Plotting Their
Timescape

Mally Kleiman

ames Sanders and Jake Garon have been
J tiirad Lo fell the history of Newe York City in 25
mitwles. They are bulding Timescape—a 16 fon!
long, continuously running, three screen orignta-
tion film for the Museum of the City of New York
Neither of these men is a stranger fa NYC
storylelling. The night before our interview,
Sanders had recewad an Emmy far his screen-
play for Ric Burn's 18 hour dacumentary on the
fistory of Maw York. Sanders recent book,
Celluloid Skyline, documents the city through fim
and architecture. Joke Barlon designed tha mys-
fenous, colorful boott that hovers on a sound-
proofing air bed in Grand Cenfral Stalion, for
David Issey's oral story project. “StoryCorps.”
With the non-profit Cily Lore, he is creating the
City of Memary, " a project in which cily dwellers
ild their festimonials to the stories and historical

and me preparing a treatment, we devised this

datz embadded in an intaractive map instalation
of We ity

| megt Sanders and Barton in the Local
Projects stutio. The room is wallpapered with sto-
iboerds, @ patcheeork of tnptychs, Historcal lash
points, in trios of xeroxes, are plastered, floor 1o
celling. in fight, thick rows. The maps, varied in
coatents and parameters. are annolated accord-
ingly—on same, neighborhoods are sechioned off
poltaly; other diagrams bear the red and green
scars of amows shrigking onto the page. Each
map is sandwiched by blumy. hlack and white
raproduced images culled from the Museum of
tne City of New: York's archives. Headlines organ-
ize lhe wall like newsies’ chigs or Stan Lee's cefls:
“The Metropolis,” “The industral City," “City of
Strangers." So this is how you organize g carlog-
raphy instaliation; this is how you map a map.

Molly Kleiman: James, you have already
condensed 350 years of New York fistory into an
ight episode, 18 hour, award winning dacumen-
tary. How fand why!} did you take on this task of
splicing thal research inta @ 25 minute presenta-
lipn?

James Sanders: When the museum said
they wanted 1o replace their old, now rickety, ori-
entation film, | started thinking about the stones
that can't be told in a linear narative story. With
Jzke looking at it in filmic terms, directorial terms,
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new app h, this multimedia, three-screen
form. Wa only have 25 minutes. So, the geal was
1o find the subordinale structure of the story. what
are Ihe girders? what are the big changes that
went on? Which in Ihis case were a senes of
events or moments. We use maps along with
images on either side, which are drawn from the
treasures of the museum’s colleclion. Paintings,
phategraphs. lithographs—these become lhe
flesh, the human companent.

ME: But what does this certographic lens
provide that an ordinary film can t?

Jake Barton: We are making a mavie
where the map is Lhe central characler and the
main player—and literally, the cenlral screen
you'll be watching. The piclures have a way of
grounding the map in the specificity of reality. And
the maps help the pictures nol to over romanti-
cize. You can see here (poinis to map of the IRT),
in the beginning of ‘the Metropolis," in 1900-
1920s, 1his is the beginning of the subway linas.
And then you can fast forward to where all lhese
aparimenl complexes were laid over the rail linas.
{His gaze moves down the wall). So, there is a
way in which layering ane map cver anolher map
allows us to draw parallels and show the reasons
things changed from one period o the next. The
end of each chapter i5 the foreshadowing, the
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ization that catapulls tha city ila the next stage.
And in very unexpected ways,

J8: And thal's how cilies graw. Qur task is to
untangle the cily's hislory and lease cut the lay-
ers. The maps will unfold en toand build upon one
another.

MK: How do you go about unlangling these
namatives vathout thinming the story inte a blang
lesson or a broad tale?

J8: Think of the aly as a palimpsest. a
seres of everlays. The cily thal we know today is
anly the most recant averlay of the city that exist-
ed 25 ar 30 years ago. All we can do is follow a
few threads through and touch on different kinds
of steries. This is nol some picareseque of all the
colorful stonigs thal have ever happened in New
York. We are frying to emphasize that these were
nol imperfect versions of the city we live in now—
these were not culsie places wilh quaint people in
ther. They were as complicated, nich, and excit-
ing as the city we live in now, We are going 1o
remind peaple that for all the superficial changes,
in many ways, city life does not fundamentally
change. We still do he same things. Pecple work,
go to school, go to church, they play. thay fall in
love.

MK: But how do you meke the bored or
reluctant museum-goer believe that? Or, batter,
that?

individual piece of either infrastructure ar reorgan-
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