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You walk into the lobby of a building,
There is a telephone on a table. The phone
looks like a rotary taxi phone from a bar or
a line to the concierge in a hotel, except the
rotary dial has been replaced with an LCD
screen, which reads 'lift handset” Perhaps
a little confused, you comply and place it
against your ear. There is a dial tone and
somecne picks up. You realize there is no
context for this call. The only words any-
where around the phone are on its face, "lift
handset,” and you have accomplished that.
What's next?

You talk, feeling your way through the
next few minutes of dialogue with a stran-
ger. Awkward or relaxed, exciting or bland,
trivial or meaningful—the conversation
could be about anything two people would
talk about. When you hang up, the conver
sation will only exist in memory.

Callis a project created by Vancouver-
based artist Germaine Koh. During this
project Koh places a modified telephone

in a building's lobby. The telephone is
modified so that as soon as someone
picks up the receiver it dials a telephone
number much like a taxi phone. But instead
of connecting you to such a service, the
phone comnects you o a stranger, and
because there is no context for the call,
the conversation that ensues can take on
many forms

kKoh's works are conceived for an acaol
dental audience. In Call, the participant is
misled by the everyday cualitiss of object
and setting: a phone set in a lobby. The
artwork isn't activated until the participant
engages with it. This is a fundamental dif-
ference that separates her artwork from
more traditional paintings or sculptures
created beforehand and then displayed in
a gallery. Her art exists in the real world, in
real time

"[Germaine] loves the idea of some-
one picking [up the phone] and thinking
that they are trying to phone a cab,” says



Milena Flacentile, programme coordina-
tor at Video Pool, a media art centre in
Winnipeg where Call was exhibited in
Novemnber 2007. “[They think to them-
selves] ‘Wait a minute, what's going on?' It
is sort of a frisson in daily life. Just this lit-
tle difference where all of a sudden you
have to think in a new way about what
happened and then that experience stays
with you maybe a little longer than if
you're like: 'Oh this is art, okay, now I'm
having an art experience’"

This art experience has been offered
in six cities: Kingston, Ottawa, San Jose,
Toronto, Winnipeg and Vancouver. The
project begins when Koh puts a listing on
Craigslist for volunteers. These volunteers
are infegral to the project because it iz
their phone numbers that are being pre-
programmed into the phones. When the
participants pick up the phone, they are
connected o a volunteer and the en-
countar is set into motion.

When it's over, participants are invited
to share their experiences on Koh's web-
site. In one interaction, a volunteer and a
participant shared tips on dating—the
participant was preparing for a first date,
After the date he came back to the tele-
phone to try to phone the same volunteer,
Because the numbers are dialed randomly
he had to go through the process of dialing
several times to find the same volunteer.
Eventually they reconnected and they con-
tinued the conversation post-date.

"I thought that we would find the gamut
of possible phone behaviours," Koh ex-
plains of her broad expectations, "ranging
from people who would be quite rude to
people who would get into quite involved
conversations and then everything in be-
tween.” Judging by the varied responses
found on her website, it seems Call was a
SUCCEES.

In the context of the gallery, it is gen-
erally understood that artwork is not to
be touched. Within Koh's work, viewer inter-
action is essential To overcome this obstacle
she uses everyday objects that suggest
interaction to viewers. By taking away the
precicusness from her artwork, viewers
feel comfortable engaging with the pieces,

When viewers come across a phone they
understand the existing social conventions
of engaging someone on the phone,

Koh describes herself as a visual art-
ist who creates conceptually-generated
work concerned with the significance of
everyday actions. Her practice makes an
"argument for the momumentality of these
mundane dramas” like typing on a key-
board, talking on a phone to a stranger
and sending a text message. When some-
one stumbles upon these curiosities, they
don't always realize they are interacting
with art. This approach, to the curious
nature of people, engages Koh's viewers

nections between people and in creating
situations in which pecple recognize their
connection with other people!”

This common thread runs through
all of her projects. With Journal, Koh posts
her daily journal, where she writes per-
sonal and revealing thoughts about her
life, in classified ads and on rozdside
signs. During the 2007 Ingenuity Festival,
Cleveland's festival of art and technology,
her journal was displayed on an elec-
tronic news ticker in a highly populated
area. There were excerpts from her jour-
nal intermingled with the headlines from
the day's news. This exhibition of thoughts

Koh'’s works are
conceived for an
accidental audience

and allows them to become the catalyst of
their own experience.

“I have faith that people have the abil-
ity to work through how to operate and usa
the pieces and also think about the issues
around [therm]."

Born in Malaysia, Koh immigrated to
Canada at the age of two. Although she
grew up in a small town, she spent her
educational years in larger cities. She
received a BFA in studio art and a BA in
theory and art history from the University
of Ottawa in 1989 and 1990 respectively. In
1993, she graduated from Hunter College
of the City University of New York with a
Masters of Fine Arts. She was not planning
on becoming an artist; but she found it
to be the best fit with her wide range of
interests. "] am interested in making con-

added a very personal touch to what is
usually a very stark and cold method of
disseminating information.

Koh's attempts to reach people through
small mundane outlets makes her work
accessible to an audience outside the
art world. Her art empowers her viewers
and gives them an outlet for their own
voice. She makes connections between
people without alienating them =
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