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Connection Interrupted
An exhibition exploring our relationship with social media 
[bookmark: _Hlk7466320][bookmark: _Hlk7466332]In 2019, we are more connected than ever before (Harris, 2015). The introduction of the internet, smartphones and social media have revolutionized the way we interact with each other. Never before have we been able to connect with people on the opposite side of the world with such ease. The internet and social media mean we are no longer bound by geographical borders to connect with others, giving a voice to marginalised communities and allowing people to share ideas with further reach than ever before. “The Internet frees us from geographic fetters and brings us together in topic-based communities that are not tied down to any specific place” (Dentzel, 2013) 
Yet it could be argued that we are also more disconnected than ever before. We are experiencing ever rising rates of depression (Jowit, 2018) and loneliness (Harris, 2015). While social media is not the only catalyst for this, social media has become our favoured form of communication over face-to-face interaction and it is having a huge impact on the way we interact with the world around us. 
“Social media has become our primary form of communication. It’s easier and more convenient to look someone up on Facebook than physically stay in touch with him or her or calling on the phone. Facebook has replaced this need to catch up with old friends or meet up for coffee, because their entire life stories are literally posted in front of our faces.” (Tendler,2015) 

The impact of social media has been the subject of many scientific studies and has been greatly debated. Some studies indicate that using social media has a positive impact, especially on children and teenagers. “Engaging in various forms of social media is a routine activity that research has shown to benefit children and adolescents by enhancing communication, social connection, and even technical skills.” (O’Keefe & Clarke-Pearson, 2011, p. 800)
While other studies suggest that using social media has a negative impact on both our mental and physical health, increasing feelings of depression, low mood, loneliness and stress and causing insomnia.  
A study conducted in 2016 involving 1,700 people found a threefold risk of depression and anxiety among people who used the most social media platforms. Reasons for this, they suggested, include cyber-bullying, having a distorted view of other people’s lives, and feeling like time spent on social media is a waste. (Brown, 2018) 
[image: ]This exhibition explores both the negative and positive impacts of social media, examining the way we interact with social media and the effects this has on modern life. This exhibition would be held in the Mission gallery, Swansea featuring work from Rachel Perry, Jonathan Harris and Sepandar Kamvar, Mike Campau and Eric Pickersgill. 
Figure 1, The intended layout of Connection Interrupted at Mission Gallery 
The first artwork in the exhibition is Rachel Perry’s “Rachel is” (2009). On March 11, 2009 between 7:35am and 10:56pm Perry attempted to answer honestly the question presented in the Facebook status bar “What are you doing right now?” every minute in an online based performance piece of art entitled “Rachel is”. Perry cites on her website that she did this in an attempt to “raise more questions about narcissism, voyeurism, privacy and authority as issues we consider in a technologically modern world”. 
As “Rachel is” is an online time-based performance piece it is impossible to exhibit the work with the full impact of its original context. However, “Rachel is” is documented through screenshots of each status, totalling 551 screenshots.  These screenshots would be shown on a screen during the precise minute they were originally posted. By displaying “Rachel is” in this way the artwork also acquires an extra meaning, making comment on the amount of time we spend on social media.
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(Perry, 2009)
In the alcove, a full-size curved touch-screen tv would display Jonathan Harris and Sepandar Kamvar’s We Feel Fine (2005).  We Feel Fine is an interactive internet-based artwork that explores human emotion. To create the piece of art a specially designed system searches data every couple of minutes for newly-posted blog posts containing the phrases “I feel” and “I am feeling”, when it finds these phrases the system records the full sentence and identifies the emotion expressed in the statement. To create an interface to the data the system then creates and consigns a ‘particle’ to represent each individual feeling. The particle’s properties (e.g. size, colour and shape) indicate the feeling represented. These particles then move freely around a screen and can be clicked on and interacted with to reveal the full phrase behind the particle. 
We Feel Fine not only highlights the most frequent emotions and feelings of our contemporary condition but highlights a positive way in which we interact with the internet. Many of these feelings are not things we’d ordinarily announce we were feeling in person. The internet acts as a platform for people to express their darkest thoughts and feelings without fear of judgement or criticism. However, this could also be seen as a negative impact of the internet, creating an environment where malicious and dangerous thoughts and ideologies can be shared.
“People tend to think of cyberspace as some kind of imaginary space without true boundaries, a space not to be taken too seriously – not subject to the same rules and standards as the ‘real’ world” (Lufkin, 2017)
[image: ]
(Harris & Kamvar, 2005)
The third piece of work in the exhibition is a piece of work from Mike Campau’s project Antisocial. Each image in the series features an empty parking lot with a different social media’s icon as a neon sign, under each icon are statements about how we interact with each platform.  For example, the image I have chosen to be exhibited features Facebook’s logo reads, “The place to go make everyone think your life is great”. Further down the sign another plaque reads “HERE IS WHAT I POST:  HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO MY WONDERFUL HUSBAND WHO I’M LUCKY TO HAVE. REALITY: WE ARE GETTING A DIVORCE” 
“Each neon sign reveals common truths about how we can perceive, or use, the individual platform and subconsciously sign up to its culture and unspoken etiquette, such as using Instagram and Facebook to portray a highlight reel of our lives, and Twitter to voice political views based on what others are saying around us.” (Harris, 2018) 
Antisocial comments on the dark side of social media, the title of the work itself commenting on the way in which social media ironically makes us less social from each other. As well as this Antisocial highlights the disconnect between reality and our online personas, drawing attention to how carefully we craft these online personas. 
[image: ](Campau, n.d.)
The final body of work in the exhibition is an image from Eric Pickersgill’s series Removed. Removed is a series of large format black and white portraits of everyday life where smartphones and other digital devices have been edited out from the subject’s hand. The series draws attention to the reliance and addiction we have to smartphones in our everyday life while also commenting on how smartphones have almost become part of us. 
“In similar ways that photography transformed the lived experience into the photographable, performable, and reproducible experience, personal devices are shifting behaviours while simultaneously blending into the landscape by taking form as being one with the body. This phantom limb is used as a way of signalling busyness and unapproachability to strangers while existing as an addictive force that promotes the splitting of attention between those who are physically with you and those who are not.” (Pickersgill, n.d.) 
The piece chosen from the series to exhibit is entitled “Angie and Me”, in the image a couple lay back to back in bed seemly transfixed on what was once in their hands, phones. This particular image highlights how our reliance on smartphones even invades every aspect of modern life, including our most intimate moments. While Removed is not necessarily about social media, it is undeniable that our reliance on social media is intrinsically linked with the convenience of smartphones. 
[image: ]
(Pickersgill, n.d.)
Connection Interrupted aims to draw attention to the way in which we interact with social media, encouraging the viewer to consider their own relationship with social media and the healthiness of this relationship. Considering the way in which viewers may interact with this exhibition is interesting; would the viewers be documenting their visit on social media? Would viewers be present during their visits or would they be distracted by a device vibrating in their pocket? 
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