Eva Diaz

in conversation with
Josh Melnick

Eva Diaz Richard Kostelanetz wrote

a book called Conversing with Cage in
which he covers John Cage’s long history
as a public figure through many inter-
views, then weaves those into a story,
along with subplots from other elem,ents
f’f Cage’s work. You don’t notice the
1f1terviewer. It becomes a natural narra-
tive, which is nice because you can take

a little bit from one person, a lot from
somebody else.

Josh Melnick That sounds similar to what
we have in mind for this book, the idea
being that everyone is in conversation
with everyone else.

FD Thinking of a book, though, I can’t
imagine that a reader could get an ac-

curate sense of the timing of this work
from stills.

JM True. I have no idea how the
ideas will transfer in the book, other
than through conversation. Perhaps I
should have you try to describe your
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experience of looking at one of these.

El? Well, they’re thirty seconds to a
minute long—

IM No, four minutes long. Three to
four minutes long.

ED Well, that might say something
about how it feels to see these films.
me’re seeing such an abbreviated time
p.enod, less than two seconds of real
time over a span of about four minutes.
So, even my guess about the length of
each clip indicates that what I think I
see is not what I see.

Here, what you experience as sever-
al minutes was actually only two seconds
of the subject’s life. Every single gesture
that she made [referring to screen] has
been extremely extended. The narrow-
ing of eyes into a blink seems monumen-
tal. It even has a sinister connotation.

You' go through so many associations to
decipher the other’s state, when you’re
merely witnessing a biological process of

blinking in extreme slow motion. It’s a
test of how you read gesture. Your own
assumptions are questioned, these habits
of association—for example, thinking
that narrowed eyes mean intensity, when
they are just a blink, just a very small
fraction of a moment. You get a sense

of how people’s faces move and that
somebody may be many people at once—
there’s a composite self. Even in two
seconds, a range of expression occurs.
There is an entire repertoire of gesture
that we’re just not sensitive enough to
grasp, normally.

1 think of Lacan and the tin can
1ooking back at us. ‘We’re not just
autonomous subjects creating the world
with our perception. We're seen by oth-
ers, and in that reflexive process, which
is largely based on the gaze and vision,
we understand certain things about out
subjectivity. Namely, that we are partly
comprised through the vision of others.
Lacan borrows a lot of this from Sartre—
the idea that reciprocal gazes are under-
stood, and that there’s an asymmetry to
this. We are only one subject, whereas
there are many possible gazes directed
toward us, whether from tin cans or from
people. The whole world looks at us,

so our subjectivity must be structured
defensively. In cities, we adapt many dif-
ferent ways to armor ourselves, such as
not looking people in the eye.

1 also notice that lights inside the
subway car don'’t flicker, whereas the
lights outside the car, seen as the train
is passing through stations and tunnels,
flicker in ways that create a sense of
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movement. The flickering is a kind of
pulse. The result is that the people, who
are in a pretty tight close-up, almost
seemn to move toward you in three-
dimensional space. They seem to be

in sculptural relief, against a moving
background.

The fact that you're capturing
things that can’t be seen with the naked
eye—the way the train is moving, the way
the camera is moving, the sense of time
slowed down—creates an effect that is
disorienting. At first, it’s pleasurable to
look because you are getting a chance
to see people in this new light, but the
technique is also doing something to
them and to us. They seem at times to
be moving toward you, as 2 spectator.

As a curator, this work interested
me because it occurs in a familiar
space—the subway-—where one has
both a sensé of privacy and a sense
that one is in the most public place
in the city. I cocurated an exhibition
with an architect and curator named

Beth Stryker a few years ago called

Mind the Gap, which was about artists
intervening in interstitial zones of the
city. When 1 did that show, 1 was reading
Krakauer, a German philosopher from
the 20s. Krakauer asked what it is to be
a citizen of modernity. He wrote about
a hotel lobby as one of the first places,
historically, where strangers were very
proximate to each other physically
without acknowledging one another’s
presence directly. In the same way, 8
subway is a modern place. A situation
like a hotel lobby or a subway car, where
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