
Reflections in an Alpine lake 

A personal account by François Matarasso 

 

The Chorus gathers 

Thursday, 11 November 2011: Armistice Day. Across the European continent, sombre 
groups of veterans and relatives gather with politicians in front of monuments on 
which are inscribed the names of some, just some, of the millions of war dead. Mili-
tary bands play; wreaths are laid. Then, after a minute’s silence, life resumes. 

Other politicians meet in palaces and parliaments to shore up Europe’s economy 
against predatory markets exploiting the flaws in the current system. The outliers, 
Ireland, Portugal, then Greece, have been attacked in turn: now it’s Italy – and then? 
Unthinkable. The speed and devastation of financial transactions today makes blitz-
krieg look leisurely, but after three years of instability and recurrent crises, protecting 
the European ideal feels more like trench warfare: a kind of lethal stasis. 

Beside Lake Bled, occasional playground of the powerful for centuries past, a small 
group of artists, cultural analysts, researchers and policymakers is gathered for the 
annual CultureWatchEurope think tank. In the modern halls of the IEDC Business 
School, under the auspices of the Council of Europe, they are to discuss ‘enhancing 
the responsible governance of the cultural sector’.  

 

The 2011 CultureWatchEurope think tank  
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In Classical Greek drama, the Chorus stands outside of the scene, unable to intervene 
in the action except by the force of its words, its poetry. Its role is to reflect, advise, 
warn, comment and ultimately make sense of what results from the actors’ decisions. 
Lacking power – the ability to shape events – the Chorus has authority instead, the 
right to author the story, to find its meaning and therefore to shape how what has 
happened is understood. And that, in turn, will shape what happens next. 

The Chorus is an apt metaphor of Europe’s culture. Comprising citizens at the edges 
of the stage’s common space, it can only observe, describe and interpret the actions of 
the presidents, millionaires and bandits who occupy the centre, strutting and orating, 
spending, taking and killing. 

Lake Bled is wreathed in mist, its waters still but opaque. The island church is just an 
outline, the castle hidden from view. A muffled  bell tolls the hour. The cultural ex-
perts gathered here are cut off from the action now unfolding in council chambers and 
on trading floors, in war zones and rioting cities. But they can hear; they can reflect. 
And they can speak. 

Living in the end times 

Is this picture fanciful, just the overdone rhetoric of cultural discourse? After all, the 
Greeks invented rhetoric as well as democracy and drama. For Slavoj Žižek, whose 
presentation opened the substantive part of the meeting, the foregoing lines are, if 
anything, an understatement. His latest book, after all, is Living in the End Times. His 
analysis of the current state of politics, the economy, the environment and of culture’s 
relationship with each of them was a profound and challenging start to discussion.  

‘The problem today is not just that we have big problems with the economy, ecology, 

and more. The problem is that we do not even know if we are asking the right questions. 

Quite often, the way that we formulate the problem is part of the problem.’ 

He argued that culture had been conscripted as a cover to diffuse and defuse real, po-
litical arguments about power and resources. For example, where the position of black 
people in the 1960s was clearly defined as a matter of civil rights, it is now clouded in 
a discourse about multiculturalism.  

He described how corporations had developed a sophisticated cultural discourse to 
gain a commercial edge, for instance by associating themselves with environmental 
responsibility. He could also have given similar examples from the cultural sector, 
where the semblance of change can also be used to protect against its implementation. 
In his exposure of the ideological basis of much culture discourse – and the cultural 
rhetoric of much business – he implicitly questioned whether cultural activists’ claims 
of independence and moral authority could be substantiated. Especially now. 

Žižek highlighted art’s dangers of by exploring the poetic career of Radovan Karadžić. 
He spoke of poetry’s power to motivate people to do things that basic decency would 
otherwise restrain them from doing, by heightening an ideological discourse.   
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‘The true horror is not that bad people do bad things. The true horror is that good people 

do horrible things thinking that they are doing something great.’  

There have been – there still are – enough artistically-inclined dictators and murderers 
to encourage humility among cultural experts tempted to tell the world that culture is 
the answer to its problems.  

Finally, Žižek called for less consensus and more dogma: more certainty, more will-
ingness to say that one thing is bad and intolerable and another is good and worth 
defending. His penchant for benevolent authoritarianism in culture was subsequently 
picked up rather admiringly by one or two people. It took Nina Obuljen to remind 
them later of its dangers. Governance structures have to be designed for the worst 
times and the worst people, not the best, who may not even need them. Power cor-
rupts no less in culture than in any other human activity.  

As democracy struggles and Italy appoints a government of elected technocrats, it is 
important to remember how the weakness of the Weimar Republic was used to justify 
turning to a strong man. It is enough to empower people with expertise and judge-
ment to make independent decisions on behalf of the collective only as long as they 
remain democratically accountable for those decisions.  

Despite his warnings about its dangers and misuse, Slavoj Žižek maintained that ‘we 

live in a critical period when intellectual and cultural work is needed more than ever’. He 
said that we need huge changes, but asked how to achieve that without creating new 
authoritarianisms. According to him, ‘new thinking will be possible and here art and cul-

ture can do its job.’  

One might fairly ask, however, if might be less consensus about this dogmatic posi-
tion beyond the present circle of cultural agents and intellectuals.   

Cultural responses 

Slavoj Žižek’s conclusion, if not always the road that took him there, did establish a 
ground where there was unsurprising consensus: that culture has an important role to 
play in bringing about change in the critical situation that has been created. However,  
the specific cultural responses proposed by the participants in their presentations 
were widely different. For clarity, they are grouped into themes below. 

More freedom of action for artists 

The first, and perhaps most consensual idea round the table, was that artists needed 
more freedom, which also, for some, equated with more money, since they need it to 
do their work. Artists challenge existing norms, went this argument, and help people 
see things differently. Examples were given from places as different as Armenia, the 
United Arab Emirates, the UK and India to illustrate this disruptive role and its poten-
tial to reshape how things are seen and done. 
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However, given the fear created by the existing crisis, perhaps further disruption of 
existing norms is not what most people are looking for.  Sara Selwood spoke eloquent-
ly about the place of museums in strengthening people’s sense of shared identity and 
affirming values that might be under threat. Perhaps this is an idea cultural experts 
and professionals would do well to think more about in these uncertain times. Can the 
cultural sector offer some reassurance that stable, humanistic and ethical values exist?  

Culture should create new connections 

Culture was also seen to have a role in responding to the reality of multiculturalism, 
although the debate is divided on whether this has failed or whether it is the concept 
itself that was misguided. Chris Torch affirmed art’s importance in strengthening in-
tercultural competencies, which were essential in a rapidly globalising world. He was 
most concerned about small countries that would struggle to maintain a sense of self 
without these and argued for a huge increase in public funding for culture. Sergio 
Lopez-Figuero showed how this might be done in practice, for example using silent 
film as a medium for a genuinely global form of communication.  

Asu Aksoy also touched on these questions, but connected her ideas more closely to 
Slavoj Žižek’s reframing of the issues in political terms, arguing for the cultural rights 
of ‘post-migrants’ to be seen as democratic and individual rather than representing an 
archipelago of disconnected cultures rooted in ethnicity. But underlying these and 
other contributions in this theme, was a belief that culture was a territory of interac-
tion and art a means to redefine it.  

Sheelagh Wright gave some account of why this might be when she spoke about the 
dynamics of culture and particularly its capacity to make space for collective engage-
ment. Again, Sara Selwood’s comments about museums also suggested that these 
might be territories where common ground and shared values could be important.  

Culture should raise environmental consciousness 

Sheelagh Wright’s work with Mission, Models, Money presented a very ambitious 
agenda, that aimed both to challenge cultural institutions to reform themselves and to 
rethink some of the big challenges that face us all. This programme was distinctive, 
among other things, for its recognition of a cultural dimension to the crisis and of the 
failures of the cultural sector itself.  

This was the only perspective really to engage with environmental change, consider-
ing both how cultural governance needed to address change within the sector and 
culture’s capacity to sensitise people, to develop understanding and build the empa-
thy that had been central to Jeremy Rifkin’s thesis presented at the 2010 Culture-
WatchEurope meeting in Brussels.  

Culture should create new narratives 

It was proposed that culture can step in at a time when optimism and hope is lacking 
and the narratives that have underpinned political discourse for so long are failing. 
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Philippe Kern suggested that the cultural sector could reimagine European narratives 
for politicians but also gave the example of how cultural institutions in Flanders are 
challenging the nationalistic narratives being developed by them.   

In a very different context, Milica Nikolić described how the Montenegrin Minister of 
Culture aims to revitalise the ancient capital of Cetinje through the Marina Abramović 
Community Centre being built in the old factory of Obod. Although the circumstances 
are very special this might be seen as a continuation of the idea of culture creating 
new narratives, symbolic lives and economic prosperity for post industrial cities.  

The Chorus speaks 

Next morning, the fog has cleared. Not being ancient Greeks, the participants attribute 
the sunshine to meteorology rather than divine intervention, but the symbolism is ap-
preciated nonetheless. There is a spring in the step as they walk along the lake to the 
final session and consider what, if anything, should be drawn from the previous day’s 
discussion.  

At the start of the meeting, Bob Palmer had set out a clear but demanding agenda, 
saying that, where in the past such events had concentrated on challenges, this one 
must concentrate on change. ‘What are we trying to change and why?’, he asked. That 
question guided the reflections I presented to the participants as a possible conclusion.   

The other guiding idea was drawn from Stojan Pelko’s background paper for the 
meeting, in which he cites Žižek, citing Hegel:  

‘It’s a modern folly to alter a corrupt ethical system, its constitution and legislation, 

without changing the religion, to have a revolution without reformation’.  

Absences 

Reflecting on the previous day’s presentations in the light of these two challenges, I 
was struck by what wasn’t said. First, large aspects of cultural practice – amateur and 
informal work, the commercial cultural industries – went unmentioned. The focus of 
attention was on the cultural supply of state and other public institutions. Even there,  
there were important gaps such as heritage, libraries, archaeology and museums. The 
meeting discussed a culture not much wider than publicly subsidised arts: the rest 
was rarely considered, beyond some critical perspectives on commercial culture.  

Another gap was the profound changes in the creation, distribution and interpretation 
of art and culture being enabled by new information and communication technology. 
This has the potential to have effects as profound as those that followed the introduc-
tion of moveable type to European printing – an apparently minor technical change 
that laid the foundations of the Reformation and all that flowed from that. While there 
are philosophical and ethical debates about the democratisation of culture there is an 
urgent issue about the governance of virtual spaces. Will this be democratic and ac-
countable, an extension of European concepts of the public realm, or will it be a free 
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market consumer space, like an unlimited shopping mall controlled by supranational 
corporations? About this, perhaps the most important and urgent question of ‘the re-
sponsible governance of the cultural sector’, nothing was said. 

Finally, I was struck how few of the following speakers responded to Žižek’s analysis, 
or his implication of the cultural sector in shared responsibility for the situation re-
ported in that analysis.  Was it too apocalyptic, too vast or too challenging to fit into a 
discussion about cultural governance? Or are we, as cultural agents and experts, just 
too introspective – concerned, like other professional groups, with our own interests 
and rules and unable, despite our claims to universal relevance, to pay real attention 
to those of others? I hope not; I believe not. But the doubt remains.  

A statement 

The statement I presented to the think tank participants reflected both what I had 
heard and these absences, while responding to the two questions: what do we want to 
change and why, and what reformation may be needed in this time of economic, so-
cial and political revolutions.   

It formed the subject of debate on the second and final morning of the Bled meeting. It 
would be too much to suggest there was consensus about every part of its diagnosis 
or its proposed remedy, but there was agreement that it was a good basis for further 
thought, debate and action.  

On the other hand, I share Slavoj Žižek’s concern with the  limitations of consensus, 
especially when it is built on positions over which no one disagrees. A clear statement 
of position – even if it is not elevated into a dogma – is sometimes a better way to test 
our beliefs, our commitments and our alliances.  

The Bled statement is written in that spirit. Like the utterances of a Greek Chorus, its 
words may seem obvious, even banal. It certainly shares with the Chorus the intention 
to describe what has happened and advise on what should happen as a result. But 
language has the power to bring reality into being: that’s why we often don’t know 
what we think until we say it, or write it.  

The Chorus of European culture needs to find its voice again, to re-establish its au-
thority through its ethical standards, its intellectual rigour and its poetic eloquence. 
Then it will be worth hearing. And then it might be listened to. 

Coda 

A character in Julian Barnes’ 2011 novel, The Sense of an Ending, quotes a French histo-
rian as saying that ‘History is that certainty produced at the point where the imperfections 

of memory meet the inadequacies of documentation’. It’s an elegant exposition of the 
rapporteur’s dilemma. That Patrick Lagrange, the historian in question, is as fictional 
as the character citing him, is also apposite. The Chorus creates realities as it speaks: 
but they must always be questioned.  


