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    Smart Urban Stage – The Media In The Future City. Meeting Alberto Abruzzese

    Marco Mancuso



    
      
    

    

    
      Since the past 26th of June until July the 31st, inside a 200 square meters inflatable futuristic structure at Rome’s Music Auditorium (Auditorium Parco della Musica di Roma, ndt.) the smart future minds exhibition will be presented. Articulating the theme “the future of the city” through twelve different projects, the exhibition is guaranteed to constitute a moment of critical reflection and artistic divulging within the wider scenario of the smart urban stage, cutting-edge road show that is going to hit Zurich, Paris, Madrid and London and has already been in Berlin.

      The theme on which the exhibition is based on is undoubtably topical and subject matter of debate in diverse fields: academics, art, design, activism and surely in economy and politics as well. It is however ambitious and far from being simple to center a project, which is both cultural and curatorial, on a topic such as the future of our cities and on how new technologies and environment conditions will affect the urban space and citizens’ lives. A wide subject indeed and at the same time a low average knowledge among people on what do precisely these hypepraised new technologies consist of and what could their positive impact be. Moreover, it is hard to discern five eligible thematic sections through which subdivide the exhibition.

      In a future that now more than ever shows the need to be entirely constructed or at least being regulated in the most sensitive, intelligent, foresighted approach in terms of fitness for human living, economic sustainability, urban, social and environmental impact. Smart urban stage therefore has, in my opinion, the merit of presenting on the ground of collective thought an important and complex issue, and to do so in an original way. Ten of the smart future minds exhibition projects will be selected among the excellence of Italian Architecture (Live section), of Media/Information Technology (Exchange section), Design (‘Create’ section), Science (Explore section), of Society and Culture (Be section).

      The projects will be presented by five curators: Luca Molinari ( architect, curator of the Italian pavilion at the 2010 Venice Biennale Architettura), Alberto Abruzzese (mass-media expert), Martino Gamper (designer), Paolo Mataloni (quantum physicist) and Lorenzo Imbesi (architect and Theory of Design expert). The aim of these selected projects is to suggest ideas and stimuli for a conceivable future and, through the combination of utopia and feasibility, fantasy and science, to put forward innovative enhancements for an everyday life balanced between technological growth and ecologist ethos.
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      Digicult will hence have the pleasure, in the coming three issues of the magazine, of interviewing three of the smart future mind exhibition curators: Alberto Abruzzese, Lorenzo Imbesi and Paolo Mataloni. Our first guest is Alberto Abruzzese, full professor in Sociology of Cultural and Communicational Processes at IULM University in Milan, where he is also headmaster of the Tourism, Culture and Territory Department and pro-chancellor for International Relations and Technological innovation, of which fields of research are: mass communication, cinema, television and the new media, with a particular focus on the social developments connected to the diffused implementation of media.

      Marco Mancuso:Professor, I first of all would like to ask you for some anticipation and presentation of the works you chose for your curatorial project. What is the core concept, the idea, which is the challenge that brought you tackling such a vast socially ubiquitous theme as media communication and meta-technological sharing (of information, knowledge, relationships, expertise, contents)?

      Alberto Abruzzese: To choose which projects to present I adopted a medialogical point of view on society and social anthropological/cultural traditions, I would even say on its archetypes or myths, like as a matter of fact, the city is (this being especially true in Italy a country with no territorial, social and symbolic experience of the metropolis, only partially compensated by the daily multichannel broadcast TV regime).

      My viewpoint is medialogical, namely post-sociological. The deepest modifications of our contemporary societies forms of life – the highly developed as well as the underdeveloped ones; the wellness ones and the desperation ones – are expressed by media innovations, by their switching from analog to digital languages.

      It is on the top of all a revolution of expression, I hence thought that – to tell the relationship between the “future city” and the forms of social relations, therefore of communication and so of old and new media – the most advanced form of representation would well better belong to the ways of artists, or creatives, those that are nowadays the most sensitive to the collapse of sensical mass-culture regimes and to the rise of their inner conflicts exactly on the media field.

      Technologies are nothing but prosthesis of our beings, consequently I decided to turn to authors being highly sensitive to the relationships between body and locally- or globally – lived experience (namely, a glocal dimension). Mass media and personal media are platforms of expression which concern both people’s contents innovation and great social matters of mobility and environment, of quality of life.
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      Marco Mancuso: Besides the need to adhere to the thematically area you have been put in charge of as curator (Exchange), I’d ask you which are aesthetically and technological parameters, which the guidelines that defined your choices and the selection of works?

      Alberto Abruzzese: Baudrillard offered us – with the title of his well-known essay Symbolic Exchange and Death – a very effective slogan indeed; drawing the spheres of economic politics, symbolic reality and death as objectivity/subjectivity of human experience close to each other and ultimately, making them overlap.

      Looking at the world of forms and actions, I have always tried to dodge the opposition between the apocalyptic and the integrated fronts (which was created to be used by the dialectical devices belonging to Occidental systems of domination, to modern and nationalist politics, to enterprise and government based cultures), deeming that it is necessary to adopt an ambivalent way of thinking to understand our present reality, even paradoxical (the non-knowldege – possible as well as impossible – that modern regimes have often removed), capable of being at one time both apocalyptic and integrated, therefore substantially tragic and yet political, hence keeping in consideration life, everyday life, the suffering of flesh.

      It is within this frame that I chose authors and projects.
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      Marco Mancuso:New technologies and environmental conditions will undoubtedly influence future urban spaces and the life of their inhabitants. As a matter of fact, an increasing number of mobile, satellite, locative technologies are gradually invading the (emotional and physical) space in our life. How, in your opinion, those artists and designers who work on new technologies do relate with the growing informational superstructure? And in which ways are they able to use such structure to better “communicate” with a virtually infinite audience and how, on the other hand, people’s very perception can change through the increasing merging of multimedia technologies?

      Alberto Abruzzese: Too many tracks should be outlined to answer this question. A question itself embodying many questions on the evolving relationships between past and future:

      A – between territories and media-technologies ( but pay attention! It’s not the digital technologies being invading the territory of modern hysterical experience or better yet its stratifications and space-time combinations – from the field of writing to television and screen – but rather the metamorphosis of the daily life, of the expanded and externalized interiority of our affiliation with the world);

      B – between aesthetic or professional traditions and web culture, between the languages of knowledge and the ones of esperienze, subjects and objects, bodies and flesh, between autocratic, vertical, centralized dimensions and dimension those from the low, instinctual, emotional (the authors I bring forward pay much attention to the distinctions of value between languages of seeing and languages of feeling: an opposition that assumed, with McLuhan, a strong political meaning, symbolizing the conflict between enclosed, nationalist, totalitarian, centered, military systems and opened, antimodern systems, pregnant of a sense of sacred far more than the feeling of obligation characterizing the religious spirit of civilization; between a future that clones past and one that is perceived, instead, as a pre-human, animal origin);

      C – between individual and collective identities, mass and person, person and crowds. The node of the matter consists in the ability to spot places and subject of an ongoing negotiation – again, so, we are talking about conflicts of powers directly perpetrating the social and cultural identities that have wrecked the twentieth century – in which various anthropological onsets, originated within the hybridization processes between humans and technology, are triggering powerful dynamics of loss of structure and pulverization of social arrangements based on a Judaic-Christian tradition ( monotheism, humanism, civilization).
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      Marco Mancuso: Advocating for awareness over a number of themes that are crucial for our lives such as some of the ones listed in the Smart Urban Stage event, for instance the future of our cities, as well as the more environmental sustainability-related aspects, is an operation that is today constantly done through the Web. It isn’t just about following news on dedicated blogs and niche websites, now major newspapers also realized how vast the media echo of themes that so effectively represent our times and are likely to grow in this role.

      So then my question is: given that many of the major news companies find the most curious and catchy news directly checking the aforementioned niche websites and blogs, are we facing the risk to see, in a couple of years time, all the system of independent information (not just politically speaking, I am referring to cultural information in general) being completely absorbed by the mainstream, as a consequence of the structural impossibility to compete with big editorial groups, hence gradually loosing the precious uniqueness of contents?

      Alberto Abruzzese: We are now in a complicated transitional phase. The quality of digital technologies is now in itself capable of being traduced in any possible strategy of expression, of subjectivity and therefore of content. It can be compared to the machines of the industrial society and functions as the flesh which constitutes the transversal area between subjects and objects on earth.

      It can be an instrument for any form of domain and field of interest. Thus the struggling of firms, parties and institutions attempting to apply the technological innovation as an actual innovation: this happens because they are obsolete, atrophic, unable to evolve and hence they can’t find contents that could be suitable for the potentials of the new we languages, ads so ending up using them in the exact same way – and with the same aims – broadcast traditional media do. Until these current times, the possibilities of developing technological innovations have been under the direct control of the heads of social systems and trading dynamics: radio, for instance, despite the possibility to be interactive was made unidirectional. It might happen again: evidences of a regression by generalist networks aren’t rare to be remarked.

      What is happening is, nevertheless, of incredibly far-reaching consequences, especially in the concerns of connections between different media, from mobile telephony to biotechnologies. I believe that valorizing the virtually revolutionary nature of digital languages must be a consequence of a profound reflection on our society. On, in point of fact, the catastrophe of the “ideal city” that western society caused and therefore on those cyclical models which divided the world among elites and cannon fodder.
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      Marco Mancuso:I conclude asking you how do you consider, within this frame, the role of social networks, and which are the potentialities that the forthcoming new forms of online shared forms of economies could imply? Which are, in short,the antidotes the web could develop against the strong attraction of a mass-transforming process, as has happened in the past with press, radio and television?

      Alberto Abruzzese: I have in someway already answered to this in the previous question. Social networks do not, by themselves, have a libertarian, revolutionary or simply democratically DNA. They are the outcome of the strong pressure human life exercises on existence and therefore of a plurality of needs that no religion or regime or government can satisfy anymore, unless they recur to violence. Social network take advantage of the vast range of possibilities virtually allowed by the very genesis of the information technology itself (and so the necessity of an increased familiarization of the social institutions with those immaterial technologies, paradoxically supported by the dynamics of business itself).

      The opportunity to weight upon the interests connecting mass media and typically modern forms of power (imperialist states, global firms, highly environmental-dangerous productive procedures, peace war-missions, etc.) is however one and one only: to mature a sensitivity which would be radically anti-humanist, anti-historical, anti-institutional, antireligious, post-human; to restructure the despotic human-centered attitude we have toward the world, our exclusive will; we must recognize what remains – the living that remains, perpetrates -, something of which the human being is nothing but an impermanent ripple.

      Make use of this sense of limit in the most extreme way, whereas we have the responsibility to ‘live’ the world (hence a radical deconstruction of those ideologies that tend, today, to blur and cloud the ways and functions of social behaving:this including the present rhetorics about giving, rhetorics which are inclined to impose to the act of giving a progressive, humanitarian framing and yet to remove its unavoidable, undeniable belonging to the act of sacrifice).
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    Resistence And Constitution. Audiovisual Settings By N03!

    Annamaria Monteverdi



    
      
    

    

    
      Paolo Ranieri of N03! talks about his artistic support to interactive museums dedicated to History. From the Museo Diffuso della Resistenza (the Widespread Museum of Resistance) in Turin to the Museum of Fosdinovo (Sarzana � SP) opened on June 3rd, 2000 and the most recent Diritti al cubo/Living the Constitution (Genoa and Turin).

      He has also contributed to the touching exhibition on Primo Levi A noi fu dato in sorte questo tempo at the former Campo Fossoli of Carpi (Modena) and to a permanent installation at the Musée de la Résistance et de la Déportation de l’Isère Maison des Droits de l’Homme, Grenoble, entitled Résister Aujourd’hui. He has done all this in memory of his lately gone grandfather (mayor of Sarzana for 25 years), who was an anti-fascist and member of the clandestine Communist Party that played a key role in the liberation of Sarzana.

      Paolo Ranieri, a leading light of N03!’s multimedia activity, video director and teacher at the Academy of Fine Arts in Carrara, bears an important surname: his grandfather Paolino Ranieri, who died on the tenth anniversary of the Audiovisive Museum of Resistance, was one of the organizers of resistance in Lunigiana. The museum was a big desire of Paolino when he was alive, and it was designed and built by Studio Azzurro in collaboration with Paolo Ranieri.
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      The Museum of Resistance is one of the first examples of interactive museums to catch the attention of the administrations in projecting multimedia installations. The remembrance of Resistance is finely displayed through faces, words, places, accounts and events of the Great History along with everyday life of farming villages between Liguria and Tuscany. A touching creation and an amazing work from a historical point of view.

      Interactivity relates back to the gestures of remembrance: flipping the pages of photograph albums or newspapers, listening to the accounts of old people who lived during the war and fought for the Republic and the Constitution. The Museum was not positioned by chance � it is housed in a former partisan camp on the mountains. Today we would say that it is an “out-of-the-way” place, but here is where Resistance took place, and it’s worth driving out of the built-up areas to discover the heart of Italian history. A lively place hosting events and concerts. It is a must-visit place.

      For the tenth anniversary of the Audiovisive Museum of Resistance I talked with Paolo Ranieri about the support of new technologies in designing a museum whose subjects are history and collective memory.

      
        Annamaria Monteverdi:
        What about your training and profession in the fields of video making and interactive art?
      

      
        Paolo Ranieri:
        My training started in 1992, when I was attending a TV production course in Genoa. Afterwards, I moved to Milan and got in contact with Studio Azzurro, whose creations really enraptured me. I started as Paolo Rosa’s assistant director for some installations and I also worked on editing; I made some documentaries � e. g. a documentary about Arturo Schwartz and Joseph Beuys for the Mudima’s collection. I have also made three documentaries about contemporary art for Regione Lombardia, among which Il corpo dell’arte � a documentary on body art realized in collaboration with Andrea Lissoni. I have always loved directing and, in particular, directing documentaries. From 1998, such passion led me to work for the Museum of Resistance in Sarzana which opened on June 3rd, 2000.
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         Annamaria Monteverdi:
        What was your task at the Museum of Resistance?
      

      
        Paolo Ranieri:
        I had several tasks � the installation in general, the concept, the contents, the materials and the direction of video installations. My grandfather intended to create a museum of Resistance in order to leave a tangible sign of memory; he realized the uselessness to create a “traditional” museum. He was deeply impressed by some sentences he read in an article by Umberto Eco.
      

      The article read that museums must be alive and display accounts, music and images; he had cut out the article and always kept it in his pocket. That was his idea of museum; I told him that creating such installations was exactly my job. I brought him to visit the Museum of Studio Azzurro in Lucca, the Baluardo of San Paolino and an exhibition dedicated to Studio Azzurro at Palazzo delle Esposizioni in Rome. In that moment he recognized that a mix between video and interactivity could fit his idea of museum of resistance. My grandfather and I involved Studio Azzurro in the project.

      That was how the project of the Museum of Resistance took place; two historians, Francesca Perini and Paolo Pezzino, have been involved too; they took care of the contents and had the idea to project interviews, faces and witnesses on the screen. We choose the subjects: country life, massacres, resistance, deportation, women. Then, we found the witnesses and started doing the interviews that would be projected one next to the other. Below the faces were the books, above which images were projected. Above all, the way emotions are shown is impressive � you can make the close-up faces play by your hand and make them tell you history.

      
        Annamaria Monteverdi:
        What’s the story of N03?
      

      Paolo Ranieri: N03 started up in 2003 as a video and multimedia studio; it is made up of me, Riccardo Castaldi, Valentina De Marchi, Elisa Mendini, Fanny Molteni, Cinzia Rizzo, Franco Rolla, Martina Sgalippa and Davide Sgalippa. Orf Quarenghi is one of the most regular contributors. N03 is an image research centre and its main task is to design interactive and immersive video environments. For example, with Genova del Saper Fare (2004) we approached the subjects of work and new technologies; among others, we have realized the Martinitt e Stelline Museum of Milan, a multimedia route about everyday life of children in two orphanages of the 19th century in Milan. 

      Among the interactive installations, we realized the Colombo/Colòn, dedicated to Cristoforo Colombo for the Complesso Monumentale di Sant’Ignazio � Genoa State Archives � and the interactive exhibition Rossa. Immagine e comunicazione del lavoro 1848-2007 for the Science Centre of Naples.
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        Annamaria Monteverdi:
        In addition to the Fosdinovo Museum of Resistance, what’s the interactive exhibition you hold dearest, or you have dedicated yourself most?
      

      
        Paolo Ranieri: 
        The exhibition I have dedicated myself most is the Museo della Torino in Guerra 38-48 (Museum of Resistance). It is a historical journey in Turin during the war � from 1938 to 1948 � say, from the racial laws to the Constitution. The exhibition was displayed in the basement premises of the “Widespread” Museum and the Historical Institute of Resistance in Turin. It is made up of various spaces (little rooms and niches inside a former air-raid shelter) with specific historical meanings.
      

      We have left the shelter untouched. Visitors can use headphones to hear bombings and voices of the refugees during air raids. The rest has been realized interlinking some historical subjects: Turin everyday life under the bombings, under the fascist regime and the German occupation and the liberation. We used a series of town’s places as symbols, and the concept of the exhibition was “subway of remembrance” � the subway lines stop at the places we have chosen. Each of the 5 subjects is told in a little space by a big projection and a couple of eye-witness accounts that converge on an interactive table where several documents are placed. We had a huge heritage of documents to bring back to life: this happens through blank documents activated by the visitor.

      Mirrors represent another nice cinematographic element. We display the eye-witness accounts on screens, and before each of them we have placed a semitransparent mirror. In this way, visitors can “mirror” in the eye-witnesses. The last “stop” of the museum is a permanent display on the Constitution, with four big mirrors and some seats � as the visitor sits down an actor starts acting comments on the Constitution. We liked realizing it and working with the Institute for the History of the Resistance. It represents a good example of cooperation between artists making creative multimedia installations and historians.
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        Annamaria Monteverdi:
        And what about the idea of an exhibition on the Constitution and the project Living the Constitution, displayed from July 2nd to December 19th, 2010 at the “Widespread” Museum of Turin, whose successful preview has been displayed at Palazzo Ducale in Genoa (strongly wanted by the director Luca Borzani)?
      

      
        Paolo Ranieri: 
        This exhibition is part of a wider project started with the permanent exhibition Turin 1938-1948. From the Racial Laws to the Constitution and completes the previous exhibition I giovani e la Costituzione housed at the Museum from April 3rd to June 21st, 2009 with the participation of many middle school and high school students from Piedmont. The first room represents the result of the workshops done in the schools of Turin with a scientific committee made up of experts of history, some jurists and a storyteller. 
      

      
        Along with teachers, they made their lectures trying to explain what the articles of the Constitution mean. The photographer Iodice made group photographs with the students. Such photographs gave the spur to let the students take part in the project, playing their own accounts about the main subjects of the Constitution. This participation is a symbol of a multiethnic society.
      

      
        Annamaria Monteverdi:
        Can you tell us something about Living the Constitution?
      

      
        Paolo Ranieri: 
        The temporary exhibition Diritti al Cubo � Living the Constitution, which was hosted in Genoa and is now back in Turin for the permanent exhibition at the “Widespread” Museum, is based on the personal choice of the visitor. The choices about the routes are recorded. I/YOU/WE are staging posts of the route, in order to show the society as a system in which everybody’s interest can coexist. The visitors can compare their own opinion with other people’s point of view. Turin and Genoa are both trying to face today’s economic and social changes. It makes them a good laboratory for such experimentation done with young and adult people.
      

      
        
          [image: numero56_Resistence 06]
        
      

      
        
          
            	
          

        
      

      
         Annamaria Monteverdi:
        How does the interactive route take place?
      

      
        Paolo Ranieri:
        Headphones, a plug and a RFID system are distributed. At the beginning of the route the visitor has to choose among 6 key words of democracy (freedom, equality, safety, work, vote, constitution). Such words will define his/her route. Using the plug, the visitor can leave a track of himself/herself. Before the visitor there is a glossary firmly linked to the principles and values of democracy but ever evolving too, just like social needs are. In the first room 6 screens project actors talking charmingly about those 6 words and the Constitution.
      

      At the first stage of the route, visitors make their choice individually. Afterwards, they identify themselves with someone else making choices for 8 “standard” people we have previously selected and interviewed in Genoa; they talk about themselves, their political ideas and problems. In this room visitors find a screen for each “standard” person. Using the plug with the word chosen at the beginning, the visitor can listen to the “standard” people talking about that very word.

      At the third interactive stage, the visitor makes his/her choice for a community � the “WE” stage. Then, we download the data collected. The screen displays the most selected words on a real-time updating chart. At last, visitors can listen to men and women confidently speaking of the inviolable rights of the human being and principles of the Constitution during the early years of the Republic: voting right, equality, education, freedom, denying war and state violence were values highly paid by our forefathers. Statements and accounts far away in time accompanied with recent reflections: it all reminds us the value of those laws and principles.
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