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Flying across South America in 1929, Le Corbusier observed the great rivers of the Parana, 

the Uruguay, and the Paraguay from the air. From above, the land appeared in entirely new 

configurations, and the meanders of the great rivers made evident the ways in which a natural 

force contends with the laws of nature. Le Corbusier was so fascinated by this he applied the 

idea of meander also to human thinking: “Following the outlines of a meander from above, I 

understood the difficulties met in human affairs, the dead ends in which they get stuck and the 

apparently miraculous solutions that suddenly resolve apparently inextricable situations.”
1
 

Early on, Barši often dealt with problems arising from being over-concerned with form 

in art, which were actually stimulating in that they had the potential of bringing about new 

concepts that changed or rejected form: “When I encounter some problems – well, it helps me 

a lot that there are problems.”
2
 Because it is the problem that spurs one to relinquish old 

concepts as they become obstructive or some new knowledge no longer fits the old frame. A 

change in concept thus means not only a change in form but a shift in thinking leading to the 

question: why is it necessary to think “conceptually”? In this sense also Barši‟s meanders in 

art can be more easily understood: from the deconstruction of the sculptural object in the mid-

1990s, to a shift to some sort of architectural explorations of space and their subsequent 

expansion into installations, the use value of an artwork, and its social and relational value, to 

more conceptual practices, such as walking, sound,
3
 conversations,

4
 readings,

5
 and registers of 

knowledge. Or, as he described these shifts: “… it‟s essential that I don‟t permanently ally 

myself with something, that I don‟t say, I am this or that.”
6
 In his view, it is not outlining 

one‟s path and then following it that makes a person an “author”, but thinking and rethinking 

things over and over, and abandoning or even coming to disagree with old ideas in the 

process. 

 

Architecture 

Before going to study sculpture, Barši took a degree in architecture. Architecture almost 

seems a more important point of reference for his work than sculpture, perhaps due to the 

vastness of scope involved in thinking about it in relation to society, and in part, due to the 

ideas of the charismatic Edvard Ravnikar, Barši‟s professor at the faculty of architecture in the 

1970s. According to Barši, Ravnikar delivered only two lectures for the Public Buildings I 

subject over the entire academic year. During the first lecture he showed an aerial photo of the 

Planica ski jumping hill: a snowy field with nothing but tire tracks left after the conclusion of 

the event. He used this shot to explain to his students how order is established in nature where 

previously there was none, something reminiscent of Le Corbusier‟s meander. The other 

lecture explored the many things a façade could be in addition to being a façade, and about 

the many things its windows could be hiding. The façade was also the topic of Barši‟s 

graduation thesis, on which Ravnikar commented unconventionally, with references to 

modern art, Moore and Cezanne, and the ways of fastening cufflinks.  
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This dimension of U-turns or loop-the-loops in thought seems to have pervaded 

Barši‟s work too. A sculpture is thus never intended as merely a formal art “piece”, but rather 

a fusion of apparently irreconcilable ideas that eventually come together in “something 

broader”, in the reality of everyday life. One such early example is Orlando, a bench with two 

roofs that actually resembles something Barši noticed in the garden of the National Museum, 

where a wooden construction with corrugated concrete panels sheltered stone sarcophagi. 

Another example is the project for the Venice Biennale in 1997, for which the artist made a 

garden in the church in Piazza San Marco that served as the Slovenia Pavilion. To a certain 

extent, the work was a consequence of the exhibition space – a church, in itself quite 

problematic; the process that led to it encompassed other elements and relations. An attentive 

observer could see that the space was constructed as a film set: with the process, a fictional 

gardener, and a vegetable garden in a rhythm dictated by the growth of plants, demanding a 

different, slower pace amidst the hustle and bustle of the biennale. Also sentences taken from 

a book on growing vegetables and used in the exhibition catalogue acquired another meaning 

in the new context and became interpretable as relating to art: “Something very simple – 

gardening, why, how – I was suddenly reading as „why art‟, „how art‟.”
7
 

In his Public Toilet
8
 of 1999 Barši took the modernist idea of a public sculpture to the 

extreme by foregrounding its use value or the idea of function in art. The notion that an art 

piece could transfer to another context and leave the sphere of art to become a useful object 

caused a great deal of perplexity and gave rise to certain dilemmas at the time. The toilet in 

the Metelkova Autonomous Zone was a simple cubic form with a gable roof and a chemical 

toilet; Barši did not want the structure to give the impression of ambitious architecture or to 

underscore its artistic aspect. The professional audience was more taken aback by the idea of 

the so-called “not-just-art”, i.e., the artwork‟s descent from the pedestal of artistic 

exceptionality to everyday life, than by the “modesty” of the form. This was also a time when 

participation or participatory practices in art were first being discussed, as well as the various 

dimensions of contents this produces and which thus become a component of an artwork; this 

would go on to become one of the major concerns in Barši‟s art. The toilet was in actual use 

in Metelkova until 2001, when it was included in the Moderna galerija collection: the artist 

signed an agreement with the museum about its subsequent use, but after some time the toilet 

was transferred to the museum storerooms, thus entering a new stage-context and becoming a 

museum artifact. 

In one way or another all of the above mentioned projects stem from Barši‟s 

fascination with borderline areas and overlooked spaces: we could even go so far as to say 

they are formally neither architecture nor sculpture, neither art nor non-art… Or, in Yve-Alain 

Bois‟s terms, when he speaks about similar issues in relation to Reinhardt
9
, Barši‟s projects 

could be described as “almost that”. Not architecture; but almost. 

 

Perception 
“Perception is the beginning of action.”

10
 

Among Barši‟s projects, Walking is undoubtedly that which most directly deals with 

the question of perception, with thinking about the five senses or the ways of translating and 

communicating one‟s inner experiences for and to others. Walking is something so simple, 

something we all do without paying much attention to it. This is precisely what made it all the 

more difficult to stay focused solely on perceiving just that which was going on in and with 

                                                 
7
 M'ars, 16. 

8
 In collaboration with Martina Bastarda, Mateja Ocepek and Nataša Skušek. 

9
 See Yve-Alain Bois: The Limit of Almost. Ad Reinhardt (exhibition catalogue). New York: Museum of Modern 

Art, 1991. 
10

 Kenjiro Yoshigasaki, aikido instructor. 



the body, and on avoiding conceptualizing it or contemplating the form of representation. 

Perhaps an explanatory aside about the background is in order: Barši practiced aikido for 

many years and also spent some time in a Buddhist monastery in Sri Lanka to practice 

walking meditation. Needless to say, this was not some oversimplified esotericism but an age-

old practice. As the artist related in an interview: “The meditation process is based on 

focusing entirely on walking. First you say to yourself: left foot, right foot, and repeat that. 

Then you go into more and more detail, and you say to yourself, heel, sole, toes, lifting the 

foot of the ground, air…”
11

 

Barši repeated this process at the DCAC Gallery in Washington, but with a difference: 

he attempted to record this inner process. He spent one hour each day walking about the 

gallery space; and he described what he perceived in emails to himself. Initially, his notes 

were simple – left foot, right foot – then they became more and more detailed – weight on the 

right foot, the left leg bends at the knee, knee forward. The difficulty that arose was how to 

communicate this experience to others; not as a visual record of the process of walking as 

seen from outside, but the perception of or experiencing the body from the inside. Barši was 

less interested in the old concepts of the exterior or of the outwardly oriented senses; he was 

fascinated by the possibility of changing this concept so that “… perception can be directed 

(…) also inward, so that we are attentive to what‟s happening within us: how we walk, how 

we feel.”
12

 In projects of this type one inevitably comes up against the problem of translating 

subjective experience, due to being limited to the familiar tools. As Gao Xingijan points out, 

there is the danger of such experiences turning into narratives, since “[r]eality exists only 

through experience, and it must be personal experience. However, once related, even personal 

experience becomes a narrative… Reality is myself, reality is only the perception of this 

instant and it can‟t be related to another person.”
13

 There is a certain similarity with the work 

4 dias 4 noites (4 Days 4 Nights) by the Brazilian artist Artur Barrio, who walked the streets 

of Rio de Janeiro in 1970 as part of a prolonged process, persisting to the point of total 

physical exhaustion, when he began to perceive another dimension of existence. Although 

Barrio‟s walking around the town was meant as art, it remained without a final conclusion, 

“the book was left unwritten” and all that remained were “memories, body, and the street”. 

Although Barši‟s and Barrio‟s projects originated from different points of departure, they have 

something in common: a temporal distance between perception and memory, between 

perception and (mis)understanding of this perception, and finally, between form or 

representation and content. In addition to that, there is the important question of when a 

certain work begins and when it ends, or to define it more precisely: “Does a work begin 

when we ask ourselves: what do we desire to change?”
14

 

 

Participation 

In the early 1990s, practices began shaping – particularly in Western Europe and the United 

States – what some theoreticians refer to as participatory art; they were also described as 

socially-engaged art, community art, experimental communities, dialogue art, collaborative 

art, etc. With their earliest beginnings dating back to the 1960s and some even earlier 

rudiments, these practices aimed to establish a different relationship between art objects, 

artists, and the public. Crucial in this is the collective creation of a situation that only earns the 

attribute of art during the process itself. The artist continues to appear in the role of the author, 

but the group of people participating in the project is assigned the role of “a small utopian 
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society that works non-hierarchically”.
15

 In Slovenia, Barši was among the first artists to 

become involved in this type of art practices. In an interview for the Moderna galerija 

magazine M’ars in 1997 he offered: “If before I was all alone in the studio, now my method 

of work has changed. Just as I worked before with material, now I work with people. Not by 

using them; we are all involved in a relationship.”
16

 Collaboration as a work method is 

already notably present in the Venice Biennale project, then again in the Public Toilet, and 

most conspicuously in a 2001 project entitled House. This was made without the artist being 

actually present; he was in the United States at the time and only sent his collaborators 

diagrams laying out the project and key words, such as “rules of the game: simplicity, 

inexpensive materials, non-architecture, non-design, non-art; manual labor instead of 

intellectual; if in doubt, consult someone,” and similar. Many of the technical solutions were 

resolved by his collaborators, the Moderna galerija technical crew, while the form itself was 

the result of joint deliberations with curators. The house was intended to be used by all the 

participants in a natural environment after the end of the exhibition in the Mala galerija; to 

this end, an agreement about the use of the house and the “rules of the game” was signed with 

the Moderna galerija. This agreement served, to a great extent, as the outline for later joint 

work, and included such articles as: “Every caretaker has equal right to use the house. No one 

person has more rights or duties than any other. Everyone is a guardian and user to the same 

extent.” One of the central features of this project, the surplus as it were of participatoriness, 

was, as Barši mentioned, in that some kind of Marxist theory pervaded the project, based on 

the questions: How can society function differently at the microlevel? How can we all work 

together and be intensely creative? How do we share the common? These ideas had a slightly 

utopian ring at the time and did not really interest most art critics, since the general attitude 

was that the focus of attention in projects of this type was on the end result, on what remained 

afterwards, e.g. an object, an image, a story, rather than the process itself. This view of art is 

fairly obsolete today, especially the idea of the “autonomous object” independent of the work, 

something Paolo Virno developed in his writing on the concept of “virtuosity”. 

An interesting comparison offers itself with another house from another time and 

space: the Casa Cruz built by the participants of the experimental school of architecture in 

Valparaíso in Chile, between 1958 and 1961, along similar principles as Barši‟s “little utopian 

society”. The practices encouraged were open and collaborative work, decision-making on the 

spot, finding formal and technical solutions as the problems occurred, research taking 

precedence over design, emphasis on manual labor, improvisation, and similar. In addition to 

the similarities in the work methods and the collective production, a similar turnaround 

occurred with both houses after the end of the creative process: not agreeing with the terms of 

use and the “rules of the game”, the Ljubljana House participants never actually erected the 

house in a natural environment after the end of the show; that happened only much later and 

in a different context.
17

 And Casa Cruz, in its quest to transcend architecture and approach 

poetry, remained simply a poetic incursion in space, of poetry in action as it were. 

 

Knowledge 

An entirely different conceptual line can, however, be traced in Barši‟s recent work, roughly 

from 2004 to the present. It involves very careful reading of texts from the fields of 

philosophy, political theory, and art, often overlooked or forgotten works, and subsequent 

transformation of these works into a form in which they are universally understandable. The 

register of knowledge thus created does not end with merely attentive reading – it is more 
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about redefining concepts of knowing, working/acting, the aesthetic experience, and the 

political, or in other words, emancipatory practices that thus become “experimental protocols” 

of sorts. Barši‟s readings have a lot to do with rhythm, which in turn relates to processes of 

copying the texts with technology, of selecting/excerpting, composing, processing, 

commenting, underlining, making notes, scanning, highlighting, annotating, copying, circling 

individual words, phrases, sentences, paragraphs, quotes. Repeating these practices over and 

over again allows their rhythm to remain unbroken. And the rhythm remains unbroken until 

there is something to say, or, until there is some thought present. Of course, this thought is not 

just any thought, but just the opposite, “thought as object”, which produces its materiality by 

“not being theory which affects practice as a result, but by sharing the fate of all other objects 

of this world.”
18

 The density of texts is now not only conceptual but is suddenly tangibly 

material; in the final analysis, the texts can even be read as some kind of images, becoming 

almost “objects of a special order”. This is why the real question can no longer be “what is an 

idea?” but “what does an idea do in the world?”
19

 And herein, it seems, lies the materiality of 

Barši‟s readings. 

 

 

 

 

Text for the retrospective exhibition of Jože Barši, Moderna galerija, MSUM, 2013. 

Published in the catalogue. 
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