In Focus

From Dusk till “DAU”:
the Rise of Heterotopic
Cinema in the Times of
Pandemic

$ sciendo

ALEXANDRE ZAEZJEV, University of Geneva, Switzerland;
email: alexandre.zaezjev@etu.unige.ch

10.2478/bsmr-2020-0007



BALTIC SCREEN MEDIA REVIEW 2020 / VOLUME 8 /IN FOCUS

ABSTRACT

The release of Ilya Khrzhanovsky’s megalomaniacal
cinematic project DAU coincided with the global Covid-19
pandemic. With festivals postponed and public screen-
ings no longer possible, Khrzhanovsky moved his project
online, integrating the unprecedented experience of the
global lockdown and quarantine into the cinematic uni-
verse of DAU. Using the concept of heterotopia devised by
French philosopher Michel Foucault, this paper examines
the ways in which self-isolation altered the conditions of
spatio-temporal engagement with DAU. Ultimately, the
paper presents an original theoretical model of heterotopic
cinema to demonstrate that confinement is precisely what
allows Khrzhanovskiy’s artistic method to fully function.

INTRO
With film productions shut down, festivals
postponed, and movie theatres operating
well below full capacity, the short-term
effect of the Covid-19 pandemic on the film
industry is akin to a near-death experi-
ence. While the industry as a whole strives
for survival, some filmmakers were able
to approach the global crisis creatively
and explore the experience of confine-
ment through artistic means. Such is the
case of Russian director Ilya Khrzhanovsky
and his recent project DAU — an ambitious
cinematic endeavour, comprised of “over
a dozen feature films, several dramatic
series, documentaries, and an innovative
digital platform” (Phenomen Trust 2019).
Before the pandemic hit Europe, Khrzh-
anovky had a chance to premiere DAU in
Paris and Berlin, receiving an award “for
Outstanding Artistic Contribution” at the
Berlinale 2020. As it became obvious that
no other public screenings will take place
in the near future, the filmmaker decided to
move DAU online.

“The project’s release on the internet is tak-
ing place now,” explained the filmmaker in
Summer 2020, “in the era of the pandemic,
when the whole world is under house arrest,
like behind the Iron Curtain, but in an even
smaller space, in people’s own apartments,
in complete isolation, which in itself looks
like a hellish, total performance.” (Cronk
2020) On the official website, Khrzhanovsky
further defines DAU as “The first cinematic
project about isolation, filmed in isolation,
for people inisolation” (Dau Cinema 2020).
The notion of isolation thus emerges as an
important aspect of DAU production and
reception alike. Using the theoretical con-
cept of heterotopia formulated by French
philosopher Michel Foucault, the present
paper examines the implications of the
pandemic and the condition of confinement
for the release of DAU online. Furthermore,
it devises an original theoretical model of
heterotopic cinema to demonstrate that
confinement is actually what allows for Khr-
zhanovskiy’s artistic method to fully func-
tion;in other words, that an enhanced expe-
rience of DAU is predicated upon the viewing
conditions dictated by the pandemic.
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THEORETICAL CONTEXT

AND LITERATURE REVIEW
In a lecture entitled Of Other Spaces (1967),
Foucault developed the concept of “hetero-
topia” describing it as a place that physi-
cally exists within a known world but that
is also phenomenologically different from
it, a place that disrupts the continuity and
regularity of our spatio-temporal percep-
tion. Literally meaning “sites of otherness,”
heterotopias can be understood as places
of “culturally recognized and codified ‘non-
reality”” (Groys 2008: 31) that “inject alterity
into the sameness, the commonplace, the
topicality of everyday society” (Dehaene,

De Cauter 2008: 4). In contrast with the
dualistic “utopian/dystopian formula preva-
lent in the ‘modernist’ era” (Naripea 2014:
121), heterotopia is “a kind of postmodern
spatial alterity” (Knight 2017:5), a theo-
retical model that focuses on a hybridised,
fragmented and oscillating nature of a
particular spatial structure or experience.
Examples of heterotopias provided by
Foucault include cemeteries, theatres, cin-
emas, museums, fairs, brothels, as well as
retirement homes, psychiatric institutions,
and prisons, to name just a few.

Foucault (1967) uses these examples
to formulate the six principles of hetero-
topology, “a sort of systematic descrip-
tion” of heterotopias: (1) heterotopias are
omnipresent but not universal and can take
varied forms, such as crisis heterotopias
and heterotopias of deviation; (2) hetero-
topias’ functions are not ontologically pre-
determined and can be subject to change;
(8) heterotopias juxtapose in a single real
place two or more spaces that might be in
and of themselves incompatible; (4) hetero-
topias create an absolute break with the
everyday time; (5) access to heterotopias
is restricted and requires rites of passage;
and (6) heterotopias are physically isolated
from but functionally related to the remain-
ing outside space. While Foucault does
list these six principles of heterotopology,
the concept itself remains subject to schol-
arly debates, attracting various interpreta-
tions and adaptations, making the hetero-
topia “a familiar, albeit an ambiguous trope
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in critical thought on spatiality” (Knight
2014:8).

The concept of heterotopia has been
widely deployed in media studies. Hye-jin
Chung (2018) explored the Foucauldian
idea to devise his own concept of a “media
heterotopia” - “a digitally enhanced
audio-visual realm of representation that
superimposes layers of diverse spatiali-
ties and temporalities” (ibid. 37). A film and
television theorist Francesco Casetti (2015)
adapted the concept of heterotopia to the
digitally-mediated condition of contempo-
rary cinema. Casetti introduced the term
“hypertopia” to describe the spatial struc-
ture of cinema consumed via a multitude
of portable screens, a kind of extraverted
heterotopia, a space of otherness that “no
longer asks to go to it; [but] comes to me,
reaching me wherever | am” (ibid. 144). The
notion of heterotopia has also been mobi-
lized in the study of “database cinema”
conceptualising the “database” as a virtual
heterotopia that replaces the chronological
linearity of time with the non-linear logic of
space. Arpin-Simonetti (2014), for instance,
used the Foucauldian model to build his
analysis of Peter Greenaway’s Tulse Luper
Suitcases (2003) - the most ambitious
example of the “database cinema” before
DAU, as Lev Manovich, who coined the term,
has recently pointed out himself (Dau Haus
2020c¢).

While both Greenaway’s and Khrzh-
anovsky’s works are examples of independ-
ent experimental cinema, a heterotopic
reading also finds its way into the studies
of popular film. Eva Naripea (2014), for
instance, examined several Polish-Estonian
coproductions directed by Marek Piestrak
(1979, 1987,1992). Emphasizing the “other-
ness” of places depicted by Polish director,
the author demonstrated how cinematic
heterotopias provided a voice to subversive
cultural discourses silenced in the Soviet
Union and its satellite states. Soviet cin-
ematic legacy is further examined through
a heterotopic lens in several other works
(Mazierska 2012, Naripea, Cederlof 2015)
with Andrey Tarkovsky’s oeuvres (1972,
1979) often being the focus of such studies
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FIGURE 1. DAU film set — the Institute
(photo: Olympia Orlova, DAU press kit, Phenomen IP 2019).

FIGURE 2. DAU film set — the Institute
(photo: Jorg Gruber, DAU press kit, Phenomen IP 2019).
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(Ivakhiv 2011, Naripea 2013, Burlacu 2015).
More recent examples of films investigated
using the concept of heterotopia include
George Miller’s Mad Max franchise (Corbett
2017), Stephen Daldry’s The Hours (Zhao,
Oner 2018), Todd Haynes's Carol (Smith 2018),
and Ben Wheatley’s High-Rise (Klein 2019).
Itis important to emphasize, however,
that this extensive body of scholarship
focuses on cinematic heterotopias, rather
than on heterotopic cinema — a distinc-
tion that is crucial for our understanding of
DAU. While research on cinematic hetero-
topias engages primarily with “heterotopias
generated by the spatially and temporally
multilayered on-screen cinescapes and
constructed plots” (Naripea 2014: 123, ital-
ics added), a study on heterotopic cinema
explores how heterotopias generate spa-
tially and temporally multilayered condi-
tions of both film production and reception.
Beginning with Foucault’s (1967) own
account of movie theatres, heterotopias of
reception gained extensive scholarly atten-
tion in film and media studies (Kuhn 2004,
Bruno 2002, Casetti 2015). Heterotopias
of production, however, are much rarer in
cinema, with a few notable examples in
the experimental film - for instance, those
of Andy Warhol (1965, 1966) and Jacques
Rivette (1971), but most markedly, David
Watkins’ Punishment Park (1971) and,
in particular, La Commune - Paris, 1871
(2000). As the present paper demonstrates,
DAU embodies both heterotopias of produc-
tion and reception, which constitutes
Khrzhanovsky’s original artistic strategy
and makes DAU a prominent example of
heterotopic cinema.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
DAU was conceived in 2006 as a rather
conventional biopic on a Soviet science
genius Lev Landau (1908-1968) with a
modest budget allocated by several Euro-
pean funding agencies. In 2007, however,
Khrzhanovsky came across a wealthy pri-
vate sponsor and the budget for the project
rocketed, allowing the thirty-two-year-old

1 For a comprehensive account of the role of private
sponsors behind DAU see Pinkham (2020).
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independent filmmaker to transform DAU
into an unprecedented folie des grandeurs.

In 2009, a gargantuan ensemble of
pseudo-Stalinist architecture - the so-
called “Institute” — was built in Kharkiv,
Ukraine, specifically for Khrzhanovsky’s
DAU.Occupying an area comparable to an
average university campus, the Institute
was modelled after a typical Soviet “sci-
ence city” of the mid-twentieth century — an
area of secret research facilities and living
quarters for scientists closed off from the
outside world (Lappo, Polian 2007: 1229).
Designed as an architectural extravaganza,
a postmodernist pastiche of neoclassicism,
constructivism, and expressionism, the DAU
film set included fully operational labora-
tories, two apartment blocks, interrogation
cells, as well as a diner, a press office, and
an administrative building (Figures 1 and 2).

Having constructed the largest film
set in the history of European cinema, Khr-
zhanovsky used it to stage an immersive
cinematic experiment that lasted for almost
three years. The filmmaker hired no profes-
sional actors, had no script, no rehearsals,
and no reshoots. Instead, Khrzhanovsky
invited volunteers from all over the world to
spend weeks, months, and sometimes years
in the Kafkaesque universe of Soviet totali-
tarianism that he thoroughly (re)created
on the film set. A cast of over 400 principal
actors and 10,000 extras included both
ordinary people and famous contemporary
artists like Marina Abramovic, opera and
theatre directors Peter Sellars and Romeo
Castellucci, conductor Teodor Currentzis,
Nobel Prize winner in physics David Gross,
as well as many other prominent scientists
including Carlo Rovelli, Andrey Losev, Dmitry
Kaledin, to name just a few (Figure 3). Pro-
vided with historical costumes and props
residents of the Institute were asked to
renounce any connections to contemporary
reality. They were required to leave behind
any personal objects and electronic devices,
as well as to avoid topics of discussion
and cultural references that did not fit the
fictional timeline of DAU.

“The Institute existed within a parallel
spatial and temporal universe: a meticulous
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FIGURE 3. Ilya Khrzhanovsky (left) and Marina Abramovi¢ (center) inside the Institute
(photo: Phenomen IP 2019).

FIGURE 4. Jiirgen Jiirges (center) with the filming crew inside the Institute
(photo: Phenomen IP 2019).
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historical reconstitution spanning the years
1938 to 1968, explains the official DAU
brochure (Macnab 2019). Immersed in the
world of DAU, participants were genuinely
living the everyday lives of their characters.
Real-life barmaids worked as waitresses at
the Institute’s diner, real-life ex-KGB offic-
ers surveilled the Institute and its residents,
real-life journalists published a newspaper
at the Institute’s press office. Finally, real-
life scientists conducted real research in
the laboratories of the fictional Institute
which, in a very meta-referential spirit of
Charlie Kaufman’s Synecdoche, New York
(2008), operated like one giant laboratory
with hundreds of participating subjects.

To transpose the complex experience
of DAU into the cinematic realm, Khrzh-
anovsky invited a celebrated German cin-
ematographer Jurgen Jurges. 35mm film
was used to shoot all 700 hours of footage
because, as Jurges explains, “that’s the
closest thing to how the movies were made
at the time” (Dau Haus 2020b). In 2011,
after almost three years of documenting life
inside the Institute, the production came to
an end with a ritualistic destruction of the
entire DAU film set, followed by a massive
open-air rave on its ruins. It took another
seven years for Khrzhanovsky and his team
to complete the post-production of his
magnum opus. With 10 out of the total 14
feature films being released online as of
September 2020, DAU is described as “an
ongoing project” (Dau Cinema 2020). The
creation of an innovative digital platform,
DAU Digital, featuring all 700 hours of foot-
age, 8,000 hours of dialogues, 500,000 set
photographs, and extensive descriptive
metadata, was announced in 2019 without
mentioning a specific release date.

HETEROTOPIA DAU
Having provided a general overview of
the DAU production process, we will now
demonstrate how the Institute meets all
six principles of heterotopology? and,

The six principles of heterotopology, originally devised
by Michel Foucault (1967) were summarized in the first
section. Hereafter, each of the principles will be referred
to by its corresponding number.
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therefore, constitutes a heterotopia.
Access to the territory of the Institute
was restricted (Principle 5). The Institute
acquired the status of heterotopia for a lim-
ited period of time and was destroyed after
the filming was over (Principle 2). It had
“a function in relation to the rest of space”
(Foucault 1967: 22); that of a film set for
producing 700 hours of multimedia content
(Principle 6). The Institute was inhabited
by “individuals whose behaviour is deviant
in relation to the required mean” (ibid. 18)
(Principle 1), namely, present-day scientists,
artists, and other participants of Khrzh-
anovsky’s project absorbed in the parallel
temporal dimension of DAU (Principle 4).

Foucault’s third principle is particu-
larly important for the understanding of the
mechanism of heterotopia and thus war-
rants an in-depth discussion. According to
this principle, heterotopias juxtapose “in a
single real place several spaces, which may
be incompatible” (ibid. 19). Heterotopias
conflate “private space and public space,
cultural space and useful space, the space
of leisure and that of work” (ibid. 16) into
single “spaces of otherness” with peculiar
attributes of their own. The language
Foucault uses to describe heterotopias -
“juxtaposed spaces,” “contradictory sites” -
clearly points to a certain kind of tension
that exists between the elements, a tension
that is resolved by and within heterotopia.
This heterogeneous aspect of heterotopic
spaces can be illustrated with the Necker
cube effect — a graphic representation of
the so-called multistable perception: “the
spontaneous alternation between two or
more perceptual states that occurs when
sensory information is ambiguous” (Sterzer
2009). In the scheme provided below, the
paradox of two conflicting perspectives
(Figure 5: points 1 and 2) onto a single
object (Figure 5: point 3) is resolved through
an optical illusion that does not privilege
one orientation over the other but allows for
an oscillating, yet simultaneous, existence
of both.

DAU follows a similar multistable logic:
the fictional universe of a motion-picture -
“the cultural space” of the seventh art -
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(points 1 and 2). Conceived and designed by the author.

FIGURE 5. Multistable perception of DAU (point 3) from the two conflicting spatial perspectives
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collides with the daily reality of the resi-
dents of the Institute for whom the Institute
is not so much a film set or a fantasy land,
but a place of residence and professional
activity — in Foucault’s terms, “a useful
space.” “Private space and public space”
collide in heterotopia DAU as well, for both
are equally exposed to the camera. As the
DAU brochure reads, “Freed from protocols
of acting scripts and temporal logic, the
unprecedented conditions in which DAU
was filmed have resulted in a new kind

of reality — equally valid, vivid, complex”
(Dau Haus 2020a).

The coexistence of this new kind of
reality with the fictitious cinematic universe
at the same location is only possible within
a heterotopia - “the other space” This is
crucial for the understanding of the original
artistic method through which DAU was
conceived, the method that we will be
calling heterotopic filmmaking.

HETEROTOPIC FILMMAKING
For the vast majority of the time, the Insti-
tute operated without any cameras rolling,
functioning as a purpose-built space for
living and working rather than as a film set.
When shooting was taking place, however,
the film crew had access to any part of the
Institute and could start filming its resi-
dents at any point. Discretely roaming from
one location to another, the camera was
attempting to observe and capture both
the inhabitants’ routine activities as well
as sudden moments of drama or crisis
(Figure 4). This approach to cinematic
production recalls the “life caught una-
wares” (zhizn’vrasplokh) principle, a filming
method devised by the Soviet pioneer film-
maker and cinema theorist Dziga Vertov
(1896-1954). Stressing the fact that “all
the people must continue to act and func-
tion in front of the camera just as they do in
everyday life,” Vertov described his method
of capturing pro-filmic events as one that
ensures his film’s ontological authenticity
and minimises the role of performance
(Vertov 1923: 63).

While Vertov and the Russian formal-
ists have arguably conducted “the first
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sophisticated debate about the proper form
and method of making documentary films”
(Gershon, Malitsky 2011:56), the history of
cinema is rich in examples of the search
for verisimilitude; from the post-war Italian
Neo-realism to cinéma vérité and direct-
cinema in the ‘60s, from Cassavetes’s and
Warhol's experimental films to (to some
extent) “Dogme 95" in the ‘90s. What is radi-
cally new about Khrajanosvky’s method of
heterotopic filmmaking, however, is that it
represents an attempt to capture reality
outside of the real world, a parallel reality of
heterotopia, a space that is “simultaneously
mythic and real” (Foucault 1967:17).

In conventional filmmaking, a fac-
tual film (documentary, newsreel, etc.)
documents real human beings, events, and
manifestations of life that take place in the
real world. A fictional film (narrative film, art
film, etc.) captures scripted performance
and staged events that take place in an
imaginary on-screen reality. Heterotopic
film, however, combines both perspectives:
it documents real life, real human beings,
and real events from within an imaginary
world. Heterotopic filmmaking can there-
fore be defined as making a factual film in
a fictional universe.

HETEROTOPIC VIEWING
Having defined heterotopic filmmaking, we
can now proceed to the discussion of heter-
otopic viewing and the role of confinement
in the spectator’s experience of DAU. Ever
since Walter Benjamin’s seminal 1935 essay
“The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction,” new media technologies
have been associated with the emergence
of new ways of apprehending physical real-
ity. To grasp the modalities and parameters
of perception that define how a contempo-
rary audience experiences heterotopically-
produced cinematic content, we suggest
the analogy of a stereoscopic device. Dating
back to the nineteenth century, the stereo-
scope mobilizes binocular vision to create
an illusion of a three-dimensional image
from a pair of two-dimensional ones. Media
theorist Jonathan Crary describes a cor-
responding form of viewing as “an operation
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1. DAU AS A FICTION FILM
(2006-2008) AS A HETEROTOPIA
OF PRODUCTION
(2009-2011)

»

THE INSTITUTE 3. DOMESTIC SPACE

OF CONFINEMENT AS A
HETEROTOPIA OF RECEPTION
(2020)

FIGURE 6. Model of production and reception of heterotopic cinema.
Conceived and designed by the author.
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of reconciling disparity, of making two
distinct views appear as one” (Crary 1992:
120).

Similarly, Khrzhanovsky’s heterotopia
of production was located at a virtual point
of juncture between the cinematic realm
of DAU (Figure 6: point 1) and the real-life
human existence within the Institute setting
(Figure 6: point 2). Like a stereoscopic cam-
era that simultaneously shoots two views
of the same scene, Khrzhanovsky’s hetero-
topic filmmaking method documented both
the fictional and the factual planes of the
DAU project. The “fictional plane” consists of
DAU as a biopic/period drama (grid pattern
in Figure 6), and the “factual plane” consists
of the lived experience of the residents
of the Institute (straight-line pattern in
Figure 6).

Like the stereoscopic effect (whereby
two merging optic axes unite slightly differ-
ent shots of the same scene into a single
three-dimensional image) is predicated
upon binocular viewing through a stereo-
scopic device, fully grasping the product
of heterotopic filmmaking is only possible
from within a heterotopia of reception; a
condition thatis in and of itself heterotopic,
(i.e.), is characterized by a juxtaposition of
two disjunct spatialities (Figure 6: point 3).
To put it differently, just as a pair of stereo-
scopic images may be viewed without any
specialized device, a heterotopic film can
potentially be watched in ordinary non-
heterotopic conditions. In both cases, how-
ever, the image will appear distorted and
the illusion of depth will be lost. [Imagine
taking off 3D glasses in the cinema while
watching a 3D movie.]

This metaphor, though, is not to be
taken literally. While stereoscopic images
create an optical illusion, the effect of depth
mediated through heterotopia of reception
is a multifaceted lived experience.® Hetero-
topic viewing thus consists of altering the
spatio-temporal conditions of perception
for the spectator to be able to tune into
heterotopic media content created within

3 For an in-depth discussion on the existential

phenomenology in film studies see Sobchak (1991).
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the altered spatio-temporal conditions of
production.

CONCLUSION
In this final part, we demonstrate how
the condition of confinement transforms
domestic space into a heterotopia of recep-
tion, thus enabling heterotopic viewing of
DAU. Quarantine measures enforced by
governments worldwide due to the Covid-
19 pandemic temporarily transformed
private households into spaces of confine-
ment (Principles 2 and 6 of heterotopol-
ogy). Domestic spaces thus acquired the
status of “places reserved for individuals
who are, in relation to society, in a state
of crisis” (Foucault 1967:18) (Principle 1),
access to which is predicated on the “rites
of purification” (Principle 5): hand washing,
removing the mask, disinfecting personal
objects. Furthermore, “spaces of leisure and
[those] of work” became indistinguishable
due to widespread teleworking (Principle
3). Finally, the way we normally perceive the
flow of time in the privacy of our home has
also been altered by the pandemic. Usual
work and sleep schedules were disturbed,
rhythms and cycles staggered, a mix of anx-
ious anticipation and boredom distorted
our experience of “clock time” (Principle 4).
Taken separately, these manifestations
could well be observed in normal life out-
side of the state of crisis. The presence of
all six of them together, however, makes it
possible to conclude that in times of pan-
demic, isolated domestic spaces acquired
heterotopic functions.

It now becomes clear how the condi-
tion of confinement fits the logic of het-
erotopic cinema and why DAU - “The first
cinematic project about isolation, filmed
in isolation” — is indeed meant “for people
inisolation,”as Khrzhanovsky himself has
pointed out (Dau Cinema 2020). The pan-
demic has transformed domestic space into
a heterotopia of reception, providing the
spectator with instrumental mediation nec-
essary for heterotopic viewing and allowing
DAU to reach its full potential.

In fact, Khrzhanovsky has attempted
to artificially create similar heterotopic
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FIGURE 7. Alexandre Zaezjev, Heterotopia DAU (digital graphics, 2020).
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conditions for the reception of his project
prior to the pandemic. For the 2019 world
premiere in Paris, he transformed two major
theatres — Théatre de la Ville and Théatre
de Chatelet — into a multimedia art space
isolated from the outside world by “the
General Consulate of DAU” that issued per-
sonal visas for the visitors. The filmmaker
had also planned to create heterotopias of
reception in London and Berlin. The Berlin
version, for instance, involved a rebuilding
of a part of the Berlin Wall with a goal of
closing a whole block on the city’s central
Unter den Linden Boulevard. Whether or
not it will eventually be possible to resume
immersive public screenings of DAU, the
present paper has demonstrated how the
Covid-19 crisis provided Khrzhanovsky with
avaluable alternative, thus contributing to
the expansion of heterotopic cinema.
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