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WHO IS THE VICTIM?
a multi-screen spatial video-installation against brutality and trauma of war



Sonia Balassanian—Who Is the Victim?

The media confront us daily with an excess of brutal war imagery. Yet the
information content that these media images convey concerning specific
conflicts is thin. In particular since war has ceased to refer exclusively to
war between nations, but involves more complex structures and disloca-
tions, such images present an unchanging picture of misery as a universal
constant of global crisis. New conflicts, no less than protracted or abiding
ones, can no longer be viewed in isolation, but are components of a
global, fear-fueling apparatus of war.

The artist Sonia Balassanian’s video images tap into this universalized mis-
ery and suffering. A projection of her multipart video work “Who Is the
Victim?” for the Pavilion of the Republic of Armenia at the 52nd Venice
Biennale shows a man in camouflage fatigues relating his war experiences
in a quiet, monotonous voice—the cold, the hunger, and brute violence.
The text derives from the diary of an Armenian soldier mobilized in the
Karabakh conflict. Not that this is conveyed in the text: the man talks of his
personal experiences and of the traumata induced by war. At the same
time a parallel video sets up a “dialogue”: it shows a woman overcome
by grief for the husband she has lost in war. She speaks from an abstractly
experiential space, for the destination her husband failed to return from is
unknown to her except via the media. But the soldier’s direct experience is
no less intangible than the woman’s ideas of war based on media reports
and memories of her husband. Both figures have been broken by the futili-
ty of death through war—the soldier succumbs to blank apathy, the
woman to despair. Gender-specific differences in dealing with war are
also brought out: while the woman is left alone with her grief, the soldier is
left with a shattered psyche. The slightly unsharp black-and-white images
call to mind newspaper photos and lend the subjective nature of the utter-
ances a semblance of media objectivity.

Wars and crisis areas are a constant feature of Balassanian’s biography. Of
Armenian extraction, she grew up in Iran and now lives in New York and
Yerevan. Concrete political events such as the fall of the Shah in Iran in her
collages “Hostages” (1980) figured in her earlier works. Balassanian’s con-
cern in her more recent video works are the ramifications of a general war
(albeit never referred to as such) being waged against the individual.

The images of places and landscapes in the second room of “Who Is the
Victim?” can be read as the soldier’s and the woman’s memories. Memory
assumes a central role in the lives of people who experience war and

henceforth shift between two extremes, the collective necessity to remem-
ber and the individual desire to forget. Alongside “good” memories of
lakes and mountains that are vaguely reminiscent of impressionist paint-
ings, or of a horse on a beach, the videos show “bad”, fear-inducing
places or occurrences such as a tunnel or a storm. The images were all
shot in Armenia, and yet they too could be anywhere, having more the
nature of generic images of positively or negatively connoted sites of
memory.

For those who have experienced war or live in fear of one, or who live with
memories of a war they actually took part in and survived, the question
“who is the victim” is never far from the surface in depictions of war’s
unbelievable cruelty. But what is involved when a viewer of war images
takes an interest in or empathizes with human suffering in far-off conflict
zones? Not only those killed by war and their relatives are the victims, but
all whom the fear of war afflicts. Similarly, every viewer today, no matter
where, experiences victimhood in the face of the part real, part propa-
ganda-induced fear of the proliferating warfare represented by terrorist
attacks. But sympathy puts us in a position where we can passively shirk
responsibility and ignore our own role as accessories. In the words of Susan
Sontag: “So far as we feel sympathy, we feel we are not accomplices to
what caused the suffering. Our sympathy proclaims our innocence as well
as our impotence. To that extent, it can be (for all our good intentions) an
impertinent—if not an inappropriate—response.”1 In overcoming sympa-
thy, a potential for action is released: “Compassion is an unstable emo-
tion. It needs to be translated into action, or it withers.”2 Like sympathy, the
responsibility to resist is not just a matter for the official activities of politi-
cized groups: it is a potential present in everyone’s day-to-day life.

The question as to how art—as producer of knowledge, as a form of
activism or enlightenment—can tackle the subject of war is answered by
Balassanian’s multipart video with just this notion of sympathy and the
necessity of its transcendence arising from insight into the fact that the uni-
versalized suffering in question is the outcome of a global strategy of war.
“Everyone is asleep, crisis is coming” is how the soldier describes the cur-
rent lethargy vis-à-vis this ominous situation, thus offering a potential lead-in
to critical protest against an economy of global war.

Nina Möntmann
Translated by Christopher Jenkin-Jones

1 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003) p. 131.
2 Loc. cit.





Mechitarian Armenian Congregation
Robert Boghossian and Sons Fund 
Cafesjian Museum Foundation
Ara Arslanian
Larry Gagosian Gallery
Sonia and Edward Balassanian Fund for the Arts 
Sami & Annie Totah Family Foundation 
Edele Hovnanian 
Laurel Karabian
Barbara and Sam Hagopian
Nelli and Gregor Melikian 
Aslanian Family Trust
Artemis and Nazar Nazarian
Nairi and Armen Sahakian

Organizers of the Pavilion of Republic of
Armenia at 52nd International Art Exhibition
of Venice Biennale wish to express their
gratitude to the following institutions and
individuals for their generous contribution
for making the pavilion possible:

Armen Garabedian
Chairperson, Armenian Pavilion Council-2007

René Gabri
Author. Artist’s Book on Sonia Balassanian

Samuel Baghdassarian
Local Coordinator in Venice

Video production:
Editors: 
Mark Cassar 
Gagik Ghazareh
Sound Consultant: 
Jamie Propp
Production Coordinators: 
Rey Akdogan
Arné Z. Balassanian



ARMENIAN CENTER FOR CONTEMPORARY EXPERIMENTAL ART Üàð²ð²ðöàðÒ²è²Î²Ü ²ðìºêîÆ ÎºÜîðàÜ

FOUNDERS: Sonia Balassanian, Founder and Senior Artistic Director; Edward Balassanian, Co-Founder and Chief Executive Officer.
ARTS COUNCIL: David Kareyan and Eva Khachatrian, Co-Directors of Fine Arts Department; Gagik Ghazareh, Director of Cinema,
Theater and Video Department; ADMINISTRATION: Albrik Abrahamyan, Executive Director; Armine Antikyan, Public Relations;
Kamyar Kojouri, Systems Administration and Graphics
1/3 Pavstos Biuzand Blvd., Yerevan, Armenia | T: +37410 568225 & 568325, F: +37410 560218, E: info@accea.info, 
W: www.accea.info | 81 Murray Street, New York, NY 10007, USA | T: +1212 732-3598, F: +1212 732-1175 

SONIA BALASSANIAN

EDUCATION
1978 M.F.A., Pratt Institute, Brooklyn, N.Y. 
1971-72 Independent Study Program, Whitney Museum, New York.
1970 B.F.A., Joint program of University of Pennsylvania with 

Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, Philadelphia.

ONE PERSON EXHIBITIONS
1994 “Brooding”, ACCEA, Yerevan, Armenia
1993 “Shadows of My Sisters”, Southeastern Center for Contemporary Art

Winston-Salem, N.C.
1992 “The Other Side”, the Sculpture Center, New York, N.Y.
1989 “The Art of Brooding”, Exit Art, New York, N.Y.

SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS
2000 Stadsgalerij Heerlen, Holland. “Continental Shift.”
1999 Artotel, Dresden, Germany. “Nabel SCHAU”.
1993 The Museum of Modern Art, New York, N.Y. “Readymade Identities”. 
1988 The Museum of Modern Art, New York, N.Y. “Committed to Print”.

CURATED EXHIBITIONS
1992-2006 Annual group exhibitions at ACCEA, Yerevan, Armenia 
1997 Armenian Pavilion at 47th Venice Biennale, Curator.
1995 Armenian Pavilion at 46th Venice Biennale, Commissioner and Curator.

ARTIST’S PUBLISHED WORKS
1991 “To Present Dreams of Emotions To The Noisy Rain”

Selected Poems in the Armenian Language, New York, N.Y.
1983 “Portraits”, New York, N.Y.
1982 “There Might Have Been An Insane Heart”

Selected Poems in the Armenian Language. New York, N.Y.

CATALOGUES
1997 Thomas McEvilley, “The Armenian Pavilion”, 47th Biennale of Venice, Italy.

Fereshteh Daftari, “Readymade Identities”. New York: Museum of Modern Art.
1989 Donald Kuspit, “Sonia Balassanian: The Art of Brooding”. New York: Exit Art.

NINA MÖNTMANN

Nina Möntmann is a curator and
writer, based in Hamburg. From 2003
to 2006 she was curator at NIFCA
(Nordic Institute for Contemporary Art,
Helsinki), where she curated “Spaces
of Conflict” (Kunsthalle Helsinki; Kunst-
Werke, Berlin; Contemporary Art
Center, Vilnius; Rooseum, Malmö;
Museum for Contemporary Art, Oslo;
Secession, Vienna, 2004-2006) and
“Opacity” (UKS, Oslo, 2005). Projects 
as an independent curator include
“Impossible India. Parallel Economies
and Contemporary Art Production”,
Frankfurter Kunstverein, 2006,  “Sound
aka Space” for “Aussendienst”,
Kunstverein in Hamburg/Dept. for
Cultural Affairs, 2000, “minimalisms”,
Akademie der Künste, Berlin, 1998.

She is correspondent for Artforum and
contributes to Le Monde Diplomatique,
Frieze, Parachute, Texte zur Kunst.

Selected Publications: Nina Möntmann
(Ed.), Art and Its Institutions. Current
Conflicts, Critique and Collaborations,
London (Blackdog Publishing) 2006;
Nina Möntmann, Kunst als sozialer
Raum, Köln (Verlag der Buchhandlung
Walther König) 2002; Nina Möntmann,
Yilmaz Dziewior (Ed.), Mapping a City,
Ostfildern (Hatje/Cantz), 2004. 



armenian center for contemporary experimental art



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
    /ArTarumianBakhum
    /AvantGarde-Book
    /AvantGarde-BookOblique
    /AvantGarde-Demi
    /AvantGarde-DemiOblique
    /AvantGardeITCbyBT-Book
    /AvantGardeITCbyBT-BookOblique
    /AvantGardeITCbyBT-Demi
    /AvantGardeITCbyBT-DemiOblique
    /AvantGardeITCbyBT-Medium
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


