Veda Popovici

Lesson on freedom

1986 was the International Peace Year. On this occasion at the Dalles hall in Bucharest there was organised an exhibition on the theme of peace. Tens of artists from all over the country were involved in this huge project comissioned by the Romanian Socialist State. The main purpose was to hommage and glorify the ruler of the state who was directing international affairs towards world peace. The idea of peace was engaged to be an instrument of propaganda. Of what peace could we talk about in the mimicry of adherence to democratic humanistic ideals is total.

Twenty years later in the United States an exhibition is organised around the idea of peace through the portrait of a quite different state leader: the Dalai Lama. The project travels through different locations in the States and around the world and in 2010 the exhibition reaches Romania. 
I had the opportunity of an internship at the installment in Sibiu. 
The exhibition

The exhibition The Missing Peace – Artists consider the Dalai Lama
 will open on the 18th of May in Sibiu. It is organised by the Committee of 100 for Tibet and the Dalai Lama Foundation. It was launched in June 2006 at the Fowler Museum of  the California University in Los Angeles. It travelled then to the Museum of Loyola Art University in Chicago and to the Rubin Museum of Art in New York. The exhibition arrived in Europe at the beginning of 2009 when it was presented at the Canal Foundation in Madrid.
The statement of the project asserts the endeavour as an unique chance to explore the idea of art as interpretation of and cathalyst for peace. The core of the project constitutes the intention to spread understanding and raise awareness for the Dalai Lama and the principles he embodies. He is a constant model for the ideal of peace, a touchable sign for the utopia of a world of no conflict that should be universal. Peace today is often postponed, missleading or just missing. The idea of peace and the Dalai Lama become one in this project, the artists being encouraged to work loosely and interpretative around the portrait of the Dalai Lama. The statement of the project ends with the expressed hope of the possibility of this exhibition to inspire people from all over the world to reflect upon who we are as human beings, our relationships with others and our place in the world.
For the exhibition there where chosen works already done that slide on the idea of peace and cohabitation. There were also comissioned new works. The invited artists
 are an impressive selection of contemporary estalished artists. They are joined as well by emerging artists coming from different cultures. It can be said there is an obvious effort to expand  the selection with artists coming from other-than-Western spaces. The declared ambition of the organizers is to prove the universal character of the vision of art as a medium of delivery and consolidation of social harmony. The world's attention means to be attracted to the ideal of peace and consensus.
The exhibition has a conventional structure, that is to say a non-experimental one. The artists are multicultural, have various ages and the proportion of women/men artists is well balanced. Most mediums are present, however the dominant ones are the most established: bidimensional and manual mediums. The exhibition is constructed for a white-cube kind of space, around a narrative, initiatic journey. The works are grouped around suggestive themes: 1. Interpreted Potraits, 2. Tibet, 3. Faith systems, 4. Empathy and Compassion, 5. Transformation, 6. Humanity in Transition, 7. The Path to Peace, 8. Unity, 9. Spirituality and Globalisation, 10. Impermanence. The journey of the exhibition offers a story that begins with the individual: an attempt to bring closer the man who is the Dalai Lama in order to enable identity substitution. The placing in context follows, a view of the country and the culture he represents: Tibet. Next are themes that vary between creating a narrative tension and creating sinthesis, harmony. 
The curatorial concept as well as its chosen shape remain in a comfortable and non-provoking zone. The conceptual core is created around ideas with low credibility and reduced potential of becoming  critical tools. The critical dimension is present passively, through secondary meanings of the works of art, by virtue of a certain history of the specific work. The works of artists like Marina Abramovic, Laurie Anderson, Ilya and Emilia Kabakov, Jenny Holzer or El Anatsui have been over time placed in cultural and curatorial discourses that were especially critical. Their experimentality and avangardism is being used as a history that has already happened. The works are not critically recontextualised but are used due to the meanings they have already gained, due to their own mythology.

The general curatorial attitude, one of prudence, intends to be counter-balanced by the courage of assuming a conflict of maximal tenssion in geopolitics: Tibet. The exhibtion is, under its innocent, good-hearted wrap,  profpundly polemic. The political gesture may come by ways of tenderness. The violence of the fighte, of the one who attacks because he is being attacked, isn't always necessary. The Tibetan issue remains a hot issue, one that burns and attacks indirectly. The cause pleads for freedom above all. The ways by which this freedom has come to be viewed and heard are quite complicated.
The Missing Peace at Sibiu: the story of exhibiting

The endeavours for the presentation of the exhibition in Romania were carried out by Anca Mihulet, curator at the Contemporary Art Gallery of the Brukenthal Museum  in Sibiu. The intention dates back a year ago. In the mean time Mihulet has been discussing with the organisers, the Committee of 100 for Tibet and the Dalai Lama Foundation, the possibility of cutting down the costs of the project. A selection of works was made according to the specific space possibilities and public expectations in Romania. 
The cargo with the works travels form the United States through the Haifa harbour towards the harbour of Constanta. The works were scheduled to arrive in Sibiu in April and at its latest at the end of the month. The shipment however encounters problemes and it is delayed in Haifa. The tracking system does not work accordingly and the date at which it arrives is uncertain. The exceptionality of the shipment, the first of this scale and of such value in Romania make it further difficult to handle.
We are at the end of April and at Sibiu another element setting back the project interferes: political pressure is being mad to postpone-avoid the exhibition. High level diplomatical relations of Romania are put forward which ultimately reveal the subordonate status it occupies in the Chinese-Tibetan conflict. Thus, it emerges the possibility of this explanation for the delay of the shipment.

It is the beginning of May and Anca Mihulet and Liviana Dan, the head of Contemporary Art Gallery are determined to open the show even with just the eight video works that came by mail. The exhibition space becomes unsafe. The Contemporary Art Gallery carries its activities in historical building that belongs to the State. And the State has already informally expressed its lack of support, even discouragement of the initiative. The organisers are forced to change the location and look for support at other institutions. Institutions that are independent of the State like, for instance, the Church. But not just any church, but one that historically has claimed its independence from the central power.
In 1803 baron Samuel von Brukenthal dies and leaves by will his assets, in the case of no descendents, to the Lutheran Church, more precisely to the First Priest of the Church. This becomes a reality in 1817 and from then on the Brukenthal Museum belongs, by right, to this institution. The organisers contact Killian Doerr, today’s First Priest of the Lutheran Church in Sibiu and he immediately gives his support to the Missing Peace project. The spaces that are put at disposal are part of the building of the Brukenthal Museum and in the Lutheran Church. In the Museum there will be used the music room and two other communicating rooms, some passage spaces like part of the hallway, and stairway, where the works mounted on the walls will be taken off; however, the decorative details like the heavy tapestry, the furniture, all in late baroque style will remain, of course. Another space will be used which is located in the courtyard of the museum and which isn't in the exhibiting circuit. The space in the Church is the ferula, separated from the main body of the building, was originally used for intimate ceremonies and since a few years it is used as an exhibiting space for the cultural projects supported by the Church. The ferula is in Gothic style and hosts a gallery of 67 burial stones. 
The Missing Peace is brought and exhibited in Romania only with the support of non-governmental institutions of which only the Lutheran Church has the appropriate possibilities concerning space and visibility. The conditions are laid for an unusual cocktail of late Baroque and Gothic (moments in the history of style that mark the foundations of Western Modernity), Tibetan culture, contemporary art and U.S. political strategies.
The Modernity to be (re)found

Through art we will change the world!

Art’s possibility to change the world today sounds certainly naïve. It sounds like romantic or avantgarde nostalgia. The fury of the futurists and the nihilism of the dadaists are today history. They are analysed, studied. In the era of market economy and its crisis, of unlimited communication and information, it sounds like political advertising retorics. Art, from the point of view of the power is more of a commodity and less social weapon. Who’s afraid of what, because of this exhibition? It seems that, paradoxically it is precisely the oppressor, the one commiting the abuse of power, who believes in this potential of art. 

The project articulates itself with a sender and a receiver outside of European Modernity. Tibet, an Eastern spiritualised culture is today paradoxical: conserved and conservative, it is archaic although the Dalai Lama represents a rolemodel in Western culture in fight to maintain ideals of peace and freedom. The receiver, Romania is a society and culture raised at the periphery of Modernity and for which the relationship with it is constant source of quarell over identity. Modernity through feedom and democracy is, in the case f Romania, in a continous process of legitimisation. How well is able Romanian society absorb and internalise this idea is a constant challenge. This challenge is again put forward with this exhibition. The channel of communication is one that belongs at the very core of Modernity: art. Furthermore: it is the top product of postmodernity: contemporary art. Artists and works that generally attack, criticise and deconstruct the very foundations of modernity are challenged to sustain a primary meaning of modernity: freedom and tolerance.

How much has changed from that peace exhibition at the Dalles in 1986? To what extent the mimicry of freedom has been overcomed and engaged in reality? Of course things have changed but in what way and how much is still unclear. Freedom, free expression, democracy are put to the test in the project of setting up this show in Sibiu. The works of art become symbolic objects for an adventure of these ideals. The Dalai Lama speaks of peace by the interface of contemporary art, the culmination of our late modernity. And it is precisely at this point that something is wrong. Somewhere along the way, in the harbours or at the embassies, the lessons on freedom are not properly learned. They are by the ear. It seems that precisely in Europe, in its Union, freedom can be adapted according to power plays. Peace is certainly missing and, cynically, its absence is not even mentioned. The state still posses the possibility, the potential and the self-conciousness to act in serious censorship attempts in contemporary Romanian culture. The control still exists.
In Western culture the 18th century is the Enlightment century, time of foundations of Modernity. Secularization, victory of reason, separation of governamental power, democracy, free education, free acces to cultural products. In the good kantian tradition, Enlightment is the escape from the darkness of immaturity. Maturity starts when the consciousness finds independence, when control isn't imposed from outside the self. Enlightenment takes place in Sibiu, paradoxically in the church, more precisely in the ferula of the Lutheran Church form the centre of the city. Here, a giant inflatable sculpture represents the self-portrait of artist Lewis Desoto as a lying Buddha in the moment of final enlightement: parinirvana. The artist takes the place of a godity in Paranirvana, the title of the work. The inflatable plastic Buddha, fragile and ephemeral (each night it is deflated to be inflated again in the morning, dying and being reborn again and again) seems a cheap, industrial object that forces itself upon the viewer. However it offers the perfect conditions for enlightment: the free and mature interrelation between postmodern culture, industriliased product making, Christian reform and the fragile presence of Tibetan culture in contemporaneity.
Samuel von Bruckenthal, a firm man of the Enlightenment, lays the foundations of one of the first museums in Europe. The goal coincides with the ideal: free education and the freeing of the consciousness through art. The museum is accesible virtually to anybody. Today, dust has been layed on the Brukenthal Museum as an institution of free education: few visitors, even fewer financial support, popularity and social appreciation in continuos downfall. The Museum is rusted and old. For the Missing Peace exhibition Liviana Dan and Anca Mihulet cleverly place the works in the museum trying to satisfy administration egos and exhibition quality standards. Here contemporary art is at the shelter of history and, surprisingly, the harmony is perfect. The disturbant inseration, once brought to an end, becomes a revealed meaning: the modernity of individual freedom, free expression and judgement, autonomy of thought and free access to high culture become from mere ideals, touchable objects. From the enlightened museum to enlightement through contemporary art one can trace a perfect half a circle. The smoothness of this line, however, is possible only by an intermediate gap: the construction of modernity through the conciousness of the State entity and through civil conciousness is contorted, crippled if not completely absent. A long history of non-enlightenment, of the lack of autonomy and subordonation in counciousness mark the gap.
The Missing Peace in Sibiu becomes a reclaiming of modernity, a pleading for social and cultural reinvention in Romania. A painful lesson on the missing modernity which is, paradoxically, restaured by contemporary art, the one that is post-modern, critical-modern. 

� All information following is taken from the project's site, http://gallery.tmpp.org/gallery/en/index.jsp.


� � HYPERLINK "http://gallery.tmpp.org/gallery/en/artists/abramovic.jsp" \t "artistdetail" �Marina Abramovic�, � HYPERLINK "http://gallery.tmpp.org/gallery/en/artists/alavi.jsp" \t "artistdetail" �Seyed Alavi�, Jane Alexander, � HYPERLINK "http://gallery.tmpp.org/gallery/en/artists/anatsui.jsp" \t "artistdetail" �El Anatsui�, Laurie Anderson, � HYPERLINK "http://gallery.tmpp.org/gallery/en/artists/aptekar.jsp" \t "artistdetail" �Ken Aptekar�, Richard Avedon, Kirsten Bahrs-Janssen, Sanford Biggers, Phil Borges, Dove Bradshaw, � HYPERLINK "http://gallery.tmpp.org/gallery/en/artists/buffet.jsp" \t "artistdetail" �Guy Buffet�, � HYPERLINK "http://gallery.tmpp.org/gallery/en/artists/campanile.jsp" \t "artistdetail" �Dario Campanile�, � HYPERLINK "http://gallery.tmpp.org/gallery/en/artists/cao.jsp" \t "artistdetail" �Andy Cao�, Squeak Carnwath, Long-Bin Chen, � HYPERLINK "http://gallery.tmpp.org/gallery/en/artists/christo.jsp" \t "artistdetail" �Christo and Jeanne-Claude�, � HYPERLINK "http://gallery.tmpp.org/gallery/en/artists/ciervo.jsp" \t "artistdetail" �Costantino Ciervo�, Chuck Close, Bernard Cosey, Santiago Cucullu, Binh Danh, � HYPERLINK "http://gallery.tmpp.org/gallery/en/artists/day.jsp" \t "artistdetail" �Mel Day�, Lewis deSoto, Michele Oka Doner, Era and Donald Farnsworth, Spencer Finch, Sylvie Fleury, Adam Fuss, � HYPERLINK "http://gallery.tmpp.org/gallery/en/artists/galdeano.jsp" \t "artistdetail" �Juan Galdeano�, � HYPERLINK "http://gallery.tmpp.org/gallery/en/artists/garcia.jsp" \t "artistdetail" �Rupert Garcia�, Robin Garthwait and Dan Griffin, Richard Gere, Losang Gyatso, Jim Hodges, Jenny Holzer, Ilya and Emilia Kabakov, Jesal Kapadia, Anish Kapoor, Kimsooja, Tri Huu Luu, � HYPERLINK "http://gallery.tmpp.org/gallery/en/artists/martinezcelaya.jsp" \t "artistdetail" �Enrique Martinez Celaya� � HYPERLINK "http://gallery.tmpp.org/gallery/en/artists/massia.jsp" \t "artistdetail" �Nefeli Massia� Yumyo Miyasaka, � HYPERLINK "http://gallery.tmpp.org/gallery/en/artists/morawetz.jsp" \t "artistdetail" �Gabriela Morawetz�, � HYPERLINK "http://gallery.tmpp.org/gallery/en/artists/mwkaiyama.jsp" \t "artistdetail" �Kisho Mwkaiyama�, Tom Nakashima, Dang Ngo, Rosemary Rawcliffe, Michal Rovner, Ryuichi Sakamoto, Sebastião Salgado, Salustiano, Mike și Doug Starn, Pat Steir, Adriana Varejão, Bill Viola, Inkie Whang, William Wiley, Yuriko Yamaguchi.
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