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A new series of reviews commissioned
by and developed within the Connected
Communities Programme to make visible
a number of different traditions of
collaborative research.

The Series aims to:

Titles in the series:

– help those who are new to the field to understand the huge wealth of
history and resources that they might draw upon when beginning their
own research collaborations;

Collaborative research: History from below
Kevin Myers and Ian Grosvenor
A cat's cradle of feminist and other
approaches to participatory research
Niamh Moore

– help those who seek to fund and promote collaborative research to understand
the philosophical and political underpinnings of different traditions; and

Participatory action research:
Towards a more fruitful knowledge
Tom Wakeford and Javier Sanchez Rodriguez

– support those working in different traditions to identify points of commonality
and difference in their methods and philosophies as a basis for strengthening
the practice of collaborative research as a whole.

Redistributing power?: A poetics of
participation in contemporary arts
Anne Douglas

Series editors: Keri Facer and Katherine Dunleavy.

Everything and nothing is up for grabs: Using
artistic methods within participatory research
Steve Pool

All of the reviews in the series are available for download from the
Connected Communities website: https://connected-communities.org/
index.php/connected-communities-foundation-series/

Co-design as collaborative research
Theodore Zamenopoulos and Katerina Alexiou
Co-producing knowledge online
Chiara Bonacchi
More-than-human participatory research
Tehseen Noorani and Julian Brigstocke
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Figure 1
John Newling.
The Preston Market Mystery project:
The Insurance Stall,
November 2006.

Courtesy of the artist and Ronald Feldman Gallery, New York © Vincent Russo

Building the seven-hundred-square-foot, seven-foot-high enclosure
out of blocks of ice was a difficult job for the dozen or so art student
workers that had been enlisted for each site. The ice blocks were heavy
and cumbersome and cold. They had to be carefully fitted into place to
make the building truly rectangular on a ground that had not been
carefully levelled beforehand. Each worker had to adapt his or her work
pace to other members of the team. And everyone working on the piece
had to deal with all the particular difficulties and contingencies that any
serious construction job would entail without being able to rely on the
established tools and techniques of the building trade because they
were using an unfamiliar material. Yet all this effort was expended for its
own sake and voluntarily by each worker, each of whom had to have
some strong feeling of accomplishment on completion of the work that
they all knew had no purpose than to be built and then melt away. 80
Fluids followed a simple score (Figure 13):
Fluids 1967. During three days, about twenty rectangular enclosures
of ice blocks measuring about 10 feet long, 10 feet wide and 8 feet
high are built throughout the City. Their walls are unbroken. They are
left to melt.
15 structures were built and sited across Pasadena and Los Angeles
in the form of multiple simultaneous events. Pasadena Art Gallery acted
as commissioning agent and the ice was supplied by The Union Ice
Company (405,000 pounds), paid for by an anonymous donor.
The physical, sensory labouring in difficult conditions is resonant
of Alÿs’ project of moving a sand dune. Like Alÿs, the work explored the
political implications of the very strategy that sustained high productivity,
in this case of capitalist America, i.e. planned obsolescence, allowing
anyone in the presence of the work (as maker or witness) to reflect on
their own part in these wider social processes. Antin points out that
Fluids was open to anyone who wished to be involved. It offered a
potential participant a choice of some kind, whether or not to take
part. The volunteers needed to deal with the contingencies of major
construction projects without the knowledge and experience of
construction workers, and in relation to their own place of dwelling.
In Alÿs’ work the labouring of participants creates a new story
that is retold in the context of the museum or gallery by means of a
video work. The form and place of the work as art is unambiguous.
In contrast, Kaprow‘s Fluids functioned more like an elaborate ploy to
gather interest. It was absurd. Blocks of ice as building material in the
heat of California were never destined to form a discrete work of art.
The focus instead was on the experience of coming together over an
apparently simple instruction, to follow and improvise upon Kaprow’s
plan as a collaborative effort.

Courtesy of the artist and Ronald Feldman Gallery, New York © Marcia Bricker

Imagine a man standing in a covered market place. Other stallholders
around him sell fruit and vegetables, clothes and household goods.
However, he is undertaking an altogether different kind of exchange.
He offers to insure the shoppers and other stallholders in the market
place against the loss of mystery in contemporary life. He invites
members of the public to contribute their personal examples of
mystery in exchange for an insurance certificate and a jar of two
pence coins. He receives a rich and unexpected range of experiences
from lost keys to a possessed mobile phone.
The Insurance Stall, 21 – 23 November 2006 is the first part of a
four-part project, The Preston Market Mystery Project (2006 – 8) by the
artist John Newling (Figure 1). Three full days of running the Insurance
Stall from dawn to dusk in Preston Market in November 2006 resulted
in the collection of 280 mysteries:
Mystery, as a kind of truth that is incomprehensible to reason, is
familiar to us. Many of us have been in, or observed, situations when
something inexplicable has occurred. An object goes missing, never to
be found or the cause of odd sounds in the house is never discovered.
There are hundreds of small events that seem to be beyond our
understanding. Other incidents of mystery are miraculous in their form.
The recovery, against reason, from a terrible illness; the happenstance of
circumstances that prevent an awful incident; an extraordinary event in
nature, the like of which has never been experienced before, all are
witness to mystery in the world. 1
In the second part of the project, Voicing Mysteries March 2007
(Figure 2), Newling read out the mysteries one by one from a spot-lit
golden lectern in the same market place assembled at the key five
entrances into the market. The readings took place after market hours
beginning at twilight and demarcating a threshold ‘where our dreams
and thoughts coalesce’. 2 It continued deep into the night. In this way,
the private thoughts and experiences of individuals willing to take part
in this work in its preliminary stages were gifted back, ceremoniously,
within a public space in the form of a public proclamation.
In part three the following June, The Knowledge Meal (Figure 3),
individuals whose contributions stood out were invited to a formal,
beautifully produced meal. Again, this was held in the market place
and after hours. The exchange had been prepared carefully through
correspondence beforehand between the 40 individuals about the
peculiarities of their mysteries. The public was encouraged to view
the whole ritual.

Courtesy of the artist © Kristy Noble
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Example spreads from ‘Redistributing power?: A poetics of participation in contemporary arts’.

Figure 9
Mierle Laderman Ukeles.
Touch Sanitation Performance, 1979 – 80,
July 24, 1979 – June 26, 1980,
Citywide performance with 8,500
Sanitation workers across all fifty-nine
New York City Sanitation districts.
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Figure 13
Allan Kaprow.
Poster for Fluids (with score), 1967.
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Newling 2008: 25.
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