MADA 4 Report by Jem Mackay


Artistic Statement (1563 words)

Leonardo da Vinci was scientist, inventor, and artist. He was one of the greatest painters of the Italian Renaissance whose quick mind led him to make some important scientific discoveries, yet he never published any of his ideas and left behind very few completed paintings. His art was his persistent enquiry into his environment and it transverged across many different disciplines.

My art is an enquiry into transvergence. I am interested in probing into effective structures for multidisciplinary collaboration within a creative environment. As the world fast becomes a global village, collaboration must become the method by which we will address global issues such as climate change, genetic engineering & arms control. This places the concept of collaboration as being extremely culturally significant, and it is for this reason that I want to analyse it as an artist and dissect it’s anatomy much like da Vinci making sketches of corpses in his pursuit of knowledge about the human body. 
In 2002, Tate Modern organised a show called ‘Matisse Picasso’. It traced the relationship between the work of these two great friends from its beginnings in Paris in 1906 through to Matisse’s death in 1954. No one is an island and yet traditionally, artists have been elevated to a position of solitary genius.

As part of the Turner Prize 2004, Jeremy Deller demonstrated the relationship between the phrases ‘Acid House’ and ‘Brass band’ in ‘History of the World 1997-2004’. In it, he showed a giant mind map demonstrating working class history – with ‘civil unrest’ at the centre. Deller is a collaborative artist, and in ‘The battle of Orgeave’, he references perhaps the most vicious and controversial confrontation of the 1984-5 miners' strike. He meticulously staged battles between shirtless miners and the police beating their riot gear. Apparently, former miners queued up to take part in the Orgreave reconstruction.

For me, art is about making expressions that have cultural significance and they are much more likely to occur when there are large numbers of people involved in the process. No one solitary individual, however perceptive, is in a position to adequately reflect the concerns of a whole people-group. Collaboration in art is important for this reason because it works towards collective thinking.

In filmmaking it is the same. Michael Coveney writes about film Director Mike Leigh’s techniques for collective authorship in ‘Mike Leigh’ (1997 p97):

“What happens is to a large extent dictated by the actors [Mike Leigh] assembles. But he must keep his mind open, and he can't have too much preordained detail in his head because he couldn't then work with the actors and respond to what they're giving him. The whole process would fall apart. So, to protect his own creative spark, he cannot know what the film or play is going to be before he starts.”

A large part of collaboration is about the inability of one person to foresee the outcome of the whole group. In this respect it is uncontrollable. A collaborative project begins to have a life of its own and that is what I am excited by. Although individuals have to participate (by definition), they should not be in such a position as to shape the whole.

In order to evaluate my work, then, I would have to say that I have only just begun to scratch the surface on the topic of collaboration. I have laid an extensive foundation for further research and mapped out areas that will need to be covered, but I don’t feel that I have, as yet, participated in a continuing meaningful collaboration with large enough numbers of people, so as to get to the heart of the issues.
Reflection

The aim for my MA in Digital Arts was to enquire ‘into the political structures of creative collaboration, particularly looking at the ethics and methods of Open Source programming, and how effectively they could be applied, practically, to the process of filmmaking.’ (Mackay, 2005)

There were three characteristics of group work that I was particularly interested in: 

1. Group Strategy - how a group plans what it does

2. Group Activity - what the group actually does 

3. Group Memory - how a group documents what they do

These three characteristics also formed the basis of my methodology, so that my ‘strategy’ was to participate in a number of creative ‘activities’ and to ‘record’ these events on video. I also interviewed a number of different people on video that I felt had something useful to say about the process of collaboration.

Out of the nine objectives that I set out in my Revised Proposal (March 2005), I achieved seven of them:

· www.jemmackay.co.uk is an open, editable website. It has 217 pages of research documentation and includes a research blog of  84 x A4 pages of daily research notes from the last two years (objective 2). Also on this site, I have collected diagrams about collaborative structures (objective 1) www.jemmackay.co.uk/website.asp?page=collaborative%20structures 
· www.swarmtv.org will be my Final Show piece (still under construction as of writing) and I call it an Ideas Browser. It is a user editable website for collaborative filmmaking (objective 3) that enables visitors to browse through a common digital memory of various different media  (objective 5 & 8) and it allows them to upload their own text, images, audio and video clips and to organise them within a very intuitive user interface  (objective 9)

· This website is populated by at least 40 of my videos taken from original footage of over 200 hours of video (objective 6)

There were two objectives that I was not able to achieve, however. The first was that I wanted to link up with the Drama Centre London to look at making a short collaborative film (objective 4). After quite lengthy discussions with the MA course leader there, Alan Dunnet, we felt that a camera would be too intrusive for the students’ improvisational practice. Secondly, I wanted to translate the interactive website code that I have developed in ASP with a Microsoft Access database, into PHP using a mySQL database so that I would be using Open Source Technologies (objective 7). I still plan to do this, but I won’t have time before my Final Show.

Throughout the numerous collaborations I have participated in over the last two years I would have to say that there is one major issue that I have not resolved in my own mind about the value of openness. That is the issue of when someone deliberately tries to override the group’s aims in order to achieve their own personal goals. No one has tried to disrupt www.jemmackay.co.uk in the two years it has been set up (even though it would be very easy to do so), however, there was a period of about a month when the www.swarmtv.org home page (now the Ideas Browser) was continuously being edited by someone who was clearly not interested in collaborative filmmaking at all, and would wipe out everyone else’s comments in order to display a link to a gambling website. Sometimes, they would do this several times in one day. Clearly, you don’t have to collaborate with everyone, but I think there is a place for excluding certain interactions – especially, as I strongly suspect, that the culprit of this activity was actually only a web robot!

For me the significant achievements of my MA have been:

1. A collaboration with installation artist Kelly Chorpening in a London Art Gallery in August 2005

2. A paper which discusses the influence of Open Source Computer Programming on culture as a whole

3. A paper on the Art of Participation

4. Three officially funded commissions by DfES, CABE and Lambeth Arts

5. The amount of people who have helped me collate research about collaboration

6. The 200 hours of video material that I have accumulated on the subject

7. The undermining of many Internet traditional characteristics from within my online Ideas Browser.

The following statements sum up my conclusions about the structures of collaboration:

1. It is crucial to actively open up as many structures of communication within a collaborative project as possible.

2. It is also important that individuals need to be as flexible as possible in order for a collaboration to be most effective.

3. It is almost inevitable that some kind of relationships will need to be made and maintained with people who prefer to work in closed systems and/or with commercial interests.

As far as my future plans are concerned, I will be looking to transfer my ASP website into PHP as soon as possible. I want to work more on the Ideas Browser so that it is more accessible to people who want to become involved, and also so that it begins to edit video and explore time-based interaction. I want it to become a sequencer that records how ideas develop in relation to time. I also want to establish a continuing online filmmaking community where we can work collectively on short films. I have been accepted into Camberwell College of Arts to study a PhD and will be researching further into the area of Collaborative Filmmaking there. Another issue that I am beginning to become very interested in is the subject of Swarm Intelligence and I am hoping that research in this area will enable me to facilitate groups of video clips to begin to self-organise.
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Appendix A

MADA 2 (1,759 words)

Revised Proposal

My research is an enquiry into the political structures of creative collaboration, particularly looking at the ethics and methods of Open Source programming, and how effectively they could be applied, practically, to the process of filmmaking.

Content to be investigated

Firstly, I want to define what I mean by ‘collaboration’. I want to look at Open Source Programming – what it is, why it came about and how it was implemented in the field of computer programming. I then want to look at different examples of creative collaboration, and to try and relate this creative practice to the Open Source Model. I am particularly interested in how this could be implemented in the field of filmmaking. The main content involved here are the issues of authorship, hierarchy, copyright and also how different creative disciplines relate to each other.

Objectives

My objectives are as follows:

i. Make a collection of different collaborative structures, particularly from the field of Open Source Programming

ii. Maintain an editable website for research documentation 

iii. Maintain an editable website for collaborative filmmaking

iv. Translate ASP & Access website into PHP & mySQL

v. Develop a multimedia collaborative tool that will facilitate the participation of people online in a creative endeavour 

vi. Produce a series of short films that investigate creative collaboration

vii. Link up with the Drama Centre London in their training of collaborative improvisational techniques along the lines of Mike Leigh

viii. Develop a way of indexing film footage in a way that a viewer is able to choose what they want to watch 

ix. Create a user interactive and event recording workstation for use in a gallery type situation so that viewers can participate in the authorship of a project

Methodologies

There are three methods that I will be using in my research. The first is by constructing ‘Group Memory’. The term ‘Group Memory’ is taken from the book “How to make collaboration work” which was written by David Straus (2002), founder of Interaction Associates, Inc. In it, he describes the concept of Group Memory as being ‘a record of the ideas raised and decisions made at a meeting, written on large sheets of paper and posted in full view of group members’ (Straus. 2002 p130)

Straus is dealing with collaboration within a business meeting environment, but I want to define Group Memory in the context of creative collaboration as being recordings and files of different media which are made available for all members of the creative group to consult. Group Memory is how the group relates to the past.

Having constructed Group Memory, I want to be able to facilitate activities in the group. Group Activity is about instigating discussion, developing creative expressions and enabling the generation of ideas. Group Activity necessarily adds to the content of Group Memory. These activities, incidentally, do not necessarily have to be done as a group (although this is probably preferred) but can be done as individuals - as long as they are eventually made available and shared with the rest of the group and become part of Group Memory. Group Activity is how the group relates to the present.

Thirdly, there is the issue of Group Strategy. Group Strategy is how the group relates to the future. This is the area that informs decision-making. Say, the group has a number of options available to it. It needs to make decisions, about the choice of those options, based on the group’s prediction of what might happen if each option was chosen. It is in this area, that the political structures of creative collaboration are engaged. Those people in the group that are more articulate than others, for example, inevitably have more power in expressing their ideas. They will naturally influence the group’s decision-making process more than the others, but this may not necessarily make for the most effective collaboration.

Collaboration is normally thought of as two or more people working together towards a common goal. However, I believe that it is possible to enquire into the nature of effective collaboration and what works with two or more people, by analysing what happens in an individual, as long as the three areas listed above are opened up to public scrutiny, criticism and possible participation.

Initially, therefore, I will immerse myself in the activity of filming different events and projects that I feel are in some way connected to ‘creative collaboration’. This activity will result in records of the events and projects in question, and as such it becomes the material from which a ‘Group Memory’ can be constructed in digital form. 

In the process of editing together the footage of material from the Group Memory, I want to expose different insights from the subject area. This is my initial Strategy, and I will create films that in some way document the process and analysis of my research as an initial Activity. If I begin to collaborate with one or more other people, then the Group Strategy may well change along with the types of Group Activities that I engage in. However, I will continue my enquiry into the political structures of creative collaboration

Ultimately, I want to be able to encourage and facilitate the participation of a viewer in the collaborative authorship of film pieces that they watch.

My art, then, is the enquiry, itself, into the political structures of creative collaboration. So I see edited and finished films as being evidence that the art has occurred rather than being the art objects themselves.

Resource & Financial Requirements (Viability)

I will need to maintain two user-editable websites www.jemmackay.co.uk and www.swarmtv.org. This will take time in terms of the constant discipline of updating the website, at least on a weekly basis. In terms of costs, each website costs £40/year, and both domain registrations amount to £40/year together. The total being £120/year. At the moment these are functioning with ASP, but I am looking to translate this application into PHP as it is an Open Source language. This will take about four weeks to achieve.

I am currently developing a media collaborative tool which people could use online, using flash and XML. It is at the stage at the moment whereby individuals can connect their own thoughts together and I need to be able to store people’s input on a central XML file. I also need to develop this into participants being able to connect video and sound clips together. This will be achieved in either Director or Flash, and I estimate that I will need about 3 months development time to be able to do this.

The short films that are linked to creative collaboration, will generally be funded either from the charity/voluntary sector, which generally pays expenses, or art grants from the Arts Council and CABE.

The other requirement would be a kiosk-type version of the online collaboration tool that could be installed in a gallery type space. This will use a great deal of the development from the online version, but I would need to enable this facility to happen locally from a computer, without necessarily connecting to the Internet. I would imagine this would take a couple weeks to adapt from the online tool. However, as part of a gallery installation, I would need to hire the equipment as well as ensure it’s safety and the safety of the people who attend the show. The equipment I envisage using, would be a touch screen kiosk, which would cost about £650. This would keep the safety issues down to a minimum, as everything would be contained within the unit itself. I would simply need to ensure that power supply leads are taped securely to the floor, and the running of the actual application itself meets Health & Safety standards.
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Outcomes

As a result of my research at Camberwell, then, I will have developed user-editable website code in PHP; I hope to have established an online community that will be able to create films; I will have developed a media collaborative tool in either Flash or Director; and I will have also produced a series of films about collaboration that can be shown and manipulated using this tool.

Schedule

I aim to translate the ASP website into PHP over the next four weeks and then I will develop the collaborative media tool over the rest of the Summer. I will continue, during this time, to create films which explore issues of collaboration (including a film that involves the Drama Centre London) and I hope to have a finished prototype ready by Christmas 2005. At that time I will begin to explore how the Final Show will be staged next Summer.
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