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View of the exhibition Pain, galerie frank elbaz, Paris, France, 2014
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Igra Bol / The Pain Game, 1977 (detail)
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Igra Bol / The Pain Game, 1977 (detail)
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Eyewitness
Slovakia
10 March 2022

Mladen Stilinović: A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man
“Films, Photographs, and Collages” 1973–1978 at Július

Koller Society

The young man will gaze at the table thoughtfully, resting his head on his hand and flicking the ash off his
cigarette for as long as the swirling lines on the surface of the photograph last. The lines shoot out and pulsate
like fireworks between entropy and order, balancing between psychic automatism and critical examination,
oscillating between the chimeras of mass culture and the heightened senses of the poet. The first solo exhibition
in Bratislava by one of the crucial figures of European art – Mladen Stilinović introduces his early works. At the
time, it was not yet quite clear what direction he would take. Even so, it contains everything Stilinović would later
so aptly express in his mature oeuvre. The driving force of these early works is in poetry and film, which enter
into the explosively spontaneous visuality of his photomontages and collages on the one hand and the analytic
precision of the photographic works on the other.

The self-portrait is a frequent motif in the photographic works. A series of black-and-white photographs with
integrated drawings titled Autoportraits (1973) even makes do with a single shot. On it, we see the artist in his
study, sitting at his table with open notebook, drinking a cup of coffee, while resting his head on his hand and
flicking the ash off his cigarette into an ashtray. The strange thing about this series is that the manipulation
effects a deep transformation in every image despite the identical mise-en-scène. This is not simply about
transforming a positive into a negative or a left-right flipping of the image – the drawings on the surface opens
up an entry point into the thought process, into the imagination between the everyday routine of the world
outside and a concentrated examination of it in private.

https://blokmagazine.com/
https://blokmagazine.com/eyewitness/
https://blokmagazine.com/sk/
https://blokmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/exhibition-view-3-1200x800.jpg


Inactivity acts as the foundation of progress. Mladen Stilinović described this with great precision in his 1993 text
The Praise of Laziness (which was only published later), in which he described his experience as an artist
between the former East and West. Another apt commentary is the often exhibited photographic work Artist at
Work (1978). At first sight a banal series of eight photographs that capture the artist lying in bed suggests that
work is a process that takes place between the individual images. The series of photographs can be interpreted in
various ways: through the paradox of sleep and daylight, the contradiction of activity and immobility, and also
through the prism of the artist’s later meditations on the harmfulness of work and the praise of laziness, which
reach all the way to a critique of the very principles of the production of profit in a capitalist system. The entire
series brings up questions: Why is the artist wearing a shirt? Why is the scene repeated eight times? The series’
repetition is, once again, only a mirage, as each image brings new doubt to the whole. During this time, Mladen
Stilinović worked analytically with the photographic image, as documented by other exhibited works: Low Angle
(1978), The Foot-Bread Relationship (1977), Body (1977), Photographed Photographs (1975), and others. These
photographic works are closely tied to various cinematic methods.

Between 1970 and 1977, the artist made around thirty short films and one feature-length film, which were
presented at festivals of short and experimental films at the time of creation and later within the context of his
exhibitions. As examples of his cinematic oeuvre, we selected for the exhibition four films shot on 8, 16, and 35
mm cameras: Primer 1, 2, 3 (1973), Write about Un-loneliness 2 (1973), Walls, Coats, Shadows (1975), and Time 1
(1977). The films are digitised and three of them were also restored, so they can be presented publicly again after
many years. Film has a privileged position within Stilinović’s artistic system. It works as an autonomous language.
And just like his work with adopted phrases from everyday language, it is linked to quotidian life and an interest
in social questions.

The collages manifest Stilinović’s interest in language, which forms a part of most of his pieces. The interaction
of words and images, the overlapping of everyday speech imbibed with politics, mediates a poetic line of thinking
and points to a primary desire to use language non-ideologically. “The question is how to manipulate that which
manipulates you so obviously, so shamelessly, but I am not innocent either – there is no art without
consequences.” Poverty, social inequality, and the arrogance of those in power are Stilinović’s central themes. The
factors that cause oppression and humiliation are the starting point for his interest in language – inversions,
metaphors, wordplay, and irony. They have a liberating effect on anyone who can feel them.

Artist

Exhibition

Mladen Stilinović

A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man “Films, Photographs, and Collages” 1973–1978
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Mladen 1tilinovic
GAL#RI# MARTIN JANDA

Mladen Stilinović (1947–2016) was one of the most important Croatian artists and is today 
widely recognized as one of the main figures of international Conceptual art. His widow, the 
critic and curator Branka Stipančić, remains the leading authority on his work. For this 
exhibition, “Smiles,” Stipančić put together a show as exciting as it was emotional. It drew us 
into the Zagreb of the 1970s, when Stilinović was writing poems and publishing them in the 
literary magazine Republika. Together with friends, he founded the amateur film club Pan 69, 
whose discussions and artistic productions operated beyond the social and political structures 
of the day, and began his experimental film work. To present these rarely shown but legendary 
documents of a radical and subversive antiart, Stipančić decided on a classic video monitor, 
awkwardly positioned on the floor—quite appropriate to the radical nature of works such as 
Panika (Panic), 1971; Početnica (Primer), 1973; and Vrijeme (Time), 1977. Meanwhile, the 
master himself gazed down mildly on his artistic origins from the wonderfully faded vintage 
photographs making up his four-part work Donji rakurs (Low Angle), 1978, on the wall 
behind.



As the cost of filming began to exceed his impecunious circumstances, Stilinović and five other 
artists, including his brother Sven, united to form the Grupa šestorice Autora (Group of Six 
Artists), dedicating themselves to performance art. Their “exhibition-actions” never lasted more 
than a couple of hours, and left temporary works all over Zagreb, from the center of the city to its 
periphery, from Republic Square to the banks of the Sava River. For the Vienna show, Stipančić 
presented two such pieces: Korak gaze (Cotton Pad Step), 1975, and Osmjesi (Smiles), 
1975/2019. The first records the reactions of pedestrians upon encountering a strange object on 
the street via a sequence of eight photographs. The second, also presented in period photos, 
could be experienced live during the opening, when visitors—depending on their temperaments
—either nimbly jumped over or simply trampled across a repeated image, glued to the floor, of a 
woman’s grin, taken from a toothpaste advertisement published in the German magazine 
BurdaStyle. Outside the door the crowd negotiated a remake of Trava,

Trava, Zabranjeno hodati pločnikom (Grass, Grass, Walking on the Sidewalk Prohibited), 
1975/2019: Signs stuck to the sidewalk (vainly) ordered passersby not to step on it: This sparkling 
commentary on failed authoritarian attempts at indoctrination is as relevant today as it was then.

In the gallery’s main room, Stipančić had set out a marvelous selection of collages, a body of 
work Stilinović produced for a few years starting in 1972. Using felt-tip pens, various kinds of 
found imagery, newspaper and magazine clippings, transfer lettering, textiles, and scraps of 
photos, he developed an aesthetic somewhere between Arte Povera and a sort of dirty 
Minimalism. The textual components of the collages are always handwritten in Stilinović’s 
native Croatian, but he often translated their titles into English—since, as the title of a work of

his from 1992 would have it, “an artist who cannot speak English is no artist.” For Stilinović, 
words and phrases are like images: They are lines connected to other lines that may signify or 
represent anything from manipulated everyday language or worn-out political jargon to 
flashes of insight, Communist symbols, Snow White’s seven dwarves, bread, a telephone, 
wristwatches. Forming utterly delightful arrangements, his combinations of words and images 
become by turns a loose picture puzzle, the fragments of a witty remark, a ridiculous dirty 
joke, or an absurd piece of slapstick.

Finally, Stilinović’s canonical, Artist at Work, 1978, was also present. This series of eight 
black-and-white photographs shows the artist lying in bed asleep. The gesture is as radical as 
its implications are clear: Creativity needs time off, and lots of it.

Translated from German by Nathaniel McBride.

— Brigitte Huck

All rightQ reQerved. artforum.com iQ a regiQtered trademark of Artforum International Magazine, New York, NY.
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Mladen Stilinović, (1947, Belgrade) who started his career in the early seventies, is one 
of the most significant representatives of Central European neo-avant-garde art. The 
retrospective show in Ludwig Museum is his first exhibition of such large scale in Hungary 
as well as in the region, presenting his most important installations, collages, photographs, 
artist’s books, films, paintings and objects. Most of his films are shown in an exhibition for 
the first time. Throughout his diversified work, Stilinović explores ideological signs and their 
social aspects. His works criticise the language of politics, the institutional hierarchy within 
art, and the role of money and labour in society using the devices of irony, paradox and 
manipulation. 

From 1975 he was member of The Group of Six Artists with his brother and friends, whose 
outside exhibitions-actions were an occasion for talk about art with a public that otherwise 
would never have gone into a gallery. An interest in language was at the base of most of 
his earlier works: primarily language related with the visual sign in collages in which he 
used poetic speech, political and everyday expressions. In his artist’s books, Stilinović 
started to use slogans on the theme of work in which production and progress were cel-
ebrated, Marxist phrases about the revolution of the working class, metaphors and sym-
bols, particularly the symbolism of red. In many of his works, like the installation Red-Pink 
(1970s), Stilinović attempted to have a more normal and de-ideologised use of the colour.
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During the 1980s, he created a group of works comprised of several hundred pieces 
under the title, Exploitation of the Dead, in which he explored “dead signs”; i.e., emptied 
signs that had lost their meaning, whether they belonged to symbols of Communist ideol-
ogy or to bygone artistic practices, such as the Russian avant-garde or Socialist Realism. 
Stilinović believes that an artist, including himself, has to be aware of the fact that using 
these dead symbols means exploitation. 

His critical interest in the social significance of money, in the rituals, conventions and ide-
ologies that define the functions of money in society, is displayed in the Works with Money 
in its many facets. Sing! (1980), a work from which the exhibition took its title, shows the 
artist with a banknote pasted on his forehead, ironically referring to the position of an art-
ist exposed to the functioning of society, whereby he must sing as others tell him to. The 
role of an artist is in the focus of several other works, such as the Artist at Work (1978), 
a photographic series belonging to the Ludwig Museum’s collection (being showcased at 
the exhibition of the collection), or the caption that has become one of his signature works, 
stating that AN ARTIST WHO CANNOT SPEAK ENGLISH IS NO ARTIST (1992). Accom-
panying to the exhibition a comprehensive catalogue is going to be published, including 
essays by Branka Stipančić, Igor Zabel,Georg Schöllhammer, Ellen Blumenstein, Ana 
Janevski and Katalin Székely The exhibition is supported by: Embassy of the Republic of 
Croatia in Budapest / Ministry of Culture of the Republic of Croatia



Mladen Stilinović, Art in America, June 9th 2010

In 1921, working as Soviet power was being established 
and its principles cemented, Kazimir Malevich satired 
the nationalistic veneration of labor, declaring, “I want 
to remove the brand of shame from laziness and to pro-
nounce it not the mother of all vices, but the mother of 
perfection.” In 1978, Croatian artist Mladen Stilinović? 
demonstrated the “lazy” method by photo-documenting 
himself in various states of sleep, and pointedly titled the 
piece Artist at Work. Following the fall of Communist 
Yugoslavia in 1993, Stilinović?  formally expanded upon 
Malevich’s polemic, insisting, “There is no art without la-
ziness.” Working at the end of a complicated but commu-
nist regime in Zagreb, Stilinović? maintained optimism 
for a model of art production outside of what he identified 
in capitalism as a commerce-intiated complex of “insig-
nificant factors.”

In spite of-or as he’d have it, because of-his preoccupation with laziness, Stilinović? is prolific in a 
variety of media, evidenced by and extensive output of self-published, hand-made books, currently 
available for interaction at New York’s E-flux gallery. Initiating viewers to the show with his pen-
ciled cursive handwriting, Stilinović? inscribes his name onto the wall, repeating beneath it a dozen 
times the mantra, “I have no time, I have no time, I have no time...” Nearby on a table, Stilinović?’s 
staple-bound book, I have no time, repeats the statement across nearly 20 pages. 

On the first two pages of the book, Stilinović? introduces his playful meditation on time by speak-
ing to the reader directly, advising, “I wrote this book/ when I had no time/ the readers are request-
ed/ to read it when they have no time.” This suggestion reflects a strategy that spans the 34 years of 
his book-making: wry humor that belies serious examination of the forces of regimentation and ef-
ficiency—the feeling of having “no time” for consideration, which he regards as a powerful control 
of various production systems. 



Mladen Stilinović, Art in America, June 9th 2010

 

Each page of Subtracting Zeros (1993) features mathematical equations multiplication and divi-
sion of the number zero; the first page of Ten Fingers (1974) opens with one fingerprint in blue ink, 
and adds a fingerprint on each of the subsequent nine pages. Alongside that, a 2006 book entitled 
BAAA begins, “I am your shepherd,” followed on the next page by “I forgot my lines,” cleverly fol-
lowed by blank pages.

On initial glance, the publications have a naive appearance. But in installation, tables and chairs 
are arranged to oblige visitors to handle and read the books instead of merely passing by them. 
The content builds: one book lists the days of the week, followed by “bol,” the Croatian word for 
pain; an adjacent work lists the letters of the alphabet, similarly appended; another is a dictionary. 
Both the mundane manuals that the artist critiques, and Stilinović?’s technique, strike as similarly 
absurd. Self-publishing, and subverting the functional operations of serialized publications, was 
Stilinović?’s response to the Communist exclusion of unsanctioned information. Today, his methods 
speak to the flexibility of traditional media and distribution as it slides to conform to information 
technologies.

Unlike many New York exhibition openings, the Artist’s Books opening was subdued. Visitors sat at 
tables and paged through Stilinović?’s books (those too fragile for handling were in vitrines), most 
of which are archival and historic. Encouraging direct involvement with archival artworks, the artist 
created an anti-exhibition and an anti-opening, an event that didn’t aspire to control activity or vi-
sion, and testified to Stilinović?’s ethic of opposites.
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