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‘What remains of the culture and the arts of a country that has disap-
peared from the maps?’, asks Marion Kant in her chapter ‘Was bleibt? 
The Politics of East German Dance’ (2012: 130). Kant raises this ques-
tion as a dance scholar from former East Germany and, in a devastat-
ingly honest account, she provides her own candid response: nothing. 
Pointing to the gap in the cultural and historical knowledge on the for-
mer socialist East Germany, Kant addresses the (lack of) controversies 
around certain dance legacies as well as the persistent loss of memory 
specifically relating to dance in East Germany. She recalls how, imme-
diately after the reunification of Germany, the opening of the archives 
(that is, the so-called ‘Stasi files’) not only had a tremendous impact 
on the life and careers of the people who featured in them, but also on 
the ways in which certain narratives of history were legitimised while 
others were blatantly erased. In many ways, East Germany was simply 
obliterated, from memory yet most of all from historiography. 
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material was where (in time) does the archive actually begin and how 
could we piece together the puzzle out of the limited material? We were 
inspired by Patricia Hoffbauer’s claim that ‘mining the archive to find 
history is less about recapturing the past than it is about generating 
future action’ (2018: 256). There is a need, similar to the one that Kant 
identifies, to encapsulate Yugoslav cultural and social legacies both in 
Serbia and beyond and to address the loss of memory related to the 
1990s. However, this is not the only reason for revisiting the archival 
documents that are available. In the midst of those horrible years that, 
in theatre life, showed peculiar continuities and some dramatic discon-
tinuities, there was also a contemporary dance being born in Serbia. 
Socialist Yugoslavia had an impressive legacy of non-verbal (the term 
used more often in this region) or physical theatre (the term less used) 
and performance practices, but it was only in the 1990s that, out of 
these practices and also a bit out of nowhere, a new form of organising 
movement in space began to emerge through the work of a few indi-
viduals paving their way through the scene.

In this From the Archives section, we present a selection of the archi-
val material on the pioneering female dancer Dalija Aćin (formerly 
Danilović), which is available at the Archive of the History of Belgrade. 
We chose to focus on Aćin because she offers a glimpse of the birth of 
contemporary dance in a country that, at that time, was falling apart. 
Even though today we can easily apply the term contemporary dance to 
the entire opus of Aćin, even to its beginnings in the 1990s, the archi-
val material shows that back then there was no adequate name for this 
practice. The three segments of her work that we have singled out from 
the archives, all related to the years from 1995 to 1999, show three dif-
ferent institutional contexts responsible for the formation of contempo-
rary dance as a separate discipline in Serbia. In all archival documents 
(programs, posters, newspaper articles), the work of Aćin is described 
in various terms, such as ‘choreographic miniature’, ‘performance’, 

There are certain similarities that connect Kant’s grief for her lost 
country and its legacies with this From the Archives section. Here too 
we want to open up the archives of a non-existing country, in this case: 
Yugoslavia. In addition, we similarly aim to raise questions on how 
specific periods of time tend to be narrated and remembered. Social-
ist Yugoslavia and its cultural legacies have been erased much like East 
Germany has lost its place both on the map of Europe and within col-
lective memory. However, our aim is not to open up the archives of 
socialist Yugoslavia, even though those rich archives have potentially 
many stories to share. Instead, we intend to provide an entrance into 
the archives from the time when this country was still in the process of 
disappearing from the maps. To this end, we wanted to look at dance 
legacies from the early 1990s, a period marked by horrifying and vio-
lent social, political, and cultural circumstances brought about by the 
Yugoslav wars. The Yugoslav wars refer to the belligerent breakup of the 
Yugoslav federation (officially called the Socialist Federative Republic 
of Yugoslavia), when its constituent republics declared independence 
due to the prolonged economic crisis fuelled by ethnic tensions. This 
period starts in 1991, with the outbreak of the war in Croatia from 
where it spread to Bosnia and Herzegovina, and runs to the 1999 war 
on Kosovo and the NATO bombing of Serbia.  

It may seem that archives should not be only twenty years old. Indeed, 
one may rightfully ask whether there is not a lack of historical distance 
when looking at so-called ‘archival’ material from a period as early as 
the 1990s. Even when the distance in time seems short, our choice 
is informed by the apparent inability by the Serbian public (includ-
ing its cultural sector) to understand and narrate this period in Serbia 
and beyond. This amnesia is also reflected in the scarcity of archival 
documents on theatre and dance of that time. Archives are silent and 
dancers do not (want to) remember. No one wants to hold on to those 
years. Consequently, the first question that came up when perusing the 
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segment of work is characteristic of the reigning performance aesthetics 
in Yugoslavia immediately at the outbreak of the war, the third piece 
Intimus was created in collaboration with foreign producers and at  
a time when the connection to the outside world in a situation of cul-
tural and economic isolation was formative for dancers. The second 
segment featuring North-West, Coast was rehearsed and performed dur-
ing the NATO bombing of Serbia in 1999. 

Despite the complicated political, historical, and institutional circum-
stances, the works in the emerging contemporary dance scene of Serbia 
surprisingly (or not?) did not refer directly to the surrounding world. 
They were enclosed in the dancers’ intimate world and would rather focus 
on poetry, general affects, abstract body language, striking music, etc. 
This becomes clear from the archival documents. The choreographic 
works by Katarina Slijepčević and Aćin, for instance, are based on T. S. 
Eliot’s poems and Shakespeare’s Sonnets. In a review from 1997, Inti-
mus is described as a ‘a research attempt to present the inner space and 
movement within it through movement, where intimacy is independent 
and dependent on external influences’ (R. K. 1997: 15). North-West, 
Coast was presented at FKM in 1999 and described by Miloš Perić as 
‘the play of the female duo. Two players with wet bodies, facing each 
other, each clinging to their wall, to their shore [...] The original stage 
solution is dominated by “heavy”, layered and eloquent body language, 
and the focus of the action seems to be in that vibrant space between 
two inseparable figures from its shores’ (1999: n.p.). The connecting 
tissue of all these different works is KPGT, the theatre where Aćin was 
employed (Stevanović 1997), and where a whole generation of dancers 
and choreographers gained an opportunity to work and practice in con-
tinuity for a few years (yet without any leads or possibilities to be hired 
anywhere else, even within KPGT). 

‘show’, ‘choreography’, ‘choreo-performance’, ‘research choreographic 
project’, ‘mono-ballet’, or ‘ambiental dance’. But there is no mention of 
‘contemporary dance’. The existing archives do not speak that language. 
As the early work of Dalija Aćin resonates with the emergence of con-
temporary dance within Yugoslavia, it also discloses the (im)possibili-
ties of that given moment to name the new dance forms that were pierc-
ing through the existing institutionalised fields of theatre and ballet.  
Based on the scarce archival material as well as our own memories from 
that time, the novelty of the dance language that Aćin was introduc-
ing to the scene came from its impressive dance technique and vigor-
ous virtuosity. This approach was distinctive not only from ballet but 
also from the existing non-verbal (physical) theatre, which accentuated 
dramatic expression rather than technical abilities of its dancers. The 
available sources tell us about dances that are strong, provocative, and 
daring (Zajcev, ‘Igra Ohrabrenja’: n.p.), but also expressive and techni-
cally pure (Krešić 1996), while the dancers are said to be well educated 
and trained (Zajcev, ‘Plesni eho Šekspira’: n.p.). Reviewers identify and 
praise the vast technical skills and the space of innovation within those 
skills. It was also recognised that Aćin’s movement idiom was influ-
enced by contemporary French and Dutch dance schools (Krešić 1996).

The three segments of Aćin’s work that we singled out are: a perfor-
mance with ballet dancer and choreographer Katarina Slijepčević 
(Kolo okolo Kaktusa and Shakespeare’s Sonnets); two pieces performed 
at FKM — Festival of choreographic miniatures (Monoview and North-
West, Coast); and a third independent choreographic work Intimus. The 
institutional contexts in which they were made possible include KPGT, 
Bitef theatre, FKM (organised since 1996 by The Serbian Association 
of ballet artists UBUS within the institution of the National Theatre 
in Belgrade), and BELEF (Belgrade Summer Festival). These works 
are particularly interesting because of the sociopolitical reality in which 
Aćin was developing her choreographic practice. Whereas the first  
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KPGT theatre remains the biggest blind spot in the complicated cul-
tural history of the country that was falling apart. The theatre was led 
by Ljubiša Ristić, a minister in the Government of Slobodan Milošević 
and the President of the political party JUL, led by Milošević’s wife 
Mira Marković. As Milica Ivić and Igor Koruga make clear: ‘Ristić has 
been and still is ostracized from public practices and discourse of the 
wider art community. However, KPGT allowed young Serbian contem-
porary dancers to work on their own, to work together and on an equal 
basis and to work on their own education, all of which later became the 
core values and working principles in the constitution of the indepen-
dent dance scene in Belgrade’ (2017: 62).

The value of the archival material included in this From the Archives 
section lies in the fact that it is an unwanted archive: it does not fully 
belong to the contemporary dance scene — not just because of its unde-
sirable connections with KPGT, but because the scene was not yet 
formed; and it certainly does not belong to the interest of the official 
theatre or dance history. Dalija Aćin herself, after playing a crucial 
role in establishing the independent dance scene in Serbia, relocated 
to Stockholm in 2011. Since then, she is no longer connected to the 
development of the contemporary dance scene in Belgrade. The part 
of dance history we are presenting is not even included in her personal 
archive. By bringing it to light here, we are trying to find a way to shed 
light and reflect on dance as an indicator of abrupt social and political 
transformations generating loss of memory. •

 
*During the work on these archives, while we struggled to justify the focus 
on the period and work with scarce material the war in Ukraine broke. This 
affected us. And while new power rhetorics rest on seemingly old Cold War 
divisions, there is even greater need, we feel, for going through the archives of 
turbulent times.
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Article from Politika Ekspres, dated 
3 November 1999. It reports on the 
results of the first and second prize of 
the Festival of Choreographic Miniatures 
(FMK). Dalija Aćin (shown on the right 
picture) won the second prize.  
There is no explanation or reflection  
on the actual performance.

DISCLAIMER
All articles have been reproduced by 
courtesy of Narodna biblioteka Srbije 
(National Library of Serbia).

All photographs of Dalija Aćin  
have been reproduced by courtesy  
of photographer Srđan Mihić.
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Dalija Aćin performing North-West, Coast  
at the Festival of Choreographic Miniatures, 
National Theatre, 1999.
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Article from the newspaper 
ДЕМОКРАТИЈА (Demokratija), dated  
20 August 1997. On the left, it gives  
a brief overview of the Intimus project; 
on the right, it describes the Intimus 
performance programme for BELEF 
(Belgrade Summer Festival) with 
biographies of choreographer Dalija 
Danilović and musician Andrej Aćin, 
who composed the music for the 
performance. It was after marrying 
Andrej Aćin that Dalija took the 
surname Aćin. The article says about 
the performance: 

‘Intimus’ is research attempt to use real 
movement in real space to show inner 
space and movement within it, in which 
intimacy (intimus) develops independently 
and dependently of outside influences.  
Choreography is, in a way, a display of mov-
ing intimus and the need for it to stay intact 
and to retain a measure of equilibrium. Music 
was created especially for ‘Intimus’ and 
is set as a part of inner movement but also 
as a frame of outer movement. ‘Intimus’ is  
a project in becoming and it will continue to 
develop in a direction of search and ques-
tioning the balance of all outer happenings 
and inner happenings in the individual.
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Article from the newspaper ПОЛИТИКА 
(Politika), dated 13 August 1997. On the 
left is a brief mention of Intimus, which 
is described as ‘ambient dance’. 

A review of Intimus that appeared in 
NAŠA BORBA, dated 23-24 August 
1997. It is written by Milica Zajcev,  
a leading dance critic of the time who 
also trained in ballet. The overtly  
positive review describes the  
performance as minimalist dance.
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Dalija Aćin, performance unknown.
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An article from the newspaper NIN, dated 27 September 1996. It deals with 
Dalija’s engagement with KPGT, the theatre where she was employed, and her 
work with choreographer Katarina Slijepčević. It is a review written by Irena 
Krešić of two KPGT performances: Šekspir Soneti and Magbet Decembar.  
The review gives a better glimpse of the different and new style of movement that 
these two performances presented on stage and the shocking impact it had on the 
audience, who were left wondering whether this could be contemporary dance. 
The dancing bodies are described as brutal and aggressive, and movement as 
‘non-stylized’ with lots of jumping and falling. The reviewer remarks that KPGT 
choreographers and dancers are rare experimenters ‘in search for the cure for 
the classical ballet aesthetics’. In this review, dancers Isidora Stanišić and Dalija 
Danilović are singled out for their superb performance.
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