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Abstract

The Edge in the Centre: Selected Chapters from the History of Experimental Theatre
in Slovenia 1955-1967 is a result of investigating the interconnections between
institutional and non-institutional activities in the development of Slovenian
theatre in the period after 1950, a period that was fuelled throughout by the contact
with creative currents outside of Slovenia, or rather, outside of Yugoslavia. The
book reveals the dialectic of developmental transformations that were predicted
and realised not only by the hosting of theatres from Europe (something that
became a regular practice after 1955) but also by the activities of agile individuals
who with their sophistication and nonconformist personal attitude shifted the
horizon — by drawing attention to the already established genre and stylistic
approaches happening abroad, such as the theatre in the round or the introduction
of choreographed movement into stage expression.

Alongside thematising the question of how the theatre forces were consolidated,
modernised and actualised, the book also realises a unique “archaeology of memory”
of the times when the borders between amateurism and professionalism (at least
for the authorities) were still not clearly formulated. In doing so, the book analyses
several phenomena that until now have been either left out of more thorough
scholarly treatment, such as the Worker’s Stage (Delavski oder), the Artisan Theatre
(Obrtnisko gledali$¢e) and to the various incarnations of informal theatre groups
led by the actor Jurij Soucek, or treated with hesitation, if we consider Korun’s
era at the Worker’s Stage. In this respect, author PrimozZ Jesenko gives special
attention to the Experimental Theatre (Eksperimentalno gledali$c¢e) of Balbina
Battelino Baranovi¢ and to the theatre history of this creator, who directed her last
production on Slovenian stages in 1969. In this way, he builds upon the previous
reductive reception that has not dedicated enough attention to the aesthetics of
this expression with which, in just over a decade of the work of the Experimental
Theatre, Baranovi¢ expanded the purview of performing practices at the time.

The book investigates the overlooked in-between spaces, to which the context of
that time often failed to attribute substantial meaning, yet have been shown in the
years following as essential; the material does not allow simplification and tells the
story of the wider web of creative happenings, predominately (yet not exclusively)
in the Ljubljana environment, where it is significant that the Slovenian National
Theatre (SNT) Drama Ljubljana as the central institution stands practically a stone’s
throw away from KriZzanke, where such experimental activity was taking place. The
book’s field of view perceives and takes into account the diverse forms of stage
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creation within this context. The analysis simultaneously confirms that — despite
following the prescribed ideological principles — the Slovenian authorities allowed
this multiplicity. This fact was particularly revealed already in the 1960s (primarily
shown by the productions directed by Mile Korun in SNT Drama Ljubljana from
1963 to 1969) as a precondition for the growth of Slovenian theatre in the modern
and urban sense, in sync with foreign developmental currents. As the book points
out, precisely with the experimental groups, especially with the theatre activities of
Stage 57 (Oder 57) in the beginning of the 1960s, the field of art became creatively
independent to such a degree that the regime was no longer able to establish direct
contact with them.

The organisation of the infrastructural conditions for the art that was created
outside the public institutions and drew attention to the narrowness of the “official”
theatres shows the rudiments of the unenviable situation that the non-institutional
theatres still experience today; their production found a home in Knight's Hall
(Viteska dvorana), a centrally-located, yet relatively inadequate space within the
former monastery complex in KriZanke. This became the contact point of and
venue for a wide variety of culturally and socially significant events; simultaneously
it was the time of many unrealised initiatives as well as doubts about the work of
the experimental groups, which were seen as makeshift, fragmented and weighed
down with financial, spatial and technical difficulties which demanded endless
compromises. Despite this, their theatre concepts influenced the SNT Drama (under
the artistic leadership of Bojan Stih) to break away from many of the conventions
to which it previously adhered. The society of the 1960s also recognised that the
work of the first non-institutional groups was in the interest of the community;
those — as shown by the experience of Stage 57 — who, at least in terms of content,
did not have difficulties articulating their interests. After that, in the second half of
the 1960s, the theatre activities in Slovenia dispersed in several directions, many of
which have already been dealt with as referential in the context of theatre studies.

Translated by Jana Renée Wilcoxen



