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In revpanza tathe cantraversy Salakav published 3 text
in the Safix based weekly paper, Klura, in which he wrate

ARt BRI L A RFTT ARSI
ZEME TME, E1922FRIE, AMIE

by hi ian Ha hadFinall relaved
himseF of 3 burdensame sezrat that he had struggked with
since keaving the army in1983 aftercamphketing his twa-year
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= 3_51;4.;;:1; ERIET URMIU  Bulzarian artist Nedka Salakay
EMIFRE  EF EFLMAM T wark canstted of 3 waaden
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abjects. tautlined Sala nne:

State sacurity a3"a yauth with 3 true bali

which hestapped i Tap Secretwas shawnat“End
an echibitian staged 3t the Club a

Airtizts inSafia betwesn April 20 and May

intended 2.3 persanalact o se Rdschisureuniqua farthe

antict of past-Sacialist Eurape, the wark caused a scandal

twa manths laterwhan Saka havwas elcted 4

the Unian af firtists atthe heig htaF the palitical changes”

accurring within Bulgaria “ta lang-standing camm unist

ruk.” {In rezpanse, Sakkav resigned.) Ta thic day, in

camparisan with the ather Eastern Eurapean cauntries,

theafficialFiks related ta statesecurity in Bulgariaatthe

tima remain chzad in genaral?
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thraugh the kens, Ha namad thewark Viaw tatheWast.
Sftarthe scandaleasad by Top Secrat, Sakakavturnad ta
tha¥Wast in arder ta realiz hi projects. “Istarted fram zara,
because nabady knaw anything sbaut me ar of Bulgaria,”
he remambars, 2 we's it far lunch ane baautFulSeptember
afternaan in Plavdiv, Bulgaria ezand kargast city, during
the apaning weehand af his 2016 sak echibitian at SURIEY
Cantem parary, *Hature” The achibitian presanted a saries
of 12 drawings made during 12 hikes taken an cansecutie

P; Bulgaria’s Gabrava regian,
2 Ayear. i

RAFTBISI, FEFER ST of 3 krgewall phatograph aftht kindscape taken Fram the
1ERERE bakanyof P ia by hizsan Dimitar, with

Zi N b ing the imag ta lacatians

N TAINET drawingzhe ted = partaf
ml lalF, “EENRIE, thashaw. dfera kind af nan-linaar
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clase-up af the landscape in Facus—with annatatians and

B3 FHA drawings p i sawi pat including
filFERE. (hlngstha happaned and haw he felt atagientime Thae
TR, =] irst tima in Bulgarian. (Salakav generally
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usas English in hiwark ta reach a3 braad an audience az
passible, he ecplains.)

On the lagic behind the axhibitian's taging, Salakav
takd hacatatake hi itwhen

believing that the paintsanthe large image di indeed carre

TSR " AEFHSHER LR milkary servioe that fallowsd his graduatian Fram the Scfia  seen PUED Y T Bl TERUB®.  spandtathedrawings hecreated. (Laterinaurcanversatian,
T4 2INE, K LR RARRSMIRE T2 Art Academy—what he calkd the beginning af 3 kang and F‘ﬁa' '3\'3':‘39'5?5; OAEANR BN TR RARIE SMIME.  hewaukd make asimilarcamment abauta kapaffaith peapke
; ‘ int pai ing."Salkar knew hawauM never became*a 2.:»;’4.::;’:',,.“.“ SMIMEAMBEEEFL ER"AIME  have ta take with hiz Tap Secret canfessian—"Even naw, |
otk r trucartst”| i Inthe Motz Preech B HRESERETIONFER AN couM tall you that | made evarything up. Afterall itisank
Rrm—TieXENRSSANEWRIRIN  he pot. Inh tedt, hawrate: “k dacsn't matter what kind of i TAEEN F IRKIUERARETE  anartwarksinee, up tathi day, thereare na publicl knawn
ENEHFAHEDDM, ITECNTIRIFIT  Fearthis may be—the fearafchanging thedirectianafane’s ';'-'“’:-4 ,‘::: CNFETALHIFR REFERMNTIZ  dacuments abaut my invakement”)
[EIREINTERS RETATARS EHDM. " wark in )pmahhe succes it & gathering, ar the fearaf s N L, ZEMISARAEGRAET i X Inturn, |askhim haw he might apply the mapping wesae
EANZE, 2 thef yeostandth SENTIFAINIE, in “Nature” ta his career. That iz, #Salskar were ta thinkof
FEHFEIH AR RERATIZ0EMH  anantiticact™ ‘mwy.n‘ ; B AINECH " REFLEANFRAS  hi practice © 3 landscape, then what warks araxhibitians.
L EENITENT  ETAE NATE Aftarthe mid-19803,  Pares traikaunfaked, Salakav last TNopme DORRMEREOT BARAEFEFH  slangthetrailwauld he pickaut  impartant mikstanas? In
TRAAEHIE ", WIFT: S hisfith insociale phetaly. During this i o gubid il T )RNIRELENNH ~EIBRIBT  respanse, he cradits “Exprassiams” at the Thid Eye Cantre,
DTHIFR UM, FI9E, REHENF  himsaFasananitin s..gm. bocaming a membarafthe  wsetenn o TR ITREFIEERNDTEVEE  Glasgaw, curated by Sndrew Nairne in 1990, = hi it im-
Tl — R EE R tgardeCity G d makingwark that reflectad hix ok, 5 o o The find:
i — 120 auant-garde City Graup, and making warl . & X 3 3 r2, h nda
Sroacctiiatient 33 511 an
HIFR. BE206E, 2t IFATRLREE In19g7, X Paiith LR LR T UATET S5, IE: whawas prepari ibit *Eurape Unknawn” The
SEBRTEMIEAMEELAZITU R 2 wark cansisting of twelve ananymaus partraits thatwas  Fveme AME BEIE" MERNEE (UETHR  shawwss haldin1991 atPale: Setuki inK rakaw, and presanted
2 UL i i c i WUt FERIES (BT @ 5
EIRIEEHETTRMYIZFE,  natshown publicaly until RIS ysantsd | Seeonareh ), s fi#h VRS (iET  Wastern and Exstarn Eurapeanartits tagather far thafirst
EURWOSN R GERZE, R rardreCobgne in 2018 “Naturaly, foibitinglthiswss nat gt i o #ER ERNERDIETERINN) 12 timeanthiscak Sakakar participated, andFram there bagan
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passible bafare 1989 because of
diractly macking 'the chiF paliticaland axecuthe cammittas
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asaries ofchain
he lfeand wark.

DY FHTEW . TBTWONSTH. %  of 3 Cammunit party,” Salkskar wrate? In Septamber 1989, TR ILEHIT — MRS, SRA, (T, 2 3

RIGT e B pean the raafaFSafia’ Artists TIFEMAUINM) o UBHIEREM A, Luchezar Bayadjiev met\as¥ Kartun, wha invited bath ta
I3, Raa FEERITIH, Inian galk i sathatthe AMRFELRA T T JEMIGIMRETE  participate inthe 3rd btanbul Biennialin 1992.(Bayadjievina
EHETATROCEHT AT ML the BukanﬂnO.:mmunMPanyhoadquamrsmuldbevwwed DHSHANE, GEURSFEA: "27 curatarialcapacity) The Biennialwasan impartant mamantin
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Bayadiiev, Kiril Pravhkav, Pravdaliub kanay, KalinSerapianar,
Krassimir Terziew, and Stefan Hikalaey. In 2015 Rabert Bar
amavwauld reference Salakav's 1999 Vanice participatian
with “Daclaratian of War” hiz awn pratast against the lack
af suppart fara Bulgarian pavilian fram the Bulgarian state
(Baramay's 2015 project, Rented Air Spaces, canstituted 3

kaselZcm?
TENGRRIEE, R -AHHE. & pacilans, Fram Great Britain ta Brazil 3a that Bulgariacauld
PESITETIER. FHBRRIER. Rid I i the B k! i)
AR AFTEANRATA Rt BER A IF e, Sakakav's jc
R 202FEF{RIF RN EEDUEMAL  Hetoakpartin dacumenta 2 in 2007 where he shawed Feary
01 N8 BTN NEE ST

BifF.

(99 drawing: ing wariaus: L d phabias) and
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Tap langsid
re-reading the cantents of the bax 17 years later. He aba
taak partin SOCUMENTA (13) in 2012 whare he presented
Knights (and asherdream 3 at the Brathers Grimm Musum,
and shawed at the 2001, 2003 and 2007 Vanice Binnaks,
receiving hanarablke mentian Far his participatian in Rabert
Starr's 2007 central echibitian atVanice. That2007 installe

oo depicting the artt

tian, Discuzsian (Property), Btically camphex,
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h d incisive. It tald the tary of a decade-kang
dispute between Bulgaria and Russia suraunding the right
ta praduce and sellthe AK-47, since, = Sakkav rekyed in 3
stary that was written an twa large exhibition walk atthe
firanak the Saviet Unian had given Bulgariafrae parmissian
ta daza, s ulting in tha inabilityFar an internatianal patant

SHRTHH, TS . a8 Unians callap
DKR, EMIBETHVNAET EFENTY  (These days, a3 Sakkavwrate, Bulgarian manufacturers
i ot RER ta praducing adFferent zault ke, the AR

WP EFTISHWERET WFAHR

which,“despite it slightsim ilar ity 0K-47

LG, "RESARRNIAN, HETLTS  madernied inlinewith NATC standards.)
BIOMTREIDGEE, *) A3 partafthe praject, Salakavsaught ta bring sidesFram
IFAIERE  ildh, REFIRTLRIR  the Russi L ta the
RN I RN RS MBTIT  subject ianzide. Thisall
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taak place just as negatiatians surraunding the intalkectual
prapertyaf military itemswera taking plaze betwoen the twa
states. Whan imagining haw these negatiatians unfalded,
Sakkavaffered an “sducated guas” that the Bulgarian side
usad i i

have neverabtainad a lizansafar wing the Cyrillc alphabet,
whichwas infactinvantadby the Bulgarian brat harsCyriland
Methodius i i

Bulgaricus, the tiny iathat makes y of
caurse, inthe actual installation, this fact isave rturned whan
Salakav affers anather annatatiar that, ta his chagrin = a
Bulgarian, “Cyril and Mathadius were aztually Greekckrks
wha had neverboan ta Bulgaria” Thastaryends with Salakav
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tarm s gainingrecagnitian autside of Bulgaria. Hare, Salakav
shawed Naw Noah's Ak, which updatestha biblizal staryaf

t ‘abawhard”
ingagraup 2 inthe
bathraam af hizapartment Thewarrk comsisted afa “c lssical
inti Groakfa: inscriptian

“yau' an it{which Naah hod faund that same marning under
his pillaw) ings afthe frk,ane L il
cearything indepth, strangesaunds of running wate rand many,

e Ll R ERAPSIS AL L X crawling ta their (butnat
g T, SERANTNRRY | TR IR T intstanbul
i;%”‘ =t PEEHARER S T, theyearitwasshawn.) Onthe Biznnial and naming Salakav's.
.ra‘”anm. Xfiﬂ)‘dxﬁ TRIRIFETI996E k. plary, Th McEvilley nated “thi
st 16: IFAGTIRMB T TAFIEI99FA  baen the First mgar internatianal echibition of which ane
O izbrea wntos ERRER BN SIS WEATIARE  cauM straight-facadly 337, 'the Bulgariam stake theshaw.™
= Pk, AT . RaHEN waza desade icipatian in variaus
:.m;:; ar IF7 f iz, EEiLE hibiti d revide nck the . Thas< included
Uity (e TNT R ~ S, h | zchibit ianz.at the Vanice Biennak: in 1993 and gain
axAerayiorg s THEZE" in1996: year ha participated in Rene Black and kara
e it M0VEENT S AN athIstanbul Biennial "Cri ian” and became
mfww :;; s 28, D0OVEEETAFMNHLHFF—S 2 founding member of the Institute of Cantem parary Art in
:f;’('{'u"»if.';".«n« HTE MPTETEE  NEEAC  Sofia. In1997 he participated in, amang athershaws, “Heaven:
g o g WHFFHCRERY. AR 2 FFE Publc ViewPricate View” curated by Joshua Dacteratthe
g el HEINTRSE EAIM AR PRSI SrtCantes Naw Yark and the Gwangju
:‘::"h'\:‘:"‘ BEM EERSE TRFEMETIFE  Riennak “Unmapping the Earth,"curated by Sung Wan Kyung.
QG (REE) ) : T RETES TR Salakav endad the 19903 with anather milestane: an
pEiE 3 0 7 1999 Vanice Biennak asthe reprasanting
rm i Curated by lara Baubnava, Saka hav produced 15,000 pasteards.
s o and 200 Tz hirts, bath printed with Bulgaria's trizalag and
Pt 480ppnn anwhich ing Bulgaria’s
St et ta “praparly participate in the next Vanice Biennalke in2001"
vy et 0t after a naar 30-year absence Fram the evant® Of caurse,
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tharewas na Bulgarian Pavilian in 2001—ta this day Bulgaria
theank Eurapean Unianstatewithauta natianal pavilian.
Navartheless, Salakav did participate thatyearin Harakd
Szeemann’s mainshaw, “ThePlateau af Humankind, staging
A Life (Black & Whit<) in ane raam of the main venua The
warki ~fpai
painting thewalt o the axh
painting tham black :
The impactaf these Yanice participatians cannat be

an

nspacawhiteand thaather

bath intermsaf 1) 1.
L tscena. In2008, far

I ibitianexplaring
Bulgarian artattheSafiaCity frt Galkery—curated by Maria
Vassikva and Danicla Radeva—referrad ta Sakakav's 1999

‘thashaw"|
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reading the papers and Finding aut that state discussians

betwaen Bulgariaand Russia ing the i

praperty of military item had impravad. The artist was kft
“persanally satisied” by this develapmant, sinceat least in
theaszauk Fkesectar of the intarnatianal arms trade thare

willFinally be relathe peace”
I K th Kebrates his i

o120 izl =
BERE AT FHTEE RIS @

and subverts it—a pracess that & embedded inta his entire

Aromectinzuadatie Baa. ERANSERTFIONENTRE, o practice and whateser it praduces, whether the facus &an
Ingtabten e 5 = w & Bul i &3
TRkl e RURENENGZN ST A
P A b A
T Pk Tase: o ey i
St ek Eleeisd 3007 :

ZR. # : waaden surfaces and structuresas partafhis “kan"saries.
gy vasss st 2 ZEERE ity & afam iatian i swark after

o (L ¢
Lomounz(Hatara
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altthis & @mplfied in Negatiatians, Sakkav's revpansa ta
22003 itatian ta axhibitat Tal w #'s DvirGalkry farwhich
; 5 % i

RATiEHFR. E AL
A$ETRF: 15, 2O, BRRE  SNFIE (N
ERES ) AT EA
22, O, HERELS R FEOT
BT, izl &

h
3 reprezentatice af the Pakstinian futharity in Safis, and
asked if*the bracle and Pakstinianscauld have atemparary
ceasefire” during h viitta bragl

M SIMEIRR B TR, (B, E004F
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1 Ik Salaka
in Tap Secrat, and the newspapararticke he published after
<chibiting it back in1990. In that articlk, hewrate: “lwanted

kb, HEFAESERDIFRD SR (AR
AERANDIZTHE) .

ittab ingta allyaung peap mightbe mskdta
Fallima the metizulauskwavanwebsaF the Institutian.” Mast
likely, Sala havwas aba writing 3 warning ta hims.eF: ane that
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has rasanated in he practice everinae, charactarized

Sakkavwrate “aFrevharrical” Inanatherinterentianan
3 , i

azitis by the sincare irany embraces and

daplys unwavaringly. Take, pla dzatent dre,
fistprasented o partafthe g raup shaw “IRWIN, Salakay,
Zvezdatchatay” in 2000 at Mascaw’s Regina Gallery,
which cansisted of Sakakav writing an an ampty wallin
the galkery: “Yau viewer, are part of an audience, which
tepacially an New Yaars Eve) is natsaim partant ta my
caresr, therefare, it & natappraprista far me ta axhibit
samathing mare substantial hare.” Each time the wark
& shawn, 3 naw site-3pacific phrase iz added batwazn
the parentheses. In the case of the 2004 Ladz Biennale,
the parenthetical phrase read: “{especially Fter ma nat
havingslept zawell last nightl” and at the 2005 Bakigna

a ian inta ' 2 afthis buikling's
life, Salakav created afamily partrait afsarts, Hedid this
by numberingd#arant patches Fram 1 ta G with S—the
Frashast caat—baing, a5 the nate stated, “the grandsan
af 1.7{In canvarzatian in 2017, Salakav carrected himsaF,
and naw calks that patch: “the g reatgrest-grandsan.”)
Thesimplicity inSalikas's Deni Palace A partmants
intervantian, ceemplFied by the use of hand-writtencues

thatsana taignite

and humar, racalb thasamea ppraach withwhic h the artist
<creates his drawings, afwhich heiza pralfiz praducec In
the caseaf the'llluzia "5 e, Farinstance, ase rizsaf ink

anpap. : 2047
Biennake, the artt creates narratives such as the ane
in w3, which & paintad all blackwith an unpaintad circke

¢ :“tm

such abadclichéfara papularillusiant saidthe light at

firt FairwithGakerie firndt & Partnar, T pocially in this
partafital)”

distilled
in Salakav's practice, facused as it is itian of
starytalling and in warking with architectural space fis
Salakav tells me, the adiza hi a firt
Dcadamy Mi { Fferad him and his calk

still rings trueta this day, evan ¥ his educatian in mural
painting was, in aczardance ta the times, cansavathve.
“The artst will al ta the

the lwha

The aim af each of hs campasitians, inthe end &
ta make cannectians—samething the artit physically
asam pliied in ¢ Want Bozk Mame(said $he big fragh an

£3303n = yau abey this, than yau have the passibility
tacomstwith thearchitocture and then tawin itaver”

A beautfulexampleafthis appraach was ancapsu-

the jaurney Salakav mada Far
14 days by train Fram Safia ta Shanghai in ardar ta take
partinanachibitian atthe Rackbund firt Museum in 2010,
The meaning of the project was hingedan Joji atayFrag

lated inthe 9th Istanbul Biennial in2005,

d baughtinashapin New Yarks

prasented Art & Life Gamy partaf 1) inthe Daniz
Pak in Bayagle i i

ashaw hestaged there, which thencame

wisian—a canceied byCharks Exche andYas# Kartun
tawark in btanbuls mare camman 3 paces—Salakav
created a narrative using the space itsalf in which the

pealingwalk and unkempt raams became the materialaf

ramed byastary
an the wallaF ane raam abaut asingke artwarkthat lod
tathe renavatianafthat particular spac “the brightast
raam.” The detritus aFthiz renavatian was prasentedan
3 pyramid-like sheking structure, attha tap aFw hich,the
starysays, the artwarkwa pasitianad.

Atthe autsetafthis ime rva ntian, Salakay keft Instruc-
tiams ta hisviewars—"First this way, pkase,"fallawed by
“and then visit the atherraams{ ¥ you wantl" These ware

with him taSafia, iz particularprgectlajizawn
hamecaming—"thus making laji the anly taad ta circk
the warld! Salakav adds. it the sametime, thejaurnay
Farward in3pace = enactedin hisjaurnayta China, reflects
the way Salakav @ntars inta each and every praject, his
drawings included.

Cncraating his narathis, farexa mp bk Sa kb kaveep ins:

“Istar i yuague id Kk

naiea gt all andwithinafew secands it beginstashape
up, and then cames the tect” Taxt iswritten directly
anta the papet aften with anky 3 vague idea af what i
ta be writtan, meaning that the wark actually becames
3 grapplingwith the space afthe paper sinceSalakay &
nevar quiteure haw much raam hawill naed tawrite the

irectingy i
with the stary an thewall befare guiding tham inta the
h [ i pulled inta

the artist's narrative Thase included 3 new light switch
pravented an ane cracked and pacling wall by which

|1

staryas Heresp

and itmust bewan aver.‘The pracess &abauthaw taend
up with the stary in 2 kagical way, within this actramaly
limited spaza afthe paper” Salakar says "This & my awn
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| have never

Dreamt of Being an

A R T I S T

AND THEN THAT
‘*STATEMENT?’
TURNS OUT TO BE
THE BEGINNING OF
SIX ROOMS FULL

OF ARTISTIC STUFF.

By lara Boubnova

i

»

Nedko Solakov is an internationally known artist, the master of
witty narratives that are full of numerous, meticulously executed
details. The narratives involve paintings, drawings, objects, text
and the use of multimedia; they rely on space arrangements
and achieve the perfect level of command over the total
installation. However, each media used by the artist does not
lose its own “dignity” and specific identity. Solakov is one of the
most successful among the generation of artists that entered
the profession at the end of the 1980s. For him, however, the
meaning of “entering” had additional connotations, because it
was not an act of simply joining the ranks of colleagues, as is
usually the case with the advance of age and skills.

In 1989, with the fall of the Iron Curtain, the world changed
radically—most of all for the artists from the former Soviet
bloc, to which Solakov’s native Bulgaria had belonged. The
world became bigger and practically limitless. In this new world
there were exhibitions, which were quite different from those
that were organized according to the strict rules of the official
Union of Bulgarian Artists at home. There were the intemational
biennials, expositions of contemporary art initiated by famous
museums and global art initiatives, art fairs and a basic freedom
of movement between and contact with (though limited at first)
events, venues, countries, curators and audiences. The term
“nomad artists” came to the fore in the 1990s and was used to
describe artists, including those of the post-Soviet generation.
As a result of such optimistic dynamics, these artists were not
only constantly on the move, but many of them eventually
settled in geographical points that would be most beneficial for
their work, with locations ranging from Berlin, Vienna and Hong
Kong to London and Paris. Solakov is one of the few artists of
his generation who is still living where he started—in Sofia, the
capital city of Bulgaria, the poorest country in the European
Union, which the intemational media refers to as an epitome of
corruption and social inequality.
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lara Boubnova: Why?

Nedko Solakov: That is a good question. Usually my answer is that | need
Bulgaria to feed me with the sense of the absurd that exists in the present,
in the everyday, in real life. Sometimes | am really jealous when | discover
that an absurd story, outrageously hilarious, had happened before | could
interfere with it. | only have to record it, but | usually don't do that. In

the early 1990s, when there were hundreds of young artists emigrating, |
was kind of nervous about all those people leaving the country and only
me remaining here . . . (That did not come about and, actually, none of
the people from my inner circle, which I've had for so many years, ended
up leaving Bulgaria.) For quite some time my wife Slava also wanted us

to emigrate, but I've consciously, and subconsciously, felt that it will be
better for us to stay here. So | would say that for the last ten years or

s0, the question hasn’t existed for me at all. It’s just because | have the
option to travel abroad for exhibitions and to always come back to Sofia.

| know it may sound somewhat sentimental, but | love the nature of my
country. This is despite the fact that we can walk in the woods in Germany
or in Switzerland, and they are fantastic of course; yet the feeling | get at
the end of the day is that Bulgaria is home for me, and that there is such
diversity in the nature of the country. | really love it. Even though | am
protesting all the time about the messes within society and actual daily life,
in some ways that kind of stimulates me to make my own work and to keep
on living here. And we have a very low income tax, by the way.

IB: During the era of socialism and the cultural isolation of Soviet countries
(which in your case meant that your professional education as an artist was
limited to a 19th-century academic model based on life drawing and other
classical methods), you studied mural painting. How did that help you in
your search for your own artistic language?

NS: When | entered the National Academy of Art, Sofia, in the mid-
1970s, it was extremely prestigious to be an artist. If one were to rank the
prestigious professions at the time, then, in a way, mural painting was at
the top of the pyramid. At the same time, | actually touched turpentine
and oil paints for the very first time only after | entered the Academy.
Then it took me nearly three years until | got a hold of things and started
to understand what | was doing. | began to make small paintings with a
narrative in them that | really enjoyed. Fortunately, none of my professors

23,

taught me how to build composition in a painting. In mural painting you
were supposed to learn the techniques of fresco, secco, mosaics, sgraffito,
stained glass, and to master drawing with various media, and so on and

so forth. In spite of that it was still a very conservative learning process in
the Academy. Yet, | still adhere to my professor Mito Ganovski’s words:
“No matter when you, as an artist, enter an architectural setting, even if
the architecture was made especially for your artwork, you are always the
second one there.” | continue to follow these words for all of my narratives
in three-dimensional spaces. | try to obey the architecture in order to start
coexisting with it, and to win over it, in a way.

IB: How did it happen that, after starting from small canvases with
narratives that were so acclaimed by critics in your country, you began
getting rid of traditional painting in the mid-1980s?

NS: In 1986, | moved to a new studio in my parents-in-law’s attic, and
that space was full of a lot of old objects and various beautiful things, so
| started adding stuff onto them. At the same time, | was still painting
and taking part in the traditional artist’s life in Bulgaria, showing at
national exhibitions (and selling to state galleries, because, since 1980,
my family and | have always lived off of my work). Meanwhile, five
popular young painters, including myself, were approached by an art
critic, Filip Zidaroyv, in order to make an exhibition without paintings
(“The City?” 1988). This was a great stimulation for all of us. | already
had started to make small assemblages and other things in the attic. For
this show all of us made installations—even though we did not yet call

it “installation” at the time, nor did we use the word “curator.” But there
was a moment when | was kind of pissed off that | was making paintings,
and so | literally destroyed many of them. Some of their parts | stretched
into smaller frames and by connecting them physically with other “stuff”
| produced the first polyptychs.

IB: Would you agree with the metaphor that in your polyptychs there are
actually whole exhibitions condensed in one piece?

NS: Maybe it’s better to say that each of my exhibitions is one piece.
But you know, | have kept on producing “polyptychs.” Even now, all of
the series of drawings displayed on my table for “ready drawings” are
following the same path. It is out of the question for me to think that
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drawing #1, for example, will become drawing #8. That’s because there is a kind of narrative
where they all work together visually, but also organized conceptually.

IB: When did you start producing your large series of drawings?

NS:That was for my very first show in a private gallery. It was interesting that | already had
three solo shows in museums with no international gallery presentation. It might have been
different if | had lived in the West, where everybody knows the usual way for an artist to
become known. After the changes in the Eastern Bloc | strove to make my work familiar in the
West. By the early 1990s | had already started making museum solo shows, like in 1994 at the
Museum of Contemporary Art in Skopje, where | presented the installation The Superstitious
Man (1992-94), which was also shown at the Bard College Museum in upstate New York.

In the same year, | had The Collector of Art (Somewhere in Africa there is a great black man
collecting art from Europe and America, buying his Picasso for 23 coconuts . . .) (1992~ ) exhibited
in the Ludwig Museum in Budapest, and all this without any gallery presentation. In my first
international gallery show in 1996, with Arndt & Partner in Berlin, | exhibited something like

a three-dimensional “polyptych,” to follow your question. Different stories were shown under
the common title of “Desires,” including a large series of drawings—my first really big one—
comprising 50 pieces, entitled “Once Upon a Time” (1995-96). Since that time, I’'ve made
drawings in series of seven, nine, twelve and so on. At one point the biggest series was “Fears”
(2006-07), consisting of 99 drawings, which was made for Documenta 12 in 2007. Then, in
2008, after the global financial crisis began, | started the series “Optimistic Stories” (2008-09).
Here, | made 123 drawings, just because the figures “1,” “2” and “3” looked optimistic as a
sequence. At that time | very naively thought the crisis would be over by the time | completed
the 123rd drawing on February 13, 2009.

I1B: Could you name some of your drawing cycles? It seems that you are making cycles of
drawings and that you give them names as a type of personal exorcism in order to get rid of a
disturbing thought or feeling.

NS: It’s a really tricky question, because | kind of forget their titles and their stories. But it’s
true—| have always been doing this. When | used to get pissed off by the socialist existence,

| put everything down either on paper or canvas. Even nowadays | do that if something really
pisses me off, and | think, “Okay, now that | have put it down it’s a little bit out of my mind.”
Then, along comes Facebook with its very, very specific audience. | do admit that, for the last
couple of years, if | make something that | feel is a good drawing | have been posting it almost
immediately on Facebook, because then you get an immediate reaction—which, | guess, is one
of the biggest illusions, since these reactions, or “likes,” are not really from an art audience.

IB: What'’s the genesis, or what comes first in your drawings? And how do the text and images
in your work co-relate with each other?

NS: First is sort of an image. If | have absolutely nothing in my mind that | want to put down, |
usually start at the center of the paper, slightly to the left, by making strokes in a little bit of a
senseless manner. This goes on for a couple of seconds, and while | am in the middle of these
“preparatory” movements, usually something pops up in my mind. Very rarely it is exactly what
it will be at the end; often the strokes become like a tree, and then a forest or a seashore, or
something completely different. Sometimes when | start a drawing, | sense that it will take a
long time to achieve the rendering that | really like. At some point, | start to write down the

(Previous page)

NEDKO SOLAKOV, A Life (Black & White),
1998-, black and white paint, two workers/
painters constantly repainting the walls of the
exhibition space in black and white for the
entire duration of the exhibition, day after
day (following each other). Installation view
of “Plateau of Humankind,” 49th Biennale di
Venezia, Venice, 2001. Collections of Peter
Kogler, Vienna, Museum of Contemporary Art,
Chicago, Hauser & Wirth, St. Gallen, Museum
fuer Moderne Kunst, Frankfurt am Main,

and Tate Modern, London. Photo by Giorgio
Colombo. Courtesy the artist.

(Opposite page)

NEDKO SOLAKOV, People with (Numbered)
Wonies #7, 2016, sepia, black and white ink, and
wash on paper, series of 8 drawings: 19 x 28 cm
each. Courtesy the artist.

(This page)

NEDKO SOLAKOV, Optimistic Stories #38,
2008-09, sepia, black and white ink, and wash b el TR
on paper, series of 123 drawings: 19 x 28 cm each.
Photo by Bernd Borchardt. Courtesy the artist,
Burger Collection Hong Kong, and ARNDT, Berlin.
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(This page, top)

NEDKO SOLAKQY, Paintings with No

Texts #19 (Father-Volcano and Son-Volcano,
Fishing), 2013, oil on canvas, 120 X162 cm.
Photo by Dimitar Solakov and Irena Solakov.
Courtesy the artist and Galleria Continua San
Gimignano/Beijing/L es M oulins/Habana.

{Bottom)

NEDKO SOLAKQV, View to the West, 1085,
text, bronze plate, telescope pointing west,
the red star on the top of the headquarters
of the Bulgarian Communist Party, S ofia,
dimensions variable. Installation view for the
exhibition “The Earth and the Sky” at the
Club of Young Artists on the roof terrace

of the Union of Bulgarian Artists, Shipka &
Gallery, Sofia, 1985. Courtesy the artist.
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story. Even though | know that the drawing that will go above it will still
need quite a lot of work. | never ever write stories on the side of the paper.
| start at the bottom and always think positively that I’ll have enough space
to complete the story. Sometimes it’s only a line, but at other times it’s an
elaborate narrative. Usually my stories have one tum, then another, and
then another turn, where | might need to have a three-millimeter strip of
extra paper added to the edge of the work’s surface, which is not possible
of course. There is a sense of suspense for me: how do | end the story ina
logical way?¢ Usually it happens. In any case | don’t consider the text as an
explanation of the image, nor the image as an illustration to the text.

IB: You also make these lovely, very human installations, where you
create tiny figures and discrete texts directly onto the walls of an
architectural space that look empty at the first glance. You often refer to
these as “doodles.”

NS: When | enter into a given space to make doodles, | never think in
advance about where, how or what their stories will be. | just feel the
environment, trying to imagine the moves of the audience later - to
squat down to see the right-hand corner, or look toward the ceiling

of another corner. And then | just start. The supposedly ideal-looking
“white cube” is not ideal at all; there are always small cracks, or little
dried up blotches of paint, that become little mountains and valleys,
accommodating my little figures. That’s how the work A (not so) White
Cube (2001- ) came about.

With a big narrative installation like Discussion (Property) (2007), the
story shapes up differently. | read about the dispute—to put it mildly—
between Bulgaria and Russia, which has the right to produce AK-47,
the infamous assault rifle. And then | started to develop my story by
collecting the different parts that would make the whole. It was the same
with Knights (and other dreams), which | made for Documenta 13 in 2012.
At a certain moment the accumulated “mess” just takes off; a structure
appears and then | can write the main story. It has to be edited perfectly
in English in order for people to get it right away. Usually the sub-stories
need good English too. For the sub-sub-sub-stories that just spring forth
directly in the space | use “my” English.
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IB: To continue the discussion on this particular type of work from your
ceuvre, | would like to ask you now to name five narrative installations

of your choice. Perhaps you could begin with View to the West (1989),

a seemingly simple story that works with public space, popular sayings,
illusions and irony.

NS: Those | know very well. On a side note, it is really strange that | can
name all of my narrative installations, but | can’t do that with my drawing
series. Maybe | am really making [the drawings] as a sort of exorcism,

as you mentioned earlier, and to just rid myself of those things that |
want to get out of my consciousness—to feel better. That’s why | kind

of forget them, because | don’t remember the stories afterward. The

very first narrative installation was actually New Noal's Ark (1992-2007),
followed by The Collector of Art (somewhere in Aftica . . .), The Superstitious
Man, The Paranaid Man (1997), This is me, too. . . . (1996-2005), and the
last big installation, Knights (and other dreams). 'm continuing to make large
narratives, the latest of which might not happen at all—it is about figuring
out how and what it means to feel content with your life. What does

it mean to be satisfied by your existence? So far, it seems that nobody wants
to hold an exhibit on what it means to be a satisfied or dissatisfied man . . .
Oops, forgot to talk about View to the West, but it has a very precise caption
on your far left that tells the story.

IB: Your installations are alluring and very critical. The earliest ones are
critical of the establishment within the contemporary art world, as well as
the structures and the conditions of artistic life. The later ones are more
critical toward society as a whole, and its various relations, and yet some of
them are very poetic. Do you choose the topic of your installations based on
a logic they adhere to, or according to the themes of a potential show? Do
you feel independent from, or vaguely connected to, big art showse

NS: If | go back to the New Noak's Ark, the “trigger” for it came when |
found an opportunity to access the thermoplastic production line at a
factory in Botevgrad, Bulgaria. And exactly then was when the idea came to
me to start making creatures out of it, which became the most spectacular
part of the installation. On the other hand, This is me, too.. . ., the work that
| made for Manifesta 1in 1996, was directly related to one of the biennial’s
venues, the Natural History Museum in Rotterdam. And the tricky part is
that | created this particular installation (and all other namrative projects)
also to work later in other spaces. For the time being | manage to do that.

IB: Was your work for Documenta 13 based on the Brothers Grimm Museum,
where your installation was exhibited for the event?

NS: When | was invited to participate in Documenta 13, | had another
possible option for a venue—the so-called Gardener’s House in Karlsaue
Park. But at the end | choose the Brothers Grimm Museum where | could
use its entire ground floor. Meanwhile, working on another | miss Sodalism,
maybe . ... project, | had shot a video with Bulgarian ex-child actor Oleg
Kovachev, who played the main character in one of the country’s best films,
Knight without Armor (1966). At some point | realized that these three
confessional minutes are priceless and | got the feeling that | could build up
numerous stories about dreams and knights around them (I never use them
for I miss Sociatism, maybe . . ..) Of course, | felt closely connected to the
Brothers Grimm Museum, because since childhood I’ve loved their stories,
and because | had the possibility to build a narrative across six consecutive

rooms, like a chaptered tale. | respected as much as possible the museum’s
architecture and | did my best to make my stories look an integral part of it.

(This page, top)

NEDKO SOLAKOV, New Noah’s Ark (The Creatuwres) (detail), 1992-2007,
thermoplastic and metal, 96 pieces: dimensions variable. Photo by Anatoly
Michaylov and Konstantin Shestakov. Courtesy the artist and Galleria Continua
San Gimignano/Beijing/Les Moulins/Habana.

(This page, middle)

NEDKO SOLAKOV, This is me, too . . . ., 1996-2005, mixed media, dimensions
variable. Installation view of the exhibition “&ll in Qrder, with Exceptions” at
the Museu de Arte Contemporanea Serralves, Porto, 2012. Collection of De
Vleeshal, Middelburg, Netherlands. Photo by Filipe Brag. Courtesy the artist.
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NEDKO SOLAKOV, A High Level Show
witha Catalogue (details), 200z, felt-tip

pen on wall and objects; a catalogue with
close-ups of stories displayed at a height of
4.5m, dimensions variable. Installation view
at Center for Contemporary Art Kitalkyushu,
2002-03. Courtesy the artist and CCA
Kitakyushu.
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IB: It seems that you often put yourself in the “shoes” of your viewer. How would you imagine
your audience to behave in experiencing such narrative installations? | love A High Level Show
with a Catalogue (2002), where you pressed the visitors of your exhibition at the Centre for
Contemporary Art Kitakyushu in Japan to refer to the show’s catalog while in search for your
hard-to-see doodles high up on the museum’s walls. Do people read and search in your other
installations as well¢

NS: They read. The most satisfying example is Discussion (Property), with text that normally
takes 16 to 17 minutes to read, which for visitors at the 52nd Venice Biennale, where it was
shown, is a lot—especially during the preview days. It depends on a work’s ability to tell a story,
or even stories. Additionally, it’s very important how you start a story. | guess it was an effective
beginning for the Documenta 13 piece to start with the line: “l have never dreamt of being an
artist.” And then that ‘statement” turns out to be the beginning of six rooms full of artistic stuff.
It’s a little bit of a challenge. It’s meant as a hook to make you start reading. In my stories there

is usually one main line, which is very general but also peculiar, and yet simple. You don’t need to
read a thousand books in order to get it; it is understandable. Then there are the sub-stories and
the sub-sub-stories. By the way, | don’t mind if the viewers don’t read and see everything. Thisis
absolutely alright with me. The feeling that they can’t get everything is quite satisfying,

IB: Here is a simple, non-simple question in the style of your web site (http://nedkosolakov.net) :
do you feel that you are part of a generation?

NS: Sure, | feel part of my generation of fellow Bulgarian artists. | feel associated with the
Institute of Contemporary Art in Sofia, and as part of the wider group of East- European artists
of my gereration, as well as other similarly aged Western peers who started in the early 1990s,
even if the environments were very different. When socialism collapsed | was already a pretty
recognized young painter, but also an “avant-garde” artist in the Bulgarian art scene. But coming
out of Bulgaria, you are a complete nobody in the larger world, which is made worse, because

of the fact that nobody knows anything about your country. But one must deal with that and to
turn it into advantage. It’s not so easy.

NEDKO SOLAKOV is a Sofia-based Bulgarian artist whose work has been exhibited intemationally
for over 20 years. His works employ humor and absurdity to question art institutions and societal
norms. His work was featured in numerous biennials, including six iterations of the Venice Biennale,
and Documenta 12and 13. In 2003-05, an extensive mid-career retrospective titled “A 12 1/3 (and
even more) Year Survey” was presented at Casino Luxembourg, Rooseurn Malmé and OK Centrurn,
Lirz. His retrospective “All in Order, with Exceptions” was presented in 2011-12 at [kon Gallery in
Birmingham, Fondazione Galleria Civica in Trento, SMAK in Ghent and Fundagiio de Serralves in
Porta. Solakov’s works belong to more than 5o intemational museums and public collections, among
them Museum of Modermn Art in New York and London’s Tate Modern.

IARA BOUBNOVA isa Sofia-based art critic and internatioral curator of contemporary arnt. She

is the founding director of the Institute of Contemporary Art in Sofiaand a deputy director of the
National Gallery. In 2013, Boubnova was the prizewinner for best curatorial project of the state-
sponsored Innovation Prize for the second Ural Industrial Biennial in Yekaterinburg, Russia. The
following year, she was awarded the “Golden Pen” by independent Bulgarian cultural institutions for
critical writing.
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Views

Nedko Solakov
“Stories”

Georg Kargl Fine Arts
13.5. - 30.7.2016

With works that are both disarming and well calibrated,
Nedko Solakoy (*1957) combines a literary sensibility with
straight-up painting, site-specificity, sculpture, and installa-
tion. The self-reflexive and confessional works in “Stories” (all
works 2016) are those of a diarist who happens to make pic-
tures. Yet his riffs on the history of painting are many, tongue-
in-checek, witty, and possibly sincere. The ripped mixed-media
canvas (nof) Nervous suggests a lighthearted jab at the digital /
painting axis thematized by younger American artists such as
Ken Okiishi and Michael Williams. A bunch of computer ca-
bles and mobile phone plugs adorn its top portion like
adorning the painted face just below,
In the first room, an ornate gilt-framed picture, The Abstract
“ainting (with no frame), plays up kitsch to the hilt. Hand-painted
micro texts across the gold frame offer a narrative of its own
creation, claiming “she felt miserably insignificant” and
“nothing meaningful emerged.” In the center a small black
square with human legs is in the act of walking away from a
painted wall. By the time you read the entirety of the text on a
separate sheet of paper, the dots connect family and art since
a woodcarving cousin made the gilt frame.

awreath

¢

Dominating the large main space is the wall

Outside, rendered in the red of the Austri

the shape of the country as seen on the map

stands outside the edge of the red paint while

figure stand just within the red line. “May I come in?” says
e your colour around me!

Nedko Solakov “Stories”, article.

VIENNA

194

ternational, East European art star. He is cleverly subversive
In critiquing institutions while using his own ambiguity as
painter to slyly demystify his own medium. Fars is a pair of
identical cars, cast in aluminum, one upside down, the other
right side up. One section of the wall text speaks of, “the right-
cous informers of state security”; another of the “sinful in-
formers” maintaining state sccurity.
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Solakov the “serious” painter appears in the wall installation
Five Pa

intings (The Formalistic € Ine, The Onarantine One, The Impri-
matura One, The Rookie One and The Hand Made One). Each of its
constituent parts has a waggish text scrawl commentary
around its wooden frame and they all made me think of
Richard Prince’s joke paintings. As art is no joke but a humor-
less man is a bore, so Solakov knows how to play the magic
card of painting with conceprual dexterity.
A Magician's Nightmare is where Solakov comes closest to clas-
sic deadpan Kippenberger humor. A customized tailor stand
Props up a magician’s tuxedo, secret pockets and all. Strips of
canvas spill down to the floor, with text explaining the story:
“A smart handsome magician had a nightmare. Instead of just
keeping the magic cards, pigeons, flowers, and rabbits that he
needed for his spectacular tricks, his tuxedo’s seven secret
Ppockets seemed to store his intimate secrets — and not only
storing them, but candidly revealing them to the audience.
And the worst part was that the audience liked it.”

9'. Attempt at Possible Prevention, 2016
Black drawing ink, white stickers over

a found Nativity icon, handwritten text

60 x50 x 4,5 cm

n view, 'Nvdkc Solakov. Stories”
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INTERVIEWS

NEDKO SOLAKOV

September 28, 2012 » Nedko Solakov talks about his retrospective

Left: Nedko Solakov, Knights (and other dreams), 2012. Installation view, Documenta 13, Briider Grimm-Museum,

Kassel. (Photo: Ela Bialkowska) Right: Nedko Solakov, Discussion (Property), 2007. Installation view, Museu de Arte
Contemporédnea de Serralves, Porto, Portugal, 2012. (Photo: Dimitar Solakov)

Nedko Solakov.
ArtForum, 28 September 2012
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https://www.artforum.com/interviews/nedko-solakov-talks-about-his-retrospective-34598

The Sofia, Bulgaria—based artist Nedko Solakov is known for his narrative-driven installations
thar merge his biography with history and fiction. His unorthodox, multipart, rouring survey

exhibition “All in Order, with Exceptions™ is on view at Museu de Arte Contemporinea de

Serralves in Porro, Portugal, until Ocrober 28; over the past year, it has been installed ar Ikon
Gallery in Birmingham, UK; S.M.A.K. in Ghent, Belgium; and the Fondazione Galleria Civica

in Trento, Iraly

| GRADUATED in mural painting at the Sofia Art Academy in the early 1980s and by then I was
producing small paintings. It is in these works that I began incorporating stories. Later, when I
began making installations, they continued to have tales in them, as I added text. Today, I can

say that there has been a lot of writing in my work and that, frankly, sometimes I am kind of

sick of it.

The stories that I tell are built in space and are very different from those laid out in a book.
They need the viewer’s movement: The bending, the squarting, and the looking in the corners
—all this completes the work. In the installations, almost everybody experiences the key
narrative. Yet not everybody apprehends the subnarratives—and there are many sub-sub- and

sub-sub-subnarratives as well—but I am OK with this.

Nedko Solakov.
ArtForum, 28 September 2012
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Sometimes there is no fiction in my stories, although one might assume there is, given the
untruthfulness of the narrarive. For example, Discussion (Property), which was presented at
the 2007 Venice Biennale, is inspired by the dispute between Bulgaria and Russia about the
copyrights for producing the AK-47 assaulr rifle. There’s also no fiction in Top Secrer—a work
made in 1990 (after the fall of the Berlin Wall) that caught attention at Documenta 12—even
though many people still think that I invented my youthful involvement with the Bulgarian

Secret Service.

Documenta 13 asked me to produce a new work and [ made Knights (and other dreams).
Working at the Brothers Grimm Museum was unforgettable: For the first time, I had a suite of
rooms, a nartural path for my stories. I did my best not to be an intruder into the institution;
for example, the way I showed the texts and all the other elements of the work matches its
display techniques. More important, I tried to respect as much as possible its architecrure. As
my old professor from the Sofia Art Academy used to teach his students, “Architecture is

always first; you—rthe arrist—are the second!”

This work was made while my survey exhibition was taking place. In the last room of Knights
(and other dreams), 1 connect the two of them: The yellow folders, part of the “made-up
young artist’s dream” section, come from the first venue of the retrospective, at the lkon
Gallery. Unlike most touring shows, the curators of the retrospective agreed to play a game
with me: Rather than focus solely on my mature works, all from the past thirty years—even
those made after I graduated in 1981—were to be considered. Also, at least one work per year
had to be chosen. After two days of meetings, they came up with a checklist of “good™ works
for each year, a selection reached by consensus. Later, out of this checklist, each one of them
chose only one work per year; some works overlapped, some didn’t. Nevertheless, for Trento, I
selected thirty works rejected by the curators of the other three venues, the best of the “bad”

ones. I called this selection “All in (My) Order, with Exceptions.”

Nedko Solakov.
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Some of the choices were challenging to deal with. For example, both S.M.A.K. and the
Serralves Museum selected Insolent Art for 2004. This installation consists of a wall or gallery
where one or various of my works are supposed to be presented; instead, there is this
handwritten sentence: YOU, VIEWER, ARE PART OF AN AUDIENCE WHICH IS NOT SO
IMPORTANT TO MY CAREER; THEREFORE, IT IS NOT APPROPRIATE FOR ME TO
EXHIBIT SOMETHING MORE SUBSTANTIAL HERE. To make this installation properly
would mean to present nothing, which was very tempting yet too uncomplicated—and I am all
for complication! Luckily, the work chosen for 1999 was Quorations—stuffed black velvet
quotation marks originally displayed around a huge, not-to-be-moved-from-a-Sofia-museum-
wall painting that was disturbing a group show in which I was taking part. So, I “blocked”

Insolent Art with Quotarions. . .

— As rold ro Miguel Amado
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For Medko Sclakov's touring retrospective, ‘All in Order, with Exceptions’, each of the four venues
presents a unigue set of works chosen according to strict curateorial criteria impeosed by the artist.
First, Solakov prepared a comprehensive image catalogue of every work he mode between 1980 and
2010 - o collection of 5,682 digital files. From this archive, curators from (KON Gallery in
Birmingham, 5.M.A.K in Ghent and Museu Serralves in Porto each selected o set of 30 works for their
own institution, under the strict condition the each could only include one work from a given year.
The exhibition’s final venue, Galleria Civica - Sclakev's commercial gallery in Trento - will feature the

artist’s own selection from the works rejected by the curators.,

At 5.MAK., Sclakov slyly expanded this solon des refusés by making imoges of all the unchosen
waorks accessible to the public in folders containing an overwhelming 1,353 pages of documentation.
THE FOLDERS (2011} —the '35t work' in the show — constitutes a unique archive scattered
throughout the gallery space, smuggling in everything thot was initiclly excluded by the curators.
It's hard to tell if Sclakov's choice undermines the very idea of a retrospective or genuinely seeks to
present his achievernents in their totality. There is a paradox embedded in ‘All in Order, with
Exceptions’, a contradiction between an overdose of information and o hounting impression of
incompleteness (we are, after cll, aware thot there are three more versions of the exhibition). This

amlziguity is characteristic of Solakov's often humorous and ironic ceuvre,

Throughout the exhibition at S.M.ALK., which features everything from doocdles on the walls, to
paintings, videos and large-scale installations, Solakev offers a pretext to locking ot his artistic
production through his own figure as “the artist’. The first room contains a complex installation
entitled This is me, too... (1996-2005) encaopsulating absurd incarnations of Solakov dressed as ‘The
Humble Snowflake’ or 'The Ammonite’. The cldest weork in the show is alse a self-portrait: the
painting Studio (1980) represents the artist lying in bed, perhaps thinking, or in a state of idleness,

while cccupying the space traditionally connected to professional activity.

If one can see Solakov as performing this futile action against the official Cormmunist rhetoric of his
notive Bulgaric at the time, it alse represents the usual first take on him, namely, his status as an
Eastern European artist. His 1989 work The View to the West originally consisted of a telescope
pointing west, paradexically focusing on the iconic red star crowning the Communist party
hecdgquarters in 5ofia. An ironic and semi-exotic toke on the artist’s hormeland clso recppears in
2008 in A Recent Story with Ghosts, a Pair of High-Heeled Shoes, (o Couple of Floods) aond Some
Orther Mischievous Acts, a large-scale installation which pertrays Bulgaria as a country in which
disasters and cccidents are attributed to the ghosts of medieval empercrs rather than inefficient
politicians —a witty but bitter reflection an naticncl identity and the country's current state of

affairs.
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The tension between Solakev’s Communist past ond his attempts to overcorne It recurs in his work.,
But it is this tension that reveals the strategic equilibrium he maintains between the local context in
which he makes his work and the more global context in which he knows it will be received. The
works included here range from subtle institutional critigue and guestioning of the art market to
tirmely issues like the value of money and the banking systermn. The trojectory allows us to identify the
persistence of certain metifs, but also to spot Solokov’s moments of searching and transition - often
aimed at transgressing the local art circuit and establishing his international career. We can
observe, for example, how his written texts switch from Bulgarian inte English, or read his
disarrningly honest confession about the influsnce of Anselm Kiefer on his work after attending
docurmenta 8 in 1987, Not least, the format of the show itself, and its comprehensive cotalogue,

proves that Solakov is a skilled prormoter of his art.

Solakev's constant self-consciousness is reflected in his trademark texts, which often accompany his
works or even constitute the works themselves - from spontaneous additions scribbled on the wall to
lengthy infermational captions. Regordless of their status, they have a personal, casual tone, in
which he exposes his concerns and unwveils his weaknesses. In Fear (2003), Sclakov (whe is afraid of
flying) presents small clumps of clay he squeezed in his fists while on a plane. The modest sculptures
occupy o small surface of a takble, but the narrcation describing his phobia takes over a whole wall
next to it. In Sclakov's practice everything seermns to be justified and transparent. The author's

comments leave little space for doubts or mystery.
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On the other hand, A Life (Block ond White) (19%8-ongoing) is a performance without text,

involving twe pecple: one is instructed to paint the walls of the gallery white, while the other effaces
them with black point. Rather than a meonochromatic binary between black and white, the abstract
splashes and drops of paint on the fleor remind us of the intervening shades of grey. Seeing this

simple yet deeply existential work alongside more revealing and effusive text-based pieces, | couldn't

stop thinking: if so many lines have been written, is there still a need to read between them?

KASIA REDZISZ
Avery Singer lives in New York, U5A. Last year, she hod a solo show at Kraupa-Tuskany Zeidler,
Berlin, Germany. Earlier this year, her work was exhibited ot Mclellan Galleries as part of Glasgow
International 2014, UK. Her solo show at Kunsthalle Zirich, Switzerlond, will cpen on

21 Movember; it will travel to Fondazione Sandretto Re Rebaudengeo, Turin, Italy, in 2015.

First published in Issue 148
Jun - Aug 2012
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NEDKO SOLAKOV

Nedko Solakov

AND THE REST OF THE WORLD

LAUGHTER, SHAME, FEAR, love, anger,
happiness, euphoria, boredom, depres-
sion... and if irony was an emotion, then
especially irony. “Emotions™ is the most re-
cent large-scale project of Nedko Solakov.
Shown already in the Kunstmuseums in
Bonn (2008) and St. Gallen (2009), the fi-
nal part of the project, “Emotions (without
masks)” at the Institut Malthildenhohe in
Darmstadt, was unexpectedly and radically
different from the first two “Emotions”
exhibitions. With a typically Solakovian
manner of transforming and energizing the
gallery space, the exhibitions at the Sofia
City Art Gallery (2009) (his first retrospec-
tive in Bulgaria) and in Darmstadt showed
again how Solakov’s various stories and
texts create a system of total mediation of
the world. Within this system the figure of
the artist stands between reality, the work
and the institution as a privileged partici-
pant in an endless game of possible acts
of communication and signification of the
“real.”

Sometimes this can mean putting reality
into quotes, which is exactly what we saw
in the exhibition in Sofia where, at the en-
trance to the gallery space, large quotation
marks of stuffed velvet [Quotations (2009)]
were placed, turning the world outside into
a big quote in the exhibition. In Darm-
stadt, however, the focus was on the art
world and the artist’s ability to play with its
conventions, institutions and rules of com-
munication. By way of introduction Nedko
Solakov said, “I have done so many exhibi-
tions, so many solo shows. I keep trying to
make them different, at least for the cliché
reason of amusing myself first and then
amusing the viewers. Sometimes it works,
sometimes it doesn’t.” The artist uses this
fatigue from the routine of the art world
— and it seems to be a fatigue of being a
producer rather than an author — both as
an excuse and motivation to do something
else, to start playing and changing what is
expected. “Emotions” at Malthildenhohe
wasn’t what it was planned to be, therefore
making the public either exited or angry
about not seeing the expected show (some

Vladiya Mihaylova

visitors even wanted their money back.)
Inspired by the previous Malthildenhéhe
exhibition “Masks: Metamorphoses of the
Face from Rodin to Picasso™ (2009), So-
lakov decided to leave the whole layout

in place including plinths, showcases,
hooks, devices, covers, spotlights — except
for one thing: the masks. Moreover, works
from the “Emotions” project (“Some Nice
Things to Enjoy While You Are Not Mak-
ing a Living” as well as series of drawings,
videos, etc.) were left packed up in the
crates they arrived in, and stayed there till
the end of the exhibition. Only two of the
crated pieces were displayed at the end of
the succession of rooms, in a storage area,
because of the demands of the lenders —
an Italian collector and a Dutch museum
director. In the empty, quiet, somewhat

theatrical space, the viewer could only see
the minutely crafted model of the “real” ex-
hibition “Emotions,” with the crates placed
on the spots in the exhibition space where
they were supposed to be according to the
curator’s plan. In the blank areas without
masks, wall labels and reference materials
from the just-ended show stood as strange,
surreal lyrics, competing somehow with
Solakov’s typically small, handwritten texts
and creatures all over the place, pointing
to nail holes in the walls and other almost-
invisible things in the space. These details
fragmented the space and focused the
viewer’s attention to certain parts of it, as
if what the artist pointed at was “reality” (a
physical reality.)

These short narrative structures trans-
form the space into media by working with it
primarily as a specific physical environment
that the artist inhabits over a certain period
of time, rather than a place for art. Nedko
Solakov seems to enter into some kind of
competition with the institution and, in this
particular case, the routine production of
the art world, “claiming” its function as an
intermediary between the artist and the
viewer. This post-modern and post-concep-
tual game with authority is ironic and para-
doxical — the artist simulates his Author-
ship with a capital “A,” though physically,
emotionally and mentally always remaining
“simply” Nedko Solakov.

The unique ability to tell stories in a per-
sonal and at the same time artistic style is
one of the most special and consistently
developed elements in Solakov's works.
It can be traced back to early pieces such
as Top Secret (1989-90), perhaps the most
controversial and discussed work of the
artist, along with the series of 99 drawings,
“Fears,” that was included in Documenta
12 in 2007. The chest-file contains in alpha-
betical order notes with texts, drawings and
small objects that tell about the life of the
author and about the period between 1976
and 1983, when, as a student who believed
in Socialism, he collaborated with the se-
cret service of the former political regime
in Bulgaria. The retrospective at the Sofia

JANUARY FEBRUARY 2010 + FlashArt 73
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City Art Gallery was organized in a similar
way, building upon both personal and ar-
tistic stories, in the form of a large instal-
lation of paintings, objects, documentary
photographs, posters, catalogues, prints
and videos. As if carelessly placed into the
center of the gallery, upon The Yellow Blob
Story (1997-), and sprawling on the floor,
they suggested the idea of a chronological
archive. The perception of immediacy and
apparent chaos was heightened to an absurd
degree with A Life (Black & White)(1998-):
painters who were constantly repainting
in black and white the walls of the gallery,
spinning endlessly around the works in the
center. With less laughter and daily absur-
dity than usual, the texts in the exhibition
(shown for the first time in Bulgaria) told
about the life and career of the artist, from
his earliest works in 1980s to the present.
It was nevertheless the logic of sharing or
of a strange, public rapport, that involved
the viewers in “the story” of the exhibition
as well as the story of Nedko Solakov. Not
just his personal and professional life, but
the whole of reality can be mediated and
transformed through the figure of the artist
who, by developing a text/narrative, builds
a parallel world within the frame of the
work, sometimes turning the work into an

74  FlashArt « JANUARY FEBRUARY 2010
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institution in itself that has the authority to
tell the truth — as in the early installation
The Truth (The Earth is Plane, The World is
Flat) (1992-1995).

A similar principle, yet much more com-
plicated, is present in the newer works like
the one included in Prospect 1 New Orleans
Biennial in 2008: A Recent Story with Ghosts,

a Pair of High-Heeled Shoes, (a couple of
floods) and Some Other Mischievous Acts

(2008). The story features and connects dif-
ferent events and disasters from recent floods
in a Bulgarian village named Tsar Kaloyan to
hurricane Katrina. The accidental, blind and
senseless tragedy is turned into a “fantastic”
absurdity through the story that goes back
to 1205, when the Bulgarian Tsar Kaloyan

defeated Baldwin I — the Latin emperor of

Constantinople at that time. Furious about
the suffered defeat, after Baldwin’s death his
ghost begins to take revenge on Tsar Kaloy-
an. Where normal (social and political) logic
breaks down, fiction begins, giving way to all
kinds of strange events, as when a building
(closed to Tsar Kaloyan Street in Sofia) col-
lapses “by itself,” killing two girls; or when
the former head of the Ministry of State
Policy for Disasters and Accidents in Bul-

garia shows up in high heels in the middle of

a mud puddle after the flood. m

Vladiva Mihaylova is a curator and art critic based in So-
fia. She is curator at Sofia City Art Gallery and teaching

assistant at the Sofia University

Nedko Solakov was born in 1957 in Cherven Bria, Bul
garia. He lives and works in Sofia

Selected solo shows: 2009: Dvir gallery, Tel Aviv; Mathilden-
haehe, Darmstadt; Sofia City Art Gallery, Sofia; Castello di
2008: Kunstmu
seum, Bonn; Whitechapel, London. 2007: Massimo Minini,

Rivoli, Turin; Kunstmuseum St. Gallen

Brescia; Galleria Continua, San Gimignano (IT); Arndt &
Partner, Berlin. 2005: Kunsthaus Zurich, Zurich
Selected group shows: 2009: “Play Van Abbe” Stedeljik Van
tbbemuseum, Eindhoven; “For the Use of Those Who See,”
Kunstwerke, Berlin; 1989, The End of History or Beginning
of the Future,” Kunsthalle Wien, Vienna; “Techniques,”
ICA, Sofia; “Making of Art,” Schirn Kunsthalle, Frankfurt
2008: Prospektl. New Orleans Biennial; 16th Biennial of
Svdney, Sydney; “Laughing in a Foreign Language,” Hay-
ward Gallery, London. 2007: “The Word in Art," Museo di
Irte Moderna e Contemporanea di Trento ¢ Rovereto (IT);

documenta 12, Kassel; 52nd Venice Biennial
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The Bulgarian artist Nedko Solakov's dark wit and worldly anxiety have made him a
Joyfully neurotic voice amidst a sea of art-world self~importance. His multimedia work
has been the subject of countless exhibitions all over the world, including the The Venice
Biennale and the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid. This fall, Phaidon
will release “99 Fears,” a collection of his ink-and-paper drawings published together in a
book for the first time. Here he speaks with The Moment about fear and laughing, the
English language, and his own understanding of his role as an artist.

You can never count on the quality of the reception during phone interviews, and the Berlin-

Sofia connection when I spoke to Nedko Solakov earlier this week was about as static-filled

Between the lines | Nedko Solakov, interview. Author: Victoria Camblin
T magazine,7 August 2008
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as it gets, despite our efforts. In this case, though, the inevitable distance seemed
appropriate: “Before 1089," Solakov explains, “I sometimes had people spying on me on the
phone, people listening in. And right now I have the same feeling — it's a good background
for the ‘Fears’ project.” He was referring to his anxiety-filled ink-and-paper drawings that
were exhibited last summer at Documenta 12. A lot of the literature surrounding Solakov's
work lately has tapped into a Cold War vocabulary of secret spying and the “others” lurking
in the shadows, but I can't help hear a broader message. “99 Fears” seems to point to

something else: that the culture of farce and the culture of fear are not that unrelated — and,

as Solakov's work suggests, maybe even penned on the same page.

Much of your work has dealt with secrecy, and yet there is an intimacy there.

How autobiographical are the vignettes in “99 Fears”?

If I'm talking about myself explicitly, then it's very autobiographical. I give the viewer the
impression that there's something very secretive, very personal in “Fears.” Even when I
combine personal stories with absurd ones that are clearly not true, they still feel secretive

somehow. That's why people are so eager to look at these drawings and to read these stories:

because they touch upon common fears that people share. And it seems that when I speak in

a very open way, when I tell my own secrets, the viewers appreciate and identify with that.
I've had collectors who own my drawings say, “I have the feeling that you made this drawing
for me, that you are describing me.” And I hear this from many different types of people —
maybe from an older collector, a lawyer, a doctor or a lady in Geneva. You become really
open to the people in front of you, even though I can't see them when I'm working in my
studio.

How does this work with collective fears? Fears that exist, say, whether you’re

operating under a capitalist or a Communist society?

I think it's important not to link too many things in these drawings to Communism. This is
generally a problem with Westerners, in fact — once you have this idea of Socialism in your
mind, you can manipulate that. I have done some work with this, but believe it or not, I'm
not interested in that topic anymore. I know that, along with the Cyrillic alphabet and
coming from Bulgaria, I could use this aspect, but there are much bigger problems at stake

here — it’s about the way people exist and the way they live.

Between the lines | Nedko Solakov, interview. Author: Victoria Camblin
T magazine,7 August 2008
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Do you identify as a particularly “Bulgarian” artist? Apart from your signature,
which is always in Cyrillic, you never seem to write in Bulgarian, only in

English. ...

[ just see myself as an artist. Sometimes in my work I use the fact that I come from Bulgaria,
but I try to do so in a universal way. I want people to be able to approach the work. My
drawings do say “Solak,” which is the first part of my family name in the Cyrillic alphabet —
again, I know that the Cyrillic alphabet might be kind of an “exotic” addition to the drawing,
but I don't particularly like to play with that. Writing in English is just a question of getting
closer to the viewer, of better communicating with people. Whether you want to accept it or

not, English is the lingua franca.
What is scarier, though, Communism or capitalism?

I really couldn't say! They each have their own scary aspects — it all depends with the way

you deal with the world around you, the way you try to stay yourself, in a way.

Between the lines | Nedko Solakov, interview. Author: Victoria Camblin
T magazine,7 August 2008
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There’s another way of looking at the question: what’s scarier, the past or the
future?

Good question ... I think if you know what to do with the present, the future is less scary
than the past. But if you don't know what to do with your present, then the past is scarier
than the future.

You seem to have a sense of humor in the face of these fears, though.

Humor is very important to me — it's not a very light sense of humor, of course, and as I get
older, it's becoming deeper and deeper and deeper. I'm also trying to be self-ironic; I can't
be critical about other things without being critical of myself. And at the same time I'm
aware that it could be very dangerous to try to make everything funny — there has to
something more underneath the stories. And there is. They are both funny and sad; they
deal at the same time with sadness and with love. And that's real life. You never have
something that’s only to laugh about or something that's only to be sad about. But I think in
the end there’s kind of a ray of hope in my stories, a peculiar or absurd happy ending.

Between the lines | Nedko Solakov, interview. Author: Victoria Camblin
T magazine,7 August 2008
https://tmagazine.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/08/07 /between-the-lines-nedko-solakov/
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I'he Self-Preser

Nedko Solakov has an ambivalent attitude
curators or attempting to resolve an East
work expresses a scepticism of authority

“These preliminaries settled, he did not care
to put off any longer the execution of his
design, urged on to it by the thought of all
the world was losing by his delay, seeing
what wrongs he intended to right, grievances
to redress, injustices to repair, abuses to
remove, and duties to discharge, So, without
giving notice of his intention to anyone, and
without anybody seeing him, one morning
before the dawning of the day (which was the
hottest of the month of July) he donned his
suit of armour, mounted Rocinante with his
patched-up helmet on, braced his buckler,
took his lance, and by the back door of the
yard sallied forth upon the plain in the high
est contentment and satisfaction at seeing
with what ease he had made a beginning
with his grand purpose.’

Miguel de Cervantes, Don Quixote de la Mancha, 1605

And so it was with similar bluster and gusto
that Nedko Solakov set out to resolve the
heated ten-year dispute between Russia and
his native country, Bulgaria, over who owns
the right to produce one of the world’s most
popular automatic weapons, the Kalashnikoy
rifle. For his piece at this year's Venice Bien
nale, Discussion (Property) (2007), Solakov
forged his way forward into the world of
weapons manufacturing and intergovern
mental conflicts, in an attempt to convince
the opposing sides to speak together in front
of the camera. Although he eventually man
aged to secure a meeting with the manager
of one of the leading weapons makers in
Bulgaria (who granted him a one-minute
interview on video), the Russian side failed
to co-operate, and Solakov eventually had to
leave the negotiations to the diplomats.
Solakov’s account of the story - serawled
unevenly on the wall of the Arsenale in his
characteristic, slightly erratic lettering (the
hand of someone more accustomed to the
Cyrillic alphabet) - unfolds as a matter-of
fact account of the origins of the work and
the artist’s various developments and set
backs in making contact with both parties.
But the tale is also scattered throughout with
interjections of fear and doubt, parentheti-
cal asides, mistakes and digressions. At one
point the writing suddenly shrinks, and a
note to the reader appears in red: ‘I guess, if
vou are still interested in this story, you won't
mind reading it in small letters because of
lack of space.” Predictably, by the end of the
story Solakov admits that he did not succeed

in resolving the conflict about the rifle, and

14 | frieze | October 2007

The Self-Preservation Society, article. A Christy
Frieze, October 2007

sarieva.org




SARIEVA | gallery

e &
-ation Society
AL1011 DOCICTN
| 4
towards institutions. Whether antagonizing

European gun dispute, his darkly humorous
and power by Christy Lange

the evidence he presents is less factual than
improvised and arbitrary - including a video
of the exterior of the Russian embassy as a
substitute for the Russian representatives’
statement, drawings of guns that he admits
took two female assistants two months to
make, a real but non-functional Romanian
made Kalashnikov (purchased in Italy) and
several asides about other disputes between
the countries over the origins of the Cyrillic
alphabet and yoghurt bacteria. There is no
final resolution, nor does Solakov ever of-
ficially take sides.

This narrative tone, which frequently
vacillates between the factual and the confes
sional, is typical of Solakov’s work. He does
not hesitate to disclose that his lofty quests
and acts of bravado are actually motivated
by his own fears and anxieties. Negoliations
(2003), a precursor to Discussion (Property),
created for his show at the Dvir Gallery in Tel
Aviv, began with the admission: ‘In general 1
am not so brave. Even though sometimes I do
things that may be considered to go beyond
common sense or secure behaviour, I have
to confess that I am kind of a coward when
I have to exist under dangerous circum
stances’ - which is what prompted him to
meet with representatives of the Israeli State
and the Palestinian Authority in Bulgaria in
an attempt to arbitrate a temporary cease-fire
between Israel and Palestine for the duration
of his exhibition (calling it ‘the only reason-
able step’). As he readily admits in a wall text
that is part of the piece, his foray into inter
national political negotiations arose less out
of an altruistic concern for engagement with
peace than from a need to protect himself
from being grazed by a bullet on the way to
his opening.

But is this narrative persona the self:

Artisti p!

effacing voice of an artist who unknowingly
dashes into dangerous negotiations, only

to end up retreating from any didactic or
definitive statement, or is it an alter ego that
functions as a strategic device? Although he
could genuinely be setting out to pacify bitter
enemies in the service of heartfelt goodwill,
Solakov could also be using his own ‘mod
est proposals’ to satirize the absurdity and
Top Secret dead-endedness of their conflicts. Most of
Jdetail) his works - despite being made with such
Wio-90 disparate motives and heterogeneous media
o media on : T P
lixed medigon that a retrospective of his work can look like
70 index cards in
% wooden box
14%46X39 cm between himself and the viewer, the artist

& Partner,

a group show - are, in fact, ‘negotiations’

and his conscience, or fact and fairy tale.
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Negotiations
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DVD stills
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On the Wing

(detail)

1999

Vinyl lettering on the wings
of six Boeing 737s

Dimensions variable

Either way, Solakov the artist can usually
be found standing sheepishly in the mid
dle, genuinely trying to connect with his
audience or coyly shrugging his shoulders,
ending his narratives in a way that makes the
final result seem inevitable, as if to say, ‘So
vou see, it had to be this way'. This shrugging
character crops up again and again in what
Solakov calls his ‘complicated works’ (epic
sagas of good and evil or intimate personal
confessions), as well as in his ‘simple works’,
such as his site-specific ‘doodles’ and prolific
drawing series. He is not only the narrator
of his own works but also the judge and the
defendant, compulsively questioning and un
dermining his own - and others’ - authority.
It's difficult not to read Solakov's quixotic
attempts to arbitrate the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict or an old Eastern European gun
war in the light of his most iconic work, Top
Secrel. Made between December 1989 and
February 1990, and exhibited in April 1990,
Top Secret began as a box with two drawers
containing handwritten postcards, some
abstract drawings, doodles, reminiscences
and found objects. The archive incorporates
alphabetically ordered assorted memories.
such as badges from now-defunct Bulgarian
vouth organizations, documents of the art
ist’s school achievements and a photograph
of his former lover in bed, to form a loosely
assembled fairy tale of his life as a voung
man. The incendiary part of the work, which
sparked a scandal two months after it was
exhibited, is reflected in just a few cards
found near the front of the first drawer,
which divulge the artist's work, from the
age of 18, as an informant for the Bulgarian
secrel service between the years 1976 and

246 | Irieze | October 2007

Solakov’s conflicted relationship to authority is
central to his work - a struggle between eagerness
to collaborate and refusal to be manipulated.

1983. The narrative is difficult to follow and
is constantly broken and peppered with red
herrings and digressions. Characteristically,
the archive reveals Solakov's deep ambiv-
alence about his involvement, constantly
questioning himself and his audience. One
card is typed with the words ‘1 am guilty!’;
underneath, written in pencil and dated one
year later, he added, ‘No, | am not guilty!’ In
the retrospective video that the artist made to
accompany the work at documenta 12 he sifts
through the old cards reading extracts from
them. In what we suspect may be the juiciest,
most revealing parts, however, the subtitle
reads ‘not worth having subtitles’ - we can
only listen to him read in Bulgarian.
Although he stopped his collaboration of
his own volition in 1983, the implications of
his work were drastic: after the scandal in the
summer 0f 1990, he left the Union of Bulgar
ian Artists, effectively leaving the Bulgarian
art world. At present in Bulgaria the files of
the secret service are still closed, and there
are no documents about his collaboration in
the public domain: no one would have found
out if he hadn’t exhibited the piece. After the
scandal broke, he also published a letter in a
local newspaper - a third-person narrative
told in the form of a fairy tale - which became
an extension of the work. In it he writes: ‘1
wanted it to be a warning (o all the voung
people who might be misled to fall into the
meticulously woven webs of the Institution.
Because if in two or three years time (or even
sooner) some of these young people are asked
by the future ‘appropriate services' whether
communists, anarchists, ete. are hav ing
meetings together, these same voung people
may not hesitate to tell and this act would

The Self-Preservation Society, article. Author: Christy Lange
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be perfectly normal and moral for them ..."
Since then, his conflicted relationship to
institutional authority has been a central
part of his work - constantly echoing his
internal struggles between his eagerness to
collaborate and his refusal to be manipulated.
Many of the ideas for his exhibitions arise
out of a playful (or not so playful) antagonism
toward curators, institutions and patrons.
When invited to exhibit at Kunsthaus Zurich
in 2005, he famously opted to display 99 of
his unsold works in a show titled ‘Leftovers’,
giving himsell a self-appointed retrospective
and a chance to auction his back-catalogue.
His show ‘Rivals' (2004) at the Centre d'Art
Santa Monica in Barcelona came about when
he wanted to show one work while the cura-
tor wanted to show another. So the exhibi
tion ended up manifesting itself as a contest
between artist and curator: seven points were
awarded to the person with more hair, eight
to whoever's tecam won a tug-of-war or who
could make the museum guard laugh first.

As Solakov puts it: ‘I'm well aware that this
is institutional eritique, but at some point it
turned into a situation of “I am criticizing you
but come on, let me in™."!

Solakov's ambivalent relationship to

authority extends to a reluctance to make

an authoritative statement with his own art
work. As a student, he studied mural paint
ing, and in some ways one could consider all
of his works to be murals. From his seminal

I Life (Black & White) (1998-ongoing), in
which one painter covers a wall in white
paint while another-continuously paints over
the white with black, to his tiny scribbles

in hard-to-reach places, his wall paintings
are constantly retreating or shrinking away
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from the grandiose or didactic. The Yellow
Blob Story (1997), a white wall half-covered
in yellow paint as though someone has used
a roller to paint as far as they could reach
and then given up, is qualified by Solakov’s
handwritten note beside it: ‘1 ordered this
vellow blob from the exhibition assistants
but later on I completely forgot the reason
for this." The yellow blob hovers on the wall
like an incomplete statement - a sentence
or thought promisingly dreamt up and
subsequently abandoned. In more elaborate
installations such as The Truth (The Earth

is Plane, The World is Flat) (1992-5) Solakov
boldly presented fabricated evidence and
testimonies asserting that the world is, in
fact, flat. Slogans or propaganda such as
‘Yes, the world is flat. Believe it!" are painted
on the wall in mock-official exclamations.
('T'he wall painting also reads: "The strange
thing is that, in one way or another, this
story is related to Bulgaria.’)

Solakov's series of improvised, site-specif-
ic ‘doodles’ on the walls of exhibition spaces
take his ironic false modesty to an extreme,
as though apologizing for the status granted
to him as an artist or competing to see how
intimate a wall painting can be. As Solakov
describes it: ‘I am like the typical Bulgarian
murmuring something while standing in a
queue.” These murmurings are often hard
to detect and are full of nuances, mistakes
and insecurities. A white cube, a corridor
or a toilet can seem perfectly ordinary and
empty until one notices Solakov's incon
spicuous drawings and scribbled notes: a
white smudge on the floor laments, ‘T am
so alone’; an empty hole with a missing
screw begs, ‘Serew me, please!’; while two
minuscule figures are engaged in a struggle
atop the shadow cast by a banister. These
anthropomorphized details, to which the

Above
Murmurings =6
Ink on paper

19228 em
Discussion (Property)

Installation view at

sand Venice Biennale

artist lends his voice, implicate the viewer in
a kind of performative game, in which we're
prompted to break the typical conventions
of gallery-going - kneeling on the ground
or squinting at the wall to see the work.

In one of the first such works, On the Wing
(1999), produced in collaboration with a
Luxembourgeois airline, Solakov arranged
to have his own texts printed on the wings
of a fleet of passenger jets. Like an invis
ible friend, the artist turns this hulking
industrial machine into something more
personal - a site for ‘public sculptures’ that

whisper only to those in the window seats.
He coaxes the viewer into his own secret
game with provocations such as: “The same
text appears on the right wing too ... but you
better check!" At times Solakov has an even
more mischievous streak: in a set of mirrors
with tiny handwritten messages on their
gilded frames (Mirrors, 2001-3) he pokes fun
at the viewer or asks them to be complicit
in games that might humiliate them: ‘I am
a very sophisticated mirror and I firmly
oppose serving vour ordinary face. Bye-bye.’
Then, he adds, ‘But hang around just in case
I change my mind.’

Does this inner monologue - alternately
self-effacing, playful, insecure and intimate

The Self-Preservation Society, article. Author: Christy Lange
Frieze, October 2007

belong to the artist himself or an alter ego?
Does Solakov cultivate a sense of false modesty
to undermine his own authority or as a
pre-emptive strategy to protect himsell from
criticism? In his installation El Bulgaro (2000)
he relates the tale of the long-overlooked aller
ego of El Greco, who, tiring of painting
‘elongated, slimy unhealthy figures all day
long, day after day, commission after
commission’, began to paint ‘mighty, natural
looking men and women, bites from daily life’.
As the story goes: ‘The limelight on El Greco's
widely acclaimed, glorious altarpieces and
official portraits found its counterpart in the
moonlight illuminating the weird El Bulgaro's
modest but no less honest little paintings.’ ‘T'his
dual identity, invented to cope with an internal
struggle between the artist’s eagerness to
please authority and a humbler, more insecure
persona hiding underneath, may explain the
duality in Solakov's work. The story is
accompanied by a portrait of Solakov himself,
shirtless and wearing pantaloons sewn by his
wife, in the guise of El Bulgaro - the artist who
willingly makes himself a bit of a fool or
buffoon, but only as a way of negotiating
between art-historical traditions and his own
doubts about those traditions. For Solakov, art
is never ‘proof” of anything, and there can be
no strictly authoritative version of any story.
‘Facts are the enemy of truth,” as Quixote
proudly proclaims. ‘And so on and so forth,” as
Solakov would say.

Christy Lange is a writer based in Berlin, and
assistant editor of frieze.

@ Find out more about Nedko Solakoy

at frieze.com

1 Interview with Nedko Solakov by lara Boubnova in
‘Nedko Solakov

exh, cat., Malmdo, Folio, 2003, pp. 73-4
2 Ibid, p. 75
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The World According To Solakov

Working in an ever-proliferating range of mediums, Bulgarian Nedko Solakov uses fiction,
confession and equivocation to navigate a post-Soviet landscape of loose ends. Playfulness,
his midcareer survey suggests, is the skeptic’s best weapon.

BY SARAH MCFADDEN

The World According To Solakov, article. Author: Sarah McFadden
Art in America, December 2004
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It is probable that Solakov’s prolonged
experience of political absolutism
contributed significantly to his
becoming a champion of ambiguity.

statement written on the ceiling to the nearly operatic This is Me, Too. ..
(1996), a sprawling, multifarious, 3-D extravaganza that threatens to
swamp its nominal subject. (That is part of the intended effect.) In all,
there were nine room-size installations; a couple of deliberately unfin-
ished monochrome wall paintings; several extended series of delicately
rendered figurative drawings, most incorporating inscriptions; handmade
books; diverse small objects; performance videos and DVDs; large-scale
color photographs; an interactive CD-ROM; and, from the 1980s, a con-
stellation of works—small paintings, altered found objects and images
and a large collage of souvenirs from a month's stay in West Germany in
1988—many of which have not been shown previously outside Bulgaria,
where the artist was born in 1957 and still lives.

It's probable that Solakov's prolonged experience of political abso-
lutism went into his becoming a champion of ambiguity and loose ends.
No doubt to his delight, it is neither totally true nor completely false to
say that the present show tracks his progress from academically trained
mural painter engaged in the struggle for artistic freedom in Bulgaria to
the successful, globetrotting postmodernist he is today. True, all the
ingredients of such a story are assembled, but with the exception of the
Soviet-era works, their arrangement is a-chronological. Thus his artistic
evolution is “available,” but only as one discontinuous subtext among
myriad others.

Still, connecting the dots has its rewards, and in this regard the “(and

even more)"” group of pre-1992 works was most valuable. Disappointingly,
Solakov's so-called “subversive” paintings, some of which made it into the
state-sponsored, juried “All-Bulgarian™ annuals, were not presented.!
This lack was partly compensated for by the inclusion of individual com-
ponents of The Bathtub, the artist’s first fully realized installation, which
was exhibited in a watershed group show in Sofia in 1988.F Made in 1986,
the selected objects are bits of altered domestic bric-a-brac that attest to
Solakov's already evident proclivity for undermining order—in this case,
pictorial. In one of the items, called Vampire, a leering black bloblike
figure, precursor to a type that still crops up in Solakov's works, has been
painted into the background of a black-and-white mass-market print
showing a bare-breasted, female Narcissus bending over a pool of water.
The lecherous looking intruder transforms the Kitsch-romantic portrayal
into a batty variant of Susannah and the Elders. In Hunting, a traditional
hunting scene printed on a serving tray is given a surrealistic twist by the
artist's addition of a reptilian blob squirming helplessly in the path of its
pursuers. You can't help feeling sorry for the wretched thing.

Solakov's art still nurtures a soft spot for the downtrodden, the unlucky
and the woeful, and its obvious sympathies have expanded to encompass
the merely fearful and fallible, which is to say, people like himself. But
back to 1986: Solakov was already using art to interrupt order, to inter-
fere with meaning and upset expectations. The serving tray, in all its
modesty, carries a heavy allegorical load.

wo key transitional pieces made directly after the collapse of the
Soviet Union in 1989 have the force of a declaration of independence
and foreshadow the cathartic, critical and prodigiously inventive admix-
tures of words, images and objects to be found in the subsequent mature
work, which is the subject of the exhibition's main 12%-year time frame.
Top Secret (1989-90), the earlier of the two, is a small, two-drawer card

Partial view of The New Ones, 1996, five portraits, oil on linen, each 38 by 51 inches, 18 preparatory drawings in ink and graphite on paper, gill frames,
walls painted in “English red,” handwritten text; at the Rooseum. Photo Vegar Moen.
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catalogue in which Solakov divulged in writing and drawing “evervthing
shameful and depressing™ that he wanted to get off his chest. An
avowedly confessional work, it details most notably his seven-year stint,
begun at age 19, as an unpaid informer for the Bulgarian secret police.
He ended that collaboration in 1983, before perestroika was even a
glimmer on the Soviet horizon, but remained haunted by the experi-
ence, Though he was not threatened with involuntary exposure of the
kind to which his counterparts in other post-Communist countries
were subjected,' Solakov believed that in order to proceed honestly as
an artist he needed to declare his past. His use of art as a vehicle for
self-disclosure has been called “unique in the context of post-
Communist Europe,” and in this regard Top Secret still stands alone.”

It was completed in February 1090 and shown in Sofia that spring.”
Predictably, the work caused misunderstanding, and rumors began to
spread about the nature and extent of Solakov's involvement with the
state security services. In response, the artist published an extraordi-
nary apologia in a local cultural weekly. Beginning with the phrase
“Once upon a time,” this explanatory text (which is reprinted in the
survey show’s catalogue) reads like a modern fairy tale until the
penultimate paragraph, when a change from third- to first-person
narrative causes the veil of fiction to fall away. It's an enchanting
piece of storytelling—simply worded, clear and possessed of a beguil-
ing naivelé du récit that finds its way into Solakov's later, playfully

Detail of the installation “New Noah's Ark,"” 1991-92, showing The Creatures,

96 pieces, thermaplastic, metal, black paint, handicritten text, accompanied by
the CD The Strange Noise. 20-minute loop on hidden loudspeakers; shown in the
artist’s studio, 1991, Sofia. Photo Anatoly Michaylor and Konstantin Shestakor.

Ironie fictions, (The solemnity of this apologia is unique in his oeu-
vre.) The tale it tells of youthful trust and idealism snared, exploited
and gradually destroyed goes far to explain the strong current of
skepticism in his art and his penchant for institutional critique.

The second transitional piece, Encyclopaedia Utopia, is a 224-page,
three-volume work made over the three months that followed the com-
pletion, in March 1990, of Top Secret. A tongue-in-cheek compendium of
useful knowledge for utopian living (with Communism gone, it was time
to start constructing another ideal form of society), its alphabetized
entries, which the artist selected by paging through an English-language
dictionary, run in a sequence that includes the following: Anus,
Aphorism, Apocalypse . . . Headache, Horrible Creatures, the Il Child . . .
Suicide, Torture Instruments and more. Clearly, this is not the catalogue
of elevated concepts and principles one might expect from the title,

Disjunction prevails. Physically, Encyclopaedia's motley contents
resemble those of a scrapbook (the “tomes” are loose-leaf notebooks),
with original drawings ranging in execution from crude to meticulous,
photographic reproductions and other collage elements incorporated on
sheets of assorted sizes and materials. Conceptually, the sole familiar
order is that of alphabetical sequencing.” Opposite the full page dedicat-
ed to “Eye” (“Organ for seeing diferent [sic] things and events. One of
the main organs in Utopian body"), page 50 is divided into sections
depicting examples of “external use," “extortion,” “extraordinary,”
“extravaganza” and “extremely long tongue.” The last-mentioned shows a
photograph of a woman'’s head in profile, to which Solakov has appended
a drawing of a preternaturally long lingua that stretches clear across the
page, where its tip rests on the end of a disembodied phallus (lingam).
That this entry was not included in the “erotic” section, which harbors an
image that is closely related formally and thematically (but with the
action reversed), could, if it weren't so preposterous, be seen as a willful
flouting of standard criteria used in classifving and interpreting works of
art. By extension, and in view of the taxonomic chaos that reigns
throughout, its (dis)placement calls into question the validity and relia-
bility of all systems of categorization and judgment, such as the ones that
sank in Communism's wake.

Two more “E” listings: “Espionage" is invoked in a small penciled land-
scape purporting to show seven spies. Each spy’s position is indicated by
a numbered arrow, but the spies themselves are invisible. This is, of
course, as it should be. Over the years, Solakov has developed this
type of childish-seeming prank into a refined conjuring act, pulling our

legs to make us think and see, In another register, “Everybody is Smiling,"
a heading which, however idiosyncratic, does seem to fit the utopian pro-
gram, is illustrated by a discolored news photo of a group of attractive
young women—workers or students, it's hard to say—beaming radiantly
for the camera. The image is an obvious throwback to the great Soviet
utopia and its propaganda machine, One of the most powerful fictions of
all time, Soviet Communism has served Solakov as both model and target.

he exhibition's nominal departure point is “New Noah's Ark,"

Solakov's first elaborate narrative installation and his first work to
attract international attention (at the 1992 Istanbul Biennial, 12/ vears
prior to the opening of the current show). Like Encyclopaedia, it's about
starting over from scratch, jettisoning all that's familiar and braving the
unknown—a prospect both exhilarating and terrifving, no matter how
bad things have been. The protagonist of the narrative is an ordinary fel-
low, Noah, who is instructed by anonymous authorities to transport to
another world alien creatures whose own world has ceased to exist. The
creatures are temporarily stranded in Noah's bathroom, which, he is
informed, is a buffer zone between worlds and which they have reached
via the plumbing. Noah's world is coming to an end tomorrow, so there's
no time to lose.

Compared to the homespun Encyclopaedia, “New Noal's Ark” is a
sophisticated production—a theatrical, walk-in piece with multiple com-
ponents. In Luxembourg, the original book-length manuscript was dis-
played behind glass, like an artifact, along with a polished stone (part of
the plot) engraved with the Cyrillic letters for the word “you” in Bulgarian
Excerpts from the book, complete with page references, were handwritten
on the walls in random order and interspersed with large framed watercol.
ors illustrating the ark models from which the travelers are meant to
choose their vessel. An oil painting, its surface clotted with sluglike globs
of pigment, showed Noah having breakfast—probably his last. In an adja-
cent darkened space, a herd of 96 colorful thermoplastic zoomorphs—
primitive, visceral-looking forms, each with its own distinct physiog-
nomy—huddled on the floor amid sounds of running and flushing water.

The fun-house appeal was unmistakable, as were the allegorical refer-
ences conflating the Biblical flood, post-Communist sea changes and
(taking Noah as Solakov's surrogate) the artist's task of steering the

Art in America 117
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As Solakov’s career moved into high
gear in the '90s, he increasingly
mocked his own ambition and success,
as well as the art support system itself.

world into the future. However, this not being Utopia, things don't stack
up so simply. Noah is not a free agent, and his commanders’ manipula-
tive language and tone parody those of spies and tyrants (*Your God,
Noah, already resigned”). Furthermore, the predetermined direction of
the ark’s course (“just open the toilet and go") is far from promising.
Faced with imminent extinetion, what's a fellow to do? That's all there is
1o the story, and we are left wondering.

Another conundrum looms in The Truth (The Earth is Plane, the
World is Flat), a mixed-medium installation from 1992-95 that consti-
tutes an ingenious send-up of propaganda by its own means. In it,
Solakov gathers the testimony of seven fictitious witnesses who claim
that the earth is flat. The apocrypha include clippings of published news-

0; me Wing, 1999-present, 14 vinyl-letter texts on the wings of six Boeing 737s
Jrom the official Luxembourg Luxair fleet. Courtesy Casino Luxembourg, Forum
d’Art Contemporain. Photo Nedko Solakor.

detractor of the Club of the Friends of the Flat World, puts reason on what
would appear to be the wrong side, the one, in this piece, of brainwashing
and illogic. It reads, in part: “Is it possible that people have become so
mixed up as to challenge the obvious? The members of the club are warn-
ing us to never see things as absolute and to not be sure of anything.”

That warning is the artist’s own, and he has repeated it again and
again in provocatively iconoclastic, as well as deeply humanizing, works
that refuse dichotomies and instead embrace dualities and paradox.
Straightforward examples include the drawing series “Good & Bad”
(2003) and the installation Good News, Bad News, which was first creat-
ed in 1998. Both combine visual images (composed of wash drawings and
small objects, respectively) and written anecdotes that highlight the pos-
itive and negative aspects of the situations they relate, ranging from a
genetically modified bean pondering its identity to an airplane about to
crash into a mountain that is sure to survive the accident.

ncurrently with The Truth, Solakov worked on “Well-Known

tories,” a series of 23 ink-and-wash drawings, each incorporating a
one-line, handwritten caption. The drawings are based on familiar motifs
from the New Testament, one of the greatest good-bad stories ever
told. Solakov presents his scenes from unfamiliar angles, focusing not
on their subjects’ well-known sacred side but on imaginary, profane
details, Thus, the Pieta is represented from behind, with an atypi-
cally broad-framed Mary scratching her back with her left hand
while supporting the body of her dead son with her right: “They were
so stupid—these little creatures. . . . Even in such a moment they
continued to disturb her.” Another scene shows her, again from
behind, doing the dishes “after their (last) supper . .." as a group of
figures files out the door at the far side of the room. She gets the runs
on the flight to Egypt and, after her baby is born, finally has sex with
her husband: “and then (after the kings went away), Joseph was for
the first time with his wife. . . .” Witty and indecorous, the tenderly
rendered drawings are both shocking and affectionate.

As Sokalov's career moved into high gear during the '90s, he
increasingly mocked his own ambition and success (an effective
strategy which led to further success and perhaps higher ambition)
and poked fun at the system that supported and promoted them. An
outsider on the inside, so to speak, he quickly learned the ropes of
the Western art world while staying in touch with who he is and what
he hopes to achieve, Both are quite complex.

As a performer, Solakov has a gift for buffoonery. Some of My
Capabilities, a 1 /-minute silent film loop from 1995, features the
artist touching his tongue to his nose, crossing his eyes, wiggling his
ears, flicking his tongue in and out while blinking his eyes at a frenetic

paper reports written and planted by the artist, a made-for-TV interview
with an actor playing the part of a former Soviet astronaut, a recorded
speech by a made-up politician, drawings, photographs, etc.—exactly
the sorts of fabricated “evidence" that can be marshaled to persuade
people of just about anything, particularly when belief in the idea being
promoted is said to lead to inner peace and well-being. It's a confidence
game updated and used for political, or in this case, the artist’s, purpos-
es, which seem to lie partly in sowing confusion.

Of course, propaganda is mostly associated with deception, and every-
one knows that the earth is a sphere. Its shape is an established scientific
fact that we learn in school and take on faith as being true. And there’s the
rub. Solakov the skeptic would have us keep an open mind about such
things. With the ironic aside “The strange thing is, that in one way or
another, this story is related to Bulgaria,” he reminds us that as the Soviet
Union lost its grip, old paradigms—round-world views—were challenged
and supplanted by antithetical, and, to many, quite possibly absurd-
seeming models. One of the fake documents, a letter from a supposed
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rate, bending his double-jointed thumb, executing penile gymnastics,
and making a small line drawing, etc. The film trails off with the words
“and so on and so forth,” leading us to fantasize about the rest of his reper-
tory of spectacularly goofy antics, which everyone understands but few can
imitate. Solakov uses them as a bridge to his audience, whom he often
addresses in his written works as “dear viewer,” or just plain “you."

His art can be irresistibly humble and engaging. The show contains
examples of the ways he treats interior walls, mirror frames, large
photographs and even airplane wings® as message boards and doodle
pads. Generally tiny, the notations tend literally to be one with their
supports. The caption below a pin hole in one of the Casino’s walls
read “a hole with a little mouse in it”; nearby a small paint blister was
labeled “a little problem is hidden here”; a small oval-shaped bump
outlined in ink mutated into “a fussy wet baby." Floral wallpaper pat-
terns and details of photographs provide armatures and grounds for
the whimsical antics of stick figures endowed with human drives and
capacities for thought, speech, emotion and so on. Once you spot
them, an achievement that sometimes requires getting down on
continued on page 150
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The Truth (The Earth is Plane, The World is Flat), 1992-95, paintings, drawings,
collages, photographs, maps, discarded globes, stuffed animals, DVD, loudspeakers,
Bulgarian newspapers and mived mediums; at the Rooseum. Pholo Vegar Moen.
Collection Musée d’Art Moderne Grand-Duc Jean, Luxembouryg.
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Solakov
conlinued from page 118

hands and knees or craning your neck while standing on tiptoe, it's
like gazing through a zoom lens into another order of reality: what
appeared to be mute planes and swfaces teem with life. Kids' stuff
again: exhibition as treasure hunt, “bare” walls and occasionally the
view out the window as focuses of attention.

The show ricochets between the antimonumental, chatty sublime and
the self-mockingly grandiose. Solakov might have been thinking of
Van Dyck when he came up with the idea for The New Ones, a 1996
installation featuring five gold-framed oil portraits of members of
Bulgaria’s new rich, plus 18 preparatory drawings hung on walls painted
English red. But whereas Van Dyck was paid royally by his wealthy
patrons, Solakov painted his likenesses for free, feeling duly compensat-
ed by the promise of immortality that went with the job, or so the gambit
went. It was the subjects who served the artist by agreeing to sit for him.

OVer the past several years, Solakov's art has taken increasingly
attenuated material form, with projects ranging from an attempt fo
negotiate a Middle East cease-fire that would have coincided with a show
he had last year in Israel® to diverting funds allocated for a Brussels exhi-
bition! to pay for ads for the present survey in last October’s issues of
Frieze and Ar{forum. His most recent installation, £l Bulgaro, dates
from 2000. It is in many respects the culminating point thus far of his
narrative work in three dimensions. In it he fashions for himself a mock-
heroic lineage that includes El Greco, upon whom he bestows a
Bulgarian grandmother, and the great satirist Cervantes, who was
El Greco's contemporary. The piece telescopes time, travesties the jeal-
ously guarded secretiveness that attends scholarly discoveries, nods at
the creativity of unscrupulous art merchants and forgers (fiction-produc-
ers like Solakov), includes apocryphal texts that parody the terminology
of art historians and psychoanalysts, and features a fetching photograph-
ic portrait of the burly artist striking a quintessentially self-important
pose while wearing a pair of frilly bloomers, presumably typical altire for
a 17th-century male painter working in Toledo. The bloomers too are
exhibited, as if to lend credibility to a story in which they have no partic-
ular significance.

The rest of the objects in the picce are conventionally aligned
paintings, prints and drawings said to be copies of works attrib-
uted to El Greco’s newly revealed alter ego and esthetic counter-
force, El Bulgaro. The copies are signed by Solakov, who, like
El Greco/El Bulgaro, is an itinerant artist formed in the East and come
to prominence in the West. Ingeniously contrived, intricately woven and
cleverly amusing connections such as this point to the penetrating exact-
ness of Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev's observation at the end of her cata-
logue essay: “It is as if Nedko were whispering . . . ‘What else can a sensi-
tive artist (male, white, European and with a rather *hulky’ physique) do
right now but play out his megalomaniac, deep impulses ironically,
achicving and denying ai once his will to power?™

Sprinkled among the writings on the walls, the artist’s own brief edito-
rial and critical comments—*sorry for the English,” “mistake,” “failed
piece”—speak to what he calls his immediate reaction of assessment
and underscore the performative, improvised nature of much of his art.
In Luxembowrg one of these notations, slightly longer than the rest, was
proffered as an independent work (more were intended but time ran
out) that was initially planned to assess parts or all of the show. Written
in the first person at the last minute (the piece is marked with the time
and date), it states that, having just finished installing the works, Solakoy
lacks critical distance and has to hurry to take a shower before the open-
ing. You can’t be sure whether or how much posturing is involved here or
in other of his spontancous-seeming, confessional works, but the effect is
a little like that of “Well-Known Stories™ a tad indelicate (how bad does
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he smell and do we really want to know?) and endearing for all that (the
star of the hour gets sweaty and brain-tired just like the rest of us).

“The Pretentious Retrospective,” the tongue-in-cheek title of the series
inaugurated by the piece just mentioned, is appropriately inappropriate
to this generous yet incomplete survey, from which Solakov's best-known
and arguably most cogent work, A Life (Black & White), 1999-2001, is
conspicuously missing. Labor- and material-intensive, it is an emblemat-
ic postmodern performance piece that calls for two hired hands to
repaint the walls of an exhibition space continuously for the duration of
the show. One painter uses white paint, the other black, and they
advance in the same direction, covering one another’s work as they go.
The piece is finished when the show ends.

Omitted because of its familiarity and high cost, A Life is nevertheless
not forgotten.'! Tt is pictured prominently on the catalogue’s wraparound
cover and features in its pages, where the full retrospective is staged in
print. No doubt fo the artist’s delight, the book is perplexing. To assure
that it retains its indecisive, nondefinitive, unruly character, the artist
determined the order in which the works would appear in its pages by
drawing their titles blindly from a proverbial hat. Actually it was a
teacup. [

1. “Some of the jury members were clever enough fo realise that such ‘subversive’
works wore nseful, even for socialism. . . ." Solakov, interviewed by lara Boubnova,
Nedko Solakow: A 12 (and even more) Year Survey, Malmo, Folio, p. 86.

2, "The City?" Rakovski 125 Gallery, Sofia, curated by Philip Zidarov. The exhibition was
a key event in a series of projects and debates organized by The City, a small artists'
collective whose pioneering cfforts are credited with paving the way for contemporary
art in Bulgaria.

3. Quoted from Solakoy's “The Action is on (for the Lime being) . . . ," originally pub-
lished in Kullura, June 22, 1990. Reprinted in the exhibition catalogue, pp. 105-107.

4. After the fall of Communism, Bulgaria did not stage a wholesale opening of classified
government records, as happened in East Germany, for example.

3. Primary Documnents: A Sourcebook for Eustern and Central European Art Since
the 1950s, New York, Museum of Modern Art/Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 2002,
pp. 277-80. Quoted in the exhibition catalogne, p. 104

6. Top Secret was later shown in the U.S. in “Beyond Belief,” ¢curated by Laura
Hoptman. The show opened in the summer of 1995 al the Museumn of Contemporary Art
in Chicago [Sept. 2-Nov. 26, 1995], traveled to the Allen Memorial Art Muscum,
Oberlin, Ohio [Feb. 6-Mar, 24, 1996], the Institute of Contemporary Art, Philadelphia
[Sept. 6-Nov. 2, 1896], and the Jocelyn Art Museum, Omaha [Feb. 1-Apr. 6, 1997].

7. In his catalogue essay, p. 28, Jordan Kantor notes the similarily between
Encyclopaedia’s helerotopic listing and that of the imaginary Chinese eneyclopedia
described in Jorge Luis Borges's “The Analytical Language of John Wilkins," collected
in Other Inquisitions, 1952.

8. On the Wing (1999-), a project originally executed for Casino Luxembourg's exhibi-
tion “Faiseurs d’histoires,” consists of 14 short texts printed on the upper sides of the
wings of six Boeing 7378 belonging to Luxembourg's national carrier, Luxair. The texts
are legible from the window seats. One reads: “Hi! Yes, it’s me who just said ‘Hi!™ And
another: “The same Lext appears on the right wing too . .. but you better check.”

9. “Negotiations,” Dyir Gallery, Tel Aviv, dates Sept. 12-Oct. 18, 2003.

10. “Advertisement,” Sint-Lukasgalerij, Brussels, Oct. 24-Dec. 13, 2003,

11. Video documentation would have been a welcome stand-in. On Oct. 20, 2001, hour-
long recordings of the work were made simultaneously in Venice, Munich, Glasgow and
Dublin, where it so happened that A Life was being performed. (Like Sol LeWitt's wall
drawings, the piece is executed according to a set of written instructions.) Another was
made in Solakov's studio in Stockholm (where he was lemporarily living); there the
arlist performed a solo version of 4 Life on a sheet of paper lying flat on his work table.
Holding a brush loaded with black paint in his right hand and one with white in his left,
he proceeded to paint from left to right, in the same direction as the performers cover-
ing vertical wall planes at the other locations, Solakoy had to work hand over hand in
the manner of a pianist when the black reached the right edge of the paper and he had
to resume painfing with white on the left. Thus for 60 minutes the conceptual artist
experienced some of the painters’ physical ordeal.

“Nedko Solakov: 4 {and even more) Year Survey” debuted at Casino Luxemboury
[Dee. 13, 2003-Feb. 004] before traveling to the Rooseum. Center for Contemporary
Art, Mol {Mar. 17-fune 13], and the O.K Cenfrum fiir Gegeravartskunst, Linz [Dec. 2,
2004-Feb. 20, 2005]. It is accompanied by a 220-page calalogue with essays by Carolyn
Christov-Bakaryiev, Jordan Kantor, Daniel Kurjakovie and Saul Anton, as well as an
intervicw with the artist by lava Bowbnova.

Author: Sarah McFadden is an arl crilic bused in Brussels.
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