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Preface

This is a book about images of eastern Europe. Since 1989, a record number of publications have been devoted to the area in a massive attempt to fix its meaning and boundaries, to rewrite its history, and to reconceptualise its socio-political status as both the victim and locus of orientalist discourses. Hardly any of those studies include images. If so, they are few and far between, customarily treated as transparent vessels which simply ‘illustrate’ arguments expressed in words, and which do not seem to require any commentary.

Led by the belief that cognition is not solely linguistic, this book puts images centre stage and addresses them as the principal objects of inquiry. It claims that images, art and non-art alike, have played much underestimated roles as mediators in the construction of Europe’s east as a political, spatial, and cultural entity. The entity is the keyword here, as the book focuses on the representations aiming to grasp the whole of the region, rather than on individual countries and ethnicities, customarily treated as partes-pro-toto of an otherwise nebulous idea of Eastern Europe. Not extending into the moving image, nor to the boundless sphere of mental mapping, the book focuses on static visual images which are graspable and reproducible. Looking at renaissance maps of Sarmatia Europea, at the images of women in ethnic costumes on the pages of travellers’ reports from ‘Turkey in Europe’, at cartoons of children bullied by dictators in the satirical press, at the photos of protesting crowds on dust jackets designs, the book examines the ways of creating the region by mapping it and populating it with bodies. It is not a picture history of eastern Europe though, but an inquiry into the discontinuous ways of picturing the region, stretching over a long-time span, from the early modern era to the present.

This book would not have been written, had I not moved from Poland to Britain precisely at the time when eastern Europe emerged from behind the Berlin Wall and became the object of an immense scrutiny. It featured on the first pages of newspapers, in TV news and documentaries, and was the topic of articles in colour magazines, and of a plethora of books on the end of communism, of art projects, novels, and feature films. This was also the time when I was reinventing myself as an art historian who, brought up on iconology and trained as curator of Italian painting at the National Museum in Warsaw, had to face challenges posed by the New Art History. The production of visual knowledges about eastern Europe presented itself to me as an obvious subject of my new research, facilitated by new approaches offered by the then emerging discipline of Visual Culture. This project became my most long-standing research, stretching over two decades, from 1999 to 2020. There is no need to state that eastern Europe did not stand still during that time. Not only its name, its external and internal boundaries, its political alliances and economic status, kept shifting radically, but the sense of unity, so strong after the Fall of Wall, has been systematically disappearing. More disturbingly, the transformation of the socio-political ethos of some of the countries, the disavowal of democracy, hostility to immigrants, and the LGBTQ communities turned the otherised object of the 1990s into the othering subject of the 2010s, adding contradictory meanings to old images, and laying bare the contingency and temporality of my initial claims. This is what prompted me to finalise this book. The region was changing, while a study of its visual representation was missing.

Chapter 1, ‘Welcome to Slaka’, is a revised version of ‘Welcome to Slaka, or, Does Eastern (Central) European Art Exist’, published in Third Text, 18, no. 1, 2004: 25–40. Chapter 2, ‘Mapping Eastern Europe’ amalgamates articles ‘Mapping the New Europe: Cartography, Cartoons and Regimes of Representation’, Centropa, 4, no. 1, 2004: 4–18; and ‘Mapping Eastern Europe: Cartography and Art History’, Artl@s Bulletin, 2, no. 2 (Fall 2013): 14–25. Chapter 4, ‘Mr Punch Draws Eastern Europe’ is a rewritten version of ‘On Small Nations and Bullied Children: Mr Punch Draws Eastern Europe’, The Slavonic and East European Review, 84, no. 2 (2006): 279–305.

The book does not exclude Russia and the former republics of the Soviet Union, but my research focuses on the territory of the former ‘satellites’. Most of the material presented in the book comes from Britain, but I have also used cartographic and travel-related sources from Italy, Germany and France, as well as North America, while the chapter on dust jackets, explores the Anglo-American world of academic publishing. I went for the lower key in the term eastern Europe, when applying it before the emergence of ‘Eastern Europe’ as a socio-political entity during the Cold War. I also use the term ‘East Central Europe’, much favoured after 2000.


Katarzyna Murawska-Muthesius
October 2020









1
Welcome to Slaka



Writing Slaka

Malcolm Bradbury’s Rates of Exchange, shortlisted for the 1983 Booker Prize and proclaimed a ‘penetrating satire’ on east-west relations, describes the vicissitudes of a ‘hapless Dr Petworth’, teacher of linguistics at a lesser British university on his lecture tour around ‘Eastern Europe’s most rigidly controlled country’, named Slaka.1 Not to be found on any map, Slaka is a Cold War simulacrum of the other Europe behind the Iron Curtain. Its violent history and politics, unstable boundaries, and its hybrid heritage overridden by socialist realism have been constructed out of a plethora of primary features taken for the essence of the timeless ‘eastern Europeanness’.


Slaka is … the historic capital and quite the largest metropolis of that small dark nation of plain and marsh, mountain and factory known in all the history books as the bloody battlefield (tulsto’ii uncard’ninu) of central eastern Europe. Located by an at once kind and cruel geography at the confluence of many trade routes, going north and east, south and west, its high mountains not too high to cut it off, its broad rivers not too broad to obstruct passage, it is a land that has frequently flourished, prospered, been a centre of trade and barter, art and culture, but has yet more frequently been pummelled, fought over, raped, pillaged, conquered and opposed by the endless invaders through this all too accessible landscape. Swedes and Medes, Prussians and Russians, Asians and Thracians, Tartars and Cassocks, Mortars and Turds, indeed almost every tribe or race specialist in pillage and rape, have been there, as to some necessary destination, and left behind their imprint, their custom, their faiths, their architecture, their genes. This is a country that has been now big, now small, now virtually non-existent. Its inhabitants have seen its borders expand, contract and on occasion disappear from sight, and so confused is its past that the country could now be in a place quite different from that in which it started. And so its culture is a melting pot, its language a potpourri, its people a salad.2


Although the novel is set in the summer of the British Royal Wedding of 1981, and thus firmly anchored in British/western time, the Slakanian time unfolds in a different dimension. It is locked down at the heydays of communism, when the large portraits of the Party leaders surveyed the streets and the pictures of ‘the happy workers and the clean tractors’ monopolised museum rooms. By 1981, however, the communist Slaka had gone, the paraphernalia of Stalinism long demoted, destroyed, or shuffled away to the archives of eastern Europe’s embarrassing past. Moreover, the summer of 1981 was marked by the workers’ revolution in Poland, which made headlines both east and west, dismantling the status quo of the divided Europe. And yet, as testified by Bradbury’s narrative, in the 1980s the end of the Cold War could not have been predicted, and the disjunction between the ‘historic’ western time and the frozen eastern European time could safely be posed as eternal, foreclosing any significant transfer between the two incompatible worlds. The last lines of the book assert the reader that Petworth’s luggage with the smuggled manuscript of Katya Princip’s dissenting novel, to be published in Paris, was destroyed by airport security.

The most ingenious of Bradbury’s fabrications and the most pertinent vis-à-vis the professional expertise of Dr Petworth’s is the Slakan language. This uncanny hybrid of Latin and Slavonic phonemes, morphemes, and syntax made comical by blending familiarity with incongruity, is elaborated into an explicit signifying code of what constitutes the essence of ‘eastern Europeanness’, the evidence of its impurity. During Pet-worth’s visit to Slaka, it is indeed the language which becomes the terrain of ‘a small revolution’, prompted by some unspecified drive towards liberalisation and resulting in a short-lived displacement of doubled ‘i’ with doubled ‘u’ and back again. But in spite of its alterity, the Slakan language is not an obstacle for Dr Petworth. From the moment of crossing the border, his linguistic expertise allows him to mimic basic tenets of Slakan and to introduce himself to a Slakan airport officer with confidence: Prif’sorii universitayii linguistici, hospitalito officiale.3 Even if Petworth’s hosts, Slakan university lecturers, novelists, and ministry officials speak English fluently, they cannot match his skills. Their faults (‘Do you surprise I like Hemingway?’) are the markers of Slakanian otherness.4 Petworth’s lectures in Slaka on the ‘transformation of English as a medium of international communication’ discusses the inevitability of its distortion. And yet, behind the detached academic description of the process hides the implied binary of purity versus contamination, and the Self versus Other dichotomy.

The same focus on an inept English lies at the core of the novel’s follow-up Why Come to Slaka? (Figure 1.3), a parody travel guide which grew out of the original introduction to Rates of Exchange, ‘Visiting Slaka: a few brief hints’. Its major part is a phrase book which juxtaposes the comical phrases in faulty English to their ostensibly correct Slakan prototypes: ‘Our artists love socialist realism/No malori amico realismusim social’iskim’.5 The implied asymmetry between the incorrect English and the ‘correct’ Slakan makes clear that it is exclusively the Slakan ‘I’, attempting to represent itself in English, which is to be inferiorised and mocked, but not the other way round.6 The Slakan speaker of English has been disempowered in advance and doomed to enunciate his/her difference – the English speaker of Slakan/Dr Petworth retains his authority, for his self-proclaimed correctness is unverifiable.

Concerned with the visual construction of eastern Europe, I began, somewhat perversely, from Bradbury’s strategies of writing about Slaka, because they compressed the most pervasive tropes of eastern European discourse during the Cold War. At that time, the region was widely perceived as ‘just one block’,7 as a uniform terra social-istica,8 and the assumptions of its backwardness, instability, and propensity to subjugation gained the status of Jane Austen’s ‘truths universally acknowledged’. Bradbury’s metaphors, including the emphasis on the region’s ‘cruel geography’, comparing its culture to a ‘pot-pourri, its people to ‘a salad’, carrying the genes of ‘endless invaders’ were satirical versions of the regular tropes in western histories of eastern Europe, produced from the late 1950s onwards. Bearing metaphorical titles, such as ‘lands between’, those books would almost invariably include a paragraph on the absence of natural geographical boundaries, comparing the physical features of the territory to an organism ‘with vertebrae and arteries but no external shell’, open to penetration by ‘marauders and interlopers’ from all directions.9 The notion of rape and conquest would indeed serve as the region’s master narrative, turning into a key argument in major cultural disputes on the international scene. Among others, it was successfully adopted in Milan Kundera’s claim of central Europe as ‘kidnapped west’ (1984).10

Eastern Europe as an imaginary land, however, is older than the Cold War. Bradbury was not the first to produce a satirical vision of a country invented from scratch, together with its name, history, and language. He followed the well-established rules of writing about unknown lands in general and about Europe’s east in particular. Since Mozart’s adoption of gibberish, Slavonic-sounding names for his entourage during his stay in Prague in 1786, or Anthony Hope’s invention of Ruritania and Kravonia (1896),11 an endless string of fictional kingdoms and dictatorial ‘republics’, located in this remote part of Europe and ruled by officials bearing names as bizarre as those of their countries, have been conjured up by twentieth-century novelists and satirists. They include Agatha Christie’s Hertzoslovakia,12 and more recently, a counter-guide to Molvania, ‘the world’s number one producer of beetroot’, which was plainly modelled on Bradbury’s Slaka, not to mention Slovetzia and Krakozhia, the autocratic countries invented for the sake of Hollywood.13 As argued by Larry Wolff, ‘the employment of nonsense in the rendering of Eastern Europe’ constituted one of the ways of dealing with its disorienting geography and history, as well as with the incomprehensibility of its languages roundly perceived as hilarious.14

It was also Wolff who in his influential study of 1994 initiated the process of inquiry into the western invention of eastern Europe tout court. Examining eighteenth-century literature, travel diaries, and philosophical and socio-political pamphlets centred on Russia and Poland, he argued that the idea of a backward, barbarian, and underdeveloped eastern Europe was a cultural product of the Enlightenment, inseparable from the process of the invention of the modern western Self. Wolff’s study was soon complemented by Maria Todorova’s deconstruction of the derogatory discourse on the Balkans,15 as well as by Vesna Goldsworthy’s analysis of the literary perceptions of the Balkans in novels.16 Those three books became the point of departure for an extensive transdisciplinary analysis of the rules of the discourse, representing eastern European societies and their culture in literature, the media and movies as well as in academe itself. Books, conferences, PhD dissertations, and articles followed in great numbers. Among the key topics examined were the notions of the ‘east’ and ‘eastness’ as the Other in identity formation, the Balkans as a metaphor, post-communist transition, gender politics, human rights and ethnic minorities, the rise of nationalist movements, as well as post-communist memory and nostalgia.17 In the new millennium, the perception of eastern European migrants turned into the theme of TV documentaries, novels, and films, transgressing the boundaries of academic inquiry.18 Although the terms ‘image’, ‘imaging’, and ‘imagining’ abound in the titles of those studies, the issue of visual representation of the region was raised just in a handful of texts.19 As far as methods were concerned, the usability of postcolonial discourse analysis and its interpretive tools, as well as the question of the postcolonial status of the region dominated the debates.




Is ‘Post’ in Post-Communist the Same as ‘Post’ in Postcolonial?

So what kind of Other is the eastern European Other? The centuries of territorial conquest by the Habsburgs, Prussia, as well as by the Ottoman and Russian empires, experienced in different ways by individual states and regions, were followed by a political and economic submission to the Soviet Union, misleadingly seen as homogenous. Subsequently, at the post-communist stage, another form of surrender to western/global hegemony was underscored by the rhetoric of liberation and return to Europe. But how does the eastern European alterity compare to that invested in the postcolonial Other in Asia and Africa?

The image suggests an answer before the text. At the heyday of the Cold War confrontations, the colonial condition of eastern Europe and its affinity to that of the Third World was declared in almost purely visual terms, and with a surprising directness, by Leslie Illingworth’s cartoon, published in Punch in April 1958 (Figure 1.1). Harold Macmillan and Nikita Khrushchev appear as boys with bunches of balloons in their hands, which stood for the Commonwealth and the Communist Bloc, respectively. By showing Macmillan, letting his balloons free and encouraging Khrushchev, who is holding his bunch tight, to do the same: ‘“Now let one of yours go – I dare you!”’, the cartoon juxtaposed Britain’s decolonisation policies to the unrelenting grip of Soviet Russia, which had just suppressed the Hungarian Revolution of 1956. Regardless of the standard Cold War emphasis on the moral superiority of capitalism over communism, this is one of the few western examples of a visual comparison between the Third World and the Second World, aligned on the basis of their subjection to foreign powers. By presenting communism as colonialism, Illingworth’s cartoon formulated questions which would indeed be asked about communism for decades to come.20


[image: Figure 1.1 Leslie G. Illingworth, ‘“Now Let One of Yours Go – I Dare You!”’, Punch, 30 April 1958. By permission of Topfoto.]
Figure 1.1 Leslie G. Illingworth, ‘“Now Let One of Yours Go – I Dare You!”’, Punch, 30 April 1958. By permission of Topfoto.



At the same time, Illingworth’s cartoon laid bare the ultra-conservative views of Punch, whose contribution to the construction of eastern Europe as an image will be the topic of Chapter 4. In communist visual rhetoric, the affinities between the Third World and the Second World would be expressed by the semi-utopian vision of the workers from all over the world, marching together in protest against the First World’s capitalism and in defence of peace. For Punch, however, the idea of agency on the part of the colonised did not arise at all, eliminated as it was by the very choice of balloons as signifiers. Whether granted freedom or not, all the countries were represented as nothing more than toys in the hands of the rulers, as balloons which, when let free, would drift away with the wind, unable to steer a course. The disempowered do not speak. While the preferred reading of the cartoon reduces communism to colonialism, the oppositional reading prompts an inquiry into the neo-colonial regimes of truth disseminated by the western media. Those two contrasting interpretations of eastern Europe as the colonial subject, conveyed by Illingworth’s cartoon, are traceable in different approaches to postcolonial theory in east European studies.

The aim of postcolonial discourse analysis, theorised in the writings of Indian and African intellectuals in diaspora, pointed to the epistemic violence which, wrought by western colonisation on all spheres of life and culture, kept reproducing its logic of subjugation long after regaining independence.21 At the turn of the new millennium, the ‘Other Europe’ was acclaimed by some eastern European scholars as an almost paradigmatic case for studying the processes of cultural subordination.22 There was no consensus, however, regarding the suitability of the postcolonial interpretive categories. Initially, only a narrow group adapted the concept of the orientalising discourse to analyse the western disparaging accounts of the region. This was in tune with Rasheed Araeen’s suggestion that the term ‘postcolonial’ expands beyond the areas affected by the legacy of colonial exploitation and could serve as a key term of cultural analysis, which questions and deconstructs the cultural pre-eminence of the west. It was also
Araeen who invited articles examining orientalising discourses on eastern Europe into Third Text, the leading journal for postcolonial studies in Britain.23

The issue raised from the start was that eastern Europe never really made the colonial subject as defined by Edward Said, Gayatri Spivak, and Homi Bhabha. The fundamental incompatibilities, as was argued, included its proximity to the west, shared culture, white skin of its inhabitants, as well as the multiple identity of its colonisers.24 The most significant obstacle, however, was the pronounced distrust towards the ‘spectre of Marxism’ among eastern European intellectuals, which was particularly strong at the time of the rise of postcolonial theory in the west in the 1980s. Significantly, east European studies, developed in the west within the framework of the Cold War, focused on the praxis of resistance to communism and Marxism, and situated themselves on the entirely opposite political pole to postcolonialism.25 Even those who embraced feminist and queer approaches would often refuse to adopt a postcolonial perspective, pointing to the historical and spatial differences, and claiming that the east European Other does not make a ‘real Other’. As a result, postcolonial theory has provided a possible point of departure for a new ‘post-communist theory’, which would produce other ways of problematising the truths about the world post-1989. This often distinctly conservative turn was particularly pronounced in the area of Polish studies, which derived its impetus from the demands to ‘break the conspiracy of silence concerning Russia’s colonial practices’,26 disregarding conquest and exploitation within the region of Europe’s east itself.

On the other hand, postcolonial critique, confined almost exclusively to the relations between the First World and the Third World, espousing terms such as ‘eurocentrism’ and ‘non-western’ as its passwords, has silently ignored the blatant reductionism of the particle ‘euro’ in Eurocentrism, reducing Europe to western Europe and the non-western to the Third World exclusively.

The heated debates continued, differing substantially in reference to diverse areas of eastern Europe.27 When in 2014, the Polish highbrow literary journal entitled, significantly in this context, Second Texts (Teksty Drugie), presented several diametrically opposing views on the use of postcolonial theory, it also proposed the critical departure from the precepts of colonial critique towards a new model of comparative studies, which would develop concepts of ‘new cosmopolitanisms, alternative modernities, and peripheral modernities’.28 A primary example of such a ‘postcolonial transfer’ is the 2013 book of the Romanian scholar Cristina Șandru, Worlds Apart, which reads post-communist literature of the whole region both through the prism, and against the grain, of postcolonial theory, advocating a creative compromise between the two.29 In Șandru’s words:



there is an evident postcolonial sensibility in the way East Central Europe articulates both its recent past and its embattled present: how it places itself at the heart of the European project yet at the same time … seeks to articulate and manifest its separateness; how it struggles to rememorize, rewrite and reinterpret its history, both more distant and more recent; and how it negotiates its continued semi-peripheral status in the European Union. The advantages of imagining Eastern Europe and the former colonial world within the same intellectual paradigm would thus be reciprocal.30



I have to admit that for my research on imaging eastern Europe, postcolonial theory was inspirational. Said’s critique of Orientalism and Bhabha’s approach to hybridity lent me tools for reading Bradbury’s construction of Slaka, while Spivak’s inquiry into the voicelessness of the subaltern opened my eyes to the asymmetry of language skills between the Slakans and their western visitors. True, postcolonial theory did not pay much attention to images. Likewise, the debates on its use in east European studies have been conducted almost exclusively within the realm of literature and verbal discourses.31 But, as will become clear in the following chapters of the book, postcolonial sensibilities accompanied my studies of visual representation of Europe’s east, including its maps, travel imagery, cartoons, and book covers. Illingworth’s cartoon itself testifies that the perception of eastern Europe as a quasi-colonised subject, explicitly, and as the passive object of history, implicitly, must have been strong enough to be articulated at the Punch Table. I have argued in the past, and I am still subscribing to the view that the ideological construction of the racialised colonial Other and the ‘undeservingly white’ eastern European br(Other) has revealed too many points in common to be ignored: signifying practices marginalising the peripheral and the migrant, recognised by another shade of white, dress, demeanour, and a foreign accent. Even further, east European and postcolonial studies have developed a shared vocabulary, both stressing the ‘in-betweenness’, the trauma of un-belonging, and both investing value in cultural hybridity. Even if eastern Europe cannot be neatly accommodated into race, class, gender, and sexuality binaries, it has attracted a wide range of othering procedures. Its culture was repeatedly class ified in western discourses as non-urban and backward, it was occasionally racialised along the pigmentocracy scale, as well as notoriously gendered and sexualised as a victim of imperialist or communist abuse. From the other position, it was also accused of xenophobia, masculinism, and homophobia, as well as of a ‘pathological’ heterosexuality.

Those latter charges acquired a frightening urgency during the last decade, under the rule of far-right parties in Poland and Hungary, which adopted socially conservative policies in relation to sexual orientation, immigration, and women’s rights. This led to banning gender studies and academic freedom, as in Hungary, and to the rise of the ‘LGBT-free zones’ in Polish provinces before parliamentary and presidential elections in 2019 and 2020. But, as I want to argue, xenophobia and homophobia are not intrinsic properties of the region. The pars-pro-toto fallacy of treating governments’ policies in selected countries as the features of the region as a whole is one of the manifestations of othering strategies underscoring the discourses on eastern Europe, repeatedly imagined as Slaka. A major exhibition of homoerotic themes and aesthetics in art, from antiquity to the present, was staged in a major museum institution in eastern Europe, Warsaw’s National Museum, under the previous liberal government.32 In spite of the radicalisation of the far-right at the level of government, there have been new examples of the attention to LGBTQ rights by the lawmakers of the area. Above all, however, there is a wide-scale resistance on the part of ‘ordinary people’, as well as a number of public bodies, including universities, publishers, a large sector of the art world, not to mention the social media.33 And it is resistance, as both an attitude and skill which, practised widely across the region for centuries, could at least compete with social phobias as an ‘essential’ property of the ‘eastern European’ mentalities.




Imaging Slaka

The book focuses on images, but ‘the potential shift from word to image’ underscores all of the following chapters.34 In maps and cartoons, images dictate the rules, but words are needed to complete the message, even if on the sliding scale of their indispensability, as far as cartoons are concerned. Macmillan’s address to Khrushchev ‘“Now let one of yours go – I dare you!”’ is hardly needed; the message is conveyed by the visual metaphor, substituting the colonial and communist countries by balloons, as well as by the gestures and body language of the rulers. By contrast, images in travel reports and on dust jackets are often just optional companions to the texts which dominate, letting the images complete their contents. But this, in turn, gives images a freehand to go their own way, providing their own outline of events, by amplifying the message, modifying it, or rising quietly against it, as in the cover of Why Come to Slaka, to be discussed below.

Paratextual components of books on eastern Europe will be the topic of my final chapter, focusing on the shifting stock of images on their dust jackets. Luck has it that the covers of Bradbury’s books on Slaka offer a foretaste of such an inquiry. Both books were first published by Martin Secker & Warburg, known for its anti-Soviet stance, and within the first few years went through several editions with diverse publishers in London and New York.35 Their covers, all by different designers, looked for the appropriate signifiers of Eastern Europe under communism. Imaginary maps and non-descript chaotic airports, with a figure of the perturbed Dr Petworth accompanied by his fateful suitcase, featured on many covers of Rates of Exchange. When making a point about communism however, designers tried to go beyond the much overused motifs of the red star, or hammer and sickle that had dominated books on the history and politics of the region since the 1950s. Secker & Warburg opted for a vision of a ‘communist cityscape’ as the dust jacket for Rates of Exchange (Figure 1.2) and a folk dance postcard for Why Come to Slaka (Figure 1.3).
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Figure 1.2 Dust jacket. Malcolm Bradbury, Rates of Exchange. London: Martin Secker & Warburg, 1983. By copyright Malcolm Bradbury 1986. Reproduced by permission of The Random House Group Ltd.
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Figure 1.3 Front cover. Malcolm Bradbury, Why Come to Slaka? London: Martin Secker & Warburg, 1986. By copyright Malcolm Bradbury 1986. Reproduced by permission of The Random House Group Ltd.










A rectangular view of a city, framed by an ominously black background, was designed especially for Rates of Exchange. It juxtaposes a row of uniform blocks to the black silhouettes of churches crowned with onion domes, which point to the hybridity of Slaka as the ‘melting pot’ of cultures. The surreal serenity of the blue sky is disrupted by three clouds which open up to a brick wall, communicating the sense of political imprisonment. The dark mood of the cover reads like an anti-communist manifesto and does not sit well with the satirical vein of the book, and no later edition would borrow this design. A much lighter tone has been adopted for the cover of Why Come to Slaka? Parading as a tourist guide, it includes a reproduction of a postcard with a group of mountaineers in ethnic costumes, performing a dance in an open landscape. The dance culminates in a particularly high jump of one of them, soaring skywards above the heads of his companions, who are kneeling to the ground to marvel at his spectacular leap. The image invites the viewer to read it as a signifier of Slakan culture which, reduced to folklore, promotes competitive masculinity and phallic verticality as the criteria of excellence. Its position next to the somewhat clumsily formulated title of the book makes the dance hilarious, disempowering any claims to performative brilliance. The choice of the medium is equally significant. As argued by Malek Alloula, the postcard is an index of travel and a ‘fertilizer of the colonial vision’.36 In this case, however, the identity of the coloniser is more complex. The postcard was clearly made in Slaka, or, to be precise, in Poland, as it unmistakeably represents Polish mountaineers performing Zbójnicki, the ‘bandit’s’ dance. However, the fantasy it satirises for the benefit of the ‘western reader’ is not that of the Slakan Self, but of the communist elevation of folklore to the epitome of the Self. It cannot be excluded that the image was capable of activating non-political fantasies on the part of the reader in the same way in which postcards of Algerian women, discussed by Alloula, triggered the ‘sexual phantasm’ of the harem. In any case, the image of the dance proved successful and was repeated in Penguin edition of the book.37

As a spoof guide, Why Come to Slaka includes also a handful of photographs of unknown origins, most likely reproduced from ‘eastern European’ tourist brochures or newspapers, all carefully chosen for their awkwardness.38 If Slakan language is entirely of Bradbury’s invention, the images belong to a different order of representation. The indexicality of the photography turns them into the records of reality which, however altered, must have been there. Thus, to attune them to the satirical mode of the counter-guide, they had to be manifestly parodic, erratic, and hardly decipherable, manifestly different from the ‘celebratory’ pictures that belong to the convention of the tourist guide. Ethnic topics with male performers dominate, interspersed with grainy photos of blocks of flats, a huge concrete university building with a large puddle in front of it, a film frame of a women brigade at work, and an illegible detail of a monument to an unknown battle, all accompanied by captions which emphasise the comical effect because they are grammatically incorrect and only loosely connected to the illustrations themselves. Not only the relationship between the captions and the images is problematic, but the latter have very little to do with Bradbury’s text. Descriptions of the ‘communist city’ with blocks of flats and onion domes, or ethnic performances and monumental sculpture could hardly be found in Bradbury’s books. The photographs, clearly, belong to a different realm of representation. They do not necessarily disrupt the text, but provide another dimension of Slaka, competing with, and completing Dr Petworth’s encounters with Katya Princip and party officials, his elaborate descriptions of the airport and the fin-de-siècle interiors of his hotel. Detached from the text, the images form part of the already established repertory of visual signifiers of eastern Europe which, even if changing and discontinuous, has been accumulating for a long time, accommodating both ethnic imagery and blocks of flats, alongside maps of the ever-changing boundaries, bullied children, communist insignia, and protesting crowds.

The following chapters focus precisely on exploring the processes of the formation of this repertory. Looking at maps, travelogues, cartoons as well as book covers, all of them foregrounded in Bradbury’s vision of Slaka, this book explores diverse strands of the visual construction of eastern Europe as an entity, stretching over a long-time span. It begins from the humanist image of Sarmatia Europea, followed by the early modern explorers’ vision of the remote lands of Europe, the modern travellers’ spectrum of the Volksmuseum of Europe, the politicians’ New Europe, ending with the socio-cultural constructs of the Iron Curtain Europe and the post-communist Europe. It restricts the enormity of the visual evidence to cartography, travel imagery, satirical press, and book covers, leaving out the material provided by cinematic imagery, and the media, such as TV documentaries, the news as well as newspaper photographs.

The book borrows from many disciplines, and it follows a mixture of methods. By putting images centre stage, it subscribes to the belief that cognition is not ‘dominantly and aggressively linguistic’, and that images, including non-art images, have contributed substantially not only to the representation of eastern Europe, but also to the construction of the region as a geo-political and socio-cultural entity.39 It examines the ways in which diverse visual technologies not only frame the visual representation of the eastern European space and the eastern European body, but also become the mechanisms for carving the space and fashioning the body, situating both of them within social hierarchies and relations of power, established by mapping and imaging. In embarking on the study of the visual representation of eastern Europe and embracing diverse kinds of visual imagery, as well as by drawing amply from postcolonial theory, semiotics, psychoanalysis, literary criticism, New Cartography, and Human Geography, the book positions itself within the interdisciplinary area of Visual Culture, and it uses the case of eastern Europe to follow the mechanisms of the social construction of the visual and the visual construction of the social.40 But, apart from borrowing concepts from western scholars, from Sigmund Freud and Roland Barthes, to Hayden White, J.B. Harley, Gérard Genette, Ernst Gombrich, Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann, and W.J.T. Mitchell, the book testifies to my art historical training in Poland in iconology by my teacher Jan Białostocki.41

The very idea of examining the image of eastern Europe from the early modern period to the present implies assembling a massive range of iconographies of the region, across the continents, across the media, and across centuries, identifying their origins and affiliations, as well as ‘chasing’ diverse meanings invested in them by their makers and viewers alike. The procedure of ‘motif-hunting’, one of the universally condemned ‘sins’ of iconology,42 was my staple diet in Poland, both at the university and in the museum, and this book has not entirely abandoned this strategy. On the contrary, considering the absence of a comprehensive research on visuality and the construction of eastern Europe, this was the only approach available for the task. Instead of opting for a site- and time-specific research path and narrowing my inquiry, say, to examining the renaissance cartographies of Sarmatia Europea, the Cold War visuality, or to LGBTQ visual strategies of resistance in the new millennium, the book criss-crosses the vast visual field in many directions, looking for connections, discontinuities, and absences. Indifference to social inequality has been identified as another shortcoming of Panofsky’s iconology; however, this research, looking at the ways in which representations of the region communicate disdain, desire, or dissent, does require an investigation of the complex matrix of social and political relations. Risking a misinterpretation of Mitchell’s words, the book does testify to the belief that an encounter of Panofsky’s iconology with Althusserian ideological critique is not improbable, not only making iconology ‘ideologically aware and self-critical’, but also making ‘ideological critique iconologically aware’.43 To complete the list of debts to my eastern European upbringing, I also use the term ‘iconosphere’, coined by the Polish art historian Mieczysław Porębski, aiming to formulate the rules of ‘iconics’, and devised to study the ubiquity of images in a spatial context.44




Summary of Chapters

Each of the following four chapters is devoted to a specific visual medium, instrumental in the process of the visual construction of eastern Europe as a region. They are discussed in the order of their ascendancy: the map, providing its spatial dimensions and claiming scientific accuracy, the travel image, and a typical cartoon, both commenting on the eastern European body and dress, and, finally, the dust jackets of books about East Central Europe, a potent tool for resetting the fading iconography of region in the new millennium. As it happened, all of the chapters have their conceptual roots in Bradbury’s construction of Slaka, a country ‘that has been now big, now small, now virtually non-existent’,45 its culture explainable in a thin tourist guide which not only is entirely made up of jokes, but also provokes a range of conspicuous covers, some of them drawn as cartoons.

Chapters 2 and 3 reach far back into the past. Borrowing from the New Cartography and the writings by J.B. Harley, ‘Mapping Eastern Europe’ looks at the bewildering range of the cartographies of Europe’s east, covering radically different territories. Beginning from the Ptolemy-inspired maps of Sarmatia Europea in the fifteenth century, it moves to the vastness of Š afaří k’s counter-hegemonic projection of Slavic Europe in the nineteenth century and to the arrival of the much maligned map of the post-WWI New Europe, squeezed between Germany and Russia, and drawn on the bodies of the collapsed empires under the aegis of Woodrow Wilson. After the discussion of the Iron Curtain maps, which literally framed the region for half a century, the chapter ends with the post-communist reorientations of Europe.

‘The Lure of Ethnic Dress’ assembles an even wider assortment of images of the region published by travellers from the seventeenth century onwards. The chapter follows the transformations of the image of a peasant woman in ethnic dress, which has risen to a timeless, omnipresent, and multivalent signifier of the region, fitting both the codes of representation and of self-fashioning. Recurring in drawings, prints, and photographs for over 400 years, it has been standing as much for backwardness, as for the national revivals in the interwar era, for an index of the communist redistribution of power, and a performative declaration of regional, as well as gender and sexual identity.

Chapter 4, ‘Mr Punch Draws Eastern Europe’, stays mostly within the twentieth century, examining the role of cartoons in creating the image of the ‘eastern European group person’. Beginning from an inquiry into the operational mechanisms of ‘cartoonwork’, it argues that it was British Punch which, borrowing from both mapmakers and travellers, had arrived at an apt visual formula to conceptualise the region’s spatial indeterminacy and its ethnic apparel, fused into one pregnant image. Since the 1930s and for many decades to come, a cartoon with a bunch of children in ethnic costumes, squeezed together in a narrow space of a classroom or a playground and disciplined by Dame Europa, Hitler, or Stalin, was to be instantly recognisable as a metaphorical ‘group portrait’ of the region. The chapter looks also at the ways in which eastern European cartoonists represented the ‘warmongering’ west, while claiming that the overproduction of warmonger cartoons was underscored by ironical resistance within the region.

Chapter 5 ‘The Battle of the Dust Jackets’ revisits the range of master images again, while looking at the covers of academic books on eastern Europe produced in the new millennium. Identifying the visual themes which, negotiated by teams of authors, publishers, and designers, migrate freely between different disciplines, this chapter examines the continuity of the established tropes, but also the emergence of new bodies and spaces, new emphases, and new silences.
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