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Inresponse to the controversy, Solakov published a text
in the Sofia-based weekly paper, Kultura, in which he wrote
about feeling liberated by his confession. He had finally relieved
himself of a burdensome secret that he had struggled with
since leaving the army in 1983 after completing his two-year
military service that followed his graduation from the Sofia
Art Academy—what he called the beginning of “a long and
painful awakening.”*Solakov knew he would never become “a
true artist” until he overcame the fear and shame surrounding
his past. In his text, he wrote: “It doesn't matter what kind of
fear this may be—the fear of changing the direction of one’s
work in spite of the success it is gathering, or the fear of
revealing oneself to the full at any cost, and thus accomplish
an artistic act.”

Afterthe mid-1980s, as Perestroika unfolded, Solakov lost
hisfaithin socialism completely. During this time, he established
himself as an artist in Bulgaria, becoming a member of the
avant-garde City Group, and making work that reflected his
disillusionment. In 1987, for example, he produced Politburo—
a work consisting of twelve anonymous portraits that was
not shown publically until SARIEV Contemporary presented
it at Art Cologne in 2016. “Naturally, [exhibiting] this was not
possible before 1989 because of the strong satirical content
directly mocking ‘the chief political and executive committee
of a Communist party’,” Solakov wrote.? In September 1989,
Solakov positioned a telescope on the roof of Sofia’s Artist's
Union gallery to point westwards, so that the red staradorning

the Bulgarian Communist Party headquarters could be viewed
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through the lens. He named the work View to the West.

Afterthe scandal caused by Top Secret, Solakov turned to
the West in order to realize his projects. I started from zero,
because nobody knew anything about me or of Bulgaria,”
he remembers, as we sit for lunch one beautiful September
afternoon in Plovdiv, Bulgaria's second largest city, during
the opening weekend of his 2016 solo exhibition at SARIEV
Contemporary, “Nature.” The exhibition presented a series
of 12 drawings made during 12 hikes taken on consecutive
afternoons through the woods of Bulgaria's Gabrovo region,
which Solakov has explored for more than 30 years. It consisted
of a large wall photograph of this landscape taken from the
balcony of Solakov’s countryside studio by his son Dimitar, with
numbers annotating the image corresponding to locations
where Solakov produced the drawings he presented as part of
the show. Each sketch offers a narrative—a kind of non-linear
close-up of the landscape in focus—with annotations and
drawings presenting what Solakov saw in one spot, including
things that happened and how he felt at a given time. These
were written for the first time in Bulgarian. (Solakov generally
uses English in his work to reach as broad an audience as
possible, he explains.)

On the logic behind the exhibition’s staging, Solakov
told me that viewers would have to take his word for it when
believing that the points onthe large image did indeed corre-
spond to the drawings he created. (Later in our conversation,
he would make a similar comment about a leap of faith people
have to take with his Top Secret confession—"Even now, |
could tell you that | made everything up. After all, it is only
an art work since, up to this day, there are no publicly known
documents about my involvement.”)

Inturn, l ask him how he might apply the mapping we see
in “Nature” to his career. That is, if Solakov were to think of
his practice as a landscape, then what works or exhibitions
along the trail would he pick out as important milestones? In
response, he credits “Expressions” at the Third Eye Centre,
Glasgow, curated by Andrew Nairne in 1990, as his first im-
portant group show. There, he met curator Anda Rottenberg,
who was preparing an exhibition called “Europe Unknown." The
showwas held in 1991 at Palac Sztukiin Krakow, and presented
Western and Eastern European artists together for the first
time onthis scale. Solakov participated, and from there began
aseries of chain reactions that would define the trajectory of
his life and work.

Itwas through “Europe Unknown" that Solakov and curator
Luchezar Boyadjiev met Vasif Kortun, who invited both to
participate inthe 3rd Istanbul Biennial in 1992. (Boyadjievina

curatorial capacity.) The Biennial was animportant momentin
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“Plateau of Humankind,”
the 49th Venice Biennial, 2001

PHOTO: Andrea Stappert
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terms of gaining recognition outside of Bulgaria. Here, Solakov
showed New Noah's Ark, which updates the biblical story of
Noah with that of a man tasked “from somewhere ‘elsewhere™
with saving a group of strange creatures that appearedinthe
bathroom of his apartment. The work consisted of a “classical’
painting (Noah'’s Breakfast), a small stone with the inscription
‘you' on it (which Noah had found that same morning under
his pillow), 12 drawings of the Ark, one book which describes
everythingin depth, strange sounds of running water and many,
many gaily colored plastic creatures, crawling to their (but not
our) deliverance.”” (The stone was apparently stolenin Istanbul
theyearitwas shown.) Onthe Biennial, and naming Solakov’s
work as exemplary, Thomas McEvilley noted: “this might have
been the first major international exhibition of which one
could straight-facedly say, ‘the Bulgarians stole the show"."®
What followed was a decade of participation in various
exhibitions and residencies around the world. These included
the central exhibitions at the Venice Biennalein 1993 and again
in 1995: the same year he participated in Rene Block and lara
Boubnova’s 4th Istanbul Biennial “Orient/ation” and became
a founding member of the Institute of Contemporary Art in
Sofia.ln 1997, he participated in, among other shows, “"Heaven:
Public View/Private View," curated by Joshua Decter at the
P.S.1 Contemporary Art Center, New York, and the Gwangju
Biennale, “Unmapping the Earth,” curated by Sung Wan Kyung.
Solakov ended the 1990s with another milestone: an
intervention at the 1999 Venice Biennale as the representing
artist for Bulgaria's official participation, titled Announcement.
Curated by lara Boubnova, Solakov produced 15,000 postcards
and 200 T-shirts, both printed with Bulgaria's tricolor, and
on which a statement announcing Bulgaria's preparedness
to “properly participate in the next Venice Biennale in 2001”
after a near 30-year absence from the event.® Of course,
there was no Bulgarian Pavilionin 2001—to this day Bulgaria
isthe only European Union state without a national pavilion.
Nevertheless, Solakov did participate that year in Harald
Szeemann's main show, “The Plateau of Humankind,” staging
A Life (Black & White) in one room of the main venue. The
work involved two workers/painters following each other, one
painting the walls of the exhibition space white and the other
painting them black, for the entire duration of the exhibition.
The impact of these Venice participations cannot be
understated, bothinterms of Solakov’s own practice as well as
inthe context of Bulgaria's contemporary art scene. In 2006, for
example, an exhibition exploring the conceptual use of textin
Bulgarian art at the Sofia City Art Gallery—curated by Maria
Vassileva and Daniela Radeva—referred to Solakov’s 1999

Venice workinthe title of the show “Important Announcement,”
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which featured works by Solakov alongside those by Luchezar
Boyadijiev, Kiril Prashkov, Pravdoliub Ivanov, Kalin Serapionov,
Krassimir Terziev, and Stefan Nikolaev. In 2013, Robert Bar-
amov would reference Solakov’s 1999 Venice participation
with “Declaration of War,” his own protest against the lack
of support for a Bulgarian pavilion from the Bulgarian state.
(Baramov's 2015 project, Rented Air Spaces, constituted a
series of agreementsto lease 125 cm®of air space from various
pavilions, from Great Britain to Brazil, so that Bulgaria could
at least contribute to the Biennale's atmosphere.)

After Venice, Solakov's journey continued into the 2000s.
He took partin documenta12in 2007, where he showed Fears
(99 drawings expressing various worries and phobias) and
Top Secret alongside a 40-minute video depicting the artist
re-reading the contents of the box 17 years later. He also
took part in dOCUMENTA (13) in 2012, where he presented
Knights (and other dreams) at the Brothers Grimm Museum,
and showed at the 2001, 2003 and 2007 Venice Biennales,
receiving honorable mention for his participation in Robert
Storr's 2007 central exhibition at Venice. That 2007 installa-
tion, Discussion (Property), was characteristically complex,
humorous and incisive. It told the story of a decade-long
dispute between Bulgaria and Russia surrounding the right
to produce and sell the AK-47, since, as Solakov relayed in a
story that was written on two large exhibition walls at the
Arsenale, the Soviet Union had given Bulgaria free permission
to do so, resulting in the inability for an international patent
application or legal transfer after the Soviet Union’s collapse.
(These days, as Solakov wrote, Bulgarian manufacturers
have switched to producing a different assault rifle, the AR
which, “despite its slight similarity to the AK-47, was entirely
modernized in line with NATO standards.”)

As part of the project, Solakov sought to bring sides from
the Russian and Bulgarian debate to talk on cameraaboutthe
subject, but was only successful onthe Bulgarian side. This all
took place just as negotiations surrounding the intellectual
property of military items were taking place between the two
states. When imagining how these negotiations unfolded,
Solakov offered an “educated guess” that the Bulgarian side
used more serious arguments than the fact that the Russians
have never obtained a license for using the Cyrillic alphabet,
whichwas infact “invented by the Bulgarian brothers Cyril and
Methodius back in the ninth century, or for eating Lactobacillus
Bulgaricus, the tiny bacteria that makes the best yoghurt.” Of
course, inthe actual installation, this factis overturned when
Solakov offers another annotation: that, to his chagrin as a
Bulgarian, “Cyril and Methodius were actually Greek clerks

who had never been to Bulgaria.” The story ends with Solakov
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Installation view at

“Think with the Senses:
Feel with the Mind; Art at
the Present Tense,” the
52nd Venice Biennial, 2007
PHOTO: Ela Bialkowska (7a)
Courtesy the artist and
Galleria Continua San
Gimignano / Beijing /
Le Moulins / Habana
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reading the papers and finding out that state discussions
between Bulgaria and Russia surrounding the intellectual
property of military items had improved. The artist was left
“personally satisfied” by this development, since “at least in
the assault rifle sector of the international arms trade there
will finally be relative peace.”

Inone work, then, Solakov at once celebrates hisidentity
and subverts it—a process that is embedded into his entire
practice and whatever it produces, whether the focus is on
something as specific as Bulgarian-Russian arms negotiations,
orasuniversal asthe absurd fables the artist writes on gilded,
wooden surfaces and structures as part of his “lcon” series.
Absurdity is aform of potent mediation in Solakov's world, after
all: this is exemplified in Negotiations, Solakov's response to
a2003invitation to exhibit at Tel Aviv's Dvir Gallery, for which
the artist contacted a representative of the Israeli State and
a representative of the Palestinian Authority in Sofia, and
asked if “the Israelis and Palestinians could have atemporary
cease-fire"” during his visit to Israel.

This steadfast irreverence recalls Solakov’s confession
in Top Secret, and the newspaper article he published after
exhibiting it back in 1990. In that article, he wrote: “l wanted
itto be awarning to all young people who might be misled to
fallinto the meticulously woven webs of the Institution.” Most

likely, Solakov was also writing a warning to himself: one that
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1 As described by the artist in
conversation in January 2017

2 As described in the wall text for the
piece, provided by the artist

3 As noted in conversation in January
2017

4 As described in Kultura article,
viewable here: http:/nedkosolakov.net/
content/top_secret/index_eng.html

5 Ibid.

6 In a text about the work provided by
SARIEV Contemporary.

7 As described at: http:/nedkosolakov.

net/content/new_noahs_ark/index_eng.

html

8 See: Capacity: The History, the World,
and the Self in Contemporary Art and
Criticism

9 See: http://nedkosolakov.net/content/
announcement/index_eng.html

(£158-5635) , 20144F
K EIR R BEBEKIKE
BIRIF194,
HH19 x 28K
lllusions #3, 2014
Sepia, black, and white
ink, and wash on paper
A series of 19 drawings,
19 x 28 cm each

Courtesy the artist

" | MIDDLE

has resonated in his practice ever since, characterized
as it is by the sincere irony that Solakov embraces and
deploys unwaveringly. Take, for example, Insolent Art,
first presented as part of the group show “IRWIN, Solakov,
Zvezdotchotov” in 2000 at Moscow’s Regina Gallery,
which consisted of Solakov writing on an empty wall in
the gallery: "You, viewer, are part of an audience, which
(especially on New Year's Eve) is not so important to my
career, therefore, it is not appropriate for me to exhibit
something more substantial here.” Each time the work
is shown, a new site-specific phrase is added between
the parentheses. In the case of the 2004 Lodz Biennale,
the parenthetical phrase read: “(especially after me not
having slept so well last night),” and at the 2005 Bologna
Art Fair with Galerie Arndt & Partner, “(especially in this
part of Italy).”

Insolent Art is a distilled articulation of the concerns
in Solakov's practice, focused as it is on the tradition of
storytelling and in working with architectural space. As
Solakov tells me, the advice his professor at the Sofia Art
Academy, Mito Ganovski, offered him and his colleagues
still rings true to this day, even if his education in mural
painting was, in accordance to the times, conservative.
“The artist will always come second to the architecture.
As soon as you obey this, then you have the possibility
to coexist with the architecture and then to win it over.”

A beautiful example of this approach was encapsu-
lated in the 9th Istanbul Biennial in 2005, where Solakov
presented Art & Life (in my part of the world) in the Deniz
Palace apartmentsin Beyogdlu. In keeping with the curatorial
vision—as conceived by Charles Esche and Vasif Kortun
to work in Istanbul’s more common spaces—Solakov
created a narrative using the space itself, in which the
peeling walls and unkempt rooms became the material of
the contribution. Everything was framed by a story written
on the wall of one room about a single artwork that led
to the renovation of that particular space; “the brightest
room.” The detritus of this renovation was presented on
a pyramid-like shelving structure, at the top of which, the
story says, the artwork was positioned.

Atthe outset of thisintervention, Solakov left Instruc-
tions to his viewers—"First this way, please,” followed by
“and then visit the other rooms (if you want).” These were
written on one wall, directing visitors first to the mainroom
with the story on the wall, before guiding them into the
other spaces, where architectural details were pulled into
the artist's narrative. These included a new light switch

presented on one cracked and peeling wall, by which

091

Solakovwrote, “a Fresh arrival.” In anotherintervention, on
asmall section of wall where various layers of paint offered
a cross-section into the various stages of this building'’s
life, Solakov created a family portrait of sorts. He did this
by numbering different patches from 1to 5, with 5—the
freshest coat—being, as the note stated, “the grandson
of 1.” (In conversation in 2017, Solakov corrected himself,
and now calls that patch: “the great-great-grandson.”)

The simplicity in Solakov’s Deniz Palace Apartments
intervention, exemplified by the use of hand-written cues
that serve toignite the viewer's own sense of imagination
and humor, recalls the same approach with which the artist
creates his drawings, of which he is a prolific producer. In
the case of the “lllusions” series, forinstance, a series of ink
on paperworks created especially forthe 2014 Thessaloniki
Biennale, the artist creates narratives such as the one
in #3, which is painted all black with an unpainted circle
remaining at the center, under which Solakov wrote: “I'm
such a bad cliché for a popular illusion!’ said the light at
the end of the tunnel to the tunnel, who remained silent.”

The aim of each of his compositions, in the end, is
to make connections—something the artist physically
exemplified in | Want Back Home (said the big frog): an
installation documenting the journey Solakov made for
14 days by train from Sofia to Shanghai in order to take
partinan exhibition at the Rockbund Art Museum in 2010.
The meaning of the project was hinged on Joji, a toy frog
made in Chinathat Solakov boughtinashopin New York’s
Chinatown for a show he staged there, which then came
with him to Sofia, making this particular project Joji's own
homecoming—"thus making Joji the only toad to circle
the world,” Solakov adds. At the same time, the journey
forwardinspace, as enactedin hisjourneyto China, reflects
the way Solakov enters into each and every project, his
drawings included.

Oncreatinghis narratives, forexample, Solakov explains:
“I start drawing something with avery vague idea or frankly
noidea atall, and within afew seconds it begins to shape
up, and then comes the text.” Text is written directly
onto the paper, often with only a vague idea of what is
to be written, meaning that the work actually becomes
a grappling with the space of the paper, since Solakov is
never quite sure how much room he will need to write the
story asit comesout. Here, space once again comesfirst,
and it must be won over. “The processis about howto end
up with the story in a logical way, within this extremely
limited space of the paper,” Solakov says. “This is my own

personal suspense.”m
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