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public intimacy: alone-together: territories: collapse of scale
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Mirroring the human experience of separation and connection

The relationship between the individual and society is constantly changing.
Communication has been redefined by technology and the lifestyles engen-
dered by a commitment to that technology, not only in its context but in the
very structures that act as a space for its development. The merging of the
private and the public sphere and the replacement of places with non-plac-
es are in synch with and in effect part of that shift. In these massive shifts
in the way we live and interact, | perceive there is a loss. There is a loss of
face to face communication and the unknown openness of the consequences
that come from effective coexistence. There is a replacement of universes
of knowledge of who the other is obtained through experience for universes
of representation where the other is depicted for us. Graphic design risks
replacing the experience of connection for a communication that is largely
superficial, symbolic. There is an opportunity to question this surface and
the systems it serves by creating experiences that revitalize the connection
not only between an audience and a narrative (and consequently, its narra-
tor) but the public itself and the individuals that constitute it.

The Public Intimacy project employs accumulation and repetition to
address the systematic components of contemporary living spaces. Its large
system of moving parts created a series of opportunities and challenges that
were met with varying degrees of success. In effect, there was an opportunity
to create a highly nuanced montage of situations and uses of media (audio,
video, three-dimensional figures, graphics) and challenges to reduce these to
fulfill specific communication roles.

What montage allows for is a juxtaposition and superimposition of parts
that allow for multiple viewpoints to be expressed. It creates a temporal ele-
ment that allows for detachment and focuses on language and engagement
and a more visceral response in the same spatial experience. The superim-
position of scale is part of that montage and creates a similar relationship
of overview—third person perspective—and direct engagement.

The diversity of techniques concentrated into a reduced space allows for
arichness of information that allows the designer as a narrator to create
more than one voice in a place—for example through different dialogue
voices and audio—allowing for specificity in places and more open interpre-
tation in others. This, in turn, presents the important possibility of creating
an ambiguity with respect to an overarching narrator and tone. In Public
Intimacy a variety of voices is presented. The presence of the system is
echoed in the domestic interactions inside the houses. However, there is a
very constant moral tone—of judgment at least—to the work. The superim-
position of systems and perspectives that tone to breathe and appear less
heavy handed.
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At the same time, the integration of a web of parts is crucial to the
overall success of the communication. The more intricate and complex this
web is, the more complete control and attention to the different parts and
interactions is necessary. An overabundance of pieces can lead not only
to the need to balance too many individual instances. More importantly,
specific interactions are looked over by the public, replaced by an overall
impression or a general impression of the gesture of the piece.

The diversity of techniques concentrated into a reduced space allows
for a richness of information that allows the designer as a narrator to create
more than one voice in a place—for example through different dialogue voic-
es and audio—allowing for specificity in places and more open interpreta-
tion in others. This, in turn, presents the important possibility of creating an
ambiguity with respect to an overarching narrator and tone. In the case of
this project | think that a variety of voices was created and the presence of
the system was designed to be echoed in the domestic interactions inside
the houses. However, there is a very constant moral tone—of judgment at
least— to the work and what these superimposition of systems and per-
spectives offers is for that tone to breathe and appear less heavy handed.

In this sense, the project was too ambitious in its scope and details for
the impact | sought to make, especially given the time constraints of instal-
lation and a number of individual content pieces it required. Although this
can be interpreted as specific to this project, it represents a warning for
future projects, especially for a considered approach to the objectives of an
installation and the way it is to be consumed.

| first believed showing a reduced version as an opportunity to distill the
project to its essentials; the true nature of this project and its conceptual
development stems from its montage possibilities and nuances. The original
installation and its subsequent modifications still only represent an image
of the project, more than the project itself. The creation of audios, the work
on the small houses as a group but also individually, the dialogue for each
individual home, plus the longer dialogue for the video, the hanging system
for the more than thirty houses made me question not only the need for
all those components, but about the possibilities of creating more reduced
expressions that benefit from a more restrained approach. In a way, this is
similar to the question of what can the experience of an exhibit offer in com-
parison to other media: book, photography, video, film. If my goal is to create
an intimate experience will a book or a movie be more intimate, more immer-
sive in the way it asks the viewer for their one on one, undivided attention?

Of all the different media encompassed by the field of visual communi-
cations, exhibition design is most directly concerned with both the telling of
stories and the utilization of space as a media.

It is isolation that permits us to connect to someone else in an exhibition
context, while at the same time being vulnerable to the collective. It is this
dichotomy which humanizes us and opens up a connection with the “oth-
er” The gestures of privacy in the collective, and of vulnerability, but also
strength in identification with a story—while being among the group—are
key to establishing spaces of dialogue.
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Movies do this through the conditions they create: the collective indi-
viduality of the dark theater space and the individual intimacy of personal
narrative as seen through the eyes, the projection of the mind, and even of
the protagonist. However, movie theaters are sanctioned spaces for this au-
dience-material relationship and do no establish a bridge with the audience
through the gestures of their own body. The exhibition space, by being inher-
ently less codified, and by demanding a participation in the audience instead
of a general attitude of reception, has the opportunity to generate individual
investments that favor a sense of alertness, investment, and connection.

In this way, the exhibition space can mirror the human experience of sepa-
ration and connection and the shared impression of vulnerability that leads to
a more empathetic response. The creation of the group and individual instanc-
es both separately and simultaneously allows for these situations to arise.

Having established these differences, it is still relevant to question the
reduction of elements and their potential in isolated instances and in small-
er reconfigurations. This is something | discovered while | was working on
the project: the potency of audio and dialogues on their own, without the
need for an image. Moreover, a reduced format allows for concentration on
creating richer individual pieces, that possibly evoke in the audience an im-
pulse to spend more time with a particular instance, versus regarding each
instance as merely part of a larger whole.

At the same time, a number of small dialogues and instances for a larger
palette of moods and situations seems logical. | see it as a missed opportu-
nity not to have incorporated more optimistic and humorous elements into
my design palette, beyond a few texts.
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Form: Abstraction and Representation

The idea of using spatial language as a direct form of communication allows
for a range of applications that allow it to be present as the main focus of

a visual communications project or as a supportive frame for other forms.
The language of spatial creation is powerful because it is a representational
abstraction. As if placing a map over a territory, it physically—and therefore
politically, geographically, personally—enforces an abstraction, an idea upon
reality and upon people’s lives. It speaks of relations of power and the impo-
sition of one person’s view over another. Its potential as a tool for communi-
cation is, therefore, immense, and has something to offer to the designer no
matter the context or subject matter. Its use as a generator of signifiers can
be graphic or can be used to create a design that focuses on experience over
metaphor and merges the symbolic with the experiential.

Spatial elements as language allow engagement with the figurative, the
abstract and the in-between for the two to be expressed and bridged. The
expectation is that this runs parallel to the continuum between a detached
focus on language and immersion-representativeness. However, these do
not necessarily correlate. The gestures of the human figure can be seen as
abstract because they are projections of thought, and lines on the floor can
be seen as representations because they are depictions of those that already
exist in the urban context.

There is room to further explore this continuum between abstraction
and figuration, always with the idea of juxtaposition and superimposition of
voices. This can also be personal: the interior monolog and exterior manifes-
tation as an aid to addressing the distance between the two. The quality of
the mediums employed takes in a preponderant role in this ambiguity. The line
has special significance because it is the expression of boundaries. It is an
abstraction of the figurative, a reduction of thought into a distilled physical
mark and straddles the boundary between the systematic and the personal,
the real and the remembered.
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Final Thoughts

The most important question raised by this thesis investigation and the work
described here is the need to recognize the systematic quality of contempo-
rary living and acknowledge that these systems are at the least reductive to
communication. Rigorous examination of the coded structures and gestures
that define the spaces we inhabit can allow for a critique of their underlying
intentions and the attitudes and modes of interaction they engender. A major
theme that Erwin Goffman treats throughout his work is the fundamental
importance of having an agreed upon definition of the situation in a given
interaction, which serves to give the interaction coherency. There is an oppor-
tunity here to reveal our complicity in these systems and question not only
our participation in a theater of prescriptive roles but also the consequences
of that participation in other’s experiences.

The scenarios touched upon in the current series of projects described
are perhaps the larger, more recognizable symbolic universes that make up
the contemporary American urban landscape. Further inquiry into the nature
of non-places and their individual sets of rules of engagement reveals a rich
territory of instances and scales to explore.

My study of these thresholds or spaces of resistance—between ourselves
and that which we project, and between the different actors that occupy the
territory of a social space at any given time—is driven not only by content
that deals with a creation of spatial narratives projected by a consumer mar-
ket. It is also gaining impulse by tensions that can help to reveal the site for
significant events: “a lived space, frequented by the stories that took place
there over the course of time, and bears traces of those spatial narratives.”
It can help uncover the non-events that occupy the majority of our lives, what
Giuliana Bruno calls “psychoanalytic residue, the fragments, and relics of
one's terra incognita, sometimes traveled so much by way of habit and habi-
tation that they have become unknown.”? A collective unconscious—both of
non-places and non-events as spaces—is a fundamental aspect of contempo-
rary life and a potent generator of signifiers.

The opportunity for graphic design here lies in the use of spatial relations
as an adequate language for speaking about the essence of human nature:
the desire to be alone and to connect, the loneliness and longing for connect-
edness. By emphasizing visual thresholds through the use of line and framing,
the underlying theme of together apart can be acutely expressed. The use of
montage can help to create a continuum between abstraction and represen-
tation in which both individual subjective perspectives and objective realities
can coexist in a shared space, a space for interpretation and encounter with
the other.
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