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WORDS HAVE MEANINGS: SOME WORDS, HOWEVER,
ALSO HAVE A ‘FEEL. THE WORD ‘COMMUNITY’ IS ONE OF THEM.

ZYGMUNT BAumAN.'




INTRODUCTION

This essay explares how the creation of a fictional community is 11} Bauman, 2. 2001. Community: Seeking
expressed through my body of work. These works do not reference e
an actual community as such, but are an “imagining” of a non-

existing one, so that they can be understood as a “fictional” or

“‘imagined” community. The dynamic of this imagining is located

in the exchange between the memories of my real-life Lithuanian

community, and my investigation of the ways in which symbolic

objects and group interactions create a sense of community. In

this way, my work can be said to reference actual communities, but

emphasise the symbolic, or “imaginary” ways in which they hang

together.

In this essay, | analyse how, in relation to my work, my sense of a

Lithuanian identity has been shaped by memories of Lithuania's

history and by the changing international political context, up to

and after restitution of Lithuanian independence in 1990. With

recent political changes, ways of “narrating the nation™ are also ﬁiﬂ:a:::::;:‘ebzzf';m;':'n:“;;(:z;:

changing, raising complex questions about the nature of collective {1990},
memory and the politics of representation.

in early 2006, | came to South Africa to study towards my Masters in
Fine Art. Even though | have been away from my native Lithuanian
community for quite a long period of time, | have not found a new
one to belong to, and have remained to a large extent marked as a
stranger. Thus, | have found myseif in a very difficult but interesting,
and quite unusual situation. | have reflected on my behaviour
during this time, that, as a Lithuanian citizen, while being outside
my native community, | am in certain circumstances trying to
represent and incorporate some collective Lithuanian features in my
daily living.

Later in the essay, | will discuss the dynamic process of balance
between, on the one hand, freedom and (as | will argue} loneliness,
versus, on the other hand, the security of being inside one’s

native community. | will also explore and analyse circumstances,
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purposes and methods of how this dynamic is manifested, and then
expressed in my work,

Itis important to introduce certain delineations and limitations

in my work. First of all, in the context of my research paper, the
notion of “fictional” is conceived as a “constructed”, “imaginary”, or
“artificially created for a specific purpose”. Secondly, in this paper

{ am only dealing with nationality-based communities and the
discussion may not be applicable for communities based on other
aspects of identity, such as religion, school, workplace, common
interests, and so on. This is mostly due to the fact that nation-based
communities are especially reliant on strong symbolic devices. In
the contemporary global political environment, there is furthermore
an increased emphasis on borders, which are largely signified in
abstract terms, and these symbolic devices often serve to make the
boundaries of a country into something concrete, or identifiable,
Thirdly, the geographical areas featured in my work and discussion
will be limited to South Africa and Lithuania. Lastly, | do not intend
to follow all the histories of community development in those
places, but will only look at certain instances that are relevani to
my interests.

in the first section of my essay, | explore the theoretical and
historical context of my work. | introduce the notion of “community”
and look at the way in which it has been dealt with by Benedict
Anderson, Kazys Pakitas, and Kwame Gyekye. Kazys Pakdtas is of
particular interest to me, as his geopolitical project "Emergency
Lithuania” deals with the creation of a Lithuanian colony in another
country. Later in this section, | pay close attention to the notion of
“collectivity” in past and present Lithuania.

In the second section of the essay, | provide an overview of
contemporary artists who have worked with similar ideas and have
influenced my production. Here, | explain briefly my particular
interest in the art of Audrius Novickas, Ugnius Gelguda, Do-Ho Sub,
and Mimi Cherono Ng'ok. | highlight aspects of their art practise




that fascinate me, particularly the nature of the role of national
and traditional symbols in their works, as well as the relationship
between an individual and the collective.

| describe some of the most prevalent methods and processes
employed in my research within the third section. Here, | discuss
the tools and strategies | have employed to create my fictional
community. The most important amongst them will be the role of
the Internet, the use of language as a marker of identity, and the
simulation of the sensation of flashbacks and remembering within
my work.

In the fourth section | will discuss my own body of work. | will
examine the way in which | have conceptualised and produced
these works, and how | understand the way in which they relate
to my concerns. | will also talk about the methods and processes
employed in my production. | will analyse some of my intentions
behind these works and show how the concept of a fictional
community is closely connected to them.

In my conclusion, | will provide a sense of the project as a whole,
and the way in which the parts are interrelated. Here, | emphasise
the ironic sense that | am left with, which | can shortly state as
follows: To have an identity, one needs to belong to a group. Yet,
one’s identity is defined not only by the group, but also in relation
to it, thus bringing individuality into play. If looked at in this way, it
seems to me that individual freedom on the one hand is opposed to
communal integrity - but of course it is not that simple. In essence,
my work explores the boundaries between these two states, the
need to belong, and the need to be an individual. This tension is
not based so much on abstract arguments, but rather on my own
experiences. In this context, | have found that the cases of South
Africa and Lithuania are politically highly charged environments

in which to pose these problems, and to a great extent their
particularities have shaped my production.
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Itis important to note that my whole project is strongly based on
personal experience and that | write this text as a visual artist and
creative researcher, and not as a theorist or art critic. Therefore this
essay is not intended as a validation for, or justification of my visual
work. Instead, it resonates with my artworks to describe some of
my inspirations and motivations, so to open the work up to an
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Ironically, on the other hand, being a Russian in Lithuania during
Soviet rule, | never felt as though | were a member of a minority
group, even though Russians were quite a small part of the country’s
population. Also at that time, the Russian languagie was the one and
only official language. Following political changes in the country,
however, Lithuanians were quickly re-established as the majority
group and even today the Russian language is rarely used and heard
outside the Russian community. In this way, my very relationship to
the notion of nation-based identity is already a complex one.

CoLLecTIVE PRESENT

| would like to comment on a number of contemporary Lithuanian
events and traditions that celebrate collectivity, as it seems to

me that Lithuania inherited some passion for mass events from
the Soviet Union. The most important ones for my discussion

here are the Baltic Way demonstration, the basketball as “religion”
phenomenon, and the National Song and Dance FFestival.

Fig 5! Rairic Way in Lithian
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groups of different genres and culture professionals to enormous
festivals that receive an enthusiastic response. This tradition is an
expression of cultural and national identity, and is based on the
enthusiasts of the popular art genres, such as choir singers, dancers,
and musicians.

From a contemporary viewpoint, it appears as though past
instances of collectivism are judged mostly negatively, at least
according to the opinions presented in the Lithuanian media, while
contemporary events are regarded very positively. This may relate to
the never-ending antagonism between Soviet Union and Lithuania,
however the details of such a dynamic may be the topic for another
research paper, and | will not pursue it further here. For my work,
the consistent presence of the notion of collectivity has shaped my
background*? and my present response to my situation. It is neither
a wholly positive or wholly negative attribute but one that has
guided my thinking about my own identity and the way in which

| relate to the people around me. Moreover, while the Lithuanian
context is a specific one, there are parallels in South Africa and other
African countries, which | have not examined in too much depth in
this essay, but it has had an influence on my life and creative work
while residing in this country.

IFig 7' Lithuanian National Song and Dence
Festival
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Uanius GeLGupA. ZaLGiris, 2006

Young Lithuanian artist Ugnius Gelguda's audiovisual installation
Zalgiris, highlights constructions of collective commonness and
national identity, through the use of one of the very strong national
icons - namely a brand of football and basketball teams,

In this huge projection, which is reminiscent of monumental wall
paintings — uncontrollable and riotous youths without any specific
signs of identification are shown. They can be either basketball or
football fans, as they are depicted without the attributes of their
beloved team. Men and women, sweating, shouting and swearing,
usually more or less under the influence of alcohol, are jumping in
a very tight crowd. Accompanying the projection is a soundtrack
of the battle sounds of clanking swords. The artists does not
document, but creates a generalized portrait of youth, without
identifying exact time or place.

Even though Gelguda does not provide clues within the image of
the particular context, the title of the work is vital in this respect,
Zalgiris is the name of both an important battle in the history of
Lithuania, where the independence of the country was defended, as
well as a popular and successful basketball team. Therefore, the title
of this work brings both of these meanings into play.

Fig. 9 Ugnius Gelguda. Zalgiris, 2007
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CREATIVE METHODOLOGY

In this section | will describe the methods | have applied in my
creative process to construct a fictionat Lithuanian community,

and to give shape to my thoughts around my own history and

my dislocation, as | have outlined below. | have used three main
methods for the construction of this body of work. The first method
pettains to the way in which | have sourced material for my work,
the second refers to the systematic way in which | have reflected on
my current situation and the third concerns the specific questions
about my identity as a Lithuanian.

One of the most important tools | have used is the Internet, which
I approached as a global field where the exchange of ideas take
place.The Internet was used in my work in the following ways:

- Swings: Examples for the pattern for the weaving the sashes

were found on the Internet, as well as e-mailed to me from
Lithuania. This is significant because it reveals the way in which,

in contemporary society, the proliferation of digital media affords
easier communication between geographically removed parts of
the world. Moreover, the Internet plays an important role in the
way in which things are represented to us in contemporary society,
and thus makes an important contribution to the way in which
communities are constructed and their identities are “imagined”.

~ Do Potatoes Matter?: images for my short video were sourced
exclusively from Internet forums, blogs and chats. By using them,

I have self-consciously harvested material from the “imaginations”
and representations of a number of Internet users. The work, in
some ways, represents the kinds of images that have surfaced

as being important in the way in which Lithuanian culture is
understood and represented. Of course, since | am currently outside
of Lithuania, these platforms also inform my own constructions of
Lithuanian identity.

~ 15 Reasons to Breathe: The texts for this work were taken from
online forums that discuss what it means to be Lithuanian and

43
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what life is like in the country. | wanted to use them because they
revealed some of the major streams in discussions about Lithuania,
and the way in which the national identity is being articulated. The
fact that this could be accessed through the Internet is important,
because ! find myself currently at a distance from the place that
they are talking about, vet, | can find people with similar interests,
or people from my “nation-based” cormmunity even from here,

The particularities of their texts guided me to reflect on my own
memories and perceptions about the place where | come from, and
am now representing, and re-constructing within a new space,

In all these examples, it is evident that the Internet has had a
large influence on my production here. This is intended to reflect
an engagement with the way in which the Internet shapes our
expressions and our representations, but also, to signify the
changing relationship between people from different countries
through the communication possibilities brought about by
technological developments.

Throughout the process of creating a fictional Lithuanian
community in Cape Town, | endeavoured to self-consciously
consider the ways in which | was trying to bring aspects of my
Lithuanian context into my daily living. Some of the most salient of
these include:

~ Collecting different fragments of experiences from other
communities. Memorising, stealing all bits and pieces of images,
sounds, tastes and smetlls that are familiar to me from my own
history and traditions. This magpie approach was vital, as it suggests
in the first place that the experiences one regards as unigue to one’s
own cuiture, are seldom thus. It further underscores the “imagined”
nature of the sense of community.

~ Projecting personal values and expectations on the other
communities. Assuming that other people will behave the same way
as people frorn my community would behave in the same situation.
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this essay serves to introduce my personal concerns as they relate to
my work.

In addition, my analysis of the work of selected contemporary

artists who in their concepts and approaches resonate with my own
practice, constituted a very important part of my study. As particular
examples, | have selected to discuss the works of Lithuanian artists
Andrius Novickas and Ugnius Gelguda, South Korean-USA artist
Do-Ho Suh, and Kenyan-South African artist Mimi Cherono Ng'ok.

{ have consciously chosen artists from different parts of the world,
so to illustrate their diverse strategies, but they nevertheless share
an interest in the function of national symbols, or the relationship
between an individual and his or her community.

The construction of a hctional community necessitates the mastery
of certain strategic and technological methods and processes.

| have endeavoured to make use of important tools in global
communication, especially the Internet, while at the same time
reflecting on one of the most basic elements of human interaction,
namely language and one’s native tongue. | have drawn on my
personal experiences throughout, and in this sense, the project
can be seen as highly individualized reflection on myself, and

my country of origin. In my work, | did not aim to develop a “real”
community, but instead, to create a sense of belonging and a
deeper understanding of the existing balance between freedom
and loneliness, versus, on the other hand, the security of being
inside a native community.

Finding myself now at the end of this process, | have to ask what my
motivation was to create this fictional community. Would it have
made me happy to bring over to Cape Town a few thousands of
Lithuanians? | doubt it. Maybe then, to open a Lithuanian language
course, so that finally I would have somebody, except the cats, to
talk to? | am not, however, really sure that anybody would find a
practical reason to learn a language with seven grammatical cases
of decliner and thirteen participles, and with only four millions

59
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native speakers, Would | really want to hear“Oh yes, | know these
Lithuanians!’ just to see articles in the newspapers about crimes
committed by some Lithuanian immigrant? Of course not. The
notion of creating a Lithuanian community here, was never
intended 1o represent an actual movement of people, but rather
to draw attention to the impossibility of recreating one place in
another.

At this time, | also have to review the process | have undergone, my
subjective experiences of being here. Could it be that | quite like to
be seen as “exotic”? After reflecting on these issues for a long time,
both privately as well as in my work, | came to the answer that there
is no final answer, no one solution by which to position myself in
relation to my context. And, it is all right to feel differently every day.
One day, | am missing my Lithuanian community, and the next one,
I am thinking that | could never feel as free and independent inside
it, as | am here, through being a total stranger. | believe that the
dynamic between an individual and a community is different at any
given point of time, and depends on many different components,
And | feel that | cannot draw a line, because itis in a very human
nature to seek both for freedom and security. And this is exactly
what | have done expressing these dynamics through my artworks.
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