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~ Event Cities:
Architecture
as Performance

by Katy MCCormick

| | arkening back to Baudelaire’s poetic response to the changing face
of Paris in the midst of its modernization, this three-person show examines
the response of artists to cities as self-conscious sites of spectacle, perfor-
mance, and consumption. Momentarily freezing the flow of time on ever-
changing stages, these artists offer glimpses of urban networks, now dense,
now sweeping, where city inhabitants participate in a dance of viewer and
viewed. Unlike the flanerie of Baudelaire, with its implications of meandering
through streets in search of unexpected interactions, the works of Marco
Bohr, Scott Conarroe, and Cheryl Sourkes are made from conceptualized
vantage points. Rather than working from the street, these artists assume a
distanced view of their subjects — emphasizing the function of the city as a
“composed sight,” within which we perform our daily roles. They focus on
observation itself as a form of consumption. Indeed, the works of Bohr and
Sourkes consist in representing the ‘super-viewed' worlds of observatories
and Web cams, fixed forms in which city dwellers are both the subject and
object of structured modes of observation. Conarroe, perched above the
streets with his slow acting 4 x 5 in. camera, presents views staged over time.
In this sense, the artists present sites that determine the performance of
bodies, by means of thoroughly disembodied views. Here, performance, so
dependent on architecture and its function in the staging of our public and
private dramas, is confined to the imagination of spectators — both ours and
the artists’ — as we virtually promenade through event-full cities.

Immersive by its very nature, architecture consists of a network of re-
lationships only fully appreciated through mobility. Changing with each step,
with each shift as we promenade, architecture both imposes its physical fact
and impresses itself upon our perceptions as we move through space. It
simultaneously opens up and limits possibilities of movement. In The City of
Collective Memory, M. Christine Boyer discusses the three formal conven-
tions of city types through history: the traditional city or “The City as a Work
of Art,” the modern city or “The City as Panorama,” and the contemporary
city or “The City as Spectacle.”' Each of these reflects a cultural model, which
in turn, speaks of the architectural modalities of cities, as well as the modes
of reception of urban dwellers. Medieval centres exemplify “The City as a
Work of Art” with streets circulating around specific monumental sites in

I M. Christine Boyer, The City of Collective Memory: Its
Historical Imagery and Architectural Entertainments. The
MIT Press (Cambridge and London, 1994), 31 — 70.

CHERYL SOURKES, Cam Cites: Virtual Toronto, 2001,
vinyl banner print, 121.9 x 182.8 cm.

organic patterns. In the age of modernity, we move from the single view to the ex-
tended view, from a series of up-close encounters to a panoramic experience. This
perspective is manifested first with Haussmann'’s “cannonshot boulevards,” piercing
straight through the heart of Paris and later accelerates with the development of the
skyscraper and the automobile. With the advent of Web cams, streaming video,
and 24/7 surveillance, the city becomes an ongoing spectacle accessible at any place
ortime. Roughly analogous to the architectural conventions discussed above, Conarroe,
Bohr, and Sourkes present the city respectively as still life, panorama, and spectacle.
In so doing they bring attention to the changing modalities of urban spaces, and the
ways in which our perceptions are affected by different representational forms.
The photographs of Scott Conarroe present Halifax and Vancouver, the book-
ends of Canadian “manifest destiny.” Halifax appears quiet, human size, but not quaint.
Vancouver is primarily depicted in terms of its recent growth. Exemplifying the
closed frame of “The City as a Work of Art,” Conarroe’s large format views unfold

like colourful still lives, their apparent inactivity contradicting
his time-lapse approach. Representing the accumulation of
changing light on a fixed mise-en-scéne — with exposures
times varying from 2 minutes to an hour — his photographs
present apparently empty stages ready for players. The
abandoned streets and sidewalks, coupled with deep space
and such ready indicators of scale as benches, fire hydrants,
and street signs, beckon us to enter them. Works such as Red
Squares, Blowers Street, Promenade, Historic Properties, and
Park suggest avenues for traversal. Kinderyard functions like a
meta-city, featuring a garden before a picket fence, beyond
which sits a cluster of playhouses before a cottage, which is
in turn dwarfed by |9th and 20th century fagades. In several
distant Vancouver views, this sense of progression is echoed.
The city is a complex of dynamic shapes hopping and skip-
ping in a dance toward the sky. In Accident, speed itself is the
subject, as ghost images of a rescue worker and spectator
shimmer in the foreground, we are left to imagine the mo-
ments before and after impact. These ghosts demonstrate
time unfolding, giving evidence of the elastic nature of light
and time on film. Their presence suggests these frames are
not void of human activity after all, rather, they are subject to
the laws of time, which both obscures and reveals.
Shifting frames from “The City as a Work of Art” to
“The City as Panorama,” the spectacular spaces photographed
by Marco Bohr imply the seemingly limitless breadth of the
modern city. Prevalent in Japan's vertically dense post-war
cities, the observatory allows residents and visitors a sublime
glimpse of the panoramic city as far as the eye can see. In the
Observatories series, Bohr’s deliberate photographic strategy
of overexposing the deep space beyond the window frames
serves to imply the possibility of an infinite cityscape. These
works also shift the mise-en-scéne to include stage and spectator, city and observer,
making a performance of the very act of viewing. At the same time, they illustrate
how insignificant the human subjects appear to be within the monumental settings
in which they are pictured. Absorbed by the scenes before them, the individuals
photographed by Bohr contemplate the sparkling promise of the modern city. It
is a city of action, possibility, wealth, and from these great heights, its day-to-day
problems seem insignificant. Appearing in a number of the images are large pho-
tographic panoramas indicating landmarks and locating viewers within the bustling
urban drama. Here, Bohr is the quintessential voyeur; capturing his subjects in the
act of looking, they become stand-ins for both the photographer and for us — the
gallery spectators — flirting with mastery over the heads of hundreds of thousands
of supporting players.
While the work of Conarroe examines the city from its heights, giving us a sort
of “fly-over” view, and Bohr offers us images of viewers perched above those views,
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both use traditional photographic means to render space. Cheryl Sourkes’s
work, though still a presentation of the “frozen” frame, relies on digital media,
one that offers the possibility of continuous observation. Gaining Internet ac-
cess to a numbing array of cams, she selects only a minute percentage of the
images she sees. In Cams Toronto, Sourkes assembles a grid of highway views
whose centre bursts out with a bulbous sphere reminiscent of both the eye
and the globe. Such manipulation consciously references the aspirations of
digital media, which allows us to see the four corners of the earth, while cre-
ating a parallel virtual universe. In Paris Locations, Sourkes presents a portfolio
of sixteen Parisian sites, seen night and day, from the cams of France Telecom
and ParisPourVous. Indistinct and low resolution, these views reference a
space and time we might imagine ourselves in — sunrise at Sacré-Ceeur or
a market on the Place St-Sulpice. Akin to impressionist paintings, images such
as the Luxenbourg Palace or the Place Bastille glimmer with speckled colour.
Together, these series reference both the dissolute and immediate nature
of digital media, where detail and depth are traded for speed and breadth.
This is a notion that is clearly illustrated in the “evolution” of photographic
technologies, where we have moved from the crystalline clarity of large glass-
plate negatives to the pixilated instantaneity of the camera phone. Sourkes
sees these images as mirrors, for, like photographs, they are of the world
but, contrary to photography, they act as a “thinning mirrors,” reducing visual
information, while providing something more immediate.?

Our attraction to this virtual world has to do with the seismic shifts in our
perception of space and time since the development of mass media. Radio,
television, and now, the Internet, have forever changed our perceptions of
reality — and our sense of the possible. Still tied to our bodies, we welcome
the possibility of shapeshifting, moving differently through time, and being
everywhere at once. If the works presented in Event Cities are any indication,
we seek to inhabit the spaces we can only now imagine, awaiting the advent
of their possibilities.

2 The author in conversation with Chery!
Sourkes, January 10, 2006.

SCOTT CONARROE, Kinderyard, Halifax, 2004,
chromogenic print, 60.9 x 72.2 cm.



