Vladimir Vidmar

Almost America:
Travelling Visual Art
Exhibitions from the USA
at the Museum of Modern
Art in Ljubljana Between
1953 and 1979




The initial starting point for reflecting on the exceptionally rich corpus
of American art exhibitions presented in socialist Yugoslavia from the
early 1950s until the end of the 1970s are the two countries themselves,
explicitly interested in cultural exchange, which recognised cultural
diplomacy as a crucial mechanism of foreign policy manoeuvring.
Leaning on the local iteration of high modernism - a cultural move-
ment that the capitalist world, in the ideological game of the Cold
War, promoted as a herald of freedom, progress and the future -
Yugoslavia sought to present itself in its relations with the US in pre-
cisely that light. Thus, it hoped to shape and maintain its specific
“third way” position in the precarious geopolitical juggling between
the two ideologically opposing camps. The US, on the other hand,
accepted this game and used it to its own advantage. By exporting
their cultural goods, they consciously and deftly implanted their cul-
tural phenomena, including their value system, into other countries
— the fundamentally non-capitalist Yugoslav society notwithstanding!
Here the Yugoslav art system proved a very receptive ally, as it faith-
fully adhered to the value categories of the Western art system. The
new socialist state failed to decisively articulate and implement its
own specific model of cultural production, so the Yugoslav visual art
scene — after a brief period of more direct influence of Soviet cultural
models? — continued its orientation towards the Western models that
it had opted for in its previous state formations.

Exhibitions of American art, which were a regular feature of the
Yugoslav cultural offer since the early 1950s, played an important role

1 The procedures of the American foreign cultural policy were gradually revealed already
during the Cold War while in-depth, comprehensive and individual studies of the
phenomenon have been gaining visibility from the late 1990s onwards, for example,
Frances Stonor Saunders, The Cultural Cold War: The CIA and the World of Arts and
Letters, The New Press, New York, 2000. The interest in the topic has not waned and
has expanded beyond narrow academic circles. For example, in 2023, Amei Wallach’s
film Taking Venice addressed the role of American cultural policy in awarding the
1964 Venice Biennale Grand Prize to Robert Rauschenberg. This is significant in the
light of this study, because the same artist won the award at the Ljubljana Biennale
of Graphic Arts a year earlier. For the first comprehensive study about Yugoslavia’s
response to the US Cold War cultural policy and the “Americanisation” in the field
of culture, see Radina Vuceti¢, Koka-kola socijalizam: Amerikanizacija jugoslovenske
popularne kulture sezdesetih godina XX veka, Sluzbeni glasnik, Belgrade, 2012.

2 To understand this brief era in Slovenia, see the chapter by Katarina Mohar, “Exchange
of Fine Art Exhibitions Between the Socialist Republic of Slovenia and the Soviet
Union” in this book, pp. 28-66. For a general overview of the Yugoslav shift from the
Soviet cultural model to the cultural policy that enabled the intensive connections
between the Yugoslav and US cultural sectors discussed in this chapter, see Ljiljana
Kolesnik, “Cultural Models and Cultural Policies in Socialist Yugoslavia”, in: Sanja
Horvatinéi¢ and Beti Zerovc (eds.), Shaping Revolutionary Memory: The Production
of Monuments in Socialist Yugoslavia, Igor Zabel Association for Culture and Theory
and Archive Books, Ljubljana and Berlin, 2023, pp. 59-90. For an overview of visual
art production and events that critically includes the Americanisation and American
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in this process.® The dissemination of American artistic models through
organised exhibition tours was a part of the broader protocol of Cold
War “soft power” strategies.* It relied on the strategies used to expand
American political influence, including the systematic and planned
export of cultural content from both high culture and mass culture.®
A key role was played by the US diplomatic network, particularly the
government propaganda agency of the US government, the United
States Information Service (USIS), which operated through an exten-
sive network of branches affiliated with US embassies around the
world. The USIS represented the propaganda extension of the US
diplomatic network and through its four departments - informative
programmes, cultural content, media and film - consistently promo-
ted the key ideological aspects of the American way of life. The USIS
activities were very well-developed, expansive and well-financed.

influence in Slovenia and Croatia, and wider, see Jure Mikuz, Slovensko moderno
slikarstvo in zahodna umetnost: Od preloma s socialisti¢nim realizmom do koncept-
ualizma, Moderna galerija, Ljubljana, 1995; Socijalizam i modernost: Umjetnost,
kultura, politika 1950.-1974., Ljiljana Kole$nik (ed.), Muzej suvremene umjetnosti
and Institut za povijest umjetnosti, Zagreb, 2012.

3 In addition to the studies about individual exhibitions, Stefana Djokic was the one
who most comprehensively studied the phenomenon of the American-Yugoslav
visual art exchange, particularly in Stefana Djokic, “Art and Politics: The Role of Art
in US-Yugoslav Relations During the Cold War (1948-1970)” (doctoral dissertation),
The University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh, 2022. Two people in Slovenia studied this
exchange in more detail: Gregor Drazil with “MenedZer da sem? Sem.”: Zoran Krzisnik
in zaletki prodiranja slovenske moderne umetnosti na zahodno likovno prizorisce,
Mednarodni grafi¢ni likovni center, Ljubljana, 2020; Nadja Zgonik, “Jugoslovanska
socialisticna umetnost na ameriskem trgu: Primer prodajne galerije Adria Art v New
Yorku 1967-1968% Casopis za kritiko znanosti, domisljijo in novo antropologijo, vol. 49,
no. 283, 2021, pp. 30—43. See also lecture: Asta Vrecko, “Razstavljanje likovne
umetnosti ZDA na Slovenskem v 60. letih”, igorzabel.org, 22.4.2022, URL: https:/
www.youtube.com/watch?v=IvOsRhCM3-Q (accessed 30.6.2025).

4 For the concept of “soft power”, see Joseph S. Nye, Bound to Lead: The Changing
Nature of American Power, Basic Books, New York, 1990.
5 In their cultural policy, the US employed the exhibition format across a broad spec-

trum, ranging from exhibiting hermetic high art to glittery American consumerism,
including entire supermarkets, for example, as a part of the large trade fair exhibi-
tions. For this reason, these seemingly diverse manifestations should be read in
relation to one another. At the Zagreb Fair in 1967, the Americans exhibited a super-
market, and then transferred it to Belgrade as a functioning supermarket. Radina
Vuceti¢, “Potrosacko drustvo po americkom modelu (jedan pogled na jugoslavensku
svakodnevicu Sezdesetih)”, (':‘osopis za suvremenu povijest, vol. 44, no. 2, 2012, pp.
291-292 and throughout. Several similar projects also arrived in Slovenia; due to
their proximity to design and visual culture, it is worth mentioning the exhibitions
that took place at the Ljubljana Exhibition and Convention Centre: The Art of Design
in the USA (Umetnost oblikovanja v ZDA) in 1959 and Advertising in the USA (Oglase-
vanje v ZDA) in 1960, the latter of which also travelled to the Maribor Art Gallery.
Bogdan Pogacnik, “Umetnost industrijskega oblikovanja”, Delo, vol. 1, no. 152, 2101959,
p. 5. Informator, Drustvo likovnih umetnikov uporabne umetnosti Slovenije
(DLUUUS), 1961, p. 11.
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They included expanding the impact of American artistic production,
often through preparing travelling exhibitions that presented the most
current, “modern”, and up-to-date visual art production.®

These mechanisms are of key importance to the present chapter,
as they merge the aggressive cultural imperialism of the United States
on the one hand, and, on the other, the receptiveness of the Yugoslav
cultural scene to the products of the capitalist art system and the
implementation of its influence, both on the levels of the immediate
cultural production and of structural and ideological dimensions. The
US recognised modern art as a potential Trojan horse for unloading
the ideological cargo into Yugoslavia through seemingly neutral content.
At the same time, the local art scene perceived Western influences
as the only relevant criterion and persistently tried to shape the local
art system according to the Western model.”

The art exhibition thus represented a very direct input of the
integral, “rounded” cultural product into foreign environments, in our
case, a country with a different ideological orientation. In practice, this
meant that the exhibition, in terms of concept, content and participa-
ting artists, was prepared in the United States. That regularly involved
the most eminent American institutions and cultural workers, curators
and other art professionals. Contextualisation was usually provided in
the form of accompanying essays, brochures and catalogues; it often
also included lectures by American experts and screenings of educa-
tional films related to the exhibition. Such an “exhibition package” was
then sent to the “consumers” abroad, to the interested, ideologically
more or less distant countries or their cultural institutions.®

6 Nicholas J. Cull, The Cold War and the United States Information Agency: American
Propaganda and Public Diplomacy, 1945-1989, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge,
2008; Public Diplomacy: Looking Back, Looking Forward — A Commemoration, The
United States Information Agency, Washington, DC, 1999.

7 Beti Zerovc, “Can the High Modernism of Yugoslav Monuments Be Viewed as a Trojan
Horse of Capitalism in Socialism?”, in: Sanja Horvatin&i¢ and Beti Zerovc (eds.),
Shaping Revolutionary Memory: The Production of Monuments in Socialist Yugoslavia,
Igor Zabel Association for Culture and Theory and Archive Books, Ljubljana and Berlin,
2023, pp. 375-397. Zerovc emphasises that the purpose of this policy and the ideo-
logical matrix supporting it was not only to export its ideology but also, at the same
time, to discredit any type of anti-capitalist, collectivist systems and thinking: these
were, on the one hand, painted as limiting to freedom and, on the other, as inhibiting
serious creations. In this context, modernist abstract art was seen as some sort of
litmus test, able to gauge the level of democracy and freedom in a particular state.
Zerovc succinctly sums up this ideological matrix that not only spreads specific ide-
ology and destroys the “opponent” but also prevents their inclusion and success in
the desired, seemingly universal Western artistic canon. See Barbara Smajila, “Intervju
z Beti Zerovc: Futuristiéni spomeniki Jugoslavije - trojanski konj kapitalizma?”,
nlinfo.si, 16.2.2025, URL: https:/nlinfo.si/novice/slovenija/futuristicni-spomeniki-
jugoslavije-trojanski-konj-kapitalizma (accessed 30.6.2025).

8 A broad palette of different agencies that worked under the auspices of the CIA,
the legal and illegal modes of influence and their targets are defined in the
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The itinerary of these exhibitions was often not fixed in advance.
Most often, their touring schedule adapted to the situation in the field,
making the most of politically favourable moments, possibilities that
opened on the go and the responsiveness of the targeted institutions.
In this way, many of them also arrived in Yugoslavia.® Ljubljana was
often the entry point and the first stop on the Yugoslav part of the
tour for exhibitions of graphic art, which are discussed in the first
chapter. The exhibitions of paintings, tackled in the second chapter,
mostly arrived via Belgrade or Zagreb and are of later date. They were
more clearly defined in terms of style and offered the Yugoslav audi-
ence, among other things, insight into Abstract Expressionism and
Pop Art, the two phenomena, which, with their ideological and refe-
rential framework rooted in individualism and consumerism, were
seen as essentially contradictory to the values of a socialist society.
A similar ideological dissonance applies to the exhibitions presented
in Chapter Three, which expands the focus to include exhibitions of
applied arts. With these, the question of a direct clash between capi-
talist imaginary and socialist values becomes even sharper.

aforementioned book by Frances Stonor Saunders. She meticulously follows how the
proponents of intellectual freedom were co-opted into the international network
of the ideological collaborators of the US administration and its anti-communist
agenda. Saunders, 2000 (see no. 1), pp. 5-115. The collection of essays Parapolitics:
Cultural Freedom and the Cold War records the different parapolitical activities
and projects of the Congress for Cultural Freedom (CCF). Besides the format of an
exhibition, which is the focus of this chapter, the CCF engaged in various activities
to support different formats of launching and disseminating desired ideological
patterns, such as magazines, conferences, contemporary music and theatre produc-
tions, etc. In this way, the CCF systematically and methodically created ideological
fronts and operated according to worldviews that fit its agendas. See “A Chronological
List of Activities of the CCF and IACF”, in: Anselm Franke et al. (eds.), Parapolitics:
Cultural Freedom and the Cold War, Haus der Kulturen der Welt and Sternberg
Press, Berlin, 2021, pp. 22-25; Antonia Majaca, “Odysseus of the Nimble Wits: The
Spirits of Totalitarianism and the Cultural Cold War’s Entscheidungsproblem”, in:
Anselm Franke et al. (eds.), Parapolitics: Cultural Freedom and the Cold War, Haus
der Kulturen der Welt and Sternberg Press, Berlin, 2021, pp. 123-149.

9 This is how the very first and most illustrious exhibition of American art of the 20th
century came to Yugoslavia, but it didn’t make it all the way to Ljubljana. Ljiljana
Kolesnik writes that: “The exhibition Modern Art in the U.S.A. — a smaller-scope
version of the exhibition 50 Years of Art in the United States of America: Collections
of the Museum of Modern Art in New York (50 ans d’art aux Etats-Unis: Collections du
Museum of Modern Art de New York) which was mounted in Paris in 1955, was sche-
duled to finish its European tour in Vienna in 1956, after stops in Zurich, Barcelona,
Frankfurt, London and The Hague. The organiser’s rather sudden decision to extend
the tour to Belgrade in July and August of that year should, in my view, be seen as
part of the effort to strengthen the American presence in Yugoslavia, following the
re-establishment of Yugoslav-Soviet relations a year earlier, which were further
strengthened by Tito’s visit to Moscow in June 1956.” Kole$nik, 2023 (see no. 2),

p. 75. About the exhibition, also see footnote 76; about the relationships between
the diplomatic manoeuvres and travelling exhibitions see footnote 132.

144



Using the sample of representative group exhibitions created
within the broad and multifaceted project of spreading American
cultural and political influence, the text examines the openness of
Slovenian institutions and individuals to exhibitions of American art.
These exhibitions provided an opportunity to not only learn about the
most recent and progressive artistic phenomena of the time and to
engage with them on the artistic level but also to become acquainted
with how they were established, exhibited and institutionalised.®
Despite the frequent ideological and general discrepancy between
the phenomena of American art and art system and the premises of
the socialist Yugoslav state, the state did not suppress their influence
— at least not directly. On the contrary, it often tried to use them to
show its openness and modernity, both outwardly and inwardly. We
would nevertheless be hard pressed to claim that the Yugoslav state
and the visual art scene were uncritical of American artistic influences
— the responses from the critical public as well as public officials
clearly testify they understood the discrepancies — but they most
certainly underestimated the efficiency of the ideological apparatus
into which the imported phenomena were embedded. In that respect
the influence of the prominent protagonists in the Yugoslav art system
would prove decisive, as they were engaged in ongoing dialogue with
the state’s decision-making structures that trusted them, but also
constantly searched for footholds within the capitalist art system?
The visiting US exhibitions were thus an excellent opportunity for them
to build and deepen ties with the US art clique and to align the Yugo-
slav scene as closely as possible with the premises of the Western
art system, that is, the American art system, which had become its
post-war core. In that respect they were quite successful throughout

10 Mimicking Americans went so far that even the key museum for modern art in the
country, the Museum of Contemporary Art in Belgrade, was designed and built under
a strong US influence. Its director, Miodrag B. Proti¢, in particular, developed the
1958-designed museum that opened in 1965 in consultation with the then director
of the MoMA, René d’Harnoncourt, and its previous director, Alfred H. Barr. Proti¢
spent several months conceiving the museum in New York. See Zoran Eri¢, 50 umet-
nika iz zbirki Muzeja savremene umetnosti: Jugoslovenska umetnost 1957-1989 / 50
Artists of the Collection of the Museum of Contemporary Art: Yugoslav Art from 1951
to 71989, Muzej savremene umetnosti, Belgrade, 2016, p. 31.

1 Vuceti¢, 2012 (see no. 1), pp. 6-15. Nadja Zgonik describes how creating the “image”
of the country at the same time leaned on ideological concepts of social justice
stemming from Marxism, and standard social welfare which had its personification
par excellence in the lifestyle that was embodied by the USA. Zgonik, 2021 (see no. 3),
pp. 32-33.

12 Beti Zerovc, “The Development of Public Monuments and Monuments to the Fallen
on the Territory of Yugoslavia from the Late 19th Century to 1941” in: Sanja Horvatinci¢
and Beti Zerovc (eds.), Shaping Revolutionary Memory: The Production of Monuments
in Socialist Yugoslavia, Igor Zabel Association for Culture and Theory and Archive
Books, Ljubljana and Berlin, 2023, pp. 52-57.
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the studied period; the entire Yugoslav visual art scene accepted
American influences with sustained interest, the state permitted
their consolidation within the broader cultural landscape and even
provided some support for it, often at the expense of its own ide-
ological message™®

The American group exhibitions that reached Slovenia, which are
discussed in this chapter, have not yet been the subject of focused and
systematic research. Although at least some of them visited several
locations in Slovenia, the text will predominantly focus on their stops
at the Museum of Modern Art in Ljubljana, and mention the rest of
their documented Slovenian stops as needed. It is worth mentioning
that the quantity of the American group exhibitions during the social-
ist period was so great that in Ljubljana alone, we can find venues
that more or less regularly showcased contemporary American visual
(or other) art production. For example, by 1979, the City Art Gallery
(est. 1962) had shown American Watercolours (Ameriski akvarel;
courtesy of the Museum of Modern Art in New York — MoMA) in 1964,
Visual Arts Education in the USA (Likovno izobraZevanje v ZDA) in 1965,
American Psychedelic Poster (Ameriski psihadeli¢ni plakat) in 1970,
Contemporary American Graphic Art (Sodobna ameriska grafika) in
1972 and the Selection of New American Graphic Design (Izbor novej-
sega ameriskega grafi¢nega oblikovanja) in 1976.* We must not forget
that there were also exhibitions by individual artists that are not the
subject of our research - in addition to the solo exhibitions by the
winners of the Grand Prix of the graphic biennials at the subsequent
biennials (regularly since 1959), and these were Americans several
times. For example, the 1963 winner, Robert Rauschenberg, even had
two exhibitions in 1965 in Ljubljana: one as the Grand Prix winner from
the previous biennial at the Museum of Modern Art in Ljubljana, and
another one at the City Art Gallery, where an exhibition package of
Rauschenberg’s illustrations on the topic of Dante’s Inferno, which
came from the MoMA, was exhibited.®

13 Vuceti¢, 2012 (see no. 1), pp. 6, 10, 14. Vuceti¢ hints that the authorities consciously
tolerated several phenomena of “Americanisation” as visible signs of the desired
standard of living. She also draws attention to them because the emergence of
Americanisation successfully crossed the borders of the federal republics (and the
emerging ethnic antagonisms), and was, in a way, a unifying moment. Ibid., pp. 10, 14.

14 See “Razstave 1962-2012% in: Mateja Podlesnik (ed.), Razstava: 50 let Mestne galerije
v Ljubljani, Muzej in galerije mesta Ljubljane, Ljubljana, 2013, pp. 83, 85, 89, 93.

15 Ibid., p. 85.
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1. Ljubljana as the World Capital of Graphic Arts:
Exhibitions of American Graphic Arts in the 1950s and 1960s

1.1 International Biennial of Contemporary Color Lithography
in Cincinnati — The First Point in the Exhibition Exchange
The first group of exhibitions of US art in Slovenia were the exhibitions
of graphic arts. Graphic art was the first and, for a long time, the most
dominant medium through which Americans were introduced to the
Slovenian visual art audience. The story of the American graphic arts
exhibitions is largely parallel to the story of the Ljubljana Biennale of
Graphic Arts and the life project of the curator and art historian Zoran
Krzisnik: the establishment of Ljubljana as the international centre of
graphic arts. The text thus follows the exhibitions of American graphic
arts parallel to the presence of the American artists at the Ljubljana
Biennale of Graphic Arts, particularly in the 1950s and the 1960s. We
will focus on travelling American exhibitions that reached Ljubljana
through a combination of networks, those of the US propaganda ma-
chine and the professional networks of the Slovenian and American
protagonists of the art system, particularly the already mentioned
director of the Museum of Modern Art in Ljubljana and the Ljubljana
Biennale of Graphic Arts, Zoran Krzisnik®

This segment will look at the first two exhibitions in this series.
Linked to the establishment of a long-term collaboration between
Krzisnik and the Museum of Modern Art in Ljubljana with the Cincinnati
Art Museum, they were a part of a broader, reciprocal exhibition
exchange between Ljubljana and the USAY The Museum of Modern

16 The key person behind the exhibition exchange between Yugoslavia and the USA in
the 1950s was the then curator of the Cincinnati Art Museum Gustave Von Groschwitz
(1906-1991). Von Groschwitz completed his studies in art history on the topic of
the development of colour lithography in the 19th century, and remained attached
to the graphic medium throughout his career. In the 1930s, he led the graphics art
division at the Federal Art Project in New York and, before arriving in Cincinnati, he
was curator of prints at Wesleyan University. He also organised big international
exhibitions, such as the Carnegie International, when he moved on to his next role
as the director of Pittsburgh Museum of Art. “Von Groschwitz, Gustave”, aspace.lib.
uiowa.edu, URL: https://aspace.lib.uiowa.edu/agents/people/257 (accessed 9.7.2025).
Even a cursory look at Von Groschwitz’s biography shows his experience with large
projects of the US government, which can at least hypothetically be read in relation
to his engagement in American-Yugoslav exhibition exchanges.

17 According to Von Groschwitz, his impromptu visit to Ljubljana in 1955 and the deep
impression that the first edition of the Ljubljana Biennale of Graphic Arts left on him
triggered the later intense exchange between the institution that he led with the
Ljubljana Biennale of Graphic Arts and the Yugoslav visual art scene (Gustave Von
Groschwitz, “Uvod”, Ameriska sodobna barvna litografija: Izbor iz Ill. Biennale v
Cincinnatiju U.S.A. (exhibition catalogue), Moderna galerija, Ljubljana, 1956, pp. 7-8).
We explore Von Groschwitz’s participation in the Biennale juries in footnote 67, while
the chapter “Reverse Views: Yugoslavs in the USA” (pp. 177-182) touches upon his
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Art in Ljubljana maintains an extensive archive of the circumstances
surrounding the conception of the mentioned exhibitions, which
includes a variety of materials. This demonstrates systematic efforts
on the part of both the sender and the recipient to bring exhibitions
to Yugoslavia, presenting them in various towns and venues, thereby
popularising the graphic art medium and expanding its influence®
The interests of the American side and Krzisnik aligned fully on this
point, supported by a very similar line of reasoning: graphic art is a
flexible medium and an excellent intermediary between painting and
the general public; graphic prints are financially accessible and eco-
nomical, easily distributed and circulated; graphic art, with its com-
mercial orientation, efficiently spreads the modernist expression;
and, finally, graphic art is a medium with great potential for artistic
experiments.® All this was directly and without reservation stated also
by the Cincinnati Art Museum in their press releases when opening
the Second International Biennial of Contemporary Color Lithography
in 1952, a selection from which then circulated as a travelling exhibi-
tion and reached Ljubljana.?®

A travelling exhibition titled /nternational Exhibition of Color
Lithography (Mednarodna razstava barvne litografije) was thus hosted
in the most eminent halls of the Museum of Modern Art in Ljubljana
between 20 July and 9 August 1953.%" Although the selection of artists
was international, we’re including it at the beginning of the overview
of American exhibition projects in Slovenia, as it was not only the first
in the series of presentations of the Cincinnati biennial in the country
but also one of the first contacts of the post-war Ljubljana audience
with contemporary American art. What is more, there were many
American artists among the exhibitors and, with the next “edition” of
the travelling selection from the Cincinnati biennial, this collaboration
became a presentation of (just) US graphic arts production. Another
important figure to reinforce the ties with Cincinnati, besides Zoran
Krzisnik,??2 was the painter and graphic artist Riko Debenjak, whose

introduction of Yugoslav graphic arts to the American audience in the 1950s. For a
detailed study of that see Jennifer Noonan, “A Two-Way Street: International Print-
making Exchanges Between Yugoslavia and The United States at the Ljubljana
Biennale of Graphic Arts and Beyond, 1950-1990”, in: Nevenka Sivavec and Gregor
Drazil (eds.), 70 let Graficnega bienala Ljubljana: Zbornik / 70 Years of the Ljubljana
Biennale of Graphic Arts: A Reader, Mednarodni grafi¢ni in likovni center, Ljubljana,
2025, pp. 271-309.

18 See footnote 26.

19 Folder Mednarodna razstava barvne litografije, Subfolder Razlicna korespondenca,
“Porocilo Cincinnati art museum”, Dokumentacija-arhiv, arhiv, MG+MSUM.

20 Ibid.

21 Mednarodna razstava barvne litografije (exhibition catalogue), Moderna galerija,
Ljubljana, 1953.
22 The preserved correspondence shows that the ties between Krzi$nik and the museum

in Cincinnati go back to at least 1951, because Krzi$nik, as the director of the Museum
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works were selected for three editions of the biennial in Cincinnati.®®
His prints were also part of the travelling selection from the second
Cincinnati biennial and the Cincinnati Art Museum bought some of
his exhibited works for its collection. The Museum of Modern Art in
Ljubljana archive keeps a telling letter from 1952 in which the curator
Gustave Von Groschwitz, in addition to listing the technical details
regarding the purchase of Debenjak’s work, also offered him the pos-
sibility of touring the selection from the second Cincinnati biennial in
Yugoslavia. He asked Debenjak to convey the offer to the interested
museums in the country.?* Because the tour did in fact reach Yugo-
slavia in the following year, we are justified in thinking that Debenjak
played an important role in it.?

The selection of 74 works featured in the International Exhibition
of Color Lithography exhibition toured London, Stuttgart, Frankfurt,
West Berlin, Groningen and Vienna. The exhibition’s stop in Yugoslavia
was not a part of the original plan — which, as explained in the begin-
ning, was not unusual for US travelling exhibitions as their itinerary
often changed on the go: some planned visits were cancelled and,
at the same time, new ones were arranged.?® The exhibition featured

of Modern Art in Ljubljana, was the one who organised for the works of Debenjak
and Males to be sent to the second edition of the Cincinnati biennial. The Museum
of Modern Art in Ljubljana covered the cost of shipping, and works were selected by
the council of the Drustvo upodabljajo¢ih umetnikov. Folder Mednarodna razstava
barvne litografije, subfolder Udelezba Rika Debenjaka na razstavi (razno), “Kores-
pondenca med Krzisnikom in muzejem v Cincinnatiju”, Dokumentacija-arhiv, arhiv,
MG+MSUM.

23 Besides Debenjak, the other artist who participated in the second biennial in 1952
was Miha Males$ (Folder Mednarodna razstava barvne litografije, Subfolder Udelezba
Rika Debenjaka na razstavi (razno), “Priloga k izvoznemu dovoljenju, no1, /2072/51”
and “Seznam litografij”, Dokumentacija-arhiv, arhiv, MG+MSUM). The works by Debenjak
and Male$ were exhibited at the Cincinnati biennials also in 1954 and 1956. L. A.,
“Ameriska sodobna barvna litografija”, Slovenski porocevalec, vol. 17, no. 86, 11.41956,
p. 5. Following the catalogue, Jennifer Noonan also lists France Miheli¢ as one of the
ten Yugoslav artists exhibiting at the 1954 biennial. Noonan, 2025 (see no. 17), p. 278.

24 Folder Mednarodna razstava barvne litografije, Subfolder Udelezba Rika Debenjaka
na razstavi (razno), “Pismo von Groschwitza Riku Debenjaku, 6.61952”, Dokumenta-
cija-arhiv, arhiv, MG+MSUM.

25 This is confirmed in Debenjak’s response to Von Groschwitz, kept in the archive of
the Cincinnati Art Museum, in which Debenjak informs the curator that he has con-
veyed the suggestion to the Museum of Modern Art in Ljubljana, which will pass it
on to the Ministry of Culture. Noonan, 2025 (see no. 17), p. 278.

26 It is often difficult to work out how the tours of the exhibitions were actually realised
at that time. For the exhibition in question, its announced presentation in Zurich
was most likely cancelled. It came to us from the Frankfurter Kunstverein, and the
Museum of Modern Art in Ljubljana only had to pay for the customs costs and loan,
as well as loading and transport to Groningen, the next stop on the tour. They tried
to organise further presentation in Yugoslavia from Ljubljana. The Croatian Visual
Artists’ Association (ULUH) in Zagreb and Serbian Visual Artists’ Association (ULUS)
in Belgrade offered to host it, but the plans didn’t materialise, because their venues
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artists from 18 countries, with Americans and Europeans being the
most numerous. There was a significant segment of established
“masters” among them, including Arp, Léger, Masson, Picasso,
de Staél, Villon, Marini, Dix, Mird, Moore and Ernst (figs. 38-39).%

Even a cursory glance at the reproductions in the catalogue
reveals that several modernist movements were represented in the
exhibition. A reader might get the impression that one of the curator’s
main tasks was to present how successfully the technique of colour
lithography can convey very diverse modernist artistic approaches.
The two catalogue texts confirm this impression: both the brief
address by the Cincinnati Art Museum’s director Philip R. Adams and
the curator Von Groschwitz’s remarks underline colour lithography’s
dexterity in the translation of modernist painting’s influence as one
of its greatest virtues and, because of the graphic art’s immense dis-
tribution potential, the consequent dissemination of that influence
beyond political limits.?®

Von Groschwitz did an exemplary curatorial job in the catalogue:
by invoking the greatest names, from Toulouse-Lautrec and the Post-
Impressionists, via Rouault, Vlaminck and the German Expressionists,
he established and legitimised the line of development of colour litho-
graphy until its flourishing after the Second World War, especially as
part of the Ecole de Paris. From there, he charted the influence of
colour lithography on the Anglo-American world, particularly via En-
glish artists such as Sutherland and Moore. For Von Groschwitz, the
obvious ideal was that of the “spiritual unity” of modernism around
the world but, at the same time, its iteration in a series of vernacular
local versions. As can be discerned from the text accompanying the
exhibition, the fundamental scope of the exhibition was to encourage
such development of the artistic idiom.?®

The local media covered the exhibition quite intensely, but not
particularly in depth. Among the mass of reports, announcements,
notices and reproductions, Karl Dobida’s review in Nasa sodobnost
stands out. He provides a brief account of the show along with a more
complex evaluation. Despite the presentation of “all the movements
around the world” at the exhibition, he notices the dominance of the
“most radical ones”, meaning mostly abstract art from Western Europe
and the USA.*° Despite the high quality of the presented work, he also
notices oscillations, particularly in the cases of empty artism, unlike

couldn’t make the available dates work. Folder Mednarodna razstava barvne litogra-
fije, Subfolder Razli¢na korespondenca, “Pismo ULUH-a Karlu Dobidi, 24.4.1953” and
“Telegram ULUS-a Karlu Dobidi, 27.4.1953” Dokumentacija-arhiv, arhiv, MG+MSUM.

27 Mednarodna razstava barvne litografije, 1953 (see no. 21).

28 Von Groschwitz, 1956 (see no. 17), pp. 7-8.

29 Ibid., p. 9.

30 Karel Dobida, “Tri razstave”, Nasa sodobnost, vol. 1, no. 12, 1953, p. 1150.
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Installation views from the International Exhibition of Color Lithography at the Museum of Modern
Art in Ljubljana in 1953.
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with the Yugoslav representatives, Male$ and Debenjak, who suppos-
edly surpassed the median with their technical excellence and the
quality of execution. After a brief overview of the history of the graphic
art technique, Dobida comes to the key conclusion that colour litho-
graphy has freed itself of its applicative function and developed into
a pure art so:

it becomes, in our time, an actual painting on paper, created
with distinctly graphic methods, but with greater freshness,
directedness and effect. Due to transparency, the viewer can
enjoy the shimmer of the lower layers, while the graphic ele-
ments make the colour lithography more easily readable. Its con-
stitution can also have a strong decorative impact, occasionally
with calligraphic, ornamental, gentle drawing. At times, it begins
to lose the character of the graphic print, shifting colour litho-
graphy almost to the realm of painting itself.®

Colour lithography thus carries the possibility of efficient and
quick dissemination of quality visual art production to a wider audience.
Dobida also reveals his criterion of evaluating graphic production: the
highest quality is the one that expresses national, even folkloric, traits
of the space in which it is created, but the more it moves towards
pure abstraction, the harder it is, in his opinion, to recognise the
artist’s personality. “It is ultimately up to human uniqueness, the indi-
viduality and the artistic prowess of the artist to make their work
retain its value and importance even after the charm of novelty and
revolutionary impact has worn off.”*?

The second in the series of graphic art exhibitions that presen-
ted the selection of colour lithography from the Cincinnati biennial in
the 1950s, this time from its third edition, took place at the Museum
of Modern Art in Ljubljana between 7 and 26 April 1956 under the
title Modern American Colour Lithography (Ameriska sodobna barvna
litografija).®®* Compared to the previous one, this exhibition represen-
ted a step in a more specific direction, both in terms of content and
production. Firstly, this means that the international cast of the biennial
in its travelling reiteration morphed into an exhibition of exclusively
American colour lithography, while, at the same time, the circumstan-
ces of its international circulation were more clearly formalised

31 Ibid., p. 1151.
32 Ibid., p. 1152.
33 Ameriska sodobna barvna litografija: Izbor iz Ill. Biennale v Cincinnatiju U.S.A. (exhibi-

tion catalogue), Moderna galerija, Ljubljana, 1956. The studied exhibitions occasionally
appear under different names. The one presented here is also one such case, with
the cover page of the catalogue calling it Ameriska barvna litografija [American colour
lithography] and the inner cover adding “contemporary” to the title.
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within the framework of the US propaganda and diplomacy machine.
While the 1953 exhibition arrived in Yugoslavia by way of emerging
professional contacts and occasional mediation by the American
diplomatic missions with solving organisational issues, it seems that
Modern American Colour Lithography in 1956 was completely integra-
ted within the established scheme of the cultural agenda of the US
foreign policy.?* This is clear from the fact that the USIS participated
in almost every phase of the project — from initial/provisional nego-
tiations to coordinating logistics and organisational questions, as well
as in establishing the expert, art historical — often conjointly ideological
— superstructure of the exhibition. Alongside that, there was also the
organisation of accompanying events that the USIS encouraged and
for which the US side provided materials, promotional films about the
US art institutions or experts who lectured on topics connected to the
American exhibitions. The archive sources also provide information
that, upon the opening, Corinne Spencer, “the aide to the cultural
attaché at the US consulate in Zagreb [ ... ] had a lengthy lecture about
the event.”® The correspondence with the USIS director at the US
Consulate in Zagreb, John Crockett, also reveals an offer for three
promotional films about American museums, which the Americans
offered to the Museum of Modern Art in Ljubljana as part of the
accompanying programme, and were supposed to come with some
additional lectures.*®

The exhibition Modern American Colour Lithography consisted of
77 graphic prints by 66 American artists. Among the participants, we
do find some resonant names, such as Calder or Ernst, although the
new generation of American artists prevailed — almost half were under
thirty.* In his introductory text for the Slovenian version of the cata-
logue the curator Von Groschwitz justified his selection in terms of
the “experimental spirit” of the American graphic art of the 1950s, the
fact that the United States doesn’t have a technical heritage and the
circumstance that American graphic artists often print their works

34 The preserved archive documentation of the Museum of Modern Art in Ljubljana
shows that, with this exhibition, the US diplomatic missions already served as a
unique service of “exporting” American exhibitions, as they very directly participated
in the organisation and realisation. Folder Ameriska sodobna barvna litografija,
Subfolder Korespondenca, Dokumentacija-arhiv, arhiv, MG+MSUM.

35 Folder Ameriska sodobna barvna litografija, Subfolder Korespondenca, “Pismo
Karla Dobide kulturnemu ataseju pri ameriskem konzulatu v Zagrebu, 4.51956%,
Dokumentacija-arhiv, arhiv, MG+MSUM.

36 The archival documentation shows that the films were even already translated
into Serbo-Croatian, and thus ready for propaganda purposes in Yugoslavia (Folder
Ameriska sodobna barvna litografija, Subfolder Korespondenca, “Porocilo, 9.71956,
gl 836/56” and “dopis Karlu Dobidi iz Ameriskega konzulata v Zagrebu, 4.5.1956”
Dokumentacija-arhiv, arhiv, MG+MSUM).

37 Ameriska sodobna barvna litografija, 1956 (see no. 33), pp. 7, 9-14.
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themselves, as they are dispersed throughout a vast country and
mostly don’t have access to specialised printers who operate in larger
cities. The exhibition is thus representative of “all the regions from
the east to the west”, which makes Von Groschwitz conclude: “This is
thus a typically American exhibition and its subjects are often deter-
mined by local motifs.”® The curator was said to have also followed
the outstanding flourishing of colour lithography in the United States:
while its first peak at the end of the 19th century was linked to Europe,
this second, post-1945 one was very international, but nevertheless
points to the irrefutable fact that America is already sovereignly on par
with “the best of what Europe has created in the last forty years.”3®

The contemporary responses to the exhibition in the Slovenian
press were relatively numerous, but only rarely did they contribute
more than an enthusiastic summary of the curator’s explanations on
the pioneering position of American graphic art production. Slovenski
porocevalec thus conveyed Von Groschwitz’s interpretations that the
lack of tradition in this genre in the USA encourages technical experi-
menting, new colour combinations and expressive and design possibi-
lities. The circumstance of the American graphic artists printing their
lithographs by themselves was particularly underlined, and that was
supposed to allow the “artistic perfection and individuality to come to
a more direct expression. The exhibition is thus typically American.”*
As a particular quality, they highlight the closeness of colour litho-
graphy to painting: each lithography is an original, “which, with its
colourist values at times does not lag behind oil painting at all”.*
But because it is financially accessible, they also recognised its
“artistic-educational mission among the people”*? The announcement
of the exhibition in Ljudska pravica highlighted the same aspects -
its closeness to painting and, at the same time, financial accessibility
— and recognised its great potential for “universality”. They also note
the technical deftness and experimentality as well as strong modelling
after European examples, particularly when it comes to the artists
who studied in France.®®

Considering all the aspects mentioned so far, Ljubljanski dnevnik
focused on analysing the exhibition itself. They stressed the “very wide

38 Von Groschwitz, 1956 (see no. 17), pp. 6-7.

39 Ibid. In the same breath, in the catalogue, Von Groschwitz speaks about his visit to
the Ljubljana Biennale of Graphic Arts in 1955 and his fascination with the quality of
the event, which he calls “one of the most important in the entire world”. He men-
tions fruitful meetings with local protagonists and the artistic production, as well
as the participation of Yugoslav artists at the biennial in Cincinnati. Ibid., p. 7.

40 L. A., 1956 (see no. 23), p. 5.

41 Ibid.

42 Ibid.

43 L. A., “Ameriska barvna litografija”, Ljudska pravica, vol. 22, no. 69, 22.31956, p. 6.
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base of the visual art impulses of the American lithography,” which
made a unified exhibition difficult, a claim that was illustrated by
listing stark differences between different works. Nevertheless, they
recognised abstraction or “abstractions of different types” as the
“general formal tone of the exhibition”.** They found the explanation
in the fact that the American artists focused predominantly on solv-
ing technical problems, an area in which the critic felt they excelled.
They nevertheless warn of “a certain shortcoming in regard to what is
essential to the European art lover, namely, the relatively widespread
sticking to the surface and superficial effects, which for now still
leaves us questioning the author’s creativity”.*® They concluded that
the exhibition nevertheless fulfilled the public’s aesthetic criteria, even
if it could not truly fulfil visual ones, by which they probably meant
that successful technical solutions apparently were not always able
to successfully convey the artistic message.*®

1.2 American Graphic Arts Exhibitions After the

Founding of the Ljubljana Biennale of Graphic Arts

The third in the series of exhibitions from the 1950s was created within
a slightly different framework, but was realised with the help of very
similar organisational networks. The eclectic exhibition American
Graphic Art of the 20th Century (Ameriska grafika 20. stoletja) was
open between 6 February and 2 March 1958 at the Museum of Modern
Art in Ljubljana.*” The archive documentation shows that the organis-
ers were the Jakopi¢ Pavilion in collaboration with the USIS based
at the US Consulate in Zagreb.*® The title itself indicates a somewhat
wider focus, both temporal and technical: it included American graph-
ic production from the beginning of the 20th century in all graphic
arts techniques — which the organisers understood to include drawing

44 M., “Cincinnati-Ljubljana: Razstava sodobne ameriSke barvne litografije”, Ljubljanski
dnevnik, vol. 6, no. 95, 21.41956, p. 5.

45 Ibid.

46 The author happily concluded with a reference to the firm cultural relations with

the Americans. These were reflected in what was simultaneously taking place at
the Cincinnati Art Museum: the ongoing 4th edition of the Cincinnati biennial (with
Debenjak and Male$ among the participants) and the simultaneous exhibition of
the selection from the first edition of the Ljubljana graphic biennial (featuring 11
Yugoslavs, 7 Slovenians among them). Ibid.

47 Ameriska grafika 20. stoletja (exhibition catalogue), Moderna galerija, Ljubljana, 1958.

48 Among the rare preserved archival documents, there is a rental agreement between
the Museum of Modern Art in Ljubljana and the Jakopi¢ Pavilion, “represented by
comrade Rastko PoljSak” in which the Jakopi¢ Pavilion is listed as the organiser
of the exhibition, and the USIS at the US Consulate in Zagreb as the co-organiser.
The Museum of Modern Art in Ljubljana did not charge rent, just electricity for the
duration of the exhibition and the costs of security and cleaning. Folder Ameriska
grafika 20. stoletja, “Najemna pogodba med Moderno galerijo in Jakopi¢evim pavi-
ljonom”, Dokumentacija-arhiv, arhiv, MG+MSUM.
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and watercolour - although it was mostly the artistic production of
the 1950s. When older works were included, it seems it was primarily
an attempt to show the development of American graphic art, which
some of the Slovenian authors writing about it noticed.*® A very large
selection was presented: 150 graphic prints, drawings and watercolours
by 112 artists that the organisers selected from different American
museums. It was yet another travelling exhibition that had, before
arriving in Ljubljana, visited France, Poland and the Netherlands, and
Ljubljana represented its entry point into Yugoslavia, as afterwards,
it went on to Rijeka, Split, Sarajevo and (probably) Dubrovnik.%°
Slovenian newspaper responses do include a number of news,
reports, announcements and reproductions, but only one short — con-
ditionally speaking — review. In it, Melita Stele mentioned the ambition
to present the development of the American graphic print and despite
the fragmentation of the material — the majority of artists were only
represented with a single piece of work — she recognised different
movements: from the realism of the early American graphic, grafted
with European models of Impressionism, Expressionism, Cubism,
Symbolism, Surrealism and abstraction, all the way to the watershed
point when the influential English graphic artist S. W. Hayter transfer-
red his famous Atelier 17 to the USA.5' Stele found the exhibition inter-
esting, and it seems that what most attracted her were the specific
American “views”: their “almost naive attitude to nature and objects
that surround the artist, his joy of life and a hundred tiny things” as
well as the existential musings of certain presented artists.5?
Following the intense American “graphic print” era at the Museum
of Modern Art in Ljubljana in the 1950s, there was an almost ten-year
hiatus.®®* The most likely reason was the growing importance of the

49 Melita Stele, “Ameriska grafika XX. stoletja,” Ljudska pravica, vol. 24, no. 41,

18.21958, p. 5.
50 Ibid.
51 Ibid. Hayter established Atelier 17, an influential graphic art school and art workshop,

in Paris in 1927, where he had an important role in encouraging modernist experimen-
tation in the graphic medium. Once the war started, he moved Atelier 17 to New York
for ten years and there importantly influenced the establishment of the graphic
medium among the new generations of American artists, particularly Abstract
Expressionists. For the precise timeline of Atelier 17, see “Atelier 17, atelieri7.com,
2000-2024, URL: http:/www.atelier17.com/a173.html (accessed 1.7.2025).

52 Stele, 1958 (see no. 49), p. 5.

53 During this time, the exhibitions of American graphic prints occurred at other venues
around Slovenia. The most ambitious among them was Graphics of the USA (Grafika
ZDA), which was on display at the Ljubljana Exhibition and Convention Centre from
17 June to 17 July 1965. The vast exhibition included art prints — which, similar to the
American Graphic Art of the 20th Century, also included watercolours and drawings
— as well as examples of using graphic print in industry and advertising, which,
considering the significant number of reactions in the media, gave the exhibition a
popular and educational character (Janez Mesesnel, “Zivljenjska vloga umetniske
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Ljubljana Biennale of Graphic Arts, which at that time took over the
role of exhibiting graphic arts. Within it, American artists had a pro-
minent role, which will be explained in the next chapter. Despite that,
at the end of the 1960s, we come across three exhibitions of American
graphic arts but, compared to those from a decade prior, they left a
significantly smaller mark — both in archive materials and in contem-
porary public reactions.

These are the exhibitions from 1968: Contemporary American
Graphic Prints (Sodobna ameriska grafika; also known as American
Graphic Prints I) and 40 American Graphic Prints (40 ameriskih grafik;
or American Graphic Prints 11).5* We know very little about the first
one: only the day of the opening of the Ljubljana iteration is known,
4 June 1968, and there are several photos preserved from its open-
ing in the small halls in the basement of Museum of Modern Art in
Ljubljana.’®* However, the exhibition clearly didn’t reach only Ljubljana
since a modest leaflet attests to its stop in Kranj from April of that
same year.’¢ In it, we find the names of 27 participating artists and
the organiser of the exhibition, the already known USIS from the US
Consulate in Zagreb.’” We have slightly more information about the
second exhibition that was open between 5 and 24 November 1968.
The print brochure with a brief introductory text in Serbo-Croatian
would have us believe that it was a travelling exhibition with a slightly
different itinerary than was usual for previous graphic art exhibitions,
as it did not enter Yugoslavia through Ljubljana.%®

We can attempt to reconstruct the 40 American Graphic Prints
exhibition from the aforementioned sparse accompanying brochure

grafike”, Delo, vol. 6, no. 170, 26.6:1965, p. 5). The newspapers tell us it was a travel-
ling exhibition aimed predominantly at the countries behind the Iron Curtain — before
Yugoslavia, it had visited the Soviet Union, Romania, Czechoslovakia and Poland —
where over 2 million visitors were said to have seen it. It was said to have come

to Yugoslavia with the mediation of the US Embassy in Belgrade and co-organised
with the Ljubljana Biennale of Graphic Arts. The full experience of American graphic
prints was completed with a film that presented colour lithography, as well as a direct
presentation of using graphics in industry in different ways, which were organised at
the exhibition itself. “Graficna umetnost v ZDA”, Ljubljanski dnevnik, vol. 15, no. 161,
17.61965, p. 5. After Ljubljana, the exhibition moved to the Belgrade Fair in the
autumn of that same year.

54 Folder 40 ameriskih grafik/AmeriSka grafika II., “Obrazstavna brosura 40 americ¢kih
grafika”, Dokumentacija-arhiv, arhiv, MG+MSUM.

55 Folder 11.653 /1-14/, “Otvoritev razstave Sodobna ameriska grafika”, photographer
unknown, Fotoarhiv, MG+MSUM.

56 Sodobna ameriska grafika (exhibition catalogue), Gorenjski muzej, Kranj, 1968. The
very scant brochure states, besides the names of the 27 exhibiting artists, many
of whom were already known to the Ljubljana audience, that the exhibition was
“mediated by the department of press and culture at the US consulate in Zagreb.”

57 Ibid.

58 Folder 40 ameriskih grafik/Ameriska grafika Il., “Obrazstavna broSura ..” (see no. 54).
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and brief reviews by Janez Mesesnel in Delo and Aleksander Bassin
in Ljubljanski dnevnik. The brochure tells us that the exhibition pre-
sented 40 works by 33 artists from the last decade. The introductory
text emphasises the general popularity, widespreadness and (qualitative
and quantitative) productivity of graphic arts in the USA. The list of
artists reveals that many of them were already familiar to the Ljubljana
audience, as it had the opportunity to see them either at the exhibi-
tion in the 1950s (Francis, Albers, Altman, Corita, d’Arcangelo, Barnet,
Stanczak) or at the Ljubljana Biennale of Graphic Arts (Motherwell,
Rauschenberg).?® In addition to the well-known names, in Delo Mesesnel
highlighted the new generation of American artists, who were expected
to bring with them “new twists, the conceptions of new artistic
movements, new notions of art.”®® His review takes examples from the
exhibition to show a very broad range of approaches, the racially and
ethnically diverse “composite of the national selection of the American
visual artists — graphic artists” — but despite his best attempts, he
failed to recognise the nascent “national’ or ‘territorial’ or at least
‘continental’, truly American art.”®

In his reaction in Ljubljanski dnevnik, Bassin focused on the
unclear context of the exhibition 40 American Graphic Prints. The title
of his article was “Why such graphic art from the USA?” which Bassin
opened by noting that it was unclear who did the selection for the exhi-
bition. Bassin brainstormed about potential better options of graphic
arts presentations than the “meagre selection” presented in Ljubljana.®?
His indignant question about how it is possible that Ljubljana, which
crowned itself “the world graphic arts centre”, was overlooked by
three contemporary, representative graphic arts exhibitions that were
shown in Europe that year, with one of them, prepared by the re-
nowned visual art critic Gene Baro, even being on view in Belgrade.®®
He wanted a deeper, more studious insight. The same author concluded
the exhibition year 1968 with another, somewhat unusual piece in
Ljubljanski dnevnik, in which he first identified the problems in the
structure of “spreading graphic arts culture here” and found that 40
American Graphic Prints veered from the quality production seen at
the Ljubljana Biennale of Graphic Arts.®* He also mentioned that the
Slovenian side had allegedly already contacted the American cultural

59 Ibid.

60 Janez Mesesnel, “Med moznostmi in dosezki: Ob razstavi sodobne ameriske grafike
v Moderni galeriji”, Delo, vol. 10, no. 320, 22111968, p. 5.

61 Ibid.

62 Aleksander Bassin, “Cemu taka grafika iz ZDA?”, Dnevnik, vol. 18, no. 309, 12111968,
p. 10.

63 Ibid.

64 Aleksander Bassin, “Likovno pismo iz Ljubljane”, Vecer, vol. 24, no. 305, 31121968,
p. 10.
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attaché in Zagreb to secure a promise that in the upcoming year,
Ljubljana would once again be able to see “quality presentations of
experimental graphics,” while Belgrade was to host a retrospective by
Jasper Johns, a recent Ljubljana Biennale of Graphic Arts laureate.®®

The graphic arts decades at the Museum of Modern Art in Ljub-
ljana closed with the exhibition New Expressions in American Graphic
Arts (Novi izrazi v ameriski grafiéni umetnosti), which was open between
10 and 30 October in 1969. The brief exhibition catalogue tells us that
20 American artists were presented, and the selection was done by
Una E. Johnson, the prints and drawings curator at the Brooklyn
Museum in New York. In her accompanying text, the curator empha-
sised the “burgeoning vitality” along with the innovations related to
experiments with colour and surface relief.®®

1.3 American Art at the Ljubljana Biennale of Graphic Arts

The presence of American visual art at the Ljubljana Biennale of
Graphic Arts would warrant a separate chapter, so the multi-layered
presence of Americans at this graphic arts event will only be intro-
duced schematically, with the intent to paint a more wholesome
picture of presentations of American art in Slovenia. The connections
with the US art system were strong and branched out since the first
editions of the biennial in the 1950s: American artists often exhibited
there and won awards, and renowned American art professionals par-
ticipated in the juries. Zoran Krzisnik established important collabo-
rations with renowned US art institutions (for example the MoMA), as
well as a series of private galleries (among them, Brooke Alexander,
Inc.), graphic publishing houses (Pratt Graphic Art Center, Multiples,
Gemini G.E.L. and Universal Limited Art Editions) and others. They either
suggested artists for the American section (i.e. worked as consultants)
or lent works for exhibitions.”

The very fact that the first biennial in 1955 gave the Grand Prix
to an American graphic artist, Armin Landeck, clearly shows in which
direction it turned to seek its legitimisation. In the years that followed,
many of the now very famous American artists appeared among the
participants and laureates, debuting at the Biennale in the very begin-
nings of their international breakthroughs.®® The fifth biennial in 1963

65 Ibid.

66 Novi izrazi v ameriski graficni umetnosti (exhibition catalogue), Moderna galerija,
Ljubljana, 1969.

67 One of the consultants was the often mentioned Von Groschwitz, who was a member

of the international juries of the Ljubljana Biennale of Graphic Arts in 1957 and 1961
and prepared the selection of 42 American artists for the edition in 1961. Noonan,
2025 (see no. 17), p. 280.

68 A cursory overview of American presence at the Biennial suffices to show the unbe-
lievably current echo of contemporary tendencies in American visual art, with its
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awarded Robert Rauschenberg, which indicated the gradual decline
in awarding informel aesthetics at the biennial and the beginning of
the rise of the Western European and American new figurative ten-
dencies.®® A mere four years later, in 1967, one of the awards went to
Jasper Johns, which continued the trend of American new figuration.
That year, the American section also introduced James Rosenquist
and Larry Rivers and, at the end of the decade, another founder of
Pop Art, Ronald Kitaj.”

In 1969, the American section was mostly figurative art,”" with
the exception of Frank Stella for whom this was the first appearance
at the Biennale, and he also won an award. This announced new trends
that led, via rational abstraction, to Minimalism and Conceptual Art.
American artists brought new energy to the Biennale at the end of
the 1960s and early 1970s precisely with Conceptual Art. The Belgrade-
based visual art critic JeSa Denegri thus opined that some Conceptual
Art pioneers, among them Robert Morris, Sol LeWitt and Antonio Dias,
introduced a “lively, active component within the general physiognomy
of the Biennale,” in its 1971 edition.”? It is also worth mentioning the
first appearance of Edward Ruscha that same year.” In 1973, they were
joined by Brice Marden and Robert Ryman, who was also the recipient
of one of the awards. The second half of the 1970s seemingly aligned
the American presence at the Biennale with the local discourse of
primary painting™ with the works of the American artists such as
Fred Sandback, Edda Renouf, Mel Bochner and Robert Mangold.”

most propulsive and renowned artists. This, in turn, poses a complex question of
what the actual circumstances were for the best of the American visual art produc-
tion to reach Yugoslavia, and the actual capacities for its reception by the local public.
A more serious address of this question would require broader and more interdisci-
plinary research, so it will not be a subject of deep interest in this contribution.

69 See chapter “Oris umetniskih premen na graficnem bienalu med letoma 1960 in 1980~
in Gregor Drazil, “Pomen in znacilnosti ljubljanskega graficnega bienala v Sestdesetih
in sedemdesetih letih dvajsetega stoletja” (doctoral dissertation), Univerza v Ljubljani,
Ljubljana (forthcoming).

70 Gregor Drazil, “Nagrajenci in premene likovne umetnosti od prvega bienala do leta
1977”, in: Gregor Drazil (ed.), Premene v kanonu: Znacaj in pomen nagrad medna-
rodne zirije na ljubljanskem graficnem bienalu, Mednarodni likovni grafi¢ni center,
Ljubljana, 2020, pp. 60-61.

7 Drazil, forthcoming (see no. 69).

72 Jesa Denegri, “IX. Medunarodna izlozba grafike”, Polja, no. 154, 1971, p. 11.

73 Drazil, forthcoming (see no. 69).

74 Tomaz Brejc, “Grafika v letu 1977”, Nasi razgledi, vol. 26, no. 13, 1.71977, p. 341.

75 Drazil, forthcoming (see no. 69).
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2. Travelling Representative Exhibitions of American Art:
Between the Imperialism of the Cold War and the Consolidation
of the Western Canon
The American Vanguard Painting (Sodobna ameriska umetnost; also
known as Sodobno amerisko slikarstvo) exhibition was the first large-
scale presentation of the most current production of the most privi-
leged medium of modernism — painting — at the time. Because the
extensive and representative overview of American painting of the
20th century, Modern Art in the United States, shown in Belgrade in
1956, never made it to Slovenia, the exhibition American Vanguard
Painting was an important event: it provided the local art scene with
an insight into the latest American visual art production from the
second half of the 1950s. When considering the influence of American
art, an important fact is that the exhibition was shown in six other
cities in Yugoslavia. It began its tour at the Cvijeta Zuzori¢ Art Pavilion
in Kalemegdan (Belgrade), continued at the Art Pavilion in Skopje and
at the Modern Gallery in Zagreb, and then in Slovenia at the Maribor
Art Gallery (fig. 40) and the Museum of Modern Art in Ljubljana, where
it was on display between 11 December 1961 and 7 January 1962. It con-
cluded its tour around Yugoslavia at the Gallery of Fine Arts in Rijeka.””
Although the exhibition’s custodian Jerome Allan Donson claimed,
in the article that was published after the exhibition tour in Art Journal,
that the exhibition was created on the initiative of Yugoslavia,® this is
almost certainly not true. The exhibition was a typical American export
product from the time of the Cold War, which the USA conceived with
the intent of attaining the widest possible circulation through the
European countries, both those that were already in the orbit of
American influence and those that the USA wanted to pull into it."®

76 The exhibition called Modern Art in the U.S.A.: A Selection from the Collection of the
Museum of Modern Art in New York was prepared by the museum’s then director
René d’Harnoncourt, Dorothy Miller and Alfred H. Barr, who selected the works, and
the execution was made possible by the US Embassy in Belgrade and the Commission
for Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries, at the time led by Marko Risti¢. It was
a very extensive travelling exhibition of American art, with more than three hundred
objects, which visited France, Switzerland, Germany, England, the Netherlands,
Austria and also Francoist Spain before coming to Yugoslavia. Branislav Dimitrijevic,
“Iron Curtain Raiser’ — An Exhibition of American Modern Art in Belgrade and its
relation to ‘Socialist Modernism’ and ‘Socialist Consumerism’ in SFR Yugoslavia in
the 1950s”, Different Modernisms, Different Avant-Gardes: Problems in Central and
Eastern European Art after WW2, Eesti Kunstimuseum, Tallinn, 2009, pp. 326-342.
See also footnote 9.

e Jerome Allan Donson, “The American Vanguard Exhibitions in Europe”, Art Journal,
vol. 22, no. 4, 1963, p. 242.

78 Ibid., p. 242.

79 Besides Yugoslavia, where the exhibition visited the most cities by far on the entire
tour, the exhibition was also supposed to go to Poland, but this never materialised.
According to Donson, the agreement with Poland was not reached. Donson, 1963
(see no. 77) p. 242.
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Speech by Branko Rudolf, director of the Maribor Art Gallery, at the opening of the
exhibition American Vanguard Painting at the Maribor Art Gallery in 1961.

The exhibition was prepared by a group of experts, gathered in a com-
mittee chaired by the renowned art historian H. Harvard Arnason,
the vice president for art at the Guggenheim Museum in New York.°
The group also included John I. Baur from the Whitney Museum of
American Art in New York, Adelyn D. Breeskin, the director of the

80 Ibid. We know Arnason primarily as the author of the famous overview of modern
art and, thus, one of the founding authors of the canon of modernism, whose books
were formative for generations of art historians. For example, History of Modern Art:
Painting, Sculpture, Architecture, which was often reprinted and translated into
many languages. Emily Crockett and Lee Sorensen, “Arnason, H. H., in: Dictionary of
Art Historians, Duke University, Durham, URL: https://arthistorians.info/arnasonh
(accessed 9.7.2025).
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Baltimore Museum of Art, and Henry R. Hope from the Art Department
at Indiana University, who was also responsible for the selection of
the participating artists.®” The group selected 33 artists and, in the
next phase, Arnason selected 84 of their works that they loaned either
from the artists themselves or the collections of private collectors,
museums and galleries.®? Jerome Allan Donson, the director of the
Long Beach Museum of Art, then travelled with the exhibition and took
care of the set up and the presentation of the exhibition in every city.
Before the exhibition arrived in Yugoslavia, it was shown in Vienna and
Salzburg and, before it returned home, also in London and Darmstadt.
The fact that a whole third of the exhibition tour was reserved for Yugo-
slavia, and the rest generally allocated to the cities in the immediate
vicinity of the Eastern Bloc is hard to understand as a coincidence:
quite the opposite, it shows the clearly political, propaganda mission
of the exhibition.??

The exhibition presented 33 American artists or artists living in
the United States, two of whom were women artists (figs. 41-45). A
cursory look at the list of participating artists is very telling, because
even an art lover who is not an expert can recognise most of them as
eminent representatives of 20th-century art.®* Both the selection of
the artists and the mostly brand new works,® as well as the accom-
panying text in the catalogue that openly and in superlatives praises
Abstract Expressionism® along with its ideological undertone, expli-
citly reveal that the exhibition was undertaking the mission of founding

81 Donson, 1963 (see no. 77), p. 242.

82 Ibid.

83 Djokic, 2022 (see no. 3), p. 70.

84 A look at the photo documentation of the exhibition as well as the list of the partic-

ipating artists show the pinnacle of high modernist painting: Josef Albers, Milton
Avery, William Baziotes, James Brooks, Stuart Davis, Willem de Kooning, Richard
Diebenkorn, Sam Francis, Robert Goodnough, Arshile Gorky, Adolph Gottlieb, Philip
Guston, Grace Hartigan, Hans Hofmann, Jasper Johns, Ellsworth Kelly, Franz Kline,
Loren Maclver, Conrad Marca-Relli, Robert Motherwell, Barnett Newman, David Park,
Jackson Pollock, Robert Rauschenberg, Ad Reinhardt, Milton Resnick, Mark Rothko,
Theodoros Stamos, Clyfford Still, Mark Tobey, Bradley Walker Tomlin, Jack Tworkov
and Esteban Vicente. See the exhibition catalogue: Sodobna ameriska umetnost
(exhibition catalogue), Moderna galerija, Ljubljana, 1961 and Folders 8192/1-/1-20/
and 8192/1-/21-40/, Razstava Sodobna ameriska umetnost, photographer unknown,
Fotoarhiv, MG+MSUM.

85 According to the catalogue and photo documentation cited in footnote 84, it was a
relatively unified selection of the production from the 1950s, with a few exceptions
that were included to underscore the explanation of the development of the style
with examples of the broader artistic and spiritual relations.

86 “[Tlhis exhibition doesn’t focus on those masses of recognised American artists
that work in a more or less representational style, but instead showcases the
most important experimental style in history — abstract expressionism.” Harvard
Arnason, “Sodobna ameriska umetnost”, Sodobna ameriska umetnost (exhibition
catalogue), Moderna galerija, Ljubljana, 1961, n. p.
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a new artistic canon. The texts that accompany the exhibition don’t
lack megalomaniac statements, either, and they all testify to the
propagandist orientation of the exhibition and reveal its ambitions.
One such statement is in the already mentioned article by the exhi-
bition’s custodian, Donson, in which — immediately after the end of
the tour — he compared the exhibition’s impact on the European visual
art scene with the impact that the Armory Show had on Americans
in 1913187

The specifically defined focus and agenda of the exhibition
American Vanguard Painting thus became a subject of substantial
interest and curiosity, as well as the target of criticism, in the contem-
porary Slovenian and Yugoslav press. The commentators generally
recognised something fresh and new in the exhibition, but they were
not entirely sure what to actually make of what they saw.®® For this
reason, the responses often show attempts at addressing the stylistic
groups into which the organisers categorised the selected artists, with
the purpose of showing the development curve of Abstract Expres-
sionism, with these segments being inconsistent, poorly defined
and quite sparse in comparison to the dominant presence of Action
Painting.®® Wishing for a clearer definition, some critics attempted to
reconstruct for themselves the line of development that led to the
selection presented at the exhibition.®® Generally speaking, everyone
agreed that the exhibition was a first-rate cultural event that presented
the works of “first-class painters” of the moment to the Yugoslav
audience, but it seems that they all had some difficulties evaluating

87 Donson, 1963 (see no. 77), p. 242.

88 The Yugoslav visual art scene was, generally, very receptive to the most progressive
innovations and knew how to read them really well. This exhibition thus showed them
that the Abstract Expressionists were no longer truly contemporary; the novelties
were in fact presented by the works of Rauschenberg and Johns. Lazar Trifunovic,
“Americko slikarstvo”, Nin, 23.91961, n. p. A comparison of expert responses to the
exhibition in Ljubljana and London, which Djokic cites, testifies to this: “In contrast
to the hostile reception of Modern Art in the USA and Abstract Expressionist works
in countries such as Britain, where some critics had compared Pollock’s abstractions
to art created by animals, the Yugoslav reception illustrates a general acceptance
and appreciation of US modern art. In fact, the influential art critic and painter
Miodrag Proti¢ even implied that the exhibition had successfully placed New York
on the Yugoslav radar, replacing Paris as the leading point of cultural reference.”
Djokic, 2022 (see no. 3), p. 67.

89 In the brief introduction to the improvised brochure listing the exhibited works in
Slovenian, the following stylistic subgenres/segments are identified: Pioneers of the
Modern Expression, Transitional Style, Lyrical and Surrealist Style, Action Painting,
Mathematical Structure, Influence of Cubism, Action Painting Studying the Human
Figure and Nature, Abstract Impressionism, Abstract Design, and Surrealist Explo-
ration. Arnason’s text for the exhibition was also translated into Slovenian and
included in the Serbo-Croatian catalogues. Arnason, 1961 (see no. 86), n. p.

90 See Katarina Ambrozi¢, “Izlozba americke umetnosti”, KnjiZzevne novine, 22.91961, p. 5.
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American flag above the entrance to the Museum of Modern Art in Ljubljana, during the
exhibition American Vanguard Painting.

the production beyond the propagated attributes of expression,
freedom and individuality.”

This is obvious from the two longer reactions in the Slovenian
press by Spelca Copi¢ in Naga sodobnost and Aleksander Bassin in
Nasi razgledi.®? Both have an expert grasp of the issue, but from dif-
ferent points of view. Copié attributes the “inconsistency of selection”
to the tendentious attempt to justify Abstract Expressionism, which,
on the one hand, arbitrarily cuts off a large segment of contemporary
painting production and, on the other, offers too few works by indivi-
dual artists to convincingly justify the movement.®® Bassin finds the
selection even more problematic, based on the relatively hollow, for-
malist foundations that, in his opinion, do not enable true possibilities
for artistic development.®*

91 Spelca Copié, “Sodobno amerisko slikarstvo”, Nasa sodobnost, vol. 10, no. 2, 1961,
pp. 177-179.
92 Ibid.; Aleksander Bassin, “Evolucija, ki je zaman”, Nasi razgledi, vol. 10, no. 23,

9121961, p. 562.
93 Copi&, 1961 (see no. 91), pp. 177-179.
94 Bassin, 1961 (see no. 92), p. 562.



42

43

42-45
Speech by Zoran Krzi$nik, at the opening of the exhibition American Vanguard Painting in December
1961, and installation views of the exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in Ljubljana.
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What newspaper reviews show is that the central problem the
Yugoslav critics had with the mentioned exhibition was that — unlike
with the 1956 exhibition in Belgrade — it was not even an attempt to
present a more wholesome image of American painting, but rather
a narrow, new and extremely individually conceived “brand”. The
Yugoslav expert public, familiar with the models of the Western art
systems, was longing for as broad an insight as possible into their
visual art production and the criteria of its evaluation, so it seems
that the commentators felt slightly short-changed, expecting more
comprehensive information.®® This is not surprising as the painting
production at the American Vanguard Painting exhibition lacked the
context that would allow the expert public to evaluate what they had
seen. It was a transplant from a completely different cultural climate
and a system that was structured differently, so it is unsurprising
that this transplant, despite the clear interest of the local art scene,
was neither self-evident nor unproblematic. In this sense, we can
understand the exhibition as an exemplary model of cultural impe-
rialism, which, under the ideological assumption of the presumed
universalism of cultural goods, imposed its own cultural products as
self-evident facts, intended for uncritical consumption and imitation.®®

Similarly complex is the question of the reception of Pop Art in
Yugoslavia, which was focused around the exhibition Pop-art. In 1966,
it toured the cities of Yugoslavia, and it was, after the premiere in
Zagreb and a presentation in Belgrade, on display in Ljubljana between
22 April and 9 May of that year. Although the Yugoslav visual art scene
had been relatively well acquainted with the phenomenon of Pop
Art for several years, it followed the exhibition, despite the divided
reactions to the movement and its complex reception, with consider-
able interest.®”

95 Copig, 1961 (see no. 91), pp. 177-179.

96 Vuceti¢, 2012 (see no. 1), p. 160.

97 Not only did Rauschenberg win an award at the Ljubljana Biennale of Graphic Arts
as early as 1963, with the Venice Biennale the following year, Pop Art became a sub-
ject of general interest, including among the Yugoslav cultural public. Besides, as
Denegri states, the seminal book by Lucy Lippard on Pop Art from 1966 was transla-
ted in Yugoslavia that same year (that is, the same year as the exhibition) and became,
according to his testimony, a cult book for the younger generation of artists. Jesa
Denegri, “Pop-Art”, Umetnost, no. 15, 1968, p. 115. The Belgrade artist Olja Ivanjicki
explicitly called herself a pop artist when she returned from her residency as a
Ford Fellow in the United States in 1962. The critical responses to her work were
generally negative and critically warned of the Americanisation of Yugoslav society,
although the interest in her shows was significant. In the article by David Binder for
the New York Times from 1965, Olja Ivanjicki stated that while the US pop artists
get money for their work, all she gets are articles, despite the fact that the artist
was, at the time, living and working in a studio paid for by the state. David Binder,
“Pop Artist in Belgrade Finds Buyers (Sob) Scarce”, The New York Times, 24101965,
p. 85. This example is a colourful representation of the paradoxical attitude of (at
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The exhibition was smaller in scale, consisting of 33 graphic
works by 11 American artists who are today, without exception, con-
sidered the founders of the style.®® Curated by the American critic
Max Kozloff, it consisted of striking, colourful screenprints and a few
lithographs, seldom of a large format (Lichtenstein) and typically with
the recognisable imagery of American popular culture, advertising and
consumerism.®® Both the content and the organisational structure can
be recognised as a symptom of the already mentioned US agenda of
spreading their own cultural influence through soft-power strategies
on the one side, and the openness of the local art scene to the influ-
ence of the American art system, which it held as a benchmark, on the
other. In Ljubljana, the exhibition was displayed at the Museum of
Modern Art, which preserves the correspondence between its director,
Zoran Krzisnik, and the director of the Belgrade Museum of Contem-
porary Art, Miodrag B. Proti¢. The correspondence reveals that this
exhibition also arrived in the country with the mediation of the US
diplomatic channels and was - which is stated explicitly — financially
supported by the US side!® But this time, its producer was not an
American art institution, as was the habit before, but directly the
American industry, more precisely, the Philip Morris International corpo-
ration. The exhibition also included a telling congruence between its
visual content and its organisational background: some exhibited works
included direct references to products by Philip Morris International,
including the famous screenprint Tobacco Rose by the artist Mel Ramos
(figs. 46-47).

Although we can follow the local reception of Pop Art in Yugosla-
via several years before the exhibition, the immediate media reactions
to its Ljubljana iteration are relatively scarce. The only notable contri-
bution about it was published in Ljubljanski dnevnik. In it, Aleksander
Bassin stressed that this was the first occasion for the audience to
see a more comprehensive presentation of Pop Art, which tells us
that audiences — at least the experts — were at least indirectly familiar
with the new art movement. For this reason, he anticipated the re-
sponse from the general public to range from “shock [ ... ] to partial

least a part of) the Yugoslav art scene towards the system in which they lived and
worked. Stefana Djokic, “Yugoslav Perceptions and Translations of Pop Art during
the 1960s” Art in Translation, vol. 14, no. 2, 2022, pp. 142-172.

98 Allan D’Arcangelo, Jim Dine, Allen Jones, Gerald Laing, Roy Lichtenstein, Peter Phillips,
Mel Ramos, James Rosenquist, Andy Warhol, John Wesley, Tom Wesselmann. Pop
art (exhibition catalogue), Press and cultural service of the American Embassy,
Belgrade, 1966.

929 Djokic, 2022 (see no. 3), p. 19.

100 Folder Pop-Art, Subfolder Korespondenca, “Pismo Miodraga Proti¢a Krzisniku,
30:10:1965%, “Pismo Miodraga Proti¢a Krzisniku, 22.21966” and “Telegram Zorana
Krzisnika Generalnem konzulatu ZDA Zagreb, 19.5.1966”, Dokumentacija-arhiv,
arhiv, MG+MSUM.
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46-47
Installation views from the exhibition Pop-Art at the Museum of Modern Art in Ljubljana

in 1966.
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acclamation or total negation.”® He defined Pop Art as a (justifiable?)
response to the hermeticism of Abstract Expressionism and its radical
commercialisation. He underlined its sourcing from advertising imagery
and sexual content and its leaning on drawing and collage. He praised
some exhibited artists who surpassed the “average level”, whether
as a testimony to a disoriented modern human or in “the new, pure
symbolism” that was, for him, the most crucial contribution of the
new painting genre.°?

However, from today’s perspective we could hardly count “pure
symbolism” as the greatest contribution of the Pop-art exhibition,
since, in reality, the show represented the most explicit case of the
implantation of American ideological agenda into the Yugoslav public
sphere via the format of an exhibition!® It seems that Yugoslav public
officials largely agreed on this point and recognised, in the ideological
node of the exhibition, its fundamental incompatibility with the

101 Aleksander Bassin, “Pop-art v ameriski grafiki”, Ljubljanski dnevnik, vol. 16, no. 113,
26.4.1966, p. 7.

102 Ibid. The question of the reception and influences of Pop Art on the Yugoslav visual
art scene and the (non-)critical traits of this reception remain complex. See Branislav
Dimitrijevi¢, “Pop Art and the Socialist ‘Thing’: Dusan Otasevi¢ in the 1960s”, Tate
Papers, no. 24, 2015, URL: https:/www.tate.org.uk/research/tate-papers/24/pop-art-
-and-the-socialist-thing-dusan-otasevic-in-the-1960s (accessed 30.6.2025); Dusan
Otasevi¢: Popmodernizam: retrospektivna izlozba 1965-2003 (exhibition catalogue),
Branislav Dimitrijevi¢ (ed.), Muzej savremene umetnosti, Belgrade, 2003. Side by side
with the Belgrade exhibition Belgrade New Figuration (Beograjska nova figuracija)
from 1966, in Slovenia, we can mention a slightly later exhibition by Kostja Gatnik,
Metka Krasovec, Lojze Logar and Franc Novinc at the City Art Gallery in 1970, curated
by Aleksander Bassin. It introduced a new generation of artists, which the critics at
the time labelled New Figuration or Expressive Figuration, who consciously included
elements of Pop Art into their work. We must also mention that it was Bassin who
coined the term Expressive Figuration and also became a promoter of this orienta-
tion of artistic research. Aleksander Bassin, “Vrenje med mlado generacijo”, Sinteza,
no. 13-14, 1969-1970, p. 77; Mikuz, 1995 (see no. 2), p. 248; Ana Cebe Podrzaj, “Razstava
Kostja Gatnik, Metka Krasovec, Lojze Logar, Franc Novinc, Mestna galerija Ljubljana,
1970” (bachelor’s thesis), Univerza v Ljubljani, Ljubljana, 2025. See also: Zdenka
Badovinac, “Ekspresivna figuralika mladega ljubljanskega kroga” (bachelor’s thesis),
Univerza v Ljubljani, Ljubljana, 1985; Petja Grafenauer, “Slovenija in neuvrsceni pop:
Ja i ti i moja coca-cola”, in: Petja Grafenauer (ed.), Slovenija in neuvrsceni pop (exhi-
bition catalogue), Umetnostna galerija Maribor, Maribor, 2017, pp. 29-54.

103 Bassin was not alone, on the then Yugoslav scene, in omitting the ambivalent nature
of Pop Art towards consumerist culture which it criticises but is also charmed by.
The critical responses of the Yugoslav scene to the exhibition were often — but
not without exceptions — overtly sympathetic. Djokic, 2022 (see no. 3), pp. 123-125.
The responses that highlight the socially critical dimension of the movement, but
ignore its affirmative inclination to the excesses of the capitalist modes of produc-
tion, are, mildly speaking, unusual if we consider the context of the then socialist
country. Tanja Mastnak writes about the assimilation of the elements of Pop Art into
Slovenian painting in Koncept ponavljanja v moderni likovni umetnosti: Slovenske
refleksije, Znanstveni institut Filozofske fakultete, Ljubljana, 1988, pp. 60-64.
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Yugoslav socialist doctrine** Despite all that, just like many times
previously, the Yugoslav art system turned out to be very susceptible
to such influences: the exhibition was realised especially because
of the persistence of the already mentioned director of the Belgrade
Museum of Contemporary Art, Miodrag B. Proti¢.°®

For the third exhibition in this chapter, unlike for the exhibition
American Vanguard Painting (1961/1962), the context was explicitly pro-
vided, but it never made it to Ljubljana. The exhibition at the Museum
of Modern Art in Ljubljana in 1979, titled American Painting of the 1970s
(Amerisko slikarstvo sedemdesetih let), was a by-product of a more
broadly conceived, ambitious and comprehensive project, originally
titled America Now or American Culture: A View of the 1970s. The exhi-
bition was prepared by the then newly established New Museum in
New York under the leadership of its founder Marcia Tucker!® It arrived
in Yugoslavia in its (more or less) original form and was displayed in
Belgrade and in Zagreb as a multi-layered insight into different layers
of American cultural production, while the Museum of Modern Art in
Ljubljana only showed a part of it, the contemporary American paint-
ing output!®” Simply looking at the exhibition publications, prepared
for the Yugoslav audience in Serbo-Croatian, reveals the different
levels of reading this project. In addition to the traditional catalogue
of the painting exhibition, the comprehensive exhibition brochure
titled America Now is more like a colourful pop-cultural magazine
than an exhibition publication, as it is a puzzle made of colourful
photographs with quotes from both high and popular culture, mixed
without any hierarchy. After a brief introductory paragraph by the
then president Jimmy Carter, a longer essay positioned American art
of the 1970s into a wide network of contemporary social phenomena,
institutional structures and zeitgeist!°® The Ljubljana audience was
alas deprived of this important part of the context (figs. 48-49).

104 Stefana Djokic lists a document from the Archives of Yugoslavia, which has, in its
margins, the refusal of the exhibition proposal by the Commission for Cultural Rela-
tions with Foreign Countries. Considering that all the organisational aspects were
taken care of by the organisers, the reason for the refusal was most likely ideological.
Djokic, 2022 (see no. 3), p. 21.

105 Ibid., pp. 121-122.

106 Mara Gladstone, “Marcia Tucker and the Birth of the New Museum?”, Getty Research
Journal, no. 4, 2012, pp. 187-194.

107 The correspondence between curator Majda Jerman, from the Museum of Modern
Art in Ljubljana, and Thomas Craig, from the American Centre in Ljubljana, reveals
that, after considering taking the entire exhibition, they only decided to take the
painting segment after all. Folder Amerisko slikarstvo 1970tih let, “Pismo Majde
Jerman Thomasu L. Craigu, 15101979 Dokumentacija-arhiv, arhiv, MG+MSUM.

108 Folder Amerisko slikarstvo 1970tih, “America Now, exhibition brochure,” Doku-
mentacija-arhiv, arhiv, MG+MSUM.
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48-49
Catalogue cover for the exhibition American Painting of the 1970s, held at the Museum of
Modern Art in Ljubljana in 1979, and brochure cover for America Now.
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The exhibition had only a few thorough critical responses in
Slovenian media. Among them, two texts stand out: the review
written by the art historian Tomaz Brejc in Teleks and the response
by the visual art critic Franc Zalar in Dnevnik. Both agreed on the
central shortcoming of the Ljubljana display, namely, the reduction
of the broader exhibition project to a simple painting exhibition. It
was this limitation that made it difficult to understand the specific
painting production presented in the exhibition, and consequently,
the justification for the selection.®®

Zalar’s piece mostly attempted to place the Ljubljana selection
into the missing context and to depict American culture of that time
as “creativity without a certain concept, without a tangible style, a
conglomerate of the most private thoughts and sensibility.”™ But he
also warned of a “certain calculation” that was revealed in the list
of “semi-private and private galleries that contributed the exhibited
works.”™ Zalar recognised the art in the USA created, in the first
instance, as articles for sale, with their originality being only the
most attractive of a series of marketing slogans, at a time of general
evaluation of visual art’s value(s) “This is originality, individual visual
expression, measurable in dollars — and nothing else.”™ Zalar’s reading
of the exhibition is in many aspects very astute and, above all, very
modern, regardless of it being perhaps motivated by a certain nostal-
gia for a time of greater visual “originality”. His reaction in Dnevnik
doesn’t read like a sharp criticism; it’s more like a reading of a certain
zeitgeist in which “democratic and original” are mere stakes in the
economic game.

Brejc’s analysis of the exhibition went into a more expert di-
rection. He used the selection on display to identify the shift from
analytical and intellectual endeavours of the painting of the previous
decade into “regionalism and pioneer mentality” as well as “private
mythology, family circle, feminist representation, decorativeness and
simplicity.”™ In his opinion, the clear negation of the painting métier,
typical of the majority of the presented selection, is a calculated devi-
ation The calculation that Zalar attributed to commercial interests,
in Brejc’s opinion, has an art-historical function of denying the seri-
ousness and self-sufficiency of high modernist production. Brejc also
provides us with the missing context for reading the exhibition, but

109 Franc Zalar, “Cas pop arta in nove abstrakcije”, Dnevnik, vol. 28, no. 303, 6111979,
p. 5; Tomaz Brejc, “To bi morali videti, sliSati, prebrati”, Teleks, vol. 35, no. 43,
26101979, p. 13.

110 Zalar, 1979 (see no. 109), p. 5.

M Ibid.
112 Ibid.
113 Ibid.

114 Brejc, 1979 (see no. 109), p. 13.
15 Ibid.
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a more specific, artistic one, formulated by the specific project of
the New Museum and its mastermind, Marcia Tucker. This resulted
in a slightly biased selection, the representativeness of which Brejc
doubted, issuing a short pharmaceutical warning at the end of his
piece: “Attention: use with caution!”"®

3. Fragments of a Prettier Everyday: American Design Exhibitions
Alongside the exhibitions of painting, and particularly graphic arts,
the field in which Ljubljana strove to become an important player,
American creative output of the 1960s and the 1970s reached the
Slovenian public also through different exhibitions of design. Ranging
from posters to books and other everyday objects, these exhibitions
were generally smaller and less prominent in the context of the exhi-
bition policies of art institutions. Part of the reason can probably be
found in the prevailing art doctrine of the time, which rested on the
Kantian notion of “disinterested judgement” and regarded applied arts
as inferior to what was considered “high art”. Nevertheless, such exhi-
bitions were, after graphics, among the most numerous. Indeed, the
few more important Ljubljana exhibition venues featured at least six
of them between 1959 and 1970."

The first in the series was the Modern American Applied Art
(Sodobna ameriska uporabna umetnost), which was shown between
20 March and 2 April 1961 in the small halls of the Museum of Modern
Art in Ljubljana, and it presented design objects from the art school
in Saint Paul, Minnesota. The exhibition was organised in collaboration
with the Association of Artists of the Applied Arts from Ljubljana and
the Information Service of the US Consulate in Zagreb, a fixture in
organising American shows in Ljubljana. The archival materials show
that the American side covered all the costs of the exhibition, in return
for the free use of the Museum of Modern Art’s exhibition halls.®
Judging from the few, but enthusiastic media responses, the exhibition
achieved its goal and presented to the Yugoslav public artefacts of
American design — together with the lifestyle that goes with them
— as objects of desire. Janez Mesesnel’s report in Delo tells us that
the displayed objects looked very modern and were chosen precisely
because of their above-standard quality. For this reason, Mesesnel -
and probably other visitors to the Museum of Modern Art — couldn’t
avoid comparing the display with the almost contemporary exhibition
of Yugoslav design at the same institution, which, in Mesesnel’s opinion,

116 Ibid.

17 In addition to the exhibitions at the Museum of Modern Art in Ljubljana covered in this
chapter, there were other exhibitions of American design at the Ljubljana Exhibition
and Convention Centre and (two) at the City Art Gallery. See footnotes 5 and 14.

118 Folder Sodobna ameriska uporabna umetnost, “Memorandum of Agreement,
17.31961”, Dokumentacija-arhiv, arhiv, MG+MSUM.
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was showing “all the shortcomings of the pioneering era: both the
artist and his work are still searching for their place in society.”"®

Between 1 November and 6 November 1967, the Museum of
Modern Art in Ljubljana hosted the American Books Exhibition (Raz-
stava ameriskih knjig), organised by the Vuk Karadzi¢ publishing house
from Belgrade, as a part of the Commission for Cultural Relations with
Foreign Countries’ programme. They presented over a hundred mostly
scientific and technical publications. Although it was not a commercial
exhibition, Delo invited interested visitors to contact the publisher for
potential purchases?

We only have scant archival materials for the next two exhibitions.
Regarding the exhibition dedicated to the American poster, all we
know is that it was on display at the Museum of Modern Art in Ljubljana
from 22 February to 10 March 1968, but the exhibition American Poster
(Ameriski lepak) in Novo Mesto has a brochure available!? Although
the brochure does not reveal the organiser, it is clearer about the
participants in the exhibition and its scope. The star-studded list of
participants™ includes four American artists who had their works
exhibited at the Ljubljana Biennale of Graphic Arts.?® That, in com-
bination with the exhibition essay that defined the poster as the
application of graphic art in advertising, clearly indicates that the
exhibition needs to be read in the context of the wider project of
Ljubljana (and consequently Slovenia) as an international centre for
graphic arts. The few newspaper reports of the Ljubljana exhibition
tell us that the Novo Mesto version was simply a pared-down selec-
tion of the already non-extensive selection of posters, shown in
Ljubljana? The reports reveal that these were the posters the artist
prepared either as announcements for their own shows or for other

119 Janez Mesesnel, “Ameriska uporabna umetnost”, Delo, vol. 3, no. 81, 24.3.1961, p. 6.
The subject of comparison is the DLUUUS Exhibition (the 6th Society Exhibition)
(DLUUUS (6. drustvena razstava)), presented at the Museum of Modern Art in
Ljubljana in 1961, and later also at the Maribor Art Gallery and in Slovenj Gradec.

120 J. Sn., “Razstava ameriske knjige v Moderni galeriji”, Delo, vol. 9, no. 298, 2111967,
p. 2.

121 Ameriski lepak (exhibition leaflet), Dolenjski muzej, Novo Mesto, 1969.

122 The leaflet lists: Helen Frankenthaler, Jasper Johns, Robert Motherwell, Robert
Rauschenberg, Alfred Jensen, Nassos Daphnis, Jim Dine, Roy Lichtenstein, Ells-
worth Kelly, Charles Hinman, Bruce Conner, Nicholas Krushenick, Bridget Riley,
Theodoros Stamos, Jack Bush and Friedel Dzubas. Ibid.

123 The explanation next to Frankenthaler, Johns, Motherwell and Rauschenberg even
exclaims: “all of them exhibited at the world-renowned (!) Biennale of Graphic Arts
1969 in Ljubljana” Ibid.

124 In the responses by Marjan Tr$ar and Aleksander Bassin we notice 31 artists pre-
sented in Ljubljana (Marijan Trsar, “Ameriski plakat v Moderni galeriji”, Nasi razgledi,
vol. 7, no. 7, 6.41968, p. 202; Aleksander Bassin, “Umetnik in plakat”, Dnevnik, vol. 18,
no. 56, 28.21968, p. 7). Based on the invitation, only 16 were presented in Novo
Mesto. Ameriski lepak, 1969 (see no. 121).
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cultural events, and the commentators noticed the shift from typo-

graphical to distinctly visual expressiveness?® Along with the enthusi-

asm about the visual quality and the fluidity of the border between the
commercial and artistic graphic prints, the commentary also indicated
a wish for similar fluidity of relationship and the high level of execu-
tion in our country?®

4. Reverse Views: Yugoslavs in the USA

Although the focus of this text is an overview of the touring exhibitions
from the USA in Slovenia, it is necessary, for the broadest understand-
ing of this phenomenon, to present, in conclusion, at least a sketch
of efforts in the opposite direction. Like in previous chapters, our
focus will be limited to the larger, more representative shows, organ-
ised on the highest institutional levels, by either the state or the

art system, which culminated in the 1960s. The organisation of the
touring exhibitions by Yugoslav artists in the USA was motivated both
by the systematic efforts of Yugoslav foreign policy, which used cul-
tural diplomacy to strengthen the international reputation and position
of the country in its juggling between the antagonistic blocs, as well
as by the persistent interest of the local art system?” The local art
scene attempted to maintain continuity with pre-war production and
preserve contact with the Western art system, from which it continu-
ously sought legitimisation. It thus provided Yugoslavia with a version
of high modernism that ideologically legitimised itself with the slogans
of modernity, openness and freedom,?® which the Yugoslav cultural
diplomacy gladly accepted for its presentations abroad.?® This “cur-
rency” was particularly handy in relations with the USA, which in the
decades after the Second World War worked very hard to retain the

125 The exhibition almost certainly travelled outside Slovenia, as the press reports
mention the exhibition brochure in Serbo-Croatian. Bassin, 1968 (see no. 124), p. 7.

126 Ibid.

127 Radina Vuceti¢ made interesting comparisons between artistic production that the
Yugoslav authorities sent to the USA and the artistic practices intended for exhibi-
tions in the Eastern Bloc. Particularly poignant here are the stances of the artists
towards exhibiting in one or the other bloc, as well as the sometimes surprising
cultural identification of Yugoslav officials with the countries of the capitalist West.
Vuceti¢, 2012 (see no. 1), pp. 158-159.

128 The exhibitions of the contemporary visual art production at that time were orga-
nised parallel with the exhibitions of Yugoslav Medieval art with which Yugoslavia
also wanted to present itself as a country with a rich cultural tradition with its
own, specific roots. lvana Bago, “Yugoslav Fanonism in Three (Exhibitionary) Acts:
1950/1972/1989”, igorzabel.org, 2021, URL: https://igorzabel.org/en/news/2021/Iva-
na-Bago-Fanonism (accessed 30.6.2025).

129 Nadja Zgonik emphasises that this was not merely about creating symbolic capital,
but also about the direct “monetarisation of the Yugoslav marketing brand”: this
would market its products more successfully abroad precisely under the slogans
of progressiveness and modernity. Zgonik, 2021 (see no. 3), p. 34.
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binary image of the world split between the free-thinking capitalist
West and the oppression of the socialist East™®°

This does not in any way imply that the interest for exchange
between the American and the Yugoslav art systems was not “genu-
ine”; quite the contrary, it remained so until the end of the era that
this text covers. From the 1950s onwards, we can observe a certain
reciprocity in the exchange, with the first peak occurring in the inten-
sive contact between the biennials in Ljubljana and Cincinnati. Thus,
Gustav Von Groschwitz’s unplanned visit to Ljubljana and the deep
impression that the first edition of the Ljubljana Biennale of Graphic
Arts left on him brokered the creation of the exhibition Selections
from the First International Exhibition of Prints, Held at the Modern
Gallery, Ljubljana, Yugoslavia, which, in 1956, presented to the Cincin-
nati audience the international selection of 84 works. The exhibition
also marked the beginning of the intense international exchange
between Von Groschwitz and Krzisnik, as well as Von Groschwitz’s
participation in the international juries of the Ljubljana biennial, and
Krzisnik’s reciprocal selection of Yugoslav artists for the Cincinnati
biennial. In 1958, the Cincinnati Art Museum, only a few months after
the last edition of the Cincinnati biennial closed, prepared the second
in the series of Yugoslav shows, a selection of Yugoslav artists from
the second edition of the Ljubljana Biennale of Graphic Arts™

A more complex context is reflected in the circumstances of
the exhibition New Painting from Yugoslavia, which toured several
US cities between 1959 and 1962, during a time of particularly tense
Yugoslav-American relations and a tense global political climate.”®?

130 On the genealogy of justifying the post-war Western liberal democracy in opposition
to the totalitarianism of the socialist state systems, see Majaca, 2021 (see no. 8),
pp. 125-134; on its implementation in cultural exchange, see Djokic, 2022 (see no. 3),
pp. 137-146.

131 Noonan, 2025 (see no. 17), p. 280.

132 The geopolitical moment of the early 1960s offers insight into the deep embed-
dedness of the exhibition exchanges in diplomatic manoeuvres. Tito’s surprisingly
pro-Soviet speech at the Belgrade conference of the Non-Aligned Movement in
1961 caused a significant deterioration in relations with the West. These further
deteriorated in the following years, with the Cuban Missile Crisis, so the cultural
exchange was a welcome mechanism for smoothing tensions and the return of
Yugoslavia into the American orbit of interest. Djokic, 2022 (see no. 3), pp. 77-78.
This is the context of both the American tour of New Painting from Yugoslavia and
the Yugoslav tour of American Vanguard Painting, in the years 1961-1962, undoubt-
edly aimed at retaining American political influence in the country. The turbulent
period of the early 1960s, the time of the greatest deterioration of the relations, is
marked by Yugoslavia’s loss of the status of the Most Favored Nation (MFN). All this
resulted in intensive US diplomatic efforts with which president Kennedy once again
gained president Tito’s cooperation: this rapprochement can be seen in the cultural
field with the awarding of the first Grand Prix of the Ljubljana Biennial of Graphic Arts
to Robert Rauschenberg in 1963. Stefana Djokic places this in the context of prepar-
ing the ground for Tito’s visit to the US in October that year. (Ibid., pp. 39, 86-88).
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The exhibition was organised by the Commission for Cultural Relations
with Foreign Countries — it was thus a conscious diplomatic effort on
the part of Yugoslavia — in collaboration with the non-governmental,
but politically important, American Federation of Arts (AFA)* The
selection of artists, prepared by the curator Zoran Krzisnik, shows the
common interest of Yugoslav visual artists and Yugoslavia’s diplomacy
to present the country in the USA with the most “progressive” art
practices, particularly those that explored the different levels of
abstraction™®* Despite the high expectations and the great symbolic
weight of the project, the exhibition encountered many logistical and
organisational problems. Particularly disappointing was the lack of
more representative exhibition venues, which greatly displeased the
respected members of the Yugoslav scene who were very invested in
the preparations, especially the curator!® From this fact, as well as
from the reaction of the American commentators, we may conclude
that the exhibition was far less successful in the context of the legit-
imisation of the Yugoslav artistic production and more successful in
its diplomatic aspects.

For the next representative exhibition, entitled Yugoslavia:
Contemporary Trends, the Younger Generation from 1966, the initiative
came from the USA, courtesy of curator Herman W. Williams from the
respected Corcoran Gallery in Washington, DC™® The Yugoslav diplo-
macy enthusiastically welcomed the initiative, and its realisation was
supported by the Commission for Cultural Relations with Foreign
Countries as well as the Yugoslav Embassy in Washington, DC. A very
telling indicator of the interest of the Yugoslav side was the willingness
to give Williams the autonomy in choosing the artists® The result was
an extensive sculpture and painting exhibition that toured in compa-
rably larger and more important venues than the ones that received

133 Drazil, forthcoming (see no. 69).

134 Janez Bernik, Jovan Bijeli¢, Stojan Celi¢, Albert Kinert, Milan Konjovié¢, Stane Kregar,
Ferdinand Kulmer, Edo Murtié, Sime Peri¢, Zoran Petrovié, Ivan Picelj, Marij Pregelj,
Miodrag B. Proti¢, Gabrijel Stupica, Frano Simunovié, Josip Vani$ta. See New Painting
from Yugoslavia (exhibition catalogue), Commission for Cultural Relations with
Foreign Countries, Belgrade, 1961.

135 Stefana Djokic quotes the correspondence from the diplomatic archives of the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Serbia, which shows the animosity
between the director of the AFA, Moyer, and Krzisnik, and the dissatisfaction of
the latter because venerable American venues lacked interest in the exhibition.
Djokic, 2022 (see no. 3), p. 144.

136 Drazil, forthcoming (see no. 69); Zgonik, 2021 (see no. 3), p. 35.

137 Four sculptors (Vojin Baki¢, Dusan Dzamonja, Stevan Luketi¢ and Drago Trsar) and
nine painters (Janez Bernik, Stojan Celi¢, Oton Gliha, Branko Milju, Edo Murti¢, Mi¢a
Popovi¢, Zlatko Prica, Mladen Srbinovi¢ and Vladimir Velickovic¢) participated in the
exhibition. Yugoslavia Contemporary Trends, the Younger Generation (exhibition cata-
logue), Commission for Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries, Belgrade, 1966.

179



the New Painting from Yugoslavia a few years prior*® Despite all that,
as Stefana Djokic’s analysis shows, this exhibition’s real impact was
its diplomatic success, with American critics remaining trapped in
their own superiority complex when evaluating Yugoslav cultural
production (fig. 50).%°

The end of the 1960s represents the peak of the Yugoslav visual
art scene presence in the United States. Between 1967 and 1968,
the exhibition Graphic Art from Yugoslavia visited eight US cities and
venues!®® This period also saw the establishment and subsequent
closure of the Adria Art Gallery in New York, the only experiment of
its kind, built around a direct and targeted attempt to place Yugoslav
visual art production on foreign markets. Both the graphic arts exhibi-
tion and the gallery were the brainchild of Zoran Krzisnik, who, with
his energy, vision and outstanding international network, worked for
decades on the international activity of the Yugoslav visual art scene!
The gallery was formally established by the Slovenian commercial
company Intertrade as a part of its extensive export activities, with
the general support of the Yugoslav authorities. It showed the American
audience what the local scene recognised as the most representative
practices of Yugoslav modernism. The gallery was shortlived, despite
certain successes in promoting and marketing the practices of some
Yugoslav artists*? and there are several hypotheses about the reasons
for its short lifespan (fig. 51)° In the context of the theses in this
chapter, it is, considering the specific American ideological agendas in
the cultural exchange with Yugoslavia, somewhat difficult to imagine
that this “acceptance” would ever materialise. Regardless of the
burning ambition of the Yugoslav visual art scene to be accepted as
equal in the (Western) art system and its (relative) harmony with the
efforts of Yugoslav diplomacy, the Yugoslav modernist production in

138 The Fresno Arts Center (Fresno, California), the Denver Art Museum (Denver,
Colorado), the Portland Museum of Art (Portland, Maine), the Addison Gallery of
American Art (Andover, Massachusetts) and the Milwaukee Art Center (Milwaukee,
Wisconsin). Djokic, 2022 (see no. 3), p. 169; Drazil, forthcoming (see no. 69).

139 Djokic, 2022 (see no. 3), pp. 178-184.

140 Drazil, forthcoming (see no. 69).

141 For more about the gallery, the context of its establishment and activities, see
Drazil, 2020 (see no. 3), pp. 44-52; Djokic, 2022 (see no. 3), pp. 228-244; Zgonik,
2021 (see no. 3), pp. 30-43.

142 It nevertheless seems that the commercial and institutional success of artists
such as Janez Bernik, Ivan Picelj or Jagoda Bui¢ in the USA at the time was more
a result of their previous engagement and the dynamic of the art scene than the
Adria Art Gallery’s activities. See, for example, Drazil 2020 (see no. 3), p. 31.

143 Several theses were proposed to explain the failure of the Adria Art Gallery, for ex-
ample, Zgonik, 2021 (see no. 3), pp. 30-43; Drazil, 2020 (see no. 3), pp. 44-52; Beti
Zerovc, “O kombinacijah: Zoran Krziénik;” Likovne besede, no. 81-82, 2007, pp. 24-31.
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A newspaper report from The Evening Star about the exhibition Yugoslavia: Contemporary Trends,
the Younger Generation at the Corcoran Gallery in Washington, DC, in 1966.

the final instance was evaluated as either non-genuine or as not of
high enough quality.**

The end of the decade was marked by the extraordinary pres-
ence of Yugoslav art in the USA with the exhibition Yugoslavia: A
Report, conceived at the MoMa in New York by William Lieberman
and Riva Castleman in 1969.4¢ Smaller in scope but important due
to the significance of the venue, the exhibition presented the works
of 24 Yugoslav artists. It was supposedly created on the initiative of
the Yugoslav government that suggested Lieberman prepare a pres-
entation of Yugoslav graphic artists at the MoMA as early as 1963,
when he was responsible for the selection of the American repre-
sentatives at the Ljubljana Biennale of Graphic Arts, where he also
served as a member of the jury. However, the final selection was
done by Castleman, following her extensive study trip through the

144 Stefana Djokic researched this problem thoroughly in relation to several Yugoslav
art exhibitions in the USA. She showed that in case after case, the reactions of the
American critics, even when they are positive, often end in lamenting the missing
“authentic” (read “exotic”) dimension of the Yugoslav visual art expression, along
with offering the paternalistically affirmative evaluations of its congruency with
international (read “Western”) modernism, the standards of which they, as a rule,
do not fulfil, at least not completely. Djokic, 2022 (see no. 3) pp. 155-166, 178-183.

145 Drazil, forthcoming (see no. 69); Djokic, 2022 (see no. 3), p. 237.

181



country in 1968.4¢ The mentioned exhibition anticipated the end of
the intensive period of representative exhibitions and, parallel to the
changing geopolitical position of Yugoslavia and the US, announced
different dynamics of the exhibition exchanges in the decades that
followed.

Conclusion
The extensive corpus of Yugoslav-American exhibition exchanges
from the time of the Cold War provides a privileged insight into the
antinomies of the Yugoslav state and society, but particularly reveals
the paradoxical and often delicate role that the visual art scene in
socialist Yugoslavia played in articulating the common societal interest.
The cultural exchange between the two countries represented a first-
class performance on the diplomatic stage of the Cold War, through
which Yugoslavia received, as we attempted to show in this contribu-
tion, outstanding artistic creations from the USA, where the centre
of the Western art system had moved after the Second World War. The
exhibitions that were the subject of our analysis represented clearly
articulated artistic statements and deftly incorporated ideological
premises. They were intended for consumption by audiences from a
number of countries on both sides of the Iron Curtain who needed to
be convinced into accepting the thesis of the binary division of the
world and of American cultural superiority in this diagram of power.
For that same reason, Yugoslavia, seen as the least antagonistic
to the USA - and, as a rule, also friendly — socialist country, received
outstanding contemporary artistic creations. These ambitiously con-
ceived and produced exhibitions were presented at reputable institu-
tions and represented what was said to be the most advanced, free
and individually oriented visual expression, free of any ideological
servility. The Yugoslav art scene followed these exhibitions with great
interest and saw them favourably, but it wasn’t uncritical. The studied
archival materials indicate that, as a rule, the Yugoslav cultural public
was able to read the new artistic guidelines from the USA discerningly.
At the same time, it expressed reservations about how these were
considered in art historical terms, placed within a historical context
and presented to the Yugoslav population as a fait accompli. Generally
speaking, the Yugoslav audience also recognised the incompatibility
of their ideological premises with the principles of the socialist society,
but they were far less critical when accepting the general ideological
values, on which the presentation of American visual art production
was based. This particularly applies to the idea of the freedom of

146 Riva Castleman, “Spomini Americ¢anov v Ljubljani”, in: Vesna Terzan (ed.), Mnemozina:
Cas ljubljanskega grafiénega bienala, Mednarodni grafiéni likovni center, Ljubljana,
2010, pp. 91, 94, 95.
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51

Article on the Adria Art Gallery in Tedenska tribuna in 1968.
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visual expression, from which one was to draw conclusions on the
freedom of the society that advertised such freedom. With that, the
ideological effect was achieved. It seems that the entire topic under
study revolves around a fundamental misunderstanding around the
idea of freedom. The Yugoslav visual art scene, in its idealised percep-
tion of the USA as a realm of freedom, was in fact unable to see how
the freedom of visual creation was guaranteed by the very system
which didn’t submit it to the market logic, a system in which art edu-
cation was widely accessible and basic conditions of work for the
artists and their contact with the audience was guaranteed - regard-
less of what the art market dictated. It seems that the protagonists
of the Yugoslav art scene, in following what they perceived as a
“developed” art system, overlooked this fundamental incompatibility
between the idea of art and cultural production as a public good and
its inclusion in the current of capitalist production.
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