A Balloon for the Barbican
—Politics of Listening in
The City of London

Readers are invited to perform the script in and around the area of the Barbican Estate

Characters

YOU, the researcher who investigates space by listening to its
acoustic qualities.

POLICEMAN, his duty is to ensure community safety and maintain
public order.

POLICEWOMAN, her role is to prevent crime and improve security.

MANAGER OF THE ESTATE, he is respensible for the happiness
and comfort of the residents.

Scene

The Barbican, City of London, UK, January 2012.

All characters are fictitious; any reference to real facts or people is
purely coincidental.

Actl
Friday afternoon. 3pm.

Scene 1
The balloon is fully inflated. You are waiting for the right moment to
pop it to listen to the echo bouncing off the surrounding buildings. You
stand still with open ears. Suddenly two cops approdach you from one of
the public courtyards of the Barbican Estate.

POLICEMAN You al'right?

YOU Hi.

POLICEMAN What are you up to?

YOU What? Sorry?

POLICEWOMAN What are you up to?

YOU Ahhh... I'm doing a research project, it’s basically about the
acoustics of the place and I'm popping balloons here in the
courtyard.
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POLICEMAN Do you have a permit?

POLICEWOMAN Do you have a permit?

YOU Yes.

POLICEMAN Have you got it with you?

YOU No, it’s not printed.

POLICEMAN Right OK, because obviously we have seen you walking
along... (interrupted)

POLICEWOMAN We don't mind you doing stuff but our office is
there and we saw you walking on that ledge.

POLICEMAN Yeah, eh... (interrupted)

POLICEWOMAN How many people live here?

POLICEMAN Yeah, you... (interrupted)

you How many people!? (thinking about the connections between
population density, surveillance and accepted behaviours in public
spaces)

POLICEWOMAN Yeah, lot of people, if they see you they might call
us in, so we need to be aware of this... err...

YOU Ah!

POLICEMAN You are walking around popping balloons and you
might be disturbing residents here, while obviously some of
them, I mean not all of them would be out at work, lots of elderly
residents here will be asleep and everything... and you are
just bursting balloons and obviously the way like... you know
yourselves, you are doing a thing on it, like the Barbican, all the
sound echoes around, so... I mean we heard the balloon all the
way down there bursting and everything like that.

POLICEWOMAN It echoes a lot, you know that, acoustics wise, it
echoes a lot, stuff like that.

POLICEMAN So... I don’t know, if you want to go and do it outside
the Barbican that’s fine.

YOU Well, the point of my research is to do it here inside the
Barbican and... (interrupted)

POLICEMAN Do you have any ID on you or anything like that?
What T'll do is if I can take your name and everything like that. If
we receive. .. erT... no one has complained to us yet but if anybody
complains you will have to stop straight away and that’ll be the
end of it.

YOU Sure, OK, but can I pop this last balloon because I've already
blown it up and then I'll give you my ID.

POLICEMAN Fair enough, 1 suppose. (resigned, as if something
undesirable cannot be avoided)
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Bagang!!! The sound of the balloon echoes around bouncing back and
forth off the building’s concrete walls.

POLICEMAN You see that’s quite loud, you are disturbing people as
they are walking through and that's why you have to stop.

POLICEWOMAN That's your last one, yeah?

POLICEMAN Yes, so that’s the last one, yes?

YOU No.

POLICEMAN Yes!

YOU We can do this together if you want.

POLICEMAN No we can’t do it together, basically you are gonna
have to stop because if we get complaints... Yeah, like I said!

YOU No already? No, it’s not possible, already?

POLICEMAN The people are living, look, how far are you from that
window?

YOU Yes, but ¢’mon it was just one second!

POLICEMAN No, no, no, mate, you might be waking people up...
(interrupted)

POLICEWOMAN We're telling you now, we let you do that one,
yeah, we let you do that, all right?

YOU The last one?

POLICEMAN No, you have done the last one!

POLICEWOMAN We let you just do that one, you listen to us now:
no more that’s it, that’s it!

POLICEMAN No more yeah, you are gonna have to stop now.

YOU Why do they... (interrupted while trying to explain the constructive
value of noise as opportunity for social interaction and unexpected
encounters)

POLICEWOMAN This is a private area! You understand there are
people living here!

POLICEMAN (attempting to pacify the situation) I'll tell you what, if
you come down with me to the Barbican Estate Office, we are
gonna speak to the Estate Office. If they are happy for you to do it
that’s fine, if they say no, then no.

POLICEWOMAN Come with us we'll go speak to them now.

YOU OK.

The two police officers leave the public courtyard and lead You to the
Estate Office.
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Scene £

MANAGER OF THE ESTATE Hi, how are you doing?

POLICEWOMAN (patronisingly) We saw this gentleman recording
outside our police office, this guy (pointing) walking on the ledge
which is 20 foot up, don’t know if he has got a permit for that, and
he’s bursting balloons as well.

POLICEMAN He says he’s doing an acoustic test; he said he’s got
permission to do it. What we are just worried about is... if you are
happy for him to do it, it's fine but I've seen people, next to, err...
outside people’s houses and obviously if we get complaints...

MANAGER Yes, it’s a residential area.

POLICEWOMAN He’s got big balloons and he set them off outside
the residents’ flats. Popping them, it’s really loud.

POLICEMAN Yea, so, what we don’t want is complaints coming in
but if you lot are happy for him to do it...

MANAGER Were you walking along the ledge of the wall?

POLICEMAN Yes.

YOU No.

POLICEMAN He was.

POLICEWOMAN Yep.

YOU Well the project is not about that, I was walking there because
I found it interesting to walk there but... (interrupted)

MANAGER Well, of course in general I would prefer if you didn’t walk
along the parapet wall, quite frankly.

YOU Yes but I'm from the countryside and I climb trees every day.

MANAGER Yea, but we don’t climb concrete in the city.

POLICEMAN If you fall off over here...

POLICEWOMAN People would ring and say someone is trying to
commit something and so on.

MANAGER And also, the most important thing is, I've got to clear
you up, when you are splattered on the public high walk
afterwards and quite frankly I'm not happy about that.

POLICEWOMAN Yeah, and we would have to get lots of bodies to
cordon off the area.

YOU So there’s no way we can continue today, right?

MANAGER No, this is where people live, you know, it's unfair, if I
came and banged big balloons outside your flat...

YOU We were thinking to do this again from 10 to 11 this evening.

MANAGER No. No, no, definitely no, no, I would say no, the noisy...
erT... time you can make a noise here is between 10 in the
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morning and 4 1n the atternoon; because again, I will quote, it’s a
residential area.

YOU The thing is that at that time the background noise is very loud
and you cannot hear the sound reflections from the buildings.

POLICEMAN But at 10 o’clock and 11 o'clock when you want to do it
people are gonna be sleeping...

POLICEWOMAN People are going to be sleeping ready to go to work
the next day and so on.

POLICEMAN ...and you are gonna be waking them up with balloons
and they are not gonna be happy.

POLICEWOMAN They are gonna call us and we won't be happy.

POLICEMAN We won't be happy.

YOU OK, so the best time you say is between 10am and 4pm.

MANAGER Well, it is not the best time, is the only time that you are
allowed to do that kind of thing.

To be continued...

The project A Balloon for the Barbican was first presented at Bang! Being the
Building. A Musarc Salon at the Barbican on the 26th of January 2012 as part of
the OMA/Progress exhibition at the Barbican Gallery, City of London, UK.
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