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Fotogenie
sociala
aplicata

Cred ci prima impresie ce rizbate din fotografia
lui Bogdan Girbovan, dacd urmaresti seriile de
la un capit la celilalt, intr-un parcurs narativ
cvasicinematografic, este una de familiaritate,
de déja vu-déja vécu. Nimic ostentativ, nimic ti-
pator, nimic disperat nu iti agata privirea, pentru
a, cum ar spune Barthes, metonimiza intreaga
imagine. Fabulosul punctum, in cazul lucrarilor
lui Girbovan, se afld in altd parte, iar dacd ai
curajul sd le citesti pidna la capat si il cauti cu
tot dinadinsul, fotografiile iti dezvaluie, pana la
urmd, si impunsatura, dar ea nu este in imagine,
ea este in procesul intelectual de decriptare al
privitorului. Cum scrisese Vilém Flusser intr-un
text din anii '80, in procesul de lectiune, adica
de citire, adici de decriptare, fotografia instituie
un soi de neoimperialism al intentiei artistice si,
am putea adduga, un decolonialism al receptarii.
Cici nu cel care posedi o fotografie are in mana
puterea politicd, ci autorul informatiei din acea
fotografie, hartia fotografica fiind doar mediul
de care artistul-fotograf se foloseste pentru a-si
exhiba arta in drumul lung de la idee, prin apa-
rat, la intipirirea acesteia. In cazul lui Bogdan
Girbovan, intentia fotografica trece dincolo de
print, ea tinteste in directia infinitezimala dintre
identificare si diferentd. Identificare stupefianta
a privitorului cu subiectul imaginii, de cele mai
multe ori un subiect aproape banal, pe 1inga care
trecem zilnic si pe care nu l-am erija la rangul de
arta in veci, si diferenta paradigmatica, intrucit
nu orice subiect rimeazi cu orice privitor, desi
pani si diferenta se poate prezenta, la Girbovan,
in straiele unei familiarititi dezarmante.

Dar si le ludm pe rind, pentru a putea intelege
mai aplicat mecanismele. Spre exemplu, pentru

Applied
Social
Photogeny

| think the first impression you get with the
photography of Bogdan Girbovan, if you follow
the series from beginning to end, in quasi-cine-
matographic narrative order, is one of familiarity,
of déja vu-déja vécu. Nothing ostentatious, nothing
too loud, nothing desperate grabs your attention,
in order, as Barthes would say, to metonymise the
whole image. The fabulous punctum, in the case of
Girbovan’s works, is found elsewhere, and if you're
brave enough to read them through to the end
and to look for it expressly, in the end the photo-
graphs will also reveal their thorns, even if these
are not actually contained in the image but come
from the intellectual process of decryption of the
viewer. As Vilém Flusser wrote in the 1980s, within
the process of lection, that is to say reading, that
is to say decrypting, the photograph imposes a
kind of neo-imperialism of artistic intent and, one
might add, a de-colonialism of reception. For it is
not the person in possession of the photograph
who holds political power, but the author of the
information contained within that photograph,
the photographic paper being merely the medium
the photographer-artist uses to exhibit his or her
art on the long path from idea, via the camera, to
the printed form. In the case of Bogdan Girbovan,
the photographic intention goes beyond the print
form, it aims in the infinitesimal direction between
identification and difference. The hallucinating
identification of the viewer with the subject of
the image - in most cases a commonplace sub-
ject, one we pass by every day and would never
elevate to the status of art - and paradigmatic
difference, given that not every subject resonates
with every viewer, although with Girbovan even
difference can be found in the guise of a disarming
familiarity.
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seria color ,10/1” (2008), Bogdan Girbovan a do-
cumentat cu o Bronica GSi1, format mediu, cele
10 garsoniere de pe tronsonul median al unei
clddiri ceausiste construita in anii ‘7o, din acelasi
unghi, la aceeasi ord din zi, pe aceeasi lumina
naturald. Sigur cd fiecare imagine in sine com-

portd si o valoare antropologicd, ea reusind sa

surprindd un moment imemorial din viata acelei
comunititi. Insi punctumul imediat, de moment
si pAnd la urmai discretionar, este dublat de un
altul ceva mai obiectiv, anume unul cultural.
Céci provocarea din seria ,10/1” nu este numai
una lansati tehnicii, ci si una ideologicd, de isto-
ria artei, daci vreti, pentru ca blocul nu este unul
imanent ceausist, ci arhetipal-stalinist, cladit si
el, la rAndul lui, pe calapod constructivist, a la
Rodchenko, Tatlin si restul artistilor din jurul
LEF, prost inteles si pus in practica. lar polemica
lui Girbovan se indreaptd catre minimalismul
impus de Stalin, crezindu-l pe cuvint si aplican-
du-1 ad litteram intr-un bloc virtual, de 10 etaje,
construit de el in 2008 1n aceasta serie.

De aici probabil ci Bogdan Girbovan a ajuns la
ideea de ierarhie, recuzand fordismul serialitdtii
fotografice si imbritisind serialismul raportului
pars pro parte, asa cum debuteazi acesta in seria
25@14” (2000) si cum se prelungeste conceptual
in ,lerarhia Politiei Romine” (2011) §i in proiec-
tul de anvergurd ,Uniforme si Vesminte” la care
lucreazi in prezent. In toate aceste serii, con-
ceptul de ierarhie actioneaza in straturi. Straturi
individuale, in cadrul aceluiasi subiect, si straturi

But let’s take them one at a time, so we can better
understand the mechanisms at work. For exam-
ple, for the colour series “10/1” (2008), Bogdan
Girbovan used a Bronica GS1, a medium format
camera, to document the 10 studio flats run-

ning down the middle of a 1970s Ceausescu-era
building, from the same angle, at the same time

of day and in the same natural light. Of course,
every image in itself has an anthropological value,
given how they manage to capture an immemorial
moment in the life of that community. However,
the immediate, spontaneous and, in the end, dis-
cretionary punctum, is accompanied by another,
more objective one, that is, a cultural one. For the
challenge posed by the “10/1” series is not only
technical, but ideological, art historical, if you
will, because the tower block is not inherently
“Ceausescian”, but archetypally Stalinist, that
is it is also built according to the constructivist
template, a la Rodchenko, Tatlin and the rest of
the artists associated with LEF, albeit badly un-
derstood and put into practice. And Girbovan’s
polemics are aimed at the minimalism imposed
by Stalin, which he takes seriously and applies ad
litteram in a virtual tower block, 10 stories high,
which he built in 2008 in this series.

This is probably what led Bogdan Girbovan to
the idea of hierarchy, rejecting the Fordism of
photographic seriality and embracing the seri-
alism of pars pro parte, as it first appears in the
“s@14” series (2009) and which is expanded on
conceptually in “The Hierarchy of the Romanian
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sincronice, generale, de la un subiect la altul in
interiorul aceleiasi serii. In cadrul unui singur
subiect privirea se loveste mai intii de stratul
aparentei, adicd al vestimentatiei, dupi care pa-

trunde, prin aparentd, in piele / corp si individ.
Caci nu poti sti sigur aproape niciodatd daci
layer-ele ce formeazi subiectul dintr-o imagine

(nume, haina, privire, coafura, individ, postura)
sunt separate sau concrescute, supunind uma-
nul unui proces de reificare intermitenti. Cu
alte cuvinte, ridicind sacadat intrebarea dacd
individul din imagine, omul, este totuna cu
uniforma sau omul incepe acolo unde se termind
uniforma. Apoi, mai existd si stratul ierarhic,
de la o fotografie la alta, de la agent, la chestor
(,lerarhia Politiei Romane”) sau de la Ovidiu la
Denis (,5@14”). Primul il domina pe ultimul, dar,
in acelasi timp, acesta nu ar putea exista fard
ultimul.

Concept aparte formeaza seriile ,Chambre
d’amis” (2010), , Trip la 2 stele” (2009) si ,,Spa.ro”
(2010), in care atentia fotografului se muta de pe
individ, pe spatiul populat / locuit / colonizat de
acesta si evolutia lui in timp. Am putea deduce si
aici mai multe paralele, intre micro si macroisto-
rie, privat si public, trecut si prezent. Interioarele
bune din ,Chambre d’amis” transpar ca niste
capsule de timp care se luptd si nu fie sparte prin
ingerinta cotidianului in reprezentarea despre
frumos a unor tirani din sud-vestul Roméniei,
de o solitudine descumpdnitoare ce te lasi fira
grai, anti-turisticd. Tot asa cum mai degrabd
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Police” (2011) and the extensive project “Uniforms
and Vestments” he’s working on at present. In all
of these series, the concept of hierarchy works in
layers. Individual layers, as part of the same sub-

ject, as well as synchronous, general layers, from
one subject to another within the same series.
Within a single subject, the gaze first strikes the

layer of appearance, that is, the costumes; after it
penetrates the layer of appearance, it enters the
skin/body and the individual. For you can almost
never know for sure if the layers that make up a
subject in an image (name, clothes, gaze, hairstyle,
posture) are separate or accreted, subjecting the
human to a process of intermittent reification. In
other words, abruptly raising the question as to
whether the individual in the picture, the human
being, is one and the same with their uniform, or
whether the human begins where the uniform
ends. Then there’s the hierarchical level, from
one photograph to the next, from the agent to
the quaestor (“The Hierarchy of the Romanian
Police”) or from Ovidiu to Denis (“s@14”). The for-
mer dominates the latter, but, at the same time, it
couldn’t exist without it.

The concept is different with “Chambre d’amis”
(2010), “2-Star Trip” (2009) and “Spa.ro” (2010), in
which the attention of the photographer shifts
away from individuals onto the spaces they pop-
ulate/inhabit/colonise and how these change in
time. We might also draw a number of parallels
here - between micro- and macro-history, private
and public, past and present. The interiors in
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critic anti-turisticd este viziunea fotografici din
»11ip la 2 stele” si din ,Spa.ro”, in care obiectivul
aparatului este somat sa surprindad ,realitatile”,
fie acestea postcomuniste sau capitaliste, ori pur

si simplu peisajere, caci realititile nu sunt stri-
dente, necesar uluitoare, cum ar fi tentatd si le
documenteze majoritatea fotografilor popositi pe

malul marii sau in munti, ci firesti, aproape bana-
le, insd de un firesc si de un banal spectaculoase.

De aici si trasatura esentiald care il deosebeste
pe Girbovan de ceilalti fotografi contemporani,
aceastd impresie a fotogeniei realitdtii in sine, a
unei frumuseti necautate, ci lasatd asa cum este
ea, de un insolit neostentativ, aproape obisnuit.
Esteticul la Bogdan Girbovan este unul al eli-
tismului tehnic (majoritatea fotografiilor sunt
realizate cu Bronica sau cu Linhof), dar nu un
elitism narcisist, ci unul imblanzit, supus, umilit
chiar, convocat sa surprinda realitatile harazite
digitalului de Obor de la bun inceput. Altfel spus,
in fotografie, Bogdan Girbovan practica un soi de
fotogenie sociald aplicatd, demers care aduce cu
ancheta de teren a antropologului sau cu un con-
sult medical stiintific si deloc in scopuri curative.

Igor Mocanu
publicat in revista ARTA
Anul 111, #6-7, 2012
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“Chambre d’amis” are like time capsules that are
fighting against the invasion of everyday life into
the perception of beauty of a number of farmers
living in southwest Romania, which are of an un-
settling solitude that leaves you speechless and is
anti-touristic. Just as critically anti-touristic is the
photographic vision in “2-Star Trip” and “Spa.ro”,
in which the lens of the camera is called upon to
capture ‘realities”, be these post-communist or
capitalist, or simply pertaining to landscape, for
these realities are not strident, not necessarily
astonishing, in the way most photographers arriv-
ing at the seaside or in the mountains would be
tempted to document them, but natural, almost
commonplace, albeit of a spectacular naturalness
and banality.

Therein lies the essential characteristic that dis-
tinguishes Girbovan from the other contemporary
photographers, the impression that reality itself
is photogenic, the impression of an unaffected
beauty, which he leaves as it is, unostentatiously,
almost mundanely surprising. The aesthetic in
Bogdan Girbovan’s work resides in a technical
elitism (the majority of his photographs are taken
with a Bronica or Linhof camera), not a narcissistic
elitism, in a tamed, submissive, even humiliated
elitism, which is called upon to capture realities
destined from the outset for the cheapest form
of digital photography. In other words, in his
photography, Bogdan Girbovan practises a kind
of applied social photogeny, an endeavour that re-
sembles an anthropological field trip or a scientific
but non-curative medical consultation.

published in ARTA magazine
Year I, #6-7, 2012
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,10/1” este un studiu asupra locuintei convena-
bile, realizat prin intermediul fotografiei, o do-
cumentare despre blocurile din Bucuresti, con-
struite in perioada comunistd, care reprezintd
peste 70 de procente dintre tipurile de locuinte
din capitala.

Aceste constructii, de un grotesc absolut, aveau
drept scop uniformizarea radicald a tuturor indi-
vizilor din noul imperiu de beton al epocii de aur,
realizat prin cazarea oamenilor in apartamente
identice, ce urmirea curmarea tendintelor indi-
vidualiste - considerate periculoase pentru omul
nou, care nu trebuia incurajat sa gindeasca prea
mult. Din picate, aceste blocuri exista si astazi.

Apartamentul acoperi doar necesitatile esentiale
de odihnd, preparare a hranei, educatie si igiend,
asigurdnd exigentele minimale. Nu sunt pome-
nite dimensiunile sociale, culturale si comunica-
tionale ale vietii sociale ale indivizilor.

Adevirul este ci majoritatea locuintelor de bloc
sunt ca niste cutii care asigurd conditii de viata
la standarde calitative minime, iesind din discutie
confortul si intimitatea. Proiectul ,10/1” contine
10 fotografii realizate in 10 garsoniere, dintr-un
bloc din zona de est a Bucurestiului. Blocul are
10 etaje, iar apartamentele sunt situate la mijloc,
unele sub altele. Ele sunt atit in exterior (ma refer
la fatadi), cit si in interior, identice. Am ales acest
bloc deoarece locuiesc aici, la etajul 10, si imi este
mai usor si abordez subiectul. Acesta este doar
un exemplu de bloc, a cirui costructie a fost fi-
nalizatd in 1966, din cele aproximativ 70 ooo de
blocuri care suferd de aceeasi problema.

10/1

“10/1” is a study of affordable housing conduct-
ed using photography, a documentation of the
communist-era tower blocks in Bucharest, which
account for over 70 percent of all housing in the
capital.

The purpose of these grotesque structures was
to radically even out the inhabitants of the new
concrete empire of the golden era; this was
to be achieved by housing people in identical
apartments, thereby suppressing the individualist
tendencies considered a threat to the New Man,
who was not to be encouraged to think too much.
Unfortunately, these tower blocks still exist today.

This type of housing covered only basic everyday
needs in terms of rest, food preparation, education
and hygiene - the minimum requirements. There
is no mention of the social, cultural and commu-
nicational dimensions of the individual’s social life.

The truth is that the majority of tower block
apartments are boxes that ensure only minimum
living standards, being oblivious to the concepts of
comfort and privacy. The “10/1” project contains
10 photographs taken in 10 different studio apart-
ments in a tower block in the east of Bucharest.
The tower block has 10 floors, and the apartments
in question are located in the centre of the build-
ing, one beneath the other. They are identical
both outside (the fagades) and inside. | chose this
particular tower block because | happen to live
ere, on the 10th floor, and so it was easier for me
to approach the matter. This is just one example,
completed in 1966, of the approximately 70,000
similar structures in the same situation.
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Am fotografiat fiecare garsonierd (interiorul
acestui spatiu), din acelasi unghi, pentru a reda
mai bine amalgamul claselor sociale ce impart
acelasi spatiu, singurele diferente fiind decorul si
personajul. Aceste camere se pot interpreta ca un
grafic psihologic ce reflectd relatia personajelor
cu istoria si cu prezentul.

4,65
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Etajul 1, apartamentul numadrul 7, doamnai sin-
gura (a refuzat sa-si dea numele), pensionard, a
lucrat ca si grafician de bancnote inainte de 1989.
Locuieste aici de 10 ani. Proprietate personala.

Etajul 2, apartamentul numarul 12, mama si fiic3,
doui distinse doamne (au refuzat si dea nume).
Fiica, fostd sportiva, a calatorit mult, a vizitat
muzee, s-a mutat cu mama sa dupa moartea
sotului. Proprietate personala.

Etajul 3, apartamentul 17, garsoniera scoasa la
vanzare - proprietarii plecati in straindtate.
Cu bunavointa presedintelui de scard, domnul
Cojanu llie, care detine cheia, am reusit sa o foto-
grafiez. Domnul Cojanu a fost de acord si apara
in cadru, dar cu o conditie: ,nu ma uit la aparat...

wn

sunt si eu presedinte de scara”.
Etajul 4, apartamentul 22, Don Lukas (nu a dat
nume, preferand porecla), recent sosit din Spania,

locuieste cu prietena lui. Proprietate personali.
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| photographed each studio apartment (the interi-
or) from the same angle in order to better depict
the amalgamation of different social classes that
share the same space, the only difference be-
tween them being the décor and the inhabitants.
These single rooms can be considered a kind of
a psychological chart that shows the inhabitants’
relationship to history and the present.

1st floor, apartment no. 7, a single woman (she
refused to provide a name), pensioner, worked
as designer of banknotes before 1989. Has been
living here for 10 years. Owner.

2nd floor, apartment no. 12, mother and daughter,
two distinguished ladies (they refused to provide
names). The daughter, a former sportsperson, has
travelled a lot, visited museums, moved in with her
mother after the death of her husband. Owners.

3rd floor, apartment no. 17, for sale, the owners
live abroad. | was able to photograph this apart-
ment courtesy of the president of the tenants’
association, Mr. llie Cojanu, who has a key. Mr.
Cojanu agreed to appear in the photograph on
one condition: “| won't look at the camera... | am
the president of the tenants’ association, after all”

4th floor, apartment no. 22, Don Lukas (who gave
only his nickname), recently returned from Spain,
lives with his girlfriend. Owner.

sth floor, apartment no. 27, Mrs. loana Suhariuc,
pensioner. Has lived here since 1967, and on her
own since 1982. She has her cat since 1989. Owner.

6th floor, apartment no. 32, public figure, re-
fused to provide a name or to show their face.
Temporary rental.

7th floor, apartment no. 37, lonut lives alone and,
according to Mr. llie Cojanu (president of the ten-
ants’ association), he “is a ladies’ man, a little hard
of hearing, but a nice guy who surely won’t mind
being photographed”. Owner.



Etajul 5, apartamentul 27, doamna Suhariuc
loana, pensionara. Locuieste aici din 1967, iar din
1982 singura. Pisica o are din 1989. Proprietate
personala.

Etajul 6, apartamentul 32, persoana publici, a
refuzat s dea nume si si apard cu fata. Locuieste
temporar cu chirie.

Etajul 7, apartamentul 37, lonut locuieste singur
si, dupa spusele domnului Cojanu llie (prese-
dintele de scari), ,este mare gagicar si nu prea
aude, dar este bdiat bun si o si fie de acord si il
fotografiezi”. Proprietate personald.

Etajul 8, apartamentul 42, familia Ene pensio-
nari, locuiesc acolo din 1967. El este imobilizat la
pat de cativa ani. Proprietate personald.

Etajul 9, apartamentul 47, doamna Bita, pensio-
nara, locuieste acolo din 1967 si este singura din
1996. Proprietate personala.

Etajul 10, apartamentul 52, Bogdan Girbovan.

O scurtd istorie a blocurilor de locuinte.

Primele cartiere muncitoresti au apdrut in
Europa de Est o datd cu ,Planul principal pentru
Moscova”, lansat de Stalin in 1935. Conform pla-
nului, trebuiau ridicate cartiere de blocuri simi-
lare, cu scopul de a oferi locuinte ieftine tiranilor
adusi si lucreze in fabrici si uzine.

Apartamentele erau foarte mici, cu bucitirii mo-
derate, in care nu incape toatd familia la mas3,
insd pentru cei cdrora le erau repartizate, acestea
ofereau un lux pe care nici nu il visau, cum ar fi
apa curentd, canalizare si lumina electrica.

Astdzi a trdi la bloc inseamna a trdi in modul spe-
cific romanesc (Roménia - o tard postcomunis-
td). A locui la bloc inseamna a face parte dintr-o
Romanie concentratd = o patrie in miniaturd,

8th floor, apartment no. 42, the Ene family, pen-
sioners, living here since 1967. Mr. Ene has been
bedridden for the past few years. Owners.

oth floor, apartment no. 47, Mrs. Bit4, pensioner,
has been living here since 1967, and on her own
since 1996. Owner.

Floor 10, apartment no. 52, Bogdan Girbovan.

A short history of tower blocks.

The first working class districts appeared in
Eastern Europe after the launch of Stalin’s “Master
Plan for the Reconstruction of Moscow” in 193s.
The plan involved the building of new districts of
similar-looking tower blocks. The purpose was to
provide cheap housing for the rural population
brought in to work in the factories.

The apartments were minuscule and had kitch-
ens that were too small for the whole family to
sit around the table, but for those to whom they
were assigned they provided a kind of luxury that
was beyond their wildest dreams - as in running
water, flushing toilets and electric lighting.

Today, to live in a tower block means to live in
a specifically Romanian way (Romania being
a post-communist country). To live in a tower
block means being part of a condensed version
of Romania, i.e. a country in miniature - a diverse
country or, to repeat what | said earlier, an amal-
gamation of different social classes sharing the
same space.

These square and rectangular shaped apartment
blocks, all seemingly cast from the same mould,
are, both inside and out, entirely devoid of any
trace of aesthetics, something which not long ago
was a reflection of an absolute faith in homogeni-
sation, anonymity and the grotesque. The tower
block is a mixture of diverse social, cultural and
ethnic factors.
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