
a Soviet tour guide in a par ty mu s e u m , e t c . T s i b a k h
d raws over the photos and inscr ibes them with
explanations that ve r b a l ly mock Soviet sty le . H e
creates a cultura l ly speci fic context that is unique
to the Soviet l ife s t y l e . In other wo r d s , these photos
are a tongue- in-cheek d ictionar y of a par t i c u l a r
reali ty that is my most recent h is tor y.

Also from the fo rmer USSR is the we l l - k n ow n
a r t is t I lya Kabakov. U n l i ke Guram T s i b a k h , e ve n
after the col lapse of the USSR Kabakov insists on
be ing called a Soviet ar t i s t . 3 When moving to the
West in 1988 he brought with h im “the Sov i e t
hell”— the Russian reali ty—to the “residents of
p a ra d i s e .”4 Vis it ing his instal lat ions the viewe r s in
the West were coerced to exper ience that real ity :
“the reali ty of Russian hel l .”5 The drawings inc luded
in the show are from the per iod of Kabakov ' s
1970's albums of ten chara c t e r s . One of the char-
a c t e r s is Fl y ing Komarov . The text that comments
on the character tel ls  a stor y of a man who, a f t e r
endless arguments and quarre ls with h is wi fe , s t e p s
out onto his balcony. S u d d e n ly he sees that people
and objects are f ly ing through the air above the
city and he jo ins them. As Rober t  Stor r has
n o t i c e d : “ u s u a l ly when something str ange happens,
i t happens in the air. This  is  logical . People and
things in Kabakov's wo r ld have nowhere to go
except up—and so they do.”6

This exhibit ion is a New Yo rk debut  for Germ a n
p h o t o g r apher Michael Schwab, who studied philos-
o p hy at Düsseldorf Unive r s i t y. His ser ies of pho-

t o g ra p h s ,
E r i n n e r n ,
e x p o s e s
G e rman real i-
t ies dur i n g
and after  the
Second Wo r l d
Wa r. In 1993,
in Hambu rg ,
Schwab fo u n d
a bag ful l of
old anony-
mous Germ a n
f a m i ly pho-
t o g ra p h s . T h e
a r t ist repr i n t-

ed the images and ove r laid them with the text
from the backs of the photogra p h s . S c h w a b, who is
in his ear ly thir t i e s , approaches the war in a factual
m a n n e r : in pictures  relating to the bombing of
H a m bu rg in 1944, the info rmat ion comes from the

R e m e m b e r ing Times Past spr ings  from a ve r y per s o n a l
p l a c e . I  was born and r aised in Georg i a , in the fo rm e r
U S S R . The unity of Soviet  li fe was an “ideological  fi c-
t i o n .”1 In reali ty eve r ybody had their own per s p e c t i ve
on things  depending on the ir  “special social situation.”2

In Georgia people of my generat ion never thought of
t h e m s e l ves as “ S ov i e t s ,” a lw ays dispar aging the of fi c i a l
sty le and ideology. The disappear ing Soviet real ity was
the environment that we l ived in . Two ye a r s ago when I
vis i ted the countr y for the fi r st t ime in fi ve ye a r s , I
r e a l i zed that i t was not the Soviet symbols that  we r e
missing but the whole system of term s ; th ings had
changed and been redefi n e d . S ince then, while review-
ing extensive s lide fi les and conducting studio visi ts , I
h ave been looking for the kind of wo r k that addresses
reali t ies from the recent past. I selected a group of
eight  ar t ists  from var ious backgrounds and genera t i o n s .
Their  wo r k is not ideological , d idactic or judgmental . I t
o f fe r s us var ious per s p e c t i ves on the assimilation of
t ime into consciousness and the expression of that
process  through ar t .

Vis it ing  local ar t ists' studios in Georg i a , I came across a
rare ser ies of photographs ca lled D e f i n i t i o n s by Gura m
T s i b a k h . In these pictures  the ar tis t used old negative s
from the late 1940’s , 5 0 ’s  and 60’s col lected at Sov i e t
f lea markets  dur ing the las t decade . He repr inted these
n e g a t i ves on special  technical  paper that was used fo r
X - rays in the USSR. As a result the photos look faded
and resemble archival  images of mundane eve n t s : a man
p h o t o g r aphing a group in an ate lier ; a d inner par t y ;
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7 C h r ist ine Te m i n , review of “ Travel ing Scholar s ,” The Boston Globe
( F e b r u a r y 10, 1 9 9 8 ) .
8 C o n c e rn ing the “ d e s a p a r e c i d o s ,” Jean Franco quotes Leandro Katz in
her fo r thcoming book, V isua l Cul ture , that “the post-mor tem appear-
ances of  Che , whose body was put on d isplay only to  disappear unt il
1 9 9 7 , i n a u g u rated the practice of ‘ d i s a p p e a r i n g ’ opponents (and inno-
cent people) that would be put to devastating effect by A r g e n t i n e
[and Uru g u ayan] mi l i tar y.”
9 El Dia Que Me Quie ra s was awarded a Coral pr i ze at  the Hav a n a
Biennale in December of 1997.
1 0 F ranco in V isua l Cul ture .

g l a s s . The sur face layer does not allow the viewer to
focus sharp ly on the images , r e veal ing the impossib il i ty
of seeing clear ly, the impossibi l ity of knowing real iden-
t i t i e s .

H a g h b a t (20 minu t e s , black & white), a  video by the
A rm e n i a n - b o rn , New Yo r k-based ar t i s t , S o n i a
Balassanian was presented at the A rmenian pavi l ion in
Venice in 1997. The video depicts  an image der i ve d
from a chi ldhood recol lection: a naked man d isappear-
ing into the dar k cavit ies of gigantic c lay wine barr e l s ,
bu r ied in the grounds of an ancient A rmenian church.
This relentless ly repeated act refe r s  to the trad it ion of
c leaning wine barrels in the fal l and visual ly refe r e n c e s
her memor y of A rm e n i a .

Leandro Katz is represented by two pieces: the instal la-
t ion J o a q u i n ’s Column and El D ia Que Me Quiera s (T h e
Day You' l l  Love Me—30 minu t e s , c o l o r, s o u n d , 1 9 9 7 ) . 9
The latter is a 16mm non-nar ra t i ve fi lm inve s t i g a t i n g
death and the power car r ied by the famous photo-
g r aph of the body of Che Guevara , s u r rounded by his
c a p t o r s . Not a pol i t ical  documentar y in a tra d i t i o n a l
s e n s e , K a t z ’s fi lm por t rays Che “as  a man for whom the
wo r ld had become intoler a ble and reminds us  that
though the wo r ld is s t il l  intoler a bl e , we simply cannot
stand on the summit of the present as if  we we r e
s u p e r ior to the past.”1 0

©1998 Irena Po p i a s h v i l i

1 B o r is  Groys in “ ‘With Russia on Your Back’ : A Conve r sation Between I lya
K a b a kov and Boris  Groy s ,” Pa r ke t t 3 4 , 1 9 9 2 , p. 3 6 .
2 I b i d .
3 R o b e r t Storr, “The Architect  of Emptiness,” Pa r ke t t 3 4 , 1 9 9 2 , p. 4 3 .
4 I lya Kabakov in “ ‘With Russia on Your Back’ ,” p. 3 7 .
5 I b i d .
6 S t o r r, I b i d .

B a l k a n s . The instal lat ion includes photographs rol led up
in glass  jar s . These specially treated photos seem par-
t i a l ly consumed by fi re and stained by bl o o d . Some jar s
contain soi l , the moisture of which results in accumu-
lated condensation. The photos were taken by the
a r t is t's fr iends and fami ly st i l l  l iv ing in fo rm e r
Yu g o s l av i a . N i kol ich sent them disposable cameras and
a s ked them to document their day - t o - d ay real it ies . T h e
fi lm was then returned to him undeve l o p e d . C h r i s t i n e
Temin of The Boston Globe found affini t ies betwe e n
N i kolich's wo r k and Chr ist ian Boltanski 's insta llat ions
of yearbook photos of Jewish teenager s who later per-
ished in the Holocaust.7

N o ra F isch is  an A rgentine ar t ist who d ivides her t ime
b e t ween New Yo r k and Buenos A i r e s . Her latest ser i e s
of wo r ks (computer manipulated images digitally pr i n t-
ed on fabr ic) evo l ves from images of ear ly per fo rm a n c e
and conceptual  ar t at the end of the 1960's and 70's in
N o r th A m e r i c a , as reproduced in magazines and ar t
h i s t o r y books. T h e
audience seen in these
images is the focus of
the wo rk presented in
the gal ler y. From her
p e r s p e c t i ve as a New
Yo rk ar t i s t , the wo r k
suggests  a nostalgia
for the spir i t of those
t i m e s . The images
scanned and laye r e d
into vivid optical pat-
t e rns evo ke reve r e n c e
and idea lization. F i s c h
claims that the wo r k
r e fe r s to the images
that she encountered
while s t il l  l iv ing in
A rgentina in the 80’s .
At the time , t h e s e
g r a i ny black and white
pictures carr ied a
symbolic weight as sites of unbr idled creativity and
f r e e d o m . F isch compares the impact of these images to
the popular i ty of A m e r ican blue jeans in Eastern
Europe before the fal l of the Ber l in Wa l l : they function
as conve yo r s of fantasy.

Ana T i s c o rn ia  is  a Uru g u ayan ar t ist l iv ing in New Yo r k
since 1991. Her th ir teen por t rai ts t i t led Trece Ret ra t o s
al lude to the topic of the “ d e s a p a r e c i d o s ” ( p e o p l e
missing dur ing Uru g u ay ’s mil i tar y era ) .8 Pictures of
a n o nymous people are placed under semi-t ra n s l u c e n t

text and not
from the image .
On a por t ra it of
a woman the text
r e a d s , “ b o m b e d
o u t .” B o t h
Schwab and
Ts ibakh use the ir
n a t i ve languages
as visual co-ele-
ments with in
their wo r k .
When the text is
i n c o m p r e h e n s i bl e
our percept ion is
p a r t i c u l a r ly
d rawn to the
i m a g e . In E r i n n e r n
h i s t o r y has  been
w r i tten on the
p h o t o g ra p h s .

O l i ver Niko l i c h , also debuting in New Yo r k , w a s
b o rn in the fo rmer Yu g o s l avia and came to the
United States in
1989 at the age
of nineteen.
N i kolich's instal -
l a t i o n , P r e s e r v i n g
What I s Mine ,
was  par t of the
“ Trave l i n g
S c h o l a r s ” e x h i b i -
t ion at the
Foster Gal ler y of
the Boston
Museum of F ine
A r ts in the win-
ter of 1998. T h e
a r t is t dow n -
s i zed the scale
of the instal la-
t ion to adapt to
the specifi c
space of A p e x
A r t . P r e s e r v i n g
What I s Mine
r e fe r s to the
recent chaos,
despair and mu r-
der in the

Ana Tiscornia Trece Retratos (13 Portraits) (detail) 1996
125” x 11” silkscreen, tracing paper, frosted plastic

Michael Schwab from the series Erinnern
1994  19.5” x 23.5” b/w photograph

Leandro Katz Joaquin’s Column 1998  dimensions 
variable  installation of digitized and plotted b/w 
photographs laserprinted on cardboard

Sonia Balassanian Haghbat 1997  color video stills  20 min.

Nora Fisch Nervous, Euphoric Audience (At Dine’s
Car Crash, 1960) 1996  21” x 21” digital print on
fabric


