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Workshop on partial failures

Works of art circulate in a specific way: they exist within the art world, are supported by specialized instituti-
ons, are subject to speculation, and have capital accumulated in them. In addition, they also fulfill other functi-
ons, such as maintaining the status quo not only through sophisticated criticism that is integrated into the
structure of the system and justifies its functioning. Everyone participates in this structure —from artists, cura-
tors, and institutional workers to journalists writing about art. To varying degrees, they are all accomplices in
the art world, and each tries in different ways to maintain their self-respect without cutting themselves off from
sources of funding and attention. Of course, this shared sentiment does not capture the entire spectrum of
approaches to art-making. Marginalized groups of artists often refuse to participate in such practices, thus
remaining outsiders. Controversies and conflicts also emerge along political or class lines, with mutual
accusations of complicity with the establishment. Some events intensify these debates while others become
a real test for individual actors.

The whirlwind of events in the first quarter of the 21st century is accelerating: international law is weakening,
technology is accelerating capitalism, and militarization is bringing the possibility of absolute destruction
closer. There are many unprecedented events that illustrate this, one of which is Israel's reaction to Hamas'
terrorist attack. The IDF's massive response, leading to the total destruction of Gaza, has divided the cultural
elites of the West. Art critic David Velasco summed up this division among cultural elites in his article for Equa-
tor magazine: "The art world, with all its progressive scaffolding and humanist ornamentation, practically
designed to celebrate and aestheticize every rebellion, couldn't metabolize Palestine. It still can’'t.”’ Velasco,
who worked at Artforum for eighteen years and served as its editor-in-chief for the last six, was fired in 2023
for publishing one of the first Palestinian letters of solidarity calling for a ceasefire. Since then, many actors,
including artists, have faced similar problems. Political and moral pressure led to self-censorship and a re-eva-
luation of positions. The art world was shaken, but its structure remained intact. But is it possible to break free
from the complicity of the art world? And is it even possible to depict a horrific genocidal event through art?
There are historical examples showing that it is possible, but an adequate method must be invented and
applied. Just to name a few historical examples: Goya's Caprichos (1797-1798), Picasso's Guernica (1937),
and the satires of Philip Gaston (1913-1980) have always been able to effectively capture the horror of unpre-
cedented violence and provoke a reaction, even if delayed.

What are the possibilities of art today, when social networks are overflowing with images of death and suffe-
ring? Technical images of war, violence, and destruction have become a common part of the consumption of
representations of the world. Photographs from the Vietham War stirred public opinion at the time, leading to
an end to the aggression. The war in Ukraine has brought images from the perspective of a deadly weapon-
—the eye watching its target until the moment of death. One wonders, is there any place in the world today
that cannot be seen? And what about Gaza, which today lies ninety percent in ruins? Its inhabitants live in
tents on the ruins of their homes, watched by hundreds of eyes, but unlike the case of the war in Ukraine, tech-
nical images are heavily censored by Israel. Other types of technical recordings are difficult to obtain due to

1 David Velasco, “How Gaza Broke the Art World,” Equator, December 22, 2025.
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various restrictions and a lack of access to independent sources. Most of the photographs show ruins and
craters a few hours or days after the bombing. Piles of rubble, houses smashed into pieces of concrete with
the remains of torn fittings sticking out of them. Often residents can be seen still in shock from this incredible
rearrangement of matter, trying to understand and adapt to it.

In his short polemical text based on aphorisms entitled Thirteen Theses Against Snobs (1925), Walter Benja-
min succinctly mocked cultural and intellectual snobbery and its depoliticization. A hundred years ago, art
played a similar social role as today, only everything was multiplied. If at that time, according to Benjamin, a
snob was someone who builds their identity through differentiation but without understanding and without real
commitment, he describes today's common practice among artists. If a snob translates political and social
issues into style and taste instead of taking a stand, then this is a common phenomenon in the art world. The
snob is guided by what is new, fashionable, or avant-garde. For him, it is a sign of prestige, not a challenge to
think or act, and so on. It is clear that what is being criticized here is the phenomenon of radical vocabulary,
but not radical practice. The snob is a figure who "consumes revolution as a cultural commodity."?It is unplea-
sant to admit that Benjamin's pamphlet may have been effective satire at a time when revolutionary social
changes were taking place and in the face of economic crisis and general frustration. The success of the revo-
lution seemed inevitable. Today, most artistic production seems to be produced by snobs themselves. Perha-
ps this is because it is almost impossible today to imagine anything outside of the time we live in. The horizon
of communist revolution has disappeared and is nowhere to be seen. And there are no other options. So let's
at least try a thought experiment, we don't even have to call it a work of art, we'll avoid accusations of snobbe-
ry anyway: Let's juxtapose those thirteen theses with specific images, for example digital drawings of ruins
created from photographs of bombed-out Gaza. What will happen? Does the resulting collage speak to the
horrors of destruction in Gaza? Or does it speak to the impossibility of such a statement? Isn't it rather a mess-
age about a world where it is possible to find escape from horrors in creativity? Or could it be a small piece of
the puzzle that will lead to an end to violence?

Any artistic response to the technologized violence in Gaza is met on the one hand with propaganda and
accusations of "new anti-Semitism"2 and, on the other hand, with social media and its inflation of images full
of violence and destruction, or their trivialization. Paradoxically, it is essentially the language of art, its instituti-
ons, and the resulting snobbish environment in which such presentations are possible. The escape route leads
somewhere to the border of art. Experimenting with the non-artistic is one way to try to capture and perhaps
even help stop the machinery of genocide. Let us try, for example, a practice far distant from Enlightenment
reason, an archaic way of acting, the practice of which may help to reveal the absurdity of destruction: a prac-
tice of divination. Divination and its techniques have never disappeared, even though antiquity remains the
period of its greatest flourishing. In its time it was even institutionalized, and the process of political decision-
-making had its own rules for synchronizing divine and human interests. The decision-making process of poli-
tical action was supposed to be in accordance with the will of the gods, and on the other hand, it was a way
of sanctifying human actions with divine approval. Words such as oracle or mantic refer to a complex set of

2 Benjamin, Walter. “Thirteen Theses Against Snobs.” In Selected Writings, Volume 2: 1927-1934, edited by Michael W. Jennings, Howard Eiland,
and Gary Smith, [rozsah stran]. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999.

3 Della Porta, Donatella. 2024. “Moral Panic and Repression: The Contentious Politics of Anti-Semitism in Germany.” Partecipazione e Conflitto 17
(2): https://doi.org/10.1285/i20356609v17i2p276.
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ideas, values, and rituals that are difficult to define, which are associated with the revelation and interpretation
of things that normally remain hidden from humans? Obtaining such opinions was common in ancient cultures.
Under normal circumstances, divination was not necessary, but in the event of any ambiguities, irregularities,
or deviations from the norm it provided a key, a path, or at least a possibility for the right solution. The
acceptance of divination was not always unambiguous; for example, Thucydides mocked the soothsayers,
saying that they mostly fulfilled political assignments according to who wanted to hear what. Divination could
be performed using steam, clouds, numbers, entrails, the dead, or the earth, and so on. The questioner was
often informed by a specialist in reading random shapes made by throwing stones or branches, or by the
shape of random arrangements of spots created by the diviner's intervention. It is not easy to replicate such
techniques; most writings on geomancy (divination using the earth) have not survived, and those that have
survived are in fragments. In principle, the techniques of interpretation are very open and depend on a gifted
individual who, through contemplation of shapes and signs, is able to decipher their meaning.5 This next thou-
ght experiment attempts to use artistic work for other, perhaps more useful, purposes. That is why it is impor-
tant to ask the oracle a good question. The IDF bombing has become an unpredictable and irrational reality
for the inhabitants of Gaza. The only specific question that could help is: Where and when will the next bom-
bing take place? ®

Yes, it is a desperate attempt to find another function for art, probably a common phenomenon in the parado-
xes of artistic creation and perception. If we ignore the fact that failure is an integral part of artistic practice and
this, together with the interpretation of works of art, is where a wave of partial and endless failures begins. The
first of these is the image itself, which is created by combining pigments and other chemical reactions. They
should indicate directions of reading on their own, but instead they tend to affect the imagination and aesthetic
sensibility related to the category of beauty. The descriptions, placed directly in the image, help to disrupt the
idea that this is a work of art and inform us that it is a tool for divination, but why is everything placed on
a canvas stretched on a wooden frame? Unfortunately, this clearly refers to the fact that it is a work of art. This
special technique is not used for any purpose other than artistic activity. Another failure in this attempt to
escape artistic discourse is the place where this work can be encountered. This place is, of course, the safe
space of a gallery, which can always tear anything cleanly out of reality and safely enclose it. Where else could
the Oracles be placed? In destroyed living rooms or hospital waiting rooms in Gaza? They could certainly have
practical use there, if only there were someone suitable on hand who could read the prophecy. This further
emphasizes the powerlessness and absurdity of this work and the impossibility of helping in any way or even
stopping the violence.

The author experienced many nightmares while creating the series of paintings between autumn 2023 and
autumn 2024. He had the nagging feeling that each of them would come true, because there was always ano-
ther bombing. This paranoid idea can also be interpreted as an unconscious assumption of responsibility for
what is happening. Another explanation is offered by curator Francois Piron, who compared this attempt to
predict the bombings in an effort to save human lives with the work of Joseph Crépin (1875-1 948),7 an artist

4 Vitek, Tomas, Jifi Stary, and Dalibor Antq/l’k, eds. 2006. Vésténi a prorokovani v archaickych kulturdach. Praha: Herrmann & synoveé.
5 Vitek, Tomas. 2016. Vésténi v antickém Recku lll: Zemé a mrtvi. Praha: Herrmann & synove.
6 Lindqvist, Sven, and Linda Haverty Rugg. 2003. A History of Bombing. New York: New Press.
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classified as Art brut, and also a spiritualist, who during World War Il was ordered by angelic voices to paint
three hundred pictures, otherwise the ongoing war could not end. Crépin painted the last of these on May 5,
1945, at a time when the last Nazi troops were fighting their way through Prague and then capitulating. The
author preferred to stop creating oracles in the fall to rid himself of the oppressive feeling that bombing would
always occur when a prophecy was formulated. This freed him up for a more analytical approach to his work.
He examined the overall context of depicting destruction, attempted to capture how propaganda works,
sought connections between global production and capital flows participating in the military machine and
surveillance, and also tried to understand through his work the ideological background of the creators and
actors of this asymmetrical war. The cardboard collages he created are a sad testament to the confusing com-
plexity of shared responsibility for genocidal violence, a kind of distant echo and trace of horror.

2N

§

The ongoing war in Gaza has sparked widespread controversy about how to talk about this violence. It can be
seen as a new form of warfare. The deeply asymmetrical nature of this war and the huge number of Palestinian
civilian casualties have led some analysts to describe the situation as a "new urban war." Other analysts ques-
tion the idea that this conflict can be described as a war. Instead, they argue that the mass killing of civilians
constitutes an act of genocide, crimes against humanity, or a campaign of ethnic cleansing. For example, UN
Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Palestine Francesca Albanese emphasizes that this
conflict should not be called a war, but genocide, regardless of military motives. As the scale and scope of

organized violence continues to expand, war and genocide may become indistinguishable. In this context, the
mass killings in Gaza are not an exception, but in many ways indicate a possible long-term development of
contemporary warfare. The genocidal nature of this conflict is a litmus test for even more destructive wars
looming on the horizon® Art, as a perfectly imperfect tool for exploring our position in the world and its essen-
ce, will also be there. We will leave the tension between snobbery and practice leading to radical change unre-
solved for now.

Zbynék Baladran

7 Joseph Crépin’s paintings from the period of World War Il are primarily held today in the collections of the Centre Pompidou / Musée National d’Art
Moderne in Paris, the Zander Collection in Cologne, and the Gallery of Everything in London. In addition, they regularly appear in specialized outsider
art exhibitions.

8 Malesevic, Sinisa, and Lea David. “Organized Callousness: Gaza and the Sociology of War.” Journal of Genocide Research (2025): 1-21. https://-
doi.org/10.1080/14623528.2025.2503562.
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