HOW SOON IS NOW "

KATHLEEN RITTER

“When you say it's gonna happen ‘now’ [ Well, when exactly do you mean?” croons
Maorrissay in the classic 1984 song “How Soon Is Now?" by British rock band
The Smiths. While the rest of the song’s painfully earmest lyrics narrate the
anxiety of being alone—"How can you say / | go about things the wrong way? /
I am human and | need 1o be loved [ Just like everybody else does"—it is
not the fear of loneliness that prompted the choice 1o appropriate this title
for an exhibition of contempaorary art. It is the poetics of the title itsell that
avoke a strong sense of immediacy. The words soon and now name two
conflicting ideas of time: the first as somathing about to happan, the second
as something currently underway. The collapse of these two notions of time
into a single, specious present, combined with the interrogative insisience of
how, producas an urgency. VWhat could be sconer than now?

It is fitting to start with an absurd proposition—the notion of a sooner-
than-now now-—for an exhibition of contemporary art. The incongruity of the
two ideas of time lends itself o the inherently heterotopic nature of a group
exhibition—a disjunctive mélange of objects and spaces brought togethar in
productive collusion, This collapse of space and time into the present is key 1o
a selection of new work by artists from this province, if only for the reason that
an exhibition of this kind poses the question of what |s happening here now.

How Soon Is Now presants work by thirty-four artists and collectives
from the province of Brtish Columbia. Employing divergent aesthetic and
concapiual approaches in a range of media, the diversity of work reflects the
vitality of art from this place and recognizes important shifts in contemporary
art that privilege practice over discipline, process over product and immersion
over observation. These shifts mark the complex terrain for artists that has
taken shape in the wakea of 1960s Conceptualism, examining the contextual/
situational nature of art and questioning the traditional role of the art object
as static and contained. Following this line of inguiry, artists turn a cntical eye
toward all aspacts of art production and axhibition, including the institutional
structures that surround and mediate the receptionof art thearchitectural space
of the museum, the roles of the curator and the artist. and the conventions of
spectatorship. Today these structures, among others, form the narratives that
artists rework in the broad field of contemperary cultural production.
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Encompassing these distinct tactics, How Soon Is Now is not organized
around a8 smgle theme, but through shared connections between works
This is emvisioned as a distributed network, whera the routes from one work
to another forrm a8 constellation of meanings and modes of viewing. A list of
adjectives—unexpecied, resistant, immediate, improvisational, theatrical and
irrgverent=—can be used to armiculaie some persistent sensatons produced by
tha work. The decision 1o bring together work based on similar affect rather than
similar contant reflects a parallel shift from examining the work itself to our
experience of it. Just as artists in this exhibition challenge the basic conventions
of representation, guestomng the dominance of the wsual in relation to our
exparience, the curatorial framework of the exhibition invites a vaned viewership
in & number of ways, by placing work in close proximity so the axpenence of one
work folds into the naxt, by including works that require audience invohement
1o complete them, by inviting artists to activate diterent parts of the building, or
by simply situating work in unlikely locations. Indeed, artworks occupy a number
of sites inside and outside the gallery proper—on the grounds, at the entrance,
in the lobby, In the windows, an the ceiling and behind the walls—extanding
the exhibition beyond the frame of the gallery and inviting incidental rathar than
expectant encounters with works of an

These shifts in how and where one encounters art are pan of a longer
historical trajectory in art from the early twenteth century on, whera artists
have re-evaluated the standard choreography of museum wiewership and in
response have asked sudiences for their involvement or invited them, in cne
way o another, to look awry. Likewise, the dea of the spectator as @ collab-
arator in the production of meaning has been articulated in cntical theory from
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Walter Benjamin 1o Michel de Certeau among othars, and most recently in the
writings of Jacques Rancere. Ranciére elaborates that the emanaipation of the
spectator begins.

wihen wea dismiss the opposition batwaen loaking and acting and understand that the
distnbution of the wisibla itself s part of the configuration of domination and subjec-
tien, It starts when we realize that looking is also an action that confirms or modifies
that distribution, and that “interprating the world” is siready @ means of transforming
it, of recanfiguring IL The spectalor is active, (ust like the student or the scientist: He
observes, he selects. he compares, he mterprats

In rethinking spectators as active producers of meanmng, even through the
act of looking, Ranciére attributes a politics of participation in the encounter with
tha work of art where hierarchies of active production and passive reception
arg overturned.

Algngside this idea of actve viewership, a number of threads run throughout
the exhibition and form the points of intersection between works, For example,
images of recording studios and rehearsal spaces proliferate, everyday objects
are transformed into the unfamiliar and the extracrdinary, traditional signifiers of
craft subvert expectations of so-called high art, popular music s usad to political
ends and standard architectural features appear as adjuncis 1o artworks

In How Seoon Is Now, 8 number of artists—Cedric, Mathan and Jim Bomford;
Christian Kliegel: Garmaina Koh and Antonia Hirsch—create works that challenge
the singularity of the gallery's architecture. Other works by Abbas Akhavan,
Mark Soo and Erice Stocking are situated outside the traditional exhibition
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opportunity for an encounter in the present moment. Here, artists are concemaed
with not only what one |s looking at, but how one is looking at it inviting one o
criticatty refiect on the pragtices of looking

The heterotopic and linguistic play of imcongrumes embedded in a phrase
like How Soon s Now parallels this strategy of juxtaposition in the exhibition
Is it only in the space of language that we can consider the guestion: what can
ba sooner than now? Language itself drives a wedge between the now of the
question and the now of the answer, the now of the time this is written and the
now in which it is being read. The irony is that, in the time it takes to answer,
now has already passed

NOTES

1 Rancsre, Jacques. 2007 “The Emancipated Spectator” Artforum (Marnch); 275
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Foucaull, Michal. 1986, “0Of Other Spaces”" Diacrities 18 (Spring): 24, This fext,
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3 Fouwcault, Michal, 2002. The Order of Things. New York: Routledge,. p. xv
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Germaine Koh's practice quietly monumentalizes the quotidian. Drawing on & long
lineage of conceptual art, Koh works with codified systems of exchange,
reconfiguring the relationships between art and life. Koh examines tha
significance of the everyday by bringing ordinary objects, emviranmants
and systems inta the space of tha gallery. From found snapshots pub-
lished as postcards, to 8 more than decade-long self-portrait project, 10
diaristic personal ads in the newspaper, 10 transposing the grounds of a
vacant lot into the gallery, Koh reframes and transforms the everyday,
revealing the arbitrary nature of the boundaries between art and non-art,
Koh describes her work as “an atempt to be aftentive 10 the poetics of
daily life by focusing on those phenomena that shape everyday experi-
ence, often slightly below the threshold of notice”

A series of Koh's works bring the weather and other natural phe-
nomena into the space of the gallery. For example, a line of museum
stanchions rise and fall according to the tide in Fairwesther forces (water
fevell, and a tumstile spins a1 a speed that registers the level of wind out-
side in Fairweather forces (wind speed). In the work seen in this exhibit,
Fairweaather forces (sun:ight), Koh transforms the imenor gallery space
into an index of the natural light outside by making the gallery lights fluc-
tuate in direct relation to the changing levels of sunlight in real time. Four
lighting tracks are hooked up 10 sensors on different sides of the building.
With this gesture, Koh effectively defeats the purpose of artficial lighting.
drawing attention to & central architectural feature of gallery spaces.

Koh's recent exhibitions have taken place at the Charles H. Scott
Gallery, Vancouver; The Ottawa Art Gallery, Musée d'art contemporain de
Montréal; Kiinstlarhaus Bathamen, Berlin, Garmany, Para/Site Art Space,
Hong Kong; Seoul Musaurn af Art, South Korea, Artspaca, Sydney, Aus-
tralia; The British Museum, London, England; The Power Plant, Toronto;
Contermporary Art Gallery, Vancouver; Plug In Institute of Contemporary
Art, Winnipeg; Ex Teresa Arte Actual, Mexizo City: and the Art Gallery
of Ontario, Toronto, She has participated in the Liverpool Biennial 2004,
1998 Biennale of Sydnay, and La Bennale de Mantréal 2000 Koh lives
in Vancouver,

Fair-wenther lorees (sumlight], 2005





