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After 2 decades, ‘new media’ in the arts and education remains a difficult thing to talk about. Clearly, new media continues to offer\valuable resources for education and for artistic exploration. But too often, technological projects undertaken by galleries and artists retain the tarnish of the new. Conceived or valued precisely for their novelty or ‘modernity’. Too often, the infrastructure of social media platforms  are spliced into gallery or educative formats without a clear sense of purpose or context. Too often, it is assumed that use of ‘social media’ automatically lead to the open approaches that have become so valued and sought after in both arts and business in the last decade. 

Caught between the desire for innovation and the desire to emulate or capitalise upon social phenomena, the critical infrastructure surrounding new media has struggled to decide exactly how to evaluate projects. And under a gleaming surface, the resulting projects are often disappointing: slick but insubstantial, unable to deliver the effects they appeared to promise.   

At Incidental, what continues to interest us is that despite the encumbrances of this situation, and outside of the tradition remit of ‘arts’, new media seems to have opened up society to notions and modes of creativity that have been largely ignored for many years. To have re-opened the doors to a pre-phonographic mode of creativity, to a kind of ‘folk’ aesthetics that runs counter to the dominant notion of the artist-as-hero. A place where the distinction of artist and audience, individual action and collective memory begin to blur, manifested in works from Harry Smith's Anthology of American Folk Music to Walter Benjamin's Arcades Project, or the sacral cave paintings of Les Trois Frères. Projects where the creative act is an ambiguous, diffuse thing - spread across different people, different locations or different times. Where notions of authorship are largely redundant, eclipsed the complex and multiple processes of recollection, participation and exchange. 

For us, Echo Archive was a project that sought to explore this terrain.  Commissioned by Opera North and completed during 2007/8 as part of an ongoing residency by Opera North in the Little London area of Leeds. A diverse and complex community living under the shadow of a Public Finance Initiative, the area is under traumatic flux with residents displaced and housing blocks are emptied and demolished. 

Working with local residents and schoolchildren, we explored the streets, taught recording skills and encouraged people to record a variety of sounds that reflect life in the area. Interviewing each other. Performing. Recording machinery and playgrounds, community choirs and calypso fragments. We held events, threw parties. And at the end of it, we developed a custom audio instrument in collaboration with local groups to be used in schools, community centres and downloaded online, allowing users to remix and resample sounds of the area into their own compositions. Juxtaposing sounds and voices to create their own stories, their own poems of place and people. 

What then, were we trying to do with Echo Archive? We wanted to create a form of action and remembrance that moved away from fixed narrative, towards an experience where meaning was made by the chance interplay of different voices, stories and tonalities. Where sounds, stories, and events even, become ‘dialogic’. 

No project is simply ‘collaborative’, and it is too simple to suggest an opposition of individual - collective modes of action and creation.  It would be naive to suggest that any project can be entirely ‘flat’. Sources of funding, social context, the lines of power, of intention and influence are always complex and multiple. But nonetheless it seems valuable to engage and explore exactly this complexity, to explore power distributed in different configurations, along different lines. And ultimately, to fuse digital technologies and real-world interactions to create an ‘archive’ that was at once broken and open. An archive that was never itself.

Education remains, in many ways, better placed than traditional arts to pursue these avenues. Built upon interactions and exchanges, education departments have always existed at one remove from the silent calm of the gallery. The examples of explorer-teachers such as Josef Albers are instructive - filled with the passion of learning-by-doing and the collective nature of experimentation. And this, perhaps, is where the heart of Echo Archive resides.  Dancing in classrooms with 8 year olds as they perform on the Echo Archive instrument. Exploring the acoustics of tower block stairwells with 17-year old rappers. Commissioned by the project and education departments of Opera North, it is a hybrid form built on the overlapping territory of education, performance and documentary. Learning as much as we were teaching. Listening as much as we were performing. And trying, always, to move forward by stepping back, to embody the spirit, and not simply the form, of collaborative experiences. 

Echo Archive was commissioned by Opera North and made possible by the kind support of The Paul Hamlyn Foundation.

www.echoarchive.com/




