Experimental
Adjustments

Gender Roles in Revolt

The Films of the Irish artist
Duncan Campbell, creator of “Bernadette“
und “Sigmar“ By Isabella Reicher
Exhibition Duncan Campbell Bernadette and Sigmar June 26th to September 6 th 2009

Bojana Pejić , curator of the exhibition “Gender Check”, talking
to Matthias Dusini about the Fall of the Iron Curtain and its
effects on gender roles

INSIGHTS: Twenty years ago was the Fall of
the Berlin Wall. Do you remember what you
were doing that day?
Bojana Pejić: Of course. I was in Norway
at the time and for some reason or other I
out that the Wall had come down.
And?
Bojana Pejić: Of course I thought it was an
important event, even if we didn’t feel the
existence of the Berlin Wall all that much in
socialist Yugoslavia. We hoped at the time
were wrong. Two years later the Balkan
Wars started.
Bojana Pejić: It’s too naïve for me to say
there were direct consequences. November
’89 is a symbolic date, it marks the so-called
“turnaround”, the “Wende”. December
brought the Romanian Revolution during
which Ceauşescu was killed. For Bulgaria,
1990 was more important, for Yugoslavia
1989. People had other priorities. It was
more important that artists could focus on
themes that were previously taboo because
of censorship or self-censorship.
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super-theme is democracy. As soon as
there is democracy you can go out onto the
streets and strike, but you can also organise
prostitution and the white slave trade.
Is it possible to say what themes particularly
interested artists, women artists as well?
Bojana Pejić: Abortion was a major topic
for East European women artists. One of
wanted to abolish was, of all things, the
abortion law. In Poland, abortion has been
forbidden since 1993.
And how do you want to approach these
social and political themes in the exhibition?
retrospective interpretation of the socialist era. And we want to do this through
an analysis of the way gender roles were

theory was responded to and reviewed in
some academic circles in Eastern Europe,
foremost by women artists. So we are not
far removed from art if we talk about a topic
like abortion.
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Communism promoted equality of the sexes.
Did it work?
Bojana Pejić: It did for me. I got the same
pay as my male colleague. And I was put on
an equal footing with men when I applied
for a job. Inequality started somewhere
else. Women had to bear more of the
second job when they got home: cooking,
washing, family. And if they wanted to take
part in political life, a third load was added.
Was feminism actually something western?
state socialism and women’s lib was a
organisations said: we don’t need feminist
ideas from the West, where there’s inequality between men and women. We solved the
problem already in the October Revolution
– a real sneaky argument. For there actually
was a vote for women very early on. But
there were women’s groups in Yugoslavia
that were hounding out the truth behind
the patriarchal aspects of socialism. How
is work shared in the private sphere? Who

expect attacks from the Communist Party.
ting western ideas.

Bernadette. But they are not addressed
or visualised in the style of a classical
documentary portrait. Campbell does
indeed make an almost exclusive use of
historical footage: demonstrations and
public appearances, interview excerpts and
at the margins or forefront of events, or
when practising for such standard media
situations. However, the artist communicates this material within a context that
recharges and opens it up once more in
another dimension.
-

there is an irritated, aimless movement
of cuts, fade-outs, noises and minimalist
painterly sprinkling, the visual scanning
furniture is caught in the picture, bare
feet, a shock of hair, a pair of eyes – we see
a close-up of a young woman’s face, who
this introductory sequence we have a scene
hinting at the theatrical nature of what is
to come; the montage of the aforementioned original footage starts. But interventions still crop up – the shrill sound of a
bell, for example. A woman’s voiceover is
it reads from Devlin’s autobiography, only
to change direction several times and
end in open contradiction of any secured
knowledge.

Duncan Campbell, “Bernadette“, Videostill

“Bernadette“ has been causing a furore
year. It appeared in the year’s best list of
Artforum for 2008, likewise recently in the
competition of the International Short Film
Festival in Oberhausen, where it received
two awards in May. Duncan Campbell
was born in Dublin in 1972 and has lived
in Glasgow since the nineties. His interest
in the relationship to (audio-)visual
documents was already evident in his early
works. Even then he already approached it
as a relationship of image and soundtrack:
in “Falls Burns Malone Fiddles“ (2003),
for instance he confronts images with a
voiceover that have no concrete origin
speaker assumes a variety of attitudes to
the images – snapshots of people, club and
street scenes, footage of buildings, “archive
material supplied by Belfast Exposed”,
or “Community Visual Images”, as we
learn in the credits – and tries out various
approaches and interpretations. At the end

images and voice are laced with a basic
scepticism: what have we seen? “How can I
deal with such complexity?”
When asked by the British art magazine
Frieze
his own artistic practice, Campbell named
John T. Davis from the seventies and
eighties, “Sans Soleil“ by Chris Marker,
“Rock My Religion“ by Dan Grahan, and

taev from the early twenties. But he resorts
to a wide range of references to the Irish
dramatist Samuel Beckett; a reference that
no ...“ (2006) and “Sigmar“ (2008) – also
to be seen in the MUMOK – interaction
disembodied voices. Gestures of selfassurance that go wrong. Signals that don’t
arrive. Experimental adjustments in the
agenda of communication.

(MUMOK) is one of the largest museums of modern and
contemporary art in Central Europe and Austria’s only
museum to devote itself exclusively to the collection and
propagation of contemporary art.

Vladislav Mamyshev-Monro
a photo from the series Secret
Materials, (Politbureau portraits)
“Lev Nikolaevich Zaikov“
© Vladislav Mamyshev-Monro
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art and the present.

We have been experiencing a globalisation
of contemporary art during the last decade.
Does the label “East European” still have any

continually and today encompasses more than 8000 works
ranging from classical modernism to the present day.
MUMOK shows and commissions works of arts
by emerging international artists in the MUMOK Factory, including Omar Fast, Runa Islam, Keren Cytter, Ryan
Gander, Josh Smith, Harun Farocki.

East European art historians who ask why
we are still talking about “Eastern Europe”.
My reason is as follows: if you read an
American book on feminism and art, you
historians writing about American artists.
Of course, because they know them best.
Why shouldn’t we address what was happening with us and what we know best about?
We are still looking primarily at western
avant-garde and history. And forget what
we are doing. A Czech art historian has no
idea what a female Bulgarian theorist is
working on. “Gender Check” aims to show
what we have in common.

born in 1947, the Northern Irish civil rights
campaigner Bernadette Devlin. Key events

MUMOK Facts

Veronika Bromova, Girls Too, 1996
© Veronika Bromova

time. Even if these rights were stipulated
by law, there has always been and still is a
strong vein of homophobia in post-socialist countries. Another topic cropping up
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Exhibition Gender Check September 25 th to January 31st 2010

For example?
Bojana Pejić: Violence in the home, for
instance, was never addressed as a theme
in socialist countries. In my research for
“Gender Check” I have found only two
works that deal with patriarchy in the
domestic sphere. Or the rights of homosexuals, a red-hot topic right up until today.
Only in the mid-nineties did gays and

Duncan Campbell’s much awarded work
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