The Challenge of Black Market International

The National Review of Live Art 2007, Tramway, Glasgow

From Wednesday 7th February to Sunday 11th February 2007, Black Market International (BMI) artists achieved a new challenge. Invited by Nikki Milican, Director of the National Review of Live Art in Glasgow, who put together 80 live art artists and where BMI would perform for five consecutive days. As such, over these five days, the various stakeholders (among whom we can quote guests such as Brian Connolly, Esther Ferrer, Jamie McMurry, Alexander Del Re, Monica Klinger, and regretting non-attendance of Norbert Klassen and Marco Teubner) would take over the vast space of Tramway 2. The programme also included an all-day workshop for twenty students, as well as to documentaries and solo readings. These five days managed to mobilise a great audience, mostly young, to follow the actions of Jürgen Fritz (D), Myriam Laplante (It/Qu), Alastair MacLennan (Northern Ireland), Helge Meyer (D), Boris Nieslony (D), Elvira Santamaria (Mx), Julie-Andrée Tremblay (Québec), Roi Vaara (Fi), Jacques Van Poppel (NL), Lee Wen (Si/J).

ACT 1: Becoming Aware of the Territory

On the first night, Black Market drags us into extremely poetic actions and proves to us the power of that open system. Little by little, they appropriate the space. The artists demonstrate how very little things end up being the central idea of an important work of art. They do not make art, they are art. Various objects lie in the massive room and accessories which will be used by performers are aligned on a big table. At first glance, a car wreck, a twisted bicycle and a rusty motorbike, two beds on casters, a giant stepladder, a stone hung from the rafters and a pile of peanuts, as well as a large greenhouse, are the stage setting; an orchestrated chaos in a way. But the two recent x-rays hung up at eye level as works of art, are obviously the signs of Roi Vaara’s recent wrist fracture. Having fallen off a platform whilst in Japan, the artist had an operation on the Saturday prior to his arrival in Glasgow. However, he performed with this strange splint on his right arm from which stems come out of his flesh; he changed his projects a lot, despite the discomfort caused by that burdensome and unusual appliance.

An appearance of Black Market always evokes something ‘on the go’, whatever its stage of accomplishment may be. A sort of huge building site that gives birth to images - of the moment - with artists sharing a common attitude and where each of them, with full respect to the other, has a major role since there is no hierarchy among them.

The audience comes in and sits around, accepting to follow this journey through its length. Everything seems to be regulated as if BMI had rehearsed, which is not the case since they work in full improvisation. When breathing on a heavy stone, Boris Nieslony gives life to this inert mass, doesn’t he? Joined in this action by Helge Meyer and later on by Alastair MacLennan, together for a long while, they reanimate the spirit of that stone - a major element of their decor and performance. It takes time before the vibration turns into an oscillation. But time is a major element in performing art, isn’t it? An essential experience for the artist? Time is like an investment and they experience it. The extreme slowness enables relaxation and expression of plenty of emotions, to go through the transformation process more naturally and repetition helps with concentration. Julie Andrée, come out of the pile of peanuts where she seemed to drown, joins Boris, sits on the tip of a chair. Head upside down, she stays for a long time arching her back under the same stone, staring at it, hypnotic. The performer’s balance is weak and so are the bamboo stems she holds in her hands, which she plays with. Much later on, Alastair MacLennan places, very slowly, into her mouth some matches she had previously aligned on the floor. That pas de deux lasts, a partition of time is necessary to understand the games own rules.

Simultaneously, Jürgen Fritz starts the long work of assembling all the bamboo stems together. Bit by bit, we witness the making of a hut of sorts. Myriam Laplante moves about with a mask upside down on her head, Elvira Santamaria blows bin bags up and places them around the others. Lee Wen, lying on a bed covered with the rusty cycle, is wandered around by some of the participants. Roi Vaara writes on a wall a text he received concerning the risk assessment of his performance. Performance artists are not used to such documents due to new UK safety standards. And it is not fortuitous that it is the one who had an accident who, not without humour, writes it. As for Jacques Van Poppel, he quietly sets up his camp, builds his tent, his beer bottles and all the accessories evoking the perfect tourist in the middle of that assembly he regularly disturbs. And to end this first day, the artists do a slow dance on a tune duly chosen by the latter.

ACT 2: The Workshop

The second day is dedicated to a workshop for students. An artist from London, Tom Greghegan was one who signed up for this workshop; he considers himself as a ‘learner’ and attends BMI’s European interventions on a regular basis; this is also the case for a young artist Sarah Jane Grimshaw, who graduated from Deborah Richardson-Webb’s Contemporary Theatre Practise course in Glasgow. The students come from Glasgow, London and also from Germany. They all feel a little bit tentative. Everyone introduces him/herself. They have to do some exercises suggested by each member of Black Market International before they each show their own work for no longer than ten minutes. Finally, from 7.30pm onwards, they will all take part in a collective performance. It is still to be decided whether this course should be opened to initiates only, or to a broader audience and from what time during the day. Fortunately, the second option finally got the upper hand. No matter if the real number of votes was not really taken into account!

The body obviously becomes the centre of this taught programme. Everyone choose their own exercise. Helge Meyer insists on awareness and its possibilities, how to develop a proper understanding of our body and how to avoid putting it in danger. He then asks everyone to choose and stare at one part of the body for two or three minutes and then, three by three, to put this into action in front of the others. There is no surprise about his choice since we remember that when he was in Slovakia in 2002, his performance with Marco Teubner ended very badly when Marco cut off one of his phalanx between a couple of stones.

Jürgen Fritz asks eight trainees to imagine sitting on a jumping horse, to change their way of standing in the space, to try and escape from themselves, first individually and then back to back in couples. This exhausting work on resistance forces them to create their own space within the others, to focus on breathing and to control energy.

Julie Andrée works on concentration skills by asking them to use space two by two. A stick balanced between two parts of the body, by shifting it she makes them move in a sort of ‘macro-move’, making them conscious of what it changes in the situation. Alastair MacLennan insists on the idea of continuation. He makes them all fit into a very tiny space and asks them to keep on moving; to be the move without thinking of what they are doing; to move about slowly as a fish would do in the water. Nothing else. Only to focus on the moving parts of their bodies.

Lee Wen asks them to keep the movement but to hold a posture, like in yoga. Students stand around in a circle, everyone picks up an object on the table and has to imagine a series of postures using the selected object.

Boris Nieslony did a very tiny action at the beginning of the workshop, back against the wall, in which he mixed up voice (with incomprehensible intonations) and moves (with vague gestures). As a ritual, he asks a student to repeat his piece, with possible help from other students. Yes indeed, memory is also a part of the body and forces the unlucky one who has been chosen to search in his memories and to merge his/her own perception of this enigmatic act! He transcribes it in a rather funny way – a hard task for which he is applauded!

Jacques Van Poppel, in order to use the same part of the body, creates a football team, each one having to head the ball and give it back to him. The work then presented by each student reveals that they are already significantly involved in the art of performing. In the UK and Germany several schools teach this discipline, unlike most European countries. It is thus, with a real pleasure, that we discover some very relevant ideas of these young, future artists. Various themes were brought up; beautiful energy and strong concentration animated their personal work. And this is very promising.

Black Market analyses each of them and sometimes asks them the reason why they chose this action. It turns out that whilst working together we have to create our own image and be aware of the others’ work at the same time. Nobody must monopolize the attention, this is an exchange made in harmony. Learning how to be responsible towards others and gently transform actions, to leave space for another possibility. Even if everything is possible with an object, we must stay fluid and adaptable and learn in a respectful way (respect – a word that occurs very often here). Making a sort of theatre where the audience comes and takes part is out of question. They are preparing tonight’s performance, which is a unique experience for everyone. But unfortunately they do not perform all together as 30 people in the space as it would not meet the security standards, added to which, the noise sometimes coming from the two rooms next door disturbs Black Market. Borders between institution and artist are often incompatible!

That night the performances go pretty well, everyone finds his/her own role and place during their action. But an artist coming from outside has curiously joined the group, unable to control her emotions she disturbs the global harmony of the action. This is also a risk. By simple actions, students are perfectly complementary with the artists, each one taking care of erasing themselves to hand over to the other.

ACT 3: Documentaries, intervention ‘in the Norbert Klassen way’ and for the première, Lee Wen claims the word ‘EVERYBODY’

Alastair MacLennan opens the festivities from 12-noon with ‘Gale Lip Pillage’. His head in a plastic bag, he looks at a projection of images pointing out various kinds of extreme pollutions. Does performance not act as a counterweight in a society ruled by over-consumption and, unfortunately, with all the damage that goes along with it?

Norbert Klassen was not here and Boris wanted to pay tribute to him. He starts with quoting the artist ‘I’ve got nothing to tell you but I’m going to tell you anyway’ and then he plays dice on a table. But the dice are loaded each side has got three numbers on it! The artists - gathered together around Nieslony - smoke fake cigarettes, calling to mind their friend struck down by pneumonia and who used to chain-smoke during his actions holding a ‘No Smoking’ sign in his hand.

A film directed by Jürgen Fritz, started in 1997, relates the story of Black Market International and reminds us that this type of moving cooperation - established in 1985 - celebrated its 20 years of existence the year before. Among the seven artists who have been part of it since the very beginning, a couple of them come from theatre - Norbert Klassen and Jürgen Fritz, whilst others come from performance art and visual arts. A few others teach at art schools. As for Jacques Van Poppel, he acts as a troublemaker and will prove it through his actions.

As time went by a few performers left the collective: Thomas Ruller (Czech), Zigmund Piotrowski (Pol), Zbigniew Warpechowski (Pol) and Nigel Rolfe (Ire). Lately, Boris Nieslony - who qualifies as a founder of Black Market International according to a collective decision - has integrated new generations through the admission of two German artists - Marco Teubner and Helge Meyer - as well as the female contingent represented by Elvira Santamaria, Myriam Laplante and Julie Andrée T.

Today, the Irish artist Brian Connolly performs with the group. Action is starting again. Connolly has put a black tent up on which he draws constellations; then he puts on a table a polar bear on an ice field that melts down very quickly. Roi Vaara, as soon as he comes in, gives a ‘Left Hand Shake’ as a double allusion to his accident which immobilizes his right hand but also to a recent show performed in Sète entitled Poignée de main fraîche in which he dipped his hand in a pot of white paint beforehand. Each artist fills the territory with a more or less fleeting/ephemeral action and with an individual story. One image comes after another. A stick balanced on Boris Nieslony’s head, a mask screaming with its mouth opened on Lee Wen’s. Myriam Laplante - famous for her performances mixing up odd and fantasy - crawls on a gigantic spider web and builds a strange edifice by sticking peanuts together. Julie Andrée and Helge Meyer, blindfolded by a piece of fabric on which is written ‘lack of knowledge’, sit face to face around a table and establish a ritual using numbers written on some cards. Helge ends up with marks of burnt down candles on his head and with bamboo stems going through his clothes - his body doing its best to move about on the floor like a strange animal. A dialogue is often established between two, three or several artists, each of them joining together in their action or impeding moves by the others. This confusion is part of the work of art and holds the artist in a continuous state of concentration. In total communication, artists use their body as a material; they feel free and it seems like they can do anything they want.

Jürgen Fritz and Brian Connolly sit face to face and are immobilized by Boris Nieslony, who alternately places bamboo stems in their jackets that he previously removed from the others. Lee Wen screams ‘EVERYBODY’ for the first time. Julie - brilliant with a red headdress she made herself and which would make milliners green with envy - like a strange Melusine, she haunts the space creating in this way many possibilities of interaction. This game lasts until the light suddenly fades.

ACT 4: Guests Arrive

Alastair MacLennan - head and body covered with fishing net - does not look tired even though he has been performing for many hours now. He is alone - the space being closed to the audience - all night long. His moves are so slow that he seems to be in a trance. The artist is not inexperienced in that kind of long-lasting action. He has done more demanding stints before. Esther Ferrer - just arrived from Paris - takes possession of a car wheel and turns on top of it, seeking balance. This great lady of performance art likes to create absurd situations while keeping simplicity of action. The amateur Van Poppel (at least this is what it says on his t-shirt) wanders with his feet in two crates of beer and holding another one in his hands. Lee Wen holds a pile of cardboard boxes on which is written ‘this is not a work of art’, as if a breath of Magritte was in the air. Elvira Santamaria and Helge Meyer burn matches and throw them out into an opened umbrella.

The Californian Jamie McMurry then comes on “stage” with a strong and powerful action; he becomes a horse. Half man, half horse, he ends up immolated and covered with blood, standing on bales of straw he had previously gathered together. ‘InterActing’ in the middle of the audience, bales of straw and broken glass are violently projected against the wall; his eloquent violence reminds us of the cowboys of the Great Plains. He then joins Black Market to share the afternoon of performance with them.

What passes through the mouth is being transformed; Julie spits blue paint out in a glass container full of translucent liquid; this mix changes slowly into a precious opalescent colour. Monica Klinger - the Swiss manager of Momentum, a platform for performing art - comes into the group rolling about slowly on the floor first and then accelerating her rolls and lying down, no matter what comes in her way. A lovely way of coming on stage, of measuring the space and taking possession of it, as an ex-dancer she enters very easily into the performance.

Boris Nieslony, lying on the floor, picks some seeds up from a small bucket and gently puts them one by one into the auditory canal of his ear, as a mystic and poetic ritual of a hypnotic slowness. Alastair and Roi Vaara take place in a car skeleton, removing everything they can from the inside to pile it up next to the doors. An artist joins them from outside for a while in perfect harmony. While he’s lying underneath the car, Jamie McMurry’s foot is being painted blue by Julie Andrée. Lee Wen wanders half-naked, holding a pile of books that Jacques Van Poppel will sellotape onto his body. His war cry ‘EVERYBODY’ resonates several times. Jürgen Fritz has put his shirt at the tip of several bamboos stuck together - a strange and unbalanced installation - that he holds at arm’s length till he feels exhausted. Myriam Laplante, with an elf head on, calls to mind an imaginary world of fairies. Helge winds red sellotape round Jamie and, facing him, funnily mimes the moves he makes to get free. Jacques Van Poppel gently strokes Julie’s head whose mouth is full of flowers she eats before she disappears under a pile of feathers. In the meantime, Esther Ferrer quickens and runs, pulling a table covered with shoes, which she puts back onto it as they fall off the table. Elvira makes music in an iron tub, giving rhythm to Giovanni Fontana’s voice. Newly arrived, he takes a microphone and pays a ringing tribute to the artists. Everybody loves this ringing poetry. Esther Ferrer runs very quickly around a few chairs - a recurrent element in her actions - until the amateur Jacques Van Poppel joins her, holding Lee Wen on his shoulders, putting an end to her reckless race and to this day.

ACT 5: Obviously everybody is exhausted!

As we have understood, communication is most important to Black Market International. This art is very open-minded, everybody pays attention to the other and artists work on an exchange-basis: reciprocal and simultaneous with full respect to the others. This huge concentration of energy acts as an enlightener. Everything becomes possible and tension comes out of these simultaneous acts, reaching the audience that finds itself in an extremely generous process of exchange. Performance allows the body to embody its own aim; this is a physical and mental rite of passage. The ideal way of crossing boundaries, without going through them.

The last day, actions seem to be slower. This is probably due to the fact that artists are tired or simply to a track of time even more extended, as if rhythm was suspended. Myriam Laplante wears her costume made of peanuts; a long and quite unusual train follows her. Later on, standing on a chair, she seems enigmatically hung up in the air by her cloak. Boris Nieslony, head covered by a hood, watches the space as a magnifying glass blocks its opening. Jürgen Fritz jumps with a pile of bamboos in his hands; a huge tension comes out of his gesture; Alastair lines up very tiny animals on a sort of lawn that grew on the old motorbike’s saddle. Esther Ferrer and Helge Meyer patiently cut with scissors meters of paper they then wrap around their necks, whilst Julie Andrée, perched above them, scratches the car’s ceiling with one-meter long steel-nails. Alexander Del Re comes into action using salt - base of civilisations - and later on, he forces Helge to hold a strange balance by compelling him with a pendulum. Lee Wen, screaming what has been his leitmotiv during the last three days ‘EVERYBODY’, wanders, pushing Julie in a trolley filled with empty beer bottles. Julie gets changed and puts on a new t-shirt, which claims that rules are not made to be applied. Boris fills his eardrum with seeds again and Jürgen, facing him, imitates him with groundnuts. Then, one by one, the artists gather all the scattered materials around these two performers; they hold Esther on her chair right at the centre; Roi Vaara has covered his injured hand with white feathers and raises it up. The audience greatly acclaims these five days of performance. It is time for the artists - happy but exhausted - to celebrate this release.

Reactions and Dénouement

Feedback from students expressed some of their expectations. All of them had broadly taken advantage of this experience. Laureen learnt how to play with the idea of watching the others while creating with them at the same time. Improvisation became a new starting point for her. She used to rehearse her performances beforehand. It is obvious that, in a group, one is not always active; so she also learned how to erase herself. Triona, who comes from Ireland, first experienced the community as a process that gets lost; she learned how to find her focus point and what remains for her is a sense of playing a game. Yola, the German, liked the approach of teaching of each one of Black Market International; this approach is parallel with the way they create. It comes from singing and is, from now on, closer to a type of performance in which communication and time are two important elements. She found herself condemned to silence whereas she is used to using her voice. This was not easy and things will appear clearer to her later on.

Sarah Jane Grimshaw has already taken part in a workshop with Alastair and Lee Wen. She had already learned how to take her time to compose images and how to control the process of slowing-down. She was aware of the audience around her and knew she had to let things open. She feels, as many others, that the workshop was too short! This young and promising artist - an Elevator artist this year - did a very touching action using beetroots. Through this personal work led under perfect control, she tried not to alienate the audience, using it in a clever way and establishing a subtle complicity.

Tom, the novice artist from London, showed a very personal and violent work and was interrupted by the artists. He felt supported and secure within an insecure situation. He felt delighted and asked for more. At night, he did not perform since he felt that the earlier work was a far too strong experience. He earned so much from this workshop that he did not want to take the risk of spoiling the moment; he has too much respect for this work and would rather watch to learn more.

To sum up, we attended a unique and exceptional symbiosis. Every participant, because of his/her origin, personality, creative power, own experience and talent managed to create many possibilities of intervention; the various proposals and innovations enticed us into a laboratory of an extraordinary inventiveness.

The duration of 5 days certainly enabled Black Market to improve the use of energy and to reach this state of intensely close interaction, where everyone becomes able to sense the other’s intentions. The various worlds they drew us into left a strong souvenir to everyone; there is no doubt that, Looking back to this experience it turned out to be a strong catalyst for new thoughts. The artists managed to establish a breathing space in which everyone was then able to draw the quintessence out of this meeting; Black Market established an unexpected harmony and it is this freshness that best qualifies their work.
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