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Marija Terpin Mlinar

Frankly about the illicit

A museological interpretation of the theme of
smuggling for the exhibition (Pre)tihotapljene
antologije/Smuggling Anthologies

tihotdpiti -dpim nedov. (19th century) tihotdpec, tihotdp-
stvo; compound of silent and derivative of “quietly, carefully
walking” — Slovenian etymological dictionary (2009)

In this essay I would like to present the creative process of pre-
paration for this international temporary exhibition, in par-
allel with one of the numerous lexical interpretations of smug-
gling.

Exhibition production is one of the central activities of the
Idrija Municipal Museum, and in the context of the interna-
tional interdisciplinary project Smuggling Anthologies, it is
among the most noticed in the public eye. In addition to the
Idrija Municipal Museum, partners for the project are the Mu-
seum of Modern and Contemporary Art in Rijeka (Croatia) and
Gallery Trieste Contemporanea (Italy).

Presenting collected material to the public for the duration
of the project was among the tasks of all three participating
partners but one must emphasize that this did not mean one
exhibition was hosted by three different institutions, rather
three different conceptual layouts resulted from the different
directions taken by the participating institutions. In contrast
to galleries, where the focus would typically fall on addressing
the topic of smuggling in contemporary art, the Idrija Munici-
pal Museum did not give up a museological interpretation.
This exhibition is therefore a fusion of internal museum work,
cooperation with the project partners and integration with
other related institutions and individuals from Slovenia and
abroad.

Our production team decided to point out in the title itself,
“Frankly about the Illicit”, that ‘illicit’ covers both the concept
of smuggling and a sincere reflection on the creative process
for the preparation of the exhibition. The aforementioned du-
ality and related (though sometimes only ostensibly) contra-
dictions were recurring motifs throughout the formation of
the exhibition. Given that the arduously distinguishable boun-
dary between the permissible and the forbidden, the legal and
the illegitimate, offered a number of challenges from the very
beginning in terms of the content and selection of central
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1 At the announcement
of the exhibition we placed
the shapes of smugglers
on PVC plates at various
location around the city.

2 Mark Cowling, “Marxism
and criminology: Three
Puzzles”, http://www.
pages.drexel.edu/~pa34/
COWLING.htm.

3 Andreas Buehn, Moh-
hammad Reza Farzanegan,
“Smuggling Around the
World: Evidence from a
Structural Equation Model”,
http://www.researchgate.
net/publication/22842634
1_Smuggling_around_the
_world_Evidence_from_a_s
tructural_equation_model.

4 Official Journal of the
Republic of Slovenia, No.
50/2012, June 29, 2012,
Article 250 of the Criminal
Code, KZ-1.

themes, the range of materials on exhibit and the quest for ap-
propriate design solutions demanded creativity. How could it
not? It was not easy finding answers to questions about enig-
matic social phenomenon that exist and remain in the shad-
ows, especially as images of smugglers arose suddenly around
Idrija at the announcement of the exhibition.! The present
essay is therefore an etymological appropriation primarily in
terms of an attempt (fr. essai) to present reflections and openly
discuss reasons for and dilemmas associated with the content
and design that arose during the preparation of the exhibition.

Why an exhibition on smuggling and smugglers?

Smuggling is not just a subject with which we are all superfi-
cially familiar, neither is it associated solely with the everyday,
the uncultured and the non-patronizing. Moreover, it is con-
taminated with the illegal, the criminal, and we cannot over-
look the inevitable link with borders: framing the actual
geopolitical divisions and boundaries as metaphors for the
(un)acceptable and the (un)ethical. Indeed, there are differ-
ent theories of smuggling as a historical and political phenom-
enon, stating that it is impossible to uproot precisely because
it is linked to survival. Marxism, for example, regards smug-
gling as a form of rebellion against superior authorities.2 The
socio-historical approach interprets it as a reflection of past
unrests and conflicts and contemporary theories rely on the
explanation of this phenomenon in light of social conditions.?
Finally, the law defines smuggling as a type of transnational
organized crime, which includes a variety of activities and
agents, which is nearly impossible to eradicate.*
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Although museums in Slovenia and abroad often focus on
themes related to violence (eg. war, the Holocaust, weapons?),
they are much less likely to choose topics related to margin-
alized groups and especially to crime.® Globally speaking most
of these museums are privately owned. There are very few ex-
hibitions dealing with these kinds of topics in Slovenia. The
largest amount of this kind of content appears to be held in
the permanent exhibition of the Slovenian Police Museum,”
and is based on original physical material related to delinquent
acts. Among the main difficulties in assembling a collection of
works on this topic are contextual sensitivity, intangible and
unverifiable data as well as troublesome access to materials.
Activities related to smuggling are taking place within the
criminal underground for which even police data is not a re-
liable source, as there are only a random number of detected
cases.

Artistic interpretations and treatments of this topic are be-
coming more and more frequent in the world.® It seems that
it is so because any artistic expression by definition derives from
personal experience and is biased. Art allows greater freedom
of expression and less subordination to formally verifiable facts.
Expressing a personal manifestation is not only tolerated, it
also presents an added value to a work of art. The curator is in
that case exempted from liability for the authenticity of the
content presented.

Every museum’s interpretation is personal, as it draws
from the knowledge, feelings, views and emotions of artists,
despite efforts to be objective through the consistent use of nar-
rative in the third person. In general, it seems that it is not de-
sirable in our country that an exhibition states clearly that it
is an interpretation and a kind of highlighting of a topic as
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[8] Impressions from the
exhibition. Photo: Marija
Terpin Mlinar, Photo
Collection: Idrija Muni-
cipal Museum, 2014.

5 Such as numerous
exhibitions and events at
the 100th anniversary of
World War I, A/N.

6 Cf. American Private
Museum of Crime, Crime
Museum from Washington,
established by a lawyer;
http://www.crime
museum.org/.

7 The Slovenian Police
Museum falls under the
Ministry of Internal Affairs
of the Republic of Slovenia,
Police. It is intended for the
general public and profes-
sionals: as a professionals’
teaching aid through which
students get acquainted
with actual cases of offen-
ses, and for the general
public as a tool to raise
awareness of various forms
of crime and how individu-
als can protect themselves
from becoming victims of
crime, http://www.poli-
cija.si/index.php/nov-
inarsko-sredie/muzej-
slovenske-policije.

8 Cf. eg. Crime and Punish-
ment (March 26 — June 6,
2010, Musée d’Orsay, Paris),
http://www.musee-orsay.
fr/en/events/exhibitions/
in-the-musee-dorsay/exhi-
bitions-in-the-musee-dor-
say/article/ crime-et-chati-
ment-23387.html?no_cache
=1; Crime in art (May 16
2014 - September 28, 2014,
Muse-um of Contemporary
Art in Krakow), http://en.
mocak.pl/crime-in-art.



9 During the exploration of
written material and inter-
views the difference be-
tween the terms ‘contraban-
dist’ and ‘smuggler’ became
increasingly clear. The for-
mer represents an unautho-
rized, independent and non-
profiteering transporter of
small quantities of everyday
goods across the border for
personal use, while the lat-
ter is an organized, connect-
ed, profiteering member of
a criminal organization.
Milan Trobi¢ (“On the Trail
of Martin Krpan”, 2006) be-
lieves that the distinction
between the two terms is
common only in the west-
ern part of Slovenian terri-
tory. Even the Dictionary of
Standard Slovenian Langu-
age (2008) does not men-
tion conceptual differences
between the two terms.

10 Personal stories about
life in this area at the time
of the existence of Rapallo
border were collected, ed-
ited and published by To-
maz Pavsi¢ in his work “By
the Old Border” (1999).
Field work at this time has
shown that people’s feelings
about contraband are very
different, ranging from
pride and a sense of moral
victory over the authorities,
which cut into their lives by
forming anachronistic bor-
ders to shyness and discom-
fort that derives from the
awareness that despite
everything, this was still
illegal. In any case their
decision for silence must be
respected, despite the fact
that more than 70 years
have passed since then.

seen from a various points of view, which could also be contra-
dictory! We normally wish to create an impression that what
is shown is the objective truth.

Why did we, the creators, therefore decide to address a
topic that national museums at home and abroad in particular
rarely address? In addition to the attractiveness of smuggling
as a rarely presented topic accompanied by a feeling of safe con-
tact with the illicit, we decided to speak openly and without
bias about this unspoken and forbidden subject. All collabo-
rating partners originate from the places where the contra-
bandist® already represents a part of the collective conscious-
ness, due to the presence over centuries of small-scale smug-
gling. Thus, we wanted to open a dialogue with this entire
project and the exhibition to present smuggling as a multifac-
eted social phenomenon as well as a form of criminal activity,
to de-mythologize a taboo in order to critically evaluate it. In
spite of this effort, or perhaps because of it, raising awareness
about these topics awakened a number of prejudices, and rep-
resented a provocation to the public.

During the preparation process for this exhibition we ad-
vanced from the position whereby our institution performs a
public service. Due to the historical memory of the contraban-
dist in the region of Idrija-Cerkno the attitude of the local pop-
ulation regarding this topic cannot be impersonal. The roots
of smuggling in Idrija go back to the late sixteenth century,
(associated with the operation of a mercury mine), the tumul-
tuous political events between the two World Wars (1918-
1943), and the period of Yugoslavia (1945-1991). The prepa-
ration of the exhibition was therefore an opportunity to col-
lect and to present rarely published witnesses’ narratives and
fragments of informal oral history.1°

Smuggling Anthologies

The title of the exhibition is a pun on the official name of the
project, Anthology of Smuggling, and partly originated from
the desire to expose diverse terminology related to smuggling,
while at the same time presenting the exhibition as a separate
entity, thereby giving it its own identity.

Smuggling, as a process, is enabled by the existence of ac-
tual and ethical borders, so in the exhibition we tried to de-
lineate the difficult-to-determine boundary between good and
bad, permitted and forbidden, legal and illegitimate.

The openness and inter-disciplinary nature of the project
made the selection of main topics difficult, because of the wide
range of content and historic periods. At the same time dis-
cerning the relevance of resources also played a difficult role
because even the data that the police have collected is incom-
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plete. Because of the wide semantic range allowed by the loose
terms smuggling and to smuggle, from the beginning we want-
ed to provide clear definitions of various forms of smuggling.
This terminology proved to be of considerable help, since it is
extremely rich particularly from an etymological point of view,
and this allowed us to compose a glossary of specific termino-
logy.

It appears that the logic that applies to the museum’s pres-
entation of smuggling is the same the logic that by definition
applies to smuggling gangs: look for cracks and exploit any
inability to control! We tried to highlight the many dimensions
of smuggling as ubiquitous social phenomena; from witty con-
trabandists’ narratives to the more serious consequences of
organized smuggling activity.

The most comprehensive part of this content was “Smug-
gling and the Law”, dedicated to various aspects of smuggling
from the point of view of law enforcement, which was the frame
for the development of subtopics “Balkan Smuggling Route”,
“Smuggling Art”, “Illegal Border Crossings” and the sensitive
relationship between “Smuggling and Corruption”. We were
interested in the question of social tolerance of smuggling,
particularly in light of the positive evaluation of smugglers in
the Slovenian mythological tradition “Legal — Illegitimate:
The Justification of Martin Krpan”.

In our historical interpretation entitled “The History of
Smuggling” we focused particularly on the geographical area
of Trieste-Idrija-Rijeka. In addition to general facts about bor-
der control in the individual historical periods from antiquity
to smuggling tourism after the Second World War we also high-
lighted individual cases dealing with this topic. The subtopic
“Smugglers’ Stories” added a personal touch to this historical
overview and through it we presented the stories of famous
smugglers and contrabandists of the past in the area of the
museum’s activity.

Among the objectives of the exhibition was to use the op-
portunity to popularize the works of modern European cre-
ators selected in a competitive project. The placement of art-
work in the flow of the exhibition represented a significant
challenge given the layout itself, since the majority of selected
works can be presented in different thematic clusters. Surpris-
ingly (or not), artists mostly opted for a documentary ap-
proach in the realization of their works, drawing from their
own experience and knowledge of the topic (eg. Michele Taja-
riol, Tanja Vujasinovi¢, Victor Lépez Gonzdlez, Jan Lemitz),
while in some cases they even upgraded this knowledge with
a particular personal experience (eg. Marco Cechet, Dusan
Radovanovié). Less commonly they interpreted the topic ab-
stractly (eg. Cristiano Berti, Irena Gubanc) or relied on his-
torical events (Adijo kultura).
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[9] Presentation of the
rich terminology related
to smuggling at the
exhibition. Photo: Marija
Terpin Mlinar, Photo
Collection: Idrija Muni-
cipal Museum, 2014.

Corporate Identity and the design of street level
advertisement for the exhibition

Given that the concept of the exhibition combines the inter-
pretations of both a gallery and a museum, we decided to cre-
ate a recognizable image. Design should follow content, so we
wanted to create an image that exceeded the temporal, geo-
graphical and social contexts in both the design of the exhi-
bition and its corporate (visual) identity. We proceeded from
word games offered by dictionary definitions and historical
sources, eg. the image of a whisperer and footprints; smuggling
(Slo: tihotapiti: quietly, carefully walking). Since smuggling is
inextricably linked to the borders (customs) that were person-
ified by stamps up until the digital era, we decided to create
an image in the form of a seal, a stamp. This symbolically rep-
resented the legitimization of treatment and presentation of
the topic of smuggling at the exhibition.

This exhibition in particular can be categorized among
conceptually oriented exhibitions with regards to the items on
display. The museum objects and reproductions selected sup-
ported this approach to the exhibition, while also partly be-
longing to a narratively oriented approach, given that the ob-
jects themselves are at the forefront of the museum’s inter-
pretation of the criminal-illegal content of smuggling, as well
as the exhibited artwork.

The substantive material on smuggling is an ungrateful
task to exhibit: beside the fact that authentic material is extre-
mely difficult to obtain, it is usually not attractive in the least,
and not at all beautiful. So how do you attract the attention of
visitors by exhibiting material that is average looking? Visitors
cannot be challenged even by the aesthetics of ugliness (Umber-

36



 Tihotapljenje in ko
Smuggling and corrup

to Eco, On Ugliness, Ljubljana, 2008), because smuggled goods
are barely noticeable due to the smuggler’s need for stealth
and invisibility. Authentic smuggled goods may nevertheless
evoke a feeling of ugliness, not so much as objects in and of
themselves (e.g. plates of hashish, weapons, etc.) but primarily
through their social connotation of being prohibited, danger-
ous and harmful.

The collection of materials at the exhibition consisted of
museum items and objects, literary texts, photographs and in
part reproduced archival material recorded in institutions in
Slovenia and abroad. It also included artistic documentary
works in the form of photos, audio and video recordings and
installations, since contemporary artists are using trans-media
presentations with increasing frequency. The selection of ma-
terials at the exhibition was guided by the desire to exhibit ac-
tual smuggled goods despite sensitivity regarding the suitabil-
ity and assurance of appropriate safekeeping of the material
(for example drugs and weapons). In our historical interpreta-
tion, we wished to introduce new and hitherto less known ma-
terial that we obtained during research in various archives.

More orthodox artists in the exhibition were challenged by
limited capabilities to meet the need for sorting and classifi-
cation, which, despite some exceptions remains the founda-
tion of modern museum professional practice and criticism.!?
In addition to the material exhibited, the chosen topic also re-
quired classification based on ethics, which demanded a lot of
caution from the creators. The dividing line between and rel-
ative ratios of truth/justice/punishment are unclear. At the
same time it was also a challenge not to stray into moralizing,
while clearly and decisively exposing a social critique and the
values systems of the society in question. We devoted ourselves
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[10] Stamping passport
Contrabbandum at the
exhibition. Photograph
collection: Idrija Muni-
cipal Museum. Photo:
Lili Strmsek.

11 Randolph Starn, “A
Historians’ Brief Guide

to New Museum Studies”
(2005), http://www.
colbud.hu/mult_ant/
Getty-Materials/Starn.doc.



12 “Writing Effective
Interpretive Text” (2006),
http://www.tepapa.govt.
nz/SiteCollectionDocu
ments/NationalServices
/Resources/WritingEffec
tivelnterpretiveText.pdf.

13 Ross Parry, Mayra
Williams Ortiz, Andrew
Sawyer “How Shall We
Label our Exhibit Today?
Applying the Principles of
On-Line Publishing to an
On-Site Exhibition” (2007),
http://www.archimuse.
com/mw2007/papers/
parry/parry.html.

most obviously to the close link between the level of corruption
and the extent of smuggling in an individual country as well
as reflections on the border between morality and illegality in
mythologizing Martin Krpan.

The latest research shows that visitors to museum exhibi-
tions read only twenty percent of the texts presented to them,
and this percentage decreases in inverse proportion to the num-
ber of texts,'2 so a wider range of texts can represent a consider-
able disadvantage. An extensive amount of text was addition-
ally burdened by bilingualism, since all texts are presented in
Slovenian and English. To solve the overload of graphic source
material with text we tried ‘text visualization’, for example
boards with definitions of smuggling terminology, two-sided
captions for exhibited works, and a timeline. The comprehen-
sive scale of the exhibition space proved to be a grateful quality
with regards to this issue, as the space simply absorbed the texts
so that the exhibition did not come off as overloaded.

Contemporary museological critique highlights a concern
that text in relation to the choice of words and style can sub-
consciously reinforce stereotypes or myths (Coxall, 1991). Still,
authors such as Gurian (1991) give greater attention to the
concern that text captions themselves as a medium are a myth.
We are currently living in a time when the visual dominates
the written or oral. In this paper we do not wish to open issues
of contemporary museology concerning the identity of mod-
ern museums and their potential extrication from a traditional
role, however, we are aware of an interesting conflict regard-
ing the strong reluctance of the profession to use text captions
in exhibitions, that we have, in recent years simply replaced
with digital media.®

In the section “Smuggling and the Law” we tried to imitate
the formal style of legal professional writing, while in “Smug-
glers’ Stories” we decided on a more personal writing style
that emphasizes subjectivity.

A museum exhibition requires the systematic classification
of visual, spatial and material elements into its composition.
Designer Dado Andder was invited to examine spatial possi-
bilities and relate them to the content of the exhibition. The
Nikolaj Pirnat Exhibition Hall (169 m?) at the Gewerkenegg
Castle is comprised of three open, transitional spaces, which
are separated into a smaller introductory space and a larger
room that is divided into two parts by a small open staircase.
Sight lines in this larger area are further reduced by the two
pillars that divide the room. The building, dating from the early
sixteenth century, is protected as a cultural monument and is a
UNESCO heritage site, a status that limits spatial interventions.
Lighting the space was one of the main challenges in creating
this exhibition, as these limitations only partially allowed for
adequate lighting design.
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Another design challenge was connected to the content of
the exhibition, which covered a broad, diffuse set of themes
related to smuggling, but needed nevertheless to divulge a uni-
formity of content. The design also had to take into account
modern principles of interactivity that allow different profiles
of visitors both passive roles as spectators/observers and active
roles as explorers. We were led by the desire to maintain a cer-
tain roughness in the design of the exhibition, an incomplete-
ness and a ‘street look’ familiar to smuggling, and to merge the
museum and gallery layout in such a way that the two approach-
es are complementary, so that one would not over-take the other.

Occasionally an exhibition allows a greater degree of bold-
ness due to its topic. For this reason, and the integration of gal-
lery and museum approaches to layout, our exhibition was not
quite classical, it was rather modern in the way it engaged the
senses. We wanted to address the visitors in such a way that
they could feel the true tension of ‘prohibited acts’ and still feel
relaxed and pleasant on the exhibition grounds. We also did
not want to make everything easy for them but we wished to
challenge them to be active. We wanted to influence their expe-
rience through all the senses: sight, hearing, smell and touch.#

Life of the exhibition

Each exhibition is intended primarily for visitors. The greatest
satisfaction for the creators is a good response from the public.
In smaller museums that are somewhat remote from the major
administrative centers, the audience always varies, however
local audiences represent the largest share of visitors. Present-
ing materials to the general public is a particular challenge,
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[11] Impressions from the
exhibition. Photo: Marija
Terpin Mlinar, photo-
collection: Idrija Munici-
pal Museum, 2014.

14 We encouraged sensory
perception in addition to
graphics and audio-video
equipment with ‘The Smell
of Contraband’: (coffee,
washing powder and to-
bacco), and touch (smug-
gling coat, Book of Smug-
gling, stamping, the board
game Smugglers’ Paths,
and a tunnel).



since it is necessary to find and anticipate the greatest common
denominator of visitors so that the exhibition’s message can be
understandable by members of diverse cultural backgrounds.

The opening of an exhibition does not mean that the work
is completed. The creators all too rarely consider an exhibition
comprehensively from its opening to its closing. Preparing an
exhibition for its opening is merely a starting point for the im-
plementation of accompanying programs which are designed
on the basis of the content of the exhibition and allow it to
‘come alive’ and start living. We increase direct contact with
our audience with the help of additional programs that are
aimed at different profiles of visitors. We expanded and deep-
ened the central themes of the exhibition by organizing an in-
ternational symposium, Antologije tihotapljenja — Smuggling
Anthologies, which took place in Idrija after the opening. We
wanted to expose the smuggling of less tangible, immaterial
things such as ideas, knowledge, and spiritual messages, and
to this end we prepared a smaller part-time exhibition on the
subject of smuggling knowledge — “How to Use a Cheat Sheet
From A to Z”. This was aimed at a younger audience and was
created on the basis of a research paper Cheating — Smuggling
Knowledge? by author Anja Brelih, a student of Jurij Vega Gram-
mar School Idrija. Due to our past experience, because the dy-
namic flow of an exhibition urges visitors to be in constant mo-
tion, videos remain largely overlooked, so we chose to give this
medium special attention with an evening of documentary
films about smuggling entitled “Smugglers on Canvas”.

Also, in an accompanying program, we organized mu-
seum story time for children “Shhh, Smugg-lers!” designed for
our young audience. For this program we created a new fairy
tale entitled “Thieves’ Accomplice”. It is based on real historical
events from the beginning of the eighteenth century, which
were also presented at the exhibition. The fairytale narrates
the story of a cunning smuggler, Melhiorca from the area of Id-
rija. Due to her transgressions she was brought to the castle
dungeon and beaten on a dark snowy night. We wanted to
present it in a form typical for the noble folk tales of Slovenian
storytellers. It will also come to light in the form of a children’s
tale, in a film entitled “Melhiorca and her Smuggling Bag”.

Two final thoughts occur at the end of this reflection on the
process of mounting this exhibition. The first thought is that
the modern era is a period of ideas. Old prejudices can crum-
ble in the face of new ideas and confer legitimacy to formerly
forbidden topics, even those that are true tabula rasa for most
people due to their need to remain concealed. The second: ad-
dressing the various dualities related to smuggling, in which
many internal contradictions are hidden is no longer a bad
thing, rather, in exposing these in our exhibition we increased
the refinement of its content.
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