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In Search of the Centre

VLADO STJEPIC

The Loop, Kader Attia's new installation exhibited at Art Basel 2005, opens a more spiritual
chapter dealing with the artist's questions. This installation consists of five ultra-realistic
motorised dummies, literally selflooped. In this strange scene, a disc jockey strangled by
the headphone wire hangs from the mirror ball revolving above him. On the deck, a
scratched record relentlessly repeats the word '‘GOD" while three break-dancers spin on
their backs to the same rhythm as a whirling dervish spinning on his own axis, centre
stage.! To give a better idea of the dimensions of the event, it must be added that the entire
scene takes place in a circus tent at one of the most important art fairs in Europe.

This installation immediately draws us into the vortex of contemporary art, culture and
society. We can find characteristics of contemporary life everywhere: the disintegration of
traditional rules and values, deterioration of hierarchies and authoritative structures,
awareness of subtle, esoteric and spiritual realities, and the unmasking of make-believe truths.
Tools, notions and structures used so far to give sense and justification to our existence
seem insufficient, misleading, obsolete, empty and lifeless. There is a great hunger for
meaning, aim and purpose in life, culture and society. "The greatest crisis of our age is the
crisis of purposef, says the Slovenian violinist and cultural theorist Miha Pogacnik.?

How do science, religion and culture respond to this situation?

These domains are dominated by economics as the key model of thinking and functioning
for most institutions and individuals. Those of us who live in former socialist countries have
experienced an extended political period when this focus did not play an important role, so
this explicit supremacy of economics above everything, including humanity, is alien to us.
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An astonishing level of scientific progress has been achieved in all areas; revelations of
the most secret laws of humanity, nature and the universe seem to be at hand. Nevertheless,
these achievements are contradictory, and often unwittingly confirm the ancient truths of
‘'mysticism'. And traditional religions continue to insist on their 'eternal truths', claiming that all
evil and suffering are the result of disregard for religious and moral norms.

Since the 1960s, New Age groups have revived mystical and occult methods of gaining
spiritual awareness, and attempt to rise above the 'filthiness' and 'antagonism' of this world.
Such strategies are a result of a romantic approach to the world, and have a lot in common
with ecological movements.

Through technology, art too has radically changed its relationship with the world. Art
has plunged into the sea of information and new media, and has long abandoned the world
of classical media. Consequently, the artistic domain has become a huge mirror of society,
as well as an initiator of and participant in both mass and elite culture. Just as in the past
we knew socialist realism , we are now witnesses to some kind of capitalist realism . Unlike
utopian ideas embodied by art during the socialist period, what prevails today is carefully
planned work, rationally based and analytical art projects that literally illustrate the ideas of
their makers. Influenced by the mass of data that is now always and immediately
accessible, the artist continually explores the sciences, sociology, ecology, economics,
psychology and other human activities, automatically adopting their trajectories and
methodologies. He uses a broad range of elements, such as tragedy, hopelessness,
cynicism, alienation, humour, ideas; he takes a playful approach to new media and attempts
to involve the viewer in an 'interactive’ work of art. Yet today, some fundamental,
introspective characteristics of art, such as explorations of beauty, creativity, experiment,
improvisation and learning, seem to have disappeared. Now there is an unwritten rule that
an artist whose work does not directly mirror pressing social problems is not adequately
contemporary.

‘A large part of art only serves as a global information mediator. This is very
unfortunate. The artist must be very strong, very determined not to succumb to the
temptation of holding a mirror to the world and society. Many artists work only as a
reflection of the world; there are only a handful who are capable of something more real's.

Our world is permeated with a sense of a vortex, imaged with equal power in forms that
are subtle and microscopic, as well as immense and cataclysmic, such as tsunamis. In all
this variety, frenzy and haste, in this whole quest for individual and collective identity, what
we need most is support, a foundation, an unshakeable basis or an anchorage so that
waves do not wash us away.

| cannot imagine any artist from any sphere of culture who would not explore the
fundamental laws of nature, humanity, society, the universe, etc. During this exploration, he
or she cannot but ask: "Who are we? Where do we come from? Where are we going? Why
do things happen the way they do?"

Although these issues seem to belong to religion, on closer scrutiny we discover that
various branches of science also deal with them: physics, astronomy, biology, genetics,
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etc. So it transpires that all three areas of civilisation j science, culture and religion, which
are driving forces as well as domains of continual activity j are involved in the search for
answers to the same questions. Perhaps we are experiencing a completely new cosmic
moment that demands new and different cultures, values and goals.

What are the main characteristics of this moment?

It is undoubtedly a completely different experience of time and space. The Slovenian
conceptual artist and writer Marko Pogacnik says: "The tragedy of our civilisation is the fact
that it is voluntarily confined to a limited space, and that consequently it has fallen behind
the cosmic transformations of higher frequencies of existence. This is the source of friction
that we experience around us as ecological disasters. We are victims of separated
space?The transformation of space taking place now is cosmic, according to my
perception. This means that we are being washed away by a wave of changes that cyclically
spreads through the universe. Its source can lie only beyond the horizons of eternity. But
since eternity is present in the nucleus of every human being as a holographic fragment,
the wave of changes also spreads from the existential nucleus of many individuals ; of
those who allow this to happen, which means that they embark on their own course of
essential personal changes".

Like the perception and experience of space, the experience of time has also changed.
The further away we are from the centre, the faster the edge of the wheel rotates and the
greater the oscillations, rush and shortage of time. The author Mikhail Naimy describes this
indescribable experience with these words: "The wheel of time rotates, but its axis is ever
at rest. God is the axis of the wheel of time. Though all things rotate about Him in Time and
Space, yet is He always timeless and spaceless and still. Though all things proceed from
His Word, yet is His Word as timeless and spaceless as He™.

Art history has clearly shown that only those works that are a result of the artist's direct
spiritual experience, derived from the spiritual centre of a certain culture, have survived the
passage of time and continue to give us aesthetic and spiritual pleasure. By this, | do not
mean various spiritual movements and practices that are known under the common name
New Age, but those authentic spiritual sources that were tapped by great spiritual
messengers who attracted seekers and artists, along with kings, politicians, jurists and
people from all walks of life. At these sources they quenched their thirst, strengthening and
realigning their personal spiritual compasses.

In this context | understand the word religion (Lat. re-ligio): to re-connect with one's
profoundest spiritual essence. From this connectedness and rootedness in one's centre
works of art were born which continue to speak to us today.

We can ask ourselves what ancient Greece would have been like without its spiritual
centres of Delphi and Eleusis, without Orpheus, "who was like a spirit animating sacred
Greece, reviving its divine soul. His seven-stringed lyre embraced the entire world. Each
string coincided with one of the modes of the life of the soul and contained the law of
teaching and ability. Although we have lost the key to the fullness of its harmony, these
different modes still echo in our ears. The lyre has spread this theurgic and Dionysian
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impulse, which Orpheus skilfully translated to Greece, throughout Europe'.

Another strong impulse in Europe was the movement of Catharism in southern France
in the 12t and 13" centuries. The Cathars established the conditions for the emergence of
the Renaissance in ltaly and other parts of Europe.

If we focus on the early 20" century, the time when modernism was born, we discover
that it coincided with the emergence of the Theosophical Society, which "spread from one
country to another and was the dominant alternative culture for a while. It was like a 'school’
referred to by artists and seekers expecting to find a radically different idea of the world
and man'7

The "secret doctrine" of Helena P. Blavatsky had an undisputedly great influence on the
intellectuals of that time. "Einstein kept her book on his desk, Edison had a diploma in
theosophy, and the theosophical philosophy influenced many authors such as T. S. Eliot, E.
M. Forster, James Joyce, D. H. Lawrence, Jack London, George W. Russell and William
Butler Yeats. The painters Paul Gauguin, Wassily Kandinsky and Piet Mondrian used
theosophy as a vehicle in their search for different worlds of perception'®. It was an attempt
at seeing the world from a different perspective and adjusting to the cosmic rhythm of the
period. Artists and intellectuals spontaneously felt the need to find the right direction and
establish a connection with the spiritual source: theosophy.

And what about today?

The basic forms of human expression, such as the word, voice, movement, leaving a
trace i a line, colour j are inseparably connected with man and cannot be replaced with
any technology or media. Since the practice of drawing has accompanied humans as they
evolved over millennia, why can it not do the same today?

If different events such as hunting, the birth of a child or the romantic admiration of a
landscape can be expressed in a drawing, can this form of art also express contemporary
human experience? Like everyone, | am occasionally impressed by the possibilities offered
by information and computer technology, but at the same time | feel that | would be bereft
of something important if | had no opportunity for direct artistic expression through line and
colour. | think this mode of visual art contains a much greater and more crucial facet of
human experience than the technological exploration of artistic problems or the formal
applications of different media. Such a conviction encouraged theorist and curator Emma
Dexter to give her text about drawing the title "To draw is to be human".

What gives such art the particular strength and significance that enables it to continue
to be relevant and transformational today?

| think it is the holistic experience it offers, first to the artist and then also to the viewer.
This entails a whole range of processes or experiences that are present in one's art:
thought, conception, emotion, awareness and the subconscious. In short, a whole range of
psychological states i but also a movement, through the hand, of the entire body, the
participation of all senses. During such moments of creativity, the artist feels anchored in
the depths of his being. He experiences himself as a microcosm in the midst of a
macrocosm, connected with all of creation. This experience of larger unity is so profoundly
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human and authentic that it cannot be replaced by any other medium.

The viewer directly responds to such art, because its energy resonates with something

deep within and activates emotional, mental or subconscious elements that were previously
hidden. A whole chain of authentic experiences is triggered, which is directly experienced
as our own, without media acting as a mediator.

Maybe the vortex that we experience is trying to wake us up and draw our attention to

our condition as holographic fragments of eternity, directing us to a hidden treasure buried
deep within us, our only guiding light out of the labyrinth of contradictions and limitations,
and able to show us new horizons.
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