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Video, 7:36 min.
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Ghana Think Tank

Ghana Think Tank Wales

Video, 8:46 min.

2009

Courtesy of the artists and Ffotogallery, Penarth, Wales.

Ghana Think Tank

Ghana Think Tank Liverpool

Video, 9:22 min.

2009

Courtesy of the artists and the Foundation for Art and
Creative Technology (FACT), Liverpool, UK
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Yossi & Itamar

Coming Out of the Closet
Video, 3:20 min.
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Coco Fusco
Operation Atropos
Video, 59:00 min.
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Courtesy of the artist & Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich
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“I see, but to me there is a contradiction in this idea of utopia and the letting go of control. I
think utopia thrives on routine and is essentially achieved when everything is static and
unchanging. Heaven, as defined by most of the world, is static. But in your notion of letting
go, that has potential.”

The man continued as the first drops of rain hit his forehead and he began to stand, “This means
we need to start over, throw out the existing structures so that new paradigms can be formed.”

The rain began to come down with force and the men quickly covered the boat’s frame again
with the blue tarp. The young man looked over and laughed, “So what, tomorrow we begin
the day at nothing?”

He took one last look at the view and could no longer see the partitions he had made beforehand.
Through heavy sheets of the rain it looked as if he had smeared those lines with his finger
straight across the shoreline.

“Yes, we build from there,” the man shouted as he headed towards the old restaurant for cover.
As an afterthought, the man turned around to wave and finally introduced himself by name.

The young man grinned widely and shouted in return, “That’s my name too.”

Laura Mott, born 1979 in Austin, Texas, lives and works in Goteborg,
Sweden. She is currently a Curator at G6teborg Konsthall and
Curator of Galleri Rotor/ Visiting Lecturer at the Valand School of Fine Arts.
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“Who’s he, the owner of the website?” the man asks.

“Yes,” the young man replied excitedly. “He is the beneficiary of the millions of people who
perform labor by uploading information, giving status reports of the events of the day, etcetera.”

The young man continued by shaking his head, “The success of this structure is the effect of
how the notions of individualism and participation have been co-opted by economic forces.
For the last few decades, advertisements and marketing campaigns speak to these exact impulses
of self-identification.”

The man replied, “So, you’re saying that tropes of identity and participation, even freedom,
are being used as a form of domination and control.”

“Exactly!” the young man said. “People feel as though they have a place or role to play in the
system and so they don’t question its goals or the systems of control.”

Clouds had slowly created an overcast sky, and both of them looked up to see that it now
threatened rain. All of the sudden, the droll of the day was gone. A feeling of urgency overtook
them. Neither wanted to part ways, but it was soon going to be the end of this beginning. The
young man stubbornly repositioned himself on the ground with his back leaning against the
bench. The man cleared his throat.

“I don’t think it’s productive or even interesting for you to hold on to the nostalgia of that old
union meeting hall. If anything that’s my burden, and there are multiple layers of corruption
in these earlier systems of economy and community that we haven’t discussed,” the man
chuckled. “But I don’t want to talk about the past; I want to know what you think about other
possibilities for community and participation that can exist outside these systems.”

“Well, this is what I spend the majority of my time here thinking about,” the young man said
pensively. “I’m interested in creating temporary arenas of community and thinking in a new
way about the creation of public spaces and their relationship to the city. In my head, I have
been regarding them as micro-utopian experiments. In part, I think a balance can be created
by setting up a structure for engagement, but in which I am set to gain nothing and I let go of

control over the outcome.”
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The young man reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. “It’s 17:38.”

“Well, it’s close enough to the evening news,” and with that the man produced a small, silver
flask from his pocket and took a swig. He passed it to the young man, who grinned as he took
a sip before handing it back to its owner. They sat for a while in silence, both looking at the
view. Nothing in particular was happening that would warrant two people’s attention.

The young man spoke up and for first time, a pitch of urgency and excitement entered his
voice. “You know, from where we’re sitting, you can see the entire history of 20th-century
labor in this city—its progress, its misfortunes.” The young man took a deep breath as if winded
just by the size of this idea. The man handed him back the flask of whiskey in recognition of
the expansive territory the young man was about to enter with this line of thought.

“It used to be that capitalism was primarily the transformation of raw material carried out by
machines and the bodies of workers, right?”” the young man said as he traced with his finger

the shoreline in front of him.

He squinted as he continued his finger down the shoreline towards the newly built high rises
at the city center. “But today we have a completely different kind of economy. And this links
to the two different kinds of community we were just discussing, because capitalism no longer
functions in the same way. Today, the individual is the co-producer of what he consumes.”

The young man momentarily stayed in this pose, eyes squinting and finger outstretched, before
the man interupted him, “please continue, I’m not sure I follow.”

The young man quickly repositioned himself with a jolt and for the first time turned his body
to face the man. He continued, “Today the consumer is also a laborer. I’ll give you one of the
simplest examples of the new capitalist model of the late 20th Century: Ikea. When you purchase
an item from the company, you go home and complete the manufacturing of the object yourself.
Variations of this idea existed beforehand as well, but now an extension of this labor extends
to all aspects of contemporary life, and usually we participate in it involuntarily or by an
exchange of access. Take for example the social network; every time you login to your Facebook
account, you work for Mark Zuckerberg.”
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When I was really little, I remember not being able to tell the difference between anger and

joy,” he laughed. He looked to his right and saw the young man was taking in his story.

Both of them sat there imagining the noise. The man could easily access the nostalgia of the
fever pitch, but for the young man it was difficult. He knew this place to be a refuge from the
clutter of other voices.

“I’'m interested in this idea of community that you describe, a community that is united by a shared
class struggle,” the young man began. “This is the basis for Marxist philosophy. But the notions
of community have significantly shifted today. Not to say that model does not still exist, of course

it does, but I can’t think of a time when I participated in the kind of community you’re talking about.”

The young man took a moment before he continued, “I was reading about this idea that social
organization is now founded on notions of singularity. For instance, most people today belong
to online social networks, where each person has their own identity and it is in the performance
of this identity that constitutes the community; or rather, in this form of community there has

ceased to be a collective.”

“Ok, I understand what you mean, but I likewise have no relationship to this idea of community.
It seems completely incompatible not only to my definition of the word, but also to my firsthand

experience of it,” the man said.

After a long pause, he continued, “I see this idea of the single body in the model of the union
hall. The men and women represented themselves, but were also an extension of their machines,
whether this was their own body or an actual mechanism. It was what allowed them to make
demands on the industry. So in one way, they were distinguished by their individual functions,
but at the same time a singular, unified body—one dependent on the other—as you said.”

The noise of voices he was imagining before shifted to a series of portraits of the people he
had known as a child and young adult. All of a sudden a deep sadness sank into him and he

wished to know them again.

“What time is it do you suppose?” the man asked.
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“This boat is something I work on, but I don’t seem to particularly care if I ever finish it,” he
offered as an explanation. “I come here mainly for this view. I find it fascinating.” The young
man said as he nodded towards what was in front of them. The man took a moment to process
this reply and take in his host. The young man had the beginnings of a thick beard, but his face
and body were narrow and lean like an adolescent.

“Well, it’s not what most would call picturesque,” the man replied, “but I have spent the majority

of my life here on this pier, so you’re in good company. I’'m glad to hear you appreciate it.”

The T-shaped pier where they sat had largely been abandoned by commerce and never had any
recreational appeal. It had been built for docking and repairing large navy ships, but had ceased
that function half a century ago. The shoreline directly in front of them was mostly used for
storage and docked a modest amount of fishing vessels and tugboats. From where they sat, the
view of the shoreline extended all the way to the city center some miles off. In between were
other enclaves of social and domestic life: the newer port that was considerably smaller,
residential waterfront properties, a public park, and the tourist piers populated by restaurants

and entertainment.

“You grew up here,” the young man confirmed as if talking to himself. “So did your family

used to run that restaurant?” he asked.

The only thing that gave away the building’s original function was a large sign that simply
read RESTAURANT. Any other indicators of its use as a place of service and hospitality were
long gone. The building was held together by a patchwork of repairs and looked empty.

“Yes, but my parents only ran the place as a restaurant in the 40s and 50s. It was also used as a
clubhouse for the union workers, and remained so for a couple more decades even after the
government and other businesses moved their contracts up to the new port and the restaurant had

closed,” he said gesturing towards the active cluster of ships and boats further down the shoreline.

“The place was the heart of that community during its time,” he continued. “I was young when
the fight to keep the shipping contracts here at this pier was going on, and then as I grew older
there were subsequent fights led by the union. The room would be packed with shouting voices,

followed by drinking sessions, which was pretty much also just a bunch of shouting voices.
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The Same Scene

Laura Mott

“I’ve seen you work on this boat on occasion since June,” he said as an introduction.

He had seen the young man at the boat yard every day. Most afternoons the young man had
sat facing the view of the water and city beyond it, not working, just using the boat’s frame
to lean on. Even during the frequent summer showers over the past two months, he would
come to sit and use the blue construction tarp covering the boat’s wooden skeleton as shelter.

At this moment, the young man was crouched over a carpenter’s manual while balancing on
the balls of his feet. He looked up at his visitor, and in doing so, also towards the sun and
against the protection of his own eyes. He squinted to get a good look at the man who had been
in his periphery since the beginning of June. He had noticed the man was always huddled over
some task on the porch of the shutdown restaurant not 50 yards away from his own temporary

outfit. What had been occupying the man all this time was unclear to him.

“Looks like you’re finally getting somewhere,” the man continued in an effort to break the

silence.
“Well” the young man replied as he righted himself to standing position, “I’m not in any hurry.”

“I doubt you’ll get her into the water before the first freeze at this rate”, he said kindly while wiping
away the sweat now dripping down his forehead. Due to the deep baritone of his voice and the

general temperament of his personality, only on rare occasions did his voice not sound kind.

Noticing the sweat, the young man reached under the tarp now strewn on the ground next to
his stalled project and retrieved an old army surplus canteen. He filled it from a half empty
plastic jug of supermarket brand spring water. He offered it to his visitor and gestured to a
makeshift bench he had made with a piece of wood and two milk crates. They sat next to one

another facing the view of the city.
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struggle.”” Instead, they are more closely aligned with Jean-Luc Nancy’s notion of an “inoperative
community,” a coming together based on singularity, otherness and shared experience, rather
than notions of partisanship or group affiliation.®

Having worked through socially-based art and its potential for generating dialogue and change
in society, and its ways of stretching authorship, especially through the use of video documentation,
we can see these works and others like them as community building tools. Building and improving
community, in ways more complicated than the traditional understanding of the term, is the
ultimate goal of Social Practice and anyone who engages in such art comes to be included in a
community of sorts. Each viewer of this exhibition is, by extension, brought into a dialogue
formed by a group of people gathered together and is a part of that community, at least temporarily.
The reader of these words is just as engaged in these dialogues, and is equally a part of an
amorphous community of practitioners and participants. Such engagement on your part, dear
reader, and of others like you, can ultimately shape a new, more truly inclusive culture.

Notes

! For a wonderful short survey of these terms, please see Maria Lind’s “The Collaborative Turn” in Taking
Matters Into Common Hands (London: Black Dog Publishing, 2007), 20-25.

2 Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics (Dijon: Les Presse Du Reel, 1998).

3 Claire Bishop, “Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics,” October, Vol. 110 (2004), 51-79. See Hebrew translation
in the exhibition catalogue of Factory, Bat Yam: Bat Yam Museum of Contemporary Art, 2009, 40-57.

4 Reactor, “Totol GHAOS Manifesto,” http://www.ghaos.org (accessed October 15, 2010).

5 Coco Fusco, A Field Guide for Female Interrogators (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2008).

6 Of course, this is impossible to prove. For an interesting discussion on the art market see "How Big Is the Art
Market?" in Art Market Monitor. http://www.artmarketmonitor.com/2009/10/01/how-big-is-the-art-market
(accessed November 1, 2010).

7 Nina Montmann, “Community Service,” Frieze, published January 10, 2006,
http://www.frieze.com/issue/article/community _service/ (accessed August 5, 2008).

8 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Inoperative Community (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991).
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and increasing one’s cultural capital.) Of greater value is an opening up of a field of interaction
to give various people voices. In film, such acknowledgements are given in the credits. In
anthropology, it occurs when scholars quote or present other unmediated material directly from
the people with whom they are working (though of course the selection of material is always
subjective and filtered through the author). In this exhibition, people who engage with the work
are given an extended outlet to speak.

Letting people speak and be part of something while maintaining individual agency creates a
situation that values people over objects. The trick, of course, is to do so in a way that makes a

difference and that does not simply maintain the social status quo, but challenges it.

Conclusion

The collaborative, socially engaged, process-oriented projects in this exhibition galvanize a
commitment to political and social engagement via collective mobilization. The artists behind
these projects understand that culture and society are influenced by power imbalances that result
from and perpetuate race, gender, and class divisions. To break these divisions requires the
creation of social situations that bring us into contact with people we would normally not meet,
such as the diverse community that came together in Watts for the Watts House Project, and
the artists and military men who participated in Operation Atropos. The people of Bat Yam
were directly confronted with African refugees in Yossi and Itamar’s work, and in Teresa
Margolles’ work viewers were confronted with the dead and destitute. The Ghana Think Tank
bridged international social and national divisions via long-distance problem solving. And both
Parfyme and Reactor called to action a passive public by directly engaging and activating people

in special new ways.

All of these a-typical social situations are healthy for a society that wants to be inclusive and
democratic. Art, especially in the guise of Social Practice, brings people together. Such art,
which capitalizes on its social potential, inherently galvanizes everything good about cultural

production by generating new, though temporary, communities.

Such communities are formed through a shared interest or more often simply by being brought
together for a time. As Nina Montmann writes, these new ideas of community create definitions
that stretch beyond “the consensus politics of shared values in 1980s communitarianism, as [...]

reflected in early ‘community-based art’, and of Marxist ideas of the community united in class
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it is authored. We have managed to escape the grip of aesthetics, or physicality, and even time.

The only necessary criteria that remains is that these projects are authored and limited.

Like most art, the works in Double Take Triple Give are authored. However, each of the works,
which are projected onto large screens, is paired with a “talkback station.” At each one, visitors
are invited to respond to each work. The accumulated responses make up a parallel work itself.
This experimental curatorial set-up intends a double function: it links the works back to the
social sphere, challenging the hermetic nature of the art gallery, and it also supplements the
artists their authorship by letting others speak for the work. Having viewers encounter others’
perceptions of the work, either before or after viewing the piece itself, affects their reading of
it. In a sense, through this arrangement I let go of curatorial authorship, albeit in a limited way
as the works and conversation have ultimately been predetermined by me. My intention is to
extend methods of participation to the documentation process — to the point where participants
can go beyond the project in its original social sphere and change how a work is presented to
an audience post factum. Double Take Triple Give is an experiment in curatorial participation,
compounded by participatory, social artworks.

Undoubtedly, these projects need participants. Most of them rely on people’s responses and
interaction — their voice, their subjectivity. They mobilize groups of people to act or do something,
usually something strange, in public. So, to whom do these works belong? Can they be authorless,
like public protests, or dance clubs, or any situation that purposely brings people together? The
difference is that these works of art are essentially experiments; and experiments need to be
authored in order to ascribe subjectivities to them. Authorship provides the general personal
and social contexts for each project. This is a legacy of identity politics and the art made in the
1980s and 1990s when personal subjectivity and identity were in focus. Only when you test
the boundaries of authorship itself does foregoing it become necessary. As the art world generally
relies on authorship to ascribe both value and context, relinquishing authorship has become the

most radical gesture in art practice today.

This is not necessarily an argument for open source, reproducible, anonymous, or mass-
disseminated projects in any sort of naive or anarchist way. [ want to acknowledge the power
inherent in polyvocality, in sharing authorship and encouraging creativity through shared
projects. This could mean sharing authorship between artists, though that is rather limited. (In

fact, creating links between artists can be seen as a way of enhancing one’s “brand” or reputation,
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accounts (such as press) and textual explanations that often accompany photo and video
documentation, whether in galleries, online, or other ways of presentation. However, there
is a danger here: such accounts will always be incomplete; they can never fully replace
being there, being part of something, having to choose or interact. In their incompletion lies
room for projection. We, as viewers, can only image what we think it was like. This has
become a rich arena for artists to operate.

Earlier artists such as those involved in Happenings and the Situationists, for example, were
plagued by the problem of documentation not sufficiently representing the work as an
experience (some even took measures to prevent images and texts from standing-in for the
work itself or becoming fetishized). Many artists today, who “grew up” on iconic, black and
white imagery — such as Vito Acconci with a bat in the basement or Marina Abramovic and
Ulay standing naked — have no such reservations. They use photographs and videos to whatever

ends suit them best, and would be thrilled if some remnant of their work become iconic.

Today’s artists do not look at video (or photography) as a medium in a formal sense. Rather,
their medium — the mode of operation and communication — is social exchange itself. Video
is a communication tool, and sits ambivalently in between its historic “mediumness” and
its contemporary co-option to serve a more utilitarian purpose. What results are projects
that exist in two zones: one is the actual, finite event and the other is its documentation and
afterlife in the cultural sphere, not only in representations in galleries, but also in casual
discussions, rumors, “vernacular” culture, and the written word, including this very essay.

The distinction between the project and its representation is often blurred.

In art as in life, there are complex discrepancies between our expectations and our actual
experience. This phenomenon is complicated even more by the nature of documented social
practice projects such as the ones included in Double Take Triple Give that are simultaneously
documentary vestiges of social interventions and the intended final product carefully crafted

by its authors.

Authorship
Art and the international arms trade are the only two major unregulated industries operating
in the world today.® Neither has an index; all values are agreed upon by social contract. In the

art world, that value is based primarily on authorship. In art, everything is possible — provided
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Atropos and Total GHAOS call to mind ethically dubious experiments such as the 1971
Stanford Prison Experiment. That all of the participants in Operation Atropos were women
and the interrogators were men cuts a clear gender divide that speaks to the heart of Fusco’s
concerns: Victimhood, domination, and women’s newly found place in war as evidenced
by photograph from Abu Ghraib, Eden Abergil, and similar incidents that have reached
civilian audiences. Today’s warfare uses women'’s sexuality as an interrogation device, with
female soldiers embarrassing their charges to the point of torture. Fusco deconstructs this
concern in her book, 4 Field Guide for Female Interrogators (2008), which includes both
satirical material as well as actual military-approved guidelines.?

Teresa Margolles’ work also revolves around issues of violence and state control in a broad
sense. However, unlike some of the artists in Double Take Triple Give, Margolles’ emphasis
is on materials and a visceral reaction to them. Margolles gets her materials from the morgue
in Mexico City. The majority of bodies brought there are victims of street violence abandoned
by their families; these corpses are the victims of poverty and a social system that generates
destitute individuals. In her work, Margolles uses the remnants of corpses or material that
has come in contact with them. For example, she has painted walls with human fat from
cadavers; washed floors and streets with blood, created rooms filled with mist from water
used to wash bodies, and created concrete floors and furniture using cement made with

death-tinged water.

For one of her early works, Car Wash (2003), Margolles created a car wash on the streets
of Mexico City that used water from the morgue. Like most developing countries, in Mexico
car wash businesses employ manual labor, usually by low-paid informal workers who serve
those affluent enough to own a car. Perhaps the workers in Car Wash had a connection to
the victims whose bodies were washed in the very water they used. Knowledge of the
substance’s origin provokes an unnerving and visceral reaction felt by any viewer able to
relate to the car washers or car owners. The thought of dozens of cars roaming around

Mexico City tainted by death certainly makes for a powerful mental image.

Video: Documentation and the Arena of Projection
Margolles’s participants, whether aware or not of their collaboration in this morbid artwork,
play an important role in carrying out the work: They are our surrogates. Video is arguably

the most effective proxy for being there, among others that include photography, and written
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approached by a cameraman they were asked to swear an oath to Lynx, a small toy animal
serving as GHAOS icon and totem. Like all societies, GHAOS had clear rules about what
was and was not permitted and when these were broken, participants had to face the problem
of dissidents. They began to punish each other, culminating in a symbolic killing of a
“Strawberry Sparkle,” a traitor dressed as a pink horse, for espousing REXimalism, a rival
ideology strangely reminiscent of totalitarian regimes such as Communism. There was even
a REXimalist Party Manifesto "excreted by Skepticus REX” that centered on creating a
society of participation.* With no position for the outside observer, and a wealth of detail
to explore, total immersion in the scenario became the norm and participants found it
frighteningly easy to slip into a new mindset, capable of behaving in ways they would have
considered unthinkable in the outside world.

Operation Atropos (2006) was also a radical, all-encompassing participatory venture where
members lost their individuality to a system of control. In this case, matters were much
more serious than the make-believe of Reactor’s Total GHAOS. For Operation Atropos the
New York-based artist, Coco Fusco, and a few female participants took part in an interrogation
workshop in rural Pennsylvania conducted by the ex-military interrogators known as Team
Delta. The hour-long video chronicles their experience, beginning with meeting the instructors
at a local motel and soon after, while driving to their destination, being abducted, tied,
hooded, and taken to an imitation military camp. The women spent most of their time
confined to a fenced-off section in the middle of the woods near non-descript buildings.
They were made to get down on all fours and bark like dogs, repeat sentences, were yelled
at and threatened, while each was taken away in turn to individual “torture” and interrogation
sessions (though never physically harmed). Each participant’s reaction varied according to
personality and personal circumstances: some cried, some remained silent and kept their

eyes low, while others, such as Fusco herself, were defiant and bellicose.

Through these experiences the women learned approved military interrogation techniques
used by American forces. Eventually, the tables were turned and they became the interrogators,
practicing their newly acquired techniques on their instructors. As with Total GHAOS, this
temporary micro-society had its own highly coded rules and modes of behavior, adopted
directly from the military, which exerts control over its participants to the point of losing
their sense of agency. In both works, the codes of behavior were learnt through participation,

there was no room for a passive audience (save the camera), and in this way both Operation
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choice as so many of us could not fathom the option of letting in African refugees, even in
a game of make-believe such as Refugees from Darfur. In all of Yossi and Itamar’s work the
participants’ opinions and agency is sought and prized; and this agency — the power to express
opinions and make decisions, even inconsequential ones — is what viewers identify with

when watching these works. They give us a chance to ask ourselves, “What would I do?”

Taking role-play and issues of individual agency versus collective norms to an extreme, the
UK-based collective, Reactor, sets up complex scenarios that lie somewhere between
corporate-sponsored theme parks and Lord of the Flies. They recruit volunteers and induct
them into temporary, microcosmic societies. Participants take part in various rituals and
make their way into tighter and tighter circles of inclusion, which purportedly gets them
closer and closer to being privy to a fictive secret, leader, or mascot. These mascots are
often cartoon-like, animated characters that could double as logos for the project. As
participants ascend the ranks of the odd, structured society, they begin to induct other
members or impose the rules of the game on newer recruits, to the point where the artists
are indistinguishable from participants who were strangers to them until that day, and thus
their control is ceded to others. The system, which includes activities and silly props, takes
the form of structured chaos, in which labor distribution mimics both corporate structures
and totalitarian regimes, and the activities and rituals mimic theme parks and adventure
games. Tropes of freedom, fun, and participation are employed in the service of a highly
structured system of domination and control. People feel as though they have a place in the
system, a voice, a role to play, and so they do not question the project’s goals or the systems
of control. Reactor’s projects are large experiments in peer pressure and in diverting people
with entertainment. Their games make use of social divisions and partisanship to perpetuate
a system that will operate as long as people feel they are part of it.

In Total GHAOS (2005), hundreds of participants were brought into a large warehouse that
was divided into sections by three floors of scaffolding, with a large central commons.
Anyone who wanted to experience the work was required to participate for at least one day,
if not all of the three days that Total GHAOS took place. At induction, participants handed
over cell phones and any other means of communication with the outside world, and their
watches. They were assigned roles and ran around carrying out the tasks these entailed.
Often participants were reassigned to different groups (identified by armbands, flags, or
other status markers), and bartered over crude currency in the form of egg boxes. When
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With their own brand of solutions for a place that suffers its own particular form of
globalization, Yossi and Itamar parody Israeli society’s mainstream beliefs and contradictory
stances on general issues. With a hand-held video camera and basic props, they take to the
streets and engage passers-by in funny, ridiculous role-play. In Coming Out of the Closet
(2006) they approached middle-aged couples and families at a park and asked them to
pretend to be Yossi or Itamar’s parents and their son had just come out as gay to them. Many
tried to convince Yossi or Itamar they were wrong, or confused, or that it was a passing
phase. Their responses are typical of most homophobic parents living in a homophobic
culture — denial, anger, and disappointment — even though there was nothing at stake to
them personally. In another make-believe scenario that resulted in the video Missiles in
Ramat Gan (2006), Yossi and Itamar approached people on the streets of Ramat Gan, a
suburb of Tel Aviv, and posed as self-proclaimed “low tech” news reporters preparing a pre-
emptive news report of missiles hitting the area. This work was filmed during the 2006 war
with Lebanon, when missiles hit the north of Israel while the rest of the country continued
normal daily lives, though the threat of missiles hitting the center of the country was not
far-fetched (in fact, missiles during the 1991 Gulf War were focused on Ramat Gan, which
was damaged more severely than any other city in the country.) The artists asked participants
to pretend to have been hit by a missile and they surprisingly played along, fusing personal
imagination with memories of familiar news footage from past attacks. Some pretended to
have been hit, while others were asked to assume the role of army spokesperson and address
the public. Many, even though they were purportedly being hit by missiles, kept to the Israeli
stiff upper lip adage of staying calm and going about their normal business, even when
asked to play out a trauma that may not have been far off. In Refugees from Darfur (2008)
participants’ roles switch from victim to oppressor when the artists asked passers-by to
pretend to be border patrols on the boardwalk of Bat Yam, a seaside working-class suburb
of Tel Aviv and also the location of this exhibition. The participants hypothetically held the
fate of African refugees in their hands and could either grant or deny them refuge in Israel.
Most were denied: Grown men and women were only too happy to “shoot”, looking ridiculous
with toy rifles, and many claimed they were carrying out orders and policies despite being
told by Yossi and Itamar they could act in whichever way they chose.

Yossi and Itamar’s role-play projects invite viewers to reflect on tropes of our collective
belief systems. Clearly, denial is alive and well in Israeli society: denial of homosexuality

as seen in Coming Out of the Closet; denial of war in Missiles in Ramat Gan; and denial of
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and repairing an apartment, cooking, painting a backyard wall, etc. — in diaries, photographs,
and video. In this project, typical roles of employer and menial worker are reversed; here,
the Israelis are the ones doing the dirty work, while the Arabs are given a position of power.
Such a simple gesture is moving in more ways the one. Not only is it an active step towards,
even an insistence upon, ethnic and religious coexistence, but it operates beyond nationality
and explores the role of artists and art in general. Gil & Moti bypass art’s traditional means
of communication by relinquishing the need for an object or image and go directly to public
service, as Parfyme and the Watts House Project have done. Here, their benefit to society
is manifested in direct and actual work. They are literally improving lives with every day
they are “available for them.” Perhaps cooking one meal or minding a store for one day
seems like a small unsustainable mode of civic engagement, but the point is not the labor;
Gil & Moti open up channels of communication and exchange. The labor is almost a symbolic
talisman of good faith, an excuse to engage the other, who is so often sidelined as an

immigrant or enemy.

In a similar vein of awkward public service, the Ghana Think Tank solves first world
problems. They collect problems from cities in which they are invited to work, mostly
affluent Western towns with the resources to pay for public art. They then turn to groups
of individuals who form think tanks in “developing” places, such as Ghana, Serbia, El
Salvador, as well as incarcerated girls in the American prison system, for solutions to those
problems. Some of the think tanks’ solutions are put into action and tested as a means to
solve the problems, even if they are completely impractical or far-fetched. For example, a
person in Liverpool, UK complained about cars parking on the sidewalk, so the Ghana
Think Tank artists implemented the solution of building homemade cement bollards and
placing them on the curb. (The bollards were removed the following day.) In Wales, the
suggestion was made to collect funny, dirty stories from the elderly so that young people
would realize they were once young, are personable, and have valuable life lessons to impart.
Participants in Westport, Connecticut, an affluent American suburb, complained of lack of
cultural diversity in the neighborhood, so the Ghana Think Tank hired day laborers (often
illegal workers who congregate at big box hardware stores with the hope of being hired for
a day of manual labor) to attend an art opening and mingle with the white, upper class guests.
The solutions the think tanks carry out highlight cultural differences and rifts in worldviews.
They point to the problems of a globalized world, where systems and ways of being are
imported to all corners of the earth, even when they don’t make a good fit.
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art project is testimony to the flexibility of art as a field of practice.

Another collective that engages in ambitious civic undertakings is Parfyme, a
Danish/American collective known for ambitious social projects. Part of the U-Turn
Triennial, Everyone Can Use the Harbor was one such project. Spanning six months in
2008, the artists created a cultural hub at the underutilized Copenhagen harbor. The site
was slated for development by a large corporation that had allowed the artists to make use
of the harbor and call attention to its potential. They set up makeshift headquarters in two
large shipping containers and invited passers-by to take part in the many activities they
created: free paddleboat rentals, floating film screenings, group potlucks, romantic catered
dates on the water for couples, classes for kids, workshops, etc. The resultant video, called
Story of the Harbor Laboratory (2009), is not simply documentation of the events; a
carefully crafted animation tells the story of the artists’ struggle with the host corporation
and reflects their discomfort about their role as cultural arbiters and gentrifiers, at once
expanding the public use of the harbor and potentially serving the long-term goals of a

private corporation.

In another Parfyme project called the One Letter Deliver Show (2010) the artists provided
a “public service” in their unique style of exaggeration, this time as postmen. They shuttled
giant postcards all around Iceland. The postcards were written by people in Reykjavik to
friends and family in the rest of the small country. The artists battled a slew of challenges
including harsh weather, poor directions, and unclear addresses. They satirically donned
the roles of brave servicemen and public workingmen heroes. As with Story of the Harbor
Laboratory, the artists crafted an animated video chronicling the project. They segmented
their adventure into nine episodes, one for each day of deliveries, which were screened daily
at an art center in Reykjavik. Unlike the Watts House Project, Parfyme provided a public
service that was arguably unnecessary and on a small, temporary scale, but that brought to
light the function of civic structures and our participation or lack thereof within them.

In a similar mode of tongue-in-cheek civic service, the duo Gil & Moti have undertaken
several participatory social projects that bring people together or provide them with services.
Available for You (2008) was one such project that took place in Rotterdam and Copenhagen
for which Gil & Moti set out to bestow their labor on Arab immigrants, each for a day at

a time. They recorded their services — which included minding a convenience store, cleaning



The field of art today is arguably more diverse than ever, and is attractive because it can
encompass projects that no other field — be it activism, academia, science, etc. — can
accommodate. Art’s malleability allows it to include things such as being shot in the arm
(Chris Burden), tattooing underprivileged people (Santiago Sierra), and inviting people to
move mountains (Francis Alys). An art system based on formal definitions cannot easily
affect change outside itself, which is specifically what the projects in Double Take Triple
Give are doing. The license to interact with other, often quite abstract, social forces without
having to be regulated by their rules makes social art powerful.

The Works in Double Take Triple Give

To better understand Social Practice’s focus on process and exchange, this exhibition brings
together a selection of projects that push the boundaries of social interaction in a variety
of ways. Some focus on civic engagement and public service while others look at role-play

or attacks on the individual through quasi-violent interventions.

Included in Double Take Triple Give is an extreme example of art as civic engagement, the
Watts House Project. The project came about in 2008 through the collaboration of several
people, some of whom are artists, and was launched as both an artwork and a full-fledged
non-profit organization; the self-proclaimed “ongoing, collaborative art project in the shape
of a neighborhood redevelopment” centers on the historic underdeveloped neighborhood of
Watts in Los Angeles. Watts House Project staff and volunteers work collaboratively with
local residents on housing renovations, neighborhood beautification, and community activism.
A video documents some of the projects they undertake, which include eliminating parking
obstacles; creating spaces; gardening; house painting and beautification; and establishing
spaces that attract tourism and financially benefit the community at large. Testing the ability
of Social Practice artworks to not only communicate directly through experience, but to
effect social change within an everyday social sphere, the Watts House Project straddles the
line between artwork and civic work. In the process, it stretches notions of authorship in an
almost contradictory way: on the one hand, it is the fruit of its founding Director, artist Edgar
Arceneaux, on the other it is the product of many people coming together, bringing their
own subjectivities, desires, skills, and voices to the project. Even beyond that, the Watts
House Project is a registered charitable organization, which in accordance with U.S. law has
a hierarchical structure that includes various staff positions and a Board of Directors. The

seeming contradiction between a hierarchically-structured organization and a collaborative
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In the 1990s, a new type of socially-based art began to emerge. A number of scholars and
curators began to talk about contemporary participatory and interactive art and several articles
and books were written, each tinged with its author’s particular social and political tastes: Homi
K. Bhabha called it “Conversational Art”; Grant Kester’s term is “Dialogical Art”; Susan Gablik
chose “Connective Aesthetics”; Suzanne Lacy identified it as “New Genre Public Art”; and
Christian Kravagna simply phrased it “Participatory Practice.”! French curator and theorist,
Nicolas Bourriaud, wrote a book characterizing the movement as “Relational Aesthetics” and
the term has came to stand for much socially-based art.2 He considered relational works to be
forces for social change and the creation of “micro utopias,” small, temporary arenas of
community. He said that such works were “inter-subjective encounters” within which meaning
was made collectively, as opposed to individually, through public, social interactions. While
that may have been the intention, what resulted from many of the works, such as Rirkrit
Tiravanija’s famous Thai food parties, were tiber-cool art events confined to galleries and their

mailing lists.

One of the most outspoken critics of Bourriaud is Claire Bishop who published Antagonism
and Relational Aesthetics, in which she chastises Bourriaud for the cliquishness of Relational
Aesthetics.? She advocates instead for what has come to be called “Social Practice.” Social
Practice is not antagonistic to Relational Aesthetics; they run parallel. Their distinctions may
sound benign, but it is important to differentiate between artworks that reinforce a closed
system, and those that challenge it. Although it’s nice to hang out in galleries and feel cool,
what we (a very broad “we”) need is art that takes us beyond that, or at least leads us to question
what value there is in the art world and who benefits. Sometimes that can be uncomfortable,
confronting us with issues we would rather avoid, or people we would prefer not to associate
with, but this is a good thing.

Artists working socially communicate not via images, but directly to a public through experiences
they create; Social Practice connects the symbolic realm of fine art directly with its audience
of individuals, communities, and social networks. It is collaborative and interactive by nature
as it is based on unscripted exchange between people, even if just between an artist and one
other person. Because social artworks are experiential, they are dematerialized as well. It is
not based on objects, and thus escapes the logic of formalism. This art cares nothing for form;

it is about process.
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Double Take Triple Give

Chen Tamir

Over the past few decades certain artists have engaged the process of generating culture directly,
communicating to a public not via an image or object, but through an experience they create.
Their work has expanded the boundaries of art and generated questions such as: Who do these
experiences, or social interventions, belong to? How do they enter the larger cultural sphere?
And, what happens when these experiences, normally limited to whoever took part in them,

are documented for a different audience and experienced in digital form?

The exhibition Double Take Triple Give is an experimental investigation of these new modes
of socially based art. When curating this show, I wanted to highlight the complexity of socially-
based artwork, its desire to function outside the museum and within the art world, and to suggest
that our modes of apprehending such works are often indirect and mediated by yet other forms
of communication that are integral to the work itself. In the following pages I make a case
for Social Practice as a creative “medium,” followed by discussion of the complexity that video
adds as not only a means of documentation but also at times as the intended outcome of the
project. These notions are complicated by the exhibition itself, which invites the audience to
become supplemental “authors” of works that were in the first instance dependent on audience
participation for their realization.

Social Practice

Double Take Triple Give looks at projects that belong to the school of Social Practice. Artists
working socially share a desire to make art beyond the gallery, to facilitate collective exchange,
to realize an approach to creativity past individual authorship, and to avoid capitalism’s grip
on art. None of these challenges is new; these are boundaries pushed by artists for decades.
Indeed, Social Practice builds on a lineage of participatory art movements such as Dada, the
Situationist International, Happenings, Land Art, Institutional Critique, and Conceptual Art,
as well as borrowing heavily from performance. To describe it broadly, Social Practice is
ephemeral and collaborative. Experience is always durational, and this is true also of what falls
under the amorphous category of Social Practice. It is often documented, but makes for tricky
documentation problems, which artists have either ignored, or solved in sophisticated ways.



Artists

The Watts House Project

The Watts House Project was launched as
both an artwork and a non-profit organization
in 2008 by Edgar Arceneaux (b. 1972, Los
Angeles) and dozens of volunteers

Parfyme

Parfyme is a collective based in Copenhagen,
Bergen, and New York. It is comprised of Pelle
Brage (b. 1978, Copenhagen), Douglas Paulson
(b. 1980, Lancaster), and Laurids Sonne (b.
1980, Hjembaek)

Gil & Moti

Gil Nader (b.1968, Rishon Lezion) & Moti Porat
(b. 1971, Ganei Yehuda) live and work together
in Rotterdam since 1994

Ghana Think Tank

Ghana Think Tank is a New-York based
collective founded in 2006 by Christopher
Robbins (b. 1973, Atlanta), John Ewing

(b. 1964, Ithaca), and Matey Odonkor.
Carmen Montoya (b. 1974, Houston) joined
the project in 2009.
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Yossi and Itamar

Yossi Atia (b. 1979, Jerusalem) and Itamar Rose
(b. 1979, Ganei Yehuda) began collaborating
in 2005. They are based in Tel Aviv

Reactor

Reactor is a collective based in Nottingham,
Birmingham, and Manchester that was formed
in 2002. Its current members include Niki
Russell (b. 1979, Leeds), Stuart Tait (b. 1968,
Fareham), and Daniel Williamson (b. 1978,
Macclesfield)

Coco Fusco
Coco Fusco (b.1960, New York) lives and works
in New York

Teresa Margolles
Teresa Margolles (b. 1963, Culiacéan) lives and
works in Mexico City
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Foreword

The three exhibitions comprising “Video in the Round” seek to examine and challenge the
possibilities and limits of video art exhibition and of the ability of the museum’s modernist
architecture to contain and display it. Like most of MoBY’s exhibitions, this one, too, was born
out of the museum’s unique structure and out of the aspiration to simultaneously work with
and question it.

Like works of video art, which are projected over and over again, the round, open, two-tiered
space of the museum also creates a kind of a loop. The exhibition deals with that same interface
between the round architecture and the inherent cyclicality of the medium, creating a complex
dynamic between the architectural structure and the work displayed. “Video in the Round”
seeks to redirect the viewer’s gaze and to create new conditions not only for viewing the works
but for orientation in the space, by transforming the entire space into a screening hall in which
the viewer stands with his back to the wall to watch the screens, which are displayed in a circle
on the railing of the second floor of the museum.

The duplication and resonance between the museum structure and the video medium is also
reflected in the exchange between the three guest curators’ interpretations — fundamentally
different but overlapping and complementary — for the potential contained in the video
art/museum space interface. Each one of the curators chooses a different aspect of the medium,
from the expressive, narrative video work, to video as a tool of documentation and commemoration

of reality or of the artistic act.

I would like to thank the three curators — Danna Taggar Heller, Maayan Amir, and Chen Tamir
—who rose to the challenge and gave this unique project a fascinating personal interpretation;
I would also like to thank the many participating artists in this complex exhibition. A triple
thanks goes to the museum staff, who outdid themselves to produce three different exhibits

whose whole is bigger than the sum of their parts.

Milana Gitzin Adiram
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