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CULTURE 2. 0 – Enter Level 2.0

Agnieszka Słodownik

The space of the 2nd floor was taken over by artists – we, the triggers that were bringing the installations to life,  sampled the musings and imaginings brought to us by the panGenerator group, the kilku.com group, Marcin Ignac, who came to Warsaw from Copenhagen, and the mysterious trzewiczek, who prefers the lower case over the capital (and we respect that), and his two students: Dariusz Małojło and Marcin Korzekwa.

The media kept on mixing, putting the senses to the test.





Movement produced sound and colour;





Butterflies covered your reflection, which then split into pieces like a jigsaw puzzle;



national data went visual;



we saw what happened during the first Polish MediaLab in Chrzelice that took place over the summer;



the veracity of transmission was being questioned in the building’s elevator;



we asked ourselves whether in image we can trust; glass bricks pixelated; three-dimensional space was thrice as present thanks to I3D. Last, but not least, we experienced pieces by students of the Polish-Japanese Institute of Information Technology, which also commented on the contemporaneity.

There was something just for kids: IBM KidSmart. It’s a set designed especially for kids 3-6 years of age. The IBM KidSmart Early Learning Program integrates new interactive teaching and learning activities using the latest technology into the pre-kindergarten curricula. The program is being implemented in Poland in cooperation with the Ministry of National Education.



Digital Center enabled guests to rescue yellowing books from a personal libraries. The “Scan your old book!” initiative come to the rescue. Some experimented with 3D scanners and went on to scan their faces...



The National Audiovisual Institute presented an excerpt of its archive in the Chillout Radio and the Chillout Cinema. Dwutygodnik.com, Biweekly’s Polish matrix so to speak, went out of the computer screen and moved on to the eClicto reader.

On Thursday and Friday Paweł Cyrta and Krzysztof Trzewiczek were conducting a workshop on Pure Data, Arduino, Processing and Open Sound Control.



More on the Enter Level 2.0 exhibition in next editions of Biweekly.



THE ABC OF NEW CULTURE: G as in gatekeeper (or lack thereof)

Mirek Filiciak / Alek Tarkowski

In the late 1950s, Kurt Lewin formulated a communication model in which information flows through channels separated by gates – points where information is filtered, relayed, or withheld. The decision is made on the basis of objective rules, or is made discretionally by a “gatekeeper”.

The example Lewin described involved a mother deciding what kind of food would be served on the family table. But the theory of a human communication filter became popular not only with nutritionists but also, and especially, with media theorists. 20th-century press titles, publishing houses, film studios, radio and TV channels had one thing in common: a gatekeeper controlling the flow of information. The gatekeeper is usually embodied by the editor-in-chief, but it can also be the given title’s main sponsor, or a political censor blocking unwelcome content.

Objectively, gatekeepers exist because media channels have limited throughput capacity; the latter results directly from high production and distribution costs. In the past, besides generating content, it was also necessary to select it. In practice, however, the gate guarded by the gatekeeper is a position of power. The process of selection isn’t objective: it shapes editorial lines, takes people or content off the air or puts them on, turns people into stars or keeps them in obscurity.

But the 20th century ended a decade ago and media, previously directed at the mass audience, are now being reoriented towards a growing number of specialised niches while new means of content production and distribution have arrived with the onset of digital technologies. One of the most significant changes brought about by the digital revolution has been a sharp drop in production and distribution costs. In other words, communication channels have suddenly increased in throughput. The new, digital, culture is thus characterised by a lack of gatekeepers (which explains the nervous comments that we are surrounded by “digital chaos”). One can create content as often as one wants and of any data size because the internet has room for it anyway, and at near-zero cost.

In the 21st-century media ecosystem, “gated” media coexist with “non-gated” ones. All of them, if only they have anything to do with digital communication, pass through one gate (albeit a global one): the internet. The latter has, however, been deliberately designed as a neutral gatekeeper (David Isenberg goes as far as to call the Web stupid, which he considers a virtue): it lets everything through.

The infoglut has to be filtered though, so every one of us, the receivers, has to act as a gatekeeper. Instead of being selected at the broadcasting end, in the new model information is pulled through a gate at the receiving end. An ordinary individual has no competence however to act as an effective gatekeeper for the virtually infinite mass of information made available by the benevolent fool, the internet.

Despite prophecies that the digital media would scrap middlemen, new gatekeepers have emerged – among the most important ones today are search engines. Seemingly neutral, they decide in thousands of ways what information content we ultimately select. Also the collective wisdom of the mass audience is becoming a new kind of gatekeeper in the shape of the so called folksonomies: content catalogues created collectively by Web users and representing a filtering alternative to search engines.

As receivers, we are thus still at gatekeepers’ mercy. As authors however, we have freedom: tools to generate and publish content, user accounts on the popular network sites. From this perspective, the idea of installing traditional gatekeepers in the digital circuit looks rather démodé.

translated by Marcin Wawrzyńczak



NOTES FROM UNDER THE TABLE:The Snoring of the Machines

James Hopkin

The Snoring of the Machines (and the birth of ghost-modernism)

 

During the summer, I visited the Pergamon Museum in Berlin, and I stood before the Ishtar Gate (575 BC), once part of the Walls of Babylon, and alluding to the Mesopotamian, pre-Christian creation myth of Ishtar and Marduk. Of course, what a sight, what a timeless vision of an entrance, a true beginning, enough to set you trembling! But what’s this? People weren’t looking, not really looking, certainly not patiently observing, standing in awe and wonder, astonished by their own sudden receptivity, amazed to have found such an otherworldly apparition in the middle of a pulsing European capital, no, instead they were taking out cameras and phones, pointing and clicking away, studying, not the ancient wonder in front of them, but the tiny screens on the back of their gadgets, thus instantly media-ting, de-mystifying, making safe (not to mention slaughtering the aura of) this extraordinary scene, and, most importantly for them, converting it into a virtual format which they can then photofuck, infantilise, and post to a disinterested mass of friends - “look where I was today” (though I wasn’t even looking) – before filing away under “Summer, 2010”.

Don’t you despair?

In his novel, Homo Faber, the Swiss novelist, Max Frisch wrote, “technology…the knack of so arranging the world that we don’t have to experience it.”

That was in 1957.

And here’s Zadie Smith writing recently in The New York Review of Books, “When a human being becomes a set of data on a website like Facebook, he or she is reduced. Everything shrinks. Individual character. Friendships. Language. Sensibility. In a way it’s a transcendent experience: we lose our bodies, our messy feelings, our desires, our fears…[but] our denuded networked selves don’t look more free, they just look more owned.’’

She gave up that social networking site (in which we are all as happy as fish in an ocean of marketing piranhas), stating that it is “falsely jolly, fake-friendly, self-promoting, slickly disingenuous” and “the greatest distraction from work I’ve ever had”.

Don’t you agree? Internetic distractions provide the greatest threat to cogent narratives, to patient observation, to a deeper sense of our selves. And by cogent narratives, I mean there’s also a very real threat to language itself: sms-speak, media-babble, the consonant- and number-heavy jargon of virtual correspondence.

“You Are Not a Gadget” is a book by computer scientist and artist (the best of both worlds?), Jaron Lanier. He writes, “Different media designs stimulate different potentials in human nature. We shouldn’t seek to make the pack mentality as efficient as possible. We should instead seek to inspire the phenomenon of individual intelligence.’’

Culture 2.0? The best or worst thing to happen to culture since the Enlightenment? Are you telling me the Kindle is the new Caxton? Certainly, the fascinating (and often time-wasting) availability of information on the net requires a shrewd intelligence to navigate one’s way around. Or are we all just doing what everyone else is doing, moving – and process is one of the key words of Culture 2.0 – not towards self-awareness, but towards self-exposure, virtual exhibitionism, even an evacuation of the self: all of me is out there, online. And it’s instant. No room in the dark for the growth of a soul. Just as the darkrooms of conventional photography are now considered somewhat otiose.

“A person is a mystery in broad daylight,” wrote Sartre.

But not in our culture of confession, of an almost cretinous will to divulge.

Yet as Max Frisch writes, this time in his novel, “I’m not Stiller”, a wonderful excavation of the many selves that constitute a single identity, “You can put anything into words, except your own life”.

When I did a spell as Guest Professor of Literature at the University of Leipzig, I taught a postgraduate class on an American writer, Thomas Pynchon. Two of the students turned up with Wikipedia print-outs about the author which one of them read by way of their response to reading The Crying of Lot 49. When I told them that their university library has a large section of Pynchon criticism and that I would not accept Wikipedia as postgraduate research (and certainly not as the only research) they made a decision: they dropped out of the class.

Is this the generation of Culture 2.0?

Ok, before you start calling me a Luddite, a Romantic, a cynic, or just plain nostalgic, let’s go back a little. I was born in Cambridge, around the time the home computer was invented in that city, and I grew up with Sir Clive Sinclair’s innovations: the ZX80, the ZX81, the Sinclair Spectrum. I’m as easy with computers as anyone. I use them to aid me in my work,  but I refuse to be in thrall to them. That said, I wholeheartedly support the technological advances that link the world, increase literacy, the availability and immediacy of news (see, for example, the coverage of the UK’s recent student protests shot by the students themselves), the arts, information. I know, too, how much these advances have, to give just one example, helped independent filmmakers to produce cheap but high-quality films and documentaries, a good many of which challenge the status quo, media-marketing dictates, political exploitation, inequality, the hidden stories of war and so on. But, of course, there’s a concomitant danger.

In The Guardian, Sean O’Hagan, writing of the current boom in low-budget, high-quality documentaries, observed, “That is perhaps the reason why its [the documentary’s] boundaries are currently being stretched – to keep up with the increasing unreality of the real world.’’

Which takes me back to Jaron Lanier: “Information systems,” he writes, “need to have information in order to run, but information underrepresents reality”. Yet vehement supporters of Culture 2.0 claim that information systems extend reality.

So which reality are we living in? And whose? And how far does it go? Can Culture 2.0 lead, as many believe, to a more efficient, fairer democracy (Democracy 2.0?) and if so, what are these innovators promising next? The end of world hunger and poverty 2.0?

More likely, Culture 2.0 is simply a concept, slipped in while stressing continuity, when, in effect, it’s a digitalised postmodernism,  the labyrinth replaced by a web.

If that’s the case, then we are really going to need some great minds, writers, artists, filmmakers, mythopoeic thinkers to help us make sense of our plight, to help us find our way around this all-encompassing web, stricken as we will be between real and virtual worlds, and in dire need of synthesizing our real and virtual selves in the search for an identity that does not deny but rather encourages the flourishing of our individualism and intelligence. And isn’t this need in many ways redolent of the inception of modernism after the First World War, an era facing rapid advances in communications, film, travel, while trying to recover spiritual values after the inhumane slaughter of that conflict, and its corollary, economic uncertainty? So, after the postmodern glorification of fragments and “anything goes” (and the welcome collapse of borders, regimes, exclusivity)  and during war and terrorism and the endless siege of the media and marketing machines that have coerced us into spending more money than we possess, don’t we need a few visionaries, a – and here I coin a phrase, a re-born concept, but one to bloom in its own way for our age - ghost-modernism (a spectral reincarnation of modernism, plus the better aspects of pomo and the internetic age) to put some of the pieces together, including our selves, virtually or otherwise, before “everything’s gone”?

Culture 2.0 is not the end of culture, nor is it a new beginning. The ancient portals remain. The beauty of a creation myth is that it is cyclical: it comes round again. If we’re to prosper in the current e-poch, ghost-modernism (recovering spiritual values and mythopoeic structures, coherent narratives, the mystery of life and of the self, the art of slow and steady perception, not to mention a more European outlook) is, for me, the way to bridge our lives between the real and the virtual world. And there’s something you can do alone in the non-virtual world, too: put your machines to sleep more often, leave your phones at home, wander out in search of you know not what, but wander out anyway, and discover something – a vision, a moment, a mystery,  yes, an experience – that can’t be shown on a screen.

Then keep it to yourself.

Or has E M Forster’s “only connect” been replaced, without appeal and at whatever the cost, by “only connectivity”?

© James Hopkin 09.11.10

 
  



CULTURE 2. 0 – Open Source in Practical Terms (1)

Krzysztof Trzewiczek

For some time now, wherever one looks, a more or less heated debate has been going on regarding patents, licenses, free software, and the Creative Commons movement. Some say piracy is wrong because it’s a shortcut, others reply that it’s a way to fight the corporations and outdated law, some mention the freedom inherent in the open source movement, others say they don’t want to mix ethics with technology. They quarrel and argue, seeking support for their views among moral, legal, or economic authority figures. And although all these debates are very important, they often ignore an important aspect of the whole thing – its practical side. For me, the open source movement is simple pragmatics – the ethics, law, and economy come as bonuses.



A (Mini) Introduction to Licenses

Free and open projects (not just software-related ones) are not without their rights. To allow them to function effectively as free and open, a number of licenses have been created with the main purpose of protecting the right to continue the development of the licensed product. One such license is the General Public License (GPL), created by the founder of the Free Software Foundation, Richard Stalmann. The specificity of the GPL is that it requires the author of a work derived from the licensed product to provide that work under the same license. Thus the GPL assures a free and open existence for all derivatives of the given product or project. It is often portrayed as a “license virus” that moves from one work to another. Other popular free and open licenses include the Lesser General Public License (LGPL), the BSD, and licenses from the Creative Commons family.





I would like to present this pragmatic side of open source from several complementary perspectives. To reflect on what is its educational dimension, what comfort means in open source, what the work ethic is in projects of this kind, and why less cost means more cost even though more cost means less cost. In this part, I would like to focus chiefly on the educational dimension, which appears to me to be one of the strongest advantages of the open source movement.

Let us start with a fictional story about Kowalski and Nowak.

1. Software developer Kowalski writes a new program – a music player. For this purpose, he creates a large number of text files containing what is known as “source code”, which is, basically, a long and complex list of instructions for the computer, expressed in one of the hundreds of programming languages. Kowalski has chosen a language called Python because programming in it is easy and fun.

2. Kowalski uses special tools to turn the source code into a working piece of software. Then, he posts the software on his website in the form of a special installation version so that the future users won’t have to waste time getting through the source code files. Double click is our friend!

3. Kowalski has decided to release his program under one of the standard free software licenses, the GPL (General Public License). Why shouldn’t anyone be allowed to add something to his software or modify it? Kowalski is not a thick-headed programmer and if someone has a good idea how to tweak his software, he won’t mind. “The things people come up with!” Kowalski likes to say.

4. Graphic designer Nowak stumbles upon Kowalski’s site and decides to try the product. He’s been listening to music on his computer using Kowalski’s program for two weeks now and he’s very satisfied. The thing works, has a series of nice options, and it costs nothing – it’s freeware.

5. Still, Nowak doesn’t love the fact that, being the “typical software engineer”, Kowalski has equipped his program with ugly icons and anachronistic colours. Nowak remembers that the program is distributed on the GPL license, which means that its author encourages cooperation.



6. Nowak creates some nice icons and e-mails Kowalski asking whether he’d like to use them in his program and telling him he could prepare new colour identification. Kowalski writes back the next day to say that the icons have already been added and Nowak’s name is in the Contributors section. He adds he will gladly accept a new colour range – it’s not his strongest side and he finds the chore tiresome. If Nowak wants to start working with on colours himself, he should have no problem doing so, because the source code is well written. The two exchange their instant messaging nicks.

7. With certain apprehension but also excitement, Nowak downloads the source code and unpacks it on his machine. There are many files, but Nowak quickly finds the two folders of interest to him: pics with the icons, and gui with the source code for the graphic user interface, where the colours should be.

8. When Nowak opens a file called track_list.py and Ctrl-f’s to find the first mention of “color”, he is greatly surprised. He sees the following lines:

# set the font color to light red
 self.color = QtGui.QColor( 250, 150, 150 )

“It’s like English!”, Nowak thinks.

9. Nowak quickly realises that the figures in the parentheses are the RGB (red, green, blue) values, which he is familiar from Photoshop. He finds a nice red colour and replaces the values.

10. When he opens the program again, the songs highlighted on the track list have a new hue. Nowak is filled with pride.

11. Kowalski loves the new and improved look of his music player. He has changed the version number from 0.6 to 0.7 and listed Nowak as co-author. It’s been several months since Nowak’s initial contribution and he has learned to write in Python with Kowalski’s help. He never thought he’d be doing this, but now he chats with Nowak, discussing the option of equipping their music player with a video playback function. A new version is in the making!

Perhaps some readers will find this story sounds like fairy tale about a beautiful, ideal world. But if anyone has read it using Firefox, they have experienced its effects on their own skin, and on a much greater scale. Firefox is an open source web browser and the users’ involvement can be gauged by the number of the available plug-ins and skins. As of today, Mozilla, the company responsible for the product, lists over 10,000 plug-ins and over 35,000 skins. Moreover, the Mozilla source code has been used to create not only Firefox but several other browsers as well (including Flock, which has recently grown quite popular).

Another spectacular example is, of course, the Linux operating system. It was created on the initiative of a brilliant Finnish student who complained that after graduating, he would no longer have access to the Unix operating system he used in university. To address this, helped by his fellow students and hundreds of thousands of programmers and enthusiasts from all over the world, he wrote his own Unix-based system. Linux is a flagship example of using the internet for collective work.

Anyone who has read up to this point can say that this is interesting but limited to the narrow world of software developers. Well, this is not true, and for several reasons. Without going into details (there will be time for that in the successive installments of this series), let us look briefly at two open source movie projects, Elephants Dream and Big Buck Bunny.

Both short animations have been created in a similar manner: Blender Foundation (an institution responsible for writing and developing a source code called Blender, which is used to make 3D animations) set up a specific-purpose residence program for several outstanding animators. In the first instance, the group’s role was to create a short film that would fully exploit Blender’s potential in terms of figure animation. The second residence was for nature animation. During both productions, the Blender Foundation was able not only to see how much can be done with their software but also develop it on the spot according to the suggestions of outstanding animators. What more, the authors of Blender knew that they would thus obtain top-quality educational material, because the complete production-level content was made available to Blender users on an open source basis. In this case, source code means character models, lighting schemes, specific animation sequences – all that is needed to make an animated film. You can download it from the Blender Foundation website and use for your own purposes, be it educational, artistic, programming, or other. As a result, any time someone wonders, watching the film, “How did they do it?”, you can always answer, “I don’t know but give me a moment, I’ll look inside and tell you”. Some of the best animators on the market today have made their work available to us so that we can improve our own technique under their supervision, as it were.

As in the Kowalski/Nowak story, here too the educational aspect should function as a primary one. Open source means not only the possibility to adapt code to your needs but also, and most importantly, the possibility to learn from more advanced users. This is the radical change of perspective that the open source movement offers. The classic saying, “He graduated from university, but he learned his profession on the job”, is reflected here – thanks to the possibility of learning directly from experienced programmers, architects, and animators, knowledge is not detached from professional practice. I myself am a self-taught software developer – I know how much I owe to open source!

translated by Marcin Wawrzyńczak



Reminiscences of the Summer Season: The Post Tourist on Holiday

Aleksandra Perczyńska

A tourist friend of mine recently told me how she had fled from a Kayan village in Thailand. It was to be one of those typical tourist attractions – a visit to a genuine tribal village where “time has stopped”*, the “locals live in harmony with nature” like “hundreds of years ago” and so on. My friend described the one-day outing organised by the tour operator as a visit to a zoo. Kayan women wear metal necklaces (which means they are exotic and authentic). In the tourist-visited village, “normal life” goes on – which means that the women, dressed in traditional costumes, weave and smile, posing for pictures, and the men are absent. You can also buy souvenirs and postcards. My friend held out for about five minutes and then fled to the neighbouring village where the locals, dressed in jeans and T-shirts, watched TV, sent text messages on their mobiles, and sipped Coke.

The precursors of today’s tourists were wealthy English aristocrats who, in the 17th and 18th centuries, would embark on the so called Grand Tour. They visited Switzerland, Italy and France, learning languages and becoming familiar with the continent’s culture, art and cream of society. They would take lessons in horse riding, fencing or dance. The Grand Tour was a sort of rite of passage where the young noblemen got some polish and made useful contacts before joining diplomatic or government service.

From Teetotaller Excursions to Oktoberfest

The emergence of mass tourism would not have been possible without the industrial revolution and such civilisational achievements as the railway, which inspired Thomas Cook to organise excursions. Cook was an extremely religious Baptist missionary who believed that the main source of the ailments British society suffered from was alcohol. During a temperance movement meeting, he came up with the idea of the first excursion in the modern sense of the word: in July 1841, he organised a train trip from Leicester to Loughborough, 12 miles away. The event proved a success and for next several years, Cook organised, on a non-profit basis, similar local excursions for Sunday schools. In 1845, he organised his first commercial trip. Several years later, he started offering train trips in Europe and the United States, in 1861 registering his Thomas Cook & Son. Today, Thomas Cook UK & Ireland is a corporation with 19,000 employees, an airline, 45 aircraft, and its own TV channel.

As an avowed teetotaller, Thomas Cook is probably turning in his grave knowing that he has contributed to the creation of an industry thanks to which hundreds of young Britons visit Kraków to get drunk, Poles go to Prague to get smashed on cheap beer, and Oktoberfest is one of Germany’s greatest tourist attractions.

Cook gave the emerging middle class an occupation so that it had something to do with its free time. Since those first train excursions, the popularity of places such as London, Paris, Venice or Baden-Baden has been growing at a rapid pace. Today, according to the World Tourist Organisation, the world’s most popular tourist destinations are the US, Spain, France, and Italy, and the nations spending most on tourism include Germany, the United States, Britain, and China. Tourism is the world’s fastest growing industry. Every year, over 800 million people travel for tourist purposes – and the number keeps growing. Even totalitarian countries, such as North Korea, publish ads promoting themselves as tourist destinations (although in this case one can hardly believe this is for real). The effects of mass tourism range from economic (stimulating local economic growth), through social (cultural integration, but also prostitution and crime), to ecological (environmental pollution, but also the development of eco-tourism or sustainable tourism which aims to minimise the negative and maximise the positive impact on the environment and society).

Why Go on Holiday?

Every summer we are flooded with “last minute” ads from travel agencies promising “France in a week”, “A weekend in London”, or “Seven countries in 14 days”. The typical summer holiday ad goes like, “Blue sea, wonderful sun, great hospitality and hot Southern temperament”. Plus, there are the non-standard offers: extreme tourism, eco tourism, religious tourism, LGBT, or even poverty tourism, which enables you to visit Third World slums. Why do people take these offers?

I ask myself this question every time I see the typical tourist scene. Say, the electric mini-train that carries tourists around Nice in the south of France. They sit with sad faces in the small cars as a voice from the speaker tells them in different languages about what they can see outside the window. Some have enough energy to take pictures of the Opera building or the palm trees on Boulevard Anglaise. Others look completely resigned – like people who have been sitting in front of the TV for five hours trying to find something interesting (even those of us who do not have television know how tiresome channel surfing can be). Tired, bored, and devoid of hope, they will never sit down for a cup of coffee in a French café, will not watch the passers-by, will not exchange (un)pleasantries with the French waiters – they watch it all from a safe distance and from behind a pane of glass. As philosopher Elbert Green Hubbard put it, “No man needs a vacation so much as the man who has just had one.”

Sociologists and anthropologists have long been discussing the subject of tourism. Most scholars agree that the reason why a tourist goes on a trip is in search of authenticity. Watching TV shows like Strictly Come Dancing or spying on the lives of celebrities through gossip web sites does not satisfy our thirst for authenticity, so we go on vacation to see how Others live. Sociologists stress the incoherence, uncertainty, fluidity and shallowness of the postmodern cultural experience.



The Others, supposedly, have it different. We are told they live in harmony with themselves and with nature. They supposedly have an identity, expressed in their traditional dress, traditional tattoos, jewelry, language and customs. Think the noble savage Rousseau. In the globalised world, there are virtually no places untouched by Western pop culture, but the tourist industry continues to pretend there are – otherwise it would lose a lot of money.

Travelling to the exotic destinations where we can see the Others with our own eyes has been ever cheaper. The leaflets mention all kinds of attractions, from an elephant ride, through a visit to a local temple, a canoe trip and bungee jumping, to watching genuine native rituals. There actually exist travel agencies specialising in sending clients to “off the beaten track” destinations where you can meet “genuine“ natives – such as the Kayan women. This is also the message behind Bangladesh’s official slogan: “Come to Bangladesh Before the Tourists.” Who is being invited here if not tourists? “Real travellers?”

Natives on Stage



Dean MacCannell

Sociologist, famous for his canonical The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class (1976), an interdisciplinary study of the phenomenon of mass tourism. MacCannell discusses in it the staged authenticity of high- and low-brow culture, the product, the symbol, and the construction of the social reality. It is believed that the book achieved something that Lévi-Strauss deemed impossible: an anthropological analysis of modernity.





According to sociologist Erik Cohen, tourism has been replacing religion today: both the pilgrimage and a holiday trip are a quest for the authenticity of experience. Dean MacCannell puts forward in his classic study “The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class” the concept of “staged authenticity” where, for instance, we can, for a small fee, watch natives walking on red-hot coals. MacCannell alludes to Erving Goffman’s theory of the “front” and “back” stage of social life – the “authentic” tourist attractions pretend to be the “back stage” whereas in fact they have been orchestrated and tailored to suit the tourist’s expectations. The onstage places, objects, people and forms of behaviour are improved and styled to look “ethnic” in order to fit the tourist’s preconceptions and perceived needs. The tourists, in turn, consume these shows with their eyes, unaware (or?) that they have been tailored to their needs to be attractive and make them buy a souvenir and make a photo. John Urry wrote of the “tourist gaze” that it is the sum total of the tourist’s expectations towards the local population. The natives, who live off tourism, satisfy these expectations often by acting out not their traditions but stereotypes. On the other hand, by revitalising certain traditions, the “tourist gaze” can revive the sense of identity of the people acting them out. MacCannell points out that “authenticity” is becoming a product and that aids the “reconstruction of ethnic identity”.



Erving Goffman (1922-1982)

Canadian-born American sociologist. He developed a dramaturgical perspective for studying social interactions. In The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959), he presented the theory that in interactions, the individual tries to control the impression they make on others. In social interactions, like in theatre, there exists the front stage, where the actors (that is, all of us), play the show, and the back stage, which is hidden and where we do not have to enact our social roles.





There are consumers, however, who deliberately choose “artificial” locations, such as Disney World or other such theme parks. Such arrangements have been designed and styled in precisely such a manner to appeal to the mass tourist. Maxine Feifer calls them (indeed!) post-tourists and says that they love the non-authenticity and artificiality of these worlds. These are conscious consumers who live in a hyper-consumption reality and know that markets, brands and images vie for their attention. The post-tourist knows that he has a choice and expects high-quality service, comfort and predictability. He does not care about the artificiality of the attractions he visits and tourism is just another form of entertainment for him. He does not delude himself that there exist any places or people untouched by Western civilisation.

Taking Away from the Buddhists and Giving to the Tourists

The post-tourist knows that cultural heritage has been commoditised, like everything else in the consumerist world, and thus turned into tourist attractions. The travel industry often appropriates space and redefines the meaning of cultural sites. A good example is the Buddhist temple of Borobudur, Indonesia’s greatest tourist attraction today. As Shelly Errington writes, since its “renovation” and listing in 1991 as a Unesco World Heritage Site, the temple has been fenced, entry tickets have been introduced, and the government has issued a decree that forbids holding Buddhist ceremonies there. Borobudur has thus been (symbolically and practically) transferred from the hands of the Buddhists to the hands of the tourists. Such cases where the slogan about “humanity’s cultural heritage” transforms temples, open-air markets or parks into tourist attractions, that is, products, are many.

A post-tourist would not fall for the authenticity of the Thai Kayan village that left my friend so disgusted. But even he would probably not think up the ethnic political thriller that is behind that tourist attraction. The Kayan, it turns out, are not from Thailand – they are refugees from Burma who have fled the military regime there. They have been granted asylum in Thailand where they serve as specimens in a human zoo (third-world Disneland?) that attracts some 40,000 visitors a year. They earn less than $100 a month. The owners of the “villages” do not allow them to use mobile phones – because it spoils the “native tribe” image that their business relies on. Some would be granted refugee status in, for instance, New Zealand, but the Thai government refuses them exit visas. Tens of thousands of other refugees from Burma get their papers without a problem or are sent back, but the Kayan have big commercial value so the government says no. The UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) has intervened on the matter with the Thai authorities who, in turn, deny whether the refusal has anything to do with the value the Kayan have for the Thai tourist industry.

There are many cases like this one, and I don’t know about you, but I will certainly remember about them when browsing through travel agency catalogues offering excursions to virgin lands, off the beaten track, where I will see “representatives of various tribes in their everyday attire” or will be able to visit “authentic local villages” where, “spending time among the natives”, I will have a chance “not only to admire the beauty of Africa’s most beautiful women” but also to “learn a lot about local customs”.

*/ All quotations are from travel agency web sites.

translated by Marcin Wawrzyńczak

Tekst dostępny na licencji Creative Commons BY-NC-ND 3.0 PL.
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CULTURE 2. 0 – Do it with others!

Aleksandra Hirszfeld

Aleksandra Hirszfeld: What is your view of the condition of Polish theoretical thought in the field of New Media Art?

Ryszard W. Kluszczyński: It wasnt until recently that theoretical thought on new media started developing in Poland. Few centres in Poland are active in this field. It is only in the context of reflection on film that the situation is relatively good. Im thinking mainly of the team led by Andrzej Gwźdź [University of Silesia professor - ed.] that is shaping up discourses of this kind. But if we are talking about art in a broader or narrower sense of the word, the area seems to be currently studied only by my team in Łdź, that is, Maciej Ożg, who is currently focused on surveillance art, Marcin Składanek, exploring the field of meta design, Katarzyna Prajzner, who analyses the area between computer games and other narrational forms in contemporary culture, and Michał Derda-Nowakowski, whose research perspective is strictly anthropological. Of course, there are also Piotr Zawojski and Anna Maj in Silesia and a group of young researchers scattered around different universities, but their overall achievements to date form only a mere outline of a future system.



Why is that?

One of the reasons is that New Media Art in Poland remains on more or less the same level. In fact, only one art school has been consistently teaching this kind of course for about ten years now  the Poznań Academy of Fine Arts. In the other cities, things look much worse. In Krakw, something has been slowly evolving around Antoni Porczak but in reality the noble conservatism, so to speak, of the Krakw art community has not allowed the initiative to flourish. In Gdańsk, although the symptoms have been appearing for years, the thing remains in a nascent state. There is also a group of artists who have been exploring the area of New Media Art in their work, e.g. Piotr Wyrzykowski or Joanna Hoffman, but in fact NMA in Poland remains a rather traditional art, one whose authors employ rather unsophisticated forms of new media. In her book on NMA, Christine Paul proposes that we think about two forms of digital technology presence in the field of art. On the one hand, as media, and that is the actual, dynamic trend of new media arts in the world, and, on the other, as instruments, that is, as digital tools for expressing traditional artistic forms. In Poland, digital technologies continue to be treated instrumentally, and are used to create computer graphics or videos. More advanced forms remain rare.



Ryszard W. Kluszczyński

Professor, critic, curator. Head of the Department of Media and Visual Culture at Łdź University. Professor ordinarius of the Łdź Academy of Fine Arts, he also teaches at the Poznań ASP. Author of many books, including Film  sztuka Wielkiej Awangardy [Film  the art of the Great Avant-garde] (1990), Awangarda. Rozważania teoretyczne [The avant-garde. Theoretical reflections] (1997), Obrazy na wolności. Studia z historii sztuk medialnych w Polsce [Images at large. Studies in the history of media arts in Poland] (1998), Film  wideo  multimedia. Sztuka ruchomego obrazu w erze elektronicznej [Film  video  multimedia. Art of the moving picture in the electronic era] (1999, 2002), Społeczeństwo informacyjne. Cyberkultura. Sztuka multimediw [Information society. Cyberculture. Multimedia art] (2001, 2002). In January 2010, he published Sztuka interaktywna. Od dzieła-instrumentu do interaktywnego spektaklu [Interactive art. From the work-as-instrument to interactive spectacle].





 Looking from the global perspective, is theory following practice or is practice following theory? Is New Media Art governed by the same rules as traditional art or do they evade standards?

It is a special field of art where theory and practice have to enter a dialogue with each other. In this case, as in traditional art, practice precedes theory as well: phenomena appear for which there are no names and concepts are coined only later. But if we look closely, we will see that practice has been developing in parallel with theory. It is not without reason that NMA is considered to be a cultural practice, not just an artistic one. The most interesting artists are very often theoreticians as well. Many have written PhD theses in various fields of science, which serve as excellent sources of knowledge. It is no accident that it is precisely these artists-theoreticians who practice this discipline of art. Gone are the times when, as in the 1990s, artists were backed by software developers, often outstanding ones. At some point, artists started writing software themselves. The new generation prepares not only the ideas but also their implementations  and that is the first step towards more theory-oriented thinking. If we develop our tools ourselves, we start thinking about them in a broader context and attempts to theorise begin. This is not pure theory, just as New Media Art is not a pure, theory-less art. However, there is no doubt that bi-directional work between theory and practice can be observed.

I asked about New Media Art for a reason. Interactive art, the subject of your latest book (Sztuka interaktywna. Od dzieła-instrumentu do interaktywnego spektaklu [Interactive art. From the work-as-instrument to interactive spectacle], WAiP, Warsaw 2010), is part of New Media Art. I think a very important aspect of the book is that in the introduction you outline a definition, or notion, of what we describe as NMA (you mention such things as technological, electronic, digital, interactive and networking media)  why is the concept so fluid and ambiguous? How do you define New Media Art?

The usefulness of the various concepts is purely contextual. I do not believe in any pure truth that you arrive at and then need to defend. The knowledge that we are building makes sense in certain contexts and that is why, for instance, in Poland, in teaching new media, I take video into account. Not only because contemporary video art is a digital art but because if I did not take video art into account in the context of NMA, there would be no place for it anywhere in Poland. It is not being viewed in the context of the traditional media, in the context of cinema, so the only chance to study it seriously, to write a history of the phenomenon, is to find a place of it, for instance, as part of NM. Without this kind of context, though, I think I would be inclined to think about NMA first of all in terms of interactive media, which in the meantime have become networking media. In the book, I choose the digital media option, also (though not only) because the term encompasses video, which today, as I have said, is predominantly a digital discipline.

Why do you consider interactivity an aspect of NMA important enough to write a separate book about it?

Jokingly, I could say I have written some books on the subject, the unexplored area has shrunk and only interactivity was left. Seriously, though, interactivity appears to me to be a particularly significant feature of media art, especially in the recent period.

Digital media, as Manovich tries to show, are in themselves, due to their technological character, interactive by definition. Of course, the way we construe this interactivity is changing because the forms of artistic practice are changing and the concepts that only a moment ago were most adequate in describing the state of affairs today require modification.

We should, however, be wary of a certain tendency that has lately become rather commonplace; namely, interactivity is becoming a quasi-valuating category: if something is interactive, it means it is valuable. This, of course, has to be rebuked. The idea has been rather popular in certain circles because for several decades now a new social, or actually civilisational, community has been shaping up, founded on something that is being referred to as the culture of participation. It is something that [Henry] Jenkins writes about. Some have begun calling it the Web 2.0 or even Web 3.0 generation. What we are dealing with here is a new community of social praxis where there is no longer any sharp division between those who produce cultural or symbolic content and those who merely consume it. At this point, interactivity has turned out to be a new intellectual category that explains the phenomenon, a category that proves useful in describing certain tendencies that manifest themselves on many levels, whether in pop culture or in artistic culture, in interpersonal relations or in modes of communication. Interactive art is becoming a key that, I thought, needs to be described and referred to other important concepts.

In the book, you quote Tams Waliczky: If we approach the computer with our old way of thinking  we will  miss a magnificent opportunity to create a new world. Is the problem of the originality of the final product an important aspect of interactive art?

Today, the problem of interactivity is a rather complex issue because we live in a culture of copying and remixing. What would originality mean today? You can use something that somebody else has created in an original or ingenious way. The traditional notion of originality has been challenged for decades now. Someone once wrote that originality is something we never succeed in achieving. When we think we are original, it only means we do not know the work we are inadvertently copying. Besides, globalisation reminds us that something can be original only in a certain context. A work can be original here but will be completely unoriginal somewhere else because someone did similar things there ten years ago. This immediately raises the question: if someone did similar things ten years ago in a completely different context, does this make what you are doing here and now unoriginal? I think originality, like many other concepts, is context-dependent. When we ask about originality, we should also be asking: in what context, for whom?

Does the concept matter at all in the context of interactive art?

First of all, we need to ask whether originality matters in art in general. If the answer is affirmative, then it also matters in interactive art, but perhaps other things, such as effectiveness, matter more to others. Art often aims not to delight us but to cause us to do something for others. In this situation, does it matter that something is original? What matters is whether it succeeds in mobilising us.

Lets talk for a moment about the copy and the remix. What is the relationship between the practice of using existing elements and the production of new works of art? Could we discern a unique figure of repetition in the field of interactive art?

I do not know whether on this level we can discern anything in interactive art that could not be discerned in other disciplines. Especially that interactivity emerges from processes that have been rapidly developing elsewhere: in kinetic art, installation art or performance art, and those are disciplines that have proliferated in various areas of painting or action art.  The relationship between, for instance, sculpture and installation is hard to pin down. So, in fact, something that relates to interactivity also relates to those disciplines of art that are somehow interconnected. I think repetition and originality are now essentially cultural categories and if there is anything unique in them, it is mainly due to the fact that they have become topical issues. In the era of digital technology, someones else work becomes material for our own. In his 1960 Literature of Exhaustion manifesto, John Barth wrote that everything had already been written and all we can do is manipulate it in a clever way: through collage, pastiche, and parody. We can refer to existing work in an original way but that is a completely different kind of originality than that which people used to have in mind when they believed that an original work is one that has no predecessor.

What is the relationship between the development of interactive art and the changes capitalism is undergoing today? Has the fact that we live in times obsessed with communication and active participation, where, at least on the level of ideology, creativity is believed to be important, in a reality where we constantly have to be making choices and consumer decisions, has all that had an influence on the development of interactive arts?

I wouldt look at these relationships in that way. What is the important context here are the cultural orders on which the different types of social activity are built. Their common foundation means that there are affinities between them. The contemporary transformations of the formula of capitalism do not affect the order of interactive art but they can provoke some artists to use interactive technologies in order to define their position towards something that, for instance, they do not accept. These orders have been clearly overlapping but, at the same time, they remain discrete because their purposes are different.

But some sort of influence must exist. There is a kind of interaction, isnt there?

This interaction stems from the common soil from which it all grows, from a common context, common technology. In his Internet Galaxy, Manuel Castells proposes a vision of internet culture that includes all these aspects. Both the libertarian or counter-cultural one and that connected with new economics and new ways of creating wealth and manufacturing goods. What matters is not only that these spheres influence each other but that different spheres of activity develop using the same instruments. Note how difficult it is to discern between, for instance, advertising and art, and how people like Oliviero Toscani function perfectly well in both fields. At one time he is an artist and at another a marketing expert, and he insists he is far more important an artist than his colleagues who work for galleries only because they have a thousand viewers and he speaks to the millions. This is not true, in fact, but it shows how difficult it is to draw precise boundaries. An artist (I cant recall his name) once proposed that we stop asking what is it? in the context of art and start asking when does it appear? instead. Some contemporary new media philosophers argue that even a question such as that can hardly be asked today, and that a new one has to be invented, and that would appear to be some sort of a solution.

In your book, alluding to Barthess theory, you mention the death of the author, the artist, as a subject fully responsible for a work of art. If the notion of authorship becomes blurry and is transfered partly to the recipient or the computer, should galleries today be promoting artistic authorities? How is the function and role of institutions changing? Should we continue creating and promoting authority figures in art or should we perhaps promote phenomena?

There is room for both. Even if it is indeed so that for several decades now, on various levels, due to a large extent also to new technology, we have been watching a gradual erosion of the category of the author; it hasnt been eliminated completely, but has rather been gradually replaced by the category of authorship. It is also being added that this is dispersed authorship, divided between the many participants of a given event. If we think of art as an event rather than artefacts, then a given event often depends on all of its participants. It is not so, however, that one model has been squeezed out and completely replaced by another. I see it rather as a process of complementation. Contemporary culture is extremely hybrid, so alongside new media-based, interactive artistic concepts or practices, traditional ones, such as those based on the notion of artist as demiurge, have been doing great, too. Poland isn't the only country where academies and critics continue to promote the artist above all else as a brand that sells best.

The transition from object to event is an important aspect of interactive art. What has been driving this trend? Why has the recipient become so important? Why has an immobile object been replaced with an individual or collective experience or process?

The history of the avant-garde is one of the possible answers. Ever since the first exhibitions of early-20th-century artists, the dynamic aspects of art have been very strongly emphasised. Happening art or performance art had been practiced long before the terms were coined. Vladimir Mayakovsky, for instance, describes  and Viktor Shklovsky later analyses  the futurists, who even before World War I would put on yellow overalls and mingle with the Sunday crowd to provoke people with their oddness. The event, of course, was partly political, but there were chiefly artists there, manifesting their novel artistic attitude. Iin more recent times, the transition has certainly been driven by the development of digital technologies that reveal, in an extremely emphatic manner, the non-finiteness of the work, which can be altered, processed, and changed at any moment. Besides  and this is perhaps the most important aspect of the situation  social orders have also been developing in this direction. This is sometimes an effect of the deliberate efforts of certain circles. If consumer society is developing dynamically, if corporate orders produce objects that should be consumed with respect, then the only sensible answer is to transform them in your own way, change them into something that will have a different value than that defined by the producer. This leads to the creation of space for temporariness, impermanence. The crisis of the notion of essentialism in philosophy, the emphasis on how various contexts change the way we define and understand phenomena  all this means that a certain type of our desired activity of changing the world is bound up with change, with the aforementioned non-finiteness.

Is it the individual experience that dominates or the collective one? And does it even matter?

The areas of individual and collective experience have been changing and, in a way, merging. I think that Web individualism is precisely such a model that combines the two. Individualism as independently building relations with others. Not being inscribed into them but choosing and creating them. This is where the border between individualism and collectivism gets erased. Do it yourself gets replaced with Do it with others.
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CULTURE 2.0 – Slam Sensing Nation Sensation

John Biweekly

Slam Sensing Nation Sensation is the idea of a concert/ happening designed on the idea of the “Chinese whispers” game. Marcin Cecko's poem, originally translated and published in the first issue of Biweekly, went through an evolution of translations, from one language to another in the pre-established order: Polish – English – Dutch – Spanish – Hebrew – French – Japanese – Polish.

During the concert each version will be an independent piece.
 
 There are 7 translators, 8 performers, and 9 musicians taking part in the project.

Polish version:    Weronika Lewandowska, Plan.kton
English version:     Sean Pom Palmer and his choir
Dutch version:     Redbad Klijnstra, Jan Duszynski
 Spanish version:     Luis Escobedo, Manuel Alban Juarez
 Hebrew version:     Roni Lahav, Wojtek Król
 French version:     Ben Guillou, Quentin Carenzo
 Japanese version:     Natsuri Kitamikado, Marcin Masecki
 Polish version:     Sebastian Pawlak, Daniel Pigoński



Creative Commons licence

If it wasn't for the CC licences that translators, and performers have chosen to use for their works, it would be really difficult, close to impossible, to put the Slam to life. Jarosław Lipszyc, head of the Fundacja Nowoczesna Polska [Modern Poland Foundation] and Biweekly's columnist, will give a short introduction to the concert, looking at the event from the copyright point of view.





13.11.2010 (Saturday), 20:00 – Marta Wakuła-Mac: exhibition of prints inspired by translations, Coffee Karma, Plac Zbawiciela 3/5, Warsaw
 
 16.11.2010 (Tuesday), 20:00 – Slam Sensing Nation Sensation concert, 1500m2 do wynajęcia, ul. Solec 18, Warsaw
 
 18.11.2010 (Thursday), 20:00 – Slam Sensing Nation Sensation concert, “Culture 2.0” Conference, National Audiovisual Institute, ul. Wałbrzyska 3/5, Warsaw

Slam Sensing Nation Sensation starts with an exhibition of prints by Marta Wakuła-Mac’s inspired by each translation, and a short film introducing the performers. The exhibition will be followed by two concerts.



The concert is the main part of the happening in which artists will present the poem in their own language. Each performer works with a different musician, who creates an arrangement for the given translation. Each couple aims at achieving an independent piece, allowing us to observe if and how much the poem changes through different wording or pronunciation. Later, the translations will be confronted with the first original and unpublished version performed by the author himself. The SSNS website might help and even encourage people to exchange thoughts, create their own translations, and help to develop and expand the project.

The project has several dimensions: poetic, musical, linguistic, and anthropological, but can also be just fun for both participants and the audience. Therefore, the aim is to try to explore the phenomenon of choice within these areas, but also to create a creative effect and present it to as many interested people as possible. Additionally, thanks to the international nature of the project, we hope to reach international residents of Warsaw, to propose the future organization of similar events abroad.

Produced by: SENSING NATIONS GROUP

Co-producers: Warsaw-Center City Hall, the National Audiovisual Institute

Patrons: The French Institute in Warsaw, the Embassy of Israel in Warsaw

Media patrons: biweekly.pl, dwutygodnik.com, TVN Warszawa, Emmapak

FREE ENTRANCE

www.ssns.pl 
 sensingnations@gmail.com



A Black Wall

Dariusz Czaja

1.

Contemporary art has effectively taught us not to become too accustomed  to soothing and worn mental clichés. Every now and then an artist  challenges our perception, turning our thinking about the past upside  down. Forcing us to undergo subversive therapy. The shocks are of  various calibre and weight.

Not all ideas are equally convincing and some artists obviously mistake  art for journalism. But it is good they exist at all because at least  they do not let us fall asleep. And collective dreaming (with all the  appearances of being lively awake) is one of the epoch’s trademarks, is  it not?



Smiling and handsome Nazis in film shots (Uklański); a comic book about the artist’s father’s camp experiences (Spiegelman); a Lego concentration camp (Libera); a Jewish commando unit scalping their German oppressors (Tarantino) – to mention but a few important and widely discussed artistic events of recent years. In the field of art, the war goes on. And, as a result, so does our thinking about it.

The events mentioned above have already been more or less well digested. And now against this background suddenly appears Mieczysław Weinberg’s opera The Passenger. A work brought out of limbo, out of oblivion. It was written in 1968 in the Soviet Union, based on a novel recounting the camp experiences of Polish Zofia Posmysz, to a libretto by Alexander Medvedev. Due to its political incorrectness, the opera was immediately shelved. In this situation, even the “masterpiece” stamp put on it by Shostakovich could not help. Analogies between a story about a Nazi camp and the world of the Gulag seemed to striking to the regime for Weinberg’s work to be allowed to surface.

2.

And so, an opera about Auschwitz. Let’s say that one more time, out loud. An opera. About Auschwitz. A mind-boggling thing. Falling beyond rational thinking and routine expectations. Something that could be situated halfway between impossibility and impropriety. And, incidentally, an open betrayal of Adorno’s famous ultimate formula.

The very phrase wakes us up from lethargy. And it is not difficult to understand why. The surrealism of a juxtaposition of operatic art and concentration camp reality is so great that it at first evokes incredulity and consternation. The chasm between opera’s alleged artificiality and the brutal realities of camp life means that news of an opera project dealing with camp horrors is met with disbelief rather than curiosity. And perhaps embarrassment-streaked fear too. What will people not do, really? They will even make genocide a basis for opera. You cannot help but think about this context when watching and listening to Weinberg’s work.

Nevertheless, let us try to enter this world.

On the textual level, The Passenger is a story above all about memory and guilt. About repressed memory and German guilt. About pangs of conscience that continue to gnaw. About grotesque attempts at self-justification. About cheap attempts to shift to responsibility onto somebody else. About years of silence. About falsifying yourself and the world. It is a story about Lisa, an ordinary German woman (“ordinary” as in Christopher Browning’s famous book), whom fate has assigned the role of a concentration camp warden. An unexpected meeting, years later, aboard an ocean liner, with Marta, an inmate from her ward, becomes the beginning of a return to the past. A brutal return. Covers fall. Masks disappear. The time comes to honestly face her own incarnation from years ago.  The time comes to somehow explain to her husband the strange anxiety and irritation.

The musical story unfolds on two levels. In the 1960s, on a ship. And in the 1940s, in the camp. There is an intended asymmetry between the two. The ship is majestic. Beautiful and white. Elegant couples wander around the decks. Conversations, drinks, and dances. The idyll of sea voyage. In the camp, there are railway tracks and a ramp. Shaved heads, bunk beds, and striped uniforms as parodies of clothing. A searchlight between the eyes, shouting, beating, humiliation. And death as a certainty. The action takes place aboard the ship only to shift, a moment later, to the dark abyss beneath. To the vaults, into the camp world, the world beyond, or an anti-world. And again to the ship, and again under the deck…

3.

In the post-war psychomachy that the opera’s authors present, the two main characters, Lisa and Marta, are not the only protagonists. Another (supposed) protagonist is the viewer. This stage parcel is addressed to them and at them. So how does The Passenger work for the viewer today? Did David Pountney’s staging in Warsaw (earlier in Bregenz, soon in London and Madrid) touch something important in us? Did it really pierce us to the bone? It is awkward to speak for others. Let me describe my own reflections.

The opera is a synthesis of the word (literature), gesture (theatre) and sound (music). It is – or should be – a synthesis of these three elements, cohesive and complete. The three levels define the three problems of The Passenger.

The fundamental one, in my view, is that it does not portray – as opera has been doing since its Florentine-Venetian beginnings – mythical protagonists living their mythical passions in mythical spaces. In other words, it does not use words, sets, and singing to talk about imaginary worlds, mythological or literary.

The story of Zofia Posmysz talks about specific people, living and dying in a specific place. This place is called Auschwitz. It is not, as we often say, hell, because hell is where bad people go and there, in the death camp, completely innocent people died. So what is it? In her review of Imre Kertész’s book, Agnes Heller wrote that that in order to touch that reality in its core, one would have to invent a new name for it. Such as: Auschwitz. This statement reveals the scale of difficulties that today’s art (any art) faces when it tries to stand up to a reality that there is no word to describe. A reality that is its own tautology.

This is perhaps why the camp scenes, played out in a true-to-life manner, were so unconvincing for me. The authors failed to find a stage language to render that reality (whether this is possible at all in another matter). This is perhaps the most distinct difference between film and theatre. In a motion picture (vide the Andrzej Munk film based on the same story), achieving the reality effect is much easier. Of course, cinema lies too – but it lies better. Theatre, and opera theatre in particular, if it goes literal, inevitably slips on the verge of artificiality, losing credibility in its performances of sorrow, pain and suffering. Symptomatically, what passes in the literary sequences (the ship scenes), becomes at times almost unbearable in the scenes of camp life.

Problem number two: the text. Today, when we have read Kertész, Levi, Amery, Agamben or, from a slightly different area, Littell, is the intellectual charge of Weinberg’s work truly significant? We already know a lot about camp life. Of course, this kind of repetition is never enough, although it needs to be said that in this aspect The Passenger does not really defend itself either. It seems that the dilemmas voiced in the text do not discover any completely unknown territory. Of course, it is not the authors’ fault that the opera had to wait thirty years for its premiere. More than that: I have no doubt that if it had been allowed to premiere then, it would have been an important voice in the discourse on the post-camp world, on the complex executioner-victim relations, on conscience, forgiveness, the perpetrators’ guilt and responsibility.

Remaining for a moment with the libretto, at this weird junction of fiction and realness, I am not sure if someone has noticed a certain thing. The warden of the female ward is portrayed under her real surname: Franz. We know from elsewhere that she survived the war but was never put on trial. Her name, though, had been recorded by Zofia Posmysz who made her the protagonist of her fictional story. What I want to say is that as long we read this text, as long as the opera is staged, the name will always refer to a real person. And the camp stigma will always be on that person. Like a sentence in her life after life, passed by the victims but never executed.

4.

And the third problem, the music. That is that which, I believe, is the most important in Weinberg’s work. But here too a problem arises. Speaking of music, I do not mean just the musical value of the work. The purely musicological level: how, for instance, Weinberg’s musical language compares with that of his contemporaries, how it presents itself against the operas of Britten or Shostakovich. The issue is much subtler. Music, besides its narrative and creative functions, is also an important part of the represented world. It plays a crucial semantic role in it.

The opera’s climax scene is the performance of one of the prisoners, Tadeusz, Marta’s fiancé and a violinist. He is ordered by the camp commander to prepare and publicly perform a waltz. His favourite waltz. Tadeusz starts playing. But instead of a medley of waltzes we get Bach’s Chaconne from the Partita in D minor. The surprise is complete. Both for the SS expecting Viennese sweetness and for us, the viewers. Bach’s music pierces through this oppressive world. It is an independent voice from above. From a space that death and humiliation have no access to. In the camp world of constraint and necessity, the Chaconne’s sounds are a voice from an absolutely free world. It is like punching a hole in a tight dead end.

Pascal Quignard’s unique La Haine de la Musique begins with a sentence that stays with you: “Music is the only one of all arts that collaborated in the extermination of Jews organised by the Germans between 1933 and 1945.” Then it only gets worse. The author cites dozens of examples showing how the music used in the camps by the German perpetrators became an unbearable burden for the victims, how it inspired hatred in them, how they demanded that the orchestra stop playing. In a world turned upside down, music too became an anti-value.

I mention Quignard’s text because listening to the finale Chaconne, I felt as if music was redeeming the burden of past guilt. Not its own guilt. Although music cannot revive anyone, it is a voice of memory; a token of memory’s victory over oblivion. Is Marta’s requesting a Viennese waltz with the ship band not the same gesture, restoring faded memory? A waltz ordered with a clear dedication. A waltz of remembrance, of sweet vengeance perhaps. It is precisely the sounds of this music that cause Lisa to undergo an accelerated anamnesis.

And that is also a victory of the opera itself. Because it was written precisely for this – and only this – reason. To remember. There is no forgiveness, the chorus sings. If your voices fall silent, Marta sings in the Epilogue, we will all be lost (she thus evokes the words of poet Paul Eluard which serve as the motto of this opera: “If the echo of their voices should fade, we shall perish”). Black wall, black wall, the chorus chants. Like a symbol of cognitive impossibility and a memento for eternity.

5.

Perhaps operas such as The Passenger should not be measured solely with art’s standards. The measure of the heart appears more important here.



To Professor Michał Bristiger.

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




Autumn with(out) a Keyboard

Adam Wiedemann

This year’s Warsaw Autumn won’t make history, although it wasn’t really  that bad, but the organisers’ idea – to place the keyboard at center  stage – was something of a failure, and for two reasons. Firstly,  a restitution of the piano keyboard already took place in 1988 with  Lutosławski’s Piano Concerto. Since then, composers have no  longer feared the instrument, and with varying results: during the  successive Autumns, we’ve had the premieres of great concerts by Paweł  Szymański, Zygmunt Krauze, and Paweł Mykietyn, as well as less  successful pieces by Krzysztof Penderecki and Jarosław Siwiński (to  mention but two) – in any case, the piano has long ceased to be  a 19th-century zombie and has since been successfully co-creating the  musical atmosphere of our time.

Secondly, the idea was carried out inconsistently: several “keyboard”  pieces were been commissioned (or contracted) but so were many that had  nothing to do with the theme – the result was a rather uninspired  mixture and had it not been for the programme, no one would have  probably realised the whole thing was about something at all.

 The organisers could have instead added a historical background by bringing out of limbo, for instance, one of Bogusław Schaeffer’s concertos (none of which has ever been performed at the WA); doing a monographic evening of Krauze and presenting his phenomenal Concerto No. 1 in a new interpretation; reminding the public that Hanna Kulenty is also an author of such concertos and including one of them in the programme instead of commissioning the failed Twenty-Five from her; noticing the existence of Bettina Skrzypczak’s interesting Concerto, and so on. The word “concerto” repeats itself here because for some reason composers have recently stopped writing sonatas – and the genre could have been caressed a little by opening the door for sonatas, such as those by Salvatore Sciarrino or Galina Ustvolskaya (playing them one after another in either sequence would have been very instructive indeed) or commissioning a few from the young ones to give them a workout.

But let us leave aside what didn’t happen. The opening evening was indeed an apotheosis of the piano, with as many as four appearing on stage, four players performing on them, first Tomasz Sikorski’s Omaggio, then Zygmunt Krauze’s Letters. The former, as we know, a masterpiece of minimalism, contains blocks of sounds either delicate or brutal, bonded together by an elegiac tone. The latter — not as good but satisfying (especially when compared with the composer’s 2006 Iwona, so manneristic it made your teeth ache); Krauze himself, speaking at a meeting moderated by Ewa Cichoń a few days later, confessed he had lately been having trouble going beyond himself, getting rid of the “melody” that he had taken years to develop and had now outgrown him. It was an honest and estimable confession and such are the Letters in which, with all their overall Krauze-like feel, the author’s does wrestle with his own artistic predilections, although I’m not sure whether he is right to do it by paying tribute to tradition, the bar line, and so on. Perhaps he would have done better by returning to his own roots (during the same meeting Krauze presented his old Monody and Fugue, which sounded surprisingly fresh, like a premonition of Szymański’s Two Etudes, which we shall discuss in a moment).

Unfortunately, the second part of the evening was less satisfying. Two musical toys were delivered, definitely too swollen for their meagre contents. Two pianos were removed and on the two remaining two other piano players performed Louis Andriessen’s piece based on a motif from Liszt’s Rhapsody No. 2, which the composer, as he coquettishly stated in the programme, had never heard before. The orchestra didn’t really manage the “hoketus-style” accompaniment and in their place, I wouldn’t have tried too hard either. It would, I thought as I listened, have been much better if instead of this nothing they had performed Poulenc’s Concerto, equally cheerful but more intelligent. Then came Ondřej Adamek’s purely orchestral self-player, supposedly written as a reflection of his impressions from visiting an old factory. Well, I’ve heard something like that before; it was, I think, Prokofiev’s The Steel Step. I felt really sorry for Reinbert de Leeuw, who actually got so carried away in his mechanical conducting that the score fell from the stand. I’d have preferred to listen to the old Rite of Spring under his baton.

 

This not-very-superb inauguration was followed by a night concert of chamber miniatures. I’ve already laughed at Kraków composer Katarzyna Szwed’s self-commentary: “Like all my works, Something Like Indian Summer is an attempt to capture something important. Important because it arises from an experience of delight and wonder, a sudden flash of vision. Writing the piece, I ate a lot of chocolate.” Despite the pretentious title and description, the composition proved quite decent, as actually did all the other pieces (selected from different pigeonholes according to who knows what key), with the exception perhaps of Paths by Graciela Paraskevaídis, who, with the use of a small drum, tried very hard to prove to us she was a true Argentine.

The next day was devoted to waiting for pieces by Paweł Szymański and Rytis Mažulis – but both proved a nasty disappointment. Mažulis was first played back from a laptop, again some frolicking based on a simple idea, first for a million pianos (virtual, of course), then for nine (also virtual) harpsichords. After these yawns, two piano players from the Netherlands (those who delivered the Andriessen) appeared on stage and played a piece so primitive that you didn’t want to listen to it. Fortunately, a child started crying and whining that wanted to leave, splitting the audience into the pissed off and the amused. Interval. Szymański. Eight harp players and one male piano player, a nice line-up, but the whole attraction ended at that. Initially, the piece reminded me of Mykietyn’s Piano Concerto (a case of the pupil surpassing the master?) but then it all turned into sweet plucking away on the harps that might have gone well with the vocals of Sinead O’Connor.

But the festival went on. I didn’t get to hear everything so forgive me for omitting a few things here and there. On Saturday, guests from Oslo performed and I finally achieved complete satisfaction in the form of Sam Hayden’s Accordion Concerto – dense, post-Carterian music, noisy at times, but always under control, with an eye to both the detail and the whole. Using a MIDI instrument that sounded like an old Casio keyboard was a disaster – I hope composers finally realise that all this gadgetry is not good for them. For dessert, we got four Chopin mazurkas in the interpretations of young Norwegians, very tasty, especially that among the composers was Eivind Buene, my great favourite since this year’s Sacrum Profanum festival.

The climax came on Monday with the performance, following three average pieces (Mundry, Stroppa, and Praszczałek, recently hiding behind the “international” stage name of Prasqual), of Beat Furrer’s Piano Concerto – absolutely innovative in its musical sophistication, and not descending into any time-sanctioned prettiness at that, built rather with ugly, cluster sounds, delivered kind of “aside”, plus the fact that the solo instrument was doubled by the orchestra’s piano, resulting in a peculiar blurring of the musical contour, causing weightlessness and vertigo and, with the situation changing like a kaleidoscope, virtually involving the listener physically, not letting them rest for a moment or feel comfortable amid familiar landscapes.

While you felt like listening to Furrer’s piece to no end, Wojciech Ziemowit Zych’s one and a half hour Différance for two pianos and a percussion left you begging for no more after just twenty minutes (the public was leaving en masse like at no other performance) – the composer, with a predilection for monumental sounds, told the performers to either frantically hammer on the instruments or freeze in solemn adagios; this time too the two pianos played almost identical parts (which was probably to express the Derridian différance) but instead of slackening the spatial and logical relationships, it produced a sense of being imprisoned in a homogenous sound, which revealed its entire potential right at the very start.

And that was, more or less, the end of the keyboarding. Agata Zubel’s Symphony No. 3 proved an ordinary concerto for double trumpet and orchestra, but the composer had become so fixated on presenting the solo instrument’s articulating possibilities that she forgot to allow it to play anything. Hanna Kulenty (Twenty-Five) failed miserably in her attempt to create a large symphonic piece, all the charms of her chamber music turning into weaknesses. The piece was one great pleonasm stretched to impossible limits. Misako Mochizuki told the percussionists to fire guns (oh, how frightening!), whereas Carlos Sánchez-Gutiérrez tried to pit himself musically against the dadaists’ “kinetic sculptures” but his miniature series proved somehow un-mechanistic and sentimental rather than amusing.

Two good pieces were performed during the last show that I attended (unfortunately, I couldn’t listen to the finale). First Claude Vivier’s Hiérophanie, an antique piece from 1972, bringing to mind the Schaefferian concept of “instrumental theatre”. Then Mauricio Kagel’s In der Matratzengruft, a deathbed series of songs for Heinrich Heine’s deathbed poems; naturally, this time we didn’t get the familiar Kagel-as-joker, although he remained an ironist to the end, the effects of which were very nice, despite the essentially romantic illustrativeness of the orchestra’s part.

How the concert was tied to the festival’s central theme remains to be guessed. Perhaps we shouldn’t care too much about such guiding ideas, enjoying instead the opportunity to listen to recent music from around the world. No revolution took place during this year’s Warsaw Autumn, but a certain weakening was noticeable of the neo-consonant camp on behalf of the advocates of “difficult beauty”, which, even if its forms are not really quite satisfying yet, is nonetheless uplifting and allows us to look into the immediate future with some optimism.

translated by Marcin Wawrzyńczak



10 Errors that Have (Not) Changed Cinema

Rafał Marszałek

1. The Error of Ideology

Artists would never find out their alleged or actual mistakes were it not for the aggressive tribe of the critics. The reasonable idea of guillotining the critics has been popping up time and again but has not yet materialised. Quite the contrary, there are known cases where artists lives depended on the whims of the critics. One example is the story of the great Sergei Eisenstein. The loyal but doubt-gnawed acolyte of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union was nonetheless reprimanded by the Party in an official resolution for The Boyars Plot, part two of his Ivan the Terrible. Soon thereafter, on 24 February 1947, he was sent an invitation for a meeting with an influential film critic at the Kremlin.

The visit bode ill. Eisenstein would have preferred to learn about his ideological mistakes from anyone but a critic famous for his impulsiveness, brutality even. And indeed, the critic pointed out to the filmmaker in sharp words how he had erred by showing the grim aspects of Ivans rule, how he had needlessly emphasised his alleged dilemmas and quandaries. Tsar Ivan would have done much good for Russia had he cut off five times as many boyar heads, the critic stressed. And why did the movie include a distorted image of the Oprichnina? Did Eisenstein not like the 16th-century precursor of the secret police, so useful to the government and society? You need, comrade director, to correct these grave mistakes and only then will we think what to do with you. Eisenstein left the meeting with the expert on the art of cinematography on soft legs. At the gate, he showed his pass to the guard and took to his heels. No wonder. Discussing your artistic shortcomings with a critic as demanding as Joseph Vissarionovich Stalin carried quite a lot of risk.

2. The Error of Theory

Robert Bressons masterpieces  A Man Escaped (1956) and Pickpocket (1959)  were probably the first to reveal mans secret bond with things material, discovering that objects have a soul. They also argued that the world of our thoughts and feelings can be  contrary to the nature of film  inaccessible at a perfunctory glance.

Bressons work, rooted in the philosophical tradition (critics even referred to it as on-screen Jansenism) and heavily aestheticised (containing traces of Byzantine art), with time drifted gradually towards abstraction. Their author made it increasingly clear that he was an apostle of pure film. Pure, that is, free of all common influences. The tendency culminated in Lancelot du Lac (1974), meticulously woven with visual curlicues like a pretentious signature.

Bresson made it a matter of honor to defy the audiences basic expectations. He gradually reduced the plot, eventually eliminating it virtually altogether, believing it to be a trick invented by novelists. He immobilised the camera, granting it the right to just one point of view; he also trapped the portrayed subject, who should not be seen from an angle different than the other characters. He hated actors (with reciprocity), denying them the right to expression, to any degree of interpretation. He forced them to be colourless and monotonous, having them deliver their lines in a completely automatic manner. He invented and then absolutised the doubling effect, which made the narrative heavy with tautologies. All that with a sense of mission and an unshakable conviction that this was the right thing to do, at all times and in all places. He eventually got to hear the charge that he rejects everything that is not pure speculation, whereas the speculation can be nothing else than a speculation on speculation. Even the greatest artists are sometimes overtaken by cold, dogmatic madness.

3. The Error of Craft

Andrzej Wajda told an interesting story about the rebellious student past of filmmaker Marek Piwowski in his letter to Milo Forman. Wajda was a professor at the Łdź Film School and left for some time.  Upon his return, he received an invitation from Marek for the screening of his short film, a student exercise. The young author beamed with pride whereas his professor was growing sadder by the minute, sinking into his chair. The film, stylistically alluding to The Loves of a Blonde, was the exact opposite of what Wajda had been trying to teach at the school.

The same was later the case with The Cruise. The pre-release screening minutes and literary memoirs tell the story of a breach that the novice directors film, played by amateurs, had created in the hitherto intact wall of conventions and rules. The story, dramaturgically shaky, with a clumsy plot, woven with unconnected gags and episodes, and desperately edited, left the critics outraged. Rumor had it that the filmmakers had failed to fix grammatical and syntactic errors in the movie before its premiere. But The Cruise proved such a big hit that the professorial charges were instantly forgotten. The quickly emerging legend actually caused the errors to sink into oblivion. Instead, the dominant view since then has been that Piwowskis film is a conscious, fully deliberate opposite of une pice bien faite.

The case of The Cruise is not as clear-cut as it might seem, though. At the time, the feature film almost never overlapped with documentary in Polish cinema, and loose, Czech-style dramaturgy was terra incognita. Hence the impulse to measure The Cruise by conventional, lexical standards. The measurers certainly committed the sin of being deaf to a new rhythm and the spirit of time. But this should not translate into a disregard for filmmaking craft. It is curious that a narrator of genre scenes as excellent as Marek Piwowski has never actually made a good full feature. He has tried several times but failed.

4. The Error of Routine

Marcel Carn went down in cinema history as the herald of a trend called black romanticism by some and poetic realism by others. The influence of Port of Shadows (1938) or Daybreak (1939) stemmed from their unique mood. From the scenery of foggy harbour streets emerged the outlines of Destiny; a stuffy hotel room was locked up by the sentence of Fate. Everyday reality gained a new dimension thanks in part to the poetic talents of screenwriter Jacques Prvert and the screen appeal of actor Jean Gabin. Even in The Devils Envoys or Children of Paradise, both made during the German occupation of France, the critics found the same Prvertian sense of anxiety, melancholy, and suggestive metaphors.

But only for so long. Gates of the Night, a film made shortly after the liberation of France and in Carns typical style, was a major disappointment, a sense of which was shared by the completely disoriented actors. Bolesław Michałek, then a twenty-year-old boy, remembered the special moment in January 1946 when Carns magic had suddenly ceased to work. The audience booed, as if something had collapsed; certain patterns and models had proved impossible to continue. In the context of the cruel tragedy of the wartime experiences, the love drama of wistful workers and their inscrutable lovers must have seemed out of place. I remember  having seen the film myself a couple of days after it premiered  that there was a hunger for cinematic truth in the air , a hunger for something serious, for something that would not be a romantic mannerism. Carn had committed the sin of routine. Self-fixated, he had failed to look around and certainly had not put his ear to the ground.

5. The Error of Residence

There are legends about Orson Welless genius (some of which, as it happens, were concocted by himself). They say he had learned to paint by the age of two; that he could recognise Stravinskys music at the age of five. As an ingenious twenty-year-old, he scared Americans to death with his radio adaptation of The War of the Worlds, as they took the fictional broadcast for real news. Two years later, the dbut filmmaker needed just a days browsing through the classic titles in the archive to come up with Citizen Kane, a movie that is still considered to be one of the greatest motion pictures in cinema history.

However, the mind-boggling prologue of this biography turned out to have been a mere delusion. Citizen Kane already had trouble making it onto the screen. Welless subsequent projects, marked by the authors great artistic ambition and unbridled egotism, met time and again with the resistance of Hollywood studio heads. The films were incredibly long. They sometimes exceeded the standard running time twice fold; usually, they also called for huge budgets. Hollywood paid Welles back for his uncompromising attitude with ruthlessness. The disobedient artists movies were shortened without his approval, and his actions were subjected to increasing scrutiny. Few trusted him and likely no one understood him. Gradually and imperceptibly, the great filmmaker abandoned his vocation for acting  characteristic, but seldom outstanding.

What place was there for such an eccentric in Hollywood anyway? This was a man who, instead of making normal movies like others did, ended up in Europe, creating movie theatre adaptations of Shakespearean drama and Kafkas Trial. It seems that Welles saw through Hollywood much later than Hollywood had seen through him. If only he had decided to flee Sunset Boulevard earlier. This is what happens when we do not recognise where our natural environment is. Welles erred by living too long under the wrong address.

6. The Error of Birth

Shortly after the war, in the 1940s, there was no screen duo more popular or appealing in Polish cinema than Danuta Szaflarska and Jerzy Duszyński. Following the smash hits of Forbidden Songs and The Treasure, it seemed they would reign supreme for years. Soon, however, it turned out that fate had given them no more than just five minutes of fame. They disappeared from the top of the bill as soon as they appeared on it. Duszyński started playing bit parts and doing dubbing jobs; twenty years after Forbidden Songs he got a role that was not even mentioned in the credits. Szaflarska played minor roles and only in her old age was she fortunate enough to meet director Dorota Kędzierzawska who rediscovered her.

In any case, they shared the fate of most of the actors of their generation. Had it not been for the war, Duszyński (born 1917) would have probably achieved the star heart-throb status of Witold Zacharewicz or Mieczysław Cybulski. Szaflarska (born 1915) would have likely competed with Jadzia Andrzejewska or Helena Grosswna, both of whom were loved by the audience. But in the new social reality, on the eve of the onset of socialist realism, none of these names could be accepted. The same was even more true for yesterdays movie audience, stigmatised as bourgeois. As pre-war people, Szaflarska and Duszyński had no chance to make it. They were born too early and in the wrong place.

7. The Error of Casting

The crisis and twilight of our culture is a subject touched upon by some of the greatest filmmakers: Welles in The Magnificent Ambersons, Visconti in The Leopard or, on Polish turf, Wajda in Lotna. The latter, one of the most original Polish motion pictures ever made, enjoyed neither critical acclaim nor box-office success at its inception. Most importantly, it was, and still is, not liked by the author himself. Wajda does not like those of his children that have not been successful (I once tried to explain to him that the audience does not always vote with its legs  he listened closely but with pity in his eyes). He considers himself responsible for Lotnas failure. More specifically: it was a bad choice in casting. It is not enough for him that Bożena Kurowska made a great appearance as the lady from the manor and Jerzy Moes delivered a graceful portrait of a cavalry ensign. What he regrets in particular is that the film was missing the man who made Ashes and Diamonds what it was: My mistake was in the casting. The Sergeant Major, a hell-bent, ruthless, soulless stickler enamoured with Lotna, was a perfect role for Zbyszek Cybulski. He would have drawn the viewers attention. It would have been a beautiful and deeply humanistic film about envy.

Would it? If Lotna had been a movie simply about rivalry and envy for a horse, the result would have been a cavalry movie like many others. If a film star like Cybulski had played the supporting role of Sergeant Major Laton, he would have grabbed the viewers attention but the movies represented world would have automatically been disrupted. The coarse figure of the Sergeant Major (played by virtual amateur Mieczysław Łoza), his tough, stubborn and yet very ordinary face, reveals the substratum, as it were, of the uhlan epic. The same substratum that was shown in Jan Jzef Szczepańskis Shoes or Polish Autumn, in certain episodes of Żukrowskis Days of Failure, in Stanisław Rżewiczs Birth Certificate, in Kutzs Cross of Valour. In Wajdas case, this happened kind of involuntarily and by accident. A useful mistake.

8. The Error of the Gaze

The most famous passer-by in Patriarshiye Prudy had one eye black and the other, for some reason, green. His eyebrows were black but one was placed higher than the other. That is why the editor Mikhail Berlioz and the poet Ivan Bezdomny take him for a foreigner. In any case, Woland had absolute control over peoples lives.

Jerzy Skolimowski believes all the problems of his Hands Up! began with an unfortunate event involving a Stalin portrait. He means a mistake committed by the films protagonists, activists of the communist youth organisation, ZMP, who, by accident or out of overzealousness, stuck an extra pair of eyes on a huge Stalin portrait. It was a Stalin no one had seen before or would see afterwards. The nasty provocation was exposed, those guilty were brought before the party court, their young lives forever derailed from the Track of Progress. When years later they meet in a train car, it turns out it is but an illusion of movement.

Stalins double gaze marginalised the humorous director as well. It was in vain that Skolimowski pointed to the price his protagonists had to pay, including the suicidal attempt of one of them. No one wanted to believe him and the movie was banned for more than a decade. Skolimowski and his oppressor, the party apparatchik Zenon Kliszko, must have shared, although in different beds, the same depressive dream. The Generalissimos nystagmus kept returning to them like Wolands terrible prophecy about somebodys head cut off by a Komsomol girl.

9. The Error of Semantics

In the Orwellian year 1984, the well-known Polish documentalist Roman Wionczek, in collaboration with Jerzy Grzymkowski (a former police officer, travelling crane operator and screenwriter in one) and a crew of politically tested actors made the movie Dignity in the perfectly profiled (politically and ethnically) Profil studio. The piece portrayed the progressive working class struggle against Solidarity-led extremism in the stormy November of 1981. The main character, Szostak, an activist of the communist-loyal trade unions, heroically resisted the pressure of the Solidarity troublemakers who wanted to fire him from his job. In the end, he surrendered to physical violence. The scene in which a stocky bearded Solidarity villain, looking a bit like the Robber Rumcajs, carting the tiny, defenceless union loyalist behind the factory gate in a wheelbarrow was really deeply moving.

On the surface, everything in Dignity made sense. It is not without reason that on the third anniversary of martial law Wionczek was congratulated by Deputy Prime Minister Rakowski himself. Its just the title Today, it makes one wonder, but back then it felt somehow awkward. The director must have gotten something wrong. Wionczeks line of reasoning thus seems an inversion of todays political rhetoric. Today we are proud to be stand where we should be standing whereas our abominable opponents have found themselves where the ZOMO, or communist riot police, used to stand. Similarly in 1984, for the makers of Dignity siding with the regime seemed obvious. Craving a beautiful name for his politically correct choice, Wionczek hastily updated the concept of dignity. What he failed to predict was that the civil war would one day end and he and Grzymkowski would end up naked in the semantic nettle bush.

10. The Error of Absent-Mindedness

Mikhail Romms Ordinary Fascism is one of the most powerful documentaries ever made about the atrocities of the Third Reich. The pictures visual impact was enhanced by extremely suggestive off-screen commentary. The narrator was Romm himself: laconic, sarcastic, bitter. Anyone who had seen the film had the narrators voice ringing in their ears.  It doubtless stemmed from profound, traumatic experience. It is only when the emotions cool down that basic questions arise about the narrators consciousness. In literary terms, this would be the omniscient narrator from classic 19th-century novels; in historical terms  a child lost in the mist of the 20th century. Romm was already well into his sixties when he began work on Ordinary Fascism. Earlier, designated by Stalin himself to make a film commemorating the twentieth anniversary of the revolution, he had already committed a diptych of Lenin features, made exactly during the time of the Great Purge. Romm thus knew a lot about communism and even more about Stalinism. And yet in 1966 only this one trauma returned to him: that caused by totalitarianism from outside.

The reasons must have been psychological. Antoni Kępiński once made the observation that culture may be a neurotic factor; that it creates certain forms that influence the subject from its earliest years  which is why one may not be aware of their pathological impact. And even if one does realise their harmful effect, one can do nothing about it anyway. The second hypothesis concerns a special kind of absent-mindedness, allegedly characteristic of artists.

The author of the incriminating film had obviously gotten so fixated on ordinary German fascism that he forgot about the existence of ordinary Soviet communism. Mikhail Romm was simply an absent-minded man.

translated by Marcin Wawrzyńczak
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WHO'S WHO AND WHY: Małgorzata Sikorska-Miszczuk

John Biweekly

Małgorzata Sikorska-Miszczuk (1964) ― considered to be among the  most interesting contemporary playwrights and screenwriters. She  graduated from the Department of Journalism and Political Science at the  University of Warsaw, where she also earned a degree in gender studies.  She is also a graduate of the scriptwriting program at the Łódź Film  School. Author of numerous short stories, plays, radio dramas, and  screenplays for film and television. She debuted in 2004 with the drama Psychoterapia dla psów i kobiet [Psychotherapy for Dogs and Women], part of a project by Teatr Rozmaitości in Warsaw.

She is the author of such plays as Szajba [Loose Screws], Śmierć Człowieka-Wiewiórki [The Death of the Squirrel Man], Katarzyna Medycejska [Catherine Medici], Zaginiona Czechosłowacja [Lost Czechoslovakia], Burmistrz [The Mayor], Walizka [Suitcase], Żelazna kurtyna [Iron Curtain], Madonna, Bruno Schulz: Mesjasz [Bruno Schulz: Messiah], and a musical for children titled Niezwykła podróż Pana Wieszaka [The Incredible Journey of Mr. Coathanger] (dir. Iwo Verdral, 2009).



Her plays have been staged by Jan Klata (Loose Screws, The Death of the Squirrel Man ― a radio drama), Piotr Kruszczyński (Suitcase), Marcin Liber (The Death of the Squirrel Man, Catherine Medici ― God, Honor, Fatherland), Natalia Korczakowska (The Death of the Squirrel Man), Nina Gühlstorff (The End of the World ― Theater Magdeburg), Michał Zadara (Bruno Schulz: Messiah ― Schauspeilhaus Wien), Karel Kral (Lost Czechoslovakia ― Divadlo na Zábradli, Prague).

The Death of the Squirrel Man, directed by Marcin Libera, was staged in Germany at the Kampnagel theatre in Hamburg during the Transfusion 2007 festival, in Berlin at the Hebbel am Ufer theatre in Berlin during the second edition of the Cut and Paste Festival of Young European Theatre, at the New Plays from Europe festival ― the Theatre-Biennale of the Staatstheater Wiesbaden (2008), and in Bucharest (2008). Her plays have been read in Poland, Sweden, and in the US: in New York, New Haven, and Minneapolis.

Jan Klata’s production of Loose Screws won the Journalists’ Award and took second place at the R@port Festival of Contemporary Polish Plays in Gdynia in 2009. Suitcase won the Metaphors of Reality competition at Poznań’s Teatr Polski: the play was awarded the Main Prize and the Audience Award in September 2008. A radio drama directed by Julia Werno was created for Polish Radio 2 in October 2008, and was awarded the Grand Prix at the Polish Radio and Television Festival Two Theatres ― Sopot 2009. The pre-premiere of Suitcase, directed by Piotr Kruszczyński, was held at Teatr Polski in Poznań. The production won a distinction at the 4th R@port Festival in Gdynia (May 2009).

Madonna won 1st prize at the J. Szaniawski Theatre in Wałbrzych for drama inspired by Aleksander Fredro’s Revenge (November 2009). April 2010 marked the premiere of The End of the World, commissioned by Theater Magdeburg (Germany) and which opened at the OstOstOst – 20 Jahre Westen festival, directed by Nina Gühlstorff and translated by Andreas Volk.

Bruno Schulz: Messiah, directed by Michał Zadara, premiered in Vienna in October 2010 at Schauspeilhaus Wien and was invited to perform in Poland at R@port 2010.

Sikorska-Miszczuk’s plays have been translated and performed all over Europe and the USA. The playwright received scholarships from the Ministry of Culture, the US CEC ArtsLink foundation (October–November in the USA), and the Adam Mickiewicz Institute (May 2010). She worked alongside Marcin Liber as a playwright for the multimedia project “Herbert – Reconstructing the Poet” (2008), “ID” (2009), and the oratorio Our Hell (2010). Many of her plays have been published in the theatrical magazine “Dialog”, and several have been translated into German, English, French, and Romanian.

QUOTES:
“(…) I’ve always wondered whether audiences find my work attractive enough. I’m used to wringing out every last drop of myself, no quarter (…)”

“(…) I’m interested in the topic of women’s liberation and the turbulence between the sexes that results. I call it depressive feminism. Whenever I think about it, I get depressed, because we’re living in hard times for both sexes. Men also have a hard time finding their place in relation to women, who want to be liberated.”

“(…) the world can be treated as a mirror of sorts, making all its stories about ourselves. Even if my plays take place in 16th century France, for example, or in the 70s in Czechoslovakia, for me they remain deeply entangled in some Polish issue.”

“I disagree vehemently with that total, unhindered aggression that does not respect the boundaries of other people. These boundaries are being transgressed continuously and with impunity, in both the physical and mental sense. People can’t even drive past each other on the street without exchanging profanities.”

“Sikorska-Miszczuk is my favorite living author. Her little body holds the Aurora of wit and irony, ready to fire on the 17th of every month. Her great intellectual resources. Ready for any artistic risk, with strong provocative tendencies. She is the master of the quotation mark and the parenthesis. I’m glad someone like that trusts me with her work. She is the other half of my apple.”
Marcin Liber (exclusively for Dwutygodnik.com/Biweekly.pl).

EXTERNALS:
http://www.agencjadramatu.pl/

WHY ARE YOU HERE?
My plays answer many questions that have never been posed by anyone and never will be. Here are the answers:

Question: 
What does the premier do?
Answer: 
He throws a watchful eye at his country.

Question:
Your what hurts?
Answer:
It hurts me that the true History of Poland remains untold.

Question:
Who held protest rallies in front of Gestapo headquarters in Warsaw?
Answer:
Good Germans (1 million of them).

Question:
How does one barf ancient-Roman style?
Answer:
Subtly and quietly, without disturbing the play of cicadas with the sounds of vomiting, while listening to the waves of the Mediterranean Sea.

Question:
Could you describe the appearance of the Central European retch?
Answer:
It consists of herring, beets, and mushrooms and causes many to fall asleep and wake up in the Moscow river chopped up into several pieces, with the head and limbs separated from the body. The Central European retch often dribbles down unconscious faces, accompanied by coughing.

Question:
What happens if Victoria shines a light on herself?
Answer:
Her mental state remains dark despite the light.

Question:
What is difficult to untangle?
Answer:
It is difficult to untangle the painfully tangled knots of marital feelings.

Question:
What did Mr. Bleh say when his wife left him and Constable Rubber hanged himself because of him?
Answer:
He said: “A barefooted cadaver swinging in the wind, against the setting sun and the familiar clack of the stork… Life, life, indescribable beauty…”

translated by Arthur Barys




The Impossibility of the End

Ewelina Godlewska-Byliniak

A tall, slender figure, dressed in a tight-fitting black lace costume covering the legs and torso like a body painting, enters a huge, almost empty stage. The space itself appears familiar – alluding to Krzysztof Warlikowski’s previous shows, it automatically evokes them – but it is also particularly alien, distant and distancing that which will soon start taking place on it, which will be taken up as a subject within it: the end, approaching it. Is it because the end is always a distancing factor despite the sense that we are approaching it? That it is impossible to arrive at it, or transgress it? That it will always be a bit farther, not here, where the narrative about it can reach? A sense of the end is by no means identical with the end itself and says nothing definite about it. What matters is approaching it, covering the impossible distance that seems to ultimately separate the ‘self’ from itself. Does the end mean a promise of fulfilment? Or is it just its illusion, a delusive prospect of understanding, in reality catching the subject in a trap of eternal expectation?

In Krzysztof Warlikowski’s most recent show, these questions are combined with questions about guilt, which, like the sacrifice in Apollonia, becomes the central issue. A sense of guilt, of undeserved guilt in particular, is inextricably connected with a sense of the end, entangling the subject in a game with itself, separating it from itself. This entanglement means that the end appears not so much as a promise or illusion of fulfilment as much as an effect of unfulfilment. So is guilt a kind of unfulfilment? An unfulfilment of a desire that can never be fully satisfied? Apart from being, sometimes at least, an unfulfilment of an interiorised sense of duty or self-imposed vocation. Or a rejection of something that awaited fulfillment. As such, guilt is immanent.

The black lace-clad figure, whose face is covered by long black hair, begins her dance in the empty space. She sweeps it up, brings it closer, marking it with the signs of an initially incomprehensible but distinct alphabet. The litheness, the virtually animal fluidity of movement means that the dancing figure eludes strict categorisations. She seems to exist beyond gender and beyond age – like a hermaphrodite, like a deity. Her name is Babylon. When she stops dancing, she puts on a long, greyish-back coat that almost completely covers her beautiful body. She shrinks, contracts, looking like a hunted animal. Magdalena Popławska perfectly expresses the figure’s ambivalence and strange duality.

Babylon is a dancer from Bernard-Marie Koltés’s unproduced screenplay titled Nickel Stuff. Babylon wins a dance contest at Nickel Bar where for two years Tony Allen (Jacek Poniedziałek) reigned supreme, but he does not feel the sweet taste of victory, a sense of fulfilment not being given to him. Before exiting the stage, he hears Tony’s caustic remark, “Quite good but he has no legs.” The words, seemingly insignificant in the face of victory, somehow stigmatise Babylon with an inalienable, impossible to overcome sense of deficiency, emptiness, and impossibility. Babylon – the city of blooming gardens, the “gate of heaven” –  contains Nothing while, at the same time, becoming a foretaste of hell in which unfulfilment is the sin.

It is in front of this gate, whether metaphorical or literary – the gate of law, the gate of death, a gate at which we arrive led by a perhaps unconscious sense of guilt, a vague fear – that all the protagonists of The End stand: Joseph K. (or, actually, Joseph and K.) and the Hunter Gracchus from Franz Kafka’s stories, Tony Allen from Koltés’s Nickel Stuff, Elizabeth Costello from J. M. Coetzee’s novel. The gate appears as an end from which one cannot turn back and, at the same time, as an obstacle that cannot be overcome. You cannot simply pass through it but, at the same time, you can only pass through this particular gate, different for every one – like in the parable in Kafka’s Trial – in front of which you are put by your own life, work, your own guilt or alleged innocence. For this reason, the characters in The End remain in a strange state of suspension, in an ambivalent space right in front of a threshold – a threshold that it is both impossible and necessary to pass. At the same time, each of them faces in this sphere of ambiguity the necessity to square accounts with themselves, while being internally divided.

The impossible gate through which one cannot pass without paying a price turns out to be an inner thing, something that separates the “self” from itself. It is the homosexual identity that Tony discovers and his characteristic swinging between tenderness, aggression, and aversion in his relations with women (great scenes with Tony’s mother, played by Stanisława Celińska, providing flashbacks to similar scenes from Hamlet and, most importantly, Krum). It is a deepening chasm between a sense of innocence and hidden layers of guilt, expressed in Józef K.’s (Maciej Stuhr) schizophrenic monologue on the hospital bed. It is, finally, the impossibility of a purely intellectual reconciliation or alignment of the strive towards objectivism with the individual and personal and, in the case of Elizabeth Costello (a superb performance by Ewa Dałkowska), with questions about faith, the latter being something else and something more than just a sum total of one’s views and opinions.

Warlikowski’s The End, which, like (A)pollonia, is a montage of texts, turns out to be another story about identity: identity that is divided, subjectivity that is fractured and marked by a vague sense of guilt. This time the director draws clearly and directly from his own anxieties, obsessions, fears, processing them into a four-and-a-half-hour long spectacle that unfolds at a rhythm that is slow and wearisome but also seductive and engrossing like a dream, fascinating and nightmarish at the same time. He quotes questions that have already been voiced in his shows and raises them as his own. He offers no answer. He searches for it by multiplying questions – in repetitions, loops, wanderings. Does he reveal any mystery? No – as one of the figures, a speaker, judge, guide, carrier (and none of them), played by Marek Kalita, says – mystery is not something that can be revealed. You can wander around labyrinths and find nothing because there is nothing to discover. Mystery is always here – right on the surface. Underneath, on the other side, inside, “there is nothing like that,” as Elizabeth Costello says after she has succeeded in looking behind the gate.

Or there is precisely only Nothing – an illusion of returning to the state of innocence and wholeness. In Warlikowski’s show, the mystery is in the disintegration of subjectivity, the non-identity experienced nowhere else but in front of the gate.



translated by Marcin Wawrzyńczak

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




CULTURE 2. 0 – Culture Resources

John Biweekly

The dominant theme of issue #08 is culture 2.0. Why did we choose this topic?

CULTURE 2.0 2010 
Warsaw, 18-20 November 2010

The Polish National Audiovisual Institute (NInA), Biweekly's  publisher, is holding the CULTURE 2.0 – CULTURE RESOURCES conference in  Warsaw on 18-20 November 2010. This year’s edition of Culture 2.0  includes discussions, presentations, lectures by European experts on the  paths of development of contemporary culture, on how cultural  institutions are facing technological changes, followed by a meeting  with Professor Zygmunt Bauman.

 We will also present a performance poetry project called Slam Sensing Nation Sensation and an interactive art space, Enter level 2.0. The conference takes place in the post-industrial space of the new headquarters of the National Audiovisual Institute (NInA) at 3/5 Wałbrzyska street in Warsaw and will be broadcast online on Biweekly.

Full programme...

Culture 2.0

The term refers to the transformation of web sites that began a few years ago. Culture 2.0 involves a new circuit of culture, shaped by experience in the use of digital media and by the opportunities they offer. The new version of culture brings new practices, new tools, and a blurring of former divisions.

Culture 2.0 means the search for new versions of already known content, forms of media, methods of distribution and participation, or canons of culture. However, its “newness” is not dependent on a break with the past, as is sometimes suggested by media specialists. The old media are not disappearing, but are becoming the content of the new ones. Culture 2.0 is therefore both evolutionary and revolutionary in nature.

Culture 2.0 today constitutes a challenge for cultural institutions – in fact it creates an alternative circuit of culture in which these institutions are often absent. The theme of this year's conference is the transformation of cultural institutions and key regulatory mechanisms, as seen from the perspective of Culture 2.0.

Key ideas

Digitisation: the transition from analogue culture to digital culture is not just a technical process. Mass digitisation of culture requires new legal solutions, and an understanding of the “born digital” culture – but it is also a chance to revive cultural heritage. 

Openness: One of the key features of Culture 2.0, made possible by digital technology, is its increased openness, meaning a greater availability of content, but also a greater opportunity for participation. Openness is an opportunity, but also a challenge for cultural institutions because it requires a change in the current models of operation. 

Future: The conference is oriented towards the future, pointing out the latest cultural trends and forecasting the shifts in culture in the long run. Our goal is to discuss the transformation of cultural institutions which enable them to cope with challenges not just today, but also in future.

Additional events

Enter level 2.0 is an interactive art space. While the conference takes place on the ground floor of the National Audiovisual Institute's building in Warsaw, the 2nd floor reflects the practical representation of the concept. As artists, programmers, fans of new media and multimedia companies enter this post-industrial space, it becomes a platform joining art with technology.

Read more about Enter level 2.0...

Slam Sensing Nation Sensation is a concert or happening based on the premise of the “Chinese whispers” game. Marcin Cecko's poem went through an evolution of translations, from one language to another in a pre-established order: Polish – English – Dutch – Spanish – Hebrew – French – Japanese – Polish. During the concert, each version will be an independent piece. Marcin Cecko will also come on stage. Biweekly is the event's patron, as we were the reason for the first translation, which was published in English in issue#01.

Read more about Slam Sensing Nation Sensation...

See you there!
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