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Time Frame
Lindsay Fulcher asks the artist Alexander Mihaylovich what makes him tick
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os Angeles-based artist Alexander Mihaylovich
creates work that examines layers of time, the
fragmentation of history and the pervasiveness
of memory. His most recent pieces are threedimensional, mixed media works that reflect the ephemeral nature of time.
In them he juxtaposes modern industrial fragments
with painted Arcadian landscapes and Classical forms
to show our disjointed past, as well as the complexity
of understanding history and time.
The layering of found materials, such as plastic or
metal, obscures our ability to view the painted image
and acts as a metaphor for the process of archaeology. His use of barcodes and serial numbers reflects his
desire to catalogue information and preserve objects
and mirrors contemporary museological practice.
Alexander Mihaylovich has exhibited widely in
museums and galleries in the United States and across
Europe, including the British Museum in London,
the Romisch-Germanisches Museum in Cologne, the
National Museum of Belgrade in Serbia and the Royal
Museum of Art and history in Brussels.
His latest show, Layers of Time, is on show at Mougins
Museum of Classical Art in the South of France.

Did you find yourself drawn
to the Classical world from an
young age?
My interest in the Classical world
developed while staying with my
grandmother in Belgrade, Serbia
in the 1970s. I went to buy a few
provisions at the local open air
market when out of the corner my
eye I noticed an elderly gentleman
sitting behind a makeshift table
upon which he had set up tins full
of old coins.
As I was picking through them,
I was turning up very interesting
ones made of aluminium. They
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were French and Yugoslav primarily, but I thought them quite fascinating. When I asked how much he
wanted for them, the gentleman had
this funny look on his face. He then
grabbed the coins from my hand
and threw them back in one of the
tins. I gasped with surprise. As he
was poking through the tins again,
he produced five rather rusty looking coins, placed them in my hand
and said: ‘Now go, these are my gift
to you’.
I immediately ran home, dropped
the groceries with my grandmother
and went into my room to arrange
the coins on a blank sheet of paper.
They were my first Roman coins
and I stared at them for the rest of
the day. It was as if I had contracted
this wonderful disease – I had discovered antiquity!
I kept going back to the market
each week after my magical acquisition, but I never ever saw that man
there again.

What is your earliest memory
of seeing ancient artefacts?
Were you taken to museums?
Again the road goes back to
Belgrade and its environs where I
was exposed to archaeological sites,
namely, Viminacium, a Roman
settlement up the Danube river
from Belgrade or, Singidunum,
as it was called. The National
Museum became my hangout while
I absorbed the vast collections
of artefacts from all over Serbia.
One summer day while entering
the museum, workmen were excavating sewage lines in the street a

few metres from the main doors. I
couldn’t believe my eyes, the workers were tossing beautifully decorated marble fragments onto the
dirt heaps as if they were regular
stones, completely oblivious to the
fact that they hit the foundations of
Roman Belgrade. I ran up the stairs
and found the director in his office
and described to him what was happening right in front of his museum.
He rushed outside and stopped
the digging.
That incident inspired me to
create a painting called, The Layers
of Time. The work is an asphalt
street in London, broken away to
reveal a layer of 18th-century cobblestones, beneath that layer is a
Roman marble face looking up at
us from the fine dirt. For me, this
work was a seminal piece

You seem to be very interested
in the concept of time. What
particularly fascinates you
about it? How does it relate
to space in your universe?
Before I discovered antiquity, I spent
a lot of time thinking about astronomy and the space/time continuum.
My earliest works explored our
place in the universe and how we
may end up colonising other planets if our species is to survive. Let’s
face it, we can’t live in our solar
≠system forever.
As a result of such musings, I was
inspired to write a story about a
dying world far away from our celestial neighbourhood, accompanied
by a visual narrative comprised of a
suite of several paintings. It was here
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6. Art is art in whatever period
but does it always serve the
same purpose?
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that I challenged myself to become
as proficient a painter as I possibly
could. Because this story was real
in my head, I simply had to render
it so. This is how I trained myself
to paint. By the time I immersed
myself in the subject of archaeology
and the exploration of time and the
dating of artefacts inherent in the
science, I quite suddenly had a much
richer visual vocabulary to draw on.

When you use the phrase
‘layers of time’, what exactly
do you mean?
The layering of time is all about
stratification really. Just as the
archaeologist sweeps away layers
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3. Zeus, 2012, oil
on canvas. 230cm x
152cm. Photograph:
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of dirt to reveal the object within its
time envelope, I do the opposite by
burying and layering my paintings
with industrial and found materials from different eras. This is my
analogy for that process.

Do you believe in progress?
Or do we just go on repeating
and repeating what we have
done before?
I do very much believe in progress
as it is about evolution. One cannot
stop that force. Do we repeat things,
absolutely. But we should also think
more in terms of reinventing, repurposing our past so that we may go
forward in new ways.

Art serves many different purposes,
it runs the full emotional spectrum,
it is political, idealistic, decorative,
conceptual, on and on. Art is a
powerful tool we use to engage and
challenge the viewer. In 1994, the
British Museum staged an unprecedented exhibition called Time
Machine. It was the brainchild of,
then curator of Egyptian antiquities, James Putnam. His idea was
to juxtapose ancient and contemporary art with a view to reinvigorate the way the public experienced
ancient art. I was one of 12 artists
invited to participate along with
Andy Goldsworthy, Marc Quinn,
and Anish Kapoor to name a few.
We were tasked to give unique
interpretations in our respective
styles. Andy sculpted an enormous
snake made of sand, which meandered between the pedestals and
sarcophagi of the gallery. Marc
entombed a live frog in a hollow
glass enclosure shaped like a human
head, which he then refrigerated
from inside the pedestal. As the
frog was in deep hibernation, the
whole construct became a play on
death and revival in the afterlife. I
chose my spot at the very end of the
gallery, which was flanked by two
gigantic columns.
Having visited my location several
times, I quickly came to the conclusion that I would interact with the
Egyptian convention of monumentality and as the focal point, a painting of the first Pharaoh, the father
of dynastic Egypt, King Menes. The
Colossus of Menes ended up being
a freestanding work towering at
just under eight metres. The frame
was faceted, clad in industrial materials and metal screens. After the
show opened, I enjoyed watching
school children and tourists take
group photos in front of it.
The show was quite popular with
visitors, and it demonstrated a new
way of looking at antiquity. It was
wonderful to be a part of it.

In you work you merge past
and present – are you trying to
stop the clock?
Not at all, I just want to give it a
fresh battery.

Like us, all art is perishable? Is
that a matter of indifference
to you?
Quite the contrary. Very recently I
lost both my mother and sister to
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long illnesses. I was not prepared
for the deep emotional upheavals
that ensued. The losses sharpened
my perspectives about mortality and
in a weird way, heightened my sense
of empathy. In terms of my work, I
see it as a force against indifference.

Your recent works seem
to have a dark, brooding,
partially hidden quality
about them – we cannot see
the whole picture? Can you
explain that please?
It was a visit to the Sigmund Freud
Museum in London one year that
got me thinking about psychoanalysis and how it mirrors the archaeological process. There, on that
famous couch, Dr Freud excavated
his subjects to get to the crux of
their being.
In my work I begin with an image,
a painting or drawing, then comes
the layering of industrial materials in an effort to obfuscate and
limit our understanding of the main
subject. It is the over-paving of
Minerva May/June 2015
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history that becomes the visual metaphor here. When a person passes
away, so much is lost with them.
Unless that life was well documented, a vast trove of knowledge and data is gone, never to be
retrieved again. So in that sense, the
further removed we become from
an historic event, a passing or the
destruction of a work of art, the
more it fades from memory with the
passage of time until all we are left
with are fragments, if we are lucky.
Therefore, this is what the industrial detritus represents in my work.
A grand metaphor for the march
of time and its harmful effects visited upon the object. It is precisely
what excites me about the Museum
of Classical Art in Mougins and all
museums to my way of thinking.
Museums are the great defenders of
cultural heritage.
The dark and brooding quality in
my work is there to inspire one to
aspire to the light of protection of
these artifacts, and not to relegate
them to oblivion.

Did you ever think you might
become an archaeologist
yourself or work in a museum?
Ever since my boyhood I was
always digging around the garden
wondering what lies beneath, but
it was not until I got a job at the
Getty Museum in the early 1980s
that my full passion for antiquity,
conservation, archaeology and
museology was truly realised. It
was here that I arrived at a crossroad – one day while I was having lunch with Jerry Podany, head
of antiquities conservation at the
museum. Jerry encouraged me to go
to London to enrol in the famous
conservation school there, then
return to the museum with a lovely
career in the department. But I told
him that I loved painting and asked
him if I could do both to which he
replied ‘unfortunately, no’.
So I found myself in a profound
conundrum. I would have to find a
way to embrace my love of antiquity
and at the same time be able to paint.
I didn’t have to wait long. While
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are busy justifying their mad campaign of bullying museums, most
of which have state of the art infrastructures to preserve the world’s
cultural heritage. This politicising
of antiquities is absurd and I think
museums should be left alone to
conduct their business of preservation in their highly professional
manner and be celebrated as proper
sanctuaries for art, not shady institutions as the Italians would have us
all believe.
Don’t get me wrong, though, I in
no way condone the wretched occupation of looting. I would just like
to see an international body, like the
UN, come up with a plan to monitor and secure archaeological sites
on a grass roots level and perhaps
even teach local populations to get
involved as a partners.
The financing of the programme
could come from shared contributions of member nations. But time
is running out and atrocities are
occurring at an alarming rate in the
cradle of human civilisation. It is my
sincere hope that this tragedy can
finally bring about the long overdue
changes necessary to secure these
precious monuments for posterity.

Where is Arcadia for you?
5

I was toiling away in the bookshop, I would take my breaks in the
galleries and also sketch the Greek
and Roman portrait heads that
lined the inner peristyle garden.
Soon I did oil sketches of them.
The late American sculptor,
Robert Graham, saw the studies
and recommended that I show with
his friend, Earl McGrath, who had
a gallery in West Hollywood. Then,
my career as an artist was launched.

Every so often in our history
iconoclasm occurs. Could you
comment on the destruction
of the Assyrian and Sumerian
sites and artefacts in Iraq?
Yes, for that I must go back to
the destruction of the Bamiyan
Buddhas, which still haunts me.
It pains me dearly to see these
things happening in the 21st century and I was certain that better
security measures would have been
in place since that disaster. What
happened in Bamiyan and the
current destruction in the Middle
East is tantamount to cultural
cleansing, a gravely unconscionable
24
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act. For this, I criticise the world
body for not putting higher priority
and resources into the protection of
cultural heritage sites in politically
unstable areas of the world. Indeed,
marauding armies will always be
willing to swing the sledgehammers
to drive their point, but as the world
dithers, these sites continue to be
sitting ducks out there.
Both Afghanistan and Iraq have
conducted emergency evacuations
of countless artefacts to museums
abroad where they can be cared for
until it is safe for them to be repatriated. But that brings me to the other
issue – nationalism. While Iraq and
Syria helplessly watch the wholesale destruction of their culture, it
seems surreal for a country like Italy
to march through some of the great
museums on the planet with lawyers in tow to conduct forced repatriations of artefacts and to accuse
these museums of complicity in their
theft. In the meantime, the walls of
Pompeii are falling down at the feet
of tourists because the government
can’t appropriate the funds to care
for their monuments. Instead, they

Inside a museum.

If you could chose just one
object to take home from any
museum what would it be?
Oh dear, there are so many. I would
have to say it would have to be one
of the Roman military diplomas,
as they are extremely rare when
complete. The usual practice was to
break the diploma apart and throw
the fragments into the air upon
completion of military service, not
unlike a graduate tossing his cap in
the air today. They are remarkable
objects indeed.

Is working with the past a
liberation or a prison?
Neither. The past and present blend
into one and are part of the present state in which we all exist. The
archaeologist sees history in a compressed form layered in the strata.
This is the blend where the effects
of time are on display in one grand
stroke of the trowel. n
• Layers of Time, an exhibition
of Alexander Mihaylovich’s
work, is on show at the Mougins
Museum of Classical Art (www.
mouginsmusee.com) until 4 June.
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The past and the present blend into and are part of the present state in which we
all exist. The archaeologist sees history in a compressed form layered in the strata
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