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SAZETAK

Rad se sastoji od dva dijela. Prvi je dio posvecen analizi Cr-
vene analize (2022.), a u drugom se dijelu analiziraju Bojna
polja (2016./2017.), Plastik ist Plastisch (2019.-2023.) i Wat-
testdbchen (2021.—2023.). Svi su radovi djela Jelene Mici¢,
a fokus je analize, utemeljene na studijama naftnih kultu-
ra, upotreba plastike. Kroz ukljuéivanje najlona i plasti¢nih
predmeta za jednokratnu upotrebu, radovi Jelene Mici¢ po-
dcrtavaju drustveno-politicku i ekoloSku promjenu od socija-
listicke petromodernosti (eng. petromodernity) ka postsoci-
jalisti¢koj petrosuvremenosti. Kompleksan odnos povijesnih
procesa i drustveno-ekonomskih praksi koji u svojem sredi-
§tu ima ekstrakciju i upotrebu fosilnih goriva, uvezivanje (ne)
zivih tijela, (ne)organske tvari i vise-od-ljudskih okruzenja
jest ono §to materijalno-semioticki bitno odreduje postsoci-
jalisticku petrosuvremenost. Umjetnicka praksa Jelene Micié
stoga poziva na novo ¢itanje lokalnih i regionalnih povijesti
umjetnosti kroz okvire naftnih kultura, s posebno se usredo-
to¢ujuéi na odlu¢ujucu ulogu nafte u oblikovanju modernih
i suvremenih kultura diljem svijeta. Kriticka analiza sklopa,
kao osnovna metodologija kojom se pristupa radovima Je-
lene Mici¢, otkriva gust odnos izmedu materijalnih i semi-
oti¢kih dimenzija plastike: od povijesti globalnih i lokalnih
naftnih kultura do upotrebe plastike u povijesti umjetnosti,
utjelovljenih efekata ove antropogene tvari na individualna
tijela, regionalnih vise-od-ljudskih okruzenja i planetarne
ekologije.
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ABSTRACT

Grounded in a critical assemblage analysis informed by
the study of oil cultures, this article examines the use

of plastics in Jelena Micic’s works. By incorporating ny-
lon sheets and single-use plastics into their assemblages,
Micic’s artworks highlight a sociopolitical and environ-
mental shift from socialist petromodernity to postsocialist
petrocontemporaneity. The relational complexity of his-
torical processes and socioeconomic practices centered
on the extraction and exploitation of fossil fuels, entan-
gling (non-)living bodies, (in-)organic matter, and more-
than-human environments, emerges as a defining materi-
al-semiotic feature of postsocialist petrocontemporaneity.
Micic’s practice, therefore, calls for a re-reading of local
and regional art and social histories through the lens of
oil cultures, attentive to the defining role of oil in shaping
modern and contemporary cultures worldwide.
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INTRODUCTION

In 2021, Jelena Micic¢ received the “Dimitrije BaSi¢evi¢ Man-
gelos” award — an important annual recognition for art work-
ers in Serbia — for Twisting by the Pool. The installation con-
sists of a white tiled object resembling a small pool, filled
with Betazid Rosso, a pale pink cleaning chemical. Produced
by the Austrian company Systemhygiene GmbH, Betazid
Rosso is classified as GHS05 under the global chemical haz-
ard system. It is dangerous to human health and it is often
used without adequate warning to cleaners, many of whom
are migrants lacking proper health protection or insurance.
Twisting by the Pool follows the same critical logic as other
works by Mici¢: exposing the material-semiotic entangle-
ments of anthropogenic matter, environments, bodies, and
socioeconomic systems. While this engagement with toxic
anthropogenic substances recurs in Micic¢’s practice,a much
larger part of their work revolves around a different anthro-
pogenic material: plastics. Mici¢’s use of plastics spans their
career, including Color/Battle Fields (Bojna polja,2016-2017),
the series Plastik ist plastisch (2019-2023), Wattestibchen
(2021-2023), and Red Analysis (Crvena analiza, 2022). Their
use of synthetic polymers in installations and other artworks
reveals the embeddedness of plastics in historically pro-
duced material-semiotic environments, much like the use
of Betazid Rosso in Twisting by the Pool. Both index complex
temporal and spatial dimensions."

Temporally, plastics reference the histories of their produc-
tion and use in postsocialist Serbia, socialist Yugoslavia, and
across the globe. In Yugoslavia, high levels of pollution result-
ed from fossil fuel extraction, industrial production, and mass
consumption and waste. On a planetary scale, these pro-
cesses have contributed to global warming, air pollution, and
environmental devastation — phenomena that scholars de-
scribe as the Anthropocene, a new geological epoch shaped
by human activity.? Plastics in Mici¢’s art thus speak to the
interconnectedness of socialist, postsocialist, and contem-
porary periods. At the same time, a synchronous dimension
underscores the contemporary ubiquity of plastics and the
urgency of addressing plastic pollution. By incorporating
nylon sheets and single-use plastics into their assemblag-
es, Mici¢ critically highlights the socioeconomic and envi-
ronmental shift from socialist petromodernity to postsocial-
ist petrocontemporaneity.® Spatially, plastics in their works
scale across contexts: from the local (indexing the village of
Radinac in Red Analysis), to the regional (works titled in Ger-
man), to the planetary (the geopolitics of plastics as such).

How, then, should we understand the use of plastics and
their pluritemporal and multimaterial roles in Mici¢’s art?
How might we approach the material-semiotic spatiotem-
poral multiplicity that plastics constitute? The framework
grounding this article is critical assemblage analysis, which
attends to both the material and discursive dimensions of
plastics. Drawing on Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s no-
tion of assemblage, Sari Pietikdinen develops critical assem-
blage analysis as an approach that entails “starting from the
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For various approaches to plastics see Rubin, Synthetic Socialism;
Gabrys, Hawkins and Michael, Accumulation; Boetzkes, Plastic
Capitalism; Lambert, Provocative Plastics; vy, Life in Plastic; Davis,
Plastic Matter; Filipovic, “Jugoplastika.”
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See Zalasiewicz et al. (eds.), The Anthropocene as a Geological Time Unit.
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I coined the term petrocontemporaneity in dialogue with art-
historical debates on the categories of modern, postmodern, and
contemporary art, while also extending these debates into the

field of oil cultures. If petromodernity designates the modern era
shaped by the rise of fossil fuels and petrochemical infrastructures,
then petrocontemporaneity marks the present condition in

which the legacies of petromodernity intersect with postsocialist
transformations and global petrochemical dependency (see Smit,
Savremena umetnost i savremenost). In Serbia, the relations between
socioeconomic, cultural, and artistic contemporaneity, postsocialism,
and petrocontemporaneity unfold in a distinctive manner, as
elaborated later in the article.
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Pietikdinen, Cold Rush, 229.
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Ibid.
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Vasic, “Jelena Micic.”
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Barrett and Worden, “Introduction,” xxi.
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middle and taking into account all the *stuff’ that can be
found, both material and symbolic, here and there, now and
then.”* She illustrates this with examples ranging from ana-
lyzing the historical unfolding of capitalism and colonialism
through a mining assemblage, to considering the nutrition-
al value of a berry, or the embodied experience of a long
car drive on a cold Arctic night while searching for the Au-
roras. More broadly, it involves “accounting for not only the
stories, meanings, and signs but also material objects, em-
bodied practices, affect, spatial organizations, and temporal-
ities”— an approach that emphasizes the processes of pro-
duction rather than mere representation.® Applied to Mici¢’s
practice, critical assemblage analysis reveals the dense re-
lationality between the material and semiotic dimensions of
plastics: from the histories of global and local oil cultures, to
the uses of plastics in art history, to the embodied effects of
this anthropogenic substance on individual bodies, region-
al more-than-human environments, and planetary ecologies.

RED ANALYSIS
(2022)

The relational complexity — comprising heterogeneous his-
torical processes, socioeconomic practices, (non-)human
bodies, and more-than-human environments — is material-
ly and semiotically embedded in Jelena Mici¢’s works. Ac-
cording to curator Dejan Vasi¢, Red Analysis (Crvena anali-
za, 2022) (Fig. 1) is an accumulative installation that “is a
result of the months-long collection of dispersed chemical
elements from the earth, air and water in the village of Rad-
inac near Smederevo, and reveals their further connection
through the collection of data and objects, as well as the
production of a situation [that] questions the potential of
ecological-aesthetic representation in the field of sociality.”®
The installation consists of eleven objects, including ceramic
tiles, nylon sheets, slag, series of documentary photographs
of local landscapes, gauze, pigments made from dried mate-
rial from the bottom of the Jezava canal, data on air, soil, and
water quality, as well as watermelons and cherry juice from
Radinac. In this work, Mici¢ engages directly with the ma-
terial traces of production at the Smederevo Steelworks. All
found objects in Red Analysis underwent chemical analysis,
which revealed the presence of numerous toxic and poten-
tially toxic elements, including arsenic, lead, chromium, cop-
per, zinc, cadmium, cobalt, manganese, and barium.

The significance of Red Analysis becomes clearer when con-
sidered in the context of oil cultures — particularly when the
nylon sheets are placed at the center of a critical assem-
blage analysis. Oil cultures consist of a multiplicity of assem-
blages and invite precisely the kind of analytical approach
developed by Pietikdinen. The term oil cultures is critically
deployed by Ross Barrett and Daniel Worden in the intro-
duction to their edited volume Oil Culture to define “cultur-
al forms of oil capitalism.”” More precisely, they describe oil
culture as “a dynamic field of representations and symbol-
ic practices that have infused, affirmed, and sustained the
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Fig./8l.1 Jelena Mici¢, Red
Analysis, 2022, exhibition view,
ULUS Gallery, Belgrade. PHOTO:
Ivan Zupanc./ Jelena Micié,
Crvena analiza, 2022., postav
izlozbe, Galerija ULUS, Beograd.
FOTO: Ivan Zupanc.
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material armatures of the oil economy and helped to pro-
duce the particular modes of everyday life that have devel-
oped around oil use in North America and Europe since the
nineteenth century (and that have since become global).
Alongside oil cultures, some scholars employ the concept of
petromodernity. As Laura Hindelang explains, petromoder-
nity characterizes “a world in which petroleum and petro-
leum-derived products (and the set of practices associat-
ed with prospecting for, discovering, controlling, producing,
and refining petroleum) have infiltrated ways of living, beliefs,
and especially images and aesthetics through which we ex-
perience and negotiate the world.”®

The nylon sheets illuminate the socioeconomic and art-his-
torical relations between socialist petromodernity and post-
socialist petrocontemporaneity, including their respective
engagements with fossil fuels and petroproducts, as well as
the forms of sociality these engagements entail. In terms of
art history Red Analysis evokes, there are several examples
of Yugoslav neo-avant-garde artworks in which synthet-
ic polymers played a constitutive role. Such materials were
particularly significant in defining the “newness” of the New
Art Practice within the broader progressiveness of socialist
(petro)modernity. Among the first to use nylon sheets specif-
ically was Slavko Matkovié, the founder of the Bosch+Bosch
group, in his body art performance Breakthrough — Entering
the Student Cultural Center (Prodor — Ulaz u Studentski kul-
turni centar, 1974). As Nebojsa Milenkovi¢ notes, the piece
“questions the role of the artist as both subject and object of
his art. The artist’s body becomes a mediator — the cause of
the antagonism between different materials and the phys-
ical-chemical means used in the antagonism.”'™ Matkovié
explored “the effect of fire and heat on plastic sheeting
spread over the entrance to the Gallery of the Student Cul-
tural Center in Belgrade, on which the artist intervenes by
melting it and burning it with a blowtorch, releasing huge
amounts of smoke and unpleasant odors.”" Noxious fumes
notwithstanding, Matkovi¢’s intention was not to produce
an environmental or eco-art work. As a conceptual artist, he
was primarily concerned with the relationship between the
visual and the linguistic. Yet even if the plastic material it-
self was not his focus, its use exemplifies socialist petromo-
dernity: the plastic was materially ignored but fully exploited
semiotically, signaling the cutting-edge position of this body
art action within contemporary practice.

In contrast, Micié’s petrocontemporary Red Analysis has no
conceptual or performative concern with the nature of rep-
resentation in art. Instead, the nylon sheets and other ele-
ments of the accumulative installation are productive in the
sense articulated by critical assemblage analysis: they point
to connections that gather heterogeneous multiplicities
into petrocontemporary assemblages. Here, plastic is any-
thing but ignored, both materially and semiotically. The ny-
lon sheets in Red Analysis, found in the backyard of the Sto-
janovi¢ family in Radinac, bear material traces of steelworks
production. Their use highlights two aspects of petrocon-
temporaneity in Serbia. The first concerns the unregulated
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Fig./Sl.2 Jelena Mici¢, Battle Fields/NO-YELLOW, 2016 —2018,
exhibition view, Exercises in a Collection, +MSUM, Ljubljana. PHOTO:
Jelena Mici¢ / Jelena Mici¢, Bojna polja/NO-YELLOW, 2016.-2018.,
postav izlozbe, Exercises in a Collection, +MSUM, Ljubljana. FOTO:
Jelena Micié.
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emissions of the Smederevo Steelworks, which exemplify
a transitional, postsocialist delayed contemporaneity. The
plant was acquired by the Chinese company HBIS (Hebei
Iron and Steel Group) in 2016 after several failed privatiza-
tion attempts. Since then, numerous NGOs and locals have
reported a lack of oversight. The second aspect linking the
Smederevo Steelworks to petrocontemporaneity lies in its
energy source: the plant relies on coal and coke for smelt-

- ing, making it a fossil-fuel-dependent industry and a major

source of pollution.

R The second aspect concerns the mass use of nylon sheets in
- everyday life, with a genealogy stretching back to the 1990s

and consumer infrastructures established even earlier. Fos-
sil fuels and petrochemicals were as central to post-Sec-
ond World War reconstruction in socialist Yugoslavia as they
were to production and consumption in the 1990s and be-
yond. From the perspective of oil cultures, this period can
be described as one of socialist petromodernity. Yugoslav
socialist petromodernity effectively began in 1945, when
the Oil Exploration and Production Company commenced
operations in Zrenjanin. In 1949 it became Naftagas, head-
quartered in Novi Sad. A wave of oil refineries, pipelines, and
related infrastructure for extraction, production, and con-
sumption soon followed: Jugopetrol in Kotor, Montenegro
(1947); Modri¢a in Bosnia and Herzegovina (1954); and INA
in Zagreb, Croatia (1964). These developments were ac-
companied by factories dependent on oil and petrochemi-
cal inputs, such as Jugovinil (1949) and Jugoplastika (1952).
Fossil fuels and petrochemicals quickly became central to
Yugoslav modernity, enabling energy production (coal-fired
power plants), mobility of people and goods (gasoline), con-
struction (bitumen), and mass consumption (plastics).

As Marko Stojanovi¢ and Milo§ Matié observe, during the pe-
riod of international isolation in the 1990s “the peasantry has
developed a specific dualistic relationship with cheap plas-
tics. On the one hand, as a culture of high practicality and
resourcefulness, it readily gives plastic products a ‘second
life’ through secondary use, assigning them new functions;
on the other hand, through the mass use of plastic products,
the peasantry reveals its displacement from self-sufficien-
cy to the market economy, pointing to a shift in its own way
of thinking from purely utilitarian to consumerist.”'® The use
of plastics and other fossil-fuel derivatives in Serbia during
the 1990s, although altered by international sanctions (with
cheap imports from China replacing European sources), fol-
lowed patterns established in socialist Yugoslavia.

A critical assemblage analysis of plastics in Mici¢’s work
highlights how the experiences of petromodernity and pet-
rocontemporaneity have not unfolded uniformly across con-
tinents. Yugoslavia and its successor states illustrate this
unevenness. The civil war that shattered socialist Yugoslavia
gave rise to independent republics with distinctly postso-
cialist socioeconomic structures. In Serbia, the 1990s were
marked by Slobodan Milo$evié’s rule, international sanc-
tions and isolation, the Kosovo War, and the NATO bombing
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campaign. After the fall of MiloSevié¢’s dictatorship, the state
opened to international markets and began restructuring to-
ward a (neo)liberal economy, accompanied by reforms aimed
at parliamentary democracy. Since 2001, these transforma-
tions have been closely tied to the privatization of formerly
state-owned enterprises — a process that continues to date.
These “transitional” decades demonstrate that the experi-
ence of contemporaneity in postsocialist Serbia diverged
significantly from that of Western Europe and from the tra-
jectories of the former Eastern Bloc. In socioeconomic terms,
contemporaneity in the European sense was delayed. Pet-
rocontemporaneity, by contrast, advanced rapidly, especial-
ly through intensified extraction and use of fossil fuels and
their derivatives. In Serbia, its critical dimensions have been
visible both in art and in society more broadly, even as the
underlying material infrastructure has changed very little.

COLOR/BATTLE FIELDS (2016-2017),
PLASTIK IST PLASTISCH (2019-2023),
WATTESTABCHEN (2021-2023)

The plastic nets in Color/Battle Fields (Bojna polja, 2016
-2017) (Fig. 2), the plastic garbage bags in the Plastik ist pla-
stisch series (2019-2023) (Fig. 3), and the cotton swabs in
the Wattestidbchen series (2021-2023) (Fig. 4) trace an ad-
ditional genealogy — one that points not only to the present
state of fossil fuel-based socioeconomic life but also to con-
temporary environmental conditions. While the most imme-
diate references for Color/Battle Fields and works in Plastik
ist plastisch can be found in critical feminist art employing
weaving, knitting, and other forms of production traditional-
ly associated with craft,” | want to shift the focus away from
questions of form, technique, and representation, toward the
material constitution of the concrete assemblage and what
it produces. This is not to suggest that the production and
consumption of fossil fuels, their derivatives, and the ob-
jects made from them are not deeply gendered — and racial-
ized processes. Rather, such issues fall beyond the scope of

this article.™

Mici¢ describes Color/Battle Fields as “a spatial installation
consisting of collected and structured porous plastic nets
with different characteristics and colors”. “Nets that en-
velop and limit a certain portion of fruit/vegetable appear
in a specific, industry-defined color system and size from
which arises a set of hand-bonded spatial compositions
limited by features of the selected/rejected material. Play-
ful spatial paintings in the form of translucent color walls,
structure the space of the gallery, directing and limiting
visitors’ movement. Works are repeatedly adjusted to the
dimensions of the space and carry visible traces of adap-
tation(s).”'® The Plastik ist plastisch series consists of piec-
es sewn from colorful plastic garbage bags in the form of
classical paintings of various dimensions, such as Dogs-
hit Rainbow (2023), Heavy Colors (2022), Heart is on the
Left (2021/2022), Hommage an Hommage (2021), and Man
of Sorrows (2021), among others. The series also includes
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See Daggett, “Petro-masculinity.”
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Micic, “Bojna polja.”
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the installation Navigation through an Encompassing Verti-
go (Navigacija kroz sveobuhvatnu vrtoglavicu, 2022), creat-
ed with Vera Klimentyeva, in which square panels of sewn
plastic bags are suspended in the air throughout the gallery
space. The Wattestdbchen series includes an untitled in-
stallation for the XX Pancevo Biennial (2022) as well as un-
titled works from 2021, 2020, and 2019, made from cotton
swabs, nylon thread, and other materials.'

Following critical assemblage analysis, the use of plastic
nets, plastic garbage bags, and cotton swabs in these works
highlights a multiplicity of material and semiotic dimensions.
One is art-historical. Plastics entered artistic practice in so-
cialist Yugoslavia almost as soon as they became availa-
ble to consumers. Early examples include Koloman Novak’s
neo-constructivist Luminokineti¢ka kugla (Luminokinetic
Ball, 1969) and Miroljub Todorovié’s signalist Objekt poezi-
ja (Object Poetry, 1969). From that point onward, synthetic
polymers became a recurring material in performances and
actions associated with the New Art Practice. Indeed, they
were present from its very beginnings. In September 1970,
for instance, Bogdanka Poznanovi¢ staged Akcija srce-pred-
met (Action Heart-Object) in Novi Sad, in which participants
carried through the city a large Styrofoam heart wrapped in
shiny red polyvinyl foil. A month later, on October 18, 1970,
Grupa KOD (CODE Group) presented their first public perfor-
mance, Javni ¢as umetnosti (Public Art Class), on the banks of
the Danube in Belgrade, releasing large polystyrene letters
spelling out D-U-N-A-V (Danube) into the river.”

In addition to the art-historical dimension, these works also
foreground a social one: the absence of a robust legal frame-
work for the production and use of plastics, as well as the
lack of enforcement of existing legislation and recycling in-
frastructure in contemporary Serbia. While some measures
exist to curb single-use plastics — such as charging for plas-
tic bags in markets and stores —regulation of their produc-
tion remains limited compared to other European countries.
Itis in this context that Micié’s artworks acquire critical force,
highlighting the disjuncture between EU member states and
countries like Serbia in terms of plastic production and con-
sumption. The contrast is particularly stark in the case of
plastic cotton swabs, which are being phased out in the EU
to reduce plastic pollution but continue to be produced and
consumed in Serbia on a massive scale.

All these modes of using fossil fuels and their derivatives in-
tensified over the decades, leading not only to the omnipres-
ence of oil but also to transformations on a planetary scale.
Fossil fuel dependence since the end of the Second World
War can itself be historicized, with petromodernity desig-
nating the period up to the early twenty-first century. The
historical shift from petromodernity to petrocontemporane-
ity signals a new phase in the evolution of this dependence.
The key difference lies in a growing awareness of the role
of fossil fuel exploitation in planetary-scale environmental
degradation — global warming, pollution, and the prolifer-
ation of micro- and nanoplastics. Whereas petromodernity
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was characterized by an optimistic faith in endless econom-
ic growth fueled by fossil resources, petrocontemporane-
ity is defined by contradiction. As Andreas Malm observes,
“widespread awareness of the catastrophic implications of
global warming essentially belongs to the twenty-first cen-

ANDRIJA FILIPOVIC

economic relations. Finally, a critical assemblage analysis of
Mici¢’s works positions the petrocontemporary assemblage
as a key concept for understanding today’s experience not
only of socioeconomic transition but — perhaps more im-
portantly — of more-than-human environmental devastation.

tury,and since the year 2000, the rate of growth in COz2 emis-

sions has been triple that of the 1990s.”" Petrocontempo-
raneity is therefore marked not only by acute awareness of
the catastrophic consequences of fossil fuel use but also
by simultaneous and opposing dynamics: practical efforts
to remove fossil fuels from social life and mitigate their ef-
fects on the one hand, and the continuing —indeed, intensi-
fying —reliance on them, on the other. These contradictions
firmly situate petrocontemporaneity within the first two dec-
ades of the twenty-first century.

Color/Battle Fields, along with the Plastik ist plastisch and
Wattestdbchen series, intertwines environmental concerns
with historical and socioeconomic processes that are lo-
cally and regionally out of sync. The temporality of postso-
cialist transitional society and its form of petrocontempo-
raneity is presented in these works as clearly misaligned
with European (petro)contemporaneity. This disjointedness
is, moreover, one of the essential conditions sustaining ex-
isting exploitative socioeconomic and environmentally dev-
astating relations.

CONCLUSION

Andreas Malm concludes his book Fossil Capital by quoting
Walter Benjamin on organized pessimism and revolutionary
melancholia, asking what can be done about the seemingly
unbreakable bond between capitalism and fossil fuels. Crit-
ical assemblage analysis, by attending closely to the entan-
glements of heterogeneous elements, shows that present
relations within oil cultures are decisively shaped by fossil
fuels and their derivatives, and that future relations will be
even more determined by them through the effects of global
warming and plastic pollution. In this sense, Jelena Mici¢’s
installations Red Analysis and Color/Battle Fields, as well as
works in the Plastik ist plastisch and Wattestdbchen series,
offer a form of critical petropedagogy. By centering oil cul-
tures, Mici¢’s works illuminate art-historical and socioeco-
nomic trajectories that are out of joint, as well as the differ-
ential effects produced by such disjointedness.

Socialist petromodernity, postsocialist petrocontemporane-
ity, and planetary contemporaneity intersect in these works
to generate entanglements that challenge taken-for-grant-
ed historical narratives. Mici¢’s practice therefore calls for a
re-reading of local and regional art histories in relation to oil
cultures, emphasizing the defining role of oil in modern and
contemporary societies worldwide. On a more geopolitical
level, rather than the inexorable progress toward a bright
capitalist future promised by socioeconomic transition, the
opposite has occurred: the postsocialist present is mired
in multiple forms of pollution resulting from asymmetrical
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