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ROVINJ, CROATIA
This quaint, seaside enclave and its surrounding archipelago
became a hub for artists in the 1950s. Here’s why creatives are
still drawn to its thriving art community.
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The Mediterraneo Bar in Rovinj, Croatia.

O

ON THE DAY I ARRIVED IN ROVINJ,
a silver Picasso plate went missing from the
town museum. The timing was strangely
apt; I had come looking for what makes
this city of 14,000 souls so central to the
arts scene of Croatia. Set on the heartshaped Istrian peninsula on the northern
Adriatic Sea, Rovinj has been through many
changes since it first became popular with
artists in the 1950s. It continues to attract
creatives from around the country and
beyond, so I wondered: What was the draw
of this rather remote seaside town?
That’s how I find myself at Grota, a
rustic tavern across from the town market.
I’m here with Goran Petercol, the most
internationally acclaimed living artist
born and raised in Rovinj. When I arrive,
he is sitting at a barrel that has been converted into a high-top table. Nothing about
Petercol screams “artist.” He
looks surprisingly unassuming, wearing khakis, a plain
red T-shirt and sandals.
He is waiting with his
sidekick, a local fisherman named Luciano, and
Luciano’s tiny dogs, Pablo
and Lulu. It is 9:30 a.m., and
I order my morning macchiato. Petercol sips a glass of
malvazija, an Istrian white
wine. I ask about the work
he is most known for: light
installations. He recalls his
piece from 2003 called Tri
Otoka (Three Islands). This
one-night-only installation connected — via rays of
light — St. John’s lighthouse on the namesake island to St. Euphemia’s Basilica atop
Rovinj’s cobblestone-speckled old town to
Banjol cliff, 1 ½ miles offshore.
Times have changed greatly, explains
Petercol. “The arts scene isn’t as lively as
back in the 1960s and ’70s, when the older
generation of artists used to while away
days at Viecia Batana.” That cafe, on the
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From far left: Artist Goran Petercol; an aerial
view of Rovinj and surrounding islands; Blitz, a
performing arts festival on the city’s waterfront.

WHEN TO GO
main square, has a fresco above the bar
painted by Bruno Mascarelli, who is accredited with launching Rovinj’s art legacy.
The town was terra incognita for artists
until Mascarelli moved here in 1949. (Born
in 1926, he is still alive and still creating in
the community.) Soon after, artists from
all over Yugoslavia (Rovinj’s home nation
at the time) caught on and started flocking
here for la bella vita — good food and wine,
gorgeous weather and landscapes worthy
of paintings. What also spurred this influx
of artists was the multitude of empty
spaces left behind as people moved to Italy
in droves following World War II. As they
took over these unused spaces and turned
them into studios, the town’s art scene
became vibrant. Then in 1953, a group

JUNE
TO SEPT

Summer is the
peak season for
Rovinj, with the
most crowds
and the busiest
calendar of events,
including Grisia
in August. Spring
and fall are the
best times to go
for lower prices
and fewer crowds,
plus the weather
is ideal.
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Opposite: The town’s historic cobblestone
streets. Left and below: Newly renovated Hotel
Adriatic features contemporary art throughout.

show by Rovinjska Grupa sealed the deal:
A nearly deserted fishermen’s town became
a flourishing arts colony.
The golden age lasted through the
1980s. Then the Yugoslav Wars of the 1990s
left their imprint, and things went quiet. It
was, unexpectedly, a hotel that brought art
back to Rovinj in a big way. Last June, Hotel
Adriatic, an 1892 landmark in old town,
reopened after a top-to-toe makeover
by Croatia’s starchitecture studio 3LHD.
When Maistra, the hotel group behind
the city’s swank Monte Mulini, decided to
renovate this shabby waterfront property,
they took a novel approach. They commissioned Croatia’s prominent curator, Vanja
Žanko, to pick 14 contemporary artists to
create site-specific works inspired by the
building’s heritage.
From the vantage point of the 18-room
boutique retreat, verdant islets of the
encircling archipelago spread out toward
the horizon. Squawking seagulls fly over
the fresh catch brought in on batanas, flatbottom fishing boats that echo the town’s
seafaring and fishing culture.
“What inspires me endlessly about
Rovinj are the islands that surround
it, which are so close to town. And then
there’s the town itself, which seems to grow
out from the sea,” says Petercol. We walk
to Luciano’s for another glass of wine. It’s
high noon when we toast with chilled malvazija at his seafront house. With its bright
blue shutters and 50 types of chili peppers
growing in the petite garden, it’s one of the
most locally photographed sights.

“To be creative is a way of life in Rovinj,” explains
Danijel Dekić, owner and culinary mastermind of
Monte, a restaurant below St. Euphemia’s Basilica.
Later I head along the cobbled street
Grisia, a trademark of old town Rovinj,
lined with galleries and studios. On one
Sunday in August, art moves alfresco for
the Grisia open-air fair, an annual event
held since 1967. While many of these galleries — there are nearly 80 — sell cheap
trinkets and kitschy imports, ateliers still
merchandise handcrafted art.
To find them, I head into the maze of
narrow backstreets spreading around
Grisia, tapping into the same well of
inspiration discovered by so many of
Rovinj’s artists before me. As I roam, I’m
surprised by the melange of architectural styles — Gothic, neoclassical and
Renaissance portals, windows and balconies. I amble into Zdenac gallery, housed
inside a former wine cellar with wooden
beams, rough stone floors and rusty winemaking equipment.

GETTING HERE
During peak season,
Delta flies from JFK
to Venice nonstop.
From there, you can
reach Rovinj by catamaran or by driving for
about two hours. In the
offseason, all major airlines fly to Zagreb (with
a stopover somewhere
in Europe); from there,
it’s a 3½-hour car ride
to Rovinj.

Venice
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Zagreb
Rovinj
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Artisans Nedo and Marijana Braković
create ceramics for their gallery, Zdenac.

“I love to boat to the
beaches of Figarola
island. It’s perfect
to escape the highseason hubbub,”
says local ceramist
Nedo Braković.
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Here I meet artisans Marijana and
Nedo Braković, who create eye-catching
ceramics in their nearby studio. The
couple is surrounded by their delicate
creations: candleholders, table lamps,
cups and bowls sit atop wine barrels, while
tear-shaped pendant lamps hang from the
ceiling. Neither Nedo nor Marijana are
from here — Marijana moved from Rijeka,
where she studied painting; originally from
Bosnia, Nedo lived and worked in Moscow
and Barcelona before moving to Rovinj a
decade ago and opening the gallery.
“We’d probably be doing this anywhere
in the world, to be honest. It’s our craft,
it’s what we love. But Rovinj does inspire,”
says Nedo. “I love to take my little boat and
go out fishing, then to the wild beaches of
Figarola island. It’s so great for escaping the
high-season hubbub.”
Marijana adds that they like to hop on
bikes with their daughter for a ride around
the oak, pine and cypress forests of the
Golden Cape Forest Park, which stretches
to the south of the old town. “It’s so peaceful there,” she explains. It’s clear how the
seaside location inspires their work: One of
their best-sellers is a colorful ceramic fish,
which comes in different sizes and shades.
And it’s not just the visual arts that are
a part of the modern Rovinj. In 2013, two
returnee Rovinjers launched Blitz, an
international performing arts festival

that alights in the city for a few days each
September. Tihana Maravić and Tomas
Kutinjač, who both studied performing
arts in Bologna, Italy, are part of the young
generation who are reviving the local arts
scene and injecting it with new life.
Last year’s Blitz theme was “Roots and
Blades of Grass.” Over five days, the festival showcased a multisensory walk, a kids
show, an experimental-film screening, a
dining performance inside an ancient
church, then a closing dance party on
Katarina Island.
“There used to be a cafe-bar on the seafront called Rio, where all the artists in
town hung out. It was legendary,” explains
Maravić, whom I meet for a stroll through
the streets. “Then it shut down for a while
and recently reopened as a fancy restaurant.
We felt this was a major loss. So, with Blitz,
we wanted to give back to the city — and
give the city back to us.”
We stop at Trevisol, a sweet little cafe
on the steps of the old town. I sit on one
of its brightly colored cushions, order San
Servolo, an Istrian artisanal craft beer, and
look out to sea through the archway below.
It’s as if every cul-de-sac, every staircase,
every slender passageway offers another
memorable motif. The city is a pinnacle of
visual stimulation, a muse around each corner. And that’s why artists return here again
and again: Rovinj is impossible to forget.

