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Small Bohemian Steps to World Domination....

Michael Borek : “Photography is the ability to see things” / Michal Borek:
“Fotografovani je umet se koukat”
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MICHAEL BOREK is like many of us. He 1s Czech to the bone and lives in the US. But he 1s also a photographer and a
great one. I asked him if he would do an interview with me and he kindly agreed to it. I suggest you go on his web site

and read this interview to get a better appreciation of his wonderful work :0)

CZ: MICHAL BEOREK je jeden z nas: je totiz Cech do morku kosti a zije v USA. Je ovsem take fotograf a to nejen

ledajaky fotograf — je velmi nadany! Zeptala jsem se ho, jestli by se mnou neudelal rozhovor a on s tim souhlasil.

Doporucuji, abyste se mrkli najeho stranky a precetli si nize uvedeny rozvhover — budete tak moci ocenit jeho dilo

do vetsi hloubky :0)

1/ Where you into photography even during your childhood? Were your parents supportive?

Yes, I did like to take pictures as a child, but I was not very systematic. When I wanted to actually develop these
photos, the things got quite complicated: I had to take out the door out of our closet, put them on top of the bathtub,
then put a bunch of bowls on top, each filled with a different chemical such as the developing bath, the interrupter
and the fixer; I also had to put the red light bulb in as well as the magnifier above the washer and that was all done in
a a classic communist panelak bathroom, meaning that the space was VERY limited. And then in the morning you
had to fish out vour pictures from the tub, just like yvou would do it with the carp at Christmas time. I will never
forget the ecstatic feeling I got once the picture started to appear in the developing bath, but I have to say, digital

photography is still superior. You have so much more control over what vou are doing! My parents were excited for
me, although they weren't that excited about the foul spots on the closet door made by the developing bath. Over
all, I had quite a few hobbies as a child, photographyv being one of them. I have been doing photography full time
(and if I don't do it full time I suffer with some serious withdrawal effects) only for the past 5 to 6 years.

2/ Which country do you think is more photogenic? The US or the Czech Republic? Or is it some completely

different country?

If my specialty was taking pictures of the landscapes, I would probably say that the US are the most photogenic,
mostly the South-Western part of the US, it 1s just so beautiful and exotic looking. But I really don’t do landscape
that much and that 15 because I don’t know how to make 1t look better (or different) than what the other
photographers did with it already. I think that I can really find my niche anywhere so I find the most photogenic
places right where I happen to be at any particular time (or, at least, I try to do that). Photography is an ability to see
things anvwhere, not just visiting exotic places in order to compensate for the fact that one does not know what to
take pictures of otherwise. For example, just this Christmas I went to Mexico (Yukatan) where I took few pictures of
the classic Mexican stuff but my other pictures captured details which could be found anywhere, even in Zizkov.

3/ I know that the American strip mall architecture bugs you as much as me or any other European. Why do you

think that Amercians do not invest more money into something more eye-pleasing?

Yes, the American suburbian architecture is really something terrible but unfortunately it is cheap and practical (if
you leave out the suffering estheticians in the background). People shop there a lot so it really is up to the consumer
to change this. If they went to the mom-n-pap shops instead, these awful boxes would close down. But it is easier
said than done, right? In a lot of these places there aren’t any such family owned shops. And if there are some they
are half dead and more expensive. It is much easier to bulldozer all of this junk (I am sorry, ‘things’), without which
people cannot live (or they think), into these impersonal warehouses and bring it in huge amounts and for much
cheaper prices. But I don’t think that it is only America’s problem, the same thing happens now in Czech and all over
Europe. I am one of those ‘sinners’ too as I shop on-line a lot. Although I cannot sav how Amazon warehouses look

like but I am guessing they are more on the practical side than on the aesthetic one.

4/ You have moved to the States in 1992. What led you to leave the Czech Republic? Would you ever want to move
back? Why or why not?

That's a boring story. I used to work as a freelance translator and one company offered me a job in the US. At first it
was a 2-week project, then the time expanded into months and vears and now I am a complete American. I got used
to this country. The American society seems to be quite functional (except for the current economical situation),
people do not complain or envy each other as much so I don't plan on moving back to the Czech Republic. But I am
in a contact with many Czechs, I read the Czech press and I also visit the Czech Republic quite often (at least once a

vear) so I don't feel like I have estranged this country.
5/ What do you miss the most about the Czech Republic?

When I moved to America, I really missed a good beer; but now there are good breweries almost anvwhere so
finding a good beer is not a problem. I also missed the Czech humor but then I discovered the creator of comics,
Garry Larson and other few American comedians that I liked (like the recently diseased George Carlin) and I
realized that even here vou can find people who can show society a mirror — sometimes in the most smooth and
most clever way. Also, thanks to Skype and the internet, one can be with anyone he wants to (although only
virtually), so I really don’t miss anyvthing. I hope I don’t sound like some sick optimist.

=/ Would you say that you get more recognition from the Americans or from the Czechs?

For sure I get more recoginition from Americans. But that has a simple explanation: I have not even had any
exhibition in the Czech Republic vet. Although my last art show was held at the Czech Consulate in Washington
(Czech territory) only about 1/2 of the visitors were Czech. What is paradoxical is that Americans tell me how
typically depressing and Eastern-European my art is (I stopped explaining that it really should be Central
European), while my Czech friends and my other fans say that my photos totally portray the fact that I live in
America. People find in mv photos whatever they want to. If vou are interested, here are couple of the critiques that
I received for the show in the Czech consulate: http://www.washingtondiplomat.com/December%202008/
bs_12_o8.html http://www.expressnightout.com/content/2008/12/

night_for_day_for night michael borek.php

8/ Anything else you would like to ad?

I am going to have an art show at the Photoworks galery in Glen Echo (Maryland; suburbs of Washington) in the
beginning of June. So if vou are interested and live close by, vou should come. The exact information will be on-line

at http:/ [www.glenechophotoworks.org/about.htm

CZ: 1/ Where you into photography even during your childhood? Were your parents supportive?

Fotil jsem, fotil v détstui, ale ne moe systematicky. Kdyz jsem chtél vyvelavat fotky a délat zvétseniny, byla to
pomeérné narocnd operace: vysadit dvere ze skFiné, dat je na vanu, na to misky s vyvojkou, prerusovacem a

ustalovadem, éervené mamiveé svétijlko do objimky a zvétsovak na pracku a to vie v klasické socialisticke

koupelné-bunce, takZe prostoru madlo, pramalo. A rano potom lovit fotky jako kapriky z vany. Ten pocit, kdyz se
fotka ve vyjuojee zaéne objevovat byl fantastickej, ale neménil bych; digitalni fotografie dava élovéku mnohem
lepsi kontrolu. Rodiée mi fandili, i kdyZ nebyli nadseni skvrnami od vyvaojky na duerich. Ale byl jsem se svymi
konicky motyl prelétavy a fotografie nebyla moji jedinou laskou a opravdu naplno a se vsim vsudy (tim mam na

mysli, Ze kdyz ji nedélam, trpim abstinencénimi priznaky) se ji vénuji tak poslednich 5-6 let.

2/ Which country do you think is more photogenic? The US or the Czech Republic? Or is it some completely
different country?

Kdybych fotil krajiny, asi bych vam odpovédél, Ze Spajené staty; zvlasté jejich zapadni éast, a jesté konkrétnéj
jthozapadni éast, mi prijde hodné fotogenicka a exoticka. Ale ja krajiny skoro nefotim, protoze nevim, jak to udélat
lépe €1 jinak neZ mnozi prede mnou, a nemam rad, kdyz se véci prilis opakuji a nevidim diivod, proé rozmélniovat to,
co délali jini. Mam pecit, Ze si tu svofi ,parketu” dokazu najit skoro kdekoli a tak mi fotogenické pripada vzdy to
misto, na kterém jsem.

Nebo se o to aspon snazim; fotografovani je umeét se koukat a ne vyrazenim do exotickych lokalit kompenzouvat to,
Ze clovek nevi co fotit. Treba na Vanoce jsem byl v Mexiku na Yukatanu a par fotek, co jsem tam udélal, bylo
typicky mexickjch, mnoho dalsich zase byly drobnosti, co mé zaujaly a mohly bijt skoro kdekoli, tfeba i na Zizkouvé.

3/ I know that the American strip mall architecture bugs you as much as me or any other European. Why do you

think that Amercians do not invest more money into something more eye-pleasing?

Ta architektura predmeéstskych skatuli je epravdu priserna, ale bohuzel je levna a prakticka (pokud neberete v
potaz trpici estéty) a lidi v nich nakupuji, takZe si myslim, Ze je to na spotrebitelich; kdyby chodili do osobitéjsich
aobchiidiu é butikii, ty skatule by zkrachovaly. Ale ono se to snaze fekne nez udéla; v fadé mist ta volba neni a
rodinné obchudky, nebeo jak se tady rika obchody mamy a taty, jsou na vymreni a navic jsou drazsi. Ono je
mnohem jednodussi navozit vSechen ten odpad (pardon zbozi), bez kterého lidi nemiiZzou byjt (nebo si to aspon
mysli) do téch neosobnich skatuli a délat to ve velkém, takZe za nizsi cenu. Ale nemyslim si, Ze je to problém jenom
Ameriky i v Cesku a Evropé jich je hodné. A vinikem jsem asi ijd — hodné nakupuji pres internet a i kdyz nevim, jak
skladisté treba Amazonu vypadaji, tusim Ze asi vice prakticky nez esteticky.

4/ You have moved to the States in 1992. What lead you to leave the Czech Republic? Would you ever want to

mauve back? Why or why not?

To je nudna historka. Pracoval jsem jako tlumoénik a prekladatel na volné noze a jedna firma mi nabidla praei v
Americe. Napred to byl projekt na par tydnii, z par tydnii se stalo par mésici, z par mésicu par let, no a ted jsem uz
uplny Amerikanec. Zvykl jsem si tady; zdejsi spolecnost celkem funguje (i kdyz ted se zrouna moc nedari
ekonomicky) a lidi si tolik nezanidi a trosku min nadavaji a tak se vracet nechystam. Ale jsem v kontaktu s mnoha
lidmi, &tu éesky tisk a éasto do Ceska jezdim (aspofi jednou roéné), takZe nostalgie a pocit odcizeni si na mé

neprjdou.

5/ What do you miss the most about the Czech Republic?

Kdyz jsem pricestoval do Ameriky, tak mi chybélo slusny pivo, ale ted jsou mistni drobné pivovary skoro viude a
tak dobré pivo neni problém. Taky mi chybél éesky) smysl pro humor, ale objevil jsem kreslire vtipii Garry Larsona
a par komikii (tFeba nedavno zesnulého George Carlina) a zjistil jsem, Ze i tady jsou lidi, kteri ,nastavujou zrcadla”™
a nékdy naprosto fantastickym a mile vysinutym zplisobem. A navic diky Skypu a Internetu élovék miize byt skoro
vsude a s kiyjm chee, aspon teda virtualné, takZze mi vlastné nie nechybi. Doufam, Ze neznim jako patologicky

optimista.

6/ Would you say that you get more recognition from the Americans or from the Czechs?

Uréité od Americéant, ale to md jednoduché vysvétleni; jd jsem v Cesku zatim nevystavoval. I kdyz moje posledni
vyjstava byla na Ceském velvyslanectui ve Washingtonu, takZe to vlastné bylo na éeské piidé a bylo tam asi tak piil
napiil Cechii a Americ¢anii. Je to nékdy paradoxni; Ameridané mi Fikaji, jakd je ta moje fotografie typicky
pochmurné vychodoevropska (uz jsem prestal vysvétlovat, Ze spravné se rika stredoevropska), zatimeo moji cesti
pratelé éi lidi z Ceska, co mi fandi, mi zase Fikaji, jak je na mé fotografii vidét, Ze Ziji v Americe. Kazdyj si tam asi
najde, co chee; proc ne. Pokud vas to zajima, tady jsou dva odkazy na recenze té viystavy na velvyslanectui:
http://www.washingtondiplomat.com/December%z02008/b3_12 o8.html http://www.expressnightout.com/
content/2008/12/night_for_day_for_night_michael borek.php

=/ Anything else you would like to ad?
Budu mit vystavu v galerii Photoworks v Glen Echo v Marylandu (predmésti Washingtonu) zaéatkem éervna, tak
keho to zajima a zvladne to ¢asoprostorové, at prijde. Az budou deladény data, informace by mély byt online na

adrese http://www.glenechophotoworks.org/about.htm



