AT WHAT TIME WILL THE WORLD END?
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One of the fundamental sources for the creation of the concept of the Media Gate exhibition came from the acknowledgement that our current experience of the media is constellated by a series of absurd denials of news items that are central to global political and social life. Pandemics, terrorist attacks, security threats, announcements and alarms bounce in a spiralling tam-tam that goes beyond the continental boundaries and cultural differences and periodically synchronizes the media ecosystem in a constant rhythm of fear. News bounces from one side to the other of the planet, is modified and overlapped, creating a dynamic where the retrieval of sources, which is the foundation of the principle ethics of information, becomes difficult if not impossible. To affirm that a piece of information that is totally free is difficult if not impossible to find is not something new, we know very well that the journalist’s job entails the double role of informer and moulder of public opinion. This however is not the most interesting aspect that can be confronted with the critical magnifying glass of art: it is a reality that is now ascertained so that it has become a part of the themes of information and politics. 

It is interesting to explore, through the work of contemporary artists, the balances and imbalances of the mediasphere, discover how artists play with their own works and the paradoxes of information, on the brink between the two contrasting natures where they coexist. Media Gate therefore does not focus on the problems of disinformation, on the bad and good use of the media, on the political manipulation of information: what we find as a stimulus to activate thoughts and provocations is the oscillation between truth and lies. Once this double soul has been identified the second discussion regards our way of living every day with the concept of information, of news: most daily readers, internet users, spectators, are aware that each piece of news cannot be considered to be the absolute truth, that there is always a margin for denial. Despite this each and every one of us keeps reading daily newspapers, keeps visiting information portals, watching news reads, in other words, keeping informed... or misinformed?

Therefore we have established a kind of coexistence, a resigned acceptance of the paradox of information. We have metabolized it because there have been many pieces of evidence over the course of the past 100 years – relative to the period when the Western information system was configured to how we know it today – of the two faces of news. There’s a real story for the false piece of news, the hoax, as it is commonly called. The most famous episode was set in 

Grovers Hills, New Jersey. It was the 30th of October 1938 and the voice of correspondent Carl Phillips interrupted the program of the radiophonic channel 

CBS to announce to the United States  that close to a farm of the Wilmuth family, flying saucers had landed. The description was rich with detail: from the alien spacecraft, monstrous creatures descended, armed with weapons and rays, pointed at the population and armed forces. A wave of collective panic swept across the nation instantly and about 1 million listeners thought they were experiencing a live alien invasion. Terror gives life to different reactions: police switchboards were jammed, cars escaped from the city, entire families locked themselves in their houses. Uncountable phone calls and requests to the press were made, and a man called the New York Times and shouted the famous question: “At what time will the world end?”

As we all know it was one of the most famous fakes of history, created by a young Orson Wells. The news was none other than a radio program from the book The War of the Worlds by H.G. Wells. 

But before this case created by Wells was the announcement of life on Mars on the pages of the New York Sun on the 25th of August 1935; the escape of ferocious animals from the New York Zoo, published on the first page of the New York Herald on the 6th of November 1874; the bloody and tumultuous conflicts in Trafalgar Square on the 16th of January  1926, announced by the BBC. 

For sure, images of aliens descending to visit a farm in New Jersey like the streets of New York filled with lions and giraffes makes us smile. It’s important to remember that in the period in which these news items were released, they created a great amount of terror in people for their own safety, self-security, and social order. It is for us users of contemporary information that the mechanism has not changed: when fear gets involved we are more likely to trust, to delegate the interpretation of the reality to the media. But they are just different fears, closer to us so that they can appear more real. 

