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POINTS AND PRACTICES

Confronting Medusa in post-conflict Bosnia

Maja Milatovic-Ovadia*

School of Arts, University of Kent, Canterbury, UK

Introduction

Bosnia and Herzegovina is no longer making the news in the way it did between
1992 and 1996, when the war led to the death of some 140,000 people (ICTJ 2009),
displacement of 2.2 million (UNHCR 2006), abuse of human rights on a large scale,
concentration camps, genocide, organised rape and systematic destruction of cultural
heritage. The war ended 18 years ago, yet the country is still strongly segregated
along ethnic lines and the peacebuilding process is stagnating (Kamber 2011, Fischer
and Petrovic-Zimer 2013).

The Dayton Peace Accord (1995) established the division of territories, splitting the
country into the Muslim-Croat entity, Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina (FBiH),
and the Serb territory, Republika Srpska (RS). While fulfilling its initial purpose to stop
military hostilities, the agreement has proved highly controversial for inaugurating the
framework which perpetuates ethnically based animosity and thus preventing
potential for the creation of a sustainable multiethnic state in Bosnia and Herzegovina
(Schake 1999). Contemporary Bosnian society has yet to come to terms with the past.
There is no consensus between opposing sides about the recent violence – the
relativisation of war crimes (Becirevic 2010), misrepresentation of historical facts
(Stojanovic 2004) and resistance to memorialising the places where atrocities were
committed (Morrow 2012) represents the established political attitude.

Most Mira

Since 2006, Most Mira, a UK charity whose mission is to use art to support
peacebuilding, has been working in Prijedor municipality in Northern Bosnia (RS),
an area made infamous by mass graves, razed villages and concentration camps for
Bosniaks and other non-Serb ethnic minorities. In this part of Bosnia, ex-military
leader Ratko Mladic and former President of RS Radovan Karadzic, at the time of
writing on trial for crimes against humanity at the International Criminal Tribunal for
Former Yugoslavia at the Hague, are considered (by some people and leading
politicians) as heroes and saviours, while genocide committed against the non-Serb
(predominantly Muslim) population is either denied, ignored or even considered
justified. Because opposing sides have different understandings and experiences of
the conflict – one person’s war hero is another’s war criminal – establishing a
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mutually accepted narrative about past events is a complex process. A recent report
by Humanity in Action (HIA 2013) suggests that disagreements over the conflict’s
narrative hinder the process of reconciliation and deepen ethnic divisions despite the
passage of time. Most Mira’s approach is based on working with the second
generation (young people born since the end of the war), using art and avoiding a
political focus.

Young people may not have experienced the war, but they are growing up with
its legacy. New generations are born into a divided society and consider segregation,
a consequence of the past conflict, to be normal. Stereotypes and negative
perceptions of the ‘other’ became institutionalised and this adds to the tension.
Most Mira is striving to provide alternatives to the vicious circle of the ‘hero/villain’
mindset and create a common discourse that will become an acceptable starting
point for future generations. To quote Dragan Klaic (2008): ‘With some luck, the next
generation might free itself from the restraints and one-dimensionality of ethnic or
religious identity and assert themselves as citizens in the first place’ (86).

According to Johan Galtung (1998), the principal founder of the discipline of peace
and conflict studies, the three crucial constituents of a ‘peace culture’ that are ‘eroded’
during conflict are creativity, non-violence and empathy. Led by this notion, Most Mira
concentrated on art as a primary peacebuilding tool. Since 2006, it has organised the
annual Youth Art Festival and more specific theatre projects that brought together
120 international volunteers (artists, film-makers, academics and students) from
16 countries and more than 1500 young people, as well as their teachers and parents.
For a constructive dialogue and reconciliation to begin, there needs to be a mutual
recognition of the humanity and identity of the ‘other’ (Kriesberg 1998). Through its
art projects, Most Mira is creating a space and opportunities for young people from
the opposing sides of the conflict to meet in a safe, fun and creative milieu, allowing
for their own personal experience that may challenge social taboos, imposed hostility,
fear and dehumanisation. In order to achieve such an atmosphere, the emphasis has
to be on what unites the participants, and dealing with potentially divisive and
antagonising subject matter is determinedly avoided, thus eschewing the constrain-
ing legacies of local history, religion and politics.

Confronting Medusa

Using theatre to deal with problems caused by civil war and segregation is
particularly challenging in the circumstances where trauma cannot be addressed in
a straightforward and direct manner, as this would lead participants to become
withdrawn and dialogue to collapse. Having spent six years as a project coordinator
and facilitator in post-war Bosnia, I have learnt that the exploration of traumatic
experience should be approached in an indirect way. Just as Perseus needed a way to
avoid facing Medusa directly, so too these situations need to be viewed via their
reflection in a shield. Drawing on 15 years of personal experience as a professional
theatre director, I have started to develop a methodology which is based on three
simple propositions: use of fictional narratives, particularly comedy; exploiting the
richness and complexity of theatre as an art form; and persistence in creating
dialogue with authorities, often in spite of mutual antipathy.

In 2013 and 2014, I applied this methodology, which I call Confronting Medusa,
whilst working on a theatre project, Shakespeare’s Comedies.1 This involved directing
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adaptations of Shakespearean texts with four ethnically segregated schools in
Prijedor municipality. The aim was to enable the intermingling of young people of
different ethnic backgrounds, to challenge them to physically experience each other’s
surroundings and to engage them in a creative process based on principles of
collaboration and non-hierarchical relationships.

Comedy in place of tragedy

In his investigation of the social functions of humour, Palmer (1994) summarises the
most common ones as: ‘relief of tension, anxiety or fear; breach of inhibitions;
celebration of consociality’ (62). He further emphasises humour’s ability to challenge
social conventions and to raise taboo subjects. Therefore, exploration of fictional
stories, particularly those based on comedy, can be a powerful tool used not only to
connect people but also to act as an instrument of social criticism.

In Shakespeare’s Comedies, some of the themes which participants explored
included: a struggle to make relationships work; the shadowy line between reality
and illusion; a subtle questioning of transformation (A Midsummer Night’s Dream); and
revenge, greed, division, retribution and understanding (Fool’s Stories). None of these
address the current situation directly, but all touch on its relevant problems.
Furthermore, humour was part of the wider social reconciliation process, especially
when parents and family members (who can still remember the war, or may even
have participated as combatants on opposite sides) sat in the local theatre and
laughed together, watching their children perform. This type of encounter will not
change communities overnight but can be considered a small step towards progress
in bringing opposite sides closer to a dialogue. Commenting on the project in his
Facebook post, Refik Hodzic, director of communication for the International Centre
for Transitional Justice, said: ‘Shakespeare in Omarska – how surreal that sounds …
How many walls came down over the three months of Most Mira workshops while
these beautiful kids were preparing the play’.

Comprehensive theatre for incomprehensible stories

Theatre is a collaborative and social art form, and making theatre can be about
discovering and questioning human relationships, desires, emotions and actions.
In addition to the social aspect of theatre, I am also interested in the multifaceted and
interdisciplinary nature of theatre as an art form, its richness and complexity as well
as its power to question our relations and actions.

That is why the participants in Shakespeare’s Comedies were divided into four
groups focusing on acting, design, music or media. This allowed them to express
themselves through different forms and languages of the interdisciplinary art of
theatre according to their personal inclinations and sensibilities. Apart from working
within their own group – designing the set and costumes; creating characters,
situations and mise-en-scene; composing music scores and sound effects for the
performance; or blogging about and documenting the process of creation – they
had to collaborate with other groups in order to discuss and test their ideas and to
create a final performance. This stimulated the expression of different voices and
views, which is valuable in a culture where education is still strongly rooted in an
unchallenged obedience of authority.
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Having a coffee with authority

It is important to stress that in zones like Bosnia that have suffered a major conflict
almost any action is, or can be, understood as political. As an international charity,
Most Mira faces a significant challenge. The government, the media and the
community in general have a strong distrust (bordering on animosity) of international
organisations, including charities.2 This attitude is affected by certain controversial
actions by some international agencies in recent history (see, for example, United
States Institute of Peace 2003; Stojanovic 2012) and further enforced by strong local
nationalism and xenophobia. In spite of that it was essential to work with official
institutions because parents allow their children to participate in greater numbers
only if official state schools support the projects.

In the past six years, Most Mira has completed the journey from an outsider,
ignored by the authorities, mistrusted by the community and struggling to find
partners to an established organisation that continuously collaborates with schools
and local communities, and last year even received subsidies from Prijedor
municipality. Emphasising the artistic aspects of its projects, avoiding victim/hero
scenarios, being aware of the importance of continuity and avoiding direct narrative
about the recent war represent the principal elements of the strategy behind this
accomplishment.

Conclusion

What the Shakespeare’s Comedies project achieved for its young participants was a
replacement of a sense of ethnic belonging with a sense of belonging to a theatre
project (at least for some time). It enabled the young participants to begin to create
their own memories, narratives and experiences of the ‘other’ and to work, laugh and
think creatively together, regardless of their different ethnic backgrounds. Indirectly
that opportunity for thought might allow participants to question their social context
and educational segregation. To quote charity trustee Zrinka Bralo at the volunteer
debriefing in London in 2012: ‘we (at Most Mira) provided a group of Bosnian young
people with an alternative story’.

Notes

1. A Midsummer Night’s Dream (2013) and Fool’s Stories (2014), a compilation of the Fool’s
monologues from plays such as The Tempest and King Lear.

2. In March 2014, Milovan Dodik, the president of RS, published the list of NGOs that are not
welcome in his country, among them were the Transparency International and Interna-
tional Helsinki Federation for Human Rights.

Notes on contributor

Maja Milatovic-Ovadia is a freelance theatre director and Ph.D. researcher at Kent University.
She studied Directing at the University of Belgrade and trained at the CSSD, National Theatre
Studio, and Directors Lab, West Los Angeles. She directed a string of critically acclaimed shows
in Serbia, Montenegro, Slovenia and the UK. In addition, she is an adviser and a drama
facilitator for Most Mira charity working in post-war Bosnia and Hercegovina.
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