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he impressive interior of the art exhibition room in the Kostanjevica
monastery church presents an artist with a paradigmatic experience of
the autonomous self-sufficiency of modernistic visual creation with an
interesting dilemma and challenge. The imposingness of the exquisitely
carved cross vaults arching from the richly profiled columns and the
monumentality of the rounded religious place, which almost audibly
resounds with the spirituality of the medieval past, condensed into a
hieratic corpus of noble gravity, alongside which the verbosity of a hun-
dred-year old patina allows but a well-thought-out modern intervention
of the author. Most exhibitors - painters, therefore, focused on sensi-
tive, minimally silenced interventions, which they left to the passive
inertia of the contemplative interior of the church. As a rule, they were
adept at evading a more active dialogue with monumental architecture,
particularly in terms of a more vibrant colouristic revival of the rigorous
stone masonry, as it could have, sooner or later, ended in the blasphe-
mous violation of a symbolically saturated, architectural fine-art organ-
ism. Vatroslav Kulig, the Zagreb painter, was not intimidated by the
premonitory speculation - quite the opposite: unburdened, he chose
the uncompromising illumination of the silent, introvert setting. With
the light pulsation of intensively painted colour friezes, composed of a
multitude of modulated small-scale images, in the sense of Gothic
Gesamkunstwerk, he sought to reinstate the colour texture of architec-
tural elements, which was erased in the panegyrical error of the sterile
19th century classicism, whereas the vertically set bands of glittering
dabs of pigment were intended to infuse the place with the sensation
of the “missing” incorporeal pulsation of daylight poured through the
painted windows composed of multicoloured pieces of glass.

Due to its monastic character, the Cistercian church at Kostanjevica, in
the sense of polychromatism and colour effect, did not compete with
the notion of great Gothic cathedrals in which the “divine” blaze of a
light kaleidoscope of massive stained glass windows was brought to an
unprecedented level. In fact, only the capitals, clusters, semi-columns
and walls of the church'’s interior were painted with the colour of ferric
oxide, as well as sepia later on, but Kuli§ doesn’t mind it. With a tran-
shistorical (nomadic) spiritual stance, he adopted a metaphorical con-
cept of the painted window in which, like in the mirror of history, the
transparent natural beauty of making and creation diffracts.
Unprejudiced, he crossed the time and stylistic distance and focused
on the simulation of the transposed idea on itself.

The most obvious symptom of a qualitative aesthetic experience of the



medieval man was his love of light and colour. In medieval scholastics
the absolute notion of beauty was incorporated in the theoretical doc-
trine of metaphysical systems, whereas they accepted the immediate
sensuous aesthetic experience of light and colour as pure and simple
beauty creating an indivisible visual effect. Unconcerned with linear his-
torical faithfulness and in harmony with the overall impression of the
consecrated place, Kuli3 is trying to accustom himself to the conditions
of supernatural transparency of a magnificent glitter of a spiritual light
glow mentioned also in the writings of Abbot Sugar, the father of
Gothic architectural design: The church shines with its middle part bright-
ened. For bright is that which is brightly coupled with the bright, and bright
is the noble edifice which is pervaded by new light.

Vatroslav Kuli§ has, therefore, considered the given exhibition space as
a dynamic space of meaning, as well as the possibility for a highly
relaxed formal play of colour textures. With the vibrant mesh of rhyth-
mical pulsation of horizontally and vertically defined paint applications,
he has literally animated the exhibition room, which thus turnes into
the space of the painting, its vital organic part dependent on it for its
growth and energy charge. The module pictorial screens of equal sizes,
caught in Matisse’s primary raster of patterns and arranged in a series
of continuous colour bands, avoid the standard construction of a mod-
ernistic painting: “from the inside to the outside”. That's why the satu-
rated, pronounced colouristic records don’t need any compositional
skeleton; unfinished and undefined as they are, like a light slit in a live-
ly sequence and mutual play, when the space is part of the picture and
the picture part of the space, they spread across the walls of the room.
The continuous superficial pattern keeps turning towards the light on
the picture surface; the colours are coming out in full bloom, showing
off to each other like a poetical verse pitched into some stave of paral-
lel lines of the palimpsestically conceived images in the foreground.
With the application of simple painterly units, Kuli§ subtly outlines the
loose wall surfaces, which makes the immense building mass dissolve
into a dematerialised structure permeated by the metaphysical emanci-
pation of Light.

Suger also wrote: “Impossibile est nostro animo ad immaterialem ascen-

dere caelestium hierarchiarum et imitationem et contemplationem nisi ea,
quae secundum ipsum est, materiali manuductione utatur” (“it is impos-
sible to ascend our soul to the imitation and contemplation of celestial
hierarchies unless it leans on the material guidance which is commen-
surate with it").

Erwin Panofsky, Abbot Suger
on the Abbey Church of St.-
Denis and Its Art Treasures,
Princeton 1946, p. 22.
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