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For about half a century, the legacy of the Russian and East European avant-gardes has been widely revisited, both East and West of the former Iron Curtain. In this presentation, I will examine the peculiarities of the Central and East European approach to this legacy as it is reflected in the East Art Map project of the Slovenian artist collective IRWIN. The East Art Map project can be described as an attempt to re-write the recent history of art in the former communist countries of Europe by linking the main actors of this history into various “constellations” that represent real or imaginary currents or undercurrents. Its  instigators strongly insist on the peculiar character of the “Eastern” experience and they dispute the validity of the normalizing discourse that pretends that art in these countries has finally re-entered the course of universal history, after several decades of virtual non-existence. An important characteristic of the East Art Map is the central place that it gives to the legacy of the historical avant-gardes in its picture of the recent history of art in Central and Eastern Europe. Not only does it trace back the lineage of this art to these avant-gardes, it also identifies in the work of many artists a “retro-avant-garde” undercurrent that has been defined as an “artistic procedure . . . based on the premise that traumas from the past affecting the present and the future can be healed only by returning to the initial conflicts.” My presentation will focus on the role played by these constant references to the legacy of the historical avant-gardes in what can be considered an important, if highly problematic, effort to construct a collective identity for Central and East European artists.

