PAGE  
1

AN EPIGRAPH

Mosaic, an imperial technique of wall painting, connects in an amazing way, not only mosaic cubes but also people. The recently deceased, well-known archeologist Gordana Cvetković Tomašević mostly excavated and interpreted mosaics in her professional life. The group Amethyst has, through various projects that were inevitably connected with mosaic as an artistic means, come upon the work of Gordana Cvetković Tomašević to whom it dedicates this exhibition. Her scholarly work is diverse and requires a separate specialist exhibition and monograph, but we as artists have endeavored to connect with the live, persistent and unyielding spirit of this unique personality through our creativity. We have chosen to relate to the work she did on the localities of Kosančićev venac and Heraclea near Bitola.

 Kosančićev venac is for us a special site in a spiritual and creative sense, both as an ancient excavation location where a unique pavement mosaic was found, representing the root of our artistic ancestors, and the site where the National Library of Serbia used to be before it was burned down. For us these two archeological stratums represent a refined connection with our more distant and closer cultural heritage.

Gordana Cvetković Tomaševic’s name is closely connected with excavations in Heraclea that were done in the period between 1959 and 1974. Among the luxurious early Byzantine mosaics, the one from the narthex of the Large Basilica is specially distinguished and it is the one that has become our artistic inspiration. Among the artists who were invited to participate in the project there are painters-mosaicists with whom the group Amethyst has already realized previous projects and there are new younger artists. The propositions of the exhibition required new works of art, so it was our wish to stimulate talented artists to work in this technique. There are artists among the drawers whose work is already known to the public but who have found this exhibition a challenge. Not so well known artists are also present like Paulina Šuster Jovanović and her late husband Đorđe Jovanović who used to work in the mosaic workshops of other painters and did not have the opportunity for one-man exhibitions. I met Mrs. Šuster Jovanović while I was gathering information for the planned book ‘The History of Contemporary Mosaic in Serbia and Montenegro’ and suggested to her that we share this new artistic experience. Thus, the Amethyst group records the history of contemporary mosaics in this country by the selection of artists it makes for its different projects. The basic intention of the group being: to connect the mosaic heritage and the present times, to link the present day artists in a special network which will promote group exhibitions of the projects, and to give poetic guidelines for contemporary mosaic which would be independent from the market and the needs of the purchaser.

AN EPIGRAPH OF GORDANA

An Epigraph is the third project of the Amethyst group and it follows a logical path of this group in the five years that it has been active. It was founded with the aim of promoting mosaic as a rare and demanding technique of monumental painting. The Amethyst group of painters have found their poetic affinity in the best examples of classical Greek and Roman and early Byzantine mosaics found on this territory, as well as in the works of such contemporary artists as Aleksandar Tomašević. While we were preparing the exhibition ‘Tribute to Aleksandar Tomašević’ in the autumn of 2001 and searching for the exact list of mosaics made by this artist, we met his wife Gordana Cvetković Tomašević. Very soon, she became much more to us than just a valuable associate. The Amethyst group published two interviews with Gordana Cvetković Tomašević in the journal ‘Fine Arts Chronicle’. Seven months after her death that was in June 2004, the Amethyst group organized a commemorative program in the City Library and presented her latest book ‘Early Byzantine Floor Mosaics in the Bishop’s Palace in Heraclea, Lyncestis.

This exhibition is a tribute to the memory of the great scholarly work of the archeologist Gordana Cvetković Tomašević who excavated, among other sites, the site were the National Library was burnt down in the April war of 1941 and found at the same location ancient Singidunum with a unique pavement mosaic. Furthermore, the discovery of 13 pavement mosaics and the interpretation of one of them at Heraclea near Bitola present the crown of her life work.

AN EPIGRAPH OF A BURNT BOOK

The word Epigraph /ZAPIS in Serbian/ incorporates the many layers of this exhibition: it relates to the written epigraph: to the texts of Gordana Cvetković Tomašević; then to the Epigraph of all the now unknown authors of the books burnt by the German bombs at Kosančićev venac in 1941, half a million books were there, among them 1500 medieval manuscripts, almost the entire literary heritage of Serbia, and it was Gordana Cvetković Tomašević who wrote about this in a moving way, endeavoring to preserve the memory of the library by proposing a never realized project for commemorating the site; this word also relates to the creative mosaic Record, a  record in stone that connects us, the contemporary artists, with the ancient mosaic Epigraph. The remains of a floor mosaic were found under the ruins of the burnt down library, it being the only example of ancient mosaic found in Belgrade. It was a part of a private house luxuriously decorated with gold plated frescos and floor and wall mosaics. Apart from being of exquisite workmanship, the floor mosaic is a unique mixture of two different techniques: opus tessellatum made by composing cubes and terrazzo of scattered fragments, which is an older mosaic technique. It is reduced to three colors which is a characteristic of the oldest forms of mosaic, Hellenistic – dating from the end of 2nd  century BC in Greece and Italy.

AN EPIGRAPH MADE BY THE ARTIST IN MOSAIC AND DRAWING

Gordana Cvetković Tomašević’s interpretation of the mosaic, situated in the narthex of Large Basilica in Heraclea, as a representation of an early Christian cosmos was her great scholarly achievement. It was our insight into her detailed interpretation of this mosaic and our later encounter with the mosaic itself (during the exhibition the Amethyst group had in Bitola in 2003) that gave us the idea for this exhibition – the idea that it was possible to follow the basic assumption of an early Christian cosmos and thus create a new work of art, a new mosaic assembled from the works made by contemporary artists using different materials. The exhibitors starting point was the mosaic in Heraclea, which was their model, and moving through the different parts of an early Christian cosmos they gave their personal contribution to the construction of a new, imaginary mosaic which was executed exclusively in two techniques: the mosaic and drawing (Indian ink and quill).

The early Christians considered cosmos to be made up of 4 domains: the first the holiest was the Kingdom of Heaven, the second domain was Paradise, the third Earth, and the forth  Water.

According to Gordana Cvetković Tomašević’s interpretation all four domains of the early Christian cosmos can be identified in the mosaic pavement in the narthex of the Large Basilica in Heraclea. The first, which is the holiest domain, is represented by the motive set in a medallion, which is in the middle of the composition with Eucharistic symbol that represents Communion and Baptism. Grapevine is the symbol of Christ. The deer and the doe, which stand symmetrically and bring the chalice to their lips, symbolize the Communion. Two symmetrical peacocks represent the Resurrection. There are numerous variants of symmetrical paintings found in early Christian mosaics and they all represent the same thing, the representation of God himself, that is, the unification with Him.


Paradise is represented as the Garden of Eden, a beautiful place of bliss, with fruitful trees, diverse birds, antelopes that wander among flowering bushes. Trees do not wither, humans do not die. While the first domain is represented by perfect static and symmetry, a supernatural image that uses the figural but is spiritual, transcendental and imaginary, the second domain has empirically recognizable situations and a mild dynamics of bird’s flight. The first is unattainable and unperceivable; the second can be perceived by observing the created in its most beautiful and most majestic form.

The third domain, the domain of Earth shows wild animals engaged in battle. Battle is located on Earth, thus on the mosaic from Heraclea we see a bull and lion in a tense leap preceding an attack or a cheetah devouring a lying antelope. Medallions with fish, water beings and marsh birds border this mosaic. They surround the whole mosaic and represent the forth domain, the domain of Water.

The project Epigraph can be divided into two parts: the past and present. The Epigraphs on Gordana Cvetković Tomašević and the burnt down library are here in order to introduce the past into our present and to live traces in our present day lives while the creative responses of the artists to the four domains of early Christian cosmos represent the existing reality. This project stimulated not only the artists but institutions of culture as well, by bringing into the public light some parts of the large mosaic carpet of the Serbian cultural heritage.

