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Valeska Soares creates interactive environments that probe the depths of
existence. Appealing to the senses, her work is experiential, taking into ac-
count the spectator’s position and experience. For Soares, space manifests

inner psychic experience and external reality.

Despite the diversity of Soares’s work, many of her installations make you
aware of your position—alone in a crowd, watching, listening, or lost in
contemplation. She frequently uses illusory materials that are either trans-
parent, such as acrylic, or reflective, such as mirrors and stainless steel.
These materials symbolize the barriers she discerns between individuals

or countries. She also employs them to confront the perceptions and il-
lusions that we have of ourselves. Soares has always been interested in

working with ideas of reflection and distortion: how we think things are,
how we actually see them, and the differences between these two percep-
tions. Her installation Walk on by is no exception. To be completed and pre-
sented at the Art Gallery of Hamilton in the fall of 2005, Walk on by will
offer a simultaneous realm of reality, distortion, and reflection.

Walk on by was inspired by Soares’s experience in Hamilton during the

summer of 2003. Invited to produce a site-responsive work for the Art

Gallery of Hamilton as part of the Contemporary Art Project Series, she

spent a week becoming acquainted with the city and its environs. It was

the downtown core that provided the subject of Walk on by. This area

embraces a diverse population and a multiplicity of urban mall and

street activities. The street in particular is not only the arena of fleeting
impressions and chance encounters, but also a place where the flow of
life asserts itself—a place where an incessant stream of possibilities and

intangibles appear. Due to urban sprawl Hamilton’s downtown faces

the challenges of many cities today. There are a few boarded-up stores

and empty buildings, vacant lots, bargain centers, and transients. In the

center of this area is Gore Park, a gathering place with park benches, a

fountain, bus stops, and a performance stage that is active during the

summer months. During the week the area bustles with working profes-
sionals, senior citizens, skateboarders, and street musicians, yet the at-
mosphere also resonates with feelings of alienation, as the paths of these

individuals cross every day but there is no mutual acknowledgement.
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Although they exist in the same place at the same time, they are separate
from each other.

As currently conceived, the installation Walk on by consists of two video
projections, each showing a garden or park with a park bench located in
the foreground. The life-size projections are positioned on opposite sides
of a room. Initially the projections appear to be identical, with video trans-
fer so vivid, clear, and steady that it resembles a painting, photograph, or
window into a landscape suspended in time. Yet the benches operate as
stages where a series of events or vignettes occur. One at a time people en-
ter the picture and perform solitary actions, such as reading, eating, feed-
ing birds, sleeping, knitting, writing, singing, and so on. Each bench hosts
separate actions. Within the installation space are park benches cast in
clear acrylic. Each bench faces the projection on the far wall so that an in-
dividual sitting on the other bench becomes part of the video image. Inad-
vertently, the spectator participates in the actions being performed.
Soares’s installation suggests a rarefied atmosphere—a continual experi-
encing of the moment that is almost Zen-like in concentration. Ill-fitting
souls sift through precisely choreographed actions, and their seemingly
banal gestures emanate such intensity that they become symbolic. The
subjects” activities change so subtly and gradually that we observe nuanc-
es that would be barely noticeable in real life. Working with space, Soares
opens up expressive territories and mini-dramas. Walk on by is quietly
surreal, a wordless scenario communicated with an air of melancholia. It
is also full of meaningful contradictions. We are aware of the transparen-
cy of the bench versus the solidity of the sitter. We sense the spectator’s
integration into the park’s illusionary environment. We can project our-
selves into the environment but cannot physically enter it. We seem to be
with the individuals performing actions, yet, like them, we are alone. It is
only a mirage.

Similar to making a film by emphasizing process, the artist inserts scenes
intermittently, making the journey resemble a typical afternoon in a park.
In one scene a woman sits alone on the bench. Later, while the song Walk
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on by plays in the background, a man playing the same song on an accor-
dion walks in circles around the bench. For some, the accordion is associ-
ated with street music; for others it suggests Eastern European folk culture

and evokes memories of a distant past or of lost loves. By superimposing

the new vocalization of a song over a familiar recording, a feeling of melan-
choly is created. Yet the song has the potential of being an empowering ca-
thartic outlet for achieving emotional resolution. A mysterious relationship

emerges out of our encounter with the bench and the projection. Through

the act of looking we become complicit, if unknowing witnesses.

There is the duration of the actors” actions, the viewer’s experience of past

and present, and there is real time. Real time is synonymous with exis-
tence—a continuously unfolding state in which one event flows into an-
other. There is also the psychological experience of time—the awareness

that we consist of many selves who come and go as we move through dai-
ly life. And, finally, there is what could be called “nature time”—the exten-
sion of time past our heartbeats and breaths into a landscape that exists

beyond the boundaries of perception. In Soares’s installation, we inhabit

an interior space. The exterior world is represented via a projected illusion.
Likewise the song is repetitive and cyclical, thereby opposing chronologi-
cal or linear time. It is important to understand the distinctive properties

of video—its ability to occupy not only the spectator’s time but also to al-
ter the normal experience of speed and duration for expressive purposes—
in order to grasp this work.

Walk on by is filled with phantom presences performing solitary actions.
The work oscillates between feelings of emptiness and fullness, absence

and presence. The absorbing intimacy of Soares’s work makes it easy for

viewers to become enmeshed in her landscape. There is a moment of inde-
terminacy in which the viewer cannot remain inert and detached, for she

or he is implicated in the work, suspended as both observer and partici-
pant, caught in a prolonged moment.

Soares’s methodology is significant in that it provides the means to create

a system or situation in space that addresses different levels of perception.
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There are no distinct narratives but rather sensations triggered to activate

memories and contexts so that viewers can create their own narratives and

stories. Regarding art as no mere aesthetic matter, Soares’s work is part of
the life process, cultivating knowledge of how to be in the world and how
to develop a deeper understanding, in a private way, of our own experi-
ence. By displaying beings in day-to-day activities, and ourselves in extre-
mis, she bypasses the rational intellect so we are no longer mere spectators

but participants—pure seeing as an elemental state.

Walter Benjamin saw the visual techniques of early filmmaking, such as

slow motion and close-ups, as paths to liberation from social boundar-
ies. “By close-ups of the things around us, by focusing on hidden details of
familiar objects, by exploring commonplace milieus under the ingenious

guidance of the camera, the film, on the one hand, extends our compre-
hension of the necessities which rule our lives; on the other hand, it man-
ages to assure us of an immense and unexpected field of action... With the

close-up, space expands, with slow motion, movement is extended... An
unconsciously penetrated space is substituted for a space consciously ex-
plored by man... The camera introduces us to unconscious optics as does

177

psychoanalysis to unconscious impulses.”” Soares fastens the spectator’s
attention on the gestures and actions of her subjects, and in doing so she

penetrates a strange and new dimension of time, memory, and emotion.

1 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” (1935) in Film
Theory and Criticism: Introductory Readings, eds. Gerald Mast and Marshall Cohen (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 689-go.



