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Preamble 1 – French cultural pretensions
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It's because I won't be meeting you that I'm writing this... The coronavirus pandemic, the war in Ukraine and the rise of populism in Europe are three major catastrophes that have followed one another in the space of a few years, and have changed our perspective. I had the good fortune to grow up, to train, to work, to love, to believe, in decades of calm which, it's a fact, gave way to great uncertainty. I don't know if I could have endured this accumulation of drama without drastic improvement in my autoimmune disease – thanks to biotherapies, conspiracy theorists be damned –, a disease I've carried with me since my youth, and which has forced me to adopt a certain distance from things. The experimental film made during the confinements is first supplemented by as many as there are sequences, i.e. thirty, but that was no longer enough, that's why so many preambles are added... The impossible book produced here also marks the twentieth issue of the periodical "Singuliers", as well as forty years in publishing and production. We had no intention of remaining faithful to our beginnings for so long. But there's nothing definitive in all this, which could well be taken up be revisited and revised at a later date. The important thing is to continue as long as we can, then close our eyes with a smile.

It was the end of a Carnival, and a Russian scammer sent me an e-mail – one more – and that was the moment I'd chosen to start explaining this project to which another has responded. This one had just arrived in France, fleeing the Ukraine for the skies of Paris : has he since taken the time to be disillusioned enough ? Perhaps I'll be forgiven for my apparent candor : I'm aware that my opinions seem rather derisory when compared with what you don't want to be confronted with when you desert a country at war ; but before talking in detail about the content, I must start with this clarification about the form.

This was to be no more than a singular publication for the anniversary of an equally singular periodical ; of course, I had also sacrificed myself to this somewhat vain need to make books in the strict sense of the word, but fortunately I've come back from that... It has to be said that, in this country which is less and less my own, people think they're better than anywhere else, and the world of bookselling is no exception to this vice. However, I sold my books on the side, first by subscription, and then, at a very young age, I decided to produce this show in a Parisian comic opera house to promote what appeared to be about a dancing star – but I'm not going to say any more about that now... Years later, when I had invented the pseudonym that had protected me for so long, the same one through which we got in touch on a social network, I experimented with a more conventional way of distributing for this invented author. So I signed an agreement with "Electre". Electre ? Not the one from Sophocles' tragedy, because we're far from any notion of truth here. At the time, you had to show your credentials to be a publisher whose books could possibly be referenced by this bibliographic database: minimum print runs of works by authors with real publishing contracts were required ; today, self-publishers on demand are also welcomed ! It's not so much the pretentiousness of booksellers setting themselves up as judges that's disconcerting, but the contempt shown towards anyone who doesn't bow to the dominant cultural order. In France, it's all very well to criticize Amazon stupidly and maliciously, whereas there's no doubt that if this company were French, it would be praised by its French detractors. It has to be said that I don't like French shopkeepers who sell at one-off, taxed prices the shelves of products dumped by French publishing houses. Books are certainly as respectable an object as any other taken at random, but no more so ; I remain marked by a very artisanal approach to books, but I don't see why the droppings sent daily by press attachés to the media should enjoy any special status. A literary columnist for the newspaper "Le Figaro" told me, a long time ago, that I was doing well to continue to follow my path, which he felt contrasted with the mediocrity of the editorial productions piling up in his office... In this France, cultural vanity is state-run: this whole world of welfare recipients can't understand why anyone would be happy to go elsewhere ; in my own way, I'm a traitor in their eyes, and I'm so proud to be this bad Frenchman when I see what those who consider themselves so good with such complacency are.

Amazon is a private American company, and that's one thing that's clear. In France, on the other hand, it's a disaster when the public sector dreams of being competitive, or when it happens all too often that private structures are entrusted with public missions ; yet "Electre" seems to be happily mixing genres with this "Agence Francophone pour la Numérotation Internationale du Livre", which operates from the same premises. For serial publications, the Centre International d'Enregistrement des Publications en Série is a government body ; on the other hand, Afnil, like "Electre" and the magazine "Livres hebdo", is linked to the "Cercle de la librairie" union. Fortunately, the French-speaking world is not limited to Africa or Belgium, nor to France, the quintessence of which the Afnil aims to be. All these fine people hardly understand that not only is it possible to exist as a publisher without them, but that you can even go so far as not to publish anything in French : I'll spare you the collector's emails I've been sent.

And then, when, at the beginning of 2024, as the two-year anniversary of the war approached, I sent out a press release for the publication of the supplement on those Russian scammers posing as Ukrainians, I had them accompanied by "Books for resale", a phantom collection of very real publications... Nor did I want "Death of a pseudo Ukrainian" to be referenced by a biased summary ; so, to kill a little more of my cumbersome pseudonym, I knew how to exclude myself by exploiting the vanity of contemporaries with whom I have too much in common : I managed to free myself from the clutches of this "Electre", by one of those stratagems I'm so fond of, consisting in making the adversary believe that it's he who has the initiative...

As for the man who was able to flee his country without waiting to desert, he may have felt the need not to conform to what the majority demand. Now that you've experienced what it's like to be under the Paris skies you've been dreaming of, I hope you won't indulge in illusory contemplation of France and what's going on there. And then there's the realization that some of those French people you rely on when you arrive from abroad are only helping you out of self-interest, hoping for praise commensurate with their dedication – I can only imagine what progressive music critics and piano teachers at regional conservatories have in mind... I don't think I've ever put so much effort into ensuring that something isn't done : gratuitous elitism is repugnant to me, all the more so as I was lucky enough to feed on true excellence when I was young. And the worst elites in Paris come from the provinces, carrying with them a provincialism as bitter as their need for revenge on dubious origins ; so they always overdo it when they're in the capital, like Alfred Cortot who, being Swiss, never felt more Parisian, integrated and recognized, than when he collaborated with the French collaboration for the cultural glory of national-socialist anti-Semitism : real Nazism, not the kind the Kremlin dares to attribute to real Ukrainians.
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Preamble 2 – French cultural exceptions
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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... And the links to "Youtube" that were sent to me didn't change a thing.

What can an 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 subsidized status 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 he also began to compose– 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 countries you want to escape from, you don't have the same food concerns.

I'd heard "Sous le ciel de Paris" played on the accordion : 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 can have the advantage of composing for another instrument, but some accordionists just aren't careful enough, 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 rave about these creations in theaters that are just as subsidized as the stamped artists who perform there. Of course, private productions do exist, but they are all too often discredited... If some people call me a bad Frenchman, I'm that very bad Frenchman., and I'm rather proud of that – I like to repeat myself – since I've understood what my good compatriots have in their bellies !

We also need to talk again about the good-natured contempt for Anglo-Saxon culture. Let's talk about even if this is not the musical genre I appreciate most ; with the curious grouping called "musiques actuelles", it is much more supported than the forms deemed conventional : could this be due in part to the prevailing lack of culture ? In France, you can graduate with a master's degree from the capital's Conservatoire National without ever having heard of Lehár, even though the latter – without needing to mention his "Merry Widow", even more represented than a "Carmen" – was one of the first to integrate jazzy parts into so-called "classical" musical compositions. To have no memory is to have little future, or in any case to have only a fragile present with which to express oneself.

But back to the "performing arts" of the state culture practiced in France : I have to tell an anecdote about the "show producer" license, and precisely about the conditions under which it is granted. In 1993, when I became a producer – originally with the sole aim of promoting a particular book – a clean criminal record was a requirement ; some time later, this obligation had disappeared : why ? because, otherwise, there would hardly be any production managers left ! Many intermittents du spectacle are not to be outdone, morally speaking, in their pursuit of the required number of hours to qualify for their assisted status : they sometimes even ask for fiddling with the conformity between declared working hours and those actually performed – rehearsals are particularly convenient for this. The concert prepared for the Salle Cortot was no exception to this ordinary vice, but here too I resisted.

In the Ukraine, we talk of widespread corruption, which we're working hard to combat ; in France, let's talk about something else perhaps, but what exactly would qualify the state of mind of my beloved compatriots, if not at the very least cronyism, that other name for entre-soi. And in Russia ?

The accordionist accompanying my Irma-La-Douce met the accordionist programmed at Cortot, well in advance of the premiere we had planned to present there : the senior boasted of having once accompanied Charles Trenet, the junior could only play the modest ; but in the end, music does little to soften the blow, and they did not meet again for our project. In any case, I don't know what these two would have thought of my interest in Ukrainians : the former was happy to play in Moscow before the war broke out ; did the latter blame it all on those nasty Westerners who aren't vegans ?...

Despite the providential cancellation at Cortot, I kept in touch for a while with the pianist taken on board by the young accordionist, to see if something like an exception to the rule could still be rescued from exceptional inculture. I've also given up all recording : instead – It's a fact – I commissioned a piece of music to evoke this impossible concert, from an Italian I'd never met and never even spoken to : only messages sent by internet in search of the silence of music.
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Preamble 3 – Messages in wartime
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Without music, I don't know if I'd have been able to make it through the whole of my existence, even though I've chosen it from start to finish... without this psalmody to punctuate the silence, nor the silences as so many intervals limiting the disorder of sounds, the noises of the world. One could even go so far as to say that I wouldn't have known how to make my condition last, to be this singular hermit in showbiz, without the possibility of leaning on the cadenced notes of this or that melody. In short, there's no point in contrasting, for example, Gregorian chant with the songs of a musical, and you don't have to be a solitary person to understand this : the great sick surrounded by pain, the great travellers in the middle of nowhere, know as well as mystics do in their nights, which they say are dark, what it's like to have only a thin aria in your head so as not to faint in the void. To the shortest psalm by far, just four verses, I have long associated a few bars of Charles-Marie Widor – Jean Guillou gave me his blessing, and I still sing that quite often... I've never liked any military tunes : I leave that to all the scammers in Russia.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Preamble 4 – Russian scamming
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Devotees are like scammers, they move forward masked. When, in the summer of 2022, Russians, sometimes posing as Ukrainians, or often as critics of Putin, tried to circumvent me on a social network, they used the same instruments favored by many in their churches : hypocrisy and lies. They all take the attitude of sheep, but they're wolves. So I observed for as long as was necessary, as I usually do wherever I find myself : in the end, they don't forgive the fact that you can take advantage of what they are, when they're the ones who are supposed to know the best way to take advantage of you. All of them, however, know how to lay their traps : falsely kind speeches that can drag on if the coveted prey turns out to be distrustful and, if they escape, attempts to make them feel guilty by trying to blame them for the adventure. But there are victims who are less fortunate, those whose fragility exposes them to the worst attempts, and so much the worse when, in the long run, they end up dead... Humans are not only as deceptive as animals, but they also have the ability to place their behavior within a moral framework : if I hadn't been lucky enough to have the vocation of a hermit, I'd have had no choice but to become a simple misanthrope... By the way, on the day the boss of "Telegram" was indicted, I received a record number of "pishings".

I've never been interested in the intimate lives of my interlocutors, whereas some of them seem to be fascinated by mine. It's amazing the attention people pay you, especially when you've got into the habit of showing yourself as rarely as possible... A Ukrainian in France is undoubtedly sometimes the object of a certain curiosity, even if this can quickly fade : one easily tires of everything and everyone, and others have made the choice to stay in Ukraine and they are no less deserving of bearing the gaze of others... There's no doubt that an exile who has fled is often also welcomed by some armchair pacifists with an unconvincing spirit of resistance. Is it out of fear of another life being imposed on you that you leave your country to fight for survival, fear of a life that would be even further removed from your current one than the one you dream of ? There are so many people who want a better life, but each one ends up going unnoticed, in peace or war.

A Ukrainian or a Russian dreams of Paris ; I've left this city, which no longer has much of a Parisian feel, even though I was born in it, and years ago I landed in a tiny provincial town – or a big village, depending on your point of view – where people from other horizons aren't really appreciated. In Paris, anonymity dilutes stupidity, but where I am, there's nothing to hide it, so you have to play the hermit. The only people I frequent can be counted on the fingers of one hand, even my dentist is in the capital... But it's a local pharmacist I'm going to mention to illustrate the point, because she's representative of the France that has driven me to publish in English. There she is, in her little white smock, behind the little counter of a small pharmacy – of which she is only an employee – in the little sub-prefecture of this little country we call France. And she takes revenge for everything she'll never be ; has her stupidity made her mean, or is it the other way round ? She scolds the customer at the slightest opportunity, if need be by talking nonsense about the validity of the prescription ; her boss ? a pleasant but shameful little notable, surrounded by females who'd sell potatoes at the corner shop if he hadn't had to close for lack of customers ; if this little world envies the freedom of my life, I have no taste for their rancid confinement.

In Ukraine, when the war is over, I'd like to be able to visit Kiev, especially to see the icon of Sergius and Bacchus. I don't know whether the relationship with religiosity is so different there from what it is here, but I suppose that being in the minority with regard to dogma remains a serious problem – which is fortunately much less the case here. People who think too straight scare me : back roads are more fun than freeways, speed is confused with efficiency, and this becomes grotesque when you're on the downhill slope ; the tiny rural territory where I make a hermit resembles, in many ways, immense Russia : we take ourselves for what we no longer are, abusing the mask of values that conform to a morality that is both sclerotic and violent.

The other Russian swindlers who contacted me assumed - all of them - that I could only share the caricatured preferences attributed to Westerners by the other reactionary plantigrades in their Russia : the frustrations must be great to try to reduce us to their limited ideas... In Ukraine, people seem to have a greater desire to emancipate themselves : that's true in the big cities, no doubt, but what about in the countryside ? Normality bores me, the majority fact exasperates me ; claimed progressive thinking irritates me with its easy automatisms. I've always liked solitude, even if it's only more or less relative, and I'm lucky enough to have been protected by circumstances : that's why I get involved, but never excessively, leaving people the taste of pointless battles in which you exhaust your certainties like kids get tired in a playground. This whole world, reproducing itself identically, generation after generation, would have frightened me if I hadn't kept them to a strict minimum ; then an indifference took over : sure, their mammalian lives are interesting, but the repetition of their behavior inevitably wearies you when you have the ambition to see higher. The hypocrisy, the lies and the denunciations are also tiresome.

After initial exchanges with the Ukrainian deserter, I didn't come forward again, at least not directly, mainly because I didn't want to discover a personality as predictable as those countless artists who no longer surprise me. Normality wreaks havoc in all circles, cultural included. Of course, I think I'll always give the mutts another chance, while the cagots will definitely get nothing out of me : I'll die without them, that idea soothes me in advance. And I'm not worried about whether I'll get the chance to produce another show, one more, in Paris, or whether I'll really want to ; so many chances were offered up so early : I'd lived a whole life when most, at the same age, are barely out of youth... A young Ukrainian who flees to live can't be that old : yet exile doesn't save you from the risk of becoming too ordinary, and you run the risk of aging even more prematurely than the mere effect of being far from home...

One might well start wondering whether it was really him I wanted to address, or whether this choice was merely circumstantial once again, but particularly on this occasion ; in fact, he could replace anyone. To tell the truth, that shouldn't matter much ; the important thing was that he wasn't, a priori, one of those web scammers. Yet is it always him I'm addressing here ?... Nevertheless, it's true that not meeting is an opportunity that reduces the margin of potential error.

Getting back to
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