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Topic: Romani Artistic Expressions in Past and Nowadays in The Czech Republic

“Gypsy art is, above all, the art of living. That is to say, it is not merely an expression of a way of life: it is a way of life, more experienced than thought out or worked at. It is daily art, art in everything, everything an art, inseparable from its social, economic, and cultural content. It is the art of doing business, the art of driving, the art of playing music or dancing, the art of talking, the art of social relations, the art of partying”. ( Liegeois, 1994, p.99) 

1. Introduction

Arts and crafts are something most people in society enjoy as a leisure activity, income producing work or history related memories. By looking at the uses of arts and crafts we can identify the historical movement of whole civilization through to a point where we have a very accurate picture. In Europe the Roma minority is the largest one and can be seen in almost every country.

As is the introducing citation above, Romani life is an art itself. Folk music and dancing is not considered as mainstream entertainment today, yet where ever Roma perform, there are crowds of people watching them. Just their music is able to bring joy to the onlookers. Modern day choreographers spend days, months perfecting performances and copious amounts of money. The Roma perform right on the spot. The choreography and music of the Roma comes from their heart and at little expense. 

2. Methodology

My method for collecting data was interviewing people we met at our field trip and observing the place where they live to see signs of arts or crafts being done. The answers were not sufficient as I did not meet personally anybody who would be do arts or crafts, apart from singing and dancing, yet I was convinced that every community can have tracable art and crafts. Later at the advice of the director of the civic association Anthiganoi, Gabriela Hrabanova, I visited Museum of Roma Culture and my report compares the difference between records at the museum and reality I saw and heard on the field trip. My own questions were what about Roma arts and crafts? Where are they? What are they?
3. Data Presentation 

3.1 Smichov

We came to a block of flats in Prague’s part called Smichov with Gabriela Hrabanova. When we were entering the courtyard I smelt an unpleasant smell. The block of flats was the one from the 50’s where entrance to the flats is situated toward back porch with banister. The courtyard is in the middle block of flats and the sky can be seen above our heads. The closest description might be a prison. People started to coming out of their flats and looked down from back porch at us. They were not exactly curious they just wanted to know what is going on and who is coming. They were not smiling and were rather hostile. We were greeted by a woman from above who was open and friendly and she invited us upstairs. No man spoke with us, only children and women.

As we were going up the stairs to the woman’s flat and I was wondering, ‘What kind of art I can expect among these dirty walls? Very artistic and independent, or hardly any? Have I the right to ask about arts when there is evident poverty’? I wanted to change the topic immediately; I felt that my questions are not appropriate. 

3.2 Interview with a Romni Mrs. Jolana Mackova

Mrs. Jolana Mackova came from Slovakia, married a Czech Romani man, they have four children in ages from 7 to 13 years old. They all live in one flat which by Czech standard could be called “1 plus kitchen corner”. The flat was, in my own Czech standards clean, there was a small bathroom, toilet, a washing machine, small kitchen and a living room that was also a bedroom for all. I looked at the walls and did not see anything. The window cupboard in the living room I saw some objects that looked fairly as manufactured product which can be bought anywhere. The furniture and furnishing was generally dark colours, just the bed was from light wood. Nowhere I have seen bright colours or sign of their own decoration, not even children’s one.

Mrs. Mackova said she had vocational training as a grinder of glass, the same as her mother who is still living in Slovakia. Mrs. Mackova had never had a job as grinder of glass in the Czech Republic and her own productions stayed at her mother’s thus I could not see anything. She is currently unemployed and used to work as Roma Assistant. At my question what does she do to enjoy herself, she said that apart from  looking after her four children,  cleaning flat and cooking, she does not do any arts or crafts, not even knitting or sewing as a contribution to budget and it is the same for the other women in the block of flats. I asked specifically what men do and according to Mrs. Mackova they do not do any crafts either.  I asked her again what she does to enjoy herself when the flat is cleaned and her children are taken care of. She said that she likes singing and dancing and she turned on Romani music and most of the women and children started to sway to the rhythm.

Children do arts only at school, but at home not all. Looking at the small place there, children do not have their own space where they could do their home work, not mentioning arts. According to Mrs. Mackova, the school in Graficka, where the children attend the primary school, has been closed as an art centre. Mothers with children and older children have nowhere to go after school, only to a nearby park. 

3.3 Visit of the  Museum of Roma Culture

“ ‘Gypsies were just stealing, they themselves didn’t produce anything, in those collections you can have only what they stole’. Reaction of a staff at the building where the Museum of Roma Culture temporarily resided in 1997.” (Horváthová, 2002, p. 32)

I told Gabriela Hrabanova that I had been interested in Romani arts and crafts and also that I had hoped to meet somebody who would be doing art or craft. Gabriela’s advised me to have a look on www.rommuz.cz which is located in Brno, in the South Moravia of the Czech Republic. I did not hesitate and visited the museum. I found out that traditional arts and crafts are dying out but Romani men and sometimes also women are re-developing other arts that used to do their grandparents.

3.3.1 Traditional crafts

Traditional crafts are connected with everyday life, natural desire to decorate one’s own living area. Women did interior textile, plaster decoration, weaving baskets or bowls and colouring and drawing walls with simple pictures.

Roma men were renown for blacksmithing and metalwork generally which evolved into coppersmith’s art, they did sun-dried bricks or burnt clay products, wooden kitchen utensils and decoration objects for daily use such as wooden statues. Among gadjos were known also for making and repairing wooden music instruments and decorating especially string instruments such as violins, violas and guitars or repairing umbrellas in more modern times.

3.3.2. Arts and crafts nowadays

“I never wanted to do arts and I do not do now even now. When I am angry, I make a picture about my anger, when I am happy, I express my happiness and when sadness comes I make a picture about my sadness.” Rudolf Dzurko, the most distinctive Roma artist in the Czech Republic and Europe, whose citation is displayed in the Museum of Roma Culture. 

Traditional crafts may have become isolated and seems to be carried only in countryside.

Nowadays most of the Romani artists were workers without education who lost their job and their art is a way of coping with unemployment. They draw and paint if the financial situation allows, they do not collect their works. Another technique is a picture made of crashed coloured glass on glass. 

In last few decades Romani people has started to write poems and prose and also in Romani language. 

4. Interpretation
From the data I collected I consider that art life used to very vibrant in the past. In last few decades the Roma art is changing and it has headed to a different genre although I did not personally meet anybody on the field trip. 

From my visit of museum and talking with some colleagues, I feel that in earlier times Roma people were a dignified part of mainstream society, they had their work, crafts which they did not consider as crafts. For them it was the way how to support themselves in everyday lives. However, biases against them as race were much higher than are today.

But today, in our knowledge based and globalised society there is a little space for their crafts, therefore for the means for their livelihood, although the biases are starting slowly dissolve. The lack of Roma arts and crafts could be due to a viability of the Roma community or their place in our modern globalised world.

I see as a turning point that Romani people started to write and that this literature has been recorded in both Romani and Czech bearing in mind that Romani is a new written language. 

5. Reflections

I remember from my childhood, Romani women who were on regular basis selling wicker baskets in the village I lived. When I was older, I remember also a Romani man coming sometimes and repairing umbrellas. I do not see these people, not even in countryside or at traditional crafts trade fairs doing their crafts which is appreciated if it is done for example by handicapped.
Overall the field trip to a Roma home and to the Roma centre office was very enlightening but I cannot help thinking how the meeting place for the field trip was rather poignant.

6. Conclusion

The meeting point for class was at the memorial to the victims of communism where there is chiselled out in stone: “This memorial is dedicated not only to those who died but also to those who were destroyed through totalitarian despotism.” 

Could it be said that the memorial applies to the Roma community, not only to their disappearance of their arts and crafts?

Sources:

Liégeois, Jean-Pierre: “Roma, Gypsies, Travellers”. Strasbourg: Council of Europe, Publishing and Documentation Service, 1994, p. 99

Horváthová, Jana: “Kapitoly z dějin Romů”. Člověk v tísni, společnost při ČT, o.p.s in Lidové noviny publishing, 2002, p.32
