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If you have ever seen a theatre performance that was a huge success, and of course you have, you might have experienced the unparalleled magic of the moment when the actors come out to bow in the end and the audience breaks out in loud ovation. If you have seen this in Central or Eastern Europe, you have probably witnessed an interesting phenomenon. At the end of the show, the thundering applause is chaotic and unsynchronized, as anywhere else. For a while, at least. Then suddenly, as if orchestrated by an invisible conductor, the palms begin to harmonize, the applause becomes rhythmic and the audience is united in a synchronized applause. This is called the ‘iron applause’, (‘vastaps’) in Hungarian.

And then the desire to even more strongly express our fascination compels us to clap our hands even more vigorously and thus more rapidly, but this confuses and desynchronizes the united rhythm. What happens next? The desire for a sense of community takes over, the palms begin to harmonize once again, rhythm and synchronicity reappear, and the loop is restarted again and again until the lights come on. This, however, is not the achievement of a secret conductor, but the expression of appreciation by a community in awe that comes into being only then and there. These are extraordinary and exhilarating moments in the

life of the artists and their audience.
Appreciating achievements is an important act that we often forget. This exhibition is a statement for this cause – and the joint event of Young Visual Artists Awards is an excellent occasion for that. It is a privilege to curate an exhibition of the finalists and winners of the YVAA, since these artists have received high acclaim from renowned experts and colleagues in relation to the local awards. The YVAA network has a history of more than 20 years, and its ever broadening geographical scope now includes 10 countries. Since the launch of the award, more than 400 artists have been shortlisted, and 87 artists or groups have been granted the local award and the New York residency it entails. Many have since made international careers. Thus it has been a privileged, but demanding task to make a selection from these artists. 

The YVAA and the iron applause phenomenon reflect each other in many ways.

Therefore, as curators we have decided that through the selected works and through the complex connotation system of iron applause we can think about issues – success, acclaim, reward, the relationship between artist and audience, regional characteristics, and the notion of networks – that concern us all and are inextricable from the role and mission of the YVAA.   

 

Iron applause as an appreciation of success

Applause is an explicit expression of appreciation and enthusiasm. It is a sort of immaterial reward, which is mostly the privilege of performance artists. But what about visual artists? And with other forms of “reward” and appreciation? There are no objective standards in art. Since goals are multifarious, the achievements of artists can hardly be comparable. The notions of success and of reputation are difficult to interpret.

Intrinsic motivation and inner standards are fundamental, but we know very well that this is matched by a need for external reassurance and feedback. The institutional system also compels all of us to make choices. The appreciation of art – any art – is a very complex problem. Who is appreciated, how and why? On what basis? How do we relate to various forms of appreciation and how does it affect future achievements? To what extent is feedback – whether from a curator, an art organization, or the audience – an influential force? How does it facilitate self-reflection, when is it productive and when is it transformed into an oppressive expectation? How can we deal with the fact that “…to be elected to the elite group brings an obligation to justify this fact…” (Vedran Perkov about his work You´ll Never Get to Heaven, Tra-La-La, 2009)? 

The first section of the show deals with the various relations within the complex system of contemporary culture. Vedran Pekov, Ivana Smiljanić’s dance performance (I Dance, Dance, Dance, 2009, 2011) and her work Imprint (2005), Mladen Miljanović’s 274 day long site-specific performance (I Serve Art, 2007) produced during his voluntary isolation inside a former military base in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kamen Stoyanov who replaces himself with the missing advertisement on an empty billboard (Synchronization, 2010) all deal with the role and position of the artist within the hierarchy of this system: the relationship between work and reward, artist and audience, as well as the influential force of the critical mass. Alongside these artists, Aneta Mona Chisa & Lucia Tkáčová “protest” against traditional rules and ways of thinking, embracing dichotomies and contradictions in their installation Before or After (2011). 
 

Iron applause as a regional phenomenon 

Applause is as old as mankind. It has various forms, its customs varying from one era and culture to the next. The slow, synchronized applause referred to in this exhibition is typical in Central Europe, especially in Hungary. Elsewhere, it only appears sporadically.
The terms ‘iron curtain’ (‘eiserner Vorhang’) and ‘iron applause’ can be traced back to 18th century Germany, where all theaters were obliged to install fire-proof metal curtains as a preventative measure, ensuring that fire would not spread from the stage to the audience. After each performance, the metal curtain would be lowered and the audience would begin to clap rhythmically, encouraging the artists to come out in front of the curtain. If you like, iron applause was originally a form of “protest” against the (theatre’s) iron curtain. As a political term ‘iron curtain’ was coined in 1920 by Ethel Snowden, who described the border of communist Russia as “an impenetrable barrier” in her book Through Bolshevik Russia. It was Winston Churchill, however, who brought it into common usage, applying it to describe the demarcation line between Western Europe and the Soviet zone of influence.
All of the YVAA network’s member countries belonged to the Soviet sphere behind the Iron Curtain. After the fall of the Wall, to different extents and in different ways, profound political transformation and the period of transition began. Just as iron applause also has transition periods between when the rhythm changes and a new synchrony emerges. 
Conversely to appreciation of a successful artistic achievement where these transition periods can be also observed, at large communist rallies, during which the audience would applaud the ‘great leader’ monotonously and dutifully, there would be no spontaneous enthusiasm giving rise to transition periods – disorder and change.

Many artists deal with the psychological phenomena of the complex social processes taking place in the former ‘Soviet bloc’. Jaroslav Kyša’s public art installation Too Far East is West (2010) and Kateřina Šedá’s Lisen Profile (2010) engage with the notion of place and identity. Šejla Kamerić (Bosnian Girl, 2003), Katarina Zdjelar (A Girl, the Sun and an Airplane Airplane, 2007), Kamen Stoyanov (The Small Eiffel Tower Meets the Big One, 2007) and Enkelejd Zonja (Ordinary Meal; Strained Hope, 2008) are primarily interested in the problems of national identity, collective memory, intercultural communication and minority issues. They depict the cultural paradoxes and confusion inherent in transition, the often surreal and/or shocking consequences of sudden changes. 

Sašo Sedlaček’s painting 192 United States (2001) and Luiza Margan and Miha Presker’s installation with live ants, Formication (2007), address the meaning and function of an individual within the sociological system of constant progress, and critically explore notions of society and community and their ways of functioning. The works of Alban Muja (Blue Wall Red Door, 2009; Tonys, 2010) and Hristina Ivanovska (Boulevard Hristina Ivanoska the Beast, 2001–2002), rather, can be considered case studies that explore these problems through a special phenomenon, the tradition of name–giving.
The show is not over

Iron applause signals the end of the performance, but also the birth of new things. 
Applause is a form of instinctive collaboration of the audience. It is an expression of self-organization within a social group. The development of the synchrony is not gradual but bursts out when the interaction of the audience reaches a critical level. It is, therefore, the result of a collective effort. At the same time, it is an example of the mutual effects between artist and community. 

Sašo Sedlaček (Space Junk Spotting, 2006) is engaged in finding creative and constructive solutions for global problems through artistic means. Together with Samuil Stoyanov (CO2, 2011) and Tomáš Vaněk (Particip No. 142, Drawing Fields of Vision, 2011) he elicits the visitor's participation, demonstrating the possibility of impacting society through the promotion of social responsibility and self-reflection.
Art and art works induce activity and participation in a myriad of ways, and their interpretation is an interminable process. The exhibition concludes with Eva Koťátková’s Stories from the Livingroom (2010), which brings up questions of retrospection, story and history formation, and thus assessment and interpretation through the dialogue between the old and new generation, playing with temporal perspectives. On the level of individuals and of society, alike, this is highly significant in the self-definition of the near past and future of the region, which has yet to be accomplished.

Iron applause and the network theory 

Iron applause is an example of the synchronization of networks; therefore, this exhibition is also an attempt to interpret the nature of the YVAA network. Every human network is a kind of socio-psychological entity that can effectively be characterized by the connections among its nodes, their structure and dynamics, principles that regulate the behaviour of networks. Social network analysis uses scientific methods to examine the structure of relationships between social entities. The aim of this exhibition is to use the means of art to facilitate a better understanding of how YVAA contributes to the strengthening of international art networks by linking their nodes and inducing collaboration, self-organization and social interaction.

On the occasion of this exhibition we would like to express our appreciation to every YVAA artist, curator and organizer for their tireless and exceptional performance in the past and in the future as well. They all deserve a round of iron applause. 

Tijana Stepanović and Lucia Gavulova
 

