MADP Spatialised Practices Critical Evaluation
Lost Languages Project by Fran Hatt,

The Lost Languages project

For this project I sent out the following email to everyone I knew who spoke or would know someone who spoke another language…

“As part of a project for my MA course in digital arts, I am asking for people to translate the following sentence into their own language and send it to saved@lostlanguages.net , with the name of the language in the subject line. The sentence is:
"I am saving my language."
- Saving it by using it. Languages that are not used die, and predictions by linguists estimate that as many as 90% of the world's total languages will be threatened with extinction in the next century.

The idea is to produce a statement about what a shame it would be to lose the many endangered languages in the world.
If you know anybody, particularly people who speak languages with a small number of speakers, it would be great if you could forward this mail and ask them to contribute too.

The project will be eventually be displayed at www.lostlanguages.net
Thank you,
Fran”
The project is now on show at that web address.

Successes and failures of the project

I spent a long time reading about languages to find inspiration for the art project. Before I could even consider my audience I had to have something in mind to show  them. When inspiration finally hit there was not a great deal of time left to carry out the idea So the number of participants is smaller than I would like. The response was good though, in the ten days since the e-mail went out I have received 20 contributions to the project. Some of the languages were duplicated which is why there are not 20 speech bubbles in the frame on the website. Interestingly some of the translations were slightly different in the same language (Estoy salvando mi idioma/ Estoy conservando mi lengua/ Estoy salvando mi idioma) that’s another interesting thing about languages, there are so many ways to express a single idea.
 The project has yet to reach anyone who speaks an endangered language, but there is still potential for this to happen. If the project only ever reaches audiences who speak languages with many speakers it will be making a point that digital technology favours certain languages and those that are not used on the internet are more likely to be lost. The linguist Krauss calls mass media ‘cultural nerve gas’. He thinks digital mass media is contributing to the mass extinction of the world's language, which was one of my inspirations for using digital mass media to preserve them.
Critically reflecting on my work thinking about Spatialised Practices.

We were advised to consider four questions during work on this unit: What is it for?, Who is it for? & Where does it go? How is it used?

What is it for? – to spread an important message about the frailty of a language, that it can become extinct very quickly if it is not spoken.

Who is it for? - People to whom the message is relevant, in this case people who speak a language that may become extinct if no effort is made to preserve it.

Where does it go? – It gets mailed directly to the audiece and it goes where everyone in the world can see it: on the internet. How is it used? – The website is a tool to entice people to interact with a message. It does this by enabling the audience to become part of the art work itself. Translation is a creative process and by contributing to the project people will have a stronger connection with the message.

In the previous unit, Collaborative Practices I realised what a powerful tool the internet is for reaching and engaging far flung audiences, In that project we used the net and e-mail as a means of exhibiting work that had already been produced, but for this project – lost languages, I was interested I using the net to produce art collaboratively, with the people to whom the artwork is most relevant. That is an audience who between them speak a number of different languages. 

The internet was the obvious choice when looking for an appropriate method of production, circulation and reception of work because it is so accessible to so many, but I did consider other ways of reaching my target audience… Airports, Libraries in many countries all exhibiting the same work, international or language schools. I decided that for the project to have any meaning it had to be contributed to by its audience, and so (e-) mail art seemed like the ideal solution. Using a viral e-mail to contact people to whom the message of the project was relevant.

Mail Art

During this unit I spent some time researching mail-art. It has bee connected to many different genres of art… nouveau realism, futurism, fluxus, modernism, dadaism, to name a few. Common aims across the genres have been to create the opportunity for the direct exchange of art, ideas and information among artists in different countries.  It has also been commonly used to ask people to make a contribution to an art work or to spread a political or philosophical message. The Fluxus group particularly was interested in taking art away from galleries, which I believe is quite a key aspect of thinking about spatialised practices. Making art for everyone, not just the elite.
A saying in the mail art movement is “senders receive,” meaning that one must not expect mail art to be sent to them unless they are also actively participating in the movement. In my project everyone who participates indirectly by forwarding the message or directly and creatively by translating the phrase will know about the website where the project will be displayed, and can easily be contacted and invited to view it and/or expand on their contribution.
Possiblities for development

Since the project is really about saving the spoken words of languages it would be really nice to have the words spoken as well as represented in text.  This would involve some heavier duty programming I believe so I’ll wait and see how the project grows before attempting this.

I would also like to automate the process of adding the languages to the page. In line with LeWitt’s definition of conceptual art (“ In conceptual art the idea or concept is the most important aspect of the work. When an artist uses a conceptual form of art, it means that all of the planning and decisions are made beforehand and the execution is a perfunctory affair. The idea becomes a machine that makes the art. – Sol LeWitt, “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art”, Artforum, June 1967), for this project the art is in the idea more than the representation.

Conclusions

Mail-Art is about creative communication. Communicating in a way that redefines sending messages. In this project I like the idea of a chain being set up from one language to another by people who are bilingual, a communication that transcends and at the same time celebrates the cultural diversity of the worlds languages. It encourages a global community while preserving national cultural identities.

This unit, spatialised practices, is about thinking about the audience you are trying to reach with your work, and how best to get your message to them. It seems to me that the best way to get people interested in a work of art or an idea is to get them to participate. Since people who speak foreign languages were my target audience for this project, and they were geographically dispersed, e-mail worked well for reaching them and also for getting them involved in the project.

