BETWEEN TRADITION AND INNOVATION. INTERVIEW WITH MARITA LIULIA 

Stella Bottai 

(Extract from: “Marita Liulia, Art in the Age of Availability”, by Stella Bottai & Antonella Sbrilli, Amos Anderson Museum Publications, new series 50, 2003).
Q. The work you present today, Tarot, is a multiplatform version of a traditional Italian game. Could you tell us why you are interested in such a fortune-telling game?

A. I am endlessly curious about the many faces of human beings. Tarot offered me a playful symbolical system to think about people and life in general. Tarot is an interactive game or thinking tool and I am an interactive storyteller. Tarot is visually rich, and deeply layered both culturally and historically. 

Q. Tarot originates from the Middle Ages. Where have you learned to read the tables? And why?

A. When I was a young girl, gypsy ladies told me how to read playing cards. They have kept the tradition alive for centuries. When I learned to know more complex Tarot cards, they spoke to me also on a visual level. The aim of Tarot is to better understand oneself and others. One has to be interested in other people, and should have the courage to communicate. It takes a lifetime to become a “witch” or a “wizard”, which means a wise and courageous person, willing to help others. Tarot is not actually magic or fortune-telling. 

Q. The Italians are fond of esotericism - probably because we are curious about the future, trying to look for a key to solve our problems. Your Tarot world premiere in Rome was very well received both by the public and the press. We were enthusiastic about the new, easy and familiar way to interrogate the cards: on the website and via mobile phone as well. Still, I wonder how the Tarots are adaptable to the Scandinavian culture?

A. People from different cultures ask themselves the same questions about their lives. Tarot has been popular for 600 years - so the basic system seems to work. My Tarots are made for people of today, and they function on popular platforms (Internet, mobile phones). Tarots are known everywhere today, from Asia to the Nordic countries. Up North, people tend to be rather rational, but then again, Tarot is a rational system. Tarot is a game that doesn’t teach you to kill but to improve your social skills – which I think we do need more in these days.

Q. People were fascinated by the new graphics to the ancient cards, with their poetic symbolism and a fresh atmosphere. Where did you take the pictures for the cards?

A. All the models are my friends. By “observing the obvious” I find the most exciting visions in my everyday life and in people around me. A good example is the card CUPS VI Pleasure. My nephew was visiting and we were discussing butterflies, and then I took a photo of his dreamy character in the late summer evening light. Pleasure is like that, a short moment when a butterfly touches you in a ray of light. For a short moment, the vision was in front of me. I just caught it and realized it.
Q. According to your experience, why do people interrogate Tarot cards? What are they interested in?

A. People are interested in themselves. Tarot hardly tells you anything you don’t know or feel already. The important thing is to want to understand what you already know. Sometimes we choose to be blind… I use Tarot as a thinking tool when I concentrate on a situation, a social issue, or a puzzling problem.

Q. Let's start playing! In your system I can have a personal card. Can I be one of the Major Arcana characters? How do I count it and what does it mean?

A. I count it from your birthday. The code for counting is D+D+M+M+Y+Y+Y+Y = Sum. If the sum is less than 21, check which character you are from Major Arcana. Number 22 is an exception, number 0, the Dreamer. If the sum is 23 or more, count the numbers together (e.g. 2+3 = 5). 

So you are born 10.4.1974
VIII JUSTICE signifies realization of justice or apprehension of truth. Incorruptible individual, aiming to impartial judgement and carrying his responsibility. You get what you deserve - for better or worse. It is wise to learn from consequences. Aim to clear and unprejudiced picture of the situation advances problem-solving and conciliation. ON THE OTHER HAND (negative aspect): Deceitfulness and dishonesty. Prejudices influence decisions. Mistake is not admitted.

For Tarot readings, these personal cards are not really necessary but it´s interesting to know which character you are within the Tarot system. I also wrote “Love” Tarot where one can see how two characters match. It´s not necessarily about love but relationships in general.

I´m a Guru and you are Justice. Our combination:
“The Guru trusts the incorruptible Justice whose advice s/he carefully listens to. They form an ideal work partnership, so a mutual project could spark a flame of infatuation between them. Justice knows how to take some space when needed. It is wise for the Guru to show fairness to his/her partner.”
Q. And what's your personal card?
A. “V THE GURU is a visionary, teacher or adviser, transmitting information and fresh ideas. Captivated by history, cultural traditions, and the ceremonies associated therewith. Rather a talker than a listener, the Guru gathers with charisma and competence a circle of loyal listeners around himself. ON THE OTHER HAND: Loneliness, narrowness of field, defence of dogmatism. Interest in views found questionable by the community.”
Q. And if I’d like to know something about... love, for example? How can you read the cards in relation to a specific question?

A. Tarot cards are used with a help of tables. Tables are related to your questions, they range from one-card tables up to twenty or more. If you wish to ask a question related to love, choose a table titled “Relationship”. Mix the cards, concentrate on your question and pick one card for your desire, one for your doubts, and one for an advice of Tarot. The meaning of the card changes according to its position in the table. You can get Tarot readings at www.maritaliuliatarot.com where you can also learn to use the tables.

Q. I know that you have a collection of decks. Can you tell us more about it?  

A. I have maybe 12 card decks, and piles of books. The Internet has been a great source for the work. Most of the decks are created by writers who have chosen an artist to illustrate their ideas. Results are often visually rather poor or somewhat stiff. I had the possibility to create both the texts and images myself, and I hope they function well together.

Q. Tarot is a multiplatform artwork. Why this choice of web and mobile versions? 

A. Tarot was a very suitable concept for a multiplatform work. I have been working with technology for a long time, so it was rather natural to use different platforms. As a modern witch I use technology… I wanted to reach different audiences, therefore so many languages, too. 

Q. You adapted new technologies quite early.  The Jackpot installation, for example, dates from 1991. How come you launched yourself into such an uncertain, experimental area?

A. My artistic career started from the theatre and I have always worked together with technicians. Interactive multimedia was a very welcome format for me, since I had most of the necessary skills for directing it. I thought the monitor is a small theatre where all magic can happen… I also like to work in a team and I have always been curious about new technologies, especially the possibilities they offer me as an artist. My favourite tools are a computer and a camera. 

Q. Don’t you think that new media and technologies could distract people from the content? Is it a risk?  

A. It seems to be just the opposite. With new technology I have reached a larger and more international (and more male!) audience, compared to other art forms. I don’t need any institutions between me and the audience. There are no geographical or time limits either. I started my own web store and deliver the works all around the world. This new kind of independence demands a lot of skills and careful planning. There are risks that lie hidden in that.

Q. After Rome, the Tarot exhibition continued to Belgium and Japan. You are a well-known artist in many countries. How can your works speak to such different cultures from the West to the East? 

A. I am endlessly curious about people and different cultures. The best way to learn about them is to work together with people, sharing also negative experiences.

I have created my own view on life and art, which is a unique mixture of educated Nordic feminism, liberalism and humour, mixed with Asian and Arabian fantasy and down-to-earth philosophy. I believe people are basically interested in the same questions, to which art and culture offer different answers or points of view. We learn about ourselves as we learn to know others.

Q. Which are your favourite cultures? Where do you get your inspiration from?

A. Since my childhood I’ve had a great interest in Asian and Arabic cultures, but I travel everywhere. I have always found my balance by living close to the nature. It is harder to survive in big cities, which on the other hand are extremely inspiring. At the moment, Tokyo inspires me as well as ancient Persian culture.

Q. You said Tarot is a work about life. But you already approached important aspects of human life in your earlier cd-rom works. Let’s start from Ambitious Bitch in which you unveil the intimate universe of women. How come you chose to face such a wide, complex theme? 
A. As an artist I’m interested in my own time. Also my issues and techniques are related to the present time. As many researchers have stated, feminism is one of the most influential movements after the Second World War. The Nordic countries are the most equal and democratic countries in the world. I believe in both – but observe the negative sides too. I found it important to research the Nordic way of thinking about men and women. After all I created two multimedia works, one about women and femininity and the other about men and masculinity… I used points of view from contemporary psychology, sociology, biology, philosophy and popular culture research. My interests are vast, but that might be typical for Nordic “Ambitious Bitches”.
Q. What is the ‘Bitch culture’ you refer to in Ambitious Bitch?
A. I try to picture contemporary women between tradition and new professional and social demands. “Bitch culture” is a self-ironical view on women who demand a lot of themselves, but of their partners as well. They enjoy the freedom their sisters around the world can hardly dream of, while wanting to change that fact, too.

Q. The governments of the Nordic countries are involved in supporting artists financially. How is it to be a woman and an artist in the North?

A. Better than in most societies, but still a woman has a lot to prove and hardly gets the same support as a male colleague. The structures are hidden. I suppose women need strong and positive feminine role models and networks. We need women who can be directors without giving up their femininity. Attitudes are sustained by both men and women. Feminism offers a lot to men, too.
Q. After Ambitious Bitch, you created what I call ‘the second chapter’ of a contemporary gender portrait, Son of a Bitch. Why would a feminist be so interested also in the male world? 

A. Why not? We live in a male dominant world. I did SOB in order to better understand men and masculine roles, also in myself. The work gave me a more complete and complex view on gender issues. I tried to picture the men of today, again between tradition and especially these new “ambitious bitches”. I also wanted to take a look behind the rigid roles men face in everyday life. It’s not enough to liberate women from old roles, men need it too. It will be an important issue in the future.
Q. SOB has high quality graphics and a very interactive, captivating interface, easy to play. Was it hard to organise all the stages of producing a cd-rom? I imagine it’s like making a movie...

A. It took three years to realize SOB and we were quite a group of professionals. Background research was essential for the whole work and it took plenty of time. The work method is close to making a movie, but we work without the 100-year-old tradition of filmmaking - and the support system. Luckily, multimedia is somewhat cheaper and my target audience is interested in multimedia.

It seems that in the upcoming years interactive media will take the leading role. Game industry is already bigger than film industry. But the content is still surprisingly limited to the taste of 12-year-old boys. I try to offer something to other ages and interest groups…
Q. As a Nordic artist, do you think you have a different point of view on men and women, compared, for example, to Mediterranean countries?

A. Quite different. My cultural shocks have often been related to feminine-masculine roles. In your culture, men still have a clearly dominant public role. The government and the business world mirror the power relations. Our president and half of our ministers are women, but there are extremely few women in high positions in the business world. In Italy women are far less presented. 

Q. Has the concept of masculinity changed during the last 40 years?
A. Many men have told me it would have been more interesting to be a woman than a man during these decades. I agree, it can be more interesting but certainly not easy! Women challenge, while men defend. Men are trying to hold the privileges they have achieved during a long history of patriarchy. Masculinity itself has changed surprisingly little despite the great work done by men who work within the media and popular culture, especially in music business. Just think about men like David Bowie… I believe one person can do a lot. In fact male territories are still extremely rigid especially in politics and business where the major decisions are made. Feminism has changed masculinity more than any other phenomenon. I think both men and women profit from the dissolving of rigid roles.

Q. Already Jackpot (1991) was a gamelike work about people. In this early interactive installation people discover something about themselves while they play with the images drawn from advertising. What was your point in that?

A. Advertising seems to be an unavoidable part of our daily life. I thought the context is an important part of the content. We think differently about images according to the context. I let people check if they can recognise this and build up a computer program in which one can see the results immediately. The format and interface was inspired by a popular game called Jackpot. 

Q. What is your principal aim as an artist? 
A. I try to bring something not-seen-or-thought-or-done-before to the audience. I observe the obvious by trying to figure out what lays behind the things we take as self-evident. If I inspire people to create new perspectives, my work is done. I’m also a storyteller and my stories are interactive. I guess my talents are in the best use for other people if I work as an artist.

Q. You have recently worked on stage in two performances, Manipulator and Hunt. Hunt has been a great success and is touring around the world. Can you talk about these works?

A. I actually started my career from the theatre and I enjoy the thrill only a live audience can offer. I have been performing/presenting my multimedia works alone for many years around the world. For the last two years I have been performing with other artists: dancer/choreographer Tero Saarinen (HUNT has been performed in 11 countries during one year). I also perform with musician/composer Kimmo Pohjonen. Both are multitalented and interested in creating something new on stage. For me, it’s a great challenge.

Q. What are your plans for the future? Is there any project ready to start?

A.  In the future, I see time-consuming and lonely storytelling work, but at the same time, social and exiting work on stage. Next premiere in March 2004 is a combination of concert and multimedia together with Kimmo Pohjonen.
