What Keeps Mankind Alive?
11% Istanbul Biennial (12 Sept-8 Nov 2009)

Lisa E. Bloom and Betti-Sue Hertz

The curatorial collective of the 11 Istanbul Biennial,
What, How and for Whom (WHW),! set out to investigate
the question ‘What Keeps Mankind Alive?’ — the last song
of the second act of Bertolt Brecht’s Threepenny Opera
written in 1928% - within the context of the present global
political and economic situation. The collective, comprised
of four women curators, carefully constructed their biennial,
in which feminism plays a major role, by tackling head on the
double failure of socialism and neo-liberalism from the
perspective of the region that includes Turkey and Croatia,
where they are based.’ The feminist aspect of their project
may be most readily recognized by the sheer volume of work
by women, mostly from Eastern Europe, the Balkans, Central
Asia and the Middle East. The Biennial addresses both local
and international audiences directly with questions about
the contemporary world in the midst of a global economic
crisis whose effects are not just being felt in Istanbul or the
art world but everywhere. * For these curators from Zagreb,
the financial crisis has created an opportunity for the renewal
of politically astute art and critical thinking. They boldly
brought forth works with imagery based in the realities of
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contemporary women. The Biennial raises questions and
problematics throughout by tapping into conceptual and
narrative practices, which collectively provide a very
impressive map of the pressure points equally for both men
and women living today between the ruins of two failed
ideologies.

It was interesting to learn that the curators had
specifically decided to assure that the inclusion of women
was equal to that of men and that the biennial was shaped, in
part, by this factor among others, yielding a 50% female
participation, which is not only significantly higher than most
biennials but also follows the singular precedent in Istanbul
with Rosa Martinez’s Biennale in 1995 where women formed
60% of the selected artists. Among the women in tiie exhibition
the age range was also quite wide as WHW was also
interested in giving some historical weight and more
importantly context - and possibly legacy - to the ideas that
were circulating in the exhibition. However, even more
significant, when works from the 1970s, for example, were
presented by an artist, that artist was often, when possible
and relevant, represented by more recent work, providing
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Top left: Danica Dakic Isola Bella (2007-2008) HD video, 19°07”. Courtesy of the artist.
Above: Nilbar Giires Unknown Sports (2008-2009). Courtesy of the artist.
Right, above and below: 2 stills from Natalya Dyu Happystan (2007) video, 5°10”. Courtesy of the artist.

women, and the brutality and cruelty that many women have
had to endure in the domestic, religious and political spheres,
including wars, rape and abject devaluation.

WHW took great pains to follow in the Brechtian path
and this is evident in many of their choices of works. Certainly
the idea that the viewer should not be positioned as a passive
receiver of entertainment, or even scenarios and ideas, but
as an engaged participant in the production of culture as
well as an informed political subject, is evident in works
throughout the exhibition. Since a good many artists are
from countries that were once under communist rule, either
Soviet or otherwise, the Marxist aspect of the Brechtian
artistic experience as well as the modernist absurdities that
fuel this distancing technique are ripe for contemporary
adaptation. These theatrical techniques are evident in a new
video by Danica Dakic titled Zsola Bella (2007-2008). This
work features performances by residents of the Home for the
Protection of Children and Youth in Pazaric near Sarajevo,
where they tell fragments of their own stories behind masks
of animals and historical character-types such as queens or
indians, etc., and collectively make up the audience, as well.
In this moving work, which features older and younger adults
who were effected by the Bosnian war of the early 1990s, and
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continue to reside in the home, while not overtly feminist, is
an excellent example of how larger events effect lives of the
most vulnerable members of society emphasizing how this
population is often made even more “other” or marginalized
by historical circumstances.

This is also underlined in Natalya Dyu’s ironic video,
Happystan (2007), that is set to the cliched words of a song
written by Andrey and Aliya Belyayev, one of the richest
couples in Kazakhstan. The video highlights how the fake
smiles and illusions of happiness pouring from the lyrics of
the song and from different forms of upbeat advertising
throughout the city contrasts with the footage of forlorn
faces of the people living in the city, highlighting the
depressive quality of daily life in Almaty, the city where the
artist lives. This dark video suggests that women are
enduring oppression of one type or another, without any
possibility of stepping outside of their circumstances.

The limits of consumerism in the domestic sphere, is
examined in collages, drawings and photographs by Nilbar
Giire® titled Unknown Sports (2008-2009). In this work the
artist demonstrates how traditional gender roles are shifting
in contemporary Turkey. Her humorous displays employ the
female body as a sculptural apparatus, donning mixed up
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Women artists who were active in earlier decades, who
shifted artistic practice towards more contemporary idioms
were highlighted in the exhibition, providing images for a
deeper reflection on the importance of art making during
turbulent political times. For example, when Lidia Blinova
adapted the forms of traditional ornamentation to the making
of shapes by using her own hands as a sign making system,
it was considered a major break with a long tradition without
wholly rejecting it. It is an enactment of the elaborate
mathematical and abstract system of decorative patterning
prevalent in Kazakhstan, where it is now not inscribed on the
body but constructed by the body. KwieKulik, the Polish
husband and wife team’s slide show from the 1970s of
domestic life featuring their baby boy in the midst of oranges
and cardboard boxes produces a different vision of familial
social relations that looks fresh and of the moment. Sanja
Ivekovie, from Zagreb, who has been working since the
1970s did a project specifically for the Biennial titled Tarkish
Papers 09, 2009 which consists of crumpled red sheets of
paper scattered throughout the floor of the biennial that
details the main points from a report on the status of women
in Turkey by Turkish NGOs. The report highlights examples
of gender inequality in Turkey, including the alarming number
of honor killings. The red printed sheets are presented as
rubbish to emphasize the indifference of the Turkish
population to this issue.

WHW’s selection of works that sacrifice the authoritative
stamp of modernist mastery and post-modernist irony seems
especially salient given the current global economic crisis.
Considering the serious human consequences of the
economiic issues that we are all facing now, the Biennial was
careful not to bury all manner of anger and political activism.
The curators also went to great lengths to deliberately
dismantle the logic of a neo-liberal framework and challenge
the art audience to relinquish their privilege as consumers of
high art. Here, to posit the question, ‘ What Keeps Mankind
Alive’ is, to subvert a self-satisfied neo-liberal subjectivity
and make art central to a critique of the free market order. In
keeping with the Brechtian spirit, the curators ask how art
can help to visualize power and its obscene excess, yet also
at the same time avoid the aestheticization of poverty and
suffering. Many of the artists responded by relinquishing
their privileged positions to provide many different entry
points to women’s experience through works of art. The
results were so effective and timely that we found that
responding merely as viewers could not be enough, and that
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the Biennial itself was a call to action, a catalyst for all of us
to locate and identify issues that matter, and situations that
need to be addressed through whatever means necessary to
answer the call to keep womankind alive, healthy, well,
educated and free.
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Feminist Art: Ghosts of Ethnicity (Routledge, 2006). Bloom
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University of California, San Diego.
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Notes

1. What, How and For Whom is a curatorial collective based in
Zagreb. 1t was founded in 1999 and is comprised of four members,
Ivet Curlin, Ana Devic, Natasa llic, and Sabina Sabolovic. See: Ebru B.
Yetiskin ‘(Net)tachmental Arts and the Work of What, How and for
Whom?® n.paradoxa vol 23 (2009) pp.29-35.

2. The Threepenny Opera was written by Bertolt Brecht in
collaboration with Elizabeth Hauptmann and Kurt Weill.

3. There are two Biennial publications: What Keeps Mankind Alive?
The Guide (Istanbul Foundation for Culture and Arts, 2009), which
presents the artists and The Texts (Istanbul Foundation for Culture
and Arts, 2009) which situates the ideas of the Biennial in the context
of essays by a wide range of critics and scholars.

4. The only other biennial encountered by either author that seriously
took up the issue of Neo-liberalism and contemporary art is the 2008
Taipei Biennial curated by Manray Hsu, based in Taipei and Berlin
and Vasif Kortun, based in Istanbul.
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