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The Student: Tibor's Clase

By Peter Buchanan-Smith

I am so lucky. Everyone | meet assurés me just how lucky | am. And | don't argue. Last winter, |
took a twelve-week course through the MFA design program at School of Visual Arts called "1,000
Words." It was taught by the bad boy of graphic design, conceptual guru, and perverse optimist
despite his terminal cancer. He was a man many of us worshipped. His name was Tibor Kalman,
and yes, | admit that | was intimidated by him and absolutely uncertain of what to expect. | had
never faced such a prospect, and | expect | never will again. "

From the outset, mystery and suspense surrounded Tibor's class. "Forward motion, clarity and
surprise, these three principles,” Tibor taught us, "are at the heart of all great stories.” As it turns out,
they also underscored his course. My introduction to Tibor came in the form of a questionnaire. A
week before the first class, one of his assistants handed out a sheet entitied "A few questions from
Tibor." Through this simple document, he managed to cut to the chase, leaving me questioning my
very existence and wanting to learn more. The questions were: '

What is your name?

What do you hope to get out of this program?

What do you hope to get out of class? (Or do you just want to get out of class?)
What is your media diet?
What do you want to be when you grow up?

What is your favorite candy?

The first time | actually met Tibor, he was holding forth from his favorite armchair in the living room of
his West Village apartment. It was from this room and throne that he conducted all of his subsequent
classes and crits. This first one began with a projected slide onto his living room wall, and for
forty-five'minutes, no one dared to breathe a word. The image on this slide was the foundation for

When the lights came on again, Tibor left us with one parting instruction: "Bring in one image that
somehow reacts to the image on the wall." Each week, we flocked to Tibor with more and more
images, all of which were (at the very least) a reaction to his image and the ensuing images we
chose. Tibor not only wanted to teach us how to use our selected photographs to tell a good story,
but demanded that we understand their impact: "A picture is worth a thousand words. Two pictures
should be worth two thousand, or even eight thousand words," he said. More often than not, the
images we selected were a reaction to the way he provoked, prodded, angered, and inspired us.
Tibor wanted us to make decisions from the heart, because these, he assured us, would make the
most compeliing stories: "If it's going to be any good, it's going to be from the subconscious,” he
said. "I'm interested in how the story and the dynamics change. Not from a graphic level, but from an

erotional one.”

Despite Tibor's weakened health, | marveled at his wit, mental stamina, and passionate insistence
on giving us students everything he 'possibly could. Tibor had only known us for a matter of weeks,
yet remarkably he was determined to devote some of his precious last days to our enlightenment. |
am grateful to Tibor's family for sharing him during this time. Perhaps they'll be glad to know that, like
so many others, | now carry the torch of Tibor wherever | go.

Peter Buchanan-Smith is a graduate student of design at the School of Visual Arts. é
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the function of art

The child had never before seen the sea. One day, his father took him to her. They traveled for many, many days unti| the
found her, beyond the tall dunes, waiting, announcing herself in the powerful and fragrant winds, and in the hoarse voiceg
of waves breaking on the shore.

. When the child and his father finally reached the crest of the dune, the sea exploded before their eyes. The immensity ang
brilliance of the sea was so great that the child fell silent, awed by her beauty. When he finally found words, he begged his
father in a trembling stutter, “Help me to see!”

celebration of the right to ffy

At the entrance to the town of Ollantaytambo, near Cuzco, | was able to break away from a group of tourists, when a locg]
child, sickly and dressed in rags, asked me to give him a ballpoint pen. | had only one, and had been using it to jot down
boring notes on archaeology, but | offered to draw a little pig on the back of his hand. Word got around in no time, and sud-
denly | found myself surrounded by a swarm of children who demanded, at the top of their lungs, that | draw animals on theijr
little hands, furrowed by dirt and cold, skins of burnt leather.

One wanted a goat and another a cobra, some preferred birds high-soaring or sweet of song, chattering parrots, scary owls,
and of course some asked for dragons and ghosts.

|;l'hr—m, in the midst of this uproar, a tiny waiflike child, just a bit over three feet tall, showed me the watch drawn with black
ink on his wrist. :

“My uncle, who lives in Lima, sent it to me," he said.
1 “Oh, and does it keep good time?” | asked.
“It's a bit slow,” he responded.

a celebration of friendship

Juan Gelman told me of an old woman who, on a street in Paris, fought against a brigade of municipal workers with her um-
brella. The workers were catching pigeons when, emerging from a Model T Ford and brandishing her umbrella, she rushed
into the attack. Swinging the umbrella with both hands, she cleared the way and untied the nets where the pigeons had been
trapped. As they flew away, she turned on the workers, who tried to protect themselves however they could with their hands,

The workers stammered apologies that the woman refused to hear; Don't take it so hard . . . . These are good orders from
above. . .the pigeons are ruining the city. . .they're a terrible plague. When the furious woman’s arms grew tired, she leaned
against a wall to catch her breath, and the workers asked her for some sort of explanation, and she said: “My son died, and
became a pigeon.” They then proposed, “Lady, why don't you just take your son and let us work in peace?” They said that
they had a lot of work to do, trapping the millions of pigeons that were loose all over Paris.

“Oh no!” she exclaimed. “That | would never do!” Looking through them as though they were made of glass, gazing into
space, and far away from them, far away from everything, she said:

‘1 don't know which pigeon is my son. And, even if | did, | still wouldn't take him with me. What right do | have to separate
him from his friends?” ;

a library is not a cemetery

It was at the Dofiate’s house, not far from Barcelona. Pilar and Antonio were watching television. On the screen a Latin American
novelist spoke, a repentant leftist fervently dedicated to the confusion of free enterprise with the freedom of the spirit.

The novelist was in the midst of his praise of money and disenchantment, in the midst of his attack on those of us who
believe that capitalism is not an inevitable curse, when a tremendous racket came from just above the television set: the three
volumes of Memory of Fire had fallen, as if out of sheer will, creating a terrible noise as they tumbled from the bookshelf,

Several days later, and in a very casual way, Pilar told me what had happened. After all, since books are filled with human
words, there's nothing strange about them expressing their indignation.J :

1
¥
3

Eduardo Galeana is a writer who lives in Montevideo, His fatast wark is (he trilogy Mermory of Fire: Genesls, Faces and Masks, and Cantury of the Wing, published by Panineon Books, Maw York.

Translated from the Spanish by Tracay Hill.
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Peter Greenaway

alleged to have happened, a series of events that are or might be nar-
rated ... a person’s account of his life or some portion of it . ., g
narrative of real Or, more usually fictitious events, designed for the
entertainment of the hearer .. ” and so on. Even a small child knows
that a Story isn’t just a series of events, because he says ‘And is that
the end?’ If we say ‘A story is a series of events that might be narrated’
then we beg the question, which is: ‘Why do we narrate one series of
events but not another?* ;

I had to decide what a story Wwas, and present a theory that an

el
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improviser could use on the spur of the moment in any situation.
Obviously, the ‘seventeen basic plots’ approach would be too limiting.
I needed a way to handle anything that cropped up.

Suppose I make up a story about meeting a bear in the forest. It
chases me until I come to a lake. I leap into a beat and row across to an
island. On the island is a hut. In the hut is a beautiful girl spinning
golden thread. I make passionate love to the girl ...,

1 am now ‘storytelling’ but I haven’t told a story. Everyone knows
it isn’t finished. I could continue forever in the same way: Next morn-
ing I am walking around the island when an cagle seizes me and
carries me high into the sky. I land on a cloud and find a path leading
to Heaven. To one side of the path I notice a lake with three swans.
One of the swans suddenly disappears, and an old man stands in his
place. .. :

The trouble with such a sequence is that there’s no place where it
can stop, or rather, that it can stop anywhere; you are unconsciously
waiting for another activity to start, not free association, but re-
incorporation.

Let’s begin the story again: I escape from a bear by rowing across to
an island. Inside a hut on the island is a beautiful girl bathing in a
wooden tub. I’'m making passionate love to her when I happen to
glance out of the window. If I now see the bear rowing across in a
second boat, then there was some point in mentioning him in the
first place. If the girl screams ‘My lover!” and hides me under the bed,
then this is better storytelling, since I’ve not only reintroduced the
bear, but I've also linked him to the girl. ‘The bear enters the hut,
unzips his skin, and emerges as the grey old man who makes love to
the girl. I creep out of the hut taking the skin with me so that he can’t
change back into a bear. I run down to the shore and row back to the
mainland, towing the second boat behind me (reintroducing the
boats). Then I see the old man paddling after me in the tub. He seems
incredibly strong and there’s no escape from him. I wait for him
among the trees, and pull the bearskin around myself. 1 become 2
bear and tear him to pieces—thus I’ve reincorporated both the man
and the skin. I row back to the island and find the girl has vanished.
The hut has become very old and the roof is sagging in, and trees that
were young saplings are now very tall. Then I try to remove the skin
and I find it's sealed up around me.

At this point a child would probably say ‘And is that the end?’
because clearly some sort of partern has been completed. Yert at no
time have I thought about the conzent of the scene. I presume it’s
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abourt sexual anxieties and fear of old age, or whatever. Had I ‘known’
this, then I wouldn’t have constructed that particular story, but as
usual the content has looked after itself, and anyway is only of interest
to critics or psychologists. What matters to me is the ease with which
I ‘free-associate’ and the skill with which I reincorporate.

Here’s a ‘good night’ story made up by me and Dorcas (age six).

“What do you want a story about?’ I asked.

‘A little bird,’ she said.

“Thart’s right. And where did this little bird live?’

‘With Mummy and Daddy bird.’

‘Mummy and Daddy looked out of the nest one day and su-
coming through the trees. What did he have in his hand?’

‘An axe.’

‘And he took the axe and started chopping down all the trees wit..
a white mark on. So Daddy bird flew out of the nest, and do you know
what he saw on the bark of his tree?’

‘A white mark.’

‘Which meant?’

‘The man was going to cut down their tree.’

‘So the birds all flew down to the river. Who did they meet?’

‘Mr Elephant.’

‘Yes. And Mr Elephant filled his trunk with water and washed the
white mark away from the tree. And what did he do with the water
left in his trunk?’ -

‘He squirted it over the man.’ '

‘That’s right. And he chased the man right out of the forest and the
man never came back.’ .

‘And is that the end of the story?’

‘It is.” :

At the age of six she has a berter understanding of storytelling than -
many university students, She'links the man to the birds by giving
him an axe. She links up the water left in the trunk with the wood-
cutter, whom she remembers we’d shelved. She isn’t concerned with
content but any narrarive will have some (about insecurity, I sup-
pose). —

I say to an actress, ‘Make up a story.” She looks desperate, and says,
‘I can’t think of one.’

‘Any story,’ I say. ‘Make up a silly one.’

‘I can’t,’ she despairs.

‘Suppose I think of one and you guess what it is.”

At once she relaxes, and it’s obvious how very tense she was.



Status

e See-saw

When I began teaching at the Royal Court Theatre
Studio (1963), I noticed that the actors couldn’t reproduce ‘ordinary’
conversation. They said ‘Talky scenes are dull’, but the conversations
they acted out were nothing like those I overheard in life. For some
weeks I experimented with scenes in which two ‘strangers’ met and
interacted, and I tried saying ‘“No jokes’, and ‘Don’t try to be clever’,
but the work remained unconvincing. They had no way to mark time
and allow situations to develop, they were forever striving to latch on
to ‘interesting’ ideas. If casual conversations really were motiveless,
and operated by chance, why was it impossible to reproduce them
at the studio? _

I was preoccupied with this problem when I saw the Moscow Art’s
production of The Cherry Orchard. Everyone on stage seemed to have
chosen the strongest possible motives for each action—no doubt the
production had been ‘improved’ in the decades since Stanislavsky
directed it. The effect was ‘theatrical’ but not like life as I knew it. I
asked myself for the first time what were the weakest possible motives,
the motives that the characters I was watchipng might really have had.
When I returned to the studio I set the first of my status exercises.

“Try to get your status just a little above or below your partner’s,’ I
said, and I insisted that the gap should be minimal. The actors seemed
to know exactly what I meant and the work was transformed. The
scenes became ‘authentic’, and actors seemed marvellously observant.
Suddenly we understood that every inflection and movement implies
a status, and that no action is due to chance, or really ‘motiveless’. It
was hysterically funny, but at the same time very alarming. All our
secret manoeuvrings were exposed. If someone asked a question we
didn’t bother to answer it, we concentrated on why it had been asked.
No one could make an ‘innocuous’ remark without everyone instantly
grasping what lay behind it. Normally we are ‘forbidden’ to see status
transactions except when there’s a conflict. In reality status trans-
actions continue all the time. In the park we’ll notice the ducks

squabbling, but not how carefully they keep their distances when
they are not.
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