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Creating Utopia

Professor creates class, multimedia production to explore the "future of our troubled planet"
For millenia, much of humanity — tormented by strife, pestilence, famine and other woes and fearful of futures that were uncertain at best — has been drawn more toward "what if" than toward "what is." From the Romantics, who yearned to be somewhere long ago and far away, to the futurists of the 20th century, who envisioned changes in the social order more radical than those in technology, idealists have dreamed of utopian societies free of conflict and want. Rarely has that dreaming been more lucid or urgent than today, with the specter of nuclear, economic and environmental apocalypse looming large in the collective consciousness.
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A Wake Forest faculty member, in association with the Southeast Center for Contemporary Art (SECCA) and various professional artistic collaborators, is giving form to utopian imagining in an exhibition on display at SECCA through early April and an original multimedia production at SECCA March 22-24. Participating are Wake Forest students who are enrolled in a course called "Wild Ideas: Performance and Utopian Desire," along with students at Reynolds High School.

The project originated last year, when SECCA invited Lynn Book, a visiting associate professor and faculty fellow in creativity at Wake Forest, to create an original performance for its 2006-07 season. An interdisciplinary performance artist with a concentration in voice, Book came to the University in summer of 2005 from New York City, where she had taught at Sarah Lawrence College and operated her own studio, Voicelab, which worked with emerging artists on innovative development of the voice and taught creativity seminars to a broad spectrum of professionals.

Wake Forest appointed her under the auspices of its Entrepreneurship and Liberal Arts program, which seeks to make entrepreneurship integral to the University's undergraduate liberal arts experience. Now in its third year, the program has launched an interdisciplinary minor in entrepreneurship and social enterprise (ESE), designed to help students combine their knowledge, creative talents and resources to identify and pursue opportunities, initiate change and create value in their lives and the lives of others.

More than 70 students have declared as ESE minors to date. Book, who holds B.F.A. and M.F.A. degrees in sculpture and performance studies, respectively, developed and teaches a foundational course in creativity and innovation for the minor and develops other events and programs for the entrepreneurship office's creativity initiative.

Book says the utopia project emerged from her thinking about the "future of our troubled planet" and its relation to desire.

"In thinking about desire, one is struck by its many forms-spiritual, physical, emotional, mental-and how we can be manipulated by it," she says. "Utopia is an expression of a collective desire, a yearning, for the common good and a change for the better. It seemed important to take on this very large topic and call upon its complexity to evoke creative response."

Book notes that historically, equality has been the central sustaining force that has driven utopian imaginings. "But striving for perfection opens the door to perversion of the ideal," she says. "Soon, there is tension between equality for all and the desires of individuals.

"Somehow, adaptability and openness to change must be embraced. Creativity can facilitate the building of a bridge to an all-inclusive vision."

Book spent several weeks last summer collaborating on sound concepts with Austrian musician and composer Katharina Klement. Additional participants include architect and urban designer Johannes Knesl and Wake Forest faculty members Jennifer Gentry of art, Jacqui Carrasco of music, Herman Rapaport of English, Jack Lucido of communication and film, and Wanda Balzano of women's and gender studies.

As both a complement to the SECCA project and an exercise for students in expanding their creative faculties, Book developed the "Wild Ideas" course.

The 14 students in the class are reading a collection of scholarly utopia essays compiled at the turn of the millenium, along with a companion set of essays on utopian impulses in art and theatre throughout history. Each will then write a "manifesto" setting forth his or her personal utopian vision.

In addition, each is developing a "transformative practice" designed to raise his or her consciousness about personal behaviors and change by devising seven "transformative actions" for the physical body, seven "conditioning actions" for the imagination and seven "repairing actions" for the world. "These are real believers in the possibility of a better future," says Book of her students. "One must feel a piercing of the heart to say, 'No, that must not happen; this must happen.' They are earnestly interested in making a better world."

The efforts will culminate in "RE:Next," a multimedia production featuring Book (voice, text and electronics), Klement (extended piano and electronics), Carrasco (violin) and Lucido (video). "Wild Ideas" class members, along with students from Reynolds High School, will be collaborative participants in the production, scheduled for March 22-24 at SECCA. A companion exhibition of visual, sculptural and textual materials titled "RE:garding Next" is on display at SECCA through April 7. 

The project won't conclude then. In coming months, Book will perform the music composed for the production with Clement in New York City's SoHo district and Carrasco in Pittsburgh, and she anticipates collaborating on it for another three years or more.

The interface between the Wake Forest and Reynolds High School students is supported by grants from Wake Forest's Pro Humanitate Fund and the Mary Duke Biddle Foundation. Book also received an award from the Archie Fund for Faculty Excellence to research and develop the initial stages of the project.
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