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Bringing Communism to the Museum

by Konstantin Akinsha

[ ... ] At last, the German TV reporters set Mr. Kozicki free and I had a chance to ask him a few questions. Marek Koz​icki proved to be a tall, well-mannered man with a short haircut. I tried to get from him a description of the concep​tion behind the future Museum of Communism. He was not the first person in Warsaw whom I asked this question. At first, Kozicki attempted to give me a general description of the idea. It was instantly clear that he had repeated his ex​planation many times before. However, after my inquires as to why the Museum of Communism as such has to be locat​ed in Warsaw, Kozicki deviated from the well-rehearsed version and told me that he believed that the future institu​tion should be dedicated not so much to communism in general, but to the life of Polish people during the years of socialism. As he spoke, the project coordinator became in​creasingly animated, as he declared that the museum should not only recreate the interiors of the period, but also employ actors who would reenact different life situa​tions typical for the socialist years, from lines in food stores to the interrogation of political prisoners. His fancy carried him away a bit, as he stated proudly that “We will even re​construct the smells of communism.”

His words took me by surprise. I tried to remember the smells of my own personal communism—the odors of Sovi​et life of the 1960s–1980s. We had many of them: the odor of rotten cabbage in the dining halls, the trademark army barracks funk of sweat and shoe polish, the fragrance of Red Moscow perfume (sold in bottles produced in the shape of the Kremlin Spassky Tower and adored by my grandmother), the sharp smell of the cheap “Triple” eau de Cologne frequently consumed by alcoholics as an afforda​ble substitute for vodka and, of course, the all-penetrating stink of chlorine used for disinfection purposes every​where from public toilets to prisons. I was not sure that all of those smells (maybe with the exception of the Red Mos​cow perfume) were specifically “communist.” As I began to muse that it is possible that Polish—not to mention Chinese or Cuban—communism could smell different than my Sovi​et past, Mr. Kozicki unexpectedly changed the topic. He ad​mitted that the organizers of the museum had no concrete conception of the future institution and that they were planning to organize a conference—to invite museum ex​perts to discuss how the museum should be arranged. “We are not museum professionals,” the coordinator conceded.

A few days prior to this memorable Saturday on which the population of Warsaw was invited to “bring commu​nism to the museum” I was sitting in the office of Czesław Bielecki, an architect and the former Chairman of the For​eign Relations Committee of the Polish Sejm. Bielecki knew what communism was only too well—he was one of the founders of the democratic opposition in Poland in the mid-1970s and had spent some time in prison. In later years, Bielecki was the moving force behind the establishment of the Socland Foundation. The creation of the Museum of Communism was his old dream. The foundation, estab​lished in 1999, includes such celebrities on its board as film director Andrzej Wajda. The list of honorary members in​cludes Zbigniew Brzezinski, the former US National Securi​ty Adviser, French historian Alain Besançon, and former Czech President Václav Havel. “Look at the font!”—Bielecki exclaimed, pointing to the logo of the foundation. “We’re using the same font that was used for the name of Tribuna Ludu, the main party newspaper. Every Pole who lived dur​ing that time can recognize it.” The architect’s eyes glis​tened with excitement behind the lenses of his heavy rimmed glasses. Bielecki was thrilled at the idea that the fu​ture museum would be interactive. In 2003, his foundation had already organized an exhibition in the cellars of the Pal​ace of Culture, which was rich in various computer tricks—visitors entered a room where documentary footage of the May Day parade was shown and then they unexpectedly could see themselves among crowds waving to the party leaders; in the other hall they could recognize themselves among the strikers at the Lenin Shipyard in Gdańsk. Bielec​ki’s special pride was the “interrogation machine.” Here, people entering a room decorated as an interrogation of​fice were met by the screaming voice of invisible secret po​licemen demanding that prisoners sign their “confession.”

Bielecki’s vision of the future museum was a mixture of a memorial to victims and high-tech entertainment park. The foundation’s name was not accidental—Socland is directly related to another entertainment venue, one deprived, however, of the stern seriousness of “retrospective justice”: Disneyland in Florida. [ ... ]

Konstantin Akinsha was born in Kiev in 1960. In the 1990s Moscow correspondent and contributing editor of ART​news magazine, New York. He worked on the confisca​tion of cultural property during World War II and, amongst other engagements, was a research fellow of Kunstverein Bremen, Research Center for East European Studies, Uni​versity of Bremen, and Germanisches Nationalmuseum. 1999–2000 deputy research director of Art and Cultural Property of the Presidential Advisory Commission on Holo​caust Assets in the United States. One of his most impor​tant publications is the book Beautiful Loot: Soviet Plunder of European Art Treasures (1995). 
The present text is an excerpt from Konstantin Akinsha’s contribution to Leap into the City.

The Name of the Game: War

by Emir Imamović
“The truth is: for alarmingly large chunks of an average day, I am a moron,” Nick Hornby says at the beginning his novel Fe​ver Pitch (1992), which has been widely acclaimed as the best soccer book ever written. And truly, this novel—slim but packed with self-mockery—is an ideal primer for anyone who wishes to enter the mind of the soccer fanatic, to discover what drives him to see the stadium as a church, enter it with a religious reverence, and experience an emotional high watch​ing twenty-two men play what in the end is a simple game.

Were Hornby not English and a fan of Arsenal London—if he was, say, from Bosnia-Herzegovina and had spent his youth at a stadium in Sarajevo, Tuzla, Mostar, Banja Luka, Široki Brijeg, Trebinje, or Zenica—he may not have become quite such a literary sensation. He would probably have been equally talented, and it is not impossible that his literary de​but would have been about soccer. But he would have given it a more somber title.

We have said that the first book of our imaginary Hornby would be mainly about soccer, so let’s forget about any met​aphor linked to the country’s recent history scorched by the Serbian blitzkrieg and divided by the mutual hatred of its in​habitants. It is true that soccer stadiums were used as start​ing points for mass deportations in the campaign of ethnic cleansing, and that—especially in eastern Bosnia on the bor​der with Serbia—they were collection points for people whose remains were later exhumed from mass graves. As it turned out, the mass stadium brawl between Serbian fans of Red Star Belgrade and the Croatian fans of Dinamo Zagreb in the last season of the joint soccer league of socialist Yugo​slavia was a foretaste of the brutal war that followed and was to turn what had been the most open noncapitalist society into a testing ground in the search for ultimate evil. [ ...]

It would be interesting, if possible, to find someone in Oslo, for example, who knows nothing about Bosnia-Herze​govina, acquaint him afresh with the basics of its recent his​tory, explain to him how three peoples continue to live here who differ significantly only in terms of religion (Muslims, Catholics, and Orthodox), and then demand from him that he pass judgment on Bosnia after attending matches of its Premier League. That is a clumsy competition with a total of sixteen clubs and an average of just a few thousand specta​tors per match. It is highly probable that our Norwegian would predict straight out Bosnia-Herzegovina’s future to be even gloomier than its past!

Well, let’s try and put ourselves in his position. Here we are in Banja Luka, the capital of Republika Srpska, at a match between the home club Borac (Fighter) and the Sarajevo club Željeznićar (Railwayman). The fans in the grandstands are mainly locals, attired like soccer fans in most countries of Europe: scarves, caps, flags, the works. Down on the pitch we see the host team Borac from Republika Srpska’s most open city—its administrative, political, and cultural center—and their opponents, the visitors from Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia-Herzegovina, with its largely Muslim population. About a decade has passed since Serbs from Banja Luka marched and took up positions around Sarajevo, when Željeznićar’s stadium was on the front line. The Vultures, as the organized Borac fans call themselves, have hung a ban​ner on the stadium fence with the words “Knife, Wire, Sre​brenica,” which rhymes in Serbian and is a clear allusion—and acceptance of—one of the greatest crimes since World War Two in which around 8,000 Muslims were murdered, as well as a message telling the visitors what their fate ought to be. Behind the banner young men with T-shirts sporting the two most wanted Serbian war criminals—Radovan Karadžić and Ratko Mladić—sing songs glorifying the Chetnik move​ment from World War Two and voice the desire for a Greater Serbia and the end of Bosnia. [...]

Emir Imamović was born in Tuzla, Bosnia-Herzegovina, in 1973 and lives today in Sarajevo. Since 1992, he has worked both for television and the print media. He was also a war reporter in Kosovo, Macedonia, and Afghanistan. He currently publishes in Dani, the most influential news magazine in Bosnia-Herzegovina, and in the Sarajevo magazine Gracija; he writes screenplays for documentary films and is preparing his first novel. 

The present text is an excerpt from Emir Imamović’s contri​bution to Leap into the City.

In the Meanwhile

by Tilman Rammstedt

In the end, I did photograph the West billboard. Although I’d decided not to do exactly that—after all, I realized that billboards in eastern Europe for West cigarettes were no better suited as subjects for photographs than the Eiffel Tower, the Statue of Liberty, or blue window frames in Greece. But, despite it all, it was just too tempting, at the end of the trip, to document something clear finally, something that patently conformed to my expectations.

Those posters were also virtually the first thing I saw in Kosovo. Already on the way from the airport, not even half an hour after my arrival, they were displayed, huge and prominent, every couple of kilometers, be​tween the half-finished houses with no plaster, some​times without a roof or even windows, between the im​provised gas stations and repair shops, between the scattered pizzerias, the cemeteries, and blinking monu​ments to the UÇK—Ushtria Çlirimtare e Kosovës, the Kosovo Liberation Army. The billboards showed a For​mula 1 car just before the race begins, and beneath it, in English: “Everything starts now.”

So here it goes, I thought, on the way from the air​port, here something is finally starting; it’s just about to begin, just a few seconds, and then the car can join the race, then the nation can ride along, time itself, lap after lap, only a little left to wait, waiting for the start, waiting for the state.

Not even half an hour later I had confirmation that my ideas were right. Reassured, I made a note, the first of many intended to describe the new awakening, the impatience, a feeling of being on the starting blocks which I also shared, looking out through the taxi win​dow with wide-open eyes. Everything was an impres​sion, a first impression, a formative impression, every​thing had to be noted down—and two weeks later my notebook was indeed filled with all the impressions, quotations, and helpless attempts at assessment. As the pages filled up it became clearer that once again the idea was unfounded, and everything was more compli​cated, that the promise of the West billboards was mere​ly empty. But I couldn’t know that after just half an hour in Kosovo; at best I could only sense it. The half-finished houses did not look as if they would be finished anytime soon. There was no construction work going on anyway; missing windows were replaced by tarps; if a roof was missing, then the top floor would be empty but the rest of the building occupied. Laundry hung on un​plastered balconies; there were no stores on the ground floor. These were no temporary measures; this had long since been the state of affairs.

The more I saw “Everything starts now” in the two weeks that followed, the less I read it as a promise than as a challenge or a mantra that, repeated often enough, would someday be accepted as truth. Suddenly it didn’t seem to be addressed to Kosovar consumers at all but to the foreign diplomat, the potential investor, or just the visi​tor, and then the slogan was a seductive interpretative aid for everything you saw but didn’t understand, be​cause inside you knew that everything that had been painted on the outside quickly lost its validity. […]

Tilman Rammstedt was born in Bielefeld in 1975 and lives as a writer in Berlin. His fiction debut Erledigungen vor der Feier was published in 2003, followed by his first novel in 2005, Wir bleiben in der Nähe. With the band Fön he recorded the album Wir haben Zeit in 2004.
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