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In a large overview exhibition, the Migros Museum für Gegenwartskunst presents the 
oeuvre of French-Bosnian artist Maja Bajevic (b. 1967 in Sarajevo, Bosnia-Herzegovina). 
This exhibition concentrates on her works from the last ten years, supplemented by new 
pieces, which were produced for this exhibition. Since the mid-1990s, the artist has 
worked on a very wide range of different issues, encompassing globalisation, inclusion/
exclusion, exploitation, neo-liberalism and their reciprocal effects. At the same time, 
Bajevic also repeatedly raises the issue of personal identity and homeland, and how 
these are constituted or “made impossible”. The presentation at the Migros Museum für 
Gegenwartskunst demonstrates Bajevic’s ongoing work on themes like the abuse of 
power and religion, migration and marginalisation of the foreign, and the tension bet-
ween local and global, while also positioning her oeuvre within the tradition of art that 
performs a social, informative function and focuses on changing prevalent convictions.

Many in the exhibition shown works comment on different constellations and distributions of 
power. In particular, the artist focuses on mechanisms that underlie social and political systems 
and their manipulative and incapacitating potential. A recurring theme in her artistic analysis is the 
exercise of power by political, economic, and religious authorities and how their mechanisms of 
control become inscribed and entrenched in individual worldviews. What are the instruments of 
state power and what strategies and media does it use? Where is the boundary between facts and 
targeted government or religious manipulation, between subtle and overtly political propaganda? 
To what extent can a national identity be formed? An artistic strategy often used by the artist is 
copying: by mimicking processes of authoritarian control, but taking them out of their actual con-
text or usual communication channel—thereby alienating them from their intended purpose—she 
illustrates moments of manipulation or exploitation. Political slogans and propaganda catchwords 
often serve her as artistic material. As an ephemeral carrier of ideological content they become 
imprinted in collective memory. But what aspects will remain for future generations? What will 
find its way into the history books, what will be forgotten? It is these fields of tension between 
construction and facts, the individual and society, permanence and transience, inclusion and 
exclusion that Bajevic repeatedly renegotiates.

Her analysis of the mechanism of power bears witness to the words “biopolitics” and “biopower,” 
which have been discussed intensively in philosophy and art history for many years now and were  
proposed by Michel Foucault in The Will to Knowledge (1976). In his book, Foucault describes 
how the tendency of the modern state to control the human body is becoming ever stronger. In 
many of her works, Bajevic uses her own body as a surface on which to project these questions 
and to comment on the way in which biopolitics mixes with a disciplinary form of capitalism that 
regards its “population” as a mass entity needed for production and reproduction. Again and 
again, she also examines the role and function of the artist within this structure. But to subject the 
body of the artist to a purely biographical reading would fall short. A distinctive quality of Bajevic’s 
experiments, which are often distinguished by their conceptual simplicity, is that they address the 
viewer directly, and invite reflection and a variety of interpretations. 

Maja Bajevic lives and works in Paris. In recent years, her work has been shown in a number of 
solo exhibitions at European institutions, e.g. at Daad Galerie in Berlin (2012), Museo Nacional 
Centro de Arte Reina Sofía in Madrid (2011) and Kunsthaus Glarus (2009). Simultaneously, 
Bajevic has also been represented in group exhibitions, e.g. at the Venice Biennale (2015), the 
4th International Çanakkale Biennial in Turkey (2014), the National Museum of Art in Oslo 
(2014), the 4th Thessaloniki Biennale in Greece (2013), Art Beijing in China (2012), the Museum 
of Contemporary Canadian Art in Toronto (2011), the Royal Academy of Arts in London (2010), 
Zachęta National Gallery of Art in Warsaw (2010) and at Documenta in Kassel (2007). In 2017 
Bajevic got nominated for the Prix Marcel Duchamp.

Performances:
Fr 19.05.2017, 6–8pm 
Sa 10.06.2017, 3–7pm 
So 11.06.2017, 12–6pm 

Curator:
Raphael Gygax 
(Curator, Migros Museum 
für Gegenwartskunst)

A companion book including 
contributions by Barbara  
Biedermann, Manuel Borja-
Villel, Boris Buden, Ana 
Janevski and Raphael Gygax 
will be published by 
JRP|Ringier. 

MAJA BAJEVIC
Power, Governance, Labor

20.05.–13.08.2017
Opening: Friday, 19.05.2017, 6–8 pm
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Hide and Seek (2017)

The starting point for the sculptural installation Hide and Seek (2017) is the phenomenon of “post-
truth” that emerged in 2016. It describes political thinking and action revolving not around facts, 
but around the emotional effect of a statement, especially on one’s own interest group. The cen-
terpiece of the installation is a translation machine. This machine uses a hub created by and for 
hackers; it receives information from otherwise encrypted networks and then translates it into 
Morse code. When there is no information coming from the hacktivists’ hub, the machine spells out 
the Human Rights Declaration – a declaration we all think we know by heart, but which we maybe 
have not fully read. Various types of light bulbs are hung on a metal framework, each relaying 
different messages via Morse signals. The laboratory-like aspect of the machine is nostalgically 
seductive and can elicit an emotional response, but the information that comes out of the machine 
has the opposite effect. Thematically, this installation picks up on the problems of the much-cited 
“information society”, which is on the verge of drowning in a flood of unverified reports and is 
faced with the challenge of scrutinizing the veracity of today’s news. This search for “true” infor-
mation thus becomes a game of hide and seek.

Liberté pour les Libres
Égalité pour les Égaux
Fraternité pour les Frères*

*Based on actual events(2017)

This neon work refers to the French motto “liberté, égalité, fraternité”, which dates back to the 
French Revolution of 1789. The credo was incorporated into the French constitution in 1958 and 
is seen as part of France’s national heritage to this day. With tautological additions (liberté “pour 
les Libres”, égalité “pour les Égaux”, fraternité “pour les Frères”), Bajevic short-circuits the origi-
nal slogan’s transformational, revolutionary call to arms. For whom do the fundamental humanist 
values apply in today’s global world community? 

How to Explain the World to the Martians (2017)

The series of works How to Explain the World to the Martians consists of groups of
drawings and collages that each form a chapter unto themselves.

Chapter II: MK ULTRA

Mankind has, thus far, had two major wars that involved the majority of humans living on the pla-
net. World War II resulted in a victory of the righteous, but the scientists that fought on the side of 
the defeated were accepted, as if they were not guilty of their crimes, into other societies, in 
particular in that of the United States. The Americans, a people who consider themselves particu-
larly great, especially since the end of World War II, have developed with these scientists an at-
tempt at mind control named MK ULTRA. This code name designates a program of experiments 
on human subjects, at times illegal even under human laws, designed and undertaken by the Uni-
ted States Central Intelligence Agency and usually used for espionage of other human societies. 
Experiments on humans were intended to identify and develop drugs and procedures to be used 
in interrogations and torture, in order to weaken the individual and force confessions through mind 
control. In our society, for similar reasons—although actual occurrences are fortunately few with 
humans—we would use telepathy and mind reading as a much simpler method. Organized through 
the Scientific Intelligence Division of the CIA, the project was coordinated with the Special Ope-
rations Division of the U.S. Army’s Chemical Corps. MK ULTRA used numerous methodologies to 
manipulate people’s mental states and alter brain functions, including the surreptitious administ-
ration of drugs, especially LSD and other chemicals, hypnosis, sensory deprivation, electroshock, 
isolation, verbal and sexual abuse, as well as other forms of psychological torture. The reason the 
Americans developed this project, was to “protect themselves” from their allies in World War II, 
which is really hard to understand. Even stranger is that humans have postulated that only ten 
percent of their brains are used. Reserve energy theories were developed by Harvard psycholo-
gists William James and Boris Sidis in the 1890s, who tested the theory in the accelerated raising 
of child prodigy William Sidis. Later, James told audiences that people only meet a fraction of 
their full mental potential, which is a plausible claim. If we accept the postulate that only ten per-
cent of the human brain is being used, it isvery difficult to understand why the human race—
instead of trying to reach and develop the other ninety percent—is trying to destroy the only ten 
percent that is functioning.

Text: Maja Bajevic
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Chapter III: Women

As strange as it may sound, humans have an entirely different relation to each of their two sexes. 
Although both sexes are equally crucial to the survival of the human race, their status in society is 
not the same. Women—sometimes called the weaker sex—have lesser rights and more obliga-
tions. It is as if human society is divided into two races: the male super race is there to govern 
society, and the female race is there to ensure its survival. The female race has won the right to 
vote only recently but is still not part of the governing. The concept would not be so strange, as 
we have observed it in other primitive societies, if the very race of the subjects would not be the 
same. In other primitive societies such behavior is observed when two different species inhabit the 
same planet. Things get even more absurd when we try to comprehend the human concepts of 
what they call love and sex. Love sometimes serves the ruling part of society, men, to enslave 
women, which is quite different from our comprehension of love and thus difficult to understand. 
Sex, the reproductive activity necessary for the survival of the human race, is considered as 
something “dirty” and “shameful” for women, unless it is connected with “love,” and a as big 
achievement for men, something they brag about as if it were a matter of their personal achieve-
ment and not a natural thing, connected or not with “love.” Therefore, women are represented in 
highly contradictory manners. Sometimes their physical body is represented as an object of ado-
ration: on other occasions, particularly when connected with the concepts of “love” and “marri-
age,” it is represented in its enslaved version.

Text: Maja Bajevic

Chapter IV: Cold War

From what we understand, war plays a very big role in human activities. One of their leaders once clai-
med: “War is to man what childbearing is to woman. I do not believe in perpetual peace.”(Mussolini) 
The absurdity of this claim is hard to understand, because childbearing is an activity that ensures the 
continuation of the species and war is exactly the opposite. But there are many things about human 
behaviour that are hard to understand. As described in a movie: “They have a strange custom of 
dividing themselves in what they call countries whose boundaries they often dispute which causes 
them to go to war. The pattern seems to be that the winner of the war then goes into decline, while 
the loser prospers.”(Escape from Planet Earth 2013) Very soon after what they call the Second 
World War, in which some countries fought against the same enemy countries and therefore called 
themselves allies, things suddenly changed: some of the former allies became the most bitter of 
enemies, which created something they call the Cold War. “The Cold War was a state of geopolitical 
tension after World War II between powers in the Eastern Bloc (the Soviet Union and its satellite 
states) and powers in the Western Bloc (the United States, its NATO allies and others). Historians 
do not fully agree on the dates, but a common timeframe is the period between 1947, the year the 
Truman Doctrine (a U.S. foreign policy pledging to aid nations threatened by Soviet expansionism) 
was announced, and 1991, the year the Soviet Union collapsed ... The first phase of the Cold War 
began in the first two years after the end of the Second World War in 1945. The USSR consolidated 
its control over the states of the Eastern Bloc, while the United States began a strategy of global 
containment to challenge Soviet power, extending military and financial aid to the countries of Wes-
tern Europe.” The main weapon that was used in Japan, with disastrous outcome, to end World War 
II became the means by which to threaten one’s enemies throughout the Cold War. At the same time, 
all of the countries involved treated their citizens as if they were completely naïve; they gave them 
the false idea that it is possible to survive nuclear war and showed them ways to protect themselves. 
Citizens accepted this propaganda, as well as the propaganda that their country’s weapons were 
bigger than their enemy’s and were therefore more destructive. Knowing what happened in Japan, 
however, they should have realised that protection was a mere illusion. The strongest propaganda 
was spread during the first phase of the Cold War, but it seems to be reutilised today, with such texts 
as: “If a nuclear bomb is dropped on your city, here’s where you should run and hide.”  

Text: Maja Bajevic 

Arts, Crafts and Facts (2015)

A choir of male and female workers at a textile factory break into song. The songs are reminiscent 
of soldiers’ songs but are in fact about fluctuations in the prices of raw materials such as coffee and 
cocoa and the associated variations in the global financial markets and how this impacts the working 
class. This is visually represented in the video work by the predominantly female factory workers, 
who are relentlessly producing. Their singing is overlaid by a female voiceover, which monotonously 
reels off an inventory of household items. By interweaving image and text, Maja Bajevic contrasts 
the abstract, speculation-based reality of our global economy and financial sector with the reality of 
production, thus highlighting the imbalance in a capitalist system. Bajevic contrasts the rich tradition 
of Bosnian embroidery with the “craftsmanship” of mass production. The large embroideries as well 
as a woven carpet that depict price fluctuations of raw materials are also reminiscent of Zmijanje 
embroidery, which in 2014 was given UNESCO cultural heritage status.
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The Bosnian Hair of the Artist 50 KM (25 Euro); The French Hair of the Artist 500 Euro 
(2012/17)

The title of this work already alludes to a structural problem within the art market: the issue of a 
“fair” monetary valuation of a work of art. How is the value of an artwork defined? To what extent 
do the gender, nationality, and sexuality of the artist play a role? 

Layers (2011)

Maja Bajevic’s work Layers (2011) consists of photographs glued on cotton, documenting political 
and military demonstrations. The textile images were adapted with traditional decorative embroi-
dery, for instance in the form of floral patterns. As already suggested by the title, Bajevic uses the 
formal stylistic device of layering to visualize the abstruseness of political conflicts. This work 
combines the two opposing poles of the violence associated with masculinity and the handicraft 
attributed to femininity. The artist’s interest in handicraft techniques can also be read in the con-
text of the craftism movement that appeared in the 2000s, which links traditional women’s han-
dicraft with activism. At the same time, this work can also be read as reflection on the paradoxical 
role of the woman, who is often excluded from political decisions in traditional machismic socie-
ties, but subsequently has to do the (reconstruction) work.

Art Has to Be National (2012)

Based on Marina Abramovic’s iconic video performance Art Must Be Beautiful, Artist Must Be Beauti-
ful (1975), in which the artist repeats these phrases over and over again and combs her hair for so long 
that finally her scalp begins to bleed, Bajevic repeats the sentences Art Has to Be National, an Artist 
Has to Be National. Repeating the same words and movements again and again, Bajevic is filmed 
front-on as she relentlessly combs her hair. The white blouse and black waistcoat accentuate the cool 
atmosphere. In this work, Bajevic thematizes not only her own artistic career, during which she was 
often treated as the “artist who deals with the consequences of civil war in the former Yugoslavia,” but 
also how it can be beneficial to follow in the footsteps of famous colleagues of the same nationality. 
This video performance thereby raises a whole range of questions about the politics of representation 
in exhibitions, which is still relevant despite or because of a prevailing political correctness.

To Be Continued—Archive (2011–ongoing)

To Be Continued is a multipart project which examines the process of historiography and the associa-
ted construction and deconstruction of ideologies based on a collection of political slogans from the 
period 1911 until today. The catchy slogans are presented in various formats and arrangements as 
symbols of the great political utopias of the twentieth century. Taking the slogans out of their actual 
context and without addressing anyone in particular, the project lays bare the function of slogans as a 
mass medium for the dissemination of politically motivated ideologies. As fragments of a collective 
memory, they illustrate mechanisms of power and how they influence the formation of national or 
ideological identities. The artist’s archive of over 150 political slogans and their historical context form 
the basis of the various works. The explanatory texts accompanying the individual political slogans are 
by Maja Bajevic, Veronika Gamulin, Bojana Pejic, Henriette Sölter and Mara Traumane.

To Be Continued—Performance (2011–ongoing)

In various performances Bajevic reveals another intrinsic aspect of political slogans, particularly in the 
context of protest movements: their key function of mobilizing the masses. Catchy and memorable, 
they aim to strike at the heart of collective consciousness and incite people to take action. Thus, the 
artist is not only interested in authoritarian manipulation, she also questions the potential of language 
as a form of resistance. The performance shown in the exhibition presents a group of people standing 
on scaffolding and writing slogans on dirty, dusty window panes. The slogans written with their fingers 
are instantly washed away again with water and the procedure starts once more from the beginning. 
The dissemination of political propaganda degenerates into a Sisyphean task.

To Be Continued—Steam Machine (2011)

As part of the group To Be Continued, the work Steam Machine (2011) emphasizes the artificiality of 
history, or rather historiography. The retrospective view, although it claims to be objective, is in fact—
just like politics—subject to a structuring process that is motivated by social and political interests. This 
construct is illustrated in Steam Machine by the material volatility of the supposed “truths” that are 
asserted by the slogans, but also by the work’s other components: the converted washing drum, the 
metal pipes, and the wide bar that produces steam seem to stem from the early industrial period rather 
than the present. Due to the seemingly random succession of slogans taken from a range of social, 
political, and economic contexts, and the ephemeral nature of their appearance, they seem to be less 
about conveying political content than expressing the instability of our view of history. A more critical 
reading is also possible: the materiality of the imagery can be taken literally and the political propa-
ganda seen as hot air.
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How Do You Want to Be Governed? (2009)

The video-performance How Do You Want to Be Governed? (2009), in which the artist is cons-
tantly asked this question, often under the threat of violence, refers to the artwork What is Art? 
(1976) by Raša Todosijević and thereby joins a tradition of art that aims to criticize the system. 
But unlike Todosijević, who directed his criticism at art itself, Bajevic opens up a political context 
that also addresses issues outside of the art system. How do we want to be governed? Remaining 
silent, refusing to express oneself in such an unequal situation, does not answer the question, but 
it does provide an answer if you turn the question around: How don’t you want to be governed?

I Believe More in Horoscope Than in Nationalities (2006/17)

Like many works of Bajevic, this work also explores the subject of migration. On billboards in 
public spaces that normally display advertising or political campaign posters, Bajevic placed the 
sentence “I believe more in horoscope than in nationalities.” With this at first sight absurd combi-
nation of national identity and astrology, the artist proposes that both of them are constructs that 
derive their “truth” from faith. For this exhibition, the posters are stacked for visitors to take with 
them.

I’m Eating Somebody Else’s Bread (2006)

In her work I’m Eating Somebody Else’s Bread Bajevic already sums up the core of the perfor-
mance in the title: during the opening of the 2006 exhibition La Force de l’Art at the Grand Palais 
in Paris, the artist ate an oversized loaf of bread—alone. Legs spread and wearing provocative 
clothing, she sat at a long table and ate the bread (baked in France) alone, without taking any 
notice of the visitors or offering them a piece. The artist plays with the prevalent fear among Euro-
peans that immigrants will take something away from them: space, work, lovers, bread. She turns 
the symbolism of the bread on its head: breaking bread as a gesture of sharing and a communal 
meal is turned into the opposite. She thereby mocks the feeling of loss that locals feel around 
migrants, as well as the marginalization of the other.

Double Bubble (2001)

In the video performance Double Bubble we see the artist in different spatial settings directing 
ambiguous messages at an unidentified addressee. Her statements consist of several sentences, 
in which the second part of her message always invalidates, distorts, or contradicts the first part. 
“I don’t eat pork, I don’t drink during Ramadan. But I take Ecstasy.”—“My religion doesn’t allow me 
to sleep with women. So I sleep with boys.” The statements express a new form of religion aligned 
to men’s everyday desires, or a personal interpretation of religious dogmas that fulfil the individual’s 
own needs. Central to the work is the unmasking of religious hypocrisy and people’s uncritical 
acceptance of religious doctrines, which the artist emphasizes by having a voiceover repeat the 
statements.
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How to Explain the World to the Martians 
(Chapter II: MK ULTRA)
2017
Collage (paper, watercolor on paper)
4 parts, each 57 x 78 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich 

How to Explain the World to the Martians 
(Chapter III: Women)
2017
Collage (paper, watercolor on paper)
6 parts, each 57 x 78 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich 

How to Explain the World to the Martians 
(Chapter IV: Cold War)
2017
Collage (paper, watercolor on paper)
6 parts, each 57 x 78 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich

Hide and Seek
2017
Scaffold, light bulbs, controller box
Size variable
Courtesy of the artist and Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich

Commissioned by Migros Museum für Gegenwartskunst

Liberté pour les Libres
Égalité pour les Égaux
Fraternité pour les Frères*

*Based on actual events
2017
Neon 
352 cm x 96 cm x 4 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich

Commissioned by Migros Museum für Gegenwartskunst

Arts, Crafts and Facts
2015
Single-channel video projection (color, sound)
22:18 min.
Sammlung Migros Museum für Gegenwartskunst



AN INSTITUTION OF THE MIGROS CULTURE PERCENTAGE

MIGROS MUSEUM FÜR  
GEGENWARTSKUNST
LIMMATSTRASSE 270
CH–8005 ZURICH

T +41 44 277 20 50
F +41 44 277 62 86
INFO@MIGROSMUSEUM.CH

MIGROSMUSEUM.CH
MIGROS-CULTURE-PERCENTAGE.CH

Arts, Crafts and Facts (Oil, Coal, Gas)
2015
Embroidery on cotton
65.5 x 130 x 2 cm
Sammlung Migros Museum für Gegenwartskunst

Arts, Crafts and Facts (JP Morgan Chase, HSBC, 
Société Générale)
2015
Embroidery on cotton
90 x 120 x 2 cm
Sammlung Migros Museum für Gegenwartskunst 

Arts, Crafts and Facts (Income of Top 1%, 
Productivity, Average Wages)
2015
Embroidery on cotton
90 x 120 x 2 cm
Sammlung Migros Museum für Gegenwartskunst

Arts, Crafts and Facts (Palladium, Cotton, Banana)
2015
Embroidery on cotton
90 x 120 x 2 cm
Sammlung Migros Museum für Gegenwartskunst

The Bosnian Hair of the Artist 50 KM (25 Euro); 
The French Hair of the Artist 500 Euro
2012/17
Color pencil, hair on paper (diptych)
2 parts each 32 x 23 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich 

Layers
2011 
Color photograph and embroidery on cotton 
3 parts; 1 part 128.5 x 90 cm, 1 part 93 x 128 cm, 
1 part 90.5 x 127.5 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich

Art Has to Be National
2012
Single-channel video on monitor (color, sound)
7:50 min.
Courtesy of the artist, Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich 

and Michel Rein, Paris/Brussels

To Be Continued—Archive
2011—ongoing
Paper, laminated (163 pieces), wooden box
125 x 37 x 75 cm
Courtesy of the artist, Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich 

and Michel Rein, Paris/Brussels
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To Be Continued—Performance
2011—ongoing
Scaffolding, dust machine
Courtesy of the artist, Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich 

and Michel Rein, Paris/Brussels

To Be Continued—Steam Machine
2011
Steam machine, slide projector (80 slides)
113 x 126.5 x 179 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich

How Do You Want to Be Governed? 
2009
Single-channel video on monitor (color, sound)
10:40 min.
Courtesy of the artist, Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich 

and Michel Rein, Paris/Brussels

I Believe More in Horoscope Than in Nationalties
2006/17
A2 Poster (unlimited edition)
Courtesy of the artist, Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich 

and Michel Rein, Paris/Brussels

I`m Eating Somebody Else`s Bread
2006
B/w photograph (diptych)
2 parts each 91.4 x 119.3 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich 

Double Bubble
2001
Single-channel video projection (color, sound)
3:36 min.
Courtesy of the artist, Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich 

and Michel Rein, Paris/Brussels


