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			L' existence de l'humanité ne se justifie que par quelques résultats anti-naturels qu'elle a atteints.1


			Paul Valéry, Mauvaises pensées et autres


			

				

					1	The existence of humanity can only be justified by a handful of anti-natural results it achieved.
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			History as a game


			September 29th and 30th, 1941: two days to be remembered in the world’s immense book of infamy. Barely ten days after the Nazi army invaded Ukraine, and for the first time in human history, the capital of a country had most of its Jewish inhabitants murdered by the occupiers in one of the biggest and most horrendous mass crimes of all times: 33,771 Jews —men, women, old and not so old, youngsters and children out of some 65,000 in all (they were more than a 100.000 before the war). The details of the slaughter are shocking and their description and analysis do not fit here — but it is not inappropriate to add that an additional chill runs along one’s spine and hurts all human sensitivity when one gets to know that, for logistical reasons, the Jews of Kiev were summoned by posters spread all around town to go to a certain place from where they would continue on foot to the ravine of Babyn Yar where they would be slaughtered immediately upon arrival.


			In 2016 the city of Kiev decided to create the Babyn Yar Holocaust Memorial as an homage to the victims of those abominable crimes and as an experience of the horror in order to avoid any repetition of history. The Russian filmmaker Ilya Khrzhanovsky was invited to be the artistic director of the Memorial. He is the author of two films, 4 (2004) and DAU (2019), that have sparked controversy and scandal wherever they were shown — all the while collecting an equal amount of positive reviews and honors as well.2 About Ilya Khrzhanovsky himself it should be enough to say that he is no beginner trying his luck with a couple of scandalous films; the son of a father who is also a filmmaker and of a philologist and publisher mother, he comes to the Memorial with an impressive visiting card. 


			In the presentation of his plans for the Memorial, Ilya Khrzhanovsky properly analyzes the relationship between museum visitors and the works on exhibition (artworks or other), a kind of relationship that may be observed in most or all of the museological institutions around the world. He criticizes the fact that the experience offered to all visitors to an exhibition, however different they may be, is basically the same for all and every one of them: all visitors go through the museum galleries, look at the very same works (or almost) from the same point of view (or almost) and reads the same information applied to the walls of the galleries and on labels alongside each work. To assume that all visitors of a museum will have one and the same experience is a daring statement — and an all too radical one, not to say inappropriate: different factors intervene in the process and may influence what each visitor will apprehend from the visit. But let us admit, for the sake of the argument, that Ilya Khrzhanovsky’s observation is pertinent from the perspective of a certain statistics of reception based on what one supposes those standing on front of a work are actually seeing: the work stands there, immobile in front of me (if it is a static work), and I am always on this side over here and at a certain distance from it (and I’d add: at a safe distance from it, a distance safe for the work, according to museum rules, and safe for me: anthropological studies keep reminding us that it is always prudent to keep a distance from power — and art is power). Actually this relationship between the work and the beholder develops itself in such a way that a third party, looking at them, cannot tell what goes on in the trajectory between the visitor and the work, much less what happens inside the visitor ( in their mind but also their body, nerves, muscles and guts). Using the new technologies of virtual reality and their correlates, Ilya Khrzhanovsky wants to radically transform the relationship between the beholders and the objects they contemplate in this kind of institution. 


			Summarizing Ilya’s proposals for a new experience in the Memorial that could also be applied to other kinds of museums: at the entrance to the Memorial the visitor will answer some questions on a form and their answers, from which it will be possible to extract their hypothetical profile, will be immediately analyzed by an algorithm that will classify the visitor as a member of one of the groups defined by the conceptual framework of the Memorial: the victims’ group, the executioners’, the collaborators’. And the visitor will enter the exhibition equipped with virtual reality glasses that will allow them to observe (I hesitate before using the verb to live , which Ilya Khrzhanovsky would almost certainly prefer) the content of the exhibition according to the profile previously assigned to them by the algorithm, which means these visitors will experience the exhibition from the point of view of the profile assigned to them: victims, executioner, collaborator, whatever. This means that the experience of a visitor A with a profile X will be different from that of a visitor B with a profile Z: each one will follow a specific path through the exhibition and will see things that others won’t. Technology such as deep fake, which allows the insertion of a person’s face onto another person’s body — or onto a generic body — is already available for this kind of purpose. 


			The questions that this kind of innovative approach may arise, all of them immersed in an eminently ethical magma, are predictable: what if I do not identify myself with the profile of the torturer that the algorithm says is mine — because “that would be the last thing I could ever have thought of, isn’t it? “.3 What if I don’t accept being a victim, and if I don’t admit seeing myself as a collaborator? What if I, instead of being a victim, as I have been classified, prefer to be a torturer? (Nobody would admit that but…) This should be enough to illustrate the ethical problems around Ilya Khrzhanovsky’s project. I do not know, at this point, what alternatives he designed in order to deal with what may happen at the entrance of the exhibition depending on the visitor’s reactions. But one should not exclude the possibility that a considerable number of people will accept the roles assigned by the algorithm, even if “just to see what it would be like if”.4 The fact is that the scenario prepared by Ilya Kryzhanovsky brings to light an obvious ethical issue — fundamental in the context of the concerned historical facts, which have informed the lives of each and every one of us in this 21st century, either we have been directly affected by what happened in Babyn Yar or not. The news about the procedures to be adopted by the Memorial immediately brought about protests against the construction of the Memorial itself; it was underlined that to the martyrdom of tens of thousands of people murdered in the ravine it would now be added the fact that their history would be transformed into an all too video game, with virtual reality glasses and all. Many of these critical voices may also have realized that it would not be that difficult for the project to find visitors willing to accept the roles chosen by the algorithm… which says volumes about society today, at the gate of a new and radical computing age, much more than about Ilya Khrzhanovsky’s plans and, perhaps, the Memorial itself.


			The fact is that on July 29th of the current year of 2020 the president of Ukraine, Volodymyr Zelensky, declared, in a virtual meeting with the board of the Memorial, that the project had been approved and would be implemented with all the “advanced technologies appropriate to preserve our history.” Although it seems certain that Ilya Kryzhanovsky will be confirmed as the artistic curator of the Memorial, it is not yet known to what extent his initial proposal will be preserved. One way or the other, the question has been raised and the focus of this text lies on it — because if not in Babyn Yar, now, it will happen sooner or later, with the same kind of content or a different one.


			Expanded experience and dimensionless experience


			Without mentioning nowhere (as far as I know) the two topics that I will address next, the fact is that Ilya Kryzhanovsky, in his design for the Memorial, literally and physically addresses two essential issues for the Humanities (and for the moment I will not make a distinction between the different fields of this area of knowledge): an older one, central to all sciences — the hard sciences as well as the soft or compliant ones, the way some hard scientist (such as Richard Feynman) considers them to be; and a more recent but not less relevant one. 


			The oldest issue concerns the relationship between the subject and the object, unfolding into a series of aspects that structure it: the distinction, real or imagined, between the subject and the object, the opposition between them, the influence the former has over the latter and vice-versa. This is a central issue for the Humanities, in all their philosophical, sociological, aesthetic and artistic variations. And a central issue for the “hard” sciences as well: as fundamental to Einstein’s theory of relativity as it is to contemporary music, the classical theater, the modern visual arts, psychoanalysis in its diverse trends… The second issue, a more recent one, at least in this formulation, concerns the opposition between two concepts of experience as they were discussed by Walter Benjamin: Erfahrung and Erlebnis.


			Let’s start by the second of these two modes of experience, which implies the first. Erfahrung, usually translated as experience, comes from fahren (to move by means of a vehicle: a train,a car) and is etymologically connected to Gefahr (which involves the idea of danger). The resulting meaning of these two ideas combined: the experience as something that stems from a displacement, from a physical move, from the insertion of a body in a space defined by a duration of time and implying the possibility of repeating the event — and on which hovers the possibility of some risk, some danger. Air travel still is associated with the idea of risk— so much so that most air travellers will remind their wives or husbands or children that, in case of an accident, a certain document will be found in a certain drawer, the life insurance policy in another one or in the safe.5 In all these long months of 2020, a second risk has been added to the experience of traveling by plane or by any other means of transportation: the risk of contagion by the virus of the year, eventually causing the affected person’s death6. But most people today seem to worry more about dying in an airplane accident than with the possibility of dying as a consequence of being infected by a virus — or the virus. In the 17th and 18th centuries, the risk for a European traveler — as for Montesquieu going from France to Italy, late in his life, to see for the first time the wonders of Italian art — were the robbers along the road, the fragility of the boats available (you can’t even call them ships) and so many others. Perhaps theirs were greater risks than ours today, which did not prevent them from traveling: “to sail is necessary / to live is not necessary” (Fernando Pessoa). I will stop short from writing that a risk free trip is not worth it. Erfahrung: an experience involving a physical time and space that can be felt as such; the experience that stems from a body immersed in its own spacetime and open to all kinds of eventual risks. In Montesquieu’s case, a body and a mind are also exposed to another kind of risk, and not a smaller or less relevant one: the risk of exposing oneself to art. Art is dangerous, for those who make it and for those who open themselves up to it, this has always been true. Montesquieu changed his way of thinking after opening himself up to art.7 This is what happens at least to all who take art seriously, as a commitment of the mind, the body and the soul — as an engagement, a concept perhaps not trendy today but still meaningful when it comes to art.


			Erlebnis: Dilthey8 departed from Kant’s concept of Erlebnis as an inner experience to understand it as a real lived experience in time, an issue later addressed by Husserl and which acquires a specific meaning with Walter Benjamin: that of a punctual experience, disconnected from a broader context for which the notion of a before and an after is irrelevant or vague. In other words, Erlebnis it is nothing but a fleeting experience, a floating world experience, an impoverished experience,9 a negative experience, the experience proper to late-capitalist humanity, the only kind of Erfahrung that was possible at Benjamin’s time in a Germany between wars whose new winds of destruction he saw blowing the wings of the approaching angel of history. Actually, whenever one reads an expression such as late capitalism it is always appropriate to ask whether the same scenario could not be found in the ideology and economy that pretends to be its opposite, that of the Soviet nomenklatura at the time Benjamin was writing what he wrote or that of the China today that also presents to be a communist country. But that too is an issue that does not fit here. Erlebnis: a product of the “technological orgy” with its warlike destruction and its empty speeches about “peace” and its violent denial of the “eternal humanistic values”. And Benjamin asked himself whether it would be possible to invent a new Erfahrung for this late-capitalist humanity, a humanity he described as “preparing itself to survive civilization, the Walt Disney civilization”,10 this humanity that is no longer made up of travelers of the Montesquieu kind11 but a humanity of tourists of the Méditerranée Club kind, a humanity that sails in packed commercial cruises plagued by viruses and bacteria of all kinds, a humanity of tourists of the two-nights-in-Paris-and-two-in-Rome kind and whose main interest is to take selfies of their own emptiness in front of artworks they will never understand nor remember. 


			Concerning museums and similar institutions, it has now become a commonplace to say, with no ground other than the politically correct argument of participation, that the experience of a typical visitor is always and necessarily of the Erlebnis type, even if this concept is not explicitly mentioned — meaning the visitor is supposed to have a passive experience, which is considered to be bad. Ilya Khrzhanovsky does not say, as far as I know, that the regular visit to a traditional museum — the kind of visit from which everybody would depart taking with them one and the same experience — is of the Erlebnis kind; but that is the idea underlying the argument that visiting a museum, the way it happens today, is a poor experience.12 Some visitors, however, may experience an authentic Erfahrung — which is another way of saying that the museum experience is not necessarily a passive, inert experience, as the radical cultural activists insists it is — cultural activists who condemn cultural democratization (multiplying as much as possible the access to culture and art) in favor of a never explained cultural democracy. Those critics argue that In a cultural democracy everybody should be entitled to “make art”; but they never actually explain or justify what exactly that means and do not seem to have a clear awareness of what the proposition implies — a program they nevertheless try to justify by brandishing the slogan of the participatory democracy with which they pretend that everyone should “make art” while ignoring that the right to participate in the cultural life brought to light by UNO’s 1966 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights13, revised in 1976, implies the right not to participate in the cultural life, be it in an “active” or a “passive” way… And they also ignore that it is absolutely possible to take part in the adventure suggested by a painting without having to pick up any brushes with one’s own hands and without getting near to a canvas… It is true that it is really not an easy task to participate in a painting standing in front us or to participate in a theatrical play or in a music concert while sitting on a not always comfortable chair in the audience: that’s an operation that requires concentration, an ability to think just as one enjoys what one is seeing or listening to, the ability of being there at that precise moment while being out there and before that moment and after it without actually leaving the place and while one is travelling at the speed of light to all places and times suggested by the play or the film or music that one is watching, listening to thanks to the hundreds of billions of neurons stocked in one’s head. It is easier to demand, in the name of the collective, a “real and actual participation in art” by means of workshops that generate “works of art” that do not stand up to minimal evaluation of what art really is. 


			The difficulty or impossibility of having a rich or somehow significant experience when visiting a museum, the difficulty or impossibility of having a richer or less poor experience throughout life itself is what Georg Simmel assumed to be the tragedy of culture,14 steaming from the dualism at the origin of the endless process of interaction between subject and object. The first instance of this dualism consists, for Simmel, in the clash between the human being and the natural state of the world, to which man does not belong or not any more (unlike the animal) and to which man presents his demands, with which he struggles, to which he imposes his violence and by which he is raped. The second instance of this dualism takes place (or “finds its room”, as he puts it) within the human spirit itself, or, in his words, in that which he describes with the help of a metaphor or a “nebulous parable”: the journey of the spirit towards itself. The first instance may imply a physical journey, to be undertaken in the concrete, material space of the world; this first instance involves a hard kind of trajectory, which presents itself as a real and concrete obstacle to the spirit. In the second kind of journey, the path is immaterial, virtual as it has become usual to say nowadays. It is tempting to say that the first corresponds to the universe of Erfahrung and the second to that of Erlebnis. But to do so would be another tragedy in itself because not every concrete and “presential” journey across the world, like a physical travel with all its risks, necessarily opens itself up to an Erfahrung just as not every virtual experience, a virtually immobile one implying no risks other than those that consists in exposing oneself to the world or a work of art, necessarily ends in an impoverished experience. It is a fact, on the other hand, that objects follow their own logic independently of the subjects’ lives; that these objects, products of the technological orgy, multiply themselves incessantly at a rate that suffocates the subject; and that, in order to expand the stock of cultural contents, most subjects usually make their own “contribution” without any consideration to the fellow subjects around them, in particular to those who, like themselves, are also contributing to that stock. Simmel chooses his words carefully but he says quite clearly what he means: the objects structure their own system from which the subject, who gave them birth, is afterwards excluded and ever more so considering the increasing number of objects generated by their own logic to which adhere some subjects who do not take into account their and everybody elses’ own real and ultimate needs: those of going back to themselves in an expanded way after their journey among the objects. 


			Simmel could not have operated with the concept of a “late capitalism”, which is always on Benjamin’s horizon, because it simply belongs to a later age; nor did either Simmel or Benjamin, for that matter, experience the extreme “late capitalism” whose full consequences we are all facing know, in this fast-paced 21st century. But it is clear that Simmel can answer Benjamin’s question about the possibility of finding or inventing a new form of Erfahrung in this economic system that eats its own entrails in order to survive — a paradox with no chance of a solution, so far. The last lines of Simmel’s, Tragedy, he who, just like Benjamin, was criticized by orthodox Marxists for being too “idealist” (because neither of them elected as their main theoretical tools the primacy of economics over culture nor claimed to be seeing the rosy day that is about to rise by the hands of history), are clear and strong:


			“The great undertaking of the human spirit, consisting of overcoming the object as such — the object that creates itself as an object— in order to return countless times to itself as a subject enriched by that objective creation, is often successful; but the human spirit must pay for this accomplishment with the tragic possibility of finding, in the self-regulation of the world that it has created, a logic and a dynamism that dissipate the contents of culture at an ever faster pace and take them far away from culture’s own purposes.”


			In this scenario the new experience that Ilya Khrzhanovsky pretends to offer to the 21st Century Babyn Yar Memorial’s visitors will not be a more solid Erfahrung than the one he intends to replace — simply because Erfahrung is seldom possible, if at all, as a practice in which the great number can indulge. In a world with 7,5 billion people walking happily like lemmings down the precipice — a precipice that is already visible, for instance (among many others) in what was once considered to be the eternal snows of the Mont Blanc that are now sliding down and threatening to sweep away everything below it — it seems that there is no longer the possibility of an Erfahrung for the masses, a kind of experience that seems accessible to the occasional subsisting subjects (who will not require the kind of experiences designed by Ilya Khrzanovsky’s project, if ever they come to light). And those are the kind of subjects that can hardly classify as the typical visitor of any museum. 


			Personal history as a game


			Ilya Khrzhanovsky’s idea is not, however, to be dismissed entirely for in principle it stands in line with a solid and essential thinker like Georg Simmel: to place the subject as an object for itself (a subject that has been driven out of itself to begin with) so that she is able to accomplish her journey towards herself. In the case of the Memorial, this means taking the subject — who usually does not see herself — to consider herself as a subject through the object placed in front of her by the narrative Ilya khrzhanovsky will create. This is, in a slightly different way, the focus of an experiment at the Philippe-Pinel Institute, in Montréal, where the psychiatrist Alexandre Dumais is looking for a new approach to the treatment of schizophrenia by turning to the new computational technologies such as virtual reality. A rather relevant humanitarian project: the World Health Organization lists schizophrenia among the ten most disabling diseases in the world. Dr. Dumais wishes to find a way to at least reduce the auditory hallucinations that affect many schizophrenics and that resist the available treatments. Telling one’s own problems to a specialist, in the traditional psychoanalytic way, does not seem to be of much help. It occurred to dr. Dumais to create the conditions to establish a dialogue between the patient and his own inner demon which obstructs the subject’s journey towards himself. In other words, dr. Dumais is looking for ways to build a dialogue between the patient and himself as an objectified subject. This would be carried on as a series of conversations between the patient and an avatar of his inner demon: the patient begins by describing, to an expert in digital drawing (the way victims of crimes used to describe their assailant to a skilled draftsman using the old technology of pencil on paper ), the features of his inner demon as it appears inside his head. The resulting representation is digitally animated and transformed into a file that can be uploaded to the regular screen of a computer or watched with the help of virtual reality glasses. The avatars I saw in a documentary video produced by Radio Canada Télé are so rudimentary — like children’s drawings without the charm children usually display — that, strictly speaking, it would not be necessary to resort to computational technology to materialize them; but this is not a deficiency of the digital technology, it almost certainly results from the imagination capabilities of the patients all the time under bombardment from the most stereotyped clichés of mass culture…


			The patient then “interacts” with his demon’s avatar, i.e., interacts with himself, with that objectified rendering of himself that he sees on the screen: he hears, from the mouth of the avatar whose image is right in front of him, what he himself hears the demon telling him in the privacy of his head. What he hears in virtual reality are lines taken from the narrative his psychiatrist heard from him during some previous “traditional” sessions and that this patient now hears as words coming from the inner demon in the voice of his psychiatrist — and I don’t know the reason why the psychiatrist has to lend his voice to the avatar: is it perhaps a remnant of the traditional psychoanalytic belief in the necessity of identification between the patient and his analyst? Anyway, however one looks at this kind of technology it doesn’t seem to be that advanced… 


			The thesis behind the operation: to learn how to confront one’s demons instead of submitting oneself to them, instead of running away from them. “We are light years away from traditional psychiatry,” says the specialist at the Phillipe-Pinel Institute. It is true — if it were not for the psychiatrist’s voice coming out the mouth of the avatar. The idea is that the subject will hear the demon’s insults (“You are not a good father, nobody likes you, you are a failure, you are nothing “) and since these beratings are coming from someone or something in front of him, he will be able to discuss with the avatar, to insult back and to resist it since it is something exterior to the patient: “No!, I am a decent person, I am not a failure, say one more and I’ll break your leg…”


			Patients seem to approve of the therapy: “The voices inside my head have decreased by 80%, 90%”; and the therapy would have already allowed some of them to go back to work and have a “normal life”. Good for them. Nineteen patients participated in the pilot project, fifteen of whom said they had experienced a considerable improvement in their condition. Any “hard” science, which psychiatry and psychoanalysis are far from being, would dismiss not only these results but the method and its authors. Aware of this kind of criticism, the psychiatrist in charge says that the process has already worked in England and has worked in Canada and, therefore, “it would not be necessary to test it with 200 people. The results are significant”. If he thinks so, good for him. And for his patients — except for those who were not satisfied with the experience due to a “deficit of realism of the avatar” — which in fact seems to have run away from a bad Walt Disney animated cartoon. In accordance with the true spirit of this age, an avatar 2.0 is being designed in the laboratory of a virtual reality startup involved in the project: “avatars more faithful to the hallucinations” are coming, announce the young CEOs of the start up. Nevertheless, this method and the whole program will have to undergo a long series of tests before getting the “imprimatur” of the hard sciences.


			Game is old days, the thing now is direct access to the brain


			The application of virtual reality to the rendering of the collective and objective history of groups of people or to the personal history of individuals does not limit itself to the kind of cases discussed above, of course: there is a lot more going on. One in particular, belonging to the field of “hard” sciences proper, or to technology in any case, refers to the use of Virtual Reality (VR) in the rehabilitation of patients affected by strokes, different kinds of accidents or neurodegenerative diseases. This initiative, led by a researcher at Unicamp — Universidade Estadual de Campinas-Brasil,15 implies the stimulation of new neural connections in the brain that can have a role in the recovery from those kind of damages and that consists in the immersion of the patient in virtual environments that stimulate various sensory systems, in particular the visual and the auditory ones, making it possible to send new information to the central nervous system. The use of images is not mentioned in the paper that presents the experiment, but nothing excludes that they can also be used in the same process, either immediately or in the near future. Besides, image (Bild) is a term elastic enough to cover the auditory field as well: a sound is an image (Bildnis), a portrait, a rendering of something. A new device specifically designed, the Biomechanics Sensor Node (BSN), controls the patient data and his virtual environment, a new software being required in order to complete the connection between the BSN and the Unity Editor used in the construction of digital environments. This procedure allows the patient to interact with the VR environment and to be observed by the therapist in real time. Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) scans show brain activities linked to the virtual movements, which the common language insists on describing as “fictitious” (if those movements happen, they are real in some way because they cause observable changes).


			Contrary to the example of the Canadian institute dealing with internal demons, BSN applications can be verified in real time by the fMRI and reproduced by other researchers in other circumstances, which meets the basic requirements of the “hard” sciences for an experiment or theory to be accepted as a scientific fact.


			If the Canadian experiment to deal with a schizophrenic’s inner demons is technologically rudimentary, the ubiquitous Elon Musk and his company Neuralink (the name unveils the nature of its business) prove to be far more ambitious on the path of putting computer technology at the service of the personal history of individuals. As in the case of the Unicamp researcher, Neuralink aims at the use of artificial intelligence to treat pathologies and also, perhaps mostly, to increase the capacity of the human brain. Neurolink’s proposal is to develop the technique of brain implants (implantable brain-machine interfaces or BMIs) and improve the connections between the brain and the computer. That the brain can emit electrical signals that may be picked up by a machine is already a relatively common practice. What Neuroplink is trying to do16 now is the second step in the conversation between man and machine: to create the conditions for the human brain to receive and appropriately decode signals coming from a machine. The ultimate result and meaning of this research is the connection of all human brains and the automatic sharing of all available information — something similar to a number of computers operating on a network. The resulting augmented human memory would be able to stand up in equal terms to some supercomputers network that, left unchallenged, would be able to control all humans. The no less indefectible M. Zuckerberg is equally involved in this kind of race but with expressly commercial objectives, which is coherent with the infamous story that Facebook is building for itself: from Facebook’s perspective, the name of the game is the identification of everyone’s wishes and the proposal of the corresponding objects even before their need comes to the surface of the person’s conscience — somewhat like Steve Jobs when, presenting his products that changed communication among people, said that 


			“People don’t know what they need until they see the thing in front of them. That’s why I never rely on market research. Our job is to anticipate what does not yet exist.”


			Compared to Jobs, M. Zuckerberg is much more conservative: he puts his bets on what people already want even if they are not aware of it… In a letter to his brother Johann, who had written to him describing himself as”a landowner”, Beethoven signed his response saying he was a brain owner. Elon Musk, Zuckerberg and the like want to own everybody’s brain..


			Neuralink’s report about its research also does not mention the use of images, which will obviously have its seat on board. Even without images, the consequences are predictable — and immense. At the limit, the transparency of all thoughts in its highest degree, which carries with it the radical abolition of privacy, something that will come to be considered a luxury of the past. Everything has a price, as it usually goes, and if that is the price for the elimination of fake news, the spread of hate, corruption and all its consequences, humanity will probably be willing to pay it — and that will be a different kind of humanity. 


			The development of the neuronal link will have consequences for the idea of art also. No artist in any of the languages of art — literature, cinema, visual arts, dance, music —, with the exception of the arrogant ones, fails to recognize that only occasionally, and in a rather approximate way, she can express, represent or render what was going on inside her head when she was trying to translate her thoughts on paper, film, her own body if she’s a dancer or a comedian (and that is even more so since what goes through everyone’s head has the property of passing through at the speed of light and leaving behind very few traces). Immediate and open transmission (as in a TV live broadcasting) of all inner sensations to a third party or parties17 will eliminate the usual clichés used by almost everybody like “I cannot express what I am feeling, what is going on in my mind right now, I cannot translate it into images”… By means of an extended neuronal link, art will finally present itself as entirely conceptual: it will exist in the head only — the creator’s and the receiver’s. And it is not clear, at this moment, if and to what extent the receiver of these transmissions can interfere with what he receives and transform it at the very moment when he is receiving it. No language of what is still called art can — for the moment— dismiss some kind of materiality — although it is obvious that it won’t be easy to think inside one’s head an entire feature film or sonata, from the beginning all through the end. At least, not according to the usual patterns of art. 


			Another possible development: that which the “artist” would pass on to other people through the neurolinks could not be sold or auctioned in anyway for lack of materiality — even if, again, some big tech like Amazon will certainly find a way to offer the download of that immateriality and to monetize the operation — perhaps as a subscription to a streaming process of some kind? In the same vein, nothing will prevent some mental content producers from being more appreciated and known and celebrated than others for the quality, audacity, depth, originality of their immaterial products — which may mean that art will continue to be out of reach for a considerable amount of people just as it is now, in spite of all good humanistic and ideological intentions. And again, in this uncertain journey full of comings and goings, if all brains receive the same input, and should everyone reaches the same level of creativity, why would people bother to get or generate content from and to other people? The situation thus created will be the one described in 1909 Forster’s The machine stops: a world where everyone gives lectures to everyone else all the time (without adding anything interesting or new in any of those lectures since the idea behind all of them is already known by everybody else… Or it may be that, at last, Nietzsche’s utopia, “an art for artists only”, will be achieved because everybody will be an artist. However, if everyone is an artist, the concept of artist itself is annihilated… Besides, it is just as likely that the pleasure of writing a novel, a film (with the collective action that it involves and presupposes), of staging a play — something that today consists of confronting matter and actual resistances of all kinds, of bending matter and wills according to the creator own will and mind— goes up in smoke. “Freethinking”, Millôr Fernandes, a Brazilian cartoonist, used to say, “ is nothing but thinking”. Will all that thinking take on the form of the free internal flow of thought such as the one inside Molly Bloom’s head in the last chapter of James Joyce’s Ulysses, a formless torrent of thoughts (some say “of conscience”) rendered without punctuation, without pause, without a beginning, a center or an end other than the end of the book just like thinking ends with the end of life? Or will neuronally connected thinkers, with or without the help of Neuralink’s BMIs, be trained or train themselves to generate something more structured? On second thought: more structured for what? Why? Neurolinked or transhuman thinkers will look back to this year of the virus of 2020 and will not be able to understand the reasons why humanity (or a small part of it, actually) attributed so much symbolic and economic value to these impure, uncertain and always failed manifestations to which the name of art has been given for some centuries… Years ago, before this computational scenario began to deploy almost daily its new possibilities, I used to describe the artwork as the rest. In Portugueses, there is a more expressive play of words to say it: a obra é a sobra, the (art) work is what’s leftover — like in “the leftovers of last night’s dinner remained on the table”. The material artwork is the leftover, that which is left exposed as a result of a creative process. The materiali artwork in front of a beholder is nothing but what is left of an inner process much wider and richer and complex than that which the beholder sees or listens to. This rest may be as good as that which the creator conceived in her head or it may be better or worse; the creator may be satisfied with what she sees or listens to, it doesn’t matter: what she sees or listens to is the rest of the creative operation. If the neural connection or linkage becomes a reality, as everything indicates it probably will, there will be no more leftovers: everything that is generated inside a certain head will be communicated to another head in its entirety. The meaning of this kind of art production for humanity will be immense. The Funes the Memorious Hypothesis according to Borges,18 as I call it, will finally prove to be true. 


			Commenting further on this immemorial dream of humanity which is the total universal communication — now including the communication between humanity and its objects and among the objects themselves as well (the internet of things); and beware of what you dream of, it may become reality—, the computational sphere specialist and philosopher Jean-Gabriel Ganascia, chairman of the Ethics Committee for the powerful French Conseil National de Recherche Scientifique-CNRS , recalls (Le Monde, October 17th, 2020) the investigations of the physicist Vannevar Bush (1890-1974), a scientific adviser to F.D. Roosevelt, who in 1945 wrote As We May Think where he foresees a certain application (in today’s terminology, of course) called Memex (Memory Extender) capable of managing technological knowledge in constant progression. Vannevar Bush imagines, and designs, a piece of polished glass —the equivalent to a cell phone or iPad screen—, on which information could be projected and read. Ganascia is fascinated by Vanevar Bush’s ability to anticipate the future. It is a pity both for Ganascia and Vannevar that they did not know about nor read Forster’s The Machine Stops in which the novelist describes a world whose inhabitants receive all the information they need on the scream of a small machine whose current denomination is…iPad. Since our theme here is humanity and the Humanities, and since the issue is memory and how to expand it, it is vital to remember that the arts usually coare the first to predict the future or to suggest new paths for it, in an impressive way.


			*


			What remains for certain after a perfunctory investigation on the impacts of computing is the ever increasing and ever accelerating dynamics of inserting successive and superimposed wedges between the human being and the world at large — and, as in the last two examples, between him and his own inner world.


			Wedge is another word to designate the mediation that human beings impose on themselves as a condition to a better life in this world or just to remain alive in this world. The approach to the history of the massacre in Babyn Yar will be mediated by the virtual reality tours with visual images adapted to the profile of each visitor. Certainly, before VR, mediation, whenever necessary, was done by words, a more powerful medium than the image — even if the latter may sometimes have a bigger emotional impact. Psychoanalysis and psychiatry, in the case of the Canadian experiment, are also trying to replace their classic tools, words, for images — but in this case, with a double mediation: the patients describe their inner demons to a graphic designer, with the help of words, and then interacts with the resulting virtual image of their demons that they will see in front of their eyes. In the case of the BSN developed at Unicamp,there is a kind of second degree mediation: sensorial stimuli are generated inside the patient’s brain, an initial reading or observation of the ensuing interaction is accomplished with the help of a fMRI and then interpreted by the therapist — with the aggravating factor that this patient really deserves to be called that way: he is in fact a patient, someone who bears an action lead by a third party, someone who lies there inert and submitting himself to the action of the stimuli and readings by MRI machine and by the therapist, independently of the patient’s will. This process may be better or worse for the patient than the one defined by his internal conflict with his inner demons and by the traditional psychoanalytical approach. One way or the other, what emerges as an indisputable fact for the analysis of the impact of computing on humanity is mediation. An unavoidable process since the first man or hominid used a piece of wood, a fallen branch, to reach a fruit on a tall tree. Nothing in this life and in this world dismisses mediation — except, perhaps, the immediate experience of the inner world by the subject herself, even if that experience is expressed and captured, “understood”, in the almost always vague and uncertain way that is proper to all internal sensations and emotions, even when it takes place through the (allegedly) rational mode of psychoanalysis and self-analysis. The result is the same: the ever increasing distance between the human being and his life and his world. As I have written more than once in this text: changes are not necessarily for the better, nor for the worse.They are “just” a shift towards something else.19


			Instead of the word that says, the image that shows


			It doesn’t matter much, at this point, if both proposals — Babyn Yar Memorial ‘s and the one about the psychoanalytical avatars — turn out to be just some more advanced technological versions of the first role playing games developed by dr. J.L.Moreno in 1910 (and after 1930 when he left Austria to the USA); or versions somewhat more developed than the TRPG (tabletop role playing games) and LARP (live action role-playing) or really not that different from some erudite versions of electronic entertainment games whose sales already exceed, in numbers, the sales of books in paper. Technology rarely advances through brutal disruptions, its path is a gradual and linear one unless there is some accident or some unexpected discovery due to sheer chance, which happened in the discovery of the x-rays. And then it reaches more sophisticated levels such as the one the Babyn Yar Memorial is considering to offer. Nor does it matter whether the avatars of the inner demons do not work or work just partially, and it does not matter much whether the controversial Russian filmmaker’s proposal will actually be implemented or not this year or the next: the path is now open. Ilya K’s project has at least the advantage, over that of the Canadian institute, of not having to scientifically prove its theses or justify its results: the visitors to the Memorial, in case it works as imagined by Ilia K., in one way or another will go through some kind of experience that, it is predictable, will have some impact on them (it has already caused some impact on the members of the board and on part of the public at large). What really matters is that the way people, the subjects, relate to themselves, to other people, to the objects, to life, to the world, is on the verge of a profound change in its modes of representation and intellection.


			A few decades ago, psychoanalysis, particularly, had already suffered the overwhelming invasion of chemical drugs that appeared to directly challenge Freud’s century-old fiefdom:20 why would someone spend twenty years lying on a couch (and paying for it) if in some six months or so — should the doctor and the patient be lucky enough to find right away the kind of drug appropriate to the situation — it might be possible to experience “a considerable improvement that allows me to live a normal life”? It is no longer a question of knowing yourself but of “living a normal life”. The first wave of the new barbarians to tear down the outer walls of the Humanities, which also hosted psychoanalysis, came from its traditional opponent: hard sciences. This second wave which is now shaking in a real strong way the fragile walls of the Humanities dispenses with any materiality, it doesn’t even need the tiny materiality of the compacted micro-particles pressed into pills to be taken against depression and the like: the second wave is a purely virtual one, made up of pixels on the screen of some VR glasses attached to the head of the Babyn Yar’s visitor or of someone suffering from schizophrenia. And just like the plans for Babyn Yar Memorial, virtual psychoanalysis is introducing itself as a game in which the subject, the player, chases himself or runs away from himself in order to find himself at the end of the path — if he ever gets there. 


			Georg Simmel could never have imagined this version of the subject’s path towards himself, the soul’s trajectory towards itself. It would be interesting to know what Simmel would think, in these days of the 21st century, about the perspectives that technology, if not science, opens up for his philosophical question — just as it would be stimulating to know what does the psychoanalysts’ societies think of the replacement of their methods by a game which does not call for the mythical face-to-face game around a 


			An unscientific age or an age in excess of science


			And then, it does not matter, again, what the psychoanalytic societies may think: the fact is that history’s narrative is promoting an unprecedented fracture in the relation between the subject and the object (or in the conflict between the subject and the object ) from the point of view the Humanities used to approach it. The Humanities have, until now, been a matter of human beings facing human beings’ problems and looking for solutions that were to be found by and inside these human beings. What was once the Humanities territory has been invaded by all kinds of technological powers, if not by science itself. And this invasion is so pervasive that technology may become not only Humanities’ new and most important tool but Humanities identity as well. Science prevails now in such a way that it cannot be described as running in its own isolated track. And scientific thinking has been consistent and persistent in its rejection of Humanities’ procedures; the examples abound and one of its milestones — from the point of view of the “hard” sciences and in the perspective of the general public at large — was a series of lectures starring C.P. Snow in 1959: The Two Cultures. Much more recently, Richard Feynman became a spokesman for science —the queen of all sciences, in its own eyes— in its criticism of that which science considers to be nothing more than a bundle of words about words that has been characterizing this new Unscientific Age extending from mid 19th century to, at least, the year Feynman’ The Meaning of It All was published (1998), a collection of lectures he gave in 1963 basically addressed to a non-specialist audience just like The Two Cultures. Feynman, the 1965 Nobel Prize in Physics, goes straight to the heart of the matter. In the third chapter of his book, “This Unscientific Age”, he suggests that it would be a “good joke” to look into the past, for example into any previous unscientific age, check what was going on then and see if it would be possible — in Feynman’s times, the last years of the 20th century — to find a similar situation today. His time is this time also, by the way. Back then he finds what he calls the Wizards’ Time, those who say they know how to heal and to interpret everything. For the sorcerers and wizards, it is all a matter of “spirits that get inside [people] and that have to be sacked out from there”. The Catholic Church said exactly the same thing and had its own methods for “expelling the spirits from someone’s body”, an operation that today still exerts a strong attraction on Hollywood scenario writers, producers and filmmakers — and on the general public as well. It would be very interesting to know what Feynman would say about the experiences with the avatars of the inner demons that virtual reality technology is bringing to daylight…21 What we know for sure is what Feynman thinks about the present day’s wizards. In the old times, a wizard would say, to the person looking for help, that he or she should cover the body with a snake skin and drink quinine extracted directly from a tree trunk.22 That’s alright, Feynman wrote: if I belong to a certain tribe and feel sick, I’ll look for the sorcerer who “knows best what’s the medicine to my problem”. In the current Unscientific Age, who would Feynman look for? “Psychoanalysts and psychiatrists, of course.”23 They are the ones at hand. Feynman has solid scientific evidence to support his judgement: if you take stock of the many “complicated ideas” (it is his way of putting it) that these professionals developed in a very short period of time, when compared to the time required by any one of the natural sciences to come up with the same amount of ideas; and if you consider all the structures and inventions of these “complicated things, the ids and egos, the tensions and forces, and the pushes and the pulls, I tell you they can’t all be there. It is too much for one brain or a few brains to have cooked up in such a short time. However, I remind you that if you’re in the tribe, there’s nobody else to go to.”(pag. 115). At Feinman’s time, however, there was no one else to turn to… except the actual explainers and interpreters. But, “[to write] comments,” continues Feynman, “is a disease of the intellect.” That is a brutal formula but one that most physicists and other kinds of hard scientists would endorse. 


			The problem, for the “hard” sciences in their heavy charge against the “soft” ones, is that for a long time they had nothing to offer as a substitute for the Humanities procedures they didn’t accept. I am feeling down, I am depressed, I have depression — this illness that, by coincidence (but not by coincidence), is contemporary to this Scientific Age; or I am schizophrenic or I am plagued by neurosis: to whom do I turn to? Certainly not to physics — until now. Biosciences crawled for decades until they succeeded in finding their way towards the psychotropics, a sophisticated version of the cocaine which Freud knew so well and so intimately. It was useless for the hard sciences to criticize the Humanities because all they could do back then was “to pile words on top of words” themselves. But now science is beginning to present some alternatives — through its favorite daughter: technology. As in the case of the Babyn Yar Memorial and of the Philippe-Pinel Institute of Montréal and its predecessors in the United Kingdom. The threat to the Humanities is now very real and concrete. 


			The picture looks particularly dark for the Humanities since it is Feynman himself who acknowledges that there is an increasingly strong tendency towards taking in consideration and to value only that which can be measured, the way it is now happening in the cultural field that is being described as creative economy, a label that, under the cover of a certain objectivity granted by the label economy, hurts the ethics of scientific terminology and plain logic.24 When Feynman wrote those words he was thinking of some procedures for selecting students put in place by Caltech as well as adopted in marital counseling “and things like that”. Let’s read his own words: “There is [today], therefore, a tendency to use as a criterion only what can be measured.” Even more astonishing is the observation he lays down immediately after: “That is, the human spirit, the way it feels things, can be difficult to measure.” But… is this not exactly the very same “human spirit” that philosophy, psychoanalysis etc. wants to study, understand and occasionally deal with whenever possible? And when they do that they are harshly criticised by the hard sciences that Feynman represents… It is somewhat surprising to see a brain as powerful as Feynman’s fumbling with words — or with reality itself. The criticism against the excess of words in the Humanities — words that pile up on top of each other “without being able to account for the world”, words that “sometimes connect with it” but that “most of the time float above it without touching it”— can turn against the physicists themselves, such as Feynman, when they try to talk about subjects with which they are not comfortable. If the human spirit cannot be measured, how can one approach it in order to understand it unless one turns towards those disciplines that “describe and explain human behavior”?


			But Feynman is right, in a way: there is a tendency, in this Unscientific Age, to deal with and acknowledge that which can be measured only. This obsession is the clear sign that this is an age both over-scientific and unscientific. Even more so since the Mathematical Theory of Information proved that even something as ethereal as a spoken word can be measured… Feynman, it is true, has something to offer to those people he criticizes: experiments, he says, do experiments, one experiment after another until you have something concrete and acceptable in your hands. Well, it seems that now, with computational technology, it is possible to accumulate experiments over experiments until one reaches a measurably plausible and acceptable theory (that may prove wrong later on) — which is how physics itself proceeds. It is possible to observe the reactions of people subjected to a concrete experience, as realistic as possible as in the case of Bayn Yar Memorial, to follow them on the physical path through which they could eventually go back to themselves and accomplish themselves (under some point of view), to interview them, talk to them and therefore to obtain more sophisticated versions of those “complicated things” like the ids and egos and superegos — even if it takes longer than psychoanalysis took to reach its conclusions25: it will take more time but the resulting building may be more solid than the original, as Feinman wanted. It is very likely, in the same way, that schizophrenia and other psychic problems — typical of the human spirit—, such as neuroses and psychoses, can be approached and better treated by avatars, not by means of those coarse ones that is possible to see in the film about the experiments at the Philippe-Pinel Institute and perhaps not even with an occasional 2.0 or 3.0 avatar; but, it is probable that, yes, they will be within reach for some 6.0 or 7.0 avatar which surely will arrive in a much shorter time than the first one. 


			Humanity and Humanities, one and the same risk


			Are Humanities, as an area of knowledge, at risk of disappearing? Well, they are already drifting away: Japan has been discouraging universities from wasting time and money on “these things” and other governments run by people equally lacking a better judgement (“there is much that can be explained by the simple stupidity of people”, Feynman acknowledges in that same book of his) follow the trend. Public funding agencies seldom make room for the Humanities. Feynman again, a complex spirit, still in his The Meaning of It All, throws a bright lightning against a dark sky when he refers the audience of his second lecture “to the book Brave New World by Aldous Huxley which gives some clues about the problems which the biology of the future will face.” In that passage, Feynman was addressing a central issue: that of ethics and its relations with science. Much more relevant than the ethical behavior of science is the fact that Feynman admits that he was actually actually reading a novel and that novels are important for the understanding of life and the world even though they interpret the latter and the former. Maybe what Feynman is telling us is that he’s a Protestant when it comes to literature, i.e., he claims the right to read the book himself instead of relying on the usual mediators, the commentators and explainers whom he rejects. What matters is that Feynman, almost at the end of his life, was reading a product of the Humanities and willing to publicly underline its relevance — without spelling it in a clear way… 


			And… Humanities may not disappear; but it will not be easy for this way of knowing to fight back the assault carried out by the new computational technologies. And then, Humanities may disappear entirely and take with them their traditional label or they may remain afloat under the same label although with a totally new content — and it will be interesting to know how and whether this second possibility really differs from the first… One way or the other, the signs leading to that future can already be seen scattered all around. Since Feynman mentioned a novel, it is worth going back again to Forster’s The Machine Stops.26 In this work of science fiction — which, we now know, was not science fiction but sheer anticipation, due to a powerful analytical imagination at a time when the author did not have any possibility of seeing in front of him nothing remotely close to what he describes in his books — the relation between subject and object has been already totally subverted: the inhabitants of that machinic world (even those who have not yet read this book can well imagine the current name for the machine Forster was referring to) would continuously give lectures to each other, one against the other one might say, while been extremely careful not to invent anything new and to mention just what had already been imagined or discovered. Simmel27 writes that in his own time, not that different from the current one, people would add their works to the common stock of available objects without taking into consideration everybody else’s real needs and also their own needs as “authors”, the result being works that have no real meaning for anyone. In Forster’s The Machine Stops , the subjects — or what’s left of them— strictly follow the rules that command them not to add anything new to their lectures and works in general — not as a consideration towards everybody else around but in obedience to a certain Machine Textbook that states all the necessary instructions about how to appropriately live in that world. Does that sound familiar? In both worlds, Forster’s and Simmel’s, the existing or persistent subjects are clearly anti-social beings that are not aware of what they are doing. Forster’s self-lecturers foreshadow the current selfie takers and their obsession to upload the resulting images into their Instagram and Facebook pages with no intention of changing or innovating anything — rather to the contrary, they want to do like everybody else… 


			 Computational subject, soul and mind


			Should the Humanities disappear, perhaps their tools and objects — books, paintings, art performances, films, dance, musical concerts, so much else — may go on surviving for an indefinite period of time as objects for those who will persist in building themselves as subjects, perhaps the last of the species. The disappearance of critics and explainers, along with the bridges they used to build between the object of culture and those who wanted to become subjects, will not be a tremendous loss, in principle; in a way, their end has been announced for a long time now. The ideal of art and the Humanities has always been, not to flatten everybody down to their lowest level possible the way all kinds of communism and fascism tried and are still trying to do, but to elevate as many people as possible to the status of the elite until the very notion of elite loses any of its previous meanings. If that comes to happen, the Humanities will in fact have nothing more to do. To elevate the general level of culture and knowledge was the goal that suddenly seemed attainable when the computer became an accessible tool and even more so when the Internet came to be. 


			The problem is that humanity’s cognitive deficit, instead of decreasing, is increasing even more rapidly than before (and taking on unexpected forms) particularly with the rise of antisocial media, which cultural commentators and even some who might claim to be specialists, including those in Academia, insist on calling social media. Facebooks and twitters, privileged actors and endorsers of this cognitive deficit, are setting up a parody of Newton’s law of gravity: cognitive deficit and antisocial media attract each other with a force directly proportional to their masses: the greater the former, the greater the latter. The increase in the world’s population only adds to the problem.


			And here the subject-object issue gets back into focus. Without going further back in time, for Descartes the spring behind the subject in his actions and thoughts was to be found inside himself — with the necessary support of God, placed outside the human subject. Freud, running to his conclusions at a speed that Feynman considered suspicious, also placed all of his psychoanalytical construction on the idea that the subject — the real one, not the illusory subject drawn by the objectified self-representation — was located in a very hidden region of his mind, a place which remains most of the time out of his reach. In the current computational universe, the subject is frequently expelled from himself: he is to be found on the tip of his hand that can be seen holding his cell phone, the perfect avatar of his mind. For this subject with the brain in his hand,28 the attraction between the things at play assumes a peculiar character: the cell phone exerts a total attraction on the mind of the subject that holds it ( s subject who transforms himself into a mere material, objectual support for the true subject which is his cell phone) while at the same time expelling him out of himself. The subject is now leaving the orbit of influence of his own mind, that is, of his own spirit — which migrated, in a reduced version, to the cell phone. And it is possible to conclude that, unlike Kurz, the mythical character of Apocalypse Now — a real subject who, according to his private buffoon, the American photographer who observes and records him all the time, had “a clear mind but a sick soul” — the subject of the computational age has and will keep on having an obscure mind and a soul no less sick than Kurtz’s. The cellular holder does not even have a schizophrenic soul since he doesn’t have inner demons to accuse him of anything: nothing inside him accuses him of anything. The difference is that Kurtz knew he had inner demons while the computational subject believes that the sick ones are everybody around him, not himself. There are a number of clones of this subjectless subject “governing” some once respectable countries.


			 Words are in excess everywhere, that may be true. In literature as in this essay and everywhere. In the 19th century Hegel declared the death of art (in the following century he could have been even more justified in his sentence). The fact is that taking into consideration the huge amount of words and interpretations spreading themselves in all directions, in Hegel’s time it was not art that was about to die or had already died but philosophy itself — yielding ground to the image that was beginning to emerge and that has never been as powerful as it is now. And if art is a special kind of image, it could take advantage of this emerging power in order to assert itself in a world which, if it cannot be described as wordless, certainly is a world ever more stripped from the practice of a real and true reading, a situation that would justify Wittgenstein’s ironic philosophical reflection # 381:29 “How can I tell this color is red? A probable answer could be: ‘Because I’ve learned English.’ “ The entire distinction between necessary cause and sufficient cause is dramatized in that line. A world made of words may be a misleading world, particularly when one considers another one of Wittgenstein’s remarks: what is usually analyzed is not the phenomenon itself but the word that represents it; not even a word, but the application of a word (reflection 383), which implies, still following Wittgenstein’s train of thought, that the essence of something is given by grammar… Or, as he later corrects himself (reflection 392), the analysis of the world oscillates between natural science and grammar — which is both a finding and a criticism. Did Feynman take this into account when he was displaying his criticisms? He showed no sign of having read Wittgenstein. The word is unable to touch the real depth of things, that which is real deep, the profoundness of things, neither does image; and the number30 alone cannot penetrate dark areas like that of a black hole, of which the human spirit is a metaphor and a variant, or the other way round. A tactical alliance between the natural sciences, the hard sciences and the disciplines that deal with words is not only necessary: it is the only alternative for the human being — at this point in history.


			

				

					2	DAU is a film, a theatrical montage and a cultural project inspired by the Soviet physicist Lev Landau, Nobel Prize winner of 1962. Khrzhanovsky’s project began as a theater-life experience in Kharkov (Ukraine) with 400 “common” , non-professional people, who agreed to segregate themselves from the world as interns at the DAU Institute for a few months where they would relive three decades (1938 to 1968) in the life in the state terror that dominated USSR. This experience had a lot of spontaneous performances loosely guided by a script. In 2019 it was presented in Paris as a theatrical play and became twelve feature films containing scenes of real sex and violence between consenting actors. 4 is set in Putin’s Russia and began as a short film before becoming a feature film; its ambiance is no less oppressive and suffocating than DAU’s.
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