The Time it takes to True … December 7th 2007, INTIMACY CONFERENCE Goldsmiths College

A Remembered RECORD:

"The seminar investigates a poetics of live interaction with particular attention to time as a significant vector in 'meaningful' exchange. Within the context of proximal and of telematic /virtual environments, how does the play of time work in what we might identify as poetic exchange, which we yearn for, recognize as precious, pay good money to experience? What is 'intimacy' within these terms? What can we learn from cinema makers about structures of time and visual rhythm in interactions through telemotion? These are some questions I am sucking on, still."

“The time it takes to true.. It is not even a sentence!”,  my friend Johannes Birringer exclaimed, just before the (post seminar) report back session. He was not entirely mistaken. I did mumble something about carpentry, but in truth the seminar was intended as an unfinished sentence.  I did appreciate the courage by Intimacy organisers to set a generous time for our dialogue: four and a half hours. It offered the opportunity to reflect in real time together, rather than drive through an agenda towards conclusions and outcomes.

Over the last years, I participated in valuable collective working  arts based projects, which offered me useful reminders about process, reflection and networked thinking in real time. In July 2000 in Brighton, the live art and archiving event called Sqal/lp was convened by Ella Gibbs and Ken Turner, and a small group of (mainly) fine artists worked together installed in the Brighton Fishing Museum for a week. I remember commenting at the time how I was reminded of the obvious…something, that working in Higher Education had managed to make me forget : that research is at best a process that takes time, and outcome could not not be pre-empted at the start or even in the middle.  In 2004 and 2005, with a group of (again) mainly fine arts based artists, the international project Architecture of Interaction (www.architectureofinteraction.net) was convened by Dutch artist Yvonne Droge Wendell, and involved a process of investigation and collaborative research.  In both projects, other scholars and practitioners were invited to join the slow think together. Contributing artists were inventive in recording structures of dialogue and collective exchange: scientific diagrams, interactive art works, websites and eventual publication of pamphlets, even books….but the artists were constantly making structures based on actual work and talking together.. Outcomes took a long time. The most interesting, were not the reports we had to write, but the ways dialogues infiltrated and generated new works, as they continue to do, still.

My interest is in the experience of ‘intimacy’ in terms of what I describe as poetic interaction: that sense of profound exchange, the explosion of meaning that moves one to action. A powerful and empowering experience that exceeds its boundaries and encourages the reader to do the same. Within the context of working in arts subjects H.E. institutions in UK, within a culture of transparency, outcome, material evidence and obsessive documentation and archiving, I wanted to continue to remember when and why art works moved me, poetically to action. And how did this occur in present day digitally seductive, instant but mediated online contact improvisations?

How can the above be mapped in terms of a cultural politics of exchange in time, i.e. power relations between identifiably distinct cultural contexts and positions?

As an old timer performance artist, I note that it is the territory of activist art to take time to be inconclusive and non-productive. In 2003 I set up the Leleg Institute Project…a cross cultural opportunity to collaboratively think, talk and make work where context was the only determinant and time was not a measuring tool for value.

I saw a performance by Ian Hinchcliffe in the mid-1970s at the Oval House Theatre in London. As soon as the audience were in and seated in the tiny upstairs theatre, Hinchcliffe started blowtorching the wooden beams whilst shouting “it’s all real”. The audience coughed and spluttered and had to leave, chocking from the smoke.  At the time, I was very annoyed that his drunken distractions were probably carelessly and unnecessarily dangerous….... one day, 25 years later- for I must have been thinking on it that long- I got it!  I realised then that he was perfectly masterful in his intention.

The seminar session at the Intimacy event, started with a presentation by Anna Furse, senior lecturer from Goldsmiths and theatre director/ writer of Athletes of the Heart (www.athletesoftheheart.org). I had invited her to talk to us about her recent work Don Juan.Who?: a collaboration with Mladinsko Theatre of Slovenia. Anna had employed an unusual online collaborative and devising process with an international team, generating material and working in what she called a cyberstudio, over a much longer (two year)  period than otherwise possible : 

“Our dialogues subsequently continued in the cyberspace that was beginning to take root in all our ordinary lives. I was then struck by the effect this virtual space might have on our sense of who we are as presences for each other…. the creation of our private cyberstudio, intended to mimic all the

requisites of an ideal theatre base: studio, reflective space, research archive. I cast and then invited the geographically dispersed company to meet here regularly to explore themes of men and masculinity via the range of Don Juans in literature and how He survives as a contemporary archetype. Each week I would set a theme and writing structure and then sit back and enjoy the dissolution of my directorial guidance”

Anna Furse Ljubljana, July 2007, Don Juan Who/From Cyberspace to Theatre Space 
I had also invited Jeremy Peyton-Jones, composer and Goldsmiths lecturer who is experienced with creating sound text and music for theatre and performance work. He talked about the confusion between rhythm and harmonics in sound text of film, and how the sense of time works through it. He talked particularly of Peter Greenaway’s early  work: The Falls, (1980). I was reminded of Greenaway’s other film, : Walk through H -a 40 minute surrealist film. Both films have strong poetic rhythm (not least due to Nyman’s music) and the accumulated meanings through structuring of time. Jeremy informed that whereas in the latter earlier works, Greenaway had simply overlaid the existing soundtrack to play in its own time across the film he had already made, in the later  film, The Draughtsman’s Contract, he had commissioned Michael Nyman to compose the music especially  for the film. 

In his poetic work,  Immemory, Chris Marker remarks “poetry is less an affair of territories than of moments” (Poetry-Elsewhere-‘before you leave’) 

The award winning documentary,  Iraq in Fragments,  is held together with the strong rhythm of images; the reviews describe it as poetic.. “American director James Longley spent more than two years filming in Iraq to create this stunningly photographed, poetically rendered documentary of the war-torn country” .” War, Peace and Media Screening Series, December 2006 .

James Longley had trained at the All Russian State Cinematography Institute in Moscow.

“ What distinguishes Fragments from rival Iraq-themed documentaries is the level of intimacy he achieves with those he interviews” Kevin Williamson ‘Iraq War Documentary Searing’ 
I read out a long passage from Peggy Phelan’s account of standing face to face with Marina Abramovic during the 12 day performance installation piece in November 2002: House with the Oceanview ..Phelan longtime standing in the long Abramovic event…the time it takes for Phelan to be present to an intimate exchange with the artist and her work: 

“All this and much more passed between us. You looked and I saw it all again. There was more too-but much of it still resists words. More than that, there are some things that should perhaps remain unsaid, because they are dangerous secrets and because they are truly mysteries. I repeat: something passed between us. Also other things. I was still sweating but my body was no longer shaking. I was sort of floating now, in the ocean that flowed between our eyes…” Phelan, On Seeing the Invisible: Marina Abramovic’s House with Ocean View.

How does structure of time and rhythm  work in present tense live performance that moves us by pulling us into a poetic vortex of intimacy?  Does it take the time for as long as it takes?

Amy Sharrocks who attended the seminar is an artist who makes interactive site specific works in real time. She was interested in economics of time. She wondered if within our current structures of the economics of time as money,  real time interaction could be considered as a kind of excess, so that all such exchange might become a kind of  ‘gift of excess’ ..a gift to have experience of real time.

What of the play of time in digital exchanges: can we compose more than transfer of information in such interactions? transmutating..emailing, facebook, …we did not have answers.  I read from Peter Weibel on ‘Interactive narrative as a multi-temporal agency’:

“Transcriptive narrative integrates the temporal agency of narrative with the inherently multimodality of digital information. The study aims to test the simple proposition that interactive narrative occurs as a function of the transportation of multi-modal information across virtual time. In testing the transportation of information within virtual time, however, we anticipate evidence of a previously un-described multi-temporal outcome within narrative. In multi temporal narrative, we argue, beholders not only re-compose complex information into temporal episodes, they simultaneously experience the unanticipated temporal consequences of these virtual episodes as real events. This emerging and looping intersection between virtual time and real time produces a mode of narrative that contrasts dramatically with the temporal sterility of the closed narrative menus typically found in computer games.”

Goldsmiths post graduate student Maria Laet works with digital art, media and performance and spoke of the anonymity and yet intimacy of having one’s image on the net: “it is like walking down the street and people looking at me or not, same feeling….” We talked of trust, of risk, of the time it takes to trust online especially.

Peter, a post graduate student of drama, recalled one of the most memorable moments in the theatre for him: the real time experience of an actor being forced to eat on stage.

Babek, a fellow researcher in urban planning, who was interested in how digital technology can motivate social action, talked of his present interest in Japanese haiku.. We discussed question of time and rhythm in digital interaction, and I recalled Tarkovsky’s early films: Andryej Rublev, Stalker and Mirror. In his book, Sculpting in Time Tarkovsky writes:

· On time: “the virtue of the cinema is that it appropriates time, complete with that material reality to which it is indissolubly bound..” p.63

· on haiku: ” Poetry as observation; cinema as observation in time “What attracts me in haiku is its observation of life-pure, subtle, one with its subject.” p.66

· on rhythm: The distinctive time running through the shots makes the rhythm of the picture; and rhythm is determined not by the length of the edited pieces, but by the pressure of the time that runs through them. Editing cannot determine rhythm….time courses through the picture despite editing rather because of it. The course of time, recorded in the frame, is what the director has to catch in the pieces laid out on the editing table” p.117

Questions: 

· How human centric is intimacy ?

· Is real time communication considered an excess therefore a gift in terms of an economy time caught up with product

· How can we listen to live events through mediated communication of face book? 

· How can we be moved to urban agitation?

· How can we map cultural value on the power relations of change ?

There was no technological or written record of the seminar, other than our memories. I asked everyone to write a few sentences about the discussion.

Susan Sontag: “too much value is assigned to memory, not enough to thinking. remembering is (italics) an ethical act, has ethical value in and of itself. Memory is achingly, the only relation we can have with the dead” Sontag 2003

A number of years ago I had a student who said she wanted to make a piece where she could experience something she has not experienced in her life : that of working in real time to make something from raw materials to final outcome; to know the time it takes to work.   She said that as a young woman in the UK, in her everyday environment she generally had contact only with the end result of work, usually by purchasing the already made product, almost always made elsewhere, often by other people in other places; that her experience of work to date never involved taking the time to make something. Her degree show took several months in the making. She spent weeks collecting the debris at the filters of washing machines in a local laundrette. She learnt how to transform these back into a form of cloth and did so over several more weeks, with glue and drying and moulding. She then, over several weeks, sewed all pieces of the material she made, into a dress for herself.

Richard Sennett’s work Respect:

on reserve and silence: “It takes a long time, and a great deal of trust, for highly educated professionals and unskilled laborers to speak freely to one another; the beautiful and the ugly don’t talk easily to each other about their bodies; people whose lives are full of adventure have trouble “relating” to the experience of people constrained within narrow routines”p.22

Seminar participant and artist Dawn Scarfe’s feedback offers a final useful summary of our discussion:

“I really enjoyed your seminar on 'The time it takes to true'. For me some of the most interesting issues that came out of it were:
The impact of musical structure on our sense of time- the arrangement and development of harmony and pulse in a composition is measured against our own feelings about how the work should progress. Our sense of the duration of the work is informed by this relationship between what we hear and what we expect to hear within the music. 
Technologies such as Internet chat rooms, mobile phones, and even air travel bring us out of our sense of 'real time' experience. The feeling is that these modes of communication and travel have less 'meaning' than real time experiences. 

It is as if the 'meaning' in a 'real time' experience involves the whole thinking body being present and moving at its own pace, within its own limits. When we adopt modes of travel and communication that test these limits, our senses are confused or blunted. 
Musing on the idea of 'poetic exchange'. The sublime, of a rare shared experience that resonates with the senses and the imagination.
The difficulties of defining what constitutes meaningful interaction- the suggestion that basing artworks, technologies and learning models on the idea of interactivity alone may result in unimaginative 'cause-and-effect' type outputs. It was argued that thinking in terms of the 'relational', or ideas of 'belonging' and 'place-making' may generate more poetic or meaningful works. 
Object + (impressions left by) time = memory. The differences between human memory, computerised/robotic memory, and the memory of fabrics, leather…water?
The documentation of live works must stay true to the character of the original experience.” Dawn Scarfe  Dec 9th 2007 MPhil Composition, Goldsmiths University of London. www.dawnscarfe.co.uk

Mine Kaylan  Feb-March 2008

NB. A Riddle:  Which takes more time to true,  to *s.w.o.t The flying memory or to swat A fly to analysis?

(* strength, weakness, opportunity, threat analysis)
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