PANEL: Playing with Research

Gabriella Giannachi: ‘Documenting Performance: Playing and Replaying Archives of Art and Heritage.’

Our brief was to showcase new discoveries and original approaches to archival materials. So I am going to talk about archival replay and, in particular, the use of user-generated documentations in capturing, preserving and replaying performative encounters with archived art and heritage. I am going to talk about three projects. The first one aimed at developing a documentation framework and an archival tool for the documentation and archiving of mixed reality artworks; the second and third ones are mapping and trail-generating tools through which to experience museum collections outside the museum.  

My field is contemporary performance, new media in particular, so the question of archival replay is tied to the issue of documentation, by which I mean that the new media archives I work with are in the process of being created and hence the issue of documentation is particularly significant for myself and the institutions I collaborate with. Most of the work I look at can be broadly described as occurring in mixed reality.        

One of the most complex mixed reality works I ever tried to document and archive is Blast Theory’s Rider Spoke (2007-), a location-based game for cyclists developed in collaboration with the Mixed Reality Laboratory at University of Nottingham as part of an EU-funded investigation into pervasive games called IPerG. The work, which combined elements of performance, game play and interactive technology, facilitated participants in cycling around a city to record personal memories and reflections in response to questions about particular themes, locations and contexts. Throughout the piece, participants, who were encouraged to embrace a role, often fictionalised their context and visibly shifted from passive modes of spectatorship to active modes spanning interaction, participation and performance. The piece was locative, mobile, hybrid, and its experience was highly subjective.

Two years after the first opening of Rider Spoke I led a team from the Universities of Exeter, Nottingham and the Ludwig Boltzman Institute Media.Art.Research in Linz investigated how to document such a complex piece. The aim was to capture multiple aspects of the experience, with a view to create a media-rich archive using cloud computing (Web 2 Technologies) at a later date. Influenced by hybrid documentation approaches (Jones and Muller 2008), and the Mixed Reality Laboratory’s experience with the Digital Replay System, used by the Lab primarily in social science research, the team collected hybrid and variable data from participants and, to capture IPerG’s interdisciplinary research aims, gathered further interview materials from the artists and technologists involved. Equipment used included GPS to record location and visualise individual experiences on a map; in-game audio along with the participants’ responses to the game and environmental sounds; and video captured from two key vantage points. These were a ‘chase cam’ mounted on the bicycle of a documenter following the rider, which delivered an over-the-shoulder, third-person perspective, and a ‘face cam’ upwardly mounted on the handlebars of a participant’s bicycle, which delivered a head-on perspective of the rider. All nine participants were interviewed after the experience (see Giannachi et al 2010 and Giannachi et al 2012). All materials were then stored in CloudPad where users were empowered to view the repository as a living archive in which they could leave their own impression of their experience (both of the original event recordings as well as any thematic connections or annotations provided by other users).      

I am influenced in my approach to developing and using archives like CloudPad by Geoffrey Batchen’s suggestion that the archive is no longer ‘a matter of discrete objects (files, books, art works, etc.) stored and retrieved in specific places (libraries, museums, etc.)’, but rather it ‘is also a continuous stream of data’ which means that ‘exchange rather than storage has become the archivist’s principal function’ (1998, 47, added emphasis). I am also influenced by Jacques Derrida’s suggestion that archivisation ‘produces as much as it records the event’ (1996: 17). In particular, I work on how archives can be used to facilitate mobile interpretation ‘in the here and now’ by operating as sites of mobile ‘knowledge production’ (Osborne 1999: 52 and Withers 2002: 304) and portable ‘centre[s] for interpretation’ (Osborne 1999: 52); facilitating performative encounters (Giannachi et al 2010) and creative engagement with art, heritage, popular and material culture.    

The first case study is Art Maps, an interdisciplinary collaborative project between three departments at Tate (Tate Learning, Tate Online and Tate Research) and researchers in Computer Science (University of Nottingham) and Performance and New Media (University of Exeter), funded by RCUK Horizon (2012-13) as part of the digital economy programme. Art Maps consists of a web and mobile app that allow users to explore artworks in the Tate collection in relation to the places, sites, landscapes and environments that informed or led to their geotagging (which had been carried out manually by Tate prior to the start of the project). The apps, which use a map as interface, can locate their user and bring up works in the Tate collection that are geotagged in relation to places near them. Users could then look at these works on the map and/or explore them in situ, reflecting on how what they see in the works relates to their surroundings. Alternatively, through a search function, they could explore works in any locality and, in a future development, generate trails, for example, by bringing up all works that an artist, say Turner, did on the Rhine, or in Venice, or while walking along the Devonian coastline. 

The original aim of the project was simply for the apps to facilitate crowdsourcing so that Tate’s knowledge of the artworks’ geolocation could be improved on. Users could move an object on the map, as is the case of this user who relocated Turner’s painting taken from the Basilica of Superga in Turin to the precise site, the portico, from which the view Turner painted can be seen. Initial research into the creative free-style mobile learning potential of the mobile app, however, showed that Art Maps could also become a self-documentation tool of what users experience when encountering artworks outside the museum as part of a mixed reality experience. To allocate a location to a non-representational work, such as an abstract work, or a performance, is, of course, not a straightforward process, and to capture users’ thinking in relation to what constitutes the place of an artwork generated interesting information for Tate’s learning and interpretations departments. Additional functionalities were thus added, as well as a series of instructions, to prompt users to self-document their encounter with the work through text, photography, video and sound. As in the case of CloudPad, all data are currently stored by social media (e.g. YouTube, Wordpress, Flickr etc.) though this may change in the future. 

An initial set of public events organized by Tate in 2012 to test the apps’ functionalities found that Art Maps users, both individuals and groups, appreciated the opportunity to use art as a means to map and observe their surroundings, relate the artworks they encountered to what they saw, reflect about them in relation to what constitutes a sense of place, and self-document their response to this encounter and related findings. Participants pointed out that Art Maps could reach, through its dissemination via social media, audiences who would not ordinarily visit museums and that it encouraged museum visitation or repeat visitation because Art Maps users became interested in seeing the original artworks after engaging with them digitally.  

The second project is Exeter Time Trails, which constitute an attempt to see how my findings about how users self-document their encounter with artworks operate with diverse kinds of artifacts (especially digital heritage, and visual and material culture) for different kinds of museums and communities of users. In particular, I was interested to see how self-documentation worked as a means to stimulate reflection and prompt memories and as a tool to generate valuable materials for museums. Exeter Time Trails is a collaboration between University of Exeter, RAMM, 1010 Media, and two user groups, Exeter City and Exeter City Football Club Supporters Trust, and is funded by REACT HEIF (2013). Exeter Time Trails is a web app prototype offering users the experience of learning about and engaging creatively with history, heritage and RAMM’s collections through a series of time trails, which can be experienced both inside and outside the museum, including a Roman trail, a Tudor trail, a WW2 trail and now an Exeter City Football trail. Subject to further funding, users would also be able to annotate trails by adding text, images and videos, and even generate their own trails. We have tested these as explorative teaching tools, facilitating mobile interpretation, an aid to tourist guides, to promote leisure, sport and businesses; and to facilitate reflection and stimulate a sense of presence and identity among different communities. 

Initial findings about this project in relation to the Tudor and Exeter City Football Club Supporters trails revealed that users see Exeter Time Trails as a means to generate new or lost knowledge about heritage, and that it is the absence of the artifact from the site associated with it, or the changed function of the site, that prompts users to remember the operation of the site at the time when the original documentation was captured. This replay of archival materials, paired with the use of self-documentation of one’s encounter with these materials, can be used as an aid for communities to embed (i.e. make present) their oral histories in environments from which they have been removed.     

All these works, Rider Spoke, as well as Art Maps and Exeter Time Trails, facilitate exploration, and in line with psychogeographical practices, and entail some level of meandering, both physical and mental. They also entail a degree of performativity (they afford actions), they incorporate growing amounts of user-generated materials, and the latter three deliberately use a map as interface.  

Maps are crucial to facilitate the encounter with documentation, and prompt self-documentation, within living performative archives. Maps are orientation tools for mobile interpretation, i.e., the production of knowledge ‘on the go’. We know that maps have often changed the way that people look at the world. We also know that historically map makers have wiped out entire areas simply to persuade people about where or how they should travel (such as the map Columbus used on his explorations which shows that there is hardly any distance between Europe and China by sea) or visualised the importance of certain socio-political groups by representing them at the ‘centre’ (typically google maps put ‘us’ at the centre wherever we may be). Therefore maps are instruments of navigation, but also tools for the establishment of power, authority, presence and identity. 

In all works discussed in this paper we map, i.e. we write the signs through which we choose to perceive our environment, and place ourselves within it, self-documenting the mapping of our knowledge onto an existing cartographic view, herewith map-making, i.e. documenting the processes through which we generate this knowledge onto a map so that others may use it. The ambiguity in the choice of name for Art Maps is a deliberate attempt to make a point of the distinctive function of mapping and map-making in this context: if the ‘Maps’ in Art Maps are understood as a noun, Art Maps are objects, maps of art, but if the word is understood as a verb, Art Maps are processes whereby art maps us. 

Additionally to mapping, and map-making, Art Maps and Time Trails both involve trails. A trail is a story about places and their subjective experience. Cartographically, trails have no value precisely because cartographies pretend universality and often attempt to hide a point of view whereas trails are subjective. In mixed reality, trails mark movement in space as well as trajectories through data.

These projects have prompted RAMM and Tate to reflect about the challenges for preservation of such hybrid user-generated materials that are often hosted via different types of social media, which, like Posterous, home to the first iteration of Art Maps, can be withdrawn from the market or which may, over time, start charging and become expensive. The very porosity of living performative archives, the fact that they facilitate mixed reality experiences outside the museum, is therefore both what makes these novel kinds of engagement with archives exciting and yet challenging in terms of preservation practices. There are legal challenges about who owns the user-generated content; ethical challenges about allowing users to follow trails generated by other users; accessibility and interpretation challenges to do with the fact we are dealing with archives which entail mixed reality and are more akin to ambients and environments than rooms or architectures; preservation challenges to do with the varying quality, volume and hybridity of materials.

To sum up, cartographic maps show a ‘bird-eye’s view’ (Gibson 1979: 198-9) – they show what pretends to be an ‘objective’ reality – trails, on the other hand, show paths – they show ‘subjective’ points of view. Maps, like museums, are attempts towards more or less canonic and holistic world-views. Trails are individual stories, they mark the subjective experience or performance of space. In Rider Spoke, Art Maps, or Exeter Time Trails, self-documentations constitute attempts to replay archives and in the process of it generate new trails, new stories, that use art, heritage, material and visual culture as a way of revisiting sites, histories and museum collections. In this context, self-documentation facilitates not only the act of map-making, stimulating our self-awareness of our relationship with these materials, but also generates a living performative archive that can be used by others, building a growing picture of how and possibly even why we interpret outside the museum.  
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