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Art Against Domestic Violence: Austrian
YouAreNotAlone Show Opens in Moscow

The show is held in a private apartment to bring the subject home.

By Loretta Marie Perera
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From left to right: Austrian ambassador Dr. Johannes Eigner, head of Austrian Cultural Forum Simon
Mraz, activist and head of "Tbl He OgHa" Alyona Popova, artist Michelle Pagel and a translator. Loretta
Marie Perera / MT

On an early Sunday evening in central Moscow, journalists and members of the public
gathered for a specially curated exhibition called “Polly’s Cracker” — a reference to a song by
the group Nirvana “Polly” about a young girl who escapes her kidnapper and sexual abuser.

“1T’d like to stress how a loving relationship can turn into a violent relationship, and how
violence can also [appear to show] symbols of love,” said artist Michelle Pagel, who lives in
Vienna but was born in Germany. Pagel, who has been working from Moscow for a month as
part of a series with the Austrian Cultural Forum, told The Moscow Times that this is her first
exhibition on domestic violence. The exhibition was organized in partnership with support
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group for women ""Te1 He OfHa'' (You are not alone).

Held in an apartment in central Moscow overlooking the Kremlin, the space and art is
particularly poignant in a Russian setting. In 2017, the Russian government largely
decriminalized domestic violence: prison sentences for first-time abusers whose acts of
violence resulted in “minor harm” were done away with. Since then, reports of violence at
home have skyrocketed.

“I think it’s a good opportunity to expose this topic here in a domestic space, and not only in
galleries and big institutions, but to take it back to the private surroundings,” Pagel said.
“Areas that should be protected are often the most dangerous ones — for women, and for
everyone.”

Pagel hopes to demonstrate in her art installations — all of which were created for the
exhibition —that murders and suicides can often be the result of violence in the home and
unaddressed issues in society. In one work, a bag of oranges hangs from a wall. It doesn’t take
long to see that all the oranges are bruised. Pagel explained that if you hit someone with
oranges, the person doesn’t bruise, but the oranges do — another symbol of how domestic
violence is often easily hidden.

As you walk through the apartment, more art is waiting to be taken in. Themes of trees and
roots dominate, one with the branches of a tree holding up a rolling pin and a saucepan —
symbols of domestic life. But in another spot, a large belt with a metal buckle stands
ominously upright out of the floor.

In another place, three brightly colored balloons float near the ceiling; near them, a black
balloon looms. Attached to each balloon is a noose instead of a string. This was a reference to a
particularly heinous case of sexual and physical abuse in which the Khachaturyan sisters
killed their abusive father after decades of rape and abuse. They are now on trial for murder.

“What I'm fascinated with is the depth of the presentation,” Austrian Ambassador to Russia
Dr. Johannes Eigner told The Moscow Times. “It’s a very serious subject on one hand, but on
the other hand she marvelously achieves giving it a bit of a satirical twist, which is very
difficult in such a serious subject.”

Pagel was quick to stress that this is not a criticism of Russian society alone; her art
represents situations in Austria and around the world as well.

“Instead of pitying the victim, we should rethink the structures we are in, and to think, is it
really that harmless to be in a family?” she said.

Pagel hopes visitors will leave the exhibition with a change in their idea of safety and
relationships. “Maybe self-chosen structures like friendships are less violent than
conservative structures that we have — those that we all think are the best and most
peaceful.”

The exhibition will run until Nov. 8 with admission by request. For more information and to
set up an appointment, contact the organizers directly.
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