Time fest. A celebration of time
by Laura Herman
- Give time more time - (P. Sansot)
Our contemporary pace is caught in a constant rush. Too much pressure, too many expectations. The time has come to take a deep breath, to jump out of the whirlwind: during Time Fest, the fifth edition of the residency program at timelab in Ghent, eight international artists were invited for a period of eleven days, to reflect on possible ways of resistance and take the time to surrender themselves to unexpected encounters.
Without any preconceived overarching theme, the approach of this year's edition was quite different from the preceding years. All starting from a common ground – an interest in alternative ways to shape our lives – the artists were offered the time and space to share and develop ideas, and raise questions about our current living conditions. Rather than working towards a well-defined final product, the artists formulated possible projects and scenarios for the future. They took the time to discuss their own practices, help each other out on their individual research and experiments and propose new ways of spending time together.
By not imposing a given framework, timelab succeeded at creating a blank space which empowered individual approaches, shaping the residency format in a natural way, rather than letting the institutional imperative define what the process and outcome should look like in advance. Allowing different rhythms to coexist and join up at certain moments in time, was without doubt one of the assets of timelab's precarious endeavour. Artist were working in parallel, with their trajectories intersecting, but not collaborating fully, as they had their own paths, their own motives and didn't try to put the logics together.
RESISTANCE AND TIME
In the wake of a new paradigm shift, timelab sheds a light on values that are essential for a resilient way of living, such as more generosity and openness. Along this set of values, a reshape of the way we divide our time came up as a key element during the preparatory weeks of Time Fest. For the approach of the residency program, timelab advocated to focus on a shift in the way we are thinking about time, rather than on the different contexts in which the artists are working, as residency programmes classically tend to do. As the boundaries between working time and leisure time seem to be blurring increasingly, timelab felt the urgency to celebrate time as a means to challenge the cult of speed, to regenerate experience and create situations in which people who wouldn't meet otherwise could spend some quality time together.
At first glance, this point of departure might seem to be a quite intelligible one, but in reality the way we spend our time is often bypassed. We are too busy running from here to there to realise what is going on in our immediate environment, we are too often deafened by the ticking of the clock to actually attend to the content others might want to share. In resisting the haste of our times, we may again fully enjoy our senses and see, hear and experience the world in which we are living. Also, it may again invigorate a more critical look at our surroundings and encourage us to question the way we construct our lives which are often driven by consumerism and velocity. This idea of slowing down and rethinking time, reminded me of the French philosopher Pierre Sansot's inspirational book Eloge de la lenteur, in which Sansot defines slowness as a choice, enabling us to cherish important aspects of life and to be conscientious about what we are doing: “donner du temps au temps, laisser à chaque activité le temps de son déploiement (...)”

From this incentive, a more process-oriented, long-term durational program came out, developing over time and reaching further than the system of production. Herein also resides the concept of resistance, which came up as a secondary important element. The Dutch translation of resistance, 'verzet', might be even more significant as it also holds a second meaning, “to move from one place to another”. A common way of relating resistance to art assumes that art contests certain social or political issues. Being resistant, however, can equally imply a self-awareness, a more critical view of the self by leaving steady grounds and looking at alternatives. Resistance can be found in leaving our own comfort zone, in bearing witness to the positions of others, and broadening the conversation in doing so.
Along this line, the role of the audience was also revisited. During Time Fest, people from the neighbourhood were invited for biological slow food lunch at timelab, but also to participate in the process. Visitors were randomly matched to artists for a slow date. They could either choose to have a coffee together, to have a go at table tennis, to go shopping in the local shop or to have a short nap together. By opening up to people with a different set of skills and different interests, some unexpected cross-pollinations arose, and timelab succeeded at musing a more community-based happening. Also, by bringing in people from different fields, the dynamic of the group was constantly changing and new insights enfolded in an unpredictable laboratory where everything was for sharing. The debates and ideas that came to being during these very intense days of being together, touched upon different subjects with the decrease of productivity, collaborative gaming, needs and opportunities and small ecologies steering the most prominent lines of thought.
Decrease of productivity
Wasting time seems to be one of the greatest anxieties of our times. As soon as we don't produce or experience anything, we tend to feel like we're missing out, that we aren't quite alive. During Time Fest it became clear that “wasting time” on “doing nothing” can elicit a more qualitative experience. With no obligations, no deadline, no schedule, people may become more imaginative and see things anew. With Fomo (Fear of Missing Out), Savage (UK) came up with the idea to create a continuous cheer moving through the city, installed in a vehicle. In his work, Savage exactly attempts to reproduce the endless kick by keeping the event, the distraction alive, and investigates the fissures between compulsion and free will. Savage's interest in the concept of “need” in relation to “possibility” was also the trigger for one of the lunchtime discussions, prompting the participants to think about what need actually means.
Saara Hanulla (Finland) proposed to create ReRooms, a series of spaces challenging the stigma of passivity. In working with the existing conditions and stretch them to create different kinds of openings and disruptions, Saara attempted to introduce a different quality for being together. With Marco Bonaccolto (Italy) she installed a soundscape for the table tennis table: every time the ball would hit the table, a voice would respond, encouraging us to contemplate about a decrease in our productivity – this intervention was so subtle that it was almost unnoticeable and settled under your skin without you noticing. In this manner, Saara negotiated with the space, without really formulating an alternative but bending what was already there into a new experience.
Collaborative gaming
Of course, there are many ways to approach the concept of time. Sometimes we just can't get around of a sense of urgency or the idea that we have to move fast. Alice Vandeleur-Boorer, based in the UK, is interested in how group dynamics can lead to problem solving. Her research went into different directions: she organised a SportLab in the yard, lay still for a couple of hours, and met the fire service in Ghent to investigate how autonomous groups of people move and produce. Her encounter with Tom van Esbroeck, captain-Commander of the Ghent Fire and Rescue Service, led to a discussion about collaborative gaming and simulation in regard to emergencies. Alice was also matched to Toby Smethurst, a PHD student in Ghent researching trauma in relation to gaming, which inspired her to reflect on different perspectives in gaming.
Sports and games, are also an import strategy for the Bosnian artist Zeljko Blace to question the issue of homosexual discrimination, which he had personally experienced in Croatia, the country where he currently lives. By queering sports, Zeljko wants to open up a debate about homosexual repression, but also revisit the way pioneers of LGBT sports approached the future of gay games. To Zeljko, the contemporary field of sport can open up a potential space for minority groups to reflect on social, cultural and political issues and to rethink institutionalized and politicized norms. Accordingly, Zeljko explored the possibility of synchronized swimming as a homolympic discipline and installed a table for playing “Pinkpong” as an alternative (miniature) version of table tennis.
For the Irish artist Maria Mckinney games can be a means to look at things in a different way, but also function as an escape route from the world we live in. During Time Fest Maria spent numerous hours in the fablab learning all about Arduino and 3D printing. The way we can produce things by programming and manipulating the digital, inspired her to think about modern handcraft. While in old times, the most basic object - a wooden stick – would be transformed into a useful object, by carving, sculpting or engraving it, nowadays we can produce a whole range of “modern” sticks by adding layers through 3D printing. Maria’s research resulted in a collection of sticks, created and uploaded by people whole over the world using open-source Sketch-up 3D, presenting different interpretations or representations of a prototypical thing.
Needs and opportunities
The artists in residence at timelab were are all somehow in search of how their practices could intertwine with everyday life. According to Daniella Dossi, a social designer from Italy, there are always needs and opportunities that can be matched in small communities, if only we take the time to see them. During her time at timelab, Daniella investigated how she could implement “Micro Utopias”, a model she has recently developed, in the multicultural neighbourhood of Rabot in Ghent. Micro Utopias enables members of a community to offer unusual services, filling a local need and making unexpected connections.

In Rabot, Daniella was introduced to Rosca, a social-artistic organisation, which organizes different projects bringing artists and people from the neighbourhood together, like Made by Oya. Made by Oya is a textile atelier where women with different cultural backgrounds come together to create clothes and accessories inspired by a mix of traditional and new techniques. Meeting these women, Daniella came up with a project called Textiele Talen, to fill in the need to overcome language barriers and cultural differences by using the Made by Oya textile as an unusual mediator to exchange languages.
Inventing small ecologies
From games and textile to food. In our constant rush, it's easy to go to the supermarket and purchase everything we like without paying attention to our ecological footprint. Shouldn't we broaden our daily menu by looking at what undiscovered delicacies grow in our direct environment? As a speculative designer, Lisa Ma (UK), explores how invasive species can be used as resources. During her time at timelab, Lisa was matched to the biologist Peter Goethals and the ecologist Geert Heyneman who explained her which plants and animals invading the neighbourhood could serve for dinner. This research resulted in a collective snail and nettle picking. Canadian geese and Japanese knotweet also proved to be perfectly edible, allowing the timelab cooks to venture into a more experimental cuisine.
Was Time Fest really a festival after all? It may have been a festive eleven days, but the initiative also proved to stretch beyond being an event. The artists in residence identified, deconstructed and unsettled situations in order to inspire long-term change. The ideas and experiments that came to being at timelab over this short period of time, will be further developed in future times to come and will hopefully continue to influence the modes of thinking of everyone who experienced Time Fest.
