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“Na cesti lahko $olam svoj pogled in mu dam hrano, ki jo potrebuje - la¢ni pogled, in
moj pogled je nepotesljiv.”
—Walker Evans'

Photographer Branko Lenart is difficult to categorize. As an artist, Lenart is as prolific as he
is curious, and has completed an eclectic range of projects straddling both modern and post-
modern philosophies. Lenart discovered photography in his teens and ultimately greatly
disappointed his father when he opted for alife as an artist instead of taking over the family
textile business. With a career spanning close to fifty years, he helped bring art photography
to both Austria and Slovenia and found ways to connect cultural funding from both gov-
ernments to explore his identity as a Slovene minority in the heart of the Habsburg Empire.
With his work, he carved out a unique position as an advocate for the Slovene culture in
Styria—the mountainous Austrian province surrounding Graz—as well as a leader in post—
World War II photography in Austria.

Branko Lenart was born in 1948 in Ptuj, Slovenia (at that time still part of Yugoslavia).
His father, a successful merchant, supported the partisan resistance to the Nazi invasion
of Yugoslavia during World War II but also found himself disillusioned by the communist
regime that took power after the war and hoped for a better future in Western Europe. He
moved his family to Graz in 1954 and enrolled Branko in kindergarten, at a time when his
child was entirely unfamiliar with any language but Slovene. Branko has since lived the
majority of his life in his adopted country working as an artist and educator.

Despite being six years old when his family moved, Lenart still maintains a strong iden-
tification as a Slovene, despite or perhaps because of the discrimination he experienced
carly in his life (the Slavs were subjects of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and such cultural
dynamics require feelings of superiority). In the 1980s, the government of Slovenia helped
initiate a new cultural organization in Graz called Artikel-VII-Kulturverein fiir Steiermark/
Kulturno drustvo Clen 7 za avstrijsko Stajersko (Article 7 Cultural Organization for Styria),

created as an advocacy group for Slovene minorities in Styria. Lenart was a co-founder and

1. “T go to the street for the education of my eye and for the sustenance that the eye needs—the hungry eye, and
my eye is hungry” Walker Evans: The Hungry Eye, ed. Gilles Mora and John T. Hill (Harry N. Abrams, 1993), as cited

in Branko Lenart, Krkavce: Istria. Terra (Pavelhaus, 2012).
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Stiibinggraben, 1971 by Branko Lenart; © Branko Lenart; courtesy the artist.

eventually served as chair after some of the original leadership was targeted by letter bombs
(resulting in one of them losing several fingers). Between 1970 and 1974, Lenart developed
his first serious documentary project, looking at Slovenes in Styria,” eventually published
as Styrians in 2009 by Galerie Marenzi in Leibnitz.

Styria is largely an agricultural region (at least at the time of Lenart photographing there;
tourism has since taken hold) and Lenart was attracted to a quaint and pastoral vision—
lovely rolling hills cultivated by humble people representing cultural traditions dating back
centuries. The pictures are rendered with an incredible understanding of black-and-white
tonalities—open and clear, but with rich and beautiful shades of gray. Everything about
the pictures in Styrians appears simple; the strength of the photographs is how Lenart so
unapologetically embraced this simplicity, making romantic, peaceful photographs that
don’t at all appear saccharine or nostalgic (a common trap for photographers). Lenart saw
Styria as representing the last vestiges of Old Europe, with good people living a hard life but
still finding its joy. It offers a look at people frozen in time and living as subsistence farmers
in cold stone houses, playing music, slaughtering pigs, sharing 7k7ja, and shoveling hay in
scenes reminiscent of The Sound of Music. In his introduction to Styrians, famed Slovene
poet Ales Steger writes that Lenart “ripped the hands off the clock;” an idea I love because
itis active, even rebellious, and resists sentimentality.® In Lenart’s photographs, the Slovenes
of Styria appear humble and poor, but rich with traditions, humor, and deep connections
to the land and their communities.

2. Lenart’s home, Ptuj, was part of the original principality of Styria under the Austrian government.

3. Ales Steger, “Die Erschaffung der Verlorene Zeit” (The Creation of Lost Time), in Styrians, by Branko Lenart
(Galerei Mirenzi, 2009), 3.
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To illustrate some of the ideas at work in Styrians, I want to look at two photographs,
facing pages in the book and both dated 1971. The picture on the left was made in the village
of Stiibinggraben and focuses on a young girl with pigtails. She fills the bottom of the frame
and wears something approaching a grin; her eyes are clearly dark brown (almost black in
the photograph). She is the subject of the picture but only a small part of the frame, with the
rest of it filled by a group of men, all wearing black suits, rendered just out of focus by the
photographer’s choice of a shallow depth of field. The men are towering over the girl, one
of them looking a bit drunk and menacing, one as though just approaching manhood, and
another a balding, portly patriarch—all of them radiating power. Peering out from behind
these men, looking into the camera between their shoulders, is a small group of teenage
girls. The picture feels like it captures an important event—a wedding or christening, per-
haps—with a generation of powerful-looking men overseeing the culture and opportunities
available to this little girl. The teenagers sneaking a look from behind the men emphasizes
the role of the girl in the foreground, as if their glance her way presents a knowing sense of
what is to come.

The picture on the right is from the village St. Pongratzen, and it shows two young boys,
one of a similar age as the girl in the previous picture and the other just a few years older.
They are standing on a wooden deck, the landscape behind them obscured by heavy fog.
Their father is in front them—we only see half his torso, but he is nevertheless pictured as
a strong, paternal presence—each boy wearing a wool sweater and hat. The younger of the
two scems a little awkward or fearful of the camera but the older one offers an unflinch-
ing gaze that makes him appear much more mature than he really is, as if he is revealing a
glimpse of the man to come. The older boy is clearly the real subject of the picture: situated
between his past (his father) and his future (his younger brother), he appears as a voice of
the next generation. The maturity he presents in the photograph makes me feel I can see
this boy as a man, and in seeing him this way he appears full of love and strength, capable
of supporting the important cultural traditions of work, landscape, and family. The pic-
ture from Stiibinggraben feels both joyful and edgy, the girl looks comfortable and happy
but also swallowed by the more powerful men around her. The picture of the boys is more
about strength and independence, showing a youth fully capable of sustaining the values of
his people. Looking at these pictures together, I like to think of them as metaphors for how
Branko understands the life of Slovenes—proud, successful, independent, and clinging to
values sometimes at odds with political and economic realities.

These children are beautiful as are all the photographs in Styrians, but the approach
to documentary is ultimately not very dynamic. There are many compelling pictures in
the book, but it is also easy to see Lenart combing the streets and fields looking for peo-
ple to pose for his pictures without spending much time interacting with them; too often
his subjects are smiling like they were taught to when being photographed and not reveal-
ing much about their lives beyond appearances. Just five years after completing these pic-
tures, however, in 1979, Lenart participated in an international symposium on photography
in Graz that would change the trajectory of his work. Here he was introduced to Amer-
ican photographers Robert Heinecken and Ralph Gibson, and curator John Szarkowsi,
which ultimately resulted in an invitation to participate in the Apeiron Workshops as an
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St. Pongratzen, 1971 by Branko Lenart; © Branko Lenart; courtesy the artist.

international artist in residence. This experience would hugely impact his approach to doc-
umentary photography, best illustrated in his second book looking at Slovenia, Yugoslavia,
and Old Europe, Krakavée: Istria.Terra (2012).

The Apeiron Workshops was a photography program located in Millerton, New York,
conceived by Peter Schlessinger in the early 1970s. Developed in the spirit of Nathan Lyons’s
Visual Studies Workshop in Rochester, New York, Apeiron was a grassroots collective,
bringing together many of the best and most iconic American photographers of the 1970s
(aka The Golden Age)—Heinecken, Robert Frank, Lee Friedlander, Diane Arbus, Mary
Ellen Mark, and Emmet Gowin among them. The idea behind Apeiron was to develop
collaborations and tutorials based on the strategies, theories, and techniques of these pho-
tographers, a rich environment for anybody but perhaps especially for an ambitious pho-
tographer from Yugoslavia.

While working with Apeiron in 1980, Lenart used his time to document the life and cul-
ture he witnessed in Millerton, a town of just a few thousand in Dutchess County, near the
Hudson River. A couple of hours from New York City, it is the perfect gateway between the
international urban center and the rural life found in the Catskills. There, Lenhart partici-
pated in a three-month residency under Schlessinger, during which time he photographed
the daily professional and personal lives of thirty families in Millerton. He traveled with his
wife, Fredericke, and in addition to his photographs the two of them collected interviews
and field recordings that Fredericke later transcribed and translated into German. This was
a remarkable opportunity when you think about it—a Slovene-Austrian photographing
the daily lives of American families in small-town, conservative rural America—truly an

approach to documentary developed in the vein of Frank.
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Returning home, Lenart had two new ambitions, to turn his project about Millerton
into a book *and to bring his new photographic strategies back to his homeland. Like he did
in New York, Lenart focused on one town, Krkavde, a village of just a few hundred people in
Slovenia located in the northern part of the Istrian peninsula on the Adriatic Sea, along the
border with Croatia and close to Trieste, Italy. Rather than spending three months photo-
graphing thirty families, Lenart photographed ten families over six years, between 1980 and
1986. He pursued the work with the same methodology—including interviews recorded
while making the pictures—resulting in a much deeper, richer engagement with the people,
and thus a much more dynamic documentary than found in Styrians.

Krkavée: Istria.Terra begins with a quote from American photographer Walker Evans,
presented in both German and Slovene (as with all the text): “I go to the street for the edu-
cation of my eye and for the sustenance that the eye needs—the hungry eye, and my eye is
hungry.” This sits next to a photograph from 1977, a broken road sign announcing the vil-
lage, Krkavée. After three introductory essays—by Primoz Lampi¢, curator of photography
at the Museum of Architecture in Ljubljana; Aleksander Bassin, an art historian based in
Ljubljana; and Salvator Zitko, a journalist with a special interest in Istria and the Adriatic
Sea—the book is divided into twenty-six sections organized thematically, each beginning
with a quote pulled from one of the interviews Lenart conducted while making the photo-
graphs. The opening section, titled “Ambiente, Umgebung: okolica” (“Surroundings”) sit-
uates the village within the landscape, offering views of a quaint European village nestled
in the hills of Slovenia. The final chapter is a bit of an anomaly but provides an important
punctuation to the project as it was photographed in color (the rest of the book is black and
white) and was made in 2011; the inclusion of these pictures helps to emphasize a village lost
to time. Between these sections, Lenart looks at a community with rich traditions but one
struggling to maintain its way of life in an increasingly modernized world.

The pictures in Krkavée: Istria.Terra, are made with the same rich black-and-white tones
characteristic of Styrians, but the approach is much more penetrating, offering a dynamic
representation of people teetering between the past, the present, and an uncertain future.
In Styrians, Lenart illustrated a quaint understanding of the rural life of Slovenes, showing
people living off the land and sustaining culture traditions dating back hundreds of years,
but Krkavce presents a stark social realism of families caught between the old ways and the
new, subsistence farmers struggling to maintain life in the industrial era while still under
communism. Lenart, however, photographed them with beauty, pride, and respect, adding
to the complexity of his documentary work.

Each of the sections in the book represents a different theme—religion, relationships
with animals and the land, wine cultivation, and the new values of the younger gener-
ations among them—and begins with a quote pulled from the collected interviews. By
sharing these fragments, we learn more about the struggles of village life; largely an agri-
cultural community profiting from corn, wine, and olive oil, the people in Krkavée suffer

from diminishing production, an increasingly competitive market, and pressure to conform

4. At the time of writing, Lenart had completed a mock-up for a book about Millerton, New York, and was still
hoping to get it published.
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Krkavce, 1983 by Branko Lenart; © Branko Lenart; courtesy the artist.

to more popular and urban values. Political tensions are also cited, as under the Yugoslav
government the people are forced to speak Serbo-Croatian instead of their preferred, tra-
ditional language of Slovene. Because Lenart opted to work with a small cross-section of
families, there is a cast of characters in Krkavée, selected people who are pictured multiple
times and depicted as essential for understanding this time and place, including an older
man with a bulbous nose who has clearly had too many 7akjjas, and a thin man with thick
glasses and seemingly a good sense of humor.

One of my favorite sections in Krkavce is titled “Fede Glube: vera” (Faith) and begins
with a quote that beautifully blends Christian values with communism: “The freedom is so
great that one can combine service to the church and one’s job. Anyone who is a good Chris-
tian is also a good worker and conscientious towards his employer.” The four pictures that
follow all illustrate altars or tributes to Jesus Christ. One is a handmade crucifix composed
of a small drawing of Christ’s face on a thin sheet of fabric placed above a carved wooden
tunic, mounted on a cross. Surrounding the figure are blacksmithing tools, a medieval spear,
a halo of barbed wire, a metallic glove, a ladder, a cat-o-nine-tails, and a few other uniden-
tifiable items. The DIY quality of this tribute is humble but ingratiating; clearly the choice
of all the objects is symbolic. The blacksmithing tools are like the hammer and sickle of
communism, the ladder is a path to heaven or hell, and the barbed wire and whip are about
pain and torture. The last photograph of “Faith” shows a dirty picture of the Virgin Mary
hanging next to a sturdy set of chains, both just above a bovine’s ass, again best understood
symbolically. Herein lies the brilliance of Lenart’s approach to documentary, rigorous and
full of painful realities, but also full of love and humor.

s. Lenart, Krkavce, 61.
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1Y

Krkavce, 1985 by Branko Lenart; © Branko Lenart; courtesy the artist.

To further understand Krkave, it is important to acknowledge the political environ-
ment existing when Lenart made the pictures, between 1980 and 1986. President Josip Broz
Tito, the partisan leader who unified Yugoslavia after World War I1, died in 1980. With his
death, the fabric holding the nation together started to fray, ultimately causing the nation
to collapse in the 1990s. This feeling of Slovenia and Yugoslavia in transition permeates the
pictures in Krkavée and helps to better explain the tension that defines the community pho-
tographed, one teetering on the brink of a new era.

In 2020, Lenart completed a third book photographed in a similar documentary style
but this time looking more at Yugoslavia as a whole, Only YU. The book accompanied an
exhibition of the same name, both organized to celebrate Slovene independence from Yugo-
slavia. To get a better sense for the pictures in Ozly YU, I want to look more at Slovenian
independence, to understand what this book means as an anniversary document.

When Tito died in 1980, cracks emerged in the union of Yugoslavia although it would
still be another decade before the nation disintegrated. The tensions that would ultimately
cause the fall of the nation first emerged in 1987 in Kosovo. Growing conflicts between
the Serbs and Albanian majority in the region resulted in an intervention by Slobodan
Milosevi¢ which ultimately set the stage for the bloody conflicts of the 1990s, unleashing
destructive nationalist sentiments that lay dormant throughout Yugoslavia. In 1989, ten-
sions increased again in Kosovo, due to a labor strike. To control the situation, Milo$evi¢
was granted emergency powers to address this unrest and used this authority to advance the
will of Serbs over Albanians (a remarkable contradiction of the values that Tito used to gov-
ern the nation for decades, always intent to keep nationalism out of the discussion). Milan

Kucan, the communist party leader in Slovenia, found this very troubling and felt that if the

14  AFTERIMAGE MARCH 2026

920z Yose 8| uo 3sanb Aq 8/05900806)e-PIPA-80 | -Jqe9-PSIeqY | 6=Aa)SS800VIsaNnb¢pd g’ "€5 9202 We/¥8L0E6/8/ L/ES/Pd-aloue/eBewaye/npa ssaidon auljuo//:dny wol papeojumod



ESSAY

central government could advance the needs of Serbs in Kosovo, the same would likely hap-
pen throughout the rest of Yugoslavia. Kucan returned to Slovenia and gave a public address
supporting the Albanians in Kosovo, saying they fought for the integrity of Yugoslavia.

On June 25, 1991, Slovenia declared its independence from Yugoslavia, rejecting the
nationalist ambitions growing ever greater in Belgrade. They soon faced a military interven-
tion from the central government, but this conflict lasted just ten days. At this point, Belgrade
felt the situation in Croatia was much more important and so they conceded Slovenia. With
their independence acknowledged, Slovenia was able to watch the ensuing conflicts from
the sidelines. In 1992, the European Community acknowledged the nation’s independence,
and it joined the United Nations. Slovenia eventually joined the European Union in 2004.

Most of the pictures in Only YU are from Slovenia, but the book also includes photo-
graphs made in the cities of Sarajevo, Mostar, and Jajce in Bosnia; in the more cosmopolitan
Dubrovnik in Croatia; and in Montenegro, including the town of Perast. The pictures were
culled from Lenart’s archives, a collection of over 138,000 negatives, and read as a celebra-
tion of Slovenia (as intended) but also suggest that the strength and character of the nation
is still rooted in its Yugoslav heritage, that Slovenes are indeed still Slavs.

Here lies the real strength of Only YU: the pictures are full of a unique tension—TI like
to describe the pictures as being full of “loving conflicts.” These are pictures that reveal a
sharp understanding of the history and people of the region, taking full note of the ten-
sions and violence that have defined it, but also sharing real joy and affirmation. Take for
instance a picture from Ptuj dated 1970. In it we see a young man peering back over his left
shoulder into the window of a rather bland-looking building. The outer doors are open, and
through a darkened opening of the interior doors is a second man, a headless apparition

Ptuj, 1970 by Branko Lenart; © Branko Lenart; courtesy the artist.

Arnold | Branko Lenart Among the Slovenes 15

920z Yose 8| uo 3sanb Aq 8/05900806)e-PIPA-80 | -Jqe9-PSIeqY | 6=Aa)SS800VIsaNnb¢pd g’ "€5 9202 We/¥8L0E6/8/ L/ES/Pd-aloue/eBewaye/npa ssaidon auljuo//:dny wol papeojumod



ESSAY

floating in a darkened space. This floating head looks an awful lot like Adolf Hitler. Many
attribute the fall of Yugoslavia in the 1990s to rivalries that emerged during World War II;
despite Yugoslavia organizing an ethnically diverse response that helped topple fascism, the
country was deeply divided in terms of people’s support of the Nazis. These divisions were
reignited by Franjo Tudman, former president of Croatia, and Milosevi¢ in the late 1980s,
ultimately leading to the savage conflict that split Yugoslavia. In Lenart’s picture, the ref-
erence to Hitler is funny (a loving conflict), and suggests that regardless of their divisions,
Slavs share important histories.

Some of the most interesting and surprising pictures were made in Dubrovnik and Jajce.
The picture on the cover of the book is from Dubrovnik—suggesting that it represents the
entire book—and it shows two teenage girls, one eating an ice cream and the other smoking
a cigarette. They are both wearing tall, lace-up sandals with short skirts, and appear self-righ-
teous in a way that only teens can, so much more aware and savvier than those who came
before them. To their right, however, is an older woman looking much more solemn. She
too is wearing sandals, but with modest black stockings and a much more modest skirt. She
is also wearing a headscarf—old-school Yugoslavia—and stares blankly into the distance.
The picture from Jajce is dated 1970 and shows a group of seven women in the rolling hills
of Bosnia. Three of the women look older, matriarchal, and the other four are young women
or teens. Two of these are in the back of the picture, engaging the photographer but keeping
a skeptical, safe distance. The two in the foreground of the frame, the subjects of the pic-
ture, offer something a bit bolder; they are still extremely skeptical, but also look coy, even
flirtatious as they connect with the photographer. Throughout Only YU, we see these sub-
tle, loving conflicts—generation gaps, skeptical but flirtatious girls, and even on old man
chasing the photographer away with an umbrella while a woman to his right has a hearty
laugh. Collectively, these pictures celebrate Slovene independence but still show it as being
deeply connected to Yugoslavia, the nation of South Slavs.

I want to circle back to the opening statement in Krkavce, the quote from Evans about
the “hungry eye.” Looking more broadly at Lenart’s work, he indeed has hungry eyes. His
production is quite diverse—the pictures in the three books discussed here represent a much
more conservative approach than many of his other publications. In series like Hand: Work
(Part z) and Concept: Photo he explores conceptual ideas about photographic perception
and representation, akin to photographers Kenneth Josephson or Ray Metzker. In his book
Kaddisch (1998), he creates a beautiful photographic monument to the Holocaust by mak-
ing pictures of foundation stones, rendered in rich, cold black-and-white tones. And in his
publication Res Publica (1993), he explores a more deliberately postmodern discourse, some-
thing more akin to Christian Boltanski or Barbara Kruger. With all his work, Lenart asks
interesting and important questions—what does it mean to see with a camera? How deep
were the crimes of fascism? What's the relationship between politics and portraiture? And
in Styrians, Krkavce, and Only YU, Lenart asks, “What does it means to a be Slovene from
Yugoslavia living in Austria?” The hungry eye, and my eye is hungry.

BRIAN ARNOLD is a photographer, writer, and translator based in Ithaca, New York. After spending close to a decade
writing about photography in Indonesia, he is now turning his attention to the Western Balkans.
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