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television, awaiting calamity. The warning sign on
the screen, above the subtitles, reads ‘General Alert,
Zagreb’. The footage was recorded as missiles were
being launched on Zagreb during the war of 1991–
95. Reality somehow seems less real than the perfect
emotions of the life on the screen, at each moment
threatening to command the viewer’s attention more
fully than the succinct and dry statement of emer-
gency struggling to compete with the Croatian subti-
tles of the soap.
Op[cacute]a opasnost (sapunica) (General Alert [Soap Opera]), 1995, video, 5 minutes, video still, courtesy Sanja Ivekovi[cacute]Pitting her own life against the lives of others
encountered via the mass media is one of Ivekovi [cacute]’s
specialities. Her depiction of women’s experience
has a strong self-mythologising current. Distributed
in such a way as to become our loyal companion
throughout the Van Abbemuseum installation, her
recourse to photographic self-representation, spliced
into a narrative in parallel to newspaper and maga-
zine clippings of other women, suggests that the
author feels compelled to seek out and to solicit our

approval. The curating thus cleverly highlights a
narcissistic dynamic, whereby identity is always
already mediated through the gaze of an imagined
observer. The photographic series Tragedy of a
Venus (1975), for example, stages the author’s self-
identification with Marilyn Monroe, juxtaposing
similar images of the two at various moments in
their lives with captions such as ‘Misunderstanding
from the first day of marriage…’. Ivekovi [cacute] is a
mistress of simple captions. The minimal master-
piece of the show was, for me, a series of simple line
drawings of a girl standing looking expectantly at a
frog sitting on a stone. The creature is a different
colour each time, but otherwise identical. The title is
Alice Waiting for Revolution (1982). But was this
revolution delivered in 1989?

The bipartite structure of the show is explained
by Hlavajova as a way to help us ‘to chart a shift,
however subtle, inside Ivekovi [cacute]’s work’, marking
‘different ways in which the political is established’
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Op [cacute]a opasnost (sapunica) (General Alert [Soap Opera]), 1995, video, 5 minutes, video still, courtesy Sanja Ivekovi [cacute]ć ć
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in her practice. Although, pre-1989, Ivekovi [cacute] was
clearly involved in a highly critical practice that
tackled issues such as ‘the politics of representation
of femininity in the mass media’, democracy opened
up ‘new channels for the production and distribu-
tion of critical practice’, making it possible, Hlava-
jova states, for Ivekovi [cacute] to ‘absorb new activist and
collaborative tactics into the inborn criticality of her
practice’, or, as the artist herself put it, ‘not just to
illustrate the political thesis, thus making it clear to
those who already know it, but to include art into
the political praxis, form new ideas and spread them
into society’.1 In reality, this shift seems less coher-
ently marked in Ivekovi [cacute]’s work than these explana-
tions suggest. But the split between pre- and post-
1989 is more than a timely curatorial strategy. It
reflects the urgent need for artists, art historians and
audiences to reflect more seriously on the events of
1989–1991, and to think more deeply about their
implications for the possibilities of politicised artistic
practice in general.

One might argue that Ivekovi [cacute]’s working
concerns appear to change relatively little as a result
of the regime change. Tito had long been the bedfel-
low of capitalist-style consumer production, as

witnessed in much of Ivekovi [cacute]’s work with maga-
zines and advertisements from the Socialist period.
In some respects, the Yugoslav experience of late
Socialism was uniquely suited to provide Ivekovi [cacute]

with a rigorous training for life as a politicised artist
in the media-saturated realities of market capitalism
post-1989. The strategies of experimental montage
explored in video-collages such as Sweet Violence
(1974) enable Ivekovi [cacute] to hit the mark with a well-
rehearsed twist in pieces such as Figure and Ground
(2005–2006) in which she pairs documentary images
of female snipers taken from Newsweek with a
September 2001 fashion shoot from The Face maga-
zine, in which models sport brightly coloured
leggings and 1980s eye shadow, with bloodstains,
the odd hand grenade and glitzy ammunition belts
slung in to accessorise. The juxtaposition is utterly
compelling.

Perhaps surprisingly, the translation of Ivek-
ovi [cacute]’s concern with the representation of women
into a post-1989 context seems to have been less
conceptually yielding than its translation into the
post-9/11 context. The video Practice Makes a
Master (1982) makes the point most clearly, when
she re-enacts it for installation at BAK (Hlavajova
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ć

Übung Macht den Meister (Practice Makes a Master), 1982, performance recorded on video, 20 minutes, Künstlerhaus
Bethanien, Berlin, video still, courtesy Sanja Ivekovi [cacute]ć
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is keenly aware that the split is far less clean than
the division into two sites would imply). A woman
in a black evening dress stands rather stiffly on the
stage hooded with a white plastic bag before the
camera. Suddenly her body jolts and she collapses
to the ground. Some time passes. She lies immobile.
Then, she gets up and stands on the stage again.
Her body jolts and she collapses again, this time
falling down with her legs apart. As the intention-
ally clumsy translation from the Dutch suggests,
this is a deliberately gendered take on the belief
that ‘practice makes perfect’. Installed opposite The
Face’s terrorist fashion shoot, however, the
violence is redirected in a complex way that
reminds us at the same time of the traumatic
images of torture, at Abu Ghraib, as well as of the
endemic violence against women perpetuated by
the terrorists with whom our supposedly demo-
cratic societies are at war.
Übung Macht den Meister  (Practice Makes a Master), 1982, performance recorded on video, 20 minutes, Künstlerhaus Bethanien, Berlin, video still, courtesy Sanja Ivekovi[cacute]Sanja Ivekovi [cacute]’s exhibition reminds us that the
representation of women’s rights remains a matter
of urgency, but it does so with keen and resilient

humour. Her women fall, and then pick themselves
up, only to fall again, and get up again. If activist
practices are always to some extent doomed to fail-
ure, then it seems that with each decade feminist
artists have been learning to fail better. Rather than
waiting to be swept off her feet by the frog prince of
revolution, Ivekovi [cacute] practises becoming a master,
condemned to do so until the place of mistresses in
art is equal to that of masters.

Sanja Ivekovi [cacute], ‘Urgent Matters’, 18 April–2 August
2009, Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven, and BAK (basis
voor actuele kunst), Utrecht, curated by Maria Hlavajova
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1. Maria Hlavajova, ‘Sanja Ivekovi [cacute]: Urgent Matters. In Short: 
Thoughts Behind the Exhibition’, in Sanja Ivekovi [cacute]. Urgent 
Matters, exhibition catalogue, Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven, 
BAK (basis voor actuele kunst), Utrecht, 2009, p 12

© 2009 Klara Kemp-Welch

ć

ć

ć

ć
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