Function III, Reactor - Division, delusion and dysfunction By Camilla Zajac YAH Website, August 2004
I’m a cog in the Reactor machine once again. The machinery is stricter and the games are tougher. The space for spectatorship in the Reactor factory has shrunk. The order has been decided and we must fit. There are no white-coated characters wandering around, but still that obvious enjoyment in playing roles. It’s a childhood game of ‘Lets Pretend’ but played deadly serious by a child with no sense of humour and a sadistic streak. This is more of an interactive art cold shower constitutional than previous Reactor warm bath dabblings.
I wait outside Reactor towers, the home/institution/playground of the Nottingham-based artists’ collective at one of the further reaches of the central Nottingham universe. Once inside we queue in a darkened passage way. As we move closer, hints of what’s to come drift towards us. A croupier and a small table wait beneath a dim light. Our performance is required at this first stage of the game. What will you choose paper scissors stone? Get it right and you through to the next stage, which lies out of sight. Get it wrong and you must stay and fight another round while others watch.
Scissors win against paper and I’m directed up the stairs where I’m given a choice by one of the Reactor team between the gate and the window of vulnerability. On giving my choice I am directed to a window to a room in which I find a small group of people watching a TV monitor. It shows the scene from downstairs as it happens. Now the game has changed from Las Vegas Paper-Scissors-Stone to playing a rendition of Three Blind Mice on the xylophone. We are the judges and must give our verdict of the best of each pair through a walkie-talkie. Whilst this is going on, pairs of people are escorted from this room to another, from where we can hear cheers and boos. There is that familiar Reactor sensation of something else going on in another room. Is it better than what’s going on here? Are you missing out? The sense of the group reforming and shifting is unsettling. The order of the event, mapped around the structure of the space, forces us upon ourselves, realising too that our attempts at paper scissors stone or the xylophone game has been witnessed and judged.
More judgement when I am brought into the room and must play a rally of Japanese badminton with a chopping board as a racket, naturally) with a partner. The crowd has already agreed before we come in whether to cheer or boo. We get boos it’s unnerving and understandably we only manage a rally of 9. But I must first choose a shuttlecock yellow, blue or red. Even at this stage it is hard to feel that this choice will not have far reaching consequences and I notice others take their time in choosing a colour. Already, we are fitting in with the order, matching the required structure with our passivity. Even the members of Reactor overseeing each event will not claim responsibility. As one of them comments, “I don’t make the rules; only the blow the whistle” It’s that Reactor way of enforcing the premeditated and making a demand that we live in the moment. The element of choice reminds me of the character in the cult book The Dice Man, who lives by decisions both huge and trivial by the fall of the dice. One choice decides the shape of the experience. For the whole evening, the group is defined, designed and drawn together and apart by individual choices.
As Auntie Nazi begins a performance that creates a scratch-repeat word play sense of deja vu, we are escorted into another room, pair by pair. A man lies on his back in a state of machine masturbatory pleasure. Dressed in wig, pink top and lipstick, he rubs and flicks his groin to a matching synthetic drumbeat. The control pad in his pants controls the camera angle of him that we can view on a nearby TV monitor. The lights are hot and there’s nowhere to go and nothing to do until we are allowed out. He seems content in his painted, beat-ridden pleasure. A small TV camera films our reactions.
The glass of Reactor punch I had earlier was definitely a good idea.
In the main area again, more people file in and we hear of another part of building in which other events have been going on. People exchange stories of their experiences. People who paid for their drinks from the mobile Reactor trolley bar (great idea) hear tales of free drinks vouchers and a locked door. The group had obeyed orders to not to touch a work made up of lines of keys and had waited and waited. Finally they started to think for themselves again, realised that the artwork and its accompanying instructions not to touch was an illusion and found a way out of the locked room. Function 3 demanded our passivity then punished us for it.
Upstairs, a wall of egg boxes starts to shift from a doorway and all at once, there are wrestling games going on. People move across to watch the games through the hole in the wall and it’s that question again of whether the experience of another is somehow better, more valuable or more interesting than our own. Round the corner there is a cupboard from which screams regularly erupt. A group of us break the rules once the member of Reactor guarding the door is out of the way and open the cupboard door. In typical Reactor style, the cupboard is an illusion, a portal to a space with a camera and some nameless but distinct ritual going on. We stay out of the cupboard.
Repetition rules here. A man in a lion suit and painted face sings karaoke to Britney Spears’ Toxic on an endless loop (“Thank you I’ll be here all night!) and there is something hypnotic about his cabaret performance. A continuous loop of the visitor’s presence is created in TV monitors dotted around the building. Through these electrical vistas of the inhabited spaces within Reactor Towers, the image of each person is fragmented and repeated. Later we gather together in a room and watch an edited view of the activities that took place in the mysterious cupboard. Each person was asked to act out fear in some form and the results, including some spectacular hamming, are both unsettling and funny.
As with other Reactor events, there was a slowing of pace, a sense of the energy first conjured up being dissipated. But the group stayed intact. Despite and probably because of, the divisions that had been enforced on the crowd throughout the evening, the total experience had made it into more of a whole than it had been at the start. Beyond the numerous distractions and peculiarities of the event and its space, the real occasion was the process that we went through and the very human responses - uncertainty, doubt, passivity, embarrassment and humour - that were triggered. 
 

