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G ROMA ART Everyone wants to breathe the air that belongs to us all
and go to the places that belong to us all. Everyone has the right to do
what they want. I do not want to be told what I should or should not do.
G PHOTO STORY Auditions are short, just three minutes per person.
Candidates can chose whatever they want to play, as well as the
instrument (singing is also an option). e choice of repertoire is limited
to jazz and classical music; muzak or elevator music is out of the question.
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Daniel Baker, whose work “Mirrored Books” was part of the “Houses as
Silver as Tents” exhibition in the Zachęta National Gallery of Art in Warsaw,
said that the “image of Roma in books and newspapers is not created by
Roma themselves”. The Roma artist took 48 historical books and stories about
Roma and copied their covers onto mirrored surfaces. In so doing he tried to
highlight the fact that any description of the Roma community is a reflection 
of how they are seen, or want to be seen, by other people.
Art defines our world in a visual sense. It also defines and describes the artist,
their identity and the community to which they belong. Roma artists have only
recently been able to make use of this ‘privilege’. Up until the middle of the
twentieth century, the way in which Roma were presented and represented was
monopolised by artists who were not even Romani. Any work  produced by
Roma was termed folk art, primitive, naïve or archetypal.
Today, Roma artists, like Roma intellectuals, are creating a new Roma identity.
They are both educated and proud of their roots. They are reconstructing
history and building a Roma culture, and determining how it can be presented
to the world. The crowning achievement in this process was the First Roma
Pavilion at the 52nd Venice Biennale of Contemporary Art. This highlighted the
changing approach to Roma, which was a consequence of modern reflections
on society, ethnicity and multiculturalism. It was obvious to see that art was
also burdened with stereotypes about Roma and the people with this bias had
excluded Roma art from the official canon, believing it to be invalid and not
appropriate.
Today, Roma artists are active across a wide variety of fields. They are
repossessing, negating, analysing and changing stereotypes. They are creating
an image of Roma which stands in opposition to that manufactured by the
dominant culture. In this way they are discovering new sides to Roma tradition,
highlighting its relationship with modern culture. Furthermore, they are
fighting for an audience as they know full well that their work can quickly be
pigeonholed into ethnographic art or art which becomes noticeable only when
Roma issues hit the headlines for whatever reason. 
There are of course other obstacles in the perception of Roma in Europe, which
have become synonymous with society’s problems. There has been no real
debate on or consideration of Roma culture and any public debate largely
concerns the values which, according to many, hinder the integration  of this
community with the rest of Europe. It is therefore difficult to promote the work
of Roma artists, unless theirs is a Cinderella-like tale of Gypsy rags to riches.
But even then any discussion on the artistic merits of their work is sidelined
and the work of the artist ends up in another pigeonhole labelled “Roma art”. 
Enjoy this edition of “Pheniben”!

Joanna Talewicz-Kwiatkowska
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mediation and also dismissed a
motion by the attorney
representing the Roma Aleksander
Sikorski, for the minority group to
be interviewed with the help of a
sworn Romani translator. “e
questions that were asked in
Romanian should be understood
by the defendants as they are
citizens of Romania,” according to
the resident sworn translator, who
seemed to forget the fact that the
Romanian Roma have been living
in Poland for a long period of time.
e next hearing will take place on
10 January, 2014.

DECEMBER 
Poland
Facebook Crime
A nineteen year old from south-
eastern Poland will stand before
court for posting comments on
Facebook that insult Roma.
Investigators were made aware of
the post when someone

anonymously informed the public
prosecutor’s office about the
comments. 
e woman has been charged with
insulting Roma. She could be
imprisoned for up to three years.
“e woman has pleaded guilty
and has filed a motion to accept the
penalty freely and voluntarily,”
according to Łukasz Harpula, the
deputy district prosecutor for the
city of Rzeszów.
It is the first case which has ended
with someone being charged
following the establishment in
October of a specially-trained
group of investigators. e crack
team of prosecutors are responsible
for the investigation of fascist, Nazi
and racist content.

Spain
Inspirational Tarragona

The aim of the programme, which kicked off in
November 2013 in a school in Tarragona, western
Spain, is to improve the level of education of
children and adults of the Roma community.
Twenty parents of the children that go to the school
will be able to complete their secondary education
here. “I’ve been given a second chance, what’s
more so have my children. I want them to learn,
study, finish university and do the things that I
wasn’t able to do,” says 27-year-old Jesus Gonzalez.
“Hopefully, the fact that we’re at school as well will
motivate the children to study,” he adds.
The school offers its new pupils the chance to take
IT classes, and classes in English and Spanish for
people who cannot read or write. “At last, I can help
my son with his homework because I wasn’t able
to read the tasks before,” says 34-year-old Amador.
The first thing that pops into people’s minds when
they think of Spanish Roma is the flamenco, which
certainly is a part of their culture. However, that
does not change the fact that the 750,000-strong
community still suffers from social exclusion.
Approximately four percent of Roma still live in
ramshackle temporary camps and unemployment
is high (thirty-six percent in 2011), according to the
Roma Secretariat Foundation, whose aim it is to
improve the social standing of Roma in Spain. They
also seek to raise the (currently poor) standard of
education amongst Roma because they see this as
the key to escape poverty. According to the Roma
Secretariat Foundation, over fifty percent of
Spanish Roma are not formally educated and 8.6
percent cannot read or write.
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OCTOBER 
Hungary
Dawn of Darkness
A group of radical ultra-right
wingers in Budapest have
announced the establishment of a
new political force under the name
of “Hungarian Dawn” (MH),
inspired by the Greek neo-Nazis of
“Golden Dawn”. MH, established
by former members of far-right
“Jobbik”, have already stated their
intention to take part in the 2014
elections. “Hungarian Dawn” has
declared their affinity for “Golden
Dawn” and their wish to work
more closely with the Greek neo-
Nazis. What is more, the founders
of MH are disappointed that
“Jobbik” allowed its military wing,
the “Hungarian Guard
Movement”, to be dissolved.
“Magyar Gárda” terrorised local
Roma by organising marches
through places where Hungarian
Roma lived.
In August of this year, three far-
right Hungarian racists were
sentenced to life imprisonment for
armed assault, attacks and the
murder of six Roma in 2008-2009.
ey claimed that the “Magyar
Gárda” had been too “so” in its
activities.

France – Kosovo
Dibrani Family Woes
leonarda Dibrani, the teenager
Roma girl who was expelled from
France to Kosovo, has once again
had to come to terms with yet
another personal tragedy. leonarda
and her family were attacked in
Kosovska Mitrovica and her
injured mother was taken to
hospital. Associated Press reported
that the family were attacked by a
Roma couple and both families are
now being questioned by the
police.
e Dibranis had been living in
Paris. e Roma family’s
application for political asylum was
rejected by the French Ministry of
the Interior which led to
leonarda’s father being
apprehended by the French police
on 8 October and sent back to
Kosovo. e day aer, leonarda’s
mother and her five siblings were
arrested by the police. 15-year-old
leonarda was on a school trip at
the time. e police stopped the
school bus and took leonarda
away in front of all her classmates.
e incident rocked the French
public, thousands protested in
Paris and even those who had
previously supported the radical
actions taken against the Roma
were outraged. Is this the straw that
breaks the camel’s back?

NOVEMBER 
Slovakia
Neo-Nazi Governor 
Martin Kotleba, leader of the
banned “Slovenská Pospolitosť”
(“Slovak Solidarity”), which harks
back to the traditions of the Slovak
Nazi puppet state created aer the
partition of Czechoslovakia by the
ird Reich, has been elected
governor of the Banská Bystrica
Region.
e new governor is known for
organising protests and marches
against the Slovakian Roma
minority. He is currently head of
the nationalistic “People Party -
Our Slovakia”. European neo-Nazi
parties seem to be growing in
strength and we can only hope that
recent declarations by economists
of the official end to the global
crisis may buck this trend.

Poland
Wrocław in Court
Wrocław witnessed the start of a
court case on the eviction of a
group of Romanian Roma living
illegally in a camp on
Kamieńskiego street. e land on
which they have been staying
belongs to the local authorities. 
Arkadiusz Filipowski, a spokesman
for the mayor of Wrocław, claimed
that the Roma of Kamieńskiego
street need to leave for two reasons.
Firstly, their stay was illegal and
secondly, the living conditions in
the Roma camp are unhealthy and
dangerous. e Wrocław local
authorities indicated in the writ for
the eviction of the Roma that the
use of public property by the
Romanian Roma community is
unacceptable. Also, residents in
nearby blocks of flats have
repeatedly complained about their
‘difficult neighbours’.
e court rejected appeals for

The English edition of “Dialog-Pheniben” is now available from AppStore.It is the first ever opin-
ion-forming Roma quarterly sold internationally. The mobile version also includes films, music and galleries
that are not available in the print version.
Debates for Dialogue. Two “Debates for Dialogue” took place at the end of 2013. One was held during
“The Freedom and the Peace” Festival where there were several discussions dedicated to the life and work
of Papusza (Bronisława Wajs), the Polish-Roma poet and singer. The other took place in Katowice and was
dedicated to Roma art and artists. More to come in 2014.
The two-CD “Papusza” album was released in November. It features music by famed Polish composer
Jan Kanty Pawluśliewicz as well as archive recordings of Papusza made between 1959 and 1979 produced
by National Polish Radio. The CD containing the archive recordings of Papusza is produced by the “Picture
Doc” Foundation and “Dialog-Pheniben”.
The international conference entitled “In the Shadow of Genocide. Integration Problems of Roma
and Sinti” took place in Kraków on the 3 December.
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Image            and Likeness

Thoughts on Roma in Art
and the Art of Roma

R O M A  A R T

� Gabi Jimenez: “Caravans and the Cypresses”, 30x40cm, 2001 private collection.
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� � Oil paintings depicting a Roma woman dated
approximately 1890-1930, artist unknown.
A photograph taken by Timea Junghaus at a flea market 
in Ecseri, Hungary, October 2013, where many such paintings 
are still offered for sale. 
� André Jenő Raatzsch: “The arrival of a Roma artist 
in Hungary”, a video installation, 2011. Property of the artist.  
� Lili Csokonai: “I had a dream”, an installation including 
live animals, 2013, also presented on YouTube. 

�

�
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Viewing the ‘Roma problem’ from a postcolonial perspective is
not just a device created for the purpose of this article. It is a
research methodology introduced in the “Image of the Roma
in Western Art”. It demonstrates that Roma in Central Europe
have become what savages1 from Africa and Asia were for

Western Europe. It also shows how the image of Roma has become sexualized
and feminized as has the image of Black people (Figures 1 and 2).
Some of the more interesting ways of contesting traditional and stereotypical
images of Roma are social and artistic efforts that aim to legitimise Roma
art2 (Figures 3 and 4). It is worth taking a look at the beginnings of these
endeavours and their development. 

G Genesis
1968 – Creation of Genius
In the second half of the 20th century, Roma writers, artists, and film direc-
tors who dealt with Roma themes in their work were finally admitted into
the primary cultural sphere. After the First World Roma Congress, Roma
artists demanded to be recognised as a group. Until that time, Roma art was
regarded as a collection of curiosities rather than the work of individual
artists. Individual works of art were deemed to be art only when presented
by an art collector or an aficionado of folk art.3 The first mention of Roma
art on the Central European scene (then called Gipsy painting) was in 1968,
when art historian István Kerékgyártó and ethnographer Pál Bánszky dis-
covered a Roma genius, the old hermit painter János Balázs.4 Balázs was a
primitivist who started painting in Pécskődomb, Hungary when he was sixty

R O M A  A R T

G Unemployment, poverty and the social
exclusion of Roma are oen seen as by-products
of Roma culture G is damaging stereotype
can be countered if we take a look 
at the so-called ‘Roma problem’ 
from a different point of view, 
from a postcolonial perspective.

Tímea Junghaus

�

�



�
�

�

�

� János Balázs: “Music”, oil on canvas, 100x110cm, 1974.
� János Balázs: “Feast”, oil on canvas, 100x130cm, 1971.  
� János Balázs: “The Palace of the Turtle King”, oil on canvas, 75x80cm, 1974,
property of the Hungarian Institute for Education Research and Development.

Károly Beri: 
“No Title”, 
1996 
(painting used on the
cover of a catalogue
for an exhibition 
of Roma artists in
Hungary organised
by Ágnes Daróczi).
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three years old. In fact Pécskődomb can also be proud of two other excep-
tionally talented artists5, Jolán Oláh and András Balogh Balázs, however
Kerékgyártó and Bánszky were not eager to recognise them, as it would have
diminished the miraculous discovery of János Balázs.  

The success of Balázs was a great inspiration and source of encouragement
for other Roma artists of the same region. Despite this fact, Balázs was still
considered an outsider, a painter-visionary (Figures 5, 6 and 7). Until the
end of the 1970s, interest in Roma art in Central and Eastern Europe mostly
came from institutions devoted to ethnic minorities and from aficionados
of alternative and Naïve art, i.e. from those people who saw Roma art as an
ethnographic phenomenon. Hence, they paradoxically contributed to keep-
ing this art on the periphery. Even to this day, some contemporary artists in
Central Europe are hostile towards the art of minorities, because it ignores
the aesthetic norms regarded as canonical by the majority of society.6 The
art scene is ruled, under the guise of the pursuit of excellence, by aesthetic
discrimination whose motivation is no different from that of racial or gender
discrimination. This type of elitism in art is just another form of social in-
equality. 

1980s – Awakening
The beginning of the Roma cultural movement in Europe began with the
“First National Exhibition of Self-Taught Romany Artists”7, which took place
in Hungary in 1979. It was organised by activist Ágnes Daróczi in the Pataky
Cultural Centre in Budapest (Figure 8). The event drew international eyes;
it also won many admirers of Roma art and had a deep and rejuvenating in-
fluence on the creative arts of Roma in Central and Eastern Europe. The
second exhibition organised by Ágnes Daróczi took place in the Ethno-
graphic Museum in Budapest and in the Pataky Cultural Centre in Budapest
in 1989. The marketing materials for it encouraged people to see the exotic
objects of an alien civilization.
Thanks to the extraordinarily supportive reaction of the media, Daróczi
managed to bring together a large international group of Roma artists. She
also began work on a monograph on European Roma art, which unfortu-
nately was never published, but it inspired the French poet, writer and
painter Sandra Jayat to organise the “Première Mondiale d’art Tzigane”
(World Exhibition of Roma Artists) in the Parisian Conciergerie in 1985.
These exhibitions were an international success and were priceless both as
a source of inspiration for Roma artists from all over Europe and as a catalyst
for Roma creativity. The consequences of these exhibitions were discussed
during the Third World Roma Congress at Göttingen in 1981, where Ágnes
Daróczi befriended a Roma activist from Czechoslovakia (today’s Czech Re-
public), Karel Holomek, who at that time was the leading force working to-
wards the creation of the Czech “Museum of Romani Culture”8 as well as
Thomas Acton, Professor of Romani Studies at Greenwich University who
was curator of the first exhibition of Roma artists in Great Britain.9

Tímea Junghaus
An art historian and PhD
researcher in Theory 
of Culture and Audiovisual
Arts at the University 
of Eötvös Loránd in Hungary.
A curator of many
exhibitions, including 
the Roma Pavilion at the
Venice Biennale in 2007.
The author and co-editor 
of publications on European
Roma visual arts, such as
“Meet your Neighbours 
– Contemporary Roma Art
from Europe”, Open Society
Institute, 2006. 
Executive Director 
of the European Roma
Cultural Foundation.



	 David Zeman: 
“The Roma Road”, 
façade mural of the Museum
of Romani Culture in Brno,
Czech Republic. 
Photograph courtesy of the
Museum. 
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1990s – Epiphany
At the beginning of the 1990s, the interpretation of the cultural output
of ethnic minorities was possible thanks to a paradigm shift, often called
a cultural shift, in professional literature. The process had actually already
begun as early as the 1970s. Culture became one of the main subjects of
contemporary discourse in Central Europe. It was a time when the no-
tion of cultural democracy was being defined in various public discus-
sions in Central and Eastern Europe. Civil society was growing stronger
and civil policy, which was a preamble to cultural democracy, was slowly
being formed. In academic circles, this change stemmed from misgivings
characteristic not only of ethnic groups, but also of society, gender and
social class. It also created an increased interest in research into the his-
tory and values of Roma culture. It not only became clear that art was
full of stereotypes about Roma, but also that in cultural terms Roma art
was classified as naïve, barbaric, primitive, primal, archetypal and auto-
didactic. When Roma intellectuals decided that some of the most im-
portant aspects of their mission was to research and to present Roma art
and to combat stereotypes and prejudices towards the image of Roma,
they expected to face a hostile environment armed with modest means.
Contrary to this expectation, they created interest in Roma art. 

Beginning of 21st Century – Definition
At the beginning of the 21st century, the Roma cultural movement in
Central and Eastern Europe produced active cultural theorists. Art his-
torian Jana Horváthová defended her PhD thesis on Roma culture; so-
ciologist Angéla Kóczé wrote her first text on social injustice and on
gender issues; media theorist Mária Bogdán spent a year at Columbia
University in New york studying the role of the media in the represen-
tation of ethnic minorities; graphic designer Tibor Balogh was the first
Roma artist to graduate from the Hungarian Academy of Fine Arts.
Many intellectuals began to specialise in research on the representation
of Roma and their contribution to culture. In the first decade of the 21st

century, Roma artists took part in many international events devoted to
contemporary art with great success.10 A lively debate on Roma identity
coupled with the appearance of Roma cultural experts began to topple
the complicated structures of cultural discrimination. Roma culture ini-
tiated new phenomena, such as the renewal of a permanent exhibit at
the Museum of Romani Culture in Brno (Figure 9), a professional, multi-
functional space at the museum, and a carefully planned strategy of pre-
senting the history of Roma in a well-researched and interesting manner.
The attempts of showcasing Roma artists in the official sphere of con-
temporary culture11 are of equal importance. The list of Roma artists
compiled by ethnographer and librarian Zsuzsa Bódi at the Hungarian
Institute for Culture and Art in 2004, documented over 200 people from
Hungary, Austria, Slovakia, Romania, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic and
the former yugoslavia. The research encompassed an ever-growing area
and by 2006, when preparations for the First Roma Pavilion at the 52nd

Venice Biennale began, we had identified and contacted Roma artists
from all over Europe.12

G Exodus
2007 – First Roma Pavilion

The opening of the First Roma Pavilion
was the culmination of long defining
process, in which contemporary Roma
art was presented (Figure 10 and 11)
for the first time. Contemporary Roma
art completely breaks with tradition
and offers audiences an entirely new vi-
sion of Roma culture, art and politics as
multifaceted units and not a monolith
with an identity imposed on it by the
majority. There are no more Gypsies,
this grotesque political construct. The
Gypsy identity is seen as a uniform cat-
egory of alien, separate from the White
community. At the same time, the
image of the alien has helped define
and strengthen the identity of the
White community and in so doing
deny other communities the right to be
portrayed, i.e. Roma. 

Contemporary Roma art and culture
are helping Roma escape this concep-
tual pigeonholing. Contemporary Roma
art clearly tell us that all meaning is
context-specific. It encourages the
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�

Kiba Lumberg: “My Father”, installation at the Roma Pavilion, at the 52nd Venice Biennale of Contemporary Art 2007.

viewer to leave racism and prejudice behind and re-analyse the relationship
between the subjective perspectives of the Gajo (i.e. non-Roma) and the
Gypsy world. The Roma Pavilion was the first conscious rebellion of sub-
ordinated people13, led by Roma intellectuals in Europe. Roma theorists and
artists have shown that within the visual arts, the subordination of Roma,
and the burden of being alien and its related symbolic and epistemic vio-
lence, as well as the act of Roma colonisation by the European majority, is
the most obvious and visible. 

The First Roma Pavilion at the 52nd Venice Biennale of Contemporary Art
was also an attempt at answering criticism of the way in which various
countries had been traditionally presented at the event. Moreover, 2007,
the year in which the First Roma Pavilion took place, was also important
because the exhibition proposed a vision of a supranational identity, which
was both modern, competitive, multilingual, and multicultural and as such
was the embodiment of many European ideals at the time, for example,
adaptability, mobility, multiculturalism, etc. In this context, Roma are rather
a treasure and not a problem as they had been portrayed before. 

At the Biennale, sixteen Roma artists from eight European countries pre-
sented a shared supranational vision. For example, Gabi Jimenez critically
analysed the institution of art, pointing out the ambivalent and conflicting
relations between artists and art dealers, between outsiders and represen-
tatives of the mainstream and, of course, between Roma and non-Roma.
Audiences can decode his paintings only when they know where to find
the caravan, hidden in van Gogh’s art, i.e. in the landscape of Saintes Marie
de la Mer. How could they possibly know why the Gypsies in his paintings
do not have mouths? His paintings are full of hidden meanings (Figures 12,
13, and 14). Gypsy caravans are everywhere, to the point that we do not
even notice them anymore. A caravan appears on the horizon, but we only
see houses and roofs because this is what we expect to see in this landscape.
The key to our survival was discretion, claims the artist, therefore the Gypsies
in his paintings have large eyes, but they do not have mouths which would
allow them to speak. 

The people in the paintings of Damian le Bas seem familiar, because the
artist consciously plays with images deeply rooted in the collective cultural
consciousness, for example, Elvis Presley, Mickey Mouse or other mythical
or literary characters from English or Irish culture, and he combines them
with pictures, fragments and symbols rooted in the tradition of Roma no-
mads or in his own memory, (Figures 15 and 16). The result is an extraor-
dinary play on the imagination, which carries a universal message, densely
populated with details, accessories and fragments of texts, waiting for the
viewer to study, decipher and analyse them. Since 2007, the artist has been
using old maps as canvas on which he paints colourful faces with huge eyes.
He paints them, wipes them away, draws them again and then crosses them
out, not only literally but symbolically also. He erases boundaries imposed
by time, history and tradition and he fills in the familiar geography with
his own Roma ancestors, with nomads. During the First Roma Pavilion at
the Venice Biennale in 2007, le Bas placed over twenty of his large



Roma Pavilion in Venice.



 Gabi Jimenez: “Caravans”,
18x24cm, 2007, private collection.
� Gabi Jimenez: 
“Saintes-Maries de-la-Mer 2 – The
People”, 149x114cm, 2000, 
property of the artist.
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2007-2013 – Exhibitions and Debates

The speedy recognition of Roma art contributed to the legitimisation of the term
‘contemporary Roma art’. While in 2006, art historians and experts widely contested
this term, in 2011 there were a host of international Roma art exhibitions. On 8
April 2011, on International Roma Day, an exhibition entitled “New Media in Our
Hands / Roma New Media Artists in Central Europe” was opened. The curator was
the young Sarolta Péli, daughter of the renowned Roma painter Tamás Péli. The
exhibition mostly presented young Roma artists from Hungary, Slovakia and the
Czech Republic. It also showcased new trends, for example, young Roma artists
that used modern technology to convey their ideas on artistic creativity and on
ways of organising their communities. In mid-April 2011, the first commercial
Roma art gallery, Galerie Kai Dikhas, opened in Berlin (Figure 20). Its first exhibi-
tion presented the work of lita Cabellut, a female Roma artist from Spain. In the
same year, the gallery showed the works of Daniel Baker, Gabi Jimenez, Damian
James le Bas and Delaine le Bas. From 26 May to 8 June 2011, during the Wiener
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palimpsest ‘maps’ on the walls and even the floor. His project of creating a map, a
symbolic map, of the Gypsy community, of all the subtle, hidden relationships be-
tween various communities and nations of Europe and the world hints at a need
and desire to create a symbolic territory, a personal territory of the artist and his
family, and a Roma identity (Figures 17 and 18).

The work of female Roma artists is of crucial importance because it reflects the
marginal position of Roma women. For example, in Delaine le Bas’ ethnographic
collection devoted to non-Roma, white men are depicted in the same way that Gyp-
sies were often portrayed in the European tradition of photography and the fine
arts (Figure 19). The work of Delaine le Bas shows the painful truth of how a dom-
inating and racist community creates multiple barriers in relations between races and
also the fact that groups prevented from participating fully in our society feel un-
wanted, worthless and frustrated.     

�
Damian Le Bas: “Colt 45”, acrylic on canvas, 127x127cm, 2005, property of the artist. 

�
Damian Le Bas: “Roma Europe”, mixed media on printed map, 76.5x67.3cm, 2007,

property of the artist.

�
Delaine Le Bas: “Collage”, “Safe European Home?”, 2011.
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and 2013, the number of events and exhibitions continued to grow, mainly thanks
to the work of Galerie Khai Dikhas14 in Berlin and Gallery8 in Budapest which de-
voted a large space to contemporary Roma art15. 

�
Romanians are striving to
change the name “Roma”
back to “Gypsy” 
to differentiate “good”
Romanians from the Roma. 
A billboard campaign 
in Brussels:
www.nouadreapta.org.
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Festwochen festival in Vienna, a series of shows entitled “Safe European
Home?” took place. A huge installation by Delaine and Damian James le
Bas occupied a space in front of the Austrian Parliament, while inside
Suzana Milevska was the curator of the “Roma Protocol” exhibition. The
message conveyed by artists such as Milutin Jovanovic, Marika Schmiedt,
Alfred Ullrich, Małgorzata Mirga-Tas and Marta Kotlarska and the ideas of
the curators involved were reinforced by a presentation given by one of the
most innovative theorists on postcolonialism Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak.
In her presentation, Spivak encouraged artists to take advantage of postcolo-
nial criticism in creating Roma art, not only as a distant allegory, but also
as a real tool for it to gain its rightful position amongst Western democracies.
At the same time, during the World Roma Festival KHAMORO 2011 in
Prague, an international exhibition and conference of the Ministry of Edu-
cation entitled “Attention: Segregation Seriously Harms you and the People
Around you” took place. Maria Hlavajova organised the “Call the Witness”
exhibition in the Roma Pavilion at the 54th Venice Biennale of Contempo-
rary Art. Earlier, a Roma art exhibition was opened at BAK (Basis voor
Actuele Kunst) in Utrecht. In November 2011, another exhibition entitled
“Reconsidering Roma – Aspects of Roma and Sinti life in Contemporary
Art” (curators lith Bahlmann and Matthias Reichelt), was opened in Berlin.
It was located in the beautiful interior of the Kunstquartier Bethanien Art
Gallery. At the same time, a conference on the position of Roma in Europe,
organised by Allianz Kulturstiftung (the Allianz Cultural Foundation),
opened up a theoretical debate on Roma art and culture. In the years 2012

� � 

� � 

Galerie Kai Dikhas in Berlin. 
Photograph by 
Nihad Nino Pušija/Galerie Kaidikhas.
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is as much a political as it is an epistemological project22. Decolonisation was defined
as a kind of epistemological disobedience23, epistemological dissociation24, and epistemo-
logical reconstruction25. Therefore, Roma art searches for a new humanity or for social
liberation from all kinds of organised power, because such power signifies inequality, dis-
crimination, exploitation and domination. Roma art indicates to us that to leave behind
the hegemonic narration and perspective, we must clearly define our own space, con-
figure anew the view of diaspora on many issues and allow ourselves to become simple
spectators; we must reveal our deeply rooted colonial behaviour and demonstrate it in
such a way that it loses all its charm; we must expose Western discourse as a historical
legend. 

The artistic activity of Roma goes even further; many artists and curators focus on the
analysis and description of the non-Roma mentality, in other words, the Whites (of
their racism, nationalism, and hatred towards Roma), because in this mentality they
see the main component of their own current situation. Contemporary Roma art, like
other areas of the Roma cultural movement, has the potential to shine a light, in an in-
novative way, on the asymmetry that marks the critical analysis of racial/ethnic forma-
tions and of cultural activities, in which the position of the majority (i.e. the Whites)
remains unquestioned, fundamental, homogenous, seemingly self-sufficient, and un-
changed by history or practice. Roma art helps to research the foundation of all those
racial formations and cultural positions. It may deprive the Whites of their informal
status; it may cause the Whites to become visible by confirming their normality and
their transparency.
The subordinated (subaltern) Roma can speak only when the Roma minority boldly
enters this hegemonic territory and becomes known as having real power, however, it
is a much more serious responsibility than mere identifying with some imaginary sub-
ordination.26 In the context of decolonisation, Roma art is not an ethnic, but rather a
political and epistemological activity; its purpose is not to fight for its own legitimisa-
tion, but to constantly combat anew everything that aims to destroy it. 

Oppression
Since 2008, the situation in Central and Eastern Europe has worsened significantly; de-
spite the fact that the growing number of artistic events around Europe related to Roma
art seems to point otherwise. Roma art is going through its worst period since the 1970s;
its material heritage is seriously threatened, completely invisible and inaccessible to the
public. For example, in Hungary between 1979 and 2004, six state collections (the
Ethnographic Museum, Museum of Hungarian Naïve Artists, Nógrád Museum of His-
tory, Romano Kher Museum in Budapest, Hungarian National Gallery and Hungarian
Institute for Culture and Art) bought over five thousand pieces of Roma art, however,
they have still not once organised a permanent exhibition or a recurring one, where
the audience might be able to get acquainted with Roma art. Currently, there is only
one institution on the map of Roma culture in Europe.

The cultural rights of the Roma minority are not respected. Roma are deprived of access
to their own cultural heritage and of the right to create, present and interpret their own
culture. The cultural and political recognition of Europe’s largest minority is crucial for
stability and peace in Europe. Moreover, we should look for solutions to this problem
mainly in Central and Eastern Europe.

Timea Junghaus
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G Prophets
Idolatry

Roma have undoubtedly often been the subject of physical attacks16, forced evictions,
mass deportations, economic exploitation, cultural contempt, and political marginali-
sation. An increasing number of paramilitary organisations, racist, neo-Nazi, and na-
tionalist groups in Central Europe use visual propaganda in their campaigns to spread
hate and encourage violence against Roma. Their websites and visual media are full of
new creative ways of humiliating Roma and of igniting hatred towards them17. We must
understand how this oppressive image works; we must not only realise why we should
appreciate Roma artists, but also learn how to recognise the hidden mechanisms of
persuasion, which constitute the intrinsic elements of the oppressive strategies that are
used. When writing about how black people are treated, Frantz Fanon uses the term
bodily curse to describe the phenomenon that takes place during initial visual contact,
which he summarises with the sentence: “look, a Negro!”. J.T. Mitchell explains how
racist mechanisms, with all their visual brutality divide the object under observation
in two, so that the object becomes invisible and hyper-visible at the same time. These
racist mechanisms cause it also to become a subject and something to both admire and
hated simultaneously18. According to Mitchell, this phenomenon is analogous to Biblical
idolatry. An idolater, like the Black man, simultaneously awakens admiration and hatred,
he appears to be insignificant, a slave, and at the same time he strikes fear as an alien or
even as a metaphysical being.

Legitimisation
In this oppressive, racist, and terror-inducing (visual) environment, Roma art has an
extremely important mission. It must destroy the traditional image of the Roma, created
by the hegemony and power of the White majority. However, is there an autonomous,
stylistically and graphically distinct branch of Roma art? This question can be answered
by looking at the history of art. In 2007, after the opening of the First Roma Pavilion at
the 52nd Venice Biennale, one of the most notable art historians in Hungary Gábor
Pataki wrote in a leading art magazine “Új Művészet” that “There is no doubt that we
are witnessing the birth… of autonomous Roma art.”19 Viktor Missiano, director of
Manifesta, one of the most prestigious international art events in the world, announced
during the opening ceremony of the Roma Pavilion in 2007 that “Roma art possesses
its own stylistics and iconography”. Roma art was accepted and legitimised by renowned
curators, such as: Maria Hlavajova (BAK in Utrecht), Suzana Milevska (Academy of
Fine Arts in Vienna) and Marina Griznic (Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna). In the
meantime, Central Europe is still not convinced about the legitimisation of Roma art.
What is more upsetting is the fact that Roma art stems from this very region and it is
in this region that it remains most prolific. 

Decolonisation
Roma artists have been searching for analytical and practical solutions that might enable
them to confront and to separate themselves from… the colonial model of power; in this
search they arrived at the concept of decolonisation20. The colonial model of power
brought with it social discrimination (racial, ethnic, anthropological) depending on the
social or geographical context21. The decolonisation of Roma in thought and in action
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in an official space devoted to contemporary art and could take advantage of the in-
frastructure of this institution to create their work. One look at the work presented
during the “Second Site” exhibition, which took place in london in March 2006,
makes us realise that the way we are supposed to see Roma visual arts has forever
changed; a paradigm shift has occurred.
12 Zsuzsa Bódi, a librarian of Roma descent, specialised in research in ethnic minori-
ties. During work at the Hungarian Institute for Educational Research and Devel-
opment she collected a rich bibliography pertaining to Roma culture studies and
created an informal archive of Roma art. She died in 2005. Her work is continued by
Ágnes Daróczi.
13 Research on what goals subordinated peoples have is often undertaken (naturally)
by the minorities themselves, often victims of discrimination. The term “subordinate”
(subaltern) was coined by Gayatri Spivak, who, during a series of exhibitions entitled
“Safe European Home?”, part of the Festwochen Festival in Vienna in 2011, postu-
lated the possibility of placing the European Roma in a postcolonial, theoretical
framework.
14 Galerie Khai Dikhas is a commercial Roma art gallery in Berlin:
www.khaidikhas.com.
15 Gallery8 is a modern exhibition devoted to art in the Eighth District of Budapest,
visited mostly by Roma inhabitants: www.gallery8.org. 
16 In June 2008, the paramilitary New Hungarian Guard marched through the town
of Galgagyörk intimidating its Roma inhabitants. A month later, in the same town,
the first of a series of attacks on Roma was instigated and shots were fired. The brutal
attacks resulted in many casualties: six people were killed including a five-year-old
boy, five people were seriously wounded including an eleven-year-old girl, and fifty
five other people were injured. Seventy eight shots were fired at Roma and eleven
Molotov cocktails were thrown. The statistics for other places in Europe are equally
tragic.
17 J. Kristeva, “Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection”, New york, Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 1982.
18 W. J.T. Mitchell: “What Do Pictures “Really” Want?”, “October”, no. 77. (Summer,
1996, p. 71-82).
19 Pataki, Gábor: “Mennyből a lúzer… Szubjektív velencei jegyzetek”, Új Művészet (a
Hungarian art magazine), 8/2007.
20 Mignolo, Walter: “The Darker Side of Western Modernity: Global Futures, De-
colonial Options”, Durham, Duke UP; Walter Mignolo, 2011.
21 Mignolo, Walter: “Delinking”, Cultural Studies 21(2-3). 200, p. 449-514.
22 Mignolo 2011: p. xxiv-xxiv.
23 Mignolo 2011: p. 122-123.
24 Mignolo 2007: p. 450.
25 Quijano, Aníbal: “Coloniality and Modernity/Rationality”, Cultural Studies 21(2-
3). 200, p. 168-178.
26 “Conversations with Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak”, Swapan Chakravorty, Suzana
Milevska, Toni E. Barlow, published by Seagull Books, 2006.
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Notes

1 É. KOVÁCS: “Fekete testek, fehér testek”, Beszélő, 14.évfolyam I. szám, 2009.
2 S. PÉlI: “New Media In Our Hands/Roma New Media Artists from Central-Europe”,
an exhibition at the Kunsthalle Budapest, 8-30 April 2011. Introduction to the Exhibi-
tion Catalogue: www.romacult.org.
3 Several Roma organisations emerged in the 1960s in France and Great Britain. As
these organisations grew, as did interest in forming an international Roma organisation.
After years of preparations, in April 1971, Roma from many European countries gath-
ered together for the First World Roma Congress in Orpington near london. The Con-
gress, regarded as the first significant international meeting of Roma, was extremely
successful. As a result, the International Roma Union was formed, a flag was established,
and the song “Gelem, Gelem”, composed by Jarko Jovanovic, was chosen as its anthem.
Moreover, the delegates unanimously voted to establish International Roma Day on 8
April. The Congress also decided that the word “Rom” should be the politically correct
word denoting all Roma, Gypsy, Manouche, Kale, Kalderash and other Roma tribes.
The word “Rom” in the Roma language means “man”.
4 Pál Bánszky, A képzőművészet vadvirágai: 100 népművészeti és naiv szemléletű mag-
yar alkotó (Wild Flowers of Fine Arts: 100 Hungarian Artists of Popular and Naïve Ap-
proach) Kecskemét: Pál Bánszky, 1997, p. 48. 
5 Jolán Oláh and András Balogh Balázs also lived in Pécskődomb. Their artistic careers
were first researched as late as 2003. Due to the reluctant attitude (and neglect) of Hun-
garian experts, András Balogh Balázs burnt all his works, including those from the
1960s.
6 Roma artists appeared on the official contemporary art scene in 2004, at the “Elhall-
gatott Holokauszt” exhibition (The Hidden Holocaust) at the Kunsthalle Budapest.
7 More information is available in the catalogues prepared for subsequent exhibitions
(available only in Hungarian): Ágnes Daróczi, “Autodidakta Cigány Képzőművészek
Országos Kiállítása” (National Fine Arts Exhibition of Self-Taught Romani Artists),
published by Zsigmond Karsai, Budapest, 1979; Ágnes Daróczi, “Autodidakta Cigány
Képzőművészek II Országos Kiállítása” (The 2nd National Fine Arts Exhibition of Self-
Taught Romani Artists), published by István Kerékgyártó, Budapest, 1989; Ágnes
Daróczi, “Roma Képzőművészek III Országos Kiállítása” (The 3rd National Fine Arts
Exhibition of Self-Taught Romani Artists), published by Éva Kalla i István Kerékgyártó,
Budapest, 2000.
8 The Museum of Romani Culture in Brno, in the Czech Republic was established in
1991. 
9 More information can be found in an article by Grace Acton and Thomas Acton, “Sec-
ond Site. An exhibition by four artists from Roma/Gypsy/Traveller communities”, Uni-
versity of Greenwich, london, 2006.
10 These exhibitions include: “Second Site” at the Stephen lawrence Gallery in london
in 2006; “The Hidden Holocaust” at the Kunsthalle Budapest in 2004, and “We are what
we are: Aspects of Roma life in Contemporary Art”, a touring exhibition that was
shown at the Nouâ Gallery in Bucharest in 2006, the ŠKUC Gallery in ljubljana in
2005, the Ján Koniarek Gallery in Trnava in 2005; the Municipal Museum of Ústí nad
labem in 2005, and the Minoriten Gallery in Graz in 2004.
11 The 2004 exhibition “The Hidden Holocaust” was the first exhibition at the Kun-
sthalle Budapest, the museum regarded as the “bastion of contemporary art” for Roma
artists. It was the first time that Roma artists (eleven in total) could present their work
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What is boundless has boundaries 

Freedom is always a tragedy, because any question about freedom
always evokes a paradox. Jean-Jacques Rousseau noted this when
he curtly (even brutally) claimed, “Man is born free and
everywhere he is in chains.” His spiritual followers also
recognised this paradox when at the beginning of the French

revolution they declared, in Article 4 of the Declaration of the Rights of Man
and Citizen, which was proclaimed by the Constitution of 26 August 1789,
that “liberty consists in being able to do anything that does not harm others.
Thus, the exercise of the natural rights of every man has no bounds other
than those that ensure to other members of society the enjoyment of these
same rights. These bounds may be determined only by law.”
Hence, what is boundless does in fact have boundaries…
However, these boundaries are not imposed by religion. Benedict Spinoza
had already begun the process of freeing Western thought from religious
boundaries in the 17th century, when he wrote that there was no free will,
there was only freedom. But perhaps this took place even earlier when Jean
Buridan, a 14th century French philosopher, made the famous comparison
of free will being like an ass, which unable to choose between two stacks of
hay dies of starvation. Besides, how much could this free will be worth in a
world entirely dependent on God in both its physical and spiritual aspects?

G It may be a blessed gi,
it may be a cursed gi
G Artistic freedom

Zbigniew Mikołejko
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the Biblical monster leviathan which was born out of opposing, irrecon-
cilable, emotions: common sense and fear of annihilation and death. This
is because, on the one hand, Hobbesian man is naturally free (just like
Rousseauian man), but on the other he is evil and egoistic (unlike
Rousseauian man). Moreover, Hobbesian man does not know any way to
measure good and evil. He lives in an ethically naked world that puts him
in a constant state of war with other evil egoists and makes him a wolf to
his fellow men. This type of freedom, taken further, muzzles itself, out of
common sense, and must set its own boundaries by establishing a “social
contract”, which provides a semblance of safety in return. Therefore, the
American social contract was entirely different from Rousseau’s contract,
which sanctioned previous inequalities and led to new ones. The American
contract neither worshipped nor condemned society, but made it an open
field for negotiation between free egoists, who had to constantly contest the
boundaries of their own evil, albeit with the help of regulations and other
legal mechanisms. The guillotine was therefore unnecessary. The procedure
of impeachment was sufficient. Thus, we are torn between two fundamental
myths of freedom for Western culture. Each offers its own vision of societal
redemption and of heaven on Earth. 

The art of salvation through art
However, do not these two visions of freedom clash with a third one, which
is prophesied by art? It is a valid question in this enlightened context, be-
cause it was a philosopher of the Enlightenment Charles Batteux, who in-
troduced the term “fine arts” to encompass sculpture, architecture, music,
oratory, poetry, dance and theatre. With this term he paved the way for the
19th century liberation of these arts from techne, that is from the constraints
of physical effort and practical skill, where antiquity had confined them.
He paved the way for art to be linked to the notion of creative freedom,
uniqueness, individualism, innovation, and for the artist to be inspired from
within by the imperative to create and by the need to express his feelings
and desires. He paved the way for artists to express themselves in their
“artistic creation” free of aesthetic or moral obligations to “patrons of the
arts”, including society. 

The notion of “pure art”, evoked at the end of the 19th century, speaks for it-
self and places the artist on the same plane as the dead God of Christianity,
the way Feuerbach and Nietzsche wanted. The undermining of the aesthetic
nature of art “in general” and its obligations, first by Naturalism and Ex-
pressionism, and then their complete rejection by the Avant-garde and Neo-
Avant-garde (in the 1960s) did the same. 

Contrary to popular belief, the artists of “modernity” were not the first to
do this. As early as the 3rd century, when the rapid evolution of Graeco-
Roman culture, influenced by various religions of salvation arriving from
the East was underway, Plotinus perceived man as a soul imprisoned in a
body, a soul that must be freed from this prison in order to attain salvation
or become one with God or the One. Moreover, during one’s life, man be-
comes one with God or the One, through religious rapture or trance,
through ecstasy and through contemplation. These are not simply epistemic
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The Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen replaces God with law
and evokes it not only in Article 4, but also in Article 11, where it focuses
more specifically on freedom of thought and freedom of creation: “The free
communication of ideas and of opinions is one of the most precious rights
of man. Any citizen may therefore speak, write and publish freely, except
what is tantamount to the abuse of this liberty in the cases determined by
law.” 

However, the law is somewhat of a lesser God, a demiurge of a lower order,
perhaps also (to use the language of the Bible) an Angel of the lord, a visible
manifestation of the invisible, an Avatar, an incarnation or an epiphany.

Moreover, we should not be blind to this miraculous alchemy, the “chains”
of Rousseau have disappeared and turned into something more abstract,
sublime and noble that does not burden suddenly freed minds and creative
hands. Why should we fear the “law” that is intrinsically innocent and neu-
tral? Especially as the time of the Great National Razor has yet to arrive, the
time of the guillotine, which will soon turn the reign of reason into the reign
of terror. 

For the time being, we remain seduced by reason, trusting that the new God
– society – will prove to be an appropriate steward of freedom suitably ad-
ministering “good”, “harm” and “public order” (because, for the time being,
we do not know what is of greatest importance here). “Men are born and
remain free and equal in rights. Social distinctions may be based only on
considerations of the common good.” (Article 1); “The law has the right to
forbid only those actions that are injurious to society. Nothing that is not
forbidden by law may be hindered, and no one may be compelled to do
what the law does not ordain.” (Article 5); “No one may be disturbed on
account of his opinions, even religious ones, as long as the manifestation of
such opinions does not interfere with the established law and Order.” (Ar-
ticle 10).

As the core of this type of thinking is a particular conception of humankind,
permeated with an optimistic belief in man’s somewhat universal and uni-
form “nature”. It is either good or it at least pushes mankind towards what
is good. If, however, it proved otherwise and this “nature” manifested itself
in other unexpected ways, it had to be squeezed into the concept of the
“common good”. Therefore, Robespierre had to replace Rousseau “out of
necessity”, in the same way that the slanted blade of the guillotine had to re-
place the “law”. The Declaration, followed the liberal postulates of John
locke and was rightly extended to include the idea of resistance, proclaim-
ing: “The aim of every political association is the preservation of the natural
and imprescriptible rights of Man. These rights are liberty, Property, Safety
and Resistance to Oppression.” (Article 2).

It is interesting to compare the consequences of this Declaration with the
consequences of the American Declaration, which took its view of the na-
ture of mankind and its “unalienable” freedom from the pessimistic picture
painted by Thomas Hobbes. This is because Hobbes’ society is not God, but
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painter and photographer, who in 1957 wrote: “Boundless freedom in art,
as in other areas of life, is pure verbal speculation. Free are those who have
the courage to put boundaries around themselves, boundaries aligned with
their plan of action. Rigorous discipline and the renunciation of the temp-
tation to encompass all at once. In short, the core of artistic ethics lies in as-
cetic restraint and in a complete focus on the action plan.” Therefore,
freedom is not required for the salvation of art at all. However, there are so
many lost pieces of art, so many artistic lives wasted, unfulfilled, so many
excommunicated masters sentenced to silence, oblivion and inertia. They
were sentenced by the “law”, the same law that was supposed to protect
“public order”, “utility”, and the “common good”.

Freedom in art is a matter of irreconcilable opposites, it is a paradox that
cannot be unequivocally resolved. This may be a blessed gift, it may be a
cursed gift. The game that is played out here will probably never end: ars
longa, vita brevis [art is long, life is short].

Only one thing is certain today. Art should not be left in the hands of “law”
specialists, hired by some leviathan, because these specialists always have a
razor handy, even if it is as nonsensical as Article 196 of the Polish Criminal
Code, that seeks to protect “religious feelings”, because if we look closely
how this razor has been used most recently, it seems to be aimed only at art
and artists. 

Zbigniew Mikołejko

30 DIALOG-PHENIBEN -  N° 12

acts, but they are also a moral duty, they lead to the purification of the soul,
and they transform man into the image of a deity. Hence Plotinus, like no
other before him, elevated the value of art, because for him the work of an
artist was an emulation of and a reflection of God’s creation.  

Beyond definitions
The temptation to deitize the artist and his creation is ancient. Nowadays
in our secular world, this temptation finds a covert outlet in the idea of com-
plete autonomy and boundless freedom. This idea increased in importance
during the Enlightenment and in the 17th century, however, the artists of
that period who desired such freedom paid for it dearly, either through
tragedy (like Caravaggio or Rembrandt) or bitter and painful existential
crises (like Michelangelo). However, the idea found its climax in the para-
doxical condition of contemporary art, freed completely from the obligation
of beauty and of the beautification of the world. It was narrowed down to a
small zone of activity which was paradoxically devoid of clear boundaries
and intertwined with many other activities, and with other forms of expres-
sion and forms of existence, elusive in its fluid and diffused nature. This had
gone so far that Ernst Gombrich refused to talk about “art”, claiming that
the term is a false and illusory construct, stemming from our need to cate-
gorise the world. He maintained that only artists and their works exist. It is
therefore intention, intent and context that makes something a work of art
(hence, as Donald Judd claimed, art is everything that is considered to be
art). Finally, according to the postulates of postmodernism, all overarching
“stories” about art have collapsed and all “objective” and “independent” cri-
teria of distinguishing art from “non-art“ have been shaken. In other words,
the distinction itself remains, but it does not have any undisputable roots
in a central, unchanging and external “truth” in “meta-narration”, especially
of a metaphysical nature. It must be fluid like the river of Heraclitus, con-
stantly created anew, moving from one event to another. 

The contradictory (or cursed) paradox of freedom
So it would seem that nothing better expresses the idea of freedom in art
and the idea of art freedom than this paradox. However, this idea in its cur-
rent form must first be questioned if we assume that all modern ideas have
been questioned and “fluidised” (and if not, then why should they be exempt
from it?). Secondly, it is a brutal and terrible fact, which shines through al-
most all historical instances of art and its history, that freedom is actually
unnecessary for art to have redemptive qualities and to achieve artistic great-
ness. Otherwise, we would have to deny greatness to the builders of the
Gothic cathedrals, to Fra Angelico who had to serve the Church; to Haydn’s
music who composed for the Esterházy family and to Dostoyevsky’s novels
which were written under the Tsarist regime. 

We might perhaps understand freedom in a Hegelian fashion, which sees it
as a “recognition of necessity”. Great and noteworthy people in art are
merely the footmen of history, employed by its “cunning mind”, which se-
lects them to create magnificent works of art, if it so desires. This idea res-
onates perfectly with the view of Zbigniew Dłubak, a renowned art theorist,
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Gabi Jimenez paints. In moments of inspiration, he some-
times understands and feels what art actually is. He is an
artist who is able to defy any constraining attempts imposed
on artistic freedom. He defends artistic freedom even when
he claims that Roma art does not exist.

Where are you from, Gypsy?
Before any discussion on Roma art can begin or even the avoidance of any
discussion about it, several terms first need to be defined. e term “Roma”
defines the tribes that le India centuries ago and created a large community
that includes the Gypsies of Southern France, Spain, Portugal, and Central
and South America. Also, the Manouche who live in Northern Europe,
mainly in Northern and North-eastern France and Germany, Belgium and
Holland. e term also includes the communities in Italy called Sinti, or
the Piemont Manouche. Allegedly, the Sinti were the first Roma tribe to
arrive in Europe. Finally, we also have the Roma of Central and Eastern
Europe. 

ere are also other ethnic groups that did not originate from India, but
who borrowed elements of Roma culture, especially the language and many
customs like the nomadic lifestyle. One such group is the Jeniche who live
mainly in the Jura region and in Switzerland. 

Many other people became nomadic. Marrying a Manouche or Jeniche
was oen the start of a long journey for these new nomads. e old farming
methods, for example the harvesting of beetroots in one place and olives
in another, forced seasonal workers to travel. us, many of them also be-
came nomads.

Stereotypes and freedom
It is impossible to talk about one, uniform Roma art in the face of the
whole wealth and diversity of its roots. Of course, many people prefer to
see it as a uniform construct. ey see only one type of lifestyle and not
many different ones, one language, one culture and not a whole variety,
because it is so much easier to equate the Roma issue with the Gypsy prob-
lem. yes, we have a common language, which might make someone think
that we belong to the same ethnic group and that we have the same interests.
What is more, if we look at the Roma presence in Brussels, we can clearly
see that group lobbying for the interests of East European Roma. ey are
attempting to unify our cultures, because it is beneficial for them. Roma
who face problems in their own countries would like all these disparate
groups to be classed a Rom; they would like to unite all groups in order to
have more influence in those countries. Even at the price of destroying the
whole diversity of Gypsy identity, which, for example, is a beautiful char-
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acteristic of the cultural landscape of France.

Stereotypes oen obscure reality to a high degree. Ever since the Gypsy
(Bohemians) began to arrive in France in 1427, stereotypes have grown.
Where did these newcomers get their horses from – are they stolen? How
can they afford such colourful clothing – they don’t have any money? Why
do they have such beautiful knives – aren’t they dangerous? Constant sus-
picion and accusations have led to the stereotype of Gypsies not wanting
to assimilate. Helpless against such accusations, we decided one day that
the non-Gypsy, non-Manouche, non-Sinti would be the Gajo, that is farmers
and people tied to the land, forced to work the soil in order to feed them-
selves. We, however,  use the fruits of mother earth. When we see beautiful
carrots in a field, we buy them, but if the farmer is not around, we just take
them, but only as much as we need. We leave the rest for those who have a
greater need. I think we are still stuck in the hunter-gatherer mentality, be-
lieving that the fruits of the earth belong to everyone. What really unites
Roma is this feeling of community and freedom. We want to breathe the
air that belongs to everyone and use the land that belongs to everyone.
Who can really say that a certain piece of land belongs to them? you would
have to be immortal to say that. My mother says that what you cannot take
with you to heaven when you die is useless. Take advantage of it when you
are alive, as there is no point getting attached to it. I do not want anyone
telling me what I am supposed to do or how I am supposed to do it.

Painting – weapon in a fight
I have friends who claim that they create Roma or Gypsy art. I am an artist,
a painter. I reinvent matter and give new meaning to objects in order to
express something and to convey something. at is my role. My work is
not based on the fact that I am a Gypsy, because I would then become
something like a flamenco dancer and would not be an artist but a crasman
who reproduces what people want to see. I oen ask people: “What would
you like to see? Caravans, bonfires, or women dancing barefoot and topless?”
is is what is expected of us, but we cannot succumb to these stereotypes. 

Picasso once said that painting is an act of war, it is art committed to a
cause, not art meant for home decorating. If I have nothing to say tomorrow,
I will not say anything. I would rather not do anything than do something
badly. Gypsy art for sale? I will not fall into that trap. Gypsy folk art owes
its pseudo-existence entirely to the economic factors associated with it.
Every time that art is a manifestation of a community, it becomes hermetic
and static. e people who create it would do anything to ensure that noth-
ing that is different from the canon escapes its boundaries. If something
sneaked out, everything would change, it would begin to live its own life.
e best example is Gypsy jazz; in the Manouche community there are
many people who do everything to keep this tradition unchanged. However,
there are lots of other artists, who continue the Django tradition, but in a
modern and more innovative way. Bireli lagrene, currently the best French
jazz guitarist, is the best example. During his world tour, Bireli played jazz
in the United States as a legendary French jazz guitarist, however, when he
returned to France, he once again became a Gypsy jazz guitarist.

Gabi Jimenez 
“Jimenez has been a significant
player on the international
contemporary art scene since
2004. In 2007, his work was
exhibited in the First Roma
Pavilion at the 52nd Venice
Biennale of Contemporary Art.
In 2009, he presented his
installations and paintings 
in the European section of the
“Kitch konvention und Kunst Art
contemporain-rom” 
(an exhibition of contemporary
art in Cologne, Germany). 
In 2010, his works were
presented at an individual show
during the First International
Seminar on Arts Romani in
Cáceres, Spain. He continues to
be involved in political activities
for his community.
In 2010, during the mass
evictions of Roma which took
place in various regions 
of France, he had the courage 
to appeal to international
organisations and publicly
defend the rights of Roma 
to their nomadic lifestyle. 
To commemorate these
unprecedented events, he
created a triptych called 
“July 2010”. 
He is a charismatic leader 
with a gift for persuasion 
and an artist deeply involved 
in the process of searching for
truth through contemporary
art.”

Tímea Junghaus 
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e same goes for me. Some organisers of art exhibitions have certain ex-
pectations regarding paintings and installations. ey choose pieces that
convey easy messages and pieces that conform to their vision which is
oen modest and narrow-minded. A laundry line cannot resemble barbwire,
because it would frighten someone or bother the local authorities, who do
so much for the nomadic community. en my art stops being an exhibit
but becomes an exposé. I cannot work like that. I refuse to participate in
exhibitions that deprive me of the possibility to express my opinions about
the world. I have something to say and I do not want to say anything else. 

Not a Gypsy, but an artist
I was lucky to participate in the Venice Biennale of Contemporary Art in
2007. It was a once in a lifetime opportunity. One or two of my paintings
were included in the official catalogue of the Biennale. e paintings showed
caravans, huts, and evicted people. It made a huge impact on the scene and
it secured my place in the history of art not as a Gypsy, but an artist. 

Bricks are red
My latest exhibition is the most challenging, because it centres around
crimes against humanity. I painted mass graves, crematorium furnaces and
executions. I watched how other artists approach the problem of genocide,
concentration camps, and other places of death from WWII. Nowadays,
nobody talks about it unless you watch Arte (the German-French arts and
culture television channel), where they show black and white pictures as if
all this happened somewhere beyond time, as if it never happened. at
shocks me. When I went to Auschwitz and I saw the barracks and the
whole machinery of death, I did not watch it in black and white. I saw it in
colour. e bricks there are. And they all lie there in a large pile because
the Nazis blew everything up before they fled. We see the same bricks that
the people who died in Auschwitz saw. And we wonder which bricks wit-
nessed their deaths. We look at the stone steps that someone’s feet walked
on. How many pairs of feet walked on those steps? Whose feet were they?
My art aims at exposing the suffering which I endured in the face of the
tragedy and injustice inflicted upon my people and exposing it in such a
way that others can feel it too. is is not ‘Roma’ art. When I create art, I
am telling the Roma story, but that does not make it Roma art. I hope that
one day I will be remembered for helping to expose the bestiality of man,
because when I talk about concentration camps, I am not only concerned
with Roma. I do not want people to look at the mass graves I painted and
wonder if this person looks like a Rom or if this one person looks like a Jew
or even if this person is Polish, or a communist. No, I paint dead people
and some of them happen to be Roms. Full stop. 

Gabi Jimenez, Marines, December 2013
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In a seminar after the first Roma Pavilion at the Venice Biennale in
2007, the great Romani sociologist, Nicolae Gheorghe, for whom
politics was an all-consuming passion, suggested that the Romani
artists had been able to make careers by jumping on the bandwagon
of Romani politics, but indicated this was OK because, “constructing

effective representations involves the artist as much as the scientist or politi-
cian.”11 Cited by Timea Junghaus & Katalin Székely (2007) p.18 from Felja,
Dragica (2004) Representation of Roma Culture in Contemporary Film, MA
Dissertation, london Metropolitan University (wrongly labelled a PhD
thesis by Junghaus and Székely)
But when we look at the lives of the artists, we find it is rather the other

way round. Who tells us more about Florence, and indeed European civili-
sation in the 16th century, Vasari’s “lives of the Artists” or Machiavelli’s
“The Prince”? Machiavelli tells us about power and politics; but “lives of
the Artists” tells us about life itself. 
We have lived in the age of a new Romani politics for the past half-century,
while the “New Romani Art” has flowered only in the last decade, and
might be seen as a mere appendage to a novel identity politics. But if we
look more closely, we can turn that narrative upside down. The artists are
ordinary people, talented but ordinary, who make their careers as other
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Damian i Delaine 
Le Bas  
Lives of the Artists

G ey are not, like some couples, a joint artist, 
if only because there is a constant dialogue between
distinct identities G ey constantly quote from 
each other’s work

omas Acton

Damian Le Bas i Delaine Le Bas,
1999 r. 
The Rose Garden, Colchester, UK.
Photo: Tim Walker. 
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graduates, they looked to me not only impossibly glamorous, but absolutely
at home in this high Bohemian culture. Glass of white wine in hand, I
struggled through the crowd to gain a few words with Delaine in the corner
where she and Damian were holding court. We exchanged contact details,
and I began to receive her occasional hand-crafted cards, and private view
invitations. 
I must confess I did not then understand how these archetypal art college
grads related to their Traveller origins, but when I was commissioned to
write a children's book, I went, with the photographer David Gallant to in-
terview her and Damian at home (Acton and Gallant, 1997 p.40). After
about half an hour, she suddenly said “Wait a minute” and disappeared
into a back room. Reappearing a moment later with a tattered pile of
foolscap pages, she asked “Did you write this?” It was a much-used, coloured-
in copy of a stapled lithographed book for children I had written and illus-
trated for children (Acton, 1971). The editor of the Journal of the Gypsy
lore Society, David Smith, an art lecturer at Scraptoft Teacher Training
College, had commented that my drawings might permanently deform the
aesthetic sense of any child subjected to them. 
Delaine had actually used the book as a child of seven during a summer
school project for nomadic Gypsy children, and had kept it, almost falling
to pieces, for 20 years. She told me it was one of the things that inspired her
to become an artist. Since then, I confess, she can do no wrong in my eyes.
I also began to understand that the artist-personae, that she and Damian
do so well, are like costumes, performances which introduce the content of
their art to the art world. But with their family, they are Travellers amongst
Travellers. Delaine's father, like many other successful Gypsy businessmen,
has a quiet, solid, powerful presence, with ever-watchful eyes that take in
not only the exhibition, but all the other people looking at it. He listens in-
tently and speaks only when he has fully considered what to say. He makes
one realise how collecting and dealing in scrap metal with him might be an
intellectually and humanly satisfying activity not just for his son-in-law
Damian Snr, but for his grandson, Damian Jnr, the one with a first class
honours degree from Oxford. Recycling work is also, like art, about re-
structuring the environment in accordance with one's own design and pur-
poses. It would be utterly wrong to see Delaine as someone who has rebelled
against or escaped from her family background. She may have tested its
limits – but all of us do that, and the limits have proved always extendable
if approached in the right way. 

Motifs and family
To meet Delaine’s family is to understand the origin not just of some motifs
of design and colour but the underlying strength, warmth and generous
spirit that infuses her and Damian’s artistic practice. 
They are not, like some couples, a joint artist, if only because there is a con-
stant dialogue between distinct identities. They constantly quote from each
other’s work, using different media to the original, and always to some
point. The quotations are never homage, but always commentary, a dialectic
that has only grown sharper as their son Damian junior has joined the di-
alectic. Damian senior’s drawings of angels and devils and other religious
iconography from the period when he was exploring the occult world of
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artists do, learning from masters (or these days at art school) how to reframe
their environment into spectacularly instructive or entertaining fragments
of abstracted reality. They made their careers first, and it was because of
those careers the political bandwagon sought them out. 

Tradition and reputation
Damian le Bas, was born in Sheffield in 1963 to a father of mixed Huguenot
and Irish Traveller ancestry and a mother, also from the Irish Traveller
community which had fled the absolute impoverishment of the rural agri-
cultural crisis in Ireland to marginalisation in slums and caravans on waste-
land, and communal conflict so fierce that in 1978, George Wilson, then
labour leader of Sheffield Council, said “they're cannibals, they're pirates
on society... If I had my way I'd move them... right over the edge, into the
sea” (liegeois 1986,p.29). The family moved south, but dyslexia made school
difficult for Damian. Nonetheless in 1980 he entered the West Sussex
College of Art and Design in Worthing. 
A year later, Delaine Ayres, who had actually been born in Worthing in
1965, entered the same college. Her English Romani Traveller family, tradi-
tionally associated with Alton and the New Forest in Hampshire, had trav-
elled widely during her youth before her father bought land where he has
an ongoing tussle with the council over his planning permission to station
caravans and carry out his roofing and building business and also some
scrap metal dealing. Going to art college was not part of the traditional
life-course for Gypsy girls, and it took all Delaine’s force of character to
persuade her family that she should go. Wherever they go, Gypsy women
and girls usually chaperone each other in threes and fours; they do not go
off on their own. To minimise the danger to her reputation, her father
would drive to drop her outside the college just before the first lecture, and
be outside, with the motor running, as the last class was finishing. 
The family were somewhat relieved, therefore, when Delaine told them she
had actually met a young Traveller man at college, and was told to bring
him home for tea. What they had not expected (given his Huguenot name)
was that he would be an Irish Traveller. There had been a great deal of
ethnic friction and economic competition between these two Traveller
communities, and very little intermarriage. Again, Delaine’s determination
won out. “Do not mistake my kindness for weakness” is a motif woven in
different ways into several of her artworks. Damian’s ability and willingness
to go roofing, building and scrap collecting with his prospective father-in-
law also helped. He has a scar across his hand from catching slates.

Studies and inspiration
They married, and went on to separate prestigious higher Art Schools in
london, Delaine to St Martins School of Art between 1986 and 1988,
Damian to the Royal College of Art between 1985 and 1987. At the end of
the 1980s they rapidly gained a reputation as “the King and Queen of Out-
sider Art”, or “the glamorous couple on the Outsider network” (Steward,
2000).
I first met them in the early 1990s after reading an advance notice for the
opening of a group exhibition which mentioned Delaine's Romani origins.
Surrounded by, and dressed just like a whole crowd of recent art college
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“Gypsyland 2007, Paradise Lost”
Damian Le Bas 
Various techniques.
On a printed map.
Presented during the Venice
Biennale in 2007.
Photo: Delaine Le Bas. 
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New Romani Art had come into the public arena, politics jumped on their
bandwagon. 
There is, however, a difference between the situation of typical
Romani/Gypsy/Traveller politicians and artists. The politicians tend to be
marginal women and men, not too linked to any one big traditional group-
ing, individuals with a foot in both the Romani and the Gajo world. There
are traditional bare who have become politicians, but they are none too
successful, always suspected of favouring their own group’s interests. Wealthy,
powerful Roma actually often have a powerful interest in not becoming
too well-known to Gaje; they can do more good by using their money to
sponsor trusted individuals, who may not exercise power within commu-
nities, but can put together cross-community coalitions to negotiate with
the Gaje. So Romani politicians, like Gajo politicians are often personally
unrepresentative individuals, able to mediate because of their marginality
between communities. Their work is, however, utterly essential.

Bonds and fetters
Most of the artists, I have met, however, are not marginal in this way at all.
They tend to be based, like Delaine and Damian, in large extended families,
who turn up to the private views of the exhibitions, some drinking the
white wine and some sticking sniffily to the orange juice, who regard the
artists’ achievements with both affection and awe, tempered perhaps by a
protective concern about the attention that their eccentricity might attract.
The artists are not the negotiating, compromising edge of community rela-
tions; they are our public channel into the heart of their own contemporary
communities, tradition that has thrown off the reactionary ideology of tra-
ditionalism. They confront stereotypes in an entirely different way to the
politicians, by transcending rather than resisting; and their gift to politics
and the politicians is the vision that assures the politicians that their endless
negotiations serve something more than temporary advantage. And in that
sense, we should, of course let the art speak for itself. But when we look
more closely at the lives of the Artists, we can come to understand how
their art speaks for us all. 

omas Acton
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Aleister Crowley, but his son was an Oxford theology student, and the
uneasy irony in the recurring shrines of Delaine’s installations present these
differences not as family arguments, but as universal epistemological dilem-
mas, that nonetheless are less important than the binding ties of family
love. Of all the married couples I know, Delaine and Damian are the only
one of whom one can ask each questions about the other, from artistic and
political opinions to food choices and get a reliable answer straight away.
There is no reluctance in case they guess wrong, no “Well you’d have to ask
him/her that..!”, no fear that they might be pre-empting the other’s choice
(they’d never even try to do that.) They simply know each other’s minds.

Art and politics
Before 2005 Delaine would occasionally say to me that she felt guilty that
she and Damian had done relatively little to contribute to Gypsy politics. I
would always respond that the Romani/Gypsy/Traveller people needed pro-
fessional artists as much as they did politicians, and that it would be a
tragedy if the only Gypsy professionals were professional Gypsies. That sit-
uation was to change in 2006 with the Second Site Exhibition (Acton and
Acton, 2006). 
The idea for this exhibition came to me while I was feeling like a spare
wheel in my role as token academic on the committee organising the First
london International Romani Film Festival. With little else to contribute, I
suggested an exhibition bringing together the four professional artists I
happened to know. It would not be an exhibition about Roma, I suggested,
but one about the world by four artists who just happened to be from
Roma/Gypsy/Traveller backgrounds exhibiting whatever they chose. Every-
body agreed, and with help from ACERT (The Advisory Council for the
Education of Romany and other Travellers) and the Arts Council, it went
ahead at Greenwich University, and ended up touring to Appleby Fair,
leeds Education Centre, and the Museum of East Anglian life (Acton,
2006). What I had not realised is that the artists, though diverse, had in
common the experience of anti-Gypsyism, and that would inevitably shape
their selection of their work for exhibition, and its impact on everyone
from the schoolchildren who came to workshops, to Gypsy politics, the
UK Gypsy/Roma/Traveller History Month, which started the following
year, and the art world in general. Through the pioneering work of the
Open Society Institute’s Arts and Culture Network Programme (Junghaus
and Szëkely, 2006) they came into contact with a host of other European
Roma/Gypsy/Traveller artists, and took part in the first Roma Pavilion at
the Venice Biennale, the 2007 Prague Biennale “Refusing Exclusion” and a
plethora of other exhibitions that have stamped the New Romani art on the
world’s consciousness. 
So the last eight years have seen Delaine and Damian le Bas, like their
fellow artists from the Second Site exhibition, Daniel Baker and Ferdinand
Koci, become very important in Roma/Gypsy/Traveller activism, at an in-
ternational as well as a national level. Nicolae Gheorghe’s suggestion, how-
ever, that they jumped on a Roma political bandwagon to become successful,
has things the wrong way round. They were all trained, successful profes-
sional artists, who had no need to trade on their ethnicity, but who re-
sponded with generosity to the situation of their own people. Once the
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“The World of the Gypsy Romance” from “Witch Hunt”, 
Delaine Le Bas, 2009.
Paint on found painting.

Photo: Delaine Le Bas

“Black Gypsy”, performance,
Delaine Le Bas,

from “Witch Hunt”, 
Campbell Works, London, 2011.

Photo: Damian Le Bas. 
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“Roma Day “
Documentation, London, April 2013.
Photo: Damian Le Bas and Delaine Le Bas
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“Safe European Home?” 
No.1, installation, Damian Le Bas
and Delaine Le Bas, 
In front of the Parliament
building in Vienna, 
May-June 2011.
Photo: Damian James Le Bas.
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tatorship anti-Roma sentiments and racial persecution became commonplace.
Sadly, the discrimination of Roma in Europe still persists today. 

Exactly. What is the situation like in Germany nowadays? 
Negative feelings are not usually directed towards Roma who have been here for
many generations, but towards new immigrants from Bulgaria and Romania.
They seem to be blamed for everything and some politicians even fuel these racist
sentiments, creating ill feeling towards immigrants. There are of course the usual
stereotypes that Roma are filthy and that they steal. However, it is not all bad. last
year, a monument commemorating the Roma murdered by the Nazis was un-
veiled at the Reichstag. The memorial is shaped like a bottomless well. We should
also not forget that in two German states, the Sinti and Roma are recognised as a
national minority.

How did you become involved in Roma art? 
It was a family tradition. My grandfather’s brother was Otto Pankok, the
renowned modernist painter. His work was confiscated by the Nazis as part of
their effort to eliminate so-called degenerate art after which they banned him
from painting altogether. However, prior to that he had painted the portraits of
Roma around the Düsseldorf area, making a lot of friends along the way. As it
transpired, only two of the 650 people whom he painted survived the war. His
paintings are now the only remaining trace of that once vibrant community. In
the 1990s, I volunteered to work in one of the asylum seekers shelters. They were
uneasy times, with far-right extremists often setting fire to the shelters. I set up a
24-hour watch with a fluent German speaker on site who could call for help in
the event of an attack. That was how I first befriended the Roma. later, I helped
the community set up a youth theatre, and when the experiment worked, I began
to think about starting up an art gallery. The greatest problem of the Roma is that
many people from outside their community talk about them, but seldom are they
allowed to speak for themselves. In Kai Dikhas, which means “the place of seeing”
in Romani, artists get the opportunity to express themselves and say what they
want.

Do you have any problems with the far-right? 
I have been running the gallery for two and a half years and we have hosted 32
exhibitions. Up to now, there have been no incidents. Kai Dikhus is located in
Kreuzberg, which is a unique district of Berlin, both colourful and multicultural
and this contributes to the substantial interest we receive in our exhibitions. There
is no place for the far-right here.

Can you really make a living selling Roma paintings and sculptures?
Of course. The gallery is in no way subsidised by the state. We are able to function
thanks to private donations and from what we can sell. The work of Roma artists
is just as good as any other, and the prices are comparable, too. lita Cabellut’s art
reaches exorbitant prices.

Who are the buyers?
Some of our clients are art experts, true connoisseurs. Others are friends of the
Roma. They want to help the Roma minority, and by buying Roma art they make
their contribution to the fight against stereotypes.

Moritz Pankok 
(born 1974) is the owner 
of the Kai Dikhas gallery 
of Roma art in Berlin.

Bartosz T. Wieliński 
is a journalist working for
the foreign section of Gazeta
Wyborcza. Between 2005
and 2009 he was the
newspaper’s Berlin
correspondent.
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Place of Seeing, 
Place of Dialogue 
G e Roma people are oen spoken of, but seldom
are they afforded the courtesy of being allowed 
to speak for themselves G Roma artists are given 
a voice in the Kai Dikhas gallery in Berlin. 
Bartosz T. Wieliński talks to Moritz Pankok, 
the owner of the gallery.
Whenever I think of Roma art, what I see in my mind’s eye are the colourful dresses of Gypsy
women, horses and caravans. These motifs are probably the source of inspiration for the ma-
jority of artists in your gallery...
The contemporary Roma artists whose works of art I display are exposed to the same artistic in-
fluences as all other European artists. Their artwork reflects a great level of diversity. Some of the
painters are abstractionists, others create in the spirit of formalism, for example. We also have
sculptors, installation artists and video artwork here. Occasionally, you might notice typically
Roma motifs shining through, but it is more an exception than a rule.

What can we see in your gallery at the moment? 
We recently opened the third exhibition in the Stopping Places series. The name harks back to the
places where Gypsy caravans would stop, as this is where the travellers would ponder what they
had left behind and what awaited them down the road. The exhibition features the work of six
different artists. In the strikingly colourful paintings of Manolo Gomez, a self-taught artist from
Spain, we find expression so typical of the Roma from the Iberian peninsula. Reality and imagi-
nation blend together in the paintings of Hungarian artist Henrik Kallai. Kalman Varady uses an
array of materials to create Madonnas. Damian and Delaine le Bas, a married couple, make col-
lages in their own very different and distinctive styles. Also on display are the guitars of Spanish-
French artist Gabi Jimenez, and the work of lita Cabellut, the renowned Roma artist.

Do these works of art really have nothing in common? 
Many exude the pain of discrimination and social exclusion that is ingrained in the collective
memory of the Roma. Their history is tragic. Those from Germany and Nazi-occupied countries
became the victims of Porajmos, a mass genocide [where an estimated 300,000 Roma were mur-
dered by the Nazis during WWII]. And yet, a dramatic past is not something unique to all of them:
the Roma in Spain were not shipped out to extermination camps, however, during the Franco dic-
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by the only Roma historian with a university degree, Bartolomej Daniel and
the Czech ethnologist Eva Davidova, who pioneered research on the Czech
Roma and founded national Roma studies. 
In the first years of the Czech democracy, Holomek was an MP and thanks
to his commitment and contacts, he was able to secure public funding for
the Museum. The institution also received private funding from sponsors.
Moreover, in 2000, thanks to government subsidies, the Museum was able
to purchase a building, a house on Bratislavska Street. In 2005, the Museum
became a national institution. Currently, it hosts a permanent exhibition
and regularly organises short-term exhibitions, for example, the
photographs of Slovak artist Šymon Kliman. In the years 2008-2011, Kliman
photographed Roma inhabitants of poor districts near Kežmarok in
Slovakia. The photographs were shown at an exhibition entitled “Beautiful
People”. What is more, the European Parliament awarded Kliman the
European Citizen’s Prize for his work. The photographs have already been
shown in Bratislava, Ostrava, and Brussels (and can be seen at:
www.symonphoto.com).
It is telling that the second short-term exhibition at the Museum, entitled
“Believe It or Not” (“Patian, Ma Patian”), documents the image of Roma in
the media from the 19th century until today. The exhibition consists of three
elements: the first one is a timeline which shows how the Roma have been
presented in the media in various historical periods; the second element
presents Roma journalists and Roma media; and the third is a collection of
selected historical events, which by their reflection in the media have created
the social image of Roma. 
From the beginning of its existence, the Museum has collected artefacts
pertaining to Roma culture and history. Today, it owns an impressive
collection related to traditional crafts and professions, types of housing,
household items, clothing, jewellery, as well as a collection of written
documents, posters, invitations, photographs and films. The Museum’s
library is also growing.
The first two rooms of the permanent exhibition were opened in 2005.
Today there are six. They present the history of the Roma from its
beginnings until present dat. The first room, “Roma land of Origin – India”,
presents historical, linguistic, and cultural research on the most distant
history of the Roma. The second room, “The Journey”, tells the story of the
Roma journey to Europe and it also shows the occupations typical for Roma
in Medieval times. The main themes of this room are the Roma caravan and
a reconstructed camp. The third room, “The Search for Home”, presents the
settling process on the territories of modern Slovakia and the Czech
Republic from the mid 18th century until 1938. The fourth room, “The
Roma Holocaust” tells the story of the Roma who lived on the territories of
the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, Slovakia and Germany during
WWII. The fifth room, “Roma After the War” presents Roma history until
1989 with particular focus on the emerging modern culture. It showcases
the works of writers and artists, but also shows the influence of Roma
culture on the culture of Czechoslovakian society. Finally, the sixth room,
“Roma in the Media” encompasses the years 1989-2005 and is a mosaic of
media material often documenting the turbulent relationships of minorities
in the Czech Republic. 

Tomasz Maćkowiak

Tomasz Maćkowiak
Journalist, Editor-in-Chief 
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Roma Museum 
and the Prague Spring
G It will not surprise anyone to hear that the
Museum of Romani Culture is located in a district of
Brno called the ‘Bronx of Brno’ G If anyone wants
to learn anything about Roma in Eastern Europe,
there is no better place to look than here 

Tomasz Maćkowiak

The house on Bratislavska Street in the district of Zabrodovice
is a six-storey building. like every other museum, it invites
visitors to peruse its exhibits, but the museum is also an
education centre, a multi-media library, a cultural centre and
a gallery of contemporary art. 

The museum was established in a period when the political climate of
communist Czechoslovakia had begun to thaw in the 1960s. At the time,
the authorities rubber-stamped the establishment of an official Gypsy-Roma
Association, says one of the founders of the museum and its director, Jana
Horvathova. The Association was established by a small group of Roma
intellectuals from all over Czechoslovakia. They wanted to create an
educational institution, which would commemorate Roma history and
debunk damaging myths. The Gypsy-Roma Association existed from 1969
to 1973, when it was disbanded, because it reminded the authorities of the
Prague Spring. During the four years when it was active, the Association
managed to assemble pieces that later became the foundation of the current
museum collection. Unfortunately, once the Association was disbanded, the
collection was dispersed across museums all over the country. 
The idea of the Association was resurrected after the fall of communism. In
1990, the Society of Professionals and Friends of the Museum of Romani
Culture was established in Brno. The founder of the Society was Karel
Holomek, an engineer, and the father of Jana Horvathova. He was helped
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summer festivals organised in the area. The students can also play music in local
restaurants or even in the Roma tent at the Sziget Festival, one of the largest music
events in Europe, held every August in Budapest.

Mission
The official website tells us that the mission of the centre is “to establish an exem-
plary institution acknowledged both nationally and internationally, in which young,
disadvantaged Roma music talents can obtain world-class training and mentoring
to help start their careers in music”. The facility’s motto is “Music Uplifts” with the
logo showing a girl lifted up by a musical note that resembles a small balloon.

Roma
Students from musical families tend to stand out. They make up about half of all
the students. What gives them away is their deeply ingrained respect for music; even

Rehearsing in the concert hall
during a break between classes.
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One, two, three...YOU play!
G Music Uplis
G Musical motifs from the lives of students 

Where? In a former youth camp in the picturesque Malomvölgy Valley in
Alsőörs, Hungary.
When? 2011-present 
Who? First, Ferenc Snétberger, the world-famous jazz guitarist. Second,
young, disadvantaged, but musically gifted Roma, often with no formal mu-
sical background. The majority of them come from Hungary, but also some
from Slovakia and Serbia.
What? This is where our story begins...

Auditions
Auditions are short, just three minutes per person. Candidates can chose
whatever they want to play, as well as the instrument (singing is also an op-
tion). The choice of repertoire is limited to jazz and classical music; restau-
rant music is out of the question. All auditions are videoed. For candidates
who cannot afford the trip to the music centre other options are made avail-
able, for example, they can record themselves by mobile phone and send the
video to the jury. Since not everyone can afford a recording device, candi-
dates can always ask for someone to come and make a recording. Snétberger
travels all across the country. He listens to many candidates and chooses
only the most gifted amongst the poorest of people. His decisions can
change lives: one girl came to the audition with a guitar and began singing.
She wanted to learn how to vocalise, but Snétberger liked what she was doing
and suggested that she study guitar instead. She happily agreed. And is how
they managed to find sixty-five students. 
“Our mentors, who travel up and down the country, discovered ten students,
five students were recommended to us, and another three sent in their
recordings. The remaining group of students came through the auditions,”
says Andrea Szarkáné Gáspár, who coordinates the work of teachers and
volunteers, as well as the scholarship programme.

Centre
The centre was established quite recently in 2011, where a youth camp once
stood. All that remains is a wooden shack, used as a bicycle shed. The new
buildings nestle perfectly in the narrow valley and meets the standards of a
three-star hotel. For twelve weeks every year, the valley comes to life and
pulsates with music. The six-week summer camp and three-week courses
in the spring and autumn are scheduled for school children to be able to
take part. It opens up wonderful new possibilities for students, most of
whom come from broken homes. For many, it is their first time away from
home because travelling is too expensive. Here, they get the chance to study
free of charge, a place to sleep, and the chance to make some money at the
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Improvisation class 
with Balázs Neumann.
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the really poor students will dress smartly for their auditions. Some of the
children come from families with musical traditions going back many gen-
erations. There are students from music schools, but some are self-taught.
Adrien Szajkó hails from Rožňava in Slovakia where Hungarian is the dom-
inant language. Both his uncle and a cousin play the accordion and his
grandfather was a bassist. However, his parents decided to do something
different with their lives, outside music: Adrien’s father works in a job centre
and his mother in a shop.
His father was given a double bass one day, and Adrien learnt to play it by
ear from friends. It was not long before he was performing music in restau-
rants with his own trio. He heard about the music centre from a friend who
participated in one of the courses. Adrien passed the audition and got in.
That was almost two years ago. He has since learnt how to read music, has
become acquainted with jazz, and made some friends. “The teachers are
great,” he says. Are his accomplishments appreciated in the high school he
goes to? No, because music does not have quite the same prestige in Slovakia.
What are his plans for the future? He has not decided yet. Perhaps, he will
go to the music conservatory in Košice, near the Hungarian border. Hungary
is out of the question, as he does not know Hungarian musical terminology.
What is more, a diploma from the conservatory would not be accepted in
Slovakia. Boys make up the majority of the students at the centre. There are
only ten girls. “This is because, traditionally, women did not play music,”
explains Andrea. That, however, is changing. Vivien Vadászi, a young vio-
linist from the centre tells me that her grandfather was her first teacher. Her
family demonstrates the ongoing changes in the musical world of Roma.
Her grandfather played sentimental restaurant music; her father became a
jazz guitarist, and her brother graduated from the piano department in a
music conservatory. Vivien is planning to audition to the music academies
of Berlin and Debrecen. It is her third year at the music camp, this time as
a coordinator of the music assistants. She enjoys playing jazz. Another (fe-
male) violinist with passion a for jazz music is Alexandra Kalányos. She lives
in Nagykozár in a foster home. A welfare worker told her about the music
centre. 

Non-Roma
Sometimes, although rarely, bassists and drummers  are found among the
poor non-Roma students. This is because for those instruments are simply
too expensive. Tamás Siska is a drummer and has been playing jazz for quite
some time already. The music centre is not his first encounter with Roma;
sixty percent of the students in his music school were Roma. “It was great
to make music with them. They are good people and talented musicians,”
he says.

Instruments
The guitar is the most popular instrument as it is easiest to come by. There
are four guitar teachers, but the students can also choose to study piano, vi-
olin, flute, clarinet, saxophone, bassoon, or drums.

Methods
Snétberger is proud of the teachers at the centre  because they treat the stu-

In the evening, after classes.
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Podczas zajęć 
z improwizacji jazzowej.

dents with respect. They know and understand them. They play music and
improvise together. There is no need to discipline anybody. The greatest joy
– and reward – comes from having the chance to perform with their teachers
on stage at the Palace of Arts in Budapest or at the Thália Theatre where
final recitals take place. “The hardest part is reading the list of students who
will get to join me for the final concert,” claims Snétberger. 
Education at the music camp includes lessons on particular instruments,
chamber music, orchestra for those interested in classical music, and solfeg-
gio, but also English and German classes, marketing, music theory and the
history of jazz. Emphasis is placed on jazz and classical music. Improvisation
is also important: “you either have it or you do not, but improvisation is im-
portant in jazz music. If somebody has it, we can help. If they do not, they
can still study classical music.”

Teachers
The teachers are renowned and professionally active musicians, most of
them Roma, including Béla Szakcsi lakatos, Miklós lukács, Tony lakatos,
József Barcza Horváth, and finally Ferenc Snétberger himself.

Mentors
Mentors provide students with guidance in between camps. They visit stu-
dents in their home environment and talk to their regular teachers at school.
Facebook helps everyone stay in touch. Whenever the centre is asked to rec-
ommend musicians to play a concert, students meet to perform together. It
is not easy to become a mentor. Betti Németh, who managed to do it, tells
her story: “I come from a musical Roma family. My father played guitar in
restaurants and my grandfather was a cymbalist. I taught myself how to sing,
but I got a degree in Social Work at university in Budapest. Currently, I am
a student of sociology at the Central European University. I applied for the
job in the music centre after seeing a documentary on Ferenc. I was im-
pressed that someone like that could accomplish as much as he did, so I
looked up the centre. Out of a hundred candidates, a group of six was cho-
sen.” Five of them are Roma. 

Finances
I asked Snétberger where the idea of creating the talent centre came from.
His answer is surprisingly straightforward: the Norwegian Financial Mech-
anism offered grants for such projects. Of the 1,800 projects submitted only
thirty, including Snétberger’s, received financial support. The NFM grant
provided Snétberger with €2.7 million, and the Hungarian government
added another half a million. In addition, George Soros’ Open Society In-
stitute offered substantial support. The Snétberger Music Talent Foundation
is always looking for new sources of money to keep the centre running. An-
other source are concerts given by students. Snétberger’s dream is complete
state funding for the centre, but presently there is no chance for that hap-
pening.

Snétberger
If the music centre had been created earlier, Snétberger would probably have
become one of its students. He would have fitted in perfectly: he was young,

Free time.
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was interested in Snétberger’s idea. The Berlin Senate financed a new school in
the poor Neukölln district. Snétberger taught there twice a week for three years.
After that, he had to resign because of high demand for his own performances.
The experience, however, helped him later when he wanted to establish his own
centre in Hungary.

Improvisation
“Restaurant music, traditionally played by Roma, is disappearing. Since the fall
of socialism, interest in this kind of music is declining and you cannot make
much money playing restaurant classics. It presents a challenge for many fam-
ilies with musical traditions. Often, children whose grandfathers and fathers
made a living playing in restaurants are forced to choose between moving to
jazz or classical music or giving up playing altogether,” says Zoltán Mészáros,
head of the centre where the dominant styles are classical and jazz with empha-
sis on improvisation, as improvisation has always been a distinctive feature of
Roma music. “Roma would always make music together. There are no scores,
just a melody; the rest is improvisation,” he adds.
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poor, talented, and Roma. However, he received no help and had to make it
on his own. Ferenc Snétberger (originally  Schneeberger) was born in 1957
in Salgótarján to a Sinti family and he had six siblings. “Our home was de-
fined by poverty and music,” he describes. His father taught him the basics
of guitar, by ear of course. His father had a very particular way of teaching
him: he would sit next to his son and silently wait until the boy started to
play. “I think that is the best education a musician can get. you just need to
play,” says Snétberger. Echoes of this approach can also be seen in the way
the music centre operates.
Snétberger’s father would often rehearse with his friends at home. “It was
an amazing experience. I could not play myself yet, but I already knew I was
going to be a musician one day,” adds the guitarist. Afterwards, when he fi-
nally got the chance to make music with his father, “who played extremely
fast”, Ferenc enjoyed every moment. When Ferenc was 13 years old, his
mother enrolled him into a music school. He did not have his own instru-
ment until he made enough money by working in the smelting industry for
a month. At school, he fell in love with classical repertoire. After graduating,
he moved to Budapest where for the next two years he played in a restaurant.
He used his free time to practise classical music and composition. Despite
strong competition, he was accepted into the music conservatory in Bu-
dapest to study in the jazz music department. After completing his studies,
Snétberger received an invitation to perform in what was then West Berlin,
a free city. It was 1987 and the Berlin Wall was still standing strong. Snét-
berger found the multicultural atmosphere of the city so exhilarating that
he decided to move there permanently. His wife, a native German, helped
him to settle in and became his manager. In Berlin he started up his first
project aimed at helping poor but gifted Sinti teenagers. luck was on his
side: he was asked in an interview if he had any particular dreams: “A music
school for children from poor families,” answered Snétberger. Within a few
weeks, he received a phone call from a wife of a local ministry worker who



10 p.m. – practising 
before the final recital.
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Dreams
“I want to work as long as I am able to, and I would like to invite as many
famous Roma musicians as possible,” says Snétberger. Would he admit Roma
from Poland to his music centre? His answer is carefully worded: “That is a
difficult question to answer. We already have Hungarian-speaking Roma
from Slovakia and Romania... If it were up to me, I would accept everybody”.
Aside from obvious language issues, there is a financial problem because
funds from the European Union are usually granted on condition that they
are spent on Hungarian citizens exclusively.

Road to success
“We have only had successes. There have been no failures,” says Snétberger
about the centre’s success rate so far. The greatest achievement was a per-

Jerzy Celichowski 
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Ferenc Snétberger 

formance at the unveiling of a monument commemorating Roma murdered
during the Holocaust. During the ceremony that took place in the Bun-
destag, the audience included the entire German government. “We have ten
years to reach the top. look how far we have come in only three years! If
our luck holds, soon the whole world will know who we are,” he says with
enthusiasm. Snétberger is only half-serious when he adds that “many people
say this is the only Roma project that works”.

Jerzy Celichowski
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Auditions for the final recital.
The teaching staff listening 
to their students performing.
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The final recital.
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