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In May 1985, I had to enlist in the Yugoslav army. My brigade was 
located in the Croatian town of Bjelovar, north-east of Zagreb, not far 
from the border with Hungary. After about a month, I was over the 
first shocks and in the following three months I almost enjoyed myself. 
I liked being in the fresh air, I really enjoyed the landscape and the 
fact there were so many wild animals around. Somehow, I found time 
to read and I even saw some good films which were showing in town 
that summer. But in the autumn, the situation changed rapidly. All 
the pressures and troubles, until then hidden and repressed, began 
to gather. I started to feel my absence from home and family; I had 
new duties which involved many pressures. The town, although nice, 
was small and there was not much happening (as a result I did not 
take advantage of going out on Sunday afternoons). Although I did 
not have much problem speaking and writing Serbian (which was the 
official language in the army), I began to feel uneasy about having to 
communicate permanently in a language which was not my own. The 
summer passed, and autumn and winter were dark, cold, and heavy. 
Gradually, I entered into a strange, uneasy state, in which nervousness 
and tension were combined with dull lethargy. In this state I suddenly 
realized that I occasionally experienced very short and fleeting 
moments of intense memories or, rather, visions. In these moments 
I envisioned, very distinctly, certain places which at the time, seemed 
so distant and unreachable (in spite of the fact that it would only take 
me a few hours by train to get there). But what I found surprising was 
that these were not important or even characteristic places and they 
meant nothing to me. They were peripheral, even ephemeral places, 
similar to thousands of others, places I usually just passed by, neither 
stopping nor paying special attention to them. Now I was experiencing 
them with extreme intensity and life, as though there was a particular 
meaning hidden within. The feeling that they meant something to 
me was so strong that I even began to contemplate telepathy; but 
no, nothing since has confirmed any such assumption. Among those 
places one appeared more often and even more clearly than the others; 
once or twice, it also played (oddly transformed and with indistinct 
connections) a role in my dreams. It is a crossroads somewhere in the 
suburbs of Ljubljana; a block of flats stands there, set somewhat apart 
(there's a lawn in front); on the ground floor of the building is also 
some kind of a shop. Since then, my relationship with this place could 
no longer be indifferent, despite the fact that there was really nothing 
there that could attract my attention – as it was a kind of anonymous, 
formless non-place, without coordinates or a local character, a place 
which could be (and is) found anywhere. In more recent times, I have 
passed it a few times and I have always had the feeling (not strong, not 
lasting, but distinct) of an unfathomable, inexplicable presence.

Inexplicable Presence



The photograph of the intersection in 
the suburbs of Ljubljana featured in the 
short story “Inexplicable Presence”, which 
Igor Zabel sent to the invited artists with a 
copy of this photo.
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1.  I am sending a copy of a photograph depicting 
a certain place in Ljubljana and a short text 
[“Inexplicable Presence”] explaining why I chose 
that place to twelve artists. I am asking the artists 
to produce a work which would somehow be based 
on the picture and the text. With the exception of my 
request that the work be a response to the picture 
and the story, I wish to determine neither the subject 
matter nor the medium of the work. The only criteria is 
that the work be sent by mail.

Once I receive the works I will prepare a kind of 
show. I will use a room which is not normally used 
as an exhibition space. In it, I will use the works to 
construct a kind of personal space. The room will be 
open to the public for a few hours each day over a 
period of two weeks. During this time, I will be present 
in the room, doing my usual work and perhaps playing 
some of my favourite music. Of course, I will be ready 
to talk to any interested visitors. 

I will also produce a publication which will not only 
present the project, but first and foremost will be my 
response to the works and my dialogue with them. 

I am contemplating a presentation of the project 
(for a day or two) in one or two other towns as well. 

Afterwards the works will be returned to the artists 
(by mail). Each artist will also receive five copies of 
the publication.

2.  I feel a need to explain why I have decided to work 
on such a project. About two years ago I received 
an invitation to write one of the short statements on 
the work of a curator, which were later published in 
the supplement to BE magazine. While writing the 
statement, I began to think more systematically about 
how I understand the role of a curator, or better (since 
I do not believe that nowadays there is a generally valid 
curator’s position), how I understand my own position 
and role as curator, what I find most interesting and 
fascinating about this job, etc. My answer to this 
question, as I tried to formulate it in the statement, 
was based largely on my recent experience with the 
show Places [Moderna galerija, 1994], on which I 
collaborated with Lara Štrumej. While working on 
this show, I discovered the importance of not only my 
general discursive positions and world view, but also 
of my personal reactions and (sometimes dim and 

Description of the Project



8 uncertain) memories, and how decisive the factor of 
coincidence could be. Since these aspects cannot 
be expelled from the processes of understanding, 
selecting, combining, and interpreting, I think that 
it is right to make them clear and to recognize their 
role. Therefore, in the statement mentioned above 
I wrote, “For me, the most challenging possibility is 
the possibility to create a show using a process which 
begins with very personal views, ideas, and even 
obsessions, and then develops into a dialogue between 
this personal story and the artists’ stories – a dialogue 
in which these stories throw a new light upon and 
change each other. In such a process, a personal, even 
a very private world gains a kind of general value.” 
(Was I too bold to assume that, transformed through 
an exhibition, a personal story gains “a kind of general 
value”? I do not mean that a personal obsession, for 
example, represents a generally interesting field; it 
only becomes interesting as one part of a dialogue of 
multiple processes.) 

It is only natural, I believe, that I have started 
to contemplate the possibility of a project which 
would indeed be based on an extremely private and 
peripheral starting point and which could nevertheless 
develop in a dialogical sense. I have decided to start 
with the small personal experience described in the 
story I am sending. I have decided on this starting 
point because I believe that it includes some issues 
which truly interest me: the decisive impact of 
something I do not understand and the presence 
of ephemeral experiences and their influence on 
appreciation, understanding, and judgement. The 
artists I am inviting to participate in this project are 
all of personal importance to me (i.e., I do not just 
consider them “objectively” good artists, but am 
attracted to their work), and the importance is also 
connected with the presence of something I cannot 
grasp in their work. The invitations are therefore not 
a “selection” based on a “concept”; they are meant to 
be direct and personal. (This is why I do not wish to list 
the twelve names here.) 

3.  I do not think that my personal obsessions, 
preferences, etc., are so important as to justify a 
project such as this. What I would like to do is open up 
a specific field, an active space for works of art and 
their interaction. With this I do not believe that I am 
appropriating the artist’s role; all I want to do is pose a 
certain question and problem, and at the same time try 
not to hide the conditions of my own position. 
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As a curator, I find myself more and more attracted 
by the peripheral, ephemeral, accidental, and arbitrary. 
I am fascinated by the traces of fleeting thoughts and 
passing sensations which sometimes (not always, 
not even often) remain strangely persistent and can 
have far-reaching consequences. This does not mean 
that I am opposed to fundamental gestures and 
projects of central importance, and I certainly do not 
think that they should be “replaced”; it is only that I 
am particularly interested in the possibilities of the 
ephemeral realm (of art, attention, etc.). 

The other issue I find important here (nothing new 
or original, of course) is the possibility of reaching a 
more personal and attentive relationship with art. I will 
try to develop (in the museum context, of course) a 
situation similar to that when a visitor sits in someone’s 
study and looks at the works which hang there. These 
works are more likely to be drawings, sketches, etc. 
than real “museum pieces”; but they can initiate an 
attentive examination, thinking, and talking about 
them. (I presume that most of the works will be small, 
spontaneous reactions, fleeting thoughts caught, so 
to speak). Again, such talk is eventually itself just an 
episode, an ephemeral event.

The third aspect I find important here 
(and which is, I believe, closely connected with the 
aforementioned issues) is the issue of the possibility 
of low-budget projects. The whole project, including 
the publication, will be very inexpensive. I believe, 
however, that a deliberate use of the possibilities 
of such a project may produce special qualities 
which cannot be offered by larger and more 
expensive projects. 

 This text was completed in January 1997. 



Part of Igor Zabel’s exhibition 
Inexplicable Presence 
(Curator’s Working Place), 
Moderna galerija, Ljubljana, 1997.
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