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“Is it an accident … that this technique involves an image of a disembodied head used to make an artificial sensorium?”

In Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451, Guy Montag, the book-burning fireman, meets young Clarisse whose empathetic companionship makes Montag feel heard, understood, and alive. She is the rare person, Montag realizes, whose face mirrors his own and reveals to him his “own innermost trembling thought.”
 Although they spend only a handful of minutes together, Montag is amazed at how he feels as though he has known her for years. Clarisse explains it simply: she likes him, she doesn’t want anything from him and they know each other. The “knowing” here describes an intimacy of understanding another’s emotional interior and of acceptance without judgment. 

Montag’s brief rapport with Clarisse is in direct contrast to his relationship with his wife, Mildred, who exemplifies the loneliness of being unknown, unnoticed and unloved. The chasm between Montag and his wife is so great that one night he describes being in the room with her as being “on a winter island separated by an empty sea.”
 His body and her body are in the same room, but there is no connection whatsoever; she speaks to him for a long time, but he can hear only strings of meaningless words. Mildred is apparently incapable of intimacy with him, even though it is what she craves most. Any effort by her husband to express his feelings to her provokes panic and later betrayal.

Instead of connecting with her husband (or anybody else), Mildred abuses one escapist compulsion after another: the Seashell thimble radios, pills, and the TV parlor. These are all sci-fi addictions that keep Mildred preoccupied and emotionally removed. Even though Mildred longs for someone to pierce through to her emotional layer, her addictions only widen the space between her and Montag. Mildred’s first appearance in the story is announced by the dull clink of Montag’s foot kicking an empty bottle of sleeping pills across the floor; Mildred has attempted suicide. Two impersonal operators arrive to suck out and clean Mildred’s blood. The curt, detached manner with which the technicians deal with his unconscious wife makes Montag realize that he is surrounded by uncaring strangers; and that furthermore, this is the general condition of his life. Montag knows the names and habits of the firemen he works with, but he does not know them; he does not know what they are thinking and feeling inside. Montag uses the word know the same way Clarisse does, to indicate intimacy. Montag looks down at his unconscious wife and thinks, “There are too many of us … There are billions of us and that’s too many. Nobody knows anyone.”

Both Montag and Mildred want intimacy desperately and while Montag is fortunate enough to make that connection with another person (however briefly), Mildred seeks an artificial intimacy in her TV parlor. Mildred’s favorite obsession is what Montag calls her “family.” The family consists of Bob, Ruth, and Helen – fictional characters in the TV shows Mildred watches constantly. Bradbury’s TV parlor is a prescient progression of today’s unfettered big-screen mania. In Bradbury’s world, the TV has become so large that it not only fills a wall of a room, but every wall in the room, creating an immersive environment. 

The TV parlor is an inverted TV box. Instead of radiating one image outwards, the four wall-sized television screens are all focused inwards, magnifying the effect of the TV on the viewer, who stands in the center of the room. The viewer is inside the TV, completely engulfed and overwhelmed. As the space inside the TV parlor becomes practically virtual as the blasting television seizes the space in the room for its own, the body of the viewer becomes subsumed in the experience of television noise and images –Montag explains the totalizing effect of the TV parlor: “… you’re playing some game or sitting in some room where you can’t argue with the four-wall televisor. Why? The televisor is ‘real.’ It is immediate, it has dimension. It tells you what to think and blasts it in. It must be right. It seems so right. It rushes you on so quickly to its own conclusions your mind hasn’t time to protest…”



The realness of the televised reality is compounded by a cunning sales gimmick: if Mildred sends in enough cereal box tops she will receive a special script – a script that has a part just for her. When it comes time for the Mildred’s lines, the television family on the wall-to-wall circuit turns and looks at Mildred expectantly, giving her time to say her lines. This gives Mildred a role in the television drama. The participation makes her feel included, even though she is not interacting with real people. The hitch is, of course, that the part is not just for Mildred, but for any person willing to send in enough cereal box tops. Even if Mildred’s scripted intimacy is fueled by delusion, the communicational structure of the TV parlor is clear. The characters are pre-recorded and Mildred chooses to pretend that they are addressing her, and that she is part of the “family.”

While The Paradise Institute recalls Bradbury’s TV parlor in terms of engulfment and inducing a false sense of intimacy, the art context of this theater installation complicates the viewer’s understanding of the communicational structure. It is interesting to note that Christov-Bakargiev, who organized Cardiff’s (including collaborations with Miller) mid-career retrospective at P.S. 1 in 2001, suggests that Cardiff’s practice “contribute[s] to a shift in the communicational structure of art from a one-sided confrontation between artwork and audience to an exploration of the conversational dimension – the quiet, private realm of talking-listening,”
 when in fact The Paradise Institute, which at the time was Cardiff and Miller’s most-acclaimed work, remains absolutely “a one-sided confrontation between artwork and audience.” A conversational dimension would presume two speakers yet there are no speakers in The Paradise Institute. The voices on the audio track are all recorded and the viewers are hardly likely to stand up and speak in a darkened theater environment. Furthermore, does putting on headphones in a movie theatre change the communicational structure of movie viewing? Probably not. Would movie-viewing ever be considered part of conversational realm? How does The Paradise Institute make the unlikely transition into the conversational realm?
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Figure 1
Christov-Bakargiev’s statement reveals that without going so far as to give the viewer a script, or make the viewer do anything for that matter, The Paradise Institute creates the same sense of inclusion and recognition as the TV parlor. The Paradise Institute appears to recognize us as a friend.

Unlike Diane Keaton, Cardiff and Miller do know how to be intimate but not intimate. Throughout their works, they have developed an experience that replicates intimacy so thoroughly that the viewer is left with the impression of having interacted with somebody. This is most evident in a theater installation like The Paradise Institute, where the distraction of walking in an unfamiliar environs is replaced with passive sitting. The artist’s body has disappeared, yet the presence of the artist seems more real than ever to the viewer. Alanna Heiss, director of P.S. 1 says: “I am one of hundreds, maybe thousands, who feel they have achieved an intimate relationship with Cardiff … and Miller through simply slipping on a portable Discman or video camera.”
 They have replaced the body with the sensation of being engulfed, with the pleasure of recognition, and through a contractual relationship with the viewer. They have achieved an illusion of intimacy. 

While Bradbury’s TV parlor and The Paradise Institute both rely heavily on engulfing sensory immersion and staged interaction, The Paradise Institute goes beyond a general inclusive familial setting by creating the presence of one particular character with whom the viewer can bond: the aural character J, who becomes a felt presence. Although the viewer takes on the role of several different characters, the most compelling role is that of J’s companion.

J’s presence without a body could feel like a ghost, but J’s voice is not ghostly. Cardiff takes particular care to not spook the viewer with her voice. Realizing that a disembodied voice has the potential to alienate the viewer, Cardiff is careful to monitor the tone of her voice: “… the way I record makes it sound like it’s almost coming out of their head – it’s like it’s coming from between their ears. Then if I talk very calmly, and talk as if I’m talking to myself and thinking to myself, it doesn’t make it too creepy.”
  

J gets away with trespassing our personal space because she is not threatening; she bypasses our defensive reactions and convinces us to engage with a stranger, despite our ingrained habits. 

The convincing presence of J could not be established without the technology of binaural recording. The binaural recording works double duty to include us: the recorded voices work both to place us inside the aural narrative thread and also to situate us inside the aural fictional space. The story forms around us, sonically jumping off the screen and into the seat next to us. 

The sense of connectedness to J is also strengthened through shared experiences. We are not just watching a movie together, but sonically time-traveling to different locations. If a person were blindfolded he or she would be able to distinguish the sonic difference between a telephone booth and a cavernous theater. Cardiff takes advantage of this automatic impulse by recording the ambient sounds of different spaces to recreate those spaces for the listener. We feel like we are actually, physically in another world, the world being piped in. The sonic world has been reformatted, in a sense, to fit inside our head, and this new world is a place we co-exist with J.

“In the walks it’s very much about my voice leading a particular person down the road, and I find, because of how the binaural audio is recorded, it does create a connection immediately with someone because you can feel I am right there, walking with you. And we wanted that same sort of connection with the person in the theater because we are trying to make the person who is listening almost feel like they are participating in the plot that is going on.”

The viewer is not required to do anything beyond sit and listen in the theater for twelve minutes. It could be argued that this is participation (as the word participation is derived from the Greek root meaning “to take”) but my argument here is not about determining what constitutes participation, but to point out that the sense of participation is much greater than one might anticipate from an artwork that involves headphones and a film projection. In the TV parlor, Mildred participates actively by reading lines and readying herself for the cue. Like Mildred, we are explicitly included in the narrative of the piece. In The Paradise Institute, we are given a mute identity, where we are included, but not required to participate. Unlike Mildred, the customer in the holo-video parlor or the viewer in The Paradise Institute is not required to do or say anything. More participation (and trust) is required on the Walks, but even then we only follow directions and we are encouraged to give ourselves up to the experience. The imbalance of control prevents true participation in The Paradise Institute. No walking or interpreting is required of the viewer – only gazing and listening. On the other hand, participation also has an aspect of permission; one can be considered a participant in a science experiment or all-day art performance simply by agreeing to do so. This sensation of a “stage-managed reality” is carried over to the theater installations and crafted to engage the viewer even more deeply than before. 

The implicit contract is substantial in its own right, allowing the viewer the pleasure of giving up control and surrendering to the experience. The play between masochism and sadism, danger and pleasure, control and release of control is titillating. We allow J in, because it feels like she has allowed us in first. It is virtually involuntary … and people seem to like it. After 38 minutes of The Missing Voice, Peaker says, “As the recording comes to an end, I miss The Missing Voice, but I feel intensely happy.”
 By just listening, we are able to experience a seemingly intimate relationship without the time, energy, and courage it normally requires. This is our “Venus in furs,” our prize and pleasure for our time and attention.

When Mildred sends away her cereal box tops – she knows intellectually that she is not receiving a unique script - but one that is being sent to thousands of other people as well; yet, emotionally she is willing to pretend, not just that the script is for her alone, but also that when she reads her lines that she is actually part of the TV family. The reverse is true in The Paradise Institute; the viewer is so convinced that his experience is unique that the most frequently asked question at Site Santa Fe was, “Does everybody have the same experience?”
 Even though each set of headphones in the installation winds down to the same central “brain” underneath the theater seating and transmits an identical audio recording to each viewer, the viewers feel as though their experience of The Paradise Institute is individual, We feel like we are personally addressed in the work, because it feels as though we are emotionally and intimately connected to someone. The Paradise Institute seats sixteen, yet every one of us feels as though we are the center of attention. The experience is perceived to be singular, because of the level of inclusion we feel. Ironically, although there is a heightened sense of inclusion, the viewer participates less.

The experience of The Paradise Institute is designed with the viewer in mind. This is one of its most appealing qualities, but however much it appears to include the viewer, there is no room for the viewer to actually participate. As much as Cardiff and Miller invoke the contract of masochism to lure the viewer into deeper engagement, there is no true alliance because Cardiff and Miller control the relationship. The contract that develops is only implicitly communicated to the viewer. If there was a written contract – where everything was ‘stated, promised, announced and carefully described before being accomplished,”
 there would be a different relationship between the viewer and the artists – not to say that a contemporary dominatrix would have anything to do with a written formal contract – she does, however, probably have a specific set of rules or guidelines that is articulated up front. In a traditional relationship of masochism, the victim seeks the torturer and co-creates the alliance.

Cardiff and Miller use the masochistic contract to build a sense of intimacy – but upon closer examination, a sadistic edge is revealed. The experience of The Paradise Institute begins to feel more like the institutional imposition of sadism, than the contracted alliance of masochism, because the viewer is repeatedly subjected to moments of disquiet and discomfort without prior knowledge or agreement. Furthermore, despite the feeling of participation, the viewer only participates by tacit submission. An explicit agreement would tie the experience to the masochist side of the Deleuzian model, without it, the experience treads something between the two. In the end, the contract established between the viewer and the work allows for what curator Connie Butler has described as a “weird sort of violence, a soft violence.”

Taking a “coward’s way”

Cardiff discovered early on that she preferred keeping a safe distance from the viewer. Yet on the other hand, Cardiff learned that “people have this total need for intimacy.”
 Cardiff protects herself by having a relationship – not with the viewer, but with the dummy during the making of the recording. The viewer literally enacts the dummy during the experience of The Paradise Institute. 
 Cardiff’s conversation with the dummy head is recorded as one of the layers of the soundtrack. All of the awkwardness that normally characterizes the interaction of two people meeting for the first time has been skipped over. Cardiff as J, is free to be emotionally open, confessional and tender, because the viewer as a dummy can never pose a threat. Cardiff protects herself by having an artificial relationship with the dummy instead of with those who later listen to her recordings.

[pic]
To make the binaural recordings, Cardiff had to walk the route holding the dummy head in front of her at head height. She must have looked strange talking to this dummy head she was holding out in front of her; this may account for why so many of her earlier works were done in semi-private public spaces. At any rate for the duration of the Dummy’s walk with Cardiff, the head is showered with attention. Cardiff is pretending that the dummy Head is her friend.

It is the dummy that carries the information from the location with the artist to the location with the spectator. Cardiff’s companion gains a voice when s/he becomes our ghostly companion. The multi-layered “soundtrack” we hear, is the ghostly presence of the past made present, memories carried into the future, somehow intact, but eerily decontextualized in time. It is the “objectively’ recorded ambient noise recorded via the dummy head interiorize the objectively recorded sounds: the objective is carried inside to the domain of the subjective.
A ghost is a presence without a physical body and the Kunstkopf is the body without a presence. The Kunstkopf is the reverse of a ghost, the non-ghost, but functions to make a recording that produces a ghost. That Dummy head is with Cardiff on that first time through the walk and is there to record both a script and riffing off the script. The dummy head is a silent companion, soaking in the ambient aural information objectively. One might say that Cardiff brings subjectivity and the dummy brings objectivity. This is appropriate somehow, because the premise of objectivity is to have no opinion or bias – to have nothing to say that would reflect your personal past. The notion of objectivity implies the existence of a spectator who can speak without any effect from affect. This imagined objective spectator can only be the mute, brainless, soulless Styrofoam dummy. The Styrofoam dummy head becomes the reverse of a ghost; it is a body without a presence.  

When we put on the headphones, we take the dummy’s place. We take over the center of attention. We are addressed, but there is no need or responsibility to answer. The headphones go on our ears and we become dummies to the world. Everything else is muted and a new “outside” world is created for us. Like the dummy, we are not in a position of power, but that of a speechless child. We are dumb.

Like Mildred’s four-wall televisor, the experience of The Paradise Institute provides a fictional intimacy. Scripted interaction with a television character is far from real intimacy, but it is better than being alone. The Paradise Institute strives for the same inclusion the Mildred hopes for in Fahrenheit 451 and like Montag’s wife, it seems we long for inclusion, acceptance and intimacy. 

It is easy to imagine the progression that led to the TV parlor: two screens would seem naturally better than two – and once there were four walls, and the novelty had worn off, there would be that itch to discover a way to bypass the callous and be affected or tricked into believing immersion. Like the TV parlor, the sound of J’s voice is real, inarguable, and immediately establishes us as her friend. Our body reacts to her tone before we logically process what she is saying. We don’t need a script, because the context prompts us naturally. By making us feel involved in the experience to such a degree, we are made to feel something approximate to what Montag feels with Clarisse. A continued path wooing the viewer would lead to extreme methods of hostage and manipulation in order to get the same response. In the same way it seems inevitable that the Walks have led to the soundwalk tours. 

Soundwalk.com. is an audio tour company launched in 2001, almost ten years after Cardiff’s first audio walk, that demonstrate the potential marketability of audio Walks. Presented as “Soundwalks - audio tours for people who don’t normally take audio tours.” these soundwalks take Cardiff’s audio Walks to the next (hilarious) level. A “Da Vinci Code soundwalk at the Louvre is narrated by Jean Reno (remember Leon from The Professional?). The sample audio starts with a recorded recording. It is supposedly Audrey Tatou saying, “Professor Langdon, Do not react to this message. You must follow my directions very closely… You are in grave danger…” The audio narrative plunges you into intrigue and treats you like one of the characters, just like the audio Walks. Then, the voice of Jean Reno introduces himself as the Captain Bezu Fache. He says, “Don’t go anywhere unless I say so. I am going to take you to a scene of a crime after all. Be one with me … Can you hear my footsteps? Good.” This is almost word for word like The Missing Voice, which takes place in Jack the Ripper’s Spitalfields in London. 
Listening to Cardiff’s conversation with the dummy is what makes us feel like we are having a conversation, even though we are not doing any of the talking. Ironically, the work is perceived as moving away from “one-sided confrontation between artwork and audience,” when actually it has become more one-sided. The last time there was true conversation was a long time ago in the performance Intimacies, when there were really two people talking and interacting.

Like the immersive environment of the theater installations, as Miller puts it, “… is total escapism and in a way escapism points out a little about reality.”
 Our willingness to experience The Paradise Institute reveals, if not our desire for intimacy, then at least our familiarity with the kind of virtual intimacy that it produces. The viewer is included in the world of The Paradise Institute. It is a momentary antidote to Bradbury’s cultural condition: “There are too many of us…Nobody knows anyone.”
 
Analyzing how a work like The Paradise Institute or The Missing Voice engages the viewer reveals not just our collective desire for intimacy, but our underlying presumptions about what makes intimacy. In Something’s Got to Give (2003), Diane Keaton tells Jack Nicholson, “I don’t know how to be intimate but not intimate.” Cardiff and Miller do know how to be intimate, but not intimate; they have created a virtual intimacy. By treating and talking to the dummy head intimately, Cardiff performs intimacy; when we take the place of the dummy, we re-enact the reverse of Cardiff’s performance. This allows Cardiff and Miller to build a relationship with the viewer that feels meaningful, without their presence. A bodiless intimacy reflects a more contemporary idea of intimacy in a world saturated with relationship “intermediaries:” phones, TVs, and computers.

Holding on to the viewer for nearly an hour as in The Missing Walk, is an achievement in itself, but to be able to condense that experience, to make it available for groups of sixteen at a time, and then to make that experience portable, as in The Paradise Institute is an even greater feat. It is no coincidence that this technique involves the image of a disembodied head – because it neatly sums up what it happening, the body is cut out of the picture for a less messy and easier picture of intimacy to be portrayed. For the moment, the experience of The Paradise Institute stays just shy of being numbing, but invigorating and provoking. Our sensory awareness is piqued and stimulated. Miller says, “I like the idea that we are building a simulated experience in the attempt to make people feel more connected to life.”
 But what if what it is really doing is preventing people from being connected to life?

 “Paradise Institute” is an apparent oxymoron. The contemporary definition of “paradise” is either a place or state of perfect happiness or Heaven or an enclosed garden.  The original Auestan root of “paradise” is pairidaeza, which means literally “to form around.” So how did “to form around” come to mean the “place or condition where everything is exactly as you would like it to be?” According to one dictionary, the word “paradise” has gone through an “extreme example of amelioration, the process by which a word comes to refer to something better than what it used to refer to.” A Greek mercenary soldier named Xenophon first used the word paradeisos to describe the beautiful and inaccessible  enclosed gardens and forests where Persian nobles would play and hunt. Soon after the Latin word paradisus recorded as naming the Garden of Eden in an early translation of the Bible.  From its very origin, the meaning of paradise has been linked with a notion of separateness: Xenophon was not able to enter the beautiful royal gardens he named paradise and; Adam and Eve were irreversibly cast out from the paradise of Eden. The etymology of the word paradise reveals a longing for a perfect happiness that is always out of reach.

The word “paradise” might evoke a hundred different places to a hundred different people, but one condition will invariably be the same: ask a person to describe paradise and he will not describe his current circumstances. “Paradise” has to do with escapism from the “real” world; an escape from one’s present situation into a perfect one, which presumably exists. It is the “other’ world outside of the working world. The biblical Eden has to do with literally without having knowledge. There is an animal-like immediacy to paradise; without awareness of good and evil, the body is not clothed and the intellect not yet activated. It is the place to which Adam and Eve are forever banned. Paradise exists in infinite deferral, always over there, but not here.

What is the word “institute?” The knee-jerk reaction is to think of the opposite of nature: of an enclosed, man-made space, white walls and corridors, artificial lighting, clinical and sterile where everything is completely controlled and contained. The verb “institute” also has the active meaning of imposing a system or structure from the inside. The Latin root institut means “to set up, establish, found, appoint, ordain, begin, arrange, order, teach.” The contemporary definition has not varied much from its beginning, meaning “Something instituted; an established law, custom, usage, or organization; an institution.” It is also the building in which “a society or organization instituted to promote some literary, scientific, artistic, professional or educational object.”
 While paradise is related to nature (via gardens) and institute is related to people (via buildings) in one sense both “paradise” and “institute” have to do with an imposition of a structure. 

The Paradise Institute becomes either the systematic and clinical infiltration of a heavenly place – or the rhapsodic enclosure of a scientific investigation.  The Paradise Institute is an imposition of a structure from both the inside and the outside. It exists as a paradox, being penetrated both from the inside and attacked from the perimeter. 

The Paradise Institute is aptly named; it is an experimental test site, where the viewer needs only to step inside for the experience of intimacy. 
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Figure 2
Bella and Dawkins in Central Park beginning the audio Walk, Her Long Black Hair.
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