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CURATOR: First Person Feminine
When I first started using the term “curator” for the name of my profession at the beginning of the nineties, I had to overcome numerous obstacles and go through much humiliation. Not only was the word as such not in use in the museums, galleries, or the publications for exhibitions, but also it felt inappropriate to use it in private conversations. The sniggering addressed to me in private and in public was due to the use of that unknown word, “curator,” which in my mother tongue, Macedonian, sounds in part dirty; the first syllable, kur-, is a slang word for penis.  

Today it may sound like a joke, but at the time it sounded as if this “vulgar” term to describe one’s profession was a result of a desire for a feminist takeover in the curatorial field. Therefore, journalists and even some professionals deeply involved in different curatorial practices translated the word as organizer, custodian, art critic, or simply art historian so as to sound more acceptable. For the most part, these other terms were incorrect and inappropriate. The situation has not changed much even now, although some of my colleagues, the majority of whom were members of the International Association of Art Critics (AICA) who joked around with the term at the time during our official meetings, have started to identify their professions with the same “funny” word, and so “curatorship” became a legitimate term, but not yet a paid occupation. It is still a vague profession that is practiced only in parallel to any of the other professions derived from the discipline of art history. 



Curator in Feminine

I want to reflect upon the specificity of gender relations within the curatorial vocation in the local Macedonian context. My argument throughout this text, that curatorship is one of the cultural realms that emphasizes the imbalance in the roles of men and women involved in art projects, is based on the undefined professional role of the curator within art institutions in contrast to other professions with a similar cultural background. The professional permissiveness and promiscuity of the curatorial job is generally a result of the great number of people with different roles and backgrounds who are usually involved in a project. 

Besides designing the conceptual strategies around a project, the curator needs to guide and delegate the individuals employed on different projects as technical staff, thus becoming manager, producer, and theorist at the same time. For the most part, all the people involved are men. There are also dealings with the directors of institutions, with those who control the finances, and they, too, are primarily men. A woman curator is thus squeezed in between the technical staff and the ruling directors, with whom nobody really shares the commitment and engagement of the curator with her project. Of course this is not at all true when speaking about the most famous curators that have teams of assistant curators around them, but there are only a few curators in the world that fit this description, and they are mainly men anyway.  

Let’s also not forget the issue of the relationship between the woman curator and the artists. One of the crucial questions that pops up each time this is discussed is whether the woman curator can in any way overcome the internal paradox of re-enforcing the power dominance of male artists when she necessarily aids this misbalance by promoting male artists.  

The challenge that is at the heart of the artist and curator relationship is the complex process of viewing the tissue of the project that combines the concepts of the artist with the ideas of the curator and then enables its material completion with the production people. Naturally, two people do not think alike, nor can they thoroughly understand what is in the mind of the other. The dialectic process of transferring ideas both verbally and through created works should produce an end result that enriches the exhibition. The core of the question is whether this is really possible at all due to gender differences. I am not talking about essential biological differences but about culturally, socially, and politically determined hierarchies.

Inclusions/Exclusions – the Macedonian Context 

While the Macedonian art scene is comprised of artists of both genders, there seems to be an increasing number of exhibitions by women artists. It should be pointed out here that among these women artists, there are rarely any that mention the problems of being a woman artist. Even though there have already been several group and solo projects and publications realized on the issues of the gender difference, the main problem repeated all over is that these initiatives often sound very different from the final results of these projects; at the end of the day, they often have difficulty in conveying any critical message about the power structures and division of labor within society and end up as naive projects about a woman’s body and its representation.

This is even more difficult to understand when taking into account the fact that there is no single woman artist teaching at the local Faculty of Fine Arts. Although the students are mainly women, throughout its history of more than 20 years, there has only been one full-time employed woman artist/professor, who meanwhile has given up teaching due to “gender troubles.” This situation parallels the similar situation in art institutions, where the curators are predominantly women but there are hardly any women among the directors.

If the arguments about inclusion and exclusion from teaching or managerial teams seem to be predictable and are not enough to convey the idea of the gender troubles in the curatorial world, I would also like to emphasize not only the problems of gender in the arts and curatorship, but the wider reaching social, economic and political issues as they are related to art production in Macedonia.  

In a country surrounded by regional instability with national identity problems and a constitutional name not yet internationally recognized, it was perhaps only natural that artists directed their energy not only toward the personal or formal and aesthetic direction, but also toward one that would encompass problems that dealt with the social, economic, and political scene. Generally attributed to and interpreted as typically male power games, the issues of politics, war, or globalization, still suppress any serious attempts for conscious discourse of women within the local environment. Macedonia women, be they artists, curators or from other professional backgrounds, have a long road and lots of other battles ahead of them if they are to arrive at the stage where they are able to discuss their female subjectivity.





Ghosts – Two Experiences

In 1996, I was invited to organize “Liquor Amnii 1” in the Turkish bath Cifte Amam in Skopje. It was the first collaborative women’s group exhibition in Macedonia and included five women from Boston, U.S.A., and five from Macedonia, each of them having different views on the topic and on feminism in general.  Due to the size of the project and its feminist theme (amniotic fluid as metaphor for the relation between the mother and the child), it was the first time that I experienced directly the complexity of the curatorial position within the context of my career.  As might be expected, the project was greatly affected firstly by the venue of the exhibition – a dark, abandoned, half-ruined area of a Turkish bath – and, secondly, by the male chauvinistic, bureaucratic tactics of the director of the festival and the other men involved. It provoked me, the appointed curator in such difficult circumstances, to reflect on this issue with a three-dimensional display within the space of the exhibition that consisted of a long, unraveled strip of accounting paper, indicating the figures of money spent beyond our control. It appeared as a very long navel cord and ran from the main entrance through a dark tunnel. It was titled “With Special Thanks.” The names of all the men who had “helped” with the project were written on the paper with a fluorescent green pen. Illuminated by a dark UV light, it appeared to float in the dark, seemingly endless tunnel.  

These men had not directly participated in the exhibition; nevertheless, they had affected the entire project with their positive or negative social presence during its completion, as ghosts/guests/parasites that appear when you don’t expect them to, just to remind you that it is difficult to make a clear cut distinction between “us” and “them” (like in Paul Auster’s novel Ghosts) and that your own image is defined by their continuous gaze in the dark. The Turkish bath was the perfect context for questioning the male gaze, control of power, body, and discourse. 

When I was the curator for the international project for art and theory Capital and Gender (Museum of the City/Shopping Mall, Skopje, 2001), I invited eleven women artists, four male artists, two couples, and ten theorists or curators, hoping that by trying not to ghettoize the women artists, I would be able to initiate a critical and fruitful debate about the most urgent issues in the Balkans: the social and economic changes in relations between genders in the transitional period. 

Unfortunately, the situation has not changed much since 1997. Aside from a few incidental and superficial provocations by some local sexists, such a discussion did not take place. The ambitiously imagined project with more than thirty participants – artists, curators, art managers and theorists – turned out well in terms of the exhibition attendance, but the theoretical part, the three day conference, was attended mostly by women. Even some of the male participants did not show up at the theoretical sessions. Only two years after the completion of the project, a long debate spanning three months and five issues of the local magazine Forum confirmed my concerns that not only is sexism still very much alive in Macedonia but it is also the main standpoint of local intellectuals. Namely, philosophy and art history professors wrote very graphic and sexist texts against one of the rare magazines with a feminist agenda, Identities. Only the texts by the magazine editors Katerina Kolozova and Žarko Trajanoski and the professor of comparative literature Elizabeta Šeleva informed the audience about the urgency for a feminist discussion; the other participants just acted like ignorant, macho, Balkan men.  





Balkan “Without” Gender Problems

To conclude, I want to mention the main motivation that made me question the power structures in the terms of gender difference within the curatorial world, even though to a Western reader they might sound obsolete and overcame. I was surprised by the fact that even though there is a long tradition of discussing the problems of gender difference within the Western discourse, when there were several mega-exhibitions made about the art coming from the Balkans, none of them addressed the issue of gender (e.g., “Blood and Honey” exhibition of Harald Szeemann in Collection Essel, Vienna, May-August 2003). It somehow confirms the twofold assumption that Balkan artists, when selected by foreign curators, are usually put in an obsolete theoretical framework when it comes to the questions of gender and that the female writers and curators were either not consulted or, even if invited to, did not want to go against the grain.

All this has do with the Balkans not being ready to deal with gender issues but mostly with the West not being ready to hear even the existing voices discussing these issues within the domestic art scene. In fact, one of the roles of women curators from the Balkans is to definitely locate the difference between women’s art and art that is aware of and critically engaged with the questions related to gender difference.     
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