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Slavica Zivkovic’s icon like figures, at least on one level, 
are self referential, but they are not strictly self portraits.  
The face becomes like a tabula rasa, a blank slate, on 
which the spiritual journey is inscribed and we are 
invited to join the artist on this journey. Her attribute is 
frequently the boat, plus the hybrid sunflower and a 
sprig of growth, with the promise that the journey will 
be endless and one which will lead to regeneration.  
Not infrequently the image is submerged within a sea 
of ornament out of which the figures seem to emerge.  
Her iconography begs for decipherment on a Jungian 
level and his concept of ‘individuation’ and the creation 
of archetypal forms, where the personal unconscious is 
united with the collective unconscious and is given 
conscious visual expression through a creative 
imagination employing the principle of free 
association.2 The work is characterised through its 
dream like state and its sense of otherness. It is strongly 
figurative, but in no way literal. It is imbued with a deep 
lyricism and a musical quality and although we are 
drawn by an implied narrative, the story is never made 
implicit and we feel it intuitively, like a half remembered 
waking dream.  

Colour in her art, to some extent, plays a subservient 
role to the design, it is ornate, associative and symbolic.  
Like on an icon, the image is first resolved and then 
breathed onto the paper, after this comes the process 
of embellishment and ornamentation until the point is 
reached when the work is finished and charged with its 
own spiritual power. The autumnal palette, the heavy 
use of black, which plays a similar role to an articulated 

leadlight line in stained glass, as well as the general 
subdued and even melancholic tone of the work adds 
to the meditative character of her art. These are 
spiritually charged pieces, vignettes of the sacred 
world which are imbued with an invisible silence.  

Although Slavica Zivkovic’s art does carry the imprint 
of another culture, it would be inaccurate to view it as 
some sort of transplanted Serbian culture within an 
Australian setting. It is much more than this.  
Her archetypal forms tap into the universal and,  
while initially anchored in Holy Orthodox traditions  
of sacred art, they have become transcendental images 
accessible to all people. Innocent and deceptively 
simple, there exists a quiet profundity in her art and  
at times if you listen very carefully and in complete 
silence, it seems that you can hear the angels sing.

Emeritus Professor Sasha Grishin AM, FAHA
Australian National University 

1 See discussion in Anita Stezova, Hesychasm and art: 
The appearance of new iconographic trends in 
Byzantine and Slavic lands in the 14th and 15th 
centuries, Canberra, Australian National University 
Press, 2014

2 See discussion in Anthony Steven, Private myths: 
Dreams and dreaming, London, Hamish Hamilton, 1995
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FOREWORD
Artists draw inspiration as much from their own inner 
worlds as the world around them. Art making is often  
a solitary and introspective pursuit with artists 
spending hours alone in a studio with their thoughts.  
In this context it is not surprising that art is often 
intensely contemplative and personal. The quiet  
of the studio can be a catalyst for both reflection  
and creative exploration.

Slavica Zivkovoc‘s art practice is underpinned  
by a strong technical flair and a deep introspection.  
Slavica explores the sometimes contradictory  
nature of memory which can be at once whisper  
like and ephemeral and yet also viscerally tangible  
and intransient particularly in its relation to notions  
of personal and social-cultural identity.

 
The exhibition Invisible Silence presents work that 
although seemingly simple in its approach contain  
a rich and complex synthesis of imagery and meaning 
which are subtly drawn from the artist’s Serbian  
cultural roots while delicately overlayed by her life  
and upbringing in Australia. Although subtle elements 
of autobiography pervade her work the ideas and 
constructs of identity that emerge also incorporate  
an awareness of a more universal experience.

Wollongong Art Gallery is very pleased to present the 
exhibition Invisible Silence and we hope that you will 
find it both a fascinating and rewarding experience.  
We would like to thank the artist Slavica Zivkovic for 
bringing this alluring and highly personal project to us. 
We hope you enjoy the exhibition.

John Monteleone, Program Director

INVISIBLE SILENCE 
Slavica Zivkovic and her vignettes of the sacred world 
are imbued with an invisible silence.

A central concept in Orthodox Christianity, especially 
amongst the Slavs, is that of Hesychasm, from the 
Greek ἡσυχία, meaning stillness, rest, quiet and silence.1  
It is a state of inner prayer, an invisible silence,  
which can in rare moments be revealed through art.  
The great Russian Romantic poet, Fyodor Tyutchev, 
gave this concept one of its most memorable 
articulations in his poem Silentium! (1830) 

Speak not, lie hidden, and conceal the way you 
dream, the things you feel. Deep in your spirit  
let them rise akin to stars in crystal skies that set 
before the night is blurred: delight in them and 
speak no word.

How can a heart expression find? 

How should another know your mind? 

Will he discern what quickens you? 

A thought once uttered is untrue. Dimmed is the 
fountainhead when stirred: drink at the source and 
speak no word.

Live in your inner self alone within your  
soul a world has grown, the magic of veiled 
thoughts that might be blinded by the outer light, 
drowned in the noise of day, unheard...  
take in their song and speak no word. 

(translation Vladimir Nabokov)

 
Slavica Zivkovic is an Australian artist of Serbian 
heritage who has been exhibiting professionally for 
about thirty years. Although she is both the eternal 
student and inveterate traveller, one who has spent 
extended periods of time living in Europe, Asia, Africa 
and America, worked as a volunteer in Ethiopia and 
India, walked the pilgrimage route to Santiago de 
Compostela and studied iconography in Armenia, 
physically she remains based in the Southern Highlands 
in Australia, while spiritually her art celebrates a very 
individual internalised vision, that exists neither on 
earth, nor in heaven, but on another plane of existence 
characterised by an invisible silence.  

Slavica Zivkovic is an artist who possesses her own 
vision and peculiar artistic morphology, one which is 
distinctly and uniquely her own. She employs a 
simplified visual lexicon with figures, usually frontally 
posed, with large exaggerated eyes, who with their gaze 
engage the viewer. It is a strategy which is common to 
Orthodox iconic art as well as the art of several eastern 
cultures, where the eyes serve two functions. The first is 
as an entry point into the soul of the sitter, while the 
second is an extension of the first, as an entry point to 
another level of existence, through the eyes and the soul 
of the one depicted. In Orthodox theology, images of 
saints were primarily designed as a conduit through 
which the beholder could pass in their prayers and 
meditation to the celestial realm in which the spiritual 
essence of the saint existed. So it was not the image that 
was worshipped, but the spiritual presence of the actual 
saint, however the artist sought to make the image 
beautiful and full of celestial radiance. 

 
Gesture of Love, 2015, serigraph on paper

 
A Part of Self II, 2014, ink drawing

 
A Part of Self I, 2014, ink drawing


