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Death of culture

I must say a few words about the last book I agreed to publish in the French language alone, by a subsidized French collective of artists. It was the story of a big black bird dreaming of climbing a mountain to its summit : a lovely tale that could even have served as the basis for a musical show... Yet French was not the language of my lies, as my first pseudonym declared in my early days – in an interview created from scratch with one of those who would in turn benefit from the subsidies largely granted to French national theatrical stages. For a long time, French was the idiom that best allowed me to express my laziness, since I needed little effort to master it satisfactorily : one has no particular merit with one's mother tongue. But for me it became like a dead language, which may have started after my mother's death : if I no longer had to make myself understood by her, since she was no longer there, what need was there for me to continue expressing myself in words that had gradually become more and more interchangeable in my eyes ? So I resolutely set out to move to another, more vibrant culture, whereas English had long been of interest to me only in Shakespeare's literature.
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"Making a book or a film is not the same as playing jazz : there's no room for improvisation"... this is what had to be written to an association of subsidized French artists in Paris, in order to put an end to our collaboration. What's so special about this case is that, from the outset of the project, I knew it would inevitably go off the rails : I was looking for one last confirmation of the appalling limits of the so-called but pretentious cultural exception. First of all, let's put things in context.

I had canceled a Salle Cortot premiere thanks to the coronavirus pandemic, happy to be rid of an accordionist whose provincialism had become too cumbersome to bear. But then there was the pianist he'd brought on board for this duet, who a priori didn't deserve to suffer my contempt for the caricatures of the intermittence du spectacle of the state cultural exception. Some of my other Parisian productions were far behind me, at the Théâtres de l'Athéné, Déjazet and the Opéra Comique, and I was still suffering from the fatigue to which I had become accustomed over the years, and that protected me from the superfluous, having never tasted the miracle of anti-TNF. I could therefore have left it at that. However, I suggested to the pianist that he publish a book about his collective, presenting the work of provincial musicians, most of whom had also trained at the Conservatoire National Supérieur in Paris : I had to know for sure, and make sure that there were no exceptions to the rules. So I took it upon myself, graciously bracketing my prejudice against the same provincialism I'd discovered on leaving my capital, to see if art still exists when all it does is live off public subsidies.

Here are just a few of the postures this little world should get away from. You're in favor of "inclusive" writing – as they call it – and you're full of grammatical errors when it comes to respecting agreements with feminine words ; you have definitive opinions, and you have very little culture – general or otherwise ; you want to be unsubmissive, and you court elected officials of all stripes to obtain ever more privileges ; you think you're superior to those you assume to be blind, and you're yourself one-eyed. And then, above all, you mix work and sentimentality, you think that a factual criticism is a personal condemnation, in short you are a perfect specimen of the extraordinary French susceptibility... I have already, elsewhere and often enough, expressed my opinion of the vain French creation, its navel-gazing amateurism, its incredible audacity in constantly declaring itself unique. Attend an Oscar ceremony just once, and all you'll see afterwards is a mediocre mess at the one called "César". Subsidies are a gangrene, or worse, a merule that insinuates itself everywhere ; if you've escaped this drug of taxpayers' money, you'll be branded a deviant, a bad person : private initiative is nothing in a country where we create on credit, where we believe ourselves to be artists by delegation of public service, with the blessing of media that benefit from similar state largesse, and which therefore participate in the deleterious entre-soi of self-congratulation... There can be no creation without the greatest possible freedom, otherwise all we do is occupy ourselves with nonsense to entertain ourselves in the first place, thanks to the funding granted by the representatives of a country which, incidentally, we don't fail to criticize by calling it a genocidaire of the environment or of formerly colonized countries. But we continue to enjoy everything thanks to a nation that is more impecunious than frivolous.

And with this "Collectif Mineurs de Fond" ? the little adventure lasted about three years. Although I never met any of the other members of this association, it lasted long enough to achieve its objective... Of course, they had their own minds made up. I was supposed to be the financier and, as such, co-editor of the publication, but none of my instructions regarding the technical imperatives, reiterated to the point of stammering, were followed, and I received versions that had to be corrected each time ; the funny thing is that they always wanted to present me with a fait accompli, preferably as late as possible, including in the evolution of the initial project. And then I was asked to change the order of the pages, just as the printing was about to start : a casual attitude, with little regard for the work of others, imagination subject only to whim, contradictory and egotistical desires. And yet, the book went to print, with delays and a string of defects, like handicapped babies who wish the few copies had been stillborn. Even though I proceeded with the administrative declaration of its legal existence, I gave up co-paternity for any other births that might follow. This was the only way it could end : QED (quod erat demonstrandum).

If a Ukrainian ask me why my patronage is now only exercised far from my country, I would have other examples to shed some light on this choice, but what's the point ?... The main thing is that elsewhere they call you "Sir", and that doesn't prevent you from discussing the concrete progress of a project in a London pub or a Seattle club... By way of apology, what could I put forward to, not exonerate myself, but make my point of view acceptable ? Nothing, I think. I'm profoundly libertarian, I hate the bad taste of conformism without values. I leave the faux-originals to their bitter illusion. In my defense, perhaps, I was twenty-five years old when Georges Wilson confided in me all the evil he thought of public theater, having directed the Théâtre National Populaire in Chaillot even longer than Jean Vilar... He never called me by my first name, and left me free to write about him as I wished.

And it was a Canadian painter who was behind the first grouping of a hermit's wanderings in a single volume, following other more modest or at least partial assemblages. In fact, each publication, the practical materialization of this or that text, has always been a stage, an element that fits into what already exists, while modifying it in the process. I've never been content with what already existed, so I've always had to add something. I don't know when it will end, but it will be without any help from the French.
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French cultural exceptions

I've probably been around too many musicians, but sometimes I can't help repeating it to myself, ever since the realization that began during the coronavirus pandemic. First there was the French duo selected for a premiere at the Salle Cortot in Paris, which was not even recorded, even though the closure of concert halls did not prevent them from being used as recording studios, in this case for an audition recorded under live conditions. And then there was the Italian pianist I called, without ever having spoken to him either on the phone or in person, who took on the task of composing my musical commission, i.e. the evocation of a show that precisely could not take place : the composer's work was more than adequate, but he was clearly no more aware than his young French colleagues – of a similar age to his own – of certain prerogatives of the producer, and so the release of this new disc proved as illusory as the concert it replaced. Thirty years or so before this chain of circumstances, were the first meetings, then various collaborations with performers, especially, in a wide variety of musical genres. It was an opportunity, and sometimes a joy, but I've been convinced ever since that music doesn't soften the blow any more than anything else.
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What can a Ukrainian artist do in the land of the French cultural exception, the land of subsidies, since we're talking about a state culture here ? Oh, the consequences of this practice are unfortunate, starting with private initiative, that doesn't need courtiers : it's despised. If I've been thinking that for a long time, perhaps I should do a little mea culpa because of a conditioning that comes from far away : I was twenty – seven years old when I produced my very first show to promote one of my first books, which I was editing, and it was at the Opéra Comique in Paris for a prima ballerina. And all this was, financially speaking, entirely private, outside the acceptable norms for the taxpayer-supported elites.

I tried not to be too critical afterwards and, alongside a few big names for whom it would have been superfluous to beg for the slightest public support, I tried to support certain artists despite their conditioning and the resulting professional deformation. Thus, before the onset of the coronavirus crisis, I called on an accordionist, who might be interested in performing at the Salle Cortot, one of the piano temples for which you had begun composing – it was a pianist, incidentally, whom he brought on board for this adventure, also from the Conservatoire National Supérieur de Musique (et de Danse) de Paris. As luck would have it, just a few days before the concert, the onset of confinement freed me from my relapse in a perfectly unexpected way.

When you set your sights on an interpreter, it's always a risk. : if you know more or less about the person you're planning to work with, it's still a bit of a gamble, even if you do it with full knowledge of the facts. Today, with this young generation of bearded thirty-somethings who would be the same age as the children I'm lucky enough not to have, there's also the specific problem of wokism, which can sometimes be exacerbated to the point of veganism. These young people have enough bad taste to always want to be right, and enough stubbornness to turn out to be stupid... In the country from which you escaped, we don't have the same food concerns.

I heard you play the accordion in "Sous le ciel de Paris" : I confess I'm only moderately fond of this instrument, as I am of the bandoneon ; and yet, I've known no less than half a dozen of their instrumentalists, if I count correctly. You have the advantage of composing for another instrument, but some accordionists don't have the same caution, and they are even more reckless when the French intermittence du spectacle allows them to cultivate a talent that is nevertheless small, very small. This state culture, more or less unionized, also benefits the media, who
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