Tone Glow 083: Lucia Nimcová & Sholto Dobie

Lucia Nimcová is a Slovak multimedia visual artist who descends from the small Rusyn
minority based in the East Carpathian Mountains of Ukraine, Poland, and her home country.
Growing up, she wasn’t allowed to speak the Rusyn language. This prohibition began a
lifelong fascination with the forbidden, one she’s documented through dozens of
photography and film projects over the past 20 years. In 2014, she began traveling to the
Ukrainian side of the Carpathians with the sound artist Sholto Dobie. They went with the
vague goal of creating a Ruthyn folk opera by documenting khroniky, the story-songs
Nimcová had heard her parents and grandparents sing growing up—and more
specifically potka (vagina songs), a raunchy subgenre containing coded language with
which women could communicate secretly in the presence of men. Three summers of
patient work yielded a film and an album, 2016’s Bajka (fable) and
2021’s DILO (work), respectively.

Last summer, Raphael Helfand spoke to Nimcová and Dobie (who joined for the second
half of the conversation) to discuss their collaborative work. The landscape of Nimcová’s
life has changed dramatically since that interview. Wars currently rage in her beloved
Ukraine and her current nation of residence, Ethiopia. In a recent email, she had this to say
about her current situation:
I am finalising sound installation from Addis Ababa and working on Dole at the same time,
as world is getting crazy and I try to find connection between my experiences of civil war
in Ethiopia and last 8 years in Ukraine...
as one of my friends said to me:
How is y’r life doing. It must be really difficult, that wherever direction you turn away from,
or to, turns into a battlefield.
The sound installation, which opened April 1st at the Nová Synagóga in Žilina, includes
recordings of construction sites in Addis Ababa, as well as monologues, prayers, and songs
from DOLE.

Raphael Helfand: What have you been up to since you finished DILO?
Lucia Nimcová: There is always some work that you don’t manage to finish, so I actually
came back to a few villages close to the river which I didn't have a chance to visit in 2015
and 2016. I wanted to go back because people don’t live close to the roads in those areas.
They are really in the mountains and you need more time to climb there and find them. I
was surprised: Many of the people I recorded last time had already become pretty famous,
regionally. So I moved more into the mountains to find more outsiders—random, normal,
ordinary women. I improved my vocabulary to describe what I’m searching for, which is
songs about female destinies, female lives. I explained very clearly that I’m not interested in
singers. I’m just interested in normal women who can share their stories. Sometimes they
would be performed as poems, not as songs, but even the poems are almost like songs,
they’re so beautiful.
I’m obsessed with the language and the dialects. When I discover a new dialect, I’m eager
to learn it through listening. But because these people are self-sufficient—they really have

to work from morning to evening—I had to be lucky to find a moment or help them work to
be able to get an hour or two hours of their time. Usually, it would be only on the first try, so
you really have to be present and sometimes navigate in a sensitive way to get to a vagina
song, to get them to share something which you know they know but they won’t share with
a stranger. You are always trying to improve your strategies, how to communicate that
vagina songs would be really appreciated.
Have you ever tried saying that right out of the gate?
No, no, no. It takes time. And sometimes even then, you don’t reach that point. It really has
to be a special moment. And it’s interesting that if you sing or share a song about vaginas,
for example, it would have a special term in every village. The general word for it is potka,
but in some villages it would be called soromijski, or pluhavniI, or mokry. They all have
special names to call those filthy songs.
Are you filming again this time or just recording sound?
This time I’m with the Slovak sound artist David Petráš, who is an expert in wildlife
recording. He’s spent hours with birds and wild animals, and I found that he was the right
person. We’re all animals, you know, and the people we’re trying to record are really in
connection with nature and the environment around them, and this time I wanted those
aspects to be even more and more present. So, for example, one old lady had 16 dogs, and
she would sing very softly on the gate of her house. But in one moment all 16 dogs started
to bark and there was a thunderstorm behind. I really wanted all this environment to be part
of the song, and David Petráš managed to record all of it. So DOLE—which means
“destiny”—is 50/50 environment and songs. That was just the beginning; we only had two
months, so I might be going back.
How was the process different this time from the recording of Bajka and DILO?
The way I worked with the people changed a little bit. For example, I would be visiting one
90-year-old lady, and she’s singing a song about the droomba [jaw harp]:
We buy this instrument, even if I will be without the clothes and without the shoes I would
buy this instrument and still have a nice song around me. I will be playing this instrument
below my nose and I will keep happy.
I know that this lady lived through all the wars and gulags—so many things—but she's so
full of life at 90 years old. She still works every day. So David says, “Maybe we can buy her

this instrument at the market and come back to her just to see what will happen.” But it
takes time: You have to go to the market, which takes three days, and then you have to
come back. You have to be lucky that the river that passes by isn’t flooding (there was
heavy rain the last week we were there). But we came back with the instrument, and the
lady took it and played for two hours. Then she had her two sisters come—they were all
living in one area, all of them around 90, all of them either single mothers or unmarried, very
special women. They also wanted to play the instrument, so they had a lot of arguments
about who’s gonna play, how somebody else is playing and why it could be better. So I
recorded all these discussions and all of this jam session. I would love to go back with
another instrument and just hear all those three sisters playing. I would build a tent in their
garden and live with them for one week. I would observe songs and discussions, and
possibly record some of the improvisations of the sisters, playing what they remember and
what they discussed with this instrument, which is a very simple instrument of poor people.
From what I could find online, you’ve been documenting Rusyn women through
photography and film for about 20 years. How old were you when you started doing
that, and what made you decide to dedicate your career to exploring your roots?
It’s just a simple thing. You are growing up as a girl in some strange society which, during
the ’90s, is changing from communism to something else. Nobody really knows what it’s
going to be like or what it means. You feel wildly free—all of my generation [did]—but, of
course, you very quickly realize it’s not going to be so easy and there will be plenty of
disappointments. There were plenty of great things during communism which disappeared
during capitalism. So I just kept documenting all those transformations because, as a girl, I
was expected to behave in a certain way and I couldn’t fit normality (laughs).
I’ve done many works about this transformation in society: studying old communist
archives, documenting all the competitions happening around me. I traveled in Poland,
Slovakia, Hungary, Ukraine, slept in a car and went to different public events where females
were present, trying to analyze what was happening, how women behave, how they
“should” behave, and why. I was obsessed with being on the road, sometimes spending
three days at some public event and only taking one picture in the end. You are observing
something organized by power. You see all the officials and you see all the normal people
trying to fit in. I was just looking and listening, and then taking a few pictures for myself,
making a statement. It’s pretty silent work, taking a picture. But I’m from this small [Rusyn]
minority and we were not allowed to speak our language. And more and more, I was
obsessed with language. No one was doing what I felt was important: to capture the

experiences of really old women who are super smart, super funny, and really special. And I
felt I couldn’t say it by image; I really had to use the sound. I had to record the language,
and I had to understand the language. It took me years to understand all the codes in the
language, and all the jokes.
That’s why I invited Sholto to help me work with sound. Sometimes, if you are doing a
project which is so close to your heart, you need someone else from a different context to
help you, to give you feedback from a completely different space or experience. This work
was so personal that I needed someone to help me with the judgment, to say “You can’t do
anything in this house anymore, we have to move on.” You always have limited time, and
once I start to listen, there is no ending sometimes. For Sholto it was different because he
really is a sound artist, so he judges differently. So we came to the country and started from
scratch. We really didn’t know anything, and some places and people we got suggestions
for were total nightmares. We understood very quickly that the places and people which
were offered to us were not the places and people we were searching for. It takes a long
time to find the right areas. We knew we were going to the Carpathian Mountains, but we
didn’t know which region and why. We had quite a huge area we started to work on.
But now—when I came back the last two months—I know exactly where I’m going and
what I’m going to ask for, and I can ask by dialect. That’s a huge difference. It took four
years of work before I could have results more quickly and more precisely. It was a very
hard job for us, and for Sholto especially, to go anywhere where people would invite us in
and somehow learn something from that experience. We would go for coffee in the morning
in a local shop and discuss what we’d seen, what we’d experienced—and somehow
analyze it. It takes improvisation from the beginning ’til the end, which is fantastic. But then
you also have a moment when you are extremely tired and you keep working, and then you
see it’s not going to help. You need another person just to say, “I think we are too tired”
and to be able to recognize what we should do, how we should do it. We went through
many situations where our friends would say “You cannot go there” or “You cannot leave
your car there” or “You cannot go in those mountains” and we would go (laughter). It was
good to have Sholto then because he grew up on a farm in Scotland, and he really has a
great sense of navigation in a forest. He never got lost; he always found the car. I would
never be able to do that on my own.
I can’t even find my car in a parking lot! Can you tell me more about how you two
met? Were you familiar with his work before you decided to bring him on for this
project?

I have a son who was born deaf—he’s 10 years old now—and when I used to live in
Brussels, I would go to London every two weeks for speech therapy with him to give him a
chance to learn to speak and listen. That’s another part of my obsession and why I
switched from vision to sound, because I had to do this process with my child. It was also
one of the reasons I started to listen more, and completely differently, having that child who
is learning to listen.
I had a friend from my hometown who went to the Slade School of Fine Art, which is very
close to Kings Cross, where I did speech therapy with my son. Sholto was studying with
her, so I met him for coffee and said, “I have this idea to make a folk opera in Ukraine.” It's
such a crazy thing that if I describe it to anyone, they look at me like I’m crazy—because
before I took all the videos, I’d never done anything with sound. And folk opera is strange;
you don’t have 1,000 people waiting in a row to help you. But I talked to my friend and she
told me, “I know someone who would be interested.” She called Sholto and he came in 10
minutes because he was close by in the school, and we talked for maybe 20 minutes
because then I had to run to reach the train back to Brussels. And from those 20 minutes of
talking when I described to him what I wanted to do—that I had no idea how to do it, but I
really wanted to do it—he said, “Yes, I understand. I think that’s really perfect and I want to
do it.” Maybe it was more than 20 minutes, but I was there with a small child running
around. It may have been an hour, but if you are running behind a three year old the whole
time, you only have 20 minutes you can really focus. We exchanged a couple of emails and
then Sholto got a travel grant from the school which helped him buy the equipment we
needed. And then we met in Slovakia and hit the road. We spent three summers and two
winters working on the project.
So that all started in 2014?
Yes. I remember there was a revolution in Maidan. I had traveled in Ukraine already in 2006
for a half-year, sleeping in my car. But then I got a stipend to study in Amsterdam, so I went
back. You learn some things, some life experiences, and then life brings you somewhere
else, another part of the world where you know no one. Now I’m in Addis Ababa, but that’s
another thing (laughs). Ukraine, especially the Carpathian Mountains, is like coming back to
our roots, to our basics of life. I always recharge my battery and start from zero again when
I’m there. It’s hard to describe, but it’s almost like a survival instinct. When I’m losing my
path, I just go back and continue where I left. It doesn’t matter if it’s 2006 or 2016, because
the people I’m trying to find live in a timeless reality.

You become addicted. You want to go back because it changes you as a human. But it
takes time to find those people. When we were searching in the beginning, I tried to visit all
the weddings in a village or other events where you can talk to many people. I needed to go
through all these layers just to make clear what I was searching for. Sholto worked really
hard to learn Ukrainian, but Ukrainian doesn’t really help in those regions because they all
speak dialect.
Did you remember any of the dialect from your childhood, or did you have to
completely relearn it too?
I’m from the same minority and I’d done some work before on the Slovak side of the
mountains and the Polish side, and even the Ukrainian side, but not specifically in that
region. So when we went to those specific mountains, it took me a while to understand. In
the beginning, I listened to many songs more as a sound and tried to keep a dialogue with
the people and explain what I’m searching for. I didn't really understand [the dialect] while
recording in 2014 or 2015. But after listening to all the songs plenty of times, I suddenly
started to understand. Now, when I go back, I understand much more. I always can tell
when a new dialect is coming on the scene. But still, the songs are so smart that everything
means plenty of things. It depends on how the song is performed. They often combine
three or four or five songs, but now I know some of them, so I know when a song is
famous. But if someone sings it in a special way, it can have a completely different
meaning.
At face value, the songs are very raunchy. I was taken aback hearing older women
sing about, for instance, lying on a stove and burning their vaginas or kneeing a guy in
the dick and breaking it… all that stuff. It’s mentioned in DILO’s bio that these songs
often contain coded messages which women use to communicate with each other in
public, in front of men, without upsetting them or raising any alarms.
I experienced a few sessions when I felt like the women singing to each other were almost a
family constellation. You find the song to sing about a certain pain a woman is going
through and you try to help her, to build a situation where she would either start to cry or
communicate with another song. Something special is happening at that moment. You can
really feel the healing power of the songs. It’s not only for fun; it helps you to survive. Some
of these women, because they grew up during the second war, didn’t have a chance to go
to school, so they’re illiterate. They cannot write or read, so they share knowledge through

those songs very often. But then they have to remember it because they cannot write it
down. I was trying to find women who don’t write the lyrics down, who sing from the heart.
Do you feel the songs lose authenticity when they are written down?
I was recording many of these songs for the first time. Maybe there are some folklorists
who have already written them down, but very often I experienced that even if they took the
old lady to perform in Kyiv, they would give her a special dress from the 18th century, and
they would tell her what to sing and how to sing it. You bring people to cultural houses; you
give them a special microphone in front of their mouth. The situation is not natural for them,
and that influences the performance itself. So the only thing I want to do is give them a
space to be who they are in their natural environment. I very often don’t have time to set up
my equipment because they start to perform right away. Sometimes she feels like she’s
been waiting there for 90 years to share it, but nobody came. Some of them are healers as
well. One old lady was telling me, “I can heal snake bites, but I cannot heal other things.
People are coming to me and they tell me, ‘Pray in front of my child!,’ but I don’t know how
to do it.” It’s funny: People are coming with their own projections and their own
imaginations of what a certain person can do, and they don’t take the time to wait for what
this person actually wants to share.
Was singing a part of this woman’s healing process, or was it something she did just
for herself?
She felt exhausted when I came. She started her monologue: “Please, I cannot do this, I
cannot do that.” And I was just like, “Don’t worry, I don’t want anything of it! I just want to
spend some time with you. What are your favorite songs? What are some songs about
female destiny you heard from your grandma or from your mom that somehow describe
how you feel?” We talked about her life, and then if I saw that she was describing certain
moments that felt very important or traumatic to her, I would ask, “Are there any songs
connected to this situation?” If you sing about a certain traumatic thing so many times, it’s
not trauma anymore. It’s more like an experience or knowledge you are sharing with your
audience because you’re not keeping it inside anymore.
You have to create those moments when she feels comfortable to remember those songs.
Sometimes I would have to come back three or four times. She would say, “There is a song
about those 300 German soldiers who died in the mountains because there was a huge
snow when they were trying to run away, but I can’t remember now.” So I would just say,
“Okay, I come in four days and maybe you remember. If not, it’s OK.” Sometimes I would

come back and she wouldn’t feel well, so she wouldn’t sing it. But that’s the process of
learning about a person.
I watched a short self-profile video you made where you talk about how influenced
you were as a child by fiction, and how literature still informs the art you make. For
this project, though, you mentioned the Belarusian investigative journalist Svetlana
Alexievich as an inspiration. Did you think of Bajka and DILO as investigations?
Svetlana Alexievish collects oral stories about different events and edits them into books.
But when I read her books, I’m always missing the voices. I wanted to hear the sound of the
voices, not only read them. She’s a huge inspiration for me, but I still have this obsession
that if anyone would have a chance to hear her books, it would be more powerful.
The lines between fact and fiction are blurred, both in your film and on this album, in a
way that feels very intentional. It’s even apparent in the names of both the projects—
“bajka” meaning “fable” or “tall tale” and “dilo” translating to “work,” but more
importantly being the name of a major Ukrainian newspaper that was shut down in
1939 when the Germans invaded. It’s interesting because Bajka, with its stablecamera, single-shot takes feels much more like a straightforward documentary
than DILO, where the manipulation of sound through space and time is much more
evident. I’m wondering if you think one of them is truer to life than the other.
You know, it’s kind of interesting because DOLE, which I’ve done now in Ukraine in two
months, was already performed as a kind of listening experience, but I also sang one song
and there was one object, and it was more like a space where you enter and listen. You’re
surrounded by sound. When you can go to the same place and start to understand the
language differently, you learn certain things more deeply, and you change as a person,
too. You always try to find a different form. DOLE is destiny; it’s magical realism. Bajka was
still based on visual language, so with DILO, I just felt that maybe visuals are too exotic for
certain audiences or for certain contexts, and I wanted to switch it off. And now, for DOLE, I
wanted to go even more deeply into sound. That’s why I took with me a wildlife recordist:
he’s really obsessed with every little sound. Ah, Sholto’s here!

Sholto Dobie. Photo by @egleagne on Instagram.
Hey, Sholto! How’s it going? We’ve talked a lot about Lucia’s career and the making
of the album from her perspective, but I’d love to hear your side. Knowing some of
your past work, I’m wondering what made you so excited to work on DILO with her.
From what she told me, you said you were in after discussing it for less than half an
hour.
Sholto Dobie: (laughs) Yeah! I’ve been interested in traditional music all my life, and there
was something about this [project] that hit just at the right time for me. I was finishing art
school, and I was drawing together a lot of my interests in traditional music as well as
experimental and avant-garde music, and this opportunity to work with Lucia just
completely fit with all that. I had a small personal connection to the area where Lucia is

from through a mutual friend of ours, and I’d gone two or three summers in a row to that
area of Eastern Slovakia, so that also pushed me in that direction.
I guess this is a good time to talk about the actual physical recording of the album.
What gear did you use?
Sholto Dobie: It was basically the recorder that’s on the front cover of the album—which is
a TASCAM DR-100, or something like that—for almost all of it. Lucia also had a small
ZOOM handheld recorder, and the second summer we went, I had a contact microphone I
used for some bridges and fences and that kind of thing.
So all the actual singing was just recorded with the X/Y mics for ambient sound?
Sholto Dobie: Yeah. I was recommended the microphone by a friend named Stefan
Williamson Fa who’d recorded this Mountains of Tongues record [Kazbek] in the Caucasus.
It’s interesting that you didn’t use a shotgun mic or anything more direct to record the
singing. I guess that speaks to the ambient nature of the whole project. I imagine the
editing process was pretty intensive. Can you talk me through it a little?
Lucia Nimcová: For DILO or for Bajka?
Let’s start with Bajka, since that came first.
Lucia Nimcová: Well, as I said already, Bajka was really visual. Somehow sound and visuals
had to meet at a certain moment so that it worked together. Then, of course, you have
great moments that are just sound. You’re not always in a position to make a video; not
everybody wants to be filmed, and you can’t always take your camera. There’s already
quite a lot of limitations for the materials you can use. And we were always on the edge of
trying to communicate that there is the “official” folklore and then there is this something
that is really basic and really raw happening outside. It’s not always representative in a way
which the community would like to show, but it’s super important, and you have to wait for
those moments. So it would really be just a few seconds of improvisation when something
special, almost magical, happened. When it was happening, we knew: “That’s it!” And then
we just tried to build Bajka from all those moments. “Bajka” will be used in the region when
you try to describe something and you lose the words. You just say “Oh, bajka, forget it.”
(laughter). So Bajka was built from the moments you can’t describe, when you can’t believe
what is happening in front of you.

Sholto Dobie: One of the first things that came out of the project after the first year, before
the film, was a kind of radio piece. In terms of the editing, there were certain trajectories
that I think both of us got drawn to. Like the way the film starts in the open field; that’s also
how the audio piece started. There were certain narratives that got worked over again and
again and again through the years.
With DILO, we had like 60 hours of sound, and all of it was so different. A lot of it was
recorded to accompany the video, and some of it was recorded completely separately. And
some of it was improvisations that me and Lucia made in certain locations. For me, it was
most important to keep the framework really wide and try to include as much as possible in
terms of the breadth of material. I made one version of the album when Jakub [Juhás of
Mappa] first approached us last summer that I had to scrap completely. I had a very
specific concept in mind, and it didn’t work at all. So the version which is on the record is
completely different. I decided to approach it more like a mixtape, to put it really simply:
combining sounds and songs in ways that feel right and particular to me.
Does everything we hear on the album come from the Bajka sessions, or did you go
back to get more material?
Sholto Dobie: It’s all from those three years with Lucia.
What were some of your favorite non-musical sounds you captured on the album,
whether by choice or by happy accident?
Lucia Nimcová: I came to Slovakia only for spring break for one week from Addis Ababa.
But because corona started, I couldn’t go back. I couldn’t get back to my external
memories for half a year. That was exactly when we started working on DILO, so I just said
to Sholto sounds I remembered and was obsessed by. All I had was suggestions from my
memory. You remember certain sounds even after many years—you can’t forget them. The
sound of the wool machine, or certain songs, or certain personalities. You want to listen to
a session of that guy once again. My suggestions were very abstract. I just said this and
this and that, and then I made the booklet. But the whole album was done by Sholto.
The wool machine was a big part of the visual story in the movie as well. Sholto, what
were some other sounds you tried to emphasize on the album?
Sholto Dobie: One time in winter, I recorded a bunch of trash burning when the market had
closed, and that always stuck with me. It’s very different from a lot of the other material but

it’s very textural. There’s a song which has somehow been included in everything we’ve
done. The musician who plays the hurdy-gurdy in the film, after he played that song, played
a song by his daughter from his mobile phone. I really like that recording.
Lucia Nimcová: I did a recording of that song this summer from another lady. I have it in
two other versions now (laughter).
Sholto Dobie: That’s the song about making love for a piece of cheese.
It’s sometimes hard to tell which songs on the album come directly from Bajka, since
there are so many different versions, as you said, Lucia. Is the song at the start of the
track “Sing For Myself” one of the ones from the movie?
Sholto Dobie: I think that was not in the film. It was recorded at a baptism. We escaped the
party and went upstairs with the lady. She’s the same woman who appears many times in
the film, someone we got really close to.
Lucia Nimcová: There’s the song that’s kind of a bonus after Bajka where they’re singing
outside. She sings in that one. But as I said, we were not always able to make a video, so
when we had the rest to work with for DILO, I said “OK, Sholto, you have all these sound
archives which we never used, so do whatever you like.”
That song at the beginning of “Sing For Myself” strikes me as very joyful. She laughs a
lot as she’s singing it. Lucia, do you know off the top of your head what she’s singing
about?
Lucia Nimcová: Of course! But now, when I went back in the last two months, I recorded
this song a couple of times. For a certain type of woman who is over 85, it’s almost an
introduction to herself: “I’m not capable of writing or reading, but I can sing.” This is the
narrative of all the women who grew up there during the Second World War because they
were too old to go to school afterwards.
There’s a lot of rain on the album. Were there any other sounds you used to set the
scene by tracking them on top of sounds from other moments?
Lucia Nimcová: The guy who is singing in the end did a great performance for us, two hours
improvising. When I came to Ukraine now for two months, the first person I met close to the
road when I entered was him. And he had changed from a singer to a healer so he took my
hand and he predicted my future while singing a song as well (laughs). Some people, you

meet them and they stay in your mind. He works as a shepherd, so it’s not so easy to meet
him close to the road because he’s usually in the mountains. But I would come to Ukraine
after five years, and he would be the first person I meet from all the people I knew in the
region. He would be the person I would always try to meet when I go back and just listen to
his narrative—how his narrations change, how his songs develop. But Sholto, maybe you
have a different one.
Sholto Dobie: For me—about the sound thing—the valleys are very particular, these echoes
across the hills and fields were something I think we captured a bit in the recording
process, because we were recording in the fields. But also, the interiors of the houses have
these really particular sounds and feelings, and a kind of warmth.
Lucia Nimcová: The bells of the cows with the echoes.
Sholto Dobie: And the cowbells, of course (laughter). And there were some new sounds
which I discovered in the making of the album. I found all these recordings I’d made of
cheese dripping in a shepherd’s hut, this kind of squelching. That was a nice thing which I’d
overlooked before.
I was asking Lucia this before, because she told me she set out wanting to make a
Ukrainian folk opera: Do you think that’s what the end product of Bajka is? Because
to me, it felt more like documentary footage. And that brought us to the relative truth
of the film and the album. A lot to unpack there, but first, I’d like to ask you, Sholto, if
you felt the end product of Bajka was more folk opera or documentary.
Lucia Nimcová: (pauses for a long time). That’s a very good question (laughs). When we
started to work on it, I wanted to have a very open description of what we were gonna do.
Because when you say “I'm making a documentary,” it’s very strict and it already has some
kind of not-very-nice description for many people. But when you say “I’m making a folk
opera,” it could be anything. It’s open ended. It’s an improvisation and it could go many
different directions. It could end up as a visual without the sound, or it could be just a
sound. It’s an archive you’re building of improvisation and experiences, and you can enter
this archive any time you want with a different time scale, but this archive is going to be a
timeless improvisation. And you can always work with it in a different way because you are
changing with time as well, as a person. It also could be open to another artist who will use
it to do something completely different. I feel more like a person who did research in a way I
felt was missing in the region. But I don’t feel like I’m owning it as an artist with the results
of Bajka and DILO; there could also be other things. And the poetry is at such a very, very

deep level which is waiting to be used. But it takes time. I’m not at that level of knowing the
language so well that I would make a poetry book, but maybe I will make a translation of
vagina songs. But let’s say I choose to do it in English: I need someone who would write
those songs as poems. It’s not an easy process, you know, because they are simple but
very deep. And I’m not in a hurry.
In terms of DILO, Sholto, there’s a very blurry line between fiction and documentary.
Did you think of layering sounds that were recorded at different times as a fictional
device, or did you feel they made the environment truer to what it felt like when you
were there in the Carpathian Mountains?
Sholto Dobie: What I felt quite strongly about was to show that this was part of a process,
and that we as the recordists—as the people who spent these three years going around
these villages—are part of that process also. I feel strongly on that point, and I
think Bajka and DILO are small outputs from one thing which is still continuing. I don’t have
a clear answer on the documentary or fiction or truth of it. All I would say is that it’s kind of
personal. I don’t feel like I was trying to get to a truth, but I also think me and Lucia have
different approaches. This thing is based on navigating that experience I had, which was a
rollercoaster (laughs).
Lucia, I know one of your past projects was looking at banned films and censoring
them yourself, in some cases. With this music, which is so raunchy and which people
haven’t historically wanted to archive… for instance, there’s the woman in the movie
who sings about a young woman who sleeps around a lot and “would even sleep with
a grandpa,” but then later she sings about how she would give her whole life for this
woman. With a song like that, do you think it’s coded, that it’s one of the ones that’s
self-censored so it can be sung in front of men without causing suspicion?
Lucia Nimcová: In the region, I heard that when a child was born, they would have the child
drink a little bit from the puddle. You had to drink, as a small child, a little bit of dirty water
from the puddle, and then you understand that your life is not gonna be just milk. You have
to understand at a very early age that many strange and terrible things might happen in
your life, but it doesn’t mean it’s the end of your life. It’s just the beginning, and you have to
go through it with humor and happiness somehow, because that’s the only way you can
survive.
The coded messages are a long discussion. Many of the women were raped. They went
through horrible things. They almost died in many different circumstances. But when you

are singing to a young girl to make her learn something, you’re not gonna sing it as a
trauma. You’re going to sing it with a certain effect which in four words could mean two
different things: that it’s the end of your life or that it’s just the beginning. You say “It’s up to
you. You decide: is that the end or the beginning?” It’s a horrible, traumatic beginning, but
you went through it. You survived, and now you have to continue. That’s why I think the
messages are very strangely coded: because it’s also your decision if you want to live or
die.
You are taken at 12 years old to a prison for cooperation with the partisans—a child in the
middle of the night. And in this week, you go through horrible experiences. You are brought
to different places in the mountains, and you have to decide how you behave, how you
survive that week. You are always very close to death. But when you think about this one
week of growing up as a 12-year-old girl, you say “I survived.” And because it’s in the
mountains, you think through every word. You are walking up the hill, and you need your
breath to survive, so every word has a survival message. How would you do it? Every song
gives you space to decide: you either survive or not.
That’s what’s so fascinating to me: they made it! They are 90 years old and self-sufficient.
They have quite a lot of knowledge you can learn from, but it’s not forced. You choose to
get the message or not. It will take some time to play with the translation. Every year, every
month, the longer I spend with these people, I learn a lot, but I’m struggling to share it. But
we’re trying (laughs). Bajka and DILO are just simple tries in a certain moment and a certain
context. Let’s see what happens next.

