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This is the end! From here the road goes only back.

Alec Snewahr

The journey begins where the road ends.

Unknown
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Preface
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Again and again I am drawn back to a place where I have never been—toward my Twin. The Twin, that is, quite obviously “my” original, remains anonymous, since the precondition for the existence of an original is that it remain unidentifiable. It may, for instance, be a structure that is not associated with anything that exists—let alone anything known. Although a building may seem endless once you enter it, the number of buildings capable of expressing this is not endless.

The film Dead Mountaineer’s Hotel (hereafter DMH) has neurolinguistically programmed and overwritten me, inserting an obsessive fragment of code that has become uncontrollable, its meanings turning fully personal. There is no exit from the game. The game is ended by the Inspector—the human Inspector, the true agent of reality. Metaphysical meaning is decided by power; it reduces possible worlds and games of mind—the Twins—back to the body, to social identity, granting the machine its single permitted ghost.

To parry the censor, Inspector Glebsky’s confession was edited into the ending of DMH at the very last moment. Let this preface likewise belong not quite to what matters most, but serve as an opportunity to explain to the esteemed reader how a film can be larger than life, how it can create a parallel reality. Cryptic symbolism is not a reliable source for explaining life’s truths, but it is for artistic truth, which has the power to activate facts together with a wider context.

It may have been the year 1981. The winter weather was extremely picturesque; the dazzling blanket of snow demanded complete attention and words were unnecessary as we walked through the spruce park. The houses looked like stage sets, and inside, reclining on a period-appropriate minimalist sofa of cosmic form, was my uncle, embraced by his fiancée. They looked exactly like Olaf and Brun—before I knew who Olaf and Brun were. They were watching a film on television—a color television, imagine that! We stayed to watch as well, and all that remained with me for a long time in the subconscious was Mrs. Moses’s bald head and the moving face of the Mountaineer.

The sound also lodged itself in the subconscious—a sound with a very specific timbre, otherwise found only in the animated films Klaabu and Naksitrallid. It was a disturbing sound, perhaps because it resembled no other sound previously known, yet it pressed a secret button inside you, announcing that there exists something more than what exists. It created a feeling of butterflies in the stomach, a simultaneously pleasant and unsettling longing—it was the Alien from another world. It opened a door within you whose existence you had never suspected.

Those sounds were like signals from a parallel world, like proto-particles flickering in and out of existence at the quantum level, so that one could not say whether they existed or not. And all this in the depressing life of a Soviet October Child, from which no exit was visible. Yet the special synthesizer sounds created by Sven Grünberg altered consciousness, caused a jolt in the brain, activated dormant neurons. Only later did the realization arrive that this mystical-magical effect is called psychedelia—something that need not be discussed only in the context of psychoactive substances, but as a combination of art and technological operations that exert an expanding effect on the listener’s psyche.

In this way, Grünberg’s music has become an inseparable part of my identity, and the same can likely be said for multiple generations. It is like a sect, a secret society, or a spiritual movement. Unity without imperative. A continuous process of opening and expansion—Valguseõis (Flower of Light), as one track is titled on Grünberg’s album Hingus (Breath). Grünberg is like Wiplala, to whom one would like to say: “Thank you for having enchanted me.”

The Soviet order and cultural canon had their own socio-sonic aspect, an official Soviet soundscape: the optimistic songs of the Stalin era, megaphones, the nationwide wired radio network of collective farms, choral speech, and the representative march music of parades—all aimed at reshaping the human soul. Optimistic light entertainment and folkish songs were officially promoted. At the same time, there were occasionally symbolic gestures that effectively ruptured reality—for example, in the 1970s–1980s the signature tune of the foreign policy program World Today echoed across the entire republic via the only Estonian-language radio station, shamelessly sampling Kraftwerk’s Trans-Europe Express. For many, this was their first encounter with electronic music and the mystical feeling produced by its unfamiliar sounds, which determined their later, deeper interest in electronic music. (It is unknown what Kraftwerk’s leading figure Ralf Hütter would have thought of this; he usually initiates legal action against any unauthorized sampling.)

To understand the significance of this episodic fact, one must understand that it was a kind of error within the Soviet media machinery that produced reality. The USSR was a media state in which reality was transmitted and falsified through television, radio, and newspapers. “Real space was medialized, constructed, and recombined by media. Actions staged by party functionaries and transmitted through media concealed their self-serving activity. People in the Soviet Union could be considered far greater media addicts than people today. Back then, there were no alternatives,” wrote Raivo Kelomees.

The nature-sound broadcasts on Estonian Radio were also peculiar: field recordings accompanied by mechanically spoken descriptions and information about the vocalizing animals and birds. Nature sounds, with their sentiment of primal untouchedness, functioned as a ritual interruption as powerful as the classical music that flooded radio airwaves upon the death of state leaders.

In retrospect, one could say that DMH ended the 1970s, killed the last hope—the aliens—and began the flat, alienated, and cold 1980s. Instead of intelligent prog and soaring space rock, more demanding listeners turned to angular electropop, while the less demanding gravitated toward yodeling schlock. Then came the post-revolutionary situation of the 1990s, technological acceleration and rave, followed by the empty zeroes. Where once it seemed possible to choose the syntax of Luarvik and Olaf, it has now become clear that we all live within the story narrated by Inspector Glebsky—on top of a bureaucracy born of necktied heads, leveling, and the dictatorship of neoconservatism.

One evening in the late 1990s I found myself at an art academy concert night called Vision. It was the high point of electronic music and post-rock, yet rock music in Estonia was more than dead. On stage, however, was a trio called Luarvik Luarvik, whose members (Andres Lõo and Mihkel Kleis) looked as if they had stepped straight out of DMH. It was staggering how cool and naturally unnatural they appeared, not to mention their space-fusion-prog music, which triumphed upon the best legacy of iconic 1980s bands Radar and Zodiac while remaining futuristic—exactly what was needed at that moment. As if a full set arriving from another, far more expansive metaphysical description.

At the same time, in the foyer, VHS tapes transferred from the the archive of Estonian Television were screened as part of the same event series at the art academy. Among them was an early-1980s interview with Sven Grünberg, who, with the straightforwardness of a young person, made a very convincing statement: why do we talk about culture when we could talk about humanity instead? This seemed to legitimize spirituality—if a composer says it, then there truly is something in music beyond entertainment.

Meanwhile, several musicians of a new generation discovered in Grünberg’s aesthetic manifesto an archetype essential to them. The turn-of-the-century deep techno, sci-fi electronic, and space rock scene was small but notable. Retrofuturism became the buzzword. It was a hauntological situation, because everyone had seen films with Grünberg’s music in cinemas or on television, yet the music did not exist on physical media or as files. Thus, it could have been pseudo-memories—a genuine ghost.

Some art and music acts based on direct references raised the suspicion that a generational secret code was burrowing through the deeper recesses of the labyrinth created by DMH. At the same time, for example, the band Uni was active; it was said that they had contacted Sven Grünberg, introduced him to their music, and received his recordings in return. Only a few years later did Naksitrallid (Three Jolly Fellows), Klaabu, and Ma tean, et ma tulen kord jälle (I Know That I Will Come Again) begin circulating in internet file-sharing environments—alongside prog rock group Mess, Hingus (Breath), and DMH, the pinnacle works of Grünberg’s output—and in 2001 the official film-music CD was finally released.

If the 1990s looked forward, then in the zeroes there was nowhere left to look—yet we looked everywhere, including backward, where there was nothing to be found except Grünberg, Kaarel Kurismaa—who created the only possible visual counterpart to Grünberg’s music—and DMH. Futuristic nostalgia for things still to come was, in any case, in the air.

Thus emerged the cult reception of DMH, as the small subcultures characteristic of that era projected their own meanings onto the film—perhaps also rediscovering subtexts consciously scattered there by its creators. In our narrow cultural space, there is hardly another work onto which one could stitch so wide a band of allusive meta-signs or retro-references. The question of symbolic credibility. Now, when the word “cult” has been bleached thin by media use, perceiving DMH’s aura feels like belonging to some freak secret organization. And that, in turn, has been pressed into the dimness of the subconscious, into the morphogenetic field.

Why think and write about DMH today, when so many themes that were new and topical in the late 1970s—artificial intelligence, deepfakes, simulations, the uncanny valley, lifelike love dolls, ever-advancing robotics—have become banal reality? I do not like contemporary genre sci-fi, but I do like how a retrofuturist cultural artifact sends down roots and shoots, generates pseudo-memories and obsessions, and offers hope that humanity exists. When watching DMH and reflecting on it, I am more genuinely human than otherwise.

“It’s astonishing how DMH has influenced our generation and the scene,” I once said at a gathering in 2004 to Andres Lõo. “You could write a whole book about this.”

“Well then—write it,” Lõo grabbed me by the button.

And here the book now is.
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Entry
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A hotel in the mountains is a border zone between what is and what is not, an in-between state where the road ends and the journey begins. A solitary settlement at the edge of civilization, onto which Western culture projects its fantasies of a distant location and an absent presence. “This is the end. From here the road goes only back,” says the Hotel owner.

How does one enter the Hotel? From the outside, like Inspector Glebsky in the film’s opening shots, or from the inside, like aliens entering human bodies?

Although the primary engine of this text is the wish that the film might continue (and perhaps end differently), this is not a continuation or sequel, but an insertion—an in-between writing, admittedly one that may even misleadingly resemble overwriting; yet—as we know from having seen the film—perhaps behind the face there is an alien. I examine how mechanisms of power, mythology, environment, sounds, utopias, repetitions, reflections, and differences—all themes the film sets in motion—affect the psyche, and how this in turn affects the Hotel. The present text is a sputnik that, scanning the immediate data of consciousness, moves in the orbit of the conceptual triad Twin–Whole–Hole.
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Twin
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Twin is primarily connected to parallelisms and identifications, but also to reflections and analogies.

Twin is a condition in which irrationality erodes object relations.

Twin is duration through multiplication.
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Whole
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At a certain moment, series of Twins accumulate and form a continuity of duration that might be called the Whole. The Whole can signify the saturation of different systems which, when viewed from within, appears as an all-encompassing singularity. Its scope is conditional, yet all the more it attempts to summarize the black square, the absolute.

Mandala, magic circle, panopticon. Utopias of control and omnipresence, empires and “great waves,” dominants, impositions. A total, holistic experience; the perennialists’ “cosmic consciousness,” the nondual perception/state of complete unity and the absolute. Intense information across all channels, sequences of data and perceptual flows; a power discourse that has occupied the discourse of truth—the sole possible whole composed of supreme laws—the absoluteness of infinity. A total unifying principle permeating all existence.

The center of the Whole is, unfortunately, everywhere.

In the Whole, all questions have received all answers.

Totalitarian systems, Wholes, programmatically generate grand images. Dead Mountaineer’s Hotel deviated from the officially approved propaganda of the positive (cosmic) utopia that legitimized the science-fiction genre in the Soviet Union. In much the same way as sixty years earlier, futurists and constructivists fused the official rhetoric of the totalitarian state with an innovative aesthetic vision—an environmentally coherent mode of expression that operated through estrangement and imposed imagery. During the period of stagnation, overly innovative forces—that is, the art avant-garde—were channeled into “safe” spheres: children’s book illustration, animation, product design, and film. As Sven Grünberg has recalled, a party veteran himself once advised him to make science-fiction films instead.

DMH is skeptical; it is too large a fragment of the future for which people are not yet ready. It breaks out of the safety zone and becomes political—not only within the machinery of the Soviet film industry, the state’s image project, and cinema as a device for reproducing conventional reality. It says something bitter in a place where belief in the human being usually still persists, yet this statement lies deeper and higher than any unfounded hope in simple and correct choices. For this reason, several films that posed questions about freedom and human choice were blocked by censorship in the USSR: the Lithuanian film Ave Vita (Almantas Grikevičius, 1970), Kaljo Kiisk’s Madness (1969), and others.

The Whole is defined above all through dominance—it is singular. On the one hand, nature with its primeval mountain ranges and landslides; on the other, architecture, a macrostructure that instills immeasurability and/or collectivity, rendering the individual meaninglessly small. This is the law of all-pervasiveness: the determinacy of experience, humanity’s submission to solar cycles, eternal return. Within structured order lies the danger of totalitarianism; to traverse its designated control-movement zone requires a superstructure grounded in intuition/the Intourist zone and experience.

Against the tedium of excess in the Whole, ideas of striving toward the Hole appear exalted: euphoria and ecstasy, the lightness of free fall, the tickle in the stomach before tearing away from a cliff on skis; here lies the recklessness of renouncing gravity, the predetermined laconicism of gathering at the mountaintop, empty space, a clean sheet, primary experience at the borderland between Whole and Hole.

The Whole also raises a justified question: can one prove at all that something is inevitably present? Does an all-encompassing ontological regime exist outside the subject and metaphysics? Or is the law of the Whole instead the capacity to perceive the absolute as all-pervading unity? The capacity of perception and the power of perception, independent of creed and cultural code. Humanity’s ongoing self-experiment in search of the perfect variant.

The rhizomatic network of connections in DMH points to a crisis of ordinary existence and, through this, to inter-existence, interdisciplinarity, hybridity, and networks as means of perceiving the Whole—to the utopian coupling, or impossibility thereof, of psyche, science, politics, and technology.
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Hole
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Hole—the gaze into emptiness, a relative quantity of emptiness within the Whole—is the zero point on the axis of all possibilities and variations. The existence of the Hole is always intuited as lack or absence, as the antipode of the Whole or, on the level of wishful thinking, as a compensator for the perfection of the Whole.

The idea of nothingness that promises and guarantees access to “everything,” the total experience of the Whole—much as modernism’s ultimate aim in conquering totality was to present and reveal Nothingness to the world and to become Everything itself.

The Hole is extra-systemic, supernatural, indescribable, indeterminate—the special flight of a free mind. And yet—“one” is the bodyguard of “zero,” because speaking of and perceiving “nothing” can occur only on the surface of “something.” Is the Hole located outside the Whole, or is our conception of the Hole merely an illusion generated within the system? If the Hole is ultimate reality, then the Whole is, in fact, the Hole.

In the Hole, surrounded by horror vacui, a psychotic short circuit takes place: the materialization of internal, traumatizing fantasies. The Hotel is like the Zone in Stalker or the planet Solaris, where things do not operate according to ordinary logic, let alone any ideology. Radical subjectivity emerges, symbolic distance evaporates, and the psyche intervenes directly in the Real without speech or signs. Contact with the Twin is impossible—it is contact with one’s own inaccessible core.
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The TWH Model
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Twin–Whole–Hole is a triadic model. Hole and Whole are antipodes; the shifts between them can be called Twins, or series of Twins, until at a certain point the Whole once again negates itself.

In the primal state, genesis occurs when a field of tension arises between two proto-particles—a relation with the Twin—from which the process of becoming Whole begins, until at some point the Whole once again Holes itself. All transitions among these three levels are treated as shifts, as are the new ruptures, continuities, and durations generated by those shifts.

Twin, Hole, and Whole are certain limit-values, puncturable from a given perspective that depends at least on existence, the absolute, and/or nothingness.


•  T = shift, Twins, charge, meaning, dialogue, gesture

•  W = white noise, infinite field, all languages and codes, chaos magic, flow

•  H = emptiness, the ontological void haunting our culture and the error that gives hope the system is not totalitarian; our cognitive capacity that allows zero-degree perception; the omnipotent emptiness that structures subatomic particles





The most decisive structure of TWH: Atoms, Consciousness, and Emptiness.
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Everything—with Everything
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The sound and color design of DMH’s opening shots attunes a particular state. The spectral tones of refracted light rays; sunlight that, upon entering the atmosphere and encountering gases and particles, scatters in different directions. The blue of the sky vault—and in addition to blue, which scatters more than other colors due to its shorter wavelength, the frame is dominated by the gleaming white of snow and, beneath it in patches, a dark-black materiality. White and black are not, strictly speaking, colors—they do not exist in the spectrum; white reflects all colors, while black absorbs them all. Blue, however, gives us the tone of the atmosphere. And atmosphere—air and breathing—Breath—is one of the film’s invisible protagonists. The symbolism of the blue–white–black color combination assembles wisdom, spirituality, and power. Or else innocence, peace, and evil. These tones remain dominant throughout the film; only white—spirituality and peace—diminishes, until in the culmination we see the aliens departing once more across a white field.

The formal conflict in DMH arises from the frame narrative and the content being oriented in diametrically opposite directions. Through the frame we are given Inspector Glebsky’s viewpoint, which functions as an indirect accusation that every viewer, as a human being, participates in xenophobia and the search for enemy images, in the imposition of convention—whether as an executor of the collective watchdog’s commission or as someone who has become such an executor. The Inspector’s conservative and pragmatic moral choices provoke the viewer against their own inner dictator, thereby clearing space for transcendent reveries.

The dynamic form of conflict development within the framework of fable dramaturgy contrasts with a static form. This statics deals with states: the human state, the alien state, the state of otherness, the state of being in the mountains, the viewer’s mesmerized state—durations without a definite beginning or end. Between form and states lies a barrier that constitutes the film’s main conflict: the impossibility of alien communication, human incapacity, the non-durability of states, the interruption of energy flow.

Thus, the definitions of frame and content are both directly and metaphorically precise; they move toward one another, help each other to leak and to close. Both are certain types of narrative repeatedly played out in Anglo-American literature and film. The frame—a solitary settlement at the edge of civilization, onto which unconscious fantasies and Western stereotypes of distant places are projected (e.g., The Shining, 1980); the content—the alien on a mission who is ruined by earthbound inhabitants (e.g., The Man Who Fell on Earth, 1976).

At this point, the analysis/text could end—if this were a horizontal film that unfolds around a single center built upon the relation between fable and plot, with a definite beginning and end, a frame and the framed. In DMH, however, alongside the epic content a rhizomatic model unfolds, in which everything is connected to everything. The story proceeds on multiple levels and in their mutual synergies: interior and spatial poetics, soundtrack and music, dialogues and textual strata, acting and staging.
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Hotel
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The Hotel in the mountains is a workbench—indeed an operating table or a testing ground; a stage, a screen, an arena, a white cube from which everything superfluous has been pushed aside and discarded so that only the strictly essential or necessary remains visible. A subtractive method, a zero level, the high gloss of aesthetic organization. There are several signs or premises—and speculations based on them—that this so-called essentiality may consist in pure, substantial emptiness. What matters, however, is its presentation, its making-known.

The Hotel’s interior, lighting, theatrical makeup, the actors’ estranged play—everything continually signals that this is a process of trial and error, a metafictional presentation, and yet also reality (or the absence of reality) in its hyperform, because play as being is the only thing that truly is, and the meaning of presentation is double: the Twin of theatrical play is actual inescapability.

Kant’s notion of presentation appears here in a Benjaminian sense as Spiel—the play of people or actors (media, agents)—and, on the other hand, as the presentation of essential non-being or indefinable nothingness (for example, the aliens) through human bodies (media, agents). The meaning of the Hotel as anonymous—never here or there, but in-between—is inverted.

“This is the end. From here the road goes only back,” says the Hotel owner, Alec Snewahr. The Hotel is a point in the in-between of being and nothingness—the final state of matter before emptiness, when viewed from this side; and when viewed from the other side, a technological module scribbled into emptiness and silence, corridors of symbolic order and systematization whose inner truth is that the numbered rooms may contain both Aliens and Inspectors, two proto-elements between which a field of tension arises.

Ultra-precise measurement shows that the proton and the antiproton possess exactly identical magnetic properties. This would mean, however, that as a result of the Big Bang, galaxies, stars, planets—and we ourselves—should never have formed at all, and that antimatter should have annihilated the universe at the very moment of its emergence.
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Syntax
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The Hotel owner as such signifies something allegorical here: the ruler or guardian of a particular spatial structure. What is the Hotel as a spatial and topological structure? We experience buildings through their form, structure, aesthetics, and use. This constitutes the reality of our physical experience, yet buildings also possess a metaphorical existence. Buildings have their own syntax, with words, phrases, and grammar; they speak a language comparable to human language. Buildings depend on construction, materials, and physical form. Ventilation systems or chemicals in materials can cause allergies, asthma, lethargy, and headaches.

The Hotel’s interior architecture is a development of the archetypal white cube—a space representing the typology of the modernist sanctuary—but unlike it, the Hotel moves beyond principles of simplicity, purity, and openness, articulating itself into nooks, corridors, and staircases. What we see allows us to assume that beyond the public foyer and the atrium-like dining hall opening through the floors, the interior of this building reveals itself in the numbered rooms recessed along the corridors, where Guests known only to the Guardian hide, burrowed into private den-bottoms.

The corridors run as a rhizomatic labyrinth, an impression intensified by the ubiquitous mirrors—agents of the illusion of infinity within finitude, parts of a system that reproduces itself. The spatial opposition between the public corridors, which suggest the illusion of forward movement, and the private cells, which encourage deep inward gazes, is evident. Spatial minimalism and purity are emphasized; there are no superfluous elements. Furniture and decorative objects are simple, following the principles of modernist cool design sensibility.

If we add that Alec Snewahr owns not only the Hotel but also the surrounding valley—the place from which no road leads onward—we arrive at a spatial situation in which, on the boundary between being and non-being, there stands a labyrinth that, in the context of the film’s overall agenda, represents an allegory of truth, error, and wandering: a fatalistic game between two mutually exclusive modes of being. The correspondence between language and space, narrative and movement through space, becomes apparent. Supreme power claims the right to illuminate every recess, discovering there both Brun smoking a joint, the supposedly dead Mrs. Moses, and the hidden Simonet. Space carries both syntactic and semantic significance; space as a non-discursive cognitive system explains the discursive conceptual systems of language.
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