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Intro:

For my senior capstone experience, | created a body of work consisting
of mixed media installation and performance. In my recent art practices and
research, | have wanted to amplify an element of participatory engagement and
collaborative exchange. At this current stage of my exploration in art, my
creative interests and intentions are moving away from a desire to create an art
object as an end result. In turn, they have moved toward creating and sharing an

interactive art experience.

My Exploration in Art:

In both art and life, | consider myself a person who has trouble staying in
on place. | feel the need to continually investigate new scenarios, sometimes
with a spontaneous and impulsive nature. This ongoing inquiry is continually
changing, both influencing and being influenced by the way | understand myself
in relation to the people around me. Reflecting on my experiences as an
adolescent, | consciously identified myself as a rebel. This construction of self
affected my view of community, which often placed me at odds with the people
and support | had around me. As | reflect on my own view of self as an
adolescent and the relationship that it generated between my community and
me, | am able to further assess the view of self that | wish to create as | come

into adulthood. In light of this developing inquiry, | have created a collaborative



and interactive artwork, titled Social Media, humorously questioning a new art
medium’s ability to generate social exchange, presenting myself as an artist,
and understanding what role | play as community member with that identity.

Exhibition of Social Media

Social Media is a public interactive artwork that uses the audience as a
collaborator to explore and question our individual understandings of
community. As a whole, | intended to generate a transcendent and reflective
experience with two goals in mind. First, | am encouraging other members of my
community to continually assess the nature of relationships they sustain as a
part of a larger group and, second, | am encouraging other individuals in my
community to reflect on the various roles they take on when constructing their
own identity. This body of work is made of several works: Civic Toll, Wall Posts
(Dementia in Dialogue), and Face Time and exists as multiple layers of ongoing
inquiry as | explore and reflect on my own immediate social space.

Civic Toll is a public interactive tollbooth that makes the analogy of
paying a toll to having an active voice in a community. | experimented with this
booth in the public space on and off campus and collected the submissions,

which are displayed them on a wall titled Wall Posts (Dementia in Dialogue).



| conceived of this project as a platform of exchange that allowed
individuals to share their personal thoughts and experiences. This booth got me
out of the studio, out of the gallery and into a public space to create art and
interact with people passing by.

The booth is painted red to stimulate passion and emotion within the
viewer. In almost any context on campus, the booth starkly contrasts the intense
green, (or in some cases, white) which dominates our surrounding landscape.
Red is a color that provokes urgency, emotion, and passion. It can mean danger
and death, as well as love. This not only represents the critical and urgent nature
of community dialogue in the same way that red functions on an ambulance or
fire hydrant, it also represents the color of human blood, a universal color
association that any person relate to. The booth is also composed of straight

vertical and horizontal lines. This simple compositional strategy evokes strength,



power and stability, qualities that, in my opinion, any healthy community should
represent. (Mahnke 15)

| gave people in my community the freedom to contribute their thoughts
anonymously in an effort to foster sincere exchange through creative
collaboration. However, this anonymity often led to responses that left no
community member accountable, much like the social media platforms of the
Internet age. The realization of my inability to foster sincere reflection led me to
consider how the aspects of control and anonymity influence personal
construction of self especially in relation to personal relationship with

community.

A later addition to the Social Media collection was Face Time. This round
table for community dialogue is an extension of my Civic Toll booth. With Face

Time, | provide a platform for community dialogue through a timeless ritual of



communal consumption. Unlike my tollbooth, which asks community members
to anonymously submit their “two cents” on community needs, this round table
puts community members face to face for a discussion about community needs.
Here | ask people to sit down and “drink the Kool-Aid”. In exchange for
this comfortable seat and cold beverage, | ask for their presence and
engagement as a community member assessing new possibilities for mutually
beneficial existence. | also use this table to come forth as an artist and
community member, giving my presence back to them. In a sense this
exchange is much like a toll, where people who value a space are held

accountable for their personal contributions.

This collaborative collage work titled Wall Posts (Dementia in Dialogue)
displays the anonymous submissions from Civic Toll, a public interactive artwork
currently exhibited in the green space between the Annex and Boyden Gallery.

Each submission is a contribution from a community member who interacted



with my booth in the public space. | collected a range of statements that were
vague, sentimental, poignant, comical, offensive and even aggressive in nature. |
have posted the submissions on this wall and arranged them in a form of a
disorienting spiral. Essential, | am drawing a connection between the content of
these submissions and the chaotic dialogue that emerges from social media
platforms. By creating copies of each submission in black and white behind the
physical submissions, | implicitly express that many interpretations can exist for
each submission. In essence, | wish to communicate that issues of community
needs are not always black and white. Both here and in the virtual world,
anonymity has taken the accountability out of personal opinion and separated
thought from real action. Again | use red with the intention of creating urgency.
Another aspect of this collage is the use of handwriting. Each response is
written in a different style, whether it was larger, whether it was cursive, etc.
Here, | post the submissions as a part of one form, implying that a community

consists of a variety of separate and distinct members. (Mahnke 15)

Inspiring Artists:

Gillian Wearing is a contemporary British artist who uses photography
and video work as an artistic framework for social inquiry. One art project that |
found inspirational and particularly relevant to my project was the photography
work, “Signs That Say What You Want Them To Say, and Not Signs that Say
What Other People Want Them To Say.” In this project, Wearing roams the

streets looking for voluntary participants. These participants are asked to write



whatever they were thinking on a card and are then asked to photograph
holding the sign. This simple but clear objective forefronts our preconceptions of
the visual appearance of others, and subverts them, pairing the outer
appearance with statements from the inner self, emphasizing the chronic
contradictions between the two. (Turner 34) One connection between this work
and Social Media is the aspect of participatory and collaborative art exchange in
the public space. Both projects also generate participation and collaboration
using a paper submission method, which is transposed to a new form, bringing
audience ideas to the front of the work.

Another work that functions in similar way is “Confessions.” In
“Confessions,” Wearing uses classified sections to find random voluntary
participant who are willing to confess their deepest darkest secrets with a
complete stranger. Wearing videotapes the interviews with participants wearing
masks to protect their identity. With the help of the volunteers, she, then,
constructs video pieces that tell the story through both interview and
reenactment, to consciously disjoint reality and emphasize falsity and fagade.
Through her practice, she is able to extract sincere personal truth and artistically
represent the subjects’ real emotional experiences. Not only does the larger
audience get to see these illustrations and the contradiction between
appearance and reality, the process also serves to be therapeutic for
participants who get to relive the experiences and gain emotional resolution.
These illustrations can be dark, violent, and disturbing, but also light and

positive, attempting to depict a variety of personal truths that emerge from the



real life experiences of her subjects, and to reflect the complexity of the human
condition. (Turner 44) This collaborative project is similar to Civic Toll in its use
of voluntary and anonymous participation. In both projects, participants have
the opportunity to contribute their perspective and reflect on what that means in
relation to others.

Participants in Wearing’s projects generally wear masks to protect their
anonymity, further echoing the contradictions between appearance and reality.
Conceptually, Gillian has spent many years exploring “truth,” as we see it. Yet
here projects always express that life is often far more complex and confusing
than we initially imagine. | find this similarity in my own exploration in Social
Media. As a witness to the entire evolution of the industry of “reality” television,
she revels in the push and pull between synthetic presentation and pure
documented reality by creating enhanced depictions of personal accounts in a
unique style to give the audience a heightened sense of self, and a deep
emotional connection with a fellow human being. | do not believe my work can
be compared to artist of her caliber in her ability to generate this experience, but
| was deeply inspired by her work.

By using the practice of anonymous interviews, Wearing uses the
audience as collaborator to allow participants to voice opinions typically swept
under the rug. In essence, Wearing has inspires me by seeking an art practice
that probes the public audience for sincerity. With my Civic Toll booth, | call
upon the St. Mary’s Community to make sincere statements regarding the

needs of their own community in a public but anonymous setting. Using popular



culture and its use of media as a jumping off point, Wearing uses both staging
and documentary techniques to depict everyday people in a number of
precarious but captivating scenarios. She seeks out everyday people who wish
to share their life experiences, recording their accounts anonymously. With my
booth, |, too, seek voluntary participants who wish to remain anonymous with
their submission. However, this anonymity can also be considered a staged
truth, because anonymous participants are not measurably accountable for the
sincerity of their responses. (Turner 40)

Gillian Wearing’s open-ended use of audience as collaborator and her
artistic practice of entering the public space has inspired me to incorporate
these elements into my senior project. By incorporating these elements, art can
be generative, where the project grows on its own, outside of my control. This
makes it more exciting for me and takes me out of the studio and into the world
around me.

Unlike many other conceptual artists that wholly reject mainstream
television for its illusionistic quality, Wearing sees television as a wealth of
information about society’s subconscious, viewing it as a real indicator of the
suppressed urges of the common man. Wearing likened her artistic interests to
the sociological theories of Erving Goffman, specifically his writing on “The
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life.” Wearing attests to an inherent “back
stage” and “front stage” of life, proposing that cultural roles and identities take

the shape of “masks” in the theatrical drama of society. With Social Media, |



hoped to express my feeling of a similar experience in my own community, that
things were not always as they appear

The figures of speech incorporated in Civic Toll work in this way. Things
on the surface may appear a certain way, but upon further investigation, we
often reject our initial assumptions in favor of logical analysis. | consider my art
to be no different. Over the course of this project, | have investigated my own
understanding of community and how my art practice is beneficial or harmful to
the people around me, but often | find that answers to this question are not
always black and white.

In other words, although it is human nature to assume that personal traits
will always fall in line with outer appearance, but we are consistently
misunderstood. We constantly make initial positive and negative judgments
about another person’s character, despite the reality of a very blurry line
between “right” and “wrong.” To our surprise, the human condition is much
more nuanced than we could initially imagine, and linguistic classification can
never truly document the whole person.

A second artist whose work has inspired me throughout my senior project
is Rirkrit Tiravanija, an American mixed media installation and performance
artist. Although Tiravanija is considered one of the more influential artists of our
time, an artist to whom | pale in comparison, there are several commonalities
that exist between our investigations. One overarching aspect that unites our
investigations is a democratization of art. With both my work and Rirkrit’s there

is nothing to be bought or sold and everyone gets an equal opportunity to



become apart of the work. The art is about participation and experience,
fundamentally by bringing people together. In essence, the art is not fully made
without audience participation and the line between audience and artist is
blurred. (MOMA 1)

One piece that Rirkrit Tiravanija has created to address these concerns is
an interactive piece called Untitled (Free/Still) (2007). This piece featured a fully
installed functional kitchen and seating area in which Tiravanija cooked a curry
dish to be eaten communally in the gallery space with his audience. In this
sense he is both performing and actively creating relationships with his
audience, something | hoped to accomplish through my final exhibition. This
piece was one presentation of a constantly evolving inquiry that focuses on
community interaction through ritual. Interactivity is important to my work. |
consider art to be a place of exchange rather than an object. Beauty lies in the
relationships formed by the artist and audience, and between all audience
members. Ritual also seems to be important in my work. All community
members engaging in a confirmation exercise that reaffirms their belonging to a
community much like the way confirmation functions in religion. With my SMP, |
have sought to blur the line between artist and audience as well as the line
between gallery and public space. | have intended my work to be a space to
talk about societal change rather than a passive visual experience that rests on
the formal art elements in a two dimensional work. This work is continually
changing, open to the chaos of the unknown. Existing within the project are

layers of effort, and objects that exist from prior exhibitions, which are



constantly being tweaked. Lots of people are the essential ingredients in the
work. (MOMA 1)
Results

As | wrap up the project, | wish to leave it a bit open-ended. My initial
intentions were to promote community dialogue in a productive way for the sake
of mutual needs in my immediate environment. Looking back, | am uncertain if |
did accomplish this goal. However, the project was a success in that | learned a
great deal about the implication of art in the public space, and got closer to my
community, meeting new people, gaining new perspectives and making
meaningful connections with my audience through collaboration and a physical
presence as the artist who made the work. As far as my opinion about
community needs is concerned, it’s a tough question to resolve. Primarily, |
think community members need more love and respect for each other and
themselves, the earth, and the laws of the universe. | also think my community
needs a more heighten sense responsibility for “the greater good,” so that they
might continually ask themselves the question of community needs. | think my
immediate community has so much that it’s hard to identify a clear unanimous
concern. As an artist, it is my personal opinion that my immediate art community
would benefit from arts funding. Furthermore, it is my opinion that the arts aren’t
in a significant or secure enough position in our society to have the privilege of
being so critical and internally judgmental to each other. We need a stronger
“GO TEAM?” attitude as a field. This is why | would add that my community

needs a more sincere open-minded approach to understanding each other. With



that in mind | hope to continue investigating art in the realm of the public space
to further serve my community as an active and engaged community member

and maker of art.
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