


















































The location of exchange 
Simone Leary 

Here is a ribbon that represents the circular 
process of exchange. The movement of the 
curve is a spiral because in the exchange one 
acquires what the other loses. The inequality of 
the curve should explain the gain and loss 
involved in every exchange. 

Jean-Paul Sartre, The Psychology of the 
Imagination. Methuen 1972, p112 

I am in my lounge room watching a film about 
watching films, "The Purple Rose of Cairo". It 
portrays life as random, meaningless and dis­
appointing. The film within it is also entitled 
"The Purple Rose of Cairo" and is as idealistic 
as the other is disheartening. The two films 
are parallel portrayals of life, which, through 
comparison and contrast, raise questions 
about the nature of existence from an existential 
point of view. This philosophical angle is 
exemplified in one scene involving an 
exchange that looks at the uncertain outcomes 
of life decisions and the difficulty of personal 
choice when there is no second chance. The 
exchange scene exemplifies the way we discard 
things we no longer desire to acquire something 
new that we anticipate shall serve us better. I 
am taken by the humanity of the scene, the 
heroine's belief that her decision to exchange 
one way of life for another will be beneficial 
when in fact it turns out to be self defeating. 
This exchange is made all the more poignant 
by its location, the interior of a deco cinema, 
which lends an ambience and significance to 
the drama. Here, I examine the visual language 
of the cinema and the interplay between the 
action and location in "The Purple Rose of 
Cairo". 

The Background of the Exchange 

The exchange begins with Cecilia, a woman in 
her thirties, living in America during the 
depression years. She lives a life typical of the 
era: impoverished, arduous, with few pleasures. 
She is trapped in a loveless marriage and 
dreams of better things. Her escape is the 

cinema where she immerses herself in the 
latest Hollywood films. One movie comes 
along which particularly strikes at her desire 
for escapism: "The Purple Rose of Cairo". She 
watches every screening becoming more 
engrossed in the reality of the film each time. 
During one session, fiction and reality collide 
when one character from the film, Tom, by 
some magic, steps out of the screen and into 
Cecilia's life. The couple run away together, 
into the outside world, leaving the parallel 
universe of the film in a state of suspension. 
Complications arise when Gil Shepherd, the 
actor who plays Tom, arrives and attempts to 
rectify the situation. He convinces Cecilia that 
he loves her and she is then forced to decide 
between a man of flesh and blood or one born 
from celluloid. This is the basis of the 
exchange. Cecilia ultimately opts for the real 
actor over the fictional character, thus 
exchanging her recent immersion in fantasy for 
a future in the real world. The basis of her 
exchange is her desire to lead an authentic life 
with a real person but she pays for her decision 
when the actor deserts her as soon as his 
character re-enters the film. Cecilia's 
exchange turns out to be disappointing, and 
costs her an opportunity at happiness. 

The existential ambience of the film, empha­
sised by the cinematic context of the 
exchange, calls to attention a popular desire to 
escape reality through fantasy. By locating the 
exchange within the cinema a juxtaposition of 
fantasy and reality is established in which each 
one helps define the other. Cecilia's exchange 
is based on choice. In film, choice does not 
exist as the future is pre determined. Cecilia's 
exchange is based on self-awareness and an 
awareness of her situation. In film, characters 
are not self-aware. They exist on a less con­
scious level and are equivalent to Sartre's con­
cept of (non-human) "things". The exchange is 
based on a desire to lead a more authentic life 
by following personal values. The fantasy 
world lacks authenticity because it is merely a 
mirror of the real world. Fantasy is based and 



dependent upon the authentic whereas the 
authentic is not dependent upon fantasy. In 
addition the fantastic filmic world is based on 
conformist, pre fabricated values, which are 
viewed by existentialists as "inauthentic". 
Tom's dissatisfaction with his own lack of self-
determination, and his struggle for independ­
ence against social conventions, mirrors a 
common desire to lead a more fulfilling life. 

The interaction between location and 
"exchange" is a concept fraught with signifi­
cance, in that it creates a flow between place 
and action, hence becoming an exchange in 
itself. Location provides the exchange with an 
appropriate tone, and is an important element 
in its own right, worthy of interpretation. The 
location is the cinema in which Tom and 
Cecilia have their first encounter. It is now 
empty since Tom has abandoned the film save 
the characters on the screen who languish in 
their luxury apartment, pondering their uncertain 
future, and the three protagonists, centre isle. 
The screen bathes the cinema in a soft glow, 
casting light on rows of empty, shiny seats. It 
is the moment of truth, as Cecilia is forced to 
choose between the two men, who are one 
and the same, thus exchanging one life for 
another. The division between the actors and 
the composition of the cinema setting symbolise 
the distinct domains of fiction and reality. Tom, 
the fictional character, stands to one side. 
Behind him is the film screen, the portal to his 
fantasy world of fictional friends and luxury 
living. On the opposite side stand Gil and 
Cecilia. Behind the scene is the exit to the real 
world, thus illustrating the tension between 
fiction and reality. The desire to live "happily 
ever after" seems so attainable within the 
cinema setting, an environment which invites 
a suspension of disbelief, that Cecilia is blind 
to reality as she makes her decision. Beyond 
the cinematic context of fantasy, the exchange 
falls apart and the remoteness of fantasy is 
suddenly apparent. "The Purple Rose of 
Cairo" is a film without a "happy ending", an 
analogy for the inescapable harshness of 
reality. 

The cinematic atmosphere of deep shadows 
and radiant light prepares us for the emotional 
impact of the exchange, particularly the resultant 
feeling of sadness and missed opportunity. This 
constructed environment of shadows and 
lights is fused with fantasy and the kind of 
idealism prevalent in films of old, which may 
seem naive by today's standards yet is demon­
strative of cinema's optimistic portrayal of life 
as orderly and inherently significant, and in 
which human strength prevails. 

Considering the cinema itself as a monument 
to idealism and escapism, I am reminded of 
the photographs of Hiroshi Sugimoto, which 
capture the essence of a bygone era through 
the imagery of empty motion picture theatres. 
The photographs have a recurring motif of a 
blank, radiating screen, which reveals the 
ornaer escapism by delivering defeat and 
disappointment. It illustrates nothing is eternal 
in the real world: Love, life, existence, is 
ephemeral. The quest for authenticity, for 
personal meaning and truth may be self 
defeating but that is the nature of the search. 
Unlike fantasy life is unpredictable. The 
Exchange, as Sartre says, involves loss. In 
"The Purple Rose of Cairo" a great loss gives 
us pause to consider what a life without mean­
ing and fulfilment is like. 
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How does a cube become a room or a new philosophy of space? 
David Lawrey 

You're walking down a busy street and you see 
an old friend in the distance, someone you've 
been meaning to catch up with but never seem 
to have the time. You smile to yourself and at 
that time they see you with a sense of recog­
nition. You keep walking at the same pace, but 
keenly aware of your locality to theirs, eye 
contact is made and broken a number of 
times, and in the time it takes you to reach 
them you are also conscious of the enclosing 
distance. There is a recoiling space created 
with your relational progress. A space that 
exists through your awareness of distance and 
movement, for in the time you where walking 
along that street you passed countless people 
oblivious to the crossing vectors of motion. So 
while we could map all the potential or physical 
interactive spaces, for you space is the product 
of interactions, where there is an awareness of 
these associations. 

Physical or chartable space is infinitely large 
in all its dimensions and infinitely divisible. 
What fills this space is not space itself. Space 
exists as a description of the relational 'vectors 
of direction, velocities, and time variables'1 

between objects. Everything you can think of 
exists within space. The question of what is the 
nature of this ultimate vessel is not an easy 
one to answer. 

Newton believed that space was capable of no 
action, form, or quality, and its parts were 
impossible to separate from each other by any 
force, no matter how great. Newton saw an 
overriding absolute order to space, which 
existed like an infinite grid of location in three 
dimensions. 'All things are placed in time as to 
order and succession; and in space as to order 
of situation.'2 The point of origin within this 
theory of Absolute Space and Time was the 
point of Creation: 'He constitutes duration and 
space'3 

Within the over arching system of space, vari­
ous inertial frames exist. The frames are created 
through differential movements such as a 
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vehicle moving at speed, the interaction 
between that body and the ground creates an 
inertial frame with respect to the earth. The 
earth is also an inertial frame within the solar 
system, and the solar system with relation to 
the universe. The various spaces here are the 
result of the interaction between the bodies in 
question, it only takes one party to change in 
order to change the inertial space. All these 
frames could in theory be measured against 
the Absolute Space and while Newton was not 
able to prove the existence of the primary 
frame of reference, it followed for him that as 
there was an absolute frame of reference in 
God there was also one in space. 

With Nietzsche's heralding the death of God 
and with Einstein's Theory of Relativity, 
Absolute Space gave way to the idea that 
space was mere relative relational interactions. 
Einstein discovered that within any inertial 
frame, time and space operated independently 
from any other, and as such no primary frame 
of reference was possible. It was shown that as 
a particle reached the speed of light, time 
slowed down such that if there were two twins 
and one stayed on earth for ten years while the 
other travelled in a rocket at close to the speed 
of light for the same amount of earth time, 
when he arrived back he would have aged only 
about a day. The amount time slows, depends 
on the velocity difference between the two 
spaces in question such that even as you walk 
along the street, time slows just a little as com­
pared to a still object. Minkowski, working with 
this idea, put forward the concept of the space-
time continuum, for any body within a space 
there is not a discrete relationship between 
time and movement. Time flows uniquely with 
the inertial space in which it is measured, and 
as such this intimate relationship means we 
need to introduce the concept of space-time 
where the measure of time is recorded with 
that of inertial space. 

Minkowski created a graphical representation 
of a space from the point of view of a single 
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body, that allows the viewer to understand the 
interdependence time and space. The construc­
tion of the diagram is based on the historical 
representation of time and one dimension of 
space of a particle. The vertical dashed line 
indicates time while the horizontal line represent 
the spatial dimension, the units are such that the 
speed of light intersects the graph at 45 
degrees, forming what is known as a light 
cone. The graph shows three regions of space: 
jenseits (absolute future), diesseits (absolute 
past) and anderswo (absolute elsewhere)4. 
Within a linear understanding of space, the 
space-time of everywhere the particle can go 
(jenseits), everywhere the part could have 
come from (diesseits) and everywhere the 
particle can never be (anderswo) are repre­
sented. 

When looking at the movements and trans­
missions which create spaces for humans, the 
purely physical model of space used to map 
particles and objects suffers limitations. Space 
for the human subject as with the particle is 
still a relative entity created through these 
interactions, but for the human subject the 

complexity is greater, due to the way these 
spaces are tied in with added factors of meaning 
and understanding. This space is dependent on 
the relative situation of the interacting parties, 
change either, and the resulting space also 
changes. It would be correct to say that the 
physical environment cannot react the presence 
of a person except via Newton's third rule of 
motion but it is also not static, and the human 
subject reacts to changes such as natural 
changes in day light. Using the space-time 
model, with respect to human interactions with 
their environment, means that space and time 
are not discrete considerations. 

Seeing space as the result of interaction 
necessitates the inclusion of the element of 
time, and so while you wake up in the same 
room everyday, the space of that room is not 
the same, for one you're different; one day 
older at the least, and the room itself is also 
different as the weather, light and seasons 
change. This is not to say that the physical 
mappable space of the room does not exist if 
nobody is in it but it is merely a material con­
struction in a location, it only becomes space 

37 



through interaction, which gives it meaning. 
Space then, is not physically bound but con­
ceptually enclosed, while in many cases the 
conceptual boundary of a space is marked by 
a physical boundary such as a wall, it is not the 
wall that encloses but way the concept is con­
nected to the idea of a division. 

In an attempt to understand spaces of the 
human subject, the concepts of absolute past, 
absolute future, and absolute elsewhere are a 
key way to analyse the elements in the inter­
action. These ideas as used here, are more 
complex than with a linear subject, being 
influenced by factors such as memory, emotion, 
attitude and feeling, in addition to all the physical 
constraints and liberties an individual may expe­
rience. 

Absolute past is the region of memory and 
knowledge. All the space that you remember 
being in and seeing is contained here. The dia­
gram shows how these tools of understanding 
funnel to the point of the present, where you 

stand now. You walk into a space and you see 
walls, floor, windows and ceiling, you under­
stand that that is what they are from the 
knowledge gained in the absolute past, and 
these things are put together in the present to 
make a room. The influence of past is partic­
ularly strong when attached to a specific 
emotional memory, (I scored the touchdown 
that won the game on that football oval) or nos­
talgic memory (I used to play here when I was 
seven), every space leads you to access the 
past, even if you haven't been there before, 
you assess new spaces on the basis of what 
you understand and its similarity to what you 
already know. 

The absolute future is the region of possibility, 
the space of senses, all the space you can 
now see and move into, the aroma of cooking 
food in the kitchen, your hand on a banister 
when the lights are out, the sound of music in 
another room, or the taste of a dust blown up 
from a dirt road. With the primacy of sense, is 
the idea of movement, the subject senses the 
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space around them with the view to moving 
through that space, even if they have no inten­
tion of getting up off the couch. 

The absolute elsewhere is the space of 
impossibility, it is everywhere you cannot 
interact with except via imagination and spec­
ulation. An example of the elsewhere is space 
of the room next door, the space behind the 
skirting board or the crack in the wall. There is 
an overlap between the absolute elsewhere 
and future, for it can be seen on the diagram 
that all possible future is mapped, but of 
course when future becomes present the pos­
sibilities outside that become elsewhere. 

Looking into the absolute future of these 
spaces a three dimensional picture becomes 
apparent, and the movement and stillness in 
the environment demonstrates all the possible 
ways to progress through and interact with this 
space. This leads one to assess these visual 
clues through the absolute past of our experi­
ence, accessing the endless examples of 
rooms and what component elements make 
them up. The elsewhere of presence, here, is 
what leads to a questioning and exploration of 
this space, further: what's outside, what's in 
the next room? 

So how does a cube become a room? 
The question is a semantic one, for the only 
difference is that one object references cube 
and the other room. In a cardboard cube with 
some carefully placed holes, my house (2001) 
and my office (2001) demonstrates the transition 
from cube to room. These works highlight the 
importance of the referencing features known 
to be contained within the idea of room. It is 
through the analysis of spatial interactions that 
this occurs. 

1. Certeau, Michel de, The Practice of Everyday Life, 
The University of California Press, Berkeley 1984 at pg. 
117. 
2. Cajori, F., Sir Issac Newton's Mathematical 
Principles of Natural Philosophy and His system of the 
world, University of California Press, Berkeley 1960, at 
pg-s. 
3.Sir Issac Newton's Mathematical Principles of Natural 
Philosophy and His system of the world. 
4. The translation of these words is based on the 
English terms that are attributed to these spaces within 
the theory of special relativity. 
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