FRAGILE MEMORY.
AN INTERVIEW
WITH MARIIA
PONOMAROVA
AND OLEXII
KUCHANSKYI.

TEXT BFriso Wiersum

We met at the screening of Fragile Memory at IDFA, a documentary
that Mariia produced. In Fragile Memory we follow filmmaker Ihor
Ivanko who finds piles of old negatives in the dacha of his grand-
father, Leonid Burlaka, and wants to share these images with the
world, as they testify of the heyday of Odesa Film Studio. Publicly
sharing them would not only do justice to the images themselves,
but also to the role of Ukrainian artists who formerly were catego-
rised as Soviet makers, and subsequently often as Russian ones.
The film was released in 2022, and was thus made before Russia’s
full-scale invasion of Ukraine. There are at least two layers to the
film, ranging from filmmaking and archiving to Russian and western
misconceptions of equalising ‘Soviet’ and ‘Russian’.
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MARIIA PONOMAROVA
¢TIt would be a disaster if you flee with your possessions,
but you don’t have any trace of your family history with
you. I think seeing the preciousness of personal archives
and having access to it without the fear that it can be

burned down,
privilege.”

FRISO WIERSUM: Let us start with the film itself:
aloving portrait of a grandfather, and

a homage to a certain school of

Ukrainian filmmakers. Could you share

some more information on this Odesa

Film Studio?

OLEXII KUCHANSKYTI: “I believe the filmmaking
school represented by the protagonist is only
one of the several harbored by the Odesa Film
Studio. In the 1920s, the studio was a major
infrastructural facility of the All-Ukrainian
Photo-Cinema Administration (VUFKU), the
main institution for production and distribu-
tion of post-revolutionary Soviet films made
in Ukraine. During the studio’s early era, it
was significantly engaged in the genre of
chronicles, with films often based on pre-
revolutionary footage. A telling example of
these experimentations is Documents of the
Epoch (1928) by the Ukrainian-French director
Léonide Moguy: the montage of reel-docu-
ments depicting the 1917-1920 period of the
succeeding political regimes operating on the
territory of Ukraine (the non-Bolshevik Ukrain-
ian socialist one, Ukrainian monarchist, Bol-
sheviks, etc.)

In the early 1930s, VUFKU, which
hosted films like The Man with a Movie Cam-
era by Dziga Vertov and Arsenal by Oleksandr
Dovzhenko, was abolished due to Stalinist pol-
icies favoring the centralisation of cinematog-
raphy (in other terms, supreme command over
media). Despite these administrative changes,
several filmmakers continued working and
developing their approaches at local studios,
particularly at Odesa Film Studio. For instance,
one of the few well-known Ukrainian avant-
garde female directors, Yivha Hryhorovych,
produced a number of educational and geo-
graphical films there.

These all serve as extremely valuable
historical documents; yet, they also represent
cinematic practices that could only have
existed in the peripheral socialist film studios
of the 1920s-1930s. I would say that, alongside
others, these first generations of the studio
offer multiple insights for questioning the role
of media in the achievements and failures of
the Soviet socialist experiment.”
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destroyed, caused me to call it a

MARIIA PONOMAROVA: “Odesa Film Studio was
a powerhouse of film production in the south
of Ukraine. In our film, you can discover how
it was founded before the USSR was estab-
lished. The film portrays how the studio func-
tioned during Soviet times and how after the
collapse of the Soviet Union and during the
times of independent Ukraine, the studio
decays and now is in danger.

Ithinkit’simportant to say that Odesa
Film Studio was a place that was not only a
massive film production hub in the system of
the Soviet Union, it also was a place of brewing
of ideas; young professionals could study else-
where and come to work at Odesa Film Studio.
Aswas the case of Leonid Burlaka, who studied
in Moscow, and could come back to work in
Odesa, where he was from. As the scale of pro-
duction was big - these were places of constant
releasing films in a socialist scheme of produc-
tion: an X amount of films for an X amount of
screens — you could have employment cer-
tainty as a cinematographetr.

In our film, we’re letting the viewers
see what happens to this heritage and that it
actually takes a will and willpower to keep on
preserving it. Because Odesa is under attack
constantly by Russians there is this external
threat to preserving this part of Ukrainian cin-
ema, but there also is an internal threat of, in a
way, not having enough capacity or will to deal
with the legacy.”

FW Mariia, in the public talk following the
screening you stated ‘Access to a per-
sonal archive is a privilege'. Could you
elaborate on why that is the case?

MP “First of all, we need to define two time
reels, before and after the Russian
invasion of Ukraine. Pre-invasion, we
as acountry were trying to revise our
identity, our history. We were looking
at ourselves through media and
through the archives that were acces-
sible to us.

For example, my parents
and the parents of my parents grew
up with a different idea of what
archives are: personal archives were
regarded as less interesting or less
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important than state produced ar-
chives. Of course, people were build-
ing their own personal archives, but
these were scarce and therefore more
precious. Now in the era of social
media, when you write a kind of pub-
lic diary it’s different, giving it value
as much as you would give value to
jewellery or to something that you
can trade with. Seeing your own his-
tory, your own narrative as a value,
that’s something that was of course
coming to the stage during the mak-
ing of the film.

And then of course in times
of invasion, many people found that
their archives are under threat
because in a situation of fleeing, for
example, you try to take only neces-
sary things with you or you take
some memorabilia, but how much
canyou take, even if you were archiv-
ing your life and carefully systema-
tising it? So one needs to understand
and recognise that the potential of
destruction, of displacement, of
endangerment of these items is
much more higher in a war zone
rather than in places where you don’t
constantly fear that your home or
your workplace or state archive can
be a target of an attack.

So in my own case, my patr-

ents were fleeing Kyiv in the begin-
ning of the full scale invasion. I
remember asking them — in kind of
a panicking mode - to take a couple
of family albums with them. Of
course his was a privilege because
they had a bit of space with them in
the bag or somewhere. It would be a
disaster if you flee with your posses-
sions, but you don’t have any trace of
your family history with you. I think
seeing the preciousness of personal
archives and having access to it with-
out the fear that it can be burned
down, looted, destroyed, caused me
to call it a privilege.”
Mariia, Olexii, can you share with read-
ers what is the state of Ukrainian
archives, two years into a war, in which
cultural institutions are deliberately tar-
geted? And could you extend on what
control over state archives means when
constructing narratives, and on how
access to state archives can empower
counter-narratives?
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OK “Iwould say that the state of Ukrainian
archives resonates in a way with the state of
trauma. The traumatic effect is inscribed into
the body;, its affective rhythms, making it impos-
sible to remember the cause, thereby obscuring
the path out of trauma. Similarly, manifold film
archives in Ukraine were often subject to cen-
sorship and neglect due to their peripheral sta-
tus during the Soviet era; the last decade of war
has also not been kind to cultural memory. Even
ifthe archives themselves are not directly struck
by missiles, they suffer from the inevitable
effects of financial shortages and the conse-
quent deterioration of material artifacts over
time and due to inappropriate conditions. This
is compounded by the ever-increasing com-
plexity of classifying those artifacts... As aresult,
the past, especially the Soviet period, seems to
be exclusively a history of oppression, casting
everyone as a victim.

Hence, Ibelieve itis a mere superstruc-
tural effect of the infrastructural crisis of
archives. During the last years Dovzhenko-Cen-
tre, one of the most prominents research insti-
tutions engaged with film archives in Ukraine,
restored a significant number of films that were
non-commissioned or censored but which
indeed exemplify the unique cases of non-
metropolian socialist filmmaking.”

MP “I think it’s an invitation to think
about who archives what for which
purposes, and how do we provide
access? It’simportant to reiterate that
it’s a genocidal war. It’s an imperial
war. It’s the colonial war of Russia on
Ukraine. And we know that many cul-
tural institutions are deliberately tar-
geted by Russia because it’s a war on
Ukrainian identity.

And alsoit’sawar on UKkrain-
ian subjectivity because it’s important
to say that quite some Ukrainian her-
itage is still in Russia. It’s still in pos-
session of Russian institutions that
appropriated it, and they keep it in
their state archives or museums or
institutions. It’s the legacy of a colo-
nial system that was in place for cen-
turies during Soviet times, during
Russian Empire times and previously
aswell. Itisimportant to say that keep-
ing these in their hands is a Russian
strategy because an Ukrainian iden-
tity is also collected and manifested
in such archives.

And of course there are
famous cases of targeting and looting
of museums, as for example the
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OLEXII KUCHANSKYI

¢There’s an urgent need to reconsider the role of cultural
institutions in fostering international solidarity.®

Cherson Museum of Art, or the mis-
sile which landed right next to the
Odesa Fine Arts Museum. But per-
sonal archives of Ukrainian families
are destroyed too in the constant
attacks on civilians. Russia wants to
construct particular narratives in
which Ukraine does not exist, it does
not want us to reimagine things and
prevents us from restructuring the
archives that we have.
In ‘Fragile Memory’ there’s
a scene touching on the celebration
of Victory Day. The camera zooms in
onto a camera person filming the
parade. It shows how we can reeval-
uate an archive, reconstruct a narra-
tive, look closer. And that’s why
access to state archives is so impor-
tant, because we can read it with the
perspective of our contemporaries,
thereby empowering counter narra-
tives because of different readings.”
FW Olexii, in that same conversation you
shared with the audience the in-
sight that ‘It is important to reflect on
the war in Ukraine not merely as a
series of military operations in the war
zone but as a phenomenon that is not
reducible to those terms.’ Here we
touch on the fog of war, that cloud of
concepts, narratives, mass-psycholo-
gies and - even though this may sound
cruel - media spectacle. Can you share
with us what issues you wanted to
touch on when realising the ‘“To watch
the war’ travelling exhibition?
OK “To Watch The War: The Moving Image
Amidst the Invasion of Ukraine (2014-2023) is
a group show recollecting various artistic
approaches to moving image influenced by the
invasion of Ukraine from 2014 till its current
stage. This traveling exhibition took place
in Coalmine — Raum Fiir Fotographie in Swit-
zerland first, and then its updated edition was
shown in BAK - basis voor actuele kunst in the
Netherlands. When developing the curatorial
approach with filmmaker Oleksiy RadynsKkyi,
we were thinking of ways to consider media and
visual practices not as mere reflections of the
addressed political and social contexts, but as
the participating forces of the latters. This par-
ticipation ranges from propaganda, control over
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information to serving the soil of collective sol-
idarity amidst the war via the collective affects.
Therefore, we decided to focus on artistic crit-
ical takes on media, as well as experimental
media formations, of this period, no matter
whether they directly address the war or deal
with its social and cultural impacts. Herewith,
collegially with filmmakers, we approached the
media-war entanglement through decentral-
izing, counter-instituting, queer and feminist
subversive strategies.

Let me give you an example. Both edi-
tions were largely inspired by the approach to
moving image, which was suggested by Freefil-
mers, a cine-movement originating from Mari-
upol and that is international nowadays. At the
very beginning of the full-scale invasion they
claimed filmmaking and volunteering to become
the same practice. And they are actively mani-
festing this vision of media through using their
previously established filmmaking infrastruc-
ture to collect and share humanitarian aid, to
provide fellow soldiers of the Ukrainian army
with the necessary equipment, to share license
fees with communities such as North Azov
Greeks, who are one of the most underrepre-
sented East Ukraine’s minorities. Freefilmers’
rebel media arrangements break with the ground
of mere representation of war. In contrast, it
introduces a precious moment of participant
watching, it links the context depicted on the
screen with the infrustructure of supporting
those depicted people and environments.

Thus, Idon’t sense any tone of obscen-
ity in what you’ve just said about the media
spectacle. In spite of considering media as the
mere matter of virtual representations of events,
one can account their power in instituting and
reinstituting the commonly shared mental envi-
ronments, collective political actions, constel-
lations of values. A profound focus on the
threshold between media and war does not
obscure the truthfulness of the defender’s per-
spective. Instead, it allows accounting media
as a force shaping lands and bodies, both in
terms of oppression and of solidarity and care.

That is why the show primarily focuses
on the ways of watching the war rather than
war itself. The war is, perhaps, the most evident
thing ever: some people Kill other people, those
second ones defend. What is in question is to
see, aknowledge, and recognise — to watch —and
to preserve what is happening behind it.”
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All of these notions play a role in under-
standing the war as yet another phase
in a decolonial struggle former Soviet
countries need to wage, with Russia,
internally and with third countries.
Could you share with us some exam-
ples of these three struggles?

“First of all, in this struggle, the under-
standing of Ukraine’s subjectivity and
agency is key. This understanding is
important because it helps to estab-
lish a disposition of being not only a
victim of aggression, but also a party
that has a vivid culture developed
over centuries. It’'simportant to never
dismiss it, even if it was often mini-
mised in our own eyes, rendered as
secondary, erased, banned, sup-
pressed. This counts for Ukrainians
ourselves, for the state of Russia, for
third countries, everyone else, espe-
cially here in the West. As I'm based
in the Netherlands for almost ten
years, I have unfortunately encoun-
tered the Western gaze.

There is this minimization of
the struggle or a false attachment to,
let’s say, an orientalist look on Russia
- neither a threat nor a fellow empire
as many people don’t recognise Russia

as one. Or that a de-communisation
process never took place. They never
understood and owned their own cases
of violence towards nations that they
oppressed and keep on oppressing. So
this military aggression of Russia is an
extension of the centuries of oppress-
ing Ukrainians, of not allowing Ukrain-
ians to use their own language.

There is a wonderful project
on Russian colonialism by Maksym
Eristavi, who actually built a timeline
of Russian colonialism that dates
back centuries. So I think we need to
apply this important timeline here,
because in a sequence of events, it’s
very hard to recognise the struggle
if you render it to two years only.
Which is the time since the full-scale
invasion only, the attack of Russia on
Ukraine lasts for 10 years.

SoIthinkit’sa matter of un-
derstanding and a matter of reshaping
notions: It is not about supporting
Ukraine because it’s an interesting
underdog in this struggle. People have
to stop judging the war through the
lens of subordination towards the
metropolis. It’s time to see this war as
a survival issue for Ukrainians.”

Friso Wiersum
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FW How can other European audiences
and organisations support you in
these struggles? When you think
about the mass migrations Russia’s
full-scale war has caused, are there
more Ukrainian-other European cul-
tural encounters than in the earlier
stages of the war?

OK Thank you for this question. Russian

colonialism has been engaged with several

wars: in Chechenya, in Abkhazia, in Moldova,
in Syria. Not to mention the numerous impe-
rial expansions of XVIII and XIX centuries in
the North Caucasus... Those horrific annihi-
lations of human bodies and lands, just as the
ongoing war in Ukraine, fuel the cultural
hegemony of metropolian cultural centers, as
the heritage of other regions is often repre-
sented by ruins and the substitution such as
the colonizer’s discourse. This is particularly
relevant for those cultures, which institute
themselves not through the museums and
universities. I am thinking particularly of

Crimean Tatars, indigenous peoples of the

Russian Federation, those parts of Kazakh

population that keep the cultural practices of

the previous nomadic generations, whose

ways of life alongside with approximately 40

per cent of population were brutally erased

with the Hunger of 1930-1933 and Stalinist
modernization of the agricultural sphere.

In his 1991 “Cultural Identity and
Diaspora” media theorist and anti-racist activ-
ist Stuart Hall outlined the profound value of
cultural identities understood as one that sur-
vives through the colonial milieu, and mutates
through this survival, rather than represents
the commonly shared pre-colonial self. I
believe the survival and mutation of multiple
marginalized cultures of the ex-Soviet space
is the prior decolonial struggle in the region.
The next step would be learning to live
together beyond the Imperial entwinement.
Of course, this horizon necessitates in giving
Russian militarism a thrashing.”

MP “Ithink partnership and equal ground
are key. Any organisational support is
going to work only when the organi-
sations themselves decolonize their
gaze or conduct internal bias trainings
and sit with the discomfort, meaning
recognise their own rendering of the
country of Russia. So recognising that
Russia is a terrorist state, understand-
ingthe relationships within European
landscapes, and the role of Western
countries in actually shaking hands
with Russian leaders for years and
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completely ignoring, let’s say the
Budapest Memorandum.

Unfortunately, that didn’t
happen and a lot of Russian artists
and Russian initiatives were still sup-
ported. Yeah, I need to bring up that,
unfortunately the White Saviour syn-
drome still appears and it’s quite con-
nected to the Western gaze. This role
of mediator, of being a bit above the
situation in Ukraine and trying to
initiate a dialogue between the par-
ties in this war, I think this has to be
strictly avoided because we know that
apower imbalance exists and acts of
support should not be damaging.
They cannot be re-traumatising.

And of course, any collabo-
ration, any support should be a two-
way street. Because I think it’s
important to see that Ukrainian cul-
tural actors are good partners. We are
skilled, we have expertise. We are the
ones that can give both parties -
Ukrainians and other European cul-
tural bodies or representatives — an
opportunity to grow. It’s important to
reexamine ways of moving forward
together.

And inevitably, because of
the amount of people who fled Ukraine
due to war and due to dangers of
remaining in Ukraine, encounters hap-
pen more and more. For other Euro-
peans it’s important to recognise that
Ukrainians fled, not because they
didn’t want to live in their own coun-
try, but because people just don’t want
to live in danger. Only after recognis-
ingtheir agency, recognising that cul-
tural actors are not only seeking
patronage, mutual learning opportu-
nities can arise.”

Could these encounters, in your view,
be helpful in the rediscovery of com-
mon pasts and the laying of ground-
works for the future?

“Absolutely. I think especially if the
afore mentioned power imbalances
are acknowledged, these encounters
can be very much enriching. They
can help to see things from different
perspectives. It’s important to rec-
ognise that some cultural encounters
are happening in more hectic cir-
cumstances than usual, or often hap-
pen as shock therapy because people
discover differences and differences

UKRAINE



in expectations, differences in the

speed of things, differences in

accountability, differences in how
people see resources around them.

But rediscovering common pasts is

also fascinating because we can see

relationships between us changing
and morphing into something new.

If we would want to lay
groundworks for the future, we can see
there are differences that are quite
complimentary, that show how rich
we are as Europeans, how rich we are
as people who are belonging to the
idea of and values of democracy,
meaning that we all value human life
first and foremost. I think we all need
to see that democracy and European
values are not for free, and Ukrainians
are currently paying the highest price
for the culture that we all believe in.

The stakes are high in these times. I

think it’s time to really enforce change

because we don’t have that much time

in our hands.”
OK Asforthe audience, I believe personal
responsibility is a personal issue. I find way
more politically valuable to focus on the com-
mon and institutionalized praxis. Practically,
these strategies find various expressions
through reconfigurations of the threshold
between structural positions of an audience
and the political context, in which institutions
take a challenge to mediate. Think of, for
instance, the solidarity screenings and other
kinds of collective practices saturated by the
economy of exchange. Or: of the Freefilmers’
case, which I mentioned earlier. Participation
here serves as the prior channel for institu-
tional mediation.

To put it simply, it’s hard to overes-
timate the potential agency of an institution;
yet, attributing all responsibility to individuals
is far too simplistic. Perhaps, in our globalised
era, increasingly characterized by the rise of
nationalisms, there’s an urgent need to recon-
sider the role of cultural institutions in fos-
tering international solidarity.”

OLEXII KUCHANSKYI
¢TI believe the survival and mutation of multiple marginal-
ized cultures of the ex-Soviet space is the prior decolo-
nial struggle in the region. The next step would be learning
to live together beyond the Imperial entwinement.’

Friso Wiersum
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1-8 PHoTOS: Courtesy of ‘Fragile

Memory’
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