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“I see the device of the walkman as a way to have surrogate relationships. I talk with someone intimately, create a relationship, but I am a safe distance. It is a coward’s way but I hope that my pieces give people a sense of knowing someone a little, even if it is only with a unknown voice, a missing one.”

Dummy

My copy of Cardiff’s survey catalog always falls open to the creepiest photograph in the book. It is a double-page spread, mostly in yellow tones. Cardiff is in some kind of large storage cave surrounded by taller-than-life statues – most of them missing limbs, heads, or breasts. Cardiff is standing in the center of the room with an intent look on her face. She is wearing headphones and has electronic recording equipment slung over her shoulder. She is holding something blue in her right hand, but the image of the object falls on the center crease of the catalog. There is long shadow stretched out on the wall behind her. The shadow makes it look like Cardiff is carrying … a head. She is. Cardiff is holding up an alarmingly real, bright blue dummy head by its silver neck, in front of her.
This photo startles me into the same realization every time I see it – my relationship with Cardiff’s voice is the reverse of Cardiff’s relationship with the dummy head. For every Walk and installation using binaural recording, Cardiff had to be there first, carrying and whispering to a wigged head in her arms. 

The dummy head is the intermediary between Cardiff and the viewer. For J’s voice to come through to us intimately, Cardiff must first intimately address the dummy head. If J sounds like she is about the same height as us, then the dummy head was once held at head height. If J sounds like she is breathing right by our ear, it is because Cardiff leaned close to the dummy head. Cardiff pretended that the dummy head was her companion, the imaginary future listener. 
The word dummy has more than one negative connotation, from idiot to mannequin to speechless. How is it that as a viewer we allow ourselves to be equated with a dummy in any way? For that matter, why would we accept surrogacy, physical remove, and cowardice in place of real interaction or intimacy? 

The viewer is not openly called a “dummy” in any way, quite the contrary; we are treated as a friend. We are willing to take the place of the dummy because Cardiff and Miller intentionally engage us with the pleasure of recognition, sensory immersion, and with an informal sense of contractual obligation. It is pleasurable to be recognized and treated as a familiar friend; pleasurable enough to prevent the sense of removal necessary for critical thought. 

Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, curator of Cardiff’s mid-career survey in 2001,
 says, 

“I’m not Catholic but it is part of what I imagine it would be like to go to a confessional. Or vice versa, to be the priest on the other side listening to someone who is going to tell you the secrets of their soul, their life, their sins and transgressions. There’s a sense that you will be told something you didn’t know before. The possibility of a revelation that might change your life. It’s the tone of her voice, that sense of secrets being shared.”

Cardiff makes no qualms about simulating tropes of friendship: in interview with Gary Garrels, Cardiff says J’s voice is presented to be “… like the friend you hope will be your friend, someone you can be confessional to … you can talk about those innermost things and you feel there’s no sense of judgment.”
 Despite the fact that there is nobody to “be confessional to,” the feeling of that possibility exists. The surprising level of intimacy we feel with the character J in The Paradise Institute is a good example of this.

In The Missing Voice, J says, “I started these recordings as a way to remember, to make life seem more real. I can’t explain it, but then the voice became someone else, a separate person hovering in front of me like a ghost.”
 For the viewer that separate person is the character J. 
 But whether the character is a red-head or brunette (sometimes the aural character has a visual manifestation in photographs as a character in a film) the voice of J is always played by Janet Cardiff the artist herself.

We feel we are getting to know the artist by becoming more familiar with the voice of J. The voice is a unique marker for a person – an aural fingerprint. Not surprisingly Cardiff’s voice happens to be particularly charismatic and alluring; writer Mirjam Schaub has written: “The dominant force of the work is manifest in the pull exerted on the listener by the artist’s voice. It is a seemingly ageless, pleasantly deep, female voice that ranges from matter-of-fact to sexy to solicitous.”
 Cardiff’s attractive voice suits her purpose extraordinarily well. Sexy and solicitous at the same time; J’s voice calls on the deepest of feminine stereotypes, that of seductive vixen and nurturing mother. When J sits so close to us and offers us “our” drink and popcorn in a whisper, we are befriended. This simple move is at once nurturing and beguiling. “J’s” continued dialogue with us develops the bond we feel with her character. J’s omnipresent voice takes on the palpability of a real person, and makes us feel as though we are some kind of relationship with her.

Cardiff and Miller rely heavily on the sensory immediacy of binaural recording to establish a sense of presence. When J enters the theater within the binaural reality, her sounds are so convincing and life-like that our instinctive reaction to her supersedes our focus on the film and its accompanying soundtrack. In the hierarchy of story lines competing for our attention, the binaural track of J’ s voice seems physically closest to us and trumps the others. Cardiff’s works and collaborations riff heavily upon this gut reaction to the binaural effect. Through the binaural recording her voice achieves simulated proximity.
Cardiff’s voice as the character, J, becomes the voice of our “perfect interlocutor,” and the character we empathize with. By allowing us to just “be,” by creating a space with total sonority, J becomes our intimate friend. Through J, Cardiff appears to become our friend also. It feels like we are offered intimacy with no strings attached.
In The Paradise Institute, we are pressed into roles that are even more fleshed out by the fictional narrative – almost as if we are included in the script. The viewer is addressed, not as a vague “you,” but as a specific person who is known by J. Recognition of our new role is triggered with aural cues. A few minutes into the film there is the recorded sound of somebody entering the theater from our right – this is already disorienting, since all the viewers entered from the left. This person sits down in the seat immediately to our right and begins talking:
J (whispering beside you): Here’s your drink.

Did you want some of my popcorn? Sound of eating popcorn.

Despite the dramatic aural proximity J’s voice avoids being threatening. She speaks the same way she might speak to her husband, George. We recognize instantly that we are supposed to be J’s friend in the theater. The recorded binaural voice hovers persistently by our right ear. No matter how we turn our head, unless we take the headset off, the sonic illusion remains. Her voice has matter-of-factly walked right through our comfort zone and plopped itself down next to us as if she has known us forever. 

After a moment, she whispers, “I read about this film. It’s based on a true story about the experiments the military did in the 50’s. Pause. Or maybe that was a different film.” While being almost obsessively self-reflexive, J’s character continues the monologue, giving you more and more clues about your presumed relationship. Later J lets on that we live together when she anxiously whispers, “Did you check the stove before we left?” After a few more escalating comments and finally, “I’m too worried. I have to go home and check the stove. I’ll see you after the movie,” J gets up and rustles back past the illusionary sonic audience. By addressing an assumed shared history, J draws us into accepting our new identity. When we hear the binaural sounds of J leaving, we feel abandoned but there is no way to ask her to stay.
Cardiff’s “friend you hope will be your friend” brings to mind Roland Barthes’ notion of a friend: “the perfect interlocutor.” Barthes makes a relevant aural analogy of friendship to resonance.

(Like a bad concert hall, affective space contains dead spots where the sound fails to circulate. – The perfect interlocutor, the friend, is he not the one who constructs around you the greatest possible resonance? Cannot friendship be defined as a space with total sonority?)

Cardiff and Miller literally equate friendship with total sonority in The Paradise Institute. In the created binaural space there are no dead spots where the sound fails to circulate. There is sound everywhere. Through our aural imagination we are inside a space that is literalized by the stereophonic reality of binaural recording. Although we are never called upon to say a word, our own sense of being is amplified – we internalize the way the piece anticipates us and recognizes us. The experience of The Paradise Institute is engineered to create a sympathetic reception. 

The Paradise Institute first takes notice of us standing in line outside the installation. Not only do we recognize the cues for friendship, but we are given the royal treatment as a viewer (at least we recognize the tropes, even if they are illusory indicators of privilege).  Film-maker Atom Egoyan remembers: “When I saw The Paradise Institute at the Venice Biennale, there was a huge line of people waiting to get inside. When you’re in the next group of 15 to get in, you’re put into a roped off ‘VIP’ section, where you get to feel that you’ve finally made it…”
 Although Egoyan then goes on to remark that after he entered the piece he felt as though he had been seated in the worst seat of the house, the last row of the balcony; it is from the position of the balcony that we become aware that all the seats below (albeit miniature seats) are empty. Clearly this is a special showing; one not available to the general public. Only fifteen
 people can come in at a time and they are ushered onto a balcony. The empty seats below reinforce the feeling of privilege. 
The experience has been designed for ease of use. The streamlined system for user access promotes user comfort and user immersion. One button starts the ride. Entrance and exit doors are clearly marked. The attendants are well-trained. Our “geek” flesh is being well-taken care of. There is an unimpeded flow through the entire experience.
Like a special guest, we get to relax back in plush theater seats in a comfortably cool and darkened room. Sitting quietly in the dark, we are not asked to respond in any way to the experience. When J asks, “Wasn’t he in the movie we saw here last week … the one with Dirk Bogarde?” we are addressed, but any impulse to take action is muted, because there is nobody to hear our reply. We are invited to exist without any demands but to sit and absorb. This is a moment of being, where we are completely accepted and included. 
Furthermore, all the action in the recorded realities appears to be happening around us. We are not only in the center of the sonic reality but also part of the stories when we are addressed directly. Even the characters in the video projection look out directly at us, as if they hear noises in the audience. We are literally scripted to be the center of attention. This is as intentional as it feels. Miller explains, “Everyone listening to the headphones is at the centre of the recording, where the binaural head was placed originally. Everyone feels like the action is happening around them.”

 This creates an unconscious feeling of advantage.
Cardiff’s works also engage our attention with sensory immersion. Our senses become overwhelmed with stimuli; we are engulfed by too much information and unsettling disjunctures. To engulf is “to surround completely” or “to swallow up or overwhelm by or as if by overflowing and enclosing.”
 The sensation of engulfment rushes in to fill the space made by the absence of Cardiff’s physical presence in the audio Walks and theater installations. It is through engulfment that the viewer overlooks Cardiff’s absence or perhaps conversely, craves engulfment because of her absence.

The engulfment works as a contradiction, because there is the sense of losing oneself while simultaneously being made to feel that the sense of self is being reinforced. The engulfing binaural experience is transporting and embodying at the same time. When the engulfment is a sensation of being “swallowed up or overwhelmed,” our sense of separateness disappears and our identity merges with the work or with a personality of a character in the work. In the sense of being “surrounded completely,” our attention is drawn to a self-conscious awareness of our exterior, either through our stimulated senses or by perceptual disconnection.

Critic Scott Watson writes that Cardiff and Miller make an attempt “…to disembody the viewer by creating a situation of radical disassociation.”
 We disassociate from our body because of sensory information overload, which is intensified by actual physical engulfment when we enter the physical container of the piece.

Relaxing into the plush theater seat allows us to let down our guards, both physical and mental, because it recalls the movie-going experience. The Paradise Institute wastes no time making itself familiar to us. Cardiff says, “We’re trying to connect right away to the remembered experiences that your body knows…”
 Doing this prepares us for the next and most dramatic level of overflowing engulfment, which operates from the inside out: the auditory component. The binaural recording surrounds and disorients us by immersing us in scenes of auditory familiarity. 
The engulfment transports us into different spaces and different times. In a Walk, we literally transport ourselves by walking, but there is another kind of transport going on that is brought into relief with a stationary work like The Paradise Institute. The audio track is made up of sheer layers of sonic experiences. One layer may be the ambient surrounding sounds of the theater, where we can hear murmuring voices and other spectators settling in their seats. Then there are moments when we feel (“hear”) that we are suddenly in a house or room – where we can hear the pacing footsteps in an empty room with a wooden floor. Walking is no longer necessary for transportation. Our auditory perception allows us to easily imagine ourselves in these places. 

The binaural recording also layers the same space in two different times. When the CD recording of The Missing Voice begins, we can hear the immediate library sounds around us, and at the same time we can hear the library sounds at the time of the recording. The boundaries of experience are blurred. Some of the recorded sounds are scripted and some are ambient noises. The amount of auditory information is overwhelming because our brain cannot parse real from recorded. Moments from different times are superimposed on one another in the same space.

We are not used to being tricked by our ears, so it is difficult for us to reconcile that it sounds like we are inside the sonic space we comprehend, when it is the sonic space that is inside of us. The unnerving realness of the sonic world transports us into that fictional sonic architecture, but not so much that we lose touch with the surrounding reality. We are called upon to use our imagination. The sounds construct a space around us and we have to imagine the dimensions of that space. The binaural sounds propell us to shape the theater space around ourselves. The sensation of The Paradise Institute is one of total envelopment, not just Surround Sound, but Surround World.

We also experience the sensation of being engulfed when we assume other identities in the narratives. Critic Kitty Scott says, “… as time passes, the closeness of the voices, especially Cardiff’s, presumes an intimacy of a known companion and penetrates your body: her will and thoughts merge temporarily with your own.”
  The merging of identities is thorough. In one of the previous walks J expresses, “We’re connected now, my breath a part of yours, my thoughts transferred to your mind.”
 Cardiff describes this melded state of mind as part imposed and part activated, “Just as our dreams sometimes infiltrate our waking reality, I think the walking pieces break down the barriers of what the listeners think of as their singular self. My surrogate body starts to infiltrate their consciousness while in reverse their remembered dreams, triggered by phrases and sounds, invade and add to the artwork. A melding of sorts.”

At the same time that we feel completely overwhelmed, there is the strange contradiction that our sensory awareness is heightened. We are stimulated to be more alert, more receptive, and more absorbed in what is going on. Sometimes this has to do with the perceived proximity of the voices and other times by their inaudibility. Many times the characters in the audio narratives whisper, causing us to strain our ears to hear. Miller calls these effects, “MSG for the senses,”
 and they are even more effective by targeting our sense of hearing. We get goose pimples and the physical senses are tickled when J’s breathy voice is so close to our ear.

In one scene in The Paradise Institute, the nurse enters the hospital room at night as suspenseful Hitchcockian music builds. She leans close to Drogan’s face and whispers, “I’ve heard about you.” This moment of heightened tension is intercut with a snippet of binaural ambient sound: there is a rustling of clothing and slight breathing in the seat next to you as if somebody is getting uncomfortable… or excited.  Then the nurse pulls down the white blanket, uncovering Drogan and revealing that he is tied down. And then, despite his terse, “Don’t touch me,” she deliberately grazes her fingertips along the inside of his forearm.  Next, she pulls his white t-shirt up over his nipples, revealing his naked chest. Then she leans over and starts to kiss his chest roughly. He has goose pimples amid his erect nipples. There is piano music playing in crescendos and all the elements for an S & M sex scene. Then abruptly, the tension crashes when the binaural male voice behind you sniggers, “That’s excellent nursing.” The rest of the binaural audience around you laughs. The tension on the screen is unexpectedly transferred to your relationship with the binaural audience. The film is not the only thing scripted here; your viewing reality, your response is also anticipated and scripted.
Our sensory awareness is also amplified by the surprising reversal of the visual and auditory in the narrative. The insidious but ever-present rupture in the viewing experience comes from the weight placed on the auditory. The pressure of the headphones on our head asserts the dominance of the audio in The Paradise Institute, which is not typical for a movie-going experience. The binaural sound also works the opposite of a traditional movie soundtrack, because it tears us away from the visual image on the screen. When the binaural characters in the binaural audience interrupt the narrative sequence on the screen, the metaphoric seams between the musical score and the image unravel. 

We are also stimulated to be more alert, because we are slightly alarmed by the constant exchange of identities, not only between the characters, but sometimes one character’s voice will suddenly take on another personality. The voices we hear, particularly J’s, remind us of our own voice in our head. Listening to her becomes an inhabitation of her body (i.e. voyeurism) or it becomes the occupation of our own body by somebody else (i.e. schizophrenia). When J’s voice addresses us, we are pulled into a conspiratorial voyeurism. She speaks to us in a husky whisper and because we do not know her, it feels like we are suddenly eavesdropping on somebody else’s conversation. Psychologically speaking, having voices inside our head allows us to approach a different experience of reality than we are accustomed to, perhaps a reality closer to illness. 

I love you like a strait-jacket

This line of poetry that Cardiff pieced together from words cut out of books came originally from a note her husband, Miller, left for her. Written on a piece of paper within the installation The Dark Pool (1995), it reflects the playful, improvisational way that masochism has come to inflect the Walks and theater installations. Scenarios suggesting S & M appear throughout The Paradise Institute, but Cardiff and Miller’s real debt is not so much to contemporary notion of S & M, as much as it is specifically to a history of masochism. Cardiff and Miller appropriate the contract of masochism to intensify our connection to the experience of their works.  Borrowing from familiar, underlying contractual systems, such as renting audio-guides, Cardiff and Miller build an unstated contract with the viewer that begins to resemble the contract of a masochistic relationship. The gallery context assures relative safety.  

The relational contract established in the practice of masochism is comparable to the viewer’s relationship with The Paradise Institute because it specifically relates to the notion of pleasure gained through either the exertion or the relinquishing of control. Cardiff and Miller appropriate the contract of masochism to intensify our connection to the experience of their works. The imposed structure of the contract provides a stable environment for riskier encounters.


From a sexual point of view, sadomasochism has to do with taking pleasure from being abused or from being abusive. In this context, the sadist, frequently portrayed as a female dominatrix, and the masochist, often male, are two halves of a whole. According to Karina,
 an Orange County stripper, the most effective S & M dominatrix straddles a balance of being kind and being cruel. This often manifests in a rhythmic balance between petting and slapping. In her experience, the victim must feel a bond with the dominatrix, which gives him a reason to ride through the pain. In other words, while the most striking characteristic of the sadomasochist relationship is the giving and receiving of abuse, there needs to be an underlying bond between the abuser and abused. The trust implied in a masochistic relationship, is explored by Gilles Deleuze in his essay “Coldness and Cruelty.”

The word masochism is derived independently from sadism, from the name of the author of Venus in Furs: Leopold von Sacher-Masoch. The contemporary definition of masochism is directly related to the way the protagonist in Venus in Furs famously suffered both emotional and physical torture from his lover. While all the classic tropes of pain, sexual pleasure, bondage and humiliation exist in Venus in Furs, the fact that they can exist only because of a contractual agreement between the lovers is often overlooked. The contract in Venus in Furs is literally a handwritten, signed document that formalizes the behavior of the partners. Deleuze proposes that the true definition of masochism has more to with this contract binding the partners, than with the amount of pain connected to the relationship. According to Deleuze, “[e]verything must be stated, promised, announced and carefully described before being accomplished.”
 All behavior and interaction between the male victim and the female tyrant is totally regulated by the contract. The contract allows the masochistic victim to give up control and surrender both to the experience of the moment and the authority of another. The suffering/pleasure can exist only because of a previously established contract; hence, a contract is ultimately the foundation of a masochistic relationship.

Despite the common association of sadism with masochism, Deleuze refuses this “spurious sadomasochistic unity.” Deleuze splits the two terms apart, saying, “The sadist is in need of institutions, the masochist of contractual relations.” The victim, not the torturer, drives the masochistic relationship. The victim is in search of a torturer whom he can “educate, persuade and conclude an alliance … to realize the strangest of schemes.”
 The “contracted alliance” is the essence of this personal relationship: they are partners in crime. Masoch’s protagonist, Severin, must convince a reluctant Wanda to become his Venus in furs. On the other hand, a sadistic relationship is characterized by impersonal “institutionalized possession” and is directed by the authority of the torturer. The sadistic despot is looking to impose and inflict, not to be educated or persuaded. 

The true sadistic torturer cannot be satisfied with a masochistic victim, because he is not interested in entering any kind of agreement. The very authority of a masochistic victim conflicts with the authority of a sadistic torturer. Likewise, the true masochistic torturer cannot be sadistic; she resembles a sadist in her actions, but she is in an alliance with her victim. The way Cardiff and Miller set up an (unwritten) pact with the viewer is similar to the original (written) Venus in Furs agreement between Wanda and Severin. The agreement between Mrs. Wanda von Dunajew and Mr. Severin von Kuziemski is an actual document presented to Severin by Wanda. Severin signs the contract, consenting to all of its terms. Severin’s signature gives Wanda full authority over him, and she immediately takes away his passport and money. As severe as the conditions of his contract are, it is important to remember that it was Severin who sought out and initiated this relationship with Wanda. 
The contract between the viewer and The Paradise Institute builds on the implicit agreement first established in the audio Walks. Because the Walks require so much in terms of time and participation, different contractual aspects evolved naturally as a way to engage the viewer. The Missing Voice is a good example because it is particularly long and demanding. Not only do we listen to the recording, but we follow directions and simultaneously negotiate our body through a library building. Then, we are directed to leave the relative safety, calm and quiet of the library for the London city streets, to be led over a mile away. There is an elevated sense of risk; we could get lost or even hurt if we do not pay enough attention. To take this step out of the library we must trust the authority of J’s voice.

This trust depends, in part, on the beginnings of an implicit contract between the work and the viewer. In general, the contract with the viewer and the audio Walks mimics the barter a museum-goer makes with the museum to use an audio guide; the viewer leaves something of value, either a legal document or a major credit card, and payment in exchange for the electronic playing device. In contrast, the audio Walks are free, but do require that we leave a major credit card, valid passport, or driver’s license. For The Missing Voice, we must approach the library’s front circulation desk and distinguish ourselves from the other library patrons. Then, we choose what we will leave as collateral. Next, we literally sign our name to the list at the front desk. This is the only document proving our connection to The Missing Voice. Our signature joins all the other names of people who have participated in the Walk. It also signals willingness on our part to participate and to be responsible for the recording device. Going through the process of borrowing the CD player engages us contractually. The more time and energy we put in, the less likely we are to pull out. Like Severin, we have signed and given up our passport - we expect the artists to give us something in return. The more we get involved, the more we are able to give ourselves over to the experience and release control.

The clerk retrieves the CD player from a plain unobtrusive wood cabinet built specifically for this purpose. As the clerk hands us the CD player, he will itemize a few of the changes on the Walk and point us over to the starting point in the crime section of the library stacks. From there, the audio of The Missing Voice begins to impose conditions that are similar to Severin’s contract with Wanda. The first condition is that Severin must give up his identity as Wanda’s fiancé and become Gregor, Wanda’s slave. In The Missing Voice, we also take on new roles, not chosen by us, but imposed by Cardiff, within the fictional audio narratives of the recording. As soon as J’s voice says, “I’m standing in the library with you,” we are drawn into fictional existence. We are established as J’s companion by perceived proximity and by navigational need. This is the voice that will tell us where to go and what to do for the next forty minutes. J speaks in different tones, sometimes curt and sometimes confidentially, and each tone presumes a new role for us.  At times it sounds like J is speaking to herself – at these moments we become J. Writer Carol Peaker explains, “I am no longer fully myself. The voice in my head struggles a bit with this new intruder, but then gives way.”
 Once we have been lured into taking on another identity, our own identity is called into question.

In The Paradise Institute, our identity changes an alarming number of times. After being J’s companion in the theater, we later assume the role of a character who already exists in the film story: the nurse. She is clearly trying to save Drogan from an unmentionable fate, but she has been found out. Just after J leaves in the binaural soundtrack, there is the sound of a large man coming into the theater. We hear his heavy steps and grunted, “Excuse me,” as he pushes past invisible audience members in our row. The doctor mistakes us for the nurse. The menacing doctor whispers hoarsely in our ear, “Such a nice little hideout you have up here. You thought you were pretty smart, playing both sides. How long did you think it could last?”
 Because it is fiction, the ominous tone in his voice is scary, but thrilling. 

Later, we are also implicated in a relationship with the protagonist, Drogan. The screen fades to black, so our attention is refocused on the auditory portion of the story. We are effectively “blindfolded” in the darkness. We hear ambient binaural sound, which places us squarely in the middle of the binaural audience. The sense of eavesdropping and intrusion is high.  Drogan addresses us, “Come here. Take off your dress.”  Without an image, the words sound as if they are directed to us. A small hesitation later there is the sound of a zipper undressing. Then Drogan says, “Sing for me.” A woman behind us starts singing softly in German. We realize he was addressing the audience. The singing voice moves closer to us and then slowly fades away. 


Another of Severin’s conditions is “… to satisfy all the wishes of his mistress, to obey all her orders…” Our contract is the same. We satisfy all the wishes of our “mistress,” J, and obey all her orders. For instance, in The Missing Voice, J directs us to do very specific tasks: to pick up Reginald Hill’s book Dreaming of Darkness, to stop and wait, and to turn left or right. Early on in the recording, J says as she does in nearly every Walk, “I want you to walk with me.” Outside the library, J continues, “Try to follow the sound of my footsteps so that we can stay together.”
 The oral directions are nearly impossible not to follow because as Deleuze writes, “Words are at their most powerful when they compel the body to repeat the movements they suggest.”
 While obeying orders does not necessarily constitute a masochistic relationship, following J’s directions over and over again draws us deeper into a developing pact with her.

In The Paradise Institute, however, we are seated and there is no need for oral navigation. Without the force of telling us where to go as on a Walk, Cardiff and Miller establish authority before we enter the installation. The contract is first brokered by the gallery attendant, who relays a prescribed set of rules to the viewer, in a manner similar to an airline flight attendant giving a pre-flight safety talk. Because the “usher”
 is directed to interact with the viewers, the experience of waiting in line becomes part of the whole experience of The Paradise Institute. What was once created with viewer participation is replaced with increasing control and scripting to the point where “…the viewers move into and through enveloping, sequenced stages of illusion, and a series of experiences that the artists have edited like a film.”
 The viewer is enticed to enter the physical space of the artwork rather than be moved through and out of the gallery space.

In fact, the experience of The Paradise Institute begins, in a sense, as soon as the viewer enters the gallery space. 

The gallery attendants are directed to present the piece in a uniform manner, no matter the location, which results in an insidious penetration of the social dynamics of the gallery space. When The Paradise Institute was exhibited at SITE Santa Fe, for example, the gallery attendants walked around the museum informing visitors when the next showing was about to begin, augmenting the line of people already waiting. The experience of viewing the other art works in the exhibit was interrupted by the presence of The Paradise Institute, which established a sort of authority over the other works in the show. Once in line, the viewers were subjected to a litany of instructions.

Gallery attendant Virginia Felix assured me that she had received the directions on how to present The Paradise Institute directly from the artists and that she had been responsible for training the rest of the attendants at the museum. Felix referred to her own notes in a small spiral notepad to be sure she relayed all the directions to me accurately. They are paraphrased as follows:

1. Before the viewers enter the piece, tell the viewers that the film lasts thirteen minutes.

2. Tell the viewers that it is very important to turn off all cell phones. If anybody questions this rule, tell him it has to do with the electronic system.

3. If there is a large group of people, direct people to go to the ends of the rows, (just like a Disneyland attraction, like the old Michael Jackson 4-D show).

4. Tell the viewers to watch out for cables by their feet.

5. Direct the viewers to sit down first, and then put headphones on.

6. After the show is done, wait 10 seconds after the finish light comes on and then open the exit door (which triggers the house lights). Ask viewers to place headset on the hooks under the chairs, to kick all wires under the chairs, to watch for cables and to exit through the rear doors.

7. Check that all headsets are put back and cables are pushed away.

While gathering more viewers is not explicitly one of the directives, it is interesting to note that the “ushers” felt compelled to add this task to their responsibilities. Recruiting viewers is a natural extension of the dictates already in place and matches the role of an “usher”; it also serves the practical function of securing as many viewers as politely possible: an inadvertent method of self-promotion. 

Ironically, the waiting-in-line part of The Paradise Institute was not originally conceived to play an important role, but was developed as a stratagem for dealing with the anticipated crowds at the Venice Biennale. The flow-through design of having the entrance and exit at opposite ends, the roped-off queue, and having sixteen seats were all designed with crowd control, safety and accessibility issues in mind. While the attention to the waiting viewers might have begun incidentally, the scripted presentation of The Paradise Institute has self-perpetuated and become formalized into an aspect of the work. Felix attested that she had never had any other artists be as specific as Cardiff and Miller about the presentation of their piece.

In an earlier version of The Paradise Institute, the viewer was given oral directions. The movie ended, the audio ended, the experience ended, but the viewer was still under contract. In this version, the doctor’s voice said, “Stand up. Now turn to the left. Slowly… walk towards the door.” In the current versions of The Paradise Institute, the doctor’s voice has been edited out. In any case, the intention is clear. Drogan’s predicament is ours; he is not the only one being told what to do.

The Missing Voice and The Paradise Institute most recall the masochism in the way the viewer becomes entangled in a relationship that oscillates between kindness and cruelty. Like an effective dominatrix, J’s voice vacillates between welcoming gentleness and clipped orders in tone and word choice. The rhythm of the work follows suit, with overwhelming moments (slapping) followed by moments of respite (petting). 

Because of the overwhelming aspect of having to actively make sense of oral directions amid other fractured aural narratives in an audio Walk, Cardiff must never lose sight of the viewer’s comfort level and physical safety. Doing so would be self-sabotage. Cardiff explains that she is careful to add more reassurances and directions whenever people doing the test Walk feel lost or uneasy. The farther the viewer is asked to travel away from the originating site of a Walk, the more control Cardiff needs to establish, in order to keep the viewer emotionally and physically safe.

In The Paradise Institute, the opposite is true. Inside the wooden structure of the theater installation, the viewer is literally sheltered from any outside threat. Even the need to interact with the other viewers is preempted by the insularity of the headphones. There is no risk of moving, or of misunderstanding directions or of getting lost in a theater installation; however, Cardiff and Miller must produce the requisite level of anxiety. This is done with increased spatial dislocation, intensified crime thriller suspense, and the multiple splitting of the narratives and the viewer’s identity.

The combined soundtrack of the film and the binaural soundtrack work, at times, to heighten the sense of trepidation, the way a typical soundtrack amplifies the affective qualities of a movie. The audio track begins with thunder and the crackling tension of an impending storm. This becomes a harbinger for other dramatic moments in the film and viewer experience. The sense of danger is also deliberately heightened by the action sequences in the film. There is the distant view of a van rushing away on a dirt road and then suddenly the crack of a gunshot and a man falling to the ground. At one point there is actually binaural sound (therefore, sound that is disturbingly real) of pounding and stomping all over the theater structure, as if somebody from the outside world is trying to break in.

Other examples of dissonance are scripted to catch the viewer off-guard. For instance, as Felix stated, she asks all viewers to turn off cell phones before entering. If a viewer questions the cell phone policy, the attendant is instructed to explain that cell phones interfere with the electronic functioning of the piece. When the cell phone goes off early in the binaural world, the viewer’s mind reflexively reacts with irritation at the supposed viewer who answers the phone and begins talking – keep in mind that the cell phone ring is so realistic that Felix often sees viewers scramble in their own handbags, frantically trying to answer the imaginary ringing, despite the earlier directive. Cardiff explains, “… a lot of the conceptual tricks I use are about placing the person out of themselves so that you establish a reality, and then all of a sudden pull the rug out from under it and be somewhere else.”
 Afterwards, the character J says something to re-establish her friendly bond.

The sonic narratives seem to split just before we are able to make sense of a narrative plot. Cardiff and Miller are open about using fractured bits of narrative to create the feel of a noirish thriller – the different scenes were never intended to come together in a linear, logical way. The opening visual image is a shot of the nurse’s face leaning over the camera with Drogan’s voice asking, “How long have I been here?”  We are in a similarly questioning frame of mind. Then in the next sequence, we are immediately split from Drogan and placed back in the audience by the sounds of the binaural audience. A cell phone rings behind us and we hear the rustling sounds of somebody going through their coat. Before we realize that it is a binaural cell phone, Drogan’s eyes open and gaze directly out at the audience as if he has heard the ringing as well. We are ejected from identifying with the film and propelled back into awareness of the binaural audience. 

Not only does our identity shift constantly; but the characters within the narrative are not stable either. Our attention is never allowed to settle comfortably in one place; each time we settle into a passive movie-viewing mode, there is a disjunctive fissure. Or seen in reverse, every time we are jolted, we are also consoled. The chummy atmosphere set by the character J sitting next to you, is put in further relief by the tension in the suspenseful “narrative” of the story on film and in the soundtrack. The same voice takes on a Jekyll and Hyde quality when it whispers from behind you: “It’s all arranged. He’ll meet us here between shows,” as if you were an accomplice to some mysterious crime about to happen. Then there is the banal reassurance when you hear J slurping her soda next to you, still on your right side. “This consolation of the participants is a crucial component in Cardiff’s walking pieces.” Schaub says, “Without it, her listeners would never obey the voice’s instructions.”
 

Despite the fact the viewer is ultimately in the position of the original dummy head, Cardiff and Miller’s works are appealing. But even if the viewer knew the process of making a binaural work, it might not matter, because the works offer a sense of being known.
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