From my manuscript: Space, Performance, Utopia: Cities of War, Cities of Exile

This is from the introductory part of this section. I included it because it provides some context and a conceptual framework that relates communism, nationalism and spectacle.

Belgrade: The City of Spectacle
THE SPECTACLE IS NOT a collection of images; rather, it is a form of social relationship between people that is mediated by images. (Guy Debord Society of Spectacle 12) 

In my attempt to understand and explain Belgrade as a city of spectacle, I turn to Guy Debord’s famous concept —it suggests that the nature of spectacle is all-encompassing and its power seductive. Of course, Belgrade could never have epitomised Debord’s metropolis of the highly developed Western world.  As a city situated on its geographical and economic edges, the ‘wonderments’ of Belgrade are not manufactured so much through power and capital, but rather through a permanent state of crises. 

In 1967, when Debord wrote The Society of Spectacle, his seminal work that inspired the student uprising in France in 1968, Belgrade was the capital of socialist Yugoslavia under the steady and firm rule of President Tito. Nevertheless, the events in France and the United States had an impact on the students of Belgrade University, who were dissatisfied with the existing social climate and began protesting in June, 1968, much in the manner of their fellow students in France. The root of their dissatisfaction was not capitalist society but the increasing inequality of their socialist state. The students, joined by a number of faculty members, ‘occupied’ the Faculty of Philosophy over a period of several days. Just when the riot police were about to take over, President Tito, surprisingly, appeared on national television to address the students and to welcome their criticism. As a result the protests were quickly defused and the status quo was restored. In The Society of Spectacle, Debord distinguishes between two kinds of spectacular power—the concentrated, which has epitomised regimes prone to totalitarianism; and the diffuse, which has represented the Americanisation of the world. The spectacular power that shaped Belgrade in the late 1960s and, under different guises into the late 1980s, epitomised a velvet-gloved-version of Debord’s concentrated spectacle.

In her book, How we Survived Communism and even Laughed, Slavenka Drakulić describes an Eastern European version of the other aspect of Debord’s notion— the diffuse spectacle:

In the newspaper and on TV revolutions looked spectacular: cut barbed wire, seas of lighted candles, masses chanting in the streets, convulsive embraces and tears of happiness, people chiselling pieces from the Berlin Wall. A famous Hollywood director once said that movies are the same as life with the boring parts cut out. I found that this was precisely right. The boring parts of the revolution had simply finished up on the floors of television studio cutting rooms all over the world. What the world has seen and heard were only the most dramatic and symbolic images. That was all right, but it was not all. Life, for the most part is trivial. (xiv)

The main trait of the Americanisation of the world, which for Debord is the core of the diffuse spectacle, has to do with the “freedom of choice to the vast range of new commodities now on offer.” (Comments on the Society of Spectacle 8) Filtered through the modern media, the end of communism and the disintegration of the Eastern Block—from the fall of the Berlin Wall to the carnage in the Balkans—might appear as offerings for consumption, but that is not the only aspect which turns these events into spectacles.  Drakulić highlights the process of “editing” and the part it plays in the Hollywoodization of the events. In this fictionalisation of Eastern Europe however, the loss of the trivial is not so much a loss of the ordinariness of existence, as a loss of its political complexity. Spectacular society of any kind thrives on simplifications. The freedom of choice that the diffuse spectacle brings presupposes a cancellation of ambiguities that provides a Hollywood ending for the fall of the Berlin Wall, or a consumer-friendly, good guys vs. bed guys scenario of the bloodshed in the Balkans. The question is how do the perception and the memory of the real, both from the perspective of onlookers and participants, impact the relationships and actions in a society?  What is the actual guiding force—a complex reality both extraordinary and banal, riveting and boring? Or is it a somewhat less ambiguous but more entertaining version? 
From the late 1980s to the present day, Belgrade has become a city that reinvents itself through various forms of spectacle. Elements of both—the concentrated and the diffuse spectacle—have shaped Belgrade as a city of  competing and contesting spectacles and counter-spectacles. In 1989—the year of fall of the Berlin Wall, the peaceful collapse of communist regimes across Europe and of the Chernobyl catastrophe— Debord published Comments on the Society of the Spectacle only to diagnose that the spectacular society had entered a new and even more powerful phase. Debord recognized that the two types of spectacular power—the condensed and the diffuse —have amalgamated into an integrated spectacle that now permeates all of reality:

Whereas Russia and Germany were largely responsible for the formation of the concentrated spectacle, and the United States for the diffuse form, the integrated spectacle has been pioneered by France and Italy. The emergence of this new form is attributable to a number of shared historical features, namely, the important role of the Stalinist party and unisons in political and intellectual life, a weak democratic tradition, the long monopoly of power enjoyed by a single party of government, and a need to eliminate an unexpected upsurge in revolutionary activity. (Comments on the Society of Spectacle 8-9)

In the late 1980s, from a cultural and political climate that shares most of the 

aforementioned attributes of the integrated spectacle, albeit in different proportions and different ideological frameworks largely dominated by a combination of communism and nationalism, Belgrade emerged as a spectacular city.

The same year that Debord’s Comments were published, Slobodan Milošević, reached the peak of his popularity and became President of Serbia, further fuelling the nationalistic frenzy across the country. Although his regime thrived on Tito’s legacy of concentrated spectacle, a society of integrated spectacle started to emerge in tandem with nationalism, offering itself as a new ideological possibility and even a new life-style, not only in Serbia but across Yugoslavia. It appeared on different levels from the awakening of individual religious zeal to the introduction of pluralism into the political system giving rise to numerous political parties, most of them with nationalist orientations. At the time of Debord’s death in 1994, the spectacle of bloodshed in the Balkans, filtered and packaged for consumption through mass media, emerged as yet another form of integrated spectacle. This integrated spectacle acquired new layers, hovering between images of mass graves on one side, and the wonderments of the capitalist market on the other. 

******
This is the case study I’d like to share:
Back to the Future: The Battle of Kolubara
During the 1980s, a wave of plays and performances focusing on the history of the Serbian nation appeared. This theatre repertoire
 emerged while Tito’s Yugoslavia still seemed relatively stable and followed the country to its downfall. The ideological set up of Tito’s Yugoslavia required a multicultural approach epitomised in the ethos of “brotherhood and unity,” while local patriotism and nationalism were strongly suppressed. Thus, when only three years after Tito’s death the Battle of Kolubara was staged with the attitude of foregrounding national consciousness, for the majority of theatregoers and critics, it did not appear as dated and reactionary, as the later criticism of this work pointed out—rather the performance had the allure of political subversion. It was understood as an assertion of a hitherto deliberately marginalised historical narrative.

The script for The Battle of Kolubara was a dramatisation of the epic novel The Time of Death (Vreme Smrti) by Dobrica Ćosić—a dissident in Tito’s time and arguably the greatest bard of Milošević’s time. When his popularity was at its peak, Ćosić was considered the “father of the nation”—a spiritual voice of Serbian national identity. The novel, The Time of Death, is often viewed from two conflicting positions—either as a Bible for Serbian nationalists or as sentimental and dangerous third-rate literature for those holding more cosmopolitan views. The dramatisation by Borislav Mihajlović Mihiz, focused on the part of Ćosić’s grand epic that had taken place on the battlefields of the First World War reinforcing the notion of Serbs as historically heroic warriors. In her critical analysis of the nationalist aspects in Serbian theatre during the 1980s, scholar and critic Ksenija Radulović looks into this novel beyond its ideological interpretations in order to understand its nationalist sentiment and appeal. She finds, both in the novel and its dramatisation, a view on the issues of Serbian history that is less univocal than it had been assumed with expressions of patriotic passion mixed with passages about diplomacy and tolerance. Nevertheless, Radulović finds that these “two aspects are not properly balanced - neither in the novel nor in its stage adaptation” (10) to aid the historical issues with enough complexity. The novel left room for interpretations that glorified Serbian patriotism and sacrifice in the First World War, implicitly asserting that Serbs had fought against foreign oppressors far more than the other nationals of the Yugoslavian federation. This view, considered to be a kind of parallel historical narrative, did not go well with tendency of the Yugoslavian “brotherhood and unity” model to neutralize historical differences among the nations participating in the Federation.  Thus, the staging
 of this dramatisation also corresponded to a rapidly spreading sentiment of suppressed Serbian national history and identity within the boundaries of Tito’s Yugoslavia.
 

All these factors—textual and contextual—might have played into the unprecedented success of the performance. The line-ups for tickets were unusually long, the show was sold out months in advance, and a lot of people went more than once to see this quite conventionally and statically staged show. When the actors  sang the traditional Serbian war song from the First World War (Marš na Drinu), the audience rose to their feet and sang along. When the main protagonist, who played the role of a real historical figure General Mišić, greeted his solders with the phrase “God help you, brave soldiers!” (“Pomoz Bog, junaci”), the audience responded in unison with “God help you!” (“Bog ti pomogao”). In response to every scene that reported the successes of brave Serbian solders on the battle ground, the audience cheered and applauded. Dalibor Foretić, a well-known Croatian theatre critic, described the experience of seeing The Battle of Kolubara in February of 1984, a few months after the show opened in Belgrade:

Of course, the auditorium was packed. There were many people who were standing during the two and a half hours long performance. I remembered that I had already read in newspapers about standing ovations at the opening night of this show. Actual survivors of the battle for Kolubara were present in the auditorium applauding the actors, while the actors applauded back at them. This show, that has currently overshadowed all the others in Belgrade, is indeed a very special phenomenon.[…]

According to everything I saw and read, The Battle of Kolubara seems to be above all a phenomenon of spectatorship. When I asked at the Yugoslav Drama Theatre who was to be credited for the enormous popularity of this show, I was told: history and Ćosić…(quoted from Vučetić, Teatron p 13; original in newspaper Danas,  February 7th, 1984)  

The phenomenon of this performance, its “spontaneous community” (Turner, Dolan) of spectator/ participants, as well as the novel Time of Death, and finally the authorial figure himself— Ćosić, perceived as the spiritual father of a nation oppressed under communism—all belong to the cultural production that partakes in the making of the national imaginary. In Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson points out that what is important for the national imagination is not so much history, but biography, not scientific facts, but collective myths. What characterises his notion of imagined communities and gives rise to nationalism is a search for a sacred or private language proper to that community. He writes that “nationalism has to be understood, by aligning it not with self-consciously held political ideologies, but with larger cultural systems that preceded it, out of which ​– as well as against – it came into being.” (19) 

Nationalism, thus appears as a result of cultural production, a myth-making phenomenon, a construct woven with the help of fiction rather than history, and finally, we might add, strengthened through communal utopian performatives.   


Although the utopian in performance that the audience experiences in The Battle of Kolubara are quite obviously situated within the realm of the national imaginary, rather than in the ethos of transnationalism where Dolan prefers to place them, the concept of utopian performatives still works. Utopian performatives of The Battle of Kolubara have most of the characteristics that Dolan points out in her elaboration of the concept as the audience experiences the “sense of hope, possibility and desire” (Dolan) to freely express a communal identity, albeit nationalistic, that was hitherto felt to be suppressed. “Spectators might draw a utopian performative from even the most dystopian theatrical universe” (Dolan 5-6) which in this case is the carnage of the First World War.  Utopian performatives of this production quite obviously “exceed(ed) the content of the play” (Dolan) as they became a means of self-fashioning a national identity. As Radulović observes: “Going to see The Battle of Kolubara was more than a theatre outing, it almost became an obligatory part of a national ritual.” (10)


I would argue that this phenomenon is not a mere appropriation of the concept within a nationalist, and thus ethically dubious, framework, but that what was happening during the performances of The Battle for Kolubara were proper utopian performatives. The people who were participating as artists and audiences in the utopian performatives of this production, as well as others involved in various creations of the national imaginary, were not just a gathering of extremists. Reviews of the production were mixed and ranged from praising the production for its powerful handling of an important historical issue to finding its nationalism in poor taste.
 Yet the show attracted a wide variety of audiences from First World War veterans and leading religious figures to prominent intellectuals and theatre critics— some of whom regretted their patriotic passions a few years later and became Milošević’s most vocal opponents.  In the early to mid-1980s, the rediscovery of a national history, identity and religion was a subversive political activity against the backdrop of an allegedly, artificial, collective Yugoslav identity imposed by the communist regime. National imaginaries gave the illusion of a progressive alternative to the flawed communist rule. The community that sang the patriotic songs in The Battle of Kolubara perceived itself to be part of a genuine historical counter-narrative.    

The experience of utopian performatives is perhaps fleeting, but their socio-cultural impact reverberates far beyond the ephemeral performance event.   In this production, as in any other, utopian performatives take place in brief and somewhat unrepeatable moments, yet the audience keeps returning to the theatre to re-play these particular moments. In the concluding remarks to his review, Foretić also hinted at ominous dimensions of this performance: “I am terribly afraid of times where the theatricality of life becomes stronger than the liveness of theatre. Yet I feel that the performance around The Battle for Kolubara surpasses the theatrical meaning of the show itself.” (in Vučetić, 12).  Utopian performatives contributed to the creation of an imagined community that while sentimentally looking backwards at the past, moved towards the future. The efficacy impact of “laughter, tears, applause and other active audience responses” (Kershaw) of this performance is evident. Although situated in the context of the historic past and although somewhat old-fashioned in its aesthetics, The Battle of Kolubara was a performance about the future—awakening sentiments and constructing an ideology that will have a very real political and existential impact in the years to come. These utopian performatives, and others that were similar, indeed haunted the Balkans of the 1990s.
� It is important to note that the repertoire of leading Serbian theatres in the 1980s was rather eclectic and although the obsession with national identity and history was evident, shows with very different thematic and aesthetic concerns where produced alongside one another. For that reason, theatre critic Ksenija Radulović, analysing the repertoire of the 1980s, argues that the outburst of Serbian national sentiment in theatres may not have been a result of a premeditated, strategic cultural policy with the tendency to foreground national identity and assert a univocal national perspective. See Ksenija Radulović, “Nacionalni resentiman na sceni” [National sentiment on stage], Teatron, no 118, Belgrade, 2002. 1-16 


� The show was directed by Arsenije Jovanovic, an established practitioner, whose work has not normally been related to national themes and traditional staging. Shortly after this performance, he turned to the exploration of the performance of sound. 


� Ironically, this view was not shared by other republics in the Yugoslavian Federation. Quite the contrary, the neighbouring republics felt dominated by Serbia. Yet under its shadow and that of Tito’s Yugoslavia they had also started to rediscover their own suppressed national sentiments.   


� In her article, “Invitation to the Battle: reception of the “patriotic” repertoire from the eighties” (“Poziv na bitku: recepcija “patriotskog” repertoara osamdesetih” Teatron), Slavica Vučković gives a detailed account of the mixed critical response to the Battle of Kolubara.
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