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Breadfellows' Chat with Anni Puolakka
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Attention Spa. Image: TENT Gallery

The installation included
a wooden pool filled with
tap water, aquatic plants
and plastic jellyfish.
There were two white
bathrobes embroidered
with the text Attention
Spa and small towels for
the public to dry their
feet. Anni and Jeana,
performed a text, sitting
by the pool wearing the
bathrobes and the towels
were handed to people
during events where
people sat by the edge of
the pool with their feet
in the water.

Bodymind is an approach
to understanding that the
relationship between hu-
man body and mind are not
separate as, for example
Descartes suggested, but
rather form an integrat-
ed, single unit. This
position was formulated
by, for example Spinoza,
who argued that while the
two attributes may be
conceived independently,
this does not imply that
they exist separately.
(Puolakka, 2016)

Part 2

The following is a report of one complete cycle of my CGE project, with
Anni Puolakka at TENT Gallery, Rotterdam in April, 2016. A project cycle
consists of two parts: the Breadfellows’ Chat with artists about their practice
prior to an exhibition, out of which grows an artist-led workshop during the
exhibition.

3.7 Breadfellows’ Chat with Anni Puolakka
and Developing a Co-constructive workshop
at TENT

Anni Puolakka in a Finnish artist based in Rotterdam. I approached Anni
while she was in preparation for an exhibition at TENT Gallery. Anniwas
developing a piece called Attention Spa in collaboration with Jeanna Sutela

for a group exhibition commissioned by TENT Rotterdam, in March, 2016.
When I approached Anni, [ was also in conversation with a number of other
artists. We had a Breadfellows’ Chat together and the decision to develop

the workshop together was based on mutual interests — the intention to
facilitate a co-constructive workshop was resonant with conceptual concerns
in her practice.

3.8 Attention Spa

Anni’s piece was part of the group show Spending Quality Time with my
Quantified Selfwhich presented a number of works that relate to the “human
condition, bodily development and the physical body to which we are
inescapably bound... in relation to the technological and economic systems
of which they are part” (TENT, 2015).

Attention Spa consisted of an installation and a performance programme.”
The work juxtaposes our shared human composition of 70% water, and our
relation to the moon and its gravitational pull, with a futuristic, potentially
alienating and controlling aesthetic environment that mimics formal aspects
of a spa, yet feels distressingly oppressive. Anni’s practice is concerned

with notions of collectivity and the interaction of the bodymind*® with its
physical and sociopolitical environs.

The work was a focal point of the exhibition, intended as a place for people
to come together in and around the pool over the course of the exhibition,
a platform for artificial intimacy in the gallery space - to pose questions of
what constitutes genuine, physical togetherness.

3.9 Working with Children

In our Breadfellow’s Chat, Anni and I spoke about the conceptual devel-
opment of her work and how we could plan a workshop that would push the
parameters of the piece beyond what she had initially envisioned. While we
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Tea cup companion
made with Anni
Puolakka, it

was broken and
repaired.

For instance, specialists
in psychology and wellbe-
ing, in a workshop that
engaged in an open con-
versation around the pool
and responded to Anni’s
text based performance.

For instance, a research-
er named Lisette de Sen-
erpont Domis of the Dutch
Institute of Ecology gave
a presentation about
intertwinings between
human life and aquatic
organisms and ecosystems.
There were also a series
of interpretive tours for
school children designed
to simply transmit the
exhibition and it’s cura-
torial frame.

talked, we made a large, wide cup together. In an Attention Spa performance
Anni had served chaga mushroom tea, at the back of our minds was the
possibility that the companion might be used in a performance in the future.

From the outset, Anni wanted to make a workshop with children. We
discussed approaching a number of groups* but because, over the course of
the exhibition, TENT had programmed a series of interactive, public events
that dealt with ideas slightly tangential to the subject matter of the work. - to
reiterate Morsch’s discourses, they affirmed the institution and depended
on an audience who already possessed specialised knowledge of art** —we
agreed that working with children offered the most potential.

In working with children we intended to bring about an interaction with

the physical materiality of the pool, through conversation and co-con-
structive making. We posited that children might initiate new conversations
around the work, for instance, physical engagement with the water at a

level of remove from the loaded connotations of a spa was possible without
compromising the conceptualcontent of the work precisely because of their
unique spectrum of associations. Anniwas excited to learn from these new
interpretations.

L0

~

3.10 Relationship with TENT

[ approached TENT to propose the workshop and they were enthusiastic for
Anni and I to proceed. TENT’s only proviso was that I give a tour of some

of the other works in the exhibition. Initially I declined this suggestion as
I'wanted to focus only on the deconstruction of Anni'’s piece, rather than
engage with the complicated conversation of the institutional frame. To
counteract this, I proposed to Anni that we begin the workshop at the gallery
in conversation around the Attention Spa. We would then move to her nearby
studio, to make work in response to the ideas and conversations that came up
in the gallery. It would also give an opportunity, in the studio, to talk through
her practice.

3.11 Triangulation

Following our Breadfellows’ Chat Anni regretted that, although she would be
present on the day, she could not dedicate a lot of time to the development
of the workshop, nor did she want to deliver it.  respected this position

and planned a workshop that responded to Anni’s conceptual concerns.
However, despite this initial reticence, we talked further and frequently and
eventually Anni pushed for the workshop to happen in TENT, rather than
the studio “Iwonder if we could have it in TENT, because I'm still fanta-
sising about making something with them around the pool in that actual
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space and then placing the objects in the pool at the end of the workshop.
This is because for me the piece is largely about human presence activating
it”(Anni, from email conversation following our Breadfellows’ Chat) She
went on to suggest materials and activities that would be resonant with

the work and though I had made a preliminary plan for the content of the
workshop, through genuine interest in the potential of the project, Anni
gave input on all aspects of the conceptual and material development of the
workshop.

3.12 Developing the Workshop

Following Anni’s request I returned to TENT, who were happy to let us
conduct the entire workshop in the gallery. I agreed to give a short tour of the
other work in the show and repositioned this in my mind as a helpful oppor-
tunity for the children to become comfortable in the gallery, to spend a short
time orientating themselves through conversation and movement in the
space. I did not want to directly interpret the works, rather I aimed to coax a
freer dialogue amongst the children around the artworks. This was desirable
in itself, but also provided the potential corollary effect of prompting
speculation about the formal or conceptual relationships between artworks.
Iintended the tour as a warmup, to introduce thinking about form and to
encourage greater confidence of interaction in the space and conversation to
develop organically. I tried to bring together as diverse a group of children
as possible, who had varied experiences of galleries, to allow for antagonism
that might bring up questions about the work in Anni’s presence.

3.13 An Account of the Workshop

The workshop began in TENT at 11 am, with a warmup game for 10 minutes,
involving the children and their parents. [ adopted this game from theatre
exercises. For most of us, it was the first time we had met and the children
did not know each other. It was an easy way to get to know names and started
things off in a cheerful, giggly way. We played a second game inside the
gallery, to enforce the names and to encourage them to speak directly to
one another. They became quite excited and we moved into the short tour, I
asked questions such as “What do you think this is?” “What colours/ shapes
are there?” This short tour turned out to be very useful, because while some
had seemed shy and intimidated at the outset, the looseness with which we
moved through the gallery and the multiplicity of forms encouraged them.

The following is taken from a recording on the day of one such exchange at
Kate Cooper's installation Experiments in Absorption:
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Clare: Does anyone know what this is? What does it look like ? Though these observations were short, they were very pertinent to the
conceptual content of the work. I didn’t want to push the conversation
Raad: A fake face in a way that they were not voluntarily participating in, as they were
growing distracted by the materials for the workshop. We began by making
Clare: Wow, a fake face? How do you know it’s fake ? chromatography flags to introduce physical interaction with the water.
I demonstrated the process, drawing attention to the physicality of the
Davey: It’s a bronze head, a bronze head can’t move. water being absorbed by the paper and when they had understood they
continued to experiment themselves throughout the workshop. We floated
Clare: Is it a photograph? ceramic bowls on the water which introduced the shape required to make
a heavy substance, like a piece of clay, float. We then made small plasticine
Shea: No from a computer model boats together. This was truly a trial and error process. The children
experimented themselves, and conversed in the attempt to refine and
Clare: And it’s stuck? improve their methods. At one point Shea could not make his boat float and
Davey suggested that it would be a better as a submarine. After an hour the
Inara: It looks more like a bed workshop slowly wound down; they left a beautiful mess in the gallery.

Raad: In a technology bed

Experiments in Absorption - Kate Cooper
Image: TENT Gallery

Dialogue during workshop at Kate Cooper's Installation. Image: Erica Volpini

Raad made this technology reference through association with other works
in the show, he intuited that the constellation of objects was thematically
linked. The exhibition press release stated “The video explores the various
ways in which we subject our way our life to technology and how, as a result,
the body develops an increasingly isolated and passive relationship to

its surroundings” (TENT, 2016). In this brief exchange the children made
pertinent observations relating to the conceptual content of the work.

They built confidence in each new encounter, though they were brief. They
were confused by the form of Attention Spa but as we deconstructed it, they
began to engage. I prompted them:

Clare: Does anyone know what a spa is?

Inara: It should be relaxing.

Bath robes at Attention Spa  Shay: This is not relaxing cause it’s cold.
Image: Anni Puolakka

Tristan: It looks like oil.
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All images by Erica Volpini and Katherine Mc Bride
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3.14 A Kind of Canvas - Reflections

Clare: Did it change your thinking about how the piece worked ?

Anni: I saw more possibility in it. Acting as a kind of canvas. With the other events
it was more like a platform or stage. It definitely inspired me to think of working with
children in the future.

Anni’s relationship to her work was was reframed. “I saw more possibility in
it - acting as a kind of canvas.” Whereas there had been an intended outcome
when the work was installed; talking through the work, developing the
workshop and executing it, then experiencing the children experiencing the
work, turned the static point of exhibition into a moment of co-construction
with the children through conversation and production.

I had postulated that through the Breadfellows’ Chats, dialogically devel-
oping an intimacy with the artist’s practice could lead to the artist having a
stake in the education programme and this became the reality. Anni, despite
her initial reticence, contributed to every aspect of the workshop. In this way
I embodied the triangulation role I proposed at my outset. I provided support
and assistance at a point, which allowed for the public and the artist to come
together, co-constructively forming a triangle with the artwork at the centre.

Working with children enacted a simple example of Morsch’s deconstructive
discourse, and provided an opportunity for co-constructive learning that
also refers directly to Freire’s notion of praxis. We aimed to sidestep an
instruction-based workshop, built on interpretation, to make way for the
possibility of acts of cognition, with dialogue at the centre. We aspired to a
relationship of mutual responsibility in which the hierarchy of the artwork,
the artist and the institutional framing might be gently questioned, to extend
the point of exhibition into a point of transformation through conversation
and production. To return to my first chapter and Freire, we aimed to develop
a relationship in which “thinking perceives reality as process, as transfor-
mation, rather than as a static entity — thinking which does not separate
itself from action, but constantly immerses itself in temporality without
fear of the risks involved” (Freire, 1996, p.73). Approaching children offered a
simple investigation of the potential of co-constructive production.

I am acutely aware that the work I have done with Anni and the knowledge
generated during our chats has not been optimised. If I had been based
within an institutional relationship this might not have been the case.
Although the knowledge was not lost within our personal relationship, the
insight and potential further development of a series of projects extending
from Anni’s installation is contingent on future circumstances and possibil-
ities for continuing the collaboration.

Each of the Breadfellows’ Chats provided so many enriching insights that
could have been expanded on and would provide generative material for
other projects to extend from an exhibition within an institutional context.
For this reason I believe if this methodology was employed within an insti-
tution these conversations could become far more embedded in the fabric
of the programming, which would result in greater intimacy between the
artist and the public. This could potentially facilitate a more engaged critical
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conversation between the public and the artist’s work and a more nuanced
and exploratory programme of events over the course of an exhibition.

I had intended to introduce the companion piece to the conversation at
the Attention Spa as a segue into the making workshop. The companion

is produced during the focused intimacy of a conversation. They are
ambiguous, transitional objects. They are functional yet also embody some
didactic potential. For instance, in the workshop I wanted to explain that
Anni and I had made it together while talking through Anni’s work and then
would use it again in the future to share a conversation when reflecting on
the workshop. I wanted to use the companion to introduce a slightly more
abstract layer to the exchange, to bring another interlocutor to the conver-
sation and use it to propose a conversation around the objects in the space
in relation to one another and in relation to the objects the children might
potentially make. I was also interested in their opinions regarding my
methodology. However, at TENT this was not possible due to time restric-
tions. I aim to explore this potential in the future. These irresolutions in
method are akin to what Carmen Morsch describes as gallery education
through art, in which “avoidance of theoretical closure, acknowledging,
instead, the inconclusiveness of interpretation processes in the discussion
of artworks” is essential. “Thus, speaking about art is conceived as the
inevitable, productive, and forcibly inconclusive handling of lack, a desire.
Falling, stuttering and speech-gaps in the confrontation with the limits are
regarded as constituitive of learning and educational processes.”( Morsch,
2009, p.18)

My position did not allow for in-depth conversation with the institution
about the public we would approach. We did not speak about their current
programme or audience. As Anni was involved they were happy for us to
proceed. We did not reflect together on the outcomes of the workshop, nor
was it possible to interview the children who participated. The trial had
positive outcomes for the artist, but became a static experience for the public
and a relatively static experience for the institution. There are so many
external factors at play that my position as a freelance agent does not lend
itself easily to sustained engagement with a public group. The intimacy I
cultivated with the artist has not been fully extended to effect the public

I engaged with. I don’t see this as a failure. Each of the steps I took was a
learning process and these inform reflections and future actions. If Iwas
positioned from within an institutional structure (which might take many
forms, it need not necessarily be a contemporary gallery) it would be possible
to facilitate ongoing engagement in order to build on previous relationships.
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Conclusions

At the beginning of this chapter I said that the map is beginning to

take shape. The point I have come to feels more like a beginning than a
conclusion. I have been developing a practice that is precarious, dependent
on spending time building intimacy and founded on self-reflexivity and
process. My aim is to continue to develop the relationships I have begun with
artists’ practices and to conduct workshops that develop the format I have
begun and continue to reflect on it.

Though the particularities of the Breadfellows’ Chats developed from within
my own artistic practice, at their core is the intention to build an intimacy
and awareness of an artist’s practice with a view to developing an educa-
tional programme that is resonant with and aims to extend that practice at
the point of exhibition through co-construction with the public. To this point
I have conducted one trial, with many positive results. This aim is infinitely
adaptable in institutional contexts .
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