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Intimacies

“ I have no idea how to do this … be intimate but not intimate…”




Diane Keaton (as Erica Barry) in Something’s Got to Give (2002)

The classified ad for the 1992 version of the performance, Intimacies, ran: “When is close too close? Four artists are asking you to help them explore the natural desire for and the boundaries of intimacy. Call 265-5787, Wed. – Sat., noon to 5:30…”
 The request appears sincere and direct, and presents the project as a collaborative exploration of emotional terrain. Hypothetically starting from zero, the artists were proposing to initiate relationships with strangers and to see how close they could get to a state of intimacy. In reality, however, the group performance was fraught with confused intentions and unintended consequences.

Janet Cardiff was one of the four artists.
 This performance identified one of the predominant themes running through Cardiff’s subsequent works and collaborations with husband and fellow artist George Bures Miller. It also marked a beginning to her career-long investigation into something that might be called a contemporary perception of intimacy. 

This performance of Intimacies was actually the re-staging of a performance originally presented during Cardiff’s pivotal time at the Banff Centre for the Arts the previous summer. The project was initially conceived by artist Jon Winet (but was inspired by Linda Montano) as a culminating group project to mark the end of a ten-week Banff residency. Each artist chose a topic relating to the subject of intimacy
 and spent a designated amount of time speaking/interacting with the other artists who had participated in the residency. The performance was considered successful, so four of the artists decided to take the same project into the public sphere.

Prior to her residency there, Cardiff had been primarily a solo visual artist working in the same medium she had studied as a student (first at Queens University and later at the University of Alberta): printmaking. In contrast, since that time, Cardiff has collaborated with Miller more often than not, and her highly variegated multimedia practice has become tightly focused on creating a relationship with the viewer. That same summer in Banff, Cardiff chanced upon a technology called binaural recording and used it to create her first audio Walk. The audio Walk and its use of binaural recording has become her signature, even though Cardiff and Miller
 produce many works without binaural recording. Binaural recording and the eerie effect of real-time playback, combined with Cardiff’s fascination with intimacy, have informed nearly all of her subsequent work.

In my thesis, I propose that intimacy is a central theme in Cardiff’s work, and is an aspect of it that is often overlooked. Then I investigate why the viewer accepts the kind of intimacy Cardiff and Miller offer. To explore Cardiff’s trajectory into intimacy, I examine three substantial and varied multimedia works created over a period of ten years: Intimacies (1992), the performance; The Missing Voice (Case Study B) (1999), the audio Walk; and The Paradise Institute (2002), the theater installation. I then excavate what passes for intimacy in their works by exposing how Cardiff and Miller create the appearance of intimacy in the two later works: The Missing Voice and The Paradise Institute. 

Definitions 

Intimacy—originally derived from the Late Latin intimare, which means, “to put or bring in, publish, announce” and comes from the Latin intimus, which means “inmost, deepest.” Intimare is a movement toward that inmost place, to put or bring in something from the outside to the inside, whereas intimus describes a location. The adjective, intimate, is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as follows:

1. Marked by close acquaintance, association, or familiarity.

2. Pertaining to or indicative of one’s deepest nature.

3. Essential; innermost.

4. Characterized by informality and privacy.

5. Very personal; personal; secret.

Intimacy can be an experienced state, a zone or a threshold.  Yet a difficulty arises when defining intimacy, because the experience of intimacy relies upon a subjective judgment of degree of closeness. In terms of acquaintance, what one person deems as “close” can be abysmally “distant” to another. 

While all the facets of the dictionary definition of intimacy come into play within my discussion of Cardiff’s works and collaborations, there are a few more definitions to bear in mind. In terms of human relationships, intimacy can be defined simply as “a state of relatedness … characterized by participants experiencing the internalized state of each other.”
 And there is Cardiff’s own working definition: “Intimacy is something necessary for intense communication and a meaningful relationship.” In all these definitions, intimacy has to do with access to the deepest parts of oneself. Whether or not the perception of access to the deepest parts of oneself is also intimacy is the question at hand. Intimacy has to do with two people connecting with each other deeply.
The Missing Voice
The odd paradox is that, although I propose that intimacy has been an important theme in the last decade of Cardiff and Miller’s work, neither Cardiff nor Miller has ever actually been present when viewers experienced any of their works. There is a sense of perceived intimacy with the artists in the works, particularly with Cardiff, whose voice is typically omnipresent in the recordings for the audio Walks. The sense of intimacy is between the single viewer and the work of art or with a character within the work. This perceived connection approximates the qualities of a relationship between two people. I suggest that it is this false sense of knowing the artist(s) that is, in large part, responsible for the unusual exhibition history of Cardiff and Miller’s works, in particular the audio Walks.

 Audio Walks have proven to be so well-liked by the public that, like box-office hits and cult classics, certain Walk exhibitions have been held over and extended – not just for months, but sometimes for years. Take for example, the longest and most ambitious audio Walk to date, The Missing Voice. The Missing Voice comes from Cardiff’s initial intense exploration of audio Walks between the years 1996 and 1999, when she produced sixteen audio Walks worldwide.
 The Missing Voice was commissioned and organized by Artangel in London, England as a solo exhibition to run from June 17 – November 27, 1999. Because Artangel is a non-profit art organization without a permanent space, Cardiff was given the freedom to start the Walk anywhere she liked. She chose to begin the Walk at the Whitechapel Library in east London in a characteristically loud and bustling urban neighborhood. Other than the typical single night art opening and the requisite listings in London’s TimeOut and other papers, there was not any exceptional promotion of The Missing Voice. 

Later, in 2002, The Missing Voice was included in Cardiff and Miller’s show of recent works at the Whitechapel Gallery, just a few doors down from the library. For several years afterwards there continued to be wall text at the gallery directing viewers to the library for the audio Walk, which helped promote it. At the end of the first five months, Artangel and the Whitechapel Library jointly agreed that the rave reviews and surprisingly high participation rates were encouragement enough to extend the exhibition an additional five months – then another year. Finally it was determined to extend the exhibition indefinitely – in fact, it was shown until the Whitechapel Library (the starting point of the Walk) was literally demolished during a slated re-development.

To understand the significance of extending a Walk exhibition, one must first understand the process and structure of a typical Walk. Every Walk, being completely site-specific, is commissioned and funded before coming into existence. Normally, Walks have a pre-established lifespan determined by the duration of the exhibition. Although the process has evolved over the years, the audio Walks are typically announced with wall text in an exhibition (or in the case of The Missing Voice, there is only the wall text in the lobby of a public library). You are directed to a booth/kiosk/desk where you exchange a piece of ID for a CD player and headphones. You don the headphones and the Walk begins. As the experience is structured by what is on the CD, it is primarily an auditory experience. 

The Missing Voice is the longest of the early Walks, at thirty-eight minutes. This is more than twice the length of any previous Walk. It also takes place in an incredibly challenging site. While most of the earlier Walks began in a gallery/art space and led the viewer outside to quieter areas such as a garden or woods, The Missing Voice deviates from this standard. It takes place on crowded London streets, wandering through a predominantly Bangladeshi neighborhood, and competes with the ever-present din of the city traffic and crowds.

While the audio Walk borrows the shape and structure of a museum audio-guide, “audio-guide” is not really an adequate description for the experience of the Walk. The auditory collage of fiction, personal reminiscences, and snippets of dialogue from classic films (or at least appearing so) create a sensory and emotional barrage that envelops and surrounds the listener. As the listener, you do wear headphones and there is a voice telling you where to go and what you’ll see and how to think about what you see - but barely. The moments of sensible direction are really only the barest fragments of a linear narrative to keep you from getting lost. The moments in which the character, J, tells you to keep up with the sound of her footsteps and when to turn, provide a slim skeleton for the rest of the work. Rather than a dry informative lecture, a Walk is more of a breathless, engaging experience that leaves you feeling like you have just had an intimate encounter with somebody. You might feel that you have gotten to know someone or that somebody knows something about you. The unknown J now feels like a familiar friend.

Frequently, a Walk takes you outside the building itself, foregoing traditional art spaces and art-viewing practices. A typical museum audio-guide is attached to a particular group of art works in an exhibition and the same audio-guides can be used wherever the exhibition is shown. In contrast, the audio Walks are intertwined with the physical space for which they are made, and as an artwork they cannot exist apart from the site except as documentation. Since a Walk not only involves time and commitment, and can only be experienced during the exhibition, the experience of a Walk is elusive.

The Missing Voice begins as all of the audio Walks begin: you put on a headset and turn on the CD player in the carrying case. Immediately J’s voice is palpably there, “I’m standing in the library with you,” she says. The voice is directly over your shoulder, but despite this, her voice is non-threatening, and rather pleasant and appealing. This spectral presence intermittently directs and accompanies you through the library, out onto the London streets, winding you through an urban area called Spitalfields (the notorious haunt of Jack the Ripper), and finally deposits you at the Liverpool Street Station to find your own way back to the Whitechapel Library to return the CD player. What is truly astounding about this form of artwork is that viewers are required to put on a set of headphones and accept direction by way of a fragmented narrative, without a map, over a mile away from the original point of departure, in the middle of London.

Preservation of audio Walks is difficult in a city, which is a changeable environment. Without a map, all the navigational directions depend on street signs and local landmarks. Over time, many of these landmarks, such as the “convenience store with a big Coca Cola sign on it” or the  “parking lot with a white railing” have inexorably morphed, even disappeared, making the Walk gradually more difficult to navigate each year. Despite the intrinsically ephemeral nature of a Walk, The Missing Voice was held over for six years past its initial exhibition with Artangel in 1999. This is not an isolated example – more recently, Her Long Black Hair
 was exhibited for two additional summers in Central Park; and Cardiff’s first Walk, Forest Walk is being exhibited at the Walter Phillips Gallery, the gallery affiliated with the Banff Centre, ten years after it was shown there for the first time.

Intimacies in Intimacies
The performance, Intimacies, was Cardiff’s explicit attempt to make an “honest connection”
 with the viewer. Interestingly, Cardiff was the only female artist participating and her perception of the degree of success of the project differed from that of the male participating artists. Over fifty people responded to the newspaper ad in the Calgary Herald and showed up at a rented office building to spend twenty minutes with one of the four artists. Each of the artists met individually with participants in face-to-face, one-on-one, confidential, private meetings from 8 am - 3 pm over a period of three days. The premise was simple, Cardiff says: “We made appointments with people, and they came in and we talked about intimacy. People could come in and talk to me about anything. Sex, insecurities...”
 While the subject of conversation was ostensibly “intimacy,” the participants were welcome to speak on any topic. The implication was that intimacy was not merely to be the subject of conversation, but that a degree of closeness or familiarity with the participant was anticipated. 
What were the working definitions of intimacy in Intimacies? This performance, beginning with the placement of the newspaper ad, presumed several characteristics of intimacy beyond a dictionary definition. The ad refers to “the natural desire” for intimacy, not “a natural desire” but “the natural desire” – the desire that we all know, experience and recognize. Not only did the artists desire intimacy, they presumed there was an audience also desiring intimacy. The very existence of the personal columns is evidence that people are actively seeking to engage with other people. 

There was the unspoken presumption that physical presence was required to explore intimacy. This project was not conducted over the phone, through writing, through video interview, or even cybernetically, via instant chat or email, but required the physical presence of both the artists and participants. The word intimacy is laden with connotations of physicality. Colloquial usage attaches this word to the physical body: “intimates” can stand for underwear (the fabric worn closest to the skin) and “intimate” for sexual contact. The question, “Were you intimate with him?” means, “Did you have sex?” The importance of the presence of the body for an “honest connection” was presumed necessary, but the project did not involve sex or any physical interaction other than the verbal interview.
Both the participant and the artist were present, that is, both of their bodies were in the room for the interview. At the same time, there was the presumption that intimacy did not necessarily have anything to do with sex, even in conversation. Charles Cousins, one of the participating artists, said that it was heartening to discover that people didn’t want to talk about sex, and that it was “almost a cliché to think that intimacy means sexual intimacy.”
 They were free to talk about anything. Cousins measured intimacy, not by body contact or by sex talk, but by how private, personal or confidential the topics were and by the level of emotional closeness achieved between the participants and himself. 
The presence of the artist’s body – along with the investment of time and intention - established that the artist was willing to take the measure of risk involved in interacting with a stranger. With these components the performance had mixed success. Cardiff said the project became, “a very weird experiment with intimacy.”
 In her opinion, the performance “became too much like therapy. It was too much like counseling.”  In the absence of familiarity, people are likely to resort to the closest familiar terrain they know. It is no small wonder that private conversations between two strangers took on the attributes of a therapy or counseling session, considering that the participants were encouraged to speak without boundaries. Cardiff says that she actually became a little scared when “men [came] and [said] during the conversation that they had never talked intimately like that with anyone before…” Although she could recognize that people craved intimacy, she was not willing to take on the responsibility of having an intimate relationship with each of these participants. Cardiff was not afraid of being physically hurt; she was afraid of what she saw and heard: People (perhaps especially those who might answer an ad in the personals) have a desperate need for intimacy. This project about intimacy could be interpreted as a cruel experiment at the expense of the lonely participants who wanted more than the twenty minutes of “intimacy” that Cardiff was prepared to ladle out.
 Cardiff found that she did not have the proper training to deal with the conversations. The fear came from discovering that these people wanted something beyond what she was able or willing to provide. 

Although the conversations may have appeared to be intimate by dint of being very private or personal, there was something lacking. In regards to feeling “the internalized state of each other,” it seems that the conversations were a one-way street. True, the participants may have been spilling their guts, but was Cardiff willing to reciprocate? Even by Cardiff’s own definition of intimacy, only a partial sense or type of intimacy was created in this performance, because while there may have been “intense communication,” it fell short of becoming a “meaningful relationship.” A meaningful relationship takes two. In contrast, in the original performance at the end of the Banff residency, all the participants already knew each other; it was marked as a success because of the depth of bonding that occurred between the new friends.

While the performances sprang out of Cardiff’s desire to deal with her “fear of intimacy,”
 interacting personally with the participants convinced Cardiff to create distance between herself and the viewer. Although intimacy has remained a central theme in her works, the explicitly named Intimacies performance was the last time Cardiff was physically present and interacting with the viewer/participant. After this “weird experiment,” Cardiff’s work veered away from direct contact with the viewer but retained the same intent of making an “honest connection.” Eschewing bodily engagement and performance, Cardiff instead began to experiment with creating a sense of intimacy without being physically present. 
Sound in Canada

The same summer Cardiff participated in Intimacies at the Banff Centre, Cardiff created her first audio Walk, Forest Walk. Cardiff mounted a three-day exhibition, printed her own flyers, and about twenty people experienced Forest Walk. Forest Walk lasted thirteen minutes and meandered through the woods behind the Banff Centre. At this time, Cardiff had already been experimenting with moving her concepts of visual layering from printmaking into the realm of installation and audio in her multimedia installations. Forest Walk, which was to become the prototype for Cardiff’s trademark audio Walks, was an auditory assemblage of curt directions, mysterious intrigue and intimate confessions. With the Walks, Cardiff was able to pursue ways to be “intimate” with the viewer without having to be physically present or, as Cardiff put it, “…I could talk to someone very closely, yet I was still protected.”
 
Cardiff was initially invited to the summer residency as a photographer, but found that she spent most of her time in the audio studios. This is not surprising considering the fertile ground for sound art in Canada at that time; even highly experimental composers had national air time. The renowned musician and composer Glenn Gould had developed what he called contrapuntal radio, which is a technique where several voices are speaking at once. This technique was developed during the production of Gould’s radio documentary called The Solitude Trilogy, which would have been aired by Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) radio during Cardiff’s teenage years. Interestingly, in interview, Gould expressed an idea that later resonates in Cardiff’s own work, “If you want [your audience] to be caught up … the way to do it is to keep all the elements in a state of flux, interplay, nervous agitation… so that one is buoyed aloft by the structure.”
 

At the time that Cardiff and Miller were in art school, Murray Schaffer’s Tuning of the World and Luigi Russolo’s The Art of Noises were required reading for even visual art students. Today, many recent texts on sound art come from Canada, such as Jim Drobnick’s Aural Cultures (2004); Brandon LaBelle’s Site Specific Sound (2004) and Background Noise: A History of Sound Art (2006); and Nicole Gringras’ Sound in Contemporary Canadian Art (2003).

Many of these Canadian authors (and artists) would have been exposed to a ground-breaking exhibition in the early 1990’s called Broken Music: Artists’ Recordworks with objects collected by Renee Block and Michael Glasmeir. Originating in Germany
, this exhibition traveled around Canada and the United States accompanied by an encyclopedic catalog of the history of the record (and hence, noise or music) to date. The exhibition and catalog effectively chronicled a populist history of recorded music and sound by documenting the history of artists working with records. 

Not only was sound art poised to officially burst on the art scene in Canada, but the west coast, and particularly the Banff Centre, were known for supporting innovative and sound-related artists.
 Dana Augaitis, who was later to edit several books on sound art, was the curator the Walter Phillips Gallery while Cardiff was there. Just three years previous to Cardiff’s arrival, Augaitis had curated a group show called “As Told To: structures for conversation,” which exhibited works remarkably similar to those Cardiff later created. Many elements of this show were prescient of Cardiff’s later work. The catalog essay explains that the show spotlights “four artists trained in the visual arts who are sensitive to aural perception.” Cardiff, in interview is quite frank about her own aural sensitivity, which she attributes partially to growing up in an exceptionally quiet rural area and also to natural propensity. The curatorial theme behind this show was about generating conversation about sound in art and its convergence with visual art. Even more specifically, the auditory focus of the show was the conversational mode and the voice.

By 1990, two of the participating artists,
 Micah Lexier and Dan Landers, edited Sound by Artists
 including selections by John Cage, Douglas Kahn, Christian Marclay, R. Murray Schafer and others, specifically to address what they considered “a noticeable lack of information and critical analysis regarding an art of sound.” At this time, they declared there was not a “sound art movement.”
 Lander and Lexier were articulating and creating their own context, one that can be considered a relevant context for Cardiff and Miller as well. It is at this time in Canada when sound art began to differentiate itself from experimental music and noise. While it is not the intent of this thesis to define noise, sound, or music, it is pertinent to consider that these discussions were happening at the time that Cardiff first began to integrate sound technologies in her work. 

The influence of Cardiff’s husband, Miller, cannot be ignored either. In 1983, when Cardiff graduated with her MVA from University of Alberta she was still primarily a visual artist working with silkscreen and lithographs. That year she met and began dating Miller while collaboratively producing and directing a Super-8 Film called The Guardian Angel.
 Miller was the one with the technology background and frequently worked on the sound and video editing of their future projects.  Some of his own exhibitions and concepts haunt their collaborative works. A good example of this is Miller’s installation Conversation/Interrogation (1991-1995),
 in which the viewer is confronted by a suspended video monitor showing a man having an earnest conversation with somebody off-screen. The camera swings away from the speaking man to reveal his companion, only to show the viewer standing in front of the artwork, captured by a hidden security camera. Certain salient tendencies, like producing an agitated state in the viewer and an ongoing interest in iconographic sci-fi cliché
 can also be seen as a direct influence of Miller’s individual style. It was four years after Cardiff met Miller before she really moved away from flat images towards developing conceptual projects that took many different forms.

Most of Cardiff and Miller’s work has a precedent in the sound art culture of Canada, and as such, many of the concerns that arise in their artworks are a progression of the concerns of audio art’s predecessor: radio. Radio has played a particularly important role in Canadian (art) history for perhaps the same general reason that Cardiff frequently gives in interviews – reliance on media is a function of distance from the rest of the world.


In his essay, “Radio: Audio Art’s Frightful Parent,” Bruce Barber expounds upon two characteristics of radio in Canada that are of interest here. Radio has traditionally been “represented as the substitute for the absent friend on those cold and lonely winter nights, or alternatively, as the (indispensable) ‘family member’ surrounded by adoring siblings, parents and household pets, exuding its ‘warmth’ like a coal fire.”
  While this quality may be difficult to recall in today’s era of internet marriage and myspace, even the American perception of radio as intimate other is captured in moments like in Annie (1982) where Carol Burnett goes to bed clutching her radio and stroking it adoringly as the singer croons (her) a love song. This comedic scene perpetuates a truth of how the radio might seem to be addressing a listener personally. This goes hand-in-hand with another quality of radio: “its peculiar ability to convince.”
 This was demonstrated by the oft-mentioned “The Panic Broadcast” of 1938, where thousands of people believed that aliens were attacking Earth. It is also interesting that Barber notes that while radio always had the potential for interactive communication via transmission, reception was quickly “subordinated to a model of one-way distribution and passive reception.”
 This will prove to be parallel to Cardiff’s own practice.

Trompe l’oreille
Cardiff’s audio Walks and theatre installations are known for extraordinary auditory realism. Cardiff’s distinguishing trademark technology is binaural recording. We are habituated to gauging our environment more or less automatically through sound. Most hearing humans can visualize the space by assessing the sounds of a space in which they find themselves. If a person were blindfolded s/he would be able to distinguish the sonic difference between a telephone booth and a cavernous theater. Cardiff and Miller take advantage of this automatic impulse by recording the ambient sounds of different spaces to recreate those spaces for the listener. As listeners, we feel like we are actually, physically in another world, the world being piped in. With binaural recording, Cardiff creates a “trompe l’oreille fiction.”
 The ear, not the eye, is tricked. 

Binaural recording was invented in 1881, although the first well-documented use occurred about forty years later when a Connecticut radio station began broadcasting binaural shows. To do this, the station broadcasted the left and right channels on different frequencies. In order to achieve the full effect, listeners owned two radios – one radio for each ear. Today, the same effect is achieved with the use of headphones. Then, as today, the expense and inconvenience of both the recording production and mandatory headphones has held this technology in relative obscurity. While production and headphone costs have dropped enough for there to be a small contemporary resurgence in interest, this amounts mostly to audiophiles swapping CDs online. The sound experiences most suited for binaural recording – live orchestral performances, and ambient environmental recordings of city sounds and nature – typically have low market value and a limited audience. For these reasons, most viewers experiencing binaural recording are likely to be encountering it for the first time.

Stereo recording normally requires at least two separate tracks to create the perception of more spatial depth. The two recording microphones are placed in the recording studio in the way that produces the best sound: mimicking an empty room. The microphones are generally placed several feet apart. The separate tracks are then played back on separate speakers. The cheapest version of stereo may not even be recorded on two microphones; instead, two different tracks can be made simply by increasing the volume on one of two identical tracks. This creates the perception of three-dimensional space to a lesser degree. When music comes from a portable radio, the source of the music is obvious. When a high-quality recording is played through the average home stereo, the source of the music becomes less obvious. Binaural recording goes beyond what typically passes for stereo.
 The startling result is the perception of a three-dimensional space.
Binaural recording mimics the way the human head receives and perceives sound, creating recorded sounds that are so authentic that the recorded and the actual surrounding sounds can be confounded. It involves placing two omni-directional microphones in both ears of a dummy head (sometimes called the Kunstkopf or the “art head”). Human ears are directional due to their shape and placement and, therefore, hear sounds from the front or side more clearly than sounds from the back. Noises coming from behind a person sound deeper than those from the front. There are also minuscule time lapses while the sound waves pass through the skull and brain mass. The dummy head, depending on its complexity, can range from a simple Styrofoam ovoid to an alarmingly realistic head with hair and heft. The closer the dummy head replicates a real human head, the more faithful the sound reproduction. 

For optimal playback sound, a recording should be played back on speakers the same distance apart as the original recording microphones. For typical stereo sound, this distance is usually at least several feet. For binaural recording, this distance is the width of a human head. In order for the listener to get the maximum illusory effect of authenticity, s/he would have to be wedged between speakers seven inches apart. For this reason, unlike a typical stereo recording, the binaural effect is completely contingent upon the use of headphones. It can be conceived of as a Dolby Surround Sound system shrunk down to fit a human head.

Binaural audio produces an astonishingly convincing life-like recording. It creates what one critic has called a “felt dimensionality.”
 For most listeners, this is an unprecedented level of sound fidelity: recorded sounds have never sounded more immediate and life-like. It has been described as “… 3-D sound so spectacularly realistic, it is astounding. Everything is so present, you feel as if your brain were as big as the sonic world you walk through.”
 The sounds are so completely realistic that the listener perceives the sounds not as though they are coming from the headphones, but from the surrounding environment. The result is an uncannily precise spatial location of sound.

For Cardiff, binaural recording turned out to be the perfect vehicle for another accidental discovery: the effect of layering her recorded aural reality over the existing reality. While working on another installation, Whispering Room (1991), Cardiff took a break and walked through a nearby cemetery. She was narrating her stroll into a tape player and as she passed each headstone, she read its inscription into the microphone. Cardiff explained:

I inadvertently pushed the rewind button and then pressed play to see where I was and in the headset I heard my footsteps walking and my voice describing what was just in front of me. I started to walk with my own footsteps while listening to my voice…It was a really strange thing, walking in the footsteps of myself but seemingly another, and hearing the sounds of the reality around played back.
 

Cardiff discovered that her recorded voice, played back in the same place in which it was recorded, created a strange presence. The combination of binaural recording with real-time playback later became the foundation of many of her future works – notably the audio Walks and the theater installations.


While binaural recording has certainly had an impact on the direction Cardiff’s works and collaborations have taken, it remains a tool in service of a greater purpose: to create a sense of intimate connection between the listener/viewer and a character in the work.  Intimacy emerges as a concern from early multi-media installations from the same era as the performance Intimacies and develops to The Paradise Institute, which remains one of the most ambitious of their works to date.
 By looking briefly at a few of these early works; Whispering Room, To Touch (1993), The Playhouse (1997), and The Muriel Lake Incident (1999), we can trace a clear progression of viewer participation and sensory immersion to the ideas that culminate in The Paradise Institute.
The two earlier works, Whispering Room and To Touch, do not use binaural recording. Rather, Cardiff surrounds the viewer with sound by placing sixteen speakers around the room. Cardiff had begun work on Whispering Room before arriving in Banff. Since Cardiff was using a sixteen-track soundboard, she used sixteen speakers in her early works – one for each individual audio track. Whispering Room is a darkened room populated by black speakers on tall metal stands. Walking into the darkened room triggers a multitude of voices and a brief video projection of a girl in a red dress tap dancing on the far wall. As each voice murmurs its partial tale, “[t]he tall speakers take on the presence of bodies, each one whispering a different version of an elusive truth.”
 The net effect is to feel suspended in a wistful melodrama: the viewer is eavesdropping on the anthropomorphized speakers. In this early piece, the viewer remains quite separate from the stories; the space is transformed around the viewer – it is only incidental that the voices are triggered by the viewer’s movements – some viewers may miss that connection altogether.

To Touch takes more risks to engage the viewer, because the work must be activated intentionally. The wall label at the entrance of the room states, “The work is activated by moving your hands over the table.” The touch-sensitive triggers are localized in the surface of the massive wooden worktable in the center of the dimly lit room. Voices, music, and audio clips from old movies seemingly float off the walls where the speakers are mounted in the shadows. 

While increasing viewer agency, Cardiff also challenges the viewer with oral descriptions of explicit scenes of S & M and voyeurism. Prefaced with a direct address, “Picture this image,” a man’s voice (Miller’s) begins to describe an obese man suspended in a leather harness from a tree in the forest, being watched by a formally dressed couple. Then without pause, a female voice (Cardiff’s) commands the viewer to picture another naked man, this time his arms bound to the headboard of a bed. A black leather mask covers his face with a zipper for his mouth and narrow slits for his eyes. A woman in black negligee is watching him obliquely through a mirror. Because we inadvertently follow the directions to visualize the scene, we suddenly find ourselves in the position of a peeping Tom. Unintentionally, we begin to establish a sense of complicity with the disembodied voice.

The Playhouse, which explicitly invokes the interior space and mood of a large grand theater, marks Cardiff’s initial foray into theater installations. It was made shortly after Cardiff’s first commissioned audio Walk, Louisiana Walk #14 in 1996 and it marks the first time the binaural recording is used with a stationary viewer. Many of the techniques used in the Walks are incorporated into  Cardiff’s first theater installation. Importantly, the binaural recording addresses the viewer directly, soliciting attention and friendship. Yet, in this early transition piece, only one person can go in The Playhouse every five minutes, severely limiting the possible audience for the piece. The viewer approaches the draped room, dons the headphones, enters the piece, and sits down in front of a miniaturized opera house. An image appears on the screen. The audio track includes the viewer as part of the audience while playing overlapping snatches of operatic song that occasionally match the singer on the screen below. Cardiff compresses the effects of her earlier multimedia installations into a smaller space; the sixteen tracks are now spliced together to create a more controlled reception of the audio via the headsets. The Playhouse is also Cardiff’s first theater installation to physically separate the viewer from the gallery space. The viewer is drawn in and enclosed in the pretend theater balcony in front of the tiny stage by red velvet curtains, allowing for a more focused experience. 
The next theater installation, The Muriel Lake Incident, authored by both Cardiff and Miller, was made the same year as the audio Walk, The Missing Voice, and bridges The Playhouse and The Paradise Institute. A freestanding construction standing on six metal legs, The Muriel Lake Incident prefigures The Paradise Institute in shape (foreshortened box) and materials (basic plywood and metal piping). Essentially a theater diorama, the viewers stand in front of a rectangular “window” looking into another illusionistic miniature theater. Binaural recording creates the sensory engulfment and spatial reconstruction achieved by the multiple speakers in Whispering Room and To Touch. This time there are no curtains to enclose the viewer, but this work does begin to explore the possibility of binaural recording with a larger audience. With three sets of headphones hanging neatly from hooks in front, there is an incremental shift away from the one-to-one ratio of the audio Walks.

In The Paradise Institute, Cardiff and Miller paradoxically manage to increase both the level of perceived intimacy and the number of viewers. The sense of participation is also increased. Despite being stationary, the viewer is deliberately made to experience the same feelings of participation and immersion as in the Walks. Rather than an audio Walk through another site, it is an audio “Walk” in one of Cardiff and Miller’s own constructions.
 My experience of The Paradise Institute at the Corcoran
 
When the audio opens in The Paradise Institute, the screen is still dark, intensifying the viewer’s focus on her/his sense of hearing. If you are the listener, the recording that streams into your ears is uncannily real – so real that you have to stifle an urge to swing your head around and see if the voices are coming from the other members of the audience. It sounds as if you are sitting in the middle of a group of friends at the cinema. Laughingly they ask, “Can you see her? Where is she? What are you doing?  Who are you? And what do you do?” These questions are tossed merrily back and forth, above, around and through you, and because you can easily imagine where each person is speaking from, there is a sonic literalization of the recorded space. There is a soft cough and it is so distinct that you are sure that you could put your hand on the cough’s location. Layered behind the voices are the recorded ambient sounds of a large cinema; in the imagined mental architecture constructed by the binaural audio you feel as though you are actually sitting in a large theater. 


There is nothing shocking or surprising about the exterior of The Paradise Institute. It is a substantial physical object: a large plywood construction sitting in the middle of the gallery. Outdoors, this construction might look like an unfinished

storage shed; within the gallery context, the building appears finished, but unadorned. The plywood is a pale and unstained wood grain. There are two doors almost

side-by-side, one just slightly higher than the other. Five steps lead up to the first of two

doors – both the door and steps are also of plywood. The stairs are bounded by unpainted

metal tube railings, recalling schoolyards and other institutional spaces dealing with frequent use. Volunteer docents cheerfully invite me to climb the few stairs and await the next showing. The door opens and I can see the last group of visitors exiting the opposite side.

The “theater” empties and then is filled again, this time with me and other viewers. I enter along one of two rows of plush theater seats. The interior is sumptuous; the walls, ceiling, doors and carpet are all the same deep theatrical wine maroon. It appears to be a model of a classic old theater with paneled walls and molded trim along the balconies that decorate both the left and right walls. The seats are large, cushioned and comfortable. I sink back, grateful to be off my feet after hours of art viewing. Even the temperature is perfectly controlled (monitored from the same nether regions where the DVD player and amp are hidden). I wonder who the host or hostess is here. It is as if I

have wandered into an enchanted theater that has been waiting for me. I feel an

immediate sense of gratitude and satisfaction. I am being treated well and the theater

setting suggests entertainment and escapism.


I look over the balustrade to the rows and rows of miniature stylized theater seats

below – there is a small stage and screen in front; everything is highly foreshortened to

give the illusion of space and grandeur. The theater setting, however diminutive or perhaps more so because of the miniaturization triggers a familiar movie-going experience. Not only does it resemble a fancy home theater, but I am also compelled to imagine a real theater.

Everything is laid out in such a way that I know what to do next. My path of

movement is carefully orchestrated; my expectations are anticipated. I notice that

there are headphones for every visitor hanging conveniently on a hook between each

chair. I pick up the headphones and I can hear tinny noises coming from the earpieces. Without hesitation I put them on and begin to hear the recorded sounds of an illusionary audience settling in. As I adjust the headphones, these sounds of another audience, another space, another reality become clearer until the headphones are firmly in place – the overlay of the artists’ reality is now complete. Not only have I signaled my trust by entering this structure, but now I have given over my ears. My body is soothed and stilled by movie-going habit in the comfortable chair. I am used to sitting in a chair like this for one to two hours; I do it nearly every week.

 
In the swooping dark my sight is suddenly gone, creating a vacuum in my

sensory input that is quickly filled by my compensating ears. My eyes have barely begun

to understand that they cannot see as my ears are flooded with more ambient noises of the recorded audience. I experience a flash of panic that subsides as quickly as it comes. I am calmed by my intrigue: what is it that I hear? I cannot make sense of the sounds. I do not understand why I am so confused. I can hear an audience settling in, murmuring, jostling, and chairs creaking, but it is not the physical audience sitting quietly around me. That audience is shut out. My audience, the one I am physically a part of, is muffled by the foam cupped over my ears. I feel, in fact, quite alone, as alone as when I ride the subway with my iPod on, or as alone as when I am driving on the freeway surrounded by many others, but insulated from them. 


Bat-like, my ears automatically gauge the spatial size of my imposed recorded

environment. I understand that I am in a grand old theater, much larger than the one I

have just entered. The invisible audience in my ears takes shape and already I feel more a

part of them than the people actually sitting around me.

Two

Dummy
“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.”







Janet Cardiff, Artist’s statement

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 that object falls on the center crease of the catalog. There is long shadow that stretches out on the wall behind her. The shadow makes it look like Cardiff is carrying … a head. She is. Cardiff is holding up a 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. 

Recognition

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, puts it this way: 

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 aural character of J was born with Cardiff’s first sound installation, The Whispering Room in 1991. Later in 1999, on the soundtrack of The Missing Voice, J considers her inception: “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.”
 Cardiff is speaking as herself, but as her voice is recorded and replayed, it becomes a separate persona, J. For the viewer that separate person is the character J.
 The voice of J is always played by Janet Cardiff the artist herself. J is Cardiff and Cardiff is J. Although J is a fictional character, her substance: her memory, her voice, her manner of speaking come from Cardiff. J is Cardiff – with license. In real life, Cardiff even signs her personal emails, “J.” There is little distinction between the person and the persona.

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. Critic Mirjam Schaub writes: “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 recalls 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. 

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. Cardiff’s works and collaborations riff heavily upon this gut reaction to the binaural effect. Cardiff’s voice as the character J, becomes the voice of our friend. By allowing us to just “be,” by creating a space with total sonority, J seems to become our intimate friend. Through J, Cardiff appears to become our friend also. It feels as though we are offered intimacy without any strings attached.
In The Paradise Institute, we are pressed into roles that are made even more explicit 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 by aural cues. A few minutes into the film there is the recorded sound of somebody entering the theater from our right – this in itself is disorienting, as we and all the other 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 its dramatic aural proximity, J’s voice avoids being threatening. Cardiff speaks in the same tone she might use to address 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 us more and more clues about our 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.” In A Lover’s Discourse, 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 not any 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 response. 

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 fifteen
 to get in, you’re put into a roped off ‘VIP’ section, where you get to feel that you’ve finally made it…”
 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; however, 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 of The Paradise Institute 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. There is an unimpeded flow through the entire experience. Like a special guest, we can relax back in plush theater seats in a comfortably cool and darkened room. Sitting quietly in the dark, we are not asked to respond to the experience in any way. 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 and to sit and absorb. This is a moment of being where we are completely accepted and included. 
Furthermore, we are not only in the center of the sonic reality but also part of the stories when we are addressed directly. All the action in the recorded realities appears to be happening around us. 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. 

Engulfment

Cardiff and Miller also employ the tactic of sensory immersion to engage us more deeply. Our senses become overwhelmed with stimuli; we feel engulfed by too much information. 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 engulfment becomes a sensation of being “swallowed up or overwhelmed,” our sense of separateness disappears and our identity merges with 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 become disassociated from our body as a result of sensory information overload, which is further intensified by the actual physical engulfment experienced when we enter the physical container of the piece.

The Paradise Institute wastes no time making itself familiar to us. Relaxing into the plush theater seat allows viewers to let down their guard, both physical and mental, because it recalls the movie-going experience. Cardiff says, “We’re trying to connect right away to the remembered experiences that your body knows…”
 Doing this prepares one 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 listeners by immersing them in scenes of auditory familiarity. 
The engulfment transports us into different spaces and different times. In a Walk we physically transport ourselves through the act of walking: but there is another kind of transport going on that is brought into relief with a stationary piece such as The Paradise Institute. The audio track is made up of overlapping 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. Subsequently, 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 two different times in the same space. When the CD recording of The Missing Voice begins, we hear the immediate library sounds around us, and at the same time we 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.

Human beings 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 propel us to shape the theater space around ourselves. The sensation of The Paradise Institute is one of total engulfment, not just Surround Sound, but Surround World.

We also experience the sensation of being engulfed when we assume other identities in the narratives. 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 partially imposed and partially 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 are feeling completely overwhelmed, 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. Often the characters in the audio narratives whisper, forcing us to strain our ears to hear. Miller calls these strategies, “MSG for the senses,”
 and they are even more effective by targeting our sense of hearing. 
In one scene in The Paradise Institute, a nurse enters the hospital room at night while suspenseful music plays in the background. 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. Despite his terse, “Don’t touch me,” she deliberately grazes her fingertips along the inside of his forearm.  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. 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; both your viewing reality and your response are also anticipated and scripted.
One’s 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 one’s 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 the viewer/listener 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. 

The viewer is also stimulated to be more alert by the unexpected but constant exchange of identities between the characters; one character’s voice will suddenly take on another personality. The voices the viewer/listener hears, particularly J’s, remind her/him of her/his voice in her/his head. Listening to J’s voice becomes an inhabitation of her body (i.e. voyeurism) or it becomes the occupation of one’s own body by somebody else (i.e. schizophrenia). When J’s voice addresses the listener, s/he is pulled into a conspiratorial voyeurism. She speaks to the listener in a husky whisper and because s/he do not know her, it feels like s/he is suddenly eavesdropping on somebody else’s conversation. 

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 suggestive of a contemporary notion of S & M appear throughout The Paradise Institute; however, it is more interesting to examine how Cardiff and Miller develop a sense of contractual obligation in the viewer. 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. 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. They appropriate the contract of masochism to intensify the viewer’s connection to the experience of their works. The imposed structure of the contract provides a stable environment for riskier encounters. The gallery context assures relative safety.  


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 previously established between the abuser and abused. 

The trust implied in a masochistic relationship, is explored by Gilles Deleuze in his essay “Coldness and Cruelty,” which prefaces the original masochistic tale, Venus in Furs. 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 associated with 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 of the experience and surrender to the authority of another. The suffering/pleasure can exist only because of a previously established contract; therefore, the contract is 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 resembles the original (written) Venus in Furs agreement between Wanda and Severin. The agreement between Wanda and Severin is in the form of 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. 
Cardiff’s earliest Walks were informally exhibited, but as they began to be experienced by larger numbers of people, more formal aspects of contractual agreement evolved to protect the viewer’s safety (and to protect the art institution from liability). Furthermore, the Walks require so much in terms of time and participation, different contractual aspects have evolved naturally as a way to engage the viewer. The contract between the viewer and The Paradise Institute builds on the implicit agreement first established in the audio Walks. The Missing Voice is a good example because it is particularly long and demanding. Not only do we listen to the recording, 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 close 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. Despite being free, the audio Walks 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 sign our name to the list at the front desk. This is the only document evidencing 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 a legal document – 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 not unlike 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 as if J is speaking to herself – and it is at these moments we, the viewer, 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 that 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?”
 We know that the doctor is a fictional character, so the ominous tone in his voice is scary, but thrilling. 

Later, we are also implicated in a relationship with Drogan. The screen fades to black, so our attention switches to 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. After a short hesitation there is the sound of a zipper either opening or closing. 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 example, 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.”
 While obeying orders does not necessarily constitute a masochistic relationship, following J’s directions over and over again draws us deeper into developing a pact with her.

In The Paradise Institute, however, we are seated and there is no need for oral navigation. Without the power of telling us where to go as on a Walk, Cardiff and Miller establish authority in other ways. Before we enter the installation, the contract is 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. 

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, adding to 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. 

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 gallery attendents 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.” 

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. Ironically, 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.

The Missing Voice and The Paradise Institute also recall masochism in the way the viewer becomes entangled in a relationship that oscillates between kindness and cruelty. Like an accomplished dominatrix, J’s voice alternates between welcoming gentleness and clipped orders. 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 felt 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 sheltered from any outside threat. Even the need to interact with the other viewers is preempted by the insularity of the headphones. Unlike a Walk, a theater installation does not involve risks such as moving, misunderstanding directions or getting lost; however, Cardiff and Miller must somehow produce the requisite level of anxiety. This is done with increased spatial dislocation, intensified crime thriller suspense, and the multiple splitting of both the narrative and the viewer’s identity.

The combined soundtrack of the film and the binaural soundtrack work, at times, to heighten the sense of trepidation, in the same 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 foreshadows 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 a 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 their 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 rings early in the binaural world appearing to cause Drogan to look at the audience, 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.”
 In the same way, the sonic narratives seem to split just before we are able to make sense of a cohesive plot. Cardiff and Miller are open about using fractured bits of narrative to create the feel of a film noir thriller – the different scenes were never intended to come together in a linear, logical way. 

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. Not only does our identity shift constantly, but the characters within the narrative are not stable either. A chummy atmosphere is set by the character J sitting next to you. Moments later the same voice takes on a Jekyll and Hyde quality when it whispers to you from behind, “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, you feel reassured by the banal sounds of J slurping her soda next to you. “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.”
 This is also true in The Paradise Institute.

Three

The Paradise Institute

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

Cardiff and Miller have created 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 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...”
 They have replaced the body with the pleasure of recognition, with the sensation of being engulfed, and through a contractual relationship with the viewer. With the help of binaural recording, they have achieved an illusion of intimacy. The idea of attempting to satisfy human needs through technological developments is often explored in science fiction. In Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451, the idea of manufactured intimacy plays out in the form of a “TV parlor,” a gigantic four-walled futuristic television. In Bradbury’s future, people are so lonely that entertainment has reached a new level of immersive distraction. It is not that Bradbury does not believe in intimacy, but that alienation is more commonplace. Bradbury describes one fleeting moment of intimacy at the beginning of his story. This brief encounter emblemizes the kind of closeness Bradbury imagines can exist between two people.

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 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. Their relationship exemplifies the loneliness of feeling 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 Montag to express his feelings to her provokes panic and later betrayal.

Instead of connecting with her husband (or anybody else), Mildred indulges in 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 layers, her addictions serve to increase the gap between Montag and her. 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 reveals to Montag that he is surrounded by uncaring strangers; and that furthermore, this realization applies to his entire existence. 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.”
 Written over fifty years ago, Bradbury’s prediction of a general sense of alienation resonates with Cardiff’s own discovery that many people crave intimacy.

Both Montag and Mildred yearn for intimacy and while Montag is fortunate enough to make a connection with another person (however briefly), Mildred seeks an artificial intimacy in her TV parlor. Mildred’s favorite obsession is with what Montag refers to as her “family.” The family consists of Bob, Ruth, and Helen – fictional characters in the TV shows Mildred watches constantly in the TV parlor. 

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 inward, 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. The space inside the TV parlor becomes a virtual reality 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 (also known as the four-wall televisor): “… 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. When Mildred sends away her cereal box tops – she subconsciously knows that she is not receiving a unique script, but one that is being sent to thousands of other people as well. Still, she is willing to pretend that the script is for her and her alone, and that when she reads her lines that she is actually part of the TV family. 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.”

On the other hand, the communicational structure of The Paradise Institute (and of the Walks) is often mistaken for something it is not. For instance, Christov-Bakargiev (who is a “Cardiff expert,” having curated Cardiff’s mid-career survey) 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.”
 This is a strange observation about a work which is no more part of the conversational realm than is the TV parlor; yet, the viewer is so convinced that her/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 being personally addressed during the experience, 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.

Both The Paradise Institute and Bradbury’s TV parlor create the perception of a conversation even though there are no speakers present. A conversation presumes two speakers. In the TV parlor at least Mildred is speaking, if only to a television screen. In The Paradise Institute there are no speakers, except for recorded ones. There is no conversation occurring in The Paradise Institute; and any exploration of the conversational dimension is done through perceived conversation only. Christov-Bakargiev’s statement reveals that, without going so far as to give the viewer a script or require the viewer to do anything, The Paradise Institute creates the same sense of inclusion and recognition as Bradbury’s TV parlor. 

The Paradise Institute appears to recognize us as a friend. While Bradbury’s TV parlor and The Paradise Institute both rely heavily on engulfing sensory immersion and staged interaction to induce a false sense of intimacy, 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. Although the viewer takes on the role of several different characters, the most compelling role is that of J’s companion.

The convincing presence of J is established with the technology of binaural recording. J becomes a felt presence. J’s presence without a body could feel like a ghost, but J’s voice is not ghostly. On the contrary, 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 into our personal space because she is not threatening. She bypasses our defensive reactions and convinces us to engage with a stranger.

How the binaural recording works is twofold: the recorded voices work 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. Like the TV parlor, The Paradise Institute provides an experience that feels “real.” The sense of connectedness to J is also strengthened through shared experiences. We are not just watching a movie together but also traveling sonically to different times and places. We feel like we are actually, physically in another world, inside the recorded world. The sonic world has been reformatted, in a sense, to fit inside our head, and this new world is a place in which we co-exist with J.

Cardiff and Miller intentionally create the most sympathetic, engaging character, J, possible.

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 level of connection the viewer feels with J has deepened and developed over the course of the different Walks and theater installations. Without the force of giving directions – the character J, and the overall experience of The Paradise Institute was pushed to feel more inclusive. The sense of participation in The Paradise Institute is much greater than one might anticipate from an artwork that involves headphones, a film projection, and sitting. In the TV parlor, Mildred participates actively by reading lines and readying herself for the cue. In The Paradise Institute we do not have a script, but we are explicitly included in the narrative of the piece. We are given a mute identity; we have a role (or several) in the story. Unlike Mildred, the viewer in The Paradise Institute is not required to do or say anything. Just as one can be considered a participant in a science experiment or all-day art performance simply by agreeing to do so, viewers in The Paradise Institute are participants by permission. 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.


Listening to Cardiff’s prerecorded 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. The last time the viewer had an opportunity to speak was a long time ago in the performance Intimacies, when there were really two people talking and interacting. There was conversation and true participation in Intimacies. Ironically, since then Cardiff’s work is perceived as moving away from “one-sided confrontation between artwork and audience,” when actually it has become more one-sided. 
The depth of the viewer’s perception of inclusion and participation is possible because of the implicit contract that Cardiff and Miller develop with the viewer. The sense of contractual obligation is substantial enough to allow 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. It is involuntary submission… and many people seem to enjoy it. After spending forty minutes with 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 the reward for our time and attention.

Cardiff and Miller use the masochistic contract to build a sense of obligation – but upon closer examination, a sadistic edge is revealed. As much as Cardiff and Miller invoke the contract of masochism to lure the viewer into deeper engagement, there is no true alliance. It is not the viewer, but Cardiff and Miller who ultimately control the relationship. In a traditional masochistic relationship, the victim seeks the torturer and initiates the alliance, not the other way around. In Cardiff and Miller’s works, the viewer is not seeking a masochistic relationship or any kind of contractual agreement; s/he is lured into it. The contract that develops is only implicitly and gradually revealed to the viewer; and it is one that is created and controlled by Cardiff and Miller.

Seen in this light, the experience of The Paradise Institute begins to feel more like the institutional imposition of sadism than the contractual alliance of masochism. The viewer in The Paradise Institute is repeatedly subjected to moments of disquiet and discomfort without prior knowledge or agreement. This aspect of sadism is more noticeable to the passive viewer in The Paradise Institute, where despite the feeling of participation, the viewer only participates by tacit submission. In an audio Walk, the viewer must make decisions to a greater degree, moment to moment, which strengthens viewer’s awareness of participation and engagement, and hence the level of obligation to complete the Walk. In The Paradise Institute, a more explicit agreement between the viewer and the work would tie the experience to the masochist side of the Deleuzian model, but without it, the experience begins to take on a sadistic nuance. 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.”
 It is not an obvious violence, but there is a sense of manipulation that is much stronger in The Paradise Institute than in Cardiff and Miller’s previous works.

Taking a “coward’s way”

Cardiff discovered early on that she preferred keeping a safe distance from the viewer. At the same time, she learned that “people have this total need for intimacy.”
 Despite her professed desire to make an “honest connection,” Cardiff protects herself by having a relationship – not with the viewer, but with the dummy during the making of the recording. Cardiff’s conversations with the dummy head are 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 as emotionally open, confessional, and tender as she cares to be, because the viewer as a dummy can never pose a threat. 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 such as the woods behind the Banff Centre or the Gairloch Gardens.
 To make the recordings for The Paradise Institute, Cardiff had to lean in very close to the dummy head and whisper in its ear. For the duration of the dummy’s time with Cardiff, the head is showered with attention. Cardiff is pretending that the dummy head is her friend, the future viewer.

It is the dummy that carries the information from the location of the artist to the location of the viewer. 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, absorbing the ambient aural information objectively. It also records Cardiff’s confessions and musings, without judgment. When the viewer puts on the headphones, s/he takes the dummy’s place. At the same time, Cardiff’s dummy companion gains a voice as it becomes the viewer’s ghostly friend. The multi-layered soundtrack the viewer hears, is the ghostly presence of the past-made-present, memories carried into the future, somehow intact, but eerily decontextualized in time. A ghost is a presence without a physical body and the dummy head is the body without a presence. The dummy head is the reverse of a ghost, the non-ghost, but functions to make a recording that produces a ghost. The disembodied head enables Cardiff and Miller to sever physical presence from a perceived experience of intimacy.

When the viewer puts on the headphones, s/he literally enacts the dummy. The viewer takes over the center of attention. The viewer is addressed, but there is no need or expectation to answer. The headphones go on the viewer’s ears and s/he becomes a dummy to the world. All outside sounds are muted and a new “outside” world is created for the viewer. The viewer is not in a position of power, but rather that of a speechless dummy head. Even though the viewer perceives a conversational dimension, the viewer has become dumb. 

It is easy to imagine the progression that led to the TV parlor: two big screens would seem naturally better than one, three screens better than two, and so on until every wall is filled. Once the novelty of the immersive room was not enough, the characters on the TV shows would have to reach out to the viewer in another way. It appears that the progression of viewer engagement in the Walks and theater installations happened the same way: over time, Cardiff and Miller became more skilled at drawing the viewer in – and it was necessary to do so, in order for the work to mature and develop. By the time the viewer experiences The Paradise Institute, the sound of J’s voice has become real, inarguable, and immediately establishes us as her friend. The viewer’s body reacts to her tone before s/he logically processes what J is saying. The viewer doesn’t need a script, because the context prompts the viewer naturally. By making the viewer feel involved in the experience to such a degree, s/he is made to feel something approximate to what Montag feels for Clarisse or least the viewer is made to feel so distracted that s/he accepts uncritically the kind of intimacy that is offered. 

A critical difference between the Bradbury’s TV parlor and The Paradise Institute is that the TV parlor is unabashedly a source of entertainment and escapism. The art context of The Paradise Institute complicates or even contradicts these things. The progression of deeper viewer engagement is naturally the aim of entertainment and escapism. Novelty, bells and whistles, and even fake camaraderie are considered acceptable in the realm of entertainment, because the viewer wants to be entertained; the viewer is looking for escapism. However, by developing techniques of viewer engagement, Cardiff and Miller move dangerously close to producing entertainment. 

The theater installations move incrementally closer to the world of entertainment by being discrete, reproducible, movable, and salable art objects. For the moment, Cardiff’s audio Walks remain entertaining in an art context by being commissioned and funded within the art world.
In this respect, The Paradise Institute does not seem so different than a TV parlor, except that being in an art context leaves room to discuss its entertaining qualities in terms of what those qualities reveal of the viewer. 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.”
 Within a gallery context, entertainment and escapism presumably become art material and accessible for critical thought. The problem remains that the nature of entertainment and escapism is to avoid self-conscience awareness; to hide its own nature from itself.
Analyzing how a work like The Paradise Institute or The Missing Voice engages the viewer reveals not just our collective desire for intimacy, but also our underlying presumptions about what constitutes intimacy. In the movie Something’s Got to Give, Diane Keaton (as Erica Jane Barry) tells her lover, “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 talking to a disembodied head, Cardiff performs intimacy; when we take the place of the dummy head, 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. It is a futuristic, clean, semblance of intimacy. A bodiless intimacy reflects a more contemporary expression of how one achieves 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, less painful version of intimacy – but without the mess and pain, it falls short of really being intimacy. The experience of The Paradise Institute treads the dangerous ground of seducing the viewer, yet it is still able to provoke questions and conversation. The viewer’s sensory awareness is piqued and stimulated by the torrent of auditory information and the sensation of being engulfed. Miller says, “I like the idea that we are building a simulated experience in the attempt to make people feel more connected to life.”
 People may feel more connected to life, but it is a simulation of life – so it the end, are they more connected to life?

Paradise and Institute

 “Paradise Institute” is an apparent oxymoron. The contemporary definition of “paradise” is either a place or state of perfect happiness, heaven, or an enclosed garden.  The original Auestan root of “paradise” is pairidaeza, which means: “to form around.” For the definition, “to form around” to come to mean, the “place or condition where everything is exactly as you would like it to be,” the word “paradise” had to go through extreme 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 is 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 irrevocably 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” evokes a hundred different places to a hundred different people, but one truth remains: ask a person to describe paradise and s/he will not describe her/his current circumstances. “Paradise” has to do with an escape from one’s present situation into a perfect one, which presumably exists. Paradise exists in infinite deferral, always over there, but not here.

The word “institute” brings to mind the converse of nature: an enclosed, built environment, white walls and corridors, artificial lighting, an atmosphere that is clinical, sterile, controlled, and contained. The verb “institute” means to impose a system or structure from the inside. 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) there is the sense that both “paradise” and “institute” pertain to an imposition of a structure. 

With these definitions in mind, 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: the viewer is penetrated both from the inside and attacked from the outside. The Paradise Institute is aptly named: it is an experimental test site. Inside this test site, viewers are subjected to an experience of an artificial intimacy; however, the scientists, Cardiff and Miller have become so proficient with their techniques, that it is easy to lose sight of the testing and become lost in the sensory experience. Criticality becomes difficult to maintain at the same time as enjoyment. The Paradise Institute is the logical culmination of the skills and strategies Cardiff and Miller have practiced over the years in the audio Walks.

It is important to keep in mind that it is only a sense of intimacy that is produced – not a real intimacy at all. At the bottom of this page, there is a picture of my daughter Bella and her friend Dawkins. They are just beginning the audio Walk, Her Long Black Hair, in Central Park. Look closely at their faces. Here are two girls who have been best friends for five years, who sleep together like puppies in a twin bed, and who share the most intimate details of their life with each other day in and day out. They are sitting together, but they are separate and disconnected from each other. They are completely engrossed in following J’s directions (to compare the photo to the scene in front of them). They could be described as preoccupied and emotionally removed from each other. Far from producing any intimacy – the experience of this Walk splits the girls apart from each other in order to have an “honest connection” with a disembodied voice on the soundtrack. The Paradise Institute is an experimental test site, but the ambiguous nature of Cardiff and Miller’s manipulation of the viewer’s reality makes one wonder if The Paradise Institute is as far as this experiment in intimacy can go.
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