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Since the Summer of 1992 Sonia Balassanian, the Founder and
Artistic Director of the Armenian Center for Contemporary
Experimental Art (“NPAK” in Armenian acronym) has been organiz-
ing annual group exhibitions of avant-garde art in Yerevan.

During these years besides bringing together Armenian contempo-
rary artists around an alternative centre for contemporary art, she i
tiated first ever participation of Armenia at Venice Biennale, whi
she has been maintaining ever since. Moreover, she has immduccd
new means of expression (installation art, video art, etc.) in Armenia.
During past 4 years, however, her annual “exhibitions” turned into
one time “exhibition/performances™ with a start and an end like in the
theater.

This year (2004) Balassanian has decided to present her personal cre-
ations: works on paper presented at the “Exit Art” Gallery in New
York City in 1989, and her video art pieces created during recent
years.

Snapshots of the start and the end of artist’s “journey™ of the past 15
years are presented in this exhibition for public examination.

Exhibition has been curated by Eva Khachatrian.
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DONALD KUSPIT

Donald Kuspit is an art critic and a professor of art history and
philosophy at the State University of New York at Stony Brook. He
received the 1997 Lifetime Achievement dward for Distinguished
Contribution to Visual Arts from the National Association of
Schools of Art and Design. He is a 1983 recipient of the College
Art Association's prestigious Frank Jewett Mather Award for
Distinction in Art Criticism.

He is a contributing editor at Artforum, Sculpture, and New
Examiner magazines, the editor of Art Criticism, and the editor of
a series on American Art and Art Criticism for Cambridge
University Press. He has been awarded fellowships from the Ford
Foundation, the Fulbright Commission, the National Endowment
Jfor the Humanities, the National Endowment for the Arts, and the
Guggenheim Foundation, among others.

An author of mumerous articles, exhibition reviews, and catalog
essays, Kuspit has writien more than twenty books, including
Redeeming Art: Critical Reveries (Allworth Press), Daniel Brush,
Joseph Raffael, Chihuly, and Idiosyncratic Identities: Artists at
the End of the Avant-Garde.

He lives in New York City.
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Woman of Willendorf
€. 25,000-20,000 b.c., Limestone
Naturhistorischen Museum, Vienna



Oskar Kokoschka
Veronica's Veil

Hieronymus Bosch,
Christ Carrying the Cross. 1490. Ol on panel.
Musne des Beaux-Arts, Ghent, Belgium
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Sonia BALASSANIAN, Self Portraits 1953
Print and acrylic on paper, New York, USA
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Sonia Balassanian:
The Art of Brooding

By Donald KUSPIT

Sonia Balassanian gives us figure after figure, all of them conspicuously prehis-
toric and uncanny: dark ghosts from some strange zone of inner self-annihilation.
The male profile figures, with their crections (some are headless, most have phal-
lic noses, suggestive of the birds’ beaks of certain Egyptian deities) are in the
minority. Other figures show their skeletal roots; they have the totemic intensity of
ancestral figures that have been consumed in some obligatory act of piety. Most of
these figures are asexual, but some have female indicators, breasts and bulging
Willendorfian bellies. The figures are consummately grim and black and holy, and
self-contained, like the chrysalis of some new species of human that bears an
unwelcome resemblance to known humans, and presages something unexpected
while  at  the  same  time  being  a throwback.

They are executed with a verve that bypasses by now academic expressionistic
spontancity, through a touch intensified by frottage strategies and a peculiarly pur-
posive delicacy.
They are isolated stalactites suspended in a void, anti-representations of the
human, more precisely, residues of the human in its descent to oblivion-leavings of
the human, as convincing in their morbidity as the momentary image of gritty,
sacred suffering captured on Veronica’s napkin.

In other words, the sense of transience and ambivalence is pervasive, and appro-
priate for internal objects (for these figures are the inhabitants of Balassanian’s
spirit, the core constituents of her sel
Absolutely instantancous, permanently momentary, perpetually in process, they
emanate a sense of death. 1ts spirit is ultimately un-representable yet indelible in
the most intimate moments of self-awareness, such as these images represent.

’s death-infected, existentialized figures have been regarded as politi-
cal in purpose (a reflection of her Armenian identity, her Armenian sense of being
a victim of repeated genocidal intentions). But this cultural source cannot be all
that gives them their look of destiny; women’s sense of negative identity and unfor-
tunate destiny also informs them. Balassanian was brought up in Iran, where, as
she says, woman was defined as a servant for sexual and generally domestic pur-
poses (a type of non-entity from a Muslim point of view).
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“To be both Armenian and woman is to be made to feel doubly undesirable, second

rate, oppressed, unreal. It is to have anonymity forced on one and compounded (to

have ones existence degtaded, and defile by a ecognition that negates deiled into
). Indeed, ’s figures are d

ized, irreal-unrecognizable as true persons. They have only collective Adenlny per-

sonal identity-indeed, personhood as such has been blotted out

Clearly Balassanian has leaned the lesson of suffering well; she has been
schooled in the best concentration camps. Her terse figures embody society’s inhu-
manness and injustice. Her awareness of the death in life has been formed by a
world that does not give her the right to exist in her own terms
‘The isolation of her figures reflects the ambiguity and insecurity of her existence:
her indifferent treatment as an Armenian and woman, making her pursuit of
autonomous existence difficult, perhaps unrealizable.

The blurred quality of the figures-the hallucinatory quality that suggests the
“impossibility” of their existence-reflects their strange handicap: they give the
appearance of not existing-of non-existence. This experience of non-existence-in-
existence is the terrible inner fate of an Armenian and woman. She has the sense
of being dead in the world’s eyes while still alive in her own.
The blur an irreducible s it also conveys an
uncompromising will to live, but a rejection of the terms-Armenian and woman-the
world has given one in which to do so. But there are no other terms left for
Balassanian

Through the abstractive blue the figure becomes a generalized victim. More par-
ticularly, it becomes representative of all victimized women. Balassanian’s new
figural work is continuous with her “repetitive, visual manipulation” of her portrait
photograph in a series of 1983 images, dedicated “to the memory of those women
who perished as a result of political turmoil.” She uses herself to “symbolize dis-
figured women” in general, “victimized by events beyond their control™events
simultancously in the world and the self. Certainly the new works continue the
mood of her 1982 Franklin Furnace exhibition “Black, Black Days™ But they
“metaphysicalize,” as it were, the painfully physical, abstracting mortal flesh into
a fluid form of immortal sufferin;

‘The windows and particularly the doors in the exhibition also belong to the mood
of hardened negativity-despair which has become a kind of militant position, a
stiffened banner-with their earth-encrusted, dark surfaces, and general air of pride
and destruction. Balassanian has said that she is interested in their abandoned state,
their bleakness; this goes hand in hand with the sense of pastness and loss that
informs her images, and that is inseparable from the sense of death. Subliminally,
whenever we sce something old we are reminded of death, because it bespeaks loss;
Balassanian’s works are full of age and souvenirs of death; yet they are incon-
solable, that is, they convey stoic endurance;

Balassanian’s art addresses directly what I think, beyond the question of tribal
movements and individual achievement, is the pressing issue of contemporary pro-
duction: how to be sensitive, or, to put this another way, how to get beyond (post-
modernist) cleverness yet stop short of (quasi-expressionistic) mawkishness.

To put this still another way; how to use sensitivity to style-the language of art-to
be sensitive to life. Such sensitivity is the most authentic kind of seriousness today.
‘The real innovation is to find new ways of being sensitive, of conveying the prop-
er  cmotional  weight of  events, their intimate  impact

The problem is how to convey a sense of adequate response to horrendous exter-
nal events-a response that accurately acknowledges them without submitting to
them: that stands up to them while acknowledging their reality. It is a response that
constitutes a durable subject by assimilating a bad enough environment without
succumbing o it. The problem of sensitivity haunts all art today, and may be its

~pec|a] recpontlhlhly_ because |here seems precious little senem\uy in the world at

g
/m ought to use s seductive vi Mh\]lly 1o offer an alternative respomwene« tothe
more entertaining kind generally hawked in our society. (So much art seems to
want to have the shrill, instant-impact voice of entertainment these days-a voice
that stifles rather than catalyzes reflection.) In the end, only a fresh invention of
sensitivity can give art credibility.

The use of blackness, with its sense of depletion, is one obvious mechanism of
seriousness. Blackness made urgent has been a staple of modern expressivity since
Goya. Balassanian contains ans concentrates it in her abstract figures and figural
emblems (the door is a surrogate figure, the windows surrogate eyes)
‘The blackness becomes the liquid in her barometric figures, registering the cata-
strophic with consummate nuance. Balassanian’s sensitivity consists in being able
to make figures, permeated by a sense of world-historical catastrophe, show their
devastation in an intimate, immediatist format.

‘The point can be sharpened by comparing Balassanian’s lyric figures to Kiefer’s
epic space. Kiefer offers a diffuse, generalized blackness-a universal scene of
smoldering ruin-with “life-conserving” figures (more the vessels and symbols of
abstract life that alive in themselves) external to it, Kleler s hmz\d space does not
always convey the of death-in life/life-in-d s taut
black figures do. His blackness, for all the drama with wh|ch it presents itself, is
peculiarly inert, and as impervious to life as ashes, whercas Balassanian’s black fig-
ures are blunt axe-heads still full of cutting life. One reads into her charred beings
not only the pain and wailing of mourning, but the anger of healthy outrage. For
all their dispiritedness, her figures are vitalized by unspent violence. Kiefer’s black
scenic space, ironically supported by fake flames of eternal hope, is a well-
groomed fatalism. Here, I think, Balassanian points the way to an important ele-
ment of the new sensitivity: the necessary abandonment of irony, as an intrusion on
false intervention in-brooding. Irony has become an often bombastic form of sen-
timentality these days. it mocks the it
means to underscore, trivializing all that it touches, and anestheticizing fecling

Postmodernist irony increasingly looks like a joke on itself-a form of timidity in
the face of world-historical events and the catastrophic sense of selfhood they ini-
tiate. Post-postmodernist sensitivity will use the language of art not to naively
make a worldly extra-artistic point, as some all to obviously political are does, but
to suggest the link between basic artistic processes and internal primal processes,
as Balassanian’s figures do.

Much postmodernist manipulation unwittingly involves an attempt to escape this
link, spurred on by the dismissal of, in Foucault’s words, “the authority of the cre-
ative subject.” In fact, the creativity of the subject s a kind of critical response to
the codes of language and behavior that shape, dominate and threaten to turn it into
an object-to compel it to forget or forego or simply not attend to its feeling of being
a subject, however indeterminate yet indisputable and inherent that feeling seems
to be
‘The importance of Balassanian’s art-the larger point it makes, beyond the sublim-
ity of individual works and the fine-tuned integrity it conveys as a whole-is that it
re-asserts the subjective as a refusal of the atmosphere of indifference in which
events tend to occur in the world. (it is this indifferencewhich instills-cven indoc-
trinates-insensitivityto and disrespectfor the feeling of being a subject.) At the same
time, herfigures assimilate that “objective” indifference inthatthey look likecata-
s t r o » h e s
‘They internalize the world’s by becoming in
In other words, creativity is rooted in a refusal of passivity; the involuted animate-
ness of Balassanian’s figures, evident in a different way in her doors and windows,




is at once an assimilation and refinement of the idea of passive acceptance of
events, and a throwing of the idea back in the world’s face by subjectivizing it-indi-
cating that it is an existential choice which does not have to be made. Balassanian’s
art shows that one may not be able to change the world, but can make a dynamic,
creative response 1o it, calming onets sense of helplessness, if not eliminating it
The repetitive character of Balassanian’s figures-the sense of their disfigurement
being an endless variation of their anxiousness, a spontaneous multiplication of
their innerturmoil, asthough the figure wanted to rid itself of its suffering but could
only replicate it interminably and awkwardlysuggests not simply their obsessional
character, but their ability to remain integrated despite the tension that threatens to
tear them apart. It is as though, by hammering home the same figure, Balassanian
lets us know that it is a survivor as well as a sufferer-a survivor of its own suffer-
ing. In The Country Doctor Kafka spoke of a patient who had nothing but his
wound to bring into the world, a wound beautiful with glowing red worms.
Balassanian also scemsto have a beautiful wound, butthere are no worms in it
‘World events-above all Balassanian’s response to them-will keep it forever fresh.
Are these works then more symptom than art? Is there any good art that escapes
being symptom? Isn’t part of its goodness that it can represent more that itself-that
it can transcend its fictionality by making it humanly convincing-especially repre-
senting a response to the pathological wo rld, and make that response seem more
real than the world itself? Balassanian’s figural abstractions have
this quality of conviction. In dialectical intimacywith the world, they
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SONIA BALASSANIAN
BLACK, BLACK DAYS

Eva KHACHATRIAN

In Armenia Sonia Balassanian is known as a multi-media artist. During the past
four years she presented large-scale projects of theatrical nature. They are "synthet-
ic" works including theater, music, poetry and video art. The first performing picce
was "Collapse of Hlusions” (2000) where Sonia cooperated with a number of
artists, who took part in the project by their socio-political works of varying media.
In following multi-media works Sonia places higher emphasis on cooperation and
collective work, and such performing works as "Shadows of Dust”, "Brooding"
and very personal contemporary interpretation of “Anoush” [based on H.
Toumanian Armenian classic tragic poem]. In these rather somber works once
again we see our regressive society drown in traditional mores.

In this year's project Sonia Balassanian appears to the Armenian audience by a less
known side of her work; by drawings and video-art made independent of perform-
ing/multi-media projects. This is an analysis on video-art section of the project.

Speaking about content of Balassanian's videos it is imperative to underline two
important and dominating themes: One is the subject of sacrifice, and the other the
‘woman, her role, her status, which is also related to the concept of sacrifice. In her
works Balassanian shows sacrifice of animals and women, who are equally con-
demned and unprotected.

A woman sitting in her bed is "sewing" wound of her feet with such a comfort as
if she is sewing a dress. This scene is from Sonia Balassanian's "Smothering the
Cry of the Womb™ (2000) video art. The artist shows a married woman as a con-
victed victim. The women are condemned. Her pain and tortures are compared with
those of the Jesus. Wounds of crucifixion serve as symbols of sacrifice. In this work
feelings of helplessness and uncertainty dominate. Simultancous with visual
images we hear voice of the woman. Sonia Balassanian's "Smothering the Cry of
the Womb" video is based on her extremely emotional, surrealistic, void of any
logic, same-name poem. Emotions of the poem have been transferred to the video.
Actually as a result of fusion of the poem and the video imagery, video takes over
the task of expressing the emotion, and the poem serves as a background. In gen-
eral poetry, which is a separate part of Sonia Balassanian's creative self, plays a
major role in her paintings/drawings, installations and videos.

The theme of sacrifice is present in many of Balassanian's works. The most mini-
‘malist presentation of this theme can be seen in her "Skinning the Lamb" (1995)
video.

By showing the Armenian (and not only Armenian) ritual of animal sacrifice, it
seems that the artist relocates it to the sacrificed Armenian people, or the mankind
itself. T we study this work in more detail, we will notice that instead of showing
the act of the sacrifice, that is the act of slaying the animal, but the acts following
it, the process of "cleaning”. We see the close-up of a man's hand, armed with a
knife, carving through the white layers of the fat under the skin of the lamb

There are no traces of blood. In spite of presence of knife (as a tool of violence) the
clement of brutality and violence is mostly absent. This is more a scene of repen-
tance of sins, cleansing, and emancipation. There is no hidden meaning here.
Sacrifice has been related to the repentance of sins, which has been expressed in
this near documentary style work. Generally, together with the "theatrical" charac-
ter of Sonia Balassanian’s videos, there are works, which represent direct real life
episodes ("Sentenced to Death”, 2000), the story of a mother talking about her son

- killed in war, or the work on September 11 incident "United" (2003). From this
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point of view we can separate works, which are closer to documentary genre, and
are more films than videos. These two works have one common denominator:
tragedy. The first one ("Sentenced to Death") is the tragedy of a woman who has
lost her son in war. In the other the artist shows the tragedy of an entire nation after
the incidents of September 11. Incidentally, we do not see weeping people, only
gray, damaged buildings. We see New York in a completely different appearance,
where there is no extravagance, beauty, might. Only skeletons left behind from civ-
ilization.

Returning to the Armenian traditions, we appear in a different environment. In
"Brooding” video (2002) we see elderly women sifting wool and quietly murmur-
ing songs.

In comparison with "Skinning the Lamb" ths, as it is suggested by its title, is a
milder work. One of the scenes of women's daily mundane is depicted here, which
somehow has meditative character during which a woman mind may drift in other
directions. However, together with quiet murmurings there are certain emphases,
for example distinct sounds of whipping switches, or sharply changing editing of
frames of unfortunate and miserable looking portraits of women, which superim-
pose mind-provoking motives upon this traditional ritual.

Incidentally, Sonia Balassanian is one of the unique artists, who, while reflecting
upon national, and traditional themes, is able to stay away from its traditional visu-
alization and observe it from contemporary persons point of view

Balassanian presents picture of unfortunate and miserable woman, which she
attaches to the contemporary woman as well. In one of her videos ("Untitled",
1999) we see different women whose common denominator is unsuccessful and
failed relations with men, who express their feelings by hate-filled exclamations,
by crying and sobbing, by hysteric laughter or by outright confession.

Woman is again put in the state of the victim. She is defenseless. The only thing
she can do is to express her emotions. But this is no solution, since there is no strug-
gle, but the artist brings up respect towards women, and forces us to think about
women's rights one more time.

"Haghpat-2" (2000) contains unique images of a woman and a man. In the begin-
ning a woman appears, or rather is born under mystic sounds. Later the man
emerges from one of the holes on the floor. Bare bodies with their careful crawls
on the floor resemble ravenous beasts who look like have come out for prey. The
wild animal ambiance is amplified by sounds of toads, birds and other animals.
These male and female figures which looks like are searching something (maybe
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each other) do not meet or notice one another. Another characterization of male-
female relations.

Together with videos I would like to discuss a composite installation work of Sonia
Balassanian, which unique in the sense of its sharply emphasized socio-political
content. In reality it is a series of three installations, which seem to be stages of
development of a conceptual project. It i directly related to the past (Persia) where
the artist was born and has lived until the [Islamic] revolution. Women are again in
the main role. In the first installation of this triptych there are seven black-robed
seated frozen figures surrounded by spotlights. Their faces or figures are covered,
but their clothes hint that they are women. In the next room there is another more
powerful vision of same women. From holes on the wall-mounted black boxes one
after another appear peering eyes. Woman is a mold, and only her sad eyes are
alive

In the other installation "The Other Side-2" (1993) the seated figures of the previ-
ous work are standing up, and in the third one: "Shadows of My Sisters" (1993)
which is the culmination of this triptych, we sce the black more recognizable
human figures in various positions, seated, laying down, etc., and scattered all over
the exhibition space. It seems like that frozen and dead same-shape figures of the
previous installations in this one have somewhat come to life. Inn this work by
introducing variety, the artist emphasizes the aspect of individuality. This socio-
political work is direct criticism addressed to the fundamentalist regime emerged in
Persia after the revolution, where the primary victims are women.

Generally Sonia Balassanians works have tragic character, which are expressed
both by thematic as well as aesthetic means. Her videos for example, are mostly
shot in black and white or in dark colors. Residing in the United States, born in
Iran, and being an Armenian, the artist represents a mixture of these three cultures,
to which is added her individual character: sensitive, emotional, incapable of being
indifferent, tending diversity. This scems to be the reason for dealing in various
media. It scems that a single medium does not suffice. And all of this happens intu-
itively. Often we are have difficulty in explaining or finding logic for her work. We
just have to try to feel like the artist does.
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SONIA BALASSANIAN

Artist and poet Sonia Balassanian was born in 1942 in Iran, in the village of
Azna near the town of Arak.

She lives and works in New York and Yerevan. She has graduated from Joint
Program of University of Pennsylvania and Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts
(Bachelor of Fine Arts, 1970) and Pratt Institute of Brooklyn, New York,
(Master of Fine Arts, 1978).

She has exhibited at the New York Museum of Modern Art as well as many
international venues. Sonia Balassanian has published 2 books of selected
poems in Armenian (1982 and 1991) as well as a book of paintings entitled
TPortraits” (1983).

Since 1992 Sonia Balassanian has been involved in Armenia helping advance
contemporary art and presenting Armenian contemporary art on international
arena. Since 1995 she has organized and has acted as artistic coordinator of
pavilions of the Republic of Armenia at 5 consecutive International Art
Biennales of Venice.

Her activities in 1994 culminated in founding of the Armenian Center for
Contemporary Experimental Art ("NPAK” in Armenian acronym), which since
have become an active center where Armenian artists “search” for new means
of expression, conduct experiments in contemporary art and quest for new fron-
tiers.

In Armenia Sonia Balassanian has introduced and helped advance mediums of
installation, video art, and multi media events.
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