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LOCAL, ETHNOGRAPHIC, AND ORIENTAL MOTIF
OR DETAIL IN THE FOLK PORTRAITS BY NADEZDA
PETROVIC AND ZORA PETROVIC”

ABSTRACT: This paper focuses on portraits in folk costumes in the paintings by Nadezda
Petrovi¢ and Zora Petrovi¢. Distant in time and from different ideological positions, these two
different personalities use folk costumes as a subject matter in creating a modernist image.
Interesting conclusions can be reached in the research of folk portraits. In addition to the already
known general issues about the painting by Nadezda Petrovi¢ (revealing national identity)
and Zora Petrovi¢, there are distant echoes of local and transformed Orientalism. Orientalism
is not meant here in its full, centralist, dominant meaning of the popular, fashionable, and com-
mercial trend in the West in the 19" and early 20" centuries. It is about spreading the elements
of Orientalism in the Balkans and southern Serbia under the Ottoman influence. From the
centre of Orientalism to its periphery, it was diluted into autochthonous wholes of national,
ethnic costumes or details. Therefore, this paper does not regard it as Orientalism of the centre.
Instead, it becomes just a part of customs, fashion, details of national costume, etc. Further-
more, it can be concluded that both paintresses, although starting from different ideological
points, attained their modernism as an ultimate goal, through an important transitional
phase in which the national folk costume was a capital subject matter.

KEYWORDS: Nadezda Petrovié, Zora Petrovié¢, modernism, national, oriental.

The process of discovering the unknown, unexplored, or “tucked away” monuments,

sacral items, or ethnographic material of people from the periphery and borderline regions of
Serbia, gathered momentum in the 19" century following the liberation of the territories
occupied by the Ottoman Empire. Among the pioneering researchers such as Mihailo Val-
trovi¢, the most influential was Porde Krsti¢. What was presented by Krsti¢ as the mystical
beauty of the yet undiscovered periphery, Nadezda Petrovi¢ (1873-1915), his faithful disciple,
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positioned as the thematic and ideational focus of her painting in the 1903-1910 period.
She stood for a modernist interpretation of the newly discovered ethnographic material
and traditional national costumes. She was primarily focused on the Serbian deep periph-
ery. The scenes that she presented could be viewed as domestic “Orientalism™, an urban
perception of an undiscovered rural world. Orientalism, being popular and well known
in the centres where Nadezda (Munich) and Zora (Budapest) studied, may have influenced
these two paintresses. This is particularly true for Nadezda, who discovered a world that
existed on the far-off borders of the Ottoman Empire. Nadezda, as well as Zora Petrovi¢,
the younger of the two, focused on the specific characteristics of the local environment.
However, it was unsurprisingly marked by some oriental elements. Thus, among other
things, they created a special, independent, domestic kind of “Orientalism™.

Although portraits constituted a considerable whole, the part of Nadezda’s opus car-
ried out in the domain of ethnographic and national themes, conveying both documentary
and ideological meanings and developed during the First Yugoslav Art Colony, cannot be
ignored. They were created primarily in 1905 and 1906, mostly in Resnik, Sicevo and its
surroundings, along the Nisava River Basin, and in the vicinity of Pirot. On this particu-
lar occasion, the focus is on the portraits created in the field, in art colonies, and during
her travels - portraits of common people in everyday traditional national clothes, but more
often in Serbian national costumes worn for festive occasions. Nadezda aimed her inno-
vative, emancipatory, modernist, and clearly expressed aspirations towards the ethnos and
national identity. These country people’s portraits created in Serbia and the regions under
Ottoman occupation (South Serbia, Kosovo and Metohija, Macedonia) are contents wherein
she manifested her modern experimental method, which entirely separates her from the
reigning academic realism, historical compositions, and people dressed in adorned tradi-
tional national costumes, as well as images and sceneries.

It was yet another manifest expression of Nadezda’s modernity, surprising in the
painterly circles after 1900, testifying to her opposition to the stereotype of the bourgeois
composition of representative portraits (or historical narratives), “as much removed from
the quotidian as the dominant taste of the emergent bourgeoisie could distance itself from
its non-urban, provincial, country origins and seek a new identity” (MERENIK 2005: 58).
The question that should be raised at this point is that of the origin of her motivation to
opt not for documenting or idealising a rural Arcadia, like most of her predecessors (Krsti¢,
Predi¢, Jovanovic), but for presenting a truthful, unflattering and expressive corpus of rural
portraits painted in a modern manner.

' It is useful to emphasise again that Orientalism is not meant here in its full, centralist, dominant mean-
ing of the popular, fashionable, and commercial trend in the West in the 19" and early 20" centuries. It is about
spreading the elements of Orientalism in the Balkans and southern Serbia under the Ottoman influence. From
the centre of Orientalism to its periphery, it was diluted into autochthonous wholes of national, ethnic costumes
or details. Therefore, this paper does not regard it as Orientalism of the centre.Instead, it becomes just a part
of customs, fashion, details of national costume, etc.

* As explained in footnote no. 1.
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Fig. 1. Nadezda Petrovi¢, Funeral in Sicevo, 1905, oil on cardboard, 99.5 x 156.5 cm, Museum of
Contemporary Art, Belgrade
Hapexxpa Iletposuh, Hoipe6y Cuhegy, 1905, y/be Ha KapTOHY, 99,5 X 156,5 M, Mysej caBpeMene
yMeTHOCTH, beorpaz

The urge to legitimise and appropriate country and national identity is the specific dif-
ference that motivated NadeZda to create a unique new type of picture in the early 20™-cen-
tury Serbian painting.

She provided a local (Serbian), autochthonous variant of popular Orientalism, already
well known in Europe at the time. Nevertheless, she was opposed to “pompier-type ten-
dencies in art, which were meant to adjust art to the taste and relative understanding of
the majority of the audience”, and she strove for free, untrammelled development of art,
outside the boundaries of firm social constructs (AMBPO3UTR 1978: 327).

Nadezda insisted on a specific type of costume and a repertory of objects that under-
scored her policy of vision — primarily on local and national costumes as the main charac-
teristic of a regional and, above all, national identity. Her most prominent picture painted
in this vein is Funeral in Si¢evo, which synthesizes her quick and abrupt painterly mode,
containing a night-time landscape and a group of countrymen wearing local (Si¢evo) cos-
tumes. A Woman from Prizren (1905)* is a typical example of this. The somber atmosphere of

3 Detailed descriptions of the mentioned costumes: IIIOBUR 1956.
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Fig. 2. Nadezda Petrovi¢, Two Peasant Women, 1905, oil on cardboard, 67.5 x 96.5 cm, National
Museum of Serbia, Belgrade
Hapexna Ilerposuh, Jee cematrike, 1905, ybe Ha KapTOHY, 67,5 X 96,5 1M, Haponuu mysej Cpbuje,
beorpap

A Woman from Prizren is contrasted with the cheerful tone of the picture Two Country
Women (1905). These two young women wear yelek (Srp. jelek)*. Yelek is of oriental origin.
It was worn in several Balkan countries and was very popular in Serbia where it was con-
sidered a symbol of female national costume. Furthermore, neckless (Srp. derdan)’, is of
oriental origin and is not unique to Serbia or Serbian folk costume. Aprons decorated or
woven, which are part of the Serbian costume, are also widespread in several Balkan re-
gions and are not specific only to Serbia.

Apart from folk costumes, Nadezda also insisted on the typical characteristics of
everyday work activities or rare moments of leisure — Peasant Woman with a Yoke (1905);
Two Peasant Women with Yokes (1906); Peasant Women at a Well (At a Well) (1906) are
among her most spontaneous scenes, integrated with their surroundings. In addition, her

+ Tur. yelek; Eng. vest, waistcoat; Srp. jelek, prsluk.
5 Gerdan or neck in literal translation. A necklace worn tightly around the neck (Tur. gerdan, Srp. derdan).
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other works worth mentioning are Shepherd Playing the Flute (1906) and The Gusle Player
(1906).

To the extent that the Balkan myth, (NORIS 2002: 1) primarily in Pavle (Paja) Jovanovic’s
oriental compositions (popular and generally commercial in the West), could represent an
exotic® revelation for Western Europe, the pictures by Porde Krsti¢ could represent a reve-
lation of an equally exotic, folklore-type Serbia. The West, it would appear, could only accept
the Balkans through flattering — pastoral - exotic and oriental images; otherwise, it was
stereotypically and brutally characterised as a “place of confusion and trouble”” (MERENIK
2005: 56).

Zora Petrovi¢, as opposed to Nadezda Petrovi¢ and twenty-one years her junior, painted
folklore-type motifs in female portraits and figures merely as one of the elements of her
voluminous opus of portraits, still life, nudes, and landscapes. She painted her first por-
traits of women in national costumes® in and around 1937 (Country Woman, Macedonian
Woman, Country Woman from Crna Trava), continuing to do so from other conceptual and,
possibly, ideological positions during her “folkloristic phase” (from circa 1945 to circa 1955)
(PROTIC 1978: 14). However, it is obvious that the model for Country Woman from Crna
Trava posed in the bourgeois atmosphere of Zora’s studio or drawing room. In terms of
style, verve, realisation, and treatment of the body, it was only Zora, decades after Nadezda,
who became a true continuator of her painting. Zora’s authentic portraits of country women
dating from 1937 could be placed on a sequence or a trend of portraying women in national®
costumes (Sumanovi¢’s Ruthenian Women™ provide a good example of this), thus pointing
to continuity with Nadezda’s pictures. After 1945, Zora entirely changed the meaning and
even the ideology of this type of picture. Zora did not take field trips to do portraits of
women in national costumes. She found her models most likely among the country women
she met in the green market, of whom she did portraits in her studio — an example of this
could be the aforementioned Country Woman from Crna Trava (1941) or Woman in an Arm-
chair (s.d.). She then raised the criterion level of Nadezda’s ideal of the modern picture -
in the case of portraits and figures in folk costumes, she was solely interested in colour,
relations between colours, and other painterly compositional means, but she rejected the
ideal of ethnos and national identity. It is possible that soon after 1945, in the era of socialist
realism, Zora, just like many other artists active in the interwar period, sought a less travelled
path, a shift away from the obligatory, dogmatic painting, resolving this issue by emphasizing

¢ Exotic is referred to as the Western perception of the Balkans.

7 One of the most unpleasant events, from the point of view of the Western public, and also decisive for
its most often negative view of the Balkans as the cause and instigator of trouble for “civilised Europe”, was
certainly the assassination of King Aleksandar Obrenovi¢ and Queen Draga. The New York Times wrote that
throwing their dead bodies out of the window was “a racial characteristic typical of primitive Slavs”. Quoted
from: TODOROVA 1999.

8 This paper focuses on Zora’s paintings created in the studio — a) on “costuming”, and b) on authentic folk
costumes painted in Zora’s private, urban setting.

9 Not only or particularly Serbian national costumes.

'° Rusinke (Srp.)
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Fig. 3. Zora Petrovi¢, A Girl from Skopska Crna Gora - A Portrait of Pantress Danica Antic,
oil on canvas, 100 x 80 cm, around 1952, Gallery of the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts,
Belgrade
3opa Ierposuh, Jesojka us Ckoiicke Llpne I'ope — tiopitipeiti cnuxapke Januue Anitiuh,
y/be Ha IUIaTHY, 100 X 80, OKO 1952, YMeTHN4Ka ranepuja CAHY, Beorpap
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“brotherhood and unity” or “ethnicity” (CUBRILO 2011: 89-92). Socialist realism, following
the second, new communist Yugoslavia, insisted on the ideal of brotherhood and unity of
peoples and nationalities. The folk costumes of all regions of socialist Yugoslavia were a
suitable visual representation of that ideal.

In her “folkloristic phase” of the 1950s, freed" from the Communist Party and dog-
matic supervision of art, Zora carried out an incredible turnabout. She painted folk clothes
as costumes — thus creating “costumed folklore” (CUBRILO 2011: 85-100), faintly reminis-
cent of the local “Orientalism”, ethnos, and identity. She dressed her models in various
costumes. The best, but by no means the only example of this is her portrait of Danica
Anti¢ entitled A Girl from Skopska Crna Gora (1952). Other paintings also point to the
thesis put forward by Jasmina Cubrilo (CuBRILO: 2011). Composition with a Wooden Horse
(before 1952), Country Women, and Serbian Country Woman (both painted before 1956)
point to the possibility that Zora painted the same woman model. Namely, the figure on
the left in the picture Country Women and the standing portrait Serbian Country Woman
are identical (she probably used the same models when she produced nude paintings). This
also supports the thesis about costuming, a folkloristic performance in the studio, not about
a true image or genre scene, as was the case with Nadezda. That Zora Petrovi¢ accepted
costuming as her method of painting women in national costumes is also proved by a photo-
graph taken in 1938, which shows a costumed model and Zora in front of the easel in her
studio. It is quite possible that Zora Petrovi¢ started this experiment in creating a surrogate
of the authentic as far back as the 1930s, and that she continued it, with a greater degree
of freedom and imagination, during her “folkloristic phase”.

Like Nadezda, albeit from different positions concerning the notions of ethnos and iden-
tity, Zora also “denied the possibility of a prettified other like a perfected image of oneself,
thus violating the aestheticized, the civilizational, and class distance between a citizen and
his/her folk or peasant origin.” (MERENIK 2005: 56). Contrary to the equality of folklorism
as identity and modernism established by Nadezda Petrovi¢, Zora Petrovi¢ violated such
a balance. She focused on the expression of a colouristic, impulsive, energetic form and
contour, on elements of the modern picture. She left the issues of the national identity and
authentic folklorism in the background and offered a surrogate — costuming. Similar to
Nadezda, her highest aim was to attain modernism in her pictures.

Although Nadezda Petrovi¢ was the first among the Serbian painters of the 20™ cen-
tury to do so, Zora Petrovi¢, following in her footsteps, created art that, in pictural and
narrative terms, stood outside the historical epic discourse or the occasional romanticising
of folklore, art that was purposefully indelicate, sometimes even “ugly”. In Nadezda’s time,
neither fine arts criticism nor the audience understood or showed any consideration for
that multi-layered narrative, which began with Valtrovi¢, Krsti¢, and Milovanovi¢ who de-
picted the beauty of the undiscovered periphery on the edges of the Principality of Serbia
bordering the Ottoman Empire. This narrative was continued, first in Nadezda’s work, and

 When Communist Party’s arbitration in art was near its end.
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culminated in Zora’s opus through a violation of the norms of the ideal and beautiful. Fi-
nally, through a demystification of any adorned or prettified ethnos or “ethnicity”, Nadezda
realised her own ideological and modernist turnabout — a hitherto unseen image of Serbia
as “the internal otherness” of Europe. Zora Petrovi¢ went furthest by producing a costumed
“melting pot”. In favour of the modernist discourse, at the time of socialist realism and post-
socialist realism of the 1950s, she “played with dolls”, surrogates, and the irony of “ethnicity”
in an entirely different political-ideological era on timeline.

Last but not least, it can be concluded that both paintresses, although starting from dif-
ferent ideological points, attained their modernism as an ultimate goal, through an important
transitional phase in which the national folk costume was a capital subject matter.
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JIupnja A. Mepenux

JIOKAJIHW, ETHOI'PAOCKV, OPUJEHTAJIHM MOTWB UJIN JETAJb Y
HAPOJHNM IIOPTPETMMA HAJEXIE ITETPOBM'R M 3OPE IIETPOBI'R

Pesume

ITpouec OTKpMBamba HEIIO3HATIX, HEMCTPAXKEHUX W/IN ,,CKPUBEHNX  CIIOMEHNKA, CAKpas-
HUX objexara iy eTHOrpadCKOT MaTepyjana Hapoaa ca mepudepuje 1 IOrpaHNYHUX HOAPyYja
Cpbuje nobuja 3amax y XIX Beky, mocre ocnobobemwa on okymnannje Ocmanckor mapcrsa. Meby
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UCTpaXMBAYMMa MMOHMPKMA KaKaB je 610 Muxanao Bantposuh, HajyTunajunju je 6uo ciukap
Bophe Kpcrih. Ono mrto je Kperuh mpefcraBbao Kao MUCTUYHY JIEIOTY HEOTKPUBEHE Hepudepu-
je, Hamesxpa IlerpoBuh (1873-1915), kao mberosa BepHa yYeHNUIa, IOCTABIUIA je Y IIePUOJ, 1903-1910.
Ka0 TeMaTCKO M MMEjHO TeXMIITe CBOT CIMKAPCTBA. Y TOM MEPUOAY TPAKIIA je MOIEPHUCTIUIKY
uHTepnpetannjy Kpcrnhepor oTkpuBeHor eTHOrpadcKor ¥ HapOLHOT, HALMOHA/IHOT MaTepujaa.
Iben morer je mpBeHCTBEHO 610 ycMepeH Ha fy6oky nepudepujy Cpbuje. CiieHe 11 HOPTpeTH Koje
C/IMKa MOIJIe Cy ce MoCMaTpary Kao jomahn ,,opujeHtanusam’, ypbaHa meplemniiyja HeOTKPUBEHOT
pypanHor ceera. OpujeHTanusam, IOIy/lapaH 1 O3HAT y LEeHTPpUMaA y Kojuma Cy cryaupane Ha-
mexpa (Muaxen) un 3opa (bypumnernra), Morao je, eVIMIUYHO, a yTIde Ha OBe iBe cIuKapke. To
ce moce6HO opHOCK Ha Hayiexxry, Koja OTKpMBa CBeT KOjI je IOCTO0jao Ha JalekuM rpanumama OcMaH-
ckor napcrsa. Hagexpa, nonekan u minaba 3opa Ilerposuh, nHcuctupa Ha moce6HOCTMMA JTOKaI-
HOT ¥ HallMOHATHOT. MelyTum, oHa je Hy>kHO obenexxeHa elleMeHTIIMa OpMjeHTaTHOT. Tako, nsmeby
OCTaJIOT, CTBapajy moceb6aH caMocTanHy, foMahu (HekakaB 0O/INMK) OpUjeHTaNnMn3aM y ieTa/buMa
,YTKaHOT Y CPIICKe HOLIbe 13 PasnuunTux kpajesa Cpouje. FbrxoBo nHTepecoBame 1 yTHUIIA]j TOKATI-
HOT, TlepydepHOr OKpy>Kema yrpaheHn cy Kako y cafipaj TaKo ¥ Y MOJIePHUCTIYKY KOHIIEIIT CIIVIKe.

Iocne Hapexxauae cmpti, camo ce 3opa [lerposuh (1894-1962) Mo>ke BufieTu Kao IpaBa Ha-
CTaB/bauMIla HEHOT KECTOKOT, M3Pa’KajHOT CIMKAPCTBA HEYKPAIIEHOT ¥ HeyJIelIaHOT Hapofia 1
cerpaHa. Vnak, 3opuHe ,HolIbe” Cy cuKaHe y beorpany. Y mocmeparHoM Iepuopy 4ecTo je Mac-
KMpaJjia CBOje MOfie/ie y HapOfiHe HOIIbe VTN je Kao MOJieie KOPUCTHUIIA CeOCKe KeHe ca 0OVDKIbUX
nujana. 3a pasnuky of, Hagexpe, 3opa Huje BofjuIa padyHa O M/I€0/IONIKO]j I HAI[MOHATHOIIOMN-
THYKOj KOMIIOHEHTH Koja je 3a Hagexxiy 6mna o Benukor 3Hadaja. OHa je y MOZepHMUCTUYKM KOH-
LIeIIT IIOCIePAaTHOT M3pa3a yBe/la UCK/byYUBY YTULj ,,JPYTOCTI , UHTEPIIONalNje ,CTapor”, pypal-
HOT, OPMjeHTaJIHOT, Y HOBO 3Haueme ¥ CMIICA0 MOJIEpHE CIIUKE.

Ha kpajy, MoXkeMO 3aK/bydnTH Ja Cy, MaKo nonasehn ca pasnmumnTyx MIeoIOUIKIX Tayaka, 0be
CNIMKapKe CBOj MOJepPHM3aM Kao KPajiby IIWJb YMETHUYKOT JIe/I0Balba JOCTUIJIE KPO3 Ba)KHY TPaH3U-
IIJIOHY eTaIly y KO0joj je HapofjHa HOIIba OVJIa KalliMTaTHa TeMa.

Kipyune peun: Hanexxga [Terposuh, 3opa [Terposuh, MofepHu3am, HalIOHATHO, OPUjeHTATHO.
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