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




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

Intimacies
The ad for the 1992 version of 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 ground zero, the artists were proposing to initiate relationships with strangers and to see how close they could get to a state of intimacy. Realistically, the group performance was fraught with confused intentions and unintended consequences.

Janet Cardiff was one of the four artists.
 This performance named one of the predominant themes running through Cardiff’s subsequent works and collaborations with husband and fellow artist George Bures Miller. It also marks 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 done during Cardiff’s pivotal time at Banff Centre for the Arts the previous summer. Initially conceived by artist Jon Winet (but inspired by Linda Montano) as a culminating group project to mark the end of a 10-week Banff residency, each participating artist 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 residence. The performance was considered successful, and so four of the artists decided to take the same project to the public sphere.

Prior to her residency there, Cardiff had primarily been a solo visual artist working in the same medium she had studied as a student (first at Queens University and later at University of Alberta): printmaking. In contrast, since that time Cardiff collaborates 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 trademark, even though Cardiff and George Bures Miller
 produce many works without binaural recording. Binaural recording and the eerie effect of real-time playback, combined with her fascination with intimacy, has inflected nearly all of her subsequent work.

In my thesis, I propose that intimacy is a central theme in Cardiff’s work: an aspect 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 will examine three substantial and varied multi-media works over a period of ten years: Intimacies (1992), the performance; The Missing Voice (1999), the audio Walk; and The Paradise Institute (2002), the theater installation. What passes for intimacy is excavated by exposing exactly how Cardiff and Miller create the appearance of intimacy in the two later works: Missing Voice (Case Study B) and The Paradise Institute. 

Definitions 

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

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.

It can be an experienced state, a zone or a threshold.  A difficulty arises when defining intimacy, because it relies upon a subjective judgment of degree of closeness. In terms of acquaintance, what one person deems “close” can be abysmally “far” 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 a few more definitions to bear in mind. In terms of human relationships, intimacy can be simply defined as “a state of relatedness … characterized by participants experiencing the internalized state of each other.”
 And Cardiff’s own working definition: “Intimacy is something necessary for intense communication and a meaningful relationship.” Intimacy has to do with access to deepest parts of oneself. Whether or not the perception of access is also intimacy, is the question at hand.
The odd paradox is that although I propose that intimacy has been an important theme in this last decade of Cardiff and Miller’s work, neither Cardiff nor Miller are actually present when viewers experience any of the 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 (Case Study B) (1999)
. The Missing Voice comes from Cardiff’s initial intense exploration of the audio Walk 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 no additional or exceptional promotion of The Missing Voice. Also, attendants have noted that despite the long time commitment that once a viewer begins the audio walk, s/he rarely returns before finishing the entire work.

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 agreed jointly that the rave reviews and surprisingly high participation rates encouraged them to extend the exhibition another five months – then another year. Until finally it was determined to extend the exhibition indefinitely – in fact it was shown until the starting point of the walk at the Whitechapel Library was literally demolished during a slated re-development.

To understand the significance of extending a Walk exhibition, one must first know understand the process and structure of a typical Walk. Every Walk, being completely site-specific, is commissioned and funded before coming into existence. Typically, Walks exist 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, the exhibition is 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, which requires not only trained personnel, but maintenance of audio equipment. You put the headphones on and the Walk begins. Because 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, lasting for 38 minutes. This is more than twice as long as any previous Walk.
 It also takes place in the most challenging site. While most of the earlier Walks begin in a gallery/art space, they typically lead the viewer outside to quieter areas such as a garden or woods, The Missing Voice takes place on the crowded London streets, wandering through a predominantly Bangladeshi neighborhood, and must compete with the attending 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 you. 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 linear sensibility to keep you from getting lost. The moments in which 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 a rather intimate encounter with somebody. You might feel like you have gotten to know someone or that somebody knows something about you. A stranger named J now feels like a familiar friend.

Frequently, the 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 experienced during the exhibition (since it cannot be moved) the experience of a Walk is as elusive.

Back by popular demand, as it were, The Missing Voice (Case Study B) began 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 strangely her voice is non-threatening, and in fact very 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, and finally deposits you at Liverpool Street Station to find your own way back to the Whitechapel Library, where the Walk began, to return your CD player. Viewers put on a set of headphones and are directed by 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 even more difficult in changeable environments, like a city. Without a map, all the navigational directions depend not only on street signs, but also on 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 intrinsic ephemeral nature of a Walk, The Missing Voice was held over for six years past its initial exhibition with Artangel
 in 1999. Because of continued high audience numbers and positive press, Artangel and the Whitechapel Library decided to continue the exhibition indefinitely. 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 exhibited at the Walter Phillips Gallery, the gallery at the Banff Centre, ten years after it was there 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 then Calgary Herald and came to 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 for 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. 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, but 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) or for sex. 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.
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. Large wonder that the private conversations between two strangers took on the attributes of a therapy or counseling context, 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 see 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 by what she saw and heard: People (perhaps especially those who might answer an ad in the personals) need intimacy desperately. 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 these people wanted something beyond what she was able to provide.

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. 
The same summer Cardiff participated in Intimacies at The Banff Centre, Cardiff created her first audio Walk, Forest Walk (1991). 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 signature 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 puts 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. 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 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.”
 

Murray Schaffer’s Tuning of the World, Luigi Russolo’s The Art of Noises and anything by John Cage were required reading for art students. Even today, many recent texts on sound art comes from Canada, and incidentally are not easy to find in the States except at schools specializing in sound or ethnomusicology, such as Jim Drobnick’s Aural Cultures (2004); Brandon LaBelle’s Site Specific Sound (2004) and Background Noise: a History of Sound Art; and Nicole Gringras’ s:on.

Around the same time that Cardiff was at the Banff Center there happened to be an exhibition called Broken Music: Artist’s Recordworks with objects collected by Renee Block and Michael Glasmeir, which by chronicling the history of artists working with records, effectively chronicles a populist history of recorded music and sound. Originating in Germany, where incidentally there is also a large interest in sound music today, and where Cardiff and Miller have resided for the last few years, this exhibition traveled around Canada and the United States circa1990 accompanied by an encyclopedic catalog of the history of the record (and hence, noise or music) to date.

At the time, Dana Augaitis was the curator of the gallery affiliated with Banff Centre, the Walter Phillips Gallery. Is it a coincidence that Augaitis had recently curated shows like “As Told To: structures for conversation,” in 1988, which were remarkably similar to work Cardiff later created? Many elements of this show are 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 really about generating conversation about sound in art and its convergence with visual art. Even further, 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 go on to edit 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, there was not a “sound art movement.”
 Lander and Lexier are articulating their own context, which happens to be a relevant context for Cardiff and Miller as well. This may be the point in Canada, where sound art began to be differentiated 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 Banff Centre alumni includes Laurie Anderson, Michael Snow, Nicole Gringras and Micah Lexier.

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 lithograph prints. That same year she met Miller by collaboratively producing and directing a Super-8 Film called The Guardian Angel. This is their first collaboration – for many years they will both maintain separate art practices and clearly demarcate collaborative projects. Interestingly, Miller is the one with the technology background and frequently works on the techie side of future projects.  Some of his own exhibitions and concepts haunt the collaborative works, especially exhibitions such as Conversations and Interrogations and certain salient tendencies, like producing an agitated state in the viewer and an ongoing interest in iconographic sci-fi clichés
 It is still another four years before Cardiff really begins move away from flat images to developing conceptual projects that begin to take 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 Cardiff and Miller’s work art are a progression of the concerns of audio art predecessor: radio, which has played a particularly important role in Canadian (art) history for perhaps the same generalized reason that Cardiff frequently gives in interviews – reliance on media is a function of distance and proximity to the rest of the world.


The role of radio in Canada has revealed two characteristics 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 lover 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 about how the radio might seem to be addressing a listener personally. This goes hand-in-hand with radio’s other quality: “it’s peculiar ability to convince,” which was demonstrated by the “The Panic Broadcast” of 1938, where thousands of people believed that aliens were attacking Earth. It is also interesting to note to that while radio always had the potential for interactive communication via transmission, reception was quickly “subordinated to a model of 1-way distribution and passive reception.” This will prove to be an interesting parallel to Cardiff’s practice.

Trompe l’oreille
While radio provides the general context for sound art in Canada, Cardiff’s audio Walks and theatre installations are known more 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 a space by assessing the sounds of a space in which they find themselves. If a person were blindfolded he or she would be able to distinguish the sonic difference between a telephone booth and a cavernous theater. Cardiff takes advantage of this automatic impulse by recording the ambient sounds of different spaces to recreate those spaces for the listener. We feel like we are actually, physically in another world, the world being piped in. 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 are unlikely to ever attract a broad audience. For these reasons, most viewers experiencing binaural recording are likely to be encountering it for the first time.

Stereo recording typically has 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 a decent 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 about the width of a human head. In order for the listener to get the maximum illusory effect of authenticity, he or she 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.

Furthermore, in order for recorded sounds to create the illusion of space, the recorded sounds need to approach fidelity to the original sound. The binaural audio is an astonishingly convincing life-like recording. It creates what one critic has called a “felt dimensionality.”
 For most, 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.

Binaural recording, which eerily mimics a real 3-D space, 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 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 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 works; Whispering Room (1991), To Touch (1993), The Playhouse (1997), and The Muriel Lake Incident (1999), we can trace a definite 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 at all, 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 typically 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 sum effect is to feel suspended in a wistful melodrama; the viewer is eavesdropping on the anthropomorphized speakers. But in this early piece, the viewer remains quite separate from the stories; the space is transformed around the viewer – but 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. We begin to establish a connection with the bodiless 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 (1996) and it is the first time the binaural recording is used with a stationary viewer. As in the Walks, 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 on its accompanying soundtrack. In the hierarchy of story lines competing for our attention, the binaural track, and hence, J’ s voice will come out on top every time. Cardiff’s works and collaborations rely heavily upon this gut reaction to the binaural effect.
Many of the techniques used in the Walks are brought into play here: 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 the 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 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 increase the level of perceived intimacy, and increase the number of viewers. The sense of participation is increased, yet actual participation is less. The impact and role of the audio is different, however, because on a Walk only the audio is pre-determined. Each viewer on a Walk has a completely unique experience - the constant motion of a Walk provides a steady stream of new visual information. Sometimes the audio may act like a movie soundtrack – as we walk along, whatever we see becomes imbued with significance. We imagine what we see to be as scripted as the audio, even though we know logically it is not. In contrast, in The Paradise Institute, the visuals are as scripted as the audio, because we all watch the same film in the same theater installation. Also, without the distraction of walking, the disorientation of the binaural audio can be magnified. 

Despite being stationary, the viewer is deliberately made to feel the same feeling 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.
When the audio opens in The Paradise Institute, the screen is still dark, intensifying your focus on your sense of hearing. The recording streaming 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 can almost put your hand on the spot where the coughing is coming from. Layered behind the voices are the recorded ambient sounds of a large cinema; in the imagined mental architecture constructed by the binaural audio you are clearly sitting in a large theater. 

[pic]


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 high

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 is the host or hostess 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.
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