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MARTANA VASSILEVA

“It's important for me that every work functions like an individual entity.”
For Mariana Vassileva, producing a work is a “mystic organism” with its
own rhythm, its own speed and its own proposition. She listens for that
indeterminate moment in the creative process when a certain idea begins
to define itself through “its very insistence.” Vassileva tends towards mini-
malism in her work. She strips the image to its barest essentials in order
to allow the underlying idea to take form. “I like to leave a work ‘open,™
she says, “and from a certain moment onwards, | no longer exist. It's only
the idea....” Quite often, in Vassileva’s art, this idea unfolds only through
a change in spatial and temporal observation.

Born in 1964 in Tornovo, Bulgaria, Mariana Vassileva has lived and worked
in Berlin since 1991. This first Canadian showcase of her work presents
Tango, The Milkmaid and j Toro ! In each of these three video pieces,
Vassileva portrays a single individual: a woman in Tango and The Milkmaid,
a man in j Toro ! This solitary figure is engaged in a movement, a gesture,
a situation. Each work offers a picture of remarkable poetic intensity.
“Whatever the medium I’'m working with, I'm always thinking in a painterly
way. From a philosophical point of view, you could regard everything as a
painting, as a surface phenomenon.” -

The Milkmaid differs from the other two works on display with its refer-
ence to art history. In 1658, Vermeer captured the gesture of a servant girl
carefully pouring milk in his celebrated painting The Milkmaid. Vassileva
says she looked at the girl for such a long time that she could not get her
out of her mind. “I thought | should thank this great master of light, thank
him in my own way.” She has bled all the colour out of the Vermeer work,
while retaining the composition and gesture of the painting. “The endless
space, flooded with light, was crucial.” To act as her model, she looked for
a proud young woman, with a boyish kind of beauty and pristine dress.
The entire composition is dominated by white, as the artist lets the milk
flow endlessly: the pitcher never totally empties, the bowl never fills. To the
sounds of a medieval song combined with a minimalist electronic composi-
tion by Berlin artist Carsten Nicolai, alias Alva Noto, Vassileva pays tribute
to Vermeer by transposing his motif to an undefined present, a moment
in eternity.



Mariana Vassileva looks at solitude as a phenomenon. “I've been thinking
about loneliness and isolation for a long while. The philosopher Emmanuel
Levinas writes in one of his books that when we feel very lonely, we uncon-
sciously touch objects in our environment. You touch the object and,
although you still don’t see others, you are not so alone anymore.”

The individual is indeed alone in Tango, The Milkmaid and j Toro !, but it is
in Tango, in particular, that Vassileva evokes the sense of loneliness. Tango
was shot in Bulgaria, after the artist had returned from a visit to Argentina.
Vassileva would often go to a meadow that she found “so perfectly beauti-
ful,” she wanted to take it with her. Since she couldnt pick the meadow up
in her arms, she decided to roll around in it like a little girl. “What concerned
me most when creating Tango was communication with nature. | was literally
yearning to be one with this beautiful, shimmering meadow, even with the
whole place.... The dance movements in the video have a symbolical mean-
ing for me. One step forward, two steps back—there’s a connection to our
common fate. We are born alone, we're always on the move, and still there is
this desire to put down roots, like a tree....”

Movement, speed and rest are important elements in the work of Mariana
Vassileva. In j Toro !, she presents the solitary and senseless struggle of a
man mimicking a bullfighter’s gestures to fight back the ocean waves. She is
interested in what she calls “every life’s formation.” Each wave has a life of
its own: in the space of a few minutes, an energy builds, a movement forms
and a wave sweeps out of the ocean; each wave has its own force, its begin-
ning and end. No human being can control or oppose it. The man in j Toro !
heads into the waves, using his suit coat as a cape to provoke the ocean into
fighting. Transformed in the face of the unyielding force of the eternal rolling
of the waves, these “classic” bullfighter’s gestures, dignified movements that
are deeply ingrained in Spanish culture, also conjure up a world of illusions
worthy of Don Quixote: an impossible ideal of hanour, futile efforts to exert
control and a refusal to acknowledge reality. The work becomes a metaphor
for an attitude to the world and to life itself.

Louise Simard
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Born in Tornovo, Bulgaria, in 1964.
Lives and works in Berlin.
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