Knights (and other dreams)

I have never dreamt of being an artist. 

Ever since my teenage years, which I spent in the city of Gabrovo, in socialist Bulgaria, I always wanted to be a drummer in a hard rock band. When I was in high school, it was thanks to my neighbour (who introduced me to my first Western vinyl record - a worn out Credence Clearwater Revival album - not exactly the type of music I was dreaming of in the Led Zeppelin times) that I sat behind a drum set for the first time. He played guitar in an amateurish high school band, and invited me to one of their rehearsals. Then he asked their drummer (who had even more pimples than I did) to let me sit in his place, so I did, and out of nervousness I did such a super-fast rhythm with my right leg that they invited me to come back. And then my dad, may he rest in peace, asked me, ‘Are you going to become a drummer or an artist?’, even though I had 2 ½ more years before the exams for the National Art Academy. So that was it. Over the years I could have bought many sets of drums and played them, but I never did. I preferred that dream – The Dream of my Dreams – to remain only in my head. 

Recently I decided to try to realise some of my dreams. Why? Because in the early autumn of 2010, while working on a project called ‘I Miss Socialism, maybe…’ for a solo show at my gallery in Beijing, I tried to bring back Oleg Kovachev, the hero of one of the best Bulgarian movies, ‘Knight without Armour’ (1966), to the film’s original locations. While filming him and the dame of his heart at the time (both already had grandchildren) walking in the much dirtier Sofia and talking about that great film and about the present capitalistic days, I had the bitter feeling that I had no idea why I was doing all this with them. And then, at the very end of the five-hour shooting session, after leaving the dame of his heart at home with her grandchildren, while saying goodbye in the back seat of my car, Oleg started to talk. I asked him if I could switch on the camera again, and this four-minute farewell talk is the reason for all this in front of you. By the way, I never used the first five hours of video material for ‘I Miss Socialism, maybe…’.

I knew from that very moment, in the late afternoon on 4 September 2010, that those four (confessional) minutes with the former Knight without Armour were priceless and that I had to build a big home for them, full of knight stories and other dreams – realised and non-realised. Hence I invented a kind of childlike dream of my own: that I always wanted to have a real knight’s suit of armour. It would definitely have been a worthy dream to have as a boy, but I missed the opportunity at that time. As you will see, I realised this (made-up) dream in the most spectacular way. And because I didn’t want the story of me dreaming of carrying more than 30 kilos of armour on my fragile body to look too self-centred (even though it is), I tried to involve many other people who, in one way or another, are connected to knighthood (of any kind) nowadays. Some of them belong to very serious orders, with impressive histories, doing great jobs helping people in need, while others are connected in a more indirect way to knighthood and knights (which doesn’t necessarily mean that they care less for others in need).

One more, again real (I swear!) dream of mine was to have a small radio/infrared-control-driven helicopter. When I was a little boy, I suffered from a corticosteroid-treated illness (my face was like a full moon and my legs were like huge loafs of bread rubbing against each other when I walked). My parents brought me to a paediatric clinic in Bucharest for a check-up and treatment (at that socialist time, Romanian medicine was the closest one to French medicine, but going to France was impossible). After the medical tests I was taken to the children’s toy shop in Bucharest, the biggest toy shop ever imaginable. And there they were – in a huge room, up there, close to the ceiling: the helicopters, which apparently were flying, really flying (and therefore too expensive). That dream – like the rock-band drummer one – remained only in my head. In 2010, my wife and children presented me with two infrared-controlled choppers for my 52nd birthday. The helicopters stayed in their boxes in my study for a year before I used them in two of the videos in the next rooms.

And so on and so forth – the (also invented) young artist dream and the (almost made-up) middle-aged man’s dream are here too, at the end of this story with numerous sub-stories.

Whether I am happier now, after realising most of my dreams, will also be clear at the end, although I suspect that you already know the answer.

……………………………………………………………………………………………….

I should have let them stay in my head, those dreams, where they could have lived happily ever after. Maybe.

