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Introduction

Stefan Hulfeld, Jana Dolečki and Senad Halilbašić

This volume assembles twelve academic contributions and six statements 
by theatre practitioners and active participants of the wartime theatre 
realm under the title Theatre in the Context of the Yugoslav Wars, with 
the aim to explore and consolidate a research field that has been opened 
up in the last decade by a number of monographs and papers. This intro-
duction first raises some general remarks about the volume, its research 
objectives and its title. Second, it addresses the context behind a pho-
tograph (that would have been our choice for the cover), which mirrors 
some of the preceding remarks. Third, it also provides an overview of 
the individual chapters and experimentally explores correlations between 
them. And finally, it initiates reflection upon the further development of 
the research field promoted by means of this volume.

© The Author(s) 2018 
J. Dolečki et al. (eds.), Theatre in the Context of the Yugoslav Wars, 
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“Yugoslav Wars”—A chronological overview of key events

May–June 1991: Rising violence following ethnic tension in 
Croatia; Croatia and Slovenia declare independence from the SFR 
Yugoslavia; Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA) takes over border areas 
of Slovenia leading to the Ten-Day War.

September 1991: JNA openly attacks areas in Croatia; the Croatian 
War of Independence starts.

October 1991–December 1991: Full-scale armed conflicts are 
happening throughout Croatia. The Serb entity in Croatia pro-
claimed its independence as the Republic of Serbian Krajina, but 
remained unrecognized by any country except Serbia.

January 1992: Vance peace plan is signed, creating zones for Serb-
controlled territories, and ending large scale military operations in 
Croatia; UNPROFOR forces arrive to monitor this peace treaty; the 
Republic of Macedonia declares independence; Republic of the Serb 
People of Bosnia and Herzegovina—the future Republika Srpska 
[Serb Republic]—is proclaimed.

April 1992: Bosnia and Herzegovina declares independence; the 
Bosnian War begins, as well as the siege of Sarajevo that would 
last for 1425 days in total and result in more than 10,000 peo-
ple killed by the forces of the JNA and, subsequently, the Army 
of Republika Srpska. Federal Republic of Yugoslavia is pro-
claimed, consisting of Serbia and Montenegro and with Slobodan 
Milošević as president.

May 1992: UN impose sanctions against Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia, banning all international trade, scientific and techni-
cal cooperation, sports and cultural exchanges as well as air travel; 
Slovenia, Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina became UN mem-
bers states.

March 1993: The Croat-Bosniak War begins, a conflict between 
the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina and the self-proclaimed 
Croatian Republic of Herzeg-Bosnia, supported by Croatia.

May 1993: International Criminal Tribunal for the former 
Yugoslavia (ICTY), a body of United Nations, is formed in The 
Hague, Netherlands.

March 1994: Peace treaty between Bosniaks and Croats is signed 
(Washington Agreement), arbitrated by the United States.



INTRODUCTION   3

May 1995: Croatia launches Operation Flash, retaking its territories 
from the forces of the Republic of Srpska Krajina, followed by the 
exodus of 11,500–15,000 Serbian refugees.

July 1995: Srebrenica genocide reported, with more than 8000 
Bosniaks killed by the units of the Army of Republika Srpska 
under the command of General Ratko Mladić, who is sentenced 
to life in prison by the ICTY in 2017.

August 1995: Croatia launches Operation Storm and reclaims over 
70% of its pre-war territory, followed by the exodus of approxi-
mately 200,000 Serbian refugees; NATO launches a series of air 
strikes on Bosnian Serb artillery and other military targets.

December 1995: Dayton Agreement signed in Paris, marking the 
end of the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina.

March 1998: Fighting breaks out between Yugoslav forces and eth-
nic Albanians in Kosovo, Slobodan Milošević sends in troops and 
police.

March 1999: NATO starts the military campaign Operation Allied 
Force in Kosovo.

June 1999: Conflict in Southern Serbia between Albanian mili-
tants and Yugoslav security forces begins upon the end of Kosovo 
War.

1.
The title of this volume promises to explore an art form in a geograph-
ical area and during a time span defined by the term “Yugoslav wars,” 
that is to say, the territory of the (Ex-)Socialist Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia during the 1990s. Although the topic-time-place coordinates 
may seem very fixed to readers not familiar with the complexity of this 
historical context, we consider that the main concepts of the title and 
reasons for choosing them need to be addressed.

First of all, what does “theatre” mean in this context? And more 
importantly, can we state that known concepts and definitions of thea-
tre are challenged, extended, accentuated or corrupted in times of acute 
and violent socio-political transformation, such as war? Looking through 
some existing major research contributions, and especially those assem-
bled in this volume, a possible answer to the above-mentioned ques-
tion becomes quite obvious: during times of war, the usual theoretical 
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common-places tend to be either shifted, intensified, questioned, or even 
reversed. Furthermore, widely shared distinctions or dichotomies in the 
field of aesthetics tend to be blurred. On one side of the spectrum, under 
exceptional life conditions imposed by the war, the pure fact of maintain-
ing and producing theatre gains a strong meaning, e.g. as a collective act 
of humanity or in order to maintain “normality” (meaning the “regular-
ity” of everyday life) against all odds. Simply performing and attending 
theatre, as some texts in this volume show us, may provide efficacious 
devices to challenge the peril of death and strengthen the will to sur-
vive. On the other hand, sometimes this maintaining of “normality,” 
persisting to produce theatre repertoires as though nothing of stronger 
social and political significance was happening outside the theatre stage, 
could be considered the exact opposite—an escape from the responsibil-
ity of theatre, as a public space, to communicate with its reality regard-
less of the consequences this may bring. And it is exactly this ambiguous 
position that speaks volumes of the effect that theoretical concepts of 
theatre could bear during wartime. Escapism as one possible function of 
theatre can result in an act of collective denial, or of sharing hope—and 
many shades between the two.

On another level, and starting from the fact that wartime presup-
poses a certain national or other homogeneity required for actual 
combat, theatre can be used as an artistic weapon to fight for national 
independence and new forms of collective identity. This is crucial in 
the case of Yugoslav wars, which were fought along ethnic and national 
lines. Presenting and re-interpreting collective historical myths, as well 
as fostering “blood and soil” narratives, are the related functions of at 
least one type of wartime theatre. As some of the contributions in this 
book demonstrate, most of the state-funded theatres throughout all of 
the warring countries almost unanimously followed the call for national 
unification initiated by the dominant political powers (or, in some rare 
but respectable cases, decided to position themselves precisely against 
it). Theatre thus became a platform for openly negotiating its political 
potentials, engagements and responsibilities in the context of very clearly 
denoted and mediated positions of Us vs. Them. Furthermore, consider-
ing some theoretical positions perceiving ethnicity and ethnically based 
collective “identities” as not only a “requirement” of an ethically moti-
vated war but also its products,1 throughout this volume, theatre will 
also be evaluated as an active mechanism able not only to reproduce but 
also to create the patterns of certain national unity.
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As already stated, in the case of ethnically based wars, national deno-
tation becomes one of the most central issues of the discussion on war-
time theatre. As we shall see in the presented texts, identification with 
concepts of nationality took place on different levels and via different 
modes—from the renaming of institutions (adding the attributes of 
ethnic affiliation), choosing “national” authors and nationally “relevant” 
topics, staging works in specific language idioms, et cetera. Furthermore, 
this also happened by means of expulsion—modes of forming nation-
ally defined theatres could also be found in the reality of what was miss-
ing from the theatre stages. Authors, actors and theatre professionals 
of “other” ethnic affiliations suddenly perished from the nationally- 
defined stages, thus reflecting not only the general wartime atmos-
phere, focused on naming and removing enemies from the “nation’s  
body,” but also indicating to what extent theatre was engaged in this 
process. Of course, one should be aware of the perils of generalization; 
this is exactly why the theatrical phenomena that escaped implementing 
the imposed nationalistic rhetoric and its brutal consequences will be fur-
ther addressed throughout the texts assembled here.

Theatrical performances allow one to present oneself in a potentially 
limited, marginalized or suppressed public sphere and to speak out in 
disagreement. Individual responsibility can be enacted and postulated; 
fear and hopelessness can be expressed. However, the wartime context 
not only challenges the existing concepts in the realm of theatre, but also 
brings about new ones. For example, the question of whether one should 
perform theatre during a war becomes a prevailing one, reflecting the ethi-
cal position of theatre and its practitioners in the overall scheme of political 
power and its mechanisms of mediation. This question meanders through 
most of the texts included in this volume—the mere fact of engaging one-
self in theatre production resonates with the theatre practitioners’ diver-
sified ethical concerns during the wars in Yugoslavia. As in this research 
field, theatre and war relate to the concrete activities of human beings, 
responsibility becomes a crucial topic: the responsibility of those who pro-
duced and witnessed art, or those who made use of performative acts to 
achieve or promote certain ideological agendas, as well as the responsibil-
ity of those who carried out war activities or atrocities.

Considering all this, “theatre” in the context of the Yugoslav wars 
must be understood as a wide notion including all sorts of theatri-
cal interactions, regardless of their organizational form, respectively, 
their more social or artistic ambitions. The will to act or witness coram 
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publico, to establish relationships in order to step out of the logic of war 
or to take sides, the existential need to communicate, to claim the above- 
mentioned responsibility or to evoke a special kind of reality in a shared 
space where playful, symbolic, fictional or utopian features can become 
potentially efficient, serves as a criteria of what has to be explored.

There are many historical and scholarly reasons to use “theatre” in the 
given context as an umbrella term and to abstain from the usual differen-
tiations (cultural performance, performance, activist art, theatricality, per-
formativity, et cetera) at the first level of defining the research area. Only 
one of these reasons shall be emphasized: the availability of food, water, 
electricity, financial means, public spheres or the access to public media 
and communication, are goods that warring factions aim to bring under 
their control, while the preconditions to establish theatrical interactions 
on a small scale can hardly be abolished or totally controlled. The organ-
izational forms, spaces, means and aims of theatrical interactions depend 
greatly on such accidental factors, but their importance, effectiveness or 
artistic value is not determined by whether people gather in a function-
ing National Theatre building, an improvized venue, in front of the load-
ing platform of a van, on public squares or streets, or in some private 
or clandestine spaces. Thus the decision to generally label as “theatre” 
interactions bearing the potential to create or transform specific realities 
in a playful or symbolic manner stems from the objective to make very 
different events comparable and to further explore their interdependen-
cies. This strategic lack of terminological differentiation on the first level 
allows us to value phenomena which are obvious and hidden, “loud” and 
“silent,” persistent and ephemeral, while their analysis aims to initiate 
reflections about divergences and interdependencies in every respect.

Obviously, “theatre” during the Yugoslav wars turned out to be highly 
relevant for opposing or at least different reasons for various groups of 
people according to their actual life conditions and needs. In the shadow 
of state-controlled media and comprehensive crises of all sorts, theatri-
cal performances gained a vital communicational significance in negotiat-
ing the roots, the state and the future of individuals and communities, in 
which the framing of the latter with an ethnic, religious, nationalistic and/
or martial zeal conflicted with promoting a multiethnic, multi-confessional, 
anti-nationalistic and peaceful mode of coexistence. While theatre in Europe 
generally faced a loss of importance for the community as a means for nego-
tiating social needs and values, theatre in the context of the Yugoslav wars 
increased its significance in all respects, simultaneously with bloodshed.
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“Yugoslav wars” is another term that is less defined in our context 
than one might presume. Historians may have depicted (and are still 
depicting) armed conflicts and war crimes summarized under the term 
“Yugoslav wars,” they may have analyzed different factors causing these 
wars in the framework of the breakup of SFR Yugoslavia; and they may 
have counted approximately how many deaths, casualties or missing per-
sons resulted from these wars (see above: “Yugoslav Wars”—A chrono-
logical overview of key events).2 Of course one must be aware of this 
kind of knowledge; but as “theatre” presupposes that actual persons 
establish actual relationships in actual spaces during a definite time 
span, “war” necessarily gains a concrete meaning in this context as well. 
Theatre in the context of war lacks any abstractness, and instead denotes 
concrete experiences in concrete situations. Therefore, the notions of 
war in this particular case could not be more ambiguous and complex—
although narrowed down to similar dates and toponyms, the “same” war 
can be defined and narrated differently, as we can witness by analyzing 
the current state of historiography and everyday politics in the succes-
sor countries. In Croatia, the term “homeland war” or “the war of inde-
pendence” is still very much used officially to describe the armed conflict 
that took place on its territory, with attempts to label it an armed conflict 
with strong traits of civil war still being scrutinized3 and even potentially 
penalized.4 On the other side, in the official narratives of today’s Serbia, 
this conflict is predominately called simply the “war in Croatia.” The 
problem of designating an armed conflict as a war is even more present 
in the case of the conflicts between Croatian and Bosniak armed forces in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, or in the case of armed combats between the 
Serbian Army and the Albanian minority in Kosovo. Although a com-
mon understanding of these conflicts still cannot be negotiated, and the 
use of the plural form thus also points to the lack of minimal agreement, 
the contributions of this volume address this problem by challenging the 
aforementioned notions, each in its own way.

The point of departure for our research activities in this field can 
be found in two Ph.D. projects currently being led at the University 
of Vienna, one focusing on theatre during the wars in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, the other on wartime theatre in Croatia and Serbia. In 
need of widening the research field with existing and new approaches to 
these topics, we organized the conference Theatre During the Yugoslav 
Wars in November 2015 (while also conducting a seminar for students 
under the same name in that very semester).5 With this, an international 
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research network was eventually established, and in the closing discus-
sion of the conference, the idea for a related book project was brought 
up. Some major learning steps and changes in our mindsets accompanied 
its planning and realization, one of which is reflected in the shift of the 
preposition in the title from the initial “during” to the much wider “in 
the context of.”

We started to define the project as a theatre-historiographical one 
and broadened our time-span focus to 1999, giving less attention to 
those approaches pursuing the traces and consequences of war in con-
temporary performances. One reason for this type of intervention in the 
temporal determinations of our initial project is found in the fact that, 
even if the administrative dates of the first and last armed conflicts can 
be determined to a certain extent, their influence on the state of theatre 
cannot. Another reason for focusing on a quite narrow time-span, with 
the dedicated objective of working in the field of theatre historiography, 
is certainly the urgent need to systematically collect, analyze and debate 
the remnants of theatrical activities of the war era. While a quite con-
siderable amount of productions are well documented, and some muse-
ums, state or theatre archives, and magazines from the region provide 
important collections and material, a lot of basic research still has to be 
done, especially when considering those forms of theatre happening out-
side urban centres and “out of reach” of the media and further public 
interest. Furthermore, as we have experienced throughout our work on 
bringing this volume together, some phenomena of wartime theatre, for 
very different reasons, are still underrepresented in this research field, 
thus also missing basic analytical treatment (e.g. the wartime theatre 
activities in Banja Luka). A systematic theoretical framework in organ-
izing and debating this very material that we already know or that we 
still have to discover was lacking, especially on an international, English-
speaking level. This was another motivation for the specific focus of our 
first theatre-historiographical attempts.

These are still important goals to achieve when considering our given 
intentions, but we learned from the contributions in this volume that his-
tory in this case decisively affects the present. In many case studies, the 
past and the present proved to be interwoven in numerous ways, with 
respect to theatre practice from the 1990s until this very day: therefore, 
it is difficult to determine whether and when exactly the Yugoslav wars 
came to an end. The period of war, be it as an armed and executed con-
flict between two or more opposing political entities or in the form of the 



INTRODUCTION   9

“new wars” of the post-Cold war era,6 can rarely be curtailed by defined 
initial and final dates. In the case of all the wars fought in the course of 
Yugoslavia’s breakup in the 1990s, there was never any formal declaration 
of war by the opposing parties. An end to the wars was mostly achieved 
through international peace conferences, and they were officially ended 
by peace agreements, as, for example with the Dayton Agreement in the 
case of Bosnia and Herzegovina, or with the Kumanovo Agreement in 
the case of the war in Kosovo. But while the Prussian general and military 
theorist Carl von Clausewitz famously defined war as “the continuation 
of politics by other means,” the editorial team behind this volume was 
often confronted with the question of whether some present-day events 
surrounding our research project are not proof that, even in times of 
declarative peace, there may still exist something like the continuation of 
war by other means. More than once, we were reminded of the reper-
cussions of the wars on the present; and theatre practice seems to entail 
a distinct potential to measure the long-term damage on individuals and 
communities, and to remember what the public discourse wants to define 
as forgotten or to rage against states of denial. The scandals regularly pro-
voked by the theatrical inquiries of the theatre director Oliver Frljić are 
only the most distinguished, but not the only proof of this.7

In conclusion, we decided to define the research field using the prep-
osition “in the context” as a “history of the present,” which led us to 
think about and to adjust the historiographical concept.

2.
We experienced the extent to which the temporal determinants of the 
Yugoslav wars, as well as the notion of theatre, were subverted while pre-
paring this volume—more precisely, in dealing with the choice of a cover 
photo for the book. Initially intrigued by the photographs presented 
by Branislav Jakovljević in his lecture at the mentioned conference in 
Vienna, we engaged in a delicate task of finding a visual expression of the 
books’ main topics and controversies. While we were successful in find-
ing such a picture, the publisher unfortunately rejected our choice due to 
its cover design policy. However, the selected photo deserved to become 
part of this introduction out of different reasons.

The mentioned picture, taken by the photographer Velija 
Hasanbegović in early 2018, impressed us due to its visual message 
simultaneously being vague and documentary, sufficiently general to 
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be placed in different times and places, but at the same time located in 
a very specific place and within a striking context (Fig. 1). This image, 
portraying an abandoned space existing somewhere on the border 
between fact and fiction, storytelling and history-telling, became a con-
ceptual frame we wanted to further address in this introduction in order 
to distinguish more precisely between the various discourses raised when 
addressing theatre and war.

At first glance, the motif of the devastated stage might be associated 
with an abandoned venue which has fallen into decay over time. But 
then, one might recognize the holes and bruises on the concrete walls, 
as well as the white paint covering graffiti with new graffiti over it, some 
of it later made unreadable. The former are bullet holes; the latter doc-
ument an ongoing battle to symbolically take possession of this place of 
remembrance.

One might think that our interest in this photo was raised by its 
apparent trespassing of the clear border of the war as a “material,”  

Fig. 1  Interior view of the stage in the former cultural center of Pilica [Dom 
Kulture], located in the territory of Republika Srpska (district of Zvornik), 
March 2018 (Photo courtesy of Velija Hasanbegović)
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and theatre as a “medium” of presentation. The war affects theatre in 
numerous ways, transforming not only its traditional modes of rep-
resentation but also very often its ways of functioning—there are numer-
ous cases of theatre houses and stages being closed, used as shelters, 
moved to safer cities or zones, transferring performance times to mat-
inees. But the photograph mainly reminds us of the possibility that a 
stage can become the scene of atrocities as well.

It shows an interior view of the stage in the former cultural centre 
of Pilica, located in the territory of Republika Srpska, one of the two 
legal entities of Bosnia and Herzegovina. The venue was originally 
built as one of many cultural centres [Dom Kulture] throughout the 
former Yugoslavia, established with the foundation of the socialist state 
after World War II in order to provide a space for art and culture in 
remote and non-urban areas of the country. They were usually used for 
cultural manifestations, guest performances by theatre groups, concerts, 
film screenings, et cetera. In the course of the Bosnian War, the Pilica 
Cultural Centre twice became a scene of horrendous war crimes: up 
to 750 men and boys of Muslim ethnicity were detained in the centre 
for several days at the end of May 1992, following the ethnic cleans-
ing of multiple villages in the district of Zvornik. They were supposed 
to be relocated to the safe area of Sapna, but this never happened: on 
June 1, 1992, those civilians were taken away from the Cultural Centre 
by armed forces of the Army of Republika Srpska [Vojska Republike 
Srpske, VRS], executed in the surrounding areas and buried in mass 
graves.

As part of the genocide that took place in Srebrenica and its sur-
rounding areas in 1995, on July 16, approximately 500 Bosnian-Muslim 
men and boys were executed by VRS military personnel in the cultural 
centre of Pilica itself, using automatic weapons and hand grenades. 
The theatre stage, the storage area beneath the stage and the audito-
rium became horrendous crime scenes.8 These two documented and 
prosecuted war crimes in Pilica were not the only cases in the course of 
the Bosnian War in which a theatrical space turned into a place of the 
gruesome suffering of innocents, as one of our contributing authors, 
Branislav Jakovljević, recently pointed out with reference to the case of 
Čelopek (also located in the district of Zvornik), where the stage of the 
cultural centre became a torture chamber.9

Showing the image of this specific place of detention and execu-
tion in the introduction of an international academic volume dealing 
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with theatre in the context of the Yugoslav wars reminds us of the most 
dreadful effect of war and what this conflict meant for those imprisoned 
in the cultural centre of Pilica and expecting to be killed. We selected 
it as a memorial sign for this purpose, because the scholarly point of 
view tends to gain distance and, therefore, lose sight of some unbeara-
ble truths, especially by focusing on theatre and those individuals, among 
others, who had the strength to use it as a playful means of survival or 
active revolt.

Furthermore, we find that this photograph comments on the inability 
to factually reclaim the end of war and underline one of the numerous 
ways it still lingers, with or without the complicity of official systems of 
political power. Once we had received the photos from the actual place 
and compared them to those taken in the last few years in other con-
texts, we noticed a certain “graffiti war” taking place on the walls of 
the venue, which, in the meantime, had became a place of annual com-
memoration for the victims who had been tortured and killed on the 
spot. Over the course of just a few years, we could follow nationalistic 
and other symbols being overwritten in a perpetual continuation of the 
“war by other means.” Pictures from 2016 show graffiti writing in sup-
port of Ratko Mladić, the commanding officer of the Army of Republika 
Srpska, a war criminal convicted in 2017 as the main person responsible 
for the very genocide happening here. These graffiti symbols appeared 
before an annual memorial service, organized by the Udruženje porodica 
zarobljenih i nestalih lica općine Zvornik10 [Association of the Families 
of Imprisoned and Missing Persons of the district of Zvornik], held to 
commemorate the imprisoned victims on May 31, 2016—the commem-
orating families stated that those symbols had not been present a year 
earlier.11

In 2018, the letters were covered by black graffiti, probably out of 
respect for the victims who are commemorated here each year by 
Bosnian Muslims and other visitors. The image chosen above is the 
most recent picture available—and, in contrast to pictures taken a year 
or two ago, it shows a new graffiti sign: on the right side of the stage 
we see the sign C-C-C-C, a Cyrillic abbreviation of Samo Sloga Srbina 
Spasava, meaning “only unity saves the Serbs.”12 As the above analysis 
proves, the stage and the auditorium of the Pilica cultural centre remain 
a place of post-war wounds and unresolved questions of historiography 
and responsibility.
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3.
The arguments for assembling this volume became clear at the 
above-mentioned conference, where, for the first time since the wars, 
such a number of acknowledged academics and theatre profession-
als discussed the wartime theatrical phenomena of a once mutual state, 
bringing their research and experiences to direct communication. This 
comparative presentation of knowledge thus simultaneously addressed 
the position of “the others” (or the former enemies during the con-
flicts), opening up the discussions to new forms of understanding. The 
outcomes of the conference were incredibly valuable, as we learned that 
most theatre theoreticians in the Yugoslav successor states—with few 
exceptions—deal with related topics in the context of their respective 
national framework, while their research does not necessarily transcend 
the boundaries of the new nation states. It is self-evident that each 
successor state has experienced its own peculiar political and social trans-
formations, and thus requires specific analysis, but by assembling this 
volume, we wanted to further stimulate present and future research chal-
lenging transferrable levels and correlations. As stated above, the contex-
tualization of different forms of theatre with different war experiences 
could be considered as a first methodological approach to the research 
field under construction. Out of the individual contributions, one can 
depict a first map of specific constellations; yet of course, the following 
way to outline correlations is only one possibility of reading through this 
volume.

The first section of the volume concerns institutionalized theatre 
under the influence of economic transition, warmongering politics, state 
control and the rise of nationalism in a relationship of mutual depend-
ence with the Yugoslav wars. The eminent intellectual, dramaturge and 
activist Borka Pavićević introduces the section with an analysis of the 
transition period in retrospect (“…privatization. That was the basis: 
nationalism was an upgrade”), and points out the extent to which a the-
atre institution mirrors the governmental system. As the artistic direc-
tor of the Belgrade Drama Theatre, she witnessed the dissemination of 
jingoistic mindsets until she was dismissed in 1993, amid her struggles 
to keep the theatre repertoire relevant to the acute reality. Reacting to 
the uniform official cultural policy concentrated on producing national 
narratives and presenting its harsh consequences, which she describes in 
detail. In 1994, she founded the Centre for Cultural Decontamination, 
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which very quickly became an important hub for intellectual and artistic 
resistance in Belgrade. Pavićević’s experiences of being actively engaged 
in both institutional and non-institutional realms of creative production 
in Belgrade during the wars provide a unique comparative perspective. 
As her testimony shows, while the independent theatre scene almost 
immediately and overtly critically reacted to the horrors of reality (its 
most prominent agents being the DAH Theatre group13), the state-
funded theatres continued their activities in a certain oblivion, pretend-
ing that the war was happening to others. Managed mostly by appointed 
supporters of the regime, and thus under the direct influence of the gov-
ernment, most of the state theatres concentrated on creating repertoires 
either based on historical narratives (stirring up national sentiments of 
unity), or providing their audiences with the possibility to “escape” the 
violent reality.

This position is exactly the starting point of Irena Šentevska’s con-
tribution, which discusses official Serbian theatre presenting “spectacles 
of forgetfulness” during wartime, staging repertoires producing certain 
amnesia towards the perturbed reality. Furthermore, Šentevska shows 
how a paradoxical situation, where the state subsidized culture by the 
highest ever percentage of its budget14 in the midst of one of the harsh-
est economic and social crises in modern European history, resonated on 
the stages of official theatre institutions, departing from the visual aspects 
of the staged material. After analyzing examples of lavish productions 
manifesting the state of denial, she introduces examples of those produc-
tions staged in state-funded theatres that expressed an attempt to criti-
cize the positions of power responsible for their own functioning.15

Šentevska shares some part of her main analytical focus with Ksenija 
Radulović, who also deals with noteworthy productions of state-funded 
theatre in Belgrade during the wars, such as Troilus and Cressida and 
The Last Days of Mankind, which were staged in the Yugoslav Drama 
Theatre (JDP) in 1994. But, while Šentevska, focusing on visual aspects, 
underscores that theatre remained quite “undramatic” or trapped in aes-
thetics compared to everyday life, and that observably the institutions 
generally remained caught in the warmongering system that funded 
them, Radulović focuses on dramaturgical aspects and criticism, empha-
sizing how important the discussed performances were for the “minority 
of citizens who consistently struggled against official policies.” By pro-
viding deeper analysis of the productions such as Powder Keg by Dejan 
Dukovski (1995) or Tamna je noć [Dark Is the Night] by Aleksandar 


