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Lighthouse - 2009 / videostill
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                          Thinking Surrenders to Feeling
                                                      On the work of Mariana Vassileva

By Michael Stoeber

No one in philosophy so eloquently invoked the duality of human nature of feeling and 
thinking like Blaise Pascal. The often dramatic tension between reason and feeling produces, 
in his understanding, ”a civil war within oneself.” To escape this conflict, humans usually 
choose either one side or the other without this leading to a solution. It is necessary however 
to pacify and balance reason and feeling. What Pascal writes in his ”Pensées” on the 
ambivalent human nature, Mariana Vassileva shows through powerful images in her art.

Pascal’s philosophy is not only apparent when one looks at the artist's works, but also when 
one has the privilege of getting to know the artist herself. Vassileva, born in Bulgaria, lives and 
works in Berlin. She is an equally intelligent and sensitive woman, who draws her multimedia 
works from both mind and emotion. To her, precise analysis and compassionate empathy are 
not opposites. On the contrary, they formally condition one another in the artist's view of the 
human being.

This is evident from the title of the catalogue in which she collects her objects, sculptures, 
drawings, installations, photographs and videos: ”Fragile Power”. Being fragile and vulnerable 
are not necessarily the connotations we commonly associate with power. If however, one 
thinks of human beings as power-holders, and this concerns Vassileva's entire interest, then 
we become aware of the instability of all man-made conditions. The ancient Greeks saw 
danger in glory, in a bright moment already the grey transience and their tragedies warned the 
spectators against any hubris.

In the following an attempt is made to look more closely at some of Mariana Vassileva's works 
against this background. Their selection is entirely according to the author's preference, 
and their discussion follows a more medial and thematic than a chronological order. What is 
striking about the artist’s work at first glance is the returning of light as both a subject and 
medium. A major theme! From Genesis to Enlightenment, not to mention the nineteenth-



8

                                

century electrification, light is associated with a treasury of cultural metaphors. Vassileva 
takes this to another level in her works. In doing so, she finds shapes that let us see light in 
completely new contexts.

Particularly impressive is the archaic ritual performed by a young man in the video ”Turnono” 
(2013). Like Prometheus once, who stole the fire from the gods, he illuminates the darkness 
of the night by sweeping a mighty ball of fire. He turns in a raging whirl around his own 
axis. Light and dark, fire and night become twin accomplices who, like good and evil, are 
tensely related to each other. The same happens in the installation ”Break In / Out: Breathing 
Light” (2013). A lonely lightbulb is locked up in a dark prison of wire mesh, from which its 
rays of light escape. The light becomes the index of the thinking human and the rays of light 
symbolically become his thoughts. They are, as Friedrich Schiller has emphatically written, 
”free” and cannot be imprisoned.

Vassileva’s other works with light concretely address a specific situation. For example, her 
touching installation, which shows an armada of shoes that seek their way across the broad, 
white surface of a wall, reminds us of the human migration flows of our time. By furnishing 
each of these shoes with a light that evokes the aura of Christian iconography, the artist 
gives back dignity to the people becoming visible through this installation. A dignity often 
denied by the reality of political practice. Moving poetry is also found in the choreography of 
her video ”Reflections” (2006), in which people in a park reflect the light of the sun through 
small mirrors in the direction of the camera, in this way providing an Arcadian group image 
illuminated by starry flashes.

Especially in that last, but also in the works mentioned earlier, the production strategy is 
quite simple. Yet a simplicity that's difficult to enact. Because Vassileva always uses it to 
develop a complex semantic echo chamber of thinking and feeling.

Like in the wonderful ”Highway Dream” (2014), the black and white photograph of a car tire 
rolling down alone a dusty country road. Here the artist succeeds in creating a melancholic 
road movie with just one image. It tells of pride and dignity, freedom and independence, 
but also of loneliness and vulnerability. Full of militant vigour is also the protagonist of the 
video ”Toro” (2008), who uses his jacket as a capa to fight like a bullfighter against the 
overpowering sea. 
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This marks an experience of powerlessness and finiteness as well as a slapstick attitude. 
They collaborate as if the perspective of Caspar David Friedrich's ”Monk by the Sea” had 
formed an alliance with the defiant punk motto, ”You have no opportunity, but use it”. The 
compatibility of the incompatible is captured in many of Vassileva's works. Her microphone 
ending in a grenade knows that words can not only love and pacify, but can also be weapons 
that cause harm and in the worst case kill. Humans are of the same ambivalence as their 
language. The beautiful Joey (2007) is no less male than female. The hand in ”Just a Game” 
(2009) transforms into both a weapon and a blessing gesture. And the charted head, 
”Phrenology Head” (2014), with the red clown's nose testifies how smart and stupid we can 
be at the same time. 

In fact, all of Vassileva's works are about us. The dictum of Aristotle in his ”Poetics” that art 
should be concerned with the human cause, what the ancient Romans called the ”mea reas 
agitur”, is masterfully observed by the artist. In her work we often see artistic, seemingly 
gravity-relieved tricks like the tower of school chairs in “Denkpause” (2016). Even its title 
opens up a perspective through which Shakespeare's ”Hamlet” also tries make his friend 
aware of the reality of ”miracles and consecrations” (Gottfried Benn) beyond rational 
argument: ”There are more things in heaven and on earth than your book learning could ever 
imagine, Horatio.”

A similar artistry is also featured in Vassileva's wonderful work “Flying and Other Daily 
Necessities” (2016), in which a human becomes an aviator. A rope that stretches out to the 
skies like a snake summoned by an Indian dressage master, takes him into the air. It is as if 
they are bound by a powerful, ever faster unwinding umbilical cord. It also emphasises that 
our longing to fly is in our DNA. Accompanied here by the illuminating paradox, that in order 
to find oneself and become a unique individual, and thus to fly through our lives, we have 
to cast off this umbilical cord. The fact that the desire to fly, to rise above gravity and the 
monotony of our existence is recognised by the artist as a ”daily necessity” has a fairytale-like 
as well as a moral dimension. Once again it is depicted what Oscar Wilde captivated in the 
beautiful aphorism: ”Only the realist knows how to dream.” 

Immanuel Kant has written about humans that they are made of such “wry wood” that it 
“cannot be straightened”. This sentence occurred to me when looking at Mariana Vassileva's 
installation, consisting of an old, crooked, rusty and a new, straight, golden nail. It is 
accompanied by the question ”Will They Be Friends One Day?” (2011).
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don‘t be afraid,
is just a snow
2017
photography
60 x 60 cm
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To me, this is not a question of pacifying different classes as one could also interpret the 
piece. Rather, it is about appeasing ourselves in the sense of Kant. Ideals and reality are 
opposites here. Both move and guide us: sometimes we shine, then we don’t. Let us be at 
peace with ourselves! In the long run, we will never be as straight as Vassileva's golden nail. 

Yet the longing for it ennobles us. For walking upright, the biblical canon of the Ten 
Commandments, the Solomonic song of love and even today, and as long as humanity will 
breathe, for the modern call of the French Revolution for freedom, equality and brotherhood. 
Often enough we forget these - and ourselves. Forgetting and wasting our opportunities 
”out of self-inflicted immaturity” (Kant). Restrain us in our freedom, lock us up in a golden 
cage, to which we fool ourselves there is no alternative, until it becomes difficult, indeed 
impossible, to escape from it. Like the self-imposed bonding of the protagonist’s hands with 
golden barbed wire in Vassileva's ”Handmade” (2011). Although the constellation reminds of 
a children's game involving bondage and liberation, it is clear that one cannot free oneself 
with a quick movement here. It cuts deep into the flesh.

Ultimately, it's about making good use of our time on earth. Life is finite. Vassileva's video 
”Tango” (2007) celebrates the connection between humans and nature. The protagonist 
sleeps on a meadow dotted with daisies. Maybe forever like in Arthur Rimbaud's ”Sleeper 
in the Valley”. Not to fear the end is taught by the diptych ”Don't Be Afraid, It Is Just Snow” 
(2017), in which a green plant fights for new life through the white snowy death sheet. The 
more consciously we have lived, the less it should be feared. For Blaise Pascal, the trick of life 
is not only to synchronise our thinking and feeling, but also to realise how deficient the one 
is without the other. Mariana Vassileva follows him in that respect. Masterfully, touching, 
enthralling.
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> 
Inbetween
2015
Neon lights
150 x 200 x 60 cm

Kunstmuseum Wolfsburg, 
April-September 2015
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From the series Treasure is Everywhere
2008 – 2010
Fabric, metal, synthetic material, wood, 2 light bulbs
200 x 120 x 50 cm
Weseburg Museum 
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Joey
2007
Gypsum, artificial hair, mixed media
165 cm

Joey is a young woman standing upright, slim and with very 
long hair that hides most of her face and body. Actually, one 
can only discern the nose, parts of the mouth and forehead, 
the slender legs and the naked feet of the woman, as the 
rest of her body is covered by her parted, chestnut brown 
hair. From the middle of the body, at about the area where 
the genitals should be, the girl’s right thumb protrudes 
through the thick hair. It is gilded and it seems – at least at 
first sight – as if it was meant to imitate a phallus. This life-
size sculpture looks like a general picture of the current 
situation in which the traditional but still existing images and 
conceptions of the relation between man and woman, art and 
science, as well as life and death have already dissolved. 

Peter Funken
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Just a Game
2009
Material lead, aluminium 
180 x 60 cm Curator
Sofia City Art Gallery, May 2015
Curator Maria Vassileva

Just a Game
2010
The 17th Biennale of Sydney 12 May – 1 August 2010,  
directed by David Elliott and titled THE BEAUTY OF 
DISTANCE: Songs of Survival in a Precarious Age 
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Rasender Stillstand
2000
Glass, metal, plastic
400 x 250 x 120 cm

The bus stop modified by Mariana Vassileva was originally a part 
of her exhibition “Rasender Stillstand” (static motion). At that 
time the bus stop was senselessly placed in a former schoolyard on 
Berlin’s AuguststraЯe, causing confusion. This is the effect that the 
artist hopes for: using something very familiar and perceiving its 
features and qualities as if we were seeing it for the first time. For 
a long time now, we have been trying to settle down in big cities 
but we still remain on the road. Perhaps we are still gipsies in spite 
of our dependence on permanent residences. We never feel truly 
secure. We try to run away; to flee from ourselves. If something 
forces us to stop, perhaps to wait for something, we immediately 
search for things to provide us the comfort we lose through our 
restlessness. With her work the artist underlines her interest 
in contemporary problems, such as the feeling of remaining a 
stranger even in intimate situations. She is concerned with our 
longing for a home environment, exploring our forced mobility 
as well as the pathological restlessness of our time. Her work is 
occupied with the possibility of discovering a sense of peace and 
safety even while we are abroad or travelling, whilst also exploring 
the opposite effect of feeling lost in the most common and familiar 
situations. The placement of the bus stop denies every association 
with movement: it is certain no bus will ever stop here. The bus 
stop has been slightly but significantly manipulated. The seats 
resemble a bed, implying regained silence, and a letter box creates 
an atmosphere of privacy and confidence. With such little changes 
a concrete moment – the “now” – is almost within reach.
An isle of peace, completely still, amongst the madness of speed 
we experience in our present. Those two little changes are 
enough to slow down an object usually understood as a symbol 
of mobility. In this variation the bus stop (already regarded as 
a classical work in Berlin Wall AG’s programme) is perfected. 
By subtle modifications a common object becomes an artwork 
enriched with various associations. The simplicity almost painfully 
contrasts with our usual lack of moderation. Being sheer and pure 
is what makes this work of art so beautiful. 

Ralf Bartholomäus
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Accelerator
2010
Engine (Buggati Veyron), neon, barbed wire
Dimensions variable

p. 82-83

In my work “Accelerator”, I combine a Bugatti engine that has 1001 
hp with a neon light object that is progressive with a regressive 
element are in dilemmas.
Today I am living in Berlin sins 25 years. But in my memory are so 
many experience, that pushing me to make exactly this kind of 
works. 
My first seven years, I spent with my grandparents in a very small 
village from ca 400 people, in Bulgaria. The technology was there 
very late, for which I am very grateful today that I could still see it.
When I was 6 years old, the street in front of the house my 
grandparents were, asphalted - the puddles where I played were 
made by the big rollers flat.
The messages can be seen today in one push pressure of the world 
and listen . In my childhood, was a drummer who has brought the 
economic and cultural news from the site, according to the road. 
Later he had a speaker , and after a while it was replaced with a 
radio.
The cinema was once a week and you could see the car come from 
a far on the curving road. At the same time got some Houses black 
watch TV .
When I‘m in the market  I look at all kinds of water and remember 
when I was a child, at that time we brought the water home  from 
far a way in some metal or earth bins from a very cold and clean 
wells. The way was log to our home.
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Lighthouse on a Boat 
2014
found kayak, metal, artificial material, light 
400 x 300 cm
 

This sculpture deals with motion and danger. Lighthouses were 
normally built to warn seafarers of dangerous fixed obstacles, 
such as rocks. With this sculpture I have placed the lighthouse 
tower in a rowing boat, playing with scale and practice. In this 
constellation we could imagine someone rowing the lighthouse to 
different locations. As the supposed warning light has moved, we 
cannot trust its warning capacity anymore. This can be seen as a 
metaphor  a fast-changing society, where we often feel lost.
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Denkpause
2016
school chairs
500 x 45 cm

skizze 20x35cm
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Flying and Other Daily Necessities
2016
sculpture- aritifiel material
500x100cm

image - dokumentation
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Matches
2016
sculpture-burned wood 
300x12cm
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There is place for everybody
2017
sculpture-burned wood 
125x80x50

drawing 40x25cm
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>
Will they be friends one day?
2011
Installation
One rusty and one golden nail
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Globe
2011
Painted plastic
31 x 31 cm
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The Origin of Ending 
2015
Eggs  
45 x 30 cm 

Phrenology Head
object 45x40cm
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Selfmade 
2011
Polyester, golden barbed wire
45 x 30 cm



 43



44

BE CALM
2017
video-performance
4:44min / HD / color

Mariana Vassileva‘s first video performance came 
very unexpectedly. It is a work that finds its own, 
reduced form as a reflection for the unequal, 
dominant relationship between the individual 
and society. A person, who simply does her work, 
devotes herself to her own thoughts, is reckoned 
by a group. The person goes on, the whole thing 
escalates.  How can you be yourself when a foreign 
power creates structures that constantly try to 
gently suppress yourself? Do you go on as before? 
Are you intimidated? For the artist, as for each of us, 
that is the key question of how to lead a free life. But 
what happens when the gentle repentance suddenly 
becomes an intervention, when society reacts more 
and more brutally through its power-bodies, makes 
the individual mute, shut her off, makes her silent? 
Body and mind are the poles between which our 
individuality unfolds. This never happens alone and 
all on its own, but always with others. But if a society 
is only interested in grinding the uniformity of the 
outside and the inside then the individual is buried.  
Even in the motionless, there is a spirit of hope, a 
not-to-be-dead. It is the will to freedom, which seems 
to break through time and silence, to resume the 
struggle with the whole, even as a defiant rebellion 
from the beyond: because we are only alive if we are 
not silent.  
/Matthias Göritz/

The video performance BE CALM was realized, in 
Istanbul, during the 8 months Artist-Residence in 
2017. An attitude of the individual - to define oneself 
in freedom and self-determination. Defies the 
difficulties and contradictions of a dualism between 
them and the outside, between the individual and 
society, the own, creative and progressive... trying 
not to give up.

3 photography - Cprint, 
180x75cm

BE CALM

if you are on a ship in the middle of the sea 
and the ship hit an iceberg
stay calm

and rescue yourself 
and the other passengers

if you live in a society 
that wants to shut you up 
fight back

first it starts 
with shushing you 
keep calm 

and carry on
than they start marching

be calm
fight back

the time is running 
the seconds and the minutes 
machines and soldiers 

in a war against your freedom
against the real progression
life - new time

be calm
they try to make you calm 
they try to take you 

they try to shut your mouth
they shut your thoughts
they freeze you 
shake you
calm you

fight
the be calm

resist and carry on
 
open your eyes
your ears 
your mouth
don´t shut yourself

or just be calm and die

/Matthias Göritz/
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Barbed wire and light
2015
installation- barwire and 
neon
250x120cm
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in the movement
2013
installation- mirrow 
drawings
450x220cm
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(P 50-51)
Nothing is Just
2006
Neon lights
12 x 1400 cm

Save 
2013
eggs on wood
120 x 340 cm
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Puddle
2011
Silicon, water, lamp
250 x 100 x 11 cm
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Big Puddle
2013
Photo Print on aludipond
33x60cm
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Highway Dream 
2014
Photograph, C-print
135 x 96 cm
 
<
Big Puddle
2013
Photo print on aludibond
145 x 112 cm
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Man on a Door
2008 
Mirror
120 x 60 cm

Because of the sculpture 300 miles I 
was in Mexico in 2008.  My assistant, 
in Mexico told me a story, which has 
occupied ever since. He tolf me how his 
Cuban doctor fled from Cuba to Mexico 
on a door.

>
Landmark  
2011
Styrofoam, motor/electronic, track, laser
85 x 45 cm
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Journal 
1998–2000 
Video, PAL, loop, 12:00 min

p.  56-57
Communication
2010
Neon lights, polyester
50 x 100 x 50 cm



“I have been living in Berlin for twenty years. But 
in my memory I keep so much experience of a 
bygone time that was so different from the time 
today. This experience still pushes me to make the 
kind of works that I make.”

BALANCE is the first solo exhibition of Mariana Vassileva
in her home country of Bulgaria. Held at the Sofia
City Art Gallery, the exhibition presented some twenty-
three works, including installations, objects/sculptures,
photographs and videos dating from 2007 to the
present. Vassileva moved to Berlin after leaving Bulgaria 
at the time when the Soviet Union collapsed, in 1989. She 
has studied pedagogy and psychology at Veliko Turnovo
University. After this, she wanted to study art in the
Academy of Art in Sofia, but the rules at that time were
to work similar to one of the known artist- professor. She 
first went to Leipzig to study theater and to prepare her-
self for art-school, and two years later, she carried on
her education at the Universität der Künste in Berlin.
After her studies, she worked for about three years in
scenography for a film company, drawing large-format
mountain (- no hyphen needed )and cityscapes for film 
backdrops. Then, by virtue of some sales of her early 
work, Vassileva was able to devote herself to being an 
artist.
When I first wrote about Vassileva’s video practice, I
referred to an early work, a video piece entitled Journal
made between 1998 and 2000.

Station to Station 
Charles Merewether
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Disarmingly straightforward, the essential character of 
the video offers a touch-point for understanding her 
work in general. Begun soon after her arrival in Germany 
only to be finished years later, the video is composed of a 
continuous shot of herself running her hand along fences 
that separate one side from the other. Moreover, Jour-
nal is a loop that suggests eternity, the gesture endlessly 
repeats itself, the story never finishes. Sight, as we might 
say, is measured by the barbed wire fence along which 
she walks. Disempowered, sight seems to offer nothing. 
The work thus reveals nothing more than its own repeti-
tion and the persistent, yet frustrated, desire of its sub-
ject (the artist and protagonist) to touch. This creates a 
sense of physical separation. Recalling Descartes’s first 
certainty “I think therefore I am”,  Vassileva wrote in rela-
tion to the video: “I feel therefore I am. In this regard, the 
skin acts as the frontier between the individual and our 
surroundings. Touch confirms our existence.” She quotes 
the philosopher Levinas and his appeal towards alterity 
as a means to confirming oneself. But this is questioned 
by Vassileva as she goes on: “All relationships are transi-
tive. I touch an object, and I see another person, but I am 
not that person. I am completely alone.” The sense of the 
Other in fact exposes for her the solitude of the individu-
al. For her, there is always the promise of a community, 
but it is a promise that is subject to the asymmetries of 
daily life, the boundaries, borders around us, the non-nar-
ratives that disallow the possibility of communion.
Communication (2012), is a sculpture of two heads facing 
one another connected by a circuit of neon-lights. To be 
taken out of the self, the comfort zone of the self. To be 
amidst others, to be an-other. A challenge for an artist: 
to belong, to be part of a community of shared interests 
and mutual support and yet to be untethered, to be free 
and able to explore the unknown. Leaves

2012
Cables, LED, painted shoes
Dimensions variable
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Disarmingly straightforward, the essential character 
of the video offers a touchpoint for understanding her 
work in general. Begun soon after her arrival in Germany 
only to be finished years later, the video is composed of a 
continuous shot of herself running her hand along fences 
that separate one side from the other. Moreover, Jour-
nal is a loop that suggests eternity, the gesture endlessly 
repeats itself, the story never finishes. Sight, as we might 
say, is measured by the barbed wire fence along which 
she walks. Disempowered, sight seems to offer nothing. 
The work thus reveals nothing more than its own repeti-
tion and the persistent, yet frustrated, desire of its sub-
ject (the artist and protagonist) to touch. This creates a 
sense of physical separation. Recalling Descartes’s first 
certainty “I think therefore I am”,  Vassileva wrote in rela-
tion to the video: “I feel therefore I am. In this regard, the 
skin acts as the frontier between the individual and our 
surroundings. Touch confirms our existence.” She quotes 
the philosopher Levinas and his appeal towards alterity 
as a means to confirming oneself. But this is questioned 
by Vassileva as she goes on: “All relationships are transi-
tive. I touch an object, and I see another person, but I am 
not that person. I am completely alone.” The sense of the 
Other in fact exposes for her the solitude of the individu-
al. For her, there is always the promise of a community, 
but it is a promise that is subject to the asymmetries of 
daily life, the boundaries, borders around us, the non-nar-
ratives that disallow the possibility of communion.
Communication (2012) is, a sculpture of two heads facing 
one another connected by a circuit of neon-lights. To be 
taken out of the self, the comfort zone of the self. To be 
amidst others, to be an-other. A challenge for an artist: 
to belong, to be part of a community of shared interests 
and mutual support and yet to be untethered, to be free 
and able to explore the unknown.

From the series 
The Gentle Brutality of Simultaneity, 
Untitled 1
2011
Watercolor on paper
61 x 46 cm
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Disarmingly straightforward, the essential character 
of the video offers a touchpoint for understanding her 
work in general. Begun soon after her arrival in Germany 
only to be finished years later, the video is composed of a 
continuous shot of herself running her hand along fences 
that separate one side from the other. Moreover, Jour-
nal is a loop that suggests eternity, the gesture endlessly 
repeats itself, the story never finishes. Sight, as we might 
say, is measured by the barbed wire fence along which 
she walks. Disempowered, sight seems to offer nothing. 
The work thus reveals nothing more than its own repeti-
tion and the persistent, yet frustrated, desire of its sub-
ject (the artist and protagonist) to touch. This creates a 
sense of physical separation. Recalling Descartes’s first 
certainty “I think therefore I am”,  Vassileva wrote in rela-
tion to the video: “I feel therefore I am. In this regard, the 
skin acts as the frontier between the individual and our 
surroundings. Touch confirms our existence.” She quotes 
the philosopher Levinas and his appeal towards alterity 
as a means to confirming oneself. But this is questioned 
by Vassileva as she goes on: “All relationships are transi-
tive. I touch an object, and I see another person, but I am 
not that person. I am completely alone.” The sense of the 
Other in fact exposes for her the solitude of the individu-
al. For her, there is always the promise of a community, 
but it is a promise that is subject to the asymmetries of 
daily life, the boundaries, borders around us, the non-nar-
ratives that disallow the possibility of communion.
Communication (2012), a sculpture of two heads facing 
one another connected by a circuit of neon-lights. To be 
taken out of the self, the comfort zone of the self. To be 
amidst others, to be an-other. A challenge for an artist: 
to belong, to be part of a community of shared interests 
and mutual support and yet to be untethered, to be free 
and able to explore the unknown.

Pendulum
2009
Artificial hair, plumb
700 cm 
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“Questioning and feeling insecure give us the 
possibility for new ways of seeing, thinking and 
creating — in different ethic, aesthetic, political 
or social contexts. And we hope it is for the better 
as opposed to before.”   
                                                         Mariana Vassileva

Boundaries are tacitly implied. Walking the boundary, 
the fine line between the known and unknown, the ac-
cepted and unaccepted in a manner that is resonant 
with a sense of balance. It comes back to her own situ-
ation, this movement between places, leaving the com-
munist regime and her beloved family behind. She build 
herself another life.
Vassileva’s home was and is always Bulgaria, in the 
northen part of the country where her mother still lives. 
From this perspective, her work has always reflected 
another world, a world outside or beyond where she is. 
This sense of otherness inspires Vassileva. This play be-
tween the autobiographical and biographical approach, 
between the self and the other, between personal and 
social needs, between needs and dreams, are recurrent 
themes spreading throughout her work.
Balance (2011), from which the title of the exhibition is 
drawn, is an installation of a mannequin figure in a black 
hooded coat, balancing on the top of a chair. The figure 
hovers, leaning over to reach for a light bulb that hangs 
near the wall. There is a fine balance between succeed-
ing and falling over. This is how life is: a point of equi-
librium reached in the moment of aspiration succeeds 
despite the challenges, the doubts, the past, reaching 
out beyond oneself. As with much of Vassileva’s work, 
the emphasis is on the performance. Small gestures and 
rituals are constructed through various forms of tech-
nique such as duration and repetition, and on the body, 
its presentness and boundaries that shape its survival in 
the everyday.
In 2015, a decade on from Journey, Vassileva has made 
more installations and sculptures. There is yet still the 
same questioning, although now perhaps with a clearer 
sense of her aspirations and ways forward. 

The Color of the Wind (2014) was made during her res-
idency at the National Centre for Contemporary Arts 
(NCCA) in St. Petersburg/Kronstadt in early 2014. 
A performance video, the artist carries around the city 
a blank white canvas that is shaped as a small yacht sail. 
She crosses the landscape and city of Kronstadt — the 
main seaport of St. Petersburg and once an old army 
town which had been the site of political struggle dur-
ing the early years of Lenin. “Why did you not write any-
thing on the banner?”, she was asked by people on the 
street. Her answer: an act of silent protest, a gesture of 
empathy and concern. An invitation for people to con-
sider for themselves the rights and wrongs of living in 
a cultural climate of censorship and infringement of the 
freedom of expression.
As if in counterpoint to this work, Vassileva recently 
made a work called Boat People (2015). Recalling an ear-
lier work, Leaves (2012), Boat People work is composed 
of three rows of white shoes, as a way to refer to the 
endless numbers of refugees seeking safe asylum and 
harbor from their country. Suffering from impoverish-
ment or the endangerment of their lives and that of 
their families, anonymity overwhelms them. Always 
elsewhere, they become a part of uncontrollable statis-
tics and subject of fate.
This is how life is: not only is it trapped in a double 
movement of both belonging and longing, but it is also 
restlessness as embodied in cultural displacements. For 
Vassileva, it is both a question of orientation and the 
point of departure without any clear destination or 
even certainty of arrival. This is captured in her Com-
pass (2015), a large sculptured figure with a turned kay-
ak, balancing on her head. Another mannequin with a 
kayak on its head emanating a sense of balance. As she 
writes:
           “If I have an idea I have a house and a boat.

At the same time I am the river and the wind,
they rock me, make me crack, move me forward,
as well as they bring me closer to destruction,
…but I have a home.” M V
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I Want to Be a Tree 
2010
Watercolor on paper
40 x 60 cm
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The Small / Big Girl
2008
Mirror, glass, frame
200 x 90 cm

Mask of Innocence
2017
Installation
400 x 50 cm
Istanbul
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<
Birdhouse 
2008
Mirror, glass, frame
200 x 120 cm

<
Birdhouse 
2008
sketch

<
Geschwester 
2008
Mirror, glass
80 x 40 cm

Balance 
2008
Mirror, glass, frame
200 cm
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Ironman
2014
Metal, plastic, steam
Maquette

TV
2012
C-print / 45x35cm
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<
Solo exhibition Balance 
Sofia City Art Gallery, May 2015

The Thinker
2011
Mirror
50 x 100 cm

>
Broken Man 
2009
Mirror
Dimensions variable
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Rainbows
2011
Video, HD, 1:18 min

The work was created in the context of 
the exhibition „Macht“ (Rohkunstbau), 
curated by Mark Gisborn. 
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Definition
2006
Video, PAL, loop, 2:10 min
 

The video is immersed in existential yearning for the expanses of 
time and space. Out of the white landscape of snow comes a pair 
of bustling feet. The term DEFINITION appears, written in golden 
fluid in the snow. During this scene one can hear the sound of a 
cigarette-lighter striking and the ringing of a mobile telephone, 
with which the protagonist attempts in vain to reach someone...
Throughout the video one can see a beautiful bank of trees, 
which divide the image horizontally into earth and sky, into here 
and there, into then and now, into the experienced and not yet 
experienced, perceived space, situation, state of being. As the 
view pans from left to right, one hears a sound like a helicopter 
slowly taking off and rising into the sky. Then: silence, white 
screen, wind, the far-away sound of birds singing in the wild. As the 
video ends you hear a dog barking, very close, at your side. Despite 
this pastoral idyll, one still perceives the urban nature of every 
video sequence – the pathological restlessness. 
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From the series Boat 
2014
Photograph in C-print
145 x 108 cm
Sofia City Art Gallery, May 2015
Curator Maria Vassileva

If I have an idea I have a house and a boat.
At the same time I am the river and the wind,
they rock me make me crack, move me forward,
as well as they bring me closer to destruction,
but I have a home.
 

The Color of the Wind
2014
Video, HD, 4:15 min

My performance with a sail-like, white screen 
irritated passers-by. They asked me questions of the 
sort,“Why haven’t you written anything on it?” or “Is 
that a sign of surrender?”
I grew up in socialist Bulgaria. The political course at 
that time was the same as in the USSR. 
During my voluntary exile in St Petersburg, I 
had enough time to remember the socialist 
rituals, such as those performed by the so-called 
“Pioneers” (members of the communist children’s 
organization)  at school and on the streets. Together 
with my Russian friends I recalled those times.
A flag with no color or a white canvas suggest a 
demarcation between people and culture.
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The Color of the Wind
2014
Video, HD, 4:15 min 
 

The Color of the Wind (2014) was made during 
Mariana Vassileva’s residency at the National Centre 
for Contemporary Arts (NCCA) in St Petersburg/
Kronstadt, Russia, in March 2014. In this video-
performance, Vassileva conjoins the motif of a 
blank canvas and her own, human figure, traversing 
the urban and natural landscapes of Kronstadt – 
St Petersburg’s main seaport and a century-old 
army town. As a historical site for political struggle, to 
which Kronstadt’s famous fortifications unrelentingly 
attest, we now wonder what it is that is being fought 
for in Vassileva’s act of silent protest.
“Why did you not write anything on the banner?”, 
people on the street asked her. Be it an act of 
empathy and concern within the context of 
Russia’s current cultural climate of censorship 
and infringement of freedom of expression, or an 
invitation for people to consider for themselves what 
it is that should be written on it, Vassileva’s poetic 
visual language captivates the viewer, as we are 
addressed in a narrative mode, while never granting 
us the comfort to passively sit back and read.
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Kronstadt
2014
Video, PAL, loop , 1:20 min
 

The main part of the footage for Kronstadt 2014 was made by 
the Gulf of Finnland in Kronstadt, Russia, and has been combined 
with studio sequences of a ballet dancer from the St Petersburg 
Mariinski Ballet as well as found footage from the internet, a TV 
advertisement for light and heavy firearms. 
In the advert a speaker voice uses music terminology phrases, such 
as mezzoforte, while bosting the gun’s capacity at the same time 
as a piano is being shot to pieces, which is shown in a cynically 
aesthetic slow motion shot.
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PALM
2014
sculpture
300cm

/realised during 
the residency in 
Kronstadt/
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Whirlwind
2010
sculpture
35cm
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<
The Women Who Turn Seven Times
2007
Bronze
200 x 15 x 45 cm
<
Speedformel
2004
Bronze
200 x 45 x 45cm
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Speed Formel
2007
Bronze
300 x 100 x 60 cm

Landscape
2007
Bronze
50 cm

Ligthouse
2014
Sculptur- Bronze
25x20cm >
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With Pajamas in the Tree
2011
Watercolour on paper
61 x 46 cm
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<
With Pajamas in the Tree
2011
Watercolour on paper
61 x 46 cm
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Collecting Sounds
2011
Watercolour on paper
85 x 46 cm
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I have a Dream
2011
Watercolour on paper
85 x 46 cm
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Die Taucherin
2011
Watercolour on paper
65 x 46 cm

>
Be Cool 
2011
Watercolour on paper
61 x 46 cm
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Joey
2011
Mirror
200 x 80 cm
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Blue Wind 
2011
Watercolour on paper
85 x 46 cm

I Promise to Protect You
2011
Watercolour on paper
85 x 46 cm
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To be loved
2011
Watercolour on paper
85 x 46 cm

>
Memorial carousel 
2011
Watercolour on paper
85 x 46 cm
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I Show You the Sky
2011
Watercolour on paper
85 x 46 cm
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Morning Mood
2010
Video, PAL, 3:17 min

Mariana Vassileva also observes nocturnal animals, yet with a sense 
of humor and irony. In her video work Morning Mood, she films 
bats that, at dawn-rise, envelop themselves in their wings as in a 
blanket and sleep through the day; thus she presents the inversion 
of their hours of wakefulness and slumber from the human point 
of view. The inversion is twofold, as the image of the suspended 
bats is also projected upside down, making them appear to lightly 
skip on the branches. Their strange gait, inverted daily routine, and 
hybridity – at once mammals and birds – turn the bats into eerie, 
vampire-like creatures. /Kobi Ben-Meir/
 
Morning Mood (2010) was shot in the Sydney Botanical Gardens 
after Vassileva’s participation in the 17th Sydney Biennale, Songs 
of Survival in a Precarious Age (2010). The early morning routines 
of these bats as they resist the onset of the day and squabble with 
each other evoke the viewer’s potential for both differentiation 
and identification. Turning her camera to a creature perhaps more 
frequently associated with darker themes like blood and night, 
Vassileva captures the uncanny warmth of their morning moods.
A single bat burrowing his face in his wings and reluctantly 
stretching his neck is eminently relatable, as are the sounds and 
rhythms of many bats gathering on the branches of a tree. As 
the three and a half minute long video loops over and over, we 
confront not just the strange humanity of these bats’ morning 
routine, but also perhaps the very animalistic qualities of our hum
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Jumping Man
2005
Video, PAL 4:3, loop, 2:16 min
 

One man in a black suit jumps under his 
own power momentum. Every jump is an attempt 
to escape his routine. In doing so, he hopes  to 
redefine himself and his experience.  Contemporary 
society is full of Jumping Men and Jumping Women, 
who repeat their actions, hoping each time to 
perform them better. With each summersault they 
try to jump higher, or at least not to fall short of the 
previous mark. And they hope to make it appear 
easy, though it is not….
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Reflections 11
2011 
7-channel video installation 
Made for the 3rd Licht-Sichtbiennial 

For several years Mariana Vassileva works with the 
reflection of mirrors, which are detected by a video 
camera. The projection for “lichtsicht 3” represents 
this interaction very clearly out. In a park in the 
center of Berlin, on a staircase or in the desert Part 
in Chile, the artist asks passers-by, to focus with 
the mirror reflection at the lens of the camera, 
eliciting from flashing light spectacle that radiate far 
into the surroundings. The impulses that penetrate 
the terrain as mysterious flashes. like a Morse code 
whose meaning is revealed only to the expert. 
Visible to all but is the poetic charm of the place.
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Toro
2008
Video, PAL, 5:00 min

The video shows a man fighting against the waves 
of the sea – faced with the huge sky and the 
width of the sea, sometimes he abandons the fight, 
but then he comes back with new bravery: as a 
torero in the arena but also as Don Quixote against 
the windmills. 
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Tango
2007
Video, PAL, loop, 0:45 min

The humanbeing is born in solitude. Out of longing 
one invents ways to touch and move.The very 
beautifull medow is so close to the body. 
The body rubs, touches, smells the green. The body 
is above the earth, on a medow, full of daffodills. 
Only the motionless reminds of recreation 
and death. 
Facing death i take pleasure in the dance. It is a 
triumphant bodyexpression one lives.The lonly 
nature of mankind moves.
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Traffic Police
2008
Video, PAL 4:3, 1:47 min

An observation of two policemen 
in- a street in Mexico.
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Never Carry Two Watermelons under One  Arm 
2011
Video, HD 16:9, 4:21 min 

As I came to Berlin from socialist Bulgaria, I was totally 
disappointed and disoriented. 
I was afraid of so many unknown situations. I remember that 
I thought about goingback to Bulgaria, because even walking in 
the street was not easy for me.
People would push past me in the crowds, and it took me 
time to learn the choreography of movement on the street 
in a metropolitan city.
I spent my early childhood in a tiny village, with my 
grandparents. Maybe that is why the big city made me feel 
like a little girl again – I had to learn so many things.  The 
memory of the time spent with my grandma was the secret 
place where I could relax and draw energy for my work and 
studies. 
My grandma died when I was 13 years old.  By the time I moved to 
Berlin, I was already 25. But she was still so present in my memory 
with her sayings, which sounded like a folk philosophy or live 
knowledge that she repeated constantly... I loved it and I hated it.

“Clothes make the man” 
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Seven Sisters
2010
Video, PAL, 4:00 min

An aboriginal story drawn in the earth.
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Mirror Light
2005
Video, PAL 4:3, 8:00 min

With the mirrorlight you can move inside the human buildings. 
Some buildings have no windows, others are completely made of 
glass, and still others have their shutters closed. Some are solidly 
built, others are temporary like tents. I permanently observe. The 
outer walls of the buildings that surround me are the inner walls of 
my home and I am somebody different.
One can exchange everything between beings except existing. In 
this sense, to be is to be isolated by existing. Inasmuch as I am, I 
am a monad. It is by existing that I am without windows and doors, 
and not by some content in me that would be incommunicable.
 
When I was new to Berlin I could not orientate myself in the tangle 
of city streets. I often had to ask passers-by for directions. I never 
paid attention to the actualdirections, but only to the way the 
person moved, the words they chose to use, whether or not they 
laughed and whether their voice was welcoming or not. How do 
they spend their day? What makes them happy? What makes them 
sad? Many questions, which my intuition always raised within a 
few minutes. I wanted to hear the voices of the people. This opens 
up a world of imaginations. I am not interested in the rational, 
the physical, but rather in the other, the metaphysical, or more 
exactly: in the phenomenon of loneliness.
 
When I blind the people with the mirror they are surprised. Maybe 
they think I am crazy. In fact many of them laugh, and then I am 
content.
 
Dazzling passers-by straight into their faces with a piece of broken 
mirror is an old and well-known game. People react to this kind of 
attention in different ways. Some are surprised but pleased, others 
seem frightened because they feel embarrassed or caughtout. 
Children are used to being loved, they haven’t had any bad 
experiences yet, they aren’t frightened, they even keep their eyes 
open when they are being dazzled. Through people’s reactions, 
one can see how much of a child is left in an adult and how much of 
society’s standards have been internalized.
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Reflections

2006
Video, PAL 16:9, 5:14 min
Sound: ambient sound and electronic music by 
Atom Heart & Eyephone 

This light spectacle is set in the park near 
Weinbergsweg in Berlin Mitte. On a summer’s 
day, Mariana Vassileva asked people in the 
park to reflect the sunlight with mirrors in the 
directionof  the camera. By those simple means, 
the artist has created a poetic, mystical light show, 
which transforms the average everyday into 
a spectacular situation. 

Ralf Bartholomäus
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Pedrito
2010
Video performance, PAL 16:9, 3:00 min

 
This video was made in the streets of Mexico.
There were many shoeshine boys, but Pedrito was 
the only one who had so many men waiting for his 
shoeshine services. 
I was curious to know why was that so? He was very 
shy. I was curiously how many women was siting on 
his care to clean her shoes. 
So I asked him: How many women’s shoes he had 
polished in his 50 years? 
He answered in a very low voice: None.
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La Familia
2009
Video, PAL, loop, 1:50 min

The video La Familia is a South American 
genre painting in which differentgenerations 
are reunited. With its light-heartedness, the 
picturesque family album contrasts with the 
inner conflicts and violence of its society. The 
artist in her study reminds of Martнn Chambi, the 
pioneer of Peruvian photography. For more than 
half a century, his studio was a meeting place for 
all classes of society – from beggers to mayors. As 
much as Chambi, Vassileva succeeds in building a 
close personal relationship with her actors, similar 
to the one seen earlier in the work of West African 
photographers Seydou Keпta and Mama Casset. The 
medium of photography loses its typical coldness 
and creates a kind of complicity between the artist 
and the object. 

Alfons Hug
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Lighthouse
2009
Video, HD 4:3, 4:30 min

The video is filmed in the melancholic and dramatic landscape of
the Asturian coast.
Proportions are huge, the person is so small and the scenery is so
magnificent. The picture has a symbolic meaning: how short life
is, which  figures in the context of eternity. The eternal search for
the meanings of life. The natural, wild and lonely setting represents 
the birth of nature and life.
The video plays with the landscape in a split screen of water
and sky. There is a very narrow path to the edge of the cape,
with high cliffs rising above the ocean on both sides. If one
slips, one would fall all the way down into the water below.
The man runs to the very edge of the cape; the risk of his potential 
fall into the water frightening the viewer. He stands there and
the viewer wonders what’s going to happen next... The man looks
in a scared way at the water below, and then at the lighthouse
in the distance. 
The man extends his hands towards the ocean and begins to
conduct a ghost orchestra. The soundtrack starts playing a classical
symphony.
The conductor stops suddenly again, just when the lighthouse on
the next cape starts to shine...
Fernando Galan



 137



138

Indexglass
2008 
Video, HD,  2:46 min 
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Sin piel
2009
Video, PAL 16:9, 4:21 min

Equally universal, a street musician sings a lullaby for sleeping 
strays, providing a soundtrack to a thriving city where people work 
and play, and where the two are often one and the same. 
Based upon observation of daily life, Mariana Vassileva’s works 
respond to an element of playfulness in us all. With the curious 
gaze of a voyeur or an urban anthropologist, the artist observes 
people and their surroundings in order to capture a moment of 
poetic imagery. Watching, and the distance it implies, are both 
method and subject of work reflecting on human concerns familiar 
to us all: communication, cultural displacement, relations with self 
and other, loneliness, and the humour hidden within the rhythms 
of the day-to-day. 

Rachel Volloch
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Turnovo
2013
Video, 3:31 min

A video performance, in which, as
a clock, one man makes himself both 
the
light and the shadows around.
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<
Highway Dream 
2014
Photograph, C-print
135 x 96 cm
 
<
Big Puddle
2013
Photo print on aludibond
145 x 112 cm

>
Crack in Time
2013
Photo print on aludibond
40 x 40cm

Solo exhibition Balance, Sofia City Art Gallery, May 2015
Curator Maria Vassileva
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The Gentle Brutality 
of Simultaneity
2007
photography 
C Print
75v58cm
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Frozen Peopple
2017
Installation - copper / ice system
45x55x45cm

/realized during the Istanbul 
Residence/ 

Die Wörter erstarren vor dem Mund,
wie ein Atemhauch in kalten Abend.
fallen auf dem stahlharten, nassen 
Boden
tausend Teilen, scharfe Scherben 
rutschten überall. 

Keine Stimme findet sich es etwas 
so zu sagen, um gehört zu werden.

keine Stimme
ein Sand Gerinnsel durch die Zeit
ein Loch in dem Fluss.

Wer Wind wittert, 
gibt sein bestes um alles was lose ist 
weg zu putzen.

die Krähe sucht eine Bleibe 
kreiseln, krähen,
bringen ihre Brüder zusammen.

Die Zweige tanzen, zittern hämmern 
in der Luft. 
MV
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MY TRUE NAME 
2017, Istanbul
Installation - 7 Aluminium 
250x120cm

MY TRUE NAME 

Everyone has his own voice
his own gait
and his own scent
Everyone has
a different rhythm
different thoughts
different memories – different dreams
Everyone has the uniqueness of seeing the 
world through from his angle
 – which is always changing.

Everyone feels a little or very different
in himself, around him and to the limits, which 
have always been there,
and sometimes beyond them.
Everyone loves differently ... is loved differently 
... or not at all.
Everyone wants to be, would like to be, loved 
and respected,
and so is driven, directly or indirectly, to seek 
recognition.
Everyone, with his perfect-imperfect being 
different, is an enrichment.

Everyone is born alone
into this unique happening of the universe, as 
part of the whole,
and will one day take his leave of it.

Let us compose the symphony of our co-
existence together.
... no human being has created anything by 
himself.

Every scientific achievement – a double-edged 
knife
for us
against us
Don’t be afraid. Man is good.
Is he?

Place for everyone under the sun.
No one needs more than a skin to gather there
No one needs more than a chair to sit well
No one more than a mouth to kiss, to speak, to 
sing,
to eat and drink, and sometimes to scream.

Let everyone be himself and do as he is. Man is 
good.
... if we all only wanted it?
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Complicity of the Accelerated
2013
Installation
400 x 150 cm



 153Solo exhibition Balance, Sofia City Art 
Gallery, May 2015
Curator Maria Vassileva
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PROPPELINA
2017
sculpture
bronze
300x45cm

/ Berlin - 
public space/
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Microfon
2017, Istanbul
Object- artificial material 
130cm
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Puddle
2017, Istanbul
photography
60x40cm
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Complicity of the Accelerated
2013
Installation
400 x 150 cm
Istanbul
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Cloudsdefinition
1998
sculpture
300cm
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Atacama - 
2009
120x80cm
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Timecutt 1
1995
120x80cm

Timecutt 1
120x80cm



 165



166

Journal 
1998–2000
Video, PAL, loop, 12:00 min
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Touch is the most reliable sense.

Stefan Ivanov. Between Holidays

In her video titled Journal, Mariana Vassileva is the acIn 
her video titled Journal, Mariana Vassileva is the actress
and camerawoman. Strapped to her body, the camera 
follows her running her hand along various surfaces, of-
fered by the city of Berlin: wire and metal fences, iron 
and concrete parapets, rough and smooth walls. Be-
hind them, the sights and seasons change. Construction
sites, landscapes, a river, a harbor, an idyllic neighbor-
hood, business buildings, stadiums, worksites and chil-
dren’s playgrounds are revealed to the viewer through 
sight and sound. The urban noise blends with Mozart’s 
gentle music. The hand caresses the city, eager to get 
to know it better, as if to feel it through its skin. But it 
also looks like a lonely bird that cannot overcome the 
existing barriers. It looks resigned. The video Journal 
is very personal. The title is no accident; it tells much 
about the artist’s life and provides a touch-point, a key 
to understanding her art. Originally from the small town 
of Strazhitsa in Northern Bulgaria, Mariana Vassileva 
has built a new life in Berlin. Memories play a big part 
in it this new existence – be they real or idealized, kept
alive by contacts with her loved ones and by a deep,
overwhelming feeling of loss, of irreversible separation
from something dear.
She associates her home country above all with her
childhood - a childhood that is pure, bright, full of sat-
isfaction, full of discoveries and stories - idealized from 
the distance of time and space.  Mariana Vassileva
has preserved this part of her life, constantly returning
to it in her narratives and artworks. The desire to retain 

 

Fragile Power
Maria Vassileva
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memories can be found everywhere – in the choice
of subjects, in the childlike curiosity about the world
around her, and in the subtle melancholy that is so char-
acteristic of her art.
In her video Turnovo, she returns to a ritual from her
childhood. A male figure swings a fireball to chase away
evil spirits. Although the roots of this ritual are now dif-
ficult to trace, the magic remains. Human beings are a
source of light and shadows, and with their own pace 
of existence and movement. The dramatic light reveals 
parts sections of the endless fields near the artist’s 
place of birth, as another attempt to contemplate and 
grasp at least part of the essence of the lost homeland. 
The mystic act is also self-immunizing – it is a profound 
examination of one’s own cells in an effort to decipher 
the character of a person divided between two realities.
Another tribute to the past is My Old Friends. Elderly
people sitting on benches in front of their houses, hands
resting on walking sticks in a characteristic gesture –
this is a typical memory of the Bulgarian countryside.

Mariana Vassileva has depicted this vivid memory in a
sculpture made up of three walking sticks, to which she
has added a child’s walking stick – a symbolic gesture
that signifies learning to walk and sharing experience.
In her constant travels to the past, the artist very often
ends up at different stops in art history. One of her best-
known artworks, The Milkmaid, is based on Vermeer’s
eponymous painting. In her video Lighthouse, we can
definitely find motifs and moods from the Romantic
painter Caspar David Friedrich. Some scholars have dis-
cerned an influence of Impressionism in artworks such
as Tango and Reflections.
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My Old Friends 
2011
Bronze
48 x 36 cm

The historical allusions, which appear unexpectedly and unobtrusive-
ly, are combined with hypersensitive observation of the world sur-
rounding the artist. Decoding oneself inevitably requires an attempt 
to understand one’s surroundings. It is no accident that Mariana Vas-
sileva considers Reflections and Mirrorlight to be among her most im-
portant videos. They are her attempt to explore what lies deep inside, 
beyond the bodily facades, by provoking momentary drastic ruptures 
in reality.
 Also definitely autobiographical is Joey, an ironic sculpture 
that deals with the understanding of human beings, regardless of 
gender. The young girl, her face and body almost entirely hidden by 
her long, loose hair, stands upright, vulnerable and naked. From the 
middle of her body there protrudes something that at first sight looks 
like a phallus, but is in fact a gold finger. This arrogant pointed finger 
triggers associations and reflections related to various oppositions: 
male/female, life/death, art/reality.
 This, as many other artworks by Mariana Vassileva, emanates 
a particular fragility. What might look like insecurity is in fact a sensi-
tive approach to the world – touching the world. The choice of media 
often emphasizes this fragility. An artwork titled SAVE is made of hol-
low eggs. The artist makes us “tiptoe” around her works. They are not 
loud, declarative, categorical. Hence also her interest in light – that al-
ternating electromagnetic wave which people have long since recog-
nized less for its physical properties than for its symbolic meaning. Lit 
up light bulbs and neon tubes are among the artist’s favourite means 
of expression. In Break In / Out: Breathing Light the light bulb is locked 
in a wire mesh cage and, like a living being, continues to fight for its 
life. In Hands the hands hold a fragile neon tube almost as in a Renais-
sance Pieta.
But it is one of the artworks from the Treasure is Everywhere series 
that best illustrates Mariana Vassileva’s inner need to tell of the fragile 
balance in nature. A human figure balances on the back rest of a chair, 
leaning over to reach for a light bulb swinging from the ceiling. The 
figure balances on the edge. It is almost impossible to survive in this 
position. 
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In two of her works, Leaves and Boat, Vassileva seems 
to combine two of her favourite themes. One is about 
movement and displacement, depicted through shoes, 
and the other is about the search for new worlds which 
has been associated with a source of light ever since the 
time of Diogenes.
 One of her latest works, the sculpture Boat and 
Lighthouse, is also a visual-poetic hybrid between the 
idea of travel and illumination of the way. The light-
house is placed not on solid ground, as one would ex-
pect of this symbol of security, but on a boat. Stability 
disappears, the foundations are shaken, the absolute is 
questioned. The blinking light may appear at different 
places, it may lead us to new ways, but it may also mis-
lead us. Insecurity is a symptom of contemporary socie-
ty.
 The idea of travel is also explored in Mariana 
Vassileva’s latest works, Boat People and Compass. The 
first, an installation, is once again a crossover between 
personal memories and experiences, and current world 
events. On the one side is the memory of the artist’s 
father who wanted to travel around the world – a task 
that was almost impossible and highly problematic at 
the time of the communist regime. The prohibition on 
exporting foreign currency, for example, forced people 
to try to smuggle out small amounts of cash, which they 
often stashed in their shoes. Thus, the shoe becomes 

This work was inspired by a painting by Jan 
Vermeer, “The Milkmaid” (1658–1660). The motif 
becomes transformed not only into our present but 
also into a virtual spaceless and timeless sphere. 
The clothing and appearance of the young woman 
are as pristine as the light that plays upon her – as if 
she were an everlasting sculpture. Through her 
posture, though, she is totally in the present. As 
she remains motionless and only the milk flows – as 
if frozen in time –one could say that in this work, 
photography, video and sculpture unite into one 
medium. 

Ralf Bartholomäs

Hands 
2013
Burned wood, neon
40 x 60 x 40 cm

<
The Milkmaid 
2006
Video, PAL, 3:00 min
Music: Alva Noto, from Transrapid
Dominique Vellard 
Actor: Maria Dabow
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Break In / Out: Breathing Light 
2013

Steel, mesh wire, light bulb
200 x 60 x 60 cm
permanent exhibition-
Lidice Collection of Fine Arts
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a symbol of insurmountable desire, but also of all ob-
stacles to its attainment. On the other side, today this 
artwork evokes stories of migration flows, tragic fates, 
sunken boats and lost lives in the sole, purely human 
aspiration for a better life.
 The Compass continues those ideas and goes 
further. The human figure carries a boat/compass on 
her head. She is responsible for her fate, for her ship/
life, but that is precisely why she has to make constant 
choices in order to get her bearings and to change di-
rections. The simple, stylized composition and posture 
are reminiscent of primitive practices of carrying bur-
dens. This allusion is hardly accidental – it is as though 
nothing has changed since ancient times. People are 
continuing to struggle for survival, often sacrificing 
themselves.

Boat People 
2015
Shoes, white paint, LED
Sofia City Art Gallery, May 2015
Curator Maria Vassileva
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           An important element for the artist is time, 
and the speed at which we master it. Her life spans not 
just two spatial but also two time zones. In Bulgaria and 
Germany the difference comes not just from the geo-
graphical latitude but also from time itself, which seems 
to flow in a different way and at a different pace – at his-
torical, philosophical, and everyday levels. In Speedfor-
mel she has created a strange, fluid bronze form with a 
hole at one end, which expresses the difficult-to-achieve 
unity of those two worlds. The heavy firmness of the 
medium only emphasizes the infinite complexity of the 
problem of understanding and finding a common lan-
guage.
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Time is always present in her artworks not just as move-
ment – as, for example, in her videos. It is a carrier
of the past, with a feeling for the present and with
forecasts for the future. Regardless of her interest in
the more philosophical aspects of life, it is precisely her
attitude towards time that drives her to engage with the 
conflicts of the present  too. In her video Just a Game, 
Mariana Vassileva turns an apparently innocent game of 
pétanque in a city park into a warning, suggesting how 
a situation can imperceptibly change into something 
completely unexpected. Her eponymous sculpture of a 
giant hand showing the sign of peace (and of victory) 
is in fact “bound” to the wall. The peace-loving gesture
begins to look like a slingshot that can kill.
What is Mariana Vassileva’s place in contemporary art?
She manages to express, in a subtle, unobtrusive way,
her personal experiences and conflicts, and to tie them
to concrete social, political as well as global philosoph-
ical issues. She works with recognizable means of ex-
pression in an inimitable way. Mariana Vassileva is both
a poet and a fighter. It is this idiosyncratic combination
of those two irreconcilable approaches that accounts
for the power of her artworks. 

Speedformel  
2004–2007
Bronze
80 x 400 x 50 cm 
 

The work Speedformel thematizes Mariana 
Vassileva’s experiences after emigrating to a new 
living environment. She has created a sculpture in 
which the speed of time and the impossibility to 
grasp one’s surroundings and one’s fellow humans 
in their fullmeaning and true shape are materialized 
in a dynamic form. The distortion and alienation of 
the experiences are expressed in the sculpture’s 
deformations. The literally embodied time has a 
hole in the middle: the longing for rooms dreamt of, 
in which we never were, and at the same time, the 
feeling of loss towards the places in which we once 
lived and which we had to leave behind, without 
recognizing what they truly mean to us.
With speedformel, Vassileva has succeeded in 
creating a sculpture that is as heavy and profound as 
the feelings it formulates, while simultaneously the 
rushing time congeals into a fluent, nearly ephemeral 
form.   

Ralf Bartolomäus
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Selected solo exhibitions

2015 Mariana Vassileva. Balance - Sofia City Art Gallery, Sofia

2013 Mariana Vassileva - Kunstverein Ruhr e.V., Essen

 Mariana Vassileva - Fold & Break - DNA, Berlin

2012 Solo Video 2002 - 2012 - Holbeinhaus, Augsburg

 Mariana Vassileva - Goethe-Institut Lyon, Lyon

 Mariana Vassileva - Casal Solleric, Palma de Mallorca

 The Gentle Brutality Of Simultaneity - Starkwhite, Auckland

2011 Mariana Vassileva - Starkwhite, Auckland

 Mariana Vassileva - Die sanfte Brutalität der Gleichzeitigkeit /The gentle brutality of simultanity

 - DNA, Berlin

2010 Mariana Vassileva - Because I Dream, I Am Not – Dominik Mersch Gallery, Sydney, NSW 

2009 Mariana Vassileva - JUST A PLAY - video/ object/ installation - DNA, Berlin

 Mariana Vassileva - Videos - Starkwhite, Auckland

 Mariana Vassileva - Olga Korper Gallery, Toronto, ON

2008 Mariana Vassileva - Musée d´art contemporain de Montréal, Montreal, QC

 MARIANA VASSILEVA “New works” - DNA, Berlin

 INDEX GLASS - Galleri Image, Aarhus

2007 Mariana Vassileva - Blackbox Art Foundation, San Juan

 Mariana Vassileva - SPEEDFORMEL - DNA, Berlin

 Mariana Vassileva - Reflections: Videoprojektion - Städtische Galerie Bremen im Buntentor,

 Bremen

2006 Mariana Vassileva - Gallery Art & Food, Gijón

 Mirrorlight - Goethe-Institut Sofia, Sofia

2005 Mariana Vassileva - Rasender Stillstand - DNA, Berlin

 Mariana Vassileva: Spiegel/Licht (Fotografie und Video) - DNA, Berlin

2004 Mariana Vassileva - “Racing stopped” - Prima Center Berlin, Berlin

2003 Mariana Vassileva - Rasender Stillstand - DNA, Berlin

2000 Rasender Stillstand - Galerie Weisser Elefant, Berlin
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Selected group exhibitions

2017         New permanent exhibition of the Lidice Collection, curator Rene Block, Czech Republic

                  Video Artportrait, Total Museum, Seoul 

                  ”Forms of coexistence”, STRUCTURA Gallery, Sofia

                    ”STARS” - Kunsthalle 44Möen, Denmark 

2016         Love Actually... - Momentum, Berlin

                  The 56th October Salon - The Pleasure of Love - Belgrade Cultural Center, Belgrade

                   Self Portrait - Group Show - DNA, Berlin

                   From the Shores of the Black Sea - Georgian National Museum Shalva Amiranashvili Museum of Fine Arts, Tbilisi

                   Biennale Halberstadt 2016 - Biennale Halberstadt, Halberstadt

                   Beyond Balagan, Hero Mother, Contemporary Art by Post-Communist Women Rethinking Heroism - 

                   MOMENTUM, Berlin

                   Ich kenne kein Weekend-Aus René Blocks Archiv und Sammlung - Lentos Kunstmuseum Linz, Linz

                   Remember Lidice - Städtische Galerie Nordhorn, Nordhorn

                   My Father Avoids the Sirens’ Song - Josee Bienvenu Gallery, New York City, NY

2015 Walk The Line - Neue Wege der Zeichnung - Kunstmuseum Wolfsburg, Wolfsburg

2014 Fluchten - Fotografien und Videos - GEDOK Berlin, Berlin

 Komm und sieh - Sammlung von Kelterborn - Weserburg | Museum für moderne Kunst,    Bremen

 Busan Biennale 2014 - Inhabiting the World - Busan Museum of Art, Busan

 Domenik Mersch Gallery at Galerie Patrick Ebensperger - Galerie Patrick Ebensperger,

 Berlin

 What is the smell of an exhibition? - Laboral - Centro de Arte y Creación Industrial, Gijón

 The Collection. New Acquisitions 2012-2013 - Sofia Art Gallery, Sofia

 Topological Constellation - Art and Architecture I - DNA, Berlin

 Human Landscape - Dominik Mersch Gallery, Sydney, NSW 

2013 Thresholds - Trafo - TRAFO, Szczecin

 In Process: The Momentum – Trafo Residency Exchange - MOMENTUM, Berlin

 I SEE YOU - Kunsthalle Detroit, Detroit, MI

 Thresholds - Ungarisches Kulturinstitut, Berlin

 Momentum Collection - hayaka artı, Istanbul

 Fuso 2013 - Anual De Vídeo Arte Internacional De Lisboa, - FUSO

 - Anual de Vídeo Arte Internacional de Lisboa, Lisbon

 Fluid Motion - MFA - Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Boston, MA

 DESIGNED TO FAIL - Graffitt Gallery, Varna 

 Trienal no Alentejo - Trienal no Alentejo, Lisbon

 Inner Journeys - Maison Particulière Art Center, Brussels 

 Still em movimento: lição de pintura - Paço das Artes, São Paulo

 The Momentum Collection - MOMENTUM, Berlin

 Res(v)olution - DNA, Berlin

2012 Berliner Zimmer - HDLU - Croatian Association of Artists, Zagreb
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                  Expanded Drawing 012 - Casal Solleric, Palma de Mallorca

 Good Night - The Israel Museum, Jerusalem

2012 BEYOND TIME - INTERNATIONAL VIDEO ART TODAY - Kulturhuset Stockholm, Stockholm

 Berliner Zimmer - Paviljon Cvijeta Zuzoric, Belgrade

 East is West - LASALLE-SIA College of the Arts, Singapore

2011 Berliner Zimmer - Art Gallery of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Sarajevo

 Alchemy - 1801 Wing On Central Building, Hong Kong

 lichtsicht - 3. Projektions - Biennale Bad Rothenfelde - Projektions-Biennale Bad Rothenfelde,    

Bad Rothenfelde

 4th Moscow Biennale of Contemporary Art - Rewriting Worlds

 - Moscow Biennale of contemporary art, Moscow

 Berliner Zimmer - National Museum of Contemporary Art (MNAC), Bucharest

 drawing in relation - DNA, Berlin

 XVIII.Rohkunstbau - Projekt Rohkunstbau, Berlin

 Private 1. Floor - DNA, Berlin

 Menos Tiempo que Lugar - Museo de Arte Raúl Anguiano, Guadalajara

 Berliner Zimmer - MMCA Macedonian Museum of Contemporary Art, Thessaloniki

 ESPIRITU DE EPOCA (AGE SPIRIT) - Una decada de pintura en la coleccion de Ofelia Martin y

 Javier Nuñez - International museum of contemporary art (MIAC), Arrecife

 ARTES VISUAIS - A CARTA DA JAMAICA - Oi Futuro, Belo Horizonte, MG

 Alles wandelt sich - DNA, Berlin

 M o m e n t u m / Berlin Inaugural Exhibition - Kunstraum Kreuzberg / Bethanien, Berlin

 When a Painting Moves...Something Must be Rotten - The Stenersen Museum, Oslo

2010 WHAT SURROUNDS ME - Dominik Mersch Gallery, Sydney, NSW 

 Menos Tiempo que lugar - MNBA - Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes Santiago Chile, Santiago

 Transitland in Trieste - Studio Tommaseo - Istituto per la documentazione e diffusione delle Arti, 

 Trieste

 Weniger Zeit als Raum - Die Kunst der Unabhängigkeit - Goethe-Institut Lima, Lima

 August in Art Biennial 2010 - August in Art Biennial Varna, Varna

 Picnic Festival - Fundación Marcelino Botín, Santander

 STILL/moving - The Israel Museum, Jerusalem

 Menos Tiempo Que Lugar - El Arte de la Independencia - Centro de Exposiciones Subte,

 Montevideo

 Der Brief aus Jamaika - Oi Futuro, Rio de Janeiro, RJ

2010 Transitland - Space (former Galéria Priestor for Contemporary Arts), Bratislava

 Transitland - Moscow museum of modern art - MMOMA, Moscow

 El cuadro inquieto. La imagen como pintura en movimiento y el retorno de los géneros

 - Fundación Francisco Godia, Barcelona

 17th Biennale of Sydney - The Beauty and the Distance - Biennale of Sydney, Sydney, NSW
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 Menos Tiempo Que Lugar - Museu de Arte Contemporânea do Paraná, Curitiba

 Perspectivas del dibujo actual - Galeria Isabel Hurley, Málaga

 Expanded Drawing - Galeria Isabel Hurley, Málaga

 Menos tiempo que lugar - Palacio Nacional de las Artes - Palais de Glace, Buenos Aires

 Transitland - Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía, Madrid

 Reflection - DNA, Berlin

 ...on the eastern front │video art from central and eastern europe 1989–2009

 - Ludwig Museum - Museum of Contemporary Art - Budapest, Budapest

2009 Indomitable Women at BAC 10.0 - CCCB - Centre de Cultura Contemporània de Barcelona, Barcelona

 Mostra de Videos - Bienal Vento Sul - Museu de Arte de Londrina, Londrina, PR

 Best of Loop - MOCA Pacific Design Center, West Hollywood, CA

 Mostra de Video - CDMAC - Centro Dragão do Mar de Arte e Cultura, Fortaleza, CE

 When painting moves...something must be rotten! - Museo de Arte de Puerto Rico,

 Santurce

 Die Kunst der Unabhängigkeit: der zeitgenössische Pulsschlag

 - Antiguo Hospital de San Juan, Quito

 Portrait Berlin - Palacio Nacional de las Artes - Palais de Glace, Buenos Aires

 Retrato : Berlin - MNBA - Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes Santiago Chile, Santiago

 Transitland - The Red House - Centre for Culture and Debate, Sofia

 Transmediale - Transitland Destination Berlin (TCP) - Ungarisches Kulturinstitut, Berlin

 5a Bienal VentoSul - o mundo todo aqui, vai mexer com voce

 - Instituto Paranaense de Arte, Curitiba 

 Expanded Drawing - DNA, Berlin

 Impressions: Contemporary Art from Berlin - Museum of Contemporary Art Skopje, Skopje

 Menos Tiempo que lugar - Museo Nacional de Arte, La Paz

 SOME POLITICS OF APPROPRIATION - LAZNIA - Centre for Contemporary Art, Gdansk

2009 Hängung #4 - Querschnitt - Sammlung Alison & Peter W. Klein, Eberdingen-Nussdorf

 Vidéos Europa - Le Fresnoy, Studio national des arts contemporains, Tourcoing

2008 Portrait: Berlin - Photon - Centre for Contemporary Photography, Ljubljana

 VIDEO PERFORMANCE - Methoden der Selbstbetrachtung - Kunsthalle Münster, Münster

 Mediation Biennale 08 - Biennale Office: Centrum Kultury Zamek, Poznan

 Live Originality - Berlin - Unc Gallery, Seoul

 “Don’t leave your marks behind you!” - Museo de Arte Contemporaneo Ateneo de Yucatan

 - MACAY, Mérida

 Portrait: Berlin - Goethe-Institut Krakow, Krakow
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 Revolutions - University Art Gallery, UCSD, La Jolla, CA

 The canvas is the screen - CaixaForum Palma, Palma de Mallorca

 For the People, Of the People, By the People - Unc Gallery, Seoul

 Beyond Stereotypes - Neuer Aachener Kunstverein, Aachen

 Video salon 3, Curatorial Rebound Project - Duplex/10m2, Sarajevo

 Collection Videos & Films Jean-Conrad & Isabelle Lemaitre - Kunsthalle zu Kiel, Kiel

2007 El lienzo es la pantalla - CaixaForum Barcelona, Barcelona

 Garten Eden. Der Garten in der Kunst seit 1900 - Kunsthalle in Emden, Emden

 BAC! - CCCB - Centre de Cultura Contemporània de Barcelona, Barcelona

 Cine y casi cine - Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía, Madrid

 Bulgaria? ...Oh, yes, Bucharest! - Art Today Association - Center for Contemporary Art, Plovdiv

 PORTRAIT : BERLIN - Contemporary Photography and Video Art from Berlin

 - Nuovo Polo Natatorio “Bruno Bianchi”, Trieste

 Wunder der Prärie - zeitraum_exit Büro für Kunst e.V., Mannheim

 Portrait: Berlin - Contemporary Photography and Video Art from Berlin

 - Goethe-Institut Washington, Washington, DC

 leibhaftig - die Erfahrung des Körpers in der Kunst der Gegenwart - Kunstverein Konstanz e.V., Konstanz

 leibhaftig - die Erfahrung des Körpers in der Kunst der Gegenwart

 - Städtische Galerie Ravensburg, Ravensburg

 Fair Play 2007 - Play - Gallery for still and motion pictures, Berlin

 Faccia Lei - Arsenale Novissimo – Spazio Thetis, Venice

 Faccia Lei - Museum Arterra Contemporary, Berndorf

2007 Video Killed The Painting Star - DA2 - Domus Artium 2002, Salamanca

 1° Bienal del Fin del Mundo – Ushuaia 2007 - Bienal al Fin del Mundo, Ushuaia

 Visual Immortality VI - Projektraum M54, Basel

 VISÕES BERLINENSES - Paço das Artes, São Paulo

 PORTRAIT : BERLIN - Contemporary Photography and Video Art from Berlin

 - Moving Gallery, Omaha, NE

 The canvas is the screen - CaixaForum Barcelona, Barcelona

2006 Videart una visión actual - Caixa de Manlleu (Vic), Manlleu

 VoKuHiLa - Fragen der Form - Deck - Galerie für aktuelle Kunst, Stuttgart

 Babylon´s Shade - ARTos foundation, Nicosia

 Rivka Rinn + Mariana Vassileva - DNA, Berlin

 Paradise: A Step to the Left - tactileBOSCH, Cardiff, Wales
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 2nd international Biennale Bulgaria - Association of the International Biennial, Shumen

2005 VideoNow! - White Trash Contemporary, Hamburg

 Reflexionen - Eröffnung und Ausstellung - Art Center Berlin Friedrichstrasse, Berlin

 Gruppenausstellung - DNA, Berlin

 transmediale.05 - Haus der Kulturen der Welt, Berlin

2004 all about...SKULPTUR IN BERLIN - WhiteBox e.V., Munich

 Neither In the Sky, Nor On the Earth - Museum of Contemporary Art Skopje, Skopje

2003 ZEITGENÖSSISCH! Kunst in Berlin - KPM Quartier, Berlin

 Group Show - Keumsan Gallery, Seoul

2002 Insideout - UNDABDIEPOST!, Berlin

 “Rising Grauzone - Kunst bereichert” - Kunstbunker

 - Forum für zeitgenössische Kunst, Nuremberg

2001 Fünf Sterne - Fluchtwege - Galerie Weisser Elefant, Berlin

2000 Festival of Vision - Hong Kong Arts Centre, Hong Kong
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