


[image: Cover: Edita Schubert: Profusion published by Hatje Cantz and Muszeum Susch.]










Edita Schubert



Profusion

David Crowley

[image: Logo: Hatje Cantz and Muszeum Susch.]










Foreword



Edita Schubert (1947–2001) was a Croatian artist whose career was characterized by constant experimentation with media and form. She studied at the Academy of Fine Arts in Zagreb, later working as a scientific draftswoman in the Institute of Anatomy at the University of Zagreb’s Medical Faculty, an environment that deeply influenced her art. Schubert’s oeuvre spans painting, installation, sculpture, performance, and photography.

Schubert’s legacy resists easy categorization—she persistently moved between hyperrealism, sculpture, Conceptual Art, Neo-Expressionist canvases, and geometric abstraction, along with photographs and photocopying. Her practice reflects a rebellion against the dogmas of modernism and conventional hierarchies of medium and gender. Throughout her career, she maintained a private profile, often avoiding interviews and preferring to let her artworks communicate her story.

One of her most significant statements encapsulates her approach: “I had to plunge knife into the canvas, it simply got on my nerves, that taut surface on which I had to talk about something, with my brush, what’s more. I stabbed the knife into the canvas instead of the brush.” This gesture reveals both her frustration with tradition and her desire to interrupt, and to reconstruct the painting surface—drawing on her anatomical expertise and challenging the very medium of art.

The theme of the exhibition’s and book’s title—Profusion—was suggested by Marko Ilić’s essay in this volume. He cites critic Ješa Denegri, who in 1985 characterized Schubert’s expansive oeuvre as a “practice of profusion,” a counterpoint to the aesthetic of reduction that dominated Yugoslav Conceptual Art of the 1970s. Schubert’s work embodies abundance, plurality, and ceaseless reinvention, making her legacy vital for understanding the complexity of contemporary art in Central and Eastern Europe.

In line with our ongoing practice, Muzeum Susch is pleased to present the first extensive survey of Edita Schubert’s art outside Croatia. This monograph reveals the complexity of an artist whose practice continuously challenged traditional media and embraced experimentation across diverse forms.

I would like to thank the exhibition curator and editor of this monograph, David Crowley, for his academic expertise and curatorial investigation into the oeuvre of this hitherto underrecognized artist.

My gratitude is extended to the art historian Leonida Kovač, for her valuable support of the project and her determination to preserve and take care of the artist’s oeuvre, as well as to create the conditions for curators to study her work.


Special thanks go to all private and institutional lenders: Marina Schubert and the Schubert family, Leonida Kovač, the Museum of Contemporary Art, Zagreb, Kontakt Sammlung Vienna, and Kunsthalle Prague.

Moreover, I am grateful to all prominent authors of this monograph for their invaluable voices and interpretations, which enrich the reception of Schubert’s work and contribute to greater recognition and understanding of her legacy: Lina Džuverović, Meghan Forbes, Maja Fowkes, Marko Ilić, Klara Kemp-Welch, Leonida Kovač, Marika Kuźmicz, and Bojana Pejić.

Finally, I would like to thank my team—the team of Muzeum Susch—for their commitment in the realization of this complex project throughout its extended preparation period.

Grażyna KulczykFounder of Muzeum Susch and Chairwoman of the Board of Art Stations Foundation CH









David Crowley
Edita Schubert: A Life in Images





● Edita Schubert was born in Virovitica in the Slavonia region of Eastern Croatia on June 17, 1947. Her father—the author of this portrait of Schubert in the early 1960s—was of German heritage, from an expatriate community that had lived in the region for centuries. Her mother’s family had partly Italian roots. Throughout her life, Schubert maintained an interest in the multicultural Hapsburg Empire of which Croatia was a part before 1918.


[image: A grainy black and white profile portrait of a woman with dark hair pulled back, looking down.]


Portrait of Edita Schubert at about sixteen years old, ca. 1963; © Edita Schubert Estate, photo: Eugen Schubert






● Showing great creative potential as a child, she attended the specialist Zagreb School of the Applied Arts between 1962 and 1967 where talented teenagers were taught. She then studied at the Academy of Fine Arts in Zagreb, graduating in 1971. Like many other Yugoslav artists of the generation which came of age in the late 1960s, Schubert was critical of the formal training that she received in the studios there.


[image: A colorful abstract landscape painting with pastel hills, a red-roofed form, and stylized trees under a blue sky, surrounded by a wide pink painted border.]


Edita Schubert, Untitled (Landscape) (Bez naziva [pejzaž]), ca. 1960, gouache on paper, 28 × 38.7 cm; © Edita Schubert Estate, photo: Marina Paulenka






● This gouache sketch, painted in 1971, the year Schubert graduated from the Academy of Fine Arts, is an early self-portrait—a genre she regularly revisited in various forms and media throughout her career. These works offered a kind of personal disclosure that Schubert otherwise avoided. As a private person, she refused interviews until late in her life, and often gave her artworks terse titles, providing few such clues to their meaning.


[image: A watercolor painting of a person in a dark hooded coat standing before a large pale ornate urn in a green garden.]


Edita Schubert, Sketch (Self-Portrait in front of a Crater in a Park) (Skica [Autoportret pred kraterom u parku]), 1971, gouache on paper and cardboard, image: 12 × 17 cm, cardboard: 22 × 30.2 cm; © Edita Schubert Estate, photo: Marina Paulenka






● Soon after graduating from the Academy of Fine Arts, Schubert began working as a draftswoman in the Institute of Anatomy at the Medical Faculty in Zagreb, a position she would hold until illness made work there impossible in the late 1990s. Her anatomical illustrations were used in medical training and published in textbooks. The attic studio that came with the job became an important site for the production of her art. Schubert’s work in the Institute of Anatomy influenced her artistic practice in other ways too: critics and historians have described her perforated canvases as “dissections” and noted her use of adhesive bandages in the Herbarium series of the late 1970s. Her 1990s works, deeply autobiographical in character, also used instruments such as petri dishes which were to be found in the Medical Faculty.


[image: A woman holds a pipe at a desk in an artist's studio in a black and white photograph.]


Edita Schubert in her studio, 1980s; © Edita Schubert Estate







[image: Four numbered diagrams illustrating variations of red and blue blood vessels, with two including the trachea and esophagus, all featuring unlabeled leader lines.]


Edita Schubert, drawing reproduced in Jelena Krmpotić-Nemanić, Wolfgang Draf, and Jan Helms, Chirurgische Anatomie des Kopf-Hals-Bereiches (Berlin and Heidelberg: Springer Verlag, 1985); © Edita Schubert Estate






● Between 1978 and her death in 2001, Schubert held more than thirty solo exhibitions. During the 1970s and 1980s, Zagreb was a particularly vibrant center of artistic activity in Yugoslavia, with artist-run galleries serving as hubs of experimentation, invention, and critique. Artists developed new forms of art—performance, installation, and conceptual—collectively termed the “New Art Practice.” The city’s Students’ Center Gallery played a key role in this scene, and in 1978 Schubert presented an installation of her spare paintings of near identical office doors there.


[image: A grainy, blue and white photograph shows people standing indoors with a large potted plant. To the right, a child in a group covers their face.]


Edita Schubert (far right) at her exhibition in the Students’ Center Gallery, Zagreb, 1978; photo: Danilo Dučak






[image: A high-contrast, black and white poster shows a close-up of a paneled door with a torn bottom edge, revealing a white background with purple text below.]


Poster for Edita Schubert’s exhibition in the Students’ Center Gallery, Zagreb, 1978, designed by Ivan Doroghy; collection of the Museum of Arts and Crafts, Zagreb






● Trained as a painter (an artistic identity that she held onto throughout her thirty-year career), Schubert’s artistic practice was remarkably wide ranging and included installation and performances. In 1981, at Dubrovnik’s Summer Festival, Schubert staged a torch ritual beside a fifteenth-century fountain.


[image: A woman with short brown hair and bangs carries a large burlap sack over her shoulder, looking directly at the camera.]


Edita Schubert performing Untitled (Torches) (Bez naziva [Baklje]), 1981, in Dubrovnik; © Edita Schubert Estate, photo: Tihomir Milovac







● In the early 1980s, Schubert attracted the attention of major art institutions in Zagreb, including the Gallery of Contemporary Art, and earned praise from many of Yugoslavia’s influential curators and critics, particularly Marijan Susovski, the author of this photograph. This image featured on the cover of the catalogue of her 1980 exhibition at Zagreb’s Gallery of Contemporary Art, where she showed simple compositions of natural materials on gallery floors or propped against walls. Exhibitions and critical renown did not translate into commercial success: Yugoslavia had no significant art market to speak of. Sales of works to the major public institutions were important markers of the regard in which her art was held, but Schubert continued to maintain her “day job” in the Institute of Anatomy.


[image: A black and white photograph shows a person in a vest standing in a studio among tall, slender sculptures, with strong diagonal shadows falling across the scene.]


Photograph of Edita Schubert, 1979; © Edita Schubert Estate, photo: Marijan Susovski







[image: A black and white poster for an Edita Schubert exhibition, featuring two rows of images showing manipulated sticks and tall wooden poles, with text below.]


Poster for Edita Schubert’s exhibition at the Gallery of Contemporary Art, Zagreb, 1980; private collection






● Schubert’s career developed with seemingly abrupt changes in style and medium. In the 1980s she “returned to painting,” producing a number of series of Neo-Expressionist and Neo-Geometric works on canvas and bitumen panels. Her art was selected for La Biennale di Venezia and the Biennale of Sydney in 1982, perhaps because it seemed to align well with contemporary ideas about postmodernism. To call this phase of Schubert’s work a “return” is a slight misnomer, in that she never exhibited the hyperrealist canvases that she had painted after graduating from the academy in 1971, later claiming to have destroyed them. They were discovered by Leonida Kovač in Schubert’s family home after her death in 2001.


[image: An art exhibition poster in black and yellow with an abstract central image, a silhouette of a person in a hat, and a silhouette of a dog's head.]


Dalibor Martinis, poster for Edita Schubert’s exhibition at the Gallery of Contemporary Art, Zagreb, 1984, silkscreen print on paper, 69 × 100 cm; collection of the Museum of Contemporary Art, Zagreb







[image: A black and white photograph looks into a brightly lit art gallery displaying abstract geometric works on its white walls.]


Edita Schubert at La Biennale di Venezia in front of her In The Landscape (U pejzažu), 1982






[image: A woman in a long coat looks back over her shoulder while standing under a large, colorful artwork hanging on a white wall.]


Edita Schubert, various untitled works from the series of paintings Trapezium (Trapez), exhibited at the jna Gallery, Zagreb, 1986; © Edita Schubert Estate






● Schubert’s art took on a new character after 1997, when she was diagnosed with cancer. Two years later, she was informed that her condition was terminal. Works such as My Apartment (1999) and Horizon (2000) are strikingly intimate and perhaps reflect the retrospection that accompanied her final years. After having long refused interviews or discussions about her work, she invited the art historian and curator Leonida Kovač, along with the photographer Ana Opalić—the author of a late portrait—to record a series of conversations in the spring of 2000, both in her apartment and in the studio at the Institute of Anatomy where she had worked until recently. In these exchanges, Schubert spoke openly about her family genealogy as well as her artistic interests. She died in Samobor, near Zagreb, on July 25, 2001.


[image: A black and white photo shows a woman behind a reflective shop window, holding a book up to her face as two men are reflected on the glass.]


Edita Schubert, photographed by Boris Cvjetanović, preparing My Apartment (Moj stan), her urban intervention into the shop windows of Zagreb, 1999







[image: A black and white photograph of a man in profile and a woman facing forward, standing in a stark room with a large, circular artwork hanging just above the woman's head.]


Edita Schubert, photographed by Ana Opalić, June 2000






[image: A black and white photograph of a woman in a white shirt standing with her hands on her hips under a large lamp, looking directly at the camera.]


Edita Schubert, Horizon (Horizont), 2000, installation in the Križić Roban Gallery, Zagreb; © Edita Schubert Estate, photo: Ana Opalić





— Editor’s Note: I would like to acknowledge the kind support and information given by Leonida Kovač in preparing this section.









Marko Ilić
Edita Schubert: In the Midst of Significant Turmoil





“I had to plunge a knife into the canvas,” Edita Schubert confessed in a rare interview given during the final year of her life.1 Speaking with the art historian Leonida Kovač, she recalled the frustration of being forced to paint nudes as a student at Zagreb’s Academy of Fine Arts—and the urge to cut through what she described as the “taut surface on which [she] had to talk about something.”2 This urge took literal form in her Perforated Canvases (Perforirana platna) series of 1977, where she sliced triangular openings into large blue monochromes with a scalpel, neatly folding back the flaps and securing them with surgical tape (figs. see pp. 72–73). By poking her nose, fingers and other body parts through the slits and documenting the interventions in xeroxed photographs, Schubert staged a quiet rebellion—one that echoed the broader ethos of the first generation of artists born in socialist Yugoslavia, after 1945.

Trained as a painter, Schubert rejected the ossified modernism of her academic education, as well as the more conventional forms of painting and sculpture widely exhibited across Yugoslavia. Drawn to experimentation, her practice aligned with the sensibility of the country’s now celebrated New Art Practice (Nova umjetnička praksa)—politically agile forms of conceptual and performance art that emerged in the late 1960s, striving to define the very role that art should play in a socialist society. But unlike the overtly politicized or critical gestures often associated with this loose movement of artists, Schubert’s esoteric work is somewhat more difficult to place. Wry and irreverent in its approach to media and an unlikely conjoining of materials, it resists simple categorization; it invites slow looking and embraces ambiguity, while often gesturing beyond the fixed coordinates of ideology, place, and time.

Yet despite a prolific career spanning three decades, Edita Schubert remains largely absent from many histories of Yugoslav art. In Impossible Histories—the first major English-language survey of the country’s “avant-garde movements”—she is mentioned only once, in passing, as a figure who emerged after the “crisis in Conceptual Art” and who represented a shift to the “eclectic postmodernist painting of the 1980s.”3 Though a form of recognition, the brief nature of the assertion calls for closer scrutiny. While somewhat of an independent figure, Schubert drew on the legacy of art in the earlier postwar decades even as she embraced new media. Refusing to settle on any one artistic idiom, her practice pushed against the rigid policing of aesthetic hierarchies and teleological views of artistic progress centered around dematerialization. Writing in 1985, leading critic Ješa Denegri placed her at the forefront of a new direction in Yugoslav art, shaped by what he termed a “practice of profusion” (praksa obilja), in contrast to the preceding era of “reduction.”4 Marijan Susovski, curator of the landmark 1978 exhibition pivotal in historicizing the New Art Practice, interpreted Schubert’s work as registering the “traumas” of that era: “nervousness, psychological pressures, latent fear [and] feelings of impending catastrophe.”5 For Susovski, Schubert’s paintings distilled what he called the “spirit of the times”—works forged, as he put it, “in the midst of significant turmoil.”6

Schubert arrived at this “turmoil” after an initial phase of producing hyperrealistic paintings of everyday objects. From the late 1970s, her work began to take a more conceptual turn—beginning with her first solo exhibition at Zagreb’s Vladimir Nazor Gallery (Galerija Vladimir Nazor) in 1978. At its center was a photograph that Schubert had taken of a dome of a madrasa in Počitelj (today Bosnia and Herzegovina). Working across drawing, sculpture, printmaking, and installation, Schubert restaged the dome in myriad forms: coloring, sketching, and modeling it; encasing it in a trunk and note box; refiguring it as a stamp; and transforming it into a suite of six varnished polyester objects arranged on an aluminum tray, their glossy surfaces evoking desserts ready for consumption ❶. Reflecting on the project, Schubert recalled that it emerged as a response to an artistic climate saturated by discussions around objecthood: “everyone was talking about objects—object this way, object that way.”7 For her, the dome represented not only a motif, but an object that “had to be administratively processed.”8


[image: Six shiny, dark, dome-shaped desserts are arranged on a metal tray set on a white tablecloth.]


[ Fig. 1 ] Edita Schubert, Cupola Istanbul – Cakes (Kupola Carigrad – Kolači), 1977, varnished polyester sculptures on an aluminum tray; © Edita Schubert Estate, photo: Marina Paulenka





Rooted in the visual codes of Conceptual Art, Schubert’s self-described “bureaucratic processing of the dome” coincided with a broader sense of disillusionment among Yugoslav artists in the late 1970s, many of whom had come to see the “New Art” as the embodiment of a “new tradition.”9 Crafted by hand, her humble assemblages possess a warmth and material fragility that countered the slickness and regularity often associated with Conceptual Art, particularly those works based on tautological and language-based forms. Her assemblages also anticipated the influential critique of Conceptual Art that Benjamin Buchloh would make decades later as an “aesthetic of administration,” deeply enmeshed with the operating logic of capitalism—a logic that, as many have argued, had fully permeated Yugoslavia’s ostensibly socialist political economy by the mid-1970s.10 Refusing to fully embrace either “old” or “new” visual vocabularies, Schubert’s ambivalent project of “administration” laid bare how the “dematerialized art” of the 1960s was rarely ever so—leaving behind vast material residues in the form of postcards, posters, contracts, and photographic documentation.

Yet Schubert’s playful manipulation of the cupola—an architectural form typically associated with religion, power, and transcendence—also engages with another enduring strand of conceptualism: its mysticism.11 Through her various repetitions, Schubert seemed to suggest that the dome was not merely a form from a bygone past, but was instead intertwined with contemporary visual forms, as well as structures of governance and administration. In its irony and detachment from the seriousness and sense of responsibility typically associated with Yugoslavia’s “New Art,” one could speculate that this continual remaking also functioned as a soothing, cathartic act—shaping materials into a predetermined mold with one’s hands—while its obsessive proliferation hinted at an underlying awareness of the futility of such gestures.

At the same time that the cupola had captivated Schubert’s imagination, she began creating works that increasingly engaged with tactility, starting with the Herbarium (Herbarij) series of 1977. Named after collections of pressed plants used for scientific study, the series comprised eighteen pencil drawings on paper, each incorporating dry branches fixed to the surface with sticking plaster. Described by Kovač as a “conscious act of substituting an artificial or technologized drawing tool with a plant,” her gesture resonated with the work of the pioneering oho Group, who from 1968 had produced works seeking to liberate objects from their use value and offer an “anti-commodity” model of viewing.12 oho’s engagement with the natural environment also provided an important precedent for the sculptures that Schubert would develop from the late 1970s through the early 1980s, which incorporated materials such as branches, leather, paper, wax, and bitumen.

Amongst the earliest examples of these works belong to the Beds (Gredica) series of 1979, in which Schubert bound four stripped branches with leather ribbons to create small “garden plots,” as suggested by the title ❷. Arranged on asphalt and grassy ground, these squares served as framing devices for compositions that included petals, leaves, and smaller twigs. Similarly, for 100 Roses (100 ruža), the artist bent and intertwined the branches of rambling roses to form two circles: one filled with the red petals of a hundred roses, and the other with the leaves stripped from their stems (fig. see pp. 58–59). Creating a dynamic composition of complementary colors, the work existed at the intersection of painting and sculpture. Bound, bandaged, and displayed in “unnatural” forms, they also possess a precarious quality, suggesting a temporary “taming” of their organic materials. Much like with the cupola series, Schubert’s use of simple shapes and rugged forms suggests that she took pleasure in manipulating these materials by hand, though some commentators at the time saw such works as evoking relics from an unknown ceremony; critic Zvonko Maković, for example, described them as “ritualistic items, akin to the remnants of some historic game.”13


[image: A square frame made from sticks rests on a blue concrete surface, holding an arrangement of leaves, twigs, and a pink flower.]


[ Fig. 2 ] Edita Schubert, Beds (Gredice), 1979, petals, leaves, twigs; © Edita Schubert Estate





Unpretentious in their materiality, Schubert’s spare, process-driven works belonged to a broader post-conceptual shift in Yugoslav art, one that has most frequently been associated with the work of Zagreb’s Grupa šestorice autora (Group of Six Authors). From 1975, this group similarly rejected the tautological tendencies of Anglo-American conceptualism in favor of “poor,” “dirty,” and carelessly executed works that defied conventional notions of skill and craftsmanship.14 These artists subverted exhibition norms by directly engaging audiences through their “exhibition actions.” Like Schubert, they also refused to treat their work as materially precious—presenting poorly printed photographs, scrawling slogans on hastily cut and torn paper, and hanging works directly on the wall without frames. Given their shared investments in deskilling and the embracing of “poor” materials, it is perhaps unsurprising that Schubert contributed a work to the group’s self-published magazine Maj ’75: her xeroxed Self-Portrait Behind a Perforated Canvas (Autoportret iza perforiranog platna)❸, which appeared in an issue organized by the performance artist Vlasta Delimar, dedicated exclusively to women artists.15 In 1981, Schubert also played a pivotal role in establishing the pm Gallery in Zagreb, a space dedicated to supporting experimental artists without formal training, including the Group of Six Authors; from 1985, she would exhibit her own work there on several occasions.


[image: In black and white, a paper triangle showing a nose is taped to a dark textured surface.]


[ Fig. 3 ] Edita Schubert, one of the images from the series Self-Portrait Behind a Perforated Canvas (Autoportret iza perforiranog platna), illustrated in Maj ’75, Issue F (1981); collection of the Museum of Contemporary Art, Zagreb





A frequent fixture in many of the “alternative” art spaces that nurtured the New Art Practice, Schubert quickly became recognized by Yugoslavia’s more “mainstream” institutions, including the Galleries of Contemporary Art in Belgrade and in Zagreb where she presented a solo exhibition in 1980. Two years later, in 1982, she was selected to represent the country at the Venice Biennale, alongside Tomaž Šalamun, a former member of oho, and the Serbian painter Bora Iljovski. While histories of Yugoslav art have often framed experimental art spaces as being oppositional to “mainstream” institutions, and pitted the “New Art” against “Socialist Modernism” (an elusive and unstable category), Schubert’s swift ascent to international visibility suggests a more porous scene—one of relative fluidity and mobility.16

For Denegri, who was the commissioner of the 1982 Yugoslav Pavilion in Venice, Schubert was at the forefront of a generation driven by a “need to return to manual work with the materials of painting.”17 His decision to include Schubert in the pavilion seemed to confirm broader continental trends of the time—most notably the Italian Transavantguardia, which had revived figuration and expressive painting as an explicit rejection of conceptualism. After Venice, Schubert continued to gravitate more toward forms Traditionally associated with expression, both figurative and abstract, including her large-scale dome and elliptical-shaped “bitumen paintings,” called Palas (“altarpiece” in Italian) and Fish (Riba), as well as her irregular quadrangular shapes known as Trapeziums and Cathedrals; all the while, critics increasingly aligned her work with international currents ❹. In 1984, Marijan Susovski drew a direct link between Schubert and “the whole movement of new expressionism in the world today,” placing the artist within the “same artistic circle that captivated artists in the 1980s, where figurative motifs became bearers of the trauma of the time … as if it were a universal ritual confession.”18 Susovski’s cryptic formulation prompts the following consideration: To what extent was Schubert’s expressive turn reflective of Yugoslavia’s art scene, and how might it have differed (or not) from other global variants such as New Image Painting, Neo-Expressionism, and the more diffuse category of postmodernism?


[image: An arched abstract artwork with intersecting yellow and turquoise lines on a dark blue textured background.]


[ Fig. 4 ] Edita Schubert, Lily (Ljiljan), 1983, gauze, bitumen, wax pastel on canvas, 120 × 181 cm; © Edita Schubert Estate, photo: Marina Paulenka





In mainstream accounts of postwar art, Neo-Expressionism’s return to figuration has frequently been framed as a retreat to tradition amid conservative ascendency. Hal Foster, for example, has argued that despite its “apparent freedoms,” Neo-Expressionism in the us was complicit in the “cultural regressions of the Reagan-Bush era,” while Buchloh saw in its European counterpart a reaffirmation of “the politics of a rigid conservatism.”19 If such frameworks have aligned Neo-Expressionism with a political drift to the right and the adjacent boom of the 1980s art market—fueled by a newly monied class and a growing appetite for easily marketable objects—a similar contextual frame might be extended to Yugoslavia. But here, it would need to account for the distinct pressures of Yugoslavia’s last decade: economic decline, rising austerity, falling living standards, and intensifying nationalist resentments. By the mid-1980s, Yugoslavia had entered a phase of irreversible decay—gripped by spiraling debt, rampant inflation, and deepening political paralysis, as unemployment surged and real wages plummeted.20

In a period marked by stagnation and impending crisis, some artists in Yugoslavia turned—or returned—to painting as a means of confronting contradictions at the very heart of the country’s slow unraveling. Most well known among them was the Slovenian art collective irwin, who from 1983 instrumentalized painting through what they termed the “retro-principle”: a conceptual strategy that involved appropriating and reinterpreting existing artworks to comment on contemporary political and cultural crises. Though Schubert’s works from the mid-1980s might initially appear somewhat less politically agile or even escapist in comparison—“apolitical, pure, and untainted by daily political events,” as Ivica Župan would later claim—critics at the time discerned in them echoes of a broader social malaise.21 Denegri described Schubert’s practice as a “traumatic form of painting” that registers “a state of restlessness and anxiety, warning us of the spiritual reality of this historical moment.”22 Similarly, Marijan Susovski interpreted her canvases as “bearers of traumas of the time,” articulated through “forms which explicitly serve no narrative function.”23

Refusing narrative closure, Schubert’s paintings from this period were less acts of direct political address than a gathering of existing materials and discourses around art-making in Yugoslavia—into which she folded her own interior subjectivity. This process included drawing inspiration from the history of Yugoslav art in ways that seemed to grapple with a sense of historical instability, while embodying an essential, expressive impulse to create. Spanning floor to ceiling in vivid blocks of red, blue, and black, her Cathedrals (Katedrale)—monumental paintings on paper—evoked immersive environments while drawing on a local modernist heritage, from Zagreb’s interdisciplinary collective exat 51 to Julije Knifer’s famous Meanders, executed across a broad spectrum of techniques, materials, and scales in a quest to produce an “anti-painting”24 ❺/❻. Meanwhile, her bitumen Palas grounded themselves in folkloric and craft-based visual formations to conjure forms from a “distant time” through processes of “compression” and “condensation.”25 By in the mid-1980s, Schubert had already begun working within what would later be categorized as the “post-medium condition”: a shift away from medium specificity as a teleological imperative to a lateral field of folds, frames, and inquiries, reconfigured in response to shifting historical realities.26 As Denegri astutely observed in 1985: “In Schubert’s art there is nothing nostalgic, nothing that calls from a bygone era—this is the reaction of an artist who does not forget historical experiences, but rather incorporates them into statements about the uncertainty of her own position within her own time.”27


[image: A long, sunlit room with dark wood floors and white walls displays large murals made of bold red, blue, and black vertical stripes.]


[ Fig. 5 ] Edita Schubert, Untitled (Cathedrals) (Bez naziva [Katedrale]), 1987, installation view, pm Gallery, Zagreb; © Edita Schubert Estate






[image: A continuous off-white shape forms four vertical bars against a solid black background.]


[ Fig. 6 ] Julije Knifer, Meander II (Meandar II), 1961, oil on canvas; collection of the Museum of Contemporary Art, Zagreb





Described by Ješa Denegri at the time as “one of the most distinctive personalities in all of Yugoslav art in recent years,” Edita Schubert’s trajectory from the mid-1980s anticipated the tendencies that would come to dominate the country’s art scene in its final years.28 For the curator Zdenka Badovinac, these tendencies included a heavy emphasis on the “deconstruction of modernism, the art of personal poetics, art with almost ethnographic ties to local traditions—all, for the most part, without any direct reference to current social issues.”29 In Badovinac’s view, several Yugoslav artists in the run-up to its dissolution were looking back to “avant-garde traditions,” while bringing to it “their own significant innovations, which stemmed from the concrete social and material conditions they were working in, often putting them in a broader context and thus dealing both with the real and reality.”30

Following Yugoslavia’s disintegration, Schubert’s work began confronting “reality” in more explicit and direct ways—with works such as Biography (Biografija) (fig. see p. 84), Ambient (Ambijent) (fig. see pp. 80–81), My Apartment (Moj stan) (fig. see p. 97), and Horizon (Horizont) (fig. see p. 131) foregrounding intimate notions of selfhood, while offering anthropological-like examinations of the artist’s immediate environment. As her work grew more personal and introspective, it appeared to push back against the alienating effects of Yugoslavia’s post-socialist transition—an era marked by mass privatization, the dismantling of “collective” institutions, and the stripping away of social welfare. Amid eroding community ties and growing individualism, Schubert’s work grappled with a rapidly changing public sphere, offering complex meditations on memory and identity—all while nourishing her own inalienable need to create. Fluid across media and forms, her practice continued to embody what Denegri called a “practice of profusion”: at once hopeful and cynical, and driven by the artist’s steadfast commitment to staying on her own path until the very end.
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