with the Institutes
Act (1991), the number of such organizations, even in the field of culture,
in the Socialist Republic of Slovenia and the Republic of Slovenia grew by
over 100%, especially in the transition from the 1980s to the 1990s, which
coincided with the beginnings of the more intense public financing of
such organizations. It was the latter that largely enabled the expansion of
aesthetic diversification, which began to take place in the performing arts
field after the years 1968-1972, but very intensely between the years
1977-1991.

In the 1970s, another process unraveled with long-term consequences for
the configuration of the relation between the network of public theatre
institutions and the non-governmental sector: under the pressures of the
steel 1970s, the relation between the central (state, national) and periph-
eral (auidence-wise and genre-wise profiled, mostly municipal) institu-

tions was reconfigured, in which the latter suddenly disposed with alarg-
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er amount of creative freedom (e.g. SLG Celje and Slovenian Mladinsko
Theatre), so in certain periods, their programmes could be artistically
more progressive, since they also ensured work for the artists of new gen-
erations. Already at the beginning of the 1990s, the survey done by the
Sodobnost magazine tackled some of the key agents in the field of institu-
tional theatre production and articulated concern connected to the “un-
unified” and “dispersed” aesthetic specter and the fact that there emerged
a generation not interested in theatre institutions anymore. The men-
tioned reasons helped pave the way for the artistic production that was
developing continually in the 1980s and 1990s and in 2003-4 finally got
financing for several years from the state and the Ljubljana Municipality.
In 2004, the venue of Stara mestna elektrarna opened and the story would
be incomparably more optimistic if that did not happen practically di-
rectly before the first real switch of Slovene political specter to the right.
It was in this period, coinciding with the erosion of Slovene media space,
that the NGO sector began to expand the list of its financial sources (Eu-
ropean Commission Funds, Swiss Culture Foundation, etc.), which in-

creased financial control over the contents and artistic processes.

These are only some of the aspects that have to be considered when we
discuss aesthetic changes in the field of performing arts in the past two
decades, for these were the decades when artistic production of NGOs
(mostly) had to constantly prove its public cultural legitimacy to the state
cultural politics, through which it gains access to public resources. The
reason for this is the switch of political elites after the millennial turn,
because the party line-ups that emerged from the cultural and civil soci-
ety movements in the 1980s were gradually replaced by new political elit-
es, entangled into neoliberal economic communities, or else the first were
seen to have drastically moved towards the right-wing political specter.
With the move towards the right, art and culture, as well as science and
education in Slovene society become a luxury, a democratic ornament
and of course - a financial cost. In relatively unstable conditions, the field

of performing arts thus goes through some fundamental changes.



In the last decades, the field of performing arts in their different forms
and formats (the latter typically took on forms which are engraved with
some specific spectators’ score) can easily be seen to contain a relatively
strong dismantling of the dramatized (condensed or compressed fiction-
al) theatre time (character, plot) at the account of different embodied or
disembodied presences, which perhaps are more a product of contexts
than the bearers of some of their own final, evident specific texts. The
heavy make-up and virtuoso modernist mechanisms of stage perform-
ances which can be remembered from the 1980s and 1990s were replaced
by the dismantling or taking apart the mechanic stage elements, in which
the dramatic anomalies (complications) in the finalized order of society
was mostly replaced by unsolvable contradictions of political, social or

cultural systems.

In the new aesthetic inclinations, the dramatic locations charged with
some specific neurotic social or individual conflict expanded into the
landscapes of social tensions that the artistic processes refuse to finally
close, conclude to the level of a sign, but must instead stay on the level of
presences in order for their systemic contradiction to be alive, developing
(perhaps agonistic), open for audience interpretation. If twenty years ago
in his work Theses on Theatre, Alain Badiou claimed on the basis of a very
classical insight into the art of theatre that theatre art is undoubtedly the
only one having to complement the eternity [of the drama material] with
a portion of the present moment it lacks. We could claim today that in the
past decades, performing arts are trying to contextualize their badly vis-
ible instantaneity through meta-texts, a lot more typical for curatorial,
scientific, exploratory-press than for traditional choreographic or direc-
torial artistic practices. The neurotic or compressed particularistic time
of the drama has expanded into the chosen constructions of the accumu-
lated time of meta-texts, the contexts that usually await the creators in
libraries, museums, databases, research documentation, archives, etc.
These inclinations could be ascribed to the dysfunctionality of public in-

stitutions, to the changed, sharpened and accelerated forms of artistic
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production and work, to the erosion of the media sphere, the theatralisa-
tion of the everyday (hypertrophied form of the society of the spectacle)
and the general deficit of relevant content in the public sphere in the time
of neoliberal occupation of all systems of society. I read the phenomenon
of documentary theatre, durational performance, lecture performance,
different appropriated and participatory performative formats, the use of
non-theatrical venues etc. through this prism, for the mentioned art for-
mats or approaches became a refuge for those institutional and media

contents that have no space in the current system of society.

Regarding the use of time, something else has changed in the field of per-
forming arts in the past two decades: the history of performing arts (es-
pecially contemporary dance and neo-avant-garde theatre of the 1960s)
entered the stage in its different readings with the trend of different forms
of reconstructions or historiographic documentarism and began to tack-
le its own historical potentiality, all of that (the social, political, cultural
and artistic) which was left misplaced, overlooked, unperformed, but tell-
ing at the same time. This has to do with the expansion of the internet as
an archive of available historical references, as well as with the social cli-
mates which seem to have been suddenly robbed of their future. It has
never before happened that such an amount of stage works or their com-
missions would suddenly also enter museums or galleries, which perhaps
simultaneously expresses the issues and potentialities of museum sci-
ence in the field of contemporary arts, the new attempts to historically
contextualize artistic practices, and not least even the curatorial hyper-
production under market pressure. Thus, a historical revision is happen-
ing in the field of performing arts, where the relations between the politi-
cally dominant and marginal cultural contexts are changing. In this
sense, the abovementioned dramatic uses of time in Western theatre also
perhaps enter the logics of cultural (de)colonialism.

In the past decades, we saw a fundamental change and hardening of the
conditions in which we are able to tell ourselves stories of ourselves in a

consistent manner, for the contemporary torture houses in the produc-



tion of abstract selves (commodified production of subjectivity, perhaps
most drastically reflected through the inflation of contemporary dance
solos) and authoritarianism of individualism, when “life becomes bio-
graphic solving of system contradictions”, according to Zygmunt Bau-
man, have insufferably occupied our lives, began to disrupt communities
and the public, and have, last but not least, managed to turn into a class
issue. Theatralisation, dramatization and the fictional character of con-
temporary everyday (culture, society and politics), which humanistic
works expressly began to cover already in the 1960s, have modified the
ways of production of contemporary performing arts. We are thus able to
perceive a change of attitude in the staging of identities in the production
of verbal and bodily stage texts in the past two decades, because in this
way, we can perceive an inclination in playwriting to extremely destabi-
lize the recognizable characters (the relation between the playwright’s
text and the drama text, while the metatexts, contexts and comments as-
sume the main role, the structure of inner styles of text changes, the
structure of texts is modified into non-orientable organisms that wish to
become another body, etc.; for example the texts of Simona Semenic),
while in performance, which has since the end of the 1970s (in Slovenia
especially in the 1990s in the programme of the Kapelica Gallery) been
dealing with other (marginalized society and individual) bodies and their
presences, we can perceive the inclination towards a shift from the
marginal bodily presences to the marginalities of (inter)bodily banalities
(Via Negativa), including the very problematisation of theatrical proto-
cols and rituals (regimes of looking at theatre and everyday) and the
material conditions in which they are generated. In general, we could say
that everyday became an arsenal of fiction, which is exceedingly subject-
ed to dismantling when it comes to production of performing arts. In case
of playwriting as well as performance and performative theatre, we can
perceive a shift from composition to construction, from montage to
dismantling, from unification to taking apart, from merging to setting
against each other, from accumulation to either reduction or hyper-accu-

mulation of elements.
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The mentioned changes have very thoroughly modified the artistic as
well as viewing processes. If the first began to become transparent even
with the classic separation of performative events to the venue and the
auditorium, the latter became unambiguously transparent in a series of
participatory formats. In both cases, procedurality has revealed how the
artistic as well as the spectator’s work is something uncertain, something
that demands its time and the different phases and stages in it. In per-
forming arts (above all in drama theatre and the narrative forms of con-
temporary dance) of the past decades, proceduralisms (a specter of dif-
ferent artistic procedures, the way the artwork is produced) have
completed a fundamental task: interpretation as an institutionalized,
dominant artistic procedure that has, so to speak, subjugated the entire
technical arsenal of the modern theatre (playwrighting, acting, drama-
turgy, directing techniques), has been robbed of its primacy at the ac-
count of other procedures, spread by a series of other operations (tasks,
partitures, orders, principles, agreements, improvisational settings and
signs, etc.). This enabled the hierarchical structures of ensembles and
groups to permute into horizontal organizational forms of collectives,
because language operations (creative artistic agreements) for collective
negotiations, as well as divided responsibilities of artists in the produc-
tion of an artwork have stepped in in place of the director, choreographer
and their interpretational theatre and choreographic machines as cent-
ers of knowledge. With proceduralisms, the field of performing arts sud-
denly also saw a certain specific abuse: all of a sudden, their time slot has
legitimized the acceleration of cultural production in public cultural in-

stitutes as well as NGOs.

If we look at the last two decades in the field of contemporary performing
arts, we can establish that the notion of “contemporaneity” as a specific
aesthetic paradigm, as well as “performing arts” as a specter of different
genre and hybrid products of such artistic practices, have actually began
to articulate more strongly precisely in that period. One year before the

establishment of Bunker, Emil Hrvatin compiled and edited Pristotnost,



predstavljanje, teatralnost — Razprave iz sodobnih teorij gledalis¢a (Pres-
ence, Imagining, Theatrality — Discussions from Contemporary Theatre
Theories) (Maska, 1996) and thus introduced Maska’s collection Trans-
formacije. Knjiznica MGL (Ljubljana City Theatre Library), then edited
by Alja Predan, in 1997 published Pavis’s Theatre Dictionary, which
among other things tries to standardize the English-American term
“performing arts” with the Slovene translation “scenske umetnosti”. The
publishing houses Maska, Knjiznica MGL and Emanat, and in the last
years also the Slovenian Theatre Institute publishing department, have
in the past two decades and a half printed an outstanding theoretical and
historical book and periodic corpus from the field of contemporary per-
forming arts, as well as the field of media, political theory, philosophy
and, last but not least — aesthetics. Some key home monographs were
published within the framework of these publishing programmes
(by Bojana Kunst, Aldo Milohni¢, Eda éufer, Katja Praznik, Tomaz
Toporisi¢, Blaz Lukan, Primoz Jesenko, Nenad Jelesijevi¢ and others),
some essential historiographic projects by home theatres and authors
were completed (Pupilija Ferkeverk Theatre, Glej Theatre, Pekarna,
Dragan Zivadinov, Via Negativa, Laibach and NSK, home experimental
theatres of the 1950s and 1960s, etc.), the NGOs from the field of perform-
ing arts have published a series of documentation publications. But dur-
ing all this, one cannot shake the feeling that the home community of
artists, producers and cultural workers producing in the field of perform-
ing arts has managed to enter into inner dialogue mostly exclusively
regarding the conditions of production, but only minimally regarding

artistic and aesthetic issues.

I see Bunker within the context of home cultural production and its in-
corporation into international space as a distinctive product of cultural
and artistic optimism of the 1990s. It is one of a handful of NGOs in the
field of home cultural production in this period that have asserted them-
selves to their contextual limits and hit against their development edge

(one could say that they crashed into the “technical obstacles” of home
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cultural development). Bunker managed to develop their Mladi levi festi-
val into the only home festival brand from the field of performing arts, a
brand balancing between the curatorial risks and the maintained num-
bers of audience. The aesthetic changes I am surveying in this article ac-
tually traverse their programmes. Among all comparable home festival
programmes, these are most strongly informed with the streams of inter-
national stage production, but are, in their space and financial capacities,
limited by the mentioned technical obstacles. A certain symptomatic
contextual turn can be detected in Bunker’s programmes: while during
its beginning, Bunker was distinctively marked by its artistic showpiece,
namely the ever changing art collective Betontanc (directed by Matjaz
Pograjc), which united a series of culture freelancers, today, its derivative
Beton Ltd. comprises a group of artists who are — as some of the former
members of Betontanc — regularly employed in the home public cultural
institutes, so their work in the mentioned collective is some sort of terri-
tory for occasional and collective artistic autonomy. More than to the
production of artistic continuities (which also goes for the other pro-
gramme-financed NGOs in Slovenia), Bunker manages to assure perpe-
tuity to its individual programmes. One of the biggest merits of Bunker,
connected to the personal traits of its Director Nevenka Koprivsek, is its
feeling for its own cultural community: the community of audience, of
cultural workers. This also has to do with the importance of Nevenka
Koprivsek’s talent for recruitment and education of production person-
nel which today manages Stara mestna elektrarna as a distinctively in-
clusive space for artistic and cultural production in Ljubljana and Slove-
nia, sharing this very community gene with the Director. It was perhaps
precisely this that enabled Stara mestna elektrarna to become the gen-
erator of cultural identity. With the rest of the NGOs in the field of per-
forming arts and culture, such inclusiveness cannot be perceived in their
programmes and in their management of their capacities. Despite that, I
would like to add — and I say that as a slightly older member of the genera-
tion that sits in the office of Bunker and in the offices of the similar insti-

tutes and associations - that the leaders of the leading NGOs in art and



culture in Slovenia (Nevenka Koprivsek, Janez Jansa, Iztok Kovac, Ziva
Brecelj and others) nevertheless manage their organisations as the own-
ers of means of production, and that the cultural capital which helps their
offices to create their programmes will not be able to have the opportuni-
ties that have been provided to them.

From my heart,
| wish for a successful future of Bunker!















