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Newborn

Agnieszka Słodownik

AGNIESZKA SŁODOWNIK: You have been producing video and animated commercials, music videos and video art films for twelve years. Two years ago you started making 360-degree films and virtual reality experiences. Can you tell a story using VR?
WOJTEK MARKOWSKI: At first everybody thought it was about empathy. That VR is perfect for drawing peoples attention to horrible things, making them explicit. One of the first VR films, the document Clouds over Sidra by Chris Milk, tells the story of a young girl who was living in a refugee camp in Jordan after she had to flee Syria. A sad, touching work. But VR is also great for other kinds of stories, such as stories told from the characters point of view which show how it feels to slip into a specific persons skin. Youre looking at the body you slipped into, you can see the hands in front of you. Youre not watching the character  you are the character. VR can tell a story much better than film, theater or art.

Is there any difference between a 360-degree film and virtual reality?
Some think that 360-degree video alone is not enough. That VR happens only when the recipient can touch things, influence what he or she is seeing, and walk through a virtual world, which is made possible by infrared cameras that are following you. I think that a well-made 360-degree film or animation is virtual reality, as long as the experience is total, immersive.

Rather than about VR, were now talking about XR, meaning extended reality. This includes all types of extended, virtual and mixed reality phenomena, in other words, those that merge real and virtual environments, and man-machine interactions enabled by computer technology, also using wearables.



Wojtek Markowski
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But isnt it simply about entering the represented world through your senses?
What we have here is a new understanding of the medium. Before VR, artists also wanted to engage their audiences as much as possible, but you could always turn your eyes away. There has never been as much illusion as now. Thomas Wallner, a director and cross-media artist, describes it as suspension of disbelief, which means that viewers forget that they are in a place used for watching.

Many of the VR things I saw were irritating, overblown. I felt literally sick. At the Millennium Docs Against Gravity festival I saw a document called In Auschwitz. At one moment, the camera is in the house of one of the female characters saved from the camp. In another moment, it is already in a barracks just above the ground. In another, it goes high up. I cant focus on the content. Im starting to be afraid of looking down because Im not sure what I will see. My legs? Empty space? But I take a look, and theres nothing there. God, whats happened to me? [laughs]
You dont have a body.

Besides Im supposedly transported to another world, but there are subtitles on it with translations of what the characters are saying.
 This is terrible in theater too.  

Sudden changes of perspective. Cuts. I had the impression that it was made by filmmakers taught to work on cuts. And that is a bad kind of baggage when you switch to VR. I thought that they were not up to it yet.
There are few who are. People started to work in the medium just two years ago. Even people who claim they are experts are lying because they are only just experimenting. But there are some exceptions. This year I worked with the team of Polski Theater in the underground during the New Horizons Festival. We streamed 360-degree video from the container where actors performed Lady Macbeth, directed by Krzysztof Garbaczewski. The camera was hanging from the ceiling, mounted on a special structure right in the middle, while the actors were walking around it, treating it almost like a viewer with whom they have a very close relationship. Krzysiek extremely consciously uses all the possibilities of VR, as well as its drawbacks and limitations, and does a great job. The audience saw the play live through a window in the container, but some of them were standing there with their phones anyway. They could see more on the screens, and the actors were really close but after a slight delay [laughs].







Can you still see it anywhere?
 You can see it on the Facebook profile of Polski Theater in the underground. Theres also another performance there, Globus Polski, by Oskar Sadowski, who was invited by Krzysiek. We should pay attention to how the new media are used in theater, although there are few artists who can introduce them in their works in a reasonable way.

Editing is not an issue in theater.
Its much easier to talk about VR with theater artists. Filmmakers think in terms of frame composition and editing, but film and VR are worlds apart. Meaning in cinema is created by juxtaposing images. Composition on the screen is something completely different than in 360 degrees. In VR there are no close-ups, editing is limited, and the composition needs to take in the action around the viewer, as well as depth. Cinema uses different types of shots too, but it is more important in VR. Theater directors have less difficulty imagining that the camera is the viewer. They can stage their play around it. Maybe not exactly all around. There would be more action here and less there, but this is not the point. A similar approach is employed by film directors who like using a single long master shot.

Its much easier to talk about VR with theater artists. Filmmakers think in terms of frame composition and editing, but film and VR are worlds apart

If somebody puts you somewhere from the point of view of a child, then, an adult, and finally, a giant, youre entitled to feeling uncomfortable. If youre moved from place to place within a fraction of a second, in other words, during a single frame, it will not work either. I think that abrupt cuts and sudden shifts are possible, but only when they are well-grounded in the story or intentional. Only super-conscious artists know the boundary between an error and a new quality resulting from this error. The most important thing is and will be the idea.

I saw an experiment by my friend, director Paweł Jźwiak-Rodan, who in his VR experience Out of body showed the story from the point of view of a persons eyes, so you can see the hands and feet. This character has an accident and dies. This is immediately followed by a shift of perspective from POV to an external camera which slowly rises over the dying figure. It is well-grounded in the story and it works.





Container of the Polish Theater in the underground: Lady Macbeth (dir. Krzysztof Garbaczewski) and The Polish Globe (dir. Oskar Sadowski) / photo: Natalia Kabanow



Im sure that in VR less is more. Simple stories and ideas are much better than an excess of special effects and action that is happening everywhere at once. A good VR director will make the viewer look in a given direction, in other words, they will not create action everywhere. Its cool to take advantage of the option to make things happen at the back at one moment and on the side at the next moment, but it is more important to make this change in a well-planned, conscious way, so that you avoid going for pure effect. 

You go to a lot of festivals that show VR. What things work? What things are the most exciting for you?
VR in contemporary art. At the Berlin Art Biennale in 2016 I saw Jon Rafmans View of Pariser Platz. The installation is a series sculptures arranged around a pair of Oculus Rift goggles placed on a balcony of the Akademie der Kunste facing the square mentioned in the title. After you put the goggles on, you can see the square as it is every day, as if you were watching it without VR. Some people are walking on the sidewalk, sitting on a bench. Life goes on as usual. But soon human figures start falling from the sky, the building that were standing on is falling apart, and the viewer is plunged into an ocean full of deformed animals devouring each other, which additionally are animated copies of the sculptures I mentioned before.

Unpleasant.
According to Rafman, this represents the contemporary need of being engrossed, fully immersed while consuming the media. Everyone wants to see a movie that will be totally engrossing. We consume large amounts of information, media. In this case the artists vision can be fully expressed only through VR. This work corresponded well with the theme of the entire Biennale. It was simply impressive.

This years Biennale in Venice showed C.S.S.C. what is your name? Mary and Eve VR experiment by Paul McCarthy. It continues another work of his, Coach Stage Stage Coach, a reference to Stage Coach, the Western movie starring John Wayne. The viewer is thrown into a strange room with moving walls where multiplied female figures, Mary and Eve, are molesting each other, walking around, or even through the viewer, and screaming fuck you the whole time while watching you. Its powerful. And tiresome. These women are aggressive, brusque, and they get very close from time to time. Here, a couple of characters taken out of a Western movie about the Wild West, where they played a subordinate role, are overwhelming, intimidating.

Only super-conscious artists know the boundary between an error and a new quality resulting from this error. The most important thing is and will be the idea

I also remember La Apparazione by Christian Lemmerz, a virtual meeting with a crucified Jesus. His entire body is made of shining gold, and liquid gold is flowing from his wounds. Its dark, and only luminous sparks are falling from above. The sound drums up the terror you feel in there.  Jesus body is covered with wounds that open every now and then, and you can hear that, as if he was a piece of wood that is breaking. And hes groaning, you can hear that hes in pain. And finally Jesus dies, and you can do nothing about it. Lemmerz said that thanks to VR he could show what was inside of his head for the first time, and its true that it can transport you into an artists head. As if into a dream.

Sometimes a dream is so powerful that you want to wake up. Have you ever seen something that you could not stand?
 Jordan Wolfsons Real Violence, presented during the Whitney Biennial in New York in March 2017. Its maybe a 90 second shot of a figure viciously beating another person kneeling in front of them with a baseball bat. Theres no context, no story, no reason. The choice of the VR technology was not arbitrary as the artist attempted to draw attention to the phenomenon of violence.

A completely different atmosphere can be seen in Lucidreams, which you produced.
Its an experience about sexuality, conceived and directed by The Kissinger Twins, that is Kasia Kifert and Dawid Marcinkowski. After putting the goggles on, you find yourself in a beautiful place, in a natural setting, right in the middle of a small river. Theres a fallen tree over your head and the sun is shining softly. You get the vibe that the scenery is very friendly. Once you get your bearings in this place, you hear a voice. A womans soft, pleasant voice. It is specific, talking to you as if it was your private therapist, a personal advisor. It leads you through the story. It tries to make you relax. It asks you to take a breath and let it out slowly. Suddenly theres a minor glitch in the system. The voice warns you that you may experience mild visions. A woman appears in the stream. She passes you by and you get the impression that she is the distortion, the piece that does not fit the puzzle. Lucidreams is an example of cinematic VR. It will be continued in Distortion. It will be a series of waking dreams. The Kissinger Twins describe it as a poetic virtual reality. Its a cinematic experience but the mood is that of a fairytale. 







Are there any works where the space where I actually exist, assuming that I actually exist anywhere at all, imitates the virtual reality? Example: youre falling from a balcony in Berlin and your body is actually falling. Your brain and your inner ear agree.
Alejandro G. Innaritus latest work, Carne y Arena, or Flesh and Sand, was the first VR experience shown in Cannes ever. Theres no swivel chair and all you have to do is take your shoes off and step on the sand. Only then you find and put on the goggles. You find yourself on the U.S.-Mexican border, becoming one of the illegal Mexican immigrants trying to get into the United States. Youre in a desert. You can feel the sand under your feet and you can move around it, which totally intensifies the experience of being a person who, for various reasons, wants to cross the border. The fear you feel when staring into the barrel of the gun that a border guard officer is pointing at you and the helplessness in the face of the faulty system are much stronger. This is where really horrible things happen, like families being separated, children being taken away from their mothers.

Tree by Milica Zec and Winslow Porter was presented at the Tribeca festival in New York. It won in the VR experience category. An artificial tree was standing in the festival space, and you could walk up to it and touch it, and in virtual reality you could find yourself inside of the tree and actually smell the forest.

Besides you can always have contact with real objects in VR. You can touch or move them. A company called Ultrahaptics uses ultrasound to enable people to sense non-existent objects.

New things appear all the time. Isnt it frustrating for a VR artist? You come back from a vacation only to find a brand new technical solution. You must be always watching out for things like that.
Its difficult but fascinating. In the 1950s, Hollywood made movies with budgets worth millions, requiring an entire industry. In 1969, Dennis Hopper made Easy Rider with equipment that fit into two small trucks [laughs] and it was a breakthrough movie. VR is similar. In 2013, so not too long ago, a VR production cost half a million dollars and required a team of between 50 and 100 people. After just a few years, it costs a fraction of this sum. We now have cameras, software, distribution platforms.

Huge VR centers have appeared in many countries, giving multiple users the opportunity to live a virtual experience simultaneously, for example, at Imax Vr in Los Angeles, So Real in Beijing, MK2 in Paris, or The Void in Lindon, Utah.

Government institutions, EU agencies and private investors have started to provide massive financial support to companies and research programs in the area of VR. Even U.S. congressmen began working on legal regulations on VR. Its a medium that has such a strong effect on people that we may need a new law to regulate it. I hope it will not involve censorship.



An XR community has emerged in Poland. These people, and there really is just a handful of them, have been sharing their knowledge with others. The developers of the Unity engine have a cool approach. The engine is available for free. You want to give it a try? No problem. And this is another reason why it is developing so fast. There are plenty of training movies on YouTube, too. So, there are more and more independent productions.

Besides cinema, where else do people come to XR from?
From games, contemporary art, theater. Edward Saatchi from Oculus Story Studio, which was closed down recently, says that the best VR, which will be made soon, will combine these genres. Until now these have been separate worlds. Guys who spend 12 hours a day in front of the screen probably did not go to the theater too often [laughs]. Theater lovers have no idea what Doom or other cult games are. VR will combine fun from game-like interaction, the actors physical closeness in theater, and cinematic drama, and a lot of people are waiting for it. Then people will stop talking about a fad and asking whether VR is just a gadget.

So, it is still a kind of a newborn.
A newborn, yeah [laughs]. An experiment. We must build and tear down, build and tear down.

Where can you see the best VR art projects?
The most interesting projects can be seen at the Tribeca, Sundance, CPH Dox, Sheffield Doc Fest or IDFA festivals, as well as in museums, galleries, theaters and, increasingly often, in VR cinemas.

What about Lucidreams?
Lucidreams was presented at the Experience festival in Brussels in June 2017, and at Digital Decade in London in August. The Polish premiere is coming soon.

Translated by Michał Banasiak



Smart BOREDOM

Marek Krajewski

Stop

In 2006 we shot a short film titled Przystanek (Stop) [1]. Out of the several hundred public transportation stops in Poznań, we randomly selected eighteen  the number of hours of service provided every day by the citys mass transit system. At each of these stops, we installed a static camera and recorded for one hour the behaviour of passengers waiting for their buses and trams. What did our subjects do? They paced, looked around, studied the schedule, performed minor maintenance on their hairdos and clothing, glanced at their watches and others, talked, drank, read books and periodicals, listened to music, and talked on their mobile phones. But above all else, they appeared stuck in a state of suspension or lethargy.

Breaks in our everyday routine  when theres nothing much to do because theres very little we could influence with our actions  occur more frequently the more complex our lives are. Complexity requires an increasingly advanced degree of coordinated action, which in turn requires us to wait our turn, be it for coffee and a meal, a ticket machine, the dentist, a green light, a cab, the beginning of a class, or to make our way through a traffic jam. There are things we can do to shorten this wait: we can employ force, make a request, resort to bribery, or break the rules, but such shortcuts run counter to the intended consequences, in the long run. Chaos only prolongs moments of anticipation. Most people choose to wait.

The anguish of vigilance

Waiting need not be unpleasant, but it usually is. This is no coincidence. When we wait, we as useless as idle objects, as things that are of no use to anyone. Waiting is more unpleasant the more we hear that we are masters of our own fates, that we hold the future in our own hands, that we should be productive, that time is money, and a good life is an interesting one  an eventful life full of novelty. Waiting evokes a sense of wasted time, and that feeling is just as ubiquitous as the conviction that life is a stretch of opportunities to take advantage of, and that we ought to be active, lively, plugged in, and in a constant state of vigilance.

Despite the promises of lifestyle experts, the unpleasantness of waiting is not tempered by slowing down. The source of the suffering isnt in the speed of our lives, but in the fact that we are dependent on others, that we have to coordinate the rhythms of our actions with them, and that forces us to wait. We could just give up  move out to the countryside, get off the grid, live according to natures clock, and simplify the complexity in our lives  but before that can happen, we have to suffer a bit, be productive, and coordinate with others enough to make the cure for the anguish of waiting worth taking. Such books as the ones by the Mts, offer an amusing take on this myth of dropping out. A myth that hides the fact that in order to drop out, we must first work hard, and that in order to live the lives we want, we must first give up on ourselves. The myth is essentially capitalistic in its glorification of accumulation as the prerequisite for idleness and in its idealisation of the latter as a goal in life.

Waiting is humiliating. Why do we have such shortcuts as VIP zones, personal banking, concierge services, and delegating time-consuming tasks to assistants if not to to emphasise inequality? Why do people play the lottery if not to pass the time and soothe the pain of waiting for a shift in fortune? Is there anything more humiliating that waiting for those who need our help (as employees, partners, and co-workers)? Is there a better indicator of inequality than the number of days separating us from an appointment to see a specialist doctor? Or the number of people waiting in line to buy a discounted product?

Boredom

Waiting objectifies us. The boredom associated with it is just one of the reasons why. Boredom comes from the discrepancy between our expectations and reality. Boredom occurs when a movie is less exciting than we had hoped it would be; when a conversation with someone we respect isnt going very well; when we have to wait, even though we expected the immediate fulfilment of our needs or desires. Boredom happens whenever we expect something to be unique and it turns out to be mundane. Boredom is disappointment drawn out in time: not only do we not get what we expected, but the undesired wont go away, either.

Boredom, as its apologists and critics both convincingly argue, is a relatively new state. [2] In order to experience it, we must believe deeply that it is our moral duty to use up all available to the greatest possible degree. This conviction (as well as the critique of the conviction) has its source  and plays a role in  modern methods of organising production. An interesting life is analogous to the short life cycle of a product, and the efficient use of time is the rule that organises factory work. The apparent paradox lies in the fact that the more capitalism responds to the experience of boredom, the more it becomes a ubiquitous state. Yet this paradox is only an illusion, as the market has perfected the technique of getting us to despise that which we had desired just a moment earlier. New products inevitably become obsolete as soon as we bring them home, and that which we had hoped would make us unique instead makes us uniform. It is precisely these small, everyday dramas that keep the economy moving forward.

We could of course, as Brodsky [3] proposes, simply submit to boredom and look at it as an encounter with oneself and with time. But this a proposal for the more audacious. Every non-operative reflection is irrational, after all. It reduces our efficiency, causing a hiccup in the complex social machine, and makes us a nuisance to others. Thats why we choose the simpler solutions  killing boredom.

Extreme solutions and buy one, get one free

There are two ways of killing boredom. The first method is to do something unprecedented, extreme, and radically new. This way of slaying the wretched beast of boredom is difficult to practice while waiting for a tram or a train, in line at the post office or the bank, but it is possible. The best examples are violence, vandalism, public sex, or the kind of pranks that have recently grown in popularity thanks to the internet (owling, planking, mannying, teapotting, coning, etc.). Another way to kill boredom is to try the buy one, get one free method, whereby one attempts to pack as many actions, activities, experiences, and sensations into the shortest possible time. The best example of this strategy is, of course, multitasking: watching a film while eating, listening to music while writing; talking on the phone while knitting, texting while driving, taking pictures at a party, second screening, etc. This strategy of coping with boredom seems much more common nowadays, and its perfect implementation is what is known as smart boredom.

Youre alive and you matter!

The term smart boredom rose to popularity in 2012 primarily (and tellingly) in the context of marketing. It is used to describe clever ways of coping with the moments of minor boredom experienced in public places, on the bus, in line, and during breaks at work or school. The cleverness of it lies in occupying downtime by texting, playing games, watching movies, listening to music, browsing email and websites, reading ebooks and newspapers, taking pictures, checking the weather and exchange rates, online banking, etc.

The list is endless, but all of its elements share a common result: what was idle becomes occupied, and what was annoying becomes absorbing. They also share a common source: mobile devices, particularly smartphones. Though invented in the 1990s, it is only in recent years that the smartphone has become the dominant variety of mobile phone on the market. Even the name itself points to the devices superiority over their predecessors, hinting that regular mobile phones are lesser beings by comparison  primitive, unintelligent, more like plain, everyday appliances. Smartphones act as magical objects, the use of which makes us better  no longer dumb, but smart. [4] Whats most important, though, is that these devices make us productive again, and that they soothe the feeling that were wasting our dormant potential and that our passiveness makes the world that much poorer.

A smartphone in our hand lets us generate online tides, set the internet connections in motion, increase the numbers of hits and likes, reward and punish, argue and hate. We start to matter. This fact is confirmed by the blinking LED signalling the devices state of readiness, and the smartphone itself, with its notifications, updates, status messages, reminders to come back to a game weve put aside for a while, and news of offers, opportunities, sales, and freebies. Youre in the middle of it all, and the incoming stream of personalised information is there to prove it. And though we know perfectly well that theres no one on the other end of the line, just (ro)bots and autoresponders, we let ourselves be carried away by the interactive ecstasy that testifies to the relevance of our existence.

What makes smartphones so clever is that they have managed to become the indexes of our existence and ultimately prove that they can become indispensable. What more, in contrast to imperfect humans, these devices are always ready to provide convincing evidence that we are among the living. Even when most of what the phone spits out is spam, rather than exciting offers, it still gives us a certain pleasure, an odd kind of fun that comes from sparking the flow of information. It must be exciting to be a router  an egalitarian kind of fame  that places us in the very centre of events. Jaron Lanier may complain that weve become reactive rather than interactive, [5] but the pleasure of keeping on top of things is too great not to submit to it. And since it also feeds into the needs of the market, everything around us tells us that we should experience it as much as possible.

A pause for humanity

Its hard to resist the temptation of confirming that someone needs us. The temptation has its roots in our basic human needs: being part of communities, belonging, acceptance. Fulfilling these needs has become very problematic, because the focus has shifted to the individual, the unique, the independent and autonomous, and away from the collective and uniformising. More importantly, the contractual nature of interpersonal relations clearly defines the extent of our participation in them, making their authenticity the object of the contract. That is why the need to be with others and to be needed by others has to be realised in a different manner, one that doesnt pollute the formality of our relations with others. Pauses, breaks, and short moments of coasting in neutral are excellent opportunities for that.

The paradox therefore lies in the fact that we are most human when we are bored, when we have to kill that unpleasant moment of anticipation. It is then  when the normal rhythm of activity is suspended, when we have to cope with the notion that were dispensable  that our primal urges come to the surface. Because we realise that the state is only a short break, we dont invest much attention and emotion into it, we dont attempt to nurture the experience that comes with it, and instead confirm its currency by connecting with that, which confirms our existence.

Waiting and/yet happy

As I mentioned above, the term smart boredom was born in the context of marketing. It was discovered that there exists a crucial yet undeveloped niche that can become relevant and fully valuable as a space for clever, intelligent activities. This niche is the brief period of time in which the individual is left to his or herself, suspended between work and home, between one meeting and another, between two sources of pleasure, in anticipation, while traveling, in a non-place. Early attempts to take advantage of smart boredom were very primitive: neon signs, posters, billboards and bus stop ads on which passengers could fix their gaze; fliers and free newspapers handed out on the street and at train stations; screens installed in public places, hypnotising passers-by with their twitching streams of light. The problem with these forms of distraction and attention focusing was that they formatted individuals, telling them that they were all alike with identical needs. The perfect tool with which to confirm the individuals desire to be needed came with the smartphone, which was capable of fulfilling our desire to be with others and was also discreet and non-absorbing, pleasant to the touch and easy to use, understandable and full of mystery. And while it might be somewhat unhygienic and not particularly healthy, that doesnt matter when the confirmation of ones existence is at stake.

Stop 2013 would feature slightly different footage than the original version. The bulk of the images would still be of people waiting for something, but they would no longer be lethargic. On the contrary, they would be lively, involved in their interactions with their devices, talking to people who werent there. Human routers, delocalised and abstract, nodes on the network spreading information. Needed people.





[1] Produced at the Visual Sociology Laboratory, Institute of Sociology, Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznań, by Małgorzata Kleban, Mateusz Leoński, Łukasz Rogowski, and myself. The film was published on DVD and attached to the book Wizulaność Miasta (The Visuality of the City, Krajewski, M., ed., Poznań, 2007).




[2] See, for instance, Essays on Boredom and Modernity, Dalle Pezze B.; Salzani C., ed,, Rodopi, Amsterdam , New York 2009; Svendsen L., A Philosophy of Boredom, Reaktion Books, London, 2005; Czapliński P., Śliwiński P., Nuda w kulturze (Boredom in Culture), Rebis, Poznań, 1999, and many others..




[3] Brodsky, J. In Praise of Boredom




[4] For more on smart objects, see Code/Space. Software and Everyday Life,  Kitchin R., Dodge M., MIT Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 2011, p. 99.




[5] Lanier J. You Are Not a Gadget : A Manifesto, Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 2010

translated by Arthur Barys

The series of articles on boredom is published in cooperation with Goethe-Institut goethe.de/polska portal and transmediale  festival for art and digital culture.
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Jill Godmilow: Close, Closer

Joanna Krakowska

Discoveries have contexts. Sometimes they are worth discussing, because they cast light on the circumstances in which contemporary debates are carried out, and they create unexpected alliances. These are the tipping points at which engagement ceases to be just a question of an individual path, and starts to be part of a common story, one you want to hear over and over again. So as to worry a little bit less.

Magda Mosiewicz, a documentary director and maker of the film Ciągle wierzę (I Still Believe),  once made a film about deportations and the breakup of families. Actually, the film was being made by an American director, who didnt have the money to shoot in Poland, so Magda made that part for her. They never even met at the time, but distance was no obstacle. It was enough to send e-mails, and the segments filmed on each side of the Atlantic, to each other. The film was important, it had political consequences, leading to changes in legislation. After that the American came to Poland to the Camerimage festival, met Magda and... but actually thats not the point. That context was meant to show that American-Polish co-productions can have unexpected consequences. Keep that in mind.

The second context is related to another blessing of the internet. An American friend of Magda Mosiewicz posted an article on Facebook about the Joshua Oppenheimer film The Act of Killing, written by another American film director and published on the internet. An article dictated by outrage; critical, questioning significant political omissions, the position of the viewer and the ethical ambiguity of the films point of view, in which big white people show us how small brown people murder each other. This engaged commentary was bound to provoke polemical fury among netizens. The most striking thing, besides the revelation of ageist prejudices, was the ideological chasm between the polemicists and the author, with her leftist convictions and leftist responsibility. Leftism. Keep that in mind, too.

The author bio at the bottom of the article listed the films she had made: Antonia: A Portrait of the Woman (1974) was nominated for an Oscar; Waiting for the Moon (1987) won the Sundance Film Festival; then came several other intriguing titles, and... Far from Poland (1984)  a film, as it turned out later, that the director herself considered her most important achievement and the biggest breakthrough in her career. Find this film, Magda Mosiewicz wrote to me in New York. I found it in the New York Public Library, in the Mid-Manhattan Branch on 40th Street, on the first shelf, right in front of the entrance. But even that didnt indicate that it was a masterwork. I couldnt have known that.

Why did none of the Poles  refined, intellectual migrs, who took part in the film  know that? Why didnt any of the specialists, or the Polish followers of Jerzy Grotowski, who should know the directors biography backwards and forwards, because she had made two highly-regarded films about Grotowski, take note of this work? I have no idea. I can only assume that the former, engaged in the mid-1980s documentary experiment that had no chance of being shown in Poland, attached greater importance to its oppositional significance than its artistic merit. The latter, for their part, could not imagine anything more interesting than spending the night in the Laboratory Theater (The Vigil, 1981) or an excursion to a village outside Rzeszw (With Jerzy Grotowski, Nienadwka, 1980). Whatever the reason, Far From Poland, directed by Jill Godmilow in 1984  an experimental film about 1980s Poland, using a range of innovative artistic strategies, bringing together the various genres of documentary, re-enactment and fiction, creating its own original method and language of film for the purposes of impossible narration and Utopian engagement  enjoyed an artistic, academic and film-festival career for 30 years, but remained unknown in Poland.

Jill Godmilow was in Poland, making a film about Grotowski in 1980, precisely when the August strikes broke out. She wanted to go to the shipyard right away; she had a crew, a camera, everything she needed. Grotowski dissuaded her from the idea, warned her. Well, of course, the situation was uncertain, and the American filmmakers that had come at his invitation, they were supposed to film in Nienadwka; if something had happened, all their material would have been lost.... So Jill Godmilow didnt go to Gdańsk; she returned to New York, got together twenty thousand dollars, hired a crew, bought five plane tickets to Warsaw. Then she was denied a visa.

So her film about Solidarity ended up being made in New York. But is it a film about Solidarity? Could anyone imagine a film about Solidarity without the Pope, but with Fidel Castro instead? Fidel calls the director up at night and tries to dissuade her from making the movie. Hes importunate, he argues that Anna Walentynowicz doesnt speak for Polish workers, that it will all end in tears: the Russians will invade Poland, and the U.S. Marines will invade Cuba and Nicaragua, and besides all that, does good art always have to be anti-government? he asks. The director says nothing, she doesnt want to hurt his feelings. Because Fidel says that if he were a Pole, he would certainly join Solidarity.

Is it possible to imagine a documentary about 1980s Poland made from the Socialist point of view? And made by a woman, whose partner  supremely immune to leftist emotions and Utopian visions  constantly demands political and worldview declarations? He stands over her, questioning her intentions, pointing out that, as a fighter for the good, the just, the true, she feels too good about herself. The filmmakers point of view is thus constantly called into question, and her seemingly comfortable position as an outside observer of events taking place somewhere far away becomes completely uncomfortable, when it turns out that the film is ruining her personal life. Well, social engagement has its price, and enthusiasm for a 10-million-strong union movement, in the context of ones own two-person relationship, loses some of its pathos and some of its naivet, given the constant doubt with which  youre confronted. Consequently, the director became the protagonist of her own film, so as to struggle with it, making no secret of the distress her struggle caused: ideological (Fidel, warning against an American invasion of Cuba); personal (Mark, whos had enough of all these Poles in his bedroom); political (Reagans earnest support for the trade union movement in Poland, constantly evoking fear of a Russian invasion). And above all: artistic distress, since, even though you wanted to construct a great narrative, you can only deconstruct, deconstruct, deconstruct.

Is it even possible to imagine a documentary film made up not so much of documentary footage as of fantasy, commentary, re-enactments, fiction, melodrama? Right at the beginning of the film, we hear the voice of Elżbieta Czyżewska and see a giant suitcase filling up gradually with consumer goods in cans and boxes. Czyżewskas voice explains patiently: forget about this film, nothing good will come of it, take your money and buy food and send the food to Poland instead, that will be of more use... and so on and so forth. Theres always a voice saying no. Youre using the Poles  Jill Godmilow hears from her partner  just like everybody else is, to prove that you are right. Because I am right, Jill responds. Her cause is her conviction of the great importance of the moment when the workers stop saying we only work here and take power; when ten million people sit down to talk with each other. But if the starting point of this film is the beautiful illusions and convictions of a New York leftist intellectual, then the strategy of investigating and presenting these causes turns out to be far from soc-idealistic simplicity and leftist constructiveness. It turns out that everything we know, we know second-hand, or third- or fourth-; everything we show is subject to mediation, media-ization and mediocracy; everything we present is put into quotation marks as something other, as intermediated, as played for our benefit, as by definition biased, as excessively individual, as fictitious. And practicing causes and points of view leads to chaos.

But Jill Godmilow doesnt give up, and doesnt stop seeking access to social experience. The documentary materials filmed in Poland by the Solidarity Film Agency for her film prove disappointing. They are made up of slogans, clichs for the use of the Western media, didactic images: this is a poster, this is a printer, this is a spokesman, this is a factory committee. A few minutes of this material makes it into the film, but the doubts remain: can you really make a film about a social phenomenon in Poland, far from Poland? If it werent for Andrzej Tymowski, today the director of international programs in the American Council of Learned Societies and a lecturer in the Liberal Arts Department of the University of Warsaw, Jill Godmilow herself certainly wouldnt have believed it was. Its thanks to him, and the material he sought out, translated and adapted that she got the materials that became the framework of the film.

For in the film Jill Godmilow re-enacts three extensive interviews, which in 1981 appeared in the Polish press: with Anna Walentynowicz, with a censor code-named K-62, and with a miner, whose character was compiled from verbatim reports of Silesian miners meetings. In the conversation with Hanna Krall, Anna Walentynowicz is played by Ruth Maleczech, an actress and co-founder of the famous New York experimental theatre Mabou Mines, while Krall is played by Elżbieta Matynia, then a newly arrived migr in New York, today a professor at the New School and the author of the book Performative Democracy  a name that says a lot. Other actors in the film are also from Mabou Mines: William Raymond and David Warrilow. The re-enacted interview sequences in Far From Poland are pure theatre, but not the theatre of fact  rather a Brechtian didactic art, which reveals all of its seams and ideological intentions, and at the same time exposes its own incapability to convince anyone...


Jill Godmilow also seeks commentary on the situation in Poland from an migr academic couple: Irena Grudzińska-Gross and Jan Gross, today on the Princeton faculty. This fascinating material was shot at their kitchen table. Grosss analysis demonstrates that Solidarity is a triumph over the mediocrity that was the raison dtat of the communist governments. Grudzińska-Gross states that Solidarity is free of any ideology, and explaines why it must remain so for the moment. Today one can dream of a revisiting: for over 30 years there have arisen so many affairs, conflicts, meanings, new contexts for their statements.

And the final prophetic fantasy of Jill Godmilow, with an ingenious introduction: Andrzej Wajda providing her with materials for his unfinished film Dear Mr. Prime Minister. We see scenes from 1988, in which General Jaruzelski, who until then has remained under house arrest, leaves his place of isolation after five years and returns to society, to take up gardening...

In Far From Poland there are no facts, only opinions, many opinions, opinions from everywhere  the director brings out their uniqueness and self-interestedness, using the whole bag of tricks, and cinematic quotation marks   its incredible how many ways cinema has to distance us from itself. And yet, it can achieve the opposite effect, and draw us into a radical political game of extricating ourselves from revolutionary chaos. For the first result of the social revolution is excess, from which it is impossible to construct a coherent narrative, if you want to remain faithful to its essence, namely: anarchy  as the time of Solidarity was described in the regimes media. The anarchy of voices and images in Jill Godmilows film is above all an attempt to save the revolutions innocence, but her strong authorial presence also allows her, however paradoxically, to give anarchy a structure, governed by the dialectic of hope and disappointment.

On the one hand, Far from Poland, thanks to its authors ideological sincerity, brings out the positivity of Solidaritys historical experience, and on the other  for the same reasons  all of its bitterness, which today is showing ever-new facets. After 30 years the film has become even more topical, speaking of a social revolution, of dictators, of American politics and its hypocrisy, and also of political illusions, of the possibilities of media manipulation, of conformism and non-conformism. The directors helplessness at the time of filming unexpectedly becomes the perspective of its viewers, who bring to the film their own ideological defeat, political disenchantment, and historical confusion. The dialectic of hope and disappointment leans to one side. Now not only violence and manipulation, but cynicism and lack of faith present obstacles to positive scenarios. The irony written into the formula of the film and forced by the course of events outside the frame infects the content, piles up, increases. It spares no one, but it is not  as often happens with irony  an escape from emotions, but on the contrary, it seems to be pure emotion, a desperate acknowledgment of disaster.

The discovery of the film  for Poland, because it had been shown abroad many times, on various occasions  also has an interesting gender and feminist dimension not just because of the individual perspective of the director, but most of all because of the womens voices that dominate in her film. From Anna Walentynowicz to the documentary material from various Polish workplaces, where Solidarity was founded and organised by women. Its symptomatic that this particular documentary material was filmed not by Poles, but by Germans, who at that time were definitely more gender sensitive.

At the beginning of June 2014, thanks to Monika Fabijańska, it was possible to organise a public screening of Far From Poland in New York City, with the participation of Jill Godmilow, Irena Grudzińska-Gross and Andrzej Tymowski. The crowd of viewers, both Poles and Americans, confirmed all the assumptions about the film: its originality, experimental capacity, and its astounding political timeliness  for Americans, related to the experience of Occupy; for Poles, to the reckoning of the past 25 years. The New York bitterness in Barack Obamas second term is not too far from the experience of Polish bitterness. Far From Poland appears to be close, closer. Its just that in Poland nobody seems to have seen it.

In 1969, Harun Farocki made the film Nicht lschbares Feuer, about the production of napalm for the war in Vietnam and the individual responsibility of Americans  scientists, chemists, engineers  for its use. The film was not shown in the United States until Jill Godmilow decided to bring it there in a radical and risky political and artistic gesture. She shot a perfect replica of Farockis film, but in colour and in English and called it What Farocki Taught (1998). After 30 years, Nicht lschbares Feuer finally reached the people to whom it was primarily and directly addressed, thanks to the solidarity of the American director. Since then the two films, shown together, constantly renew their political context, testifying to the timeliness and authority of the charges formulated by Farocki and strengthened by Jill Godmilow.

Artistic solidarity and creative alliances based on similar thinking about politics: this is a web worth spinning together, to begin a completely new form of opposition movement, seeing as we have no choice but to start an opposition movement. Now, when its time to show Far from Poland in Poland, 30 years after its premiere, the thought of repaying and repeating Jill Godmilows political gesture towards Farocki seems to be more than obvious. So, a remake of Far from Poland? In Polish, 30 years later?

Tekst dostępny na licencji Creative Commons BY-NC-ND 3.0 PL.



I Had to Learn Spanish to Study the Aztecs

Inez Okulska

INEZ OKULSKA: Over the last 30 years, literary translation has been a thriving discipline in Europe, to mention only the so-called cultural turn and its consequences in the form of Translation Studies: now we have more and more courses, institutes, and even entire departments devoted to the field. However, Ive observed a rather different situation in the United Staes. Lets start with the institution: if you go through the structure and the seminar offer at Ivy League universities (which I realize are not representative of the whole country, but are nonetheless important as trend-setters for American scholarship), you will discover that every one of them has a whole department for comparative literature, but not a single one for translation. They do offer some courses on translation, but only as a part of comparative literature or language learning at national literature departments. Is translation studies not a discipline anymore? Are there no American scholars willing to deal with it? Has it been swallowed up by Comparative Literature (Comp Lit) as a field of study?

DAVID DAMROSCH: I really feel that there are good reasons for these fields to be closely interconnected, and there are still reasons why there are different locations or different programs, but American scholars of translation studies often feel rather isolated, often at the margins of Comp Lit or national literature departments, most of whose faculty take no interest in translation studies, even though they often use translations in their teaching and even scholarship.

I would say that rather than having swallowed up translation studies, comparatists are now finally taking translation seriously. Until fairly recently, most American programs in Comp Lit had few if any courses on translation. When I was a student at Yale in the 1970s, there were no courses on translation studies, because you were not supposed to use translations  the mark of being a comparatist in the 70s was to have a very good accent in French and German and not to need a translation. So why would they use TS as a field then? I think it is interesting that it was so much excluded in this country, partly because of the cultural isolation of the United States, or a kind of cultural imperialism, that assumed that translation just sort of happens naturally and you dont need to study it. Americans have generally showed less concern with translation as a practical matter than in a lot of countries where there is more of a sense of needing to translate, to read works from abroad, and to get your own work translated. And in terms of comparatists in the United States, the European migrs  who did so much to set the tone of the field after World War II in this country  came knowing French and German and Latin, and thought that was all we need to know. So why study translations?



DAVID DAMROSCH

David Damrosch is Ernest Bernbaum Professor of Literature, Chair of the Department of Comparative Literature at Harvard University, and Director of the Institute for World Literature. His work during the past dozen years has focused on the concept of world literature, which he explored in his books What is World Literature? (2003) and How to Read World Literature (2009); he is also the founding general editor of the six-volume Longman Anthology of World Literature (2004), the editor of Teaching World Literature (2009) and co-editor of the Princeton Sourcebook in Comparative Literature (2009). Concerned with the matters of translation from the perspective of a literary comparatist, he has translated poetry from Akkadian, Middle High German, and Nahuatl into English.





What happens for people like me or Gayatri Spivak or Emily Apter? We are people who probably never had a course in translation studies  either theory or practice  but we began to get interested in translation just because our interests went beyond the few languages we could read, and in the case of Gayatri, she even became the English translator of Derrida and of the Bengali writer Mahasweta Devi. It was fairly rare for a comparatist in the 70s and 80s to devote substantial time to translation, but its happening increasingly now. So what I think is happening is a meeting of the minds of these fields that worked quite separately before.

So translation has become more important in practice for comparatists, but what about the theory?

Well, it is puzzling to me that Emily Apter writes about translation and never seems engaged with translation studies as a field, beyond a very specific Derridean tradition. Her new book Against World Literature: On the Politics of Untranslatability has many valuable ideas, but often she presents them as though they were new when they have been discussed at length over the years byBassnett or Lefevere or Toury or Venuti. So I think there is much more to do. With the Institute of World Literature that started a few years ago, we are regularly having seminars on translation, including by Bassnett and Venuti, for example, both of whose work I have taught for years. I think that translation theory is extremely important, and it is becoming recognized as a field that any serious comparatist ought to be thinking about. 

And concerning the students in Comp Lit: it is important for them to have a critical understanding of translations, because we are forced to teach works in translation for most students for most of the time. In my department here at Harvard, it used to be assumed years ago that if you taught a work in French, youd bring it in the original, but now you cant assume that every comparatist even knows French. We may have someone from China who is doing four other languages, and this is good, but you just cant assume a single set of common languages for comparatists anymore. I think there is a kind of an overlap between translation theory and practice with comparative studies in their pedagogical frame and I think it is actually quite useful.

Speaking of the unpredictable language sets that contemporary Comp Lit students and teachers bring with them, one no longer expects everyone to know French, German, and Latin, as you said. And what about you? What is your personal toolkit? How many languages do you speak? 

Well, with very different degrees of competence and need of using dictionaries, I guess its eleven or twelve, but I can't speak or even read them all easily. Im very envious of friends who have more spoken fluency, but more often I can just read and struggle along with the written texts.



FOUND IN TRANSLATION
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And what languages are we talking about? Where and how do you learn them? 

I grew up speaking only English, so I didnt have the multilingual background that has often inspired people to become comparatists. My first serious instruction started in when I was in the American seventh grade, at age thirteen, and continued in high school, where we did French, German, and Latin, so the basic set of languages for a comparatist. And then in college I also began doing Egyptian hieroglyphics, Greek, and Old Norse, and in graduate school Nahuatl, the language of the Aztecs, but for that I had to learn Spanish first. It was a rather unusual reason to learn Spanish, which was not taught in my high school; it was an old-style school, even though it was in New York, where Spanish was spoken on the street outside, yet it was not considered as a language possessing sufficiently high cultural capital to be worth teaching at the school. So I had to learn Spanish to work on Nahuatl, so as to work with Spanish-language editions, scholarship, and dictionaries. Its pretty funny now that when I want to teach Cervantes, I can read the original thanks to my interest in the Aztecs. And then I learned Hebrew and some Italian and Portuguese, and finally Akkadian to be able to work on the Epic of Gilgamesh. 

Speaking of Nahuatl and Akkadian, you chose very particular languages to be able to read particular works of literature. Does that mean you always read a text in the original if it happens to be a language you know? 

I wish I would be more energetic about that, to be honest, but no, I also read a lot of translations, even from languages I know myself. And with Nahuatl there was a quite opposite story. I started to study this language only because I had fallen in love with Aztec poems, which I read in English translation, in a book called Aztec Thought and Culture by a great scholar, Miguel Leon-Portilla, which was a translation of a book hed originally written in Spanish. So I was reading a translation of a translation  from Nahuatl through Spanish into English. I got deeply interested in this type of poetry, sensing the beauty of the original language, even though only through a relay translation. 



Did you read these poems again after you learned Nahuatl?

I did, and it became something different and better. The whole structure of an Aztec poem is so different from anything I'd known before, and the vocabulary is fascinating, as Nahuatl is an agglutinative language, putting many elements into a single word. The Aztec poets really played with this quality of their language, inventing fabulous compounds, such as itzimiquilxochitl, knife-death-flower, which is a neologism used in a poem glorifying conquest, made up from itzli, obsidian knife, plus miquiztli, death, plus xochitl, flower. This new term makes a double play on words, first between miquitli, death, and quilitl, plant (the words can become quite similar in different cases), and also suggesting an actual flower, the itzmiquilitl, which in English we call portulaca. So the Aztec poets had very distinctive ways to create surprising and beautiful imagery in their poems. You could get a sense of that in the translation, even as the translation made me want to know the original.

Thats still a beautiful story. But a polyglot comparatist could challenge the use of translations.

Well, translation is, as Venuti says, an inscription in the new literary culture. Even without a polyglot ability, as a comparatist you can get so much by looking comparatively at a couple of translations of a certain work. Even if you dont know the language, you can begin to see what youve been given in this translation. If you have only one translation with no paratext, then you read it purely as a work in your language and thats all. But even two translations of a given poem or a story can offer you an insight into their original language. However, I still think every comparatist should know six languages at a minimum, even if its not possible to attain full fluency in all of them; its possible to learn languages on a sliding scale of level of fluency, and thus not be a prisoner to translations. Just being able to check a translation against the original, to analyze what kind of phrases have been used, makes a huge difference, even if one is reading primarily in ones native language, in my case English. American comparatists do like to learn other languages, but in the United States, this interest in the foreign has perhaps come too much at the expense of the home culture; this is almost the opposite extreme to Comp Lit in many other countries, often very closely tied to the national literature, its influences and its fortunes abroad, whereas often American comparatists have no knowledge of American literature. They may know the literature of any other countries than their own. I think a balance is necessary.

But lets stay with English for a while. Comparative Literature as a perspective, a method or even a field of study started a long time ago and from the very outset struggled with the unsolved problem that is the broad scope of languages one ought to know or use. The first comparative journal, Acta Comparationis Litterarum Universarum, published in 1877-88 in Cluj, tried to present world literature from Europe and beyond in at least ten languages, but without success. This was partly because of the typographic issues involved in printing scripts like Chinese, but there were also problems with languages that used a Latin alphabet. Though Polish and Islandic were counted among the official languages of the journal, no texts were ever published in these tongues. The primary languages were German and Hungarian, which were dominant in what was then Austro-Hungarian Empire. And so the great idea of multilingual exchange failed. I think we face the same problem today. Is comparative literature only possible in English these days? Isnt that absurd?

No, not at all. I believe that people only think so because they are not paying attention to what has been done in comparative literature in many other countries  there is a lot of contribution to comparative and world literature being done in Poland, and in Estonia, in Japan, and Korea, to name just a few, and these discussions are happening in their own languages. Its certainly true that English has become a kind of international scholarly language, rather in the way that Latin was in the Middle Ages, which didnt mean that vernaculars didnt thrive in the Renaissance where Latin was still a common language of scholarship and diplomacy. So I always think that English is a useful tool which should not take the place of developing these concerns in different languages  nor does it, in fact.

As a speaker of eleven languages, do you write your articles in any other languages besides English?

I did finally write one in German in the collection Figuren des Globalen, which was a struggle for me. But Katharina Piechocki, whom we recently hired as an assistant professor in our department, has published in four languages  English, French, German, and Italian, while also being a native speaker of Polish, which is a great argument for comparative literature in practice, even given the convenience of English for global communication. At the summer sessions of the Institute for World Literature we have people from 25 countries, so there is no other way to communicate than in English. And even last summer when we met in Hong Kong, and I asked our host if it wouldnt be proper to have some seminars in Chinese, he said he didnt want to ghettoize Chinese speakers together, who would only talk to each other and miss the point of an international meeting. 

So if I understand correctly, to a comparatist, those six languages are a tool that enhances their access to their literature of study, yet the actual research is published in English in order to reach the broadest possible readership. 

I think that ideally every scholar who is interested in connecting to audiences both at home and abroad should be prepared to write in two languages when their home language isnt English. They will reach a different readership, and will sometimes, or in some cases often, be writing on topics primarily of interest in their own national context. Yet English is a very useful tool for transnational communication; we cant deny it. And even for translations! Orhan Pamuk has said that half of the translations of his work are going through English and that he would prefer to have good translations via English than bad translations directly made from the source language, e.g. from Turkish to Vietnamese, where there is almost no one who can do this or check it to see if its done well. So English is very useful and puts languages in connections even in that way.

That sounds rather like one of the Venutian scandals of translation, where the content, a story, and the presence of a writer on the global market are more important than the original touch of his language, his own idiom.

You promoted the term world literature for academic purposes, but it has become more than just an academic concept. You created a very interesting series called the Invitation to World Literature, where you and other comparatists present works of world literature in 20-minute videos, featuring exhaustive information about the contexts, interpretations, and writer biographies on the website.Among them is Pamuk and his novel My Name is Red. So you promote his work in English and the name of the translator doesnt even appear on the list; its only visible once you click through to the details. This is another example of an English translation becoming the quasi-original, the base text to be discussed, compared, studied, and even translated in further languages.

This is true. I recently had a set of very nice emails from a group of high school students in Korea who had been watching the series in class. They wished me a sunny day, inventing a greeting that I hadnt seen before in English. So English provided a medium that could enable them to learn about Pamuk in Seoul, and I hope some were inspired to go out and buy the novel, either in Korean or in English; and if one of them gets inspired to go and learn Turkish, that would be even better.

And what about the selection? What was the idea behind your choosing thosethirteen works out of the billions of titles available? There are founding works in literary history and culture such as the Odyssey, the Epic of Gilgamesh, Thousand and One Nights, Journey to the West, the Tale of Genji, and the Bhagavad Gita; there is also Voltaires Candid and the recently popular Popul Vuh, a 15th century text written in Quich Mayan. Contemporary writers are represented by Pamuk, Garca Mrquez, and, in English, Chinua Achebe and Arundhati Roy. What about Shakespeare, Kafka, Goethe, and Cervantes? Im afraid we can no longer assume that these authors are very well known, even in their own countries. Shouldnt we start with them? Dont they count as an invitation to world literature?

One has to begin somewhere, and for the purposes of the video series, it proved difficult to do justice to more than one work at a time in one 20-minute episode. We would never claim that the thirteen works chosen have special status higher than Shakespeare or Dante; instead, we were selecting works that would collectively give an initial picture of the varieties of literary experience across time and around the world. Naturally, we hope that viewers will want to go further than just these thirteen, or any thirteen works. Just now, Ive signed a contract to write a book for Penguin Books, introducing world literature for a non-academic audience. For the book, I could have many more authors, though I also wanted to be selective enough to have room to say something meaningful about each. I also wanted a kind of engaging narrative structure, so Im calling the book Around the World in Eighty Books, playing of course on Jules Vernes book, and in this book I am indeed including Shakespeare, Goethe, Dante, and Cervantes, along with the Ramayana, Sophocles, Woolf, Borges, and many more.

Increasingly, I think that the term world literature needs to be thought of in the plural: there are many world literatures, not only in different countries but for different readers in any given country, and I would like readers to take an active role in selecting their own world literature, one that can help them find their place at home as well as in the wider world, in translation as well as in their native language or languages, and ideally will inspire them to learn a new language they never knew they couldnt live without, until they read a beautiful poem in an eloquent translation.

This series of interviews and articles on translation and translators is published in cooperation with the City Culture Institute in Gdańsk, organizers of the Gdańsk Meetings of Literary Translators: Found in Translation and the European Poet of Freedom Festival.
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