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Amy Bryzgel’s second book on performance art in Eastern Europe follows her Performing the 

East: Performance Art in Russia, Latvia and Poland Since 1980 (2013). The scope of the second 

book is broader and more ambitious, not only in its geographic and historical reach, but also in 

aiming to critically question and amend a Western-centric understanding of performance art that 

has treated its Eastern-European counterpart as marginal, derivative, or singularly political. 

Indeed, the author’s interlocutor of choice is Roselee Goldberg, whose histories of global 

performance art, Bryzgel argues, overlook the scope of artistic work in the region. Bryzgel 

succeeds in covering an impressive number of countries: from former Soviet nations to satellite 

states, East Germany, and non-aligned Albania, interviewing over 250 artists during two years of 

extensive field research. What emerges is a portrait of a region rich in creative activity, 

connected with artistic trends in the West while developing in parallel behind the Iron Curtain.  

 

The book’s main five chapters are organized thematically. A historical first chapter, “Sources 

and Origins,” establishes the broader art movements of the early twentieth century, such as 

Dadaism and Futurism, as precursors of performance art. The following four chapters cover 

thematic preoccupations of performance artists in Eastern Europe: The Body (chapter 2); Gender 

(chapter 3); Politics and Identity (chapter 4); and Institutional Critique (chapter 5). One could 

well imagine a book on performance art in Western Europe with the same chapters.  The breadth 

of thematic interests covered here is deliberate and intended to suggest that the scope of 

performance art in Eastern Europe is broad and sophisticated. 

 

In Chapter One, Bryzgel fulfills the promise of reading “the history of performance art through 

the lens of the East” (5-6) when she summarizes genealogy and boundary-crossing between East 

and West, in the story of performance art’s development. Dadaism is not only one of the early 

points of origin for performance studies in the West, but an art movement that started in 

Romania before it arrived and flourished through the activities of Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich. 

While in the West Dadaism mingled with Futurism in avant-garde art that prepared the ground 

for the performance art of today, in Eastern Europe Futurism’s challenge of bourgeois values and 

appetite for destruction was less popular. Instead, Constructivism better fit the nation-building 

efforts of Eastern European countries in the wake of World War I and muted experimental art 

until the 1960s. While this chapter surprises and rewards in tracing Eastern Europe’s early 

influence on an art genre overwhelmingly Western-centric nowadays, it leaves the reader still 

wondering what is the intellectual and creative genealogy for the Eastern-European performance 

art of the 1960s and 1970s. That question is prompted by the author herself, who is preoccupied 

with stating the non-derivative status of performance artists in the region without offering a 

counter-narrative.  

 

What we find, instead of an artistic genealogy, is an understanding of the fit between this art 

genre and the conditions of communism and post-communism. Performance art’s informality, 
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interest in process, audience participation, and liveness at the expense of product and 

reproducibility, its cheapness (of materials) in times of economic shortages, lent itself to the 

political and economic constraints in Eastern Europe. Artists performed their pieces in the street; 

for instance, Orange Alternative staged carnivalesque “massive happenings” in Wroclaw to 

comment on the shortcomings of socialist economic scarcity. Artists also used their bodies to 

experiment with ideas and commitments, such as Petr Pavlensky, who nailed his scrotum to the 

cobblestones of Red Square in Moscow in his performance Fixation, following the reelection of 

Vladimir Putin and 2012 legislation that led him to anticipate the dissolution of civil society. 

They covered the entire space of the nation as well, like Macedonian artists Yane Calovski and 

Hristina Ivanovska’s Nature and Social Studies: Spiral Trip (2001), when they travelled the 

country during their government’s conflict with ethnic Albanians, following a path in the shape 

of a spiral to allow return and reflection to be part of the journey.    

 

The reliance on the body makes performance art particularly apt to (re-)imagine gender 

performativity. Performance artists of Eastern Europe during this time approached feminist 

issues – such as female sexuality and women’s representations in popular culture – with a 

divided sense of their artistic work and identity as feminists. One the one hand, artists such as 

Sanja Ivekovic (former Yugoslavia) and Ewa Partum (Poland) explicitly self-identify as feminist 

artists. Their work from the 1970s includes performances of daily rituals where made-up, 

beautified, and aging female bodies are at the center of their interrogations. But feminism was 

also a label only reticently entertained by artists in the region due to a distrust of political 

identities cultivated under communism. Illustrative of this stance are Yugoslav/Croatian artist 

Vlasta Delimar and Natalia LL (Poland) whose extensive work on sexuality, pleasure, and 

consumerism can easily be read as feminist interrogations of gender normativity, but who 

explicitly deny their feminism. Bryzgel’s third chapter, “Gender” offers an overview of gender-

focused performance art during and after socialism, and emphasizes the many points of tension 

between the feminist problematics in the artists’ work and feminist identification in the absence 

of a feminist movement in the region.  

 

Bryzgel’s book is a needed contribution to international performance studies. The vast number of 

performances discussed give the reader a sense of the vividness of performance art in the region. 

Bryzgel avoids constructing an evaluative hierarchy among them, and is instead generous with 

the artists in providing both detailed descriptions of their work and their preferred interpretation 

of it. As such, the book can function as a reference work for cultural critics of the region: it 

provides a needed overview of performance art and sets the stage for future critical-analytical 

scholarly work. 

 

 

 


