


ArtReview sent a questionnaire to artists and curators exhibiting in and curating the various 
national pavilions of the 2024 Venice Biennale, the responses to which will be published daily in 
the leadup to and during the Venice Biennale, which runs from 20 April – 24 November.

Darja Bajagić is representing Montenegro. The pavilion is located at Complesso dell’Osped-
aletto, Barbaria de le Tole, 6691.
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ArtReviewArtReview What do you think of when you think of Venice?

Darja BajagićDarja Bajagić The Biennale and the canals.

ARAR What can you tell us about your exhibition plans for Venice?  

DBDB My exhibition, titled It Takes an Island to Feel This Good, curated by Ana Simona Zelenović 
and organised by the Museum of Contemporary Art, presents a critical consideration of the cul-
ture of collective memory and our relationship to shared historical heritage. I reflect upon these 
topics through painting and sculpture, focusing on the complex and multidimensional history 
of the Montenegrin island of Mamula. Its fort, built in 1853 by the Austro-Hungarian general 
Lazar Mamula, was converted into a concentration camp by the fascist forces of Benito Mussoli-
ni’s Kingdom of Italy during the Second World War; and was revitalised with the assistance of 
foreign investments as a luxury hotel beginning in 2016.

The title, It Takes an Island to Feel This Good, was, in fact, lifted from the hotel’s website – it is 
their slogan.

ARAR Why is the Venice Biennale still important, if at all? And what is the importance of showing 
there? Is it about visibility, inclusion, acknowledgement?

DBDB Yes, absolutely – and it holds significant importance for artists from ‘underrepresented’ 
countries such as Montenegro, which tend to operate on a more regional scale. Participation in 
the biennale offers unparalleled exposure and international visibility. As such, it represents an 
invaluable opportunity to transcend geographical boundaries and contribute to conversations 
within the ‘global’ art community.

ARAR When you make artworks do you have a specific audience in mind?

DBDB Yes, I do.

ARAR Do you think there is such a thing as national art? Or is all art universal? Is there something 
that defines your nation’s artistic traditions? And what is misunderstood or forgotten about your 
nation’s art history?

DBDB It depends. I am not one to be categorical. However, I do think there are artworks that exist 
on a spectrum between these two perspectives – national and universal. For example, there exist 
artworks that are deeply rooted in the cultural or historical contexts, or both, of a specific nation 
or region, but, nevertheless, retain qualities that resonate with a broader, ‘universal’ audience, 
therefore transcending [national] boundaries and speaking to shared human experiences. Ulti-
mately, how this is perceived depends on a multitude of factors, including the intentions of the 
artist, the context in which the artwork is created and exhibited and the interpretations of its 
audience.



ARAR If someone were to visit your nation, what three things would you recommend they see or 
read in order to understand it better?

DBDB I would recommend watching the film The Beauty of Vice (Ljepota Poroka) (1986) by Monte-
negrin director Živko Nikolić (1941–2001). It is a comedy that, broadly speaking, describes the 
tension(s) between traditionalism and modernity. In this famed film, as in others, Nikolić points 
to the pervasive primitivism of the Montenegrin people while simultaneously highlighting their 
noble and righteous character, as they grapple with the incoming ‘monsters’ of contemporary 
society – corruption, self-interest and vice. Though, today, Nikolić is celebrated for his poi-
gnant, satirical depictions of the culture and people of Montenegro (including those in power), 
during his lifetime, he was often threatened and ostracised for his confronting and daring 
portrayals.

Another recommendation would be to visit the Spomeniks (“monuments”) of Yugoslavia, com-
missioned by Josip Broz Tito to commemorate the sites of Second World War battles and Nazi 
concentration camps, referring to the resistance and fight for independence of Tito’s multieth-
nic National Liberation Army. Despite the dissolution of Yugoslavia, these colossal concrete 
structures endure as symbols of remembrance and reflection – reminding future generations of 
the importance of preserving history and upholding the ideals of freedom and justice.

Lastly, stop by the Mausoleum of Njegoš – interring Petar II Petrović-Njegoš (1813–1851) – lo-
cated on the top of Mount Lovćen’s second-highest peak, Jezerski Vrh (1657m). Njegoš, as he 
is commonly referred to, was a Prince-Bishop of Montenegro, philosopher and poet – one of 
the most acclaimed South Slavic poets of his time. In the decades following his death, Njegoš’s 
Gorski vijenac (The Mountain Wreath) (1847), a modern epic written in verse as a play, became 
Montenegro’s national epic. It expresses man’s struggle for dignity, freedom and justice in life’s
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never-ending battles – between good and evil; order and chaos; virtue and vice. The mausole-
um, a secular structure designed by Croatian sculptor Ivan Meštrović, was constructed in 1971 
and inaugurated in 1974. 461 steps lead to the entry, where two granite caryatids, clothed in tra-
ditional Montenegrin costume, guard the tomb of Njegoš. Inside, under a gold-coloured mosaic 
canopy, consisting of 200,000 tiles, a 28-ton statue of the former ruler, carved from a single 
block of black granite, rests in the wings of an eagle.

ARAR Which other artists have influenced or inspired you?

DBDB I don’t have role models, but there are artists whose work I admire and respect. One of them 
is Boris Lurie (1924–2008), an American Holocaust survivor turned artist, writer and cofound-
er of NO!art, an independent, antiestablishment, avant-garde art movement, commenced in 
1959 in New York. As such, throughout his career, Lurie sought to reinforce the existence of an 
uncorrupted art in the face of [an] oppressive sterility. Steadfastly determined in his efforts to 
bridge art and real life, he was unapologetic in his representations of reality. As Lurie bluntly 
put it, ‘The price for collaboration in art is – as in the concentration camps – excremental suf-
focation. It is not by submission, coolness, apathy, boredom that great art is created – no matter 
what the cynics tell us. The secret ingredient is what is most difficult to learn – courage.’

ARAR What, other than your own work, are you looking forward to seeing while you are in Venice?

DBDB I am particularly looking forward to seeing an exhibition of Lurie’s work presented by the 
Boris Lurie Art Foundation in collaboration with the Center for Persecuted Art, titled Life With 
The Dead; and a lot of colleagues and friends, and their projects. 

The 60th Venice Biennale, 20 April – 24 November













Darja Bajagić, Engdangerer D, 2023.



































An interview with artist Darja Bajagić

photo of Darja Bajagić taken by Christian MacDonald

Darja Bajagić is a contemporary artist who lives and works in Chicago. Never a stranger to difficult themes or intense subject matter in
her art practice, she has corresponded with the Boris Lurie Art Foundation to share her ideas related to Lurie’s art and writings as well
as those she conveys through her own work.

We first made contact through your interest in Boris Lurie’s novel, House of Anita. Was the book your first exposure to Lurie or
were you familiar with his work as an artist before? 

No, I had admired Boris Lurie’s work as an artist for several years prior to discovering House of Anita. Then, in 2018, a friend gave me
Boris Lurie: Anti-Pop—an exceptional book, and one that propelled my even-further fascination with Lurie. And, so, that is how I came
upon the Boris Lurie Art Foundation and House of Anita.

Can you tell us a little about your thoughts on the novel, as well as Lurie’s artwork? 

House of Anita is a remarkably forthright insight into Lurie’s mind, as well as, essentially, the depth of his lifelong investigative practice
concerning the bottomless abysses of the human psyche. 

Naturally, Lurie’s experience as a Holocaust survivor and witness to the Nazi’s murder of his grandmother, mother, and sister affected
him, stimulating a lasting scrutiny of existence in a post-Holocaust world. In House of Anita, Bobby (the protagonist) is a consenting
slave, gleefully held captive in a BDSM lair. For Bobby, a masochist, pain is pleasure. For Lurie, as I see it, “pain,” as it is manifested in
House of Anita, is a metaphor for fervent intensity. For both, pain, in Bobby’s case, or fervent intensity, in Lurie’s case, is absolutely
essential in life, to feel alive; otherwise, it is apathetic torpor.

To Lurie, a man who had defeated odious torture, emerging as an unstoppable creative force, the world—particularly the self-satisfied
art world, in which he identified a great void, and the degradation of art to vapidity—surely felt dispassionate, if not outright obsequious.
Of everyone, he knew it best: that certainty was a farce in this wasteland of a world—one cannot even be certain of one’s own
existence. Transfiguring [his] trauma, Lurie dove head-on, fearlessly, into ultimate reality, ascending with an unbridled, innovative visual
language. However much he was misunderstood and underappreciated, Lurie’s [material] legacy speaks for itself, plain and simple. He
stood out amongst other art-worlders, masturbatorily busying themselves brown-nosing one another; art was not a safe, vainglorious
activity to Lurie—it was a hammer, with which he mystifyingly attacked the mundanity of life, reaching towards abyssal, unknowable
truths. 
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Darja Bajagić

Viva la Muerte (Aino Myth) (2020)


acrylic, bed-sheet, embalmer’s thread, fabric dye, gauze, gold leaf, and UV print on canvas

53.75 x 49.25 in. (136.525 x 125.095 cm.) 

GOREGEOUS, your survey exhibition from earlier this year, deals in “re-appropriating the images manufactured by the capital-
power-pleasure triumvirate.” Can you explain how these forces interact in your work? 

Those are not my words; they are the words of the curators of Goregeous—their interpretation.

My art is unconcerned with pleasure. In fact, you might say it is absorbed in its absolute antithesis. Frankly, for the record, it has nothing
to do with feminist perspectives on power, the male gaze—no. It never has. Pornography, quick to be named and futily concentrated
on, serves two roles in my artworks: a.) an architectural one, like a caryatid; b.) an abrasive one, like a literal abrasion. In both, it is in a
position of servitude. Its presence is nonliteral. Its function is symbolic. 

Would you say that Lurie exhibits similar interests in these forces and how they shape our society?

In the direction of defilement, Lurie sought to reinforce the existence of an uncorrupted art in the face of an oppressive sterility.
(Variations of “sterile” frequently appear in House of Anita; the awareness of Lurie’s concentration camp imprisonment further saturates
the word [“sterile”] with depravity, terror.) Undeniably a result of his history, he felt repugnance toward what he evidently perceived to be
a soulless [art] world of oblivion. He loathed a high-gloss, depthless art, and its commerciality, experiencing it as a form of Nazism—
dictatorial and repressive.  Lurie, in contrast, pursued, an-other [art] world, one that escapes aseptic mediocrity for boundless, bare
filth. In 1959, he formed his own [world]: NO!art, “a radical avant-garde anti-art-establishment movement” targeting “the hypocritical
intelligentsia, capitalist culture manipulation, consumerism, American and other Molochs,” NO!art, according to Lurie, undertook “total
unabashed self-expression in art”—“No lighthearted Duchampesque Dadaists, Neodadaists, or "pop-artists"; no consumerism's middle
class nor Nouveau Riche Liberals' neuter background makers. But believers in the unfashionable notion of Art with a capital "A".

Steadfastly determined to bridge art and real life, Lurie was unapologetic in his representations of reality—always unvarnished,
sometimes vulgar. In a period of “decorative regressive Greenberg abstraction flat serial sculptural,” “various regurgitations of old Dada
made marketable,” “‘Earth art,’” and “pathetically boring” “Body examination,” Lurie stood out.  What I have found particularly telling in
my research of Lurie is a moment captured in a 2000 video-interview with Estera Milman on the æsthetics of doom. Milman observes a
group of xeroxes pinned to a wall of Lurie’s studio. They depict female victims of the Liepāja massacres, forcefully disrobed and posed
for the perpetrators’ camera just moments before their public execution. Asked why they are there, Lurie exclaims, “for me to
remember, and to see.” This gesture is replicated by Lurie, throughout his œuvre. Juxtaposing [pictures of] delight and horror, or “the
real stuff,” as Lurie put it, he created [visual] charged acts, in the shape of an assault, enlivening the viewer—as Lurie bluntly put it, “The
price for collaboration in art is — as in the concentration camps — excremental suffocation. It is not by submission, coolness, apathy,
boredom that great art is created — no matter what the cynics tell us. The secret ingredient is what is most difficult to learn - courage.”

America’s post war image consumption deeply affected Lurie, he could open a LIFE magazine and see advertisements for hair
care products next to images of concentration camp survivors, and both images influenced and appeared in his work. Can you
discuss how coming of age with mass media on the internet has influenced your art? 

The influence of mass media is quite evident—even illustrated, you might say—throughout my practice, but it mutates, relying upon the
content in focus. Because of this, it is difficult to express in generalizations. 

Having said that, my perception of pictures was firstly, fundamentally, affected by growing up surrounded by Eastern Orthodox
iconography. The word “icon,” itself, is thought-provoking. It is derived from the Greek eikōn, “image,” from eikenai, “to be like,” but the
Greek word for “icon” (agiografía) is comprised of two words: “holy,” or “not of this world,” and “to write.” In Orthodox theology, the
iconographic is observed as singular in relation to the symbolic. Accordingly, the [traditional] observation of the symbolic preserves the
transcendence of God, or what is not of this world; whereas the observation of the iconographic reveals the transcendent, while, still,
shielding its [transcendent] essence and unknowability. This belief, arduously opposed to dualism, acknowledges that man, made up of
both material and immaterial parts, relates to the immaterial through the material. Moreover, the icon, though beautiful, and often
spectacularly ornamented, is not intended to provide pleasure—a “carnal” activity; instead, its purpose is to transfigure what is of this
world (the visible) in order to bear what is not of this world (the invisible).
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The Internet, on the other hand, and mass media, generally, stands in direct opposition to this [Eastern Orthodox] theology, negating
everything outside of surface. Aura, intrinsically linked to the iconographic, is absent from the Internet—replaced with spectacular
circulation. In the process, context is lost, and if the image, itself, does not reveal its context, it has the tendency to appear trivialized.
And with its [essential] meaning blurred, it is opened up to countless connections.

That said, they are not without commonality. With both, the picture’s response is unsatisfactory: thwarting our desires, rejecting our
questions—leaving our curiosity unsatiated. Yet it is by way of this nullification, in the assertion of its own agency, that it engages us
further, forcing us to embrace our wonder and continue searching (…). All of this is of special interest to me, and I have examined this,
through and through, throughout numerous series. 

Your artworks incorporate imagery that some audiences will certainly find disturbing- elements that deal with pornography,
Nazism, murder, the occult, terrorism. What draws you to these subjects? What impacts on the viewer are these themes meant
to have? 

The world in general, around me or otherwise, affects my thematics. The faint boundary between reality and unreality, especially as it is
manifested in the artificiality of art, is of special interest to me. Hyperconscious of and motivated by this boundary, I re-present the
more-sinister facets of reality (often via dichotomies) as an expression of the dualities in which we exist, like a mirror unto the viewer—
not as a charge of wrongdoing but as a beckoning to consider again. To quote Otto Muehl, “The artist clears away taboos. What really
shocks is being confronted with the facts. There is plenty to show.” 

Can you describe your reactions to being faced with censorship?

Censorship is like pruning: it gives new strength to what it cuts down.

[1] B. Lurie, House of Anita, 2nd edn., NO!art Publishing, 2016, p. 126.

[2] Boris Lurie Art Foundation, NO!art Pin-Ups, Excrement, Protest, Jew-Art; Introduction by Boris Lurie [website],
https://borislurieart.org/2016/noart-pin-ups-excrement-protest-jew-art.

[3] B. Lurie, “Curse Works 1972-73 (1975)” in NO!art: Pin-ups, Excrement, Protest, Jew-Art; edited by Boris Lurie and Seymour Krim
(Koln/Berlin: Edition Hundermark, 1988), 94.

[4] B. Lurie, Introduction, Sam Goodman: No-Sculptures, (New York: Gallery: Gertrude Stein, 1964).
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