
 

   
Abstract: The digital turn made a huge impact 

both in the theory and the practice of cultural work, 
and it will develop further, since the pandemic 
showed that for many reasons and aspects, cultural 
organizations and managers will be adapting and 
re-focusing even more their work through digital 
means. This research aims to explore the impact of 
a digital turn on museum practices during the 
COVID-19 crisis in Serbia; it shows how and to what 
extent the digitalization of institutional memories 
and practices during the pandemic, rely on 
institutions managers. Their role is crucial, since 
their awareness regarding the potential and value of 
digital collections will influence how institutional 
cultural capital will be presented and saved for the 
future. Furthermore, new reality caused by 
pandemic opened the horizons of ethics and 
aesthetics of solidarity, care and hospitality within 
museum institutions. The memories and stories that 
previously found a platform of expression only 
within civil society cultural counter-public projects 
started to be produced in public institutions; 
museums offered spaces and permanent 
collections for individual (audience & artists) 
narratives, for co-creation of exhibitions in virtual 
spaces, for introducing private emotion and 
“intimacy” in a narrative of collective memory. 

 
Index Terms: institutional memory, digital turn, 

museum practices, cultural management, COVID-19 
pandemic, solidarity  

 
1. INTRODUCTION 

 
 “We are currently witnessing an exponential 

growth of cultural heritage throughout the 
digital ecosphere, reaching us from beyond the 
traditional restraints of space or time. This 
explosion of digital cultural assets may be seen 
as a perplexing cacophony, but once organized 
into intuitive datasets, and machine readable, 
they may serve to enrich our lives wherever we 
may be - even directly into the palm of our  
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hand. This discussion turns circulation of 
objects in the digital ecosphere of cultural 
heritage, from top down management of 
cultural heritage to the Galleries, Libraries, 
Archives and to the Museums (GLAM) 
community's custodianship of cultural 
heritage. These collections (…) are now 
evolving into compelling visualization 
platforms that enable the sharing of cultural 
heritage in the public sphere in novel ways, 
such as augmented and virtual reality, and 
new kinds of immersive, embodied 
experiences.” (Hazan 2018).  

 
The COVID-19 crisis revealed the extent to which 
digital cultural archives and digital collections 
within cultural institutions and in institutional 
systems of culture are important. The institutions 
with policies regarding digital memory and archive 
practices were among the first to offer their 
primary products to audiences via different 
platforms like YouTube, Instagram, and 
Facebook. 
 
GLAM institutions are increasingly opening digital 
realms, but some of them, like the Museum of 
Women’s History in Stockholm exist only in a 
digital realm, as the digital environment is much 
more suitable for all issues that cannot rely on 
much funding, or for institutions that have to 
compile objects that are already in other GLAM 
institutions.  
 
Basing our reflections on previous research 
(Dragićević Šešić and Stefanović 2013; 2017a; 
2017b), we will continue to insist, together with 
Wessel and Moulds (2008), that developing a 
common language and terminology would be 
important and beneficial for a cross-disciplinary 
dialogue. 
 
Consequently, we will apply the key terms of 
cultural memory studies within organizational 
memory studies (Casey 1997; Casey and Olivera 
2011.), cultural policy and management. 
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The digital embodiment of institutional memory is 
a relatively recent process, as it mostly concerned 
the archiving of art works that cultural institutions 
had produced and, eventually, cultural products 
(i.e. research reports, books, analysis), but rarely 
encompassed individual and collective memories 
(oral history results). The key thesis of this text is 
that the digitalization of institutional memory 
depends on the present leadership of cultural 
institution, of awareness of its importance for the 
present identity of the institution, and of its 
capacity to envisage the possible use of digitalized 
memories in cultural institutional practices.  
 
This study will focus on museums in Serbia. 
Through semi-structured interviews and narrative 
analysis of programs, we will gather data about 
organizational memory policies and types of 
digitalization of institutional memory and analyze 
its use in the contemporary cultural realm during 
the period of the pandemic. Our research 
questions are: what are the models of production 
and narratives during the pandemic; what is the 
rationale for digitalization of institutional cultural 
capital; what is the impact or role of a specific 
leader with regard to the process of decision-
making during the crisis; and to what extent 
digitalization policies will be adapted or redefined 
after the COVID-19 crisis. The interviews were 
held in June and July 2020, with directors of the 
following institutions: Matica Srpska Gallery, 
Museum of Yugoslavia, Šabac City Museum. 
 
Neither theory nor cultural management practice 
are offering us lots of tools, as organization 
theorists have underestimated the historicity of 
memory, its associative character, and social-
psychological constitution (Feldman 2006: 861), 
while organizational memory and archiving are the 
most neglected areas of work of any cultural 
manager, even in GLAM cultural institutions that 
belong to the heritage and memory field.  Mostly, 
archiving is still done in “paper” form, while only 
recently in “digital” form, usually when it concerns 
the content of their primary work – i.e. exhibitions 
and guided tours. Thus, cultural products 
inevitably became part of institutional memory, but 
audiovisual tools are rarely used in organizational 
history, only for important collective events: 
moments of glory and anniversaries.  

 
Thus, we can agree that “organizational 
remembering is a collective, historically and 
culturally situated practice” (Feldman 2006: 861). 
For that reason, it was important to see  
how this very specific period of the pandemic 
would be documented and its memory preserved 
in museums in Serbia. In the last 30 years of 
social, economic and political turbulence, 
including wars, air strikes, street riots, economic 
inflation of extreme proportions, institutional 
political battles and protests, cultural embargoes, 
etc., the impact on the life of cultural institutions 

has been large. However, within institutional 
memory the artefacts, stories, photographs, or 
video recordings that relate to those events and 
situations have not been systematically preserved 
(i.e. tickets with the highest printed price during 
inflation are not part of memory artefacts). It 
seems that institutions do not want to memorialize 
and recall troubled times. Politics of oblivion are 
strongly developed when trauma or a conflictual, 
dissonant past is concerned (Dragićević Šešić, 
Stefanović 2017b), while COVID-19 pandemic is a 
new type of trauma. 

  
2. BETWEEN ART AND QUARANTINE – 

MUSEUM STORY – DIGITAL TURN? 
 
Digitalisation has already been on the agenda of 
the Ministry of Culture and Information and the 
Government of Serbia for ten years. Museums and 
libraries were at the forefront of these actions, as 
they had both inner motivation and governmental 
attention and support, and were willing to use 
digitalized artefacts in the promotion of Serbian 
culture and identity around the world. Thus, most 
of the museums in Serbia (especially those with 
the status of “national museum”) have important 
parts of their collections already digitalized and 
archived (National Museum, Museum of 
Contemporary Arts), and some parts of the 
collections have been offered to virtual audiences, 
such as the famous photography collection of the 
Museum of Yugoslavia.i But it is rarely the case 
that some important moments of institutional 
memory are digitalized and archived. On the other 
side, the museum in Šabac, as a City Museum, 
does not have a digital archive (neither of museum 
objects, nor for exhibitions, lectures, etc.). So, the 
task of this empirical research was to analyze 
structures (content) of digital archives and the 
practice and policies of its use during the recent 
crisis caused by the global pandemic, and to 
explore eventual changes in the policies of 
digitalization of content and institutional memory 
preservation.  
 
However, it is only the Museum of Yugoslavia that 
has an explicit policy and strategy of digitalization 
(2020 -2024), while in other museums it is an ad 
hoc activity, depending on the availability of 
project funding (curators formulate projects and 
ask for additional money, thus, only projects that 
get extra funding are realized). This is the reason 
that digitalization of organizational memory is not 
yet on the agenda of cultural institutions (as such 
an endeavor is not seen as a priority by donors). 
The fear generated by the pandemic, and 
especially the lockdown that followed, demanded 
new solutions and new approaches in daily work. 
Museums started first with “safe ideas”: Matica 
Srpska Gallery offered direct streaming for their 
traditional “Friday lecture at 7”, two Fridays in a 
row. However, audience interest was not great – 
and anyway, the lockdown prevented more public 
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lectures. The lockdown made all museums close, 
but most of them immediately tried to find activities 
that could replace those that were forbidden. 
Museums wanted to offer the most precious 
museum artefacts that were already digitalized, 
with or without a proper narrative for exhibiting on 
social networks. Thus, the Šabac museum created 
an action: Online Museum - Because culture 
should not be on hold!; each week offering a story 
about one museum object on Instagram and 
Facebook. First, it was six key artefacts from the 
permanent exhibition (belonging to the six 
collections), and in the second serial they 
presented six unknown artefacts from the archive 
with completely new narratives. 
 
The Museum of Yugoslavia already developed a 
rich production of digital content; thus, they only 
had to promote existing materials, and to upload 
new digital content that was ready (books, 
monographs, etc.). The Museum used a calendar 
of events to promote specific content, 
anniversaries like the 6th of April (the 
bombardment of Belgrade in 1941), the 3rd of May 
– 40 years after Tito`s Death, the 9th of Mayii – 
Liberty Day, or Europe Dayiii, the 25th of May – the 
“day of Youth” and Tito`s birthday, a day of 
traditional celebrations at the Museum of 
Yugoslavia, etc. The most important new project 
during the pandemic was #YUDOM. Cultivating a 
participatory approach, the Museum of Yugoslavia 
invited audience members from the region to find 
Yugoslav heritage (furniture, cutlery, electronics, 
toys) in their homes, to try their hand at curatorial 
work and be part of the team that realized the 
virtual exhibition #YUDOM. The project was done 
during the state of emergency, and more than a 
thousand participants from all over the region 
contributed to it (a selection was presented in the 
publication)iv. 
 
In Novi Sad, the Matica Srpska Gallery 
immediately installed virtual “tours” of their 
permanent exhibition, and two special exhibitions: 
European phenomena in the collection of Matica 
Srpska Gallery, done in the context of the 
European Year of Cultural Heritage 2018, and an 
exhibition of Đura Jakšić from 2019 – thus, the 
program comprised one exhibition with an 
international character and one with a national 
thematic. In addition, every day they published 
online one art work from the Gallery collection 
(“100 art works of Matica Srpska Gallery”), and 
invited the audience to take a photo of themselves 
inspired by those paintings. That coincided with 
the Getty museum challenge, that they 
immediately joined, involving first their own staff, 
to energize and motivate audiences. The museum 
director and curators were the first to present their 
photos on Facebook and Instagram. 
 
„After the museum (Getty) shared some examples 
of this art challenge with its own staff, Twitter users 

began replying to the Getty with their artistic 
recreations. Some used their pets as stand-ins for 
the human subjects in art history, and everyone 
had to get creative about how they saw everyday 
items.v” 
 
The same happened at Matica Srpska Gallery. 
According to the words of the director, “we wanted 
to stimulate our audiences to have a closer look at 
art works, to try to reinterpret them, to introduce a 
humor in their approach, as in those difficult 
moments, we all needed humor in our lives…” 
Museums around world followed – and this action 
gave more international visibility to all involved. 
Participating museums were required to follow the 
rules introduced by the Gettyvi 
 
“Welcome everyone, please read this before 
posting! (…) All posts must now contain both the 
original art and your recreation, or they will be 
removed. Feel free to continue to submit 
suggestions for the sub via [META] posts, in the 
comments section here, or by messaging the mod 
team directly!” 

 
 
Museum challenge: Uroš Predić – Artist`s daughter & Tijana 
Palkovljević Bugarski, director of the Matica Srpska Gallery 
 
In the same way Matica Srpska Gallery invited its 
audiences, including school teachers and 
university professors who joined the action. They 
were motivated because during the lockdown they 
were looking for ways to make their online lectures 
and distant learning tools more interesting and 
challenging, especially for a teenage generation. 
The rhythm of the action was varying – it started 
well, reached quite high point, and then “silence”; 
when later schools and university departments 
joined, the action reached another peak, and then 
again it motivated a new wave of individuals to 
join. However, after a month the action faded. It 
seemed that the momentum had passed and 
audiences had seen too many similar things. A 
saturation of this interactive participative project 
happened.  
 
This action involved many museums around the 
worldvii, as it perfectly fit this “prosumer” character 
of the contemporary user; but also, it fit the 
program concepts and desires of “digital 
engagement” for museums often accused of being 
“from the XIX century”. It enabled a referring to a 
network, as expressed in the statement below 
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(museums wanted to show that they belong to the 
world community of museums”): 
 

“We’ve issued a creative challenge for you: 
to do the #betweenartandquarantine art 
recreation with MAM’s collection, inspired by 
our fellow art museums 
@gettymuseum and Rijksmuseum.” 

 
Thus, in spite of the lockdown, the first narrative 
from the quarantine is already visible: “we are the 
world” – we, museums in Serbia, are part of the 
larger network, in the large professional scene. It 
was the same with audiences – by participating in 
this action audiences felt like they were part of the 
world (although not able to travel). Having 
experience with travel embargoes (the Belgrade 
airport was closed for international flights in the 
early part of 1990s, and then during the NATO 
bombardment in spring 1999), the Serbian 
population again wanted to find a way to declare 
that “we are part of the world”, and these museum 
actions served the purpose. 
 
Although the practice of digitalization exists, a 
“policy” and strategy of digitalization does not 
(except in the Museum of Yugoslavia), as is the 
case with other important issues (a policy of 
purchasing art works, an educational and 
mediation policy, etc.). Thus, the selection of 
content for digitalization is usually done in an ad 
hoc manner, depending on the circumstances, 
necessities, or energy and leadership of the 
project author, or the collection curator and his/her 
interest in digitalization.  
 
Responses mostly underlined that it depends on 
the quality of inherited funds and their conditions 
(assessment of endangerment), but that the value 
of the concrete fund should be more important, its 
originality, its relevance for the general mission of 
the museum. Thus, sometimes certain funds can 
be digitized and “presented in its entirety, without 
selection by the curator. This is served by virtual 
databases for the presentation of photo archives, 
as well as the cultural heritage database in which 
objects are presented in the order of their 
processing and entry into the central database of 
museum documentation” (Museum of 
Yugoslavia). In most of the cases it is a selection 
of key artefacts:100 art works of Gallery Matica 
Srpska; Šabac Museum has given the chance to 
each curator of the six collections to choose key 
artefacts, but often it is linked to a strategic topic, 
as a way to follow a few special activities, such as 
marking certain anniversaries or reviews of current 
events. New projects, such as webinars on 
different subjects, were not organized much in 
Serbia, but curators, cultural operators, 
researchers and experts have participated in 
several ResiliArt debates (organized within and 
outside the country).  

3. PARTICIPATORY WORK WITH AUDIENCES 

AND CONTEMPORARY ARTISTS  
 

During the pandemic most of the artist 
associations and art collectives criticized public 
institutions for focusing on themselves, for closing, 
and for not supporting freelance artists and arts. In 
our sample, institutions have developed different 
attitudes and suggested or accepted numerous 
projects initiated from outside. Collaboration with 
NGOs is a standard practice for both the Museum 
of Yugoslavia and the Matica Srpska Gallery. 
Thus, when one art collective offered an art work 
as a present, Matica Srpska went outside of the 
Museum with this new art acquisition, received 
from the Slovenian art group “New collectivism”. 
Their poster New World Order (98 × 68 cm) 
inspired by the COVID-19 crises, was created on 
March 25th, 2020, and follows one line of their 
artistic work, which critically discusses context 
using the “design of dissent” as the key art form. 
The design of dissent demands public space for 
its representation, thus, the Gallery used this as 
an opportunity, organizing a presentation at 
several different places in the city of Novi Sad. 
Through this project the Gallery again participated 
in an initiative that could be considered a 
cosmopolitan one – at the same time the work was 
exhibited in New York, Moscow, Rome, Beijing, 
London, Berlin, and Banja Luka. 

 

New Collectivism – New World Order, May 2020 
(courtesy Matica Srpska Gallery). 

 
In the case of the Museum of Yugoslavia, a few of 
exhibitions that went online, and even those that 
“stayed” within the Museum, were created by 
NGOs (such as Project Yugoslavia, developed by 
the NGO KIOSK). New complex artistic projects 
also joined: the art collective Karkatag, 
symbolically, on May 25th, the former Youth Day, 
began the realization of the artistic work n(ex)t 
y(o)u/new revisionism, which was presented in 
several stages. The first part of the work consisted 
of the Next You campaign, within which a 
competition was announced for the conceptual 
design of the Next You Relay of Youth of the New 
Generation. The next stage brought the first of 
three planned interactive digital “machines”: 
Slogan Master 7. Using this “machine” the 
audience, inspired with given photos from the 
Yugoslav period, could create contemporary 
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slogans. Combining old socialist slogans with 
actual hashtags, the visitors created new content 
– new memes, suitable for further internet 
“cruising”. This is one example of the interactivity 
that involves more than just a search for creativity, 
humor, irony, and different possible approaches to 
Yugoslav heritage and contemporary popular 
digital culture norms and standards. 
Increasing audience participation during the 
lockdown was a new challenge for Serbian 
museums. Different examples of projects in the 
digital (but also physical) realm that included 
artists but also audiences that expressed an 
interest in participating were implemented. Some 
of them were created with the idea to activate 
citizens who found themselves locked within their 
homes; some were more ambitious, wanting to 
contribute to ongoing critical “debates”, while the 
general intention was to support a feeling of 
“loyalty”, a sharing of identity, belonging to a 
certain community. In all cases it worked perfectly, 
whether it was initially related to city/Serbian 
identity (Šabac), larger Yugoslav (lost) identity 
(Museum of Yugoslavia), or, like the case of the 
Gallery of Matica Srpska, a global cosmopolitan  
 
 

 
Humor and the culture of care: Jovan Soldatović – 

sculpture of the artist Milan Konjović with added mask 
(courtesy Matica Srpska Gallery). 

identity, audiences met the proposed 
“challenges”, and at least for some time found an 
enormous pleasure in “sharing” values and ideas 
in different spheres of the digital realm. 
 
“Yugonostalgia” might be seen as an idea that 
worked perfectly, as it already had a “community” 
that regularly gathered around Museum of 
Yugoslavia projects. The results of the #YUDOM 
project are a good indicator of that, as well as the 
Šabac museum project linked to their online 
museum with the slogan: “Stories from the 
museum – heritage that speaks”viii. Inviting 

audiences to look at, read and comment, they 
were most responsive when the artefact was a 
part of the collective (Yugoslav) memory.  
 

 
 

The kinderlada jug, 1980ies, was the most popular 
item of Šabac museum virtual exhibition on social 

networks. The museum got this object in 2014, as a 
part of the collection of a private donor. Kinderlada 

(“our” nutela was produced in Podravka, most famous 
Croatian factory). The jug was created in the Zaječar 
porcelain factory in Serbia, factory that do not exist 

anymore, as “kinderlada” also stopped to be produced 
in 1995, as already whole market was conquered by 

original nutela (Ferrero company, Italy). 
 
The “kinderlada” jug, a Podravka (Croatia) 
product, received a lot of “Yugonostalgic 
reactions”. However, most of the Facebook 
comments were from the cultural community 
(museum curators from Belgrade, theatre people, 
 

 
One artifact of the #YUDOM project  

of Museum of Yugoslavia 
 
etc.). It seems that narrative that followed picture 
depicted well nostalgic sentiments of “once upon 
a time greatness”, when Yugoslav customers 
preferred domestic products over foreign brands.  
 
On Instagram, used by younger audiences, posts 
received a lot of views but less verbal reactions. 
Still, the Šabac museum had to find a response 
how to activate local communities to participate. 
 
The data about audience ‘participation’ differs – it 
seems the more a museum expects, the more it 
gets! Two ambitious projects like the Museum 
challenge! and #YUDOM inspired audiences to 
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choose, to reflect, to create, to narrate and to 
upload content. Those projects that only invited 
audiences to follow (like virtual guided tours) or to 
search, vertically and horizontally, for new data, 
had their “moments”, but after a month the number 
of visits to those kinds of informational and 
educational tools returned to “normal” (pre-
Covid19 period). It seems that throughout the 
world museum exploration tools and virtual tours 
had their peak immediately at the beginning of 
lockdown:  “for a few days in March, 2020, the 
world focused its attention on virtual museum 
tours (...) And then, just as quickly, the attention 
disappeared and museums were left in what might 
be the greatest struggle for short-term relevancy 
they have ever faced” (Alexis 2020). 
 

4. INSTITUTIONAL MEMORY – WHAT ARE 

COVID-19 NARRATIVES? 
 
Collective memory is based on individual stories 
and their narration. For institutional memory to be 
created, it would be of extreme importance to 
“digitalize” and “archive” individual and collective 
memories, curated (choosing narratives) to 
become (official) semantic memory and part of the 
cultural capital – not only of the museum itself but 
of the larger cultural community. Thus, the digital 
turn had its impact not only on memory studies, 
but even more on memory practices – both those 
related to the “public work”, to cultural offerings 
and content that institutions are producing, and to 
those inner works that keep institutional memory 
alive for its own organizational culture, and then 
for the public memory of the community. The key 
questions that we were interested in were related 
to the issue of how to interpret and contextualize 
this period? What narratives will cultural 
institutions choose to become key narratives of 
interpretation?  Will the period of COVID-19 be 
described as the “new normality”, a period of a 
“creative capacity”, or a crisis period that provoked 
institutional trauma?  
 
In spite of the fact that all those memories will 
necessarily relate to the COVID-19 chronotope 
(Bakhtin 1981), it must also relate to the main 
institutional memory narratives, to secure the 
continuity and identity of the institution, but at the 
same time to bring individual and collective 
experiences of this period to the forefront, to have 
the chance to consequently and adequately 
choose specific, memorable narratives that will 
upgrade the identity and profile of the institution.  

As memory depends on the concepts, logic and 
reflections of a majority of the staff, and, 
particularly, of the willing (desirable) identity of the 
organization, all of that would impose a certain 
way of selection regarding what is put in real and 
virtual storage, in an archive or in an exhibition or 
just a presentation. That is why we try to explore  
 

how and by whom artefacts and narratives are 
selected and presented in formal institutional 
memory, from projects to other types of events, 
including traumatic ones, through anecdotes, 
stories, photos, and depending on the position of 
senior leadership (more implicit than explicit) 
towards politics of memory or politics of oblivion.  
 
It seems that the institutional memory narrative will 
depend mostly on the experiences and sentiments 
of cultural managers, museum curators, and 
artistic directors, and their involvement in the work 
during the crisis. But, all those that were engaged 
in preparing and communicating new digital 
content, those that had to work for the first time 
with digitally-mediated audiences, they often had 
mixed feelings; feelings of pride for being original 
and innovative, creative in the use of new media 
platforms in communicating with audiences, but 
also the feeling of a deficiency, a lack of direct 
contact. Thus, a desire for immediate, person-to-
person communication, which exploded in the first 
days of re-establishing work in the physical space, 
might overshadow the previous “digital 
successes”. As Tijana Palkovljević, director of the 
Matica Srpska Gallery said: “It was difficult to know 
who was missing each other more: us missing the 
audiences, or the audiences missing us? This 
need to return to normality as soon as possible 
has been widely expressed in the Gallery; they 
have a huge space of 4,000 m2, which makes 
employees and visitors feel safe.  
 
A narrative of “creative capacity”, innovation in 
crisis, self-organisation, unexpected success, 
linked to cosmopolitan feelings – that we are doing 
the same things that the best in the world are doing 
at this moment (Getty challenge) – might seem to 
remain in institutional memory. This narrative 
might dominate and silence the possible 
narratives of the institution as the victim (narrative 
of betrayal) that were present in the media and in 
public debate, but only partially in our sample:ix 
“without special aid from the public budget, we 
were unable to work”; “our founder was not 
interested in helping us”; or, “culture was not high 
on the agenda of this society”, etc. These 
“victimization” narratives predominated in the 
public debates in Serbia in so-called opposition 
media (see: www.culturalpolicies.net) 
 
The narrative of a new audience should also be 
considered: “the first lecture when we re-opened 
the Gallery attracted 50 visitors, although normally 
it is about 20 (in regular audience). Thus, it was 
confirmation that our work during the COVID-19 
crisis had an impact”. Similar words were spoken 
by Nela Tonković, that social networks had 
brought new audiences – but due to a lack of 
transmedia literacy (communication with the 
audience is outsourced), this narrative will have 
difficulties in becoming part of the collective 
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institutional memory (as it is not part of the 
individual experience of curators). 
 
The Museum of Yugoslavia feels its specificity as 
the “unwanted museum” of the present political 
and cultural elites, a museum of a dissonant, 
conflictual past. Thus, “its turbulent history 
imposes on all of us the necessity to preserve 
memory of events that created and shaped the 
institution”. Every guided tour starts with an 
explanation of the context in which the institution 
was created, and furthermore the story 
emphasizes all changes in society that led to the 
formation of the museum in its present form. 
Museum employees came in at different historical 
moments, when the institution was called 
Memorial center Josip Broz Tito, or Museum of the 
Revolution of Yugoslav nations and ethnic 
minorities. All these past experiences and 
memories are well structured and embodied in a 
present Museum narrative through constant 
intergenerational curatorial dialogue. The process 
of development of a new permanent exhibition is 
thought as an experiment based on self-reflection, 
including discussions on differences between 
institutional history and contemporary (different) 
expectations of the museum.  
 
For institutions without a digital archive, the 
COVID-19 crisis was a traumatic period, as 
museums felt they could not fulfil their role (as the 
audience was not allowed in a physical space) and 
each employee was alone at home, without the 
possibility to share and discuss work with 
colleagues. Even more, they had to produce new 
content in a short period of time and be able to 
offer it on social networks. Thus, this period might 
remain in the collective memory as a traumatic 
period – organizational trauma (Dragićević Šešić 
and Stefanović 2017b) – but also as a period of 
increased capacities, reinforcing the conviction 
that something could be done in spite of the lack 
of public support. As Nela Tonković, director of the 
Šabac city museum said: “It will be remembered 
as a period of increased institutional creativity in 
developing links with our audiences, but also as a 
period of betrayal, with public authorities failing 
cultural institutions and the cultural sector as such. 
The authorities have not realized that the cultural 
sector has shown greater solidarity and 
involvement, and had offered much more than 
expected in this situation”. 
 
The large dissatisfaction of cultural operators 
working in the public sector throughout Serbia 
represents the biggest challenge for each new 
director that comes in the organization.  This can 
be solved only with an innovative approach by the 
manager, one that is capable to fundraise outside 
the public sector in Serbia (to attract European 
projects, etc.), thus finding a way to increase the 
income, but also to help the continuous 
professional education that unfortunately is 

completely lacking as a system in Serbia (no 
funds, and no free days for that), to open space for 
initiatives and creativity. Digital learning tools and 
innovative work in the digital realm might be a 
partial response to that, as well as an initiative to 
use digital tools for the best individual stories 
about the history of the institution (the I am the 
Museum! project for Sarajevo National Museum), 
or, during the COVID-19 crises, to select and 
digitalize the best stories from the audiences 
(responses from social networks, participative 
projects, etc.). 
 
What do all of these stories testify to regarding 
ethics of care and solidarity practices in moments 
of crisis? 
 
As the Ministry of Culture and Information of the 
Republic of Serbia and Belgrade city secretariat 
for culture seemed to be very inactive during these 
times, offering no instructions, consultancy, 
training, or any kind of help, cultural institutions 
“obeyed” general regulations that were imposed 
for the public sector (work from home for a full 
salary). There were no attempts from the Ministry 
to maintain communication, except the weekly 
distribution of masks and gloves for “national” 
institutions only (even that was done without 
thinking that the gas to travel from Novi Sad to pick 
it up cost more than the materialsx). The most 
important message came on Tuesday, the 21st of 
April, that museums should restart their work on 
Wednesday the 22nd of April, without any precise 
clarification. A few Museums opened immediately, 
like Matica Srpska Galleryxi; a few started the 
following week, using extra days to prepare for the 
audience to come (to check climatization, hygiene 
measures, etc.). It seems that this period was not 
used by the Ministry or networks of cultural 
institutions to develop discussions about future 
policies, (common) practices and developmental 
strategies.xii “All instructions given by the Ministry 
were poorly constructed and mainly focused on 
prevention of the spread of the Corona virus 
(closing the museum, reopening the museum with 
special requirements). There was no management 
input or any elements for a new strategy that 
would help cultural institutions to function during 
this turbulent period” (quote from an interview). 
 
One “project” that the Ministry of culture initiated 
was the “Digital solidarity” platform, a webpage 
(https://www.digitalnasolidarnost.gov.rs/#digitalna
solidarnost) with the intention of collecting and 
gathering all information about different cultural 
products that have been accessible for free – from 
books, movies, music, theatre plays, etc. 
However, the technical and visual experience for 
most of the links offered is non-inspiring. It seems 
a further investment in the digitalization of cultural 
products in order to make them attractive needs to 
be developed as a substitute for the excitement of 
live experience. 
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These actions during the Covid-19 crisis had been 
implemented by medium-management staff 
supported by directors, while top curators and 
technical staff (guards, cleaners, technicians) 
have been at home, not engaged with online work. 
Of course, it differed from institution to institution – 
in smaller ones there is not that much staff to make 
such divisions. Thus, in Šabac six curators of six 
collections were the key “collegium”, as was the 
case with the Museum of Yugoslavia. 
 
In this atmosphere of “isolation” the State Crisis 
Committee, composed of medical experts and 
politicians, was the only one to give statements 
and instructions – the same instructions for all 
types of institutions, through press conferences 
directly transmitted on television. Thus, museums 
had to look at each other. As Tijana Palkovljević 
said, “When we saw that the Museum of 
Yugoslavia had offered all of their books and 
printed materials on the web, we decided to do the 
same.” While strategies for “content” and 
“methods of work” were not suggested by the 
responsible authorities, there was also silence 
regarding security and safety measures, which are 
certainly differing across cultural institutions. Even 
by the end of the summer, 2020, there were no 
clear statements regarding the future cultural 
season (the Ministry of Education made their 
recommendations only for educational 
institutions). 
 

5. CONCLUSIONS 
 
Working in the digital realm was a new concept for 
public cultural institutions. It demanded a 
revalorization of their digital collections that in 
most cases have been created sporadically. In 
addition, those digital collections are not part of 
collective organizational memory yet, neither of 
work ethics and culture, but again in most cases 
just an additional or side job of the youngest 
employees. Digital collections related to traumatic 
events and the culture of dissent, are not part of 
public museum collections (Dragićević Šešić; 
Nießer 2018.)  Digitalization as part of a 
developmental strategy, although widely 
discussed and supported by specific 
governmental (public) funds, has not yet been 
integrated within cultures of public institutions, and 
specifically it did not belong to policies of 
organizational memory. Organizational memory 
and forgetting in the cultural sphere, as well as the 
decision to work or not in the digital realm, 
depended on: a) contextual influences – very 
visible during the pandemic, both for positive 
incentives but also for negative ones, as a lack of 
cultural policy incentives is seen as a lack of 
support for cultural workers; b) organizational 
leadership – their understanding of the importance 
and meaning of a step beyond the digital sphere, 
but also of “cosmopolitanism”; and c) the quality of 

artistic and cultural products and results that 
institutions wished to offer to the larger world.  
During the pandemic, cultural institutions that 
entered into the digital ecosphere created a new 
dynamic of local and global relations; they entered 
into a new “geopolitics of emotions” (Moïsi 2009) 
and international relations. Cultural institutions 
from the Southeast European region, belonging 
mostly to a culture of humiliation, at least 
temporarily, during the COVID-19 crisis, accepted 
a culture of hope. Overnight, they proudly entered 
the global scene and felt like they were an 
important part of it. It should be considered that 
cultural institutions in Serbia, like museums, are 
mostly “local”, even when they are officially of 
national importance (having programs only in their 
buildings in the capital city, rarely having touring or 
traveling exhibitions). At the same time, as Serbia 
is not a touristic country, they do not have a lot of 
audience from abroad (most of the audience is of 
the former Yugoslavia). Consequently, with an 
exception of the Museum of Yugoslavia, 
communication in English and systemic 
presentation of work in the English language was 
missing. It was the pandemic, and the entry into a 
digital realm, that exposed this issue, and then 
followed the decision of Matica Srpska Gallery to 
make all of their future work bilingual. Thus, the 
“Digital turn” was visible not only in memory 
practice but in all forms of content production and 
mediation work, as they started to see the digital 
realm as part of their “natural space”. 
Finally, the following research question was 
posed: to what extent have public museums as 
institutions accepted an ethics and aesthetics of 
hospitality, care and solidarity? It is clear that the 
ethics of cultural work, perceiving culture as a 
public value, and activity in public interest, is a 
predominant feeling in public cultural institutions. 
That was the reason why nearly all museums in 
Serbia, without the suggestion of cultural policy 
decision-makers, without being asked (or 
ordered), have kept and sometimes even 
intensified their work during the pandemic, offering 
as much as they could from the digital archives.xiii   
Leadership tried to base decisions on an ethics of 
solidarity – with employees (trying to understand 
who would be the most endangered for coming to 
the workplace; who belongs to risky groups; who 
has different family obligations, etc.), then with 
contractual artists, and finally with the larger 
community where they belong, together with their 
colleagues and their audiences. 
 
Obviously, these sorts of solidarity actions can be 
found to a larger extent within civil society, but it 
was significant that one of the artistic groups, such 
as Karkatag, came to the Museum of Yugoslavia 
for their new action. The group is known for its 
ethics and culture of solidarity: for years they were 
offering their services to everyone, not only to 
artists and NGOs, in the form of “Free Fridays”,  
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when everybody can visit and work using their 
tools and machines for metal, wood, etc. This 
culture of solidarity was developed on the NGO 
scene of cultural “counterpublic” since the 1990s, 
when independent cultural centers such as Rex or 
CZKD offered their spaces (Dragićević Šešić 
2013) to numerous art collectives and groups that 
were prevented from using public spaces 
(censorship, black lists, etc.).  
 
Now, the pandemic has contributed more to the 
development of a culture of care – through 
participative projects, like those that were planned 
in the Šabac city museum: a new type of “guided 
tour” – My Museum, my heritage, my future – 
allowing museum audience members to be guides 
for others, to re-tell and upgrade museum 
narratives with their personal stories and family 
memories (intimate city history); an exhibition 
about the “Zorka” factory, which will involve former 
factory workers as co-creators of program content, 
and later as “guides”. Unfortunately, the Museum 
does not have the capacity to start developing 
these projects now, in the digital realm, and 
instead they are waiting for official permission to 
develop work with their audiences. As the 
Museum director said: “With those two projects we 
will start to “fulfil” the cultural rights of our citizens 
– the right to have their personal story told in “their” 
museum, together with a big national narrative.” 
 
This enquiry into the possible shape of cultural 
work and an aesthetics of care (Thompson 2018), 
drawn from the experiences of looking after others 
during this COVID-19 crisis, has shown multiple 
possibilities. The mix of different contextual and 
professional (sometimes even personal) 
circumstances orients our explorations towards 
concerns with the ethics and aesthetics of 
caring for others, and how these relationships 
might provide a productive orientation for work in 
the field of public institutions that usually are far 
away from community-based work. An ethics of 
care (developed within feminism) argues that the 
relations that emerge in many arts projects can be 
understood as forms of affective solidarity and 
mutual support that should be a strong 
counterweight to the exclusions and disregard in a 
neoliberal, careless society, where cultural 
institutions are forced to be “sustainable” 
producers of multiple services. At the same time 
an aesthetics of care, proposing an artistic 
practice that prioritizes relationality and 
interdependency, contradicts its banalization on 
an aesthetics of suffering, trauma, loss and crisis 
– like psycho-social art work in world troubled 
areas (Syria, Lebanon, Turkey). As an adaption of 
feminist care ethics, an aesthetics of care 
(Thompson 2018) seeks to locate a community-
based art practice in the connections made 
between participants and within artistic (or 
museum content) processes. It is an aesthetics 
focusing on mutuality and attentiveness - not on 

individual capacity or skill, proposing an aesthetics 
that attends to care as a source of politics 
aiming to make lives more equitable and fulfilled. 
  
While originating in Thompson’s work, when he 
faced situations of violent conflicts, it eventually 
turned toward acts of affective solidarity rather 
than a frequently individualized attention to 
suffering and loss. Thus, the newest project from 
Gallery Matica Srpska, The room for indulging in 
art, belongs to this ethics and aesthetics of care, 
as it was conceptualized for the individualized 
gathering of an art work and an audience member 
in a specifically created atmosphere of light, sound 
and space. Although it might seem that the 
audience member is passive in this case, in a 
project by the Karkatag group with the Museum of 
Yugoslavia audience members are expected to 
create a new piece. In this latter case the accent 
is on the active audience approach, in a 
production of an “intangible” yet specific 
experience. This also refers to the ethics and 
aesthetics of hospitality (Derrida, Dufourmantelle 
2000), as during the COVID-19 crisis hospitality 
was only allowed in the virtual realm, while now it 
seems that special needs have been created to 
use institutional space as a space of hospitality 
and comfort. 
 
In this time of populist political communication, the 
discourse of hospitality is losing to its opposite, 
the discourse of hostility – but a new politics of 
welcoming in cultural institutions, in both the real 
and digital space, began to be developed 
(although for some public sector cultural 
institutions Derrida’s other notion: hostipitality, 
was very applicable). However, during the 
pandemic, all three aspects that are involved in a 
ritual of hospitality – an action of welcome, an 
attitude of openness from oneself toward another, 
and a principle of disinterestedness – were 
present in institutional policies and behaviours in 
both virtual and real spaces. 
 
In conclusion, cultural organizations’ memory 
policies and practices changed recently, mostly 
led by the “digital turn”, but also inspired by the 
COVID-19 crisis that demanded physical 
distancing, thus raising numerous ethical issues. 
This situation imposed new solutions not only in 
the use of technology, but in ways to deal with 
(whose) memories – it opened new horizons of 
ethics and aesthetics of solidarity, care and 
hospitality within cultural institutions. The 
memories and stories that previously found a 
platform of expression only within civil society 
cultural counterpublic projects started to be 
produced in public institutions; museums offered 
spaces and permanent collections for individual 
narratives, for co-creation of exhibitions in virtual 
spaces, for introducing private emotion and 
“intimacy” in a narrative of collective memory. This 
would not be possible without curators and leaders 
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open to initiatives coming from both inside and 
outside of the institutions, ready to accept the 
immanent digital turn with advancements in 
technology and a new generation of audiences. 
 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
 
This research was partially supported by the 
Ministry of Education, Science and Technological 
Development under contract relating to financing 
of the research of the Institute for Theatre, Film, 
Radio and Television of the Faculty of Dramatic 
Arts, Belgrade. 

REFERENCES 

 
[1] Alexis M. 2020, People Don’t Want Virtual Museum Tours; 

Do This Instead!, https://museumhack.com/virtual-
museum-tour-trends/ , Accessed 10 August 2020. 

[2] Bakhtin, M. 1981. “Forms of time and of the chronotope in 
the novel.” In The Dialogic Imagination, edited by Michael 
Holquist. Austin: University of Texas Press. 

[3] Casey, A. 1997. “Collective memory in organizations”. In 
Advances in strategic management: Organizational 
learning and strategic management, P. Shrivastava, A. 
Huff and J. Dutton (series Eds.) and J. Walsh and A. Huff 
(Vol. Eds.), 14: 111–151  

[4] Casey, A. and Olivera, F. 2011. Reflections on 
organizational memory and forgetting. Journal of 
Management Inquiry 20 (3): 305–310.  

[5] Derrida, J. and Dufourmantelle, A. (2000) Of Hospitality. 
(Stanford, Stanford UP) 

[6] Dragićević Šešić, M. Memory (Heritage), in: The 
Encyclopaedia of Archaeological Sciences, López 
Varelaed, Sandra L. (2018), New Jersey: Wiley-Blackwell. 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/97811191882
30.saseas0370  

[7] Dragićević Šešić M. 2013 The role of culture in democratic 
transition: Southeast European experience of civic 

 
i https://www.muzej-jugoslavije.org/lista-eksponata/ (accessed 
10 August 2020). 
ii The Museum of Yugoslavia just continued with the 
implementation of a social media plan that was developed 
before the pandemic. Its main focus was the 75th anniversary 
of the end of the Second World War - most of the material 
shared on the museum website and on social media is from 
museum collections related to this topic. 
iii It coincided with the “opening phase”, thus the exhibition 
Tanjug is reporting - the war is over was presented in the 
actual space, following the rules of gathering in public spaces.  
iv https://www.muzej-jugoslavije.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/06/YUDOM-e-book.pdf  
v Sara Barnes (2020) People Recreate Works of Art with 
Objects Found at Home During Self-Quarantine, 
https://mymodernmet.com/recreate-art-history-challenge/  
vi  https://www.reddit.com/r/GettyMuseumChallenge/  
vii https://www.montclairartmuseum.org/between-art-and-
quarantine  
viii Offers interesting artefacts and related stories every week.  
ix This narrative mostly dominated in private and civil society 
art organizations that rely on “ticketed events”, such as 
Foundation Kolarac (75% of its budget).  
x It shows a lack of conceptualizing the relationship with 
cultural institutions, as out of 35 “national” institutions, only 7 
are from outside of Belgrade, and they could receive this 
support monthly, not weekly. 

cultural organisations, Proceedings of the Faculty of 
Dramatic Arts, n. 23: 157-168. 

[8] Dragićević Šešić M; Nießer J. 2018. SERBIA, BOSNIA 
AND HERZEGOVINA, MACEDONIA, MONTENEGRO, 
KOSOVO, in: COURAGE (“Cultural Opposition – 
Understanding the CultuRal HeritAGE of Dissent in the 
Former Socialist Countries”), Country reports, 
http://cultural-opposition.eu/activities/policy/ 

[9] Dragićević Šešić M., Stefanović M., (2017a) Leadership 
styles and values: the case of independent cultural 
organizations, in: Cultural Management - Science and 
Education, Volume 1 Number 1/2017, ISSN 2512-6962 

[10] Dragićević Šešić M., Stefanović M. (2017b) 
Organizational trauma - types of organizational forgetting 
in the case of Belgrade theatres, Issues in Ethnology and 
Anthropology, vol. 12, n. 2 : 621–640. 
http://www.anthroserbia.org/Content/PDF/Articles/fbc016
2ffd1744feaee99294a2579aa2.pdf 

[11] Dragićević Šešić M., Stefanović M., (2013) How Theatres 
Remember: Cultures of Memory in Institutionalized 
Systems, in: Culture (Skopje), br. 4/2013, str. 11-29, ISSN 
1857-7717 

[12] Feldman, R. M. and Feldman, S. P. 2006. What links the 
chain: An Essay on organizational remembering as 
practice. Organization 13(6): 861–887. 

[13] Hazan S. (2018) Digital heritage, in: Wiley Encyclopaedia 
of Archaeological Science 

[14] Jestrović S. 2018, The Eternal Immigrant and the 
aesthetics of solidarity, in: Book of abstracts, Conference 
Theatre and migration: Theatre, Nation and Identity: 
Between Migration and Stasis 9-13 July 2018; Belgrade: 
Faculty of Drama Arts, p. 6. 

[15] Moïsi D. (2009) The Geopolitics of Emotion: How Cultures 
of Fear, Humiliation, and Hope are Reshaping the World. 
New York: Doubleday.  

[16] Thompson, J. 2018, Aesthetics of Care, in: Book of 
abstracts, Conference Theatre and migration: Theatre, 
Nation and Identity: Between Migration and Stasis 9-13 
July 2018; Belgrade: Faculty of Drama Arts, p. 7. 

[17] Wessel, I. and Moulds, M. L. 2008. How many types of 
forgetting, Comments of Connerton. Memory studies 1(3): 
287 – 294.  

 

xi The Ministry asked for this while public transportation was still 
not operational, kindergartens and schools not working, etc.; at 
least for big cities, this demand could not be properly 
implemented.  
xii Civil society raised bottom-up initiatives, showing the 
capacity for advocacy, lobbying and self-organisation. The 
Association of Dramatic Artists lead a successful lobbying 
action for the exceptional public support of freelance and 
contracted artists; the association Independent Cultural Scene 
of Serbia created the Solidarity Fund; the NGO Creative Serbia 
staged an action Culture after the pandemic (Dorćol, 27 May 
2020) addressing government support for the creation of a 
specific Cultural Fund, etc. 
xiii Other cultural institutions, like libraries or municipal cultural 
centres, have not worked publicly during the pandemic. Even 
programs proposed to them by artists and art collectives, such 
as book promotions as webinars, were rejected. 

 

 

 

 

43



 

 

Dr. Milena Dragićević Šešić, prof. emerita, 
former President of University of Arts, Belgrade, a founder of 
the UNESCO Chair in Interculturalism, Art Management and 
Mediation. Professor of Cultural Policy & Management. Board 
member of the European Diploma in Cultural Project 
Management (Brussels), EQ-Arts (Amsterdam). Former IUC, 
ENCATC and ELIA Board Member. Commandeur dans l`Ordre 
des Palmes Academiques 2002; first ENCATC fellowship 
Award 2019. 
Guest Lecturer at numerous world universities. Published 20 
books and more than 200 essays, translated in 17 languages. 
Expert in cultural policy and management for UNESCO, 
European Cultural Foundation, Council of Europe, Foundation 
Marcel Hicter, Pro Helvetia, British Council etc. 

 

Dr. Milena Stefanović is a Researcher and 
Lecturer, and works as a Program Manager with the European 
Fund for the Balkans. She has B.A. in Philosophy, from the 
Faculty of Philosophy, Belgrade, and holds a Master’s degree 
in Public Administration, from SDA Bocconi, Milan, and a PhD 
in Cultural Policy and Management from the University of Arts, 
Belgrade. 
Her professional background is diverse and covers experience 
from academia, private and public sector, while research 
mainly focuses on the issues of public sector management and 
evaluation, memory studies, and leadership. 
 

44


